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Chapter One




Abraham “Bram” Gerrick stood
behind the counter at Pete’s Garage where he worked for his dad,
Jason, as a mechanic. He’d been turning a wrench for as long as he
could remember. His first job had been cleaning around the shop
when he was a preteen, then he’d moved up to the gas pumps and
helping with easy automotive work like oil changes. And now, at
twenty-three, he was a full-time mechanic.

Which was not the most exciting
thing in his life, frankly.

He was also next in line to take
over the Tressel Pack once his dad stepped down.

Now that was something to look forward
to.

His dad was only in his late
forties, so it wasn’t likely he’d be stepping down anytime in the
next decade barring something terrible happening. And Bram
certainly didn’t want that. But he did want to get moving with the
next chapter of his life.

While he could take over the pack
without being mated, it was preferable for the alpha male to have a
mate. Since Bram wasn’t mated, he knew his dad wouldn’t be stepping
down now anyway.

Someone rapped on the counter, and
he lifted his eyes from the screen where he was going over the
supply list and saw his younger brother, Gideon, who also worked at
the garage.

“What’s up?” Bram asked.

“Jay Samuel is coming in at noon
to pick up his Jeep. I finished the work and pulled it around to
the front, so you can run his invoice.” Gideon pushed the key
across the worn counter.

Bram glanced at the big clock on
the wall shaped like a hubcap. Eleven-thirty. “I’ll run it right
now.”

“You going to Jake’s after work?”
Gideon leaned on the counter and looked at him
expectantly.

“I don’t know. Maybe. I’ve got
laundry piled up so high in the bedroom that I can’t get to the bed
without climbing it like Mt. Everest.”

Gideon snorted. “Friday nights are
not for laundry, my dude.”

“I’ve been saying that for two
weeks.”

“Come on. I’ve been looking
forward to going to the bar all week.”

“Didn’t you and Kash go last
night?”

“Thursday night at the bar is
nothing like Friday night. And we only went to get dinner since the
fridge is empty.”

“Is it still empty?” he asked.

Gideon lived with Kash who was a
fae male. Gideon had previously lived with two other wolves, Luke
and Micah, who’d both recently found their truemates. Bram lived
alone in a house he rented in the small Kentucky town of Allen. He
lived on a quiet street full of similar homes with manicured front
yards and big, old trees that sent leaves everywhere in the
fall.

“Yeah,” Gideon said with a chuckle.

Bram shook his head. “All right,
I’ll meet you guys at the bar, but not until later. I definitely
need to take a crack at the laundry.”

What if he met his truemate
tonight? He couldn’t bring his forever girl home to a messy
bedroom.

“How late is later?” Gideon asked as he
straightened.

“I don’t know, maybe nine.”

“That much laundry?”

“Yep.”

“Don’t leave stuff to the last
minute and you won’t have to miss out on fun at the bar to do house
chores.”

“You have an empty fridge,” Bram
said as his brother walked away. “At least I could make someone
breakfast.”

“I can always order out,” Gideon
countered, giving him a wave as he disappeared into the
back.

Gideon shook his head. His brother
was an idiot. A lovable one, but an idiot all the same.

Turning to the computer, he saved
his progress on the supplies and opened the work order for Mr.
Samuel. Once he’d entered in the information, he printed out the
invoice and attached the key to it, setting it next to the computer
for when he showed up.

He glanced at the hubcap clock
again.

How had only a few minutes passed? He felt
like he’d been talking to his brother forever.

With a low sigh, he returned to
cataloging the supplies and hoped the rest of the day would pass
swiftly.

 


* * *

 


Jake’s Bar had belonged to the
alpha of a pack that had shared Allen alongside the Tressel Pack
back when his parents first got together. That pack had left town
after a fight between Jason and their oldest son, ending in that
son’s death by pack justice. He’d heard the story growing up, a
cautionary tale to remind them that nothing should be taken for
granted, least of all a mate.

He closed his truck door and
stared at the neon signs in the windows, listening to the muffled
music coming from the house band, TrayneWrek, which had been
playing at Jake’s for as long as he could remember.

There was a line at the door where
IDs were being checked by pack members Lenny and Ferris. Pack
members were relegated to waiting in line with humans and other
types of supernatural creatures, except for the high ranked ones,
or the next generation of high-ranking members, like himself and
his brother and friends.

Ferris gave him a head jut when he
approached. “How’s it going?” he asked, offering his fist for a
bump. Bram bumped it and then did it again for Lenny’s
fist.

“Good,” Bram said. “Busy tonight.”

“Fridays,” Lenny said with a
shrug. “TrayneWrek’s got Destiny singing lead.”

Bram hummed. Destiny was the
daughter of Jazlyn, the lead singer, and her mate, Fritz, a former
Tressel Pack member. They lived on the outskirts of Allen and were
not technically part of the pack, but they communed with them on
the full moons from time to time.

“See ya later,” Bram said as he
headed inside. Making his way straight to the bar, he greeted his
grandparents, Peter and Tina, who’d been alphas before his
parents.

“Hi, baby,” Tina said as she
picked up a tray. “Pops will get you what you need.”

“Thanks, Grandma.”

“What can I get ya, kiddo?” Peter
asked as he stepped aside to let Tina by and then rested his hands
on the worn counter.

“Just a beer.”

“You got it. Your brother and his
roommate are on the left. Or they were a minute ago,” he said as he
looked in that direction with a frown. “Oh, they’re
dancing.”

Dancing was not quite the right
term. His brother and Kash were holding females on the dance floor,
but they were both making out and not actually dancing.

It was a few days before the full
moon. Wolves tended to get particularly horny around the full moon,
and the two males on the floor were proving the point, although
Kash was fae, and although he was half-wolf, he couldn’t shift. It
wasn’t that Bram wasn’t horny, because he was. It was just that
he’d been around the block with the females in the pack and none of
them were his mate. And none of the human females who came to the
bar had ever made his wolf sit up and take notice.

He could take anyone home he
wanted. He was the oldest son of the alpha, poised to take over and
run the pack someday. That gave him power that no one else in the
pack had and made him a male worth knowing. But he didn’t want a
female because she thought he was powerful, he wanted to find his
truemate. The one female in the world meant to be his.

Wherever the hell she was, she
sure wasn’t in Allen.

Every month as the full moon
rolled by and his bed was empty and his wolf longed for someone to
be with, he wondered if this would be the month. Maybe in February
he’d finally find his female, finally know what it was like to love
someone.

He settled in the booth, wondering why he was
suddenly feeling so melancholy and thinking about
mating.

Gideon, face flushed from
not-quite-dancing, twirled the human in his arms and asked her to
grab him a drink from the bar.

“You made it,” Gideon said as he
slid into the booth. Kash wandered over to another table with the
female he’d been making out with.

“I said I would.”

“Laundry pile cleared up?”

“As much as I could get done.” It
was passable, not quite a mountain like it had been before he’d
started.

“Well, maybe you’ll find your mate
tonight.”

Bram let out his wolf a little but
didn’t really need to have his heightened senses to know that no
one in the bar was his truemate. As he nursed his beer, he mused
that there was a time when he didn’t care if the female he was with
was his mate, but it wasn’t like that for him anymore. He wanted to
find his truemate and settle down. The randomness of the hookups
didn’t appeal to him anymore, so he wasn’t going to be taking
anyone home tonight or any other night.

Not until he found his mate.


Chapter Two




“Honestly, Thea, it’s as if you’re trying to
make your father angry.”

Thea winced at her mother’s
tone, ducking her head in shame even though her mom was in sunny
South Carolina, and she was in cold-as-a-witch’s-tit Indiana.
Straightening from her immediate I’m
sorry posture, she shook off the feeling
of unease at disappointing her parents and said, “I’m not trying to
make anyone anything. I said I couldn’t migrate until I was
finished with my finals.”

“You could have finished them
here.”

“I had some things to take care of in person,
you know that.”

Which was true and also not true.
She could’ve used her shifter nature as a reason to skip the
in-person parts of her classes this semester, but she didn’t share
that with her parents. She’d finished the last final of her last
required class for her associate’s degree a few days ago. While the
college offered online courses and degree programs, Thea had taken
her time to stretch out the final semester, including not finishing
up some classes until after the holidays.

To say she dreaded joining her
family for their annual migration to South Carolina was an
understatement.

“Well, you can surely come today
since you’re finished, yes?”

There was a strange earnestness in
her mom’s voice that made Thea’s eagle sit up in her
mind.

“Is there something going on?” she
asked. “You said you understood that I had to stick around to
finish up my degree.”

“No, of course there isn’t
anything going on, I just miss you. And I do support you,
honey.”

“So why the rush?”

“Our nest has always traveled
together, and you’ve been away for nearly two months.”

She knew her mom was trying to
stoke up the guilt, but Thea actually didn’t feel bad. Her whole
life, she’d traveled with her golden eagle shifters’ nest from
their home in Feldmore, Indiana to Bluff, South Carolina, a trip of
over six hundred miles. Before she’d been able to shift at fifteen,
her mom had driven her instead of flying. Thea had never missed a
migration in her whole life.

But this year, Thea had decided
she didn’t want to go. She’d tried to simply stay put, but her
parents had told her she must be there, no matter what. Once they’d
left in November for their winter home, she’d felt freedom for the
first time.

Her parents weren’t ogres, they
were just old-fashioned.

Golden eagle females lived with
their parents until they mated. She was only twenty-two, but lately
she felt like her parents were trying to push her to take a
mate.

She wanted to find her truemate,
not just pick a random male or get into an arranged
mating.

Hard pass on that.

Thea was a modern female. She
could find her own mate, thank you very much. And she could make
her own life decisions, including moving out.

Which is what had prompted her to
draw things out with school so she could stay home from the
migration.

While her parents were gone, Thea
had moved out of the family home and nest and gotten her own place.
It was a studio apartment a half hour from the nest, close enough
so she could join the family and nest for get-togethers, but far
enough away to start her own life.

She just hadn’t told her parents
yet.

With a sigh, Thea rubbed the space
between her eyes with her thumb. “I can’t come today, it’s too
late.”

“No, it’s not.”

“It’s a ten-hour flight, at least.
I want to leave early enough so I’m not flying all night long, that
would be exhausting.”

She could hear a muffled
conversation. Her mom hadn’t figured out how to mute her cell, so
she still held her hand over the speaker.

“Then when will you come?” she
asked finally.

“Tuesday. I’ll be there around
sunset.” That would give her two days to get ready for the trip and
figure out what to say to her parents. She didn’t think other
people her age were so nervous about what their parents would think
when they moved away from home, but she was genuinely quite scared
to tell them. She was going against hundreds of years of nest
history. She was possibly the first female to move away from home
before she was mated.

“All right.” Her mom sniffed. “Fly
safe. We’ll see you Tuesday night.”

“Bye, Mom. Love you. Tell Dad I
said hello.”

“I love you too.”

The call ended and Thea flopped
onto the second-hand couch, letting the phone drop next to her.
Before her mom had called, Thea had been planning to say she wasn’t
going to come at all and tell her parents that she’d moved out and
was going to live her own life away from the nest.

She now had an associate’s degree
in horticulture. Her parents hadn’t been crazy about her going to
school. Their old-fashioned attitudes included nest females being
mates and mothers, and nothing else. While her mom enjoyed the
flowers Thea cultivated and vegetables and fruit from the gardens
she tended, they didn’t think anything would come of her pursuit of
the degree, her father particularly considering it
“useless.”

But it wasn’t useless. She loved
to comb through old farms and barns and look for interesting plants
to cultivate. She even sold heirloom seeds at farmers’ markets and
online.

When her mom had called, though,
Thea had lost her nerve to tell her anything. She didn’t know why
she always turned mute when it came to her parents, and she wanted
to change that.

So she’d fly down to South
Carolina in two days and tell her parents she’d moved out and had
accepted a job at a garden center.

Nerves kicked through her, but she
ignored them. She was twenty-two for goodness’ sake, she could make
her own choices!

Her phone buzzed and she picked it
up.

“Hey,” she said.

“Wow, way to greet your bestie,”
Ronnie said with a snort.

“Sorry. I just got off the phone with my
mom.”

“Speaking of your mother, why
aren’t you down here yet? You were supposed to be hanging out with
me when my mate’s busy doing stuff.”

Ronnie and Thea had grown up
together in the Indiana nest. Last winter, Ronnie’s parents had
suggested an arranged mating and Ronnie was up for it. Thea had
been surprised, because they’d both been planning to wait for their
forever guys without parental intervention.

“I’m leaving in two days. And what
is your mate busy doing?”

“Our nest had rank fights in
January and Thomas moved up a few, so now he’s in the inner circle
of the high-ranks and is busy as hell.”

“That’s very cool. Does that come
with any perks for you?”

“I don’t have to cook on hunt
nights and the high-ranking females include me in their spa days,
but otherwise no.”

“Spa days sound nice.”

“They are, but it would be nicer if you were
here. What’s really going on?”

She hesitated in telling Ronnie
what was up. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust her because she did,
but Ronnie had once said she told Thomas everything, and Thea
didn’t want her parents finding out about her plans before she told
them. Nothing would piss off her dad more than hearing that she’d
moved away from the nest from someone other than her.

“I’m just dead from school. I
needed some time to decompress, and my parents didn’t like
it.”

“I don’t like it either! You
missed Thanksgiving and Christmas. I was looking forward to
spending time with you.”

“We’ll hang out, I promise.”

Thea’s heart panged at the lie.
The truth was she expected her parents to be furious at her
decision and she wouldn’t be surprised if she was ordered to
leave.

She wasn’t sure if she’d be exiled
for what she’d done either. That did happen, but usually only for
really big crimes against the nest or the alpha. There was no crime
happening, Thea just wanted to get out of the stifling nest and do
what she’d always dreamed of: opening a garden center of her
own.

“So you passed, right?” Ronnie
asked, bringing Thea back to the conversation.

“I did. I’ve got an associate’s in
horticulture science, and also a part-time job.”

“They’ll hold the job for you?”

“It’s off-season, they’re closed
anyway. I’m selling seeds and there are some indoor farmers’
markets where I can sell plants this winter.”

“Ah, derp. I keep forgetting what
time of year it is since it doesn’t snow here. Tuesday
night?”

“Yep.”

A door slammed and Ronnie said,
“Thomas is home, I gotta go. Fly safe, babe!”

“See you soon.”

She hung up and stared at the
phone, the conversation playing through her mind a few times. She
cared for Ronnie. They’d been inseparable, like sisters when they
were little, and then Ronnie had gotten mated and moved and
everything changed. Ronnie had asked Thea to switch her nest
membership and join her in South Carolina, but her alpha was as
old-fashioned as Thea’s, and she didn’t want to go from one bad
situation to another.

She’d fly to South Carolina on
Tuesday and talk to her parents and then, if they kicked her out,
she’d just fly home. She didn’t want to lose her relationship with
her parents, but she was ready to spread her proverbial wings and
live her own life, with or without the nest.

To clear her mind and get rid of
her nerves, she got up and grabbed her wallet. She’d head to one of
the home superstores and peruse their plants to see if there was
anything good.

She’d worry about what she’d say
to her parents when she was on the way to South Carolina. She
wasn’t looking forward to the long flight alone, but it would also
give her time to think.

February was the month that was
going to change Thea’s life.

She couldn’t wait.


Chapter Three




Bram hated full-moon duty, even if
it was part and parcel of being a pack member. When he was alpha he
wouldn’t have to take part in it, but who the hell knew how long it
would be until he could take over. Alphaship in their pack passed
from father to son. Peter had stepped down when Jason was in his
early twenties after being injured. But Jason was only in his
forties and didn’t seem to be slowing down or even be thinking of
retiring.

Which was fine with Bram, really.

Every full moon, the bonfire pit
had to be cleaned of debris and filled with fresh wood. Pack
members were assigned full-moon duty once they either shifted or
turned sixteen. High-ranking pack members, like his dad’s
second-in-command Michael, never did full-moon duty, it was left to
the others, particularly the ones at the lowest ranks. But Bram’s
generation wasn’t kept out of that loop even though they were all
high in the ranking system as well. Technically, since Bram was
next in line for alpha, he wasn’t in the ranking system and
wouldn’t have to fight his way up to take over, but he was
unofficially ranked as seventh, just under Logan.

Since the forecast called for
snow, they had to cut the wood and bring it back to his parents’
house for storage, so it didn’t get wet. The area around the
bonfire needed to be cleared as well, with logs set up for those
who wished to sit around the fire.

“I one-hundred-percent hate this,”
Remy said as he swung an ax smoothly and cut through a thick
log.

Bram nodded. “Me too. Just think,
though, one day our kids will be bitching about it while we hang
out in the warmth of the house.”

Remy chucked one of the smaller
pieces onto the pile to be taken back to the house and hefted the
ax again. “Well, not for me. Not here, anyway.”

As he swung the ax down and the
thud echoed in the quiet afternoon, Bram stared at his friend. Remy
was a born alpha like Bram, destined to take over a pack someday.
But unlike Bram, who was going to take over because his dad was the
alpha and it passed through the generations, Remy was the son of a
wolf and an Angel Mate. Any children of Angel Mates became alphas
if they were males or Angel Mates if they were females. Angel Mates
left home at twenty-one and traveled to packs looking for their
mate. Remy had a younger brother, Lennox, and three sisters, who
were waiting for the youngest to turn twenty-one and then they were
going to start traveling together.

“You feeling the pull to leave?”
Bram asked. He stopped shoveling the debris from last month’s
bonfire into a wheelbarrow and rested his arm on the
handle.

“Of course. I have been for a
while now. I think it’s partly because Lennox is twenty-one now and
he’s starting to chafe against your dad, so his wolf’s unease is
making mine go a little nuts.”

“I’m sorry you have to go. It
would’ve been cool for us to take over the pack as the new
high-ranked.”

Remy slammed the ax down into
another section of stump and then tossed the pieces onto the pile,
then called for the younger wolves to start hauling it
away.

“My parents always told me to not
get too close, because I’d have to leave. It would’ve been one
thing if your dad never had kids, but I’ve always known Allen
wasn’t going to be my permanent home.”

“When do you think you’ll leave?”

“I’m not sure. I might try to
stretch it out until spring. My wolf is really hassling me to
leave. If I go, then it’ll give Lennox some breathing room. Can’t
have so many alphas in one pack.” He arched a brow. “Is Gideon
going to leave at some point?”

“I don’t know. I always pictured
me and him like my dad and his brother, number one and number two.”
Bram shrugged. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. My
dad’s not in any hurry to retire, so it’s a moot point.” Bram
figured Jason wouldn’t step down for another decade or so. Once the
alpha stepped down, those in his generation would retire as well,
making way for a whole new ranked group. Retired wolves didn’t hold
rank within the pack, instead becoming elders.

By the time the work was done,
they had an hour before they’d need to report back to the alpha’s
house ahead of the gathering for the full moon.

In warmer months, there would be a
big meal and everyone would hang around outside before the hunt. In
the winter, there was food to be had inside the alpha’s house, but
many pack members stayed home and only showed up before
nightfall.

Bram stood at his truck and stared
at his childhood home, where the pack would meet up ahead of the
cold night’s hunt. He was tempted to just stay, to sit in the warm
kitchen and talk to his dad and help his mom with the mac and
cheese she made every full moon, but he just wasn’t feeling
it.

He realized his wolf was agitated
when he was talking to Remy. Whenever Bram thought about taking
over, his wolf would howl happily in his head. He’d been training
his entire life to lead the Tressel Pack, but he didn’t think the
agitation was coming from that. Yes, he wanted to take over, but
not until the time was right. He couldn’t imagine what his dad had
gone through when his own father had been injured and he’d had to
step into the leadership role before he was ready.

No, what Bram was feeling didn’t
really have anything to do with the alpha chat he’d had with Remy,
there was something else going on with his wolf.

Something was coming tonight; he
could feel it.

 


* * *

 


Bram walked with his friends
toward the full moon meeting place as the sun was setting. Gideon
was on his left and Remy on his right. Around them were Micah,
Kash, Luke, Lennox, and several other males that Bram wasn’t as
close to. Aside from Remy and Lennox, the others would be taking
over the high-ranking positions once the current members retired.
It was a good, solid group that he knew would be perfect to take
over.

He rubbed his chest where a snarl
vibrated. He hadn’t felt right since he’d left earlier that
evening.

“You okay?” Gideon asked, his
breath puffing in front of him as they walked.

“Yeah. No. I’m not sure.” Bram sighed.
“Something’s bugging me.”

“What?”

“Not sure. Just feel
strange.”

“Full moon madness,” Micah, Bram’s
cousin, quipped. “Your wolf is slowly going insane because you suck
at pool.”

The night before, they’d met up at
the bar and played a few rounds of pool. It was definitely not
Bram’s strong suit.

“It’s not that,” he said irritably.

“Maybe you need to get laid,” Gideon
said.

“Ugh, could you
not, man?” Bram said.
“I’m not talking about my sex life in the woods with a ton of
super-sensitive-hearing wolves around.”

“There’s no sex life to talk about,” Gideon
said.

Bram stopped walking and glared at
his brother, who paused mid-step and gave him an irritating
grin.

With a war cry straight out of
hell, Bram lunged at his brother and swung him around into a
headlock. “Say it. Say it.”

“Damn it, it’s the full moon!”
Gideon said. “Lemme go!”

“Say. It.”

“Fine,” Gideon said with a grunt.
“Bram’s the best brother and best alpha. And he totally doesn’t
suck.”

Bram shoved his brother away with a chuckle.
“Don’t forget it.”

He hadn’t made his brother say
that little phrase in ages. The males around them laughed and
Gideon grinned. “I was lying and now I’m going to run to Dad for
protection.” The whole group shot away, laughing and leaping,
yelling, “parkour” as they went to mimic a tv show they all
enjoyed.

Remy stared after them. “They’re
idiots, but they’ll be great as high-ranking males for
you.”

“I was thinking the same
thing.”

“You’re rubbing your heart again.
Everything cool?”

Bram glanced down, surprised to see it
happening. “I didn’t even realize I was doing it. I’m okay, I just
feel unsettled.”

“Maybe it’s the full moon. Makes
us all think about things: life, mating, the pack.”

“True. I’m sure I’ll feel better
when I shift.”

Remy clapped him on the shoulder. “The more I
think about it, the more I think this might be my last full moon
with the pack. So let’s make it count.”

Bram nodded. “You bet.”

They joined up with the rest of
the pack, taking their place with the other next-generation pack
members behind the ring of high-ranking males. Even though Bram’s
mom, Cadence, couldn’t shift, she stood with Jason in the center of
the clearing. Non-shifting mates and younger children generally
stayed at the alpha’s house during the full moon, guarded by
Crimson, Lindy, and a few others. Cadence was the only one who
joined with the pack each full moon in her rightful place as alpha
female.

Someday, Bram and his mate would
be standing in front of the fire, calling the pack together and
wishing them a good hunt.

He hoped he met his mate
soon.


Chapter Four




Thea looked around her apartment
one last time as the clock continued to click away the minutes
before she went to meet with her parents. She should’ve left hours
ago to ensure she arrived at the South Carolina nest by sunset, but
she’d wasted the day doing things that could’ve definitely waited
until she returned.

She gripped the crossbody bag that
held a pair of sandals, undergarments, and a dress, along with her
phone and wallet. She’d carefully picked the items for the bag so
the weight of it didn’t affect her flight, but it was still heavy
despite her attempts to pick the lightest of items. The nest had
several members who drove vehicles with trailers full of clothes
and other belongings for the winter, so she only had to take
clothes to change into when she shifted. The rest of her things
were waiting for her.

Her phone buzzed and she knew it
was her mom. Again.

Instead of answering the call she
sent a text.

Leaving now.

The call abruptly stopped, and her
mom texted.

Why didn’t you leave
earlier?

I got busy. I’m on my way now. See
you in ten hours.

There was a long pause, and
then she texted back, Fly
safe.

Thea turned off the phone and put
it in the bag, then left the apartment, slipping her key into the
bag and adjusting the strap. Hurrying to the woods beyond the
apartment, she took off her long coat and hung it on a branch,
cinched the crossbody strap as tightly as she could across her
chest, and called for her shift.

Golden eagles were one of the
largest bird shifter types, with dark brown feathers and big
talons. She was nervous about the long flight alone, but also about
what awaited her when she got to South Carolina, so it took her a
little longer than usual to change from human to bird. When she
finally shifted, she stretched out her wings and let out a loud
call, then rose into the air. The sun was setting now, a beautiful
amber and orange orb dipping down as the darkness rose to meet it.
She didn’t mind flying at night, her homing instincts were very
good, but the reason she hadn’t left earlier was she was a big old
chicken and didn’t want to face her parents.

How many times had she picked up
her phone to call and say she wasn’t coming? A dozen at
least.

She didn’t like confrontation with
her parents, but they’d been at odds for years. It was only now, as
she’d been close to finishing her degree and wanted to make her own
plans for her future, that she’d realized how oppressed she’d felt.
She’d known in her heart that the arranged mate conversation was
going to happen soon, because they’d been hinting at it before they
left for the winter grounds.

She knew they loved her, they just
had ideas about her future that involved an arranged mate and a
house full of babies.

Something had triggered an
awakening in her over the last few months. She could feel the noose
of her future tightening around her neck. As a female in the nest,
she didn’t have a lot of power. If her parents wanted to arrange a
mate for her, she could say no to them and the mate of their
choice. But if her alpha stepped in, she would have only one
choice: take the arranged mate or face exile and a future without
the nest. In an ideal world, she’d tell her parents she moved out
and they’d be unhappy but ultimately respect her decision and not
turn their backs on her, even if her alpha wanted to exile her from
the nest.

She just wasn’t sure that ideal world actually
existed.

As the scenery sped by below her,
she let herself go into her natural instincts, heading toward South
Carolina. Her bird knew where to go, she just had to trust
her.

 


* * *

 


There was something peaceful about
flying at night. Even though it was cold high in the sky, she was
all alone. Natural birds were resting for the night and it was just
her and the stars.

She’d been flying for a while and
was tired, but she didn’t want to stop to rest yet. She tilted to
one side to catch a gust of wind and caught something flickering
down below. Her eagle was immediately curious, letting out a trill
in her head.

Circling overhead, she
focused on the flickering below and realized it was a bonfire.
Internally shrugging, she attempted to break out of the circle, but
her homing instincts suddenly went berserk. Instead of continuing
to fly to South Carolina, her bird wanted to stay
here.

Pushing hard on her wings to take
her out of the circle, she squawked loudly as her bird fought her.
Her mind spun as her trajectory skewed downward. She managed to
gain some altitude for a brief moment, leaves from tall trees
slapped her underbelly as she soared wildly off-kilter.

Her homing instincts, which should
have led to her nest’s winter home, had gone crazy and were
potentially going to get her killed.

With one last effort, she let out
a distress call loud enough to wake her dead relatives, and then
she tumbled to the ground, her wings unyielding to her
orders.

The ground came up fast and
she bounced a few times before skidding across the snow. Her last
thought was, inexplicably, home.

Then everything went dark.

 


* * *

 


Bram loved being in his shift,
loved hunting and running in the woods. Although he wasn’t a winter
animal, per se, like an arctic wolf or a polar bear, he loved the
snow and cold temperatures all the same. Well, he loved them when
he was in his shift, anyway. If he was shoveling a driveway or
clearing the full moon meeting place, then he’d rather be inside by
the fire having a hot drink.

He'd been hunting for a while.
They stayed in small groups for safety reasons. No wolf was allowed
to hunt on their own or they faced punishment by the alpha. Bram
enjoyed hunting with his friends anyway and knowing that it might
be Remy’s last full moon made it a more meaningful time.

Overhead he heard a bird screech,
and his wolf stopped its one-track-mind for hunting. Bram slowed
his fast gait and glanced overhead. He couldn’t see anything but
the night sky and stars through the canopy of trees. A darker
shadow soared overhead, hitting the tops of the trees as it moved
south.

He followed slowly, his
wolf very interested in whatever it was. A bird, he
supposed.

Losing sight of the shadow, he
felt a pang in his heart and a feeling of distress, and then the
sound of a bird’s cry for help. It pierced the night like a siren
song and made every instinct within him roar the same thought:
mine.

Letting out a sharp howl of notice
to his friends to follow him, he took off in the direction of the
flailing bird as it crashed through the trees overhead. He had no
idea why his wolf was so interested in a bird, but his instincts
weren’t telling him the creature was prey.

His paws pounded through the snow
as he made his way in the bird’s direction. The full moon bathed
everything in blue and offered just enough light for him to be able
to see the moment the large bird tumbled through the trees, hit the
ground, bounced a few times, and then stopped in a fluff of
snow.

He shifted on the fly and raced
the last few feet to the bird. Landing on his knees, he stared down
at an eagle with dark feathers and his wolf let out a curious
growl.

Someone moved next to him, and he
instinctively covered the bird. The moment he touched the soft
feathers, he knew it wasn’t a natural bird, but a
shifter.

And his truemate.

“What’s going on?” Gideon asked.

Their friends, still in their
shifts, stood nearby. Bram lifted his head and gave his brother a
sheepish look.

“She’s my truemate. I sensed her
when she was in distress.”

“Shit, seriously? Is she
okay?”

Bram listened intently and could
hear the rapid beat of her heart and the low sounds of her
breathing. “She’s alive, but I don’t know how injured she is or
what caused her to fall. I need Doc.”

“You want us to bring Doc out here
or to the house?”

Bram gently lifted her into his
arms, cradling her against his chest. “The house.”

Gideon nodded. “Remy, run to the
alpha’s house and tell them to send for Doc. Fast.”

Remy was gone in a flash, his
warning bark alerting the pack that help was needed.

“I’m with you, let’s go,” Gideon
said.

“Thanks, man.”

Holding the female close, Bram ran
as fast as he could back to his parents’ home. Remy would beat them
as he was faster in his shift, but Bram was also running at his
peak speed.

He was simultaneously happy at
finding his truemate but confused as to why she’d fallen from the
sky. He didn’t scent any blood on her and hadn’t heard gunfire, so
he didn’t think she’d been hit by hunters. But whatever had caused
her to land in their territory, he wasn’t going to complain because
it had brought her to him.

He just hoped she was okay.

The house came into view. Remy,
back to his human form and getting dressed on the porch, said,
“Doc’s on the way.”

“Thanks,” Bram said.

The back door opened, and his mom
waved him in. “Bring her in and put her on the couch, honey. Doc
will be here in a few minutes.”

As his nickname suggested, Doc was
the pack doctor. He was human and his wife was part of the pack,
but the couple rarely joined the pack for their full moon hunts,
choosing instead to stay at their home and hang out alone. He was
always available for emergencies, though.

Bram carried his mate into the
house and laid her gently on the couch. He sat back on his heels
and rested one hand on her chest, feeling the rise and fall as she
breathed. Her eyes were closed and there was a bit of blood seeping
from her nostrils.

Cadence appeared and handed him
clothes. He always kept spare clothing in the house and was
grateful for it. As he dressed, he told his mom and the other
females who had gathered in the room to listen, what
happened.

“She’s your truemate?” Karly asked
with wide eyes. “That’s amazing! I’m so sorry that she’s hurt,
though. Do you want us to send someone to find Reika or the
girls?”

Bram mused on that for a
moment.

“No need to call for the cavalry,
I’m here,” Promise said, striding into the room. “I just shifted
back to human when I heard the call for help. What’s up?” Promise,
along with her mother Reika and her sister Rio, were apexes, also
known as healing wolves. They could use the venom emitted from
their fangs to heal even the most serious of injuries.

Bram finished dressing and gave
her a quick overview of what happened. “I don’t think she needs to
be bitten right now. I want Doc to examine her first and see what
he says.”

“I understand,” Promise said. “I
can shift back into my wolf if you need me to, or we can call my
mom or Rio.”

The apex healing bite, along with
the venom, could be quite painful and he didn’t want to cause his
mate any unnecessary pain. When he was a teenager, he’d fallen off
a ladder while helping his dad clean out the gutters and broke his
ankle. He was too young to shift and heal himself, so Reika had
shifted into her solid blue-black wolf and bitten his ankle. It had
been the single most painful thing he’d ever endured in his life.
But his ankle had healed in a few hours, and he hadn’t even had a
scar from the bite.

Doc showed up a few minutes later
carrying an old-fashioned black medical bag. “Hi, everyone. I
understand we’ve got an injured bird shifter.”

“She’s my mate,” Bram said. Once
more he shared what had happened and then Doc examined
her.

Bram hooked his finger around one
of her thick talons and watched Doc as he examined her.

After what felt like an eternity,
Doc said, “I don’t believe that any of her bones are broken. She
may have some sprains but those should heal as she shifts back. It
appears that she was knocked unconscious when she hit the ground.
As a shifter, she would already be healing so I don’t see a need to
take her anywhere for x-rays. However, if she doesn’t wake up in a
few hours, call me and we can rush her to the hospital.”

“Do you think she’ll wake up soon?” Bram
asked.

“I believe so. Shifters heal fast,
so it should just be a matter of time before she’s awake. But, like
I said, call me if she’s not awake in the next few hours. Or you
can always have one of the apexes bite her, but without knowing
what’s wrong that may not be the best idea right off the
bat.”

“Thanks, Doc,” Bram said. He moved
a little closer to his mate as Doc grabbed his bag.

“Of course. Happy to help.”

He spoke to Bram’s mom for a few
minutes in the foyer, and then left.

“Wake up sweetheart,” Bram said
with a low voice. “I need to know you’re okay.”

 



Chapter Five




Thea groaned as her brain came
back online. She opened her eyes and winced at the sharp ache in
her head, letting out a little whimper as she shut her eyes and
pressed a hand to her head.

What the hell had
happened?

“Hey, you’re awake.”

A voice, rich and deep, sent a
pleasant shiver down Thea’s spine. The ache in her head passed and
she opened her eyes more slowly this time.

A male’s face came into
view.

He was…the sexiest guy she’d ever seen in her
life.

Dark hair, dark eyes, stubble on
his cheeks. He smelled like fall and woods.

Like home.

Her bird let out a piercing, happy
cry in her head and she winced again at the internal
sound.

She sucked in a breath and backed
up, hitting the back of a couch. A quick glance around revealed a
living room, herself and the male the only two occupants. She
wasn’t in her shift anymore but was naked and covered with a
blanket.

“Wh-where am I?” she asked, her
voice cracking. Her throat was dry, and she was still confused as
hell.

“You’re in Allen, Kentucky in my
parents’ home. My name is Bram Gerrick. What’s your
name?”

She blinked slowly, trying
not to say the one thing on her mind: take
me to bed, Bram. Gripping the blanket to
her chest, she said, “My name’s Thea Malone. I had a
bag.”

He arched a brow. “I didn’t see
one. What kind of bag? And how do you carry a bag when you
fly?”

“It’s a crossbody, so I cinch it
tight before I shift, and it stays on during the flight. But it
must have fallen off when I fell.”

“Do you need me to get the doctor?
I can take you to a hospital if you need me to.”

She just wanted to fall into his
arms, honestly. How the hell was it possible that she’d been flying
to South Carolina and tumbled into the path of her
truemate?

“I think I’m okay.”

He smiled. And it devastated
her.

How did anyone have the right to
be so damn sexy?

“Are you sure about that?”

“About what?”

“That you’re okay. It sounded more
like a question.”

He rose to his feet, towering over
her.

She did not take a peek at parts south.
Well, maybe she did a little. He was wearing jeans that fit just
right, hiding anything tantalizing from view.

“I’m okay. I swear.”

“I can send some of my friends to
scout for your bag where I found you. But in the meantime, my mom
left some clothes for you.”

He walked out of the
room.

“Bram?”

He returned quickly, standing in
the doorway.

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

“Finding me and bringing me to
safety.”

“I’m glad I was there.”

He left again, and she dressed in
leggings and a sweater, putting fuzzy slippers on. Bram called out,
“You decent, Thea?”

“Yep.”

She sat on the couch and rolled her neck. Her
shoulders ached a bit, but she thankfully hadn’t broken anything in
her fall.

He brought in a bottle of
ibuprofen and a glass of water. “I thought you might be sore. You
fell from pretty high.” He sat next to her, close but not touching,
and handed her the glass. “Do you remember what
happened?”

She took a drink of water while he opened the
bottle.

“I was on my way to South Carolina
to my family’s winter nesting grounds. I saw what looked like a
bonfire below me, and then my homing instincts went crazy. I tried
to fight my way out of a freefall, but I couldn’t. Then I hit the
ground and…” she paused as she remembered what she’d felt just
before she passed out.

“And what?” Bram held out two
pills.

She took them and drained the rest of the
water. As she set the empty glass on the coffee table, she said,
“Then I woke up here.”

She leaned back against the couch and closed
her eyes.

He moved next to her, and she
caught a whiff of his masculine scent, which made all her feminine
instincts cheer. Peeking one eye open just a bit, she saw he’d
turned in the seat to face her, resting his head on his upturned
hand.

“You can tell me whatever you were going to
say.”

“It feels nuts.”

She closed her eye
again.

She needed time to think. And she
needed her bag so she could call her parents and tell them what
happened. Her bird was not in any mood to take to the sky again and
head to South Carolina, not when she’d miraculously found her
truemate. She didn’t think she could even shift if she needed to.
Her bird was making all sorts of inappropriate suggestions in her
mind, and she was honestly afraid they were going to come spilling
out of her mouth.

His finger brushed down her neck
and she nearly shot out of the seat.

Shivers erupted where he touched her, a path
of fire from behind her ear to her collarbone.

“I remember thinking that I’d found
home.”

Instead of pulling away from his
touch, because it was overwhelming, she turned to the side to face
him and pressed her hand to hold his against her neck. His eyes
were flashing bits of amber among the chocolate brown.

“I saw you fly over,” he said, his
voice low and gruff, “and I felt compelled to follow. I saw you
tumble from the sky and land, and I was scared as hell that you’d
died. I didn’t know why I felt so connected to you until I shifted
and touched you. Then I knew.”

“What did you know?” she asked.

“Hey, you’re awake and human!” a
woman said as she walked into the room. “Oh, oops. Am I
interrupting?”

“No, you’re fine, Mom,” Bram said, with a
smile. “This is my mom, Cadence. This is Thea.”

“It’s nice to meet you. How are you
feeling?”

“Glad to be alive.”

“I bet. Are you hungry? Can I get you
anything?”

Her stomach took that moment to
growl embarrassingly loud.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Cadence
said with a chuckle. “Come on in the kitchen. The pack has mostly
cleared out, but our family is here.”

She left them alone.

“So you’re a wolf?” Thea asked.

“Yep. What kind of bird are you?
Your feathers aren’t quite the right color for a hawk.”

“Golden eagle.”

“I didn’t know there were golden eagle
shifters. Where is your nest?”

“Indiana.”

“Damn. How long were you flying
when you fell?” He stood and held out his hand to her. She put her
hand in his and he pulled her gently to her feet.

“A few hours. It’s about ten hours to South
Carolina.”

“Do you need to call someone?”

“I should call my parents. But I’ll wait to
see if they find my bag first.”

What she really wanted to do was
get back to their conversation so he could tell her what he knew,
even though she was sure he was going to say that he knew they were
truemates.

Her people believed in truemates,
but they also believed in not waiting around forever and choosing
to go the arranged mating route. Once a male or female shifted as a
teenager, they generally had a few years of unmated fun and then
settled down. If they happened to find their truemate during that
time, then more power to them. Thea was a bit of an oddity at
twenty-two and still unmated.

And now she’d found her truemate, who happened
to be a wolf.

She was definitely going to get an earful from
her parents about her bird’s romantic choices.

“This is my dad, Jason,” Bram said
as they walked into the kitchen.

“It’s nice to meet you,” Thea
said, shaking his hand.

“My brother Gideon is out looking for your bag
along with a few of my friends,” Bram said, pulling out a chair at
the table for her.

“I hope they find it,” she said.
“But if they don’t, I’ll just need to call my parents.”

The table was full of food. It was
the full moon, and the pack had gathered for a feast ahead of
hunting, which she thought was interesting. Her nest didn’t fly at
any particular time of the month, simply whenever the mood struck.
Families tended to fly together, so she usually went out with her
parents for a few hours, chasing bugs and small
creatures.

She filled her plate with mac and
cheese and breaded chicken tenders, then accepted a glass of iced
tea from Cadence.

“I overheard you say you were on
the way to your winter nesting grounds,” Jason said. He and Cadence
were sitting across the table from her and Bram.

“Yes. In South Carolina.”

“It’s pretty late in the season, isn’t
it?”

“I just finished my associate’s
degree in horticulture science. I didn’t want to leave for the
winter and have to do my work remotely, so I stayed behind. Our
nest joins up with another nest during the winter and have been
doing it for generations.”

“So you’re like a snowbird,” Cadence
said.

“A what?” Thea asked.

“A snowbird is a person who goes
south for warmer weather. Except you’re literally a
bird.”

“I suppose so,” Thea said with a
chuckle. She took a few bites of mac and cheese. It was delicious.
“I actually hate the annual migration. I don’t think all bird types
migrate, but ours does. My parents are very traditional, so it
wouldn’t occur to them to not go to the winter grounds. They
weren’t happy I stayed behind. Even if something good came out of
it.”

She glanced at Bram who
grinned.

“Well, you nearly died,” Bram
said. “But I’m definitely glad you’re okay and here
now.”

“Me too.”

There truly wasn’t anywhere else she wanted to
be.

She’d been flying south for the
winter and wound up in the path of her truemate. If she’d flown at
any other time, she might never have crossed paths with him. Luck
was definitely on her side tonight. Not only had she been rescued
by her truemate, but he was sexy to boot.

Conversation flowed around the
table as she ate. They asked her about her family and life in
Indiana, and they shared about the pack and history of Allen. She
hadn’t ever been to Kentucky before, but she already liked it.
Because Bram was here, and it was his home.

By the time she finished eating,
four males walked into the house, one of them carrying her
bag.

“Oh, thank you!” she said as she took
it.

She opened the drawstring and dug
out her phone. The screen was cracked, but thankfully it turned on
when she pressed the side button. She’d just taken off the screen
protector when it cracked after she dropped it a few weeks ago and
she hadn’t gotten a replacement.

“We’ll leave you two alone,”
Cadence said. She and Jason rose to their feet. “I don’t know what
your plans might be for the night, but you’re welcome to our spare
bedroom. I’m not trying to put any pressure on anyone, but the
offer is there.”

“Thank you,” Thea said. “You’ve been so
kind.”

“It’s what we do for family,”
Jason said. Cadence elbowed him and he rubbed his side with a
grimace. “Well, it’s true. Even if my mate thinks I’m
overstepping.”

“Thanks, Dad,” Bram said.

Bram introduced her to his friends, who
swiftly left them alone in the kitchen.

“Your family is really
sweet.”

“Yeah, they are. I have a sister,
too. Lyric lives in Ashland, Indiana with her two mountain lion
mates.”

Thea’s brows rose.
“Two?”

He narrowed his gaze. “You get
one.”

She couldn’t help but laugh.
“Let’s take a step back here, sexy.”

Oops.

She hadn’t meant to call him that.

His brow winged up. He let out a
little gruff wolfy purr and her heart freaking melted.

“We need to talk,” he said. “But
you should call your parents and let them know you’re okay. We can
talk after.”

She nodded. He tapped the table
twice, winked, and left her alone in the kitchen.

She toyed with her phone, thinking
about the call she was going to make.

She only really needed to tell
them she’d found her truemate on her flight and wasn’t going to be
heading to South Carolina for the season. What she’d do after that?
Well, she needed to catch up to Bram and talk.

She hoped talk was secret wolf
code for kiss.


Chapter Six




Bram paced on the back patio,
ignoring the sting of the chilly night. He’d donned a t-shirt and
jeans but the frigid temperatures would’ve necessitated a coat if
it weren’t for the fact he was positively burning up from the
inside out.

Thanks to finding his
truemate.

She was beautiful. He’d thought
she was lovely in her shift, all dark brown and gold feathers, and
then she’d changed, healing her injuries in the process, and he’d
been stunned. Long, blonde hair, curves that made his wolf howl,
and—when she’d finally awakened—green eyes the color of spring
grass.

He’d immediately covered her with
a blanket to protect her modesty, because no one should be ogling
anyone while they were unconscious. And then he’d stood guard and
waited, his wolf pacing in his mind as much as he paced right
now.

The moment their eyes had met, he’d been
toast. She was his and he was hers. He’d never felt more certain of
anything in his life.

“Hi, Mom.” Thea’s voice carried
onto the patio through the closed door. “No, actually, I’m in
Kentucky.”

He listened to her tell the
story of her tumble from the sky and waking up with him. He and his
wolf adored how the word mate
sounded when she spoke it. He couldn’t hear the
other side of the conversation, but he heard her distressed tone
and he snarled at her being upset.

“I don’t really care if you
approve of me having a wolf for a mate, Mom, it happened. My bird
brought me to him, my homing instincts changed when I flew over his
pack. What? No, Dad, of course I’m not just trying to get out of
coming to the winter grounds. How could you even suggest
that?”

There was silence on Thea’s end
and then a chair clattered loudly, and she let out a soft sound. “I
can’t believe you’re both being so stubborn, you should be happy
for me.”

Bram couldn’t stand to hear her in
more distress, so he opened the back door and walked inside. He
stood at the doorway, unsure if she even needed his
comfort.

She turned to him, her face
streaked with tears. He didn’t waste a moment in closing the
distance to her and wrapping his arms around her. She sobbed
softly, the phone still to her ear.

“Young lady, you will forget
this foolishness and come to South Carolina. Plans have been made
and you will abide by them,” an angry male
voice said, her father most likely.

“I’m already home, Dad,” Thea
said. “My bird isn’t wrong, I’m not wrong. I’ve found my truemate
and I’m going to stay with him. When you come back from the winter
grounds, we can get together.” She straightened, leaning away from
Bram for a moment. When he tried to let go of her, she clung to him
with her free hand, gripping his shirt like he was a lifeline, and
she was adrift at sea.

“Thea. You will come to us
or there will be consequences,” a woman
said, and Bram figured it to be her mom. “You’re going against generations of
tradition.”

“Finding my truemate isn’t going
against anything, it’s leaning into it, embracing it. If you don’t
like it, if you don’t support it, then…I guess I’m not part of the
nest anymore. You can call me when you’ve changed your mind.” She
pulled the phone from her ear.

“Thea,” her dad’s tone came through loud and clear, and held not even
an iota of grace or love, “You will regret
this path.”

“No. I don’t believe I
will.”

She pressed the button to end the
call and stared at the screen.

Bram let her have a few moments of
silence, and then he cupped her face. “Sweetheart?” He turned her
head toward his and saw the grief that etched her face. “I’m
sorry.”

She inhaled sharply and then threw
herself into his arms with a sob, her phone clattering to the floor
at their feet.

He held her close and let her cry,
his wolf furious that her family was being so callous. What parents
wouldn’t want their daughter to find her truemate? His parents were
elated for him. That’s how it was supposed to be.

“I’m s-sorry,” she said, her voice
quivering.

“Why would you be sorry?” he asked
gently. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“I’m sorry I’m crying. I hate
crying in front of people.” She rested her head on his chest, her
petite frame tight against him.

“Well, I’m not just any sort of
people, I’m your mate. You can always cry in front of me, but
hopefully you won’t ever have anything but happy tears from this
point on.”

She let out a little chuckle and
sighed. “Bram?”

“Hmm?”

“I’m exhausted.”

“Would you like me to get you set up in my
parents’ spare bedroom?”

Although he really wanted to take
her to his home, he would do whatever she was most comfortable
with.

“Do you live here?” She lifted her
head and looked at him.

“No, I have my own house.”

“Can I go with you?”

“Of course. I’d love that.”

She wiped under her eyes with
shaking fingers and gave him a watery smile. “Me too.”

He grabbed her bag and tucked her
phone into it, then led her out to his truck. After shutting her
in, he sent a quick text to his parents that he was taking Thea
home and would not be at work in the morning. The pack generally
didn’t work the day after the full moon, but the garage did need to
be staffed and he’d originally agreed to work. He wasn’t about to
leave Thea alone all day.

His dad texted,
No worries. It sounds like her family is not
happy about you two being mates. Do you need
anything?

Not right now. If I find out
anything, I’ll let you know.

Sleep well honey,
his mom texted. Love
you.

Love you both too.

He opened the driver’s door and
put his phone in the cup holder. Turning on the truck, he looked at
his mate. She was curled in on herself, her arms around her middle,
her head on the passenger window.

Backing out of the drive, he turned left and
headed toward his house.

“So when my sister found her two mates, my
parents weren’t happy,” he said.

“Oh? Because there were two or
because they were lions?”

“A combination of the two.” Lyric
had left Allen to go to Ashland for a job interview. Their mother
had once been best friends with a wolf named Callie, who had left
the pack for the mountain lion pride and never looked back. While
the two had remained in touch over the years, the friendship wasn’t
as strong as it had once been, and when Lyric mated Callie’s twin
sons Elliot and Evan, Jason and Cadence had both been against it.
He and Gideon had been pulled into the mess as well, but in the
long run, he and his brother had both decided that it wasn’t any of
their business who their sister mated as long as they were good
males. And they were. Elliot and Evan took good care of Lyric and
brought her to the pack for the full moon whenever they
could.

“I’m glad your parents changed
their minds.”

“Me too. It was tense for a while.
And then something similar happened recently with my cousin Jessi.”
Jessi had snuck off to a hyena shifter gathering in Pennsylvania
without telling anyone and came home with three mates. To say that
his uncle Michael had been furious was an understatement. “After a
few days, though, he and Shyne changed their minds. They decided it
was better to accept Jessi’s mates than to lose her and their
future grandkids. I think that’s pretty much what my parents
decided with Lyric too.”

Thea hummed. “It’s interesting
that two of your family members have multiple mates.” He let out a
little growl and she chuckled. “I’m not saying I want more than one
mate, it’s just curious. I’ve never heard of multiple
matings.”

“Mountain lions and hyenas are the
only ones I know of that multiple mate. Wolves usually don’t share,
but there are always exceptions.”

He turned into the gravel driveway
and parked. Shutting off the engine, he turned in the seat and
said, “I’m sorry that your parents aren’t happy, Thea, but I’m not
sorry that our paths crossed. I think you’re the reason I was
cleaning.”

Her brow arched. “What?”

“The last few days I’ve had the
urge to really clean my place. I like to keep it neat in general,
but I was working a lot and busy with the pack and just let it go.
Then I got the ‘cleaning bug,’ as my grandma likes to call it, and
I’ve been going a little overboard with getting the house put in
order.”

“And you think it’s because of me?”

“Yeah, I do. I think the universe
was telling me to get the house ready because my mate was about to
come crashing into my life.”

“That’s pretty neat.”

He got out of the truck and came
around to the passenger side, helping her out. She gripped her bag
in one hand and held onto the arm he offered her.

“Did you ever have a roommate?” she
asked.

He unlocked the front door and held it open
for her.

“No. A lot of the guys were living
together until they started finding their truemates. Gideon now
lives with Kash, but he just recently moved in with him. The pack
owns several houses that are available to pack members, and he
could’ve chosen to live alone, but he likes to have
roommates.”

“Not you?”

He shut and locked the
door.

“I just wanted to wait for my
mate. I didn’t want to have to move out or ask someone to move out
when it happened.”

He asked if she wanted something
to drink and she shook her head. She pulled her phone from the bag
and stared at it, then put it back and set the bag on the end
table.

“They haven’t called or texted. I
didn’t think they would, honestly. They were both pretty shocked
and angry. But I kind of hoped they would.”

“Do you think they’ll come around?”

“I hope so.” She let out a
mirthless laugh. “I didn’t even want to go to South Carolina. I
purposely put off my last semester so I wouldn’t be traveling with
them. I wanted to just skip it altogether. The nest
is…stifling.”

They sat on the couch facing each
other. “How so?”

“Old-fashioned and very
traditional. The alpha acts more like a king. There are elders, but
they have no power, it all belongs to the king. The laws are
strictly adhered to, and females are expected to be mates and
mothers. That my parents even let me go to college is kind of
surprising, because they really buy into all the fealty
stuff.”

“You never did?”

“I wanted to find my mate and
settle down, but I didn’t want it to be the thing that defined me.
I love taking care of plants and being in nature, so getting a
horticulture degree and working at a garden center was what I
wanted to do with my life. I worked to pay my way through college
because while my mom was supportive of me going, my dad wouldn’t
help to pay for it. He thought it was a waste of time, but there’s
nothing I like more than digging in the dirt and seeing something
grow.”

He loved how her eyes lit up
when she talked about plants. He didn’t think he felt that way
about being a mechanic exactly, he was pretty sure he didn’t
light up when he talked
about turning a wrench. But he also couldn’t imagine doing anything
else.

“Once I was out of high school,
they thought I should settle down. They’ve been pushing me to
either take a mate or let them choose one for me ever since, but I
told them I wanted to wait for my truemate.” She grimaced. “I
actually moved out while they were gone.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I didn’t tell them about
it, but I had to get away from the nest. It’s so stifling. I felt
like there was an ax over my neck all the time, like I might come
home one day and there would be an arranged mate waiting for
me.”

“Could they have done that? Forced you to mate
someone?”

“Not really. The alpha could press
it, but I could just leave the nest. It’s happened in the past, but
not very often. Golden eagles aren’t solitary, they like to be in
big groups of their own kind, and most often an eagle will choose
to stay with the nest and go through with an arranged mating rather
than lose their family.”

She covered her mouth as she
yawned.

“Let me show you where you can
clean up. I just put fresh sheets on the bed. It’s all
yours.”

He showed her to the master
bathroom. “Towels are under the cabinet if you want to take a
shower. I’m sorry I don’t have a spare toothbrush, but there’s
toothpaste and mouthwash.”

“Thanks, Bram.”

He nodded, leaving her to get
cleaned up.

Busying himself in the bedroom, he
grabbed his cell charger and fluffed the pillows, then headed to
the family room to bunk on the couch.

He turned off the overhead light
and settled on his back, using an old afghan his mom had given him
for a cover.

“Bram?” Thea called from the
bedroom.

“Everything okay, sweetheart?”

“Can I borrow a shirt to sleep in?”

“Yeah, sure.”

He got up and went into the
bedroom to grab her a shirt. Finding his softest one, he held it up
to the door. “I can leave it for you.”

“Hold on a sec.” She opened the door and took
it, then closed it.

He waited until she opened the
door, looking delectable in his shirt and nothing else.

“Would you stay?”

“Stay…where?”

“Here. With me. I know we haven’t
talked, and I really want to, but I’m so worn out I just want to
rest. And I don’t want to do that alone.”

“I’d love to. I didn’t want you to
think I was trying to take advantage of you, so I was going to stay
in the other room.”

“It’s your room, and I’d like to
be next to you when I fall asleep. I don’t actually think my bird
would let me rest if you weren’t with me.”

She turned off the light and they
climbed onto the bed together.

He stretched out once more. She
laid down and immediately curled against him, resting her head over
his heart. He pressed a kiss to the top of her head and wrapped his
arm around her.

“I’m glad I’m here, Bram,” she
said, then yawned.

He and his wolf were so damn
happy.

“Me too, sweetheart.”

“We can talk tomorrow,
right?”

“One-hundred-percent.”

“Good.”

He ran his hand slowly from her
shoulder down her back and up again, inhaling her sweet scent and
thinking over the odd turn of events. He’d gone for a hunt on the
full moon and found his truemate. Her homing instincts had brought
her to him.

He was disappointed in her
parents’ response to their mating, and he sincerely hoped they
would come around to see that he was a good male and would treat
their daughter like a queen. In the future, she’d be alpha female
of the pack and they’d lead together.

He yawned and closed his
eyes.

Thea had finally drifted off to
sleep. She’d been so stressed and so tired. He was thankful she
found being in his arms peaceful because he sure as hell felt more
at peace near her too.

In the morning, they’d face
whatever came from her family and nest.

The only thing that really mattered was that
they were together.


Chapter Seven




Thea woke with her head on Bram’s
chest and his arms around her. She was toasty warm and entirely
content, her bird trilling happily as it snoozed in her
brain.

Bram stirred under her. She sat up
and stretched. There was light coming in through the blinds, but
she didn’t know what time it was.

She reached under the pillow where
she’d stashed her phone after plugging it into his spare charger,
and saw it was after eight.

She hadn’t gotten any texts or messages from
her parents overnight.

“Morning, sweetheart.”

She smiled at him. “Good
morning.”

“You, okay?”

“Yeah. I thought my parents might
reach out last night, but they didn’t.”

“Maybe today.”

She hummed. They’d really been
disappointed in her, so she wasn’t sure that would happen. “Is
there a pack school?”

“No,” he said. “We go to public school with
humans. Why?”

“I went to public school. My dad
wasn’t crazy about it. Most of the nest kids were tutored and
didn’t go to public school, but I loved it. I loved all the stuff
that came with being in a real school with public funding, like art
and music and college courses. It’s where I fell in love with
horticulture.” She’d known when she applied to college and her dad
refused to help her pay for it that their plans for her future
included her being home with a mate and popping out babies. “My dad
said once that females didn’t need higher education, that me
getting a degree was only going to be beneficial if my future mate
decided it was.”

Bram’s brow furrowed. “What did he mean by
that?”

“That if my future mate
decided I shouldn’t be working in horticulture—having a job outside
the nest, making my own money—that I wouldn’t be, period.” She
leaned forward a bit. “Females don’t have a lot of choices in the
nest. Not once they’re mated. Their choices belong to their mates.
My mom was arranged to be mated when she was eighteen. Once she and
my dad were together, he didn’t let her finish high school. He said
it wasn’t necessary. And I know that it’s bothered her all these
years, but she’s never gone against my dad.” She
had stood up for Thea
going to public school, though, which she’d always
appreciated.

“You think that your mom may be
happy for you, but won’t say that because of your dad?”

“Maybe. It would be nice
if one of my
parents supported me, but I guess it doesn’t really
matter.”

He sat up and pulled her into his
arms. “Sweetheart, it does matter. I know it hurts that your family
isn’t happy for you.”

She really didn’t want to cry, but
if they kept talking about her family she was liable to. She gently
extracted herself from him and sighed.

“Let’s change the subject to
happier things. Like the chat we were planning to have today.” She
wiggled her brow and he chuckled.

“Sounds good. How about we clean
up and then go out to breakfast?”

“I’d love that.”

He let her use the bathroom first.
She showered and dressed in the clothes from her crossbody bag even
though they were meant for warmer weather and then let him have the
bathroom. He’d made her a cup of coffee and she found powdered
creamer and sugar in the cabinet to sweeten it.

She stared at her phone while she
waited for him. It was tempting to call her parents and try to get
them to see her side, but she knew it wasn’t smart. She’d said what
she needed to say last night, and they’d made it clear they weren’t
happy. The ball was in their court, so to speak.

Bram came into the kitchen as she
finished her coffee.

“Any word?” he asked.

“Nope. Do you have a coat I can
borrow?” she asked.

“Of course.” She followed him to a
closet near the front door and he offered her the choice of
several. After looking at the choices, she picked a wool lined
suede jacket which was far too big but very warm.

They walked outside and she gasped
at the chill in the air. “Sheesh I should’ve put the clothes your
mom let me borrow back on.”

“Do you want to go back in?”

“Nah, but let’s hurry.”

He backed out of the driveway and
turned down the street. “I can drive you to your apartment if you’d
like to get clothes, or we can go shopping. What would you like to
do?”

She hummed and looked out the side
window. The street was lined with houses, from small ranches to
larger two-stories. Snow had fallen overnight, blanketing the yards
with glittering white. “It looks like a postcard.”

“What does?”

“The neighborhood. All the houses
covered with snow, the trees with icicles, the sunlight making the
snow sparkle. It’s very…quaint.”

“It does look nice in the
sunlight, I never really paid attention before.”

“I’m just trying not to think
about my family, and I also don’t really know what I want to do
about anything.” She sighed. “Besides, we haven’t even really
talked yet.”

“You and your family?”

“No, you and me.”

She could feel him look at her and she glanced
at him.

“I know. We will.”

“Good. I don’t want to make any decisions yet.
I’m still waiting.”

“For our talk?”

He pulled into the parking lot of
a diner and cut the engine.

“Well, yeah, but also to find out
whether my parents will be reaching out to me or not. It might take
them a while to get over the shock of things.”

“I hope they do call you. Soon.”

“Me too.”

He came around and opened her
door, helping her out. He kept hold of her hand as they walked into
the diner, which was half-full and smelled like coffee and bacon.
Her stomach immediately grumbled.

“I didn’t realize how hungry I was,” she said
with a laugh.

The cashier greeted them and told
them to sit anywhere. They picked a corner booth and settled across
from each other. A waitress appeared with ice water and menus,
immediately leaving to get coffee when they asked for
it.

“I like to get the breakfast
skillets,” Bram said. “I don’t eat out often, but this place has
stellar food, and you can’t go wrong with anything.”

“I’m feeling like something
sweet.”

The waitress came back with coffee mugs and a
carafe. “The special today is strawberry french toast, it’s sweet
and so good.”

“Perfect,” Thea said. She closed
the menu and handed it to the waitress.

“I’ll take the meat lovers
skillet; can you have them do double potatoes?”

“Sure thing.”

She clicked her pen and put it back in the
pocket of her apron, then walked away.

Thea fixed the coffee with creamer
and sugar and gave it a stir.

“Is Bram short for something?”

“Abraham. I’m named after my
great-grandfather on my dad’s side.”

“Was he alpha? I don’t really know a lot about
wolf packs and hierarchy.”

“He was, and then it passed on to
his son, Peter. He was injured during a hunt and my dad took over
when he was in his twenties. My dad and mom have been the alpha
pair since before I was born. The hierarchy starts at the alpha. My
dad is over everyone, including my mom, although they like to tease
each other about who is actually in charge. Then it starts with the
high-ranking males. My Uncle Michael is beta. The males fight for
rank on the full moons.”

“When do you start fighting for
rank?”

“We learn how to fight in our
human form when we’re kids. Once we shift, we’re then taught how to
fight in that form, because rank fights are in our shifts. When a
male feels he’s strong enough to fight for rank, he starts off at
the bottom and moves up.”

“Pretty cool. Where are you in the
ranks?”

“Ranks are a generational thing.
My father’s generation has their own ranking system. They’re loyal
to my parents, so when he retires, they will too. My generation has
its own rank and I’m prime, which is the highest rank. I fought for
that rank, but honestly even if I hadn’t or was lower in rank, I’d
still be next in line as alpha because the position is
hereditary.”

She mulled over that as the
waitress brought their food. The skillet Bram ordered was huge and
piled with different breakfast meats.

“And strawberry french toast for
you,” she said as she set the plate in front of her. The French
toast was dusted with powdered sugar and topped with fresh
strawberries and whipped cream. A separate plate of bacon was set
next to it, along with a glass container of maple syrup. “Anything
else?”

Bram looked at her and she shook her head.
“We’re good, thank you.”

“I’ll check back in a few.
Enjoy.”

They ate in silence for a little
while, Thea enjoying the sweet French toast immensely.

“So what would happen if someone
in your generation decided they were better suited to be
alpha?”

“It does happen,” he said, telling
her about the January full moon, when a family rose up against the
alpha pair, and the head of the family wanted to fight to take
over. “He tried to fight dirty, attempting to drug my father so
he’d be incapacitated and lose. The family had long wanted to take
over, but they couldn’t do it under their own strength, they had to
cheat.”

“What happened to them?”

“They were exiled from the pack,
marked with my dad’s claws and never allowed to return.”

“Damn.”

“So if someone tried to come after
me because I’m next in line, it most likely wouldn’t happen until
my dad stepped down and I took over. But they’d lose.”

He was so sexy when he was
serious. She had no doubt he could kick anyone’s ass. He was big
and muscular, and he had an air of authority that she found wholly
enticing.

“Would you have to
fight?”

“Yes. But there isn’t anyone in
the lower ranks of my generation who could take me. It might not
stop someone from trying, but they wouldn’t succeed. My family
started this pack and I plan to pass it down to my own son
someday.”

Her whole body warmed at the look
he gave her. It was a mixture of the early bloom of passion and
possessiveness.

After their meal, they drove
around and he showed her the town, from the bar where the pack hung
out, to the restaurant where his cousin Micah and his mate worked
in the kitchen, to the lake where he and his friends enjoyed
hanging out in the summer.

She peered through the windshield
at the frozen lake as he parked near a snow-covered
dock.

“My mom likes to have cookouts in
the summer here. A few times we camped out here when I was younger,
too, all of us that are around the same age. I remember my dad and
uncle sneaking up on us when we were telling ghost stories around a
campfire and scaring the shit out of us.”

She laughed. “Sounds like you had
a really sweet childhood.”

“I did.”

“Your parents are great. I wish
mine had been as immediately accepting as yours were.”

“Me too. But we can’t control what
others do, just how we react to them.”

She turned in the seat and rested
her head on the back of the seat. “I’m still part of the nest, so
they have to face me at some point, even if it’s just for my
exile.”

“You’re so sure you’ll be
exiled?”

“Bram,” she said softly, “the nest
is eagles only. Even if they were happy for me, I wouldn’t be
allowed to stay in the nest because of you. One way or another, I’d
be leaving Indiana.”

It was a sobering truth.

When she’d moved out of her
parents’ home, she’d just been looking for some independence and a
chance to make her own choices. She hadn’t really thought about
what would happen if and when she found her truemate. If he’d been
an eagle, it wouldn’t have been an issue. That Bram was a wolf
meant she was out of the nest.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Oh gosh,” she said, putting her
hand on his arm. “You’re sorry that you’re a wolf?”

“No, no,” he said with a laugh. He
sobered. “I’m sorry that you’re out of the nest because of what I
am.”

“If you weren’t a wolf we might
never have met, though. So I’m glad you are. You’re actually
exactly what I wanted, even though I didn’t really know it. You’re
the new chapter of my life, and I’m not the least bit sorry that
our paths crossed.”

She was honestly unsure what
would’ve happened when she faced her parents in South Carolina and
told them she’d moved out and was making her own choices. They
probably would’ve pushed for her to come home or suggested she
choose a mate, but she would have definitely said no.

They stared at each other in
silence and then both leaned forward, their lips meeting. He’d
kissed her head a few times, her cheek once, but they hadn’t really
kissed.

It hadn’t felt like the timing was right
before.

But it sure felt right
now.

His hand slid down her front and
pressed the release on the seatbelt, and then she heard the click
of his own. She scooted closer and then gasped when he hauled her
against him.

He swiped his tongue against her
lips, and she moaned as a shiver slipped down her spine. She tilted
her head and kissed him back, their tongues sliding together in a
deep kiss that rocked her to the core. Her whole body reacted to
the kiss, her skin tingling and her stomach flipping.

She wrapped her arms around him
and reached up to tangle her fingers in his hair. He growled softly
and kissed across her jaw to her throat, sucking in a bit of her
skin and biting gently.

“Oh gosh,” she said with a groan, her fingers
curling against his scalp.

He chuckled against her skin and
kissed the place he’d bit.

“You’re fucking addictive,” he said, hugging
her tightly.

She murmured in agreement, tucking
her arms inside his coat and resting her head on his shoulder. He
was so warm and smelled so good, and the soft rumble of his wolf in
his chest was the sweetest sound.

“Thea?”

“Yeah?”

She tilted her head back to look
at him. His eyes flashed from brown to amber and back
again.

“Will you be my mate?”

She grinned. “Yes.”


Chapter Eight




Bram opened the door to the house
and let Thea inside. His wolf was howling in his head to take her
back to the bedroom and mate her properly. The makeout session in
the truck had done nothing to cool his libido. It seemed to inflame
it.

She was gorgeous and sweet, and he
couldn’t get enough of her.

It felt like he’d known her for
far longer than just one night.

After the lake, they’d headed out
of town to a nearby department store so she could get clothes and
other things she needed. They were only a few hours from her home
in Indiana, but she didn’t want to go there before things were
settled with her parents and nest, and he understood
that.

She told him that it was one thing for her to
find her truemate, but to fully move away from the nest before
she’d settled things was a step too far.

He grabbed the bags from the porch
and carried them inside.

She’d gotten a coat, several
outfits, boots, and shoes, plus undergarments and
toiletries.

His phone buzzed as she began to
unload the contents of the bags on the couch.

“Hey, Dad,” he said as he
answered.

“Hi, how’s it going? Your mom and
I wanted to check in with you.”

“Hi, honey,” his mom
called.

“Hi, Mom. It’s going well. We just
got back to my place after picking up some clothes and things for
Thea.”

“Any word from her parents?” his dad
asked.

“No. It’s still early,
though.”

“We’ll keep a good thought for
you,” his mom said. “Would you like to come over for dinner
tonight? We’d like to get to know her.”

He didn’t really want to leave the
house tonight. Things were still new between them, and he’d be
lying if he said he didn’t want to see where things would
go.

“How about tomorrow?”

His dad chuckled. “That works.
Steaks, okay?”

“Do you like steak, Thea?”

She glanced at him curiously.
“Yes?”

He laughed. “For dinner with my
parents. Tomorrow night, if that’s okay.”

She straightened and smiled. “Oh yes, that
would be really nice.”

“Sounds good to us,” Bram said.
“Is it okay if I take a few more days off?”

Bram rarely took time off from work and had a
lot of vacation time banked.

“Sure. Do you want the week?”
Jason asked.

“Yeah.”

“If you head to Indiana to pack up
her things, you need to take some people with you,” he said. “Just
to be safe.”

“I will. She wants to wait until
she talks to her parents before we do anything like that, though,
which is why I took her shopping.”

“Sounds good,” Jason said. “We’ll
see you tomorrow.”

“Around six. Love you,
honey.”

“Love you too.”

He ended the call and put his
phone in his pocket. He realized Thea wasn’t in the family room
anymore. He headed toward the bedroom, picking up her sweet
scent.

He found her in the bedroom,
stretched out on the bed wearing only a bra and panties.

His brain misfired and he simply
stared, slack-jawed, at her.

“Bram,” she said, her voice low
and sultry. “I want to finish what we started in the
truck.”

He tilted his head, not moving
from the doorway and inhaled, picking up the extra-sweet scent of
her arousal. Resting his hand on the doorjamb, he leaned against it
and smiled.

“I’m not going to lie, Thea. I
haven’t thought about much else except being with you since I found
you in the woods. But if we do this, I’m going to want to bite you
and that will make us mates in truth. It means where you go, I go,
and vice versa. Your issues with your nest and family will be
mine.”

Her eyes darkened slightly, and
she crooked her finger. “I want you to bite me. I want to be your
mate in truth.” Her voice hitched with emotion. “I want to share
everything with you, Bram.”

He grabbed the hem of his shirt
and lifted it over his head as he walked to the bed. After dropping
the shirt to the floor, he reached for her and hooked his hands
behind her knees, pulling her swiftly to him.

She let out a breathy giggle which
turned into a moan as he leaned forward and kissed her. She wrapped
her arms around his neck and pulled him closer. He planted one fist
on the bed and slipped his fingers between her legs, touching the
soft, smooth skin of her thighs. He ran his fingers up one side and
down the other, skipping the apex, until she let out a snarl and
nipped his bottom lip.

He grinned down at her as the kiss ended,
loving the way her eyes were bright with passion and her lips
swollen from their kiss.

He kissed down her neck and across
her shoulder, pulling her bra strap down. Slipping a hand behind
her, he found the clasp of the bra and twisted it, mentally
growling when it didn’t come undone.

She cupped his face and lifted her
upper body, giving him better access to the tricky piece of
clothing. On the third try, the clasp came undone finally, and she
could wiggle free.

Settling back on the bed, she
smiled at him as he chucked the bra to the side. He kissed her and
cupped her breast, feeling her nipple tighten under his palm. He
grazed the tip with his thumb and deepened the kiss. She moaned
softly and wrapped her arms around him, tunneling her fingers into
his hair.

Easing from the drugging kiss, he
lowered his head and kissed first one nipple and then the other. He
alternated kissing and licking the tight tips, sucking gently until
she writhed under him and twisted her fingers in his
hair.

He kissed his way down her stomach
and licked a slow circle around her navel as he hooked his fingers
in her panties and pushed them down her legs. Sitting up, he worked
the panties off, then climbed up the bed.

“Hold on,” she said, putting her
foot on his chest.

He let out a low growl, and grasped her ankle,
sliding his fingers up her calf. “Yes, sweetheart?”

“You’re still dressed.”

“I’m planning to fix that after I
send you into orbit.” He wiggled his brows and kissed the arch of
her foot. She gasped and her toes curled.

“I want to see you,” she said,
rising onto her elbows and licking her lips.

Kissing her sensitive arch again,
he nodded and returned to his feet, undoing the button and zipper
of his jeans. She held his gaze until he pushed the jeans down his
hips, and then her gaze dropped to follow his hands as he freed his
cock. Stepping from the jeans, he put one knee on the
bed.

“Ready to fly, Thea?” he asked,
his cock bobbing as excitement coursed through him.

She dropped to her back and spread
her legs farther apart. “Hell yes.”

He kissed his way up her legs
until he reached the apex of her thighs. She smelled amazing, her
arousal like sweet summer rain and sunshine. His fangs throbbed in
his gums, his wolf ready to mate and mark her.

He gently ran a finger through her
folds, her arousal coating the tip as he circled her clit and
headed back toward her center. She flexed her hips, seeking more
contact, but he kept things light, delving into her center and then
circling her clit.

She bit her bottom lip and exhaled
as he slid his whole finger into her, curling the digit to rub
against her inner walls.

Lowering his head, he licked and
sucked her clit, flicking it rapidly with the tip of his tongue. He
added a second finger, sliding them in and out of her heat, rubbing
her slick walls in time to the flicks of his tongue, until she was
chanting his name and digging her nails into his
shoulders.

“Fuck, Bram,” she whispered,
thrashing under him as he closed his lips around her clit and
fingered her faster. Her back bowed as she came, heat flooding his
fingers. When she cried out his name, his wolf let out a happy howl
in his head.

He hooked his arm under her knee
as he prowled forward, spreading her legs a little farther apart.
He slid home slowly, her pussy a hot heaven he never wanted to
leave. Clutching the bedding next to her head, he didn’t stop until
they were wed tightly together, their bodies joined in the most
intimate of ways.

She curled her other leg over his
hip and cupped his face as she panted for breath, her heart still
racing from her orgasm.

He flexed his hips and slid from
her, then pressed forward, watching as her head kicked back with
each thrust and a soft exhale left her lips. Her fingers curled
into his neck as she lifted her head to kiss him, until their
movements became too fast for them to kiss. He pressed his lips to
her neck, sucking and gently biting.

His orgasm thundered down on him,
his body locking up in a spiral of pleasure that was better than
anything he’d ever experienced.

He came with a howl and roar
combined, stroking into her a few more times before he shuddered
with a happy growl.

As he caught his breath, he kissed
her, then pulled from her body and gently rolled her to her side.
He stretched out behind her and smoothed her hair from the back of
her neck, and then he slid his hand down her stomach and rubbed her
clit.

She arched back with a soft cry and pressed
her hand against his.

“Come for me again,” he said,
wanting her to be lost to pleasure when he marked her.

She moved her leg, curling it over
his and opening her body up more to him. He stroked his fingers
into her pussy and then played with her clit, rubbing it until she
inhaled sharply, and he knew he’d found just the right
spot.

He rubbed the side of her clit and
sucked on her neck, his fangs tingling in his gums. The moment she
let out a keening cry as she came, his fangs punched from his gums
and he bit down on the back of her neck, his sharp teeth on either
side of her spine.

He slowed his fingers, slipping
them into her pussy and stroking her softly to gentle her down from
the heavens. Pulling his fangs out as gently as he could, he cut
his tongue with one fang until he tasted blood, and then licked the
blood across the marks to ensure they’d heal quickly but scar over,
so no matter how often she shifted, she would never lose the
marks.

He rested his hand against her
pussy, his fingers still buried in her heat for a moment before he
pulled them free and she groaned softly. She tilted her head back
to kiss him.

“I’m yours now?” she whispered against his
lips.

“Officially, but you were mine the moment I
found you in the woods, Thea. Mine to love and protect.”

She rolled to face him and curled
her leg over his hip, giving him a tug. His cock sprang to life as
they kissed and touched, hands roaming and exploring.

As they made love again, less
frantic this time, he marveled at how connected he felt to her. The
moment he’d marked her with his fangs, he knew she was his forever,
and he was hers.

When they came together a second
time, her panting cries of pleasure in his ears, he knew he was
falling hard for her. She wasn’t just his truemate, she was his
everything, and he’d do anything to keep her safe and happy for the
rest of their lives.

He curled around her with a yawn
and kissed the healing mating mark on her neck. She was already
asleep, her skin warm and her breathing deep and even.

He drifted off to sleep,
contentment filling him.

Before Thea, he’d only cared about
his family and the pack. But now Thea was his marked mate and that
shifted his priorities. As the future alpha, he would always care
about the pack, but Thea was his family now too, and she was his
priority. He would keep her safe and make her the happiest female
on the planet.

He was just the male for the
job.

 



Chapter Nine




Thea stepped from the shower,
leaving Bram to finish rinsing off, and grabbed a towel from the
rack. She wrapped it around herself and then opened the cabinet
under the sink to pull out another towel for her hair.

“What do you want to do today?” Bram asked,
his voice echoing a little in the master bathroom.

“I don’t know. What do you want to
do?”

“I asked first.”

“That’s mature,” she said with a
laugh.

It was Friday morning. She and
Bram had been officially mated since Wednesday night, and her body
still felt like it was humming from the marking. Or maybe it was
the climax he’d just given her in the shower.

She touched the back of her neck
where the slightly raised bump of the scar from the marking he’d
given her would only be visible if her hair was up.

“Why do wolves mark on the back of the
neck?”

He shut off the water and pushed
open the curtain to grab a towel. “I don’t know. I know that other
groups, like the mountain lions, mark on the side of the neck. It’s
just what our kind do. Why?”

“No reason, just curious.” Eagles
used their talons to mark the biceps of their mate, but only the
males did the marking. Females didn’t mark their mates; they only
wore marks. Wolves marked each other, both male and female. But the
night when Bram marked her, she’d been so overcome with the desire
to see a mark on him, that the second time they’d made love her
talons had come out and she’d marked him.

“I like my mark,” he said as he
patted his skin dry. The scar on his biceps made her eagle so happy
a little trill echoed in her mind.

“I like it too. And I like your
mark for me too, I was just curious about the marking
custom.”

“I don’t think the pack would care
if someone marked in another way, like on the side of the neck or
something. It just depends on the couple.” He grabbed her around
the waist and pulled her close.

Her breath gusted and her heart
sped up.

She went onto her toes and kissed
him. “You’re so sexy,” she whispered against his lips.

“You’re the very definition of the
word.”

She rested her head on his chest
and closed her eyes. She was deliciously worn out from staying up
late for a multi-orgasm tumble in the sheets to being woken up
early with a very horny wolf.

“Do you think it would be okay to go to my
apartment and pack up?” she asked.

He hummed. “Sure. I need to grab
some friends to go with us, but we could definitely do that
today.”

He released his hold on her and
she followed him into the bedroom to get dressed. He picked up his
phone and typed a bit, then joined her at the dresser.

“I originally wanted to wait until
I talked to my parents again, but I figure at this point they may
not contact me again, or it might be a while before they do. I feel
like I’m kind of just in limbo with everything, and I’d rather go
pack up my place than sit here twiddling my thumbs.”

“I understand. I think it’s a good idea
too.”

She pulled panties and a bra from
the drawer and sat on the bed to put them on. She’d hoped that her
parents would reach out to her at some point over the last two
days, but they hadn’t. It hurt to know they were so angry with her
and weren’t happy she’d found her mate.

She didn’t peek—much—as Bram got
dressed next to her, tugging jeans up his powerful legs and
covering his ripped upper body with a long-sleeved
shirt.

With a sigh, she pulled leggings on and went
to the closet to find a sweater.

“What was that sigh for?” he asked.

“You’re too sexy for clothes. It’s
a shame to wear them.”

He barked out a laugh and pulled
her close. Nuzzling her throat, he sent a riot of shivers down her
spine, and she sighed again, but for a whole different
reason.

“You’re the one who’s too sexy for
clothes, sweetheart. I’d love to toss you to the bed and strip you
slowly, savoring every inch of you, but we need to get on the
road.”

She loved being in his arms. Loved how strong
he was, how very right it felt.

She felt like she’d never been
hugged before, never really been kissed, until she met
Bram.

It had only been a few days since
they met, but she was falling hard for him.

Tilting her face to his for a
kiss, she gripped his shirt and pulled him a little closer, loving
the idea of taking another tumble in the sheets.

He nipped her bottom lip with a
soft growl. When she opened her eyes, she saw that his were amber,
his wolf coming out.

“You’re also extremely tempting. We’ll never
get to your place to pack up if you’re going to keep distracting
me.”

“You make that sound like a bad
thing,” she groused as he took her hand and tugged her out of the
bedroom.

“It’s definitely not.”

He handed her the coat she’d bought and put
his own on.

“But?” she asked.

He held open the front door and
smiled at her. “We’ve got a long drive today, and the sooner we get
on the road, the sooner we’ll get back.”

She paused in front of him, one foot out the
door. “And then we’ll hit the bed?”

“Morning.” A deep voice startled
her.

Bram grinned. “Morning, Kash. Excellent timing
as usual.”

“You said to head over ASAP. I’m
nothing if not punctual.”

“Ugh, could you talk sexy to each other when
I’m not in earshot?” Gideon asked as he joined Kash at the bottom
of the porch.

Thea’s cheeks flamed and Bram
chuckled. He pulled the door shut and took her hand. “They’re just
jealous,” he whispered.

“Morning, guys,” she said. “Thanks
for coming with us today.”

“No problem,” Kash said.

Behind them another two males walked up. She
hadn’t met everyone in the pack and didn’t recognize
them.

“This is Crimson, he’s a wulfen,”
Bram said, explaining that a wulfen was a cross between a fairy and
a wolf. He pointed to the other male. “This is Logan, Kash’s
dad.”

“Nice to meet you both,” she said.

“We’re going to follow you in two
vehicles,” Crimson said. “I mapped it out from the address Bram
gave us and it’ll take about three and a half hours to get to your
apartment. If we get separated, get in contact immediately by
cell.”

“Sounds good,” Bram said. “Thanks for coming
along.”

“Absolutely,” Logan said. “We
don’t let anyone go anywhere alone, let alone to another state with
a potentially hostile group of shifters.”

Thea wanted to protest that her
nest was in South Carolina, and while they might be hostile toward
her, they certainly wouldn’t be seeing them at her apartment, but
she didn’t voice her thoughts. Logan wasn’t wrong: her parents were
angry she’d found her truemate in a wolf and hadn’t been in touch
with her to reconcile. It was very likely that they’d spoken to the
alpha already and the whole nest would know by now. To say they
would be hostile toward Bram was an understatement.

“Hopefully we won’t run into anyone,” she
said.

“We hope that as well,” Kash said.
“But better to have backup and not need it than to be
screwed.”

“Fact,” Bram said.

They parted ways at the vehicles,
she and Bram getting into his truck and the others into their
vehicles. She put her address into his GPS and buckled
up.

“Ready, sweetheart?”

“To close up this part of my life
so we can start our new life together? Hell yes.”

He leaned over for a kiss as he
started the engine.

As they pulled away from the
house, she leaned against his shoulder and rested her hand on his
thigh. Things were going to be different once she’d packed up her
life and officially moved to Allen. They’d spent the last few days
talking about the future and everything hinged on her joining up
with the pack officially. As a non-wolf, she would be an honorary
member, but once Bram became alpha after his father stepped down,
she’d become the alpha female.

She was glad that he wasn’t alpha
yet and it didn’t seem like he would be anytime soon, because she
wasn’t ready to be the co-boss of a group of shifters she didn’t
know much about.

“So tell me about the first time you shifted,”
she said.

“Well, picture being sixteen and
having to stand naked in the woods with family and
friends…”

 


* * *

 


Thea stretched with a groan as she
climbed from the truck in front of her apartment. They’d made good
time getting to Indiana and only stopped once at a rest area to
stretch their legs and grab some snacks. While the point of the
drive had left her feeling sad because she’d had no contact with
her parents, the actual drive had been fun. Bram kept her
entertained by telling her stories from his childhood.

She envied him the sweet life he’d
had.

She might even call it a charmed
life.

Hers had been so vastly different.

Despite the differences, though,
they’d found each other and that’s all that mattered. What she
loved the most about finding Bram was that their future children
would be able to grow up surrounded by a loving and supportive pack
and family. She couldn’t imagine anything better.

She unlocked the apartment while
Bram grabbed boxes from the back of the truck. The others joined
them inside.

“Sorry that I’m not actually
packed up for this,” she said. “I didn’t know my life would be
changing forever because I flew over Allen on the full
moon.”

They all laughed.

“It’s the best kind of change,
though,” Logan said. “It was a total fluke that I found my Jenna.
That one night changed everything for me too.”

“It was like that for me when I
found Lindy,” Crimson said.

Bram smiled sweetly at Thea. “Best full moon
of my life.”

“Man, I need to find my truemate like
yesterday,” Gideon said.

Bram’s smile widened. “Where do
you want us?”

“Kitchen area,” she said, “and the
closet. You can help me strip the sleeper sofa and pack up the
knickknacks.”

Everyone grabbed boxes and dispersed, with
Bram following her to the couch and helping her pull the bed
free.

They worked swiftly, tucking the
linens into a moving box and folding the bed back into the
couch.

“Does the furniture go?” Bram asked as she
taped up the box.

“Nope, the place came furnished
thankfully. Just the things in the cabinets and closet are mine.
And this fun lamp.”

She lifted a lamp that had a large
mason jar for a base. It had come filled with shells, but she
dumped them in favor of silk ivy which was coiled
inside.

“Fun?” He lifted the box of linens.

“Yeah. I think it’s neat. Maybe I
can put different things in the base for the holidays. Or battery
lights.”

He chuckled at her. “Sounds very
fun, sweetheart.” She set the lamp on top of the linens to protect
it, then picked up another box.

They walked out to his
truck.

Someone grabbed her around the
waist and jerked her off the sidewalk. She let out a scream as the
box dropped to the ground.

“Don’t move.”


Chapter Ten




Bram knew the moment he reached
the truck that something was wrong. His wolf’s hackles rose and
everything in him shouted in alarm. He dropped the box and spun to
grab Thea just as she was yanked away from him by a large male and
immediately surrounded by a handful of other males.

“Let my mate go,” Bram said, his
fangs and claws extending as his wolf let out a furious howl in his
mind.

The male holding her grabbed her
hair and pulled her head roughly forward to expose her mark. “What,
this thing? Easy to cut out. Your mating is meaningless to the
nest. She’s coming to South Carolina on the orders of her alpha. If
you interfere, you’ll die…slowly.”

Bram brandished his claws. “I’m
not dying today. You, though, should make peace with your
maker.”

As if on cue, his pack appeared,
and a melee ensued. Kash and Crimson both had their wings out and
brandished swords, and Logan and Gideon went all claws and fangs
like Bram did.

He left his pack to deal with the
others, stalking toward the male who tried to pull Thea
away.

“Don’t come any closer,” the male
said.

Thea whimpered, her eyes bright
with fear, and it was then that Bram saw the male’s fingers had
elongated into dark yellow talons and they were digging into her
throat. Blood trickled from under one dark claw.

His vision hazed with rage. It was
tempting to shift, but in the time it would take to wrangle himself
from his clothes, the male could take off with Thea and that wasn’t
acceptable.

Getting her to safety was the only
thing that mattered.

Her eyes met his and he saw in the
green depths that she trusted him one-hundred-percent. With a small
nod he pulled his cell from his pocket, then chucked it suddenly at
the male’s head. He involuntarily jerked his head to avoid being
hit and Bram took the moment of his distraction to get between him
and Thea. He bodily separated them, knocking the male’s hands away
and shoving him hard. Thea gasped and scampered out of the way of
danger while Bram lunged and toppled the male to the ground before
he had time to react.

He grabbed his collar and lifted
his shoulders, slamming him into the ground with all his might. He
slammed him again, his wolf coming out even more and adding to his
strength. The male’s talons raked against his arms, but his heavy
coat didn’t shred under the assault.

Someone landed on Bram’s back and
the wind gusted from him as he went face-first into the ground, the
male under him pulled away by someone else. He felt talons at his
throat and then there was a grunt and a male fell to the side, the
weight off his back.

Bram grabbed his throat and didn’t
feel any cuts as he rolled to his knees and turned
around.

Thea, brandishing half a mason jar
lamp, had used it to take out the male on his back.

The male who’d grabbed her was
struggling to get up, but the others were incapacitated thanks to
Bram’s pack. Rising to his feet, Bram pressed his boot into the
male’s chest.

“You said her alpha sent you? For
what purpose? And how did you know she was here?”

The male glared at him. Bram
leaned into his foot, putting pressure on his chest. A rib cracked
and the male grunted.

“Her parents told her to come to
South Carolina and she refused. The alpha sent us to bring her by
any means necessary. They were watching.”

Thea joined him. “I know you.”

Bram looked at her. “From your
nest?”

“No, he’s an enforcer for the other nest’s
alpha. How did you know I was here? Why didn’t you check at my
parents’ home?”

“They know you moved.”

She looked at Bram in
shock.

Logan walked over. “We need to leave.
Now.”

Bram snarled.

Crimson put his hand on his
shoulder. “We don’t have any authority here, not in this town or
even this state. You get some leeway protecting your mate, but
she’s safe now. Anything else you do to him or the others would be
retaliation and unlawful.”

“Let’s go,” she said. “I want to
get the hell out of Indiana.”

Bram leaned forward and stared at
the male, letting his wolf out enough so that his cheeks were
dusted with dark fur.

“If I ever see you again,
I’ll take it as an act of war and protect my female by
any means necessary. Get
your friends and get the hell out of here.”

He gave him a shove with this boot
and the male rolled away, rubbing his chest as he staggered to his
feet.

“Make it quick, sweetheart,” Bram
said. “Grab whatever you can. I’ll stand watch.”

She hurried into the apartment.
Kash joined him while the others went inside with her to get what
they’d packed. They hadn’t even been there that long. It was
disturbing on many levels that they’d tracked her to the apartment.
If he hadn’t been with her, she would’ve been taken for sure. She
wouldn’t have been able to fight off so many males intent on taking
her.

“This is fucked up six ways from
Sunday,” Kash said.

The males were moving away from
them, grumbling and shooting dirty looks, many nursing visible
wounds and bleeding.

“Definitely.”

When the males were gone, Bram
still couldn’t relax. His desire for retribution was riding him
hard and he wanted to chase those males down and make them pay for
the terror he’d seen in Thea’s eyes.

For the terror
he’d felt at how very
close he’d come to losing her.

Thea was suddenly wrapping her arms around him
and holding herself close.

He hugged her tightly, scanning
the area for danger as he’d done a dozen times while she’d finished
packing.

“You okay, sweetheart?” he asked
gruffly.

“I just want to go home. Take me
home.”

“Wait,” Crimson said. “Let’s check your cell
first, Thea.”

Without leaving Bram’s arms, she
handed her phone to him.

“You got some kind of spell to
figure out if there’s a tracker in it?” Bram asked.

“What? No, I’m going to check to
see if she’s sharing her location, since the male said her nest was
watching.”

Bram rolled his eyes. “I just
assumed you had some techy kind of spell.”

“Fae magic is a little older than
tech you know.”

Bram kissed the top of Thea’s head
and watched as Crimson poked around on the cell. “Okay, yeah. Her
location is on so that’s how they knew where you were. I’d guess
they were at your nest and were told where you were going after we
got here. But there could also be other types of spyware on here,
honestly. We have some people in the pack who are pretty tech
savvy, but truthfully it would simply be easier to just get a new
phone.”

“They already know where she’s
been if they’ve been tracking her, though,” Bram pointed
out.

“True, but it would be better if
they didn’t know where she was going forward.” Crimson gave Bram a
hard look that didn’t really need words.

Her family and nest most likely
weren’t done trying to get to her and they needed to be careful and
smart.

“He means we should trash the phone and get
you a new one,” Bram said.

She lifted her head. Her eyes were
bright with emotion, her skin pale with stress.

“Okay.”

He brushed his lips over hers, his
wolf growling softly. He ran his fingers lightly over her throat.
The scratches from the male’s talons had healed already, but he
could still see them in his mind’s eye, and the blood
remained.

Bram nodded at Crimson, who
dropped her phone and smashed it with his boot.

“Let’s go home, sweetheart,” Bram said, giving
her another gentle kiss.

She nodded silently.

After stopping at the apartment
manager’s office to turn in her keys, Bram drove home with Thea
glued to his side, her head on his shoulder.

“I’m sorry.”

“Why are you sorry?” she asked.
“I’m the one who didn’t know my parents were tracking me. I feel
like an idiot.”

“How could you know?”

“I just should’ve guessed. I
thought I was being so slick and careful by stretching out my
classes and moving when they were away, but they knew what I was
doing the whole time. I thought I was free, but I was still chained
to the nest. To them.”

She sounded so defeated.

“This whole damn situation sucks,
sweetheart, but you’re my mate and no matter what their plans are,
that’s not going to change.”

He felt her nod against his
shoulder.

Glancing in the rearview, he saw Logan behind
them.

 


“I remember when I realized how
strict the nest was,” she said after some time had
passed.

“Yeah? When?”

“When I was in middle school. I
was invited to a sleepover at a girl’s house and my parents
wouldn’t let me go. They said that females needed to stay home with
their parents until they were mated. I had to tell the girl who
invited me that I couldn’t come, and she didn’t understand why. I
couldn’t explain it when I didn’t really understand it myself. But
they wanted me home to keep track of me and make sure I wasn’t
doing anything I shouldn’t. That they let me go to public school
and college was a miracle, but that was more my mom’s influence
than my dad’s. They’re both pretty old-fashioned when it comes to
nest tradition, but my mom was allowed to go to public school
because she was dyslexic, and her nest teachers hadn’t been able to
help her. The public school had resources and staff who helped her.
I didn’t have any problems, but I think she was worried I might and
would struggle like she did.” Thea hummed for a moment, lost in
thought. “This is all such bullshit.”

He was surprised at her abrupt change of
topic.

“Which part?” he asked.

“All of it. Them not accepting
you, tracking me on my phone, sending those males to bring me down
to South Carolina like some wayward child. I’m an adult for crap’s
sake.”

She sat up, leaning away from his shoulder,
but kept her hand over his biceps.

“Do you want to call them when we get a phone
for you?”

“Yes.”

“We’ll get one as soon as we get
to town.”

“Okay. Tell me
something.”

“What?”

“No, I mean tell me something to
change the topic so I don’t have to keep thinking about how pissed
I am.”

“Would you like to know about the
mating ceremony?”

“Oh, yeah! When will that happen?
Does it mean we’re not officially mated yet for the
pack?”

“We’re officially mated because we
marked each other. The ceremony is for us to be mated in the eyes
of the pack. We can do it during any full moon, it’s really up to
you. I’d like to do it during the March full moon, but if you’d
like to wait until it’s warmer we can.”

“Why would we wait until it’s
warmer?”

“Because the traditional clothes
for the female are a corset and miniskirt or leggings.”

“Sheesh,” she said with a chuckle.
“But March works for me. The sooner the better.”

He agreed
one-hundred-percent.

The ceremony would be presided
over by his dad as alpha, with his grandfather and uncle assisting.
“He’ll anoint us with ash, olive oil, and blood from a fresh kill.
Then we can go for a hunt together and the pack will join us. What
do you like to hunt?”

“Little things like mice and voles or
rabbits.”

“There are plenty of all those
things in the woods. Plus deer, of course. You’ll be an honorary
member of the pack once the mating ceremony is finished. But when
we take over the pack when my parents retire, you’ll be alpha
female and a full member.”

“I still don’t get why only wolves
are full members, except for the alpha female.”

“I’ve asked that, actually. My
cousin Jessi’s mates aren’t wolves, my sister’s mates aren’t
wolves, and my cousin Micah’s mate is human. They’re honorary
members and that won’t ever change for them. Their children will be
full members, though. But it’s different for the alpha female. She
has to be a full member to have the authority of the position. An
honorary member can’t lead.” He glanced at her. “It’s like a
loophole. In order to allow for an alpha to take a truemate who may
or may not be a wolf, the law has to allow for her to be a full
member. But she can’t be a full member until they’re mated,
period.”

“Could we change that rule when we
take over?”

“We can do whatever we want with
the rules, including that. We could make it that any mate is a full
member. But it doesn’t really change anything. We still think of
the non-wolves as members whether they’re full or
honorary.”

“I think I’d like to change that rule. In the
future.”

“Then we can.”

She blew out a breath. “We don’t
have to worry about that for a long time, though,
right?”

“Nope. My parents aren’t ready to
retire, and I doubt they will be anytime soon.”

“Good. I’m not really ready to be
the boss of anybody. I don’t know the first thing about wolves.
Except for what you’ve shared with me.”

“I’ll teach you,” he promised.

“Do you think they’ll come after
me again?”

“Those guys? No.” He linked their
fingers and gave her hand a squeeze. “They were thoroughly
threatened. I don’t think they expected you to be with anyone,
especially not shifters who could fight back. Did I say thank you,
by the way?”

“For what? Nearly getting you
killed?”

“You didn’t nearly get me killed,
sweetheart. This is all on your alpha and your parents. But you
took that guy out with the lamp. You saved me.”

“I liked that lamp. But I like you a lot
more.”

“Good thing,” he said with a
laugh. “But you did save me, and I am very grateful for that. It’s
why I know you’ll be a great alpha female when the time comes. You
stepped up when it mattered.”

She snuggled back against him with
a sigh. “Will we be ready if they show up again? The pack, I
mean?”

“Yes, definitely.”

He was confident he could keep her
safe. He’d nearly failed and he wasn’t about to let that happen
again.

Her safety was of the utmost priority for
him.

If her family thought they could
just grab her out of his hands, they could think again.

He just got her. He wasn’t about to lose
her.

She was far too precious.

“Do you like the house?” he asked
as he shut off the engine after turning into the driveway of his
house.

“Of course. Why?”

“There are others available in
town, we could switch to something bigger or in a different
area.”

The house had three bedrooms and
two bathrooms, with a nice sized yard and a large oak tree in the
back which provided shade in the afternoons for the
patio.

“I really like it,” she
said.

They got out of his truck, and he
handed her the house key so she could unlock the door and they
could unload the truck. Logan pulled up a minute later and everyone
got out.

“Thanks for your help today,” he said as he
walked over to them.

“Our pleasure,” Kash said. “It’s a
damn good thing we were there.”

“Yeah, for sure,” Bram said with a
grimace.

“I briefed your dad,” Logan said. “He wants
you to call after you get settled.”

“Of course.”

It took less than an hour to
unload the trucks, and then they were thanking their friends for
their help and walking into the house.

She toed off her shoes with a
sigh.

“Do you want to unpack? Or call
your parents from my phone?” he asked, stretching with a
yawn.

“Nope.”

He turned to face her. She was
staring at him intently.

“Do you want to crash?”

“No,” she said, drawing the word
out.

“Then what do you want to
do?”

“You.”

Then he picked up the scent of her
arousal, all sweet heat and femininity.

“Oh?”

He closed the distance between
them and cupped her face. Her skin was flushed, her eyes dilated,
and she smelled amazing.

His wolf was doing cartwheels in
his head.

She rested her hands on his waist,
her fingers dipping beneath the waistband of his jeans. “I’d like
to forget about everything that happened for a little while longer.
Talking in the truck was really nice, but the time for talking is
over. For now.” She gave his jeans a little tug as she took a step
back, and he followed her. “Unless you’re telling me how good you
feel and how much you like being with me.”

“I’ll definitely talk,
sweetheart. But you have to as well.” He grabbed her close and she
inhaled sharply. “Be sure to say things like more and yes and right there whenever you
want.”

“I will if you will.”

He slammed his lips against hers
with a snarl and she moaned softly.

“Yes. More,” she whispered around his
lips.

He lifted her into his arms and
carried her into the bedroom.

“I’m fucking crazy about you,” he said as he
lowered her to the bed. “Out of my damn mind over you.”

He was falling hard for his
mate.

He just had to fucking keep her
safe.


Chapter Eleven




After tumbling into bed with
Bram and losing count of how many times he drove her out of her
mind with passion, she was unable to sleep. She should’ve been
exhausted. She was exhausted. But she couldn’t turn off her brain to rest,
despite being in Bram’s arms.

The day had been one large clusterfuck. She
could’ve been abducted. Bram could’ve been seriously hurt or
worse.

She rolled to her side to look at him while he
slept.

Sexy, sexy male.

Her heart ached with how close she
came to nearly losing everything.

Bram was a tough male and a strong
fighter, but they’d been outnumbered. She trusted Bram with her
life, but at the same time she didn’t want anything to happen to
him. He was the sort of male to put his own life on the line for
his mate.

“I don’t ever want to lose you,” she
whispered, touching his stubbled jaw.

Slipping from his arms without
waking him, she picked up his phone from the nightstand and carried
it out into the family room, shutting the bedroom door behind
her.

He’d given her the code to unlock
his phone. When she’d entered it, she opened the phone app and
dialed her mom’s number.

It was late, but her mom was
something of a night owl and the South Carolina nest always had
parties that went long into the morning hours.

The call went unanswered.

Thea tried again.

And then a third time, finally sending a
text.

It’s me, Mom. We need to
talk.

She paced in the family room. Her
whole body was one live wire, her nerves frayed and her eagle
ruffling her feathers in her mind.

A few minutes passed when the phone finally
buzzed.

“Mom?”

“No.” Her father’s gruff voice made Thea’s
stomach bottom out.

She swallowed hard and then cleared her
throat.

“Dad, I need to know what’s going
on. Why would you send males to kidnap me?”

“I did no such thing.”

“A handful of males showed up at
my apartment and tried to take me to South Carolina. They said they
were acting on orders from their alpha.”

“You should have come when you
were summoned, Thea.”

“I’m not a wayward child!” She
realized her voice was getting high with emotion and she didn’t
want to start bawling, so she pulled the phone from her ear and
took in a few measured breaths. Returning it to her ear, she spoke
as calmly as she could. “When I refused to come with them, they
attacked us. I could have been seriously hurt.”

“You were summoned. You should have
obeyed.”

“I’m mated, Dad. I’m wearing his
mark and my eagle is content. You should be happy for me, not
sending assholes to kidnap me.”

There was a small stretch of
silence. She could picture her dad, gray showing at his temples,
green eyes that matched hers flashing.

“Did you think we didn’t know you
moved away from the nest?” he asked.

In her rush to get to the crux of
the matter with her father, she failed to ask the one question that
had been foremost on her mind: if they’d been tracking her all
along, why hadn’t they told her?

“I did what was right for me,” she
said, finally.

“You made a poor choice. On
several fronts.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head
even though he couldn’t see her. “I made no such bad choice. I left
the nest because it was stifling. I don’t want to be under the
alpha’s thumb, I don’t want to be forced into a mating because
you’ve decided I’m too old to be single. I want to live my life how
I want to live it, period.”

“Plans were made for you.”
His voice was calm, but it was too
calm, which told her he was pissed but trying not
to show it.

“I could give a damn about your
plans,” she said, unable to control the rising of her voice. Her
eyes burned with tears, but none fell.

Her father cleared his throat.
“You are not in control, Thea. You’re out of control and you always
have been. Hear me well, daughter: you have twenty-four hours to
get to South Carolina or there will be severe
consequences.”

“Ordering me to South Carolina
won’t change the fact I’m mated, and it also doesn’t change the
fact that you’re not in charge of my life, I am!”

“I don’t recognize your
mating and neither does our alpha. You’re beholden to him, and
you will do what
you’re told, one way or the other. If you value the life of the
male you claim as yours—for now—you’ll bring yourself to South
Carolina. If we have to come and get you, you won’t like how that
happens.”

Before she could reply, and she
wasn’t even sure what she’d say anyway, the call disconnected and
there was only silence on the other end.

Her heart was pounding, her eagle
letting out a distress call that echoed in her mind.

She sat on the couch and put her
head in her hands, the phone pressing against her
forehead.

The couch dipped as Bram joined her, pulling
her against him.

She didn’t want to cry, but she couldn’t help
it.

The tears fell and her mouth went
salty.

“I heard sweetheart,” he murmured,
extracting his phone from her grip and setting it down. She turned
into him and cried, holding herself to him as closely as he held
her.

His skin was warm and his hold was
strong, but she didn’t feel safe. She felt like everything that had
been set right in her life when she met him was suddenly crumbling
around her.

“We’re in trouble,” she said in between hard
sobs that made her chest hurt.

“It’ll be okay,” he said, kissing her
temple.

How could he be so sure?

 


* * *

 


Bram called his dad, who was
surely asleep at one a.m., but still answered on the second
ring.

“Everything okay?”

Bram smiled despite the severity
of the issues at bay. His dad believed that phone calls that came
after midnight never had good news attached to them. As alpha, he
was always prepared for the worst, ready to jump to action at a
moment’s notice when seconds could mean the difference between life
and death.

“No. Not even a little bit. Can I
bring Thea over? Her dad just threatened her, and we’ve got a
deadline.”

“You bet.”

Bram ended the call with a
hurried thanks.

“Sweetheart, let’s get dressed.”

He rose to his feet, but Thea
didn’t move, frozen in a side-lean that looked like she was about
to fall over onto the couch. She was in shock, and that was
understandable. He couldn’t imagine how it felt to be threatened by
a parent and to be so utterly disregarded.

“Thea.” He put his wolf into his
voice, making it a little deeper.

She blinked a few times and looked at him as
if seeing him for the first time. “What?”

“My parents are waiting for us.
Let’s get ready.”

“I don’t want to bother them, it’s so
late.”

“Baby, we’ve got a day before your
family and nest show up here with bad intentions. The last thing my
parents are going to be worried about is getting woken up. They’d
be mad if we waited.”

She nodded but still didn’t
move.

He bent and picked up her hands, giving them a
squeeze. “Let’s go.”

With a gentle tug, he pulled her
upright and led her to the bedroom. She seemed to come back to
herself when he flicked on the overhead light and moved into action
to get dressed.

They were on the way to his
parents’ house in less than ten minutes. Thea had been quiet and
he’d been too keyed up to talk. His wolf was pacing in his mind,
furious that she was emotionally hurt by her parents.

How the hell hard would it have
been for them to just accept that she was mated? What parent didn’t
want their child to find love?

Well, he certainly wasn’t going to
just let them take Thea. She was his and he was going to fight fang
and claw to keep her safe and keep her with him forever.


Chapter Twelve




Jason Gerrick paced in the kitchen
while his mate made coffee and stifled a yawn. They’d been up late
tumbling in the sheets, trying to keep things quiet so they didn’t
wake the four young female fae who they’d unofficially
adopted.

They hadn’t been asleep more than an hour when
Bram called.

His oldest son never called this
late and before he’d even answered the phone, Jason had been up and
grabbing clothes. He’d known in his gut that something was
wrong.

“Damn it’s early. Or late?” Cades
said with a low voice.

“Yeah.” Jason scrubbed a hand through his
hair. “I’d tell you to go back to bed but I know you
wouldn’t.”

“Damn straight.” She fixed his coffee and
handed him the mug.

“Thanks, baby.”

She popped another pod into the
coffee maker and then slid into his arms as it brewed, resting her
head on his chest.

“I’m scared for them,” she
whispered.

Jason kissed the top of her head
and then took a drink of coffee, keeping his arm around her and
holding her tightly. “We won’t let anything happen to
them.”

They stood in silence in the
kitchen, waiting for Bram and Thea to arrive. He’d also called the
high-ranking males in his generation—Michael, Linus, Bo, Logan, and
Crimson—as well as the high-ranking males in his son’s
generation—Gideon, Micah, Kash, and Luke.

The front door opened, and
footsteps sounded in the hall.

“I’m going to check on the girls,”
Cades said, rising onto her toes and kissing him. “It’ll get noisy
with everyone coming in.”

“Sounds good.”

She made her coffee and took the
mug with her, greeting the males arriving on her way
upstairs.

Everyone arrived at nearly the
same time, thanks to the high-ranking males all living near the
alpha’s house. Jason greeted them and pointed to the coffee maker.
“Help yourselves. There are also energy drinks in the bin in the
fridge.”

The last to arrive were Bram and
Thea. Thea’s eyes were wide when she saw the number of males in the
kitchen.

Bram introduced everyone to her
and pulled out a chair for her near the head of the table. After
getting them coffee, Bram joined her, sitting next to Jason, who
was at the head of the table.

“Thank you all for coming,” Jason
said. “We’ve got a situation and need all-hands-on-deck.
Bram?”

His son shared what had transpired
when Thea had reached out to her parents. Snarls rippled through
the table, everyone angry at her father’s reaction.

“He said she has twenty-four hours
to come to South Carolina or there will be consequences,” Bram
said.

Jason mulled over what he’d just
heard.

It was fucking ridiculous that a
parent would threaten their own child for finding their
truemate.

He rubbed his chin. “Why do you
think your family wants you in South Carolina so badly?”

“I don’t know.” She shook her
head. “My dad said there were plans for me. I can’t…well, I’m not
sure what it might be.”

Jason regarded her for a moment.
“I think you do know.”

“What?” Bram asked.

Thea nodded, her gaze lowering. “I
think they made an arranged mating for me.”

Bram growled.

Jason leaned back in the chair.
“It’s really the only thing I can think of. They were watching you,
they knew you moved out and were delaying joining up with them in
South Carolina. They probably saw your behavior as a reason for an
arranged mating, a way to keep you in line.”

Cades, who’d joined the group
after checking on the girls, took his hand and gave it a squeeze.
“From what you told us, your parents are clearly very traditional.
They had expectations for your life, and you leaving the nest and
becoming independent—let alone finding your truemate in a wolf—have
messed with that. It’s unfair of them to hold you to a standard
you’re not interested in being part of, and it’s particularly
concerning that they already sent people to collect
you.”

Jason nodded. “Right. It seems
they’re not above using males who will use violence to get to you,
so it stands to reason they’ll do the same, and potentially more,
to get to you now. But we won’t let that happen. You’re safe here,
Thea.”

She gave him a small smile and leaned against
Bram.

Jason opened the floor to ideas
from the high-ranking males.

How many times since he’d taken
over had the pack come under fire from one source or another?
Starting early, when a rival for Cades’ heart had kidnapped her
right out of Jason’s damn bed the night of their mating, to hunters
setting traps in the territory, and more recently pack members
trying to take him out to take over.

They’d come through the trials
stronger and better, and he knew that this challenge ahead of them
was no different. Yeah, he’d never come up against eagles, but he
was an alpha wolf and could surely take out a damn bird. Especially
one trying to harm his new daughter-in-law.

As ideas swirled and concrete
plans were made, Jason gave his mate’s hand an extra squeeze, his
way of silently telling her that everything was going to be okay.
One way or another, Jason would ensure his family and pack were
safe, no matter what came against them.

 


* * *

 


Bram wanted to call Thea’s parents
and yell at them. Demand to know where they got off telling Thea
she had to leave him or there would be consequences. His mind spun
as he listened to the high-ranking males discuss how to keep the
pack safe and prepare for the eagles to come try to take
Thea.

Part of him wanted to grab her and
leave, take her somewhere safe where they couldn’t get her. But
then they’d be running forever, because he was pretty sure they’d
never stop looking for her.

And he wasn’t the sort of male to
walk away from a fight anyway, especially not when so much was on
the line.

He’d promised to keep Thea safe and he damn
sure would.

“Thea will stay here,” Bram said.
“We’ll post guards around the house.”

“Good idea,” Logan said. “We can
have patrols running through the territory in human and wolf form
to keep a lookout.”

“The question is whether they’ll come by air
or land,” Michael said.

“We should assume both,” Crimson
said. “Kash and I can patrol the sky, and we should reach out to
Trick and have them watch the roads into town as well.”

Trick was the police chief and an
honorary pack member, as he was mated to a female
member.

“I’ll call him now,” Cades said, excusing
herself from the table.

“We can cast a protection spell as
well,” Crimson said. “Me, Kash, and Jenna can make a pretty
powerful one. The girls could help too, at least Aspen, who’s
learning how to control her powers and can cast spells.”

“As long as she’ll be safe,” Jason
said.

“On my life.”

“Let’s break for the night,” Jason
said. He rose to his feet, the chair squeaking on the floor. “We’ll
meet here at seven. Get in touch with every available male in the
pack for patrols. Michael, you handle divvying up the territory and
setting a schedule.”

“On it.”

“Thanks everyone.”

Bram stood and nodded at the males
he’d looked up to his entire life. Crimson and Logan had already
fought by his side once to keep Thea safe, and they’d stepped up
immediately to help again.

That’s what family was supposed to
be like. Not what Thea had grown up with, where they made people
bend to their archaic laws to keep some asinine status quo
going.

Gideon and Kash stayed behind as the kitchen
cleared out.

“We’re taking first shift here,”
Gideon said. “You guys go get some sleep.”

Bram thought he was too wired to
sleep, but he knew he needed to at least try to get some rest while
he could. It was going to be a damn long day.

“Thanks.”

“You’d do the same for me,” Gideon
said.

“In a heartbeat,” Bram promised.

He took Thea’s hand and found his
mom in the hall talking to Aspen. “Hi, Bram,” she said, her eyes
wide with worry. “I’m going to help. I want to.”

“We appreciate it,” he said. “Have
you met my mate? This is Thea. Sweetheart, this is
Aspen.”

“Nice to meet you,” Thea
said.

“You too,” Aspen answered. “I’m
not great at spells, but I can help out the others and make their
spells stronger. We’ll keep you safe. The pack has kept me and my
sisters safe for a while now, they’re great at it.”

Thea smiled, but her shoulders
were hunched and her grip on his hand was tight. He could feel how
stressed she was.

“We’re going to take the spare bedroom, Mom,”
he said. “I’m meeting up with the males at seven.”

“Yes of course, go rest. Thea, you
can help me tomorrow to keep everyone fed.”

“Okay.”

Bram smiled at his mom and said
goodnight to her and Aspen.

He led his sweetheart up the
stairs to the spare bedroom, which had been his sister Lyric’s. It
now held a full-size bed and some mismatched furniture. Gone were
the pictures of her and her friends, the dried flowers from
bouquets, and stacks of books.

He shut the door.

“Can I get you anything?”

“Just you.”

“You’ve got me.”

They stripped and climbed into
bed. She settled immediately against him, shivering like she was
cold, but her skin was warm.

“I’m sorry about all this,” she
said. “I wish I came from a normal family.”

She let out a little mirthless
laugh.

“I’m not sorry at all. Well,
I mean I’m sorry that your family isn’t happy about us, but I’m
definitely not sorry for your upbringing. The things you’ve endured
growing up in the stifling nest have made you into the amazing
female you are. You’re strong and independent, curious, and fierce.
They want to corral you, bend you to their will, but you won’t
bend or break.
We’ll show them we’re not going to be separated, period. They can
hate me all they like, but you’re mine.”

She rubbed her cheek on his pec,
her eagle letting out a little trill.

“I’m crazy about you Bram.”

He hugged her more tightly. “I’m
crazy about you too.”

In the morning, there would be
much work to do. Patrols to set up. Plans to be made to keep Thea
and everyone else safe.

But for now, he was just going to
revel in how much he adored holding Thea. It was the best damn
feeling in the world, and he wanted to freeze time and enjoy
it.

He could only enjoy it for a few
hours, though, and then reality was going to crash on them in the
form of a pissed-off nest of eagles.

In the meantime, Thea was in his
arms and he could rest in the knowledge that she was safe and he
was going to do everything in his power to ensure she stayed that
way.


Chapter
Thirteen




It had been potentially one of the most
stressful days of Thea’s life, and that was saying
something.

When she was new to shifting as a
teenager, she’d come out of her shift when she was flying and
tumbled down to the earth. A tree stopped her plummet, but not
without the consequences of a broken arm and concussion.

She’d once been with her
grandfather when he was driving and had a heart attack, the car
careening into traffic. She’d had to grab the wheel and pray they
could get out of the way, which they had—thankfully. But he’d died
next to her in the car while they waited for the
paramedics.

Those days, which had topped her
stress-meter out, paled to the stress that filled her right now. It
was midnight. It had been nearly twenty-four hours since she’d
spoken to her father, and she’d been a twitching mess for the last
few hours, wondering when her parents would show up.

Cades turned from where she was
staring out the sliding back door.

“How would they know if you were
leaving for South Carolina or not?”

Thea had been staring into a cup
of coffee that had gone cold a while ago. It gave her something to
hold onto. Bram was outside on patrol around the alpha house,
refusing to be far from her. Even those few yards away were too
much for her right now, she just wanted the whole damn thing to be
over with.

“The threat was that I had to be
there in twenty-four hours. They would expect if I complied that I
would have left in time to arrive before the deadline whether I
flew or drove. They’ll know when it’s one a.m. and I’m not there.
Why?”

“I was just wondering if they’ll
reach out at one a.m.”

“I don’t know.”

She’d tried to call them from
Bram’s phone, but they’d blocked his number.

How had her life gone so off the
rails?

Cades sat next to her and put a
comforting arm around her. How many people had hugged Thea over the
last twenty-four hours? Too many to count, but all appreciated. The
wolf pack was one big family and they treated her like she’d been
part of them her entire life. It wasn’t like the nest, which
wouldn’t have ever accepted Bram as part of their people because he
wasn’t an eagle.

“I was asked out on a date
by a human once. I agreed to it because he was cute and I thought
it would be fun. My dad hit the roof. He said no daughter of his
would be with anyone but an eagle, and if he had to do something
about it, he would.” She’d asked what he meant by
do something about it,
and he hadn’t answered, but she’d known then that her life wasn’t
really going to be her own unless she got out of the
nest.

“You had to cancel?”

“Yeah. A male from the nest asked
me out right after I canceled and made sure I knew that his parents
and mine had agreed to it, like he wasn’t doing it because he
wanted to, but because he was forced to. As if I wasn’t forced into
it myself.”

“It’s bullshit.”

Thea dropped her head to her hands
and sighed. It was utter bullshit.

Udder bullshit.

Wait. Did bulls have
udders?

Nope, that was a dumb question
because boys definitely didn’t.

She snorted and then coughed. And
then chuckled at her strange train of thought, which lead to a
near-hysterical laughing fit that had Bram racing into the house to
see if she was okay.

As she wiped tears from her cheeks
and complained that her face hurt from laughing so hard, she
assured him she was fine. At least she wasn’t having a total
meltdown.

“Just a dumb train of thought,”
she said. “Thanks for running in the house like your ass was on
fire, though.”

“I thought you were
crying.”

She made a face. “Does my laugh sound like
crying? Geez.”

“Not your normal laugh.”

Cades got up to give them the
room, giving Thea a squeeze on the shoulder as she left.

Thea leaned into Bram and kissed
him.

“I’m going crazy
waiting.”

“You could lay down.”

“Only if your dick is coming along to play.”
She wiggled her brows.

“Ew.” Gideon walked into the
kitchen. “I have the worst timing when it comes to hearing shit I
shouldn’t. No one’s dick is coming out to play tonight.
Period.”

Bram grinned and gave her a quick
kiss. “Later,” he whispered.

She wanted to believe that, but
there was a lump the size of Idaho in her stomach that made her
wonder if she’d even see the sunrise. What if something happened to
Bram? What if something happened to her?

Why couldn’t her parents leave her
alone?

“Give me your phone, Gideon,” she said,
holding out her hand.

He handed it to her, and she
dialed her mom’s number. When there was no answer, she sent a text
before they blocked it like they had Bram’s.

This is not right. I’m mated and
I’ve made my choice. I choose the wolf pack and my mate, and I’m
not going to be part of the nest or whatever plans you and Dad or
the alpha have for me. Stop trying to force me to do something I
don’t want to. It’s not fair or right. Please. Just let me
be.

She waited for an answer, staring
at the screen until her eyes stung and watered. She handed the
phone back to Gideon with a sigh.

“I’ll let you know if they respond,” he
said.

“If they were going to, they would
have already,” she said. A few minutes was long enough, even if
they were going to tell her to go to hell.

“I need to get back out there,”
Bram said. He gave her another kiss and stood. “If you don’t want
to go to the spare bedroom, why don’t you stretch out on the couch?
It’ll be more comfortable.”

“I guess so.”

“Want my phone to watch Netflix?”

“No, I’ve got enough going on in
my brain without adding anything else.”

She smiled at him in what she
hoped was a reassuring way but judging by the way he arched a brow
at her, it was anything but.

“I’m fine, I promise. Or I will be
when this is all over and we can go back to starting our life
together.”

“Call if you need me. I’m right
outside.”

“I know you are.”

She watched him walk out the
sliding door and look at her as he closed it. She got up and went
into the family room and sat on the plush couch. Grabbing a
cushion, she hugged it and leaned on the arm of the couch with a
yawn.

Closing her eyes, she tried to
push away the anxiety that kept rising in her like an
out-of-control tide by thinking about making a special dinner for
Bram. He was such an amazing male and she wanted to treat him as
well as he treated her.

Steak of course.

And twice-baked potatoes she’d
learned to make watching a YouTube video.

Something for dessert. He’d told
her he liked chocolate cake.

Yawning again, she thought about a
chocolate cake she’d had once that was full of different kinds of
chips and was so gooey.

That would be perfect.

As she drifted off into an uneasy
sleep, she wondered what would happen if her parents showed
up.

Or if they didn’t.

 


* * *

 


Thea woke with a start, her heart
racing.

She’d dreamed that she was
attacked by birds, not just eagles but all sorts of different ones.
A scream had been lodged in her throat when she woke, but she’d
realized quickly she’d been dreaming and hadn’t rent the air with
her panicked shrieks. Pressing her hand to her chest, she closed
her eyes and breathed slowly, trying to tame her rapid
heartbeat.

Her eagle was alert in her mind,
feathers ruffled.

She shivered and shook herself
out. As she opened her eyes, she saw she was alone in the family
room. She didn’t even hear anyone milling around in the
kitchen.

Cades had probably gone to
bed. The four young female fae who’d been taken in by the alpha
couple were in bed as well, trusting in the pack to keep them safe.
And they would be safe—a nest full of eagles may or may not be
coming for them—but someone was definitely coming for her.

Her heart rate slowly came down as
she continued to breathe slowly and deliberately, but she couldn’t
shake the feeling that something was very wrong.

She closed her eyes and listened
intently but didn’t hear anything. No creaking floors to suggest
someone was moving around upstairs or downstairs. No clink of
glasses on the table or counter.

No swish as the sliding back door opened or
closed.

Just silence and the hum of the
furnace as it pushed heat through the vents.

Was she just being paranoid? Were
things all well and she’d just had a bad dream she didn’t
remember?

Or was it really paranoia if people were out
to get you?

Rising to her feet, she grabbed
her jacket off the back of the kitchen chair and put it on. The
kitchen was dark save for a decorative nightlight next to the sink
in the shape of a stained-glass lighthouse. Cades had told her
earlier that night that Jason had given the nightlight to her for
an anniversary gift and said she was a beacon for him.

Thea glanced at the clock on the
wall. It was nearly two a.m. The twenty-four hours had passed and
considering that neither Bram nor Gideon had come to wake her up
and say her parents had returned her text or called, she was
betting they’d done neither.

Bracing against the cold, Thea
opened the back door and stepped out onto the deck where fresh snow
had fallen while she’d slept. Huddling into the coat, she walked to
the edge of the deck and stared out into the darkness.

She had great eyesight at any time
of day or night thanks to her eagle’s enhanced vision, and it took
her no time at all to locate Bram standing a few yards away, arms
folded, head slowly turned from one side to the other as he watched
for danger.

He spun to face her, and she saw
his eyes flash to the amber of his wolf when he saw her.

She didn’t wait for him to come to
her but stepped down onto the snowy grass and made her way to
him.

He pulled her close, enveloping
her in his warmth that even the bitterly cold night couldn’t
combat.

“You smell like snow,” she said.

He chuckled.

“Did something wake you? Are you
okay?”

“I had a bad dream.”

“About what?”

She tilted her head up and kissed
him. “It was just weird and I woke up feeling panicky. The feeling
is gone, but I wanted to come out and see you and get some fresh
air.”

He rocked her back and forth, the
motion comforting.

“All’s clear out here,” he said.
“Your parents didn’t reach out to me or Gideon.”

“I figured. Can you take a break
and come sit inside with me?”

“Sure, let me just let the others
know so they can step in a little closer and fill in the gap.” He
turned away from her and she heard a clicking sound and then
something thudded at their feet.

She looked down and saw something
shiny.

And then there was an explosion
that knocked her off her feet, and a light so bright she couldn’t
see anything but white.

Her ears rang as she flew through
the air and then hit the ground.

As everything went black, she was
aware of someone grabbing her by the arm and pulling.

And then nothing.


Chapter
Fourteen




Bram wanted to comfort Thea, but
he felt pretty damn helpless to do anything but hold her. She’d
looked stressed when he’d seen her on the porch, but the moment he
held her she relaxed, so maybe she just needed a hug.

He certainly felt better holding
her.

She was soothing to his
wolf.

They talked for a little while,
and it was clear she wanted to be with him.

He was just about to say they
could go inside together when she asked if he could take a break,
which he was happy to oblige.

There were three other wolves
around the house—Logan, Micah, and Drake.

The four had spread out to cover
the sides of the house to watch for danger and they’d need to come
in closer with him taking a break. He moved to go talk to them and
send Thea into the house to wait for him, when there was a thudding
sound at their feet and then a flash of light so brilliant it was
like staring into the sun, followed by an explosion that sounded
like a hundred cannons going off.

He'd just let go of her when the
explosion happened, and he’d tried to grab her but was knocked
backward, tumbling to the ground and rolling to a stop on his
back.

His vision was obscured by the blinding light,
his ears ringing and his bones feeling like they’d come apart with
the force of the blast.

“Bram! Bram!”

A voice roused him, his ears
ringing hard and painfully and then slowly clearing up. The tinny
voice calling his name registered as his dad. He opened his eyes
and saw only darkness, but then a light came on and he winced as a
flashlight shone nearby and his suddenly sensitive eyes rebelled at
the brightness.

“Shit,” he said, his voice rough.
“What happened?”

“There was an explosion. Thea’s
gone.”

Bram sat up so fast he nearly
brained himself on his dad’s skull. Jason ducked out of the way and
helped Bram to his feet. He swayed a little and shook his head to
clear the fog from his brain.

He looked around, his gaze
scanning swiftly for his sweetheart, but he didn’t see
her.

“Eagles?” he asked.

Logan stepped up. “I didn’t see
anyone. We all raced here but Thea was already gone. Drake went to
look for her, but he hasn’t called that he found her. I don’t know
who the hell took her or where they took her. It’s like she
vanished.”

Jason grabbed Bram’s shoulders and
gave him a hard shake.

Bram focused on his dad.

“You’re mates. You marked her and
she marked you. You can find her with your wolf. Focus on her. You
can find her, Bram. I know you can, because I found your mom when
that asshole took her.”

Bram felt the weight of his father’s words
settle on him.

He inhaled deeply and rolled his
neck.

Taking a step away from his dad,
he closed his eyes and reached for his wolf to enhance his senses.
He blocked out everything—the cold in the air, the movement of his
pack around him, the wind in the trees—and thought about his
mate.

Thea, with her beautiful golden
hair, sparkling green eyes, body that made him always think of
wild, wonderful, wicked things. Her smile that devasted him every
single damn time.

They’d only been together a few
days, but she was already soul-deep in him. The center of his
world. The crux of his universe.

He got a feeling all at once about her and
spun to face the woods.

As quickly as the feeling rose, it
faded.

“I need my wolf,” he said,
grabbing the coat and jerking it off.

“We’re with you,” Jason said.
“Micah, call your dad, tell him to grab some males and take our
place to guard the house.”

“On it.”

Bram let out a furious howl as he
shifted, his dad and Logan echoing the sound as they joined him in
their wolf forms. It was a howl of promise, of vengeance. He would
find the males who took his mate. As his paws hit the ground, he
felt his connection to Thea flare to life.

He knew exactly where she was.

He just had to get to her in time.

 


* * *

 


Thea slowly woke with a splitting
headache and aching eyes. Her vision cleared and she was looking at
moving ground underneath her. Confusion filled her, but as her fast
healing helped ease the headache and ache in her eyes, she
remembered what had happened.

An explosion. Blinding light.

Being ripped away from
Bram.

And now she was being carried over
someone’s shoulder.

She lifted her head and vertigo hit her hard
for a moment, almost making her toss her cookies.

There were males all around them,
running to keep up with the one carrying her. It was hard to tell
exactly who they were in the darkness and being bounced around on
the hard shoulder, but she was certain they were from the South
Carolina nest. She had no hope of getting away if they put her in a
vehicle and took her somewhere, so her only chance was to flee
before they reached a vehicle. Reaching for her eagle, she let her
talons out and dug them into the lower back of the male carrying
her and dragged them up, shredding through his shirt and
skin.

He yelled and dumped her off his
shoulder. She bounced on the ground and scrambled away.

Someone grabbed her foot and
jerked her backward.

She grunted and dug her talons
into the frozen ground, pulling the other direction.

“Let me go!” Kicking at the hand
on her leg, she managed to get free and went to her knees but was
knocked back over by something heavy. Her breath whooshed from her
lungs as she landed on the ground again, and a wide branch dropped
nearby, clearly having been used to knock her over.

This time hands were on both her
legs and pulling her back. She twisted and writhed, trying to get
free, but the hands were like a vise on her ankles and she wasn’t
strong enough to get away.

She needed more strength.

“Help!” She yelled, trying to find
purchase in the hard ground. “Let me go! Help! Bram!”

Her eagle let out a piercing cry
in her head and she knew she needed to shift to get free. As she
was being dragged backward toward the males, she shrugged from her
jacket and flannel shirt and reached once more for her eagle,
pushing to shift as fast as she could. She felt her feathers poking
against her skin and her body start to morph. She pushed for a
faster shift, urging her eagle to get free even though she was
terrified.

“Not so fast,” a voice she thought
she recognized said harshly.

Her wings broke free of her back
and unfolded.

The male grabbed them and twisted
sharply, the bones shattering.

She froze in her struggles to get
free as intense pain flowed through her, gasping in a ragged
breath.

Her whole body jolted with the
shock, and everything went quiet inside her for the tiniest of
moments before she screamed so loudly her voice cracked.

Her vision went dark slowly from
the edges as she was yanked onto her back, the cold, hard ground
crushing her wings further and bending them at unnatural angles.
Snow-covered debris scratched at her skin as she was pulled across
the ground.

She sobbed as pain engulfed
her.

As it all went dark and the pain
ebbed away into nothingness, she was very certain she saw someone
who shouldn’t have been part of what was happening to her: her
father.


Chapter
Fifteen




Thea’s terrified and pain-filled
scream echoed in the night. Bram snarled and doubled down, running
as fast as he could in her direction. He didn’t know how they’d
gotten away so fast with her. They were nearly to the edge of the
pack’s territory. He could hear engines and the sound of
footfalls.

Pack members joined him, his dad,
and Logan as they raced toward Thea. He had to get to her before
she was loaded into those vehicles. If she was taken away, he’d
lose her scent.

He howled, calling more pack
members to him. Jason and Logan reiterated the howls, urging the
joining of all who could help. Answering howls echoed in the
woods.

But something else echoed
too.

Eagle screeches and flapping
wings.

Bram pushed himself as fast as he
could, the trees a blur as he raced toward the connection he felt
to Thea.

They breached the edge of the pack
territory where a dirt access road stretched around the perimeter
of the woods. A line of vehicles was waiting with their engines on
and their lights off, including a dark colored cargo
van.

He could see Thea being tossed
into the back of the van.

Bram charged toward the van. An
eagle screeched overhead and landed on his back, sinking thick
talons into his hide and trying to lift him off his feet. One of
the pack members knocked the bird from his back and Bram rolled on
the ground and leaped to his paws.

Eagles surrounded him in their
shifted form, wings flapping to obstruct his view and talons trying
to rip his fur and skin. He snapped his jaws on the nearest eagle
and shook swiftly, then released it into another, the two birds
flopping ungracefully to the ground.

Bram bounded forward, jumping onto
an eagle and hearing something crack in its body, then darted
toward the van.

A male slammed the doors shut and
slapped his hand on it.

Bram howled angrily and jumped forward, but he
didn’t reach his target.

Something slammed into his side
and knocked him away, stealing the breath from his lungs. He clawed
at the ground and struggled to breathe and get to his feet as the
taillights illuminated the woods in dark red and the tires spun on
the dirt road.

The van lurched forward and drove
away.

No! Thea!

He howled angrily and charged
forward. He couldn’t lose Thea.

 


* * *

 


Kash gripped his sword and slashed
through an eagle, splitting the bird into several pieces. His
father was flying a few yards away, meeting the eagles in the sky
and trying to stop them from attacking the wolves as they ran to
help Bram get to Thea on the ground below.

There seemed to be an endless number of eagles
and many more on the ground fighting.

Kash had never seen such large eagles. Or such
vicious birds in general.

Below him, birds surrounded wolves
and tried to claw out their organs or blind them. The pack was
strong, and the males were taught to fight in their shifted forms,
but how much good was that training against so very
many?

He heard a door slam and the slap
of a hand against metal and heard Bram’s howl of rage.

Putting his wings down, he swooped
low over the pack and shouted, “I’ve got her, Bram! Take these
fuckers out!”

Cutting a u-turn in the air, Kash
followed the van.

It raced along the dirt road,
bumping and jerking as it hit potholes and rocks. The road wasn’t
used except by pack members to patrol the area.

Below, he saw some wolves trying
to cut the van off, but it easily outmaneuvered them and
accelerated beyond their running capabilities.

It was on him to stop the van and
get Thea.

She was their future alpha female
and she had to be protected.

He tucked his sword into the
sheath at his back to free his hands and flapped his wings as fast
as he could, cutting through the air and staying close to the van.
He had to stop the van without hurting Thea.

He searched his mind for a
spell.

Shoving his hands forward, he
shouted, “Beyo morta oakine, harhm!”

A loud crack sounded, and a huge
tree fell across the road. The van’s tires screamed as the male
driving tried to stop from hitting the tree but was unable to avoid
the crash. The van listed to one side and slammed into the huge
obstacle, rocking on two tires and then slamming back down to all
four.

Kash surged forward, angling
himself to land directly behind the van.

He grabbed the handle, but it was
locked.

As he cast the spell to unlock the
door, a male stalked around the side of the van and lifted a gun in
Kash’s direction.

All right, gun first, lock
later.

Kash spun and knocked the gun out
of the male’s hand with his wings. The gun clattered to the ground.
The male tried to punch him, but he dodged and punched him in the
side and then under his jaw, sending him flying. Grabbing the
handle, Kash started the unlock spell again.

The male got up and ran at him with a guttural
yell.

“I don’t have fucking time for
this,” Kash said, drawing his sword.

He swung the sword in an arc and
turned to the side, the male impaling himself on the blade with a
grunt. Kash kicked the male in the torso and he slid from the
blade, grabbing his stomach with a groan as he fell to the
ground.

“Don’t fucking kidnap females and
you won’t get hurt,” he said.

He was able to unlock the door
this time and jerked it open.

Thea was on her side. Her wings
were out, but they were hanging at odd angles and clearly
broken.

Kash climbed into the van and
pressed his fingers to her throat to feel for her pulse. It was
beating steadily and he breathed out a sigh of relief.

“Let’s get you to Bram.”

He carefully slid his hands under
her and lifted her into his arms. Ducking his head, he jumped down
from the back of the van and cringed when she moaned.

“Sorry, sorry.”

He stretched out his wings and
prepared to lift into the air.

“Put her down,” a male voice said behind
him.

“I’m taking her to her
mate.”

“If you try to fly away with her,
I’ll kill you both.”

Kash turned slowly and faced two
males. One was older, maybe in his late forties, but the other was
young, perhaps a teenager.

“I’ve dispatched a number of your
people tonight,” Kash said. “Don’t add your lives to my
list.”

The males’ wings sprang from their
backs, and they took an aggressive stance.

Kash arched a brow and set Thea
gently inside the van once more. He faced the males.
“Idiots.”

And then he attacked.

 


* * *

 


Thea’s eyes fluttered open, and
she couldn’t figure out what she was looking at. It was dark, but
there was light coming from somewhere overhead, a sickly yellow
sort of light that didn’t really illuminate much.

“Idiots.”

Was that Kash?

She lifted her head and froze as a
terrible pain ratcheted through her, emanating from her
back.

Shit, her wings were crushed.

And her dad had stood by and watched it
happen.

Her fast healing wasn’t going to
fix this, she needed to shift fully and let her body take care of
it that way, but she was currently in way too much pain to
shift.

It took forever for her to lift
her upper body from the floor of what appeared to be a van and sit
up entirely. Her head swam and her ears rang, and the pain from her
broken wings only got worse as they hung from her back.

As her eyes adjusted to the
darkness outside the van, she could see Kash, white wings
outstretched, battling two males. She recognized one of them from
her own nest, a male named Brian who was her father’s
age.

Scooting carefully to the edge of
the van, she watched as Kash slashed the arm of a younger male she
didn’t recognize, and he gasped and stumbled away.

Kash glanced at her.

“Get to safety, Thea.”

Yeah, that was a good idea.

Perhaps the best idea ever.

But where was she, and where was
safety?

Her heart panged sharply, and she
felt her connection to Bram flare within her. She stood slowly and
took a few steps toward the trees, the dirt road crunching under
her feet.

She was missing a shoe and winced
as a sharp rock pressed into her sole, but she ignored
it.

Was Bram okay?

As if answering her silent
question, a pain-filled howl echoed in the night, and she knew in
her heart it was Bram.

She closed her eyes and felt for that
connection to her mate.

Her eagle called out in her head,
letting her know that the homing instinct would lead her directly
to her mate.

She might be broken right now, but she could
sure as hell try to help.

Her back hurt so badly she wanted
to barf or curl up in a ball and cry for a week. But she couldn’t
do either of those things and she wasn’t about to let her broken
wings get in the way of helping Bram.

Gritting her teeth as
determination filled her, she raced away toward her
mate.

I’m coming,
Bram.

 



Chapter
Sixteen




Bram skidded on his paws, narrowly
missing an eagle who swooped toward him with talons extended. He’d
never fought so hard in his life, but he wasn’t just fighting for
himself, he was fighting for Thea. He had no idea if Kash had
gotten her to safety. Worry for her eclipsed everything within him.
He was fighting on autopilot, just trying to get to her.

Jason was at Bram’s side, and they
fought together, like they’d done in practice over the years. Bram
had been taught from a young age to fight as a human, and once he’d
been able to shift, that training had morphed to include fighting
as a wolf. But they’d never talked about fighting damn
birds.

It was fucking surreal.

The bird swooped again and this
time he met it with a leap in the air, snagged a leg and shook hard
as he landed. The eagle squawked and flailed. Bram bit hard and
heard the satisfying crunch of bones, then sent the bird flying
with another powerful shake.

A shadow fell over Bram just a
heartbeat before something sharp slammed into his back between his
shoulder blades. He hit the ground, his snout digging into the dirt
as pain engulfed him.

He scraped his paws on the ground
and tried to tilt his head back to get at whatever it was that was
in his back. He saw the embedded hilt of a knife, but couldn’t get
to it.

The male who’d stabbed him was
middle-aged with a paunch and thinning hair. His eyes were glowing
yellow, and his voice was thin and reedy when he spoke.

“You’re the one who needs to die.”
The male gripped the knife and twisted.

Bram let out a pain-filled howl.

Jason growled and lunged, leaping
over Bram and taking the male to the ground. Bram struggled to
reach back toward the knife, but every movement sent a wave of
nausea through him and made his vision blink out.

He tried to shake himself to
dislodge it, but that only added to the pain.

His pack was tangled up fighting
with eagles. There were so many of them, human and in their
shifts.

He saw his father fighting the
male who’d attacked him, and he wanted to help. Rising to his paws,
he let out a snarl at the pain in his shoulder. But he couldn’t let
a stab wound derail him. Jason was fighting the male who kept
trying to get out of the way of his sharp teeth and claws. Crimson,
wings stretched out like an avenging angel, and sword drawn, joined
the fight.

Bram heard someone running through
the woods toward them and knew in his heart that it was Thea. He
could feel her coming closer, and as she neared him, he could hear
her panting breaths and sobs each time her feet hit the
ground.

Moving forward to meet her, he was
blocked suddenly by the male who’d stabbed him.

“You’re not going
anywhere.”

 


* * *

 


Thea couldn’t stop crying. Every
time her feet hit the ground as she ran, it sent a bolt of pain
through her body from her injured wings. She’d never hurt them this
badly before, but it was like there were knives in her back that
were twisting into her bones with every movement she
made.

It was agony.

But Bram needed her and she wasn’t about to
let something so trivial as broken wings get in the way of helping
her mate.

She saw her alpha as she broke
through the trees into a small clearing. There were wolves, eagles,
and humans fighting all over the place. It was the very definition
of pandemonium.

Her alpha stood in front of Bram,
who had a knife sticking out of his damn back.

“You’re not going anywhere,” her
alpha said.

She’d never liked him. Never liked
how he ruled the eagles with an iron fist, keeping laws that were
unfair and antiquated.

Bram met her gaze and then growled
as he lunged at the alpha.

He was weakened from the knife in
his back and missed the alpha. Thea took the opportunity to ram him
from behind, sending him flying forward and unable to stop himself
from hitting the ground. She reached for the knife in Bram’s
back.

Her legs went out from under her,
and she slammed into the ground, the breath whooshing from her
lungs and her brain rattling in her skull. Too stunned to move, the
night sky above her was spinning as she tried to orient herself and
get to her feet.

Her alpha loomed over
her.

“You’re the cause of all
this!”

She gasped, her lungs burning, and
pain radiating from her crushed wings. Digging her fingers into the
ground for purchase, she managed to ease the pressure from her back
as she tilted toward Bram. He rolled to his paws and howled
angrily, then leaped over Thea. The alpha punched Bram in the side
of the head mid-air, and her mate collapsed to the ground next to
her.

“Bram!”

Her alpha yanked the knife from
Bram’s back and brandished it, stepping on her shoulder and shoving
her back to the ground.

“You never toed the line. You
never did what you were supposed to do.”

“Go to hell,” she said, spitting
the words at him.

“You first.”

The alpha raised the knife over
his head.

A naked male barreled into him.

Thea rolled onto her stomach and
slowly got to her knees.

She realized it had been Bram who
stopped her alpha from killing her.

She saw the knife flash in the
moonlight as her alpha struggled to his feet.

Opening her mouth to yell for Bram
to watch out, she watched as Bram wrapped his hands around the
alpha’s head and twisted sharply, a sick cracking sound filling the
air.

Her alpha dropped to the ground, the knife
slipping from his grip.

Bram stood, bloody and beaten, and
howled.

Jason and Logan joined him, and
the pack members in the clearing and surrounding woods echoed the
sound.

Thea worked her way up to her
knees, panting as the pain of her broken wings made everything she
did hurt.

Bram stalked to her, his eyes
blazing amber with his wolf.

Tears filled her eyes. She just
wanted to go home.

Home with the pack.

Home with Bram.

“You’re fucking dead,
bitch.”

Something cold pressed against her
throat and Thea froze.

 


* * *

 


Bram swore he blinked and from one
moment to the next, a male appeared behind Thea, holding a knife to
her throat and threatening her life.

Tears spilled over Thea’s
cheeks.

Everything in Bram’s world narrowed down to
the knife and the bead of blood that slipped from where the tip
pressed against her flesh.

“Let my mate go.”

Jason, Logan, and Crimson stepped up with
him.

“Not on your life.”

“Who are you? Why are you trying
to hurt Thea?”

“She was arranged to be my
mate.”

“She’s already mated to me. You
need to let her go.” His wolf already wanted to be back in the fur
and tearing the male to pieces. “If you let her free without
harming her, you can leave and I won’t hunt you down. But you hurt
her, and I’ll kill you.”

He’d already killed several males
tonight, including a male he thought was probably her alpha judging
by the short conversation he’d had with Thea before he tried to
stab her.

“I’m not going anywhere without
her.” He dug a knee into her back where her wings were and she
screamed, her face going white. He grabbed a hunk of her hair and
jerked it to the side, exposing her neck. As he moved the knife
from the front of her throat to the back of her neck, Bram knew
exactly what he planned to do—cut out the mating marks his fangs
had made.

Bram’s claws extended from his
fingertips. He took a heartbeat to glance at his dad and friends,
who all nodded at him. They weren’t going to let Thea be harmed any
further.

A male appeared behind the one
with the knife, and in one smooth motion, snapped his neck the way
Bram had snapped the alpha’s.

The male collapsed to the ground,
lifeless, the knife falling harmlessly to the ground.

Bram raced to Thea.

“Dad?” she asked, just seconds
before she passed out and fell into Bram’s arms.

Bram stared up at the male who’d just saved
her life.

The gratefulness he felt at the
male stepping up to save Thea was overshadowed by the knowledge
that he’d caused the whole damn situation.

Bram lifted his unconscious mate into his arms
and rose to his feet.

“You arranged a mating for her?
You could’ve gotten her killed. Have you no sense of honor? You’re
her father.”

His wolf paced in his head,
wanting nothing more than to hurt the male who’d caused so much
harm. But he had to take care of Thea.

Her father hung his head.

“I have no excuse or response
worthy of explanation. I simply…did what I thought was
right.”

“Right for who?” Bram said, venom
in his voice. If he could kill with his tone of voice, the male
would not be breathing anymore.

Jason stepped up next to Bram and put his hand
on his shoulder.

Crimson, sword pointed at Thea’s
dad, joined them.

“As alpha of the Tressel Pack,
I’ll give you ten minutes to get your people and get the hell out
of my territory. Anyone who remains will be considered an enemy of
the pack and treated accordingly. Thea is under my protection as my
son’s mate. The only reason I’m not letting Crimson part your head
from your body is because you’re her father. Don’t mistake my
kindness for weakness.”

Her father looked at Thea with anguish in his
eyes, and then nodded.

Jason let out a howl that told the
pack members the fighting was done. Answering howls were heard all
over the woods as they left the battle and headed to the alpha’s
house.

Bram turned and carried Thea in the same
direction.

Pack members joined him as they
made their way to the house. He was grateful for their
support.

He’d never been so thankful to be
part of the Tressel Pack.


Chapter
Seventeen




Promise Elliot, healing wolf and
all-around badass babe, paced in the alpha’s house along with her
sister, Rio, and her mom, Reika.

She’d been at the house for
several hours. Alpha Jason had called in pack members who were
skilled at healing in case they were needed to aid the
wolves.

Promise, like her mom and sister,
had the ability to heal. They were called apexes, and the healing
ability was hereditary. They could heal most any injury, from cuts
and abrasions to broken bones with the venom emitted from their
gums. She could lick the venom across a simple wound or coat her
fangs and claws with it and use them to spread the venom throughout
an injured part of the body.

She’d once healed a male’s leg
that had gotten broken during a car accident, and a young female
who’d been badly cut by the hooves of a deer she’d
chased.

Only the females in her family
line were healers, and it was a boon to a pack to have just one
healer, let alone three.

Micah leaped onto the porch and
opened the sliding back door. “Bram’s coming. Thea’s badly
hurt.”

He hurried past them to his mate, Zoey, and
hugged her close.

“You’re naked,” Zoey said with a
chuckle. “I don’t want anyone seeing your cute butt.”

He gave her a kiss and laughed.
“No one’s looking at my butt except you.”

“I can’t help it.”

“Right, right. Because it’s cute.”

Promise smiled at the exchange.
Wolves were pretty casual about nudity, but she’d noticed over the
years that non-wolves weren’t so casual, especially humans, who
seemed to hold nudity as something to keep under wraps and not
something to treat as part of life.

Not that Promise was the sort of
female to go strutting around in her altogether, of course. But on
the full moons, she didn’t care about stripping in front of others
and never really paid much attention to anyone.

If she was mated, she might care,
though.

Assuming her mate had a cute butt.

“Who wants to shift?” Reika
asked.

“I will,” Promise said. “If she
needs a full shift’s worth of healing.”

“She will,” Micah said as he
donned a pair of jeans that Cadence had brought for him. “Her wings
are broken.”

“Shit,” Promise said.

Reika nodded and followed Promise
into the family room so she could shift in privacy. “I’ll help you
inspect her injury.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

Reika stripped and folded her
clothes on the chair next to the fireplace.

She called for her wolf and
shifted, changing smoothly from her petite five foot three with
curves to a wolf with fur so black it had a blue hue to it. Sitting
on her haunches, she waited for Bram to bring his mate into the
house.

She’d met her for the first time
today, when she’d been hanging out with Cades while they waited to
see if her nest would show up. Some shifter groups had really
shitty old ideas about male and female roles, and judging from what
she’d learned about Thea, her alpha was an asshole of the highest
order.

Promise was damn thankful Jason
wasn’t the sort of male to try to force females to mate males they
didn’t love.

Or her dad, Bo, either.

Hell, Bo would fight Jason tooth
and nail to keep Promise and Rio safe and free to make their own
decisions. She didn’t know what males found so threatening about
independent females, but it seemed to send them into a
tizzy.

Bram rushed into the room carrying
an unconscious Thea.

She’d been knocked around quite a
bit more than just her injured wings, but the venom would heal
everything as it worked through her system.

“Where should I put her?”

“On the couch on her stomach,”
Reika said gently. “I need scissors.”

Rio hurried into the kitchen and
came back with shears.

Reika carefully cut through Thea’s
tank top and bra and set the fabric to the side to expose the root
of the wings. Promise put her paws on the couch and lifted herself
up to get a better look as Reika leaned over and inspected
them.

They’d been broken almost at the
point they emerged from her back and were broken in several places.
It was clear that there had been one original break to both wings,
and then they’d been broken even more during whatever fighting had
happened in the woods.

Reika leaned back.

“Bite as close to the base as you
can, just don’t break anything else. You’ll have to be careful with
the pressure, the bones are already weak. If you can get a claw
into her neck with some venom, it will spread faster.”

Promise nodded and sat back. She
clenched her teeth together. The venom flowed from her gums and
coated her tongue and teeth. She lifted a paw and licked one of her
claws, coating it with the glossy venom.

She looked at Bram and then her
mom, who nodded at the unspoken words.

“Bram, you need to step
back.”

“What? Why?” he demanded.

Cades appeared and put her hand on
his shoulder. “They’re going to heal her, honey.”

“Yeah, I know. Why do I have to
move?”

“Because it’s going to hurt her
and you can’t interfere,” Reika said.

Micah joined them, putting his
hand on Bram’s other shoulder. “Take a step back with me, man. Let
them heal her.”

Bram huffed but complied, stepping
clear of the couch and giving Promise room.

Looking at Thea’s neck, she made a
gesture with her nose and her mom moved Thea’s hair off to one
side, exposing the side of her neck.

Sorry, Thea. This is going to hurt
like a sonofabitch.

Sinking the claw into Thea’s neck,
she wiggled it a bit to spread the venom around and waited until
Thea started to struggle, even though she was still unconscious.
The venom felt like fire as it healed, as if the insides of the
veins had been filled with lava and fire ants.

After pulling her claw free, she
leaned over, clenched her jaws together to get as much venom onto
her teeth as possible, and then she opened her mouth. Fixing her
jaws around the base of the wings, she bit down until she felt her
teeth break through the skin and sink into the thin muscles. She
stopped and stayed like that, her head tilted against Thea’s back
and her teeth buried in her wings, as the venom leeched from her
teeth.

Thea began to moan and writhe
under Promise as the venom started to work, but she didn’t ease her
grip on her wings. She kept her teeth embedded into her wings until
she was sure enough venom had entered her system. While the
procedure could be done again, most people wouldn’t choose to
willingly go through with it after having done it once
before.

It was simply far too
painful.

She eased her grip on her wings
and sank back from the couch.

Thea’s eyes were closed but her
brow was furrowed and she was moving slightly on the couch, her
hands clenched into the pillow.

Reika put her hand on Promise’s
head. “You did good, baby girl.”

“Can you fucking let me go?” Bram
demanded.

Promise looked up and saw that
Micah and Gideon were holding Bram away from Thea while she’d been
working.

“Is it okay? I think he’s going to take a
swing at us,” Gideon said.

“Yeah, it’s fine,” Reika
said.

She swiftly told Bram that he
needed to ensure Thea stayed in her human form for at least two
hours while the venom healed. “She can shift into her eagle after
two hours, but if she does it before that, the venom will
disappear, and the healing won’t be complete.”

Bram crashed to his knees on the
couch next to Thea and put a hand on her shoulder. “I’ll make sure
she stays human. What time is it even?”

“Three thirty,” Cades said.

Bram looked at Promise. “Thanks. Thanks for
healing my mate.”

Promise nodded and left the room,
following her mom and sister.

“Do we need to stick around?” Rio asked Cades.
“Is it safe?”

Gideon came into the kitchen.
“It’s safe now. The birds who survived the battle are gone. Dad
gave them ten minutes to vacate or face his wrath.”

“Good,” Cades said with a sharp
nod. “Fuckers.”

Promise chuckled and it came out
of her mouth in a wolfy sort of way, more a snigger than
anything.

Cades smiled at Promise. “Thank
you so much for your help. We’re so thankful for you and your
family.”

“I’m going to wait for your dad,
but you two head on home,” Reika said.

“Ugh, I’m going to have to vacuum
the car after your furry butt’s along for the ride,” Rio
said.

Promise barked softly at her mom
to say goodbye and followed her sister out into the cold night. Rio
opened the car door and Promise hopped into the passenger seat,
arranging herself against the door once it was closed.

Rio started the car and backed
away from the house. As she pulled onto the street, she said, “I
don’t think they’ll be too happy to hear we’re planning to take off
soon, huh?”

Promise murmured in agreement.

The pack didn’t need three
healers, not to mention the pack doctor, Doc, plus Crimson, Kash,
and Jenna who could heal with fae spells.

Besides, Promise was ready to find
her mate, and she was sure he wasn’t in Allen. Rio was also feeling
the need to head out and find a new pack, and they weren’t the only
ones. Linus and Karly’s kids were intending to take off for
different pastures in the future as well.

But first, Promise and Rio were
going to see where the wind blew them.

Somewhere damn warmer in the
winter.

She hoped.


Chapter
Eighteen




Thea woke to the most intense pain
she’d ever experienced, and after just having her wings broken,
that was saying something.

It felt like the entire inside of
her body was on fire or hooked up to electricity.

She gasped and tried to sit up,
but something was pressed across her shoulders.

“Baby, don’t move, don’t move,” Bram
said.

She tilted her head and saw he was
sitting on the floor, and she appeared to be on his parents’
couch.

“Wh–?” she asked, unable to even get the whole
word out.

“Promise is a healing wolf and she
used her ability to heal you, but it involves a very intense,
burning pain as the venom she uses to heal works through the body.
I’m so sorry, baby, but you have to stay still and let it
work.”

“Hurts,” she managed, her throat
raw and her mouth dry.

“I know, I know. Trust me, I do. She healed me
once and I wanted to crawl out of my skin.”

Her bird let out a trill of
anguish and it must have spilled from her mouth because Bram said,
“You can’t shift. I know you want to, but it will stop the venom
and you need it to do its job. You just have to hang out in your
human form for another forty-five minutes, okay? You can do it. I
know you can.”

She wasn’t so sure. She felt like
she was being fried from the inside out.

Tears slipped from her eyes and she let out a
soft sob.

He wiped her face gently with a
tissue and kissed her forehead. “I’m so sorry, Thea. I’m fucking
sorry for everything.”

He growled softly and pressed his
forehead against hers. “I’m so fucking sorry.”

Thea closed her eyes and focused on him,
trying to block out the pain.

It wasn’t easy, because it was an
awful pain, but she was with her mate and they were both alive, and
that very nearly didn’t happen.

They both said “I love you” at the
same time.

Although hers came out more like, “I (pant)
love (wheeze) you (argh).”

He let out a soft chuckle and kissed
her.

“Let me tell you something stupid
I did when I was younger. Try to take your mind off
things.”

She nodded and had to grip the
couch a little tighter as a wave of pain washed over
her.

“So when I was thirteen…”

 


* * *

 


It was possibly the longest forty-five minutes
of her life.

Why couldn’t she have stayed
unconscious for the whole damn time?

She’d cried off and on as the pain
ebbed and flowed in intensity.

Bram had sat by her side the
entire time, telling her hilarious stories from his youth of dumb
things he’d done. If it was possible, she loved him even more after
the stories.

Their upbringings were so vastly
different, but they still fit together.

He was sweet and funny, with a
protective streak that made her want to swoon like a romance novel
heroine.

Her eagle sure as hell loved him,
too.

“It’s time,” a female said, coming
into the family room. “She can shift now, but warn her it’s going
to hurt a lot.”

“It’s going to hurt a lot,” Bram said with a
grin followed by a wink.

She groaned at his attempt at
humor.

“Not. Funny.”

“You need to find the humor in
times like these, sweetheart. Reika’s right. It’s going to hurt
really badly when you try to shift and you’re going to want to
stop. But don’t, because stopping means the venom just keeps
burning around in your body. It only stops when you
shift.”

Her body still hurt like she’d
been run over by a truck, but her eagle was ready to go.

Bram helped her from the couch. She cried a
little.

Or a lot.

But she was determined to shift
and get back use of her wings. The assholes who tried to take her
away from Bram didn’t get to also take her wings from
her.

Straightening as much as she could
with liquid fire in her veins and her wings aching like they’d
grown extra pain receptors since the attack, she looked at her mate
and said, “Love you.”

“I love you too, baby.”

He helped her strip from her jeans
and the tattered remnants of the tank and bra, and then she let
herself go into her shift.

What she’d experienced before—the
break and then the healing venom—was a shadow of the pain that came
her way as her body shrank and reformed into a golden eagle. She
tried not to scream, but she couldn’t help it. The sheer agony that
worked through her was so much more than she thought possible to
bear.

“You’ve got it, you can do it,”
Bram said, his voice coming through to her despite her
screams.

She sank to her knees as her wings
cracked once more into place, and then she shifted.

Immediately she fell over with an undignified
squawk.

Bram righted her as she flopped
around on the carpet, and then he offered his arm and she climbed
onto it, careful of her talons.

“If you were on my shoulder, I
could be a pirate.”

She grunted and shook herself out,
a few feathers dislodging in the process. He carried her through
the kitchen and out onto the back deck. He set his arm near the
railing, and she hopped over. Now that she was able to really grip
something, she sank her talons into the wood and carefully
stretched out her wings.

“I’m going to shift again,” Bram
said. “You fly and I’ll run. I could use the time to get rid of
some steam from sitting for a couple hours and worrying over you.”
He paused and then said, “Do you think you can fly?”

She made a soft calling
sound. Maybe?

He opened the sliding door and
said, “Ma, I’m going to run with Thea. We’ll be back when we can
shift again.”

“I’ll text your dad and let him
know. He’s on patrol with the others.”

“Thanks.”

“You look great, Thea,” Cades said as Bram
shut the door.

Thea lifted her wing in
response.

Bram stripped while Thea hopped a
bit on the railing and tested her wings. Then she dove off the rail
and nearly took a header into a snowbank she hadn’t realized was so
high. Pulling up at the very last second, she swooped up into the
air and flew a few feet off the ground for a little while, testing
her wings.

The pain of the breaks and the
venom were fully gone, and her wings were working as they should.
That venom was pretty miraculous stuff. Without the healing, she
most likely would’ve been unable to fly for the rest of her
life.

Bram barked and she hooked to the
right and flew back to the deck, landing on the railing
again.

His ears lifted a bit and he whined like he
was asking a question.

If only they could talk in their
shifts.

She nodded and lifted from the
railing, and this time she flew straight without nearly braining
herself on the ground.

It was a damn good day to be alive.

She didn’t fly as fast as she
could because she didn’t want to lose sight of Bram and she wasn’t
very familiar with the woods. But even if they did lose sight of
each other, her homing instinct would get her back to
him.

He ran a little ahead of her and
led her through the woods as the sun began to rise on a day that
could’ve ended in tragedy.

She could’ve been kidnapped or
killed.

He could’ve died.

Someone from the pack could have
lost their life.

He’d told her that no one in the
pack died, which proved just how good the pack was at keeping each
other safe. Unlike the nest that had an every-man-for-himself
attitude when it came to battles.

The wolves proved superior
fighters today, and for that she would be thankful for the rest of
her life.

 


* * *

 


Bram and Thea were running around
his parents’ backyard like idiots when he felt like he could shift
back to human. It usually took a few hours for that to happen, so
he knew they’d been out for a while. When they’d left the house in
their shifts the sun had been just starting to lighten the sky and
now it was up fully, making the snow and icicles sparkle like
gems.

He barked at Thea and leaped onto
the deck. He shifted back to his human form and turned to watch
Thea land on the deck and return to herself. He grew a little
concerned when she moaned in pain during the process, but she
straightened out of her crouch and rolled her shoulders with a
sigh.

He walked to her and curled his
hands around her upper arms.

“Are you okay? That sounded like it
hurt.”

He scanned her body looking for
remaining injuries. Promise’s venom should have done the trick with
healing, not to mention shifting into her bird and back to human
again, but nothing was a guarantee and she’d been severely
injured.

She rested her hands on his waist
and nodded. “I’m okay. It hurt when my wings went into my back as I
came back to human, I think there might have been some residual
healing that happened as I shifted again.”

“You’re all good now?”

“Definitely. But I hope I’m never
injured badly enough to need Promise to bite me again. That
hurt!”

He kissed her and pulled her close
for a hug. “I’ve been there so I can totally relate. It’s amazing
what their family can do with their healing, but it hurts a ton in
the process.” He smoothed his hand down her hair and hugged her a
little tighter. “I’m so sorry, Thea.”

“For what?”

“That you were hurt. I vowed to
keep you safe and you were taken right in front me and hurt. I
failed.”

He wondered, not for the first
time since she’d been taken, if he was worthy of her. How could he
keep their future children safe if he couldn’t even keep Thea safe?
Not to mention being responsible for the safety of the
pack.

Her abduction had cast a lot of
doubts on his abilities.

She pressed her hand to his cheek and pulled
down a little so he was looking at her.

“You didn’t fail. You saved me.
Yes, I was hurt and terrified, but I knew you were coming for me.
All I could think about was getting to you when I was taken. I was
afraid they were going to take you out to force me to come with
them.”

“They almost did.”

“But they didn’t,” she said
earnestly. “You and I worked together to save each other, and I
think that’s really what being an alpha pair means. Ultimately you
saved my life today. You put down the threat against me and you
made sure that I would be safe going forward.”

“She’s right, son,” Jason said.

Bram looked over to see his
parents standing in the open sliding door. Cades brought clothes
out to them and smiled reassuringly at Bram as she returned to
Jason’s side.

“You didn’t fail,” Cades said.
“Failure would have been giving up, but you kept fighting against
what could only be described as insurmountable odds. There’s no way
we could have been fully prepared for two nests’ worth of asshole
eagle males coming to kidnap Thea.”

Jason nodded. “We were as prepared
as we could be, but they still got to her. Honestly, you couldn’t
have stopped that flash bomb with a baseball bat. They got the
upper hand at the beginning, but we won the war and that’s what
counts.”

“I’ll point out, too, that when
your dad and I were first mated, I was abducted from our mating
bed. You can’t prepare for everything, but you can keep fighting to
keep each other safe.”

“Thanks, Mom, thanks Dad,” Bram
said.

“You’re welcome,” Jason
said.

“You’re both okay, right? No one
needs anymore healing?” Cades asked.

Bram handed half the clothes to
Thea.

“We’re both good, thank you,” Thea
said. “Honestly, thank you both for everything. I didn’t know it
could be like this with a shifter group. I didn’t grow up in a
house like this, but it’s what I want for our kids.”

Bram’s heart swelled. He couldn’t wait to have
kids with Thea.

A whole damn house full of
them.

“Do you want to stay here for a
while?” Cades asked. “The spare room is available, and the girls
are in school already, so the house will be quiet.”

“We’re going to head home,” Bram
said.

“If you need to take tomorrow off
to rest, no worries, just send me a text. And Thea, if your parents
reach out, or if you hear from anyone in the nest, let us know,”
Jason said.

Bram and Thea both
nodded.

They said goodbye to his parents and finished
getting dressed.

“I’m freezing,” Thea said. “I
wasn’t cold until I started to put clothes on, but I can’t stop
shivering.”

“It’s probably stress too,” Bram
said. He took her hand and led her around to the front of the house
where he’d parked. “You’re safe now and your brain is trying to
reconcile everything that happened.”

“Yeah, I was running on adrenaline
and now I’m just exhausted as hell.”

“Me too.” He opened her door for
her and then shut her inside. Plucking the keys from the cupholder,
he started the truck. “I don’t know if I’ll go into work tomorrow
or not. I kind of want to stay home with you, but I’ve also been
gone for the last few days, and I don’t want to take too much time
off and leave the others hanging.”

“I could come with you maybe?” she
asked.

He turned onto the main road and
pressed on the gas. “Yeah, sure. It might be boring as hell,
though.”

“After the last twenty-four hours,
I’ll take boring,” she said with a chuckle.

“Me too, sweetheart.”


Chapter
Nineteen




Thea woke before Bram. She could
see it was dark through the half-open blinds, but she had no idea
if it was still Sunday or if they’d slept into Monday.

Sitting up slowly, she looked for
Bram’s phone and saw it was plugged in on the nightstand. She eased
over him, trying not to wake him, and touched the screen to
activate it.

It read eight p.m.

And it was still
Sunday.

They’d slept about ten hours.

She stared down at her sleeping
mate’s face and smiled. He was so sexy and so fierce. He was going
to make a great alpha, and she was going to do her best to learn
about wolves and how to be their leader.

She was sure there were pack law
books somewhere she could read, and she’d spend time with the
females and learn all she could.

It was tempting to just stay in
bed curled up with Bram until sleep claimed her again, but she
decided to take a shower instead. They’d come home from his
parents’ home and crashed, both of them barely having the energy to
strip and pull the covers back.

The master bathroom was done up in
dark blue, from the rugs to the towels and shower curtain. She
closed the door quietly and turned on the light, wincing at how
bright it was. She’d seen a flashlight in the cabinet when he’d
shown her where she could stow her makeup, so she found it and
turned it on, then shut off the overhead light. Setting the
flashlight on the toilet tank, she smiled at the less-harsh light
and turned on the shower.

She hadn’t really had a chance to
unpack her things from her apartment, and she really didn’t have
that much stuff in the first place. She’d put her toiletries in the
bathroom and put some clothes away, but then they’d been at his
parents’ house waiting for the nest to come for her.

She was thankful she at least had
her favorite body wash and shampoo, which she’d set on the edge of
the tub.

Testing the water, she found it
the perfect temperature and climbed in, groaning softly at how good
the pressure was, the spray hitting her back where her wings came
out and massaging her skin.

She washed her hair, and as she
was rinsing it out, the door opened and shut.

“Want some company, love?” Bram
asked huskily.

She pushed the curtain open and
smiled at him. “You bet.”

The shower wasn’t quite big enough
for both of them, but they made it work. She let him have the spray
and then put a few pumps of body wash in her palm.

She nearly put the body wash on
herself, but instead smoothed it over Bram’s shoulders and began to
work it into a lather.

“Your hands are dangerous,
sweetheart.”

He grabbed the shampoo and washed
his hair as she spread lather over his muscles, fascinated as they
flexed under her touch. Letting her hands trail south, she grinned
when he grabbed her wrists and leaned into her. She leaned back,
the wall of the shower cold against her skin and making her
gasp.

“I want to touch you,” she
said.

He brushed his lips over
hers.

“Let me touch you
first.”

He grabbed the body wash and
lathered his hands, then began to wash the front of her body. She’d
enjoyed exploring him for a few minutes before he’d stopped her,
but she enjoyed this a whole lot too.

He cupped her ass and gave her
cheeks a squeeze, his brows wiggling.

They switched places and she
rinsed off. The moment she was free of lather, he pulled her from
under the spray and turned her to face the wall.

“How’d I get so lucky to have such
a beautiful mate?” He slipped his hands down her sides, then
reached up to cup her breasts. He leaned into her and she felt the
press of his erection against her back.

“I’m very lucky too,” she said,
moaning as he played with her nipples and kissed her neck. She
loved that so much.

He nipped her skin and slid one
hand boldly down her stomach, his fingers slipping between her
thighs and rubbing lightly. She widened her stance and leaned into
his touch, which made him chuckle.

“So eager, sweetheart?” He sucked
on her neck and she tilted her head to the side, moaning as he
pushed a finger into her and then growled softly. “So fucking wet
and hot. You’re the sexiest female I’ve ever seen in my
life.”

“I want to touch you too,” she
said.

“You can touch me later. This is
all about you, baby.”

He lightly tapped on her clit and
gently bit her earlobe. She shivered in response. He increased the
pressure on her clit and rubbed it more swiftly, sending a riot of
sensations through her.

“Come for me, Thea,” he said, his
voice going low and growly.

“Yes,” she said, hissing the word
as he rubbed her faster, driving her right to the edge of pleasure.
She fell off into bliss as he bit her neck once more and she felt
the press of his fangs. He didn’t break the skin, but she knew
she’d have a bruise and she loved it.

As she cried out his name, he shut
off the water and shoved the curtain open.

He stepped from the shower and
offered her his hand. When she took it, he swung her up and onto
the long counter, fitting his cock against her pussy and pulling
her against him. He slid home inside her and she threw back her
head with a cry of pleasure as he filled her fully.

Curling her legs over his hips,
she grabbed hold of his shoulder with one hand and leaned back on
her arm so she could watch as he pistoned inside her. His face was
a mask of concentration as he pumped, his hips flexing as he thrust
into her.

She closed her eyes and let
herself go into the sensations, the way his hands gripped her hips,
the way it felt as he pulled back and plunged in, and then sheer
pleasure that still rippled through her.

No one had ever loved her like
Bram, tended to her needs like he did. She was definitely the
luckiest female on the planet.

She felt his cock thicken within
her and she opened her eyes to watch as he came, his eyes bleeding
to the amber of his wolf and a snarl rumbling in his chest. Then he
laid his thumb on her clit while he was still inside her, filling
her completely, and he sent her into orbit with just a few strokes.
She grabbed for him as she came, pulling herself against him and
shaking with her second release. She panted and shuddered, her toes
curling as the waves of pleasure stole over her.

“Bram, Bram,” she whispered, her
teeth digging into his shoulder. She was fully overwhelmed by the
sensations, her eyes squeezed tight and talons pressing at her
fingertips.

“I’ve got you love,” he said. He
pulled from her body and then carried her into the bedroom, where
he laid her down and snuggled against her.

“You do,” she said, rolling into
him and resting her head on his biceps. “And I’ve got you
too.”

“One-hundred-percent.” He cupped
her face and kissed her, his eyes slowly returning to
normal.

“I love you,” she said, her voice raw with
emotion.

“I love you too, sweetheart.
You’re the best thing that ever happened to me.”

“Me too.” She closed her eyes,
suddenly tired again. Her hair was wet and his come was sticky on
her thighs, but she didn’t care. The only thing that mattered was
that they were safe and together, and come hell or high water, she
was going to do her best to see they stayed that way
forever.


Chapter Twenty




Bram took Thea into the garage
with him on Monday morning. While what he really wanted to do was
stay in bed all day and visit the other rooms in the house for some
sexy times as well, he knew she wanted to get out for a while and
see the town.

“Hey, kids,” Linus said from
behind the counter when they walked in.

“Morning,” Bram said.

“Hi,” Thea said.

Linus pulled a paper carrier with
two to-go cups and a white sack and set it on the counter. “Jason
let me know you were coming in today, so Karly sent along coffee
and crumb buns for you.”

“Wow, thanks,” Bram said as he
picked up the carrier.

“That’s so sweet of her, please
send her our thanks,” Thea said.

“You bet. Stop by Lonestar’s for
dinner some night, she’d love to feed you. Food is her love
language.”

“Eating’s mine,” Bram quipped.

He carried the treats back to the
breakroom and set them on an old table. “Have a seat,” he said,
gesturing to one of the metal chairs. “We have a little time before
I need to clock in. There’s milk in the fridge and sugar on the
counter. There might even be some flavored creamers since Mom likes
them.”

“Your mom works here
too?”

“Yep. She’s been the office
manager since before she and my dad mated.” His dad, he’d been
told, had offered her the job to keep her close and use the
opportunity of her nearness to woo her.

“I thought they were truemates,”
she said as she lifted a container of sweet cream flavored creamer
from the fridge door and poured it into her coffee.

“They are.”

“Then why did she have to be
wooed?”

“Now that, sweetheart, is quite a
story,” he said. Then he told her how his dad had marked her when
they were kids and Peter, who had been alpha at the time, had
refused to allow it to stand because they’d been so young and her
father was human and hated wolves. “He put his alpha authority into
his voice and told my mom that the marks on her neck came from
scratches from a bush. She was young enough that it pretty much
erased the mating from her mind and left my dad scrambling for a
way to get close to her. She went away to college and came back
after her dad died, since he left her the house. There was another
wolf trying to get with her, and he actually abducted my mom on
their mating night.”

“Oh, that’s what she meant,” Thea
said. “She didn’t elaborate so I wasn’t sure who she was talking
about. What happened to the other wolf?”

“He was killed according to pack
laws,” Bram said. “But before that, before the abduction and
everything, my dad was able to get my mom to remember what
happened, but it was apparently pretty touch and go for a while. I
might never have been born if she hadn’t figured things
out.”

“That would be an epic tragedy,”
Thea said.

“Indeed,” he chuckled. “Things
aren’t always easy as alpha, you know? It’s a lot of responsibility
and care for people other than your own family. I mean, my mom and
us kids are my dad’s number one priority, but shit
happens.”

“I’m worried I won’t be a good
alpha female.”

“I worry about that for myself,
that I won’t be a good alpha male. But together we’ll be a great
alpha pair, we’ll learn how to do it together.”

She beamed at him. Then she took a
bite of crumb bun and made a pleased exclamation. “This is freaking
good!”

“Karly’s awesome. My cousin
Micah’s mate, Zoey, also works at the restaurant in the kitchen as
a baker. It’s where they met—he mans the grill there.”

“Wow, that’s cool. I can’t work
with you, though. I don’t know the first thing about
cars.”

He ate the crumb bun in a few
bites and crumpled the paper. “What would you like to do? You don’t
need to rush to find a job, of course. You can hang out and get to
know the town and get settled in.”

“I’d…well, I’m not
sure.”

The way she spoke told him she
actually did have some thoughts about that, so he pressed. “What
are you thinking about? You can tell me, whatever it
is.”

She picked at the crumb bun,
eating a few small pieces. “I picked horticulture in school because
I wanted to be able to provide for my family.”

“Like have a farm?”

“A small one, but yeah. I love
plants of all kinds, but fruit and vegetable gardens are so cool.
Being able to grow food was the only reason my parents didn’t
outright forbid me from going to college. If I’d wanted to do
something else that wouldn’t be helpful to the nest, they wouldn’t
have allowed it.”

“But you did want to work with
plants?”

“Very much. I love digging in the ground and
watching things grow.”

He thought over his yard, which
wasn’t very big. And then he thought to the future and eventually
taking over the pack. His parents would retire and move from the
house and into the retirement community, and he and Thea would move
in. Michael and Shyne would also leave their home and retire, and
Gideon and his mate would move in, assuming his brother ended up as
his second in the hierarchy.

“You look so serious,” she said
suddenly.

“I was just thinking about the future,
sweetheart,” he said.

“Me too,” she said
wistfully.

He made a mental note to talk to
his dad about houses and gardens.

Finishing his coffee, he tossed their trash
into the receptacle and took her hand. “Bring your coffee,
sweetheart. I’ll show you around.”

She grinned. “I can’t wait.”

He gave her the tour and they
chatted with the other employees before he dropped her off at his
mom’s office to hang out with her for a bit while he worked. He
offered her the keys to his truck so she could go home and come
back and get him later, but she waved him away and said she was
content to hang out, at least until lunch.

He stopped in his dad’s office.

“Got a sec?” he asked, knocking on the open
door.

“You bet.”

Bram pulled the door shut and sat
down in front of his dad’s desk. “I want to ask Thea to marry
me.”

“Of course. Do you want to mate
her during the March full moon? We can do a double ceremony of
wedding and mating.”

“I’ll talk to her about it, once I propose,
but yeah keep that date in your pocket for me.”

“Sure thing.” When Bram didn’t
speak, Jason said, “Is there something else on your
mind?”

“Thea wants to have a garden. Like
a big one. And I don’t have the space for that. Plus, I’d hate for
her to invest years in a garden and then when you and Mom retire,
to have her have to abandon it.”

“Ah, okay. I was actually talking
to your mom about this the other night, before things went to shit
with the nest.”

“You were?”

“I’m always thinking to the future, son, you
know that.”

“Any thoughts about what I should
do?” He loved how her eyes lit up when she talked about gardening.
It’s how he felt about fixing cars.

“Yes. If you’re interested, we
could knock down trees next to our house and you guys can build a
house, and then have a garden across both yards. Hell, Michael
would probably love to have a garden in his yard too.”

“But your house is the alpha
house.”

“It doesn’t have to be. If we
build on the other side of our house, when we retire, you can be
the alpha house and our house can be for the second or third, or
whatever. And hell, we’ve long outgrown the backyard anyway, half
the tables are in Michael’s yard. What do you think?”

“I think it’s amazing, Dad,
thanks.”

“Talk it over with Thea, come
check out the area and see if she thinks it would be a good fit.
We’ve got a contractor and a construction company we can hire out
for the job, and you can build your dream home. I bet you could be
in it by the end of the summer if things moved forward
soon.”

Bram stood, his heart feeling
lighter than it had when he’d seen how much Thea wanted to
garden.

“Thanks Dad. I mean it. For
standing with me to save Thea and being a great father. I hope I’ll
be as good a dad as you are.”

Jason stood and came around the desk. And then
he hugged Bram.

He couldn’t remember the last time
he was hugged by his father, who wasn’t the most outwardly
emotional male on the planet.

But damn if it didn’t feel good.

Bram hugged him back.

“I love you, kiddo,” Jason said,
his voice suddenly thick. “And I’m proud of you.”

“Love you too, Dad.”

Bram’s eyes stung and he blinked
away the sting as the hug ended.

“I’ll let you know what Thea says
after I talk to her tonight. I’ll let you know when we can come to
the house.”

“Of course. You heading into the
bay?”

“Yep, I’ve got some things to get
done. Thea is hanging out with Mom until lunch, and then she’ll
probably go to the house and come back and get me at the end of the
day.”

“Sounds good.”

Bram said goodbye and left the
office, leaving the door open as it had been when he stopped by. He
walked through the lobby and into the bay, picking up a clipboard
with paperwork and a keyring attached.

It was going to be a long day
without Thea, but he had to get to work so he could build her a
dream house and the garden she wasn’t able to have growing up. He
never wanted her to do without, and that included having plenty of
dirt to dig around in and plants to tend.
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“It’s not just that you’ll
eventually be the alpha female,” Cades said, the chair moving
lazily side to side as she pushed it with her foot, “but you have
to act that way now. Not in full-blown authority mode, of course,
because it’s hopefully a decade or so away from happening but
behaving as alpha will prepare the pack.”

“How so?”

“If you spent the years
between now and when you take over acting meek and as if you have
no reason to be treated differently as the future alpha female,
they won’t respect you when you do
take over. It should be a natural change over
from Jase and me to you two, but if you don’t lead now with Bram,
if you take a backseat to him all the time and act like you don’t
belong, you’ll have an uphill battle.” She paused for a moment,
then said, “It’s like when someone lies all the time, and then they
decide to stop lying but no one believes them. It’s best to start
from a place of authority.”

“I don’t know how to do that.
Males lead in nests, females are expected to stay in the house and
keep their mouths shut.” Thea sighed and leaned back in the chair
across from Cades’ desk. “You didn’t know you were going to be
alpha female, though, right? How did the pack treat you when you
took over?”

“They’d been waiting for me to
realize the truth, actually. When I finally figured out that Jase
and I were mates, most of the pack accepted me into the role
because it had been denied to me. I had a few females press my
authority, so I stepped up to them and they backed
down.”

“They just didn’t like you?” Thea
couldn’t imagine anyone not liking Cades. She was kind and sweet,
and clearly adored by the pack.

She shrugged with a smile. “They
were just bitches. I was teased a lot in school because I was only
half-wolf, and some people take forever to grow up and get over
that kind of asinine behavior.”

Thea nodded. “I hope that I’ll be
a good alpha female. I feel like I have so much to
learn.”

“You do, but you have time. Jase
was thrown into his position when Peter was injured and had to step
down. He led by himself for a while before we got together. Bram
knows what to do and will help you and we have pack history books
you can read, which detail everything from the creation of the pack
to rank fights. But just remember that as alpha female, you’re
still under Bram’s authority, so he can boss you around, but no one
else can boss you around.”

“Unless they want to deal with
me,” Bram said, his voice a low rumble with a warning.

Thea turned in her seat and smiled
at him. “You’re planning to boss me around?” She arched a
brow.

“Nah,” he said with a wink.

“Yeah, yeah, that’s what my mate
said,” Cades said with a chuckle.

“I came to take you to lunch,
sweetheart,” Bram said. “Ready to go?”

“Yep. Thanks for chatting with
me,” Thea said, turning to smile at Cades.

“My pleasure. You can come hang out with me
anytime.”

She walked out of the room with
Bram and took his hand. When they were out in the parking lot, Bram
pushed her gently against his truck and kissed her. “Missed you,”
he said gruffly as he hugged her tightly after the kiss.

“I missed you too.” She inhaled
the scent of him, all male and heat, and wanted to strip him and
see how many times she could get him to say her name.

“Careful now, sweetheart,” he
said, kissing her cheek and taking a small step away. “I have to go
back to work after lunch, so we really don’t have time to
play.”

“Think you know what’s on my
mind?” she asked, trying to feign innocence.

“You smell like you’ve got sexy
things on your mind, so yeah.”

“I do. But we can wait until after
work, since I don’t want to have to rush.” She went onto her toes
and kissed him and then opened her door. “I want to take my
time.”

He snarled, his eyes flashing to
amber. Resting his hand on the door, he stared down at her with a
slightly narrowed gaze. “I have a feeling the afternoon is going to
go by at a crawl since I’ll be looking forward to being with
you.”

“I bet it will too.” She grinned
as he shut the door and stalked around the front of the truck
looking fully disgruntled.

“Let’s eat at Lonestar,” he said. “They make
awesome sandwiches.”

“Perfect.”

Karly was at the hostess stand
when they walked into the restaurant and greeted Thea with a warm
hug.

“I’m so glad you’re okay and safe
now.”

“Thank you, and thanks for the crumb buns,
they were so good!”

“My pleasure. Linus and I had them
at a B&B we stayed at last winter and I’ve finally figured out
the recipe, so it tastes just like them. They’re a hit with the
pack, I can’t make enough of them on the weekends.”

Karly led them to a booth and set
menus in front of them. After taking their drink orders, she said,
“The lunch special is a grilled chicken sandwich, topped with swiss
cheese and house-made honey mustard. We’ve got regular and sweet
potato fries.”

When she returned a few minutes later with
their drinks, Thea and Bram both got the special.

“I’ll be back in a bit with your
food.”

Thea lifted the vanilla Coke and
took a drink. “Yum. Fountain Coke is so much better than the canned
stuff.”

“I never paid attention,” he said.

“It was a rare experience for me
to get to eat out in restaurants, my parents always said we had
plenty of food at home and didn’t need to go out to get it. I’m
just always struck by how good it tastes.”

“We can eat out anytime you want,”
he said. He reached across the table and took her hand. “In fact,
I’d like to take you out tonight.”

“Sure. While you’re at the garage
this afternoon, I’ll unpack my clothes and find something to wear.
Where were you thinking?”

“There’s a nice Italian place
outside of town. It’s casual, but I’ll wear a tie for
you.”

She hummed. “I can’t wait.”

“Did you have a nice time hanging
out with my mom?”

“I did.” She told him about their
conversation, and how she felt about taking over in the future.
“I’m just glad it’s not going to happen soon.”

“Me too, actually.”

“Really? Haven’t you basically
been preparing to be alpha your whole life?”

“Yes, but I never felt like it was
time to take over. I think it was because I was waiting for you.
And now that you’re in my life, I don’t want to have to immediately
deal with the pack and all the responsibilities that come with it.
I want time to devote to you and our family.”

Her bird let out a happy trill in
her head. She gave his hand a squeeze. “I want the same thing. I
mean, we’d manage if we had to take over, but I definitely think
it’s best that we have time to be together before we become
alphas.”

He nodded. “My dad always said
that he regretted being alpha when they were first mated, because
even though they grew up together, he’d been alpha for a few years
and she was kind of thrown into it. They had some struggles the
first year or two as they got used to things, particularly my dad
sharing the authority.”

“He does strike me as the sort of
male who likes to be the boss.”

“I’m the same way,” he said, “but
I promise to never abuse that authority with you. I won’t boss you
around.”

“You can in the bedroom,” she said
with a lowered voice.

His eyes darkened. “You can to me
too.”

Micah appeared with their plates
and set them on the table. “Hey, guys. Two specials, regular fries.
I added extra fries for you, Bram.”

“Thanks, man.”

“It looks great, thank you,” Thea
said.

“My pleasure. Zoey’s got chocolate
cake for dinner, but if you’d like a slice I can have her sneak one
out to you, just don’t tell Karly.”

“I heard that,” Karly said from the hostess
stand.

“Dang, she’s got ears like a
freaking bat,” Micah said.

“If you bring them a slice, bring
me one too,” Karly called.

“Will do,” Micah said.

He left them to eat. “Did he bring you extra
fries because you’re the future alpha? Is that one of the perks
I’ve heard about?”

“Yes and no. The cake is a perk,
but the fries are because he knows I love the fresh fries they make
here, and I usually order extra anyway.”

She picked up the sandwich. “Food as perks is
a good thing.”

“Definitely.”

As they ate, and she was very sure
it was the best sandwich she’d ever had in her life, Bram told her
about working at the garage for his dad.

“What did your dad do?” he asked.
“If it doesn’t make you sad to talk about him.”

“It makes me sad to think about
him, but I don’t mind talking. He worked for the alpha handling the
finances of the nest. He made investments with funds from the alpha
and that money was used to do things that benefited the nest, like
caring for the older eagles who couldn’t work and buying materials
for the nest’s buildings and gardens.”

“You worked on the gardens?”

“Yep. When I was little, I helped
my mom with flower boxes she had hanging from the windows. She
taught me how to harvest the seeds in the fall when the flowers
died and cultivate them inside during the winter. That’s where my
love of plants came from.”

“She supported you going to
college?”

“Yeah.” She added some more
ketchup to her plate and then swiped a few fries through the
puddle. “I think she wanted me to have it better than she did. She
was put into an arranged mating at eighteen and had me the next
year. She was more lenient with me than other parents in the nest,
but my dad didn’t let me have too much freedom. I think he saw my
independence as a bad thing.”

“Do you think they’ll reach out to
reconcile?”

“I don’t know. Maybe my mom. I’m
mad about everything. I mean, we could’ve died with all that
bullshit. But I think it was my dad toeing the line because he’s
always believed alphas were infallible. It would never occur to him
to say no to the alpha sending males to take me from you after we
mated, or to stop the nests from coming to Allen to attack
everyone.”

Bram had told her that her dad had
killed the male who’d put a knife to her throat, so he’d clearly
had a change of heart about some things that had occurred. But he
hadn’t reached out to her on Bram or Gideon’s phone, and she wasn’t
really sure he would.

The meal was over far too soon and
they were driving back to the garage, where they parted ways with a
few kisses. He gave her directions to his house, and she promised
to be back there promptly at five.

“The afternoon is gonna drag,” he
complained as she got behind the wheel.

“I know! I’ll miss
you.”

“I’ll miss you too.”

He gave her another kiss and then
shut the door. Stepping back, he watched her back out of the spot
and turn away. She glanced in the rearview to see him lift his hand
to wave and then turn to go into the garage.

She couldn’t wait for the
afternoon to pass so she could get right back here and pick him up.
Their first official date awaited.

She was pretty sure she had just
the perfect dress for the occasion, if she could just find it in
the boxes of clothes.

Pressing on the gas, she wove
through town to the house, excited to settle in.
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“Stop looking at the clock, dude,”
Gideon chided.

“I can’t help it, I miss her,”
Bram groused. The afternoon had eked by like the minute hand had
weights attached to it.

Bram finished changing the last
tire on a pack member’s car, then rolled the old tire toward the
pile in the corner.

“Every time you look at the clock,
I swear the time stops. Or goes backward.”

“I feel the same way. When you
find your mate, you’ll know exactly how I feel.”

“Hopefully she shows up
soon.”

“How do you like living with Kash?”

“It’s great. He likes to cook,
which is good for me since I don’t.”

“Don’t or can’t?” Bram
teased.

“Ass.”

“Bram!” someone yelled his name
and the way it sounded sent a shiver through him. Something was
wrong.

“Yeah?”

“Get the hell outside, Thea needs
you!”

He dropped the tire and raced from
the bay. Bo was standing at the front door, holding it
open.

Out in the parking lot, Thea was
out of the truck and yelling at…her father?

He ran outside and stepped between
Thea and her dad, tucking her behind him. “You were warned not to
come back to town by my father. What the hell are you doing
here?”

“I came to speak to Thea.” He put
his hands up. He looked haggard, like he hadn’t slept in a few
days. His eyes were sunken and his cheeks were covered in
stubble.

“You could have called,” Thea said.

“It was important I came here in
person.”

Jason appeared, striding from the
garage with all the confidence of his position as alpha.

Thea’s dad took a large step back
and lowered his head.

“Alpha, if I could please speak to my
daughter.”

“I told you that you would
be considered an enemy of the pack if I ever saw you again. You’ve
got a lot of balls to come here, to my place of business, to speak
with my daughter.”

He raised his head at Jason’s
words, his nostrils flaring. Then he lowered it again, his hands
dropping to his sides. “I don’t deserve the opportunity to talk to
her, but I’m asking for it. Thea, please.”

“You could have killed me. You
could have killed Bram,” Thea said.

Jason looked at Thea and Bram.

She was clutching Bram and
trembling.

“Do you want me to make him leave,
Thea? It’s up to you,” Jason said.

She dropped her head to Bram’s
back and let out a soft sob. “I don’t know.”

Jason looked at Bram. “Let’s go
into the back bay and get out of the cold. We can hear what he has
to say, but it’s up to Thea what happens after that.”

Jason nodded.

They moved through the lobby to
the empty back bay. Thea gripped Bram’s arm before they followed
Jason and her father inside.

“I don’t know what to do,” she said in a low
voice.

“We can leave right now and tell
him to take a hike too. Or you can hear what he has to say. It’s up
to you.”

“What would you do?” She chewed
her bottom lip and shifted from foot to foot like she couldn’t
stand still.

“Kick his ass for putting you in harm’s
way.”

She gave him a watery smile.

“But aside from that, I’d hear him
out. He came here knowing he might be killed by the pack for coming
into our territory, which means it’s important enough for him to
take that risk.”

“Okay.” She straightened her
shoulders and sniffled.

He took her hand and walked into
the bay. Her father and his were standing a few feet apart. Jason
had his arms folded and his legs planted apart. He looked imposing,
like he could shift into his wolf at any time and take out any
threat.

Her father looked defeated and
tired.

“I’ll hear you out,” Thea
said.

“I… wanted to apologize. That’s
actually not a strong enough word. I feel so terribly awful and
sorry for my part in what happened.” He sighed and rubbed the space
between his eyes with his thumb. “We’d put cameras up before we
left for South Carolina. We saw you move out. I told the alpha
because I didn’t know what to do about it, and he said you had to
be brought to the South Carolina nest, and that it was time for you
to be mated. Your mom asked me to put a stop to it. She said that
you shouldn’t be forced into a mating because you were independent,
that you were still part of the nest even if you were living on
your own. But the alpha said no, and I...went along with
it.”

He lifted his head and looked at
Thea. “When the males failed to bring you back the first time, our
alpha and the South Carolina alpha conspired to retrieve you. I
tried to get you to come on your own. I thought the threat and the
twenty-four hour time frame would work, but it didn’t.” He gave her
a small smile. “Your mom said it wouldn’t. She said you’d found
your mate and we needed to honor that. The alphas locked her
up.”

“What? Is she okay?” Thea demanded.

“She is now. I set her free when I
returned to the nest. She left me.” His eyes got a faraway look. “I
deserve that.”

“She left? I don’t
understand.”

“She went to her cousin’s nest in
Delaware. I blocked the numbers you’d called from on her phone and
deleted them, so she doesn’t know how to get in touch with you. If
you reach out to her with another phone number, she’ll answer and
you can talk.”

“The alphas are dead,” Bram said. “From both
nests. What does that mean for them?”

“The second-in-command from each
nest took over. The South Carolina nest was nearly destroyed, most
of the males were either badly injured or killed here during the
battle, so their losses were significant. Ours didn’t suffer as
much, but our people opted to stay in South Carolina for the most
part. You see, Thea, when you refused to listen to me, and then you
refused to come when you were called by the males who came to your
apartment, the alphas took it as a sign of disrespect. They were
afraid of losing face with their people, so they had to see things
through, no matter the cost. I can see now how detrimental our way
of life has been, but it’s all I’ve ever known. I thought I was
making good choices for you, but when they took your mom? I knew I
was wrong on so many levels. For that, for all of the suffering,
I’m sorry. I’m truly sorry.”

Thea didn’t say anything for a
long moment.

She sniffled, though, and when
Bram looked down at her, she lifted her head and tears streamed
down her face.

He brushed the tears away.

“I’m not ready to forgive you
yet,” she said. Her voice wavered at first, but then grew stronger.
“But I’m glad that you came here to talk to me. I wish you hadn’t
been so wrapped up in the nest and alpha. I needed you to be my
dad, not always so worried about toeing the line with the alpha and
following the rules. My childhood was tough because you forced me
into a role I didn’t want, and you fought me every time I wanted to
do something that wasn’t in line with your plans for my
future.”

“Your mom’s the reason you went to
public school and college. She wanted me to embrace the strong
independent female you’d become, but all I could see was my failure
to mold you into the kind of female eagle the alpha wanted for the
nest. I know that wasn’t what you wanted, but I thought I was
right.”

“You weren’t. I’m a pretty kickass
female in my own right, you know. I managed to get myself away from
the eagles trying to abduct me and help out the pack. I’m not sure
you’ll ever be welcome here, but I do hope that in the future we
can start over, try to have a real and normal
relationship.”

“I’d like that.” He cleared his
throat. “I’ve still got my same cell number. You can text or call
anytime.”

She stood rooted in the space next to Bram.
“Take care, Dad,” she said.

He nodded, looking a little
disappointed, as if he’d expected her to run into his arms and tell
him all was forgiven.

With a glance at Jason, he said,
“I won’t come back again, unless Thea tells me I’m welcome. Thank
you for being gracious.”

Jason nodded.

Her father gave her one last look
and left the bay.

“Jason?”

“Yeah, Thea?”

“Th-thank you for calling me your
daughter,” she said, her voice breaking at the end.

“You are, honey. Cades and I both
think of you that way. You’re part of the Gerrick family now, and
we take care of our own.” He looked at Bram. “Head on out and take
care of your mate, I’ll clean up the bay for you.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

When they were alone in the bay,
Thea wept in his arms and Bram did his best to comfort her. When
her tears ebbed, he led her out to the truck. She sat down in the
passenger seat.

“You guys okay?” Cades called from
the doorway.

“Yeah, thanks Mom.”

“You bet. Take care of each
other.”

He waved and got behind the wheel.

“Your family is so sweet,” Thea
said. She leaned on his shoulder and wrapped her hand around his
biceps.

“They are. I’m thankful for them.
And now they’re your family too.”

“True. That’s really
awesome.”

She was quiet as they drove to the
house, and it wasn’t until they were inside that Thea asked if they
could go get a phone so she could call her mom.

“Of course. Do you still want to
go out to dinner?”

She smiled at him. “I do. I
actually feel like a weight is lifted off me after hearing what my
dad had to say. I mean it was all shitty bullshit alpha-this,
alpha-that stuff, but he did take responsibility for his part, and
I feel better.” She grimaced for a second. “I mean I feel like shit
that my dad couldn’t just let me live my life and nearly got us
taken out, but I feel better knowing that he’s sorry.”

“How do you feel about your mom
leaving him?”

“Surprised. They might end up
reconciling, though, but at least she’s safe with her
family.”

“Her cousin’s nest isn’t like
yours was?”

“No, they’re pretty progressive.
Which for eagles means they don’t believe in arranged matings or
telling people what they can do with their lives. Her cousin
invited me to come live there when I was sixteen, but my dad of
course put the kibosh on that immediately. He made it known that if
I tried to go there, he’d drag me back and then I’d really know
what it was like to not have any freedoms.”

“Shit, sweetheart, you’re
amazing.”

“What?”

“You survived a crappy childhood
with people trying to hold you down at every point. You’re an
amazing female.”

“All that rebellion brought me to
Allen, so I’m glad I had enough strength of character to balk
against the rules.”

“You’re the strongest person I
know,” he said.

And it was the truth.

He’d met some people who had a
pretty strong character. There were tales through the pack of
people who’d stood in the face of danger to save their loved ones,
who went against tradition to make their own way. But that all
paled in comparison to Thea, who’d blossomed despite harsh
conditions, knowing that she had to forge her own path, or it would
be forged for her.

“Bram?”

“Yeah, baby?”

“I have an idea.”

She didn’t say anything, just
unbuttoned her top and tossed it at him. As he caught it with a
curious growl, she darted away, racing to the bedroom.

Now his wolf was ready to play.

He undid his work shirt as he
stalked to where his mate was. “You have the best ideas,
sweetheart.”


Chapter
Twenty-Three




Thea put the sparkly silver case
on her new phone while Bram paid for it. The tech at the store had
turned it on and set it up with a new number. It was nicer than the
phone she’d had, and the case was perfect, with a built-in ring so
it wouldn’t slip from her grasp.

“All set,” Bram said.

“Thank you so much for the phone
and case,” she said. She’d offered to pay for it with her savings,
but he’d insisted he pay for it.

“You’re welcome. Ready for dinner?”

“Yep. After I call my
mom.”

They walked out to the truck and
he asked her if she wanted privacy, but she didn’t. She settled in
the passenger seat and dialed her mom’s number from memory. It rang
twice.

“Hi, Mom,” Thea said when the call
connected.

“Oh, honey! I’m so glad you
called, I’ve been so worried. Are you okay? How about your
mate?”

Relief flooded Thea at hearing her
mom’s voice and her eyes stung with tears.

“I’m…we’re okay. Dad came to
Bram’s work earlier and told me everything. You’re with cousin
Joy?”

“Yes.” Her mom sighed. Thea could
picture her, probably sitting at a kitchen table and rubbing her
temple, her graying hair shining in the overhead light. “Your
father wasn’t always a jackass, I promise.”

Thea chuckled and swiped at stray
tears that spilled over her cheeks.

“He’d slowly become more fanatical
about the nest over the years, and a lot of it was due to the
alpha’s influence. You were the only young female in the nest who
didn’t want to follow tradition. The alpha brought both of us into
a meeting with the South Carolina alpha when you wouldn’t come with
us for the winter migration, and they all—including your dad—placed
the blame for your behavior squarely on me.”

“You didn’t make me behave any
particular way, Mom. I made my own choices.”

“I know, honey, but males don’t
always look at it that way. They showed me footage of you moving
out of the house. I didn’t even know about the cameras. I was
secretly happy for you, but both alphas made it perfectly clear
that I needed to ensure you came to South Carolina as soon as
possible or I was going to be held accountable for it.” She sighed
again, exhaustion clear in her voice. “They said if you didn’t come
to the winter grounds on your own, they would make it happen, and
it wouldn’t be easy for you. I was scared, so I followed their lead
because I didn’t want you to be hurt.”

“I was hurt, though. And scared to
pieces. I thought you were against me.”

“I know, and I’m so very sorry.
After you and your mate got away from what they tried to do, I put
my foot down. But your dad dug his heels in further and said you
had to go along with their plans, and then he told me that they’d
arranged a mate for you. He was not a good male. He was an enforcer
for the South Carolina nest and I’d witnessed him brutally beating
a nest member for stepping out of line with the alpha.”

Thea mused on that in the silence
that followed. “He’s dead. A lot of them are.”

“I know, and I’m relieved. When
your dad set me free, he told me what happened in your pack’s
territory, and I wanted to reach out to you, but I didn’t know how
to get in touch. I told your dad I was going to come see you and he
said that eagles were threatened to never come into the territory
under penalty of death, so I left him and went to Joy’s. Before I
left, he told me he’d get word to you to reach out to me, and I
think he did that so I’d stay with him, but it’s high time I moved
on.”

“Even if both alphas are
dead?”

Her mom made an “uhm hmm” agreeing
sound. “It wasn’t about the alphas. It was about your dad. I made
so many mistakes with you. I wish I could go back and leave him
when you were young, when he fought me about putting you in public
school. I wanted you to have what I didn’t have, access to free
thinking people with grand ideas, you know? My nest was as stifling
as ours was, but Joy’s isn’t. Her alpha is progressive and has
welcomed me with open arms. You and Bram can come and visit
anytime. If you’d like.”

“I would, Mom.” Thea paused and
then said, “Will you reconcile with Dad?”

“I don’t know what the future
holds, but I told him not to contact me, that I would if and when I
was ready. I need time to be myself, the me from before I was
arranged to be mated to him.”

“I’m glad you’ve got freedom now.”

“Me too. Maybe I’ll follow your
lead and go to college. I always wanted to be a nurse and help
people, but the alpha wouldn’t let me. He said the nest healers
didn’t need any help.”

“He was such an ass.”

“Through and through.”

“You’d make a great nurse.”

“Thanks, honey. So, is your Bram
listening?”

“I can put the phone on
speaker.”

“Do that, please.”

Thea pressed the button to put the
phone into the truck’s sound system. “Okay, Mom.”

“Hi, Mrs. Malone,” Bram
said.

“You can call me Verity,” she
said. “Or Mom, if you’d like.”

“Thanks,” he said.

“You and Thea are
mated?”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“Do wolves have a ceremony? To
make things official?”

“Yes, we do. We do them on the
full moon, and we also marry our mates.”

“If it’s at all possible, I’d like
to come to the ceremony. Whenever it is.”

“Of course,” Bram said, after
looking at Thea and getting her thumbs up. “You’d be very welcome,
and your cousin too.”

“Oh, thank you,” she said,
breathing a sigh of relief.

They spoke for a little while
longer, and then said goodbye.

“Call me anytime, honey,” her mom
said.

“I will. You can call me
too.”

“I definitely will. I love you,
honey.”

“Love you too.”

The call ended and Thea put the
phone in the cup holder and hugged Bram. Now that the call was over
and she knew the full story of her mom’s involvement—or lack
thereof—Thea felt a bone-deep relief. And also sadness.

“I always thought my mom believed
everything my dad and the alphas did, but she clearly didn’t.” She
said, closing her eyes as she rested her head on his
shoulder.

“She was under their thumb as much
as you were, but it’s clear she stayed with your dad for
you.”

“I can’t believe she was so
miserable but stayed with him.”

“Parents have to make tough
choices.”

“At least our kids won’t have to
worry about arranged matings, crazy alphas sending enforcers after
them, or battles with nests.”

“That’s definitely a good thing.”

She hugged him a little tighter
and then sat back, wiping under her eyes with her coat sleeve. “I’m
ready for dinner.”

“Yeah?” he asked with a
chuckle.

“Stress makes me hungry, and I was
really stressed talking to her. I feel better, though, knowing
she’s on my side, and also that she’s safe and happy
now.”

“I’m ready for dinner, too. And I’m glad that
you were able to connect with her.”

He drove to the small Italian
restaurant where they settled at a small table and both had their
famous seven-layer lasagna, sharing a piece of chocolate chip
cheesecake for dessert.

To her surprise, he proposed to
her over dessert, dropping to one knee and pulling the box from his
pocket as onlookers gasped and then cheered when she said
yes.

The ring sparkled on her finger,
two rows of tiny diamonds surrounding a perfect heart-shaped
diamond. She’d never seen such a beautiful ring, and she’d honestly
never been happier.

As they snuggled together later
that night, the sheets tangled around them, and their hearts still
pounding from pleasure as they came down from the heavens, she
thought she’d never been happier.

There were times in her life when
she’d thought she was happy—graduating from high school, going to
college, making a stand for her independence by moving out—but she
realized that her true happiness had come in the form of a wolf who
stood by her side and defended her at every turn. They’d had some
seriously close calls. She could definitely go the rest of her life
without someone trying to hurt either of them and be very
happy.

“What are you thinking about so
seriously?” Bram asked with a low voice, sending a shiver down her
spine. She loved hearing him talk.

“That I’m thankful I met
you.”

“Me too, sweetheart.” He kissed
the top of her head and then yawned.

She smiled and let her thoughts of
the past go, focusing on the future. She and Bram were going to
build a house next to his parents’ house and eventually it would
become the alphas’ home where the pack would gather on the full
moon. While building a house was exciting, she was most excited to
grow whatever she wanted in gardens, not only in their new yard,
but in his parents’ and aunt and uncle’s yards as well. She’d been
so excited to hear the news, and Bram had teased that she seemed
happier at the prospect of planting gardens than getting married,
but she promised she was definitely looking forward to being Mrs.
Gerrick.

“I love you,” she said.

His answer was a soft snore and
she grinned and closed her eyes.

Sleep came swiftly and she fell
into a sweet rest with the arms of her mate around her.

She was certain that there wasn’t
anything on the planet better than finding the other half of your
heart, and she’d found it on the full moon, in the woods, in the
middle of nowhere. Her homing instincts had brought her right to
the arms of her truemate, and she’d be forever grateful for the
fates that had aligned to bring them together.

 


 


 


* * *

 


Thank you so much for
reading Bram & Thea! I hope you enjoyed visiting the wolves in the Tressel Pack.
The series will continues in 2024!

In the meantime, check out
the first book in my Saber Chronicles Series, 
Alaric’s Perfect Mate.
What happens when a sabertooth tiger shifter’s
dreams bring him to Belle Terra and into the path of his
mate?
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When Aubrey Night steps into the
underground were-fighting arena, she never expects to find her
truemate among the fighters.

Saber-tooth tiger shifter Alaric
Carmichael has been having mating dreams for the last year, and the
moment he scents his mate in the crowd at the were-fights, his life
finally has purpose: to make her deliriously happy.

While his siblings discuss finding
their own truemates, Alaric and Aubrey have a choice to make: 
settle in Belle Terra and build a life together, or go on the road
with his siblings as they search for their own happily ever
afters.  Read this sweet, sexy romance to find out what
happens!

 


Click 
HERE to buy your copy!

Sign up for my
newsletter 
HERE to find out about upcoming
books.

If you loved Bram &
Thea Deceptive Promises, you’ll love the sexy and fun

Cider Falls Shifters series
featuring hybrid shifters finding their mates.

If you’re looking for a
sexy series about shifters living in secret, check out my
Were Zoo series. Book One
– ZANE – is
FREE!

You can also join my
Facebook Reader Group—Wild Shifter Babes—for
exclusive sneak peeks, giveaways, and information on upcoming
books.

I appreciate your help in spreading
the word, including telling a friend! Reviews help readers find
books! Please leave a review on your favorite book site.

Read on for an excerpt
from 
Alaric’s Perfect Mate…

 


* * *

 
Focusing on the fights ahead of
him, he zoned out and ignored the
humans who walked by slowly, several yards away, and stared at them
as if they were freaks in a side show.

An alluring scent caught his
attention, and he snapped from his revelry, scanning the
crowd.

“Whoa, what’s wrong?” Lia
asked.

He scented the air, sifting through
the scents until he found the one that called to him. Even without
knowing what she smelled like in his dreams, he knew he was in the
presence of his truemate. The scent strengthened as the crowd
passed by, and then he saw her. Long, dark brown hair like melted
chocolate. Skin like fresh cream. A body to die for—this time
trapped behind satin and sequins. She walked between Jonathon and
another male, who had his hand on her elbow.

Everything within him focused on her.
His beast roared for him to shift and go to her, and the sound
spilled out of his mouth. The deafening roar silenced the humans
for a brief moment, and then they panicked.

As his family tried to hold him back,
Jonathon rushed Alaric’s truemate from the training center along
with the other humans and pack members, and when the doors had shut
and her scent was gone, his beast roared in anguish.

“Calm down!” Slade said,
growling the words.

“Mine,” he groaned as he
went to his knees, his bones cracking as his beast tried to force
him to shift so he could hunt for his mate and protect
her.

“No, don’t
shift!”

* * *

Want to read more?
Click 
HERE to go to the Saber
Chronicles page on my website for buy links!
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Thanks to my awesome betas, Joyce,
Shelley, and Ann.
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