
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   As the onsite doctor for Lake Haven Lodge, Christina Davis is used to keeping secrets big and small. Lately, she’s taken confidentiality to a whole new level. There’s a secret she’s been keeping from her clan, and it involves the brawny, ever reserved carpenter, Owyn. The two share a pact no one knows about, and Doc’s finally ready to tear the lid off it. She only has to convince the steely panther that she’s the perfect match for him.  
 
   Panther shifter, Owyn Wade, has seen his fair share of unfortunate feline matings, and he has no plans to allow his female to fall under the same curse. A vow to protect her and see to her needs without an official mating, is the only way to ensure she’s safe. From him. But five years later, things around the Ouachitas have changed, and now a future with his mate seems possible. Suddenly, there’s only one thing on his list of priorities: winning Doc’s heart.
 
   When the clan is threatened by a group of rebel shifters, Owyn and Doc’s time might be running out. They’ll have to rely on their love and family to see them through, because a shadow is looming over the Ouachitas. And things might get dark before they get brighter.
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   Prologue
 
    
 
   Mason Miller stood at the top of the foot bridge looking over Lake Haven and the lodge he called home. Bad things were coming. Hard things. And he could only hope he was doing the right thing now while there was still time.
 
   The same Elders that guided the wolf shifters had been speaking to him. Why him, he didn’t know. Maybe because he was known for being the rational one of his clan. Maybe because no one else was listening. Whatever the reason, they’d dumped a shitload of responsibility on his head that he didn’t want.
 
   Danger was coming for the Ouachita clan. It was a warning repeated often, with no suggestion on ways to prevent it. Only reason for that was if it was unpreventable.
 
   Hands gripping the wooden rail of the bridge, he relished the way it bit into his palm.
 
   The holidays were over and business at the lodge would be slower until spring. This was a good time to push the rest of his plan. He needed to get his clan mated ASAP. As many of them as possible. Mating would make them each stronger. Mating could heal a multitude of wounds. Both emotional and physical. So when trouble came for them, they’d be solid in the head and resilient in body.
 
   He was like fucking Cupid or something, the way he’d been shooting arrows to push people together. Of course none of his tinkering behind the scenes would’ve mattered if fate wasn’t involved. He’d just helped speed the process along.
 
   Layna and Ryan had been the fucking worst. The two were stubborn as a shitcicle in hell. 
 
   Ryan’s talk of leaving before Christmas had put the panic in Mason. The human was a part of them, and his absence would’ve ripped a hole through them impossible to fix. It would’ve left the clan vulnerable. Mason had done the only thing he could think of at the time. 
 
   Marked him.
 
   Sort of. 
 
   He belonged there, with the cats. He was theirs. So Mason had ripped into his flesh leaving a scar that would prove it. Temporary of course. Just until Layna could come to her senses and prove it in a more permanent way by mating him. Because that female thought she was fooling people with her tough mouth and aloof attitude, but the truth was she was soft as putty inside. And she’d come through, finally letting that sappy bastard—and Mason could say that because the guy was as close as a brother to him—into her heart.
 
   He’d gambled and came up a winner. Or maybe, as Renner liked to say, it was a Christmas miracle. Whatever the case, another mating to mark off his list. 
 
   But maybe his efforts were backfiring. Already two of the clan’s mates, Bethany and Josie, were with young. Young would make the clan weaker. Young could be used as weapons by their enemies. 
 
   He knew. From experience.
 
   The wooden planks under his feet vibrated, alerting him someone approached. Mason didn’t bother looking over his shoulder to see who. He already knew, and he’d been waiting.
 
   It was time to come clean. Time to let someone else in on what was coming.
 
   Footsteps stopped beside him and another set of large hands gripped the rail. Several beats of silence joined the silence of the lake below them before gruff words broke the peace of the early morning.
 
   “Tell me what you know. How you know it. And why the fuck you marked a man you knew belonged to Layna.”
 
   Mason let out a humorless laugh as he turned to stare at this glaring leader. Magic was typically grouchy at any given time, no reason necessary. His mate, Josie, had given him the nickname Grumpy Cat. But this time, his hissing was deserved.
 
   Their peaceful existence by the lake had been compromised when members of a shadow clan—the most lawless of shifter clans—had set a steel claw trap on their property in an attempt to get revenge on Gash, an ex-member who’d gone clean and joined the Ouachita clan. 
 
   But they didn’t grab Gash. They’d gotten Layna instead and damn near ripped her tail off. Layna who was like a sister to Magic. Layna who’s mate had left town to sort out his feeeeeelings and needed him to help heal. Ryan had come through though, in a big way. The guy was good as gold. 
 
   And now the truth about Gash’s past was revealed, the threat identified. Now they could defend themselves.
 
   It had turned out okay.
 
   Mason squeezed his eyes closed.
 
   No. Okay wasn’t good enough. It was scary as fuck is what it was. They had to be better than this.
 
   Mason drew in a deep breath before letting the answers fly. 
 
   “The clan is in trouble,” he said. “There’s a target on our heads for giving sanctuary to the shadow clan’s enemy. I know because the Elders told me. And to answer your last question, I marked Ryan so he wouldn’t leave. Didn’t work but I hoped it would serve as a warning to other clans that he was ours, or at the very least the mark would bring him back here.”
 
   Magic’s eyes narrowed to slits as he combed through the information. “The shadow clan’s coming after us, we know that now. But how long have you known?”
 
   “Specifically about the shadow clan? Since you announced it in the clan meeting. But I’ve known we were in trouble for a lot longer.”
 
   “How. Long.”
 
   Mason blew out a breath and let his gaze wander over to the heated pool. It stayed open year round, fed by an underground hot spring. The springs were a strange and awesome gift from nature, supplying the lake and lodge with continuous warmth that kept the animal life thriving through the winter, and gave their guests a unique vacation experience. The mineral baths behind the Spa where he worked were among the biggest draw. What would happen to this place if they couldn’t protect it?
 
   “October,” he murmured. “I’ve known since October, when Clara came.”
 
   “October,” Magic ground out between clenched teeth. “You’ve known there was danger since October?”
 
   “Yes. But to be fair, I thought I was going crazy. No way was I telling you about the voices. And before you say that we’re a family or some shit like that, remember what this clan was like in October. We weren’t a family. Not a close knit pack like the wolves. We were a group of werecats interacting as little as our humans would allow us.”
 
   It was true, their animals preferred solitude, but being part human demanded an element of society. The issues they’d faced while learning to become true mates had gone a long way toward strengthening clan bonds. Now more than ever, they felt like a family.
 
   But family could make you weak. Mason knew it, even if he’d always longed for one of his own.
 
   Magic’s brow creased, considering Mason’s defense. “What do you mean, voices?”
 
   “Destiny.”
 
   There was only one other werecat he knew of who conversed with the Elders. The great wolf leaders who guided the packs under the alpha. They were foreseers, and wise, even if they weren’t aged as their name implied.
 
   Destiny, mated to a wolf shifter from the Dirt Track Dogs, was a bobcat and several years younger than Mason. She’d first started speaking in his head the morning he found evidence of Clara breaking in to the spa after she’d been caught stealing supplies from the kitchen.
 
   Don’t do it, Destiny had said as he made his way to the security office to show Gash what he’d found. The voice in his head was like the conscience he never knew he had. But he recognized her from the brief time she’d spent at the lodge earlier in the year, and thought his mind was playing tricks with him.
 
   He’d gone all the way down the employee wing with her screaming at him. And she wasn’t very nice either. She was nine months pregnant with triplets and had no time for his bullshit.
 
   They need more time. Eagan and Clara, they need more time. Can’t you see that? If you won’t listen now, then why am I even bothering? Because what comes later is going to be hella worse.
 
   That stopped Mason in his tracks just outside Gash’s door. Hella worse? That meant really bad, right?
 
   “What comes later?” he’d asked out loud, looking as crazy as he’d felt.
 
   Trust me now, on this, and I’ll explain what I know.
 
   And that’s how he became Cupid. He was going for guardian angel, but fell short and now he was this fat little baby with wings trying to set people up. In theory it was a good idea though. He hoped reality would prove it eventually.
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?” Magic huffed.
 
   “Destiny.”
 
   “The bobcat mate from the wolf pack?”
 
   Mason nodded. “She talks in my head. Tells me what’s coming, and that I need to make us stronger. She’s an Elder now, you know. She can do weird shit like this.”
 
   “Make us stronger how?” If Magic’s brow furrowed anymore, his head was going to cave in like a fucking sinkhole.
 
   Mason pushed away from the rail and turned to brace his hip against it. “There’s only one way I know of to make a shifter stronger, to make a clan stronger.”
 
   The creases in Magic’s forehead melted away with realization. “Mating,” he breathed. “You… you orchestrated all of this? So we’d break the no-mating pact?”
 
   “Not Eagan and Clara. With them, I just didn’t… ya know, interfere. But orchestrated is a strong word. I more or less just… coordinated.”
 
   “Me and Josie?” Magic sputtered.
 
   Mason shrugged. “More or less.”
 
   “Which is it? More or less?”
 
   Mason quirked his lips. Magic and Josie… now that was some of his finest work. 
 
   “Josie ended up staying in the room next to yours. The adjoining one. Remember that?”
 
   “Damn right, I do.”
 
   It was the inciting factor that sparked her change, and forced Magic’s panther to feel something other than bitterness. And it was alllll Cupid. 
 
   “I did that,” Mason said, with satisfaction. “Layna wasn’t at the front desk when she arrived to check in, and I’d seen you look at her like a man who was hungry. I gave her the keys to the adjoining room. Easy shit, right there. Snapped into place like fucking Legos.”
 
   Magic stared, blinking over and over. The bun on the top of his head didn’t even flop, he was so still.
 
   “I should be furious with you. I know I should, but instead I want to give you a goddamn hug or something.”
 
   Uh, nope.
 
   “Settle down, Magic.” Mason held his hands up in case his leader was serious about the hugging thing. 
 
   “If it weren’t for you and that bobcat, we might still be living under the old ways, miserable and needing something we could never have without compromising our values.” Magic shook his head, still looking awestruck. “Without you, I wouldn’t have Josie.”
 
   “Don’t be getting all crazy now.” Mason glanced around to see if anyone was nearby. “I have a reputation to uphold, ya know.”
 
   “Yeah. About that…”
 
   Mason knew he was the man-slut of the bunch. Calm and patient masseuse by day, raging fuck machine by night. And he liked it that way.
 
   “If your goal is to get everyone mated, when will it be your turn?”
 
   Mason stiffened before letting his hands fall back to his sides. “Never.”
 
   “Never? You’re kidding right?”
 
   Slowly, he shook his head. Mating wasn’t for him. It wouldn’t make him stronger. Only weaker, and he couldn’t afford to be weak now. None of them could.
 
   “Who’s next then?” Magic mused, squinting at the sky and rubbing a rough hand over his stubbly jaw. “Which of my cats gets to be happy next?”
 
   Mason turned to see the parking lights of a pickup truck bouncing across the lot and coming to a stop in front of the lodge. Owyn stepped out, slamming the door so hard it bounced back, missing the latch. He glared at it before shutting it again, a little easier.
 
   Mason had noticed a few things about the panther shifter. Most notably, the way he looked at their fine, fine Doctor Christina Davis.
 
   Yes, Destiny chirped in his head, and he resisted the urge to tell her to scram. She was usually pretty good about only invading his thoughts when she needed to. He got the feeling she didn’t want to be there anymore than he did. Oh fine. I’ll go. I just wanted you to know, Owyn’s ready. Go get ‘em Cupid.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Now…
 
   Doc Davis stared at the nervous tiger shifter on the exam table as she put her stethoscope back around her neck. Part of her job at the lodge involved relaying bad news, but most of the time is was bandaging cuts, doling out aspirin, and taking care of the members of her clan. The problem was she never knew when the bad parts of her job would rear their ugly heads and demand a kiss on the lips.
 
   Luckily today was not that day.
 
   “Is there anything we can do?” Bailey asked, a hint of embarrassment in her voice.
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with you, Bai.”
 
   The clan’s assistant chef’s wide-eyed look implied Doc was missing something huge. 
 
   “But… there is. Can’t you see that?” She held her arms wide to give Doc the best look at her body. As if that would clear up the confusion.
 
   “Your blood pressure is perfect. Your cholesterol levels are normal. Your heart rate is great and you have no trouble breathing. Your blood work shows nothing out of the ordinary. Hormone levels are fine…” Doc trailed off as Bailey’s shoulders sank with each sentence. She should be happy with this news. Not the other way around.
 
   “But… the weight. My body. It’s… it’s…” Bailey shook her head.
 
   It was true, by human standards, Bailey was overweight. Her body bulged a little extra in places that made some people uncomfortable. 
 
   And there was a remedy for those awkward stares and whispers. It was called Middle Finger. Lift daily, as needed.
 
   But Bailey wasn’t a human. She was a werecat and her body was exactly what it needed to be in order to function optimally with her animal.
 
   Besides, some males would worship a figure like Bailey’s. Doc would gladly take some of her curves if they could be bartered and traded like tangible goods. Lush thighs instead of pencil legs? Hell yeah, she’d take ‘em. 
 
   But wasn’t it always this way with people? The-grass-is-always-greener syndrome. It was the great sickness of their time. The Black Plague of the twenty-first century.
 
   Doc crossed her arms, resting her hip against the counter. “Medically, there is nothing wrong with you. Your body functions perfectly. Your cat is healthy. What more could you want? Why this sudden urge to change who you are?”
 
   Bailey stared at her hands where they twisted in her lap. “Lots of things have changed around here,” she said with a small laugh. “What’s it matter if I want to a little.”
 
   Doc frowned. Things had changed. A lot, and quickly. But intuition told her Bailey’s issue was something specific. The female was submissive, moreso than the others of their clan, but she was in no way lacking pride. If what Doc suspected was true… this had to be hard to talk about.
 
   “Is this about mating?” Doc asked quietly. She could practically smell the humiliation wafting from her friend, but there was no way to make this any easier for her. All Doc could do was stay professional.
 
   Bailey swallowed twice before lifting her gaze, pushing her chin out and shoulders back. “Yes. It’s a possibility now. Even for me.” 
 
   “Of course it is.”
 
   “And I’d like to be acceptable in the eyes of whatever male I choose.”
 
   Doc didn’t add that Bailey would never choose a male who refused to account for the beauty inside as well as outside. She’d pick someone who wanted the whole package. And forever. So her issue was a moot point really.
 
   “And you don’t think you’re acceptable the way you are?”
 
   Bailey’s eyes never left Doc’s. “I think I could be better.”
 
   Aw, screw professionalism.
 
   Doc reached for her script pad, jotted down a line, and ripped it from the stack. Pushing her glasses up her nose, she handed it to Bailey who looked overcome with relief. She studied it, a frown creasing her forehead and causing the three braids that ran along one side of her scalp to pull forward. She shook her head in confusion, the rest of her curly hair falling over the other side of her face in a rippling curtain.
 
   “I don’t understand,” she said, looking to Doc for an explanation.
 
   “It’s a prescription. Relatively new. Called Fuqdat. It’s innovative, cutting edge medicine. I’m on it myself and it’s just about time for my next dose so I can show you how to administer it.”
 
   Bailey rolled her eyes, the hand holding the script falling heavy to her lap.
 
   “So, it’s like this,” Doc said in her most professional sounding voice. “Take your hand—whichever one you’re more comfortable with—and hold it up like so. Sort of like you’re making a fist, with the back of your hand facing away from you. Now slowly, but firmly, flip your middle finger up, leaving your other fingers down, and hold it… hold it… for about three solid breaths. Then return your hand to its original position.”
 
   Bailey blinked at Doc’s antics. “You are the actual worst, you know that? You really are.”
 
   “I’m actually not. It’s just that I’m true and I don’t like bullshit. And that could-be-better stuff, my friend, is utter bullshit.”
 
   Bailey pursed her lips.
 
   “You are strong and capable. You are beautiful and smart. You have been through a shitty upbringing and managed to become a loving, caring person. You’re a hard worker, you make damn good food, and you’re there for your friends when they need you. You are wonderful the way you are. There’s no better. This is you, and you need to remember it. Also, if you don’t mind me saying, your tits are banging. So, there’s that.” Doc shrugged. “Or you can fill the prescription.”
 
   “No,” Bailey said, putting her hand up to ward off more of Doc’s medicine. “No, I think I’m good.” A smirky tilt of her lips told Doc she was finally seeing the light.
 
    “You sure? If you need more, you know where to find me.”
 
   Bailey shook her head, exasperated. “I swear you aren’t okay in the head.”
 
   Doc shrugged in reluctant agreement. “Side effect of Fuqdat. Forgot to mention it.”
 
   Scooting off the exam table, Bailey headed for the door. “Banging tits, huh?”
 
   “Yup.” Doc grabbed her own tiny teats. “You’ve got the bongos, and I’ve got like, I dunno, the empty coke cans. But either way, we have tits. Let’s remember that.”
 
   A laugh slipped past her friend’s lips, and her eyes twinkled with humor. Doc even thought her shoulders stood a little higher and her back a little straighter. Her confidence was returning. Whatever had shaken it was being flushed away with the truth, and Doc felt that warm satisfaction that came from truly helping someone who needed it. This was what her profession was all about. 
 
   Sometimes healing a patient didn’t happen by doling out medicine.
 
    “Yes,” Bailey agreed, “let’s always remember the tits.”
 
   “Very important.” 
 
   Doc’s hands fell away as Bailey pushed out of the room, and she breathed a happy sigh. Not even 9am and already kicking ass at her job. It was a good start to the day, and hopefully a sign of more good to come. 
 
   Maybe today she’d get that call she’d been waiting for. The one that would explain his absence. Or explain… something. Maybe today he’d even come home. Wouldn’t that make her cougar happy. 
 
   Too many days had gone by without any word. 
 
   Not that she expected any updates. That wasn’t part of their agreement. He was a grown-ass man, and he wasn’t truly hers no matter what their bodies had to say about it.
 
   But as Bailey said, lots of things had changed around the Ouachitas. Maybe a certain panther’s heart had changed as well.
 
   Yes, maybe today would be a good day. 
 
   And if it wasn’t? Well, there was a prescription for that.
 
   ***
 
   “This isn’t our gig, man. My dogs don’t take out the garbage.” Rigor crossed his big arms over his chest and stared hard at the jaguar shifter in front of him. “That’s a cat’s job.”
 
   Felix, leader of the Alley Cats and the baddest shifter in Memphis, tilted his head in the most feline way, chin jutting and eyes glowering.
 
   “You have a yard full of junk as your business. You literally keep trash. I throw it out. So I really don’t accept your haughty attitude about this.”
 
   Rigor narrowed his gaze. The junkyard wasn’t their business. It was just part of the job. The towing was their business, and it was the only noble part of their operations. It was the one clean thing his wolves had going for them. One late night call to pull a stranded mother off the road cancelled out a week’s worth of shit he did for Felix.
 
   “What you’re asking us to do is too much.”
 
   It wasn’t crossing any line Rigor hadn’t stepped over in the past. It was just that the people involved were innocent. A small clan tucked away in the fucking mountains. They ran a vacation lodge of all things. Real badasses to be sure. They probably didn’t even know what a monster they had living among them.
 
   “We need to deal with Gash. He needs to make restitution for his betrayal and earn his way back into our clan.”
 
   “He doesn’t want back in. He’s gone. Moved on. Can’t you just leave well enough alone? He’s your brother for fuck’s sake. Let him go.”
 
   “That’s not how we work. You know that. You turn your back on your clan, you pay.”
 
   “Fine. But this has nothing to do with my wolf pack. Your beef with your brother is your problem.”
 
   Felix arched one black eyebrow, giving his silver gaze an eerie glow. “Is it? We’ve both got our hands in Bastian’s cookie jar. I’d say that makes my problems yours.”
 
   Bastian. The fucking human who thought he owned Memphis. But Bastian’s dirty money paid the bills and gave the shifters a measure of freedom. They were untouchable, because there wasn’t a Memphis law enforcement officer not under Bastian’s thumb.
 
   “That aside,” Felix said, smirking. “The Ouachita clan should interest you for other reasons.”
 
   Rigor growled under his breath. He could feel his dogs getting antsy from their positions around the lot. They were far enough back they couldn’t hear, even with their shifter ears, but Felix had been strutting around wolf territory for longer than was tolerable.
 
   “Can you get to the fucking point? Your time here is limited.”
 
   The cat’s eyes flickered to those of his animal’s and then back to human between one blink and the next. “Gash’s new clan has connections to the hunters.”
 
   Rigor went numb at the mention of the human monsters who took his female’s life. Shifter hunters with a single mission: kill them all, innocent or guilty. 
 
   And that’s exactly what they’d done. Eva was an innocent. She didn’t play the dirty games Rigor did. And she’d loved unconditionally. A trait that set her apart from so many others and elevated her to angel status in his eyes.
 
   But how did a meek clan of cats from the mountains have a connection with the brutal shifter killers?
 
   “Explain,” Rigor ground out.
 
   A tight smile spread across Felix’s face. “See, you getting all bossy like that makes me want to claw your pretty face up. But alas…” He sighed. “It gives me pleasure to see you riled. And I need your help.”
 
   “Damn it, cat. You’re pressing a nerve you don’t want to fuck with.”
 
   Felix’s fossil eyes narrowed threateningly, and Rigor heard the low snarl of one of his wolves hidden behind an old rusted out Chevy hull.
 
   “The man who killed your woman…”
 
   Aaron Redman. Rigor knew his name, his family, his hopes and dreams. The goddamn pattern of streaks in his iris, and how fast his pupil could contract under stress.
 
   “His sister belongs to a wolf in western Arkansas. The Dirt Track Dogs.” He spit on the ground as if the name tasted bad in his mouth. “The pack is tight with the Ouachita clan. Get to the clan, you can get to her. Get to her, you can get the murdering bastard and make him pay. Six degrees of…”
 
   “Separation?”
 
   Felix tilted his head with a cruel twist of his lips. “Revenge, my man. Six degrees of the sweetest fucking revenge you could ask for.”
 
   The idea was seductive and left Rigor hard below the belt. He’d dreamed of making that evil asshole pay for his crimes. Such vivid dreams he woke up choking on the high of ripping Redman to pieces while his own woman watched. It would be the perfect payback.
 
   After all this time, he could finally avenge Eva. If a couple cats from the Ouachitas had to be collateral damage, so be it.
 
   “Fine.”
 
   Rigor stared past the car crusher and the gutted trucks that filled the lot, to a small building set away from all the others. It was where he kept his trump card. The thing he’d been saving for such a time as this. He was glad he was a hoarder of sorts. Because sometimes what looked like junk, was really a hidden gem.
 
   “My wolves are in.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Restlessly, Doc rechecked her supply cabinets in the exam room off the side of her office. The gauze was refilled, the syringes and tranquilizers were well stocked, and the whole place had been wiped down. Twice. Was it wrong to wish someone would injure themselves so she’d have something to do?
 
   Yes. Of course it was.
 
   Doc shook her head, moving to wipe down the exam table one more time. Couldn’t be too clean, right?
 
   It was almost time to head down to the spa for her shift there. She was taking on more of Mason’s shifts to help fill her time. She wasn’t as skilled as he and Bethany in the fine arts of massage, but she knew enough to put their guests at ease, and many of the afternoon rub-downs were walk-ins who didn’t require a certain set of skills. 
 
   Doc gasped as a solid male body pushed up behind her, pressing her against the hard ridge of the exam table. Barely gentle hands ghosted over her hips and around to rub her belly, one snaking up to knead her breast.
 
   “Need. You.” His tone was rough and his breath hot as he rasped against her ear.
 
   “Owyn,” she breathed, surprise and relief mixing into one exhale.
 
   He was back. He was here. The hands she’d needed to feel. The solid steel of his body taking up space next to hers.
 
   He was finally here and she wanted to cry with relief.
 
   “I missed you so. Fucking. Much.” His breath exploded against the back of her neck. She heard his deep inhale as he scented her, and it made her stomach flutter just knowing he needed her smell in his lungs.
 
   “I missed you too.”
 
   They hardly talked beyond clan duties and randomly in the hall. And when they met for sex. But she knew what he meant. Just the fact that his presence was lacking among the lodge made her miss him fiercely. The idea that there was no chance she’d run into him turning a corner or see him across the room at dinner left her cat feeling lost.
 
   In a quick move, he spun her to face him. His navy eyes burned with the nearness of his cat as he took in every feature. 
 
   He grabbed her bun, quickly unfurling it to release her hair. His fingers tangled in the strands, pulling her head back until her neck was exposed. His rough, hot tongue licked a trail up the column of her throat, returning to the base and following it up with soft wet kisses. She moaned when he nipped her jaw.
 
   “Shh,” he admonished.
 
   “I know.” 
 
   They had to be quiet. They always had to be quiet. Forever a secret. Even though mating was technically allowed now. 
 
   She’d been relieved when their leader, Magic, met his one and only. She’d assumed their days of hiding were over, that Owyn would wish to finally mate her. Mark her as his own.
 
   But he didn’t. It was the same as always. He wanted her for sex, not for life.
 
   He’d been honest about his intentions from the beginning. And she wouldn’t complain because she wanted him too. But she also wanted more.
 
   Then after Christmas, Owyn went to visit the Dirt Track Dogs in western Arkansas. He didn’t even tell her he was leaving. The next day, he was just gone. And she realized he wasn’t nearly as anxious to mate as she’d hoped.
 
   He pulled back, frowning. “Your scent’s changed.”
 
   Doc shook her head.
 
   “Did you have another while I was gone?”
 
   Shit. The fact that he’d jumped right to that assumption hurt. And told her he’d probably done exactly what he was accusing her of.
 
   “No,” she ground out. “I would never. You know that.”
 
   He bent to her neck, his ball cap sliding back on his forehead as he inhaled again. “Then what is that smell?”
 
   Sadness. The smell was sadness buried so deep she hardly ever admitted it was there. And he didn’t recognize it because what little time they spent together was all about arousal. Arousal cancelled out sadness. Usually.
 
   “It’s nothing.”
 
   His frown deepened to a scowl. “I don’t like it. I want it off of you. I want…” His throat worked around a swallow. “I want you to smell like me.”
 
   But that wasn’t true. Showering immediately after their union was always a requirement. If she was honest, it was probably her favorite part. Or at least bittersweet. She loved the tender way he bathed and cared for her; she hated watching his scent go down the drain.
 
   “For just a little while,” she said, hoping he was trying to tell her something different this time.
 
   But he nodded in agreement. “For a little while.”
 
   His mouth swooped in to kiss her lips, but she stopped him. She had to know first.
 
   “Did you?” 
 
   The question barely made it past her voice box. If he was with another female, it would crush her. Her heart would be dust in the palm of his hand. 
 
   They’d made a promise in the beginning. They’d never break the clan’s no-mating pact, and always fulfill their sexual needs with each other. There was no way to know for sure if Owyn had kept his part, but she had.
 
   His eyes narrowed. 
 
   “Did I what?” his voice whipped.
 
   She had to swallow the fear down before she was able to voice her question.
 
   “Have another?” Doc jutted her chin to make her whisper-thin voice seem stronger.
 
   “If I had, do you think I’d be here right now, needing you so fucking bad I want to kill somebody?”
 
   That wasn’t an answer.
 
   “Just tell me,” she snapped. “I’m a big girl. I can handle it.” 
 
   Those words weren’t true. She could never handle something like that. It was why she’d joined Magic’s clan in the first place.
 
   Owyn fumed. He was strung so tight, he was mentally more animal than man. Whatever was going on with him, he needed a release. Soon.
 
   “I’m going to fuck you now, unless you stop me.”
 
   She couldn’t stop him. Oh sure, she could say no, and he’d honor that. Owyn was a good man. But her heart, her body, it bent to his will no matter what. She needed this pairing as much as he did. And inside, her cat wailed for him like an in-heat tabby.
 
   She needed and wanted him. End of story.
 
   It was their bond. They were secretly mated. He was hers. Her secret pleasure, her secret torture.
 
   She had one final thought as he prepared her for his body.
 
   What would their secrets do to them before it was all over?
 
   And then she lost herself in her mate’s attention.
 
   ***
 
   Owyn’s panther roared beneath the surface. They’d been away from mate too long. Now mate smelled all wrong. Needed to fix it. Make her feel good and make her smell like his.
 
   Forcing his hands to be gentle, he tilted her head back to get full access to her beautiful neck. He buried his face at the curve where it met up with her shoulder, nuzzling with his lips.
 
   Too rough. Her pale skin went pink from the brushing of his day old beard.
 
   Owyn lapped at the spot with his tongue to sooth it and Doc let out a strangled moan.
 
   What he wouldn’t give for her to be free to respond as loudly as she desired. What a rush it would be to hear his female scream his name while he gave her body what it needed.
 
   Panther roared louder, and Owyn clenched his teeth to keep the sound from escaping.
 
   Grief and regret swirled with desire and need. He was a fucking mess right now. With what he’d learned while visiting the dogs, about their Christmas visitor and shifter hunters, and his little meeting with Magic and Gash about the shadow clan… he needed Doc to make him solid again. He needed her to anchor him to life again so he could think.
 
   Make her need you.
 
   It had been his goal for five damn years whether she knew it or not.
 
   Grabbing a handful of her long platinum hair, he brought the strands to his nose and inhaled. Mmm. There she was, his mate with her scent of sweet orange flowers. How she smelled like an orange grove in the middle of the mountains, he didn’t know, but it was his favorite smell.
 
   With his other hand he quickly unbuttoned her shirt, pushing it and her white lab coat from her shoulders so her pink bra was exposed. Nice, but he wanted that out of the way too. He needed skin to skin. So close he could forget they were two separate people.
 
   Owyn ripped his shirt over his head and flung it. Somewhere over his shoulder there was a soft thud and crash.
 
   Fuck it.
 
   Doc removed his hat, tossing it aside, and then reached behind her, unlatching the bra, as he grasped between the cups and yanked it away. His mate’s breasts were the softest little mounds of flesh tipped in rosy pink. He cupped one with a shaking hand. Aw, damn that felt right.
 
   The amount of time he could tolerate being away from her was growing shorter and shorter.
 
   He wanted to see her eyes, the way they burned with her cat when she was enjoying what he did to her. But if he met her gaze, she’d see what was in his, and it was too much. More than she was ready for.
 
   Instead, he pressed his forehead to hers as he kneaded her flesh and stoked her desire, tweaking her hardened nipples until her breathing became hitched. Inching her jeans over her hips, he planted tender kisses along her neck, grazing his teeth over her jaw.
 
   “Owyn,” she whispered, barely more than a breath.
 
   Scream it, he wanted to say. But it wasn’t right, not when her doubt still stung so badly. Not when they’d made a deal, and she wanted to stick to it.
 
   His throat ached with emotions he couldn’t stomach. His cock ached with need. He wanted to punish her for making him feel so much when she didn’t feel the same.
 
   Enough.
 
   Pushing Doc’s jeans and panties to the floor in one fell sweep, he gripped her waist, lifting her onto the table and stepping between her slender thighs. Her hands curved around his cheeks and she pulled his mouth to hers while he worked his belt open.
 
   The sweetest lips, the sweetest taste. That was his Doc. He could drink what she offered forever and never get tired of it.
 
   Finally getting his erection free, he spread her legs wide and tilted her hips upward so he could rub his hardness against her swollen clit. Doc gasped at the touch, bracing her hands on the table behind her.
 
   He couldn’t wait another second.
 
   Inside, panther growled.
 
   Owyn looked down to watch their bodies connect as he inched his way in her hot slit. When he was buried to the top, his eyes fluttered shut at the sensation.
 
   They’d done this so many times. In the beginning, just to fulfill a need. Trapped by the clan’s no-mating rule and not wanting to go that far anyway, they’d made a promise to come to each other if their sexual appetite demanded release. Friends with benefits, is how he’d presented the idea. But the truth was Doc was his mate and the thought of her ever being with another male made him crazy with rage. Even back then, when he didn’t love her.
 
   But now, his feelings were so much more intense. And strangled. It made everything with her feel so powerful.
 
   He eased out of the tight grip of her body, and jerked her hips back into his, throwing her off balance so she’d have to hold onto him. With a gasp, her arms flew to his neck as he began a rhythm of steady, solid thrusts.
 
   Doc pressed her cheek to his, so her mouth was right at his ear. So he could hear every rush of breath. Every tiny whimper and moan. He loved it when she did that. Like she wouldn’t let their secret circumstances keep him from hearing her.
 
   “Owyn,” she breathed, as her nails dug into the back of his neck and he increased his speed. His name wasn’t bathed in pleasure the way it usually was. Instead it was… sad. And there was that smell again. The one that felt all wrong on his beautiful mate.
 
   Make it go away. Vanquish it. Make her happy.
 
   He pressed her closer, one hand tunneling through her hair to cradle the back of her head. “Tell me what you need?”
 
   If he only knew what to do, he’d do it.
 
   “Just you. Just this.”
 
   Her whisper shredded him. Just this.
 
   Just fucking in the closet. Just personal as long as no one sees. Just enough to take the edge off until the next clandestine meeting. But still doubting he’d stay true to his word.
 
   Just this.
 
   And he could give it to her. The same as he’d done for years.
 
   Slipping his hand between their bodies he found her clit and pressed gently as he continued the back and forth rhythm. She was nearing release, her body tightening around him in the most satisfying way. Another push and she went over the edge, convulsing in his arms as she sank her teeth into his shoulder to muffle her cries.
 
   The pinch of her tiny fangs was enough to make him come and he pounded into her, breathless.
 
   “There’s only been you. Only been you. It will only ever… be… you.” His voice broke on the last word as he came inside her.
 
   There was so much more he wanted to tell her, but he was broken. Weak. Could barely form words and trembling all to fuck as he slowed to a stop.
 
   “I’ll never break our agreement, Doc.” His lips brushed her skin with the promise. “Never. I swear.”
 
   Slowly his panther faded to the background, satisfied for now, and his mind came back to him.
 
   He held Doc, both of them shaking, while he tried to make sense of things.
 
   All he’d wanted was to go to her. Make her see that he could be faithful like the others. That he only wanted her, for the rest of eternity. That he’d make a damn good father and she’d make the most beautiful mother and they could have the entire fucking world if they both tried hard enough. And damn, would he have tried with her. His heart bled with her smiles. Thumped her name. Doc, Doc, Doc…
 
   He had it so bad he could barely keep his eyes off her when they were in public. How many times had he ached to tell her how he felt? 
 
   But he’d run instead, trying to give her space to think about all that had happened. And now… now she doubted him. 
 
   It hurt like hell. Made him sick to his stomach. And reminded him why he’d taken Magic’s no-mating pact in the first place.
 
   Doubt had killed Mandi, Magic’s first mate. He wouldn’t let it get Doc too.
 
   Doubt, and Magic’s young ignorance. Doubt, and Mandi’s inability to fight for what she wanted. They’d both made amends for their part in that relationship failure—Mandi in death and a rebirth of sorts, Magic in a new life—but all the pain they’d caused themselves and others… it was still with Owyn. It clung to him like a shadow he couldn’t part with, and colored every piece of his future a shade darker.
 
   Reluctantly, he pulled free from Doc’s body and yanked his pants back in place. His hands shook as he worked the zipper, and she touched them to steady him. 
 
   Staring up at her, he sighed. “Need to clean you up.”
 
   She opened her mouth to say something but then closed it without speaking. It frustrated him. Doc wasn’t the type of woman who kept quiet about what she was thinking. 
 
   He took her in. Her pleasure-fogged eyes were clearing, morphing into something… troubling.
 
   He reached up to brush his thumb over her still reddened cheek. Pale freckles dotted the ridge beneath her eye. He loved them. “What is it, Doc?”
 
   “Can we talk first?”
 
   Owyn frowned. Talk. From what little he knew about females, when one had that sad look in her eyes and she wanted to talk… it never meant anything good.
 
   “About what?”
 
   She reached up to tuck some hair behind one ear. “Us,” she said softly.
 
   Us. This was bad, he could feel it. All his instincts screamed in warning.
 
   “Us? You mean our arrangement?”
 
   Doc nodded. “I don’t think it’s…” For the second time, she had trouble finding words, and Owyn’s chest filled with dread. Because he knew what she was trying to say.
 
   “You aren’t happy with the way we are.”
 
   She chewed her lower lip instead of answering. Her eyes found the floor in the most un-Doclike behavior.
 
   Owyn stared at her and his mouth went dry as panic flooded his senses. She was… breaking up with him? Was that what this was? They weren’t actually an item, but this felt like a breakup. Like she wanted out of their arrangement.
 
   Shit. Shit.
 
   Why? He wanted to ask why, but he didn’t truly want to know the answer. He just wanted to pretend she wasn’t done with him. Maybe if he’d rushed her to the shower without talking first, this could’ve been avoided.
 
   He stepped away, grabbing a small towel from the shelf by the door. Change of plans. He wasn’t cleaning his scent off her, not this time. She might be done with them, but he wasn’t. Never would be, and he needed time to figure out how to change her mind.
 
   “No shower today, Doc,” he murmured.
 
   Her eyes went wide, and maybe she wasn’t okay with it. He wasn’t going to ask. 
 
   People would suspect them, but he didn’t care. The thought of washing off his scent when she was trying to pull away was like razor blades to his brain.
 
   Unbearable.
 
   “Y-you sure?”
 
   Carefully, he cleaned up the mess he’d made. “You have to get down to the spa for your shift. Don’t want you to be late.”
 
   “Uh… yeah,” she said, her voice flipping up on the end. “Yeah. I mean, I don’t want to keep Mason waiting. I’m sure he has people… um, things… to do.”
 
   Owyn passed her bra over, and stood back to watch her put it on. His mate had an amazing body. Lean and muscular and enough womanly curves to drive him wild with lust. But there was much more to Doc than her looks. She had a brain so sexy it made him weak in the knees, and she’d used her skills to save them more than a handful of times. None of the clan was untouched by her talents.
 
   Yes, she was amazing, and he wanted every amazing part of her to be his. He knew her body inside and out, knew her mind because he’d watched her work, but her heart? He needed to know her heart if there was ever a hope of them having more.
 
   Owyn pulled his t-shirt over his head and picked his cap up off the floor.
 
   It was settled then. Romance was the name of the game, and Doc’s heart was the prize. He’d play hard, and if she still didn’t trust him with her love… 
 
   Well, it wouldn’t come to that.
 
   It couldn’t. Otherwise their secret will have meant nothing. And he refused to let that happen.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Back then… 
 
   Owyn sat on his stool at Cleaver’s bar, staring into his half full highball glass. The amber liquid wasn’t helping the boulder lodged in his chest, but it wasn’t not helping either. Which was more than he could hope for given what today was.
 
   He’d stay a while longer.
 
   The shifters-only watering hole was a dirty place full of dirty deeds done without remorse. It hadn’t felt dirty all those years ago when Owyn and Magic frequented it. It had just felt like… reality. It was a place males went to get fucked or fucked up. Females occasionally too, but never mated ones.
 
   A singular night, forever marked in Owyn’s heart, changed that. This night, five years prior, when he was just becoming a man. 
 
   And Magic, the man he looked up to, made a fatal judgment call.
 
   Cleaver gave the counter in front of Owyn and pass with a rag. “Need a refill?” the falcon-shifter and owner of the sin den asked.
 
   Owyn gave him a nod and waited for a fresh beer.
 
   A crash over by the pool tables caught his attention as a rangy looking lion shifter pushed a bear into the cue rack. The lion looked crazy in the eyes. Half starved or feral. Something wasn’t right with him, but Owyn couldn’t care. Males came to the bar looking for a fight all the time.
 
   Fighting and sex fulfilled two of a shifter’s most important base instincts.
 
   Cleaver slid an icy glass in front of Owyn and leaned on the bar with his elbows. “How’s Magic doing?” he asked low.
 
   “Fine, I guess.”
 
   “Fine huh? He hasn’t been around since… since that night.”
 
   Owyn nodded. Magic was done with this life. Done with females and done with the bullshit way the mountain cats lived. Done with Cleaver, done with all of it. Owyn couldn’t blame him. He shouldn’t be here either.
 
   He ran his middle finger around the rim of the glass, and Cleaver caught the hint, moving on to serve the next customer.
 
   Owyn could’ve spent this anniversary anywhere else, but it only seemed fair to return to the place that brought on the tragedy. Being here served as a reminder of the dangers of careless mating. And though he didn’t need the reminder now, when the wound was only five years old, he’d need it later. Keeping it at the forefront of who he was would serve him another day.
 
   Five years ago, Mandi and Magic were newly-mates, still living under the old ways. The ways that favored the males of the species and procreation rather than emotions and love. The ways that were disgustingly animalistic and left little of their humanity at the forefront.
 
   Monogamy wasn’t possible. Or so they’d been told. And who were they to argue when it meant they could have whatever they wanted? License to fuck whoever sure sounded nice when they were young and stupid. But what about when they were in love, like Magic was back then. When they wanted only one woman but they’d been taught the necessity of many.
 
   Fucked up shit, is what it was. And it’d taken a goddamn tragedy for any of them to realize it.
 
   No, that wasn’t right. They’d realized it, back in the recesses of their minds where they didn’t want to play. It’d taken a tragedy to make it hit home and thunder through their core beliefs.
 
   That, and only that, made Mandi’s death worth something.
 
   She’d killed herself when she thought Magic had strayed. Drank poison rather than fight for what they had. And he’d been an ignorant ass, just like all of them, uncaring that their situation bothered her, because it was just the way of things. And like most feline females, she was just supposed to get used to it. He and Owyn partied away at Cleaver’s bar while a female of their clan was filled with so much despair she didn’t think she could go on living.
 
   It wasn’t okay. None of it was okay, and it wouldn’t be for a long time. Maybe not ever. All they could do now was cope with their guilt and do their damndest to protect other females from feeling the same way.
 
   A wolf-shifter took the stool next to Owyn. “Damn cat,” he muttered to Cleaver, gesturing to the volatile lion shifter. “Bastard’s looking for his female so he can claim her. He’s half crazy with lust already and she ain’t even around.”
 
   “Shee-ut,” Cleaver spat, staring at the pool area. “You know who she is?”
 
   The wolf eyed Owyn. “Yeah, but I ain’t saying. What if she don’t wanna be found?”
 
   “Good idea,” Owyn agreed, even though he wasn’t part of the conversation. “Keep that shit quiet or she’ll have a fight on her hands.”
 
   The wolf turned to face him, eyes narrowed. “Your kind can’t take no for an answer,” he sneered. “The way you treat your females is a disgrace. Ain’t no wonder half your species is in hiding.”
 
   “Red,” Cleaver snapped with a shake of his head.
 
   Red sat back on his stool and crossed his arms, quiet for several minutes. “You one of them?” he asked finally.
 
   Owyn swigged his beer. “Them?”
 
   “You from that clan down south? The one that doesn’t mate.”
 
   Best to ignore that question.
 
   The wolf grunted as Cleaver poured him a shot of whiskey. “Wonder how long that’ll last. Can’t go your whole life without mating if you ever want offspring. Your pack’ll die out.”
 
   “Clan,” Owyn corrected. “Cats have clans. Wolves have packs.”
 
   He raised an eyebrow, and his glass, before slamming it back. 
 
   “Well, good on ya, man. Better than whittlin’ away at your females I guess. Maybe. Hell, I don’t know. But at least you ain’t an asshole like that fella over there.”
 
   Oh, he was an asshole. There was no helping that. But at least he wasn’t chaining a female to that for eternity.
 
   Owyn finished his beer, and another, before he’d wallowed in the past enough to feel he’d paid Mandi’s ghost her due. Tossing some bills on the counter, he thanked Cleaver and made his way out to the parking lot.
 
   The entire area was surrounded by trees, sitting at the very edge of a place so tiny it was a death away from being a ghost town. 
 
   Owyn wound past vehicles until he reached the back corner where his truck was parked. Digging in his pocket for his keys, he froze when a terrified shriek rocketed through the trees beyond the lot.
 
   He shook his head, unsure if he was imagining things. But then a roar… a very animalistic roar made the hairs on the back of his neck stand to attention. Something was wrong. And if his instincts were anything to go by, it involved shifters.
 
   The town was small, but there were still unsuspecting humans around. If they got in the way, someone could get hurt. It was why fights were supposed to stay contained to Cleaver’s.
 
   Owyn ran past the truck and into the trees, following the sounds of snarling. He pulled to a stop in a small clearing, the sight before him stealing his breath as if he’d taken a hit to the gut.
 
   A female panther lay hissing on the leaf covered ground, blood gushing from three long slashes across her torso. The male from the bar, the one looking for his mate, stood over her, his long, stringy hair falling over his face.
 
   “You bitch,” he spat, and Owyn realized the man was holding his crotch with a bloody hand. “Look what you made me do. You’re all torn up now. Probably couldn’t give me young. Shit.”
 
   The cat snarled at him even though she was clearly bleeding out from the wound he’d inflicted. 
 
   “Useless,” he muttered, kneeling beside her and placing his palm against her chest.
 
   He was trying to heal her with their mating bond. Owyn let out a breath of relief. Watching another female die, even one who wasn’t part of his clan, would be too much.
 
   But her wounds didn’t close as they should, and she let out another tortured scream, making Owyn’s stomach curl in warning.
 
   “You owe me this,” the lion shifter gritted. “I’ll use this bond to fix what you did to my goods before you die, and then I won’t give you another thought. Bitches like you who can’t submit, don’t deserve to live. Especially when you can’t give me cubs.”
 
   Fucking hell.
 
   The bastard wasn’t trying to heal her. He was attempting to heal himself. From a wound that was clearly superficial. Something his lion could heal for him. He was moving after all, while she was sliced open to the guts.
 
   Owyn blinked, unable to believe what was happening, refusing to admit any of his kind could be so cruel.
 
   At that moment, the panther swung her head around, trying in vain to escape the sick bastard. Her pain-filled gaze caught on Owyn and his breath stalled again. Those big brown eyes, still holding on to shreds of hope, locked him into a path he could never regret no matter what happened after this night.
 
   Kill. Defend. Save.
 
   Owyn’s panther clawed at this chest, demanding to be let out. He couldn’t hold it in, and part of him felt relief that his animal wouldn’t stand for this injustice any more than the man in him could. He wasn’t a monster, and neither was Magic or Renner or Eagan or any of his clan. The monsters didn’t exist just because there was a wild, instinctual animal inside them. No tradition they’d been taught by their ancestors could make a monster. No mistake of youth could change who they really were inside.
 
   Monsters existed because of evil.
 
   And he’d make sure there was one less of them in existence.
 
   He gave the female a slight nod that held a whole world’s worth of promises. And then he rushed forward, his panther busting through his clothes with no effort at all.
 
   The lion jerked back from her, but he didn’t have time to shift. Owyn was on him faster than a blink, razor sharp claws slicing into his soft human neck as he pounced. The bastard fell backward to the ground, gurgling, as blood spilled from his wounds, eyes wide and flexing to those of his cat.
 
   Owyn slapped a huge dark paw at the guy’s head, a satisfying crack sounding just as his lion came forward to fight. But it was no use. He was already beat. No animal could save him now. 
 
   Massive jaws snapping the shifter’s neck finished him off, and Owyn gave his head an extra tug, making sure it was over. His panther was finally satisfied when the lion’s head hung on his shoulders only by a flimsy spinal cord.
 
   With a snarl, he dropped the limp body, backing away. Quickly, he shifted back to human, breathing heavy with the weight of what he’d just done.
 
   Justice, his panther hissed.
 
   Turning, he faced the female. 
 
   She whimpered, struggling to stand but getting nowhere with her efforts. Owyn held both hands in the air to show her he wasn’t going to hurt her, but then realized they were coated in blood. His arms too, and his chest.
 
   “Let me help you,” he murmured, inching closer. “I won’t hurt you. He’s gone, and no one will hurt you ever again.”
 
   She gave a weak growl in response, and Owyn had to believe she’d live.
 
   Looking around he found the scraps of his t-shirt. Collecting them, he bunched the fabric together and pressed it to her wounds. A hopeless attempt at stemming the blood flow. As careful as possible, he lifted her into his arms, securing the bundled shirt between his body and hers to apply pressure.
 
   Then he ran with her through the trees, back to the parking lot, past the vehicles and straight into the bar.
 
   “Help! Need help!” he barked. And whether it was the sight of all the blood or the sheer panic in his voice, all the chaos of shifters working off urges came to a screeching halt.
 
   The two burly bear bouncers stationed just inside the front door rushed forward but stopped when they saw the damage to the panther.
 
   “Cleaver!” one bellowed, his voice carrying over the music pumping through the speakers.
 
   “Aw, shee-ut,” the bar keep spat, tossing his rag on the counter and reaching for a phone. “Everybody out! Now! Now.” He pressed the phone to his ear while he barked more commands. “Get her on the pool table. Fuck the felt, we’ll replace it.”
 
   The two bears cleared a way for Owyn as patrons filed out, whispering and speculating about what had happened. He was probably at the center of the rumors. He could imagine them saying, “That’s what happens when you try to suppress your instincts.” 
 
   Whatever. The truth was there if they ever cared to find it.
 
   “Doc,” Cleaver rasped into the phone. “We need you. Bring everything you have. Come now.” He eyed the panther where Owyn laid her on the pool table. “Might lose this one,” he said, and then hung up. 
 
   Cleaver hopped over the bar as if it was nothing, hollering at the remaining bystanders to get the hell out. And finally it was just him, the two bears, and Owyn pressing the soaked rags to the panther’s wounds.
 
   He stared down at the whimpering female as her eyes drooped shut. She wasn’t going to make it. If the doctor didn’t get here fast, they were going to lose her. He couldn’t watch another female fall because of a shitty mating. He couldn’t.
 
   Hurry, doctor. God, please hurry.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Christina Davis, MD, shoved her slippers on, phone still glued to her ear, Cleaver’s last words echoing hauntingly over the dead line.
 
   Might lose this one.
 
   No. Not if she had any say in the matter. She knew the pain of failing someone in the most final and certain way. She’d watched family members mourn a loss that she could have prevented if only the circumstance had been more forgiving. If only there was a second more time on their life’s clock, or if the blade hadn’t nicked that one artery, or if… if… if.
 
   She’d do anything to never feel that pain again, to never cause that pain again.
 
   She grabbed her bags full of supplies. The one for more simple injuries, and the one with sutures and fluids and hopefully a fucking miracle.
 
   If Cleaver was rattled, whatever she was walking into was bad news.
 
   She pushed through the rickety door of the shed she called home. It wasn’t nice, but it was free, in exchange for her services whenever Cleaver needed them. And best of all, it was safe. For now, it was safe. 
 
   Until she could figure out a better way to avoid her future mate. Whoever he was.
 
   Running full speed across the small yard Cleaver used to store junk he didn’t need anymore, she flung open the gate separating his personal property from the business of his bar. She squeezed past several used kegs to the back entry and gave the heavy door a shove. Rushing through the kitchen, one of the bags slipped from her shoulder, knocking an empty pitcher to the floor.
 
   Not important. She’d clean it up later.
 
   In the bar, she was met with the undeniable scent of blood, coppery and thick. Surprisingly, the place was empty except for Cleaver and his bear bouncers huddled over two others at the pool table.
 
   “Talk to me,” Christina barked, hurrying around the bar and kicking a stray chair out of the way. The bears cleared out and she set her bags on the table, her brain already cataloging wounds and assessing the situation.
 
   A panther. Female. Young, but several years into adulthood, lay sprawled on the table. The green felt beneath her was quickly turning a blackish red from the blood seeping from her wounds.
 
   “Help her. You have to help her.” The frantic voice belonged to the naked male hovering over the injured cat. His skin was slicked in red and his eyes were peeled wide with determination.
 
   Christina nodded calmly. “Okay. But you have to help me help her. What’s your name?”
 
   “My name? My name? What the hell does that matter? She’s the one that needs the help.” His voice rose with each new sentence.
 
   “His name’s Owyn,” Cleaver spoke near Christina’s ear. “From the Ouachita’s.”
 
   The Ouachitas. A mountain cat like her.
 
   “Okay, Owyn. I need your help to understand what happened here so I can know how to best treat her. You follow?” she asked, lining up the supplies she’d need. She waited for him to nod before turning to one of the bears. “I need water. Several buckets of it. Soap. Towels, and some clothes for Owyn here. And what the hell with that music? Turn it off, will ya?”
 
   She couldn’t be piecing this poor female back together to the tune of Achy Breaky Heart. It just wasn’t right. She was a touch superstitious, and Billy Ray Cyrus seemed like bad operating juju.
 
   The bear nodded gravely and stalked off to fetch her supplies.
 
   Christina gave Owyn a raised eyebrow glance.
 
   “The bastard ripped her up before I got there,” Owyn said, as she drew up a dose of tranquilizer for the female. “H-He was trying to force her to mate. I think she clawed him first and he did this. Fuck. I was just leaving. Getting in my truck, but I heard her and knew something was wrong. Followed the cries, and found him trying to use her to heal himself while she was bleeding out.”
 
   He stopped talking when Christina inserted the syringe in the female’s muscle. Darting a glance to Cleaver, she sent a message with a single look. They needed to find the asshole that did this.
 
   Cleaver gave a tiny nod, and turned to Owyn. “What direction did he take off to?”
 
   From the corner of her eye, Christina could see Owyn’s head as it shook back and forth, and she stifled a growl. If he even thought about covering for the sick bastard who’d inflicted this kind of injury… well, she’d have to count on Cleaver to make things right.
 
   “I…”
 
   “Son, don’t fuck with my patience,” Cleaver growled. “He can’t hide from my bears. They’ll find him with or without your help. And after they deal with him, they’ll come for you—”
 
   “I killed him,” Owyn blurted, bringing Christina’s head up in surprise. “Goddamn. You think I’d protect a male like that? After everything, you think I’d stand for… for… this?” He glared at Cleaver like he wanted chicken for dinner and falcon would do.
 
   Shit. She didn’t need the distraction of two males fighting right now. She needed to focus.
 
   “No,” Cleaver said finally. “No, I know you better than that.” 
 
   He nodded to one of the bears, and Christina knew they’d be taking care of whatever was left of the dead male’s body. And if all the blood Owyn was wearing was anything to go by, there probably wasn’t much of a body left.
 
   Using one of the buckets, Christina scrubbed her hands clean. Shifters didn’t catch infection the same way humans did, but her med school habits were still intact. Better safe than sorry. 
 
   When she was done, she nodded to Owyn. “Your turn. Get some of that blood off you. I might need your help, and you can’t do it looking like that.”
 
   He frowned but did as she directed.
 
   Carefully, she peeled away the blood soaked cloth he’d been holding to the female’s torso, and fought the urge to hiss at what was revealed. Three deep claw marks, approximately ten inches long, stretched from her ribs to her lower belly. They were deep enough they’d never heal on their own. And at a cursory glance, she suspected the patient might lose her uterus. Or at least the use of it.
 
   Christina went cold, realization stunning her. Her blood might as well have been ice water.
 
   He’d aimed for her womb. The male that did this intended to ruin the panther’s chances at young. She’d denied him, not wanting to mate for whatever reason, and his response was to ruin her for any others.
 
   It was chilling.
 
   Please don’t let my male be as cruel as this one. Please.
 
   “Cleaver, hand me that gauze. You cleaned up yet, Owyn? Gonna need all hands for this.”
 
   “Almost, doctor. Hang on.”
 
   She nodded. He seemed a touch more level as he pulled a shirt over his head. The panic was gone, replaced with determination. He looked ready to fight off a whole pack of males if need be. But really she just needed him to keep the wound clear of blood while she and Cleaver did the patch job.
 
   The next few hours were touch and go, while Christina worked her way through the wounds, stitching and binding, and Cleaver kept a watch on the female’s vitals. Her animal would do the majority of healing on its own, with time, if they could stem the bleeding.
 
   The bears returned, saying nothing, but giving Cleaver a look that meant business. “It’s taken care of,” one said.
 
   Cleaver nodded. “We’ll try to locate the family, but seriously, they probably aren’t missing him.”
 
   They set a bundle of random items on the counter. Some clothes, and a cell phone it looked like. 
 
   “Found this stuff in the woods. Might belong to her.”
 
   Christina tied off the last of the sutures. “Here,” she said to Owyn after applying thick dressing to the stitches. “Apply pressure. Not too much, just a little. It’ll keep blood from seeping between the stitches.”
 
   Owyn pressed his hand over the dressing while Christina cleaned up. 
 
   “Now what?” he asked. “Is she in the clear?”
 
   Christina glanced at Cleaver. The older shifter was quiet. Cleaver was a kaleidoscope. He had so many different facets he was hard to pin down. But right now he was pensive, calm, and in charge, even if he wasn’t doing the commanding.
 
   “Now we wait,” Christina announced. “See what her panther can do for her. But she’s young and she’s strong. I believe she’ll walk away from this attack with only some scars.” She pressed her lips together to stall the words. “Inside and out.”
 
   Cleaver crossed his arms over his wide chest. “What do we know about her?”
 
   The bears started rattling off details.
 
   “Name is Tana. She’s new around these parts. Doesn’t belong to a clan.”
 
   “Fresh,” the other bear said. “Barely more than a young. Maybe a few years out.”
 
   Damn it. Too young to be rendered infertile. Christina was stricken with sadness for the female.
 
   Cleaver frowned. “What about her mate? What do we know of him besides that he’s an asshole. And dead.”
 
   The bears glanced at each other. They were brothers. Maybe even twins. They shared the same grim expression, the same flare of anger in their eyes.
 
   “Mean as fuck, from what we’ve heard. And not from around here.”
 
   “From Memphis way.  Only came here to scent out his mate. He’s been giving everyone around the bar a hard time. Anymore shit, and we were going to kick his ass to the curb.”
 
   “No need now,” the other bear said, crossing his huge arms over his chest and nodding at Owyn. “Big guy over there took care of him good.”
 
   “Real good,” his brother agreed. “Bastard’s head was hanging by sinew.”
 
   Cleaver eyed the Ouachita cat where he stood, holding the dressing to the panther’s stitches. “That right?”
 
   The bears nodded in unison, but Cleaver looked troubled. 
 
   What was Owyn’s story, Christina wondered. It was odd to see a feline male so defensive of a female. Sometimes mated males would fight for their woman, but often they couldn’t be bothered. 
 
   A sad truth about her kind. 
 
   But this one, he’d killed to keep the panther safe even though she wasn’t his. To keep her from being forced into mating. Or to avenge her near fatal injury.
 
   Either way, it made him a mystery.
 
   “She have any family?” Christina asked. They couldn’t very well leave her lying on the table while she healed. She needed someone to look after her.
 
   “No. None that we know of. She had a room down at Deb’s.”
 
   Deb’s Den. They rented rooms by the hour, week, or month. Whichever suited your need. The cockroaches stayed for free.
 
   Christina turned to Cleaver. “She needs somewhere safe to stay. Deb’s is no place for her to recover. Not with these kinds of wounds.”
 
   He shook his head, looking regretful. “We don’t have room. You’ve got the back shed. The boys and I fill the upstairs. There’s just nowhere for her to go. It’s not like I own a mansion here, Doc.”
 
   He was right. They were cramped as it was. But maybe she could give the female her bed for a while. Maybe trade places with her until she was back on her feet. Christina shivered at the idea of staying at Deb’s. As tiny as her little shack out back was, it was the Ritz Carlton compared to Deb’s bed bug palace.
 
   “She can come home with me,” Owyn offered, that determined glint still in his eye. “Back to the Ouachita’s, to live with my clan.”
 
   Oh, hell no. 
 
   Christina wasn’t placing her with a cat clan. No way, no how. Tana wasn’t going to survive this brutal attack just to be claimed by another cruel male. Or worse, be ostracized for her inability to bear cubs… if in fact, it came to that.
 
   “No,” she snapped, and then turned to plead with Cleaver. “No, we can’t let this happen. Sending her off to live with a clan full of others who could do the same thing her mate tried to do? No, Cleaver. Please.”
 
   A low growl ripped from Owyn’s throat. 
 
   “My people would never treat a female like this. We protect our own. Never let harm come to them. She would be safe with us.”
 
   Safe. Christina wanted to be safe. Cleaver and the bears protected her for now, but what had happened to Tana proved that she wasn’t truly safe here. If her mate found her, caught her in the woods… if he was cruel hearted as Tana’s was…
 
   There were so many ifs. But one thing was sure: safety was an illusion.
 
   She crossed the room to face Owyn. 
 
   “And what makes your people so special? That you would swear no harm comes to your women? I don’t believe it just because you say so. I want proof if I am to send an unconscious, injured female to live with a clan of cats who could very well make her life miserable.”
 
   Owyn frowned as she stepped closer until they were almost chest to chest. She had to show him she wasn’t afraid of him. The emergency was over and now his animal was front and center, sniffing out hers to find a weakness. She had to show up. Prove she wasn’t a submissive… or he’d eat her alive—metaphorically, of course—and take Tana home with him.
 
   They stared off. 
 
   She was eye-to-chin with him because he was very tall. Not many men could claim a height advantage on her, but Owyn was one. His jaw was chiseled where he clenched it. He held Tana’s dressing with one blood stained hand, and made a fist over and over with the other. The borrowed t-shirt he wore stretched across his muscular chest making him look even larger, and for the first time, she noticed the scrolling letters of a tattoo on his neck, along the ridge of his collar bone. 
 
   A name. Mandi. And a purple and teal ribbon curving in and out of the letters.
 
   A woman’s name. A ribbon that must commemorate something. 
 
   She was missing a crucial piece of the puzzle here.
 
   He drew in a long, deep breath, holding it in his lungs an obscene amount of time. When he let it out in a whoosh, all the expression leached from his face with it. Like a western wind sweeping a line in the sand away. The determined frown, gone, replaced by an expression so vulnerable it made her stomach ache.
 
   Owyn’s eyes went wide, making him seem like a little boy, and he cocked his head in curiosity. Like he was seeing her in a new light. His mouth opened but no words came out. No defense of his people. Nothing.
 
   Suddenly Cleaver was right beside her. 
 
   “It’s not what you think, Doc,” he said. “Owyn belongs to that clan I told you about. Remember? The mountain cats that don’t mate.”
 
   Christina swung her head around to eye the falcon. She hadn’t believed him when he told her about the clan that didn’t take mates. It went against every shifter instinct not to mate. How could he be right about that?
 
   Many times Cleaver had suggested she join the strange clan. He thought it was the best way to keep her safe from her future mate. But to her, it sounded ludicrous. Shacking up with an entire clan of males seemed counterproductive if she was aiming to avoid male cats.
 
   “It’s the best place for her,” Cleaver said, his eyes saying more. It’s the best place for you.
 
   Her gaze found Owyn’s, but he was still staring at her like he’d seen an apparition. Awestruck and almost… fearful. 
 
   “This true? Your clan doesn’t take mates like other cats?”
 
   It took him a second to answer. “We don’t take mates at all. Ever.” His voice was rough like he’d swallowed rocks.
 
   Christina crossed her arms, sizing up the situation like she would any potential trauma. This was the examination period, and if Owyn passed it… well, she and Tana might both have a new home.
 
   “What happens if one of you changes your mind? If you decide you want to mate?”
 
   He swallowed, his thick throat working and causing his tattoo to bob. “Won’t happen.”
 
   “But if it does… what then?”
 
   “Magic, our leader, he’d never allow it. If you met him, you’d see. Anyone who wants to mate has to leave. And even then, never against a female’s will. He’d kill a cat before he allowed a female to be forced into anything.”
 
   Cleaver nodded. “It’s true, Doc. I know this leader. We have history.”
 
   She narrowed her gaze at Owyn. “Your females are allowed to make their own decisions?”
 
   He nodded once. “Always.”
 
   “And your animals allow this? Your cats support this way of life?”
 
   He opened his mouth, then snapped it shut with a clack of his teeth.
 
   “Answer me. Do your cats fight this?”
 
   “Sometimes,” he gritted. “But it doesn’t matter. We’re human as much as we are animal. And the animal listens when we command it. If we can’t control ourselves, we have a clan to hold us to it. But that’s never happened.”
 
   “Yet,” she countered.
 
   His gaze dropped to her mouth. “Yet.”
 
   Cleaver spoke in hushed tones even though they could all hear him. 
 
   “I think this is a good idea, Doc. For the both of you. Take the panther and go make a home in the mountains where your mate can’t find you.”
 
   Christina stared at Owyn. His eyes flickered with unknown feelings on the matter. She couldn’t read him, but he’d answered her questions, and truthfully it seemed.
 
   “This is your best chance, girl,” Cleaver whispered. “Tucked away in a shed behind a bar? That’s no home for you. No place for a smart female. And I couldn’t live with myself if I ever found you like this.” He gestured to the injured panther.
 
   Damn it.  Cleaver was making a case she couldn’t say no to. 
 
   Even if the Ouachita clan couldn’t live up to their promises, she’d be better off leaving the bar. Staying in one place too long would make her easy prey. She could take a chance on Owyn’s clan, and if they were full of shit, she’d find a way out. Cleaver and his bears would help her if there was ever need.
 
   Shit. Okay. She was doing this.
 
   “I can’t let her go alone. If you want Tana, I come with her,” she told Owyn.
 
   Slowly he nodded. “Fine.”
 
   “I’ll be ready to leave by morning.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Owyn stared at the doctor as she tucked a blanket around the female panther. Christina was her name. It fluttered around in his brain like a tempting little fairy. He wanted to say it out loud, test it out on his lips. Let his tongue feel the syllables. 
 
    She’s ours. She’s mine. My female. Want her.
 
   His panther was right. The doctor was his mate. 
 
   When all the adrenaline left his system and the cat he’d found in the woods was safe, his senses returned. He’d scented the doctor properly in an attempt to figure her out, and the answer was like a brick to the face.
 
   His mate, and she didn’t even realize it yet. Cleaver’s words burned in his memory. Take the panther and go make a home in the mountains where your mate can’t find you.
 
   The doctor was hiding from her male. Hiding from the horrible future she envisioned with a werecat, not knowing she’d just agreed to live with him in a secluded lodge in the mountains.
 
   Owyn had to tell her. 
 
   He had no intention of acting on their mating—he’d never break Magic’s pact, never ruin the beautiful doctor’s heart—but he had to tell her before she scented the connection herself.
 
   No. His animal bristled. Mine. Keep her. Always.
 
   She gathered her bags and walked over to talk to Cleaver. But Owyn wasn’t listening to what they said. Instead he cataloged her every move, the emotions playing out on her face. The way her hand worked to push a strand of hair behind her ear.
 
   There was his female. The one meant for him. He was half in awe of her, half terrified. 
 
   He wanted to know everything about her. He wanted to know nothing. 
 
   He wanted to touch her, maybe on the cheek. He wanted to stay far away.
 
   He wanted to alleviate her fears. He wanted to scare her off.
 
   But most of all, he wanted to keep her safe. He wanted her secured at their lodge, under the protection of his clan. 
 
   Which meant he needed to tell her.
 
   Owyn caught her as she was ducking behind the bar. “Can I have a word with you, doctor?” He glanced at the bears stationed near the pool table. “In private.”
 
   Christina frowned, looking uncomfortable.
 
   “Please,” he urged. “There’s something you need to know before you come with me.”
 
   She seemed to measure him up, determining whether he was a threat. He’d learned one thing about his mate already. She was thoughtful. She didn’t make a move without first evaluating the situation.
 
   “Yeah, okay,” she said. “In the kitchen.”
 
   He followed her through the swinging door, and she stopped just inside, not giving him an inch more space than he needed.
 
   Good mate. Good careful mate.
 
   “What is it?” she asked, but her question stumped him. 
 
   Telling her what they were was easier in his mind. Saying it out loud seemed impossible.
 
   He stared into her eyes, blue like the sky in summer. They were pretty. 
 
   What he wouldn’t give to be one of those bear bouncers out there. Or a wolf. Or hell, even a bird like Cleaver. Anything normal, with normal mating habits. Anything but a brutal werecat. To have the luxury of getting to know her, and making her fall in love with him, and then eventually marking her and starting a family with her.
 
   What a fucking great life that would be.
 
   But that wasn’t their fate.
 
   “Scent me.” His voice was sharper than he’d intended.
 
   “What?” The doctor pulled back a little, and he tempered his tone.
 
   “You need to scent me, doctor.”
 
   Her face contorted into a skeptical grimace. “Why? And if we’re going there, you need to quit calling me doctor. Christina is fine. Or Doc.”
 
   “Fine. Doc. I need you to take in my scent. Trust me, would ya.”
 
   Her calculated gaze combed his face once more looking for warning signs. But when he leaned in slowly, crowding her space, she didn’t back away.
 
   “The blood might’ve masked it,” he murmured. “Try my neck.”
 
   “This is silly.”
 
   “Please.”
 
   Tentatively, she inched her face closer to his skin and he clenched his fists tight to keep from pulling her into him. He didn’t have that right. Wouldn’t ever.
 
   So close her nose almost touched him, she inhaled slow and deep, dragging his scent into her lungs. He held his breath, unable to fathom how she’d react. 
 
   Doc exhaled, her heat skating over his skin like a blessing. Shit, he wanted her in his life. Wanted her to trust he wouldn’t hurt her.
 
   Again, she drew in a breath, stilted and stiff this time. As if she wasn’t sure of what she now knew and needed a confirmation. Owyn stood, stock still, waiting for her, praying she didn’t see him as the threat she’d been running from, but rather a person of worth.
 
   She jerked back, her eyes wide and skeptical. Her head shook back and forth in denial, and he could see it there in her gaze. 
 
   The terror. 
 
   The defeat. 
 
   It looked all wrong on her. This wasn’t the doctor who’d skillfully put the broken panther back together. This was a frightened shell of that female.
 
   She took a step backward, bumping into the counter. Her bag fell off her shoulder in the process, and made a loud thud on the floor. Owyn reached to pick it up.
 
   “No,” she breathed. “You stay back. You stay right there. Don’t come any closer.”
 
   “I won’t hurt you.” Maybe if he came right out and said it, she’d hear the truth in his voice. Maybe that’s all it would take.
 
   She swallowed so hard there was an audible gulp. “You’re my mate?” she whispered.
 
   Stay calm. Answer her questions. Show her what you are. 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “No,” she argued, shaking her head. “No. This can’t be. I’ve been so careful. How did you find me?”
 
   Owyn frowned. “I wasn’t looking. I came here to mourn my friend and then got snarled in this fucking lover’s spat. I wasn’t hunting you.”
 
   “Y-you’re lying. You got me to agree to go with you to your clan. You… you set this up.”
 
   What the hell? What did she think, that he had some elaborate plan with that asshole lion to bring his female to the doctor so he could finagle her over to the Ouachitas? It was absurd. She wasn’t thinking clearly or she’d see how crazy that was.
 
   Owyn shook his head, trying to remain calm. 
 
   “You’re wrong, Doc. I didn’t know who you were until after you were done sewing up the panther. My animal was too panicked to scent you. This wasn’t on me. None of this was on me.”
 
   She kept shaking her head, her eyes going wider and wider until it looked like they must hurt. “I can’t trust you. I can’t… I can’t…”
 
   “Woman, listen to me,” he demanded. “Hear what I’m saying. I won’t hurt you. I would never hurt my female. I thought I made that clear out there, while we were working. Nothing’s changed except now you know you’re mine.”
 
   Whatever he said straightened her spine like she’d experienced a jolt of electric shock. “I’m not yours. I belong to no one but myself.”
 
   Owyn snapped his mouth shut, absorbing the sting of her swift denial. Of course he never intended on making her fully his, but still, hearing it from her lips wounded his panther.
 
   And she didn’t leave it at that. “I’ll never belong to a male like you. Mating is not something I ever want for myself. Am I making myself clear? Because if you try anything like the lion did, Cleaver’s bears will be on you so fast—”
 
   “I wanted you know before you left with me to the Ouachitas. I didn’t want you feeling trapped. I could’ve waited until later, but you deserved to know so you could make an informed decision.” He got the words past his throat even though he was having a hard time breathing.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere with you.”
 
   He swallowed hard, looking away. She’d set her boundaries. Never mating. Never his. Not going anywhere with him.
 
   She thought he was a monster, no matter what he’d done tonight to save a stranger.
 
   He nodded, rubbing his hands together and wishing the blood was gone. 
 
   “Your decision. But just so you know, mating isn’t for me either. It’s why I took Magic’s pledge. I have no intention of breaking it.”
 
   “What pledge?”
 
   “To be part of the clan, you must pledge to forgo mating. Each of us have, and you and Tana will too.” He hesitated. “If you decide to come.”
 
   “I can’t trust you,” she repeated, and it reaffirmed everything he knew about feline unions. They never worked out. Mandi couldn’t trust Magic, and it cost her life. Trust was the thing missing from the equation. The females were too suspicious and the males were too careless.
 
   “I know,” he said, meeting her horrified gaze. “Even if I haven’t given you a reason not to.”
 
   “I need to think. I need you to go.”
 
   Owyn nodded. “Yeah. I know. I’m leaving at dawn. The choice is up to you. The clan is safe. I am safe. There’s a home for you there if you want it, and it doesn’t come with the price of mating.”
 
   He turned to leave.
 
   “If I say no… what about Tana?”
 
   Owyn glanced over his shoulder. “I’m taking the female with me. It’s the safest place for her. Cleaver isn’t wrong about that. I promise you, she’ll be treated like a queen.”
 
   With that, he walked away from his mate, not knowing if it would be the last time he ever saw her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Now…
 
   Owyn pressed the phone to his ear, striving for patience as the line rang. 
 
   This was a bad idea. 
 
   He and Tana might love each other like brother and sister, but their relationship was a hard one. 
 
   Until she’d mated the wolf, Surge, and moved away, they’d done more fighting than anything else. No matter how grateful she was for what Owyn had done for her that night at Cleaver’s, her animal saw him as the person who’d killed her mate and was conflicted about her feelings on the matter.
 
   But the new mating had changed things. They’d grown closer even with the extra miles between them. And there was no one else he could talk to about this. If Tana couldn’t help him, he’d have to wing it.
 
   But shit, Doc deserved better than some fumbling idiot’s attempt at courting her. He had to get this right.
 
   The ring cut off and a deep voice passed through the line. “Yo, cat. Wasssssup?”
 
   It was Surge, Tana’s mate. Not the person he was expecting.
 
   “Dog,” he said as a greeting. “Looking for Tana. She around?”
 
   “Mmmm. Maybe. What do you want her for?”
 
   Owyn rolled his eyes at his bro-in-law’s tone. Surge was a joker by nature. Playful and generally up to no good. The kind of male Tana would never be interested in. Which made their union all the more fascinating. But he was a good male. He took good care of his female and their young, Gracie. Most importantly, he made Tana happy. For that, he had Owyn’s respect.
 
   “I need her uh… advice on a personal matter.” Owyn kept his voice low even though he was in the safety of his own cabin. Shifters had big ears, and none of them needed to hear what he was saying.
 
   “Personal matter, huh?” Surge mused. “What kind of personal matter?”
 
   “None of your fucking business, ya dick. Put Tana on.”
 
   “But see, that’s the thing. It’s totally my business. Everything to do with my mate is my business. So when you say personal, it’s like… if there are weird spots on your ass and you need to ask her what you should do about it. My business. Or if you can’t decide how to shave your face. Disposable or straightedge. My business. Or whether or not you should have a mustache—that’s a no, by the way—and you think Tana can clear that up for you. My business. See what I mean, cat?”
 
   Owyn took a breath to answer but stopped when Surge said, “Hey! I wasn’t done with that!”
 
   “Hello?” Tana’s snappy voice, a bit breathless, came through the receiver. “Owyn?”
 
   He sighed. “Yeah, it’s me.”
 
   “What’s wrong?” He could practically picture the crease forming between her dark eyebrows as she asked the question.
 
   “Nothing exactly. I was just looking for some uh, female input.”
 
   “Oh.” An awkward silence filled the space. “Owyn, are things okay over there? Have you guys had anymore trouble from Gash’s old clan?”
 
   “No, no. There’s been nothing else from those assholes.”
 
   “What about hunters?”
 
   “No, Tana. It’s nothing like that.”
 
   “It’s just… it’s not like you to call like this.”
 
   Owyn frowned. “I call you all the time.”
 
   “Yeah, but not like this. Not all apprehensive and shit. Tell me what’s wrong.”
 
   “It’s Doc,” he blurted.
 
   “What about her?” 
 
   He could hear the fear in Tana’s voice. She and Doc were close, being females taken into the clan at the same time. Not to mention that Doc had saved her life and helped her through the trauma of being infertile because of the bastard who’d attacked her.
 
   But it wasn’t whatever Tana might be thinking.
 
   Owyn tipped his head back to stare at the ceiling. Shit. He was fucking this up.
 
   “I need to know how to win her over.”
 
   The line was quiet for so long he had to check the screen to make sure they weren’t been disconnected.
 
   “What do you mean, win her over? What the hell, Owyn?”
 
   “Exactly what I said. I need to know how to… to… win her. How to make her love me.”
 
   More silence. He was starting to get annoyed by it. If Tana thought he was crazy, she could just say it. She’d never hid her true feelings about him before.
 
   “You know what, never mind,” he rushed out. “I’ll just—”
 
   “Did I miss something? Are you and Doc… are you…? When did you two…?”
 
   Well, fuck. He’d really jammed her up this time.
 
   “Look, can you just give me some pointers here? I need her to, you know, feel something when she looks at me.”
 
   “Owyn, I…”
 
   He waited. It wasn’t easy, asking Tana for help with his love life, and he could imagine it wasn’t easy for her to know the right thing to say. It was a rushed swing at a bad ball that could end in a strike out.
 
   Her long sigh registered over the line. “The only thing I know to do is… is what worked for me and Surge. You gotta let her see more of you.”
 
   Owyn’s shoulders sank. This wasn’t the advice he was looking for.
 
   “You mean like, physically more of me? Like, be around her more? Spend more time together? What are we talking about here, Tana?”
 
   “Yes, that. But also let her see more of your heart. Show her who you are inside.”
 
   Owyn considered Tana’s words. Show her who you are. That’s what his panther told him so many years ago. And he’d tried that. 
 
   But he’d been a different person back then and so had Doc. Maybe their time was now. Maybe who he was in this moment was exactly what she needed.
 
   He just had to show her.
 
   “Owyn? You there?”
 
   “Yeah. Yeah, I’m here. I think I can do this, Tana. I think I can show her the real me. I’m at least going to try.”
 
   She was quiet for several beats. “You and Doc,” she said, sounding awestruck. “I doubt a union could make me happier. I know she’d be good for you. And Owyn?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “You’d be good for her too.”
 
   He stared at the hardwood floor beneath his feet while emotion clogged his throat. He wanted to believe that. And it meant the world to him hearing it come from Tana’s lips. But most of all he wanted Doc to believe it.
 
   “Thank you.” He forced the words past the lump in his throat.
 
   She cleared hers, like maybe she was getting emotional too. And with that, it was time to go. He and Tana didn’t do the mushy stuff, even if they’d each give their life for the other.
 
   “Catch ya later, Romeo,” she said. “And good luck. It’s almost Valentine’s Day. Maybe good ‘ol Cupid can help you out.”
 
   Owyn smiled to himself. He was going to need all the luck he could get.
 
   ***
 
   Doc entered her alarm code to arm the door to the spa and then shut it, checking to make sure it latched.
 
   Her short shift hadn’t been busy. She’d only had one massage appointment and an acupuncture procedure. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t bomb-ass starving.
 
   Bad day to skip lunch.
 
   She hurried down the corridor to the kitchen. It wasn’t too late. Eagan or Bailey would still be around doing the after dinner clean up. And there were always leftovers. She’d just grab a little—or a lot—and take it back to her cabin. Eating alone in the dining room sucked. Too big and open.
 
   Cutting through the lobby, she could see the lights to the dining area were already turned off. She glanced at the clock behind the registration desk. Barely 7pm. Where was everybody?
 
   She tiptoed through the darkened room because it seemed necessary with the nothing-but-moon lighting. It made the place feel quiet and secretive.
 
   The dimmest stream of light shone through the round window of the door that separated the dining area and the kitchen. Doc eased it open, expecting to find the place empty as well. 
 
   Instead, she found Owyn.
 
   It took her breath away, knowing he was right there, and remembering the way he’d left her earlier. With the evidence of their secret right out in the open.
 
   He was seated at the counter, a plate in front of him and another plate across. Two settings, complete with wine goblets and cloth napkins. One for him and one for...? 
 
   Doc stepped inside and his head jerked around to face her. Quickly, he stood, causing the stool to squeal against the tiled floor.
 
   “I knew you’d be hungry after work,” he rushed out before she could say anything. “Eagan made uh…” He reached up to scratch his ear. “What did he call it? Well, I dunno. It’s chicken with some kind of sauce and it goes on top of the pasta. Said it goes good with this wine.”
 
   The extra setting was for her?
 
   Doc approached as Owyn lifted the lid from the platter and began dishing delicious smelling food onto both plates. Then he came around the counter and pulled her stool out just enough for her to slide on.
 
   “What is this?” she laughed, unable to make herself sit.
 
   Owyn shrugged, pouring her drink. “Just dinner.”
 
   Just dinner? This was all off. He hadn’t been himself since he’d returned from Cedar Valley. She couldn’t help feeling like something bad was coming.  Dread worked its way through her chest until she could finally ask the hard question.
 
   “Is something wrong?”
 
   Owyn frowned, taking a drink of his wine before he answered. “No. Why would you think that?”
 
   “I don’t know.” She kept her voice low, nearly a whisper. “You didn’t seem yourself today. And then this. We don’t share dinner. Someone might notice.”
 
   “I don’t give a fuck,” he snapped.
 
   Doc stared at him, trying to understand. “Did something happen with Tana? Or the pack?”
 
   “Yes, but that’s not what this is about.”
 
   “Tell me. Is she okay? Surge? Gracie?” If anything happened to Tana or her family—
 
   “Doc.” His voice was dominant and her cougar jerked to attention. “They’re fine, okay? I just wanted to have dinner with you. Now, please. Sit.” His gaze was unsure even if his tone was commanding.
 
   “They’re really okay?” she asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Doc breathed a sigh of relief, her shoulders sinking. She slid onto the stool, still not sure what this was, but glad it didn’t mean anything bad.
 
   “You had me worried,” she said, taking a sip of her drink. “Where is everybody? The kitchen isn’t usually empty this early.”
 
   “I don’t know. Mason was here earlier, helping Eagan and Bailey clean up.”
 
   Wait… 
 
   “Have you been here long?”
 
   His eyes flicked to his plate. “I wasn’t sure when you’d be done and I didn’t want to miss you.”
 
   He’d planned this, even though he knew everyone would see. What did that mean? Doc’s heart pounded as her thoughts ran wild with possibilities.
 
   He’d left his scent on her earlier, and even though her animal reveled in it, she’d brushed it off as a rushed mistake on his part. But he’d known—they’d both known—others would notice.
 
   She didn’t know what to make of this.
 
   “Eat,” he urged.
 
   Doc cut a bite of chicken, twirling it on the fork with some noodles while she tried to calm her nerves. She snuck a glance at Owyn as she took her first bite.
 
   He’d showered and shaved since she’d seen him last, and he was dressed in a fresh t-shirt and jeans. His hat was gone, and she was glad. Normally he wore it so low over his brow, it hid his eyes. Now she could see them clearly.
 
   “Do you remember….” He hesitated, a frown forming between his brows. “Do you remember when you learned we were mates?”
 
   Doc let out a small laugh at the memory. “Of course I remember.”
 
   “It was in a kitchen like this.”
 
   She nodded. “But much, much smaller. Cleaver’s little kitchen was a cracker box compared to Eagan’s.”
 
   The corner of his mouth lifted slightly. “Wasn’t much space to run, was there?”
 
   Doc laughed full out. “I was so afraid of you back then. If there had been any space I probably would’ve just ricocheted around like a stray bullet until something solid made me stop.”
 
   Owyn finished chewing his bite.
 
   “One of those gnarly bears probably.”
 
   “Probably,” Doc agreed. “I wonder what those two are up to these days.”
 
   “Still working at Cleaver’s I suspect.”
 
   Silence danced between them as they ate. It was beautiful, like the lake when it was at peace. So simple and sweet, it sent a ribbon of contentment through her heart.
 
   Owyn caught her gaze over their plates.
 
   “Are you afraid of me now?” 
 
   His voice was so quiet, and his eyes so intimate, she felt exposed by his question. And the answer really seemed to matter to him. Like he was hanging onto the last spoken word and her response was the safety net he’d fall to when she answered.
 
   “No,” she whispered, giving him the faintest smile. “I’m not afraid of you, Owyn.”
 
   He let out the breath he was holding, his shoulders sagging like a weight had been lifted. 
 
   “Good,” he said softly. His tone made her insides tumble as he reached across the counter and brushed his thumb over her cheek. “I meant what I told you that night. About never harming my female.”
 
   The only time he’d been so gentle with her was when they were intimate. Every other encounter, they were just Doc and Owyn, clanmates. For the first time, she felt like more. 
 
   It was a dangerous thing to feel, but right now she couldn’t care. This moment seemed too important.
 
   “I don’t like it when you’re away,” she murmured, unable to keep her feelings hidden when he was touching her like this.
 
   “You don’t?”
 
   Doc shook her head. “It makes me…” Her hand went to her stomach without thought, rubbing at the dull ache there. “It makes my animal uneasy when you’re gone. I feel lost.”
 
   Some emotion flickered in Owyn’s eyes. “I feel the same way.”
 
   She breathed another breath of relief. “Yeah?”
 
   “Yeah,” he whispered, his gaze digging deep into hers. “I won’t go away anymore. Never worry about it again, Doc.”
 
   She cocked her head. “But… you can’t do that.”
 
   “Sure I can. Tana can visit here. And Renner and Ryan can take the jobs that are away.”
 
   Doc forked another bite of her dinner. “I don’t think that’s the answer.”
 
   “Then what is?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said, pausing to chew. “But you can’t alter your whole life because I can’t stomach this… this… whatever this is. Damn it, I’m stronger than this. I’m a big girl with the lacey panties to prove it. Sorry I mentioned it.”
 
   “Don’t,” he gritted, and then gulped his drink. “Don’t say you’re sorry for feeling something.” His voice faded away to practically nothing. “Not when I’ve waited so long to hear it.”
 
   Doc stared at him, but he was focused on his plate, gripping his fork so tight his knuckles were white.
 
   “What does that mean exactly?”
 
   It seemed like forever before he answered. “Promise you won’t run,” he whispered. “Promise if I tell you, if I show you all of me… you won’t run.”
 
   The dread Doc felt earlier returned. Why would she run from him when she’d just confessed how hard it was to be apart? 
 
   Unless… unless she didn’t know him the way she thought she did. Maybe Owyn was different than the rest of the males in their clan. Maybe he’d decided he didn’t want monogamy anymore, and that’s what this dinner was about. Letting her down easy. Breaking their agreement honorably instead behind of her back. Not letting her go apparently, but letting her down.
 
   Shit. The sick ache inside came back a hundredfold.
 
   “I can’t promise that.” He lifted his troubled gaze to stare at her. “But I think it’s time we were both honest with each other. What’s this dinner about, Owyn?”
 
   “I can’t tell you, Doc. For this to work, I have to show you.” He stood, pushing the stool back. “Are you finished eating?”
 
   She couldn’t eat another bite even if she wanted to. “Yes.”
 
   Coming around the counter, he held out his hand for her. “Leave your plate. I’ll clean it up later.”
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “Somewhere special.”
 
   Doc frowned up at him. “Owyn, I don’t think sex is a good idea right now.”
 
   She took his hand and he pulled her to a stand, bringing her all the way against his chest. 
 
   “Would that be special?”
 
   She swallowed the lump in her throat and met his burning gaze. “For me, it is.”
 
   There. The words were out there. She couldn’t be any more direct than that. What they had, meant something to her, and now he knew it.
 
   Squeezing her close, he rumbled, “Sweet mate, I’m not having sex with you. Not until we figure out this shit between us.” His thumb running along her bottom lip stole her breath. “But the next time I have you, I promise, it won’t be anything like the first time, Christina. Or any of the times since. It will be so. Much. More.”
 
   Owyn had promised her many things throughout the years. From their first meeting to the time they’d agreed to be an outlet for each other’s needs, to this. Every time, there’d been a ring of truth to his voice. As if his oath was manifested on a sound wave that triggered a place inside her that believed him.
 
   He’d never broken a promise to her.
 
   Somehow, she knew this one wouldn’t be any different.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Doc let Owyn pull her through the lobby and out the front doors, aware that someone might see them. It gave her a thrill. Like they were doing something naughty. But getting caught wouldn’t be so bad. In fact, it was nice to not be shushed and hidden anymore.
 
   It was equally her idea to hide their friends-with-benefits situation. It had been necessary when the no-mating pact was in effect. People would have mistaken their relationship for a real mating. Which would have caused trouble among the clan.
 
   But these last few months, Doc had grown to want more. If she peeled back the layers of her heart, she’d wanted more for a long time. But it was different when she knew she couldn’t have it. When more would’ve meant losing her place among the clan. When it would’ve meant losing family for Owyn.
 
   Outside, the cool February night was dark. A black canvas for the pin-pricks of light the stars created. The outdoor lanterns were lit and their dim glow marked the way toward the footbridge that crossed a small part of Lake Haven.
 
   Owyn didn’t release her hand as they made for the bridge, winding down the stone path. At the top, where it arched directly over the center of the water, he stopped. Doc braced her hands on the rail and looked over the side. The lake was calm tonight.
 
   His arms came around from behind as he placed his hands on the rail beside hers. She was locked into place, and his body surrounding her while they stared out at the water made her feel so safe.
 
   “Do you remember why this is special?” he husked near her ear.
 
   Her breath hitched. “Yes.”
 
   Just like it was yesterday, it all came back to her…
 
   ***
 
   Back then…
 
    Christina looked out over the lake, pressing a hand to her chest in hopes of stopping the shaking behind her sternum. 
 
   She’d been at Lake Haven three months and already she was in love with the place.
 
   And the people.
 
   She’d made quick friends with the potty-mouthed Layna. Smiley Eagan could cook up anything her heart desired. Renner and Mason were good with their hands and didn’t shy away from the lady guests. Although they both had traits of typical males of her species, they’d taken the oath not to mate and seemed devoted to respecting the women in their lives. And Magic… well, he was rough around the edges but it didn’t take a Sherlock to know he was a decent man.
 
   Owyn hadn’t been lying when he described his clan. They were different. And she had found a home here.
 
   So had Tana. The female was training under Owyn and Renner to help with construction and repairs around the lodge. She’d had her choice of jobs, and she picked the one that made her feel the most strong. Her recovery was impressive.
 
   Christina took a deep breath of clear mountain air, but the shaking became worse. Oh, she knew what was wrong. She was a doctor after all, and one who’d treated this condition before.
 
   Drugs could help a little, but the real cure was distance. 
 
   Distance from her mate.
 
   She might’ve considered this before she decided to come with Owyn and Tana to the lodge. But at the time, it hadn’t seemed like she’d be afflicted.
 
   The problem was, Owyn was everything he’d promised to be. His heart was gold. Every day she witnessed how he cared for each of his clanmates. How his gaze seemed to evaluate their well-being and when it wasn’t quite up to par, he stepped in to make life better. And most surprising, he’d never once overstepped the boundaries she’d put in place.
 
   He was as dedicated to not mating as the rest of the clan. And as she was now. She’d never been more relieved to enter into a pact in her life. It wasn’t trapping her. It was freeing her.
 
   Or so she’d thought. Until now.
 
   Her bitch of a cat was fighting her hard, and the only thing she knew to do was… leave. Leave beautiful Lake Haven and its beautiful people.
 
   Footsteps thumped along the bridge but she didn’t make to move. Eventually, they came to a stop beside her.
 
   “Everything okay, Doc?” The voice was low, rumbling along her spine, which only made the shaking worse.
 
   She turned to face Owyn. The bill of his ball cap fell so low she could only see his bottom eyelids. This was new, she gathered, by the way people had commented on it.
 
   “I noticed you up here,” he said quickly. “Just thought I’d check.”
 
   He backed away slowly as if he thought she’d seen him as a threat. He must’ve noticed the way she trembled.
 
   “Stay,” she blurted, and he froze. “We should talk.”
 
   After a moment, he came to stand beside her, his hands hanging over the rail casually. They both stared at the water instead of each other.
 
   “Nobody knows about us, do they? About what we are?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Not even Magic?”
 
   Owyn hesitated. “I couldn’t tell him. No one needs to know but us.”
 
   Christina stared at her hands. They fluttered like leaves and her cougar purred inside, urging her to act on instinct. 
 
   She hated being ruled by her cat. Despised it. Maybe this is how so many males of her kind felt too. Especially the ones like Owyn who needed to be noble.
 
   “I’m sick,” she said.
 
   He stiffened beside her. She could feel it even though they weren’t touching, the difference in the air.
 
   No one knew why some shifters became ill if their mating wasn’t acted upon. But she had a suspicion that it had as much to do with the heart as the animal. Maybe if she could’ve hated Owyn, this wouldn’t have happened.
 
   But she didn’t hate him. She respected him. She believed whatever came out of his mouth. And if he said he’d never hurt her, she took it to the bank.
 
   “I want to mate.”
 
   His head whipped around so fast she jumped. But she continued staring at the lake. She needed to get this out. Fast, before she lost her nerve.
 
   “I want to mate you. I believe what you’ve told me, that you wouldn’t be an asshole to your female. I believe it all, and I want us to mate.”
 
   His breathing changed, coming in ragged puffs, but he said nothing, continuing to stare at her. The moon moved, seconds ticked on, and Christina held her breath waiting for his answer.
 
   “You don’t mean that,” he said finally.
 
   “I do. I really do.”
 
   She turned to find his gaze, peeking out from the brim of that damned hat. “We can’t,” he said. “We both took an oath. We’re part of the pact. We can’t just break it.”
 
   She eyed him. “We can if nobody knows. If we keep it a secret.”
 
   His eyes grew haunted, and Christina’s gaze fell to the tattoo on his neck. 
 
   “Secrets are bad, Doc. Secrets hurt people.”
 
   He wasn’t wrong about that. She was a firm believer that what people don’t know can hurt them. And breaking a promise she’d made to her new family made her feel like the scum at the bottom of the riverbed. But this was her Hail Mary move. The only other thing to do was leave.
 
   Mate or leave. Those were her choices. One left her feeling utterly bereft, the other felt all wrong.
 
   “It’s my cougar,” she explained. “It’s making me ill. I don’t know what else to do.”
 
   Understanding dawned in his gaze and he looked away.
 
   “Maybe if I go, this could all be avoided.”
 
   Owyn shook his head. “The clan needs you. You’ve become vital around here. And having a doctor on hand is good for business too.”
 
   Silence settled between them, and Christina had another idea.
 
   “My cougar wants you,” she said quietly. “But maybe another union would temper the urges. If I took a lover like some of the others do—”
 
   “No,” he snarled, making her flinch. He drew in a long breath, trying for a calmer tone, but it just came out sad. “No. Not that.”
 
   As carefully as she could, she reminded him of the truth. “You must’ve known this would happen. That if we didn’t mate, we’d go about our lives as normal. With other people. How did you think this would go, Owyn?”
 
   He sighed, removing his hat and running one hand through his hair in frustration before pulling it low over his face again. Christina waited while he paced a short path along the bridge. The muscles of his shoulders bunched with each step.
 
   Finally, he came to a stop in front of her, his eyes meeting hers with that same determination she’d seen at Cleaver’s.
 
   “There’s only one way to do this, Doc. Here’s the deal…”
 
   ***
 
   Mine. My female. Mark her. Make her only mine.
 
   The panther was losing his shit. And so was Owyn. But if Christina knew, she’d run so far away from Lake Haven none of them would ever see her again.
 
   She wanted to mate him. 
 
   But only to appease her cat. As a cure for what ailed her. She felt safe asking for this because he’d feigned being aloof. Because he’d bought this damn hat and used it to cover up any soft expressions that leaked out. Because he’d been so careful to hide himself so he could keep her here.
 
   She didn’t really want him, but she was hurting. He could see it. She needed help. And he’d be damned if she’d find that help in the arms of another.
 
   She. Was. His.
 
   “Instead of finding a lover, you use me. I will take the edge off what your cougar needs and in return, you never touch another male. I won’t mark you, so we won’t be breaking Magic’s pact. And I’ll offer you the same promise to be faithful. A mutually beneficial agreement. Friends with benefits, you could say. And we keep it a secret so the clan never finds out what we really are.”
 
   As she stared at him, her lip trembled. “You would do that for me? Monogamy, even without a mating?”
 
   Owyn would do anything for her. These past few months, watching her from afar, she’d wiggled her way into his heart. He couldn’t put a name to the feelings he had for the doctor, but they were powerful. And monogamy wasn’t as hard as he’d grown up believing. Not now, when there was only one female he ever wanted to have.
 
   “It’s what’s best for the clan,” he said, and it was true. Doc was important. She’d already helped more times than he could count. She was a vital member of their family.
 
   “But…” She frowned, looking troubled. “What do you get out of this?”
 
   You. At least… part of you. But he couldn’t say that out loud.
 
   “My panther can rest knowing you won’t be with another.”
 
   “That’s important to you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She eyed him. “We can have what we need and never break our promise to the clan.”
 
   Owyn nodded.
 
   “Alright then.” Doc raised her trembling hand to shake on their deal.
 
   But fuck that. He wasn’t starting a deal like this out with a handshake. It was too important.
 
   He snatched her hand and pulled her down the bridge until they were hidden by the tall trees at the bottom. Turning on her, he tossed his hat to the ground and pulled her close, cradling her cheeks so he could look into her wide eyes.
 
   Slowly, he brought his lips to hers, feeling them for the first time, so soft against his. They ignited a fire in him. Especially when she gasped at the unexpected contact. He wanted to kiss her more. Spend all night exploring her mouth. But there was a promise to make.
 
   Owyn broke away just enough to speak, but not so far his lips couldn’t touch her skin. Staring into her eyes, he vowed, “I will see to your needs, and you will see to mine.”
 
   “Yes,” she whispered, and he kissed her again softly.
 
   “I will have no other, and neither will you.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   A kiss to seal every part of this deal.
 
   “We will never break the pact we’ve made with our clan, or the one we’ve made with each other.”
 
   Doc hesitated. “Yes.”
 
   Another tender kiss that had her melting into him in the most amazing way.
 
   “And we’ll tell no one about this agreement. It hides in the recesses of our hearts. Forever.”
 
   Doc was breathing hard, her gaze digging into his. “Yes,” she whispered.
 
   He kissed her once more, dipping in to taste her mouth this time. The briefest of tastes to mark this moment in his memory forever. And hopefully hers as well.
 
   After a moment, Owyn pulled away from his mate. He needed time to settle his cat. Time to come to terms with this new arrangement. He had to make this feel right with his animal or it would never work.
 
   “It’s done,” he murmured, watching her eyes dance around his face trying to find something to anchor to.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Now…
 
   Doc sighed, remembering the night she first offered him a future. She’d been unsure and definitely pressured by the actions of her cat, but she wanted a mating with Owyn. Truly wanted it. Even back then.
 
   What she got, was a patch job. Only a temporary holdover. And the whole thing was fraying at the edges.
 
   They were in need of a permanent fix.
 
   Without a word, Owyn pulled Doc across the bridge and down a small dirt walking path that wound through the woods at the backside of the lodge. They passed a group of tall trees and she glanced over at him to see if he remembered this place.
 
   Their first kiss. He’d done it to seal their deal but that didn’t mean she hadn’t gone weak in the knees. She would’ve kept saying yes to anything he proposed just to feel more of what he did to her.
 
   Owyn raised an eyebrow, but they didn’t stop. He remembered, of course he did.
 
   Doc ducked her head to hide her smile.
 
   Darkness encroached the farther down the path they went. This far away from the lodge, the lights were nearly invisible, but her feline vision made it possible to still see clearly. She squeezed Owyn’s hand and he brought hers up to his lips for a soft kiss.
 
   Finally, they came to a stop at the edge of a clearing. Peering across the short expanse of flat land, she saw the back of Renner and Bethany’s cabin. Through the window she could see lights on, and the couple eating dinner with their young, Rhys. Bethany leaned back in her chair, rubbing her bulging baby bump.
 
   “Do you know why this place is special?” Owyn rumbled near Doc’s ear.
 
   She squinted, watching the smiling family inside. The sight made her heart happy. 
 
   They almost didn’t get their fairytale ending. When Bethany first came to the lodge, no one knew she was the cat’s mate. Not until he’d been shot by hunters.
 
   “Me and you…” Doc murmured. “We patched him up while Bethany’s mating bond worked its magic.”
 
   Owyn nodded, thoughtful. 
 
   “It was the first time I realized there could be hope for our clan… beyond the pact. If Renner could do right by his mate, why couldn’t the rest of us? And for some crazy reason, Magic let it happen. He let one of us take a mate, and believed we could be better.”
 
   “A Christmas miracle,” Doc reminded.
 
   Owyn smirked. “Yeah. But it didn’t last, and Magic cracked down harder than ever. Even when Tana left to mate the wolf, he was a fucking mess with worry.”
 
   Doc nodded. They’d come a long way these past few months.
 
   “Everything’s different now, Doc,” he murmured. “We can have whatever we want. We could have that.” He jabbed one thumb in the direction of the happy family behind the window.
 
   She swallowed the knot of emotion that threatened to choke her up. “You think?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   Was he saying what she thought he was saying?
 
   Before she could ask, he pulled her into the clearing and across the small yard to the four-wheeler track that connected the lodge to the rest of the cabins. But they didn’t head back to the main building. Instead, they went deeper into the woods.
 
   Past Renner’s cabin, was Magic and Josie’s. Eagan and Clara’s. Ryan and Layna’s. As they passed she saw what Owyn intended for her to see. Their family. Happy and laughing. Sometimes so loud it could be heard through the log-hewn walls. Their family… making their own families. The clan growing and thriving.
 
   When she and Owyn made their deal, this wasn’t a possibility. Not even in their wildest dreams. Because back then, no one was ready to accept it. Not even Doc and Owyn. 
 
   Now, here everyone was, moving forward. Everyone except them.
 
   Well… not everyone.
 
   Bailey’s cabin was next, and stood straight across from Mason’s. Those two and Gash still weren’t mated. But when their mates came along, and if they were worthy, there wouldn’t be any cultural hang-ups to contend with. The way had been cleared for a happy union.
 
   Owyn stiffened, coming to a stop in the middle of the trail. He peered through the darkness of the woods before his eyebrows lifted in surprise.
 
   Doc followed his line of vision and noticed a dark form leaned casually against the trunk of a fir tree.
 
   “Oh hey, Gash,” she said, her voice going higher than she intended. “What are you doing back there?”
 
   He pushed off from the tree and strolled forward, his arms crossed over his chest. When he stepped onto the trail, the moonlight touched on the claw mark on his cheek, making it look even more ominous than it normally did.
 
   “Doc.” He nodded. “Owyn. What are you two doing down this way?” His eyes settled on their joined hands and out of habit, Doc thought to pull away from Owyn. But he held tight, his thumb smoothing along her palm.
 
   “Better question,” Owyn countered with a smirk. “Why aren’t you in your little camera room, doing your job?”
 
   Gash stole a glance in the direction of Bailey’s cabin, and then across to Mason’s before he answered Owyn’s question. 
 
   “I am doing my job. Magic has me scouting the area at night, to watch for any sign of the shadow clan. They’re coming for us,” he murmured, a tinge of regret flavoring his words. “It’s just a matter of time.”
 
   Doc eyed Owyn as he frowned at Gash’s warning. “You need any help?”
 
   Gash looked back and forth between them. 
 
   “Nah. You two are… well, what the hell are you two doing anyway?”
 
   Doc’s mouth fished open and shut as she looked to Owyn for an answer.
 
   “Never mind,” Gash said. “Obviously, you’re busy.”
 
   Owyn pressed his lips together, clearly struggling with something.
 
   “Just let me see Doc home and I’ll help you,” he said finally. “Meet you in ten?”
 
   Gash nodded. “Sure thing.”
 
   They watched him walk off toward Bailey’s cabin before turning back down the trail. 
 
   “I can get home myself,” she offered.
 
   Owyn shook his head. “No. If our date has to be interrupted, I’m at least going to pretend I’m a gentleman and walk you to your door.”
 
   Doc choked out a laugh, but she was still stuck on the word date. Is that what this was? A date.
 
   Dinner. Check.
 
   Moonlight walk. Check.
 
   Hand holding. Double check.
 
   Wow. This… was a date.
 
   Butterflies went crazy in Doc’s middle as they walked silently down the path. This meant… this meant…
 
   What he’d been saying at Renner’s… 
 
   Owyn wanted more with her.
 
   Doc’s knees felt wobbly as she climbed the steps to her cabin and unlocked the door. She turned back to Owyn, suddenly feeling shy. It was absurd since he knew her inside and out. He’d seen everything she hid from others, but somehow, standing here with him now, with all their potential laid out in front of them like a glorious banquet, she was nervous.
 
   “Thanks for dinner,” she mumbled, toying with her key ring.
 
   “Doc, look at me.”
 
   She obeyed, bringing her gaze to his. But what she saw there drew a gasp from her lips. 
 
   She’d never seen him so open, never was able to read his feelings on his face, until now. Adoration. Like she was an angel and he, her saint. Like she was responsible for the sun rising and setting. It twisted her up inside until she could barely breathe.
 
   “I need to tell you something.” 
 
   His eyes searched her face, so powerful they were like a spotlight. They’d see everything, maybe things she hadn’t been willing to admit before. 
 
   “What is it?” she breathed.
 
   She watched as he licked his lips, looking so much like a panther on the prowl. But he never said whatever he wanted to say.
 
   Like a blink, his hands were on her face, curving gently around her cheeks as his mouth came down on hers. Careful at first, but quickly turning more desperate. This kiss was different than the others they’d shared in the heat of passion. This kiss was trying to tell her something. It was a promise, another one Owyn would keep, she knew.
 
   With a helpless sound, she wrapped her arms around his neck, dragging him closer and surrendering to him for these few seconds before he had to go. In this moment, she was utterly his. She couldn’t belong to herself anymore. Not when he looked at her like she was the reason he breathed. Not when he kissed her like he wanted to give her the world.
 
   Mine, her cat purred. Forever mine.
 
   Never taking his hands away, he backed her into the wall, invading every inch of her space. He was the moon orbiting her heart while she waited to see if she’d survive the tornado of emotion she was experiencing.
 
   Heartbeats later, he broke away, tilting her head to one side so he could inhale from her neck. He dragged her scent into his lungs like he survived on it instead of oxygen. His soft growl registered in her ear past the roaring of her pulse.
 
   Pulling back, he murmured, “Goodnight, Christina.”
 
   And then he was walking down the steps, turning to watch her go inside. Somehow, she got the door closed even though she was ninety seven percent numb all over. The good kind of numb.
 
   Doc pressed her palm to her pounding chest, where the cat lived inside. Mine, the cougar insisted.
 
   “I hope so, kitty,” Doc huffed. “God, I hope so.”
 
   *** 
 
   It was hell, leaving Doc with just a kiss. Owyn wanted to make love to her. Not sex. Not like they’d already shared. But love. He wanted to show her with his body how he felt about her and their future.
 
   But this had been his plan all along. No sex while wooing her. He didn’t want her confused about his intentions. When he finally told her what he wanted for them, it needed to be received with a trusting heart.
 
   Doc had to trust him. Because he trusted her.
 
   Owyn caught up with Gash in the woods near Bailey’s cabin. The male was propped against another tree, staring at the road between hers and Mason’s.
 
   “I see you haven’t moved far,” Owyn smirked.
 
   Gash’s gaze didn’t shift. “Waiting on you.”
 
   “Okay. Well, I’m here.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Still, Gash remained staring between the two cabins.
 
   Owyn kicked a rock out of the way, curious if it’d get the cat’s attention. But no, his eyes were like laser beams targeting one thing and one thing only.
 
   “Wanna tell me why Bailey’s cabin is under surveillance?”
 
   Gash sighed, still never breaking his focus. “Because I’m a goddamn bastard, that’s why,” he muttered.
 
   “I guess I don’t follow that logic.”
 
   “She’s my mate,” he blurted. “Nobody else knows, and I don’t know why I’m telling you this, but… she’s mine. And I can’t have her. I’m too fucked up. The shit I’ve done, the people I ran with, it’s all coming back to bite me square in the ass. All I can hope to do is keep her safe.”
 
   Owyn was stunned by his admission. Gash and Bailey. Maybe others had caught wind that there was something between the two, but he hadn’t noticed a thing.
 
   “Well shit, man.”
 
   “Yeah. Shit.”
 
   “Shit.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Minutes ticked by as they both kept watch over Bailey’s cabin. The lights were off inside except for a soft glow coming from the bedroom window.
 
   “I made her cry earlier,” Gash said.
 
   “And… you want to tell her sorry?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “So head over there, why don’t ya. And I’ll finish patrolling.”
 
   Gash clenched his jaw. “I can’t. She needs to think I meant it.”
 
   Owyn stared at the male’s profile. The tension in his brow stretched to his shoulders and down his back. He was strung tight with regret and sadness, and the only person that could help him was being pushed away out of fear.
 
   Damn, this relationship shit was hard sometimes.
 
   “Maybe…” Owyn had to try, had to give the guy something that might help. “Maybe if you’re honest with her. Show her who you are. The problems would work themselves out.”
 
   “And which version should I show her?” Gash asked quietly. “The man I used to be, or the one I’ve become? Because one can protect her, and the other will get her killed, and it’s getting harder and harder for me to know which is which.”
 
   Owyn considered it. Gash’s past was shady, true. But the person who’d walked away from that life, the one who worked endless hours to make the lodge secure, the one who waited outside his mate’s cabin to see that she was safe… that was the real Gash. The one that mattered to them all.
 
   “Show her the one that cares,” Owyn said. “This one. Show her that.”
 
   The tension bled from him and his shoulders wilted under the relief. “Yeah,” he murmured, gaze still focused in Bailey’s direction. “Maybe I will.”
 
   But he stood there still, watching and waiting. Hours into the night, Owyn stood guard with him. 
 
   Because Gash needed to know he’d never stand alone again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   As Doc dressed for work the next morning, she felt oddly like one of those Disney princesses. It was the way the birds sang outside her window as she went about her business, and the undeniable urge to hum along. The smile she couldn’t seem to wipe off just added to the fluffy, cutesy feeling.
 
   Gulping the rest of her coffee as she headed for the door, the little flutter of nerves in her middle started up again. 
 
   What would Owyn be like today? Would be more talk? Would he ignore what happened last night? Give her space she didn’t want? He couldn’t ignore a kiss like that for long though. It was too loaded with meaning.
 
   She was about to find out.
 
   Doc pulled her front door open and stopped short.
 
   There, lying on the doormat, was a bundle of brightly colored flowers. Her grin broadened as she bent to pick them up, bringing them to her nose to smell the sweet scent. They were a mishmash of daisies, tulips, and other various flowers she’d seen around the dining room lately. If she was betting, she’d say Owyn had raided the flower stash Eagan and Bailey used for the tables.
 
   Doc laughed out loud at the thought of him going back to clean up dinner and taking all the flowers with him. Silly, sweet man.
 
   Tucking the flowers in one arm, she closed the door behind her and made her way down the path to the lodge. Hers was the cabin closest to the main building, so the walk wasn’t a long one. It was just the right touch of brisk air and sunshine to give her cheeks a glow.
 
   As she entered the lobby, she noticed the front desk was empty. 
 
   Odd. Normally Layna was there bright and early.
 
   Doc peeked in the dining room, considering a bagel and more coffee, but the place was mostly empty. Guests would fill the lodge this weekend for Valentine’s getaways, but right now, mid-week, it was virtually a dead zone.
 
   She decided to put the flowers on water first. Didn’t want to risk Eagan or Bailey seeing them.
 
   Doc took the hallway leading toward her office, and nudged the door open with her hip.
 
   “Mmm hmm.” 
 
   A slow drawl stopped Doc in her tracks. Her office was full of females. 
 
   “I knew it! I knew those flowers didn’t just get up and dance out of there like some Alice in Wonderland shit.” Bailey threw her fist in the air. “I KNEW IT.”
 
   “Daaaamn,” Layna agreed. “O-boy went gangster this time, stealing flowers from the dining room.” She shook her head in pretend awe while Clara giggled from her seat on the couch.
 
   They were all there, crowded into Doc’s cozy little office. Josie, Bethy, Layna, Clara, and Bailey. They each wore expectant little expressions, like they were about to be given the best news of the century.
 
   Doc cleared her throat and tried to seem natural. “What are you all doing here? Don’t tell me this is some sort of intervention,” she quipped, stepping inside and shutting the door behind her.
 
    “Intervention?” Josie grinned. “Why, Doc? Do you have an addiction? Can’t get enough of that O… O… Oooo….” Her voice took on a breathy, high pitched tone that sounded like someone reaching orgasm. “OOOOO-mannnn.”
 
   Doc’s eyes bulged, and she put a finger to her lips. “Shhh!” 
 
   Josie waggled her eyebrows.
 
   “It’s not… it’s not whatever you’re thinking,” Doc rushed out, setting the flowers carefully on her desk.
 
   “O… really?” Bethany grinned, raising a skeptical eyebrow.
 
   “Yes, enlighten us, Doc,” Clara added, sitting forward on the couch and putting her chin in her hand. “We’d really love to kn…O.”
 
   “Know what?” Doc asked, feigning innocence. “There’s nothing to know.”
 
   “Right,” Layna smirked. “And we’re just suppOsed to believe that?”
 
   Doc looked at each of her friends, weighing her options. But damn. She was had. They all knew something was cooking in her love life, and they weren’t going to let her off the hook until she gave them a breadcrumb.
 
   “It’s just…”
 
   “Yes?” Josie urged. “In the words of the great Queen Elsa, let it O, let it O…”
 
   Doc crossed her arms, raising an eyebrow at her First Mate’s antics. 
 
   “Now, Josie,” Layna drawled. “You know that’s not how that song Os.”
 
   Josie frowned. “O? It isn’t? My mistake. O on, Doc. Fill us in on the details.”
 
   “Come on, you guys.” She’d try to reason with them. “Can’t you just give me a break on this? It’s so new.”
 
   Bethany pretended to check her nails as she mumbled, “That’s not what Mason says.”
 
   Doc frowned. “What?”
 
   “He says you’ve been sampling the O-juice for a while now.” She lifted her eyebrows twice in emphasis. “Squirt, squirt.”
 
   Doc wrinkled her nose. “Ew. You’ve been hanging around Josie too much.”
 
   Bethany shrugged. “Yeah. Probably,” she agreed and then reached over to fist bump Josie.
 
   Something bugged Doc though. How did Mason know about her and Owyn? He’d left his scent on her only yesterday. How would the other cat know they’d been together for longer?
 
   Doc shook her head. “It’s complicated.”
 
   “I’m sure it is,” Bailey said, showing genuine compassion underneath her wide grin.
 
   “What we had before was… different. This,” Doc gestured to the flowers. “This is brand new.”
 
   They were quiet for a moment, absorbing that tiny speck of information.
 
   “Aww,” Clara gushed. “Your love story is in the baby stage. Just beginning.”
 
   But that wasn’t quite true. Their love story started many years ago in a bar in Northwest Arkansas. When the devastation of a brutal forced mating brought them together under a common goal. When an honorable male promised her safety with no expectation of anything in return.
 
   The only thing that had changed was time and their circumstances. Time had taught her Owyn was trustworthy, and their circumstances had altered to allow them to be honest about their feelings.
 
   But these females wouldn’t understand what they’d gone through to get here. And it was private. Between her and Owyn. Hidden in the recesses of their heart.
 
   Doc smiled because she couldn’t help herself. “There is one thing I can tell you.”
 
   They were on the edge of their seats.
 
   “He’s a good man. A mighty good man.”
 
   They blinked practically in unison.
 
   “Wait,” Layna said. “That’s it? That’s all you’re going to divulge? And to think, I missed breakfast for this.”
 
   Doc grinned wide. “That’s all you need to kn…O.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Owyn pulled his truck into the parking spot nearest to the front door and took a deep breath. He hadn’t seen Doc all day. And not for lack of trying. Every time he found a spare minute to run her down, something came up.
 
   First it was the generators. Renner tested them weekly to make sure they’d run properly if bad weather decided to strike. But today, neither machine would start. He and Renner worked for hours, trying to jog whatever was hanging them up, to no avail. They’d have to call a mechanic in the morning.
 
   Then it was a dead tree branch that had fallen over the main road into the lodge. The damn thing was nearly a tree itself, and it had taken him and Clara two hours to turn it into firewood and haul it to the shed.
 
   But now, since the lodge was completely vacant of guests, Magic had called for a clan dinner. He called it the poor man’s pot-luck, because business was down and the party was on. Except it was never a pot-luck. Eagan still cooked everything like a boss.
 
   Owyn examined his reflection in the rear view mirror. He’d shaved again so he couldn’t hurt Doc’s skin if he got close. He looked alright, but he was nervous as hell anyway. What would Doc think of him in the light of a new day? When the moon wasn’t making things feel so romantic? What did she feel about last night?
 
   He was about to find out.
 
   Owyn stepped from his truck and headed for the front doors. The sun was setting behind the mountain, sending a chill over the place.
 
   Inside, the music was already cranked loud. Some country song about taking a smoke break blared through the speaker system instead of the calm and relaxing shit Layna usually had playing.
 
   Rounds of laughter came from the dining room, and Owyn stood back, closing his eyes to take it all in.  No one had to know what a beautiful sound he thought that was. No one had to know how it made his heart soar knowing his clan was happy.
 
   The scent of sweet oranges hit his senses and his panther let out a satisfied growl. Slowly, he opened his eyes and found Doc staring at him from across the room. She held a beer in one hand as she listened to something Clara was saying, but her eyes, they were focused on him.
 
   He held her gaze, letting her see exactly how much he’d missed her today. No more hiding behind the hat. Show her who you are. He’d done that, and tonight he was going to tell her what he hoped he’d already showed her.
 
   He’d intended on taking his time with this, but after the way she’d responded to his goodnight kiss… he didn’t want to wait anymore. He and Doc had been inching toward this point for years. It was finally their time. Nothing was going to stop them now.
 
   Doc’s mouth curved upward in a private smile that couldn’t be hidden no matter how hard she tried. He wanted to stalk to her and devour that grin right in front of everyone, but his feet were rooted in place. The moment was too fucking perfect. Everything he wanted was just within his reach and he needed to savor every second of the climb to the top.
 
   Bailey stepped in front of Doc, blocking out Owyn’s vision of her. Damn. Moment gone. 
 
   He sighed, walking over to the bucket o’ beers to grab a drink.
 
   Mason and Magic snickered, sharing an inside joke that Owyn didn’t give half a fuck about.
 
   “Feeling okay, Owyn?” Magic asked.
 
   Owyn frowned, taking a swig from his bottle. What the hell? Magic was never this… amused. And Mason, he looked like the cat that swallowed the canary. Like he had a great secret of his own.
 
   Owyn eyed the two males. “Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”
 
   Mason popped a handful of peanuts in his mouth before joining in. “We’ve been worried for you.”
 
   Owyn’s forehead wrinkled. Were they drunk? They would’ve had to down half the lake’s worth of alcohol but maybe they’d been here a while.
 
   “It’s just…” Mason shrugged, his face turning deadly serious. “You’ve been seeing the doctor a lot lately.”
 
   Owyn’s eyes went wide, and Mason burst into a fit of laughter. Knee slapping, choking on his tongue, blood vessels busting, the whole shebang.
 
   And it was contagious. All around him, the guys were laughing whether they’d heard the lame joke or not. 
 
   Renner grinned as he knocked one back, tipping his bottle at Owyn first. 
 
   Ryan brought up one hand, forming fake claws. “Rawr,” he said.
 
   “Oh, you think you’re funny don’t you?” Owyn stifled a grin and glanced at Magic. His friend was grinning so hard it looked painful. For him, it probably was.
 
   “You’re looking pale, O-boy,” Magic quipped, using Owyn’s childhood nickname. “Should we call the doctor for you?”
 
   “I don’t think she does house calls,” Eagan called from the table where he was stirring a steaming pot of something. “But I bet she’d make an exception if you ask real nice.”
 
   Another round of laughter, and this time it caught the attention of the females across the room.
 
   Layna narrowed her gaze at the men. “What the hell’s so funny over there?”
 
   But before any of them could answer, the lights went out.
 
   “The hell?” Magic muttered as they were thrown into pitch darkness.
 
   “Aw, shit,” Renner’s voice rose in the blackness. “I’ll go check it out. Damn fine time for the lines to die when our generators are on the fritz.”
 
   “Wahooooo!” Mason hollered. “Party in the dark! None of you be getting fresh with me now, you hear?”
 
   “Spshhh,” Layna grunted. “In your dreams.”
 
   “Wait, how did you know about my dreams?” Thwack. “Ow! Ryan, ya ass. How’d you find me in the dark with your regular ‘ol human eyes?”
 
   “Magic,” Ryan deadpanned.
 
   “Huh?” Magic answered, distracted.
 
   “No, I meant… I found him by way of magic…” Ryan sighed. “Never mind.”
 
   Owyn shook his head. The room was a black box of chaos as people tried to find their bearings. His eyes hadn’t adjusted yet, but that didn’t stop him from trying to get to Doc. 
 
   Following her scent, he found her near the kitchen door. She gasped sweetly as he pulled her into his arms and put a finger to her lips to warn her to stay quiet.
 
   Mouth to her ear, he whispered, “You look beautiful tonight, Doc.”
 
   Her hands curled around his neck, holding him close as her breath rushed past his shoulder.
 
   “Thought about you all damn day, woman.”
 
   “You did?” she breathed.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   His heart skipped a beat when she said, “I loved the flowers you left me.”
 
   Diving for her mouth, he kissed her hard, needing to feel the softness of her lips giving to him. And she responded perfectly, nails digging into his nape, little tongue licking at him for a taste. 
 
   The darkness cocooned them in the midst of the clan, a secret. But this time, not one they’d continue to keep. What better place to break this agreement they’d made than in the dark, where it began.
 
   There couldn’t be a more perfect moment to tell her.
 
   “Christina,” he whispered reverently. She might be Doc to everyone else, but she was more to him. “I love you. I don’t remember a time I didn’t love you. I can’t fucking breathe without you. Be mine, Doc. Be mine without the secrets this time. And forever. Be mine always, and I’ll be yours.”
 
   He felt the tremor that ran through her body as she clung to him. Smelled the tears that leaked from her eyes. He held his breath for her answer. This was his heart on a platter for her, but was it acceptable? Was it enough?
 
   “You really mean it?” she gasped, hardly able to keep her voice low. But he didn’t mind.
 
   “Baby, yes. What do you say?”
 
   She buried her face in his neck, her hot tears burning his skin. “Yes.” He barely heard her muffled whisper. “Yes, yes, yes. I say yes, Owyn. Because I love you too.”
 
   Emotion flooded him as his panther roared in triumph, eager now to get Doc alone and put his mark on her. She was finally going to be his, and the world was going to know it. No more loving behind closed doors. No more hoping she loved him too, because she did. He could feel it traveling through their mating bond.
 
   And it. Was. Everything.
 
   But the victory was short lived because in the next breath, Gash’s voice bellowed through the room in warning.
 
   “They’re here! The bastards are here. We’re under attack!”
 
   “Shit,” Magic spat, while the room went utterly still.
 
   “I caught them on the camera at the bottom of the hill just before the electric cut out. Tow trucks. At least two. Lights flashing and shit, it’s their fucking war chant.”
 
   “Tow trucks? The fuck?” Ryan asked, and Owyn could hear Gash checking the rounds in a Glock before handing it to the human. Tables were moving, doors closing, windows being locked tight.
 
   “The pack I told you about, that runs with my old clan. They run a wrecking business. Call themselves the Junkyard Dogs. They do Felix’s bidding if it benefits them in some way.”
 
   “Renner,” Bethany’s trembling voice stopped all the action in the room. “H-He went to check the lines. He’s out there alone. He doesn’t know this is an attack.”
 
   Owyn froze in terror. Renner. Fuck. Fuck.
 
   Rhys’s muffled whimper was the thing that spurred him into motion. “I’m on it,” he called, giving Doc’s cheek a quick kiss before bolting from the dining room.
 
   He wouldn’t let Renner meet these assholes alone. He’d find him before they did, and bring him back.
 
   And then… shit was on.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Doc wanted to scream as she watched Owyn run for the hallway. Her cougar thrashed and clawed to get out, to go with him. To protect her mate.
 
   Shit. 
 
   But this was Owyn. The male she loved. Always a hero, a defender, and she wouldn’t have it any other way. He was the hero of her heart, and now, hopefully, he’d catch Renner before it was too late.
 
   “Eagan, Mason, Ryan, Layna,” Magic barked. “You’re with me and Gash. We’ll meet these shitheads out front. If they attack, we shift to protect our home.”
 
   Murmurs of agreement made Doc’s head spin.  
 
   “Gash, arm Clara. She’ll stay here with Doc and Bailey to guard Josie, Bethany, and the kid,” Magic continued. “Doc, listen, you’re our last line of defense. If they get through us, it’s up to you to protect the pregnant and the young, ya hear?” 
 
   He was in her face now, and somehow she had to pull it together. She was used to tough situations, used to having to tamp down her panic, but with Owyn gone… shit.
 
   “Doc,” he said softer, more urgent. “I can’t fight these guys unless I know my mate and the young she carries will be safe.”
 
   She nodded, not sure if he saw it. 
 
   She could do this. She could.
 
   She’d rather be fighting out front. Or better, helping Owyn find Renner. But the pregnant females couldn’t shift. And if things came to a blow, they needed someone who could defend them.
 
   Just then, a crash sounded and footsteps thundered closer. But it wasn’t the rebel wolf pack that appeared in the doorway of the dining room. 
 
   It was Renner.
 
   “The lines were sliced,” he said, out of breath. “Someone cut them on purpose. I think—”
 
   Magic cut him off. “The lodge is under attack.”
 
   “They’re seconds away,” Gash added. “In fact, it shouldn’t have taken them this long to climb the hill. Come on fuckers.” He stared out the window, his voice sounding lethal. “Where did you go?”
 
   “Bethy!” Renner shouted.
 
   “Where’s Owyn?” Doc managed, a claw of terror gripping her chest the longer it took Renner to answer. “Where is he? He went to find you.”
 
   But she never got her answer.
 
   Outside, intermittent flashes of amber lights could be seen through the trees. They were almost here. A siren blared, and it was like nothing she’d ever heard on a wrecker. It sounded like one of those old timey fire engine alarms, letting out a sick wail to announce impending doom.
 
   “Doc,” Magic commanded. “Get everyone in the kitchen. And nothing comes through that door unless it’s one of us. Understood?”
 
   “Yes.” She gave a quick thanks that her voice sounded more solid than she felt.
 
   Quickly, she and the other females, minus Layna, headed for the kitchen while the rest of the clan moved through the lobby toward the front doors. She watched through the dining room window as her people lined up out front, ready to defend their home at any cost.
 
   She was proud as fuck and scared to death. But if it came down to it, she’d do just as Magic asked. She’d defend their pregnant and young with her life.
 
   Bailey and Clara stood shoulder to shoulder with her in front of the kitchen doorway, unable to take their eyes off the business out front as two massive trucks pulled to a stop in the parking lot. Flashing signals atop each truck made Doc blink hard. The contrast of total darkness to sudden light was blinding. And to make matters worse, three spotlights shone down on the clan lined up out front. 
 
   The bastards were marking their targets and announcing their arrival. Their war cry, Gash had called it.
 
   A behemoth of a male jumped from the back of one of the trucks, landing squarely on his feet before strolling forward. And for the first time, she noticed the men hanging off the vehicles. Some crouched on top, others swung from the chains like Tarzan would from a vine.
 
   The male was talking, swinging a pair of bolt cutters in one hand near his hip, and Doc strained to hear what he said.
 
   “Can you make it out?” Clara whispered. But it wasn’t just her human ears that were causing her to miss whatever was being discussed. The man was speaking low.
 
   Doc squinted, trying to make the scene clearer. The lights cast the strange man in shadow, but he called over his shoulder to his crew. Seconds ticked by before a couple emerged from the truck. One seemed to be struggling, kicking up dust as he was dragged forward into the wide beam of the spotlight.
 
   As the dust cleared, Doc’s heart stalled. 
 
   “No.” It was merely a breath, but it felt like a hundred pound weight falling from her lips. “Owyn.”
 
   A thick stream of blood trickled down the side of his head. He looked ready to turn his panther loose but was still in his human form. The wolves must have threatened him with a reason not to shift.
 
   Doc stared at the grim sight before her.
 
   No, no, no. This couldn’t be happening.
 
   She rushed forward, ready to do whatever necessary to help her mate. He’d always been there, right beside her, when she was fighting a battle, a surgery, a sickness. Now she’d be there for him.
 
   She felt her cougar rising to the surface, eager to shred their enemies, when heavy arms wrapped around her from behind. 
 
   “No, Doc,” Bailey hissed in her ear. “You can’t do this. We need you here.”
 
   “He needs me,” she roared, and the wolf with the bolt cutters jerked his head in her direction. Owyn too. And probably the others.
 
   Shit. He’d heard. Owyn had heard. 
 
   Had she endangered them all?
 
   “See,” Bailey said. “You’ll distract them like this. Let them fight. Let Owyn’s panther know you’re safe so he can find a way out!”
 
   “Keep it together, Doc,” Clara murmured, shuffling from foot to foot, the gun Gash had given her hanging from the hand at her hip in case she needed it.
 
   She and Bailey were ready to protect the others in the kitchen. Clara was willing to leave her mate out front fighting the battle before them. She had that much trust in their cats even though she was human. Even though her eyes were sick with worry and her gaze kept darting to Eagan outside the window.
 
   Breathing heavy with rage, Doc honed in on that emotion, blocking out the sheer panic at seeing her mate threatened. Those wolves wouldn’t rattle her like this. She’d do what Magic asked. Take care of his mate, and trust that Owyn could take care of himself.
 
   “I’m good,” she muttered, shaking Bailey off. “I’m okay.”
 
   As she stared out the window, she focused on sending Owyn all her love through their mating bond. She’d make him stronger from afar. And when this was all over, she was going to mark the hell out of him.
 
   And demand the same in return.
 
   ***
 
   A booted foot kicked the back of Owyn’s legs, and his knees hit the ground, the impact jarring his teeth. Whooping and hollering from the wolves on the trucks filled the night air.
 
   He spat blood in the dirt before glaring up at the male who’d gotten the best of him in the woods. The sides of his head were shaved into a mohawk and he wore more chains than Marley’s ghost. His eyes gave off a crazy glint, like he couldn’t decide whether to laugh or scowl.
 
   A sucker punch with a fucking log. No honor in that. Owyn hadn’t even had time to shift. It told him everything he needed to know about these wolves. They were nothing like his friends in Cedar Valley.
 
   The other asshole with the crowbar—no, those were cutters—stepped in front of Owyn to face the clan.
 
   “Alright, good little kitties,” he drawled sarcastically. “Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Rigor.” He stood tall and pressed his hand to his chest as if he was secretly a gentleman, introducing himself in a room full of ladies wearing puffy dresses. “And this is my crew. They’re a little wild, I’ll admit, but there’s no need to worry. We have no beef with you. As long as you cooperate, we’ll be in and out of here, lickety split.”
 
   Magic hooked his hands around his hips, turning his head to spit on the ground, and Owyn had to give him credit. He looked murderous. His hair hung in his face, framing eyes that promised pain. Owyn prayed Josie and Bethany were somewhere safe.
 
   “Well, you’re a right-bad little puppy, aren’t you,” Magic smirked. “Coming in here with your horns blaring and lights flashing. Was that supposed to scare us? What’d your boss tell you about us? That we’d cower at a little noise? We look weak to you, fuckhead?”
 
   Rigor stiffened, but then smiled, like he was talking to a petulant child. “You look small to me. That’s what you look like. But alas, I’m not here to compare dicks. I’m here for Gash.”
 
   His gaze leveled on the cat who’d inadvertently brought all this trouble to the lodge in the first place.
 
   Magic crossed his arms over his chest. “Well, you’re not fucking getting him. He’s one of ours now, under our protection.”
 
   “Do you even know what he is? What he’s done?”
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” Magic growled. “He’s ours.”
 
   Rigor looked genuinely surprised, his brow lifting and bolt cutters pausing mid swing. “That the way of things then?”
 
   Magic gave a single nod, and Owyn’s gaze caught on Gash. The war in that man’s eyes was epic. Guilt clashed with hope, clashing with regret, clashing with fury, clashing with appreciation. The big guy was having trouble dealing with the unconditional acceptance the clan offered him. He’d found more than a group of cats to live with. He’d found a family. And now they were threatened because of him.
 
   Owyn knew it was taking its toll.
 
   “You welcome a murderer into your home with open arms, and when he brings trouble your way, you just… defend him?” Rigor laughed humorlessly. “Maybe you are stupid after all.” He spun on his heel and stared down at Owyn, thoughtful. “Good thing I have a backup plan.”
 
   A growl ripped from Owyn’s throat, but he held his panther back. If he changed, the wolves would too, and then any hope of this going right was out the window.
 
   “Here’s the deal,” Rigor called over his shoulder to the cats. “For every minute I don’t have Gash in my custody, this cat loses a finger.”
 
   With his announcement, the air grew heavy. Rage swirled, tension so thick a chainsaw wouldn’t touch it.
 
   “Hear me, Gash? Your brother wants you back, and if we have to hurt a few kitties to make it happen… well,” he shrugged, “…that’s what we’ll do.”
 
   “Fuck you,” Owyn spat. “He’s not going anywhere.”
 
   Rigor pursed his lips. “We’ll see about that. Time’s ticking, Gash.”
 
   Owyn met Magic’s furious gaze with a slight shake of his head before catching Gash’s and giving him the same signal. He could lose a couple fingers. It would fucking suck, especially since he used his hands for a living. But Gash belonged here, with Bailey and the possibility of a happily ever after. And these assholes weren’t going to bully him away.
 
   Besides, he had Doc to help with the pain. 
 
   Doc. He let his eyes creep back to the dining room window. He couldn’t see her, but he could feel her, and he knew she was watching from behind the glass. He hated the idea that she’d be witness to this.
 
   Fuck.
 
   “Thirty seconds. Timer,” Rigor called.
 
   “Yeah, boss?” A deep voice bellowed from the cab of the wrecker behind Owyn.
 
   “Tell me when the clock ticks out.”
 
   “My pleasure, boss.” Owyn could hear the grin in the guy’s voice.
 
   “Shit,” Gash muttered, shifting from one foot to the other, clenching his fists. “Magic, I—”
 
   “Stay where you are,” Magic roared, freezing Gash in place with the command.
 
   Owyn focused on his clan. Eagan, Layna, Renner, Mason, and Ryan. They were ready for this kind of battle. They’d been preparing since Christmas, and the righteous anger and determination rolling off them gave Owyn all the confirmation he needed. It might get bloody, but no one was breaking what they had built here.
 
   A whistle sounded from the cab.
 
   “Time’s up,” Rigor murmured, and Owyn didn’t miss the wave of dread in his voice. “What’ll it be, Gash?”
 
   Owyn met his friend’s tortured gaze. Gash’s jaw was clenched tight, his face giving nothing away, but he was close to caving. Owyn could read it in his eyes.
 
   “Don’t you even think about it,” he growled at Gash, and the male threw his shoulders back, standing tall to honor Owyn’s command.
 
   Rigor looked back and forth between the two of them, his whole countenance changing. He went from taunting bully, pushing his weight around to calm fury. 
 
   “Very well.” The resignation in his tone had Owyn’s heart beating double time. “Which hand do you use?” he growled, gripping the bolt cutters in both hands to open them. “And I suggest you give it to me straight.”
 
   Shit. The panther bucked inside, desperate to be let out.
 
   Mohawk was breathing down his neck, and Owyn had the urge to lie, but at the last minute, told the truth. “Right.”
 
   Rigor looked up at Mohawk. “Hold him.”
 
   The wolf grabbed Owyn’s left hand, holding it steady for Rigor’s cut. The two wolves shared a look, and Rigor nodded.
 
   “Deep breath, cat. This is gonna hurt.” With that, he positioned the cutters over Owyn’s left pinkie, and jerked the handles closed with a snap.
 
   There was a second of nothing, and then pain like fire lit him up, his hand bleeding lava as the amputated digit flew into the shadows somewhere.
 
   He let out a roar of pain, battling with the panther not to shift.
 
   “You fucking bastard,” Magic hissed, hands clenched, barely holding his ground.
 
   Panting through the agony, Owyn was aware of the noise coming from inside the lodge. Doc. Fuck, it sounded like she was going batshit crazy.
 
   “Another minute on the clock,” Rigor called. His voice was solid, but Owyn could see the way his hands trembled where they gripped the bloody cutters.
 
   The doors to the lodge burst open and Doc ran out, looking crazed and furious. 
 
   “You monster!” she screamed at Rigor, running forward only to get snagged in Magic’s grasp. “You fucking monster!” She struggled against Magic, slapping him with her claws and leaving blood. But he lifted her backward off her feet to keep her from getting any closer to the wolves.
 
   Thank you, brother. If Owyn could’ve spoken he would’ve said it out loud. But Mohawk was wrapping a towel around the bleeding stump where his pinkie used to live.
 
   Rigor stared wide-eyed at Doc, frozen, with the cutters hanging limp from his hand. “Doctor? Doctor Davis?”
 
   Doc froze, forgetting the fight with Magic. Recognition dawned in her expression, turning her face into a mask of disbelief. 
 
   “You,” she hissed, narrowing her gaze at Rigor. “You! How could you do this? How could you? What would your female think?”
 
   The wolf stiffened, and it became apparent the two knew each other. “Is this your mate?” he asked quietly.
 
   Doc shoved away from Magic and ran to Owyn, ignoring his panting pleas for her to stay where she was.
 
   “Yes,” she growled, kneeling in the dirt to examine his fucked up hand.
 
   “It’s just one finger, Doc,” Owyn managed. “Go inside.”
 
   She shook her head, frantic. “Where is it? I can reattach it if we hurry.”
 
   But a whistle from the wrecker told them there wouldn’t be any reattaching. And worse, Owyn was about to lose another finger.
 
   Fucking hell. Fucking cock-sucking hell.
 
   Pushing his pain down, Owyn stood to his feet. They wouldn’t take anymore from him while he was on his knees. And if Gash’s freedom cost him every damn one of his fingers, he’d pay that price. His panther was willing, and so was he.
 
   Meeting Rigor’s gaze, Owyn held his injured hand out willingly this time.
 
   “Do what’cha gotta do, asshole. But it’s like Magic said… Gash is ours.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   There were times when Rigor felt justified in his crimes. Where he weighed shit on his own scales of justice and things seemed pretty damn even. Times where the ends justified the means, and if he kept his head straight, he could make some good come of the matter.
 
   Then there were times like this, when every move he made felt like the wrong one and his heart turned a little blacker with each action.
 
   He stared at the panther’s outstretched hand, his mind reeling. The male was mated to the doctor. The one who’d come through for him at the worst time in his life. The one who’d kept his unborn young alive when Eva was bleeding out from the wounds the hunters gave her.
 
   Rigor glanced at his second in command. Traxler was a solid brother, even if his outward appearance begged to differ. He’d follow Rigor’s lead, always. He was the most trustworthy of the dogs. But he also had the truest moral compass.
 
   His dark eyes were wary as he stared hard at Rigor, confirming what he already knew to be true: Nothing justified taking something away from the doctor who’d given him so much.
 
   So no one was more surprised than Rigor when he brought the bolt cutters up to the panther’s next finger.
 
   He’d tried to go easy on the male, taking the fingers from his non-dominant hand. But it wasn’t enough to assuage Rigor’s guilt. 
 
   And yet, he was going to take another one.
 
   “No,” the doctor said. “You can’t do this.”
 
   “Gash can stop this at any time, cat,” Rigor snapped.
 
   “What happened to you?” she breathed. “How did you become… this? I hope to fucking god your son doesn’t grow up to be like his father.”
 
   Her words clawed at the space behind his eyes. His son. He wanted so much more for him. But it would never happen until Rigor could have his revenge, until he could move past what happened to Eva.
 
   “I hope he doesn’t either.” Rigor let the honesty come through, and it was the first right thing he’d done since he stepped foot on the cats’ property.
 
   His shitty scales tipped a hair in the right direction, but everything was still ass-up fucked.
 
   “Goddamn it,” the clan leader muttered. “You take another finger off my man and this little show is over, ya hear. We fight.”
 
   Rigor glanced at the cats. They were furious, mad enough to murder, and only holding their ground because they’d been ordered to. There was six of them, eyes flashing with how close their animals were to turning, and one human with a firearm. They’d have to take him out first to keep from getting shot. And there were more inside.
 
   Rigor widened the cutters to get a good grip. Maybe if he got the cat right at the knuckle, the doctor would have a better chance at fixing the damage. 
 
   He was resigned to the fact that things were about to get even uglier. With a deep breath, he squeezed—
 
   “Stop,” Gash roared, bringing everyone’s head around. “Enough, Rig. Enough.” 
 
   Gash stared at his new leader, who was fuming at the white flag treatment. He didn’t want to be giving in. He wanted blood. Rigor recognized the look.
 
   “I’ll go with him. Felix won’t stop. It’ll keep going like this until people get killed.” His eyes flashed back to the lodge and instinctually, Rigor knew there was a female in there with Gash’s name on her.
 
   Rigor grinned at getting what he needed without having to become more of a monster for it. Gash strolled forward, ignoring the protests from his clan.
 
   “Load up,” Rigor called to his pack, and they let out an obnoxious howl.
 
   A ruckus started as some of the clan rushed forward to help the doctor and her male, while others argued fiercely amongst themselves, unwilling to let Gash leave.
 
   Rigor traded places with Timer in the driver’s seat as Gash opened the passenger door. He took one look back at his people, and Rigor followed his gaze to the huge window on one side of the lodge. A curvy female with dark skin and long, curly hair stared through the glass, her palm pressed against it as she watched the first truck leave.
 
   Gash climbed inside and slammed the door, staring at the floorboard as Rigor put the truck in gear.
 
   “She yours?”
 
   “No,” he said too quickly. He cleared his throat. “No.”
 
   Rigor grunted in disagreement.
 
   “Why did you do this?” Gash demanded as Rigor pointed the truck toward the exit road. “What do you get out of fucking up my life here?”
 
   “Who says I get anything? Maybe I just don’t like how you skipped out on your clan and their business.”
 
   “I wanted out,” he hissed. “Felix said no, so I left. What the hell did I do so wrong?”
 
   “You did plenty wrong in the past. And thinking you can just walk away from it and start over? It doesn’t work like that for people like us.” Rigor only wished it was so easy.
 
   “People like us,” Gash scoffed. “Trust me, asshole. I’ve paid for my mistakes a hundred times over under Felix’s goddamn fist. Now tell me what you get out of coming down here and terrorizing an innocent clan.”
 
   “Oh, fine. I do want something, and you’re going to help me with that. But first I’m getting you back to Felix.”
 
   The wrecker bounced down the small mountain road in silence. When they reached the bottom of the hill, Gash spoke.
 
   “What if I can help you without involving Felix? I know you hate him nearly as much as I do. How about we just take him out of the equation and make our own deal? You’d get what you want and I’d go back to my clan.”
 
   Now there was a solution Rigor hadn’t thought of earlier. He’d been working with the disgusting cat for so long he could hardly see another way of doing things.
 
   Rigor stopped the truck, putting it in park and flashing his lights for the other wrecker to pull off. They’d radio to the third truck up the road and tell them they were on the way.
 
   “It won’t solve your problems, cat. Felix is coming for you whether it’s now or later.”
 
   Gash eyed him ruthlessly. “Tell me what you’re after and let me be the judge of whether it’s worth it or not.”
 
   Rigor considered the offer. Gash was the key to finding his female’s killer. He might even know the man personally.
 
   “What did Felix promise you?”
 
   Rigor sighed. It was worth a try. “There’s a man I’m looking for. Aaron Redman. You know him?”
 
   Gash frowned. “Name sounds familiar.”
 
   “His sister belongs to a wolf pack you’re familiar with. The Dirt Track Dogs.”
 
   “What do you want with him?”
 
   Rigor stared out the windshield. “He took something from me. He needs to pay. Can you deliver him?”
 
   Gash breathed deep, considering another deal with the devil, but this one, for his freedom. Rigor was betting the male hadn’t changed nearly as much as his new clan thought he had.
 
   “Yeah,” he said on a sigh. “Yeah, I can get him for you. But you have to run interference with Felix.”
 
   Rigor laughed. “Sorry, no. That’s not part of the deal.”
 
   “You will keep Felix off my back.” Gash glared. “Stall, at least for a while. I need to find your man, and figure out how to keep Felix away from my clan. You do this, or you don’t get your revenge. Simple. Because, listen wolf, Felix isn’t gonna give you what you want and you know it. This was a last ditch effort to get it. You never really thought he’d help you, did you?”
 
   Rigor stared at the male. He wanted to call him a liar, to flip the truck in gear and take him straight back to Memphis. But he spoke truth. 
 
   Trusting Felix to help him find Redman was a risky move. One he’d been willing to chance. But Gash was a much surer bet. And with the clan’s safety hanging over his head, he’d have to come through.
 
   “Fine. We have ourselves a deal.”
 
   Gash’s jaw ticked as he nodded slowly. “A deal then.”
 
   “Fan-fucking-tastic. Now get the hell out of my truck.”
 
   Gash glared, tossing a middle finger in the air, and climbed down out of the wrecker.
 
   ***
 
   Owyn ground his teeth together while Doc worked on his hand. Mason had brought in gas lanterns so she could see and Clara held a flashlight for extra light. Renner and Eagan were working on the generators in a last ditch effort for some electricity.
 
   “I’m almost done,” Doc murmured. “We’ll use our mating bond when I’m finished. Your hand will be okay.”
 
   “I know,” he said, trying to catch her gaze to let her know he was fine. But she focused on her work.
 
   He loved that about her. That she was all business when someone needed her. She was too fucking perfect. But the way she flew from the lodge and into the face of danger in defense of him… it made his chest seize with pride and concern.
 
   He had to mark her soon. 
 
   The dining room was quiet, all things considered. Magic paced back and forth by the window, muttering something to Layna and Ryan.
 
   “We get him back,” Layna snapped, her voice loud in the room. “There’s no question here. Gash needs us. He doesn’t get to decide what we do or if we care. Besides, these assholes nearly cut off my tail. Did cut off Owyn’s finger. I want their fucking fur on my mantel.”
 
   “Layna, goddamn, enough okay? I agree.” Magic nodded. “The question is how. We have to be smart about this.”
 
   Doc carefully wrapped a thick strip of gauze around Owyn’s wound. “I don’t know what’s happened to him,” she mumbled.
 
   “What’s that?” Magic asked.
 
   “Rigor. He wasn’t always a monster.”
 
   “How do you know him, Doc?”
 
   She sighed, taping off the bandage. “Through Cleaver. I don’t know him well. Just that he was the kind of male who’d care for his family. I helped him once. Well, not him exactly. His female, she was with young, almost ready to give birth. When they brought me to her, she was nearly gone already. She’d been shot several times, lost too much blood, and I couldn’t sew her up fast enough. Anyway, there was nothing I could do for her. The young however… that was another thing.”
 
   “You saved his young?” Owyn asked.
 
   Doc nodded. “He cried when I put the baby in his arms. Said he owed me a life.”
 
   The lights flickered once. Twice. And then came fully to life, making them all blink in the brightness.
 
   “Oh, good,” Bethany breathed. “They got the generators working.” Rhys was curled over her round belly, snoozing.
 
   The front doors opened and footsteps sounded through the lobby. But they didn’t stop at the dining room entrance. Instead, they pounded down the hallway. Magic followed the sound and so did Owyn, ignoring Doc’s objections.
 
   It was Gash, stalking toward his office with purpose.
 
   “The hell?” Magic muttered, running after him.
 
   When Owyn caught up, Gash was at his desk behind the monitors, clicking his way through different camera shots. A phone was pressed between one ear and his shoulder.
 
   “What’s happening?” Magic asked, but Gash ignored him. “Shit, man. Fill me in. How did you get away?”
 
   “I didn’t,” he said, grimly. “I made a deal.”
 
   “A deal? Who are you calling?”
 
   “Those bears you told me about. The ones in security. We need to shore this place up. This isn’t over no matter what kind of shitty ass deal I made.”
 
   Owyn frowned. “Bears. The ones from Cleaver’s?”
 
   “Those are the ones—Hey, it’s Gash,” he said into the receiver. “I changed my mind. Whatever your terms, we’ll meet them. Get here as soon as you can.” He slammed the phone down and squinted at the screen.
 
   “What deal did you make?” Magic asked, his voice low.
 
   “A fucking bad one,” Gash answered, distracted.
 
   Magic slammed his fist down on the desk. “What deal?”
 
   “Aaron Redman,” Gash snapped.
 
   Owyn recognized the name, but he doubted anyone else would. He was friends with Tana. Brother to one of the wolves’ mates.
 
   “Annie’s brother,” Owyn murmured. “From DTD.”
 
   Gash nodded. “I agreed to deliver him to Rigor in exchange for him keeping Felix away from here.”
 
   Owyn’s stomach sank in the silent moments between Gash’s announcement and Magic’s explosive response.
 
   “You did what?” Magic hissed, pushing off the desk to run a hand angrily through his hair. “We don’t do shit like that around here.”
 
   Gash narrowed his gaze and swallowed back whatever words he had for Magic.
 
   “You… you can’t follow through on that deal, man,” Owyn argued, and Gash’s angry stare flipped to him.
 
   “Don’t you think I know that? I did what I had to do, to give us some time. Get the bears here, and figure out what to do about the fucking shadow clan. I told you shitheads, I’ve changed. I’m not handing over anyone innocent to those people.” He turned back to the monitors. “Now let me do my fucking job. I don’t know how much time we have.”
 
   Owyn glanced at Magic. His friend’s jaw ticked as they shared a look that could only be interpreted as oh, shit.
 
   They might have made it through this first battle mostly in one piece. But things were about to get even more twisted up. The peaceful lodge they called home was about to become a war zone.
 
   But Owyn couldn’t imagine a more worthy cause to fight for than the safety of family. Sometimes, if you fought for the right reasons, the struggle was worth it in the end.
 
   Turning to leave, Owyn was stopped by Gash’s harsh voice. “I… Owyn, I’m fucking sorry about your hand. I owe you a life.”
 
   I owe you a life. It was the same thing Rigor told Doc when she’d helped him.
 
   Owyn shook his head. “Nah, man. We don’t keep a tally around here. If we did, we’d all owe Doc our first born. We’re good.” He held out the fist of his good hand and Gash tapped it with his own. “Call me when the bears get here.” 
 
   “Will do.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    Doc looked around the dining room. It’d been cleaned up and set back to normal. The electric was fixed temporarily, until the utility company could repair the lines. The clan was safe for now, and there were human guests arriving in the morning. Not to mention the bear security Gash was hiring from Cleaver.
 
   It’d be nice to see the twins again.
 
   Things would be business as usual tomorrow. And maybe the next day. And the next. But eventually, the danger would return to Lake Haven.
 
   The thought left her feeling cold.
 
   People were trickling out, heading for the comfort of their cabins and some recovery time with their mates. 
 
   She wondered what Owyn would do tonight. His sweet declaration of love for her was rudely interrupted by the attack, and now she didn’t know what to expect from him. She wanted to fall into his arms and pretend there wasn’t a threat to their family. That when they awoke tomorrow, their worst problem would be deciding what to eat for breakfast.
 
   He slid up behind her, and the heat of his body was a soothing balm to her nerves.
 
   “Mate,” he murmured. “Are you ready to go home?”
 
   Doc nodded, and resisted asking him where home was now. Maybe she was thinking too far ahead. Maybe they still needed separate places until they could get used to the idea of mating.
 
   Owyn took her hand and pulled her toward the door. They were silent as they walked the trail toward the cabins. A trill of relief fluttered through Doc as they passed by hers and continued walking to Owyn’s.
 
   He climbed the steps and she followed, stopping at the door when he turned to face her.
 
   “I want you in my home. In my bed. I don’t want you ever sleeping away from me again. Tell me if that’s not okay.”
 
   “It’s perfect. Exactly what I want too.”
 
   Owyn opened the door and Doc stepped in, finding the design of the cabin familiar. And even with none of her things around, his place felt like home.
 
   “What do you think?” He sounded nervous. Just a little. “We can move some of your things over tomorrow if you’d like. Or… or we can go buy new things. Whatever you want.”
 
   Doc gave him a grin, her eyes filling with tears she refused to be ashamed of. “Our home,” she whispered. “I can’t believe this is finally happening.”
 
   He drew her close, his arms circling her waist as he dropped a kiss on her forehead. “Are you happy?” It was part disbelief and part wonder.
 
   She kissed him in response, stretching up on her tiptoes to reach his lips. “Yes.”
 
   Doc stepped out of Owyn’s arms, bringing his hand up to examine it. “Does it hurt?” she asked.
 
   “It’s nothing, Doc. Like hitting my thumb with a hammer… except a little worse.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Bullshit.”
 
   Owyn chuckled, gripping her hip with his other hand to keep her near. He leaned in, pulling her earlobe between his teeth and biting down softly. Doc shivered at the contact.
 
   “Should we test our bond? See what it can do?” he asked softly.
 
   “I used it from inside, when you were… when Rigor…” Her breath hitched at the memory. “Did you feel me?”
 
   “Yes. I felt you, Christina. And tonight I’m going to prove to you how powerful our bond has become.”
 
   Carefully, she unwrapped his hand. The reattached finger was angry and swollen, the stitches digging into the skin like it was an overstuffed ragdoll. Gently, she cradled it in hers, pushing healing power through their bond.
 
   Owyn hissed, grinding his teeth together. 
 
   She knew this part was the worst. Healing what was broken always caused pain at first. But then his tension eased and the swelling faded. The redness returned to his normal skin shade and the bruising disappeared.
 
   “There,” she said, giddy that she was able to ease his pain. “Test it out.”
 
   Owyn flexed his hand, tentatively at first, and then more sure once it seemed like his finger worked.
 
   “How is it?”
 
   “A little stiff,” he mumbled. “But… wow, Doc. That’s amazing. I’ve seen other mating bonds at work, but actually feeling ours…” He shook his head in wonder. “I want more.” He scooped her up with both arms around her waist. “I want everything.”
 
   She gasped just as his mouth captured hers, his tongue pressing in to claim it. She was ready for this. Ready for his total claiming. Ready to be his for the rest of her days.
 
   Owyn brought her to the bed, pulling away to ease her shirt over her head. His came next, and then her bra. His eyes grazed her hungrily, catching on certain places longer than others. The hollow of her neck, the peaks of her nipples, the dip of her belly just before the waist of her jeans.
 
   Desire licked at her, creating a burning pool at her core. But there was another desire that had nothing to do with the physical burn for Owyn. It was the desire of her heart. That he’d give her his to hold, to love. And finally, it was happening.
 
   Touching her with only the tips of his fingers, he brushed a trail down her neck, between her breasts, and over her belly to her waistband, his eyes following the entire way. He gripped the fabric and tugged her forward in one sharp move.
 
   His lips brushed her cheek as he husked, “Gonna make every part of you mine. For good. Any objections, Doc?”
 
   “None,” she breathed, her palm sliding over the bulge in his jeans.
 
   A low purr rumbled his chest and it sent chills racing down her spine. The panther was near, and the cougar wanted all of him.
 
   Owyn flicked the button on her jeans, ripped the zipper, and had her pants down all in the next breath, leaving her in the black lace panties she’d worn to the party.
 
   “Those panties are pretty, Doc, but I’m going to have to ruin them.” His voice was thick with lust. “They stand between me and your pussy, and I’m not letting anything get in my way tonight.”
 
   God, yes. She’d buy new ones.
 
   Doc reached down, grabbing the offending fabric by the waist and yanking hard to rip it. The panties came away scraps that she held out for Owyn to take.
 
   “There,” she said, dropping them in his palm. “All gone.”
 
   One side of his mouth curved up in a sexy grin. “Anxious, are we?”
 
   Doc nodded, swallowing down the emotion welling in her throat.
 
   “Been waiting for this, haven’t we, mate?” Owyn whispered.
 
   She nodded again, not trusting her voice.
 
   “I’ve imagined this night with you,” he admitted. “Laid awake, dreaming of it. Of how I’d touch you. How you’d respond. How it’d be to make love to you with my heart wide open for you to see. Without the shadows and secrets. Just me showing you everything.” He dropped a soft kiss to her lips. “Doc, I’m telling you right now, I don’t think my dreams are going to live up to the reality.”
 
   A whimper escaped Doc as his palm ran up her ribs to cup her breast and his thumb teased her hardened nipple. Owyn brushed his mouth along her jaw, inhaling as he went, and bringing shivers of anticipation.
 
   Doc’s hands worked his belt open, and then his jeans, anxious to get to what was underneath.
 
   When there were no more clothes between them, Owyn pushed Doc into the bed, following her down with his mouth. He kissed her, lapping at her tongue, until the fire inside was a burning pillar. Until she was sweating with need.
 
   His erection lay hard between their bodies, his slight thrusts against her thigh telling her he was as revved up as she was.
 
   Hands braced on either side of her head, Owyn rose up to hover over her. The muscles of his shoulders rippled and flexed as he gazed on her body, starting with her eyes and rolling down to her hips in a leisurely stroll.
 
   “My mate,” he murmured as if trying to believe it. 
 
   The tattoo on his neck stood out, reminding her of that first night at Cleaver’s. She knew what it meant now. And that it meant even more to him after the sacrifices Mandi made for Josie and Magic, and ultimately the entire clan. Doc and Owyn could mate now, because of her. She would never be forgotten.
 
   Doc touched her fingers to the tattoo and uttered a near silent thank you.
 
   Owyn reached one hand between their bodies, his fingers brushing softly over her folds. “So ready for me,” he murmured, replacing his touch with his steely erection.
 
   Meeting her eyes, he pressed at her opening, slowly inching inside. Emotions tumbled from his gaze, filling her with so much love she thought she wouldn’t be able to contain it.
 
   “See everything,” he said, his breath hitching at their tight connection. 
 
   Doc saw it. Felt it. She never realized how tightly knit her heart was with her pleasure. But now, with Owyn so blatantly showing the depths of his love, she was a hair’s breadth away from coming.
 
   “Know that I’m only yours, and that I’ll never betray this bond. And that I… fuck,” he hissed, pressing in as her muscles contracted in pleasure. “Doc.”
 
   She moaned as her pleasure overtook her, and Owyn flexed in and out in a torturously slow rhythm until she faded into bliss muttering, “I love you, love you.”
 
   “Sweet mate,” he growled, sucking hard at her neck, but never increasing the speed of his thrust.
 
   It was slow and steady. Taking his time. Savoring this night that they’d remember forever.
 
   And Doc couldn’t love him any more. Her heart was full.
 
   Her pleasure built to another lofty peak as Owyn gripped her thigh to spread her wider, for his thrusts to go deeper. 
 
   “Ready for my mark, mate?” His voice had changed. Grown wilder. Needy and demanding.
 
   She’d recognize that panther anywhere.
 
   Her own cat pushed at the surface. Doc could feel her eyes flickering with the cougar. 
 
   “Yes, my male. I’m yours now.”
 
   With a satisfied growl, Owyn pushed into her one last time, spilling his release and marking her permanently with his scent. She felt their bond latch into place, deep in the recesses of her heart, digging in and anchoring her to him for eternity.
 
   Exactly how she wanted it.
 
   A swift bite of his claws to her neck—the physical mark—pushed her over the edge of another orgasm. And she returned the favor with a long mark down his back.
 
   Owyn roared with triumph as more of his release poured into her, sealing their promise better than any spoken word.
 
   Permanent. Final. Forever.
 
   He slowed to a stop, breathing like there was no oxygen left in the room. Everything around them grew strangely quiet in the afterglow. The way the air is after a hurricane. Still, but shattered, telling you nothing will ever be the same again.
 
   Owyn bent his head to lick the mark at the corner of her neck, and she sighed happily.
 
   “Christina,” he breathed. “Mine. I love you so damn much. Do you feel it?”
 
   “I do.” She cradled his head as he collapsed to the bed, pulling her in close.
 
   “The bond is powerful. I wonder if it’s always like this.”
 
   “I don’t know. But I think it might be.”
 
   “I finally understand why Magic went crazy after Mandi died. Truly understand it.” He shivered. “And the worst part is, you aren’t safe. Lake Haven isn’t safe anymore.”
 
   “I know. But life doesn’t guarantee us safety. In fact, it guarantees the opposite. It’s our job to make it safe. And we will.”
 
   Owyn met her gaze with a lopsided grin. “You sound so sure.”
 
   “I’m not,” she murmured, listening to her instincts. They were telling her something important. Something she wanted to share with Owyn. “But I’m a doctor. I know science and statistics. And I know a shadow can’t live where there’s light. Just like evil can’t thrive where there’s love. And I don’t know if you noticed or not, but there’s a helluva lot of love around this place.”
 
   Owyn nodded, thoughtful, before kissing her shoulder. “Somehow, I noticed,” he said playfully.
 
   Doc snuggled into her mate’s embrace, content for now.
 
   The shadows were coming, sure. But for every darkness, there was a light to battle it. 
 
   They simply needed to find the light. And she had faith that they would.
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