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  About Steele


  Mila Wright spent the last year  planning her dream wedding in Yellowstone National Park. But that dream becomes a nightmare when those plans fall apart in the worst way possible. Distraught, she runs, not considering the dangers that might await her if she strays from the marked roadways in the park.


  When Steele Jacobs, alpha of the Moonstone Pack, goes out for a run in his wolf form and hears a human woman crying, he knows the last thing he should do is get involved. But something about the sound draws him to her—and when he sees Mila, he knows without a doubt that she is his fated mate.


  But he’s expected to choose a mate who will strengthen the Moonstone Pack, not a human weakling who brings nothing to the match. Can Mila even accept his werewolf nature? And if they bond, can the two of them protect the pack against its enemies?


  Content and Trigger Warning


  Please note that this book includes elements of physical, verbal, and emotional abuse by characters other than the hero, as well as mentions of rape and sexual abuse, and may therefore be triggering to some readers.


  Prologue


  Blake Deacon stared around at his pack, gathered in the primary meeting room of his home in Big River Falls, Idaho, just across the state line from Montana and outside Yellowstone National Park.


  There were forty-three pack members right now. Three of the females were currently pregnant—possibly with Deacon’s pups, but who knew, really? Deacon had ensured that they made themselves available to all his lieutenants, so the pups could belong to anyone.


  After all, that was the females’ duty. They were unmated beta females—what else were they good for?


  The three pregnant beta bitches huddled together, sitting on the floor in the corner, waiting for the announcement he had called everyone together tonight to make. Deacon had considered offering them one of the sofas, but those were set aside for his lieutenants—and what kind of message would it send if he allowed them to usurp his lieutenants’ positions?


  No. Better to keep them in their place.


  Even if two of them were beginning to look uncomfortably pregnant.


  The other females in the pack would take care of them.


  That wasn’t Deacon’s job.


  He turned his attention from the women and cast his eye over a group of teenage girls standing in a different corner, whispering and giggling. They were a little young yet, but soon enough he would have one—or maybe more—of them sent to his bed.


  It was his right as alpha, much like the droit du seigneur of old.


  God, he missed the old days—days he had never actually experienced but that he dreamed of often, back when no one would have dared question his position in the pack.


  The state sure as hell wouldn’t have come along and investigated his pack, treating them like a cult, acting like they were some kind of polygamist religionists.


  His nostrils flared in anger as he recalled the sheriff in Washington quizzing him—not only about his pack, but also about where he’d gotten his scars. How he’d lost his eye.


  Of course Deacon hadn’t been able to tell the truth. Humans weren’t capable of understanding shifters.


  And that was what came of allowing humans control over society. If Deacon had his way, werewolves would come out of the shifter closet, tell everyone who and what they were. Take over governing everywhere so that wolf shifters would not have to ever come up with cover stories again.


  As it was, he and his pack had had to pick up and leave Washington State.


  It had taken them a while to find an unclaimed territory with places to run and enough land to build on that was far enough away from most human civilization for his pack to grow.


  So that was where he was now.


  Idaho.


  Of course, if he had known when they had first moved here that another pack had already claimed all of Yellowstone National Park, he might have continued farther west, searching for a less dangerous place to settle.


  But it was no use howling over lost prey.


  They were here now, and he intended for them to stay.


  “Quiet, everyone,” Franklin Ellerson, Deacon’s first lieutenant, said loudly. “Your alpha is about to speak.”


  Deacon grinned, and several of the females shied away from him. There had been a time when that kind of reaction would have disturbed him—but he had come to relish it, enjoying the females’ fear. It highlighted his own power, and he loved it. “Thank you, Ellerson,” he said, stepping up to take his second’s place.


  He stared around the room at his pack—the people who had followed him here, almost all of them because they had nowhere else to go.


  Of course, some of them, like Ellerson himself, had joined up with Deacon’s pack because they had been lone wolves, banished from their previous packs because they’d been considered too violent and antisocial to live in a group.


  Deacon knew better, of course. Violence had its place in a wolf pack—especially a strong pack, like the one he was building.


  But having a strong pack also meant that Ellerson was one of several wolves Deacon knew he was going to have to watch out for. He had earned his place the old-fashioned way—by killing his predecessor in a challenge battle to the death.


  That was the only way Deacon would ever give up his power as well. And his entire pack knew it, including Ellerson.


  But there was no better way to go out. If he was going to have to die, better it be at the hands of a stronger shifter than from feeble old age.


  Except Deacon didn’t plan to allow either to happen anytime soon.


  Surely one of the girls he had been eyeing moments ago would make a suitable mate, someone who would bear sons for him.


  He would raise those sons to be strong and determined, fierce fighters for the pack.


  And one day, one of those sons would challenge him for the alpha position and take him down, just as Deacon had taken down his own sire.


  His chest swelled in imagined pride.


  That was the way to go out.


  Again, he smiled and reveled in the way several of the females shuddered.


  Yes, he would definitely need to see if any of the younger ones were ready to be bred.


  “I am pleased to announce,” he began, “that our pack is expanding.” He gestured at the pregnant females, who clenched their teeth and tried to remain stoic under his regard.


  Then he turned to several of the formerly lone wolf shifters who had joined them on their trek eastward from Washington State, having been banished from other packs for one stupid reason or another.


  “Now that we’ve been here long enough to settle in,” he continued, “I believe it’s time to begin discussing expanding our territory.”


  Deacon glanced around as if waiting for someone to ask a question, even though he knew no one would dare voice it. “As you all already know, Yellowstone National Park has the best hunting in the area. The wildlife is plentiful, and there are already full-blood wolves in place who provide cover for any shifters hunting in the area.”


  His second lieutenant, Stefan Davids, narrowed his eyes, but Deacon already knew what he was thinking. “I’m sure some of you are aware of and probably somewhat concerned about the Moonstone Pack that has claimed Yellowstone as its territory.”


  All around him, pack members nodded and murmured.


  “The answer to your concerns is that you should not have any,” Deacon said, his tone turning icy and hard. “I have a plan to deal with that pack.”


  Never mind that the plan was nascent at best—Deacon’s preliminary investigation into the Moonstone Pack suggested it was unusually cohesive. But they were also unusually welcoming, and Deacon planned to use that to his advantage…somehow.


  It was a pity the Moonstone alpha did not have a mate yet. That would have made Deacon’s job much easier.


  But so be it. He would find a way to get around the Moonstone Pack’s defenses.


  Starting by sending scouts into Moonstone’s territory to determine just how strong the pack’s defenses around Yellowstone were.


  After he laid out his plan as it stood so far and began handing out assignments to his various pack lieutenants, he couldn’t help but smile fearsomely again.


  After all, this was the life he had dreamed of—one where he was in charge and other wolves rushed to do his bidding.


  And now he even had a foe to focus his attention on—a foe he fully intended to absolutely destroy.


  Chapter 1


  Steele Jacobs, alpha of the Moonstone Pack, ran through his territory.


  The full moon shone down through the trees, the shadows of the pine tree dappling the carpet of fallen needles below. Steele nosed through the detritus on the ground, checking to ensure all was well in his domain.


  He caught the scent of a river otter—far from its usual territory. Probably a pup making its way overland between the Gardner River and the Yellowstone River.


  Nothing unusual about that.


  He lifted his nose into the air and let the other assorted smells of Yellowstone flow over him, parsing out the scents.


  A family of bears—full-blooded, not shifters—off to the west. Four of them, a mother and three cubs.


  That was good. The more the wildlife in his territory thrived, the happier Steele was.


  The trails crisscrossed over one another, leaving behind clues that he would not have been able to decipher as easily in his human form. No matter how enhanced his senses might be, a human nose could only separate out smells so much.


  That was why he preferred to roam Yellowstone in his wolf form.


  As did the other members of the Moonstone Pack.


  Ryker Phillips, his second-in-command, had passed by here recently as well, also in his wolf form.


  Steele gave a satisfied nod, an oddly human gesture for a wolf, and one he wouldn’t have made if there had been any pure humans around to see it.


  But there weren’t—only other wildlife, and the animals of Yellowstone tended to stay out of the Moonstone Pack’s way, since they didn’t fully understand the odd mix of human and lupine scents that followed the pack members.


  That was fine with Steele. It made hunts more challenging.


  With a final check of the area, he continued toward his destination.


  At the top of the ridge overlooking the primary Yellowstone caldera, Steele paused, staring out across the human creations that had been built over the last century.


  Despite the thousands of tourists who made their way through Yellowstone every year, the Moonstone Pack claimed the park as its territory.


  With summer beginning, the tourists would soon be out in full force. And ultimately, that was good for the pack.


  After all, they made most of their financial profit from interactions with those full-blooded humans. Almost all the pack members held human jobs—they practically owned the small town of Moonstone just outside the park, and members of the pack owned and staffed the hotels, gas stations, and restaurants in town.


  A couple of them were even park rangers.


  It was a good setup, allowing the pack to keep an eye on everything in the park.


  He moved on, trotting through the park until he came to the edge of Obsidian Cliff overlooking Beaver Ponds.


  A howl echoed in the distance, capturing his attention, and Steele’s ears perked up. After a moment, he recognized the sound of one of his pack members, and soon thereafter, Nick Reagan, one of the pack sentinels, trotted out of the nearest copse of trees, still in his wolf form.


  Nick moved up to stand by Steele’s left shoulder, joining him in gazing out across the valley.


  In the distance, lights began coming on in the buildings that dotted the park. Human voices drifted on the breeze, probably unintelligible to most people, but even from this distance, Steele caught a phrase or two. Nothing unusual though.


  Everything seemed calm in Yellowstone—for now, at least.


  After a minute or so, Nick bumped Steele’s shoulder and jerked his head back toward the trees.


  When the sentinel turned to make his way toward the nearest cover, Steele followed. Once they were deep in a circle of trees, Nick shifted.


  The snapping and popping of bones echoed in the small clearing. Obviously, Nick wanted to discuss something with him—something he could not convey as a wolf.


  It must be important too, because Nick didn’t stop shifting at his midpoint shape—the werewolf form that terrified humans in horror movies and had more than once been mistaken for Bigfoot, and a shape in which most wolf shifters could communicate through speech.


  Nick gestured at Steele, using the limited number of signals the pack had developed over the years to communicate basic ideas and indicating that Steele should probably shift too.


  Whatever he had to say must be extremely important. Shifting took an extraordinary amount of energy, and members tried to limit their changes to safe areas—places they were certain they could never be seen by humans.


  With the huff of a wolfish sigh, Steele closed his eyes and allowed himself to sink into his body, finding the magical strands woven into his DNA. The spirals glowed in Steele’s inner vision, and without any conscious effort, he engaged them, sending power sliding through his cells. His own bones began to pop and break, crackling with an agonizing noise that somehow managed to be more pleasure than pain.


  He sat back on his haunches and concentrated on the shift as his bones stretched and elongated, his fur and claws retracted, and his muzzle melted away into his human features. His senses diminished, the sounds of the forest retreating, turning into background noises.


  Within a few minutes, he stood fully human, the fallen pine needles prickling under his bare feet.


  Nick had already finished shifting and was busy twirling his long, sandy brown hair into a bun on the top of his head.


  “Is there a problem?” Steele asked.


  Nick finished tucking his hair up out of the way and gave a one-shouldered shrug. “Ryker seems to think so. He sent me out to find you. The Idaho Pack is at it again.”


  Steele cursed under his breath. “What have they done now?”
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  “I can’t believe that this time next week, I’ll be married to my best friend in the world.” Mila Wright wrapped her arms around herself and gave a little shrug of delight.


  Becky Ringer, Mila’s best friend since their freshman year of college, glanced at Mila from the driver’s seat in the white Toyota Camry they had rented in Salt Lake City. “Are you absolutely sure this is the right decision?” she asked.


  “Of course.” Mila frowned. “Why would you ask a question like that two days before the wedding?”


  Becky shook her head, clearly uncomfortable with the question. “It just seems like you and Jeffrey haven’t really known each other that long. Don’t you think you might be rushing into it?”


  Mila laughed. “We’ve been together for almost two years. What more could I have to learn about him? We’ve spent almost every waking moment together since we first started dating.”


  “I just want you to be happy.” Becky cast a worried glance at Mila.


  “I am happy,” Mila assured her friend. “And every day with Jeffrey, it just keeps getting better.”


  Becky inhaled deeply, then exhaled and nodded. “Okay, then. If you’re certain.”


  Mila appreciated her friend’s concern—after all, wasn’t that what best friends were for? Helping you get through the rough times and supporting you during the good times?


  She stared out the window at the landscape flashing by. “It really is beautiful out here,” she said, attempting to change the subject. But Becky simply made a noncommittal noise.


  Mila didn’t really blame her. After all, getting married in Yellowstone had not been Mila’s first choice. Although she had wanted a destination wedding designed to limit the guest list and make her wedding day as memorable as possible, Mila had advocated for a beach wedding. Jeffrey, however, had practically insisted on getting married in the mountains.


  Yellowstone was their version of a compromise.


  Mila still cringed a little remembering that conversation.


  “I’m not exactly what you’d call an outdoorsy kind of person,” she had reminded her fiancé.


  Jeffrey had laughed away her concerns. “You’ll love Yellowstone,” he’d promised her. “And think about how gorgeous the wedding pictures will look with Old Faithful behind us.”


  After that, Mila had started researching Yellowstone. And she had to admit, it was beautiful. Even if the thought of hiking all those trails had made her gasp in sympathy.


  But it had had a beneficial effect, she reminded herself. From the moment she’d agreed to a wedding in a hikers’ paradise, she’d hit the gym on a regular basis to build her stamina. If they were truly going to spend their honeymoon in Yellowstone, Mila knew she needed to be prepared for long walks in nature.


  She might never be anything other than what might be generously called “curvy,” but all those hours on the treadmill had definitely left her more toned.


  Now I really am excited about the wedding in a national park.


  So why is my stomach in knots? she wondered as they drove into the tiny town of Moonstone, Montana, where she and Becky had agreed to stop for dinner before heading toward the Old Yellowstone Inn inside Yellowstone itself.


  Part of her knew her trepidation came from the fact that she wasn’t really sure she wanted to have the wedding here.


  It’s what Jeffrey wanted, she reassured herself. And it’s important to me that he gets what he wants. He asks so little of me. It’s okay if it wasn’t my first choice. Marriage is about compromise, right?


  With that, she shoved the thought down, refusing to examine it any further.
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  Inside the Moonstone Café, Becky and Mila were seated at a booth. Mila glanced down at the menu.


  It was probably a bad idea to get a burger—her wedding dress had been perfectly tailored, and even the slightest weight gain could end up being a problem on her wedding day.


  “Oh, look!” Becky exclaimed excitedly. “They have buffalo burgers.”


  Mila wrinkled her nose. “Gross. Who’d want to eat that?”


  Becky shook her head. “You are so unadventurous,” she said. “Sometimes I do not understand how you and Jeffrey ended up together.”


  Sometimes Mila wondered too. After all, Jeffrey was tall, athletic, handsome—not to mention from an upper-middle-class family that thought nothing of taking regular trips both in and out of the country. He was adventurous embodied.


  Mila, on the other hand, was quiet, bookish, too round for many men’s tastes, and a definite homebody. Her initial desire for a beach wedding had more to do with being able to hang out in the sun and read while the ocean waves crashed in the distance than any kind of exploration or adventure.


  But Jeffrey loves me anyway, she told herself for the millionth time.


  And surely that was all that mattered.


  Mila went back to perusing the menu, and after a moment, their waiter showed up to take their drink order. As he turned and walked away, Becky leaned across the table and said in a stage whisper, “My God, he’s hot.”


  Mila blinked. She hadn’t really noticed. She tilted out of the booth and watched him walk away.


  Okay. Becky wasn’t wrong. But he definitely wasn’t Mila’s type, with his tall, lanky body and dishwater-blond hair tied up in a knot on the top of his head. She ducked back into her seat in the booth. “Really? I didn’t think you were into man-buns.”


  “But did you see his eyes? And those tattoos. I’d make a man-bun exception for him. Yum.”


  Mila snickered. The conversation reminded her of when they had been roommates in college. Becky had always been the outgoing one, frequently dragging Mila to parties and events, even the occasional bar when they could get in, though Texas laws had often made that impossible.


  Of course, on all those occasions, Becky had also been the pretty one. With her long, silky dark hair and enormous blue eyes, she’d always been the focus of masculine attention.


  So when the waiter brought their drinks back and Becky purred, “Thank you, Nick,” Mila couldn’t help but note the expression of slight annoyance that flickered across his face.


  Not that I’m actively hoping men will ignore her, Mila assured herself. I just think that maybe sometimes it would be good for her to realize that not everyone wants her.


  Almost immediately, guilt rushed through her, and Mila chastised herself for the uncharitable thought. She knew Becky wanted to get married more than anything—she simply hadn’t found the right person yet.


  And I really do need to be kinder. After all, Jeffrey chose me. I have someone.


  Whereas Becky had just recently gone through a rough breakup, the third in as many years. For the last few months, she’d spent most of her weekends with Mila and Jeffrey.


  It’s good that she’s showing an interest in flirting again.


  Nick the waiter took their orders—still not reacting to Becky’s overt flirting—and the two of them ate their burgers companionably.


  “How’s the buffalo?” Mila asked, gesturing at Becky’s meal.


  “Not bad. A little bland.”


  “So you won’t be having more during the trip?”


  Becky laughed and shook her head. “Only if Nick brings it to me. I’d eat anything he delivered.”


  This time, Mila forced a laugh, determined to support her friend as Becky began coming out of her self-imposed romantic exile—and then almost choked on her own regular beef burger when she realized Nick was standing less than two feet behind Becky, definitely close enough to have heard what she’d said.


  So much for being supportive, Mila thought as she took a drink of her water and washed down the bite of food. She considered pointing out Nick to Becky but, in the end, decided it would be unkind to embarrass her friend and instead pretended she hadn’t seen Nick at all as he moved past them to deliver a platter of food to another table.


  “Do you think I should give him my cell number?” Becky asked as they were getting ready to pay the bill.


  “The waiter?”


  “Of course the waiter. Do you see anyone else in here who might be interesting?”


  Mila’s gaze flitted around the restaurant. There were several attractive men in the room. More, in fact, than she had seen together in one place in a very long time. “Well…”


  Becky laughed and reached out to swat her friend’s hand. “You’re getting married in two days. Quit looking.”


  “I can still look. I just can’t touch.”


  Relieved that she hadn’t had to answer the original question—Nick hadn’t seemed at all interested in Becky—Mila put down cash and stood up. “We need to get going. We’re supposed to be at the hotel in the next hour or so.”


  Becky waved a hand at Mila’s half-eaten meal. “Do you want to take that with us?”


  “No. I don’t want the rest of it.”


  “Why not? Oh, wait. Because you don’t want to get too fat for your dress?”


  That seemed a rude way to put it.


  But it’s also the truth, her inner voice reminded her.


  “Exactly,” she said in response to Becky. Then she turned and headed toward the door as quickly as she could, hoping to forestall any of Becky’s further attempts at flirtation.


  Sometimes her friend could be remarkably tone-deaf, Mila acknowledged to herself. But Becky had always been there for Mila, holding her hand through breakups, helping her write her résumé when she needed to find a job after college, and helping her pick out the wedding dress Mila was currently worried about outgrowing.


  A little tone deafness wasn’t the worst possible characteristic in a friend—not when that friend had been as supportive of Mila as Becky had.


  Besides, Mila reminded herself, Jeffrey was waiting for her.


  And she couldn’t wait to get to her husband-to-be.


  
    [image: Paragraph separator]
  


  Jeffrey was waiting for their arrival in the lobby of the Old Yellowstone Inn.


  Somehow Becky managed to get inside before Mila, and let the door mostly shut on the bride-to-be as she struggled with her suitcase and the garment bag holding her wedding dress.


  “Jeffrey! Yoo-hoo! We’re here!” Becky waved him over.


  Something about that seemed strange. Mila couldn’t pinpoint why though.


  I’m nervous about the wedding, that’s all. Right?


  Becky turned, took the dress bag and suitcase handle from Mila, and stepped out of the way.


  Okay. That seemed more appropriate.


  Jeffrey strode toward her, and once again, Mila marveled at the fact that he had chosen her, out of all the women in the world.


  With his blond hair, big brown eyes, broad shoulders, and muscular form, he looked like he could have stepped out of a men’s magazine—one aimed at athletes. Mila turned her face up for a kiss, and Jeffrey gave her a perfunctory peck on the lips.


  When she tried to wrap her arms around his neck to kiss him more thoroughly, he stepped away. “Not in public, Mila,” he murmured. “Don’t be crass.”


  She paused for a moment, suddenly exhausted. “What room are we in?”


  But Jeffrey had already turned to greet Becky, enveloping Mila’s friend in a giant hug. When he looked back at Mila, his arms still wrapped around Becky’s waist, he caught sight of her slight frown.


  “Oh, don’t look like that,” he admonished her. “I’m just trying to make our guests feel welcome.”


  Mila forced a smile. “No problems here,” she said, aiming to keep her tone light. “I’m just tired from the drive.”


  “Of course you are, sweetheart,” Jeffrey said.


  Mila’s heart lifted, and she smiled at the endearment.


  But that smile faded with her fiancé’s next words. “You and Becky are in room 225.” He produced two key cards from his pocket and handed one to each of the women.


  “Becky and I are sharing a room?” Mila asked, confused.


  Jeffrey’s features screwed up into a grimace. “Yeah. My grandparents are here, and my mother asked that, out of respect for them, we please not stay together until after the ceremony.”


  Mila stared at him for a long, shocked moment. “Seriously? That wasn’t the plan.”


  “It’s just for two nights,” Becky said, her tone conciliatory. “It seems like a small thing to do to keep the peace with your future in-laws. And we’ll have fun. We can have a slumber party, just us girls.”


  Mila sighed, then forced another smile. The lead-in to a wedding was supposed to be a little chaotic and stressful, right? That was what all the bridal magazines suggested, anyway. “Okay,” she said. “If it’ll gain me brownie points with your mom, I’ll do it. What room are you in, Jeffrey?”


  “One-nineteen,” he said. “Right next door to my parents.”


  So not even a chance to lie about the sleeping arrangements. Great.


  “Okay. Well, I am exhausted. I’m going to go up to the room. Becky, you coming with me?”


  “I have been cooped up in a car for hours,” Becky said. “The last thing I want to do is lie down in my room.”


  “Perfect,” Jeffrey said. “The groomsmen are in the bar if you want to come have a drink with us.”


  “Absolutely,” Becky said. “Will you take my suitcase with you?” she asked Mila.


  “Yeah. Sure.” Mila’s tone went flat.


  But as with Nick the waiter, Becky didn’t seem to notice as she gave Mila a little wave. “See you later, roomie.”


  “Later.” Mila turned to head toward the elevator as Jeffrey went in the other direction, leading Becky to the hotel bar.


  This shouldn’t bother me, Mila told herself. Jeffrey’s just being a good host.


  When Becky had begun spending so much time with Mila and Jeffrey after her breakup, Mila had been grateful that her fiancé and her best friend got along so well.


  It was stupid to feel any jealousy now, right before her wedding.


  It’s just prewedding nerves, she told herself.


  I’m the one Jeffrey is going to marry.


  She found herself repeating that thought like a mantra as she hauled two suitcases, a weekender bag, and the garment bag containing her wedding dress up to the hotel room.


  Alone.


  To a room she wasn’t even going to be sharing with her fiancé for the next two nights.


  But I’m the one he’s going to marry.


  Chapter 2


  “Tell me what you know so far.”


  In the breakfast room of the Moonstone Lodge—ostensibly a local hotel, but in reality, the primary residence of a number of pack members—Steele waited expectantly for his second-in-command to answer.


  “Nothing for sure yet,” Ryker said. “But I caught the scent of some non-Moonstone wolf shifters when I was on patrol in the park this morning. And Nick says a couple of guys from the Idaho Pack showed up in the café last night, talking loudly about their plans to expand their territory.”


  Steele cursed under his breath. “They were talking in front of humans?”


  Ryker raised his eyebrows and nodded. “Yep. Nick says they didn’t even bother to lower their voices, though they were careful not to use any terms that might draw suspicion.”


  “For all that’s worth.” Steele shook his head. “Why didn’t Nick tell me this himself when you sent him to get me?”


  Ryker snorted. “You terrify him, man. He specifically asked me to tell you.”


  Steele frowned and tilted his head to the side. “Terrify him? But he’s part of my pack. Why would he be scared of me?”


  When Ryker just shook his head, Steele pressed further. “Seriously. I want to know. Why would a member of my own pack be afraid to tell me something?”


  “Comes with the alpha title. Nick didn’t grow up in Yellowstone. He spent years as a lone wolf, trying to avoid packs like ours. Don’t get me wrong—he’s grateful we took him in. Even more thankful to be a Moonstone sentinel. But all that time on his own left him wary. You can’t blame him for that. Give the kid a little more time—he’ll get acclimated.”


  This time, Steele was the one who shook his head. Calling Nick a kid was something of a misnomer. Nick was in his late twenties, only a few years younger than Ryker himself. And Ryker and Steele were only eighteen months apart. They were cousins, and their mothers having brought them up together, they often acted more like brothers, along with their other cousin, Bronx.


  All three of them were descended from the original pack that had settled in Yellowstone generations ago. Under other circumstances, the three cousins might have fought for dominance over the Moonstone Pack.


  But early on, Steele, Ryker, and Bronx had decided against that.


  They had wanted a different kind of pack.


  And that was a good way to start tonight’s meeting, Steele decided.


  “Is everyone here?” he asked Ryker.


  “In the meeting room,” Ryker replied, gesturing toward the back of the lodge that served as the Moonstone Pack’s headquarters.


  At other times, Steele might have called for a meeting at night, under the stars, in the wild country of the park.


  But if there were Idaho Pack members skulking around, he didn’t want any of them to hear what he had to say.


  No, better to have this particular meeting indoors, away from prying eyes. And ears.


  “Then let’s get started,” he said and led the way to the lodge hall.


  As they made their way down the corridor leading to the meeting hall, the buzz of human voices floated out to Steele, interspersed with the occasional yip from some of the younger pups who hadn’t yet completely mastered shifting on command.


  When Steele stepped into the room, the group grew quiet. He allowed his gaze to drift across the crowded space.


  The number of pack members had waxed and waned through the generations, but under Steele’s leadership, their numbers had steadily grown. There were now a hundred and three pack members, almost half of them children.


  Yeah, now was a good time to remind them all of their heritage.


  “Hello, everyone,” Steele began, his voice reaching the back corners of the room without any need for artificial enhancement—especially since everyone there had a werewolf’s hearing. “Thank you all for coming together today.”


  At the sound of their alpha’s voice, even the youngest wolves who had been rolling around on the floor mock fighting stilled, settling back to listen to what he had to say.


  “You all know our history. But I think today is a good day to reiterate it. In 1882, three sisters from the Adirondack Mountains pack in New York made their way west, breaking off from the parent pack, determined to avoid forced matings.”


  In the front row, several of the older pack members, including Steele’s mother, Clarissa, and her two sisters, Justine and Amelia—all direct descendants of those original three pack members—nodded.


  This was a story they had heard many times.


  “When they arrived in Yellowstone, they knew they had found their home here—and soon, others joined them. Most of you sitting here today are descended from those three sisters and their families.” He nodded at Bronx standing in the back of the room, his arms crossed over his broad chest as he surveyed the pack, alert for any potential problems. “And some of you are newer.” He glanced over at Nick, who flashed him a nervous grin. “But it doesn’t matter where we came from or how you joined the pack. Everyone in this room today is Moonstone.”


  A cheer went up in the room, and Steele smiled, nodding as he waited for the noise to die down again.


  “We have held Yellowstone as our territory for well over a hundred years. We haven’t had to defend that territory since my great-grandfather’s time.”


  A nervous murmur rustled through the crowd.


  “But as I’m sure many of you have heard already, the Idaho Pack, made up of newcomers to the area, has begun considering an incursion into Moonstone Pack territory.”


  “What do we know about the Idaho Pack?” Jason Wells, another relative newcomer to the Moonstone Pack, asked.


  Steele shook his head. “Not much yet. So tonight, we’re going to discuss how to gather that information.”
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  Less than an hour after arriving at the hotel, Mila tossed and turned in her bed.


  “This is stupid,” she muttered aloud and sat up.


  What am I doing alone in my hotel room the night before my wedding? Especially when my fiancé and our friends are down in the bar, having a great time.


  With that thought, she swung her legs out from under the covers and stood.


  Sitting on each bed was a basket filled with the wedding-weekend goodies that Mila had arranged to have delivered to each room.


  “These turned out cute,” she said to herself before taking a minute to rifle through the contents.


  The granola bars, in particular, had been her idea.


  After pulling on jeans and a sweater, she took a moment to swipe on some mascara and lipstick. She took a granola bar and dropped it into her pocket.


  After all, you never know when you’re going to need a snack.


  Her suitcase sat open on the luggage stand in the corner of the room. Moving to it, she pulled out a simple black box. Opening the box, she stared down at the glittering cuff links inside.


  Her wedding gift to Jeffrey.


  If she needed a reason to join everyone at the bar, giving this to him would be as good as any.


  Besides, she wanted to make sure they went with the tuxedo he would be wearing for the ceremony.


  Closing the box again, she dropped it into the pocket of her jeans, then pulled her driver’s license out of her purse and tucked it into the other pocket before heading out the door and down the stairs, making her way to the front desk in the lobby.


  “Hi. Could you tell me where the hotel bar is?” she asked. The clerk at the front desk offered directions before turning his attention back to the phone in his hand.


  Inside the bar, Mila glanced around but didn’t see Jeffrey or Becky anywhere. Jeffrey’s cousin Eric and his wife, Elaine, were seated at a corner table, however, so Mila made her way over to them. “Hi,” she said. “Have you seen Jeffrey or Becky down here tonight?”


  They glanced at each other, and both shook their heads. “Last we heard, Jeff was headed to the lobby to meet you two,” Elaine offered.


  That was odd.


  But Mila simply thanked them and made a quick circuit of the lounge area. It was mostly empty, and neither her fiancé nor her friend anywhere to be seen.


  Maybe they had gone out to look at the stars?


  For that matter, maybe she had missed them in the lobby. There were old-fashioned wooden chairs surrounding the giant stone fireplace rising from the center of the room—a famous feature of the old hotel. Jeffrey and Becky could very easily have gotten drinks and headed back out there.


  Mila made her way back to the lobby and circled the fireplace. Although there were several people seated in the chairs and chatting with one another—including Jeffrey’s parents—Mila still didn’t see the two she was looking for. “Hello, Sandra, Brian,” she said to Jeffrey’s parents, stopping by their seats. “Have you seen Jeffrey or Becky recently?”


  Sandra stood up and took Mila’s hands in hers, leaning over to give her future daughter-in-law a perfunctory air-kiss beside her cheek. Then she leaned back and gave Mila an appraising look—one that, as usual, Mila suspected found her lacking in Sandra’s eyes.


  “Not for several hours,” Sandra finally said. “I assume you and Becky found your room all right?”


  Mila gritted her teeth, certain that was Sandra’s way of making sure she and Jeffrey weren’t sharing a room before the wedding.


  Never mind the fact that they had practically lived together for the last six months, each of them spending more nights at the other’s apartment in Dallas than separately.


  Still, Mila did her best to keep her tone mild and polite. After all, weren’t terrible in-laws supposed to come with the whole marriage territory? “We did,” she said. “I couldn’t sleep, so I was hoping to catch Jeffrey down here.”


  “Sorry,” Brian said. “We’ve been enjoying the fireplace.”


  “Okay. Thanks anyway.” Mila turned to head toward the front door, hoping to find Jeffrey outside, still thinking about her future in-laws. She had to admit to herself that as far as she was concerned, it wasn’t really fair that she was the one who would be ending up with the terrible in-laws. Both her own parents had died in a car crash when she was only twelve, and the grandmother who had raised her had passed away the year after Mila graduated from college.


  It would have been nice to have in-laws who could truly become family.


  In some ways, though, she reflected as she stepped outside, her own lack of family connections had made the decision to travel for a destination wedding easier. She had invited just ten people, and only four had said they would attend. So Jeffrey’s friends and family made up the bulk of the small guest list, with only twenty people planning to be in attendance.


  Outside, the air had grown cool as the sun set, and a light breeze blew across the parking lot, ruffling Mila’s hair.


  No one else was outside.


  She wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. Jeffrey and Becky weren’t in the bar or the lobby either. Perhaps she had missed Becky going back up to the room? There was an elevator—maybe Becky had taken it up as Mila had taken the stairs down?


  A knot had begun to form in Mila’s stomach, but she shoved down her uneasiness and went back into the lobby, not allowing herself to consider what her anxiety might suggest.


  Jeffrey’s parents were still sitting beside the fireplace and didn’t glance up when Mila moved toward the front desk again.


  If Becky had gone up to their room, and Jeffrey had gone to his room, then he wouldn’t mind if she dropped in—especially since his parents were not in the room next to him at the moment.


  “Hi,” she said to the clerk, who glanced up from his phone.


  “Yes?”


  “I’m in room 119, and I accidentally locked my key in. Can I get another one, please?”


  “Are you with the bridal party?” he asked.


  Mila smiled. “Yes. I’m the bride.”


  “I’ll just need your name and ID, please.”


  “Mila Wright,” she said. “Soon to be Mila Breen.”


  He glanced down at his computer and typed a few things in as she fished her driver’s license out of her pocket.


  “Mila. Yes. But we don’t have you in the room until after tomorrow.”


  She gave a little shrug. “That’s just for my fiancé’s parents’ benefit.”


  The clerk laughed and nodded. “Gotcha.” He programmed another key and slid it across the counter to her. “There you go.”


  “Thanks.” As she took the key and walked away from the counter, a voice inside her head whispered, Why didn’t you just knock on his door?


  Her stomach twisted, and once again, she shoved both that anxiety and the voice in her head into the dark recesses of her mind.


  I’ll just drop off his gift if he’s not there. It’ll be a nice surprise, she told herself.


  But on some level, she knew better.


  As she headed down the hall following the signs leading to Jeffrey’s room number, Mila’s stomach continued to twist and churn even as she attempted to convince herself nothing was wrong.


  Just leave the box on his bed if he’s not there. It’s a big hotel, and we’re in Yellowstone. Hell, maybe he and some of his friends went out for a walk.


  And if he was in his room, then she would snuggle against him in bed and let all her unreasonable anxiety evaporate.


  These are just prewedding jitters.


  At his door, she paused, but she didn’t hear anything inside.


  Heaving a sigh of relief and chastising herself for being worried over nothing, Mila slid the key card into the slot, and as the light turned green, she pushed open the door.


  Just in time to hear Becky moan.


  Chapter 3


  “All sentinels and trackers,” Steele said to his packmates, “I need you to stay after the meeting. We’re going to do a complete grid search of the park, see where the Idaho Pack has made incursions into our territory. Bronx, I want you to choose three of your guardians to stay in Moonstone with you to watch over the pack. The rest of them will join the search.”


  A mildly discontented expression flickered across Bronx’s face. Steele had known before he’d given out the assignments that Bronx would want to join the hunt for the Idahos. However, this was just a search. Reconnaissance. Bronx was the pack’s best fighter, which was why Steele wanted him protecting the more vulnerable pack members, just in case this was a diversion on the part of the Idaho Pack, designed to leave the Moonstone Pack unguarded.


  He made a mental note to explain his reasoning to his cousin. Not that Bronx would ever openly defy his alpha—but Steele had long made it a policy to explain his reasoning as often as possible. It made for a happier pack—and as far as Steele was concerned, a happy pack was a productive one.


  “Everyone else is free to go home, go about your regular lives,” Steele continued. “I don’t believe we are at any kind of crisis point, but if you are concerned about your safety, you’re welcome to take one of the guest rooms in the lodge until this issue has been sorted out.”


  There. That ought to assuage anyone’s fears.


  “Meeting dismissed. Those of you participating in the search, please see me here at the front.” As everyone in the room stood and began to move toward the exit, Clarissa left her seat in the front row and stepped up next to her son, slipping her arm through the crook of his elbow. “There’s something you might want to consider,” she said.


  Steele glanced down at his mother. “If this is about me taking a mate—” he began.


  Clarissa laughed, her long dark hair swinging across her back as she shook her head. “You know me too well.”


  “Mother, I don’t have time to deal with that right now.”


  “Just one comment, and then I promise I’ll drop it.”


  With a sigh and a rueful grin, Steele said, “Okay. One comment.”


  “You might be able to broker a treaty with the Idaho Pack if you took a mate from among their females.”


  Steele’s jaw clenched. “Mother—” he said, and she slipped her arm out from his, raising her hands in mock surrender.


  “I know, I know. Our entire pack was founded on the principle that no wolf should be forced to take a mate not of his or her own choosing.” She caught his gaze with hers, her big violet-blue eyes earnest as she said her next words. “You’ve already made it clear that you have no interest in any of the females in our own pack. But an alpha needs a mate. Someone who can help you strengthen our pack. You should consider it, at least. Perhaps you could find a suitable mate in another pack. And do some good politically while you’re at it.”


  And then, because she knew her son even better than he knew her, she tilted her head and continued, “Very few shifters find their fated mates. Holding out for that kind of connection is far too likely to lead to a long, lonely life. After all, your father and I were not fated mates, and we were perfectly happy together.” She paused. “Just promise me you’ll think about it.”


  Steele nodded, and Clarissa tugged his arm until he bent down for her to give him another kiss on the cheek. He grinned and shook his head. “I promise I’ll think about it. Now get out of here before my sentinels decide my mother’s actually in charge of the pack, not me.”


  Clarissa gave another tinkling laugh and turned to leave. “I look forward to hearing how your search goes,” she said over her shoulder as she headed toward the exit.


  Steele watched her go, pondering her words for a moment.


  She wasn’t wrong. It was almost unheard of for wolf shifters to find their fated mates.


  Hell, for all I know, fated mates are just a myth.


  And Steele’s childhood had been lovely. His mother had accepted a mate from within the Moonstone Pack—a man who was almost twenty years older than she was. He had passed away several years ago, and Steele had marveled then, as now, at how calmly Clarissa had accepted his death.


  But could Steele explain to her—or to any of his pack members who dared ask—that he didn’t want to settle for a life that was merely pleasant?


  He didn’t even have the words to explain to himself what it was he truly desired. He wanted something bigger, better, a love that was larger than life.


  The one thing he knew he absolutely did not want was to choose a mate from within his own pack—one of the still-single women who gazed at him reverently, with no fire in their eyes.


  But Clarissa was right. His position as pack alpha practically demanded that he take a mate sometime soon. His pack would expect it. For one thing, a mate—and cubs—would be a visible sign that he was doing his part to ensure the stability of the pack. And although the pack alpha position wasn’t necessarily hereditary, any children of Steele’s would be steeped in the knowledge of what it took to be alpha and would be natural choices to take over when Steele finally stepped down.


  Worse than that, though, he considered, not taking a mate made Steele more vulnerable to challenges from within the pack. An alpha without the ability to attract a mate could appear less than competent. And an incompetent alpha was ripe to be overthrown.


  Of course, the next two Moonstone wolves in line were Steele’s cousins, and they had both made it clear that they were disinclined to try their hands at being alphas.


  Ryker was far too cheerful to want to be in charge. He made an excellent second, a foil to both Steele’s businesslike demeanor and Bronx’s taciturn, almost grumpy nature. Ryker could be all seriousness when he needed to be, but it wasn’t his usual mode—and wolf shifter packs required a certain solemnity in their alphas.


  Similarly, Bronx had no interest in developing the interpersonal skills and diplomacy being alpha required. Steele might know that Bronx was all bark and…well, not no bite, but at least the enormous shifter resorted to biting only when it was necessary.


  Promising himself that once he had figured out exactly what the Idaho Pack was planning, he would look into the possibility of a politically advantageous match, Steele shook himself out of his momentary reverie with a slight smile and refocused his attention on the issues more immediately at hand.


  Turning to the wall, Steele drew down a screen with an old-fashioned map of the Moonstone Pack’s territory, installed two generations ago for just such a purpose.


  “Okay, Nick,” Steele said, handing the younger werewolf a wooden pointer. “Where did you run across the potential incursion?”


  “Right here along our southwestern border,” Nick said, outlining the area he was discussing with the stick he held. Steele nodded and took the pointer back from him, setting out a grid and assigning each of his wolves to a portion of it. “Everyone return here when you’re done, and we will discuss what we find. And if you run into any of the Idaho Pack while you’re out, don’t engage with them. Just report it back to me.”


  There was a little grumbling about that, but a hard glare from their alpha quickly brought the other wolves under control.


  “What about the tourist areas?” Ryker asked.


  “I’ll take those myself,” Steele said. “I think it’s better if we limit the number of us wandering through the area around Old Faithful—it’s too exposed.” What he didn’t add was that he was by far the stealthiest of those who would be in the scouting party—but everyone there knew it.


  “Aye, aye, boss,” Ryker said with a mock salute.


  Steele shook his head in amusement as Ryker turned on his heel and headed out, along with the rest of the scouting party.


  As Steele headed out of the lodge and swung into his Jeep Wrangler, planning to drive into Yellowstone before shifting into his wolf form, he found himself still considering his mother’s advice.


  “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Steele,” he admonished himself aloud. “Finding a mate is not your primary concern right now. Get your head in the game.”


  And yet he couldn’t help but wonder—was Clarissa right? Would his pack be better served if he took a mate from the Idaho Pack? Or should he continue waiting for the right shifter female to come along?


  And either way, was he dooming himself to a loveless existence?


  Sighing, he pushed his hand through his hair and started the Jeep.


  There would be plenty of time to think about all that later.


  After he dealt with the current problem.
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  In his hotel room, Jeffrey stood at the end of the bed in all his naked glory, his shoulders glistening with sweat in the lamplight that illuminated him—along with Becky, also naked, bent over the bed in front of Jeffrey.


  His cock was buried in her up to the balls.


  Mila stood frozen, her hand still on the door handle as she took in the tableau in front of her.


  Becky turned her head toward the door, gasped, “Oh, shit,” and scrambled up onto the bed, away from Jeffrey.


  Mila’s fiancé stared at her, mouth agape, and finally gasped out, “Babe. This isn’t what it looks like.”


  His words finally pulled Mila out of her trance.


  She laughed, a hard, cold, empty sound. “Not what it looks like? How the hell could this be anything other than exactly what it looks like? Because it looks to me like my fiancé is fucking my best friend…the night before our wedding.”


  She shook her head and reached into her pocket with the hand that wasn’t white-knuckling the doorknob. Pulling out the black box she had intended to leave for Jeffrey, she threw it at him.


  She aimed for his head, but at that moment, he bent to pick up his clothes from the floor, and the box sailed over him, smashing against the wall and clattering to the floor.


  “Mila!” Jeffrey said, shocked, as he scrambled to pull on his clothes from the floor.


  By the time he had picked up his jeans, though, Mila had already spun around to leave.


  “Mila,” he tried again. “Baby. This doesn’t matter. It’s nothing.”


  The sick knot at the center of her stomach exploded outward into rage flooding her entire system. She turned on her heel and pushed the door open again, still not crossing the threshold. “Doesn’t mean anything?”


  Jeffrey had struggled into his pants and was buttoning and zipping them. “I mean it,” he said.


  Mila’s nostrils flared. “Oh? Just like you meant that I was the only one for you? That we were meant to be together?” She switched her gaze to Becky, who was clutching the bedspread to her chest. “And you. I trusted you for years. I would’ve said that no one cared about my well-being more than you do.”


  “I’m so sorry,” Becky started, but Mila held one hand out in a stopping motion.


  “I don’t want to hear it. You two,” she said, pointing a shaking finger between them, her voice trembling, “are a fucking cliché. And I don’t ever want to see either one of you again.”


  They were still scrambling into their clothing as she finally uncurled her fingers from the door handle, turned away from the ruins of her life, slammed the door behind her, and strode down the hallway, not even really seeing where she was headed.


  Chapter 4


  


  Without any real sense of where she might go next, Mila headed toward the stairway, feeling like a zombie.


  Jeffrey had cheated on her—with her best friend—and moments before, she had been furious. So why didn’t she feel something, anything, now?


  Moments later, though, as the image of Jeffrey pounding into Becky flickered through her mind, her face began burning, and prickles of rage rolled across her skin like needles.


  There’s the anger.


  But even the thought came to her as if from a distance.


  Shock, she decided. It had to be shock. That must be why she felt like she was on an emotional rollercoaster, racing between fury and numbness.


  Before she knew it, she was standing in the lobby again. Jeffrey’s parents still sat in front of the fireplace. This time, when Sandra stood and tried to wave Mila over, Mila pretended not to see her. The last thing she wanted to do was talk to her fiancé’s—ex-fiancé’s, she reminded herself—mother.


  Maybe Sandra would enjoy having Becky as a daughter-in-law instead. Mila snorted at the thought and shook her head, ignoring Sandra and moving toward the door that led out into the parking lot.


  The cool air felt good against her overheated skin, and she inhaled deeply, hoping for something about the last half hour to make sense. But every time she blinked, all she could see was Jeffrey impaling Becky.


  And if Becky was really what he wanted, why had he even bothered to propose to Mila?


  Her stomach clenched again, and this time, bile rose in her throat.


  She swallowed hard, determined not to allow Jeffrey’s unfaithfulness to make her physically ill.


  So instead of vomiting, Mila began walking. She knew she should probably go back in and get a coat of some sort—the sweater probably wasn’t enough to ward off the cool night air.


  But the last thing she wanted to do was go back inside the hotel.


  Besides, she didn’t feel at all cold. She was still too hot with rage to register more than a slightly cool breeze.


  So instead, she began walking almost blindly.


  There were trails leading away from the hotel, branching away from the road and heading in different directions.


  Even though she realized it probably wasn’t smart to go crashing around Yellowstone after dark, Mila couldn’t stand the thought of being anywhere someone from the wedding party might find her.


  She headed to the end of the paved parking lot and chose a trail at random.


  One foot after the other, she told herself. That was all she knew to do—keep moving forward. She couldn’t even figure out what to do next—after this walk, anyway.


  She and Jeffrey were scheduled to stay in Yellowstone for ten days. Her flight out of Salt Lake City didn’t leave until then.


  I am not going to wait that long. And she definitely was not willing to be seated next to Jeffrey on the way home.


  Maybe I could get my flight changed to an earlier day.


  But then how would she get back to Salt Lake City? Jeffrey had rented one car when he and his groomsmen had flown out together. And the car Mila had come in was rented in Becky’s name.


  She pulled out her phone and checked the rideshare apps.


  Three hundred miles.


  Five hundred dollars.


  She tucked the phone back into her jeans pocket.


  She’d already moved into Jeffrey’s apartment—finding a new place, moving out again, would empty her meager savings and probably use the last of the small amount she still had free on her credit cards.


  With only her comparatively small salary from the Dallas County Courts Office as income, it would take her forever to pay off the money she was about to have to spend to get away from her cheating fiancé.


  Ex-fiancé.


  And that didn’t even count what it would cost to get a new flight.


  She couldn’t afford to pay her own way back home.


  And once she got back to Texas, she wouldn’t have anywhere to stay, anyway.


  Mila’s teeth clenched.


  I am an adult. I can figure this out—I don’t need someone to save me.


  She continued walking along the trail as it led farther into the wilderness.


  She had one of Jeffrey’s credit cards in her purse—back at the hotel. He’d given it to her to cover wedding incidentals—a plan he’d announced was fair not only because he had access to family money but because his job in the Dallas financial district was better than Mila’s.


  At the time, Mila had accepted it but hadn’t planned to actually use the card at any point. She might not have much money of her own, but she could at least pay for some of the smaller items.


  Now, though, she wasn’t all that interested in proving she could pay her own way.


  This is all Jeffrey’s fault. I will not feel guilty about using his card to get out of the situation.


  She could pay him back later, assuming he ever asked her to.


  If he had any sense of decency, he wouldn’t.


  Then again, if he’d had any sense of decency to begin with, Mila wouldn’t be in this situation.


  Pausing on the trail, she took her phone out of her pocket again to see if she could find a bus that would take her back to Salt Lake City.


  No signal.


  Of course.


  With a sigh, she held her phone up high and turned around in a circle.


  There. For just a moment, she’d had a single bar. She took several steps in that new direction.


  There it was again.


  She followed the possibility of a signal several more feet.


  No. Not there. Maybe that way?


  She held it in the air again and made a ninety-degree turn.


  She moved through the pine trees for several moments, turning first one way, then the other. No matter what she did, the most she got was the occasional flicker of a signal.


  “Damn it,” she muttered to herself.


  Okay, fine. I’ll go back to the hotel and use their Wi-Fi—or maybe their phone.


  She just had to get back on the trail.


  Which was…that way? She headed back in the direction she was certain she had come from.


  After five minutes of walking, though, she realized she was lost.


  She turned on her phone’s flashlight and shined it around her.


  Nothing but trees and underbrush everywhere she looked.


  Her eyes welled with tears, but she fought them back. Yes, she was lost out in the woods, but she wasn’t far from the trails, she reminded herself.


  At worst, I can wait until daylight and find my way back. She shivered at the thought, and another tear trembled on her lashes. She swiped it away angrily.


  I will not cry over Jeffrey or Becky or being lost—or any of this entire shitty situation.


  No—it was time for her to suck it up and take care of herself. She obviously couldn’t count on anyone else in her life.


  She reached into her pocket and pulled out the granola bar. It wasn’t that cold, so she wasn’t going to die of exposure. She wasn’t going to starve to death—the granola bar would see to that. A bottle of water would be nice, but she could wait until morning if she had to.


  She put her back against a tree and sank down to sit at its base.


  Tearing open the granola bar’s packaging, she took a bite.


  This could all be much, much worse, she reminded herself.


  Then from her left, came a long, low, rumbling growl.
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  Steele parked his Jeep at the edge of the Old Yellowstone Inn parking lot and tucked his keys into the pocket of his jeans.


  Then he made his way to the head of the trail leading into the heart of the park.


  He could tuck his clothes into the knothole of a tree he knew nearby and shift. Then he would circle the inn, checking for any hint that the Idaho Pack had been in this territory.


  As he was stripping, however, he caught a whiff of something tantalizing.


  A human female, he realized. But there was something else. Was that some exotic perfume she wore?


  The smell of it seemed to go straight through his body, bypassing his brain and landing somewhere farther south.


  Don’t be ridiculous, Steele, he told himself. It’s just some tourist with a particularly nice cologne.


  He shook his head and initiated his shift. The crackling and snapping of his bones felt familiar, comfortable, and he sank into his other self.


  But as soon as he finished shifting, that scent hit him again. Only, this time it was more intense, calling to him.


  He lifted his nose into the air. Whoever it was had passed by here recently—not as part of the daily tourist scents. This one was newer, overlaid atop all those other smells.


  Without even being entirely certain what he was doing, Steele found himself following the human woman’s trail. He put his nose to the ground, and when he lost the scent, he turned and backtracked.


  Here. She’d gone off the trail for some reason.


  He took a few steps forward, then moved into the woods, tracking her zigzagging route.


  What the hell had she been doing?


  He knew he ought to head back to the inn, following his initial plan to check for Idaho Pack members. But he simply couldn’t bring himself to leave before he sorted out where this enticing scent was coming from—who it belonged to.


  He’d spent his entire life learning to differentiate scents—training his human mind to recognize what his wolf brain knew automatically. He could parse out the differences among various animal species, tell which were female and which were male, separate all the other animals from humans, differentiate the scents of the natural world and those that were human-made.


  So he had no doubt that this was a human woman. But if it was a perfume she wore, it was like nothing he’d ever encountered before. Like a lab-created perfume might, it carried notes of vanilla and cinnamon, overlaid atop the scent of human female. But there was something else…something he couldn’t quite identify.


  Whatever it was, it made him want to revel in the smell. Roll around in it, allow it to fill his nostrils, to soak into his fur so he could carry it with him.


  That was when the wind shifted, and he heard a long, low growl the same moment he caught the scent of a bear—not a shifter but a full-blood.


  The amazing smell of her suddenly took on a touch of acrid fear, and Steele forced himself to stop rhapsodizing about her scent, even if it had only been in his own mind.


  Shit. Whoever the woman was, she was about to have an incredibly unpleasant encounter with Yellowstone wildlife.


  Unless, of course, Steele stepped in to help her.


  With the wind blowing toward Steele, the bear would not scent his arrival. Lowering his body toward the ground, Steele crept with his ears pricked forward and his nose slightly lifted.


  He moved up behind a tree and peered around it.


  There she was—a beautiful, Rubenesque woman with dark brown hair huddled against the base of the tree.


  Her eyes were open wide as she stared at the enormous female grizzly bear standing on its hind legs less than six feet away from her.


  The woman clutched a granola bar in her hand.


  Steele was still downwind from the bear, so he would have to work to get its attention.


  Throw the damn granola bar away, he thought. That’s what the bear is after.


  The curvy brunette glanced around, almost as if she had heard him speak. She looked down at the bar in her hand, then quickly unwrapped it and tossed it off to her left.


  Steele blinked. She couldn’t have heard his thoughts, right? No. That would be insane. Obviously, she had simply come to the same conclusion he had; that the bear wanted the granola bar, and she should therefore be as far away from it as possible.


  The bear’s massive head swung in the direction the granola bar had gone, and slowly it began to make its way after the baked good.


  As soon as a massive animal was no longer focused on her, the woman scrambled to her feet. The bear paused to watch her, and she froze again.


  For a moment, Steele feared he would have to intervene, but then the bear rumbled into the brush, pausing when it found its target. With a swipe of its giant paw, it snuffled the granola bar into its mouth.


  The woman gave a muffled sob and started running—but in the opposite direction from the trail.


  Humans. They had no sense of direction.


  Unfortunately for the woman, her trajectory took her deeper into the bear’s territory. Toward, Steele feared, the mother bear’s cubs.


  The bear reacted instantly, swinging around to give chase.


  Damn it, Steele thought even as he pushed off with his back legs and began racing through the trees after the woman and the bear pursuing her.


  This woman clearly had not read up on what to do if a bear chased her.


  She was crashing through the woods, leaving a clear trail. And what Steele knew was that she was about to come to the river and would have nowhere else to run.


  He could hear her breath catching in her throat, and he knew that by all rights, the panicked sound of her heart pounding should have engaged all his predatory instincts. After all, like most wolf shifters, he’d learned to suppress the desire to pursue humans—but that didn’t mean those instincts had been eliminated. They were simply ignored.


  Instead of wanting to hunt this human, though, he found himself determined to protect her. His alpha instincts were overriding his wolf’s desire to give chase.


  That was what he told himself, anyway, ignoring the nagging inner voice that suggested perhaps this was something different entirely.


  He didn’t want to look too closely at what that something else might be.


  His pack might want him to take a mate—hell, he wanted to find a fated mate more than almost anything else in this world—but a human mate? No. That was impossible. Human women were for fun only. Flirting, casual dating, the occasional one-night stand.


  Humans and wolf shifters could never be mates.


  No matter what his inner wolf was currently suggesting.


  He shoved the thought down—along with the utterly inappropriate hope surging in his chest—and focused on tracking the woman in front of him, telling himself that he was merely following her to ensure she didn’t come to any harm.


  Just as he would do for anyone who wandered into his territory.


  He heard it as the woman came to a skidding stop, realizing she didn’t have anywhere to go.


  Steele broke the cover of the trees right behind the bear, just in time to see it raise its paw and take a swipe at the woman, who turned her body to the side, instinctively protecting herself.


  The bear’s claws raked her shoulder, and she cried out, crumbling to the ground.


  The sweet, coppery scent of blood filled the air, and a sudden, inexplicable rage surged through Steele’s entire body.


  With a growl, he bunched his hind legs up under his body and launched himself at the bear, determined to keep it from attacking the woman again.


  Chapter 5


  Mila’s shoulder throbbed where the bear had hit her, but she knew she didn’t have time to worry about that. Instead, she crouched, hoping to present as small a target as possible. She curled in on herself, covering her head and face with her arms, sending up a prayer to whatever deity might be listening.


  A growl from the forest caught her attention, and she peeked out from under her arms.


  The bear was standing on its hind legs in front of her, and she whimpered.


  I can’t believe I’m going to die here.


  The thought had barely crossed her mind when a dark gray blur shot out of the woods, hitting the bear at full speed.


  The bear turned and swatted its foe, and with a yelp, the gray wolf flew across the clearing and rolled to a stop on the ground.


  Mila watched, confused.


  Wolves and bears didn’t fight each other, did they?


  What was going on here?


  Then, almost as if the thought came from somewhere outside her, she practically heard someone say, Don’t just sit there. Get up and run!


  She pushed herself to her feet and stumbled several steps back into the woods.


  Not that way, the inner voice scolded. To your left.


  Whatever instinct was screaming at her inside her head, Mila decided to follow its instructions.


  She stumbled away to her left, feeling light-headed. Sounds of more growling and snapping from behind her pushed her to run even faster.


  She ran until she could no longer hear anything at all behind her, then forced herself to go farther. Eventually, though, she had to stop for breath. She leaned against a tree and stared around nervously. She didn’t see any more bears or wolves—that was good, right?


  But she also had no idea where she was. And her phone…


  She reached into her jeans pocket, but her phone was gone.


  Not that it had been at all useful earlier. Without a signal, she couldn’t use it to find her way back or call anyone—and since she’d apparently dropped it somewhere in the forest, she might never be able to use it again.


  But at least she was alive.


  It could be much worse, she reminded herself.


  At least she hadn’t been killed and eaten by bears and wolves.


  With a shaky laugh, she turned around and leaned back against the tree. She reached up and touched her shoulder, her fingers coming away sticky with blood.


  No. Not sticky…


  Wet.


  Oh no. This can’t be good.


  Carefully, she peeled the neck of her off-white sweater, now dark under the moonlight, away from her shoulder.


  Her head spun at the sight of her arm, and it took her a few moments to fully comprehend what she was seeing.


  Four long lines sliced into the skin. The middle one was pumping out blood at an alarming rate, though the others also oozed, albeit sluggishly.


  Pressure. She needed to apply pressure, right?


  She glanced down at herself. On television, they always grabbed a nearby towel and used it to push down on a wound.


  Mila didn’t have a towel. She didn’t even have a handkerchief.


  It was getting colder out here—but if she bled out, it wouldn’t matter how cold it was. With a decisive nod, she stripped off the sweater, shivering as the night air blew across her exposed skin.


  She rolled the sweater into a ball and placed it against the wound on her shoulder. Then she pressed down, gasping at the pain that shot through her.


  “Get up,” she said aloud. “Keep moving.”


  She let go of the makeshift bandage long enough to push herself up from the ground, and when she reapplied pressure, black dots swam in front of her eyes.


  She still didn’t know which way she needed to head. But she knew which direction the bear was—or at least where it had been the last time she had seen it—so that gave her a direction not to go. Surely if she kept walking, she would run into a trail at some point.


  Or another bear.


  She shook her head to dispel the thought.


  That bear had only attacked her because it wanted her granola bar.


  And maybe if she told herself that often enough, she would start to believe it.


  She couldn’t quit thinking about the wolf that had attacked the bear, giving her time to escape.


  Was that normal behavior for wolves? For some reason, she thought wolves tended to work in packs to take down larger prey. And a bear did not seem like the kind of animal a wolf would go after. Not that Mila knew anything about wildlife—not really.


  And any desire she might have had to spend time in the great outdoors had disappeared with her encounter with the bear.


  At least it took my mind off Jeffrey and Becky. She snickered to herself and stumbled on something on the ground. But when she glanced down, she couldn’t see anything. Cursing, she realized she was feeling dizzy.


  No, no, no. I will not die out here.


  She took a moment to breathe deeply, inhaling and exhaling slowly until her vision no longer swam in front of her.


  But as soon as she began walking again, the dizziness returned.


  For the third time that night, the thought almost sounded like it came from somewhere outside herself.


  Stop moving. I’m coming for you.


  “Oh,” she said aloud, “that would be nice.”


  Even though no one was coming for her. She was certain of it. Jeffrey and Becky would probably assume she’d headed home. And her other friends who were coming in wouldn’t expect to see her before the wedding.


  The soonest anyone would be likely to really realize she was gone would be sometime tomorrow.


  Yet, if she continued moving, she would end up passing out somewhere, easy prey for any of the wildlife in the area.


  The longer she walked, the more certain she became that she was headed in the wrong direction to get to any trail.


  No. That inner voice was right. Her best bet was to find some kind of shelter, preferably closed in on three sides to help protect from both the weather and the wildlife.


  She peered around in the darkness, waiting for the moon to come out from behind some clouds to illuminate her surroundings.


  There. A tall tree with a small opening at the base, as if the tree had split and grown back together.


  Was that even possible?


  Mila didn’t know.


  I so do not belong in the woods.


  Anyway, the opening might not be big enough to completely surround her, but she could at least do her best to hide in it, huddled there until daylight.


  Perhaps if she moved less, her wound would stop bleeding so freely.


  She took a few moments to gather some fallen branches, piling them up on either side of the tree trunk to extend her shelter a bit. Then she sat down at the base of the tree where, if she curled in on herself, she could wiggle back partway into the tree trunk.


  With her fingertips, she examined the wound on her shoulder.


  It looked like it was bleeding a little more slowly.


  But maybe that was just wishful thinking—right along with that voice in her head that promised it was coming for her.


  A sob welled up in her throat, and she swallowed it down. She hadn’t cried yet.


  And I’m not about to start now.


  It was just one night. All she had to do was survive, and everything would look better in the daylight.


  She balled up the sweater, replaced it on her shoulder, and pressed down against it. She whimpered with the pain, but that didn’t count as crying, right?


  In the dark, as she sat shivering, a wolf howled in the distance.


  Mila sent up another prayer.


  Please don’t let me die out here.


  Mila drifted in and out of consciousness, certain at one point that she was hallucinating. That couldn’t be the same wolf that had saved her from the bear, could it, standing on its hind legs and peering over the pile of branches she’d stacked by her tree?


  And she sure as hell didn’t open her eyes again to find it morphing into a person—a large, beautiful, muscular, naked male person—right in front of her.


  But when she woke up for the third time, that same naked male was scooping her up into his arms and carrying her away from the shelter she had scraped together for herself around the foot of the tree where she had been hiding.


  Her instant reaction was to stiffen up. She even considered fighting.


  But his arms were strong and warm, and for the first time in a long time, she felt safe.


  She hadn’t even realized how wrong she was feeling until she came to consciousness with her cheek resting against his bare chest.


  “Oh, that’s nice,” she murmured, bringing her hand up to rest next to her cheek.


  The movement jostled her wounded shoulder, and she whimpered a little.


  “Hush, little one,” a deep voice rumbled under her face and hand. “You’re going to be all right.”


  Little one.


  Part of her wanted to snicker. She was a lot of things, but little wasn’t one of them.


  Yet she didn’t have the energy to even laugh, so instead, she simply closed her eyes again and allowed the big, strong, naked man to take care of everything—at least for the moment.
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  The woman settled into Steele’s arms with a tiny sigh of contentment, and he continued striding toward the trail.


  He knew he ought to be angry that the human woman had interrupted his part of the search for any trace of the Idaho Pack.


  Instead, though, he found himself fixated on her actions during and after the bear attack.


  Every time Steele had wanted to shout directions at her, she had followed them—almost as if she could actually hear what he was thinking.


  But that wasn’t possible, was it?


  Don’t be ridiculous, he told himself. After all, everything he had wanted to shout at her had simply been common sense, actions that anyone would take to get away from an attacking animal. Throwing the granola bar, running away from the bear, stopping and waiting for someone to come save her—those were reasonable behaviors.


  What was unreasonable was thinking that just because she did something, it meant she had some mental link to Steele. Humans didn’t form mental connections to wolf shifters.


  Hell, alphas barely formed mental connections to their packs—not enough to actually read their thoughts.


  Even if those shifters are alphas who might be forming a mate bond with the human?


  Okay. So there were stories—myths and fables, really—of fated mates who had developed mental bonds, who could read each other’s thoughts.


  But those were fairytales, fictions created to entertain cubs before they fell asleep, to lull them into the certainty that there was a perfect mate out in the world for them.


  A wolf shifter mate. Never a human mate.


  Steele shook his head at himself and pulled her body even closer to his chest.


  That is absolutely not what’s happening, he assured himself. They were not forming a mate bond. And everything he was experiencing? All coincidence.


  Setting his jaw, he turned his attention back to the woman in his arms.


  She had stripped off her sweater to put pressure against the wound in her shoulder. And now all she wore on the top half of her body was a lacy white bra. Her skin had a slight chill, and it worried Steele. For an instant, he was glad that he hadn’t had any clothing nearby to put on after he had shifted back into his human form. At least this way, she might get the benefit of some of his hotter-than-human body heat.


  As the thought crossed his mind, she turned her face in toward him so that her cold nose nuzzled against his chest.


  And she definitely did not just respond to my thoughts.


  She was simply responding to his heat.


  She might not be fully conscious—an effect of blood loss, Steele assumed—but she wasn’t so out of it that she was unable to respond to external stimuli like heat.


  He needed to get medical attention for her. Quickly.


  A few yards off the trailhead, he stopped to pull on the clothing he’d left behind when he’d morphed into his wolf form. Setting the woman down on the ground almost hurt him physically. It was as if he couldn’t stand the thought of losing contact with her.


  But he couldn’t very well drive through Yellowstone Park completely naked, and he couldn’t carry the woman in his wolf form, so that left very few other options.


  Once he was dressed, Steele picked her back up and headed toward his Jeep.


  Probably the smart thing would be to take her to a local hospital, but he didn’t know any of the medical staff at the nearest emergency room. He wouldn’t be able to learn anything from them after he dropped her off.


  He did, however, know Greg Weiss, the pack physician.


  So as soon as he had the woman settled in the passenger seat of his Jeep, Steele put a call through to the doctor.


  “What do you mean you want to bring a human here?” Greg demanded once Steele had explained the situation. “You should take her somewhere better equipped to treat full-blood humans.”


  “I’m bringing her to you.” Steele put the power of the alpha into his voice, and Greg capitulated immediately.


  “Yes, sir.” Greg paused for a moment. “Then you’d better tell me exactly what happened. Don’t leave anything out.”


  “Of course.” And yet Steele knew, even as he began telling Greg what had happened, that there was no way he was going to include everything.


  After all, the doctor didn’t need to know that the woman was the most delectable creature he had ever encountered.


  And he definitely didn’t need to know that she could apparently read Steele’s mind.


  Chapter 6


  The next time Mila woke, she was being strapped into the seat of a car.


  A man’s voice rumbled nearby. “Yes, I’m certain it was a bear. She was out on the trail, and… No, I think it was simply opportunistic. She had a granola bar. The bear wanted it. Yes, I’m sure.”


  The man held his cell phone up to his ear as he climbed into the driver’s seat and started the car.


  Mila rolled her head toward him and was a little surprised to realize that he was real—the same man who had picked her up and carried her away from her hideout at the base of the tree. Fully clothed, though, so that part had to have been some kind of fever dream.


  He glanced down and caught her gaze with his. When he realized she was watching him, he raised one forefinger to let her know he’d speak to her in a moment.


  In the small cabin of the vehicle, she could smell him—the same smell, she realized now, that she had caught when he was carrying her, a scent like pine trees and fresh air.


  “She’s awake,” the man said. “But yes, I think it’s blood loss.” He listened for a moment, making quiet noises of agreement before he finally said, “Okay. We’ll be there soon.”


  Mila stared at him, only half comprehending what was going on.


  “There was a wolf,” she said, her voice hoarse and her throat dry.


  “I know. I’m taking you to the nearest clinic.”


  Mila put her hand to her shoulder. Her sweater was now completely soaked in blood, but when she tried to peel it away from her shoulder, the man reached over and stopped her. “Not yet,” he instructed her as he put the Jeep in gear and pulled out of the parking space. “I think it’s finally stopped bleeding, and we don’t want to get that started up again.”


  Some part of Mila’s brain thought that perhaps she should be worried. A strange man had put her in his Jeep, after all, and was taking her away in it. They were pulling out of the parking lot of the Old Yellowstone Lodge, she realized.


  But his next words made her feel better. “Is there anyone we should call for you?”


  Mila’s instant response was to tell him to contact Jeffrey. But then the image of Jeffrey and Becky together flashed through her mind. “No one,” she said softly.


  “No one’s going to be looking for you?”


  She shrugged once with her good shoulder. “Probably not.”


  Even that short exchange exhausted her, so she leaned her head back against the headrest of her seat and allowed her eyes to drift closed again. The next time she opened her eyes and glanced out the window, she recognized the Moonstone Café, where she and Becky had eaten earlier that day.


  Hard to believe it had been only a few hours since she had been so excited to be heading toward her wedding—and the rest of the wonderful life she’d believed would follow it.


  She closed her eyes, and a single tear slipped down her cheek before she could wipe it away.


  She felt the brush of the man’s thumb against her face as he murmured, “You’re going to be okay. I promise.”


  For some reason, his voice and words soothed her.


  I am going to be okay, she swore to herself. No matter what it took, she would get past what Becky and Jeffrey had done to her.


  “Dr. Weiss will fix you up,” he continued.


  Right. He was talking about her shoulder.


  Funny how quickly she had quit worrying about her physical state once she knew he was taking her for help.


  She probably shouldn’t worry about Jeffrey and Becky so much. After all, they hadn’t worried about her.


  “I’m Mila,” she said. “Mila Wright. And you are?” She let her voice trail off invitingly.


  “Steele Jacobs,” he told her.


  He didn’t seem inclined to engage in small talk, so Mila watched him for a few moments as they drove silently into the night. Under any other circumstances, she might have taken even more time to admire the man beside her.


  If Jeffrey had been out of her league, this man was completely out of her entire solar system.


  He was tall and muscular like Jeffrey, but that was where the similarities ended. Whereas Jeffrey was blond, sun-kissed, and always perfectly put together, she suspected Steele rarely bothered to even look at himself in the mirror.


  His eyes when he glanced at her were a bright blue with an almost silver tinge. His hair was dark, and he could use a haircut, as its dark edges curled over the collar of his shirt.


  His skin was tanned from time outdoors—not carefully cultivated and scrubbed and moisturized, but the skin tone of someone who spent time outside, possibly for a living.


  And yet those imperfections only served to highlight the strength of his jaw, dusted with a dark five-o’clock shadow. His high cheekbones. The way his hands confidently handled the vehicle he drove.


  Shaking her head at herself, Mila closed her eyes again.


  The last thing she needed was to develop a crush on a stranger just because he’d rescued her.


  “We’re here,” Steele announced as he pulled up to a long, low building across the street from a gas station. The building bore a simple sign reading Moonstone Clinic. Steele pulled around behind it, parking in front of the back door.


  He got out of the car and made his way around to Mila’s door while she was still trying to unbuckle the seat belt. “Let me get that,” he said.


  Once she was unbuckled, Mila swung her legs around as if to drop down to the ground.


  “I’m not sure you’re strong enough to walk,” Steele said. And with that, he slipped one hand under her legs and the other around her back, lifting her out of the vehicle as if she weighed nothing.


  Mila felt a little silly being carried like a child, but she wasn’t at all certain he wasn’t right.


  I don’t think I could have walked even the six feet necessary to enter through the back door.


  A second man opened the back door as Steele carried her toward it.


  “Hello,” he said as he held open the door for them to pass him. “I’m Dr. Weiss.”


  Mila murmured her name, feeling even sillier trying to talk to the physician while Steele cradled her in his arms.


  Dr. Weiss, like Steele, was tall and muscular, casually dressed in jeans and a green-and-red flannel shirt with the sleeves pushed up to bare his strong forearms. He looked to be fifteen or twenty years Steele’s senior, with thick black hair peppered with gray—probably in his mid- to late fifties, Mila guessed.


  Mila liked the doctor on sight. His skin was weathered, and he had deep smile lines around his mouth, with matching crow’s-feet around his kind eyes.


  “Let’s get you into an exam room and see what we can figure out,” he said.


  Mila expected Steele to put her down once they were inside, but he carried her all the way into one of the exam rooms on either side of a long hallway and settled Mila on a paper-covered exam table.


  “I’ll be right outside the door,” Steele said.


  An irrational panic flared through Mila. “Don’t leave.” She reached out and grabbed Steele’s hand as he turned to go.


  Her savior turned around and glanced at her with a frown, and Mila noted the deep, vertical line in the center of his forehead.


  “Okay,” he said. “I’ll stay. If it’s all right with Doc Weiss, that is.”


  The doctor glanced back and forth between them and raised his eyebrows. “Fine by me,” he said.


  But Mila couldn’t interpret the look that passed between the doctor and Steele.


  As Dr. Weiss pulled on exam gloves, Mila distracted herself by examining some of the posters attached to the walls—a hodgepodge of everything from a diagram of the human circulatory system taped to the door to a framed image of a howling wolf in Yellowstone.


  The entire building looked like it had at one time been a temporary structure that had simply become permanent through continued use. The walls were paneled in dark wood and the floor covered in scuffed beige linoleum. The equipment inside was well worn too. But Dr. Weiss’s hands were deft and gentle as he carefully peeled her blood-drenched sweater away from the deep wounds on her shoulder.


  Mila winced, and the doctor made a soothing noise. “I know—but we need to get this sweater off so I can see the damage.”


  Mila nodded and gritted her teeth as he finished tugging the fabric away from the slashes.


  “There we go.” He examined the puffy red wounds, probing around the site with one gloved finger. “I’ll need to clean these wounds out. Then I’ll stitch them up. It’s probably not going to be the most pleasant thing you’ve ever endured, but I think you’re going to be just fine once we’re done.”


  “Does she need a blood transfusion?” Steele asked anxiously. “She passed out on the trail—I assumed because of blood loss.”


  Dr. Weiss shook his head. “I don’t think so, but she’ll definitely need lots of rest as she recovers.” He paused for a moment, then gave Steele another one of those weirdly significant glances. “Why don’t you come with me while I gather up the equipment I’ll need”


  The words were more an order than a request, and this time, Steele was the one who raised his eyebrows as if he wasn’t used to taking orders—not even from the town doctor.


  Mila leaned against the raised backrest of the exam table and waited as Steele and Dr. Weiss left the exam room. Outside in the hallway, she could hear them whispering fiercely but couldn’t make out any words.


  This is insane, she thought as she closed her eyes. My entire life is falling apart. No one knows where I am. I’ve been attacked by a bear. And now I’ve been rescued by perhaps the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen.


  I don’t believe it could get any weirder.
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  “You should have taken her to a human hospital,” Greg said to Steele once they were out in the hallway.


  Steele shook his head. “Absolutely not.”


  They spoke quietly enough that the woman inside the exam room was unlikely to be able to hear them—unlike a shifter, who would’ve been able to make out every word perfectly.


  Greg shook his head and moved down the hallway to gather the tools he would need. Steele followed him.


  “I don’t keep much of this kind of stuff around,” he told Steele as he led the way to a supply closet. “Shifters rarely need this kind of medical attention.”


  “You do keep some of it on hand for the nonpack townspeople, don’t you?”


  “Yes.” Greg opened the cabinet and removed several items to carry back to the exam room with him. “But there aren’t very many of them—and even fewer who come see me. I’m not exactly set up to work with humans here,” the doctor reminded his alpha again.


  “I realize that,” Steele said, “but I don’t want any humans learning about a bear attack in Yellowstone. It’ll cause a panic, and we already have enough going on with the Idaho Pack right now. The last thing we need is to bring more attention to the park.”


  Greg nodded once. “Fair enough. But this woman is going to need some serious care, even after I take care of the wound.”


  “I’ll see to it that she gets it.”


  This time, Greg gave Steele a long, narrow-eyed look. “You’ll see to it yourself?”


  Steele’s jaw tightened. “If necessary.”


  “Why are you so very interested in this human woman?” Greg asked.


  “I’m not,” Steele insisted. “I simply want to make sure our pack territory is protected.”


  Greg’s raised eyebrows suggested he didn’t completely believe Steele.


  And to be honest, Steele wasn’t certain he believed what he was saying himself.


  Because no matter what else might be true—like, for example, his desire to keep his pack safe—something about Mila Wright drew him to her. And no matter how important his pack was to him, Steele found himself determined to protect Mila as well.


  Right now, that meant seeing to her injuries and allowing her to recuperate someplace safe. And also finding out what she had been doing wandering off the trail so late at night.


  Steele had other questions, as well. Why had she said no one would miss her? Had she come to Yellowstone alone? And if so, why?


  The woman was a mystery.


  One he fully intended to unravel.


  Greg headed back down toward the exam room where Mila waited.


  “Just a second,” Steele said, dropping a hand onto the doctor’s shoulder. “I have a question.”


  “What’s that?”


  Steele paused. Was this something he really should ask? “Anything I tell you is covered under confidentiality, right?”


  Greg’s eyebrows lifted toward his hairline. “Always.”


  Steele paused, then inhaled deeply, gathering his courage to ask the question that had been plaguing him for the last hour. “Have there ever been any shifters who took humans as mates?”


  Chapter 7


  Greg’s eyes widened. “Are you serious about this?” he asked.


  Steele’s jaw tightened. “I don’t know. Perhaps it’s just the stress of dealing with the Idaho Pack’s incursions into our territory,” he added. “But there’s something about her…” His voice trailed off as he considered her scent, still clinging to him.


  Greg shook off his surprise and dropped into his professional persona. “Well, to answer your question, I don’t know of any shifters who have taken human mates. It must have happened before—there must have been a time when there weren’t enough of us to propagate without outside bloodlines.” He paused, and his brow knitted. “Genetically, we are perfectly capable of interbreeding—though I don’t know whether any offspring would be shifter or human.”


  That was something to consider, Steele realized. Convincing his pack to accept a human outsider would be difficult for any shifter, much less an alpha. And if their children were human? That could be a problem too.


  He shook off the thoughts. At best, he was getting ahead of himself. At worst, he was taking that earlier conversation with his mother and extrapolating from the fact that some human woman smelled good to him. He shook his head. “Not a word to anyone,” he reminded Greg. “It’s just a random thought.”


  The glance the doctor gave him suggested he didn’t believe Steele’s attempt to brush off the question, but he simply nodded. “Whatever you say, Alpha.” His use of Steele’s title gave the words a weight they might not have carried otherwise.


  “I appreciate it,” Steele said.


  But as they headed back toward the exam room where Mila waited, Steele couldn’t help but consider the doctor’s words.


  Humans and shifters were capable of mating and producing children.


  Combined with Mila’s enticing scent, that information could very well change Steele’s life.


  But not yet.


  First, he had to make sure the woman in the other room survived her encounter with a grizzly bear.


  And then he needed to figure out how and why he found a human woman so unbelievably enticing.


  Sure, he’d had flings with human women. Every wolf shifter did—but if they took a mate, they always settled down with another shifter.


  Steele’s mind wasn’t running toward a fling with this woman.


  And his inner wolf snarled at the idea of ever letting her go, even though Steele knew his pack would be unlikely to support the idea of a human mate for their alpha.


  Therefore, there is absolutely no chance that she’s my mate, he decided, squaring his shoulders resolutely.


  But another thought kept intruding on his determination not to believe that she could possibly be his mate, echoing through his mind like a wolf howling in a canyon.


  I am so screwed.
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  Alone in the examination room, Mila drew her knees up to her chest, wrapping her good arm around them as she hugged herself.


  Steele leaving the room had brought all her misery rushing back.


  And it also reminded her that she was injured and alone in a strange place.


  Entirely alone.


  Even her friends who had come in for the wedding weren’t the sort of people she was likely to tell about Jeffrey and Becky betraying her.


  They were friends from work. People she spent time with during the day in the office, passing the time with as she worked as a file clerk in the Dallas County Courts Office.


  She suspected they had decided to come to the wedding more because it represented a chance to take a vacation than because she had any true desire to share her big day with her.


  No—her first instinct was to go to Becky or Jeffrey with anything important in her life. And that was no longer possible.


  Again, she clenched her teeth against tears, determined to be strong. After all, worse things had happened in her life.


  I just feel weak right now because I’m injured, she told herself.


  And yet when the door opened and Steele followed Dr. Weiss into the room, her shoulders instantly relaxed.


  Don’t be an idiot, she told herself. It would be stupid to latch on to the first big, strong man who happened by simply because he was willing to rescue an injured woman.


  Any decent person would be willing to do that much. Right?


  Everything about Steele drew Mila to him.


  “I’m going to numb the area,” Dr. Weiss said, taking a seat on a rolling chair and pulling a metal tray up next to him. He began laying out instruments on the tray—vials, scissors, a small bottle with a spout, and some other things Mila didn’t recognize. She flinched when she saw several needles.


  He moved to a cabinet over the single sink in the corner of the room and pulled out an exam gown to hand to her. Carefully, he helped her drape it over herself, keeping her shoulder bare, then lifted the elastic of her bra strap and slid it down over her shoulder. She reached up with her other arm and held the exam gown in place.


  Dr. Weiss lowered the back of the exam table, and Mila stretched out on it.


  “This part is probably going to hurt more than anything else,” he warned her.


  Mila nodded, gritting her teeth almost involuntarily.


  But then Steele moved around to her other side and took her hand in his. “Will this help?” he asked.


  Mila glanced up at him, and instantly his gaze caught hers.


  His blue eyes were serious, and his face lacked the smile lines that Dr. Weiss’s had. Nonetheless, she read his expression as kind, supportive.


  He was the sort of person she would want by her side during difficult moments.


  “Yes, please,” she murmured, then closed her eyes and fought not to wince as Dr. Weiss slid the first injection into the skin around her wounds.


  Once the area was numb, Dr. Weiss used the bottle to rinse out the wounds, attempting to engage Mila in conversation to distract her. “Steele tells me he found you off a trail in Yellowstone Park?”


  “Yes.” Mila’s response was terse. She hoped the two men would attribute it to anxiety rather than an unwillingness to explain what she had been doing out there after dark.


  “I’m surprised you ran into a bear—they usually avoid humans.”


  Mila snorted. “I was surprised too. To put it mildly.”


  Dr. Weiss’s eyes crinkled with laughter. “I bet you were.”


  He began stitching the wounds closed, and even though it didn’t hurt, the feel of the needle punching through her skin, the tug and pull of the stitches, caused Mila to close her eyes and squeeze Steele’s hand.


  “That’s it,” Steele murmured. “Just hold on to me.”


  His words shot straight through Mila, settling in her stomach and sending a warm glow through her entire body, as if his voice itself was a sedative. All her muscles, which had tightened up as Dr. Weiss had begun working on her shoulder, relaxed, and Steele brought his other hand up to stroke her arm gently.


  Mila sighed in relief.


  The man was better than medicine.


  “All done,” Dr. Weiss said after a few moments, and Mila relaxed further as he taped gauze over the stitches. “Try not to get that wet for a few days,” he said. “I want to take a look at it again in three days—if you’re going to be in the area, that is. Otherwise, you’ll need to go to your own doctor and have it examined.”


  Would she be here in a few days? Initially, Mila would have said yes. But now she had no idea what came next.


  The precariousness of her situation slammed into her, and Mila’s shoulders slumped.


  Still, there was no need to tell Dr. Weiss any of that. “I’ll make sure someone takes a look at it,” she promised.


  “And if you have any questions in the meantime, please don’t hesitate to give me a call.” The doctor reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a card to hand to her.


  “Thanks,” she said, tucking it into the pocket of her jeans.


  That was when it truly hit her that she wasn’t wearing a shirt. She glanced down at herself, and a blush stained her cheeks. “Could I borrow the gown? I’ll get it back to you tomorrow.”


  Dr. Weiss’s eyes crinkled again. “Of course.”


  Carefully, she sat up and slipped the gown over her shoulders, not bothering to try to tie it in the back.


  Steele helped her off the exam table and steadied her when her legs shook for a moment. Then her savior turned and spoke to Dr. Weiss, “I’ll touch base with you tomorrow too,” he said. And although Mila couldn’t have explained exactly what it was, she heard something significant in his tone.


  “See you then,” Dr. Weiss replied. “Unless we are having another meeting tonight?”


  Mila blinked. A meeting? What was he talking about?


  But Steele shook his head. “No. I’ll check in with Ryker and Bronx tonight and let everyone know what’s going on tomorrow.”


  Dr. Weiss gave a brisk nod, and the two men shook hands.


  “Are you ready to go?” Steele asked Mila, his tone gentle.


  “Yes,” she replied, even though she wasn’t entirely certain where she would have him take her.


  She had until they made their way out to his Jeep to figure something out.


  No pressure there.


  Chapter 8


  As they headed out to his car, Steele watched Mila carefully.


  He hadn’t missed the way her entire body had tensed up when Greg had mentioned her coming back to see him in a few days, and then again when he had suggested going to see her doctor at home.


  There was definitely something awry in Mila Wright’s life—and Steele would bet almost anything that it had something to do with the fact that she had been out on the trail after dark.


  He would have to ask her how that had happened.


  If nothing else, he needed to know where to drop her off when they got back to Yellowstone.


  At the thought of leaving her somewhere alone and unprotected, a deep growl rumbled in his chest.


  Mila glanced over at him, startled.


  Awkwardly, he turned the growl into a cough.


  “Where should I take you next?” he asked, trying to sound casual but fairly certain he was failing miserably.


  At his question, misery practically rolled off Mila. “I guess back to the Old Yellowstone Inn.”


  “Is that where you’re staying?”


  She bit her lip and tilted her head. “Well, I was staying there, yes.” She paused. “That’s where my suitcase is. I guess I should at least go back for it.”


  Steele had just opened his mouth to ask her what she meant when his phone rang. He glanced at the dashboard screen to see who was calling.


  Ryker.


  Steele tapped the icon on the dash to answer. “Hey, Ryker. I’m in the car with someone,” he said immediately, not wanting his second-in-command to say anything a human shouldn’t hear.


  “Um. Okay…” Ryker’s voice trailed off for a second as he digested the odd information, but then he rallied. “Hadn’t heard from you in a while, so I just wanted to make sure nothing had gone wrong.”


  “Nope,” Steele replied. “I ran into a hiker who needed some help while I was out tonight, that’s all.”


  “Nothing else significant?”


  “Nothing. You?”


  “A few interesting reports, but nothing that can’t wait until later.”


  So someone in his pack had run across traces of the Idahos while they were out doing their grid search. He took a guess at what Ryker was trying to tell him. “Nothing more recent than we already knew about?”


  “Exactly.”


  “Okay, then. I’ll check in with you in the morning.”


  “I’ll let everyone else know,” Ryker said. “Talk to you then, boss.”


  When Steele disconnected from the call, he felt Mila’s gaze on him.


  “You’re his boss?” she asked.


  A grin twitched at the corner of his mouth. “In a manner of speaking. It’s a family nickname. I’m Ryker’s older cousin, and he’s called me that since we were young.” Which was true, even if it wasn’t the entire truth. Ryker had called him “boss” since they were young and had spent their days playing in the wooded areas around Moonstone, but the term of endearment had taken on a new meaning once Steele had become the pack’s alpha.


  “So were you out searching for something when you found me?”


  Mila Wright was quicker than he’d given her credit for being.


  So instead of answering her, Steele deflected. “It’s a good thing I was out there too. There’s no telling what might have happened if you’d had to spend the night. Between the blood loss and the cold, you might not have survived.”


  For a moment, Mila looked as if she was going to ask a question, and suddenly, Steele knew exactly what that question would be: Were you really naked when you carried me out of the woods?


  Instead, though, she settled back against the passenger seat. Still, Steele could see her mind whirring as she considered all the things that had happened that night, and he was glad when she dozed off, the events of the evening finally catching up with her.


  Colin Wells, one of the Moonstone Pack members, was working at the forest ranger’s station when Steele pulled up to enter Yellowstone Park, and he just waved Steele through.


  Mila was fast asleep when they pulled up in front of the Old Yellowstone Inn. Steele reached over to shake her awake and realized that he shouldn’t touch her injured shoulder. So instead, he put his hand just above her knee and jostled it lightly. “We’re here,” he said softly.


  Mila turned toward him with a tiny murmur of protest, and his heart twisted.


  He wanted more than anything to protect her, to keep her safe from whatever might hurt her—and somehow, he knew that whatever was waiting for her inside the Old Yellowstone Inn was painful to her.


  If he had any sense at all, he would take her up to her hotel room and drop her off.


  But he knew he wasn’t going to be able to do that.


  Especially after she opened her enormous brown eyes and gazed at him sleepily. “Already?”


  “Yeah. I’ll walk you in,” he said.


  She blinked and glanced around at the parking lot. In the confines of the Jeep, Steele heard her heartbeat speed up. “I would appreciate that.”


  He could practically feel the anxiety rolling off her in waves.


  Whatever was waiting for her inside the Old Yellowstone Inn was more frightening to Mila than the bear that had attacked her in the woods.


  And now, as then, Steele was absolutely determined to protect her from it.


  Mila began unfastening her seat belt, and by the time she was done, Steele had already exited the Jeep and made his way around to her side, where he helped her climb down without the use of her left arm.


  Once she was standing in the parking lot, Steele helped her straighten her exam gown over her bandaged shoulder and tied it at the top, in the back. “Just until you get something else to wear,” he said with a smile.


  She nodded and inhaled deeply, preparing herself for what she might discover inside. “Let’s get this over with,” she muttered.


  Steele shot her an interested glance but didn’t comment on her statement. Whatever she was facing, he would help her get through it.


  She led the way into the lobby. It was well after midnight, so Steele expected the space to be empty.


  Instead, the lobby was packed.


  Steele glanced around, confused by the sheer number of people milling around.


  Then a tiny blonde woman caught sight of Mila and called out to her. “Oh my God, Mila! You’re here. We were so worried about you.”


  Of course she would have people who were worried about her, no matter what she had told Steele earlier. A beautiful woman like Mila did not wander out into the wilderness in the middle of the night without somebody noticing she had gone.


  And yet Mila did not respond to the other young woman the way Steele would have expected her to.


  “I just came to get my stuff,” she said brusquely.


  “But—” the other woman began.


  Mila flinched away from the blonde. “I’m serious. Leave me alone.”


  Pain threaded through her tone, and Steele’s inner wolf perked up its ears, its hackles starting to rise. For some reason, Mila saw this tiny, insignificant woman as a threat.


  So Steele interposed himself between them, turning his back to the blonde and shielding Mila. “Where do you want to go?” he asked her.


  “Mila, what happened to you? Where have you been?” a masculine voice asked from behind Steele.


  Steele started to turn, but Mila dropped her hand onto his forearm to stop him. “Please, get me out of here now.”


  With a swift nod, Steele headed toward the elevator.


  All around them, people were calling out to Mila. But she ducked her head and moved toward her destination with the single-minded focus of a celebrity avoiding the paparazzi.


  They were on the elevator and Mila had hit the button for the second floor when a tall man with sandy blond hair stuck his arm between the closing doors. They bounced back open as the man said, “Damn it, Mila, we have to talk.”


  “I already told you that I don’t ever want to talk to you again.” Mila’s voice was low and harsh.


  “You at least have to tell me where you’ve been.”


  His peremptory tone set Steele’s teeth on edge. “She already told you she doesn’t want to speak to you.” Steele’s voice came out in a low rumble, his tone threatening the violence his wolf suddenly wanted to execute.


  In his mouth, his canine teeth lengthened, and Steele clamped his lips down over them.


  What the fuck? What is happening to me?


  Steele hadn’t lost control of his shift since he was an adolescent.


  But something about this man—this weak, useless human—made Steele want to tear into him.


  No, he realized. It wasn’t the human male.


  Not exactly.


  It was Mila’s reaction to him. Her pain radiated off her, slamming into Steele like a poison-tipped arrow. This man had hurt her so badly that simply being around him changed her scent, turning it acrid with agony, and that alone was enough to bring Steele’s inner wolf to the surface.


  The human male glanced between Mila and Steele, his expression turning suspicious. “What exactly is going on here?”


  “Nothing,” Mila said. “But I guess cheaters see conniving everywhere they look.”


  “What are you doing with my fiancée?” Jeffrey demanded, ignoring Mila and taking a step closer to Steele.


  “I told you—nothing is going on.” Mila’s tone turned exasperated.


  Finally unable to completely control himself any longer, Steele snarled, flashing a fang, and the human man gasped. Turning pale, Jeffrey took a step back, out of the elevator. He continued watching them warily as the doors closed, and the elevator headed upward.


  Steele glanced down at Mila, concerned that he might have frightened her.


  Instead, he discovered her watching him with a slight smile.


  “I don’t know if anyone’s ever told you this before,” she said, her tone conversational, “but your eyes turn silver when you’re angry.”
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  Inside the hotel room, Mila shot the bolt.


  There. Now no one else would be able to get into the room, even if they had a key.


  That would keep both Becky and Jeffrey out.


  She heaved a sigh of relief. She hadn’t even realized she’d been feeling quite so anxious about them following her.


  Steele crossed his arms and leaned against the wall in the entryway. His eyes had quit swirling with silver and were back to their normal icy blue. He examined the room with an analytical stare.


  Mila tried to see it from his perspective.


  The bed she had tossed and turned in earlier that evening was still rumpled and unmade, and her suitcase sat open on the luggage stand.


  She pulled open the closet and glanced inside.


  Becky’s luggage was still in the closet, next to Mila’s garment bag. It didn’t look like Becky had been back to the room for anything other than a quick check to see if Mila had returned, if she’d even done that much.


  Blowing out a breath, Mila sat down on her bed and picked up the telephone receiver, placing a call to the front desk.


  “Hi,” she said when the clerk—the same one she’d gotten a key to Jeffrey’s room from earlier—answered the call. “I was wondering if I could book a different room for tonight—a separate one from where I am now?”


  “I’m sorry, but we’re all booked up.”


  Of course they were.


  “Okay. Thanks.” Tears pricked at the backs of her eyes as she hung up.


  “Things here are a bit complicated, I take it?” Steele asked, still leaning against the wall, but when Mila glanced up at him, his gaze was focused on the garment bag in the closet, and. Mila realized it was labeled with a bright-pink logo for Andrea’s Bridal Boutique.


  She gave a short, harsh laugh. “Yeah, you could say that.”


  He pressed his lips together as if trying to determine what to say next. She half expected him to wish her luck and take his leave. But what actually came out of his mouth surprised her.


  “I…own…the Moonstone Lodge, just outside the park. If you need a place to stay, you’re welcome to join us there. We keep a couple of rooms free for emergencies. You could use one of those until you sorted everything out.”


  “I couldn’t possibly—” Mila began but then forced herself to stop.


  I couldn’t possibly not, she realized. She didn’t have anywhere else to stay here in Yellowstone. The last thing she wanted was to be trapped in a hotel with Becky and Jeffrey trying to talk to her after the way they had betrayed her. Plus, there was no easy way for her to go home to Dallas. Not yet, anyway, though she fully intended to start making a longer-term plan tomorrow.


  And when she did get back to Dallas? All that awaited her was the miserable task of moving out of Jeffrey’s apartment.


  “I would appreciate that,” Mila said softly. “If you’re absolutely sure.”


  Surer than I have ever been about anything in my life.


  The words floated between them as if Steele had said them aloud—but Mila was certain he hadn’t, so they must have come from her own mind.


  Wishful thinking much, Mila?


  What he actually said aloud was, “Of course. You’re welcome to stay as long as you need to.”


  “Thank you.” With a nod, Mila stood and pulled another sweater out of her suitcase.


  Steele pushed off the wall and stepped toward her. “Here. Let me help you with that.”


  He stood in front of her and reached around behind her neck to untie the exam gown, so close to Mila that she could feel his body heat radiating off him and smell the masculine, woodsy scent he emanated.


  Once again, she found herself wanting to lean into him, wanting to allow him to take away all her concerns.


  And yet I can’t. I’m a grown-ass woman. And although I’m in a bit of a tight spot right now, I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself.


  But only after I allow him to give me a place to stay, she reminded herself ruefully.


  When Steele stepped away from her, she felt his absence like a physical pain.


  But then he reached out to take the new sweater from her and helped her ease it over her hurt shoulder.


  Mila had never met any man as gentle as he was—and at the same time, he was incredibly protective.


  Perhaps it had something to do with the fact that he was so very enormous. It must have been easy for him to overpower anyone around him. That by itself could be enough to teach a man of conscience to be careful in his actions.


  She appreciated his attentiveness.


  It had never occurred to her before, but Jeffrey had never shown her that kind of care—not even back when he had been busy professing his love for her.


  She wasn’t sure whether that fact said more about Jeffrey or Steele. But she was absolutely certain she was glad to be learning the difference before making the terrible mistake that marrying Jeffrey would have been.


  Stop it, Mila, she warned herself. She was emotionally fragile right now, and it would be all too easy to develop a raging crush on the first man who was kind to her.


  Kinder than any man has been before.


  Stepping back away from him, she straightened the bottom of her sweater. “Thanks,” she said again, this time more brusquely.


  “So what’s yours?” Steele asked. “I can take it down with us.”


  “Just this suitcase,” she said, gesturing at the luggage stand.


  “Nothing in the closet?”


  She glanced up to find him watching her interestedly. Her gaze wandered to the garment bag holding her wedding dress, and she snorted. “Nothing I want to take with me.”


  “Good.” With a decisive nod, Steele flipped her suitcase closed, zipped it, and hefted it off the luggage stand as if it weighed nothing at all.


  Much as he carried me through the forest. Only, then he was naked.


  Mila shook her head to dispel the image. She really must have been hallucinating.


  Of course, she had to admit, she wouldn’t have minded a few more hallucinations like that. In her imagination, at least, Steele was absolutely physically perfect.


  She bit back a grin and snagged her purse off the dresser, slinging it over her good shoulder before she moved to open the door for Steele.


  Only to find Jeffrey standing there with his fist raised to knock.


  Chapter 9


  Mila yelped at the sight of the blond man and said, “Damn it, Jeffrey. You scared me.”


  “I need to talk to you,” the man—Jeffrey, apparently—said.


  “I’ve told you, I have nothing to say to you.” Mila tried to step out of the room, but Jeffrey blocked her exit.


  And that was when Steele reached the limit of his patience. He stepped up behind Mila, staring at Jeffrey over her head, and allowed his wolf to rise to the surface—not as far as it had earlier when his teeth had shifted without Steele meaning for them to, but far enough that he knew Jeffrey would see something unusual in his gaze.


  Because, despite all their centuries of civilization, humans still recognized predators when they came up against them.


  Jeffrey was no exception.


  “She doesn’t want to talk to you,” Steele said, his voice a low, rumbling growl echoing through the hotel.


  As he stared down at the slightly shorter man, Steele’s vision shifted into shades of black and white, a clear signal that his eyes had gone wolfish. This time, though, Steele had complete control over the change. So by the time Mila glanced up at him, Steele wore a pleasant, albeit determined, expression.


  “Take a step back,” Steele ordered Jeffrey, putting the power he wielded as alpha behind the words.


  As if despite himself, Jeffrey fell back a step.


  “Thank you,” Mila murmured to Steele and marched into the hallway.


  Steele followed her, carrying her suitcase in one hand.


  “Who the hell is this guy, Mila?” Jeffrey demanded.


  “Gosh. I am so sorry, Jeffrey,” she said in a tone that suggested she was anything but sorry, “but you don’t get to ask me questions like that anymore.”


  Despite the pain Steele could smell drifting off her—the physical discomfort from her shoulder and some kind of emotional misery as well—Mila managed to speak to Jeffery calmly, her voice cold and uncaring.


  Oh, good girl, Steele thought.


  Mila blinked and glanced back at him, almost as if she’d heard him.


  Not possible, he reminded himself.


  Together, they made their way past Jeffrey and down the hall.


  “The stairs this time?” Steele asked.


  “Yeah. That way, he can’t stop the elevator again.”


  When they hit the first floor, the blonde woman was waiting for them, glancing up from a text on her phone—almost certainly from Jeffrey, Steele suspected.


  “Don’t be ridiculous, Mila,” she said. “You can’t leave with some strange man.”


  Mila’s laugh was harsh and dismissive. “Wanna bet?” She kept walking, and the woman put both hands on her hips, huffing in irritation.


  Speaking of predators—this woman? Yeah, she was definitely one. She was an absolute shark. Steele would recognize her type anywhere. Oh, he imagined that plenty of men found her attractive. She was thin and petite, with bleach-blonde hair and too much makeup.


  There was nothing real about her at all. Nothing authentic.


  And she had Jeffrey’s scent all over her.


  “Friend of yours?” he asked Mila as they reached the exit.


  “I used to think so.”


  And Steele guessed that she had been using Mila for years, in one way or another.


  Never again, he swore to himself.


  Not if he had anything to say about it, anyway.


  That thought almost brought him up short.


  Why on Earth would he have anything to say about who Mila chose to spend her time with?


  She’s nothing to me, he reminded himself. But even as the thought ran through his mind, he knew it wasn’t entirely true.


  After all, he had asked Greg about humans and shifters mating for a reason.


  Steele might not know for certain if Mila was his mate—but he did know that he wasn’t willing to let her go until he had figured that out.


  And maybe not even then.


  


  
    [image: Paragraph separator]
  


  


  Mila climbed back into Steele’s Jeep and collapsed back against the headrest.


  It seemed like she had been doing nothing other than running away from Jeffrey ever since she’d walked in on him and Becky.


  This was supposed to be the night before her wedding. She should be sleeping, dreaming of her life to come. Instead, she was headed to a hotel with a man she had never met before tonight.


  Jeffrey and Becky weren’t entirely wrong—choosing to leave with Steele was insane.


  But not as insane as I would have to be to actually go through with the wedding tomorrow.


  And that was really the saving grace in all this, wasn’t it? Because she had figured out what was going on before saying her vows, she would be able to live a better life than she would have if she had discovered her fiancé’s cheating after the wedding.


  “I really can’t tell you how much I appreciate everything you’ve done for me tonight,” she said when Steele climbed back up into the driver’s side of the Jeep.


  He flashed a glance at her out of those bright-blue eyes of his. “I couldn’t leave you back there with those two. They clearly didn’t have your best interests at heart.”


  Well, Steele had definitely picked up on their true natures a lot faster than Mila had.


  She stared out the Jeep window into the darkness, watching the shadowed trees flash by in the moonlight.


  Ten days. That was how long she had to figure out what her life needed to be when she got back home.


  She couldn’t bear the thought of heading back to Dallas quite yet, any more than she could bear the thought of staying in Yellowstone Park now that she wasn’t going to be married there.


  “You know, you don’t have to decide what comes next,” Steele said, reaching out and clasping her hand in his, almost as if he had heard what she was thinking. “Not yet, anyway. Things will look better in the morning.” His teeth flashed white in the darkness as he shot a grin in her direction. “I know it’s a cliché, but it’s true. The world always seems brighter when you’re well rested.”


  “I know you’re right,” Mila said. “But it’s awfully hard to remember that when things look so bleak right now.”


  “The offer stands—you don’t have to make any decisions yet. Feel free to stay at the Moonstone Lodge for a few days while you sort out what it is you want to do next.”


  “I really appreciate how kind you’ve been to me.”


  Steele gave a shrug. “Comes with the territory.”


  “What territory is that, exactly?”


  He blinked as if he was surprised she had asked. “Everyone in Moonstone is in the hospitality industry in one way or another,” he finally said. “We are all trained to take care of tourists.”


  Somehow, though, Mila was certain that wasn’t what he had meant. Not initially, anyway.


  But she also sensed the truth in his words. Whatever he had meant, his claim that he took care of people was genuine.
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  Mila must have drifted off again, because the next time she opened her eyes, she and Steele were rolling to a stop in front of the Moonstone Lodge. Like the Old Yellowstone Inn, the Moonstone Lodge was made out of lodgepole pine wood, hewn and weathered, and perfectly at home in Yellowstone.


  The lodge wasn’t as big as the Old Yellowstone Inn, and somehow that made Mila feel more comfortable.


  The sign in front of the log building had the image of a gray wolf howling in front of a full moon.


  “Wait for me and I will help you out after I get your suitcase out of the back,” Steele said, swinging out of the front seat of the Jeep as if he was not utterly exhausted.


  Of course, he very well may not be, Mila thought. After all, he had not been attacked by a bear.


  Unless, of course, her hallucination had been real, and he had used his secret wolf shape to fight the bear off her.


  She snickered to herself as he opened the trunk of the Jeep and pulled her suitcase out. She really must be tired and loopy if that was where her brain was going.


  Together, they walked into the lobby, where a young woman with bright-green eyes and strawberry-blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail was working at the front desk.


  “Hello, Al…” Her voice trailed off as she caught sight of Mila coming in with him. “Mr. Jacobs,” she amended.


  “Al?” Mila asked, shooting a confused glance up at Steele.


  “Family nickname,” he said shortly.


  Another one? But Mila didn’t have time to ask the question.


  Steele turned to the young woman. “Ellie, I need you to put Ms. Wright in one of our emergency guest rooms, please.”


  The woman frowned and tilted her nose up into the air as if she was sniffing for something. “Are you sure about that?”


  “Absolutely sure,” Steele said, his voice turning hard.


  Ellie flushed a bright red and nodded. “Of course.”


  “And make sure she’s not disturbed tomorrow morning. She needs rest.”


  “Of course, sir. Anything you say.”


  That was an odd interaction. But Mila didn’t have the energy left to examine it in any detail. She was dead on her feet and wanted nothing more than to topple over into the nearest bed.


  Steele took a key card from the desk clerk and led Mila to an elevator in the corner. “I’ll see you to your room. You can call me tomorrow whenever you get up, morning or afternoon.”


  “Oh. I lost my phone in the forest,” she said.


  “Just call for me at the front desk—they’ll know where to find me.”


  “You’ve already done so much for me,” Mila protested. “I couldn’t ask for anything else.”


  “I’ll be around tomorrow—please, at least don’t leave without saying goodbye.”


  The elevator dinged and the doors opened before Mila had a chance to answer.


  Steele followed her upstairs and opened the door to her room for her. “It’s all pretty standard,” he said. “But if you’re missing anything, please don’t hesitate to contact the front desk. They’ll take care of you.”


  He stared down at her intently, and Mila found herself gazing up into his eyes.


  With one hand, Steele reached out and brushed a thumb along her jawline. His touch sent electric sparks shooting through her, and for a moment, Mila thought he might be about to lean down to kiss her.


  But he seemed to shake off the impulse and stepped back into the hallway. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said.


  Then he shut the door and was gone, leaving Mila staring blankly after him.


  Who exactly was this man who had stepped in and saved her?


  Chapter 10


  Just as Steele stepped onto the elevator to head down to his own suite on the first floor of the lodge, his phone rang.


  “Hey, Ryker,” he said. “What’s up?”


  “What the hell is going on, Steele?” his second-in-command asked. “Ellie tells me you brought a human woman back to the lodge.”


  “We’ve had humans stay here before.” Steele fought to keep his tone even, but he could feel his eyes beginning to swirl with silver.


  “Not when we were gearing up to defend our territory from another pack.”


  Ryker was right—at the very least, Steele owed him an explanation. But he didn’t know exactly what he was going to tell his lieutenant. The alpha sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “Meet me in my suite in five?”


  Once he got to his suite, Steele poured a couple of shots of whiskey and sipped his as he waited for Ryker to arrive.


  “Hey, man,” he said when he opened the door, handing the second glass to Ryker as he entered. “Come on in.”


  Ryker’s eyes were tired, his face haggard. “Where have you been all night?”


  Steele shook his head. “Tell me what you’ve heard.”


  Ryker downed the shot and handed the glass back to Steele for more. “Doc Weiss gave me a call a few hours ago and said you’d brought in a lost tourist who’d been attacked by a bear.


  “And then the next thing I knew, Ellie was calling to tell me that you brought the woman back here. I don’t get it. I mean, it makes sense that you would stop and rescue her. The last thing we need is some tourist dying on the trails—or getting lost, for that matter. It would bring in far too many outsiders if they started up a search party. But you don’t have to bring her to live with us.” He finished his mini tirade and drained the second shot of whiskey. “So tell me—what’s going on?”


  Steele moved over to the bottle and poured out another shot, then downed it in one gulp, buying time to try to decide what to tell his second. “Is that all Greg told you?”


  “Seems like plenty to me.” Ryker’s eyes widened as he stared at his alpha and cousin. “Oh my God!” he exclaimed. “You’re stalling.”


  Steele blew out a breath and ran his hand through his hair again.


  “You are,” Ryker said, his tone accusatory. “What the hell happened out there? Tell me now.”


  Steele held up both hands in surrender. “Okay, okay. I found the woman out on the trail—or off the trail, rather. She had gotten lost after leaving the Old Yellowstone Inn.”


  “After dark?”


  “Yeah. Apparently, there were some extenuating circumstances. I don’t know all the details yet. But she was carrying a granola bar and stumbled a little too close to a mother bear and her cubs.”


  “Fucking tourists,” Ryker muttered.


  “I’d already shifted,” Steele continued, ignoring his cousin’s interjections, “and I came on them just as the bear attacked.”


  “Holy shit,” Ryker breathed out.


  “Yeah. Anyway, it hit her shoulder with one swipe before I could draw it away from her. She took off running.”


  “At least she’s not a total idiot.”


  Under any other circumstances, Steele would have ignored his cousin’s snarky comments about Mila. But tonight, he was tired and more than a little stressed out over the possibility that he might have discovered his fated mate in a completely inappropriate human woman, and his inner wolf snapped out at Ryker. “Don’t say that about her,” Steele growled, his wolf rising behind his eyes.


  Ryker’s eyes widened even further, and he dropped his gaze to the floor, rolling his shoulders forward to adopt a human version of a wolf’s submission to its alpha.


  Steele rubbed his hand across his eyes. “Stand up,” he said tiredly. “I’m sorry—that was uncalled for.”


  Ryker raised his gaze warily. “Who is this woman?” he finally thought to ask.


  Steele shrugged and led Ryker over to the sofa in the living area of his suite, where he dropped into one corner and gestured for Ryker to take a seat as well. “Hell if I know. As far as I can tell, she’s just a normal human woman. Her name is Mila Wright. And I’m pretty sure she was in Yellowstone to get married.”


  “Like, married to someone else?”


  Steele snorted. “Yes, married to someone else. But that’s not happening now, if what I saw tonight is anything to go on.”


  Ryker shook his head. “I still don’t get it.”


  Steele barked out a short laugh. “Neither do I.” He leaned forward, dropping his elbows to his knees and clasping his hands between them. “But from the moment I scented her on the trail, I knew she was something different. Something special.”


  “So how did you get her to Doc Weiss if you were in your wolf skin when you found her?”


  “Well, I was in my wolf skin.” Steele raised his gaze to meet his cousin’s eyes.


  “Oh no,” Ryker breathed. “Don’t tell me you shifted.”


  “Oh yes.” It felt good to tell his cousin everything. To talk as two men rather than as an alpha and his subordinate. It had been too long since Steele had been able to drop the alpha mask like this.


  “Did she see you shift?”


  Steele considered his answer carefully. On the one hand, it was absolutely possible that she had seen him morph from wolf to human. But the fact that she hadn’t mentioned it, plus the fact that she had been in and out of consciousness at the time, suggested to him that if she’d seen anything, she had chalked it up to her imagination. “I don’t think so. She was pretty out of it from blood loss.”


  Ryker leaned back against the sofa cushions and crossed one ankle over his knee, grasping it with his hand and tapping against the ankle bone over his hiking boot. He stared at his alpha for a long, silent moment before he finally asked, “Is she your mate?”


  Steele dropped his face into his hands and groaned. “I don’t know. But when I walked her up to her room at the lodge tonight, I almost kissed her.” He shook his head and sat up straight. “Greg says that it’s possible for humans and shifters to mate. But he doesn’t know if it’s ever actually happened before.”


  “The timing would be fucking awful, to say the least.”


  “Yeah. And Mother is pushing me to make a political alliance with the Idaho Pack by choosing one of their females as a mate.”


  Ryker snickered. “Trust Aunt Clarissa to choose the absolute worst possible moment to push you into mating.”


  Steele shook his head and rolled his eyes. “So that’s what I’ve been doing all night—possibly screwing up my future, along with the future of the entire pack.” He paused. “Anyway. Tell me what the scouting party turned up.”


  Before his eyes, Ryker switched from commiserating cousin to reporting lieutenant. “Not much new in terms of time line,” he said. “There weren’t any new scent trails. Nothing more recent than two or three days old, at least, so they haven’t been back since they left the tracks Nick discovered.”


  “That’s good, at least.”


  “And we were able to narrow down the portion of our territory they’ve been surveying.”


  Steele nodded. “Southwestern border—anywhere else?”


  “Just there,” Ryker said. “It looks exactly like what we expected. They’re exploring the possibility of expanding their territory by taking over part of the Moonstone Pack’s land.”


  Again, Steele’s inner wolf growled—this time at the thought of another pack attempting to steal his pack’s territory.


  “Call the sentinels and guardians for a meeting tomorrow afternoon. Three o’clock,” Steele instructed Ryker. “Not the whole pack this time—only the ones who might actually have to fight for the territory. And set up a regular sentry rotation for the southwestern border. I want to know the next time anyone from the Idaho Pack crosses into our territory.”


  “What are we going to do when it happens?”


  Ryker had said when, not if, Steele noticed. He agreed with his second’s assessment though. The Idaho Pack wouldn’t have already made incursions into Yellowstone if they weren’t determined to take over some part of the land.


  “I’m going to reach out to the Idaho Pack’s alpha to arrange for a summit meeting,” he said. “But not,” he added, standing, “until after you and I have both gotten some rest.”


  Ryker also stood, preparing to leave. “And what are you going to do about your human woman?”


  Steele shook his head. “I’m not so clear on that one. I’ll let you know when I figure it out though.”


  When, not if.


  Ryker reached out and clapped his cousin on the shoulder. “You’ll get it sorted. You always do.”


  Steele shook his head ruefully, wishing he had as much confidence in his ability to deal with Mila as he had in his ability to deal with the Idaho Pack.


  “Thanks for listening,” he said to Ryker. “And look—whatever you do, don’t tell anyone what I told you tonight about Mila, okay?”


  “I wouldn’t dream of it.” Ryker gave a quick nod, the salute of a pack lieutenant to his alpha, and left the suite.


  Steele locked the door behind his cousin and made his way to the window, where he spent a long time staring up at the moon, wondering how an alpha werewolf male and a human woman could ever have a life together.


  
    [image: Paragraph separator]
  


  Sunrise the next morning found Steele pacing through the lobby of the Moonstone Lodge, casting a critical eye over everything his staff did.


  “Has anyone straightened the brochure stand?” he asked Evan Roberts, who was working the front desk.


  “Yes, sir,” the younger shifter said, his voice cracking nervously. “I did it myself.”


  “Well, do it again. It’s a mess.”


  The entrance slid open behind him, and Steele caught Ryker’s scent, then Bronx’s, before he ever turned around.


  “Damn,” Ryker said, his voice gratingly cheerful. “Someone’s in a mood today.”


  Steele gave his cousin a stern glance. “I’m concerned about the Idahos.”


  “You should be,” Bronx rumbled, his voice deeper than either of his cousins’. “They’re planning something.”


  Steele nodded, but Ryker rocked back on his heels and gave Steele an assessing glance. “That,” he said, as if speaking to Bronx but in reality making certain Steele heard it too, “is an utter load of buffalo shit.”


  From behind the front desk, Evan snorted.


  Steele glared at Ryker but then saw Bronx giving him an equally appraising look. “I believe you may be right,” Bronx said solemnly.


  Damn it.


  Sometimes it was a real pain in the ass to have seconds who knew him almost better than he knew himself.


  “Time for a run?” Ryker asked Bronx.


  “Time for a run,” Bronx agreed.


  Steele blew out an irritated breath.


  Part of him wanted to continue pacing through the lodge—Mila was here, and being near her made him feel like he could somehow protect her from whatever nameless danger he could have sworn he sensed stalking her.


  But the rest of him knew that was ridiculous. She was in his pack’s safest place.


  She’ll be fine, he told himself.


  “Well?” he said, his voice still carrying an undercurrent of irritation. “Are we going or what?”


  Ryker snickered, Bronx grunted, and they all headed outside.


  Rather than walking to the edge of town and shifting there, Bronx drove them to the overlook leading to their favorite area for a run. Still part of Yellowstone but generally unreachable by most humans.


  The land there was wild and free, largely untouched.


  Just like the three cousins when they were in their wolf forms.


  Piling out of Bronx’s SUV, they glanced around to make sure no one was watching, then clambered over the railing separating the overlook from the land below.


  Once they were out of sight, the three men quickly stripped and shifted into their wolf shapes.


  Although their wolves were all technically gray wolves—at least in terms of species—their fur ran almost the entire possible gamut of gray wolf shades. Steele was actually gray, though in truth, his fur was almost silver, matching the color of his eyes. Ryker’s coat was a deep black, and with the exception of some gray markings around his paws, Bronx’s was pure white—a shade that allowed him to hunt in the winter better than either of the other two.


  Together, they set off across the unyielding landscape, traveling down to a small, hidden valley rarely seen by humans.


  There they paused at a stream to drink and catch their breath.


  Ryker was right. I needed this.


  No sooner had the thought crossed Steele’s mind than Ryker, his tongue lolling out of his mouth in a lupine laugh, covered the distance between them in a single leap, bowling Steele over into the water with a giant splash.


  Steele recovered almost instantly, and the two wolves wrestled in the shallow stream, Bronx hanging back and watching.


  After a moment, Steele and Ryker noticed Bronx’s absence and stood to face him, shaking the water out of their fur.


  Bronx lowered his head and growled a warning.


  But the other two ignored him, stalking toward the serious white wolf.


  Bronx needs this as much as I do, Steele thought. Maybe even more.


  Bronx stiffened his front legs, digging in and making himself almost impossible to knock over.


  But the cousins had played this game before. Steele and Ryker glanced at each other and flanked Bronx, pouncing on him and landing at the same time, knocking him off his balance.


  By the time they had Bronx on the ground, all three wolves were muddy, necessitating another roll in the cold, clear stream.


  As Steele shook the last of the muddy water off his back, he caught the scent of a wild hare. The other two tilted their noses into the air—they definitely smelled it too.


  They exchanged glances, and then the three of them silently stepped out of the stream, already on the hunt.


  They hunted well together. Ryker’s carefree, sometimes reckless attitude paired well with Bronx’s overly serious nature. And with Steele’s leadership, they were practically unstoppable.


  Yes, Steele thought again. This is exactly what I needed. Not just the run and the hunt, but the reminder that with the three of them in charge, nothing could beat the Moonstone Pack.


  As long as Ryker and Bronx supported him, anything was possible.


  Even choosing a human woman as a mate.
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  The night before, Mila had expected to fall immediately into a deep slumber, given how tired she was.


  But as soon as she crawled into the bed in her room in the Moonstone Lodge, any ability to sleep she might have had disappeared.


  Every time she closed her eyes, images from the past day flashed through her mind.


  Jeffrey and Becky in his hotel room.


  The enormous grizzly bear standing on its hind legs, paw raised to attack her.


  A gray wolf shooting out of the darkness to attack the bear.


  And then later, once she had drifted off into a fitful doze, her mind conjured up more fanciful imaginings. Like the wolf transforming into a naked Steele, who then carried her through the woods.


  Still naked, of course.


  With a groan, Mila rolled over onto her stomach and buried her face in the pillow. “What is wrong with me?” she muttered.


  By all rights, she should be holed up with a bottle of wine and a carton of ice cream, mourning her losses and doing her best to find a way to curse Jeffrey and Becky to a life of impotent misery.


  Instead, she had run out into the night, straight into a bear attack, and was now freeloading off the man who had to be Moonstone, Montana’s most eligible bachelor.


  Who does this kind of thing?


  Her mind finally stopped whirling sometime around dawn, and when Mila finally woke, it was almost 11:00, according to the alarm clock on the bedside table.


  My wedding day.


  She stared up at the ceiling, trying to dredge up some sort of emotion about that fact.


  Nothing.


  Had she used up all her pain and anger last night? Or was she simply still too tired to care?


  It didn’t matter, she decided. If it means not hurting, I’ll take it.


  Then she rolled over, forgetting for a moment about her shoulder, and let out a little yelp of pain.


  So much for not hurting.


  With an expression somewhere between a wince and a wry grin, she sat up and checked her arm.


  Yeah, it was definitely tender but not as bad as she would have expected given that she’d been attacked by a bear.


  She had gone to bed the night before without even bothering to wash her face. A night spent tossing and turning had left her feeling decidedly grimy, so she got up and took a quick shower, being careful to keep her injured shoulder dry.


  Halfway through her shower, her stomach growled, and she marveled at the fact that even during her worst moments, she never lost her appetite. All her life, she had known women who, when faced with adversity, dropped weight. Not Mila. She rolled her eyes but started making a plan to track down something to eat.


  It was too late for any sort of breakfast the lodge might serve. And Steele had not mentioned anything about a restaurant in the hotel. Then again, he hadn’t told her much at all before he had left her in her room.


  He had said to call him this morning. But Mila didn’t want to impose any more than she already had.


  Besides, it’s time for me to start relying on myself.


  At worst, she knew Moonstone was not a particularly large town. The café she and Becky had stopped at for dinner—was it really only the night before?—had to be somewhere close by.


  She glanced at herself in the mirror and grimaced. Dark circles shadowed her eyes, and her skin was deathly pale. So she dusted on a little powder, then swiped on some mascara and lipstick, trying to disguise the ravages of the previous night.


  A second glance in the mirror suggested that she had done everything possible for the moment.


  “Anyway, it’s not like anyone I know is going to see me,” she muttered. At the last minute, she grabbed the notepad and pen off the bedside table and shoved them into her blue Michael Kors purse.


  I’ll have breakfast and make a list of everything I need to do to get out of the mess I’m in right now.


  Starting with replacing her phone.


  Then she stood in the middle of the room, inhaled deeply, and straightened her shoulders.


  She could almost hear her grandmother’s voice echoing in her mind.


  No matter how terrible everything seems right now, it will get better. Life is change.


  “Life is change,” Mila said aloud. Her grandmother had said that to her after her parents had died, and it had served as a mantra over the years.


  “Everything will get better.” With that reminder to herself, Mila made her way out of her hotel room and took the elevator to the first floor. She stepped out, planning to ask the front desk clerk about a restaurant, but there was no one behind the desk.


  Fine. She would do a little exploring and see what she could find on the first floor. She had just turned toward a likely-looking hallway when two small, furry gray shapes rocketed around a corner and skidded across the lobby floor, yipping and snapping at each other.


  Mila’s eyes widened, and she took a step backward as the two forms disappeared down a hallway on the opposite side of the lobby.


  A harried woman about Mila’s age, somewhere in her mid- to late twenties—appeared from the same direction. “Did you see where they went?”


  Mila nodded and pointed after them. “That way.”


  “Thanks.” The woman scurried around the corner after them.


  Mila stared after the woman for a long moment once she had disappeared down the hallway behind the two…puppies?


  That had to be what those were. Right?


  But for the life of her, Mila could have sworn they were wolf cubs.


  Chapter 11


  In his office on the first floor of the Moonstone Lodge, Steele hung up the phone and shook his head. “Warren doesn’t know anything about the Idaho Pack,” he told Ryker and Bronx, who sat in two leather club chairs across from Steele’s wide pine desk.


  “Not surprising,” Ryker said. “It’s not like Warren’s pack has much to do with the outside world.”


  True. Wolf shifter packs tended to stay to themselves, meeting with other packs only during times of crisis and avoiding humans as much as possible. The Moonstone Pack was unique in its connection to the tourist industry. But Steele had always believed that made his pack stronger—even if it did potentially open them up to discovery by humans.


  Like Mila.


  He shook off the thought. The human woman hadn’t called him yet, so he hoped she was still sleeping off the aftereffects of her injury.


  In any case, he had more pressing matters to deal with at the moment.


  “If we can’t get contact information for the Idaho Pack alpha, we’ll just have to get a message to him the old-fashioned way,” he mused aloud.


  “By killing one of his scouts?” Ryker asked, but his grin suggested he was joking. Mostly, anyway.


  Bronx snorted. “That would send a message all right.”


  “But perhaps not the one I’m interested in sending,” Steele said. “No. I’ll need one of the sentinels to take a message to the Idaho side of the territory line.”


  “I’ll do it,” Ryker volunteered.


  “No.” Steele steepled his fingertips, then tapped his forefingers together thoughtfully. “Sending my second would give the message too much weight. We don’t want them to think we’re worried about their incursions.”


  “But we are worried,” Bronx pointed out.


  “Yes, but there’s no need for them to know that.” Steele considered for a moment. “What about Nick? He discovered their scent trails initially, and I know he’s been wanting to increase his duties in the pack.”


  “What if the Idahos decide to send their own old-fashioned message by killing him?” Ryker asked.


  “Good point. Bronx, you go with him as protection. But let’s allow Nick to do the talking.”


  “I’m there as muscle,” Bronx said. “Got it.”


  “Sounds like a plan,” Ryker added.


  “Excellent. I’ll find out when he’s available.” Steele picked up his personal cell phone and sent Nick a text. “I’ll let you two know what he says, and we’ll meet here again if necessary. In the meantime, be thinking about what you believe our message should be. I want your input before I make a final decision.”


  His two cousins nodded and stood to leave. Steele leaned back in his executive’s chair, still considering what he could say to the Idaho Pack alpha that might possibly convince the other pack to stop exploring Moonstone territory.


  As Bronx opened the door, two wolf pups tore down the hall, yapping at each other—followed by Fiona Wells, their mother—and Bronx stared after them, a wistful expression flickering across his face.


  What was that? Steele wondered.


  Whereas Ryker was the most verbal of the cousins, prone to cracking jokes, and Steele was the natural leader of the group, Bronx had always been the quietest of the three—as well as the largest, strongest, and most likely to win in any battle requiring sheer brawn.


  Steele would never have guessed that his lead pack guardian longed for a family.


  Maybe it’s time we all found mates.


  Which led his thoughts back around to Mila—and from there to Clarissa’s suggestion that Steele take a mate from the Idaho Pack.


  Then again, maybe he could simply run away from home and skip the whole mate business entirely.


  At that thought, Steele made a face somewhere between a grin and a grimace.


  If only I could.


  Barring that as an option, he went to grab a cup of coffee from the specialty brew machine in the lobby and see what other pack fires he needed to put out before noon.
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  Steele caught Mila’s scent halfway down the hall to the lobby, so he wasn’t surprised when he stepped out to find her standing at a rack of brochures, examining them intently.


  He walked up behind her. “Find what you’re looking for?”


  She gave a little jump and turned around. “Oh. I didn’t hear you come up.”


  “How’s the shoulder today?” he asked.


  She gave a little shrug. “It’s definitely stiff and sore. But I suppose that’s better than I have any right to feel, given the fact that I was attacked by a bear.” She flashed a grin at him, and Steele’s cock twitched. Everything about this woman was unbelievably sexy.


  “Looking for someplace to eat?” He gestured at the dining brochure she held in her hand.


  “Yeah—any suggestions for lunch?”


  “The Moonstone Café is my favorite.”


  “I had dinner there last night with…” Her voice trailed off. “I had dinner there last night.” This time, she ended the sentence without expanding on who she’d dined with.


  Just as well, Steele suspected, since it was probably one of the two people she’d been trying to avoid at the Old Yellowstone Inn.


  “I was about to head over there for lunch myself,” Steele said. Liar, his inner voice chided him. But it was for a good cause, so he didn’t feel as bad as he might have otherwise. “Would you like to join me?”


  “That sounds nice.” Mila dropped the brochure back into the stand and turned to follow Steele out of the lodge.


  As they walked down the sidewalk, Mila gazed around interestedly. “This is a gorgeous little town,” she said as they made their way along the two blocks to the Moonstone Café. “I can’t believe I didn’t read more about it in the tourist guides.”


  “We’re not as popular as some of the other nearby towns, like West Yellowstone, for example. But we do all right.”


  “Did you grow up here?”


  “Born and raised. My family has been in the area for generations—since around the time Yellowstone was made a national park, actually.”


  As they walked into the café, Nick waved at them. “Have a seat anywhere you like,” he said.


  Steele noted that Nick did not address him by either name or title—he assumed Nick was not yet comfortable calling him Steele, but the younger shifter had the sense not to call him alpha in front of humans, several of whom were seated in the dining area.


  A few moments later, Nick took their order. When he had left, Mila leaned over the table and took one of Steele’s hands in both of hers. Her touch was warm and dry and sent a shiver of desire rolling through him.


  What was it about this woman that attracted him so?


  “I want to thank you again for everything you did for me yesterday,” Mila said. “I’m pretty sure I would have died out there if you hadn’t rescued me.”


  She was absolutely right about that—she probably would have. And having met her, Steele now could not imagine a world without her in it. “Are you willing to tell me how you ended up out there in the first place?”


  Mila swallowed, but she nodded. “Yeah. I was supposed to get married. Today, actually. Obviously, that’s not happening.” As if a dam had broken, the whole story poured out of her—her relationship with Jeffrey, the wedding plans, walking in on her college roommate and her fiancé, and running out into the woods.


  “I’m so sorry that happened to you,” Steele said.


  Mila shrugged. “I guess it’s better that I walked in on them before the wedding.” She gave a wry smile. “The weird thing is, I’m not even that upset over it.”


  Steele blinked and leaned against the back of the booth. That was interesting. “Why do you think that is?”


  “I’m not sure. On the one hand, I think maybe I never really expected the wedding to happen, at least on some level.”


  “Anything else?”


  She glanced up at him from under her lashes. “Well, I have to admit, I realized last night that Jeffrey had never been as kind to me as you were—and you’re a total stranger.”


  “Surely not so strange any longer.” Steele gave her a wink, and Mila’s cheeks turned a becoming shade of pink.


  “Anyway, I just wanted you to know that I really appreciate everything you’ve done,” she said.


  Nick arrived with their burgers, and when Mila let go of Steele’s hand to lean back and make room for the plates, the loss of her touch felt like a physical pain. Was this what having a fated mate felt like? If so, he didn’t know how any shifter could stand the loss of that mate.


  He wasn’t even certain how he was going to deal with the fact that Mila would be headed home soon—and, he realized, he didn’t even know where home was for her.


  But he was sure he could find out.


  So that was exactly what he spent the next hour doing—learning everything about Mila that he could.


  He had to admit that on the surface, she wasn’t all that interesting. And yet everything about her fascinated him, from the way she blushed when he complimented her to the way she talked with her hands when she described her work at the Dallas County Courts Office to the way her eyelashes fluttered when she took a bite of her burger and pronounced it the best she’d had in ages.


  And by the time they had finished their lunch, Steele was certain of one thing: he wanted Mila more than he had ever wanted anyone else in his life. And if he had his way, he was going to make her his.


  Even if it meant going up against his entire pack to mate with a human woman.


  When they had finished their meal, Mila pulled her wallet out of her purse.


  “I’ve got this,” Steele told her.


  “Oh, no. You have done so much for me—the least I can do is buy you lunch,” she insisted.


  Steele didn’t have the heart to tell her that there was no way Jake Cartwright, the owner of the café, would charge him for a couple of burgers. So instead, he called Nick over and asked for the check. Nick frowned at him but still nodded. He disappeared into the back, returning momentarily with what Steele suspected was a deeply discounted charge for their meal.


  “Any idea what you’re going to do next?” he asked Mila as they made their way back toward the lodge.


  Her mouth twisted up unhappily, and Steele instantly regretted the question, but she answered him anyway. “I guess I’ll call the airline this afternoon and see about getting my ticket home changed to an earlier date.”


  Steele’s stomach clenched at the thought of her leaving. “When were you originally going to head out?”


  “In nine days. The wedding was supposed to be…” She glanced at her watch. “An hour from now, actually.” She shook her head. “And then we were going to spend our honeymoon in the park.”


  Nine days. If he could convince Mila to stay for the duration of her original trip, Steele was certain he could convince her they belonged together.


  “Do you want to head home?” he asked.


  “Honestly, I don’t know what I want right now. Everything is such a mess.”


  Perfect. “Then why don’t you stay a little longer? Maybe you can gain some clarity away from your normal routine.”


  She opened her mouth, and Steele was certain she was about to object to his suggestion. So he rushed to fill the silence. “At least give it another day,” he said. “And if you decide you want to, you can stay the entire time. No one has reserved that room you’re in—like I said, we keep it open for emergencies.” He flashed her a grin. “And as the boss, I am prepared to declare your situation exactly the kind of emergency that requires the room.”


  Mila gave him another look from beneath her lashes, this one more considering than the last. “I know I should feel bad taking you up on that offer,” she began.


  “Don’t,” Steele instructed her. “Let me be the knight in shining armor for once. I don’t get to play that role very often.”


  Mila cracked up and shook her head. “Okay. Fine. I won’t make any decisions until tomorrow at the earliest.”


  “Excellent,” Steele said as they approached the lodge. The automatic doors slid open, and they stepped inside. Steele turned and took Mila’s hands in his. “Besides, I’d like the chance to get to know you better—if that’s all right with you.”


  Mila tilted her head back to gaze up at him. Even though Steele knew he shouldn’t push her, that she needed time to overcome her recent betrayal, he couldn’t help himself. With a single step, he closed the distance between them.


  They stared into each other’s eyes, and Steele bent toward her, his gaze focused on her lush lips. As if unconsciously, Mila flicked her tongue out of her mouth and ran it across her bottom lip, her softly exhaled breath fanning through the air between them and sending her heady scent swirling around him.


  “Steele.” From behind them, Bronx called out his alpha’s name, his harsh tone breaking the spell.


  Steele swallowed hard and stepped away from Mila, who was still blinking up at him as Bronx asked, “Can I talk to you for a minute?”


  “I apparently have some work to take care of,” Steele said, trying not to show how flustered he felt. “Can I call you in a bit?”


  “Um. Sure.”


  He watched Mila get on the elevator, then turned to face Bronx, who stood with his arms crossed over his massive chest, glaring at Steele.


  “What do you need?” Steele asked his lead guardian, his voice brusque.


  “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Bronx demanded. “We don’t have time for you to fuck around with some human woman. Not when the Idaho Pack is demanding your attention.”


  God. What had he been doing?


  Did I really almost kiss a human woman?


  Not only that, but a human woman who was injured and traumatized, one who clearly needed time to heal both physically and emotionally before she got involved with anyone else.


  No matter how hard his wolf pushed for him to take Mila as his mate, no matter how certain he was that they belonged together, Steele couldn’t make a move on her. Not yet.


  She’s been through too much, too quickly.


  The last thing he wanted to do was try to convince her to be with him before she was ready.


  Or worse, move so quickly that it scared her away for good.


  His inner wolf whined unhappily.


  Steele agreed with his wolf—that would be unacceptable.


  I’ll slow it down, he promised himself.


  But as he made his way to his office, he had to admit to himself that there was one major flaw in that plan.


  Keeping my paws off Mila is going to be the hardest thing I’ve ever done.


  Chapter 12


  On the elevator, after the door closed, Mila touched her fingertips to her lips, tracing their curve as she smiled.


  Had Steele really almost kissed her?


  Even the thought of it made her heart pound.


  Part of her almost wanted to feel guilty. She’d been dating Jeffrey for two years, and in all that time, she had never seriously looked at anyone else.


  But Jeffrey was no longer a factor. He had removed himself from all consideration when he had cheated on her with her college roommate.


  So really, there’s nothing stopping me from pursuing something with Steele.


  Except, of course, common sense.


  Today was supposed to be her wedding day, and it had all fallen apart just the night before. By all rights, Mila should be far too emotionally fragile to even contemplate being with someone else.


  And yet here she was—not only contemplating it but seriously considering it.


  Stop it, Mila, she told herself. You don’t even know for sure that he was about to kiss you.


  But she did know.


  He was about to kiss me.


  And I wanted him to.


  She should probably be more worried about it than she was, given that she had been poised to marry another man. Instead, though, she wanted to hug to herself the memory of that almost kiss.


  And why should I be concerned? Her inner voice demanded. She had lost her fiancé and her best friend in one horrific moment—and then, as if that weren’t bad enough, she had almost died in a bear attack.


  She had been floating along through life, simply accepting whatever came her direction—a best friend who, Mila finally realized, had never been all that good a friend at all. A fiancé who didn’t really listen to what she wanted—his insistence on a Yellowstone wedding rather than the beach wedding she’d wanted was just the latest example of the way he’d overridden her desires at every turn. A job she didn’t especially like, even though she was good at it.


  All of it added up to one inescapable fact. I have never once gone after what I want. I’ve taken what life has handed to me without question, assuming it would all turn out for the best eventually.


  Never again.


  No, she decided. I am not going to take my life for granted ever again. Not any part of it.


  I am going to live life to the fullest from now on. Grab it by the horns. Take what I want. Carpe diem, damn it!


  She made her way back to her room, and once inside, she threw herself back on the bed. Maid service had been in while she was out to lunch, and she thought about how nice it would be to have someone else dealing with the day-to-day elements of her life while she sorted out what to do about Jeffrey from here on out.


  Admit it, Mila—you just like the idea of having maid service for the next week and a half.


  She grinned to herself. She already knew that she had made her decision. She was going to stay in Moonstone for the next few days, at least.


  And if Steele was part of the reason for that decision? Well, she had to admit that the attention of someone who was not only out of her league but out of Jeffery’s league as well was definitely a balm to her wounded pride.


  She rolled over onto her stomach and propped her chin in her hands.


  You’re acting like a giddy schoolgirl, she chastised herself. But immediately, she decided she didn’t care. Live life to the fullest, she reminded herself. That’s my new mantra.


  I am going to hang around here and enjoy myself for as long as I can.


  Her decision made, she reached into her purse and pulled out several of the pamphlets she had picked up before Steele had invited her to lunch. If she was going to stay in the Yellowstone area, she should take full advantage of it.


  She might not be here on her honeymoon, but she could turn this into a vacation.


  And she was determined to enjoy every minute of it.


  Of course, there was always the chance that she would run into Jeffrey or Becky, assuming that they decided to stay in the Yellowstone area as well.


  But that was a risk she was willing to take.


  She was almost as likely to run into them in Dallas once she got home.


  She heaved a sigh, not looking forward to everything she would have to do once she got back to Texas—things like moving all her belongings out of Jeffrey’s apartment and returning wedding gifts.


  No. She definitely wasn’t prepared for any of that.


  A vacation was in order.


  And she knew just where she wanted to start.


  
    [image: Paragraph separator]
  


  “My office. Now.” Steele spun around and headed down the hallway without waiting to see if Bronx followed him.


  Ellie was back at the front desk, and Steele caught her watching the interchange with huge eyes.


  He felt bad for a second but quickly overcame it. It was good for the pack to witness him exerting his authority now and then. As an alpha, Steele had always been easygoing, willing to allow his pack to come to him if they had problems but unlikely to intervene where he wasn’t needed.


  Sometimes, though, it was good to remind everyone that when it came down to it, Steele was in charge.


  He led the way into his office and held the door open for Bronx, who followed him inside, a mutinous expression on his face.


  “Now,” Steele said, “would you like to tell me privately about your concerns?”


  Bronx’s jaw clenched. “Rumor has it you didn’t finish your circuit of the tourist areas last night—that you were off helping that human woman instead.”


  Steele moved around behind his desk and took a seat, keeping both his expression and tone deceptively mild. “And do you have a problem with that?”


  “It sets a bad precedent,” Bronx said, his voice low. “The pack members are worried about the Idahos. Trying to take over. If you are out. Playing with humans. It makes it look like you don’t care what’s going on.”


  Steele drummed his fingers on his desk, considering Bronx’s words.


  Truth be told, he wasn’t surprised to be running into resistance from pack members when it came to Mila—but he hadn’t expected it to start so soon. Or with members of his inner circle.


  “This isn’t the first time one of us has had a dalliance with a human,” he pointed out.


  “But it’s the first time it’s happened while we’re under siege.”


  Steele nodded slowly. “I take your point. Would it make you feel better to know that I sent Nick Reagan out early this morning to complete the circuit of the tourist areas?”


  Bronx narrowed his eyes. “It helps. But it doesn’t address the basic issue that our alpha is allowing himself to be distracted from pack matters at a critical juncture.”


  Steele’s fingers stilled on the wood of the desk, and his fingertips pressed down as he leaned forward, allowing his wolf to rise to the surface. His vision dropped into shades of gray, and his canine teeth elongated in his mouth—not enough to impede his ability to speak but enough to show Bronx that he was deathly serious about what he had to say next.


  “I will always put the well-being of my pack first.”


  He held Bronx’s gaze with his, knowing his eyes were swirling with silver. Stretching his senses outward, he opened himself to his pack, allowing himself to feel them as they moved through their daily lives. He knew that all over town, Moonstone Pack members were pausing as they felt their alpha’s strength touch them.


  If he concentrated, he could feel every member of the pack.


  See through their eyes.


  Drop into their minds.


  Touch their emotions.


  And with each touch of the pack members’ minds, he gained ever more power.


  He saved Bronx for last so that by the time he reached out with his alpha magic to skim along the top of Bronx’s mind, he had the power of the entire pack behind him.


  Then he spoke again. “If you think you could do better, I invite you to challenge me as alpha.”


  Bronx stared at him with wide eyes and turned pale under his dark tan.


  Steele couldn’t read his pack members’ minds—not exactly. But he could feel their emotions and get a sense of how they were doing.


  On the surface, Bronx was angry, worried about the rest of the pack.


  But as Steele skipped across his cousin’s mind, he caught a thread of…something else.


  Something deeper?


  Carefully, he followed that thread to find out what was really going on with his cousin, until he got to the fear underlying Bronx’s worry.


  And below that, a deep well of sadness.


  Steele frowned and released Bronx’s mind, leaning back into his office chair with a thump.


  Released from his alpha’s hold, Bronx also slumped back into his chair.


  “What’s really going on with you?” Steele asked.


  “Nothing important,” Bronx insisted. “I really am just worried about the pack.”


  Steele didn’t believe that—it wasn’t the whole truth, anyway. He crossed his arms and waited. He’d learned long ago that sometimes silence prompted his pack members to tell him more than they might if he pushed them.


  “I don’t want to be alpha,” Bronx continued. “I just want to make sure our people are safe. You have my complete support. I don’t want anyone to think that you are being less than protective of the pack. That’s all.”


  It wasn’t all—not by a long shot. But Steele also believed in allowing his people to keep secrets as they saw fit and as long as those secrets did not harm the rest of the pack. Somehow, he didn’t think Bronx’s sadness fell into that category. So instead of probing further, he simply nodded. “I won’t allow the human woman to get in the way of pack business,” he promised.


  Having made his point, Bronx dipped his head in a quick acknowledgment of Steele’s status as alpha. “Thank you.”


  “I’ll see you this afternoon in the lodge meeting room,” Steele said, his words a clear dismissal.


  “Yes, sir.” Bronx stood to leave but paused in the doorway.


  “Is there something else?” Steele asked.


  “It’s just…” Bronx paused with a frown, searching for the right words. “I heard Aunt Clarissa talking to you the other day about taking a mate from the Idaho Pack.”


  “Yes?” Steele asked warily.


  “I think she’s right. The only way we’re going to deal with the Idahos is to bring them into the fold.”


  Bronx held Steele’s gaze for a long moment until Steele said, “Thanks, Bronx. I’ll keep it in mind.”


  When the lead guardian had left the alpha’s office, Steele blew out a breath and ran his hand through his hair. Bronx wasn’t wrong. And neither was Clarissa. There were only three ways to deal with opposing packs: a truce, warfare, or intermarriage.


  And we may go through all three before this is over.


  But if there was going to be intermarriage between the packs, it was not going to be Steele choosing a mate from among the Idahos.


  Because like it or not, he was certain he had already found his fated mate.


  And he wasn’t about to give her up—not even in the name of peace for the Moonstone Pack.


  Chapter 13


  Blake Deacon answered his phone on the second ring, holding it to his ear as he stalked back and forth in his living room.


  “Hey, boss.” Eric Williams’s voice, always somewhat nasal and excitable, sounded even more so than usual. “I think I may have found something useful.”


  “Well? What is it?” Deacon asked after a few seconds, his tone turning more than a little irritable.


  “I’ve been watching the Moonstone Lodge like you told me to.” Williams paused as if to build the excitement.


  “Go on,” Deacon said, already growing bored with this conversation.


  “Well, the Moonstone alpha’s movements have been real erratic. In the last twenty-four hours, he left the lodge and went into the park, where he shifted. But then he came out less than an hour later carrying some chick—a real fatty.”


  “Yes?” Deacon said, his interest suddenly piqued.


  “I followed them to some clinic in Moonstone. I could smell blood on the chick, so I got as close as I could. And then I heard them talking outside for just a second. They were talking about how she’d been attacked by some bear.”


  “What kind of shifter was this woman?” Deacon asked.


  “That’s the thing, boss. She smelled pure human to me.”


  “So he rescues some human from a bear attack and takes her to his pack doctor?”


  “See what I mean? It just seems weird.”


  “Anything else?”


  “Well, then he took her back to the Moonstone Lodge, and she spent the night.”


  “Have they left the lodge yet?”


  “No, I’ve been standing out here all night and haven’t seen anything else that might interest you.”


  “All right, then,” Deacon said. “I’m going to send someone to relieve you and take over.” He paused for a moment, trying to decide whether to say the next words. It would not do to give Williams too much praise. He might get above himself. Then again, it was important for Deacon’s people to stay loyal to him. “This is some really solid work, Williams,” he finally settled on saying.


  “Thanks, boss.” Williams fairly squeaked with the praise.


  “Before you hang up, I have one more question.”


  “Sure. What is it?”


  “Are you absolutely certain she was a pure human?”


  “As sure as I could be sniffing her from a distance. I have to get up a little closer to be a hundred percent. But I’m about ninety percent sure right now.”


  “Thanks, Williams—I’m going to send Esteban to relieve you. Keep an eye out for him.” Deacon paused. “And whatever you do, don’t let any of the Moonstone lieutenants see you.”


  “You got it.”


  After they’d hung up, Deacon spent several minutes staring off into space.


  He moved to the wide picture window that overlooked the territory he’d claimed for the Idaho Pack.


  Luckily, the pack had owned enough land in Washington State to sell for a pretty hefty profit, so when they’d headed east, he’d picked up this property for cheap, leaving enough money left over to build a sprawling pack house for himself; a second, smaller house for his lieutenants; and a third building that was much like an old-fashioned bunkhouse on a ranch for the rest of his pack members.


  It was all nice enough, especially since it was new, but he had to admit he envied the Moonstone Pack’s setup—a money-making hotel had been a brilliant fucking idea on the Moonstone Pack’s part.


  Then again, they were close enough to Yellowstone to make it worth it.


  Deacon had never even considered using the cash he had received from the sale of the Washington State property to make more money. Instead, he had simply invested it in another property, where he lived all alone in his giant house.


  Now, staring out at his property, Deacon snarled at the unfairness of the world.


  If only he had started off with the advantages the Moonstone alpha had, he could have grown his pack too. Instead, he’d been run out of Washington State by overzealous human law enforcement officers who had unfairly focused on him and his people.


  I deserve the kind of life Steele Jacobs has, he told himself. And somehow, I am going to make sure I get it.


  Still, it didn’t answer his primary question: Why would the Moonstone alpha give a shit about some fat human woman?


  It didn’t make any sense to Deacon. But some alphas were simply soft. He had seen it before—the kinds of alphas who believed it was somehow their duty to protect everyone.


  Deacon knew better. His loyalty was to himself first, to his pack second.


  And never to humans.


  Some alphas put their packs first, as Jacobs did. But as far as Deacon was concerned, his pack did not exist without him. So it was beyond stupid to not take care of himself first and foremost.


  It was good to know what the Moonstone alpha thought was important.


  We’ll have to keep an eye on this human woman, he thought. See what she does, who she talks to, how the Moonstone alpha treats her.


  Once he knew that, he would have a better sense of how to deal with Jacobs.


  Picking up his cell phone from where he had set it down on the coffee table next to the sofa, where he’d been sitting when he’d taken the call from Williams, he put in a call to Johnny Esteban. “I need you to go relieve Williams. He’s on duty watching the Moonstone Lodge, and he thinks he’s found something. Get him to tell you about it before he takes off.”


  His instructions to Esteban complete, Deacon paced up and down the large living room of the Idaho Pack’s headquarters.


  There had to be more to this story about the human woman Jacobs had carried out of Yellowstone Park.


  Otherwise, why would he have taken her to his pack doctor instead of a human hospital?


  The more Deacon thought about it, the more convinced he became that the human woman was his way in, his means of undermining the alpha and eventually taking over his pack.


  And Deacon might even be able to use the human woman to draw Jacobs away from the rest of the Moonstone Pack.


  The longer he considered the idea, the more he liked it. In fact, he could have his men pick up the woman, use her to draw Jacobs away from the Moonstone Pack guardians.


  Deacon was going to have to be sneaky about this. He couldn’t take on the entire Moonstone Pack all by himself.


  More importantly, his pack could not take on the Moonstone Pack one-to-one—after all, they were outnumbered, even if many of the Moonstones were females, adolescents, or cubs.


  The one good thing the Idaho Pack had going for them when dealing with the Moonstones was that all the Idaho males were seasoned fighters.


  He doubted Jacobs could say the same about his own pack.


  Like their alpha, all the Moonstones were soft.


  Deacon turned that thought over in his mind, examining it from every angle.


  Okay, so they were soft. But they were also going to be fighting for their homes—and in Deacon’s experience, that gave people an incentive to fight harder. It made them more willing to do things they might not normally be willing to do.


  On the other hand, his people would be fighting for new territory, and that came with its own benefits.


  Deacon needed more information.


  Exactly how important was this woman to the Moonstone alpha? Was Jacobs merely acting on some misguided heroism, or did he truly give a damn about the fat chick?


  If nothing else, I can use her to send a message to Jacobs.


  With a decisive nod, he called Esteban back. “I don’t want you to go inside the Moonstone Lodge—it’s too dangerous,” he said. “But if you get a chance to talk to the human woman Williams told us about, here’s what I want you to tell her.”


  Chapter 14


  In her hotel room, Mila stared at the telephone on the bedside table.


  He told you to call him yesterday. Just pick up the damn phone and dial, she ordered herself.


  It was ridiculous for her to feel this anxious about talking to a man, even if he was the same man who had saved her from a bear, taken her out to lunch, then almost kissed her in the lobby.


  Of course, she was also about to call him the day after what was supposed to have been her wedding day, so perhaps it wasn’t odd that she would feel a little anxious.


  Shaking her head at herself, she picked up the phone and dialed the front desk. When the clerk put her through to Steele’s office, Mila’s heart began beating so hard she could hear the blood rushing in her ears.


  “Steele Jacobs.” Mila liked the way his voice sounded at the end of the other line, strong and sure.


  “Hi,” she said. “It’s Mila.”


  Instantly, his tone turned from businesslike to warm. “Mila, how can I help you?”


  “I know you said that you were going to call me, but—”


  “No problem. Call me anytime you like.”


  Her cheeks warmed at his words. “I’m going to spend this afternoon getting a new cell phone.” She and Jeffrey had been sharing a line on the old one anyway, and she was ready to cut ties with him. “But I was wondering if maybe you would be interested in going to see Old Faithful with me tomorrow. I know it’s a touristy thing to do and you’ve probably seen it a million times, but…”


  “I’d love to.” There wasn’t even any hesitation in Steele’s voice. “How about tomorrow morning at ten?”


  “That sounds perfect. Meet you in the lobby then.”


  “Do you have plans for tonight?” he added.


  “No…” Her voice trailed off.


  “Let me take you to dinner—somewhere a little nicer than the Moonstone Café, maybe?”


  She paused, knowing she ought to take it slow.


  Carpe diem, she reminded herself.


  “Sure. What time?”


  “I can meet you in the lobby at seven.”


  “I’ll be there.” When she hung up the phone, Mila hugged herself, determined to ignore the voice in the back of her mind that kept insisting she was rushing into something new.


  I’m not rushing. I’m just spending my vacation with someone who’s been very nice to me.


  Her plans set for the next day, she gathered up her purse and made her way downstairs.


  Luckily for Mila, almost everything in Moonstone was within walking distance. And she had noticed a cellular store earlier when she and Steele had walked to the café. That was where she was headed now.


  As she stepped out into the afternoon sunlight and headed down the sidewalk, a tall, thin man with dark hair and a thick beard peeled away from the shadows of a storefront across the street, matching Mila’s stride as he moved down the opposite sidewalk.


  Mila noticed him but didn’t worry too much. After all, it was the middle of the afternoon on a bright, sunny day. And there were other people out on the sidewalks.


  Still, she picked up the pace a little, uncomfortable with the glances the man kept sliding her direction.


  And when he crossed the street to walk behind her, it was all she could do to keep from checking over her shoulder to see if he was actually following her.


  She heaved a sigh of relief when she reached the cellular phone shop and stepped into the cool interior.


  Until, that was, the door opened behind her, and the man stepped inside too.


  This time, she did look over at him, only to discover that he really was watching her.


  She paused at a phone display to allow him to move past her, but instead, he sidled up beside her.


  “I have a message for the Moonstone Pack,” he murmured.


  Mila blinked in confusion. “I’m sorry?”


  “Idaho will not back down.”


  She took a step away from him. “I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.”


  “Tell the alpha.”


  And with that, he left the store.


  Mila frowned, uncertain what had just happened.


  He must have been homeless, she finally decided. One of those poor souls who should have been on medication for mental illness but wasn’t.


  Of course, he hadn’t looked homeless. He’d had a beard, but it had been carefully trimmed, and he and his clothes had both been clean.


  He definitely had me confused with someone else though.


  Probably someone who didn’t even really exist.


  She was still staring out the glass door after him when the store clerk stepped out of a back room behind the cash register. “Hi,” said the young, slightly pudgy man with dark-framed glasses. “How can I help you today?”


  Right. Time to pay attention to things going on in the real world.


  “Yes,” she replied, shaking off the unease the strange man had produced in her. “I need a new phone.”
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  At three o’clock that afternoon, Steele made his way to the lodge meeting room, where his sentinels and guardians were already gathering.


  “Hi, everyone,” Steele said. “We’re meeting this afternoon to discuss what message we want to send to the Idaho Pack. We have confirmed their incursions into our territory, but as of yet, they haven’t made any overt moves against us. So the question isn’t whether we should respond but how.” He gazed around at the other shifters gathered in the room—mostly male, but a few females sat here and there in the group as well. “Any ideas?”


  Diana, one of the female sentinels, raised her hand. “Have you tried talking to the Idaho alpha yet?”


  “I’ve been trying to find contact information for him,” Steele said, “but no one seems to know who their alpha is. As you all know, the Idahos are a fairly new pack. I don’t even know what larger pack they broke away from. They moved into the region about eight months ago. It was no problem then because they settled in an area outside the park that didn’t have any prior shifter claim to it. And as long as they were willing to keep to themselves, I was willing to leave them in peace.”


  “But that’s changed,” Ryker interjected.


  “It has,” Steele agreed. “Our territorial lands are clearly marked, so they have to know their intrusion into our territory will be met with a response. We will be increasing sentinel and guardian presence along the southwestern border. In the meantime, we need to find out who the alpha is, and I need to find a way to meet with him. So that’s our first step.” He nodded at Ryker.


  His second-in-command stood from his chair in the front row and turned to face the rest of the group.


  “Nick,” Ryker said. “We want you to take a message to the other pack. But we want everyone here to know exactly what that message is going to be.”


  Nick nodded. “Just tell me what to say.”


  “We know that the Idahos are primarily centered in Big Springs, Idaho. So your assignment will be to track down anyone from their pack,” Ryker continued, “and tell them that our alpha wants to meet with their alpha.”


  “Got it.” Nick glanced around. “Should I go now?”


  “Bronx will go with you as backup,” Steele said. “We don’t want to make a real show of force. But I don’t want you wandering around their territory alone either. While you’re doing that, the rest of us will start a sentry rotation that focuses on the southwest border. Once we have an idea of the Idaho alpha’s response, I’ll determine our next steps.”


  Nick and Bronx stood to leave, and Steele said, “One last thing. Do not engage with anyone in the Idaho Pack beyond passing along the message. The last thing we want to do is antagonize their alpha. I believe we can coexist peacefully with them if they’ll allow it. And if there are any altercations, I want it to be clear that the Moonstone Pack did not start them.”


  Nick and Bronx both nodded and left the room.


  Steele turned the meeting over to Ryker to set up the new sentry rotations, this time including guardians in the schedule—something the Moonstone Pack had rarely had to implement in all its long history.


  Once the new schedule had been hammered out, Steele dismissed the meeting and headed out to the lobby. Although he wouldn’t have admitted it even to himself, he was half hoping to run into Mila, and he couldn’t repress the enormous smile that spread across his face when he caught sight of her waiting for the elevator.


  Perfect timing.


  Mila returned his smile and glanced around at all the people filing out of the meeting room. “Some kind of conference?” she asked Steele.


  “Town business,” he said dismissively. “Did you take care of finding a new phone?”


  She held it up in her hand and waggled it at him. “I did.” She gazed at him, her expression turning almost shy. “Could I give you my new number?”


  “I’d love that.” Steele pulled his own phone out of his pocket and tapped in the information.


  “I have kind of an odd question,” Mila said as he tucked the phone back into his pocket.


  “I hope I’ll have an answer for you.”


  “Does Moonstone have much of a homeless population?”


  Steele blinked. That really was an odd question. “As a matter of fact, I don’t think we have any homeless people in Moonstone.” Actually, he knew they didn’t—because he made sure of it. His pack members were taken care of if they ran into tough times, and any homeless humans who showed up were directed to any number of social services that Steele made certain were available in Moonstone. “Why do you ask?”


  “I just had an odd run-in with someone while I was out.”


  Steele’s inner wolf perked up its ears, interested to hear what she had to say. “Yeah?”


  “At first I thought maybe it was just a coincidence that he started walking along the opposite sidewalk at the same time I left the lodge.” She paused. “But then he followed me into the phone store, where he said the weirdest thing.”


  Steele waited for what she had to say next, every instinct screaming that this was important.


  “He told me that Idaho wouldn’t back down. Whatever that means.” She gave a little laugh, but Steele heard uneasiness beneath her attempt to dismiss the encounter. “Anyway, I thought the whole thing was strange. But I’m sure it was just a case of mistaken identity or something. Right?”


  “Right,” Steele said absently. He caught sight of Ryker and raised his hand to catch his second’s attention. “I’m sorry—I have something I need to take care of,” he told Mila. “If I don’t see you again this afternoon, I’ll meet you down here tonight?”


  “Oh. Yes, of course.”


  Steele couldn’t help but notice that Mila looked a little crestfallen at his abrupt departure. But he didn’t have time to soothe any hurt feelings she might have.


  Not when the Idaho Pack was using her to send messages.


  He made his way over to Ryker, then waited until Mila was on the elevator with the doors closed before telling his cousin what she had said.


  “How did the Idahos find out about her?” Ryker asked.


  “Hell if I know. But I want someone watching her at all times,” Steele instructed him, glad that he had told his cousin about the human woman. “Whatever else happens, I do not want Mila to end up in the middle of a pack war.”


  “None of us want that,” Ryker assured him. “I’ll make certain someone is assigned to her.”


  Good. Because if the Idahos knew about Steele’s connection to Mila?


  It changes everything.


  Chapter 15


  For dinner, Steele drove them to another town entirely, where he took her into a slightly fancier restaurant than the Moonstone Café.


  “I’m sure it’s not what you’re used to,” he said, “but it’s the best the area has to offer.”


  Mila had to laugh at his assumption. “It’s perfect,” she said. Jeffrey might have gone in for the most pretentious restaurants he could find, but that had never been her own preference. “I love it.”


  And she did. The Italian restaurant was small and quiet, with red-and-white checked tablecloths and fat wine bottles serving as candleholders on the tables. The air was redolent with garlic and marinara, and the menu was simple.


  “The food is excellent here,” Steele assured her after they’d placed their orders.


  “Seriously,” she said, “this is perfect. Exactly I would have chosen for myself.”


  The waiter brought them two glasses of red wine, and Steele took a sip of his. If Mila hadn’t known better, she would have said he was nervous.


  “There’s something I want to talk to you about,” he finally said.


  Ah. So he was nervous.


  Mila tilted her head politely. “Okay.”


  “It’s just…I don’t want you to get the wrong idea,” Steele said, and instantly Mila’s stomach sank. He was about to tell her this wasn’t really a date. It was just…what? A pity dinner?


  Of course he wasn’t really interested in her. Why would he be? She wasn’t anything special, while he was absolutely magnificent.


  Steele seemed to read her expression and reached out across the table to take her hand in his. “It’s not that I’m not interested in you. I am. More than I can tell you.” He gave a sharp little laugh as if his words were somehow funny. “If I could, I would take you in my arms right now and…” His voice trailed off, as if he couldn’t bear to follow that train of thought.


  Wait. What?


  Mila blinked, waiting for whatever he was going to say next.


  “It’s simply that you’re.…” He paused, almost seeming to swallow whatever it was he had been about to say. “You’ve been through a lot recently.” He laughed. “To put it mildly. I mean, you were planning to marry someone else just a few days ago.”


  Mila gazed at him thoughtfully. “You’re not wrong. It’s just…”


  “Yes?”


  “Well, I’m beginning to figure out that marrying Jeffrey would have been a terrible mistake.”


  Steele snorted.


  “Not only because he was cheating on me with my best friend—though God knows that’s certainly a big part of it. But it’s more than that. We weren’t compatible. Not really.”


  Steele leaned his elbows on the table and clasped his hands under his chin, staring at her with those silver-blue eyes, all his attention focused on her.


  That was new to her, she realized. Jeffrey had always seemed to have half his mind somewhere else entirely, as if he couldn’t be bothered to fully pay attention to what Mila was saying.


  She hadn’t realized how much that had bothered her until this very moment.


  “I think I was settling,” she finally said aloud. “Settling for someone who said he loved me but who never actually showed it.”


  Steele nodded thoughtfully. “Actions can be more important than words.”


  “Exactly. And his actions didn’t match his words—even before I walked in on him with Becky.”


  “You’re right—that would have been a bad match,” Steele agreed.


  “What about you?” Mila asked. “Ever been married—or almost married?”


  Steele’s laugh echoed through the quiet restaurant. “Not even close.”


  “Why not?”


  “Never met the right woman.”


  Right. Again—of course he hadn’t. There wouldn’t be many women good enough for Steele.


  Stop it, Mila, she told herself. He’s just said he’s interested in you. Quit thinking he’s going to end up being like Jeffrey.


  For one thing, no way would Jeffrey ever have risked himself to carry an injured woman out of the woods. Or gone out of his way to make sure she had medical care and a place to stay.


  No. Steele was Jeffrey’s polar opposite in almost every way.


  And it was time she started judging him on his actions—even as she got to know him better.


  I can take the time to do that.


  “So,” she began. “Tell me more about your family? You said they’ve been here since Yellowstone was turned into a park?”


  “Yeah, and there are a lot of us still here too. Let’s see. You’ve met my cousins Ryker and Ellie. Though really, Ellie’s something like a third or fourth cousin. It’s hard to keep track.”


  “And you all grew up here?” Mila knew her voice sounded wistful, but she couldn’t help it.


  “Most of us, yeah. We spent our childhoods in and around the park, and most of us choose to stay here after we’re grown. The few who leave often end up returning later in life.”


  Mila liked his smile as he talked of his family—it spoke of a happy childhood, full of love and laughter.


  “What about you?” he asked. “Did you grow up in Dallas? Do you have family there?”


  “Yes,” she said, “and not anymore. My parents died when I was young, and my grandmother raised me. She passed right after I finished college.”


  “I’m so sorry,” he said softly, reaching across the table to take her hand again.


  “It’s okay.”


  Before she could get too maudlin, the waiter brought their food, and Mila changed the subject.


  Steele was right—her lasagna was excellent, and when he shared a bite of his manicotti with her, it was amazing too.


  Before long, she managed to draw him out even more, and he began telling stories about childhood escapades with his two closest cousins, Ryker and Bronx.


  “So basically Ryker got you three into trouble, Bronx kept you all from dying, and you kept the three of you from getting caught?”


  Steele nodded. “That pretty much sums it up.”


  By the time they finished dinner, Mila suspected she knew more about Steele from one evening than she had ever learned about Jeffrey in two years.


  They were quiet on the way back to the Moonstone Lodge, lost in their own thoughts, but Steele insisted on escorting her all the way to her room.


  He’s a gentleman, Mila realized—a true one, in the best sense of the word.


  When she opened the door to her hotel room in the lodge, Steele leaned against the frame, one hand braced against the lintel almost as if he was using it to hold himself steady, keep himself from moving into the room.


  She started to speak, but the words stuck in her throat. Carpe diem, Mila, she reminded herself. “Do you want to come in?” she managed to get out, her voice raspy.


  “Oh,” Steele groaned, and with the hand that wasn’t clutching the doorframe, he brushed her hair out of her face. “I do want to. But Mila, I don’t want to be your rebound guy.”


  His words sank into her, and she managed a smile. “So that’s a no?”


  “That’s a no for now,” he clarified. A muscle in his jaw jumped. “And I’m going to leave right now because I’m not sure how much willpower I have left.”


  He bent down and brushed a light kiss across her cheek, then turned and headed toward the elevator. Halfway there, he turned around and walked backward, watching her as she stood in the doorway. “We’re still on for tomorrow morning, right? Old Faithful?”


  “Old Faithful,” Mila confirmed.


  “Perfect.” His smile was brilliant as he blew her a kiss and stepped onto the elevator.


  Mila practically floated back into her room.


  Steele wasn’t sure he had the willpower to resist her. He didn’t want to be a rebound guy.


  She didn’t want Steele to be her rebound guy either.


  In fact, she was beginning to think she might want him to be her forever guy.


  Even if she had known him for only a few days.
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  Steele drove Mila to Yellowstone Park in his Jeep the next morning after they met in the lobby.


  Before Steele had left his suite that morning, Nick had called to report that he’d delivered the Moonstone Pack’s message to one of the Idaho Pack members without any incident.


  “I think he was either a sentinel or a guardian,” Nick said. “Bronx and I parked outside the general store there in Big Springs. This guy approached us almost immediately.”


  “No trouble, I take it?” Steele asked.


  “None at all. I gave him your contact information like you asked.”


  Now all Steele had to do was wait for the Idaho Pack alpha to contact him for a meeting.


  Ryker had posted a sentry on Mila’s floor of the lodge, but there had been no problems there either.


  So maybe it was just a fluke that an Idaho Pack member had approached Mila. Maybe it didn’t have anything to do with her connection to Steele.


  Yeah, right.


  Steele knew better than that. Somehow, the Idaho Pack had figured out that this human woman was important to him. Speaking to her was a message in and of itself, separate from the content of what was said.


  And that message was that the Idaho Pack was watching him—and watching Mila too.


  All the more reason for Steele to spend the day with her today.


  At some point he was going to have to tell her what he was.


  Even the thought of that made his stomach tighten with dread. All his life he had been told that humans could not learn about shifters. Werewolves had to stay in the realm of myth and legend if packs like Moonstone were going to continue to survive.


  Full-blood humans had a hard enough time sharing the planet with full-blood wolves. Look what humans had done to the wolves in the United States, after all—they’d been hunted almost to extinction. And then, when the wolves had been reintroduced into the wild, humans could hardly wait to start hunting them again.


  It wasn’t hard to imagine how humans would respond to werewolves in their midst.


  Humans would all be arming themselves with silver bullets as soon as they accepted that the myths were true.


  But if he was going to take Mila as a mate—and the more he was around her, the more convinced he was that he couldn’t live without her—Steele was going to have to confess his secret to her.


  The only question was when.


  Definitely before they ended up in bed together. She had already been betrayed by one man. The last thing she needed was for him to spring a surprise like “I’m a wolf shifter” on her after they had been intimate.


  He probably shouldn’t have even let things between them go as far as they had—but he hadn’t been able to help himself.


  Everything in his experience with Mila tracked perfectly with the stories he’d heard of fated mates. His reaction to her scent, his desire to protect her, his need to touch her—even her apparent ability to read his thoughts, albeit not precisely—they all suggested that despite being pure human, Mila was also, amazingly enough, his fated mate.


  And if that was, in fact, true, he needed to trust that she would be able to deal with the fact that he was a werewolf—no matter how much the possibility that she would reject him once she learned of it twisted in his gut.


  He had to tell her, right?


  If only to verify that she really was his fated mate.


  Tonight, he promised himself. Tonight he would tell her that he was a shifter.


  No. Not tell. Show her.


  The only way she would believe him would be if he shifted in front of her. Otherwise, she’d probably write him off as a deranged lunatic.


  “You’re awfully quiet over there,” Mila observed from the passenger seat.


  “Sorry about that.” He flashed a smile at her. “Just thinking about some of the things I need to do later today.”


  “I hope I’m not taking you away from your work.”


  “Not at all. I didn’t mean to be preoccupied.” He pulled up to the park ranger station outside the park. Once again, Colin Wells was working and waved them through.


  “You seem to know everyone around here.”


  Steele shrugged. “Like I said, I grew up here. Despite all the tourists who come through, it’s still a fairly small community.”


  Mila turned and stared out the window at the landscape, focusing on the river below them. “It’s so beautiful here. I don’t know that I could ever get to the point where I was tired of it.”


  Steele made a noise of agreement. “Every time I go out in the woods, I discover something new. And I’ve been exploring my whole life.”


  As they made their way into the Upper Geyser Basin in Yellowstone, Steele pointed out several historically and geologically interesting landmarks.


  “Have you ever considered working as a tour guide?” Mila asked. “I think you know everything there is to know about the area.”


  He shrugged. “I probably do. But no—between running the lodge and…” He paused for a bare second. “And my position on the Moonstone City Council, I don’t really have time for yet another job.”


  “Oh. Was that what the town business meeting was about yesterday?”


  “More or less.” He definitely needed to tell her about being a shifter sooner rather than later.


  As they pulled into the visitor parking lot closest to Old Faithful, Mila’s shoulders tightened, and Steele was certain she was remembering why she had originally traveled to Yellowstone in the first place.


  He parked the car in a visitor spot and turned to face her, one hand on the steering wheel and the other resting against the passenger-seat headrest. “He’s not worth it, you know.”


  Mila blinked. “What?”


  “Jeffrey. Any man who is stupid enough to let a woman like you go never deserved to have you in the first place.”


  Mila’s cheeks flushed pink, and she exhaled a tiny, “Oh, thank you.”


  Together they made their way into the visitor center, where a sign informed them that they had almost half an hour before the next eruption of the Old Faithful Geyser.


  “Look!” Mila exclaimed. “They’re showing videos about the history of Yellowstone over there in that theater.” She grabbed his hand and started to tug him toward it, then froze and stared back at him anxiously. “I’m so sorry. I’m sure that you are bored to death with things like that.”


  “I am not at all bored by it. Let’s go watch the film.”


  That asshole ex of hers had really done a number on her if she was this anxious about showing enthusiasm for anything.


  He promised himself that he would never try to make her tamp down her excitement and enthusiasm for life.


  Steele had seen the short film countless times—it was the same one they had been running his entire life. But he enjoyed watching Mila take in all the information even more than he suspected she enjoyed learning it.


  As they left the theater fifteen minutes later and made their way out to the viewing platform, Mila exclaimed over everything she had learned, “I had no idea there were more geysers in Yellowstone than everywhere else in the world combined!”


  “Even having grown up in the area, I still find geysers fascinating,” Steele confessed. “Someday I’d like to go see the ones in Iceland.”


  “Iceland is definitely on my travel bucket list,” Mila agreed. She turned to glance up at him, and the wind blew her hair into her face. With one hand, Steele reached up and brushed it back out of her eyes.


  Their gazes caught and held, and for a moment, it was as if they were the only two people in the world. He took a step toward her and cupped her cheek in his hand. He was about to kiss her again when people on the viewing platform began murmuring, and the geyser erupted.


  Steele dropped his forehead down to rest against Mila’s. “I think I’m being upstaged,” he murmured.


  She laughed and turned to watch the geyser.


  But Steele watched her, drinking in her wonder.


  When the waters of Old Faithful had finally sputtered away, Mila turned to gaze up at him again. “So what else should I see in Yellowstone?” she asked him.


  Steele was tempted to say it didn’t matter what she saw, as long as she saw it with him. But instead, he gave her question serious consideration. “There are definitely some places in the park I would love to show you. But I think we should hit all the tourist hotspots today.” He paused before adding, “Maybe we could come back another day this week as well.”


  “I’d love to see your favorite parts of the park—as long as they don’t involve getting mauled by a bear again.”


  Steele was impressed she could find amusement in her ordeal.


  “I know exactly where I’ll take you next.” He reached down, took her hand in his, and began leading her back toward the visitor center.


  But then he caught sight of the two people he least wanted to see.


  Mila’s ex-fiancé, Jeffrey, and her duplicitous former friend, Becky.


  Before Steele could step in front of Mila to block their vision of her, Jeffrey had seen them and was calling out her name.
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  “Mila!”


  Mila’s stomach sank. It was Jeffrey’s voice coming from behind her.


  Steele started to step in between them, but Mila put her hand on his forearm to stop him. “I’ve got this.”


  She stood still and let Jeffrey and Becky come to her.


  “Where have you been?” Jeffrey demanded.


  “We’ve been so worried about you,” Becky added.


  “I’m sure you have,” Mila said dryly. “I found other accommodations.”


  Jeffrey eyed Steele, staring him up and down. “So it seems,” he said.


  Mila was certain the noise she heard come from Steele couldn’t have been a growl—but that was what it sounded like.


  “I don’t think you have any room to comment on anything I do ever again,” she said.


  “We can work this out, Mila,” Jeffrey said. “It didn’t mean anything. Right, Becky?”


  “That’s true,” Becky said. “You know I could never get serious about someone like Jeffrey.”


  Mila snorted. “Then I guess I should thank you for showing me that I couldn’t get serious about someone like him either.” She wrapped her hand around Steele’s bicep. She couldn’t be certain, but it felt like he flexed it underneath her hand, and it was all she could do to keep from laughing at the show of masculinity. “Now,” she continued, “if you’ll excuse us, we have some other things planned for today.”


  With that, she tilted her chin up and marched past Becky and Jeffrey, Steele right beside her. When they had gotten several feet away from the other pair, Steele murmured, “Bravo.”


  Mila tilted a glance up at him. “Really?” she asked nervously. “I didn’t sound like I was about to throw up? Because I felt like I was about to throw up.”


  “Not even a little bit. You were magnificent.”


  His compliment sent tendrils of warmth racing outward from her stomach, and she hugged the feeling to herself.


  This time Mila and Steele circled around the visitor center rather than going through it as they made their way out to the parking lot.


  Mila tossed a glance back at the Old Yellowstone Inn. “I can’t believe I actually planned to marry that asshat,” she muttered.


  Steele pulled her to a stop and turned to face her. “Well, I for one am glad you didn’t,” he said. Cupping her chin in his hand, he bent down and brushed a butterfly-soft kiss across her lips. “Otherwise, I never would have met you.”


  The touch of his lips sent shivers down to her toes. He started to pull away, and Mila’s stomach fluttered.


  Live life to the fullest, she thought, her new mantra running through her mind like a command.


  She stood up on her tiptoes to pull his face back down to hers, pressing her lips against his.


  Steele froze for an instant, and then, with a groan, he crushed Mila to him, his body heat surrounding her, his tongue slicking across her bottom lip and teasing her mouth open.


  Mila exhaled softly, a tiny noise escaping her throat as she melted into him, allowing him access to her mouth, where his tongue tangled with hers. This time, she moaned, his mouth capturing the sound and swallowing it.


  Their tongues danced together, and fire burned through Mila’s veins.


  Steele threaded one hand through her hair, wrapping it in his fist and holding her in place as his other hand slid down to her ass.


  Her nipples hardened at the contact, even through their clothes.


  She could feel his cock pressing against her abdomen. And suddenly she wanted more than anything to skip the rest of the tourist sites and go back to his lodge with him.


  All too soon, though, he ended the kiss, dragging his mouth away from hers and exhaling shakily. “Do you believe in fate?” he asked.


  Still dazed from his touch, Mila blinked at him. “I think maybe I’m beginning to.”


  When he smiled this time, she realized for the first time that he had dimples in both cheeks. “I never thought I’d say this,” he said, “but I think we should maybe go look at some geysers to cool off.”


  Mila laughed aloud and dropped down from her tiptoes. “I think you’re right. That’s exactly what we should do.”


  They spent the rest of the afternoon exploring the most popular sites in Yellowstone. “They found some guy’s foot floating in there a while back,” Steele told her at the colorful Fountain Paint Pot pool. “He fell in and died, and the acid in the water dissolved the rest of his body.”


  “That’s gruesome,” Mila observed.


  “You’d be surprised by how many people die in Yellowstone every year.”


  Mila gestured at her still-bandaged shoulder with a laugh. “Then again, maybe I wouldn’t be quite as surprised as you think I would.”


  From there, they traveled to Artist Point to see the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone River, then to Hayden Valley, where Mila was thrilled to see actual bison. They stopped for a quick lunch at one of the cafés in the park, where Mila couldn’t quit talking about everything she’d seen.


  And never once did Steele seem to tire of her running commentary.


  “Okay,” she finally admitted. “Maybe I could learn to be more of an outdoors type person.”


  They were headed back to Moonstone when Steele’s phone beeped with a text. He glanced down at it. Immediately, his demeanor changed. He went from the sexy, easygoing tour guide to the same stoic, stone-faced figure he had presented to Jeffrey and Becky.


  Mila shivered a little at his ability to move back and forth so quickly.


  “Problems?” she asked.


  “Town business,” he said shortly. “But I’m afraid I’m not going to be able to join you for dinner tonight after all.”


  “That’s okay,” Mila said, but her heart sank, and she realized exactly how much she had been looking forward to spending even more time with him.


  He was silent most of the trip back to the Moonstone Lodge. But Steele saw her back up to her room, where he kissed her again with every bit as much passion as he had shown during their other kisses.


  So whatever is going on really must be work-related, she consoled herself. It wasn’t that he wanted to leave.


  With a sigh, she opened the web browser on her phone and began searching for something that would make a good solo dinner. So far, the only thing she had tried in the town had been the Moonstone Café. And while it was perfectly good, the thought of yet another meal there made her roll her eyes.


  But even as she started making plans for the rest of her evening, she couldn’t help wondering what Steele was up to tonight.


  And more importantly, how soon she could see him again.


  Chapter 16


  “She can’t possibly be his mate,” Deacon announced to his gathered lieutenants. “Not if she’s really purely human.” One side of his upper lip curled in disgust. “That would be…” He trailed off, unable to think of any word that thoroughly conveyed his horror at the idea.


  “Like, sacrilege or something,” Kurt Harris said.


  “Or worse,” Denny Carter added.


  “That may be the most disgusting thing I’ve ever heard,” Esteban joined in the general expressions of dismay.


  Deacon nodded. “As far as I’m concerned, the fact that the alpha would even consider taking a human as a mate just goes to show that the Moonstone Pack is corrupt.” He shook his head. “Obviously, Jacobs doesn’t deserve to remain alpha.”


  His pack members nodded in agreement.


  “From here on out, we’ll have to move carefully—though I can’t believe that his pack would accept a human in the place of an alpha female.”


  “They need a firm hand guiding them,” Ellerson said, his voice a low growl.


  Ellerson had been booted from his own pack almost six years earlier—some bullshit about having attacked the females in his previous pack. After his banishment, he’d spent the next five years roaming the deserts of California, always in his wolf form. By the time Deacon’s pack had found him and taken him in, Ellerson had just about lost the ability to shift into human form. With practice, he’d finally regained two legs, two hands, and the ability to speak. But he would probably never again be able to fully shift his eyes out of their lupine form, and his voice carried a permanent rumble, like a wolf’s growl.


  Deacon liked that about Ellerson. Although he would never admit it to his subordinates, Deacon had begun keeping his own eyes in their wolf form, golden and glowing, after he’d met Ellerson.


  “What have you seen on the border of the Moonstone territory where we were scouting?” Deacon asked Esteban.


  “The Moonstone Pack picked up on it pretty quickly,” his lieutenant reported. “They’ve upped their patrols in the area, and it looked like they were doing a complete search of their territory the other night—that’s when Williams saw the alpha carrying the human woman out of the park.”


  Deacon nodded slowly. “Then I guess it’s time to move ahead with the rest of our plan.”


  He sketched out his idea, refining it as he went, and all his subordinate pack members nodded, ready to do their part.


  When he had dismissed them to get his plan rolling, Deacon paced up and down the enormous meeting room, trying to think of anything that might go awry.


  Nothing will go wrong, he told himself. He was quite certain that at least some of the Moonstone Pack members would come to his side once they realized their alpha had taken a human as a mate.


  The thought made his stomach curdle. Humans, he thought in disgust. They were weak and stupid. Born to be prey, prone to freezing when they saw a shifter.


  No. The Moonstone alpha deserved everything he was about to get.
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  “What do you mean, you weren’t able to grab her?” Deacon demanded the next afternoon.


  “She was never alone, boss,” Williams said. “She left the lodge for lunch yesterday, but the Moonstone alpha went with her—and again for dinner. Then today they took off and spent the day in Yellowstone doing tourist shit.”


  An involuntary growl escaped Deacon’s throat.


  He should have realized that the Moonstone alpha would be especially protective of a human mate—someone who couldn’t take care of herself.


  “What are our chances of getting someone into the Moonstone Lodge?” he asked Ellerson, who stood with Williams in their meeting room.


  The other wolf chewed on his bottom lip for a moment before answering. “Pretty good, I think.” He shrugged. “They don’t seem to vet their nonpack guests very well. We ought to be able to make a reservation and check in.”


  Deacon considered that option. How would the Moonstone Pack react to a nonpack wolf staying in their hotel?


  No way to know unless we try it.


  “We’ll send one of the females,” he decided. “Once she’s checked in, we’ll use her room as our base of operations.”


  His lieutenants all nodded in agreement.


  Not that Deacon would expect anything else. His people were all well trained to take their alpha’s word as law.


  They knew the consequences if they didn’t.


  “What about one of the pregnant bitches?” Williams asked. “She would seem a lot less threatening than one of our fighters.”


  “Excellent idea,” Deacon said, offering up some of his rare praise.


  Williams practically wiggled with delight.


  “Let’s call in Charlene,” Deacon added. “She’s pitiful enough that those softhearted idiots will take her in without a second thought.”


  He sent Esteban out to the bunkhouse to bring Charlene in, and she arrived, looking every bit as mousy and nonthreatening as Deacon had remembered.


  “I can’t check into a hotel run by another pack,” she objected when they gave her the bare outline of her part in their plan.


  “Why not?” Deacon’s voice dropped into a dangerous register—but Charlene was too worked up to sense that she was prowling through dangerous territory.


  Instead of capitulating immediately, which would have been the smart thing to do, she wrapped a protective arm around her burgeoning belly. “As soon as they scent me, they will know who I am—and there’s no telling what they would do to an outsider.”


  Deacon took a step toward her, moving into her personal space. “Are you refusing to obey a direct order from your alpha?”


  Only now did Charlene seem to recognize she was in trouble.


  “Of course not,” she hastened to say. “It just makes me nervous.”


  Deacon lifted a hand and balled up his fist. “Maybe this will engage their sympathies,” he said coldly, lashing out with his fist and landing a punch on Charlene’s left cheekbone.


  The crunch of her face under his hand felt good, felt right.


  Charlene’s head jerked back, and her hands left her belly to grab her cheek as she cried out in pain.


  “Don’t ever question me again,” Deacon said. Calmly, he turned to the side table, picked up his wallet, and pulled out a credit card. It wasn’t in his name—it was one of several he had arranged to have sent to him under someone else’s name.


  He turned and handed it to Charlene. “Go get yourself a room at the Moonstone Lodge. Do whatever you have to do to make sure they let you in. As soon as you’re checked into a room, call us.” He paused, and his single eye narrowed—the one that hadn’t been ruined when he fought his previous pack alpha to the death, the one that wasn’t under an eyepatch. “The instant you’re in the room,” he added, flashing a lengthening fang. “Not one second longer.”


  Charlene nodded and tentatively reached out to take the card from him.


  Deacon used the moment to grab her wrist, squeezing it tightly. “Don’t fuck this up,” he said, “or I’ll make sure neither you nor your baby survives.”


  With a fearful nod, Charlene scurried off.


  Deacon turned back to his lieutenants to finalize the rest of their new plan.


  If he had his way, the entire Moonstone Pack would be his within a week.


  If not sooner.


  Chapter 17


  As soon as Steele left Mila at her door, he pulled out his phone and put a call through to Ryker. “When and where does the Idaho alpha want to meet?” he asked his second.


  “He offered to meet this evening, right at the border of our two territories.”


  “So we can assume he has the area guarded.”


  “Oh, absolutely.”


  “Are all our sentries in place out there?”


  “They are. They haven’t reported back seeing any of the Idahos, but that doesn’t really mean anything.”


  “How long do we have to prepare?”


  “Are you sure you want to give them the advantage?” Ryker asked. “Because that’s what you’ll be doing if you allow them to dictate when and where we meet.”


  “I don’t care about that. As long as our people are taken care of; that’s all that matters to me.”


  “In that case, you have about an hour and a half to get ready.”


  “Okay. Meet me in my office. And, Ryker? Make sure somebody is stationed on Mila’s floor tonight. I have a bad feeling about this.”


  “Diana is already up there,” Ryker said. “But I’ll make sure she’s got backup as well.”


  Fifteen minutes later, Ryker and Bronx met Steele in his office in the lodge, where he had a topographical map laid out across his desk.


  “We have sentries stationed here, here, and here,” Ryker said, pointing at the area surrounding the Moonstone side of the territory line—which also happened to be the state line between Montana and Idaho.


  “And I have my guardians stationed here and here as well,” Bronx added.


  “That should give us good coverage,” Steele said. “Good work, you two. I assume we can expect the Idaho alpha and his team to approach from the road here if they’re in human form or from the wooded area here if they’re in wolf form.”


  “That would be my analysis too,” Ryker said.


  “I’ll go in in my human shape,” Steele said. “But I want four wolves with me—two guardians and two sentries. That should give us eyes, ears, and muscle, should we need it.”


  “In addition to everyone we already have stationed around the perimeter?” Ryker asked.


  “Exactly.” Steele shook his head. “The most recent intel we have on the Idaho Pack is that they’re still fairly small, no more than half our size. It’s foolish of them to try to go up against us. They are outnumbered two to one. I don’t get it.”


  Bronx crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back against the wall. “I don’t think it has anything to do with logic. Whoever this alpha is, he is running on pure emotion—and his emotion tells him he needs to be the biggest, baddest wolf in the region.”


  Steele nodded slowly, impressed with his cousin’s reasoning. Sometimes he forgot that Bronx was more than just muscle. He was every bit as smart as Ryker—he just wasn’t as likely to use his wit to show off. By the same token, Ryker was less obviously muscled than Bronx. But he had trained with his bigger cousins from the time he was a pup and was surprisingly strong.


  The three of them worked well together as a team.


  “Let everyone know the plan,” Steele instructed. “Those of us who are riding out together can meet in front of the lodge in twenty minutes. Ryker, I want you to hang back with the protection team. I’ll take Nick and Colin with me. I’d prefer it if the Idahos don’t have a clear sense of who all my people are.”


  Ryker nodded sharply. “Agreed.”


  When his cousins had left the room, Steele sat at his desk and examined the map again.


  There wasn’t any reason for him to be as worried about this meeting as he was. After all, it was just the opening meeting in what would probably end up being a long, drawn-out negotiation over territorial incursions.


  All I have to do tonight is get a sense of who this alpha is, he reminded himself. Maybe that was what was tying his stomach up in knots—the sense that he didn’t know who he was dealing with or what they wanted.


  A pack half the size of the Moonstones didn’t need more territory than the Idaho Pack had already claimed. So why were they after Yellowstone?


  That was what he would focus on finding out tonight. With a decisive nod, he stood and grabbed the keys to his Jeep off the desk where he had tossed them when he’d entered the office.


  “Showtime,” he murmured to himself, then headed out to the parking lot.
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  Steele pulled his Jeep over to the side of the road just as the sun was beginning to set. He and Bronx, along with Nick Reagan and Colin Wells, piled out of the Jeep and hiked up to the top of the nearest ridge.


  From there, they would have the high ground.


  The Idahos, however, would have the setting sun behind them.


  Not even the meeting location made sense.


  It was almost as if the Idaho alpha was trying to make sure Steele wasn’t afraid to take the meeting by ensuring both sides were at some disadvantage.


  Bronx stepped up beside Steele and murmured, “I don’t like this.”


  “I don’t either,” Steele said. “Stay sharp. There’s something wrong with this setup.”


  Using his alpha power, he stretched his senses out, briefly touching the minds of his nearby pack members. Ryker and the others hung back, out of sight. They were all at their posts, situated in a defensive semicircle behind Steele and his group.


  Steele half expected an ambush. But the Idaho alpha’s defensive advantage was at least somewhat mitigated by the fact that the Moonstones would be coming in from up above.


  Logically, the advantages and disadvantages for each pack probably evened out, but Steele still couldn’t shake the feeling that something was about to go seriously awry.


  Down below them, a group of men and wolves arrived, the men piling out of the cab of a pickup truck, and the wolves leaping out of the truck’s bed.


  With the setting sun in his eyes, Steele couldn’t make out any details about the other pack members—only that there were three humans and five wolves.


  Then one of the humans stepped forward out of the group and raised his hand high. “Hello,” he called out. “I take it one of you is Steele Jacobs?”


  Steele stepped forward, one hand shading his eyes while he raised the other in a greeting that mirrored the Idaho alpha’s gesture. “I’m Steele.” He waited a beat, and when the Idaho alpha didn’t reciprocate with a name, he added, “And you are?”


  “Blake Deacon,” the other man said, taking several steps toward the edge of their territory.


  Beside Steele, Bronx growled.


  “Easy,” Steele murmured, and Bronx clenched his jaw.


  Just then the sun slipped below the horizon, and Steele blinked, shifting his eyes enough to allow him to see better in the fading daylight.


  That was when he finally got a look at Blake Deacon’s face—and it told him everything he needed to know about the other alpha.


  Beside him, Bronx hissed an indrawn breath.


  Blake Deacon had probably been attractive at one point, but now his face was a ravaged mess of scar tissue that spoke to his rise in a violent pack, one that followed the old shifter ways, where battles for domination were not merely symbolic but instead to the death.


  The kind of pack Steele’s ancestors had fled when they’d formed the Moonstone Pack.


  Deacon wore a patch over one eye, presumably because it was either missing or too damaged to use—the kind of wound that most shifters would die from.


  The other eye, also surrounded with scars, glowed yellow—not because he had partially shifted in order to be able to see better, as Steele had, but because he had lost the ability to maintain a fully human form. When Deacon smiled, his fangs glinted in the dying light, and madness shone from within that single, glowing yellow eye.


  Blake Deacon was no normal alpha shifter.


  He was a true monster.


  “Why didn’t we know this?” Steele asked under his breath, using his mental connection to his pack to push the thought out to his seconds.


  “No idea,” Bronx responded on a quiet growl. “But I will find out.”


  And as Deacon stepped forward and held out his hand to shake Steele’s, the Moonstone alpha knew one thing for certain.


  There would never be any peace with a shifter like Blake Deacon.


  “It’s nice to meet you,” Deacon said. “I’m here to discuss the terms of the Moonstone Pack’s surrender.”
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  A knock on the door of her hotel room surprised Mila—not because she wasn’t expecting someone, but because she hadn’t expected the pizza she had ordered to arrive quite so quickly.


  “Just a minute,” she called out, dragging a sweater over the tank top she had put on after her shower.


  She was glad the pizza had arrived. She was starving after spending the day with Steele.


  Her hair was still wet, so she grabbed a towel and was drying it when she opened the door. “Could you set the pizza on the dresser there?” she asked, turning her back to grab her purse to pull out a tip for the driver.


  She didn’t see who grabbed her from behind. All she knew was that one minute, she was reaching into her purse, and the next minute, her nose and mouth were covered with a cloth that held some sickly-sweet scent.


  She gasped and tried to fight off her assailant. But almost immediately, her arms and legs grew heavy and weak.


  No, she thought. No, this can’t be happening.


  And the next thought that crossed her mind was a single word, a name that echoed through her mind like a wail.


  Steele!


  For an instant, she thought maybe Steele was in the room with her. She could almost feel him stand up straight and look around.


  Mila?


  Then everything went black.


  Chapter 18


  When Mila came to consciousness, she wasn’t sure how long she had been out.


  But she was in the back seat of a vehicle driving through the darkness. She was stretched out with her hands bound behind her—duct tape, she suspected from the way it pulled against her skin when she twisted her hands—and her mouth was dry. She had a hard time swallowing. But when she let out a little moan, she realized her mouth was also taped shut. By the time she tried to move her feet, she wasn’t surprised to discover that they were bound as well.


  For an instant, she had the crazy thought that maybe Jeffrey had arranged to abduct her. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness and she finally saw the two men riding in the front driver’s and passenger seats, she dismissed that idea almost as quickly.


  Both men were burly and muscular, and they both wore the kind of flannel shirts she’d begun to suspect were common among residents of the Yellowstone area.


  They didn’t seem to know that she was awake, so she strained to listen to their conversation.


  “I wouldn’t have thought the Moonstone alpha liked them fat,” the driver said. His voice was deep and had an odd burr underneath it, almost like a growl.


  “We’re lucky we had enough to knock her out,” the passenger said. His voice was higher and lighter than the driver’s, but Mila didn’t like the nasal, almost whiny sound of it.


  “She sure fought like hell,” the driver said.


  “What are we supposed to do with her when we get back to headquarters?” the nasal one asked.


  The driver shrugged and turned to glance into the back seat.


  Mila quickly shut her eyes so he wouldn’t realize she was listening.


  “No clue. Deacon said we were supposed to hang on to her until he’s got the Moonstone alpha’s surrender.”


  “Are you sure we’ve got the right one? She doesn’t even smell like a shifter. She smells human.” Mr. Nasal said the last word with a sneer.


  What the hell were they talking about? Mila cracked her eyes open and watched them again.


  “Deacon said she was his mate.” The driver shrugged again. “I wouldn’t have her.”


  “Really?” Mr. Nasal asked. “I kind of like the way she fought. I’m hoping Deacon gives us a chance at her before the night is over.”


  The driver gave an evil laugh, and a shiver rolled down Mila’s spine.


  “Well, maybe under those circumstances I would have her,” the driver growled.


  Bile rose in Mila’s throat, and she swallowed convulsively. The last thing she needed was to choke on her own vomit.


  She might not understand everything they were talking about, but she knew what they meant when they said they wanted a chance at her.


  Using the sound of the road as cover, she began twisting her hands back and forth, hoping the tape they had bound her with would give way.


  But the more she twisted, the tighter her bindings seemed to grow, as if the tape was peeling away from her skin but rolling in on itself.


  Her breath caught in her throat, and she fought back a sob.


  Her shoulder where the bear had attacked her throbbed, and she remembered her promise to Dr. Weiss to get it looked at.


  Tomorrow, she promised herself. Dear God, let me get away from these men and I will have Dr. Weiss check my shoulder tomorrow.


  But first, she had to get away.


  Okay, what do I know? They’re taking me somewhere to hold me on the orders of someone named Deacon.


  Mila didn’t know anyone named Deacon. But apparently, he wanted her because of someone they were calling the Moonstone alpha.


  The only person she knew connected to Moonstone was Steele.


  And if ever she had met an alpha male, he was it.


  Maybe they wanted him to pay some kind of ransom.


  He hadn’t struck her as being exceptionally wealthy. But she didn’t know him very well. Maybe that was what was going on.


  Part of her actually hoped that was it. At least that would make sense to her as a reason for being kidnapped.


  Not that she thought Steele necessarily cared about her enough to pay an enormous ransom.


  She stifled another sob, imagining Steel’s blue eyes churning with silver as he rescued her from these monsters.


  And as she thought of him, she could almost hear him in her mind.


  Mila. I’m coming for you.


  She blew out a long, slow breath through her nose, trying to keep from crying.


  If only Steele really were coming for her.
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  Steele stood across the territory line from Blake Deacon, trying to decide what to do next. When he had accepted this meeting, he had assumed it was with another reasonable alpha—someone who would have his own pack’s best interest in mind.


  Nothing had prepared him to meet with a power-hungry monster.


  But that was who stood in front of him now.


  “The Moonstone Pack is not going to surrender to you,” Steele said calmly.


  Deacon’s laugh sounded more than a little unhinged. “That’s what you think now. But I assure you, before the night’s over, you’ll change your mind.” Deacon glanced down at the watch he wore on his wrist and flashed his fangs in another smile. “In fact, I would say everything is going to change right about…now.”


  Deacon snickered again. Steele frowned, glancing over at Bronx, but his lieutenant simply shrugged at him. Bronx didn’t know what was going on any more than Steele did.


  At that moment, a shudder rolled through Steele, and he heard Mila’s voice inside his head scream out his name.


  Chapter 19


  Steele tried to shake off the vertigo that came with Mila screaming for him inside his own head.


  What is going on here?


  Or more to the point, what was going on with Mila?


  His wolf begged him to find her, save her from her distress.


  Within him, Mila’s terror warred with Steele’s duty to his pack.


  I can save everyone. I will protect them all, he promised himself.


  His mind raced, discarding plans almost as fast as he could make them.


  He couldn’t simply leave to find Mila—it would be suicide to show any weakness in front of a wolf like Deacon.


  All his own strongest pack members were with him now—he couldn’t spare even one of them to go search for his mate.


  He fought his urge to begin tracking her immediately, forcing himself to focus on Deacon instead. “What makes you think you have any leverage over the Moonstone Pack?” he asked Deacon, his tone cold—every bit the alpha of the larger pack in this moment.


  But Blake Deacon giggled that insane laugh of his again, and it sent a chill down Steele’s back.


  “Maybe not over the whole pack,” Deacon said. “But definitely over you. You might want to check in with…” He laughed yet again. “I started to say that pretty little mate of yours. But she’s not so little, is she?”


  To either side of Steele, the shifters he’d brought with him froze, and Steele realized that although Ryker might be the only one he’d actually told about Mila, the other three had all seen him with her over the past several days. They clearly knew exactly who Deacon was talking about.


  Steele glanced at Bronx, who nodded and withdrew far enough away from them that Deacon and his people wouldn’t be able to hear any conversation.


  Of course, that meant Steele couldn’t hear the conversation either. While he waited for Bronx’s report, he continued the exchange with Deacon. “You said you wanted the Moonstone Pack. What does that mean, exactly?”


  “Easy,” Deacon said. “I’ll take over as alpha, and we’ll combine our two packs.”


  “Here’s my counteroffer,” Steele said, his voice hard and unyielding. “We combine our packs, but you walk away.”


  Deacon snickered. “Not going to happen. You wouldn’t be able to be alpha, anyway, since you’re going to be dead.”


  Deacon really was insane. How had the Moonstones missed this? More than that, how had Steele missed it? He should never have allowed another pack to move in so close to the Moonstones. In his attempts to be magnanimous—his belief that he shouldn’t attempt to control territory that his pack didn’t hold, even if it was potentially dangerously close to the Moonstone Pack territory—he had put his entire pack at risk.


  And even worse, he had put Mila at risk.


  I should have told her what I was the instant I realized she was my fated mate.


  But he didn’t allow any of his thoughts to mar his apparently imperturbable surface. “Are you challenging me for the alpha position of the Moonstone clan?” Steele asked, raising one eyebrow.


  Deacon turned one hand out, as if offering something valuable to Steele. “I was hoping we could resolve this amicably. If you turn yourself over to my people, then I will allow the rest of your pack to continue their lives more or less as usual.


  “But if you insist on fighting me?” He closed his fist. “Then I will crush you and everyone who stands with you and against me.”


  Deacon’s gaze flickered over Steele’s shoulder, then back to his face.


  Steele wasn’t surprised when Bronx stepped up next to him and leaned in to speak quietly, even though they all knew Deacon would be able to hear anything Bronx said. “Ellie went up to check on Diana and her backup. They were both unconscious in the stairwell. Mila is no longer in her room.”


  Steele’s entire body went cold, and a dark haze, tinged with red, passed across his eyes. A low growl rumbled in his chest. “If anything happens to her, if you or your people harm her in any way, I swear you won’t live to see daylight.”


  Deacon threw his head back, laughing, and clapped his hands together like a toddler at Christmas. “Oh. Yes, I was so hoping that you would start issuing threats. This is going to be so much fun.”


  Claws popped out from Steele’s fingertips and his canines lengthened as he snarled at the man who had just made himself Steele’s worst enemy. A wave of fury pulsed out from Steele, and all around him his pack members began slipping into their shifts as well.


  With a supreme effort, Steele reined in his fury, allowing his packmates to take control of their own shifting ability once again.


  He needed to keep his cool if he was going to be able to save Mila.


  He captured Deacon’s gaze and held it. “This isn’t even close to over.”


  “I’d be disappointed if it were,” Deacon said. “Here’s my card. Feel free to reach out to me when you’re ready to deal.” Deacon pulled an actual business card out of the back pocket of his jeans and proffered it between his index and middle fingers, stretching his arm across the distance between them. Steele stared at him for a moment, then gestured with a nod for Bronx to take the card.


  When his lead guardian handed the card to him, Steele glanced down at it.


  It was simple, bearing the outline of a wolf’s head and a phone number.


  He tucked the card into his own back pocket, held Deacon’s gaze for a moment longer, then turned his back on the Idaho Pack alpha and headed toward his Jeep.


  It was a deliberate snub among werewolves, showing that he did not believe the other alpha had the strength or the backup power to take him down.


  But behind Steele, Deacon simply laughed once more. “I’ll give you twenty-four hours to decide what you want to do,” Deacon called out after him. Then all the laughter dropped out of his voice. “After that, I’ll give your human woman to my pack to play with.”


  This time, Steele could no longer see where he was headed because of the red haze of anger that clouded his vision. But he kept moving forward, unwilling to allow Deacon to see how his taunts had affected Steele.


  Moments later, he was at the top of the ridge, and not long after that, his lieutenants and the other two wolves had caught up with him.


  “He’s talking about that human you brought into the café the other day, isn’t he?” Nick asked.


  “The same one you brought into the park,” Colin added.


  Steele gave a curt nod.


  “And she’s really your mate?” Nick asked.


  “Apparently so,” Steele said. “It took everything in me not to kill Blake Deacon right then and there.”


  “Why didn’t you?” Bronx asked. “It doesn’t seem like you to let him get away with that shit.”


  “Oh, I don’t intend to let him get away with it,” Steele said. “But before we take him down, I need to make sure Mila is safe.”


  He didn’t say aloud what he was thinking.


  If that had truly been Mila’s voice he’d heard in his head earlier, then it was already too late to keep her safe from Blake Deacon and the Idaho Pack.


  But if that was the case?


  Suddenly, he knew that it would never matter to him that she was human rather than shifter.


  I will rain down hell on those bastards for daring to touch my mate.


  
    [image: Paragraph separator]
  


  More than anything, Mila wanted to kick and scream and fight her way out of this situation.


  But although the tape that bound her hands was getting looser, she still couldn’t wriggle free.


  And besides, even if she could, they were flying down some road, possibly a highway, so fast that if she tried to open the door and jump out, she would surely die.


  No. It was better to bide her time and survive.


  I have to believe there will be another chance to get away at some point, she told herself.


  After another fifteen or twenty minutes of driving, the SUV she was in slowed and turned a corner. But the driver sped up almost instantly, so even if she’d had her hands free, she still wouldn’t have been able to jump out.


  “Any word from Deacon?” the driver asked her other captor.


  “Nothing yet. He said he would let us know as soon as his meeting with the Moonstone alpha ended.”


  “Well, then let’s dump this bitch in the basement, then grab a beer and hit the media room,” Mr. Growly said.


  “You think Deacon would be pissed if I took a shot at her while we waited?”


  The driver snorted. “Dude, that’s a shit idea, and you know it. Deacon will have your head on a platter if you go at her without his permission.”


  Her would-be rapist’s high-pitched giggle set Mila’s teeth on edge and sent a shiver down her spine.


  It did, however, have the benefit of also sending a shock through her system, which helped her shake off the last of the effects of whatever these two had dosed her with.


  Her mind finally clear, she began thinking of how she might escape once the SUV finally stopped.


  By the time they turned onto a bumpy dirt drive, she had the general outlines of a plan sketched out in her mind. She closed her eyes as they pulled to a stop.


  “I’ll go get the door,” the driver said. “You can start pulling her out and waking her up. Feel free to slap her around a little if she doesn’t come to immediately—Deacon will be fine with that.”


  The bastards.


  Mila gritted her teeth, sending up a little prayer that the monster in the passenger seat would decide to drag her out by her feet instead of her shoulders.


  Just in case, she braced her bound, booted feet against the door and bent her knees, wiggling down as far as she could until she was folded almost in half.


  For once, luck was on her side. Mr. Nasal got out of the passenger side and went around to open the back door. He grabbed her ankles and started tugging her toward him, talking to her all the while. “Hey, Sleeping Beauty, you stupid bitch,” he said. “Time to wake up.”


  As soon as her captor grabbed her ankles and started pulling, Mila popped her eyes open and uncoiled as if she had been spring-loaded, her feet hitting Mr. Nasal square in the chest, all the power of her legs behind them.


  “Fuck off, you evil prick.” She let the momentum of her kick carry her, sliding out of the back seat and landing on the ground with a thump.


  She wobbled for a second but kept her balance and instantly started hopping away as fast as she could into the darkness. She was sure she looked ridiculous, but she didn’t care, as long as it allowed her to get away from these two—and from their boss, Deacon, whoever that might be.


  As she moved, she heard Mr. Nasal scrambling to his feet.


  Damn it. That kick should have taken him down. It would have left almost any other man incapacitated, she was certain.


  The whole time she was hopping in the darkness, she continued twisting her hands back and forth until one of them finally popped loose from the tape.


  It was a good thing she’d woken up when she had—she wouldn’t have been able to work herself free otherwise. She also suspected these men were not professional kidnappers. The fact that they had left her some wiggle room in the tape bindings suggested as much.


  She bent over to try to unwind the tape from around her ankles.


  It was no good—she couldn’t get free. With a strangled sob, she loosened the laces of her boots and managed to tug her feet out of them.


  Finally free, she took off running, trying to aim her path so maybe she would hit the road they had driven down.


  Behind her, she now heard several male voices yelling.


  Jesus, how many men are in on this?


  Not far away, she saw a porch light come on, and a heavily pregnant woman stepped out of the door under it.


  Practically sobbing with relief, Mila changed direction and headed straight for the woman.


  When she saw Mila barreling toward her out of the darkness, the woman’s eyes grew wide. She stepped back partway inside the door.


  “No! Please help me,” Mila shouted. “I’ve been kidnapped, and I need help.”


  The woman opened the screen door wider, leaving room for Mila to stumble in past her.


  “Do you have a phone I can use, or could you call 911 for me?” Mila asked.


  But when she turned to look at the woman, Mila realized she wasn’t paying any attention to what Mila was saying.


  Instead, she was staring out the door.


  That’s when Mila heard it.


  The men who had kidnapped her were shouting directions at the woman.


  “Keep her there, Kelly.”


  They knew the pregnant woman’s name.


  Oh no.


  Kelly was in on it.


  A wave of dizziness washed over Mila, and she swayed—but only for a second.


  Unwilling to wait for her captors to catch up to her, she turned and dashed through what looked like a living room, through a kitchen that was industrial-sized, if not industrial-grade, and then into a room full of bunk beds.


  What the hell kind of place is this?


  Women and children and—dogs? They had to be dogs, right?—all stared at her with huge, practically blank eyes.


  Mila turned to a little girl who was sitting on the end of a bunk bed at the top, playing with dolls. “Is there a door out of here? A different one?”


  The little girl pointed toward the end of the room.


  Mila put her head down and ran toward the exit as fast as she could, hitting the door and bursting through it seconds later.


  Right into the burly, muscular arms of one of the men who had kidnapped her.


  Mila screamed and tried to escape, clawing at the man’s face. When he grabbed both her wrists in one hand and held them so tightly she thought her wrists might break, she continued kicking his shins. And when he yanked her up on her tiptoes, she leaned in and bit his cheek.


  He screamed and jerked away, and Mila tasted blood.


  “You vicious little cunt,” He growled, and his eyes turned a strange golden color, almost glowing.


  Then he raised his fist and punched her directly in the face.


  Pain exploded in her cheek, sending stars through her vision, and that was the last thing Mila knew.


  Chapter 20


  By the time he got back to the Jeep, Steele had calmed down enough to quit seeing red.


  He could feel Mila. At first, he’d thought he was imagining it, but now he was certain. She was his fated mate, and everything about her called to him. His heart pounded with her fear. And it was all we could do to keep from turning around and going back to take down Blake Deacon right now.


  I’m coming for you, Mila, he thought, putting his alpha magic behind the words and pushing them toward her, hoping she could sense him as well as he could sense her.


  Panic rose in his throat, and he knew it wasn’t his own but Mila’s.


  His nostrils flaring in anger, he picked up his phone and put in a call to Ryker. “They have Mila.” His words were curt, his tone angry.


  “Holy fuck,” Ryker said.


  “To put it mildly.” Steele’s wolf’s growl underscored the sentiment.


  “What do you want me to do?”


  “Figure out where they might be holding her. Call my mother. She knows everyone in town. Ask her to see what she can find out about any land the Idahos might own.”


  “I’m on it.”


  While he’d been talking, Bronx had swung up into the front passenger seat of the Jeep, and Nick and Colin had climbed into the back seat. Steele sat, staring out into the distance, though he wasn’t really seeing anything, his mind busy ticking over options and possibilities.


  On the one hand, he wanted to wipe out the entire Idaho Pack. But that would put too many of his people at risk.


  Deacon was clearly a fighter, and too insane to back down even when he lost.


  At least some of Deacon’s people would probably be glad to get away from him. But others would almost certainly fight beside him—the kinds of shifters who saw insanity and depravity as strengths rather than weaknesses. He shook his head. “I should have paid more attention when they moved in,” he muttered aloud.


  “You couldn’t have known,” Bronx said. “They’re not the kind of people we’re used to dealing with.”


  Steele glanced into the back seat. Colin’s jaw was set in a determined line. But Nick sat rubbing one of his tattoos, his eyes unfocused as he thought about something apparently unpleasant. Probably his life before Moonstone.


  Someday, Steele would have to ask him more about that. All Nick had said when he’d arrived in Moonstone was that he had run from his last pack and was looking for someplace quiet to settle down.


  Steele suspected it had been worse than that. But he had never quizzed the younger man about what he’d been running from.


  Steele’s phone rang, the screen identifying it as coming from his mother, Clarissa.


  “What have you found?” he asked without preamble.


  “I talked to the county clerk and recorder, and she tracked down the records for me. Blake Deacon bought about seventy-five acres of land just outside Big River Falls, Idaho. A little over a year ago, he had a main house built along with several outbuildings, including what’s listed on the tax records as a bunkhouse. It looks like his entire pack may all live on the same property.”


  That made sense. Someone as vicious as Deacon would want to keep his people close by, maintain control over them.


  “Where’s the property?” Steele asked.


  Clarissa gave him both a street address and the latitude and longitude coordinates.


  “Thanks, Mom. I appreciate your help.”


  “No problem,” she replied. “And Steele?”


  “Yes?”


  “Good luck getting your mate back. I’m rooting for you. The entire pack is.”


  So much for keeping Mila a secret.


  “Thank you,” he said again.


  “Let us know if you need backup.” He could hear a slight smile in her voice. “I may be your mother, but I’m not exactly weak and helpless. And neither is the rest of your pack.”


  “I will.”


  As soon as he had hung up from talking to Clarissa, he put a call through to Ryker and passed on all the information. “I’m headed there now,” Steele said. “I want you to have our best fighters meet us there as soon as possible.”


  He tapped the coordinates into the GPS system on his phone and waited for directions to come out. He was glad when they did. Much of the land out here was not covered by cell towers, and it would have been more difficult, though not impossible, for him to find his way to the Idaho Pack’s land without a phone signal.


  As he started the Jeep, his heart began pounding, and after a few seconds, he realized that once again, he was feeling Mila’s emotions, not his own.


  She was terrified.


  He closed his eyes, and for an instant, he could see what she was seeing.


  She was running in darkness, toward a light.


  For an instant, exhilaration flashed through him, and he was certain she was going to escape whatever Deacon had arranged for her.


  I’ll be there to pick her up when she does. With that determined thought, he pulled out onto the highway and began driving.


  As he made his way down the darkened highway, it was as if Mila’s sight had been superimposed over the view outside his windshield. She was in a bunkhouse, headed for an exit that a small child pointed out.


  He felt her elation when she hit the back door and her terror as she ran directly into another shifter.


  Then pain exploded inside his head, and her vision blinked out.


  A deep growl rumbled in Steele’s throat, and he swore he would destroy the shifter who had just hurt his mate.


  And the entire Idaho Pack, if necessary.


  
    [image: Paragraph separator]
  


  When Mila came to, the big man who had knocked her out was in the process of chaining her wrist to the wall in what she assumed was the basement he had discussed earlier.


  She thrashed and fought, but it was too late—her other hand had already been shackled.


  She was trapped.


  He leaned down to leer at her, and she spat in his face.


  “You’re going to wish you’d never done that,” he growled at her.


  He stepped back and stared at her as she glared at him, noting with satisfaction the swelling around the bite mark on his cheek. “And you’re going to wish you had never chained me up,” she replied, her tone venomous.


  But really, she didn’t know how she could possibly make him pay for what he’d done to her—or keep him from doing whatever else he had planned.


  He stepped back and headed toward the door, leaving Mila alone for the moment.


  She glanced around the room where she was being held. Other than the shackles on the wall—and Mila noted there were several sets—it was a fairly normal basement. There was even a front-loading washer and a dryer in the far corner.


  What she didn’t see was any way of getting out. She assumed the door the growling guy had exited through led to some sort of staircase up to the main part of whatever structure she was in.


  “Shit,” she muttered to herself.


  She leaned her head back against the wall and closed her eyes.


  No one had any idea where she was.


  No one would be looking for her.


  Jeffrey and Becky were probably off having their own Yellowstone adventures.


  And Steele—what would he think when he realized she was gone?


  Probably not much beyond assuming she had headed back to her life in Dallas.


  For all that Mila might imagine him bursting through the door as some kind of savior, it wasn’t going to happen. She knew that.


  I am so screwed.


  But surely those two couldn’t keep her here forever—and if nothing else, the person they called Deacon would eventually come see her in this prison.


  I will not die down here, she vowed. Another chance to escape would come. And when it did, she would take it. And this time, I won’t run for the nearest house.


  Hard to imagine that just a week ago, she had been excited about coming to Yellowstone to marry Jeffrey.


  Now everything had completely gone to hell.


  But no matter what, she was determined to survive.


  She closed her eyes and focused on breathing, on keeping herself together.


  Her mouth was dry, and she desperately wanted something to drink.


  Don’t think about that now.


  Instead, she counted her breaths in and out. And in and out.


  When the door opened again, she bit back a scream.


  Keep it together, Mila.


  Her two captors walked in and stepped to either side of the door, like some kind of bizarre honor guard for the man who followed them through.


  There was something wrong with him, Mila realized. His face was a wreck, scarred beyond recognition—scars that would take serious plastic surgery to correct.


  He wore a patch over one eye, and the one that wasn’t covered…could she be seeing this right? Was it really glowing yellow in the dark?


  He smiled, and it sent a cold chill through her entire body.


  “You’re not a blubberer. I’ll give you that much,” the man said.


  The same kind of strange growling burr underscored his voice as she had heard in the driver’s voice.


  “What do you want from me?” Mila demanded, working to keep her voice from shaking.


  “You’re simply bait,” the man—Deacon, she presumed—spoke dismissively.


  “Then you’ve made a mistake. Whoever you think you’re trying to draw out? They’re not coming.”


  The man laughed, and the sound was even creepier than his smile. “You really believe that, don’t you?”


  “I know it’s true. You might as well just let me go. Whatever you’re hoping to get out of keeping me prisoner, it’s not going to work.”


  “We’ll see about that.” He turned to leave, and the nasal dude spoke up. “Hey, boss?”


  “Yes?” Deacon asked, his tone irritated.


  “I was just wondering if maybe—I mean—I was wondering—”


  “Spit it out.”


  “I wanted to see if Ellerson and I could have a go at her.”


  Deacon snorted and gave Mila an assessing look.


  She froze, her heart jumping up into her throat and nearly choking her.


  “What do you think about that?” Deacon asked her.


  Mila swallowed hard but managed to keep her voice steady. “I think if he gets anywhere close to me, I’ll bite his dick off.”


  Deacon threw his head back and laughed long and hard. “I definitely see what Jacobs sees in you.” He turned to Mr. Nasal. “No. Not yet. I don’t want anyone distracted while we wait to see how Jacobs responds.”


  Mr. Nasal’s face fell as Deacon turned to leave—but he paused and glanced back at the two men who had abducted her. “I want you two to stay down here with her. You’ll be the last line of defense if Jacobs shows up.”


  Both men nodded.


  And then Deacon said, “I want you to shift though. If any of his pack gets past the rest of us, you need to be prepared to fight.


  “Yes, boss,” the two men said almost in unison.


  Get ready to fight. What the hell is he talking about?


  Deacon exited the room and shut the door behind him, leaving her two abductors and wannabe rapists alone in the room with her.


  As soon as the door shut, both men began stripping off their clothing. For a terrified moment, Mila was certain they intended to disobey their boss’s orders and rape her anyway, despite his clear directions not to.


  But instead of coming toward her once they were naked, the two men dropped down to all fours. And none of what she had felt before came even close to the terror that shot through her when both men began to writhe and twist on the ground, their bones cracking and popping.


  As Mila watched, their bodies contracted. Their skin began to sprout fur. Their faces blurred, their features twisting and almost melting as their mouths grew wider and their noses elongated into something almost canine.


  Their ears became pointed and slid to the tops of their heads, while their hands and feet contracted even as they sprouted claws. Their tongues lolled out of their mouths as they panted in pain, until finally, two wolves stood in front of her where two men had been.


  For just a moment, Mila forgot to be afraid as she stared at them in wonder.


  Intelligence shone out of their eyes—human intelligence, Mila realized.


  Her mind spinning with what she had just seen, she thunked her head back against the wall and blew out a long exhale.


  “Oh, hell,” she muttered. “I am beyond screwed.”


  Chapter 21


  Steele seethed all the way along the highway toward the destination his mother had given him.


  It was one thing to explore another alpha’s territory, especially when that territory was as vast as Yellowstone Park. The Moonstone Pack had defended its claim to the land several times over the last century, more often than not eventually inviting outside shifters to join the pack.


  But whatever Blake Deacon was plotting, his decision to abduct another alpha’s mate was inexcusable.


  Unforgivable.


  And whatever else might happen, Steele was going to make sure Deacon paid for this transgression against all shifter norms.


  A call from Ryker interrupted his brooding.


  “We are pulled off the side of the road about two miles past the entrance to Deacon’s compound,” Ryker told him, “just waiting for you to get here.”


  “We’re about five miles out,” Steele responded. “I want us all to go in and surround the compound.”


  “Right. Sounds like a plan.”


  “Send one of your men ahead—see if he can figure out where they’re holding Mila. We’ll move off the road and meet you on the Idaho Pack’s side, about a hundred yards in,” Steele said. “Be ready to fight.”


  “Always,” Ryker replied.


  Just as Steele disconnected from the call, panic slid through him, followed a few seconds later by absolute terror.


  What were Deacon and his pack doing to Mila that had her so frightened?


  Steele tried to focus on his mate. But unlike earlier, he couldn’t get a clear visual from her.


  Just pure, unadulterated fear.


  Several minutes later, Steele pulled up and parked his Jeep behind the SUV Ryker drove. Steele and the other three shifters piled out of the Jeep, and he dropped his keys into the pocket of his jeans, hoping he’d be able to find a good place to hide his clothing when he shifted.


  Moving swiftly and quietly, the four of them jogged away from the road, toward the cover of a stand of ponderosa pine trees.


  Once there, they all stripped quickly, bundling their clothes and setting them high up in the branches of trees.


  Any other shifter would be able to track their clothing by scent, but Steele hoped to be back and headed home before any of Deacon’s pack members figured out they had been there.


  As they were preparing to shift, Ryker and his team, already in their wolf forms, slipped out from behind other trees, moving almost silently.


  “Take the rear, Ryker,” Steele told his second-in-command. “I want you watching for anyone who might try to come up behind us.”


  Already in his black wolf form, Ryker gave a nod. He and his team stood guard as Steele, Bronx, Colin, and Nick moved into their wolf forms.


  When he was done shifting, Steele shook out his fur and lifted his nose into the air to see what he could scent.


  He could smell the other shifters—members of the Idaho Pack, he assumed—in the air, blowing from the direction of the Idaho Pack’s compound.


  That was good. The wind was in their favor and would keep the Idahos from noticing the Moonstones’ approach as quickly as they might otherwise.


  Steele took point, and Bronx fell in beside him. Ryker took up the rear, watching their backs. It wasn’t their usual configuration. Generally, Bronx took the rear to watch for enemies behind them, but this time, Steele was certain the Idahos were primarily guarding Mila and waiting for him to arrive.


  The rest of the wolves spread out to either side, all of them wary as they slipped silently through the night.


  Their approach slowed as they reached the outer edges of the land the Idaho Pack had claimed as their own.


  This needed to be a surgical strike, but Steele still didn’t know where they were holding Mila.


  He slowed and came to a stop, the rest of the pack encircling him and facing outward, protecting him as he once again pushed his alpha power outward, this time searching for Mila.


  He felt her mind, so he pushed harder, slipping inside to get a sense of her feelings. Once again, rather to his amazement, he was able to see what she was seeing, feel what she was feeling.


  She was awake but terrified. Her cheek throbbed, but that wasn’t what was frightening her. Steele sensed that her hands were attached above her to the wall she leaned against, and her shoulder where the bear had attacked her ached with a dull throb.


  She was bruised, battered, frightened—but not cowed.


  Although he couldn’t read her thoughts at the moment, he sensed her determination to survive and escape.


  That’s my girl, he thought. And in her cell—or dungeon? Or perhaps simply a basement?—her head jerked up.


  Steele? She thought.


  He sent her a comforting wave of emotion couched in a promise to save her.


  She glanced up, and through her eyes, Steele caught sight of two shifters, both in their wolf forms. That was when he realized that the terror he had sensed from her earlier had come from having seen her abductors transform from human to wolf.


  As glad as he was to know that she was mostly unharmed, his fury at the Idaho Pack deepened with the realization that she had learned of shifters’ existence not from him in a safe, secure environment as he had been planning, but from seeing her abductors shift when she was beaten and terrified.


  I’m coming for you. He pushed out that thought as hard as he could, and he could almost hear her words in return.


  Be careful. They’re waiting for you.


  His heart leaped with joy at the realization that she was truly concerned for his well-being—not simply afraid for herself but for him as well.


  He pulled back from the connection between them but did not let it go entirely. His awareness of her remained like an invisible thread connecting them as he turned his attention to his packmates who were with him.


  His communication with them was less precise than it was with Mila, but he was able to let them all know his plan.


  It was simple enough: Find Mila. Retrieve her. And if possible, take down Blake Deacon.


  With a single snarl, he bounded toward the main house. That seemed to be the most likely place for Deacon to have set up a dungeon.


  Steele’s wolves fell in around him, moving silently across the landscape. They slipped from shadow to shadow, watching warily for the Idahos. And all the while, Steele pushed his message out along the glowing thread binding him to Mila like a message tapped out on an old telegraph sliding along the wires, crossing the distance between them.


  I’m coming for you, Mila. I will save you.
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  In her basement dungeon, Mila inhaled and exhaled slowly, watching the wolves pace back and forth in front of the closed doors.


  At least they’re not likely to rape me now, she thought a little hysterically and had to bite back an incipient giggle.


  Oddly enough, she could see their human selves reflected in their lupine forms. The driver was a bulky, muscular wolf, just as he had been a bulky, muscular human.


  And she suspected that even in his rangy, thin wolf form, Mr. Nasal would have a high-pitched howl.


  She found herself wondering what Steele’s wolf form looked like—and then with a jolt, she realized she already knew.


  Suddenly everything that had happened to her over the last several days made sense—even if it was an insane kind of sense.


  She found herself working backward, starting with her captors’ discussion about using her to draw in the Moonstone alpha.


  She had assumed they meant Steele.


  And now she found herself fixated on the images she had thought were some kind of nightmare—like the one of a wolf standing on its hind legs and peering at her over the barricade she had made when the bear had chased her.


  That wolf morphing into a naked man. More than that, a naked Steele who carried her out of the forest.


  More memories tumbled through her mind.


  The image on the sign outside the Moonstone Lodge of a wolf howling at the moon.


  The two wolf cubs—because they couldn’t have been dogs—running and playing through the halls of that same lodge, followed by a harried woman—their mother?


  The way everyone in town treated Steele with such deference.


  He wasn’t the mayor of a town.


  He was the alpha of a…


  She could barely bring herself to even think the word, but the two wolves pacing in front of her made the conclusion inescapable.


  A werewolf pack.


  Steele was the alpha of a werewolf pack.


  What have I gotten myself into?


  More to the point, am I going insane?


  It wasn’t impossible. She’d been kidnapped, possibly drugged.


  Maybe this is all some terrible hallucination.


  Somehow, though, she didn’t believe that.


  Her abductors had said something about her being the alpha’s mate. Was that even possible? Could she be the mate of someone she hadn’t even had sex with?


  She shook her head, as if denying the thought even to herself.


  At any rate, none of that matters right now.


  What mattered was being able to get away from these monsters—and they were monsters, not because they changed into wolves, but because they had kidnapped her and threatened physical violence against her.


  Because even if he could shift into a wolf shape, she could not imagine Steele ever behaving the way these two had.


  No—he might be a werewolf, but Mila did not believe he was a monster.


  And that was when she realized she had absolutely made up her mind.


  They might all be werewolves, but only these two and their leader were truly monstrous.


  And for the first time, that strange message the man had tried to pass to her in the phone store made sense.


  The Idahos weren’t going to back down.


  She suspected the Idahos were the ones who had her now.


  And that gave her some idea of where she was—on the Idaho side of Yellowstone Park. She closed her eyes and tried to dredge up an image of a map of the western US in her mind.


  She was pretty certain Idaho was on the west side of Montana. But she couldn’t quite remember whether it was north or south of where she had been.


  Damn it. Why didn’t I pay more attention in classes in elementary school when we studied geography?


  In front of her, the two wolves suddenly went perfectly still and pricked up their ears. Mila strained to hear whatever it was that had caught their attention—but her human ears could not make out anything.


  Oh, wait, there it was in the distance. The faint sound of growling and yapping.


  Part of her was thrilled that Steele and his werewolves had come to save her.


  But she was also terrified for him, afraid that he would blunder into the trap Deacon had set up.


  Okay, she reasoned, if it was possible for werewolves to exist, then was it perhaps also possible that all the things she had been thinking were not simply her imagination? Maybe Steele’s comforting words coming through her mind at odd moments were also real.


  Either that or I’m going entirely insane. But if that was the case, then it didn’t matter what she did. If this was all some bizarre hallucination, her actions would have no real impact on it.


  Fine, then, she thought. I might as well act as if everything I believe is happening is true and not a psychotic break brought on by the stress and trauma of walking in on Jeffrey fucking my best friend.


  So she closed her eyes and focused on Steele—the line of his jaw, the way his hands confidently gripped the steering wheel of his Jeep, the scent of him as he’d carried her out of the woods. The way he had stroked her hand as Dr. Weiss had stitched up her shoulder.


  When she had his image firmly in mind, she pushed out a single thought over and over again.


  Be careful. It’s a trap.


  A few moments later, a response echoed through her mind. We know it is.


  She heaved a sigh of relief, certain Steele had received her message.


  Always assuming I’m not simply nuts.


  A deep, gentle, masculine laugh rumbled in her mind.


  You’re not insane, Steele assured her.


  Prove it, she challenged him.


  As soon as I get there, I will, he promised. But for now, show me everything you can see.


  Carefully, Mila scanned the basement, spending extra time on the two wolves closed in with her.


  Her biggest fear was that they would turn on her, ripping her apart with their teeth and claws.


  I won’t let that happen, Steele promised her. We’re almost there.


  They’re taking their orders from someone named Deacon, she informed Steele, pushing out a memory of the vicious man with only one eye.


  I’ve met him, Steele told her, his mental voice dry. Is he in the room with you now?


  No. He shut these two in with me and told them to watch me.


  Will you be able to fight them off if they attack? Steele asked.


  Mila glanced up at her hands chained to the wall above her head, and she felt Steele’s rage at her captivity slide through her as if it was leaking out of him, coloring everything they both saw.


  Do the best you can if they come after you, he told her, and she received a mental image of herself kicking and twisting.


  And although she sent him a wave of reassurance, promising to do her best to fight them off, she couldn’t help but be pleased at the way he saw her—not as the overweight, slightly boring secretary she saw when she looked in the mirror but as someone beautiful and precious.


  She took that image from his mind and hugged the knowledge that he saw her as important tightly to herself.


  I’m coming for you, he told her again.


  And this time, she truly believed him.


  Chapter 22


  As they drew closer to the lights in the distance, Steele and his team slowed down.


  The best bet was to make a surgical strike—move in and grab Mila, then head back out immediately.


  But as Mila had just told him through their mental connection—the likes of which Steele had never even heard of between a shifter and a human—the Idahos had set this entire situation up to draw in the Moonstones in hopes of taking down the Moonstone alpha.


  It didn’t matter though.


  Steele was still determined to rescue his mate.


  And the Idahos, he swore, would not survive.


  Blake Deacon didn’t know what kind of hell he had unleashed on his pack.


  With the ease of a pack that had worked well together for years, Steele and Bronx peeled off in opposite directions, half their strike team following each of them, while Ryker hung back to make sure no one came at them from behind.


  Through Mila’s eyes, Steele had seen the interior of the bunkhouse.


  Although there were a few males, he suspected they were there to guard the females and the cubs.


  He was also fairly certain that the space Mila had shown him was in the basement of the main house. That was where he would have built a dungeon. So that was where he and his wolves headed.


  They were still downwind of the Idahos, which gave them an advantage of the sort Deacon could not have predicted.


  It didn’t matter though. Deacon knew he was coming.


  So instead of attempting to sneak up on the main house, they encircled it, moving like a wolf pack in the wild intent on taking down larger prey.


  They would harry the Idahos from all sides, attacking one after another until they gained access to the house.


  Steele sent out a final questing thought toward his pack members, checking to make sure they were ready for the fight ahead.


  His pack members were tense but prepared, and on Steele’s signal—more a mental shove than anything specific—they converged on their quarry.


  At that moment, wolves poured out of the Idaho alpha’s house, and for a heartbeat, Steele was worried he had miscalculated.


  No. Not worried.


  Terrified.


  Not terrified for himself but for Mila.


  What if he and his small strike team could not defeat the Idaho wolves?


  But then, to Steele’s surprise, Moonstone Pack members flowed out of the woods, into the clearing, coming from all directions to surround the house—males, females, even a few adolescents.


  All in their wolf forms.


  All prepared to fight.


  Not only for their pack’s territory but also for their alpha’s mate.


  With his alpha’s power, Steele felt their love for him and their pack surge through him, and he tilted his head up into the air to howl—a war cry, to be sure, but also a reminder of their unity.


  The Idahos and the Moonstones clashed outside the house, snarls and growls and cries of pain echoing around Steele.


  Beside him, Bronx took down one of the Idaho lieutenants, fastening his powerful jaws on the other wolf’s foreleg and biting down until the bone broke.


  The wolf howled in agony, and Bronx broke the other foreleg.


  With the lieutenant out of the way, a path to the door became clear.


  Steele made a beeline toward it, biting and slashing at any wolves who got close to him.


  The door was open when Steele trotted to the top of the three steps that led to it. The Moonstone alpha nosed the door open, moving inside carefully. As he scanned his surroundings, he could still hear his wolves fighting with the Idahos outside—but the bulk of his attention was focused on finding the basement.


  On finding Mila.


  The house was eerily silent, but everywhere Steele turned, he could smell Blake Deacon, along with other werewolves.


  When he reached the kitchen, he saw a closed door that looked like it might lead to where he wanted to go.


  But before he could examine it further, Deacon leaped out of a shadow where he’d been crouched hiding.


  He landed on Steele’s back, and the Moonstone alpha instantly dropped and rolled, throwing Deacon off as quickly as he had landed.


  The two wolves popped to their feet and began circling each other warily, growling at each other.


  As they did so, Deacon darted in and landed a bite on Steele’s shoulder. Steele darted away but wasn’t fast enough.


  Deacon held on tightly, dropping to his stomach in an attempt to pull Steele off-balance.


  Steele stiffened his legs, determined to continue standing.


  And then he saw something past Deacon.


  Bronx, creeping up behind the Idaho alpha.


  Steele grinned, hoping to cover the sound of his cousin’s approach.


  And this time, when Deacon shook his head, trying to force Steele to the ground, the Moonstone alpha was ready.


  He bent his knees as if he was falling, then reared back, allowing Deacon to take a chunk of skin.


  Deacon’s success was short-lived, though, because as soon as Steele had torn himself out of Deacon’s grip, Bronx attacked.


  The fight was fast and furious, fur and blood flying through the air.


  Steele didn’t spend any time watching them.


  Instead, he dropped into himself, shifting more quickly than he had ever done before, and the instant he had fingers—even if they were still partially fur-covered and tipped in claws—he used his hands to open the door to the basement.


  At the bottom of the stairs was another door. Steele raced toward it, forgetting for the moment that there were two more wolves guarding Mila.


  But as he hit the bottom of the stairs, he remembered and began shifting into his wolf form even as he pulled the door open.
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  Mila’s heart felt like it was going to fly out of her chest when the door to her prison flew open and Steele stood there in all his naked werewolf glory.


  And he did look like a werewolf—partially shifted, holding a form between man and wolf, like something out of an old horror movie.


  And yet Mila was not horrified.


  Don’t be afraid, he said directly into her mind.


  As she found herself laughing, she replied, I’m not afraid of you. I’ll never be afraid of you.


  At her words, he threw his head back and howled.


  The two wolves in the room with her cowered at the sight of him—but they had no way to escape.


  Steele was a killing machine, his enormous, muscular, furred arms tipped with their deadly claws slashing in every direction as he blocked the door so the other two wolves could not leave.


  Mila found herself watching as Steele picked up Mr. Nasal and impaled him on those sharp claws. With both hands, Steele ripped the other wolf in half.


  Mila paused. She knew she ought to be horrified, but she couldn’t bring herself to feel it.


  Instead, she shouted, “Watch out!” as the wolf who had been driving when she’d been abducted circled around behind Steele, shifting as he went until he, too, was in a half-man, half-beast form.


  For a split second, Mila worried that Steele’s opponent might win. After all, he was bigger than the alpha, more muscular.


  But Steele was faster, Mila noted with satisfaction as he ducked out of the way of the other werewolf’s first blow.


  And Steele was a better fighter too, spinning in and slashing at her abductor over and over again until he was a mass of bleeding wounds.


  Steele had not a single scratch on him.


  Moments later, another wolf bounded down the stairs and through the now-open door. Mila gasped at the sight, but she needn’t have worried—it was not an enemy but an ally.


  Once he had backup, Steele was able to make fast work of taking down Mila’s abductor, and she nearly sobbed with relief.


  His foe now dead on the floor behind him, Steele strode toward her.


  “I’m sorry you had to see that,” he said aloud, his words slurring a bit as he spoke around the fangs of his midshift form.


  Mila leaned her head back against the cinderblock wall behind her to stare up at Steele and laughed. “I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.”


  Steele let out a growl, and to her amazement, Mila recognized it as satisfaction, not anger.


  Bending down, Steele took both her hands in his and slipped a giant werewolf claw in between each of her wrists and her shackles. With a single flick, he ripped the cuffs holding her to the wall off of her.


  Mila staggered to her feet, less steady than she had anticipated—but not so shaky that she couldn’t turn around and throw herself against Steele.


  Wrapping her arms around his neck, she whispered, “Thank you so much for saving me again.”


  With another deep rumble of satisfaction, he scooped her into his arms and left the basement.


  Upstairs, the kitchen was covered with blood. Mila expected Steele to keep moving, but he paused, glancing around the room.


  When the wolf who had joined him in the basement arrived at the top of the stairs, Steele frowned at him. “Where is Deacon?”


  The other wolf glanced around, obviously as confused as Steele, then gave the equivalent of a lupine shrug.


  Steele shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. If he’s still alive, we’ll find him. And if he’s not…” This time, he was the one who shrugged.


  Then he glanced down at Mila, still held securely in his arms. “Where do you want to go? I can take you anywhere.”


  But even as he said the words, Mila could feel his anxiety at the possibility that she might choose to go home to Dallas.


  So instead, she rested her cheek against his chest, reveling in the feel of his soft fur against her cheek. “I want to go home with you.”


  Steele stumbled, about to take his next step, and froze, gazing down into her eyes. As he stood there holding her in his arms, he completed the shift into his fully human form.


  “Are you sure about that?” he finally asked, his voice more tentative than Mila had ever heard it.


  “Absolutely positive. There’s no place I would rather be.”


  With that, he carried her through the house and out into the darkness—where easily fifty wolves converged on them.


  Mila supposed she should have been afraid of the wolves. But as long as Steele held her in his arms, nothing frightened her. Especially since Steele seemed particularly unbothered by it.


  She needn’t have worried. Through the connection between them, she felt the pride that swelled in Steele’s chest and realized this had to be his people.


  His pack.


  The wolf shifters that Mila hoped she would have the chance to get to know.


  Scattered in the darkness, she could just make out the bodies of other wolves, and she hoped none of them were from Steele’s pack.


  The alpha carrying her stopped to speak. “Moonstones,” he began. “We’ll meet tomorrow in the lodge meeting room to discuss everything that’s happened here. In the meantime, go home and rest. You deserve it.” He paused for a moment. “And if any of the Idaho Pack can hear me: please know that if you want to leave your current pack affiliation, you are welcome to join the Moonstone Pack.”


  A couple of the wolves surrounding them gave Steele sharp glances, as if they disagreed with his invitation. But Steele ignored them, snuggling Mila in close to his chest and whispering in her ear, “Let’s go home.”


  Mila nodded. “I can’t think of anything I’d rather do.”


  Chapter 23


  Panting, Deacon stumbled away from the house and into the dark.


  His wounds were bleeding freely, and he knew he needed help.


  But the first thing he needed to do was shift back into his human form—that would help heal some of the more dangerous of the wounds Jacobs had inflicted on him.


  How could he possibly have lost his battle with the other alpha?


  Jacobs was soft. The Moonstone Pack had experienced nothing but peace for generations. They weren’t prepared to go up against Deacon and his pack. And yet Deacon’s pack had scattered, his lieutenants leaving him alone to face Jacobs.


  How the hell had that happened?


  Deacon dragged himself into a nearby grove of trees where he collapsed, still panting,


  Closing his eyes, he focused on shifting even as he whimpered in agony.


  His human form coalesced slowly. And when he was done shifting, he barely had the strength to push himself over from lying on his stomach to lying on his back.


  With his one good eye, he stared up at the full moon overhead, soaking in its healing rays.


  The bleeding had slowed, but pain still coursed through his body. He swallowed hard, and his stomach churned.


  It was going to take more than one shift to heal himself, but he didn’t have the energy to change into his wolf shape again. He was going to have to get back to the main house and eat something—even if the mere thought of it made him gag.


  But when he tried to sit up, he found he couldn’t. He closed his eyes and focused on using his alpha power to draw one of his wolves to him.


  Even if they had abandoned him in the middle of battle, they owed it to him to answer his call.


  He could barely even make contact.


  Even when he had almost died years before in his battle with his previous alpha, he had never been quite so weak.


  Pausing in his efforts, he allowed his mind to drift.


  Whoever answered his mental summons would be forgiven for abandoning him in battle, he decided.


  The rest of them though? They would pay.


  And as soon as he had recovered from these injuries, he would bring down the Moonstone Pack.


  This time there would be no mercy.


  And that human bitch mated to Jacobs? He would hand her over to his lieutenants. He would make Jacobs watch as they used her and then ripped her to pieces.


  His fantasies of revenge rejuvenated him enough to try reaching out to his pack yet again.


  There.


  He could feel them scattered across their territory, some of them hunkered down and hiding, others beginning to creep back home as they realized the Moonstone Pack had left.


  A rustling in the trees nearby caught his attention, and he felt one of his pack members nearby.


  Who was that?


  He reached out again and realized it was his second-in-command, Franklin Ellerson.


  Deacon heaved a sigh of relief.


  A few seconds later, Ellerson stepped out from behind the nearest tree, still in his wolf form.


  Relief surged through Deacon as Ellerson made his way over and bent down to nudge Deacon gently with his nose.


  Now I’ll win, Deacon thought. The Moonstone Pack doesn’t have a chance against us.
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  Franklin Ellerson nosed his alpha’s body.


  Deacon groaned and rolled his one remaining eye toward Franklin. “Help me,” he croaked, his hand, still clawed, lifting up toward Franklin, who backed away.


  He’d followed Deacon because he had believed the alpha was strong.


  But in the end, Deacon hadn’t even been able to protect himself, much less the rest of the pack.


  A growl escaped Franklin’s throat.


  An alpha who was unable to protect his pack was no alpha at all.


  Decisively, Franklin stepped forward, hovering over Deacon.


  Deacon’s eye brightened, its gold glow reflecting the moonlight, and he groaned. “Yes. Go get Cora Harris. She can help me.”


  The female Franklin had brought in as a midwife for the pregnant females? She had been trained as a nurse, it was true. And she probably could help Deacon.


  She might even be able to save his life.


  But that was a terrible idea. Deacon had outlived his usefulness.


  Without warning, Franklin lunged, closing his jaws over Deacon’s throat and puncturing the jugular with a single bite.


  Hot blood rushed into Franklin’s mouth, and with a jerk of his head, he ripped out the chunk of meat he’d clamped onto. Blood sprayed into the air, spattering down around them and drifting away on the breeze in a fine pink mist.


  Deacon gurgled. Blood bubbled up from his lips as he attempted to speak.


  Once.


  Twice.


  Franklin sat back on his haunches and watched as the light faded from Deacon’s eye.


  Once again, he nosed Deacon’s body.


  Definitely dead. Nothing but inert meat now.


  Then Franklin turned and trotted toward the main house, licking the blood off his chops as he moved.


  Time to claim what was rightfully his—what he should have claimed long ago.


  Deacon had moved too quickly, tried to take over too much territory, and almost destroyed the entire pack.


  Not that Franklin intended to let the Moonstones keep their territory.


  Now that he was alpha, Franklin would move more slowly, making sure he and his pack were prepared the next time they came up against Steele Jacobs and the Moonstone Pack.


  Unlike Deacon, Franklin wouldn’t make a direct move. Not yet.


  No. He would make sure he had everything in order long before he tried to lay claim to Yellowstone Park.


  And then the Moonstones would pay for daring to go up against the Idahos.


  Chapter 24


  Despite her protests that she could walk, Steele insisted on carrying Mila into the Moonstone Lodge and straight to his suite.


  Once there, he finally set her on her feet and began kissing her.


  Then he paused, pulling away far enough to gaze into her eyes. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine. A little tired, but not hurt.”


  He paused, trying to find the right words. “I mean…are you okay with knowing what I really am? I wanted to tell you, was looking for the perfect moment…”


  She snorted. “The perfect moment to say, ‘Oh, by the way, I’m a werewolf’?”


  “When you put it like that…”


  “Yeah. There is no perfect moment.” She stood on her tiptoes, and Steele could have sworn he heard her whisper, “Carpe diem, damn it.”


  Through their mate bond, he felt her joy at being with him, and the fire that swept through her and into him burned away everything except his need to touch her, to truly make her his mate in all ways.


  He ran his hands up her sides, under her shirt, his thumbs whispering along the waistband of her pants.


  Unfastening her jeans, Steele pushed them down off her hips, capturing her silk panties with his thumbs on the way down and glancing up one more time to make sure she wanted this too.


  His hard cock twitched when he saw her watching him, her eyes darkened with need.


  He finished pulling her pants and underwear down to the floor in one fluid motion.


  She stepped out of them, and kneeling, he paused to admire her with a whisper of appreciation.


  Everything about her is absolutely perfect.
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  With one hand, Mila reached down and pulled him to standing, then traced the outline of his cock straining against his jeans.


  “I want you,” Mila said, her voice hoarse with need.


  His gaze turned molten, raking across her, heated with desire.


  “Soon,” he promised. “But first…” He led her to a chair in the corner of the living area, and Mila shivered in anticipation as he knelt before her.


  Steele gripped her waist and gently urged her forward until she sat at the edge of the chair, draping her knees over his shoulders.


  His breath brushed her clit, and Mila let out a moan.


  Hot desire swirled in her core, and she dampened as Steele murmured, “Oh yes. God, yes. That’s my girl.”


  Then his tongue traced her clit, and Mila opened for him, whimpering as sparks of pure need shot straight through her.


  He circled her clit once, twice, before sucking it into his mouth and flicking it. Her back arched, and Mila pushed herself against Steele’s mouth. His tongue began moving rhythmically, sliding up and down, circling her clit, flicking it, then starting over.


  Mila arched up toward him, and without changing the rhythm, he slipped a finger inside her, pressing upward until he found the perfect spot, slicking against her most sensitive places inside and out.


  Mila gasped as he slipped a second finger into her. His hand kept moving, but his mouth paused to murmur against her, “That’s it. Come for me.”


  She moaned at his words, her body demanding more, harder, faster. Bright light flashed behind her eyelids as she began to swell, and he picked up the pace. He moved one hand to press lightly on her abdomen, adding exactly the right pressure.


  Her orgasm hit suddenly, and Mila moved from cresting to shattering in a heartbeat, crying out his name and clutching the edges of the chair at her sides, using it to grind herself against his mouth even as he sucked harder, pulling out every last wave of pleasure.


  Her entire body curled toward him, around him, her head and shoulders lifting as shudders racked her body. Mila collapsed back into the chair, gasping and spent, brushing her hair back out of her face. “That was amazing,” Mila whispered, her eyes heavy-lidded.


  “You’re amazing,” he replied, balancing himself on the arms of the chair and leaning forward to kiss her.


  Mila tasted herself on his lips, and although she would’ve said moments ago that she wouldn’t be able to continue, she found herself suddenly wanting to leave him as satisfied as she was.


  “My turn,” she whispered with a wicked grin.


  Mila reached out and grabbed two belt loops on his jeans. He swayed toward her, and she moved her hand to the button at the top.


  From the moment he had picked her up in the forest, she had been able to tell he was muscular under his clothing. And tracing his cock through his jeans had given her some idea of what she would find under them.


  But nothing could have prepared Mila for what she saw once she dragged his pants down to the floor and he stepped out of them.


  He’s perfect.


  Absolutely perfect, muscles hard and defined. But that wasn’t what held her attention.


  His cock was long and straight, and so thick Mila could barely imagine wrapping her hand around it.


  So instead, she slid her thumb across the top, swiping it through the dampness there and slicking it along the underside.


  A shiver rolled through his body, and Mila glanced around the room.


  The desk was too tall for her purposes—but they could use this same chair.


  She wouldn’t have thought it possible, but Steele’s blue eyes began to glow, churning with a bright silver as Mila stood, turned him so his back was to the chair, and gave him a little push.


  She didn’t have the strength to force him to do anything, but with a grin, he allowed her to push him back until he was seated.


  Carefully, Mila slid her knee onto the chair between his legs and leaned toward him, her breasts hanging heavy in the cups of the lacy red bra she wore.


  With one finger, Steele reached up and traced the edges of the lace. Mila reached around and unhooked the bra, allowing it to slip forward off her shoulders, until only her nipples, hard and taut, held the fabric in place.


  Steele made an appreciative noise deep in his throat, and Mila smiled again before standing straight, allowing the bra to slip forward and off her arms entirely. Dropping the bra, she unbuttoned and unzipped her own jeans, then shoved them down her hips until she stood in front of him, wearing nothing but her silk panties.


  She swallowed, then pushed those off as well, standing completely bare to his gaze. Her cheeks burned.


  How could someone so amazing want someone like me?


  “You are unbelievably beautiful,” he rasped out.


  At his words, Mila dropped to her knees in front of him and leaned in, sliding her tongue up from his balls to the tip of his cock, then swirled her tongue around the tip.


  Steele’s hands fisted in the chair beside him as Mila slid her mouth down to take as much of him in as she could.


  “Oh God,” he moaned, and his cock bumped the back of her throat. Mila paused, wanting to take him in farther but not sure she could.


  Then she slipped her mouth back up, undulating her tongue against the veins on the underside, until she reached the spot where the shaft met the head. She took a moment to allow her tongue to flicker against it and tasted the sweet saltiness of him as his cock jumped and twitched in her mouth.


  Grasping the shaft in both hands, gently twisting as she went, Mila followed the path of her tongue with her hands—up and then back down.


  After a moment, she paused. “What do you want me to do?” she asked in a whisper.


  “This is perfect,” he murmured, his eyes still closed.


  Gently, Mila lifted one of his hands off the chair and placed it on the back of her head. “Show me.”


  Almost reflexively, his fingers fisted in her hair, and he groaned.


  She moved back to encircle his cock with her mouth, but then she stopped, waiting for him to take charge.


  With another groan, he tightened his fist in her hair and gently pushed on her head.


  Mila smiled around his cock and began working again. His hand in her hair, tightening and loosening as he pushed upward into her mouth with his cock added to her excitement. The hair on his leg scraped against her nipples, and Mila moaned. Shivers slipped down her back, and her nipples hardened anew.


  When Steele stopped her, disappointment flashed through her. But as soon as it did, his expression softened, and she knew he’d read her thoughts yet again.


  “I don’t want this to end too soon,” he said. He stood, pausing to dig something out of his jeans pocket and leading her toward the bed. When they reached it, Mila pressed her body against him, the hard length of his cock bumping against her abdomen.


  Steele’s hands moved down to cup her ass cheeks, holding their roundness in his palms.


  She stood up on her tiptoes to meet him, and he lifted her off the floor and stepped toward the bed behind her.


  Mila spread her knees wide and wrapped her legs around his hips.


  His lips claimed hers, and she allowed herself to get lost in his kiss, in the strength of his arms holding her.


  Slowly, he lowered them to the bed and pulled away from her, staring at her with hooded eyes. With one hand, he waved a condom package in the air and then gave it to her.


  She accepted it with a smile. This time, Mila laughed aloud and turned onto her side, reaching out to touch his cock and run her palm along his hard length. “Nice,” she murmured.


  “So’s this,” Steele replied, running his fingertip through the valley between her breasts.


  Slowly, Mila tore open the condom wrapper and unrolled the sheath down over the length of him.


  His jaw clenched at her touch, and he leaned back and blew out a controlled breath. “On top of me,” he instructed tersely.


  Mila straddled him with her knees on either side of his hips, sinking down into the mattress. She was slick, wet, ready, every nerve ending screaming for him to take her.


  He positioned himself against her opening, and when Mila began sliding down him, he gripped her hips tightly.


  Mila continued dropping until she was fully seated and he was sheathed inside her.


  “God, yes,” Steele said. “You’re perfect.”


  Mila leaned forward to wrap her arms around his neck and threaded her fingers into the hair at his nape, placing her mouth against his and kissing him as she began moving up and down.


  His hand slipped between their chests, his strong fingers playing with her nipples, tweaking them until Mila moaned into his mouth. With his cock, he pushed upward, matching her stroke for stroke, until she felt his cock bumping against the furthest reaches inside her.


  Within moments, they found their rhythm and began moving together, their bodies perfectly synchronized.


  No longer truly kissing but moaning inside each other’s mouths, they were connected, their lovemaking intense.


  He moved one hand down between them to slide it over her clit, pressing against it when they met, his touch growing lighter when they separated, then pressing against her again.


  Mila began pumping against him faster, her breasts bouncing against him, scraping across his chest.


  Her pussy clenched around his cock, and Mila leaned back, crying out his name as he pushed into her core once again and her orgasm exploded throughout her entire body.


  He wrapped his free arm around her waist, keeping her moving even as the shudders that ran through her body left her trembling and weak—and then he clamped her down against him as he continued pumping into her. He took one breast in his mouth, sucking in hard. The continued movements caused her to come yet again, and this time, he came with her, his cock jerking inside her and setting off yet another orgasm in conjunction with his thumb still moving across her clit.


  Slowly, he loosened his grip on her. He pulled away from her breast and dropped a light kiss on her hard, wet nipple.


  Mila shivered, then collapsed her forehead against his shoulder.


  He turned his face and kissed her neck. “That was amazing,” he said. “You’re amazing.”


  Mila laughed shakily. “You’re not so bad yourself.” She lifted herself off him. He grasped the condom around the base of his cock as she stood. “I’ll be right back,” she promised.


  When she returned from the bathroom, Steele wore a pensive expression. “What’s up?” Mila asked.


  “What do you have holding you back in Dallas?” Steele asked instead of answering her question, brushing Mila’s hair back out of her face.


  She thought about it for a moment. “Absolutely nothing.”


  “Will you stay longer? I want you to be my mate, but I also want you to know exactly what you’re getting into. Wolves and humans are very different.”


  As he spoke, Mila felt anxiety rush through him—not because he was afraid of her staying but because he was afraid she might leave.


  But Mila was certain that would never happen again.


  “Yes,” she said. “On one condition.”


  “What’s that?”


  “You come to Dallas and help me move everything I own out of Jeffrey’s apartment.”


  Steele threw his head back and laughed. “I would love to do that. And I will even arrange to have it all brought here.”


  Mila curled in closer to him, resting her head on his shoulder. “Just in case you’re wondering…I don’t plan to ever leave here again.”


  “Good,” Steele said. “Because I don’t think I could ever let you go.”


  Chapter 25


  “Your mother? You want me to meet your mother? Now?” Mila stared up at Steele, wide-eyed with surprise. His own silvery blue eyes smiled back at her.


  “Yes, yes, and yes.”


  “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”


  Steele’s smile turned into a chuckle. “Mila Wright. Are you telling me that you can face down bears, kidnappers, and werewolves but you’re afraid of my mother?”


  A hot blush rose to her cheeks. “All those other things could do is hurt or kill me,” she muttered. “Your mother could actually ruin my life.”


  Now Steele’s chuckle became a full-throated laugh. “She’s going to love you. Come on. She’s waiting in the breakfast room.”


  Mila followed him out of his suite, down the halls of the Moonstone Lodge, through the lobby, and into what Steele called the “breakfast room”—but it looked more like a giant meeting space, or maybe a small, rustic ballroom with polished wooden logs serving as ceiling beams and paneling the walls.


  A woman sat at a small round table off to one corner, next to a conference table covered with a white tablecloth holding urns of coffee and tea. A small plate of cookies and muffins sat in the middle of the round table.


  “Hello, Mother,” Steele said, leaning down to brush a kiss across her cheek before turning to gesture at Mila. “This is Mila Wright. Mila, this is my mother, Clarissa Jacobs.”


  Clarissa stood and held out both her hands to take Mila’s, gazing into the younger woman’s eyes searchingly.


  With a start, Mila realized that gazing into Clarissa’s eyes was just like staring into Steele’s—they both had silvery-blue eyes that seemed like they ought to be cold, but deep within them lurked an abiding kindness.


  In fact, Clarissa was like a smaller, feminized version of Steele. Same eyes, same high cheekbones, same dark hair, though Clarissa’s was just beginning to show a few streaks of gray, and there were just a few smile lines around her eyes. Other than that, though, she looked far too young to be the mother of an adult man.


  “So you’re Steele’s fated mate,” Clarissa murmured.


  “That’s what he tells me.”


  Clarissa squeezed Mila’s hands and let go to gesture at the food and drink. “Would you like some tea or coffee? Feel free to take something to eat too.”


  Mila poured a cup of coffee, more to find something to do with her hands than because she wanted it.


  When she took a seat across from Clarissa, the older woman gazed at her for a few seconds longer.


  Mila had just taken a sip of her unwanted coffee when Clarissa said, “I understand you were supposed to marry someone else just a few days ago.”


  The coffee burned her throat, and Mila choked. “Um…that’s right,” she finally managed to say.


  “What happened to change that?”


  Clarissa’s tone wasn’t at all censorious. Rather, she sounded kind and gentle, and Mila found herself pouring out the whole story to Steele’s mother—minus a few of the more graphic details.


  When she was done, Clarissa regarded her for another long moment, then took a drink from her own cup. Tea, Mila thought.


  “That’s what happened,” she said slowly. “But what’s changed?”


  “I have,” Mila said simply. When Clarissa nodded at her to continue, she added, “I’ve realized in the last few days that Jeffrey and I were never right for each other.”


  “In what ways?”


  Her mouth twisted as she thought. “Well, for one thing, he never took what I wanted into consideration. We always went where he wanted to go, did what he wanted to do.”


  “So why did you agree to marry him?”


  Mila’s laugh held little humor. “I didn’t have anyone else—other than Becky, that is. And I couldn’t believe my good luck. He was handsome and wealthy, and I was stunned that he wanted me, of all people.”


  Clarissa tilted her head. “Steele is all those things.”


  This time, Mila’s laugh was genuine, happy. “Ah—but I only knew about the handsome part when we first met. And Steele…he’s completely different. He cares about people. Not just me—though it’s obvious I’m important to him, of course—everything he does is for the good of his people. His pack,” she added, still not entirely comfortable with the word but learning to use it.


  She paused for a moment, gathering her thoughts. “Steele is strong, kind, generous.” And amazing in bed, she added to herself, managing not to say it aloud—but from the glint in Clarissa’s eyes, Mila suspected she knew exactly what the younger woman was thinking. “All those characteristics…well, they’re important. They’re everything.”


  Clarissa gazed at her for another moment as Mila’s heartbeat ratcheted up.


  Then a slow, broad smile curved across Clarissa’s face, and she reached out across the table to take Mila’s hands again.


  “Welcome to the Moonstone Pack,” she said. “Welcome to our family.”


  Tears welled up in Mila’s eyes, and she blinked them back. Clearly Steele had inherited more than his looks from his mother.


  What would it be like to have a woman like Clarissa on her side?


  Mila suspected she was about to find out.
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  When Mila and Clarissa exited the breakfast room, Steele stood leaning back with his elbows propped against the check-in counter.


  “I’ll expect you two to come to dinner soon,” Clarissa admonished him, and Mila was delighted to see the teasing glimmer in his eyes as he leaned down to kiss her cheek again.


  “We’ll see,” he said.


  Clarissa poked his chest with one finger. “Smartass. Day after tomorrow. Got it?”


  “Got it, Mother. We’ll see you then.” As Clarissa exited the Moonstone Lodge, Steele turned to Mila. “How’d it go?”


  She started to answer him, then paused, thinking about what she was learning about werewolves. “You heard everything, didn’t you?”


  He gave a sheepish shrug. “Pretty much.”


  “Shifter hearing or our mate bond?”


  “A combination of both.”


  “So you know how it went.”


  He grinned. “She likes you. I’m glad.”


  “I like her too. And I’m also glad.” She blew out a gusty breath. “You have no idea.”


  She started to turn to kiss Steele but paused, remembering Jeffrey’s response to public displays of affection.


  Then she shook her head.


  She’d just finished telling Clarissa how different Steele was from Jeffrey—how different she was with Steele.


  “Carpe diem, damn it,” she murmured under her breath as she reached up to twine her arms around Steele’s neck.


  “What?” he asked, pulling back a little to gaze down at her with a bemused half smile.


  “Nothing.” She shook her head. “Just reminding myself to live life to the fullest every single day.”


  Steele nodded, apparently picking up as much from their mental link as she was able to convey through words. “Maybe I can help you with that.”


  In one swift move, he scooped her up in his arms and strode through the lobby toward his suite in the lodge.


  Laughing, Mila started to protest.


  But then she caught an image from Steele—one of what, exactly, he planned to do with her once he got her to his bed.


  She blinked and turned wide eyes up toward him, dropping one hand down from his neck to rest it against his chest, where she could feel the heat of his skin, the steady, reassuring thump of his heartbeat. “Really? Again? Already? Don’t you have to prepare to meet with the new Idaho alpha tomorrow?”


  “Really. Absolutely. And I can prepare for the Idahos later.” His voice was a growl, a deep rumble that echoed in his chest under Mila’s fingertips. “But first, I am going to carpe diem the fuck out of you.”


  “Oh,” she breathed out, her voice somewhere between a laugh and a sigh. “Yes. Please.”


  Epilogue


  Three days later, Mila and Steele met with Franklin Ellerson, the new alpha of the Idaho Pack, as Ryker, sitting at the desk in Steele’s office, watched on his laptop through the security system he and Steele had installed in the meeting room the night before.


  “I don’t trust this new alpha any more than I trusted Deacon,” Steele had told him as they’d set up the camera system the day before.


  “Me either,” Ryker had said.


  “It’s important to me that you know that my lieutenants and I don’t make any claim on Moonstone territory,” Ellerson was now saying.


  Mila watched him carefully. She had also noted that something about this man didn’t sit right with her, and Ryker agreed with her skepticism about his claims.


  But Steele believed it was important to give the Idahos the opportunity to make amends for their previous alpha’s actions, especially if they had not participated in the attack—and as neither Steele nor any of the other pack members had smelled or seen Ellerson that night, Steele was willing to give the man a chance. Which meant Ryker had to be willing to allow the other, brand-new alpha the benefit of the doubt as well.


  So now the Moonstones were meeting with Franklin Ellerson and the Idahos.


  All the Moonstones, that was, except for Ryker.


  “I want you to go undercover, get in with the Idahos,” Steele had said to him. “See what you can find out. Ellerson might not be as insane as Deacon was, but there’s a good chance that will make him an even more formidable adversary.”


  And as much as Ryker hated the idea of leaving his alpha to face Ellerson alone, he knew that there were plenty of other wolves who would protect Steele while Ryker was gone, when it came right down to it.


  Given the small size of the Idahos’ delegation to this summit, though, Ryker suspected none of the Idahos would be making a move today—or anytime soon, for that matter.


  So Ryker watched his alpha meet with the other pack’s leader through cameras rather than in person, feeling half-blind with his inability to scent any danger.


  On the screen in front of him, Clarissa—Ryker’s aunt and Steele’s mother—stood with an arm around Mila’s waist.


  Mila practically glowed with happiness.


  From what Steele had told Ryker about Mila’s early life—losing her parents first and then eventually her grandmother as well—Ryker wasn’t entirely surprised that Mila was fitting in so very well with the Moonstone Pack. The woman needed a family.


  And he had never seen his alpha quite so happy.


  On the one hand, Ryker was thrilled for his cousin. But he had to admit to a certain amount of jealousy as well.


  To find one’s fated mate like that? It was every wolf shifter’s dream—even if that fated mate was a human.


  Shaking his head, Ryker focused again on the meeting on the screen. He’d been listening carefully up until that point, paying attention to Steele’s discussion with Ellerson and trying not to let his mind drift. Of course, there wasn’t anything in this treaty that he and Steele hadn’t discussed earlier.


  His gaze floated across the rest of the crowd, and Ryker allowed his instincts to take over. Sometimes a wolf shifter’s instincts were even better than his conscious mind. The Moonstone Pack members sat on one side of the meeting room, and the Idahos sat on the other, as if by mutual agreement.


  Everyone looked as bored as Ryker felt.


  That’s a good sign—it doesn’t look like anyone is gearing up to start a fight.


  His gaze drifted across the group of shifters again.


  That was when he saw her.


  A beautiful blonde woman sitting near the back of the Idaho delegation, eyes downcast. Instantly, something about her drew Ryker to her.


  I have to get a sense of how she smells, he realized.


  But even as the thought crossed his mind, he realized it was wrong.


  Because his inner wolf was already chanting inside his mind.


  Mine.


  Mine.


  Mine.


  And he knew he would never be able to let anyone else have her.
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  Enjoyed this book? Be sure to leave a review on Kobo! Want to learn what happens for the Moonstone Pack? Get Ryker’s story next.
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