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        Loch

        Blackfoot, Yukon

      

      

      

      It was him. It had to be him. My dragon stirred as he came into view. Tall, confident, with a ready smile for everyone he passed on the street. He wore faded blue jeans and a red and black checkered shirt. Easy. Casual. But still, I sensed the predatory nature of his gait.

      I slipped my phone out of my pocket and slid it open. My mother, Avelina, had sent a picture of him, but I didn’t need it. I could smell a tiger a mile away. But, it was him, all right. Tanned skin. Blond hair with just a touch of silver at the temples. Big. Broad like a linebacker.

      “You can’t leave anything to chance,” she’d said. “It’s too important. Not even your brothers know. They can’t. Not this time.” The echo of her words stabbed through me. Her pain came with them. She let herself be vulnerable to me. In my three hundred and seven years of life, she rarely did.

      There had been such desperation in her voice. Tears spilled down her cheeks and she could barely breathe. I’d never seen her like this. No, that’s not true. I’d seen her like this only once before.

      Almost two years ago, she’d been struck by a dragonstone arrow. It nearly killed her. My four brothers and I had felt the life begin to drain from her. But, before she died, she relived the memory of the day my father was murdered. Until that moment, I hadn’t known she witnessed it. She never told us. It was too painful for her to talk about. Except, I knew now that she’d relived it over and over again for nearly seven centuries.

      “But, how can she be sure?” I asked. We were still in Durness at the time. It had been the day after my brother Finn’s wedding to Gemma. I was happy for him. Elated, really. But, I couldn’t deny my jealousy. Finn was safe. Cured. He would never have to wake with the nightmares of losing control. He’d found his mate and she’d made him whole. Now, it was only my brother Kian and me in the grip of madness.

      Mating sickness. It can happen to all shifters, but for dragons like us, more is at stake. I’d never seen a rogue dragon. I’d never seen any other dragon save for my brothers and my mother. The others are dead now. Wiped out centuries ago by shifters and witches who stole our power to further their own war with each other. It was just us now. The Brandharts are the last of our kind, and my mother raised us to do whatever we had to to survive. And that’s why I was here, sitting at a counter in the only diner in this backwoods, ends-of-the-earth Yukon town.

      Weeks ago, my mother had taken a meeting with the oldest witch in Durness, California. Delia Bradbury. The woman had a deep pedigree, leading all the way back to the Salem Witch Trials. Before my mother even said it, I knew Delia had no reason to lie. We’d done something for her. Helped her root out a traitor in her coven. Because of it, Delia felt she owed my mother one last debt. It’s a dangerous thing to owe a debt to a dragon.

      “Yeager,” Avelina said, sharing the information Delia gave her with only me. “His name is Yeager. He’s moved around a lot. I lost track of him in South America over thirty years ago. I made a bargain with a pack of jaguar shifters he was working for on a mining crew at the time. They promised to deliver him to me, but they got sloppy. Couldn’t keep their own affairs in order. He disappeared.”

      “Jesus,” I whispered. “Do you even think he knows?”

      “It doesn’t matter what he knows,” she said, her voice barely more than a hiss. “It only matters what’s in his blood. Of that, there can be no doubt. This is family business, Loch. Retribution. With your father’s dying breath, he made me swear one thing. Vengeance. It’s the only thing he asked for. It’s the only thing that kept me going for all those years. Every time I thought I was safe, the tigers found me. Generation after generation. They swore their own pact and the sons and grandsons of Christoph Jeger kept coming to kill me. I went into hiding for centuries because of it. They’ll never stop coming, so I won’t either. Now, it’s up to you to keep this promise to the father you never knew. I don’t ask much of you. But, you will do this one thing for me, or you are no son of mine.”

      My heart turned to stone as she touched my cheek. In an instant, she showed me her pain. My father’s pain. He lay frozen, bound by magic as the tigers closed in and ripped out his throat. I felt their hatred, their lust for the power that flowed through my father’s veins. Dragon blood has deep magic. One small drop of it can heal a lesser shifter and bring him back from the brink of death. Weapons forged with Dragonfire can kill a shifter almost instantly. And dragonstone, the fossils made from our own eggs, are what they used to kill us.

      If I closed my eyes, I could see my father’s killer. A tiger, bigger than any I’d ever seen. His golden eyes glowed with malice as he took one, last, graceful, almost balletic step and delivered his coup de grace. He sliced my father’s jugular with his claw. Christoph Jeger’s dragonstone arrow had ripped my father’s heart in two.

      Christoph’s face dissolved in my memory. Another replaced it. The eyes were the same.

      “Yeager,” my mother had said, holding up the photograph. “It’s Yeager now. Clint Yeager. He’s the last of Christoph’s line. It’s a simple thing I’m asking. Avenge your father. Take him out. End the war once and for all.”

      Clint Yeager. Seven centuries had passed, but the power and malice in his gaze were the same as his ancestor’s. Yeager had that tiger swagger as he crossed the street, heading for the hardware store. I took a slow sip of coffee and flipped the page of the newspaper I’d picked up. My spine tingled. I could smell his blood as I watched the life leech out of him. It would be my coup de grace.

      I folded the newspaper. The diner was nearly empty now. Too late for the breakfast crowd. A bit too early for lunch. Two old men sat across from each other in a corner booth. I felt their eyes on me, though their conversation stayed pleasant, disinterested.

      The owner of the diner worked behind the grill. One waitress wiped down menus at the end of the counter. She gave me a polite smile as I turned on my stool.

      I closed my eyes and inhaled. Blackfoot was a dangerous town, crawling with shifters of every kind. The old-timers in the booth were both wolves. Betas, but still able to sense someone like me if I wasn’t careful. They would never guess what I was. Their kind didn’t believe in dragons anymore. But, they would feel the fire magic around me and know I wasn’t human. A mage, perhaps, they would think.

      The diner owner was a cat of some sort. He didn’t throw off power like Yeager did. He was no tiger. Panther, maybe.

      Yeager was almost across the street. Someone out of my sight line drew his attention. Yeager raised a hand and waved. He was casual. Easy. In command. It seemed everyone in Blackfoot knew him. God, how did they all live like this? Tigers. Panthers. Wolves. In the distance, I even caught the unmistakable, pungent, earthy scent of some bear shifters. Where were the boundaries?

      The sooner I did what I came for and got the hell out of Blackfoot, the better. The shifter stench was starting to get to me. The longer I stayed, the harder it would be to control my dragon.

      I slid off my stool and put a twenty on the counter. Today, I would just follow Yeager. When I took him out, I’d need him to be alone. Not that I couldn’t handle any shifter around him, but the less attention I drew, the better. Avelina gave me nothing more than his name and this town. I needed more.

      I planned to follow him for just a little while today. Find out where Yeager worked. Where he lived. Later, I’d begin studying his routines.

      Yeager stopped in the middle of the street. He scented something. It made him tilt his head to the side, but he didn’t take a defensive posture.

      As I made my way to the front of the diner, a thunderbolt hit me straight in the chest. A roar ripped out of me. Yeager froze and sniffed the air. He caught my scent now, but didn’t know what it was. I gripped the mug so hard I cracked the handle. Fire gathered in my belly. The easy conversation from the wolves in the booth stopped.

      Fuck. I couldn’t draw this much attention this early. But...there was...something...

      The air shifted, and my senses heightened. A beat-up red pickup pulled into a space right in front of me, momentarily blocking my view of Yeager. My spine chilled as a new scent took hold.

      A woman slid out of the driver’s seat. As she slammed the door shut, her dark hair swished around her shoulders. My vision tunneled as I narrowed in on her. I could see every strand of her hair. Darkest at the roots and where it framed her face. Then, it grew lighter at the ends, becoming golden blonde.

      She dropped her keys on the ground and bent to pick them up. My jeans tightened and I went on high alert. I’d never scented anything like her before. Sweet, primal, intoxicating. She was gorgeous, with high, strong cheekbones, full sensual lips. She had a small waist but ample cleavage that nearly spilled out of the white tank top she wore beneath her flannel shirt. She was strong and toned, an athlete, for sure. She moved with a familiar, easy grace.

      Her legs were sculpted muscle in cutoff jeans. She wore battered work boots. She seemed to rise in slow motion as she straightened and flicked her hair over her shoulder.

      I wanted her. A growl ripped from my throat. It was too low for someone like her to hear. She was human. And yet...there was something...other about her.

      Clint Yeager was heading straight for her. My fingers turned to talons. I was losing control. I saw Clint’s tiger eyes glint as he focused on her. He was after her. His look was unmistakable. Protective. Possessive. Alpha male.

      I rose, ready to get between them. If he so much as touched her…

      I existed outside myself. The men in the booth, the diner owner, even the waitress stopped to watch me. This was bad. Disastrous. I was about to blow my cover within the first hour of getting here.

      The woman’s step quickened as Yeager crossed the distance between them. She let out a lilting laugh that warmed my blood. A vision flashed behind my eyes. Her soft hair tickled my chest as she hovered above me and licked those luscious lips.

      “Hey, baby girl,” Yeager said. Deep lines creased his face as he smiled, showing straight, white teeth, the canines just a bit longer than the rest. I took a step toward the door, struggling to keep my dragon in check.

      As Yeager got close, the woman spread her arms wide and threw herself at him. Yeager caught her with one arm and planted a kiss on her cheek. She smirked at him. They were comfortable. Easy. Yeager was still scanning the street, aware of being watched but not yet certain where the threat was. I let out a hard breath, struggling to push my dragon way down where none of them could sense it.

      “Phew,” the woman said, waving her hand in front of her nose as the two of them headed straight for the diner. “Dad, you smell like wet cat.”

      I took a faltering step backward and found my way back to my spot at the counter. I picked up my newspaper again and motioned for the waitress to pour me another cup of coffee. Her words hammered through me until all I could hear was just the one.

      Dad?
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        Ash

      

      

      “We need to talk.” The second the words came out of my father’s mouth, my back went up. I put a smile on my face, trying to tamp down the rise of my temper. Still, I could feel it bubbling along my spine. I knew what he was going to say. As we headed toward the Blackfoot Diner, I did a quick check inside. Was my brother already in there? Was he the one who ratted me out?

      “Hey, Sonny,” Dad called. Sonny Magrum waved from the little window behind the counter into the kitchen. Sonny was old school, wearing a white t-shirt over his pot belly and a white sailor’s cap from his navy days. Sonny was a panther shifter from Arkansas. He knew my dad from way back. There was a story between them Dad refused to tell.

      Dad had a hand on my lower back, guiding me to his favorite booth by the window. He always took the seat facing the door. I scooted into my seat and tried to keep that smile on my face.

      Dad gave a nod to Rod and Davy sitting in their usual corner booth. Wolf shifters from northern Cali, they used to be part of Todd Dalton’s crew over in Dawson City. Now, they were too old to mine, but plenty young enough to get in everyone else’s business. Normally, I’d think they were harmless, but somebody had been shooting their mouths off about something. My father was terrible at hiding his thoughts.

      When Nadine, Sonny’s niece, came over with coffee, my dad was practically nonverbal. “Just bring him a bacon cheese omelet,” I said. “Toast for me.” Nadine poured the coffee with a smile and scooted out of earshot. Even she could sense the tension in my father’s face.

      There was a man at the counter with his nose in a newspaper. I’d kind of ignored him as we walked in, but now it seemed a little odd that he’d never looked up. Everyone looked up when my father entered a room. Not this guy though.

      With his back to us, I couldn’t tell if he was young or old. He had light brown, thick hair that just brushed the collar of his black t-shirt. He had massive shoulders and solid biceps. He sat with his legs slightly apart, as if they were too long to really fit in the space in front of them. One of his feet vibrated on the metal ring at the base of the stool. Whoever he was, he seemed almost as agitated as my father. Shifter, definitely. Except...save for that one foot, he sat still as granite.

      “How are things at Little Sister?” Dad said, drawing my attention back to him. It was a bullshit question. He wouldn’t have asked me to meet him for brunch unless he already suspected the answer.

      “When are you going to let me name my own ground, Dad?” I said, smiling. This was a sore point between us. Last year, my father finally agreed to let me run my own crew on my own patch of gold-rich, virgin ground.

      “Maybe when you prove you can turn a profit,” he said, sipping his coffee. There was a tiny bit of mirth in the twinkle of his eyes, but I still got defensive.

      “It undermines me,” I said. “It’s patronizing.”

      Dad set his cup down. “Lighten up. I named that cut when you were still in diapers. It stuck. Same as Will’s first.”

      My older brother Will had been mining with his own crew for over a decade. He’d started out on a patch of ground my father named Big Brother. I knew he was right. It shouldn’t matter. I was being petty.

      “It doesn’t help me,” I said.

      My dad’s eyes flashed gold. Here it came. “Alecia, if you think renaming your cut is what’ll keep your crew in line…”

      “My crew is in line!” I said, not intending to shout it. I looked down, took a breath, then lowered my voice. “I told you if I had a problem, I’d come to you. I don’t have a problem.”

      Dad sat back and draped his arm over the back of the booth. His nose twitched and his jaw tightened. I knew that look. His tiger wanted to roar. If he let it out that much, it would blow my hair back. From the corner of my eye, I saw the guy at the counter straighten. He didn’t turn, but I swore I could see the hairs on the back his neck stand on end from here. It was a reaction I was accustomed to around here. So, he was another shifter. I was usually pretty good at pegging them. Bear, probably. He had the size of one.

      “What about Len, Pete, and Tommy?” My father trained those flashing tiger eyes straight at me. Dammit. “Word is they walked off the site yesterday.”

      “Who told you that?” I said, again, my voice rising. God, I hated the way I sounded. “Let me guess, Will’s been talking shit behind my back.”

      “This is Blackfoot,” he said. “Word gets around. You of all people know that. Those three have been working on crews of mine for twenty years, Alecia. What’s going on out there? If you’re in trouble, you promised me you’d ask for help.”

      “The problem is, Len, Pete, and Tommy have been working on crews of yours for twenty years. Dad, they were never going to see me as anything but your kid. They look to you. I don’t want that kind of vibe.”

      He let out a sigh. “Those are experienced guys. Good guys. Just, give it a day. They’ll cool off. I’ll talk to them and get them back out there for you. It’s going to be okay.”

      I finished the last of my coffee and braced myself for how he’d react to my next words. “Dad, I don’t want you to ask them back. They didn’t walk off. I fired them.”

      He growled. The windows vibrated. Davy and Rod fell silent. They rose in unison, gave my father an uncomfortable smile, then got the hell out of the diner. Great. It was going to take a hot minute for them to blab this little squabble all over town.

      “Baby, we are already two weeks into the season. You can’t afford a setback like this.”

      “I know what I can afford,” I said. “You need to trust me. I have to be able to run my crew my way or not at all. If they don’t respect me out there, if they think you or Will are the real bosses, it’s going to kill my ability to function. I know what I’m doing. I promise. You’ll see. The proof will be in the clean-ups.”

      “This isn’t an internship or a hobby. Those guys depend on what they earn in the next twelve weeks to feed their families for the entire year.” He tapped his fingers on the back of the bench.

      “Why did you give the cut to me?” I asked.

      His face fell. “Alecia…”

      “No, I mean it. Was it Mom? Were you just trying to get her off your back for a summer? Did you ever have any intention of giving me a real shot at running my own outfit? Christ, Dad. I know this business too. I learned from the best, remember? You gave Will his own cut when he was twenty. I’m twenty-five. I’ve earned it. You know I have. You’ve seen what I can do.”

      To his credit, he at least looked miserable. My father tore a hand through his hair and his eyes darkened. “I don’t want to say it. I know what it sounds like. I’m not… Dammit. You’re a woman. And you’re…”

      “Human,” I finished for him. “I’m aware of that, Dad. You think I could ever forget that? You think I haven’t had that thrown in my face since the day I was born? I know what everyone says behind my back too. I live in a house full of shifters. I’ve worked alongside shifters my whole life. Hell, I know you better than you know yourself.”

      “I have never treated you differently because of that,” he said through gritted teeth. “But I will not sit here and pretend it doesn’t mean you don’t have to work twice as hard to…”

      “I do,” I said. “I’ve worked ten times as hard to get half as far as Will. And I’ll keep doing it. But you have to believe me that I am managing things just fine at that mine. I don’t care that Len and Pete and Tommy don’t think so. Yes, I’ve got a young crew. But they’re hungry. They’re not set in their ways. I know how to get the best out of them. All I ask is that you let me prove that to you without you interfering. I really do know what I’m doing.”

      I reached for my father’s hand. A vein popped in his temple. I could sense his urge to go tiger on me. That was his go to when he thought he had to protect me. Only right this second, he was the one causing me the most trouble.

      His phone rang in his back pocket. It was Mom’s ringtone. I let go of his hand. “Better take that,” I said. “I’ll wait right here.”

      His nostrils flared as he slid out of the booth. No doubt Mom was calling to see how our meeting went. It made feel sorry for him for a second. Almost. To him, it would feel like an ambush. He excused himself and walked out of the diner. I held back a laugh as I watched him pace. Whatever my mother was saying, she wasn’t letting him get a word in.

      I took the opportunity to head to the bathroom for a quick second. When I came out, my father was still talking and pacing. I stopped at the counter. It was empty, save for the stranger with the newspaper. My skin pricked as I turned to look at him.

      He was staring straight at me, his eyes flashing gold. They were like my father’s a little, but burned even brighter. Not a tiger. But, not a bear either. What the hell was he? As he twisted his stool to face me full on, my heart skipped and the air went out of me. He rose to his full height and my eyes went up and up.

      Oh, he was shifter, all right. I could practically feel his animal clawing to get out.

      “Did you enjoy the show?” I asked, my throat feeling dry as sandpaper.

      He cocked his head to the side as he regarded me. He really was something magnificent to behold with his chiseled jaw, thick caramel-colored hair, and a sexy cleft in his chin. I knew an Alpha when I saw one. My eyes went to his hands. They were about as big as dinner plates with long, strong fingers. He filled out his denim in all the right places and wore a shiny belt buckle and worn cowboy boots. Yet, there was something about the way he carried himself with his back rod straight. He seemed more...I don’t know...sophisticated than the usual meatheads that ran around Blackfoot.

      “I wasn’t really listening,” he said. His deep voice vibrated through me, sending a flash of heat straight to my toes. Oh, boy.

      “You’re not from Blackfoot,” I said. My body went on autopilot. I found myself extending a hand to his.

      He hesitated, frozen for a second. Then, he reached for me. His grip was firm and strong, but gentle. Fire shot through me as our skin touched. What the actual hell was this guy?

      “Loch,” he said. “Bran...Loch Branson.”

      “Well, nice to meet you, Bran-lock-Branson. I’m…”

      “Alecia,” he said, smiling. “I guess I heard at least that part.”

      I scowled. “Nobody calls me that but him. It’s Ash. Ash Yeager.”

      That little flash of gold came back into his eyes. When they cooled, they were the deepest sable brown.

      “Any story behind that?” he asked. “Ash?”

      He was still holding my hand. I felt stuck there, not wanting to let go. “Sure,” I said. “Ask around.”

      Oh, that smile of his. He was probably used to melting the pants off women with it. I got unstuck and drew my hand away.

      Just then, my father came back into the diner. I jerked my chin at Loch Branson and started back toward our booth. Dad was sweating. Red-faced and flustered, he could barely sit down. Apparently, my mother had ripped him a new one over me.

      “All right,” he said. “I’ll stay out of your shit. But you still haven’t answered me with what you plan to do about your shortage of manpower. You wanna be treated just like Will and my other crew bosses? Fine. You’d better believe I’d be straight up their asses on this. You aren’t going to be able to find replacements for them this late in the season. Firing three experienced guys without having a plan B was foolish...it doesn’t matter if....”

      “Oh,” I said. I could still feel Branson’s eyes at my back. I don’t know what went through me. Maybe it was having my father throw down a gauntlet. Maybe it was anger at knowing my brother probably had been the one to rat me out about firing my father’s men. “I’ve already hired a replacement.”

      My father blinked slow. He became aware of the hulking man standing behind me. I acted on instinct. On impulse. And maybe a heaping dose of stupidity. “Sorry. I was going to tell you, but Mom called. This is my new hire,” I said. “Loch Branson. He’ll be on a rock truck by the end of the day.”

      Loch could have hung me out to dry. He didn’t really know me. I was banking on the fact that a guy who looked like him wouldn’t just show up in Blackfoot during gold mining season without wanting to work. He shifted his weight and a tiny smile played at the corner of his mouth.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said to me, bypassing the stunned look on my dad’s face. “Just show me where I can bunk.”
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      “You think this is a good idea why?” My mother was breathing so hard she might have melted the phone in my hand. I’d told her three times about taking the job on one of Yeagers’ mining crews. I had yet to tell her about Ash.

      Ash. I could still feel her touch on my arm as she put herself between her father and me. His tiger had nearly ripped out of him, though I knew his senses betrayed him. I was no wolf. No bear. Nothing he’d ever encountered before. The idea of a dragon shifter shouldn’t even have been on his radar. We were dead. And yet...I saw the flash of recognition in his eyes. Instinct put it there. Had the world fallen away in that instant and I faced him alone, he would have been out for blood.

      “It’ll put me right where I need to be,” I said. “Give me a few days. I’ll get close to that bastard. It’s perfect.”

      “It’s horrible,” she said. “Loch, this wasn’t a recon mission. I want you in and out. You don’t understand what you’re dealing with. Jegers have been trying to kill us for…”

      “I know the history!” I said. I gritted my teeth, trying to control my tone. “You’ve got to trust me.” The second the words came out, I recognized the irony in them. I’d just overheard Ash telling her father the very same thing.

      “Blackfoot is unique,” I said, trying to appeal to my mother’s rational side. “I’ve never sensed so many shifters in one place. From what I can tell, they’ve taken over all the local mining operations here. Bear, wolf...tiger.”

      “Well, isn’t that just a wonderful little shifter utopia for them. Good Christ, Loch. That’s all the more reason for you to do your job and get the hell out of there as fast as you can. The longer you stay…”

      “If I do this as a slash and burn, I’ll risk exposing what I am to at least three different kinds of shifters. Or...they’ll assume it was a fire witch. You really want that on your conscience?”

      A few years ago, I knew my mother’s answer would have been an instant yes. Things were different now though. My brother Finn was mated to the most powerful fire witch in the world. Gemma was one of us now, under our protection. I could not do anything that might ignite a shifter war with her coven. In just a few months, she’d give birth to my niece. The only child of mixed dragon and mage blood ever born, as far as we knew. No, this had to be a surgical strike. There was far too much at stake.

      “It’s dangerous for you to be there too long,” Avelina said. Stripped of its rage, her voice held nothing but desperate worry.

      “I can take care of myself,” I said. “Let me do this my way.”

      “One week,” she said. “And I can’t believe I’m even saying that. Let me send your brothers. I’d feel so much better if…”

      “No!” The idea of any of my brothers coming anywhere near Ash sent a wave of anger through me that caught me by surprise. Where the hell was that coming from?

      “No,” I said softer. “Finn needs to stay by Gemma’s side. Gideon and Xander have their own families to look out for. No one here has the faintest clue what I am. It’s just me. If you send the whole dragon cavalry, they’re going to start piecing things together.”

      “Kian then,” she said.

      I dropped my head. My brother Kian had long been the worst off of all of us. His mating sickness had begun to rob him of his balance. He rarely left the catacombs beneath Chicago now. He was further down the path we all feared. Except Xander, Gideon, and Finn were safe. This was the second lie I had told my mother besides keeping quiet about Ash. It was just too hard for me to be around Kian lately. I hated myself a little for it.

      “I have it under control,” I said. “I’ll call you in a day or two. Don’t come here. Don’t send any of my brothers. Again, trust me. The less this town senses of dragon magic, the better. I’ll find the right time and place to do what I came here for.”

      “See that you do,” she said. “You said it yourself. It’s not just us at risk anymore. If the Jegers figure out about my grandbabies...if they…”

      “They won’t,” I assured her. “It’s going to be okay. Call me if you need me. I have to go. I’m past due at the jobsite. This is a good thing. I promise.”

      My mother made a gruff noise, but didn’t argue any further. I took that as a victory and said goodbye. I tossed the phone on the seat of my truck and gripped the steering wheel.

      I parked at the top of a hill just before the entrance to the Yeager gold mines. After asking around town and pulling up a map online, I learned the main, money-making cuts branched off to the north of this dirt road. Ash’s operation, the so-called Little Sister cut, was just below me.

      Her gigantic wash plant belched and churned as dirt and rock bumped down its massive conveyor belt. Rock trucks tore down the road leading up to it, dumping their loads. Beyond that, dozers scratched through the main cut, hunting for gold-rich paydirt to dump in the giant loading trucks ready to haul back to the plant. To the east of the main activity sat a dozen rickety-looking trailers. One of those was supposed to be Ash Yeager’s office. She told me to report there.

      I punched the truck into gear and headed down the road, avoiding the outgoing rock trucks. If what she said yesterday held, I’d be driving one of those to start out. Though I hadn’t planned for this kind of work, I had some experience. Thirty years ago, when we broke ground on the Brandhart Building on Chicago’s Gold Coast, Kian and I insisted on working the construction site ourselves for a while. The two of us felt more suited to it than the boardroom and business-dealing side Xander and Gideon excelled at then. I’d mellowed some over the years, but the pure, clean air and smell of dirt worked their way into my blood. I’d even had experience as a silver miner in the nineteenth century. It had been another diversion my mother hated.

      One of the trailers stood apart from the others. A makeshift, cardboard sign read “office” in slanted black paint. I parked the truck and cut the engine. My skin vibrated from the heavy diesel motors of the trucks and equipment behind me. Beneath that though, I felt the same heated rumble that nearly paralyzed me back at the diner.

      Ash.

      Her scent was unlike any I’d ever tracked before. Sweet. Intoxicating. It had a power I couldn’t place. She was human. Through and through. But still…

      The front door of her trailer swung open and a burly guy stormed out, slamming the door behind him hard enough to make the whole structure sway.

      Ash came to the door. “You don’t like the way I run things, you know what you can do, Rick.”

      Rick turned. His eyes flashed silver, and in an instant, I recognized his animal. Polar bear. He snorted and threw his hard hat on the ground with enough force to crack it.

      “You don’t know shit about shit,” he said. My spine became fire. Scales popped out on the back of my hands as I gripped the steering wheel. I took two short breaths to push my dragon back.

      “I don’t care if I end up down to a skeleton crew, Rick,” Ash said. It was her turn to slam the door. She stood with her arms crossed. Her flannel shirt was at least two sizes too big on her. A man’s, perhaps. That same protective fury burned through me. I wanted to incinerate the man she’d taken it from. The shirt flapped open, revealing her blank tank top and the outline of those perfect breasts. I blinked hard to clear the lust-filled thoughts that threatened to let my dragon punch through.

      “That’s what you’ll have, Ash,” Rick said.

      She advanced on him. “Is that a threat?”

      “Watch yourself, little sister,” he said, spitting out the last two words. I couldn’t read his mind. But, I felt enough of his animal to get the gist of what he didn’t say.

      Ash was tall. Nearly six feet. She might not have been a shifter, but she had enough of her father’s DNA in her to give her size and strength. But, she was no match for a full-grown polar bear shifter spoiling for a fight.

      I don’t remember leaving the truck or slamming the door. I don’t remember taking the steps that brought me to Ash. But, I found myself standing between her and Rick, my eyes blazing as I tasted blood in my mouth.

      “You need to watch your manners,” I said, my voice dripping with threat.

      Rick recognized it. He made a chuffing sound and dug his nails into his palms. He was trying to keep his bear under control and nearly failing.

      “Loch,” Ash shouted. The sound of my name on her lips sent a shiver of pleasure through me.

      “Who the fuck is he?” Rick asked.

      “Well, I guess I’m your new crewmate,” I said. “Unless the lady has other plans.”

      Rick’s eyes darted from me to Ash. “Who the fuck is he?” he asked again.

      “My new hire,” Ash said. Her own fury danced behind her eyes. “Back the fuck off, Rick, or he’ll be your replacement. You work for me. I decide who does what around here. Danny’s your foreman. You have a problem with your work orders for the day, you go to him first. We clear?”

      Ash put a light hand on me, pushing me out of her way. Of course, she couldn’t move me unless I wanted it, but she was making a point. Steam came out of my damn nostrils. My desire to rip Rick the polar bear apart made white spots swim in front of my eyes.

      “This is bullshit,” Rick said, but the rage had gone out of him. He was backing down. “It’s not how your father would run things.”

      “I’m not my dad,” Ash said. “He doesn’t sign your paychecks anymore. Get on board or get out. That’s the deal. It’s too late in the season for you to go anywhere else, and you know it.”

      Rick had gone nonverbal. He grunted, but took a step back. He was pissed at Ash, but his eyes stayed glued to mine. Oh, he knew I was something; he just couldn’t figure out what. Maybe Avelina was right. The longer I stayed here, the more dangerous it was for all of us.

      Then, Ash’s hand on my arm sent a shock of heat zinging through me. I saw the catch in her breath and knew she felt it too. Dammit if I didn’t want to wrap my arm around her and pull her back into that trailer. Her cheeks flushed and I recognized the change in her scent. She was turned on. Shit. As soon as Rick climbed back into his own truck and went out of earshot, Ash dropped her hand.

      “You’re welcome,” I said. “I don’t think Rick’ll be giving you any more shit for a while.”

      Her eyes flashed with fury. In the sunlight, I saw them clearly for the first time. Her left eye was the purest ice blue. Her right, shining amber. Both of them glared hard at me as she pursed her lips.

      “You’re late,” she said. “And if you ever do that again, I’ll kill you.”
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      Loch Branson stared blankly at me. At least the testosterone in the atmosphere seemed to dissipate a little. I tried to push past the thrill I felt when I touched him. Christ. Being around so many shifters was starting to get to me. I’d just about had my fill.

      Rick Morgan was my best mechanic. Everything I’d just said to him was bluster. I needed him to think I was just crazy enough to follow through. I needed all of them to think that. Firing the other three went a long way, but I couldn’t let my guard down. I couldn’t show even a sliver of weakness around these men. Ever.

      “Grab your gear,” I said. “I’ll show you to your trailer. You’ll need to share with Rick and Stinky. Rick you’ve met. Congratulations, I can feel the chemistry between you already.”

      Loch’s eyes got even wider. In the sunlight, they were the most unusual shade of brown I’d ever seen. Almost black around the pupil, they faded to gold at the rims.

      “I think I’d maybe be better off sleeping in my truck.”

      I shrugged. “Suit yourself. It gets cold as hell at night. Also, don’t worry. Rick’s bark is worse than his bite. Unfortunately, that’s not true of a lot of the rest of this crew.”

      “Maybe you can tell me who to steer clear of,” Loch said. He reached through the window of his truck and pulled out a worn, army-green duffle. I found myself watching the athletic grace with which he moved. He wasn’t smooth like a tiger or a panther. He didn’t have the thunderous but sometimes clunky power of a bear. He sure didn’t have that aloof, watchful air of a wolf. Plus, any wolf who tried to show up here solo was liable to get his throat ripped out by another pack.

      What the hell was he?

      “This way,” I said. I led Loch to the very last trailer in the row. I supposed I should have let him off the hook a little about Rick. He rarely crashed here anymore since he’d started dating Shana. She ran the hardware store in town and lived above it. Rick pretty much lived with her now unless he needed to pull a double here or we had an emergency with the wash plant. I said a quick prayer that I hadn’t just jinxed us by thinking of it.

      Loch opened the trailer door and stepped inside. His nose wrinkled and he put an arm over his mouth.

      “Christ,” he said. “Lemme guess. That’s Stinky’s bunk in the corner. What the hell is he? Skunk shifter?”

      “Badger,” I said. Loch looked at me like I’d grown a third eye.

      “There’s…”

      “Badger shifters. You didn’t know?” I said.

      Loch reared back. “I’ve been around a while,” he said. “I knew. I just haven’t seen one in…er...a long time.”

      I cocked my head to the side, regarding him. “Where are you from?” I asked. “We really didn’t have a chance to do a proper interview.” His accent was odd. He had Illinois plates on his truck, but he didn’t sound midwestern. With as many transplants as we had through Blackfoot, I had gotten pretty good at placing people. This guy, though. He almost sounded European.

      “Here and there and everywhere,” he answered, smiling.

      “Ah. You’re a nomad. Look, that’s fine with me. But, if you start here, I expect you to do your job and finish out the season. If you can’t, you need to know there won’t be work for you anywhere else in the Yukon.”

      “Word gets around,” he said. “I get it. You can count on me. You said you wanted me on a rock truck. Just point the way. I’m late because I spent some time at the top of the hill so I could watch your operation for a little while. I can hit the ground running.”

      I leaned against the door frame. Loch Branson was a damn sight to behold. He turned his back to me and found the footlocker beneath the stripped cot I’d pointed him to. He busied himself unfolding the bedding and tucking his fitted sheet around the mattress. He made the bed with such speed and sharp efficiency. Not a movement wasted. A rush went through me as he snapped the flat sheet next and tucked it in with military precision.

      Military. Maybe that was it. It would make a certain amount of sense. Had he just gotten out? I’d worked with types like that before plenty. Lots of nomads in that bunch too, looking to find themselves and stay away from their real worlds for just a little longer.

      When Loch turned and stood, I saw a new sadness in his eyes, as if something tortured him. Maybe I was right. My eyes went to his neckline, looking for the telltale dog tags he’d feel it was too soon to remove.

      “Well,” I said. “If you can work the equipment with as much skill as you can make a bed, I think you’ll work out just fine. You should know though, the men in my crew are set in their ways.”

      Loch took a step toward me. His eyes were kind, but a current ran through him. He was so damn hot. If I touched him, I knew his skin would burn. So maybe he was a wolf. Only, I’d never seen one with eyes like that. Plus, there was just no way he could have waltzed into Blackfoot without my mother’s ears perking up. Not a damn thing got by Lucia Yeager.

      “I can handle shifters,” he said. There was just a slight drop to his tone when he said the word “shifters.” As if he set himself apart from them. It wasn’t so much bigotry, I sensed. There was respect in the way he said the word but...there was an otherness. Or maybe I was just losing my damn mind.

      “Good,” I said. “Because you’ll need to.”

      “Your father,” Loch said. “He’s somewhat of a legend in the Yukon.”

      “Ah. So you came here looking for him?”

      Loch’s eyes flickered as if he hadn’t expected the question. What the hell was I even still doing standing here? I should be out on the site. The fire with Rick was out for now, but the more time I gave him to talk behind my back, the more a new ember might flare.

      “Sort of,” Lock answered. “I came here looking for work and word was, he’d be the one hiring.”

      “Word from whom?” I felt instantly protective of my father. He pretty much built Blackfoot from nothing. He and my mother came here thirty years ago. Their mating and marriage had nearly ripped her pack in Michigan apart. The story had taken on a fairytale status with each retelling. As the only female wolf shifter of her generation, she was supposed to marry another Alpha wolf to cement her twin brother’s position as leader of his own pack. My mother was never really one to do what she was told though. But, falling for a tiger shifter in the middle of all that was taking rebellion to the extreme.

      “Just around,” Loch said. “It’s kind of incredible what he’s built here. I didn’t know shifters could live like this without…”

      “Without ripping each other’s throats out?” I said. “Well, there’s been plenty of that. But, my dad...well...let’s just say he’s very convincing. A natural born leader. Mom says if he weren’t a shifter he probably could have been president.”

      “Still,” Loch said. He got a wistful look in his eyes. “I mean...is there more than one wolf pack out there? I’ve heard of a place in Michigan where…”

      “Wild Lake,” I answered. “My mother’s pack is from there. And yes. We have three active packs up here in the Yukon. Just one in Blackfoot. I mean, my dad is good, but he’s not a miracle worker. There have been skirmishes between the packs here and there. But, as far as I know, no full-blown wars.”

      “Truly incredible,” Loch said, uttering a phrase I’d never heard a miner use before. “Your mother. She’s a wolf shifter?”

      Loch got even closer. I felt equal parts uncomfortable and drawn to him. It got a little hard to breathe. He was close enough to touch me. Loch’s hand hovered near my face. Finally, he gently pulled a lock of hair between his fingers, studying it. The color was weird, I knew. A couple of years ago I went through a blonde phase. It was almost grown out now, but the ends were still a platinum contrast to my much darker roots.

      “Yeah,” I answered. “For as much as you know about my dad, I’m surprised you didn’t know that. She’s from the McGraw pack. Like I said, Wild Lake. Her nephew...my cousin...he’s a pretty well-known Alpha.”

      “Hmm…”

      The heat from Loch’s breath seared me. Good God. My mouth actually watered. I felt a slow ache build from somewhere deep inside. I pulled back against the urge to slide my hands up his rock-solid chest. He would be so warm. So strong. So good.

      Shit.

      I took a clumsy step back. “Anyway. Like you said. You’ll need to hit the ground running. There’s no...uh...training program here at Little Sister. It’s trial by fire in Blackfoot.”

      A slow, sultry smile spread across Loch’s face. Damn. He was fine to look at. “Trial by fire,” he said. “That’s my favorite kind.”

      “Right. Head down to the cut. Stinky’s already down there. He’ll set you up. Do you think you can find your way?”

      Still smiling, Loch let my hair fall against my shoulder. “I think I can track a badger well enough.”

      “Right,” I repeated the word. This was pretty much the longest I’d ever spent alone in a room with one of my crew. I didn’t want to leave. It was magic. It was something. It was time for me to get the hell out of there.

      I turned to go, but found I couldn’t. Not without asking. I looked over my shoulder at Loch. “You just asked a lot of questions about my family,” I said. Loch’s eyes widened. “And you managed to say nothing about yourself.”

      “There’s nothing to tell,” he said.

      “I’m trusting you,” I said. “Sticking my neck out, actually. Don’t make me regret it. I’m not a shifter, but that doesn’t mean I have no power.”

      Loch’s face went still. A tiny vein jumped in his jaw. “What if I told you I think you might have more power than them all?”

      It was almost a whisper. For a second, I wasn’t sure if he’d actually said it or if I just imagined it in my head. He had though. His words skittered along my spine, then drove that irresistible heat right through me.

      “What are you?” I asked. “Tell me the truth. I need to know.”

      “I’m just Loch,” he said.

      “Give me a break. It’s just...you said yourself you’ve never been in a place like Blackfoot before. The shifters here...they get along, but it can be a fragile ecosystem. Best practice for you would be not to rock any boats. You know? Keep your head down. Your mouth shut.”

      “I can do that.”

      “Not so far,” I said. “That little pissing contest with Rick won’t earn you any brownie points with the crew. He’s a good man. He’s just...well...he’s just Rick. He also knows I can’t afford to lose him. That is...unless you’re some genius mechanic and you’re holding out on me.”

      “I get by,” Loch said. He was infuriating and intoxicating all at once. I let out a breath. The only thing that mattered was whether he could drive a damn truck. I needed to let him get to it.

      “See you around, Loch,” I said. “And watch yourself.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      He was dangerous. I knew it with every cell in my body. I should tell him to just pack his shit and head on out. Bringing him on went against every better instinct I had. It was just, the darker ones felt sooo good when he was near.

      I made a decision at that moment I wasn’t proud of. The minute I had a chance, I planned to look a lot harder at Loch Branson. I meant to find out exactly who he was and how he got here. It felt shady, but I told myself it was for the good of my crew. And for me.

      I turned my back to him, still feeling the heat of his presence shooting up my back. Then, I forced myself to step out into the cold.
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      It was good work at the Little Sister mine. Strong work. There was a rhythm to it I hadn’t realized I needed, and for the first time in months, years maybe, I felt some balance. I was up before dawn and behind the wheel of the powerful rock loader. Load after load I carried over the makeshift roads to the wash plant.

      Stinky ended up being a pleasant enough guy to work with. He was respectful to the crew, and more importantly, to Ash. The younger guys she had out here seemed to know their place as well. It was the older ones who got my back up. After a few days, I learned a core half dozen of them had either come over from one of her father’s crews or her brother’s.

      So there was a brother. This would be news to Avelina. She’d told me Clint Yeager was the last of his line. But, he had a son. It complicated things considerably.

      “What’s he like?” I asked Stinky one afternoon as we broke for lunch. I ate a turkey sandwich, leaning against the front tire of my truck.

      “Will?” Stinky ate like the damn badger he was, tearing into a chicken leg. I was fairly certain he ate half the bones.

      “Yeah.”

      Stinky shrugged. “Good dude. For a tiger.”

      “Is he mated?” I asked.

      Stinky raised a brow. He was a short, stocky fellow with shiny black hair. “Why, you looking?”

      This got a round of chuckles from some of the rest of the guys. I kept my cool. “Just getting the lay of the land is all,” I said. “I know what it’s like around unmated Alphas.”

      A silence dropped among them. I’d stepped in something. It wasn’t hard to guess. Blackfoot was unique, but there had to be fierce competition among them for mates in this close of quarters. The instant I thought it, I felt my dragon stir. Ash. She was the only daughter of likely the most powerful Alpha here excluding myself. Perhaps there were expectations.

      “No,” Rick said. He and I had reached a bit of a truce. We steered clear of each other as much as possible.

      “If you came here looking for a mate,” Stinky said, “You might as well move on and save yourself the trouble. Blackfoot’s a desert as far as that goes. Look around.”

      As soon as he said it, Ash came out of her trailer. A mining inspector had ridden in about an hour ago. It was just a formality, but the crew was on heightened alert. One careless action, and Ash could face a hefty fine or worse.

      I felt that familiar tightening in my jeans as I watched her. She had on her trademark flannel and a tank top. Her hair flew up in the breeze. Her posture was casual, her tone easy as she talked to the inspector and pointed in the distance.

      “What the fuck are you, anyway?” Rick asked.

      I took my last bite of lunch and cast my eyes downward. I had to be careful. If anyone here had a mind to watch me for too long, they’d see my Dragonfire flash.

      “Midwestern,” I said. “Chicago.”

      So much for our temporary truce. He flipped on a dime, and his bear bristled below the surface. He saw me watching Ash. I wondered why it mattered to him. Ash had said he’d been seeing a girl in town.

      “I asked you a question,” Rick said, puffing his chest out.

      “You trying to win a bet?” I asked.

      It was the wrong thing to say. One moment, it had been a benign conversation among us. Now, damn near every member of the crew turned their attention to Rick and me. A murmur went through them all like a wave.

      “Maybe,” Rick said. “You’re not a bear.”

      “He’s no badger,” Stinky said.

      I smiled. “You can tell by the lack of a stench, huh?”

      I got the reaction I wanted from a few of the men. They laughed. But, Rick kept right on advancing.

      “Back off, man,” I said.

      “We need to know.” This came from Kincaid. Another truck driver in the crew.

      “You need to know what?”

      “You’re off,” Rick said. “Not wolf. Not bear. You ain’t no tiger. But, you’re something. Stinky thinks you’re a mage. Is that true?”

      Fuck. I hated to admit when my mother was right, but she was. She’d pegged the danger in my staying too long among this many shifters.

      “I’m just Loch Branson,” I said. “It’s your shit that’s off. I’m not like any of you, so you can relax. I’m not here to get in your way. I’m here to work. If you don’t mind, I think it’s time we all get back to it.”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Ash turn toward us. She was still talking to the inspector, but she seemed to clearly know trouble was brewing. It didn’t surprise me. If she’d been around shifters her whole life, she knew how territorial they were.

      “And I say,” Kincaid said, shoving past Rick, “it’s time you told us who the hell you are.”

      Maybe a decade ago, this would have been fine. Kincaid was a wolf. Not even an Alpha. Even when he tried to shove me, it wasn’t much of a threat. But this wasn’t a decade ago. This was now. Just like that, the balance I’d managed to find tilted.

      I shoved him back. I didn’t think it was hard, but Kincaid flew back about ten feet and landed on his ass. It was enough to stir Rick and two of the other drivers to a rage. Growling, they tore through the crowd and squared off with me.

      Shit.

      It came out of nowhere. It happened so fast.

      My dragon rumbled. I kept my eyes focused on the ground. I couldn’t let them see.

      “Fire,” Rick said. “I definitely smell fucking fire. You a witch? That your goddamn game? You think you’re gonna come in here and mess with shit?”

      “I’m not a mage,” I said through clenched teeth. “And I’m warning you to back the fuck off.”

      I could feel each vertebra in my back. One by one, they expanded. Flesh turned to scales. The ridges hardened where cartilage once was. My wings could rip through my shirt at any moment.

      Kincaid and Stinky stood on either side of me. If I shifted here, my wings might punch right through them. I could cloak myself. I’d have to. But, that wouldn’t stop these few men from getting hurt. It would just keep them from knowing for sure what I was. And it would turn my mission here into a complete disaster.

      “You wanna go?” Rick said it.

      He staggered forward. Someone had shoved him from the back. I kept my fists clenched and tried to control my breathing.

      “I’ve got no beef with any of you,” I said, my tone still measured. It wouldn’t last. “You’ve made your point. I said I didn’t come here looking for a mate. I just wanna do my job and get paid same as the rest of you. When the season’s over, I’m heading home. That’s all.”

      A fist came at me. I didn’t see who threw it. I didn’t care. I acted on instinct, raising a hand, I curled it around hard knuckles and shoved the man back. It was a young kid named Hal. The others were loudmouths, but Hal never said a damn word. I don’t think I’d ever talked to him before except to say hello or pass him on the road down to the plant. But, Rick’s words and Kincaid’s threat had been enough to stir this man’s animal. I saw the black bear in his eyes. Hungry. Feral.

      With one swift move, I had him on his back. I hovered over him, fist curled. Hal’s eyes had gone midnight black. Fur sprouted on the backs of his hands. His fingernails turned to claws.

      “Enough!”

      Ash’s voice cut through. She’d jumped into a small four-wheeler and torn straight up the hill. The mining inspector sat beside her, his eyes blazing. He was human. Who knew if he understood what we all were. This was nothing. This was shifters. In another minute, it would have all been over and we’d be back at work. But, to a regular guy, this had to seem like chaos.

      “We good?” Ash shouted. She stared straight through me. From where she sat, I probably looked like the first aggressor. Hal tried to buck my foot in his chest.

      “Let him up!” Ash said.

      I blinked hard, then straightened, lifting my foot from Hal’s chest. To his credit, he stayed down for a moment longer as his bear eyes dimmed then turned their normal hazel again. Kincaid held a hand out to him. Hal shook it off and got to his feet. He had the decency to hang his head. Ash and the inspector may not have seen what started all this, but Hal knew.

      “Just a minor misunderstanding,” I said.

      “Right,” the inspector said. He looked the part with wispy red hair, glasses perched at the end of his nose, and an actual pocket protector in his short-sleeved dress shirt. He wrote some notes on a clipboard and slid out of the four-wheeler.

      “Go ahead and look around,” Ash said, forcing a smile. “You know where to find me if you have any questions.”

      She glared at me. Heat thundered through me. Her scent hit me full on. I couldn’t act quickly enough. Stinky, Kincaid, Rick, Hal, and all the other men saw exactly what Ash’s presence did to me.

      “Let’s take a ride,” Ash said.

      I took a breath and climbed into the four-wheeler beside her. She whipped the wheel around hard enough I had to grab the frame to keep from tumbling out. Then, she tore down the hill toward my trailer.

      As soon as we were clear of the sightline of the rest of the crew, she slammed on the brakes and jumped out. She headed right for the trailer and slammed the door behind her. I took a beat, then followed her in.

      Ash whirled on me. “Is there some problem I should know about?”

      “Me? Are you kidding? You think I…”

      “Look,” she said, pacing. “I like you, Loch. I think you’re a hard worker. I think you could be a real asset to the crew if you can figure out how to fit in. I don’t know what that was about up there, and I don’t really care. But, that inspector could shut me down with the stroke of a pen. I’m pretty sure he’s thinking about it.”

      “I know that,” I said. “And that was nothing. That was just Hal dealing with a little testosterone poisoning.”

      “And you saw fit to help him?”

      “Uh, he put a hand on me. I wasn’t going to…”

      She put her thumb and forefinger to the bridge of her nose. “Things aren’t good for me right now, Loch. I suppose I should have told you that straight off. But, I need harmony at this jobsite. Whether it’s your fault or not, having you here has caused some...issues...with the other men that I hadn’t anticipated.”

      What happened next took me completely by surprise. It was just the tiniest thing. As Ash held her hand to her face, I noticed a tiny cut near her wrist. It was just a scrape, really. There were a thousand things you could hurt yourself on in a place like this. She might have done it getting out of the damn ATV, even. But, the sight of her blood set off a chain reaction in me.

      I went off like a shot, pulling her to me.

      “What the…”

      “Your arm,” I said, holding it up to the light. “You’re hurt.”

      “I’m what?” Ash tried to pull her arm back, but I held her firm. I could see that it really was nothing. It barely needed a dressing, but once my fire ignited, there was no stopping it.

      The room went bright white as my eyes flashed. She saw it. I couldn’t contain it. Her touch, the nearness of her… She undid me.

      The urge to kiss her, to have her press her body against mine nearly drove me to my knees. I focused on a tiny pulse in her neck. I felt the warmth of her blood. I think she felt the fire in mine. Ash’s lips parted, ever so slightly. She cocked her head back. Her breath touched me.

      Oh, God.

      “Loch?” she said, breathless.

      I tried to get a hold of myself. I brought her to the tiny sink at the front of the trailer and grabbed a paper towel. I ran the water and got some soap. Ash seemed as thunderstruck as I was. She stood mute as I cleaned her wound and pressed the cloth to her.

      “It’s nothing,” I said. “But a cut like that could get infected easily in a place like this.

      She reached for me, fueled by a fire of her own. Before either of us knew what was happening, she laid a light hand against my face, cupping my jaw.

      “Your eyes,” she said.

      “You should get back to your inspector,” I said. “I got your message. Loud and clear. I’ll try not to stir up the guys out there. You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “Your eyes,” she said again.

      Shit. I didn’t need a mirror to know she could see the fire behind them. It would be unlike anything she’d ever witnessed. They weren’t silver like most wolves. Not gold like her tiger father. Not deepest black like the bears she knew.

      I was an idiot for letting her get this close to me. But, with each breath I took, I felt her pulse begin to match my own. It meant… No. It couldn’t. She was… I was…

      “Loch,” she said, breathless.

      A beat passed. Then another. She had me transfixed. Ash stayed rooted in her spot, her hand against my skin. I turned my head. I kissed her palm. I felt her melt.

      “I know you,” she whispered, even though I knew she couldn’t.

      I might have kissed her. I might have slid my arm around her waist and never let her go.

      I never got the chance. The door to the trailer flew open and my blood turned to molten lava. Ash felt it. She drew her hand away. I gripped the countertop so hard, the wood cracked. Ash jumped.

      “Ash!” A deep, booming voice cut the air. For a second, I expected to see Clint Yeager burst in. Instead, it was another Alpha tiger, huge, filled with fury, his eyes blazing gold and black.

      “Will!” Ash said, dropping back. The column of her throat twitched as she swallowed hard.

      Will Yeager, Alpha tiger, Ash’s brother held the trailer door open and beckoned his sister to join him.
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      I felt like my heart wasn’t mine. Like it was beating out of my body. Loch’s touch. Loch’s heat. Loch’s eyes.

      Those eyes.

      He tried to hide them. I realized he’d been doing that since the first second I met him. He looked to the side, downward. Shifters do that sometimes, but not usually around me. And Loch’s eyes were…

      I’d seen them before. Somewhere. But, he was like no shifter I’d ever met. If anything, he seemed even more powerful.

      And all of that was exactly why I needed to get the hell out of that trailer. Even before my brother showed up, his own animal stirred.

      “We’ll finish this later,” I said to Loch, not sure what I even meant by that. I was pretty damn sure that if Will hadn’t charged in, I would have planted a kiss right on Loch’s luscious lips.

      Shit.

      I tossed the towel Loch had given me on the kitchen counter and headed for the front door. Loch stood still as a statue, those eyes of his glinting with what looked like real fire.

      Will’s truck was parked at an angle in front of the trailer, his engine still running. “Will,” I said. “I can’t just take off. Just meet me at my trailer. I’ve still got a mining inspector crawling around out there.”

      “He just left,” Will said. “I caught him up by the wash plant.”

      “You caught him? What did you say?”

      “I took care of it,” Will said, his nostrils flaring. God, my brother was the spitting image of my father. He was all tiger with his sandy blond hair, tanned skin, and muscled forearms.

      “I didn’t ask you to take care of it,” I said, brushing past him. Still, relief flooded through me. If the inspector left, it meant he hadn’t seen anything worth investigating further. At least not today. I just didn’t like the idea that Will had stormed through here. It sent a confusing message to the crew. When was I going to get the men of my family to understand that?

      I climbed into the truck cab. Will got in and slammed his door. His tires spun in the dirt as he pulled around. From the side mirror, I could see Loch standing in the doorway of his trailer. His eyes were still glinting. I prayed Will hadn’t seen them and wondered why. What was I trying to hide?

      Will took to the dirt roads, maneuvering his truck with ease. It was just a short distance up to my father’s main office at the north end of our land. As Will made the final turn, I saw Dad’s truck parked outside. My mother was standing in the doorway. She gave us a bright smile and waved as Will parked.

      My mother was a stunning woman. She stood well over six feet tall and had a mass of dark hair with striking white stripes that ran from her temples. She refused to dye it. She pulled me into a hug as I came up the steps. Not before I saw her wolf eyes flash at Will. Of course she could sense the tension in him.

      Dad was waiting for all of us in his office, poring over the survey map on a new claim he wanted to buy. It weighed on him. We needed to find new virgin ground if we wanted to keep the business going into the next decade. We were just a couple years from mining out what we had.

      “So, what’s the trouble?” he said, not even looking up from the maps.

      I looked back at Will. He stood with his arms tightly crossed, filling the entire doorframe. My mother scooted around him. She took the seat in front of my father’s desk and put her feet up, obstructing his view of the map. He grunted and she gave him an impish smile that melted him like always. Over thirty years together, and my parents were still deeply in love. Most days, they couldn’t keep their hands off each other.

      Fated mates. My parents had the rarest of loves that only came for Alphas. When I was little, I’d made her tell me the story of their meeting hundreds of times. To me, it always sounded like a fairytale. My father emerged out of the woods on her father’s land. A trespasser. A tiger. And she knew in an instant that he was meant for her. He fought for her. Nearly died for her. And they rode off together to build a life of their own.

      Fated mates. The phrase pulsed through me. She said her heart started beating with my father’s from the first moment they touched.

      Loch’s fiery eyes appeared in my mind. Heat coiled through me. My heart… No. Dammit. No. He was some kind of shifter. I knew it. It made him the last thing I wanted in my life. I was up to my damn neck in shifters and had been since the day I was born. No, thanks. I wanted a nice, normal, human guy if I ever wanted one at all.

      “There’s no trouble,” I said.

      Dad sat back. Will came fully into the room and took a seat in the corner. “Erickson still out there?” Dad asked, meaning the mining inspector. Jake Erickson had pretty much inherited the gig from his father and his grandfather before that.

      “He’s gone,” Will answered before I could. “But the crew’s on edge.”

      “What?” I said. “Will…” I wanted to throat punch him. This felt less like a family meeting and more like me getting called on the carpet for God knows what.

      “Yeah,” Dad said. The two of them started to talk like I wasn’t even there. “Rick wasn’t too thrilled about this Branson guy. Alecia, I’ve been looking into it. The guy’s a drifter. Nobody’s heard of him.”

      “You’re looking into it?” I said. “And who cares if he’s a drifter? Blackfoot was founded by drifters. He’s doing a solid day’s work for me.”

      “He’s stirring shit up,” Will said. “I’m sorry, Sis, but it’s true. Rick and Danny are having a hell of a time keeping everybody in line. It came to blows today.”

      “What? It did not…” I stopped, took a breath. “You’re blowing it out of proportion. Nobody came to blows. I’ve got a crew full of shifters and Branson’s the new guy. They’re hazing him. He’s standing up to it all right. Meanwhile, he’s turning out to be the most capable driver I’ve got out there. Did Rick or Danny bother to mention that?”

      My brother at least had the decency to look sheepish. He had no comeback because he knew it was true. It just galled me that I couldn’t take a damn breath in Blackfoot without it getting back to my brother or father. It had been like that forever. It would never change.

      Dad looked to Will for an answer. He wore a pair of reading glasses perched at the tip of his nose.

      “Erickson said he was concerned,” Will said. “You’d know that if you hadn’t been…” Will stopped himself. Lucky thing, because I was about to throw a stapler right at his head.

      “I don’t know how many times I can keep having this conversation with the both of you,” I said, vaulting out of my seat. “Every time, you promise me you’ll back off and let me run my operation my way. Firing those three guys was the right thing to do. My crew is figuring themselves out. The plant’s running smoothly. You want to tell me your crews don’t throw down every once in a while? Because I’ve seen it. Shit. You remember when Lenny put Bobby Dawes in the hospital for a week when he thought he saw Bobby looking at his mate?”

      My mother hooked her hands behind her head and smiled.

      My father slid his glasses off and let out a sigh. “I know. It’s just…”

      “Just what?” I said. I didn’t like the look passing between my brother and father.

      “What’s Rick saying, really?” Dad asked.

      Will straightened. “It’s just talk so far. But, they’re on edge. They feel like Branson’s hiding something. They don’t like the smell of him.”

      “They don’t like his smell? Seriously? But they’re okay with Stinky Hoffman?”

      This got a genuine laugh out of my father. “Fucking badgers,” he muttered.

      “Language,” Mom said. “Look, you two have had your fun. You’ve had a go at Ash. You’ve said your piece. Seems to me there’s only one thing that counts. What do you always say, Clint?”

      My father turned almost green. My mother had circled to the point I planned to make. It was better coming from her though.

      “The proof is in the cleanup.” Dad almost whispered it.

      “I’m sorry?” Mom cupped her hand to her ear. She did it for show. She could hear miles away with those keen wolf ears of hers. I never grew tired of watching her shift. With her, it was a seamless, almost balletic maneuver. In my brother and Dad, it was a brutal, jarring crunch of bones and sinew.

      “The proof is in the cleanup,” Dad growled it that time. His tiger eyes flashed and I saw the hint of a black tiger stripe swim across his arm. Gross. He was getting turned on by her. I meant it that they could still barely keep their hands off each other.

      “Right,” I said. “It’s Thursday. We clean the gold on Sunday. Always. If I meet my quota, then will you both shut up and back off?”

      Dad and Will gave each other that infuriating, purely tiger look. It was enough of an answer, but I felt like I was on a roll.

      “Want to put a little wager behind it?” I said to Will. “Drinks at the Dead End for the whole crew and weekly bragging rights. If my cleanup is bigger than yours, you buy. If yours is bigger, I buy.”

      “That’s my girl,” Mom said, laughing. Lucia Yeager loved herself a good bet.

      “Fine,” Will said. “But I’m right about Branson.”

      I waved a dismissive hand. “Are we done here? I’ve got a mine to run.” I leaned over and hugged my mother. She kissed my cheek. I did the same to my dad. A low rumble went through him, but he was sated for now. I turned and stuck a hand out, ready to shake my brother’s. Begrudgingly, he complied.

      The matter over, my father went back to studying his maps. My mother came around the desk and slid her arms over his shoulders. She purred in his ear. Gross. It was time for Will and me to leave them to it.

      “Come on,” I said. “You owe me a ride back.”

      Will followed, locking the door behind him. I climbed into the truck. When Will got behind the wheel, with one look in his eyes, I knew this wasn’t as over as I thought.

      “Ash…”

      “God, will you just drop it? I mean it. You of all people should understand. How many years did you balk at Dad breathing down your neck when you started running Big Brother? Huh?”

      Will gripped the steering wheel. “This isn’t the same thing.”

      “The hell it’s not. Drive. I’ve been away from the site long enough.”

      He didn’t turn the key, but looked at me. “This guy, Ash, I really don’t like what I’m hearing. And I sure as hell didn’t like what I walked in on. I cut you a break. I should have said something to Dad. I still might.”

      My blood boiled. “About what?”

      Will cocked his head to the side. “You kidding me with this? Jesus, Ash. I know what I saw. You were two seconds from straddling that guy when I walked in. For fuck’s sake, I could sense it about a mile away before I even got there.”

      I wanted to murder him. I wanted to take a rock and smash in his smug face right then and there. I also wanted to crawl under said rock and deny everything he’d just said.

      “Well, you’re overreacting,” I said.

      “You think so? Look.” He let out a hard breath. I suppose if I could look at it objectively, Will was trying to be a good big brother. Still, the rock fantasy felt good.

      “He’s different,” Will said. “I don’t know what it is. And I know you don’t have to be a shifter to sense it too. But, you’re right. I can admit that. Of all the shit guys have said, nobody says he’s not working his ass off for you. It’s just...you have to watch your back, Sis. Twice as much as I ever did. You can’t bang this guy and think the rest of the crew won’t notice. It’s bad for business. Not now. Not this year.”

      I fumed. “I’m not banging anyone, Will. Not that it’s any of your business.”

      “It’s our business. That’s my whole damn point. Look, you got your way. And you’re right about the cleanup. It’s just...I’d feel a whole lot better if you let me pull this Branson guy over to Big Brother. Let me give you Ed Porter or Chet Laskey. Hell, how about the pair of them for Branson?”

      I should have said yes. It was the rational choice. Take two of Will’s best crewmen for one green one of mine. But, the idea of not having Loch on site turned something inside of me. That should have been my first clue there was a problem.

      “I’m just saying maybe this guy isn’t the best fit for Little Sister. That’s all. I’m thinking of the whole crew. I swear.”

      “Let’s just stick to the plan,” I said. “The proof will be in the cleanup.”

      Will was right. The rational side of my brain knew it. There was something different about Loch, and I was lying to say I wasn’t drawn to it. And yet, some other side of me took over. Loch belonged at Little Sister. He belonged on my crew. Damn it to hell, I wanted to fight for him. The need for it blazed within me. I just hoped I hadn’t just made the biggest mistake of my life.
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      We were back to business as usual the next morning. If Rick Morgan still had a beef with me, he didn’t show it. I kept my head down and stayed in the truck for most of the day. I had let myself get way too close to shifting yesterday. I couldn’t let that happen. Ever.

      The rest of the crew steered clear of me, and that suited me fine. Only Stinky waited near the trailer smoking a cigarette when it was time to break for lunch. He was waiting for me. I couldn’t get past him without at least a pleasant hello.

      “You know,” he said. I’d noticed Stinky had a way of starting a conversation in the middle of it. “Rumor is there’s a lot riding on this week’s cleanup.”

      I stopped. Behind me, the rest of the crew busied themselves with other things, but I still felt eyes on me.

      “Oh, yeah? Isn’t that always the way? I mean, we’re here to dig gold out of the ground, aren’t we?”

      Stinky flicked his cigarette butt and stamped it out. “I like you, Loch. I don’t much give a shit where you came from or what your pack affiliations are.”

      So Stinky had pegged me as a pack shifter. Interesting.

      “Well, I appreciate the vote of confidence. I’m just gonna grab a quick sandwich, then I’m going to get a head start for the afternoon.” I tried to walk past him. Stinky grabbed my arm. Fire went up my spine. I ground my teeth to keep from letting him see the blaze in my eyes. I was half a second from shoving him all the way to the other side of the claim boundary.

      “They won’t let up,” he said. “The crew is laying low out of respect for Ash. She went to bat for you with her family.”

      My ears perked up. “I didn’t ask for that.”

      “Well, it’s not supposed to be common knowledge. But, you can’t really keep secrets on the claim. Do you understand me?”

      Was this another threat? Stinky’s eyes were black as tar. He had to know I was capable of shredding him to pieces. It didn’t matter he didn’t know exactly what I was. He knew enough. He sensed it. They all did. And that was the problem.

      “Nobody’s keeping secrets. How many times do I have to tell you people I’m here to do a job? There’s only trouble if you want to make it.”

      “Well,” Stinky let go of me. The lunch break was nearly over. “I’m rooting for Ash. I like working for her. It’s taken her some time to come into her own, but she’s got good instincts. She’s fair with the crew. I just don’t want to see anybody get in her way.”

      “Noted,” I said. “How about you worry about your shit, I’ll worry about mine. Was there anything else?”

      Stinky cocked his head. “No. I guess not.”

      He was going to say something else. A shout from down the hill stopped him. It was Rick, swearing up a storm. Stinky and I ran toward the sound.

      At the edge of the cut, one of the dozers had thrown its track. Its engine sent up a cloud of smoke and a whiff of diesel and burning oil hit my nose.

      “Complete fucking disaster!” Rick said. He’d already begun diagnosing the problem. “Dammit, Kincaid. That’s solid permafrost. You blew out my goddamn engine.”

      This was bad. A fucking disaster, just like Ricky assessed. Gold mining in the Yukon was a race against time as colder weather always loomed. Ash pulled up in the four-wheeler. The second I saw her, my heart flipped. She wore a cowboy hat and ripped jeans. She jumped down and came to Rick’s side. She bent over like she might actually throw up as Rick filled her in.

      Ash tore her hat off and threw it on the ground. “How long?” she asked.

      “Hard to say,” Rick answered. “It’s not like I can just run into town for parts.”

      “Every second that dozer is down costs us money,” she said. “We’re at half production.”

      “I know that,” Rick said. “We all know that.”

      Ash stood with her hands on her head, eyes hard with fury. Her cheeks were flushed and the sight of it sent a spear of heat straight through me. Though she wasn’t looking at me, I knew she sensed me. I could hear her pulse beating. Hell, I could almost feel it.

      “We’re freezing up, Ash,” Danny said. “That’s the other problem. I can’t dig through solid ice.”

      “Do what you can,” she said. “I’ll see if I can work some magic and get spare equipment up here by tomorrow. Christ. What the hell else can go wrong?”

      “Don’t say it!” Three of the guys spoke in unison. I’d learned quickly that they were all superstitious. Ash’s words were the ultimate jinx. She rolled her eyes and picked up her hat. As she straightened, her gaze caught mine.

      That little flush came back into her cheeks. “You,” she said, pointing to me. “Walk with me.”

      Her words got a few more stares from the rest of the guys. I couldn’t help but smile as I followed her to the four-wheeler. Ash fired it up and drove out of earshot.

      “Can you operate a dozer?” she asked, getting right to her point.

      “What? Uh. Yeah.” I didn’t see the point in mentioning I hadn’t done that in over thirty years. It would make no sense to her. She had no reason to guess how old I really was.

      “I’m going to pull Kincaid. Put him in your rock truck. This is the second time this season he’s tried to bust through ground he shouldn’t have.”

      “It’s not Kincaid’s fault you’ve got ice.”

      I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. Every second I spent with this woman, it got harder and harder to deny what she might be.

      Ash crashed her head to the steering wheel. “Look, I need a good cleanup this week. I don’t know what to do about the ground. I know there’s big gold under that permafrost. We just have to figure out a way to get to it.”

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ll run the dozer for you. You’re the boss. Wherever you need me. It’s just, it’s not going to endear me to any of them.”

      Ash turned in her seat. “You worried about their hurt feelings?” I swear, the woman had just as much fire in her eyes as I did. They were mesmerizing, one cold blue, the other warm amber. Her scent intoxicated me. We were twenty yards away from the rest of the crew, but at that moment, I felt my heat rising. A tremor went through my hands as I itched to touch her. To bring her to me.

      “No,” I said, my voice low, almost a growl. Her blood rose. God, I could feel it.

      Want.

      No.

      Need.

      I had to get away from her or take her in all the way. My head spun. There could be no middle ground with this woman. Ash. Even her name was perfect. I felt reduced to ash every time she looked at me. It had to be a mistake. A cruel joke. As her blood thrummed, it carried with it the lineage I’d come here to destroy.

      “I’m not worried about their hurt feelings,” I said. “I can handle it. And you’re right. Kincaid’s making too many mistakes in that machine.”

      “Good. Because I can’t afford to have you let me down.” She gripped the steering wheel so hard her knuckles turned white. It took every ounce of dragon strength I had to keep from gently prying her away from it.

      “I won’t.”

      “Loch, I mean it. My family is worried about the effect you’re having on...on the crew. My brother made a pretty good case for swapping you out for two of his guys. If I can’t make the gold this week, it’ll be out of my hands.”

      “Right,” I said, nodding. “You’re worried about the effect I’m having on the crew?”

      We were dancing around what almost happened between us in my trailer. I was going to kiss her. She was going to let me. I’d only said a few words to Will Yeager, but as an Alpha tiger, he was shrewd enough to pick up on the heat between us. In his place, I probably would have tried to rip my head off.

      I didn’t give Ash a chance to answer. I flat-out couldn’t be this close to her without losing some balance. “Anyway,” I said. “We’re on the same page. You go tell the crew however you want. You know where to find me when you need me.”

      I hopped out of the ATV before Ash could turn it around. I needed the few moments it would take to walk back to the trucks to cool my heat. I needed to roar. I needed to soar. Tonight, when the crew went to sleep, I would take to the sky.

      I went back to my rock truck and dumped my last load. By the time I got back, Ash had already broken her news to the crew. She was switching Kincaid out for me. I took a ready stance, expecting Rick or one of the others to make an issue of it. Miraculously, they didn’t. Turned out, Kincaid had been a problem for a while.

      With the personnel issue settled, Ash climbed back into her ATV and drove away. God, I wanted to go with her. I damn near melted my steering wheel as need coursed through me. Oh, yeah, I needed to shift and soar tonight. I’d lose my damn mind if I didn’t.

      As we broke for the evening, Rick left the site and headed back to town. Just like Ash had said, he liked to bunk with his girlfriend, Shana. Stinky invited me for drinks with the crew at the local bar, a place called the Dead End. It was a Friday night tradition. If I truly wanted to fit in with this crew, I should have said yes. I didn’t. Stinky gave me a wary look and a shrug, but left the trailer to head out into the night.

      I stood in the doorway watching them all leave. There was a single light coming from Ash’s trailer. She didn’t join the others, and I was glad for it. The thought of her surrounded by all those shifters made my blood boil. Never mind she’d probably done it her whole life. My dragon made no sense.

      Mine.

      I pulled away from the screen door. I’d squeezed it so hard I bent the frame. Fuck. I needed air.

      I waited another hour until Ash’s light went out. She was alone in her trailer. The pull to her was so damn strong. I could sense her steady breathing all the way from here.

      I went out the back of the trailer and walked down to the other side of the hill. No one could see me here. I threw out a cloaking spell anyway. Then, I let my dragon out slowly. It had gotten so much harder to control. But, the Yukon air worked a kind of magic. My toes turned to talons. I took a deep breath and let my wings unfurl.

      My scales shimmered gold, green, blue, and silver in the moonlight. I wanted to let out a roar, but I couldn’t cloak that. I flapped my wings, causing a little cyclone as I lifted off the ground.

      As I circled the claim, Ash’s heartbeat acted on me like a homing beacon. Her presence kept me rooted to the earth even as I flew higher and higher.

      It felt good. It felt right. I dove toward the ground with dizzying speed then pulled up at the last, shooting straight into the air. Through the clouds, I felt like I could touch the stars.

      Finally, I coasted down and landed just beside the cut. I hadn’t planned it, but the second the thought came into my mind, I knew it was right. I tucked my wings back and arched my neck. I drew in a single, great breath of air.

      The ground was frozen. Much of Ash’s gold was locked beneath inches of permafrost here. A sharp, unseasonal burst of winter had taken hold.

      I let my fire out. Just one breath. A sigh, really. Flames danced over the earth. The ice melted around my feet. It was just enough. Feeling strong and in control again, I inhaled, and shifted back, sending my dragon to sleep.

      I should have sensed it. Something was off. But, her voice cut through me like the sharpest blade.

      “What the hell was that? How...how did you do that?”

      I turned. Ash was standing at the top of the hill. My fire reflected and sparked in her eyes.
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      I don’t know what woke me. I barely remember getting out of bed and walking toward the intense heat.

      The heat.

      This was the heart of the Yukon. In June. The place where winter could keep its grip twelve months out of the year. But, I’d walked out of my trailer in bare feet wearing nothing more than a tank top and pajama pants. Still, sweat poured down my back.

      Loch’s magic drew me. It pulled a chord in my heart, propelling me forward.

      I was dreaming. Or hallucinating.

      He was there above me. A colored shadow. His wings unfurled, sending the wind over me. My hair blew back. I couldn’t catch my breath. My pulse pounded like a bass drum. Then, he landed, standing on the edge of the cut, away from the trucks and equipment.

      He was mighty. Lethal. Tall as maybe a three or even four-story building. My eyes went up and up. He had two great eyes, shimmering like jewels as he drew in his breath.

      Then, the fire came. In one controlled column, it poured out of him and scorched the earth. I felt the dirt warm beneath my feet. Inches of permafrost melted away. It was impossible. Incredible. I knew what he was, but it was as if my mind wouldn’t allow me to say the word, not even to myself.

      He brought the fire back into himself. His massive wings tucked back. He stretched his neck and shifted back into himself.

      “What are you?” I don’t remember saying it. I just remember hearing the words come out of me as Loch turned and caught my eye.

      We were frozen. His eyes locked with mine. I was afraid to move. Afraid not to.

      “Ash,” he said, his voice hoarse. His wings were gone. The fire quieted to just a few fallen embers against the ground. He came toward me. God, he was so beautiful. Sculpted marble and regal. His dark hair looked like honey in the moonlight. His skin had an iridescent shimmer as the beast inside of him melded with the man standing before me.

      “I don’t...I don’t understand. You’re not a shifter. You’re not...You can’t be.”

      It was there, hovering just out of the reaches of my mind. Say it. I had to say it.

      “I can explain,” he said.

      I sputtered out a nervous laugh.

      “You’re not...I know you’re not a mage,” I said. Loch was standing no more than two feet in front of me. His breath warmed me. Every nerve in my body tingled. I craved him. I wanted to touch him. I wanted to bathe in his magic.

      “I’m no mage,” he said, the deep timbre of his voice giving me even more goosebumps.

      I lifted my hand. It didn’t feel connected to my body. It felt...other. I watched my fingers splay, shaking in the air just an inch from Loch’s chest. A thin sheen of sweat covered his pecs, making him glow.

      “Ash.” He whispered my name. “I need you to…”

      “Shh.” Words weren’t adequate to answer my questions. I needed to feel.

      I laid my palm flat against his chest. I closed my eyes. I saw Loch again, soaring above my trailer. Fierce. Strong. Magical.

      My eyes snapped open. That same swirling, red fire lit his pupils. No, he was no ordinary shifter.

      “You’re a dragon,” I said. I felt Loch’s thunderous heart beneath my fingers. I felt my own heart beat in synchrony. No. I knew what that meant. But, it was impossible.

      “Yes,” he said, closing his fingers around mine. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I didn’t mean for you to see any of that.”

      As soon as he got his words out, something changed in his eyes. It was as if doubt crept in. Like I was the thing too impossible to believe.

      “You’re a dragon,” I said again. It didn’t seem incredible at all. Not anymore. A new realization thrummed through me along with my pulse. Of course he was. I knew it all along. I dreamt him. It felt familiar. Like some hidden secret I was finally able to reveal.

      “I’m a dragon,” he said. “And I’ve put you at risk by letting you know it. God. I have to...we can’t…”

      I took my hand away. “Loch,” I said, turning toward the cut. “You...what did you do?”

      Loch tore a hand through his hair. “Oh. Yeah. I don’t...I just...I just thawed the ground. We shouldn’t have any problems digging from now on.”

      I shook my head as if I could clear the cobwebs from it. “You just...I mean...just like that?”

      “It’s not rocket science,” he said. “It’s heat versus ice. Heat wins.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “It was easy,” he said. “And there’s...I don’t...Don’t ask me how I know this. It’s just a feeling. I think I have kind of a nose for it. It’s just, you’re not digging in the richest patch of ground on this claim. There, to the east, on the other side of the stream. There’s better ground there. You should test drill.”

      I followed his finger. The land on the other side of the stream hadn’t been touched. We’d never be able to break ground on it before winter came. And my father had run tests years ago. “We already…”

      Loch stopped me, taking my hand in his again. That familiar, pleasurable heat spread through me. It got so hard to think when Loch Branson’s skin touched mine. I wanted more. I wanted everything. I wanted him.

      “Trust me,” he said.

      “So, you’re a gold smelling dragon?” I meant it as a joke. I tried to find something normal and familiar about this situation.

      “I guess,” he said. “It’s kind of new to me too. I’m right though. I’d bet my life on it.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “I suppose it’s worth another test.”

      This was absurd. We were talking about drill tests and pay dirt? Loch was a dragon. A living, fire-breathing, tall-as-a-building, powerful dragon. They weren’t supposed to be real. They were a legend. They were extinct, at best. My mother told me bedtime stories. Fairy tales. One of the wolf shifters who worked for my dad years ago claimed to have a dragonsteel dagger. He tried to sell it to him for the rights to some of Dad’s land. He turned him down.

      My mind raced as I tried to piece it all together. It didn’t matter. All those old secrets and stories melted away as I stood face to face with Loch. He was real. He was here. He was mine. The last thought came to me like a whisper on the wind.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked. “I mean...in Blackfoot of all places.”

      “I came looking for…” Loch’s voice faltered. So he still had secrets he wanted to keep. I felt the chill of unease. It should matter. This was nuts. But, at the same time, standing with Loch seemed like the most natural thing in the world.

      “We should go inside,” I said. As incredible as it all was, I became keenly aware of the fact that Loch had just shifted in front of me. As such, he was very naked. I bit my lip and tried to keep my eyes from traveling down. There were more magnificent things on him besides his wings.

      “I should go,” he said. “This was stupid of me. I don’t know what I was thinking. I didn’t mean to put you in this position.”

      Wicked visions flashed through my head of all the positions I wouldn’t mind Loch Branson putting me in. My cheeks flushed and the fire in Loch’s eyes brightened. He could sense it. Of course he could.

      “No,” I said, more forcefully than I intended. “You shouldn’t go. You’re part of this now. What you did here...Loch...it’s amazing. You just saved me days of work, thousands of dollars. One exhale from you and you may have just saved my entire season. But...nobody can know about this. If…”

      “No,” Loch said, his voice dark, commanding. He had put a hand on my shoulder. Damn, he felt so good. I wanted to feel more of him. All of him. “Nobody can know about this. I hate to have to put you in a position to lie to anyone, least of all your family. But, the shifters can’t know what I am.”

      I knew that from some deeper instinct. At the same time, I had the same burning question. If Loch was afraid of other shifters knowing his secret, why the hell would he come to work in a place like Blackfoot?

      Because he was meant to find me.

      Again, the answer caressed my thoughts like a gentle breeze. I could barely process it. I pushed those thoughts aside.

      “You’re safe here,” I said, realizing I probably had no power to protect him. Then, the idea that he’d even need protection from someone like me seemed ludicrous. No matter what else was true, I knew in my bones that this man was the most powerful being I would ever encounter. The thought of it thrilled me to my core. God, I wanted him to kiss me.

      “The others will come back soon,” he said. “Maybe we should just go inside and forget this ever happened. I really am sorry, Ash. It was careless of me to come out here like this. I just needed a moment to…”

      “I get it,” I said. “I mean, you’re a shifter. You’re not like any shifter I’ve ever known, but I think there are a few basic needs you all seem to have in common. It’s just...how have I not seen you like this before?”

      “You’ve got a lot of questions. You’re entitled to some answers. It’s just...there are some things I can’t talk about right now. Letting you see me has made a right mess of a few things. I just can’t figure out how you did.”

      The ground rumbled. At first, I assumed there were trucks coming up the road. But, the rumble got deeper, not louder. And it was coming from behind Loch, to the north toward the wilderness, not from town.

      Loch let out a screech that ripped through me.
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      “Get behind me,” he shouted. I did.

      The sky darkened. The moon disappeared. “What is it?” I yelled. The wind whipped into a fierce frenzy. It was hard to catch my breath.

      Heat enveloped me. Loch was everywhere. The air shimmered blue then gold. He was doing something. Casting some spell. My vision blurred and for an instant, I felt like I was floating.

      Above us, the shadows came into focus. Two more dragons hovered above the tree line. I opened my mouth to scream, but Loch was faster. He put a hand over my mouth and brought his lips to my ear. God, it was sinful the way he touched me.

      “Shhh,” he said. “Don’t say a word. Just stay behind me. Don’t move.”

      Then, Loch stepped forward and faced the two dragons. They landed and shifted in one seamless motion. One was tall and male, looking strikingly like Loch. He had bluer eyes though. The dragon beside him became the most beautiful, stunning woman I’d ever seen. Her platinum hair fell around her shoulders, covering her nakedness. She had ice-blue eyes and a regal carriage. A dragon queen. I knew it on instinct.

      “What are you doing here?” Loch demanded. “I told you I’d let you know if I needed help.”

      The pair exchanged a look. “Loch,” the man said. “We were honestly just flying near. Avelina wanted to see if you needed any help.”

      Loch shifted his weight between the balls of his feet. He looked ready to fight. I did exactly as he told me, staying frozen to my spot. As Loch talked in hushed tones to this pair, I realized they should be able to see me. Loch stood in front of me, but from this angle, he wasn’t blocking me completely. They were too far away. And yet, they looked past me toward the trailers. I was invisible. Holy shit, he’d made me invisible!

      I couldn’t make out all they said. The man called Loch “brother” at one point and it all made perfect sense. He looked so much like Loch. The woman though. She was older. A wise woman, perhaps. Loch called her Avelina. Except, I knew somehow she was his mother. His mother. A dragon queen and her dragon princes. I don’t know how I stayed on my feet.

      “All right then,” Avelina’s voice rose above the others. “Tomorrow night. I’ll expect you to be prompt.”

      With that, she turned on her heel. Her white hair swished behind her. She raised her arms above her head. My breath left me as she jumped and shifted in a graceful arc. Her dragon rose high, disappearing into the moonlight. Loch’s brother did the same, though his shift was more brutal. One second they were here; the next they were gone. Only the rising wind marked their passing as Loch turned back to face me.

      My jaw dropped. He came to me. “Ash.”

      “Three,” I said. “There are...three...dragons.”

      “I’m sorry…”

      “How?” I asked. “How did they not see me?”

      Loch’s eyes widened. He opened his mouth to answer, then clamped it shut. “Honestly? I’ve never tried that before. I didn’t even know I could do it. I’ll be damned.”

      “A spell?” I said. “You cast a spell you’ve never done before? Christ. How did you know you wouldn’t just zap me into oblivion?”

      Loch’s eyes darkened. “I would never do anything to hurt you.”

      “You just said you didn’t even know what that was. I’ve been around plenty of shifters who had issues controlling their power. And I’ve seen you come closing to losing yours. That was dangerous. Admit it.”

      Something snapped inside of him. His hands were on me. Firm but gentle, he grasped my shoulders. “And I know I’d protect you with my life. You’re my…”

      His voice trailed off. He couldn’t say it. I couldn’t think it. As quickly as he touched me, he let me go. The last of the embers died at my feet as Loch turned and walked away.
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      “What if she’s wrong?” I said, squaring off with my brother Xander. I had shielded Ash from him and my mother. I had lied. I told myself it wasn’t a betrayal, not yet. But, Xander’s eyes held worry and doubt. I knew that look. I’d given that look both to him and the rest of my brothers time and again. Xander wasn’t sure I was in my right mind. He was starting to think the mating sickness was finally taking hold.

      Xander looked behind him. I’d convinced him and Avelina to meet me here in remote part of the Yukon wilderness, far away from Ash and the Yeager claim. I’d bought just a day. Any minute, Avelina would descend wanting answers I wasn’t sure I could give.

      Ash’s scent, her touch, still burned through me. I kept my distance from Xander, hoping he couldn’t pick up on it.

      “What do you mean wrong?” Xander asked. He stayed infuriatingly calm. It was so easy for him now. He had his mate. He had a child.

      “I mean...what if Clint Yeager isn’t out to destroy us?”

      “You think her memory is faulty? You think Avelina’s instincts are wrong? Listen, I had my doubts about her methods for years. All of us have. But, Loch, she’s been right about everything. She knew there were wolves trying to kill us. Have you forgotten my wife barely escaped with her life? Her hunch about the dragonstone has been spot on. Every lead we’ve chased has brought us answers.”

      He was right. For years, our mother had sent us on the hunt for dragonstone. She hoped finding bits of fossilized dragon egg would help her find out if we truly were the last of our kind. She held out hope that it would lead to each of us finding a dragon mate. In my brothers’ cases, it had, just not in the way she expected.

      I couldn’t stop pacing. “She told us Gideon’s wife’s family wanted us dead. But, now we have a truce with the most powerful wolf pack in Russia,” I said. “She was wrong about the Kalenkovs.”

      Xander couldn’t argue with my logic. Gideon’s mate Grace was the daughter of a Siberian Alpha. Their mating and marriage solidified an alliance that would last for centuries.

      “This is different,” Xander said. “This is about our father. This is about us honoring an oath he made our mother pledge the day he died. No, the day he was brutally murdered. We can’t forget that.”

      I had no argument to it. We’d been raised on stories of the evil of Christoph Jeger. My mother was forced to wait almost four centuries after my father died to breathe life into us. The Jeger line would not let her rest. She still bore the scars from dozens of assassination attempts. Still, it had been over two hundred years since the last time she faced off with them.

      “So you’ve seen him,” Xander said.

      I dropped my head. “Yes. Once. Clint Yeager didn’t seem to have the slightest recognition about who I am. If he’s acting, he’s exceedingly good at it.”

      “I trust her,” Xander said. “If I hadn’t, I never would have found Shae.” His voice trailed off. There was guilt in his expression. My heart twisted as I tried to come up with the lie that would protect Ash and satisfy my family.

      The shift in the wind took the decision out of my head. The tallest trees bent as Avelina circled and found a landing spot. She stayed hidden from view for a moment as she shifted and arranged the long black cloak she kept with her. Finally, she emerged from the tree line and headed straight for us, her eyes blazing with blue fire.

      “Answer for yourself,” she said. “Tell me why Clint Yeager still walks the earth.”

      I had no answer that would appease her. I could only rely on the partial truth. “It’s not just him,” I said. “Yeager’s got a family.”

      It was as if Avelina had the power to call the wind to her. Her hair whipped around, forming a white halo. She came to me. “So do I.”

      “A wife and a son,” I said, biting back the last of it. He had a daughter too. And she was mine.

      “You’ve waited too long,” she said. “I’ve indulged you. I was afraid you’d…”

      It was her turn to hold back the truth. “What?” I said. “You were afraid I’d lose control?”

      “Yes!” Fury lined her face. “Dammit. Yes! You made sense at first. I saw the wisdom in letting you take some time to understand who and what you were dealing with. And you were right. If you’d just attacked and taken Yeager out the way I wanted, maybe you wouldn’t know about his son. Because he has to die too. His entire line.”

      My fire burst to the surface, raising my scales and making my vision turn red hot. If I’d had any doubt about Avelina’s reaction, she’d just confirmed it. If she knew about Ash, she’d want her dead too.

      “You’ve done well,” Avelina said, dropping her voice. She put a hand on my chest in an attempt to calm me. “We can take it from here.”

      “What?”

      She shared a glance with Xander. My blood turned to lava as I realized what they were really doing here. They weren’t just checking in. They’d come with a plan. She’d brought Xander to finish the job. She would have him kill Ash’s father and brother. God. She’d have him kill Ash.

      “No!” I roared. I ripped myself away from my mother’s touch. Xander sensed the change in me and his eyes darkened. This wasn’t happening. This couldn’t be happening. But, at that moment, I felt as if my mother and brother were my enemies.

      “Loch, listen to yourself,” Xander said. “You’re getting worse. I don’t want to say it. You know I don’t. But we made a pact with each other. Remember?”

      I did. Damn him to hell, I did. Before he found a mate, Xander suffered like I did. There was only one end for a dragon with mating sickness. Little by little, we would lose control of the beast inside of all of us until finally all traces of the man were gone. We had vowed never to let any of us get that far. The only thing strong enough to fight off a dragon, was another dragon. Or four. We swore we would kill any one of us who was too far gone.

      “Don’t test me, brother,” I said through gritted teeth. I knew what Xander saw. My eyes were no longer brown. They were red fire and I felt scales over my shoulders.

      “That’s exactly why I’m here,” Xander said, getting in my face. He was testing me. He wanted to see how far I’d go. How long it would take me to pull myself back together.

      “Give us a minute,” Xander said over his shoulder to Avelina. He didn’t want our mother to see what he was about to do.

      “Enough!” she said. “There’s no time for this. We end this tonight. We do what we came here to do. Then Loch, you come back with us. Not to Chicago. We’ll fly to Knoydart. You could use the vacation.”

      Knoydart was our ancestral home in the Scottish Highlands. For thousands of years, dragons of the House of Brandhart were born in the fires of the hidden volcano. It restored us. Soothed us. But, right now, I wanted nothing to do with it.

      “You go,” I said. “I’ll finish what I started here. You’ve both wasted a trip.”

      “Have we?” Xander said, still pushing. He was daring me to shift. He let his own dragon out just enough for me to feel his fire.

      “Yes.” The word came out as a hiss. I hated him for this, even as I knew I’d done it to him countless times over the decades. Ever since the first one of us began to show symptoms, we played this deadly game. Who could hold their dragon back the longest? Who could shift the fastest? Who could get themselves under control?

      “This is what is happening today,” Avelina said. “We’ll do it together. It’s a risk to have the three of us flying around with so many shifters here. Even cloaked they’ll sense something. So, we’ll be fast as lightning. Fire is enough to do it. We’ll turn the Yeagers to ash.”

      A roar ripped from me. My dragon burst forth. For a few seconds, I was gone. I tasted blood. Xander’s blood. One word pulsed through my brain.

      Ash. Ash. Ash.

      Her face wavered in my vision. She was mine. I would protect her. I would let no harm come to her even if it was from the people I loved. Forget my oath. Forget my name. I would put her life before mine.

      Xander shifted, his wings rising high. He landed one glancing blow across my body. I tumbled backward then righted myself, digging my talons into the ground. The earth shook. Those in town would think it was an earthquake. I tore through the forest, dragging trees with me.

      Xander pounced on me. I kicked up and threw him off. End over end we went, cutting through the forest floor. Xander’s words blasted into my thoughts.

      Get a hold of yourself or I’ll end you.

      I closed my mind to him. I couldn’t let him see. Ash was everywhere. He would know. I would not betray her, not even to my brother.

      Mine!

      Xander’s eyes widened as he heard the word I spoke. Of course he recognized it. He understood it. It had to have been the same for him when he first found Shae. But, those were rational thoughts. Logic had no place here. My mate’s life was at stake.

      My mate. Ash was my mate. I’d known it from the second I saw her in that diner in town. But even now, I tried to will the thoughts away. I could not betray her. The only way to keep her safe was to deny she even existed for now.

      Xander seized an advantage and landed another punch to my gut. I doubled over, gasping for air. From the corner of my eye, I saw Avelina standing at the top of a hill. Her hair blew back as she watched her sons skirmish.

      Are you going to kill me, brother?

      Xander could form full thoughts. I couldn’t. I answered with a burst of fire. It couldn’t touch Xander. I pushed back, getting him on his back.

      One blow. One slash of my talon across his throat. I could end him. I could keep Ash safe. Xander’s eyes widened. He saw. He knew.

      I closed my eyes and let my heartbeat slow. This was the test. He’d been aiming for this all along. I let my breath come easy. My dragon fought back. The beast wanted to do this. My dragon wanted to end Xander and the threat I felt.

      I clawed my way back, letting my pulse become steady. My talons receded and I slowly stepped back, letting my brother up off the ground.

      He sat there for a moment, sweat beading his brow as he completed his own shift. Our eyes met. I don’t know if he fully grasped what was happening with me. But, he knew enough. I extended my hand, helping him to his feet.

      Xander slapped me on the back and brought his lips close to my ear. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      I still couldn’t find words. I simply nodded and we turned and walked back to our mother.

      “Loch’s right,” Xander said, shocking me. “We need to let him finish what he started. He’s in control.”

      Avelina tapped a foot and crossed her arms. “You’re done?”

      Still panting, Xander doubled over and put his hands on his knees. He laughed. “That? That was just a little fun.” He straightened and slapped my back again. I hoped Avelina didn’t notice I couldn’t even speak yet.

      “Come on, mother,” Xander said. “Let’s leave Loch to his job. I’ll come back and check on him in a couple of days.”

      She didn’t look convinced, but I got the impression Xander had forced an agreement from her before they got here. It’s what I would have done. He probably convinced her to let him decide whether I was in control or not. After all, only my brothers and I knew what it was like to lose it.

      “Hmph,” she said, still not convinced. She walked up to me. I stood stock still as she circled me, watching for signs of my dragon. Finally, she cupped my chin in her hand and put a hard kiss on my cheek.

      “We’ll be back,” she said. “And next time, you better have news I’ll like.”

      I nodded. It was all I could do. My brother’s gaze found mine as he and Avelina backed off and headed for the clearing.

      Don’t make me regret this, brother. Loch’s words echoed through me as he and my mother let their dragons out and took flight. As soon as they were out of sight, I dropped to my knees. Pain shot through my heart and my limbs went frozen.
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      “I don’t know what to tell ya,” Rick said. His legs poked out from beneath the dozer. The good news was, things weren’t as bad with it in the light of day as he thought. The bad news was, it would be a whole day before he’d get the thing up and running again. “I wasn’t here last night. I didn’t see him this morning. Stinky says he was gone before he left for breakfast.”

      It was ten o’clock in the morning. The crew had been working since five. All except one. Loch had never shown up.

      “Damnedest thing though,” Rick said, pulling his head out from beneath the machine. “Last night was even colder than the night before. They’re even calling for snow later this afternoon. I swear, Ash, if it weren’t for bad luck, you’d have no luck at all. Except...Hal and the boys said they were cutting through ground like butter this morning.”

      “Good,” I said. “That’s real good. Keep at it. We’ve got to figure out how to make up for lost time. Tomorrow’s cleanup needs to be our best yet.”

      Rick started whistling and tucked his head back under the dozer. I scanned the site. I’d done it about a hundred times. Loch was nowhere.

      How could he just disappear like that? Maybe I’d dreamt the whole damn thing. Loch was a dragon. A dragon.

      I got back in the four-wheeler and headed up to the trailers. I knew it was useless. He flat-out wasn’t here. But, I couldn’t stop myself from checking his trailer one more time.

      His bed was made. He didn’t have much gear. Just a couple of shirts and some jeans hanging in the closet he shared with Stinky. I sat on the bed, heart racing. My heel came up against the metal footlocker he kept beneath the bed. I knew the right thing to do was just leave. No matter what else happened, Loch was entitled to his privacy. Still, I found myself pulling the footlocker out. The latch hung open.

      “Shit,” I muttered as I scooted off the bed and knelt in front of the rectangular box. What I found inside made no sense. Loch just had a pair of extra work boots and a cell phone. The phone was locked. Even if it wasn’t, I didn’t think I could cross that particular line. The last thing in it was a brown envelope laying flat against the bottom. I hated myself for doing it, but I took it out.

      My jaw dropped. Loch had a 5x7 color photo of my father. On the back, he’d written Dad’s name and the main office address.

      It could be anything. Maybe someone gave it to Loch before he came out here so he’d know who to talk to about asking for a job. That made some degree of sense. And yet, an eerie chill went through me. No matter what else happened, my need to find Loch deepened.

      I put the photo back and headed out of the trailer. My crew was humming. Since yesterday, they’d been getting along. It was good. I had a good feeling about how much gold I’d weigh. Still, my heart felt pulled in two directions. As much as I didn’t like hearing it, my brother had a point. The crew worked better when they weren’t stirred up by Loch. They sensed something different about him, and now I understood what it was.

      If they ever found out…

      I was just about to head back to the cut to check on Rick’s progress, when I felt a jolt. For an instant, I thought my heart might explode. Pain shot through me, and my fingers went numb. As soon as I caught my breath, I heard someone call my name. It was just a whisper. Maybe it was just the breeze. Except, I knew who it was.

      Loch.

      Instinct burned through me. Loch was out there. Loch was hurt.

      Stinky came toward me. He tipped his hardhat. “You heading back out?”

      “In a few,” I said, breathless. I ran toward the ATV. “I’ve gotta check on something. Hold the fort down until I get back.”

      I don’t know what Stinky asked me. My vision tunneled. Once I’d made the decision to go, something else took over. Nothing on this earth would stop me from tearing down that hill and heading for the woods.

      I made sure no one watched me go. I veered off the well-worn paths and went deeper into the wilderness. A few hundred yards in, the four-wheeler became useless. Sweating, I jumped out of the seat and started running, letting my heart lead the way.

      I found him by the stream, lying face down, naked. At first, I didn’t think he was breathing.

      “Loch!” Screaming his name, I ran to him. His skin burned as I found the strength to roll him over. I had his head in my lap. Loch’s eyes rolled. His skin was gray. Scales covered his shoulders.

      “Loch?” I smoothed the hair from his eyes. Loch took a gasping breath and arched his back. He coughed and fire spewed out.

      He seemed trapped, half shifted. I lowered him gently to the ground and pressed my ear to his chest. His heart was beating, but erratic.

      “Let me get help!” I shouted. Then, I realized I had no idea what kind of help he needed.

      Loch reached up, gripping my arms. He pulled me down to him, close enough so I could hear.

      “Can’t…”

      “Can’t what?” Except I knew. With each labored breath he took, I began to understand. I knew this. I’d heard of it. A cousin of my mother’s lived over the ridge. He got trapped in his wolf after the woman he meant to marry died before they could mate.

      “You have to let me help you,” I said. Desire and fear blended in my heart.

      “They won’t understand,” he croaked. “I tried.”

      This was crazy. Impossible. And yet, as my pulse quickened, I knew what I wanted and what Loch needed.

      I hovered over him for a moment, watching him try to focus. Time stood still, then seemed to rush forward all at once.

      I kissed him.

      Loch’s back arched. His arms slid around me. He kissed me back. God, he tasted so good. Like sin and heat and everything I’d ever desired.

      A day ago, in the middle of the cut, Loch had sparked a fierce need in me. Here, deep in the Yukon wilderness, that need took over. It lifted me, consumed me, drove out all reason. The world fell away.

      “Loch,” I gasped, coming up for air. The scales over his shoulders had disappeared. His color was back to normal. Red fire still lit his eyes, but he had control of his dragon again. If just one kiss could do that...what could…

      “Ash,” he said, his voice sultry and low. My pulse quickened. Heat skittered along my spine and settled between my legs. Now I was the one losing control.

      My nipples chafed against the fabric of my shirt. Every inch of my body felt like it was on heightened alert. Every hair follicle tingled. Goosebumps covered me. My core turned molten. I was like a rocket about to launch. The countdown had begun, and no power on earth could stop it now.

      I lunged at him. Loch caught me by the elbows. His lips curled into a smirk. I clawed at my shirt, pulling it over my head. Loch’s fingers found the zipper on my jeans. I wriggled out of them. I straddled Loch’s lap wearing nothing but my bra and panties. His rigid cock pulsed against me. I was already completely soaked with lust.

      “I want you,” he whispered. “I don’t think I can…”

      “Don't,” I said. “I mean...don't hold back.”

      I slid my hands up his chest, feeling every hard ridge of his abs, his pecs, his shoulders. Loch trailed his fingers down my ribcage, making my breath catch. I quivered as his thumb found the waistband of my silk panties.

      Then, he ripped them off.

      I spread my legs, as I knelt over his legs. Loch laced his fingers through my hair as he kissed me. With his other hand, he found me. He teased me, coaxing the hard little bud between my legs with his thumb. Oh, God. He had me gushing. Shameless and gushing.

      “Fuck,” he whispered. “You’re so wet. So needy.”

      I was. I pulsed for him as Loch worked me. I kept on kissing him. I found the clasp to my bra and opened it. The straps fell down my shoulders. I wriggled out of it. Now, Loch had me naked and writhing in front of him.

      His lips found each nipple and he swirled his tongue over them. It sent the most delicious, aching pleasure all through me. I threw my head back, arching forward. On my knees, I undulated, drawn into the rhythm Loch set with his fingers as he worked me from inside.

      “Are you sure?” he whispered. How could he even ask me that? Every cell in my body was tuned to his. He had me dripping. Rocking back and forth.

      “Yes!” I cried.

      “Lay back,” he said. “I need to look at you.”

      He made me so bold, so wanton. I’d never ever gone this far. It wasn’t easy in Blackfoot. There was never anyone but shifters around. I had never wanted to give myself to one before. But Loch...he was no ordinary shifter.

      And he was mine.

      I knew it. With each lust-filled beat of my heart I knew this is what I was meant for. All rational thought left me. All the questions I had yet to ask just melted away as Loch gently lowered me to my back. Instinct took over and I spread my legs wide for him and arched my back.

      “Baby,” he said. “Good God, you’re beautiful. Are you real? Am I dreaming?”

      He was the dragon and yet he asked me that.

      I reached for him, gently circling my fingers around his cock. He was so big, so thick. But, I knew he would fit me perfectly. I knew I was born for him.

      “Please,” I begged. Oh, yes, I’d do that too and so much more.

      Loch crawled forward, hovering over the length of me, he kept his weight on his elbows. I stroked him. Loch’s eyes rolled back. He wasn’t the only one who knew how to tease.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he said. His skin began to glow. His fire rose.

      Something clicked in my heart. I was the lock. He was the key. We fit together.

      “You won’t,” I said, knowing to the marrow of my bones it was true. Whatever fire he brought, it would never hurt me.

      “I need you,” I said. “Now.”

      Loch started to thrust in my hand. His skin went from deepest tan to brightest gold. His eyes snapped open. It was like staring into twin suns. His dragon came just to the surface. Sparks skittered across the ground.

      My own heat grew. I felt my lips open for him, beckoning him forward. I drew my legs up, circling them around his waist. I pulled him to me, guiding him toward my slick opening.

      Loch kissed me hard and deep as he slipped inside me. My eyes snapped open and I caught my breath as he pressed deeper. I felt split open, but in the best way. He was so deep inside me. He hesitated for a fraction of a second as he felt that tiny band of resistance and then he knew.

      It was him. It was only him. He was all there would ever be.

      “Ash,” he whispered. Then, I demanded more. Locking my legs around him, I arched my back. Loch picked up the rhythm, driving himself into me as deep as he could go.

      It was pure heat. Elemental fire. Lightning. Hot wind. Flames swirled around, engulfing our joined bodies. It poured in me, through me, became part of me. But it couldn’t hurt me. It made me stronger. It opened my eyes.

      Loch was mine. I was Loch’s. And this was meant to be.

      We came together that first time. Desire, Loch’s fire, my heart.
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      I understood. Oh, God. I understood. Xander, Gideon, and Finn had tried to explain to me how it felt when they found their mates. The chaos that had ruled their hearts for so many years went quiet. In its place, a strength of purpose, the power of control.

      If Ash were purely human, she would not have been able to take my fire. It would have burned her from the inside out. Xander’s mate Shae was protected by a spell. Gideon’s mate Grace was the daughter of a wolf shifter. Finn’s mate Gemma was a fire mage. Now, there was my Ash. She lay cradled in my arms in the drowsy afterglow of our coupling.

      She was special. She had the blood of a wolf and a tiger flowing through her veins. Now, she had my fire along with it.

      “That was…” Ash opened her eyes. My glow reflected back at me in them. She reached up, trailing a lazy finger over the curve of my shoulder.

      “Just...wow,” she said, coming up on her elbow.

      I leaned down to kiss her. Her tastes were already etched in my heart. Her lips were sweet, like cinnamon. The space between her breasts, salty. Then, there was the heady nectar between her legs. Just the thought of it made my loins stir and my dragon rumble.

      “You should have told me you were a virgin,” I said.

      She blushed a little. “Hmm. What would you have done differently? Would you have treated me gently?” She wore a sultry smirk as she curled her fingers around my cock. I twitched in her hand, so ready to take her all over again.

      “God, no,” I said, growling.

      She giggled. “Good. I should hope not.” Her lips found mine. Her heat enveloped me. She was wet again. Primed. Ready.

      I couldn’t resist her. I shifted her so she straddled me. Her hair fell between us. She smelled so good.

      “Loch,” she gasped. I held her up, my hands solid on her hips. She wriggled a little, only driving me that much more mad.

      “We’re running out of time,” I said.

      “I know.” Her eyes were closed. She bit her bottom lip.

      “I don’t think I care,” I said.

      “I know.”

      “Do you want this?” I asked.

      Her eyes snapped open. The tip of my cock teased her. Her thighs quivered. She opened for me. I lowered her over me, rooting deep.

      “Oh...oh...oh!” Ash’s legs were still shaky from the last time. But, she found her strength as I began to thrust.

      “Like that,” I whispered, spurring her on. I wanted to watch Ash take control. I loved the way she moved her body. She became a wild thing. Her breasts swung. They were so big for as thin as she was. In my mind’s eye, I saw them grow even heavier, the nipples darkening like red wine. Oh, God. Yes. I wanted to plant my seed in her. Claim her. Make her mine forever.

      But, she needed to understand. Desire and fate were one thing. She still didn’t understand who I was.

      As Ash took her pleasure and mine rose along with it, guilt washed over me. I was lying to her. I was lying to everyone.

      “Oh, God. Oh, Loch. Oh. Oh!” Ash fucked me hard and deep. I hooked my fingers through hers, supporting her as she ground out her pleasure. I leaned forward, lapping at her nipples as they swung near my face.

      I might be damned for what I’d done. In that moment, I didn’t care. I wanted her. I needed her. She was mine. She was born for me. Born for this. It had to be right. Fate brought me to her. It didn’t matter who her father was or her brother. It didn’t even matter who my father was, though I was ashamed to think it. It only mattered that I’d found her. Now, I would never let her go. No matter what. I would find a way to be with her.

      But first I had to find a way to tell her the truth.

      When Ash finished, I gently turned her. Instinct drove her. She went on all fours. She dropped her head, showing the back of her neck. Oh, God. Instinct indeed. She presented herself, the way a mate should. I could do it. I could claim her now. Mark her. Brand her to me forever. It’s what we were both meant for. My dragon burned. Fire rose, sending a circle of sparks around her.

      “Ash,” I whispered, my voice ragged with lust.

      Ash lifted her head. She realized what she’d just done. What she’d almost invited me to do. I could feel her hunger for it. If she’d stayed that way a second longer, I wouldn’t have been able to stop.

      Ash turned. She kept her thighs spread but invited me into her this way. For now, it was safer. I couldn’t claim her just yet. Once she knew why I was here, maybe not at all.

      Primal need burned inside me. That part of me wanted me to take her now, all the way, then work out the rest of it later. But that wouldn’t be fair to her or anyone else around us. I found the strength to hold back. The irony was, if Ash hadn’t come to me in the woods today, I couldn’t have. This woman gave me the power and strength I needed to hold my baser instincts at bay.

      I came inside her. Without my mark, it was safe. She wouldn’t get pregnant. She may not have known dragons, but Ash knew enough about shifters to understand. She folded her legs around me and kissed my neck as I poured myself into her then returned her kisses.

      Afterward, Ash fumbled to find her clothes. I reached for her, picking twigs and leaves from her hair. She blushed as she found her pants and slid them on. I hated to see her covered. If I had my way, I’d take her to Knoydart and make love to her a dozen times a day.

      As soon as she popped her head through the opening in her t-shirt, she sat up on her knees. “Loch...we…”

      “Don’t,” I said, leaning forward to kiss her. “I know.”

      “You know what?”

      “I know this is complicated. I know you have family obligations. And I know my being here is making trouble for you.”

      She arched a brow. “Well, actually I was going to say this is pretty simple.”

      I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “Are you ever going to stop surprising me?”

      “Well, I’ve surprised the hell out of myself. Do you know how many times I swore I’d never be with a shifter? I mean...I’ve had it up to here with them. My mother, my father, my brother. I was raised around them. To be honest, I think I can count maybe three people I know who aren’t shifters. Our mailman, my tenth-grade algebra teacher, and Sadie Perkins who owns the dry cleaners. But she hardly counts because she’s mated to a jaguar and her father was a panther.”

      “Are you sorry?” I asked.

      “How can I be sorry? I think I knew what you were the second you walked into that diner. I think it’s why I did what I did. My dad thought I was impulsive hiring you on the spot. I wasn’t. I knew. You’re supposed to be in my life. It’s as simple as that.”

      It was more than that. She might know it, but neither of us had yet been willing to say the words.

      “So what do we do now?” I asked. I’d said it to her, but I was really asking myself. I knew I should just come clean right then and there. She might hate me. She might leave. But, she couldn’t ever deny what we were to each other.

      “I’m not ready,” she said simply. “I mean...my body is...obviously. God. Loch. I think if you hadn’t said something, I would have just said the hell with it and let you mark me. I sooo want you to. What’s it like? I mean...with dragons?”

      “Well, it’s not like I’ve ever done it. I mean...I’ve done it, but not like that.”

      She was blushing. God, I loved the sight of that. In another minute, I might just slide those jeans of hers down and fuck her again for good measure.

      “Well, I haven’t,” she said with a fair amount of indignation.

      “I’m glad,” I said, more forcefully than I wanted to. I couldn’t help it. Even the hint of the idea that Ash would ever be with another man was enough to drive my dragon out. I would burn this forest to the ground.

      “I’ve never let my fire out like that,” I said. “That’s what I mean. Human women aren’t built for it. You are. It’s because of the shifter blood in you.”

      She cast her eyes to a point beyond my head. “It’s not fair,” she said. “I was supposed to be a shifter. I mean, if it weren’t for some stupid curse from like a zillion years ago, I think I would have been. I can feel it sometimes. There’s this power inside me. I’ve just never been able to get to it until...just now. With you. Your fire. Is that what you mean? My weird recessive shifter DNA draws your fire?”

      “Yes,” I said. “My brother Gideon mated to a wolf shifter’s daughter. I want you to meet her someday. Her name is Grace. Their daughter...Amelia…” My voice trailed. I wasn’t sure how many secrets I should tell today.

      But, Ash wouldn’t let me off the hook that easily. Her eyes burned with curiosity. I felt her pulse quicken.

      “What about her?” she asked. “Amelia.”

      I picked up a stick and made circles in the dirt with it. “Ash, no one outside my family knows about any of this. If shifters...I mean...regular shifters ever found out…”

      “Amelia can shift,” Ash said, her voice toneless. “My God. That’s it, isn’t it? When your brother mated with this Grace...a shifter’s daughter...it broke the curse. I know that’s it. I don’t know how. But...I saw it. Hell, I saw a lot of things when you were inside me. When your fire went into me. But that’s the truth. Your niece is a wolf.”

      I let out a hard breath. “Yes.”

      “So if we...if I…” Ash got to her feet. Her face flushed, she started pacing. She put her hands over her stomach.

      “Ash.”

      She shook her head. “No. I know. I won’t say anything. But, God. Loch. This is...this is huge.”

      I stood beside her. My jeans and shirt were somewhere in the brush. I found them and got dressed.

      “Your brother Xander,” she said. “The one who came to the cut the other night. He’s mated too?”

      “He is. His wife Shae is human, but she has the protection of a spell. Their child, Cassia...she’s human, but we can feel some kind of magic within her. When she’s older, she may come into it.”

      “Right.” Ash nodded. “Right. Okay. Yeah. It’s going to take me a minute to process all of this.”

      “I need to get you back,” I said.

      Her eyes widened. “How long have we been out here?”

      It had been hours. The sun began to dip to the west. It was late in the afternoon. The whole day. I’d had Ash with me the whole day.

      “They’re going to kill me,” Ash said. “They know I came looking for you. The crew is already pretty suspicious of you. Loch, I’ll keep your secret. I understand how dangerous it is for you and your family if shifters at large knew about you. If they knew what mating with you could do. You can trust me. You know that, right? I’d never do anything to put the people you love in danger.”

      She faced me, her eyes big and trusting. It was like a knife straight through my heart. She would keep my secret and my family safe. But I had been sent here to destroy hers. Now everything had changed. Ash was mine. I didn’t know how or where this was going, but I knew I could never hurt her. That meant I couldn’t hurt her family either.

      “We’ll figure it out,” I said to myself as much as her. “And as far as the crew, they’ll settle when you count the gold in the morning. I’ve got a good feeling about it.”

      Her posture eased. She came to me, sliding her hands up my chest. “I hope you’re right. I hope we hit the mother lode. But why do I feel like I already have?”

      She went on her tiptoes and kissed me. She trusted me. She might be willing to go so far as give me her heart. Now, it was up to me to figure out how to earn it.
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      I went back down to the site alone. We decided it was better if Loch came back the next morning. I didn’t want to lie to the crew, but my personal life was really none of their business, no matter how much gossip formed the fabric of life in Blackfoot.

      I put two people I trusted on cleanup duties in the tent we kept on the north ridge of the jobsite. Stinky’s sister Lola came in from town. Mike Jeffries was one of my father’s oldest friends. It was Mike who’d given my father his first job on his uncle’s mine over thirty years ago. Mike and Lola waited for me. Lola had just about finished putting the last of the cleaned gold into the jar we would weigh.

      “How’s it look?” I asked. I had a strong hunch this would be a very good week. Even though we’d lost a day with the dozer, and despite the drama among the men, we’d hit our stride. I could feel it.

      Lola shrugged. Mike sat near the scale, making some final calibrations. “You know I don’t like guessing.”

      “Ah, you’re no fun.”

      Lola peered out the tent flap. The rest of the crew had finished for the day. They were busy with a clambake near the huge bonfire Rick had started. It had become a weekly tradition on my father’s claim. Each crew took turns hosting what we called the “Sunday Night Special.” We’d all gather and reveal our totals for weekly bragging rights. This week, there would only be three competitors. My father’s crew, Will’s, and now mine. I tried not to feel the pressure. After all, this was a family effort. Still, winning this week would buy me some street cred and hopefully keep my dad and brother off my back for a little while.

      My spine tingled as I waited. Lola looked skyward. Her nose wrinkled, but she didn’t say anything. My heart skipped as I saw past her. Loch’s dragon flew across the horizon, circling the jobsite. Lola couldn’t see him, but she sensed something. Loch cast shadows, but to Lola, there were no clouds to obstruct the setting sun.

      God, he was beautiful as his colors streaked across the sky. He dipped low, searching for me. His dragon glided almost to a stop, somehow suspending himself in midair. The urge to go to him burned through me, driving the breath from my lungs. I wanted to fly with him. I wanted to feel what it was like to soar. Tonight maybe. I could call to him after the others fell asleep or passed out. The promise of it sent white heat shooting through my veins. Desire swelled within me.

      Loch Branson. Dragon shifter. My fated mate. It still didn’t feel quite real. I shook my head, trying to bring my mind back down to earth.

      “Quit stalling,” I said, drawing Lola away from the opening to the tent. “Let’s hear it.”

      Mike whistled as he poured the gorgeous flakes of gold into our custom scale. My mouth practically watered as I heard nuggets hit the metal. Oh, it would be a good week. Would it be enough?

      I watched the numbers climb on the scale. Lola took my arm. “You go, girl,” she said. She wanted me to show up the boys just as much as I did.

      Finally, the numbers stopped. I blinked, thinking I’d misread the count. “Is that?”

      “Hot dog!” Mike clapped his hands together. “Two hundred fifty-six point seven!”

      Two hundred and fifty-six ounces! That was a monstrous number for just six full days in operation. At today’s prices, that was worth over three hundred thousand dollars. It rivaled some of my brother’s best weekly numbers in the over ten years he’d been running his own crew.

      “Read it and weep!” Lola said. “Is everybody out there?”

      “Do you know what Will and my dad posted?” I asked, my voice dropping to a whisper.

      “Not that!” Mike said. “Will’s come in just under two hundred. The old man’s got him beat, but I don’t think he’s close to two fifty. You win the week, little sister!”

      My heart soared. I felt Loch’s presence. Did he know? Could he hear me? Instinct took over and I tried to call to him with my mind.

      I think we did it! It’s big, baby.

      I waited. My heart thundered behind my breast. I was almost afraid to breathe. Then, I felt him. Loch was in me. It was even more intimate than sex and felt just about as wonderful.

      You did it. You’re amazing.

      “I want you,” I whispered, low enough so Lola and Mike couldn’t hear. “We have to celebrate. Find me tonight. I want to fly.”

      I could hear Loch’s sultry laugh in the wind. It melted me. I throbbed for him. God, how was I ever going to make it through dinner without somebody picking up on the change in me?

      “Let’s go,” Lola said. “Time to knock the socks off of some good ol’ boys!”

      Breathless, I followed Lola out to the bonfire. My father sat in a camp chair next to my mother. They held hands and she leaned her head against his shoulder. Rick had brought out some of his famous moonshine. Half the crew had already imbibed.

      Mike came out, holding a strip of paper with our weekly numbers on it. When he shouted the number, a holler went up in the crowd. My father smiled and gave me a knowing nod. On the other side of the fire, I saw Will’s shoulders drop. Then, he forced a smile. Knowing him, he’d only drive harder this week. Will Yeager was the most competitive person I knew. Bring it on, brother, I thought.

      “Well,” my mother said. “Guess that’ll shut you boys up. She beat the pants off of you.”

      My father leaned down to kiss her. She put a soft hand to his cheek, her eyes flashing silver. He glowed in his own way as he caught her gaze. Fated mates. My mother’s heart beat alongside my father’s. Neither of them felt fully complete unless the other was near.

      Fated mates.

      They’d claimed each other against the wishes of my mother’s pack in Michigan. My father had nearly died fighting for her. Since as far back as I could remember, I’d heard him tell her how he’d do it over again every single day if that’s what it took.

      Then, there was Will. He hadn’t yet found a mate of his own. My mother told him that someday he’d have to leave Blackfoot, maybe for good. She was convinced his mate was out there for him. If she didn’t come to the Yukon, he’d have to seek her out somewhere else.

      I felt like I was lying to them as they each came to me with a congratulatory hug. Rick tried to get me to drink the moonshine. I wanted to keep my head clear. Loch was out there. Up there. I hadn’t realized why he’d been so insistent on staying away until now. One look at the two of us together and my parents would see it.

      Later, as the crew filled their bellies and the fire died down, things got quiet again. Most of the men took off. Half would take the revelry into town. Those too far gone to drive would sleep it off in their trailers.

      My family stayed behind. When it was just the four of us, my mother finally spoke.

      “We really are so proud of you, Ash. You know I’ve been telling your dad for years you were ready for this.”

      My father chuffed. “She did just fine. But one good cleanup isn’t the whole season. You just keep doing what you’re doing.” He looked around the site. Proud as he was, I knew there was something still on my father’s mind.

      “What is it?” I asked. “You’ve been dancing around something all night. And what about you?” I looked at Will. “You’ve had that sourpuss expression for about the last hour. I know you’re not jealous, so what gives?”

      I knew the answer before he said it. I just really hoped the gold I produced would end their doubts.

      “Some gold’s been taken from both my site and Dad’s,” he said. “I’m short about twenty ounces. Dad’s missing five.”

      “What?” I leaned forward in my chair.

      My mother put a steadying hand on my father’s knee and shot a look to Will.

      “Nothing’s missing here?” Dad asked.

      I blinked hard, trying to clear my head. “What? No. Ask Lola and Mike.”

      Dad fingered the rim of the mason jar he’d been drinking from. I didn’t like Will’s posture. He hovered near my father. Whatever they suspected, they’d clearly been cooking it up together.

      “I trust the men on my crew with my life. Dad’s too. And yours. The only newcomer here is Loch Branson. Rick came to me a couple of days ago. He said he saw him sniffing around your trailer.”

      “So?” I said, my heart racing. They couldn’t honestly think Loch stole gold from us. It was ridiculous.

      “I did some checking,” Dad said. “He’s got no background. The man’s a ghost. The plates on that truck he drives? Came back to an Alexander Brandhart, not Loch Branson.”

      “You think he’s driving a stolen truck?” My mind whizzed through the possibilities. Alexander Brandhart. Loch said his brother’s name was Xander. But Brandhart?

      “He’s shifty,” Will said. “I’m sorry, but I stand by that. Something’s off about that guy. And where the hell was he tonight? Or all day? Rick came to me. He said he’s AWOL.”

      I wouldn’t lie to them. I also wouldn’t betray Loch’s trust. I didn’t have the answers they wanted.

      “Listen,” I said, my anger rising. “Loch’s part of my crew. He’s my responsibility. And he’s doing a good job. He asked for the day off. Personal reasons. He’ll be back tomorrow. You feel like interrogating him, that’s up to you. But don’t come storming up here acting like you’re in charge. You can come find him when his shift is over. Not before.”

      “That’s enough of this,” my mother said. “Ash is making sense. We’re questioning everyone. Loch won’t be an exception, but you need to let Ash run her crew now. She’s more than proven she’s capable of it.”

      My father clearly didn’t want to talk about it anymore either. He gave my brother a grim nod and stood. He wrapped an arm around my mother. They came to me. I got a quick kiss from each before they headed up to my father’s truck. That just left Will and me to square off.

      As soon as my parents pulled away, Will started in again.

      “You can bullshit them, but it won’t work on me.” Will’s tiger eyes flashed gold. Stripes popped out across his forearms.

      “Go home, Will,” I said.

      “I can smell him on you.” Will growled and his nostrils flared. “What the fuck are you doing, Ash? This guy is trouble. I want him gone.”

      “Why? Because he’s good? Because I’m better at this than you are, or at least I’m just as good? Wow. You’re a sore loser, brother. You need to check yourself.”

      Will started to pace. No. He stalked. He took a few steps and his tail popped out.

      “You’re not thinking straight,” he said.

      I raised a brow and pointed to his tail. “Really?”

      Will swished his tail behind him. “Guy’s gotten in your head. And he’s off. You can’t deny that. He came here using either a false name or a stolen truck. Loch Branson doesn’t exist. Ask him to fill out a damn W-2. Did you even check his I.D.?”

      “Give me a break already. How many forms do you have your new hires fill out? This is the Yukon, William. Loch has proven himself to me. The rest of you can just grow up and mind your own business.”

      “I’m not going to let this go,” he said. “Not when there’s a thief among us. I will find out who it is. You better pray it’s not your boy toy, sister.”

      I had to cover my mouth to keep from laughing. Boy toy was not the phrase I’d use to describe Loch. Still, some of the things my brother said stung. I didn’t believe for a minute Loch was capable of thievery. But, he still had secrets. I had yet to ask him about the photo he kept of my dad. I hated to admit it, but my brother was right about one thing. There was more to Loch than met the eye.

      I would ask him. On my terms.

      “You’ve said your piece,” I said. “I told you you can talk to Loch tomorrow after his shift if you need to. I won’t stop you. If there’s someone stealing from the family, I want them found as much as you do. That’s the truth, Will. You know it.”

      He let out a breath, but his tail receded. I really did hate fighting with Will. I hated it worse when he was right. I just knew in my heart he was wrong about Loch. Now I just had to figure out a way to tell my family who he really was.

      Again, I felt Loch hovering high above. I wondered how much of this he’d heard.

      “All right, little sister,” Will said. “You win for tonight. I’ll be back tomorrow though. In the meantime, just...don’t forget you’re a Yeager first.”

      My head reared back as if his words carried weight. Did Will know? Did he already suspect? For now, there was nothing I could do but hope. And ask Loch a few more questions.
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      “They think I what?” Ash sat on the embankment, dipping her toes in the stream. Her skin shimmered in the moonlight and I used my fire to keep her warm.

      “It’ll blow over,” she said. “Probably. But, Dad and Will are certain somebody has taken gold from them. And it’s a lot.”

      “Ash, look at me. You know it wasn’t me. I’ve never even set foot on either of their jobsites. There’s no way anyone could have even seen me there. Because I wasn’t. Plus, I didn’t take their gold. I have no need for it.”

      She shot me a look. Ash knew I was holding back. I just had to figure out a way to tell her so she would understand. I justified it to myself knowing I’d never set out to lie to her. I never bargained for the fact that Avelina’s mission would put me right in the path of my fated mate. Still, it ate at me that Ash didn’t know everything about me.

      “I have to ask you something,” she said, turning to face me. “And I have to confess something. The other day, I came looking for you. No. That’s not exactly true. I came to your trailer. You weren’t there. I looked through some of your things. I’m not saying I’m proud of it, but this was before...ugh. I know it sounds awful. It’s just...Loch...you have a picture of my father. Why?”

      I felt hollow inside. If ever there was a moment to come clean, it was now. “Ash,” I said. “There are things…”

      She put a hand on my chest, stopping me. I couldn’t read her mind. Not yet. That might come much later if she chose to take my mark. And only then, if she opened to it. But, I think she saw something in my eyes. She knew what I was about to say could hurt her. It could change things. It would change everything.

      “I want to fly,” she said. “Is that dangerous?”

      I swallowed hard. We had only an hour or two until daybreak. Each second I spent with her, I felt time was running out. She would have to tell her family about me somehow. I would have to tell mine about hers. I knew things would grow so much more complicated then. For my part, I may have to make a choice.

      For now, I wouldn’t even let that thought fully form. Ash couldn’t read my mind either, but she was already becoming attuned to my moods. She’d asked me a question about myself. The answer would be hard to hear. She wanted this instead. For now.

      “No,” I said. “I can keep you safe.”

      “Then take me,” she said. “How far can we go?”

      I smiled and came to her. I took the hand she’d pressed against my chest and brought it to my lips. “Baby, I can take you around the world and back. But that would take some time. We could settle for down the coast.”

      “Yes!” she gasped. “I want to see that!”

      We’d come to the deepest part of the woods, too closed in for me to shift without taking out a dozen trees. I took Ash’s hand and led her to a clearing at the top of a steep hill.

      “Wait here,” I said. I stepped away from her, heading a little further down the hill. Her dark hair caught in the breeze as I looked up at her and let my dragon out. My wings burst forth. Ash’s mouth formed a round “o” as she watched. She’d seen it before, but never this close. Never without me trying to cloak myself from others. My scales rippled and I let out a chuff of air, sending fire across the ground.

      Ash was unafraid. She came toward me. She looked so small, but so trusting. She ran her fingers along the webbing of my wings. I saw myself through her eyes. My scales shimmered gold and silver, blue and green. I thumped my tail on the ground. I jerked my chin, beckoning her to fit herself into the space beneath my right wing. There, she could feel the core of my heat and she would never burn.

      “You’re so beautiful,” she said. “I’ve known you all along. It’s so silly. I don’t know why it took me so long to realize it.”

      It’s always been the same for me. I sent my thoughts to her. She smiled.

      I bent my neck until our eyes were level. My itch to fly grew. Ash felt it. I dipped my body and extended my wing. Ash found a foothold and climbed to my back. She straddled me, holding tight to one of the triangular, ridged scales on my neck. She was safe. She was secure.

      Ash let out a scream of delight as I vaulted off the ground.

      I went slowly at first, gliding over the treetops. From here, she could see her father’s claim in the distance. The lake and stream glittered beneath the stars.

      I felt Ash dig her heels into me as if she were coaxing a horse to gallop. Low laughter rumbled through me. My Ash wanted it wild. Still, I would fly gently. It was her first time, after all.

      I banked left and headed for the coast. Gaining speed, we passed over the snow-crested mountains bordering Alaska to the Gulf. I flew along the coast, heading north. It was so cold here. Frost tipped my wings. Long ago, I’d heard legends of the ice dragons who ruled here. My people came from the other side of the world. Scotland. I let out a blast of fire to warm us both.

      Going even faster, I took her west, over the Bering Sea. I felt Ash’s heartbeat quicken, thrilled by the rush of air. At this altitude, in this climate, she should have frozen, but my heat protected us both.

      “Faster!” she cried.

      My Ash had no fear. I was careful with her, but I dipped and rolled, banking hard right as I made the turn back toward Canada.

      She wanted it higher, faster, farther. I hoped I’d get the chance to show her the world through my eyes. I hoped she could understand everything that I was, everything that I came from. But first, I had to start with one simple truth.

      Ash felt the shift in me. I pulled up and began to descend. I could still see the embers from the bonfire her crew had lit early last evening. The site was quiet now. Fully cloaked, no one would be able to see us.

      I set Ash gently down in front of her trailer and shifted. She held the door open for me and I followed her in.

      “Here,” she said, tossing me a pair of men-sized overalls she kept on a hook behind the door. I wanted to stay with her here tonight. I wanted her to wake up in my arms. But, there was work to be done, and I knew Ash worried about what the rest of the crew might say. Hell, they were already saying it.

      “That was...my God. Loch...it was magic.”

      I smiled as I went to her. “Just a little bit of dragon magic. I want to take you so much farther. I hope you’ll let me.”

      She smoothed the hair out of my eyes. “Why wouldn’t I let you?”

      I kissed her palm. “You asked me a question. You deserve an answer.”

      Nodding, Ash led me to the breakfast nook at the front of her trailer. She took a seat and waited for me.

      “I’m not sure where to start,” I said.

      “You’re not really Loch Branson,” she said. “Are you?”

      I reared back as if she’d slapped me. I’d underestimated how much Ash had already figured out for herself. I’m not sure why. And yet, here she was, ready to give me the benefit of the doubt.

      “My name is Loch,” I said. “But it’s Brandhart.”

      She nodded, not seeming to mind the lie. She explained. “You wouldn’t be the first man to come to the Yukon looking to shed his past, Loch.”

      That was just it. It was my past that rooted me here. It was my father’s past that could destroy what I had with Ash.

      “The Brandharts are the last of the dragons,” I said.

      “I figured that much out, Loch. And I know the stories. I know you got mixed up in the witch and shifter wars. I know nobody can even remember who did worse things to the other side. I’m interested in the here and now. So, what’s a dragon like you doing in a place like this?” She smiled and her eyes sparked with mischief.

      “I came here looking for your father,” I said.

      “For a job. You said.”

      I dropped my head. I couldn’t say it. I couldn’t tell her my mother had ordered his assassination. It wasn’t going to happen now. I would stop it. I would make Avelina understand somehow. And I wanted to do it before I told Ash all of it.

      “Yes. A job. My mother sent me here to find your father. My family...well...I suppose you can google us. We’ve made a little bit of a name for ourselves in Chicago specifically.”

      She cocked her head to the side. “Loch, how old are you?”

      Ash’s instincts were deadly. I welcomed the chance to steer the conversation away from my family vendetta. It was over now. Ash changed everything. I would not allow a Brandhart to harm a Yeager. Even if it meant Ash and I had to live somewhere else. But, now wasn’t the time to decide all that. One thing at a time.

      “Three hundred years and change,” I said, smiling.

      She let out a low whistle. “Well then...holy...do you mean to say if I...if we…”

      Of course Ash knew enough about shifters and fated mates to suspect what I was about to say. “I’m not immortal. And neither would my mate be. But, yes. Mating with a dragon would theoretically...er...add a few years to your life expectancy.”

      “How long?”

      I raised a brow. “Well, I don’t actually know. A mated dragon can live a thousand years or so. My mother is in her nine hundreds. But an unmated dragon…”

      Her face dropped. “An unmated dragon will die and go mad. Just like every other kind of shifter.”

      “No,” I said, my tone sharp. “Not anything like a regular shifter. Not even close. An unmated Alpha bear will lose his mind and maybe take out a tree or two. A dragon? With my power…”

      She closed her eyes. God help her, she could see it. She’d flown with me. She felt my fire. “It would be like an atom bomb,” she said. “Jesus.” Her eyes snapped open and she reached for my hands.

      “You were losing control,” she said. “I brought you back. If we don’t mate…”

      “It’s not on you,” I said. “I would never ever put that on you. If we mate, it will be for love. It’ll be your choice. I won’t take you if you think it’s just to save me.”

      “Then what happens?”

      I grew still as stone. “Then my brothers know what to do.”

      A shiver went through Ash. I hadn’t meant to scare her. I just wanted her to know the truth.

      “I’d like to meet them,” she said. “Your brothers. Your mother. I want to know where you come from. I think I’ve seen it. A volcano. Green hills and flatlands. Where is it? Scotland?”

      Desire flared through me. “The Scottish Highlands, yes. And I do want to take you there. Soon. First, I have to figure out how to tell my family about you. Let’s just say you’ll come as as much of a shock to them as I will to yours.”

      Ash’s face fell. “Right. My family. They currently think you’re a thieving drifter and a con man.”

      I resisted the urge to tell her at least half of that was true. But, there was a commotion outside. The sun began to rise.

      “Shit,” Ash said, running a hand through her hair. “I’ve got to get out there. You’ve got to get out there. If you disappear again, it’ll just solidify my brother’s suspicions. And I’m due in town. Rick and I are heading to Anchorage to take a look at a new dozer. You think you can behave yourself and handle the crew today?”

      I leaned in to kiss her. There was a sharp knock on her trailer door.

      “That’ll be Rick,” she whispered. “Dammit. I was hoping to sneak you out of here before the boys showed up.”

      “Just go,” I said. “I can take care of myself. I’ll find you later tonight. We’ll talk some more.”

      I pulled her to me, bringing her between my legs. I cupped her ass and my lust stirred. So did hers.

      “I’ll be gone until tomorrow morning. We’re chartering a plane, but it’s still going to take a few hours there and back to fly. I mean...for us mere humans and polar bear shifters.”

      I growled, hating the idea of being separated from her for that long. But, it would also give me a chance to fly home and have a meeting with my family. I was counting on my brothers to have my back. Gideon, Xander, and Finn had all found mates whose connections initially threatened us. They would understand. I’d make them.

      “There will be plenty of time to let you ride me in style when you get back,” I said nipping her ear.

      Rick knocked even louder. “Ash, get a move on. The plane’s waiting!”

      “Coming!” she said. I swatted her ass.

      As Ash opened the door and looked back at me, I gave her a wink as she left.
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      Twenty-four hours without Ash would feel like an eternity. All I could do was busy myself with work. The rest of the crew mostly steered clear of me. I got plenty of dirty looks, but didn’t care. No matter what else happened, I could leave the claim whenever Ash thought it was best.

      Still, as I worked the equipment and dug pay dirt, I liked it. This was good, strong work. I could smell the gold in the ground. I knew in my gut that Ash’s weekly cleanup would be even bigger on Sunday. And I could taste the richer gold in the air. It was just across the stream.

      I meant to ask Avelina about it. Surely other dragons had found success mining gold in days gone by. It was so simple. It was like a new sense I never realized I had. I felt born for this work in a way. Or, maybe it was just the presence of Ash. Still, working the claim felt more natural to me than anything I did for the family in Chicago. I could see myself staying here, maybe even making a life with Ash on a claim of our own.

      For once, things went smoothly that day. No trucks broke down. The wash plant hummed along. I lost track of time and worked all the way through lunch.

      I made up my mind that as soon as the sun went down, I’d fly to Chicago and gather the family. Shae, Grace, and Gemma deserved to hear what I had to say as well. It affected them just as much. It meant I might not make it back before morning. Though I hated to stay away from Ash for even a second longer than I had to, this was important. Our future depended on it.

      Quitting time came and I jumped down from my truck. A quick shower and I’d be on my way. None of the guys said a single word to me as we all clocked out for the day. Fine. Let them suspect what they wanted. When the time came, it only mattered that the rest of the Yeagers believed the truth.

      After I’d changed, I called Gideon. He answered right away.

      “You turn into a lumberjack yet?” he asked.

      “It’s a gold mine, idiot,” I said. “How’re things in the city?”

      “Oh, the usual. Putting out fires left and right. It’s good though. Gemma’s about a week from delivering. Avelina’s getting restless. Did you finish what you went out there for?”

      I let out a sigh. “Almost. But, we need a family meeting. I’m heading down tonight. I should be there in a couple of hours. Can you get everyone together? Gemma too if she feels up for it.”

      Gideon hesitated. “Uh, sure. Is everything all right?”

      “It’s good. I just want to loop the family in before I make my next move.”

      “Got it. Yeah. Your timing is good. Everyone’s staying in the city tonight anyway. Just get your ass back here and I’ll handle the rest.”

      “Thanks. See you soon.”

      I clicked off and slid my phone in my bag. I would travel light tonight. I debated texting Ash to tell her my plans. But, with any luck, I’d have a huge chunk of the uncertainty between us resolved before I saw her again. I’d explain it all then.

      Stinky hadn’t come back yet, so I locked the door behind me. I hit the locks on my truck. My plan was to drive a few miles away from the claim then fly the rest of the way.

      The air changed when I got a few feet from the truck. Eyes glinted in the shadows. My back went up and my talons came out.

      All around me, shifters closed in. Rick. Stinky. The entire crew. They formed a circle of threat, blocking my path.

      “Time for a talk,” a deep voice said. Clint Yeager emerged from the line. His tiger eyes flashed and black stripes appeared across his body. He was spoiling for a fight.

      Time seemed to rewind. For an instant, it wasn’t Clint Yeager before me. I saw through my father’s eyes as Christoph Jeger bore down on him. I saw the final, fatal swipe of his deadly claw as my father was held paralyzed; an arrow tipped with dragonstone pierced his heart.

      Will Yeager’s tiger stalked beside his father. He bared his fangs and snapped his jaw. Several of the other men shifted into their beasts. Wolf. Bear. Jaguar. Panther. They closed the circle.

      None of them alone was a match for me. Even as a group, I could shift, take flight and leave them all behind. But, if I did it, they would see me for who I really was. A dragon. They would know. And Ash would never forgive me if I hurt her father and brother.

      So, I let my bag slide off my shoulder and put my hands up. For now, I would play their game.

      Will Yeager lunged forward. It took everything in me not to let out a column of fire. He landed on my chest, knocking the wind out of me.

      Though I kept my dragon in check, Will’s tiger eyes widened as he saw the fire in mine.
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      Rick was acting weird. Well, weirder than usual. At first, I thought it was just a polar bear thing. Rumor had it he and Shana were having some trouble. But, he kept asking the equipment dealer nit-picky and repetitive questions even after we’d made the sale. Then, he insisted on making a stop in Eagle River to check on something my father asked him though he refused to tell me what.

      “It’s a surprise,” he kept saying. “Ask Clint when we get back.”

      “At the rate you’re going, we’re never going to get back,” I said. I’d had to call our pilot at the airstrip in Anchorage twice telling him we’d be delayed. “If we don’t get airborne in the next hour, he’s going to put us off until tomorrow. There’s a storm coming in.”

      Rick kept on driving. We’d rented a beater truck from one of the mechanics at the airport. Rick had gotten lost twice on the way to God knows where.

      In fairness, he knew something was off about me too. I was distracted. Everything Loch told me had me on edge. Brandhart. His family name was Brandhart. I wanted to believe his explanation for why he lied, but the more I googled, the less sense it all made.

      He had an actual skyscraper named after him. Before my cell service died, I’d pulled it up in maps. I knew not to believe everything I read on the internet, but the Brandharts of Chicago were worth billions. Billions! What the hell was he doing driving a loader up in the Yukon?

      Fate.

      The answer thrummed through me. Loch was my fated mate. No matter what else might be true, I knew that in my heart. It didn’t mean I would blindly follow or believe everything he said. It did mean I would give him the benefit of the doubt for now.

      I waited in the truck while Rick popped into what was probably the last gas station on earth. I wanted to call the pilot one more time, but we were too far away from any functioning cell phone towers. Part of me wondered if Rick had planned it. Something just didn’t sit right. Rick was a bullshitter, but when it came to business, he wasn’t usually flighty like this. I didn’t like the doom and gloom feeling it gave me.

      When Rick came out, I slid into the driver’s seat. The hell with this. There was only one way to keep us on schedule.

      “Hey,” he said, giving me a scowl.

      “Get in,” I said, holding the door open. “I’m done messing around. Either we head back to the plane now, or I’m leaving you here. You’re pretty resourceful. You can figure out how to get back to Blackfoot on your own.”

      Rick’s coal black polar bear eyes flashed. He tried to hide it, but I knew him far too well. What the actual hell was going on?

      Heaving a great sigh, he got in the truck. I spun the wheel and headed back to the main road going way faster than was probably safe. But, as soon as I’d taken the decision out of Rick’s hands, that gut feeling of mine grew even stronger. There was something going on.

      The pilot was waiting and damned pissed when I pulled up.

      “Are we too late?” I asked, breathless. “Can we still make it back tonight?” I had told Loch to expect me by morning. At this point, I’d be lucky to get back to the jobsite by dinnertime. I still couldn’t get a cell signal. I knew damn well what a regular shifter did when he thought his mate was in danger. There was no telling what a dragon would do. I tried to keep my pulse steady. There was no reason to panic other than this odd feeling I had.

      “Yeah,” the pilot said. His name was Denton. I never knew if that was a first or last name. He was a craggy old-timer. Another one of my father’s collections from the first few years he came to the Yukon. “But get hustlin’. My rate’s double ‘cause I’ll have to spend the night in Blackfoot. God, I hate that place.”

      I shot him a scowl as I brushed past him to climb into the plane. Rick was right on my heels. I watched them both closely for some sign that Denton was in on whatever weirdness had a hold of Rick. Denton just seemed pissed for having to wait so long. That was good enough for me.

      I buckled in and Denton did his last pre-flight checks. Then, we were on our way.

      I spent the entire flight checking my phone. It was a force of habit. I had the thing in airplane mode, but I needed something to do to occupy my time.

      “You plan on telling me what the hell is going on?” I finally shouted to Rick as we were about twenty minutes from landing.

      He shrugged and kept his gaze out the window. “Just making sure you got a good deal today. You’re welcome.”

      “Cut the shit. You’re up to something. And I know my dad is probably in on it. Why doesn’t he want me in Blackfoot?”

      Rick looked startled. Did he really think I wasn’t shrewd enough to pick up on his little ruse? The instant I said it, I was even more pissed at myself for not taking charge of the day sooner. There was only one thing my father and Rick would conspire on right now. Loch.

      “What’s he done?” I asked. Denton shouted back for us to buckle up. We were about to make our descent. He would land on the lake just a mile from Little Sister.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Rick said, but I knew he was lying.

      “Rick, look at me. What am I going to find when we get back?”

      Rick shrugged. He kept his hands on his knees and stared straight ahead. Goddammit. He was following orders. In his mind, my dad outranked me.

      The next few minutes seemed to take an eternity. When Denton finally landed, I didn’t wait for his clearance to disembark. I flew out the side door and ran to Rick’s truck. He was right on my heels.

      Of course, my fury was no match for the strength of a polar bear shifter if Rick decided to use it. He got in my way.

      “You son of a bitch,” I said. “You did something to Loch.”

      “Now, Ash, you’re not thinking clear.”

      “The hell I’m not!” I took a gamble. Rick had his orders, but they wouldn’t include laying hands on me. I shoved past him and went for his truck. To stop me, Rick would have to grab me and hold me back. He didn’t. He glowered as I grabbed the keys from the sun visor and threw gravel from the tires as the truck lurched forward.

      “Loch?” I knew he couldn’t read my mind. But, he could hear me if he was listening. “Where are you?”

      He didn’t answer with words, but I sensed him anyway. I veered north and headed for my father’s claim. With each beat of my heart, my dread grew. Something was wrong. Very wrong.

      I barely put the truck in park before jumping out of it. If I needed any other sign that disaster loomed, my dad’s operations were entirely shut down. It was like a ghost town. Unless you knew where to look.

      My father kept a huge storage shed on the back lot. I saw his truck parked beside it. Will’s too. There was light and moved it under the door. I started to run toward it.

      Don’t come any closer!

      Loch’s voice thundered through my head, nearly driving me to the ground. A vision slammed into my brain that I don’t think he intended. But, I saw him. He was surrounded. Will was on one side. My father in front. Ten of my father’s best men formed the rest of the circle. Three wolves. Four bears. Two panthers. One jaguar.

      The door was locked, but I knew where Dad kept the key. I charged in.

      They had Loch in chains. Dragonsteel. My father kept a set for emergencies. They were the only thing strong enough to restrain a shifter. A regular shifter. Instinct told me they were no match for the strength of an actual dragon. Only a weapon dipped in Dragonsblood could hurt him, and no one else here except for me knew that.

      “What are you doing?” I said. I meant the question for both my father and Loch himself. He was more than strong enough to break away from this. But he didn’t. Why?

      “This is shifter business, Alecia,” my father said. Will was in his tiger. He stalked the perimeter of the circle.

      “You approved this?” I said to my mother. She was sitting in the corner at my father’s desk. She cupped her chin in her hand.

      “We need answers,” she said. “I think we could have handled this a bit more diplomatically, but here we are.”

      “We found this in his things,” Dad said. He held a mason jar filled with gold. It had my father’s labeling on it.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said. “Loch, tell them. He’s got no reason to steal from you. Someone planted it there.”

      “I’ve been telling them,” Loch said. He was cool and calm.

      “You’re not thinking clearly,” Dad said. “You’re too attached to this guy. He’s a con artist.”

      “Oh, please,” I rolled my eyes. I moved to the center of the circle. No one tried to stop me, but Loch’s eyes flashed. He didn’t like me that close to this many pent up shifters.

      “Take it easy, honey,” my mother said, giving voice to what I knew Loch was thinking.

      “Loch isn’t here to steal from us,” I said.

      “Then what is he here for?” My father’s voice raised to a shout. His stripes were out. My mother came to his side, putting a calming hand on his back. He was furious, almost feral.

      “What happened to innocent until proven guilty?” I said.

      “He’s proven guilty,” Rick said, having just caught up with me. “He got caught red-handed.”

      I did a quick headcount. Kincaid was missing. I knew that wasn’t a coincidence. He may still have been angry that I demoted him for Loch. Len, Tommy, and Pete were still rumored to be hanging around Blackfoot too. Any one of them had a better motive to steal from my father for things I’d done.

      “So this was your scheme? Keeping me distracted all day so you could condemn Loch without me here to talk sense into you?”

      Will growled. His tail swished back and forth. Saliva dripped from his fangs.

      “Get him out of here,” I said, sensing Loch’s temper rising. “If Will can’t keep his tiger in check, he’s got no business here.”

      “Honey, I’m sorry,” Rick said. “I know you feel like we’ve undermined you. But, you’re not objective on this one. Fella’s got in your pants and now…”

      That did it. Loch let out a low growl and strained against the chains. It would take just one flick of his wrists and he’d break them to pieces. Now, it clicked why he hadn’t so far. The instant he did it, every shifter in Blackfoot would know he was something they’d never seen before.

      “You’re just going to have to trust me,” I said. “I need you to take my word for it that Loch is not trying to steal from us. I’ll help you get to the bottom of this, but he’s been framed. What about Kincaid? Tommy? Len? Pete? Jesus. Hasn’t anyone put that together? Have you even talked to any of them? They all have access to the gold tents in all of our claims.”

      “Ash, please,” my mother said. “We’ve known those men for years. You really think…”

      “Yes,” I said. “Please, trust me. You all owe me that much.”

      “Forget it, Ash,” Loch said. “I’ve been saying the same thing until I’m blue in the face. They’ve already made up their minds. I’m not welcome here anymore. It’s time for me to go.”

      “Doesn’t work like that, son,” my father said. He got close to Loch. Too close. I saw the fire rise in Loch’s eyes. Hatred burned behind them and it singed my own heart. There was something between them that went far beyond this little mix-up with the gold. What the hell wasn’t Loch telling me?

      “Can you give us a few minutes?” I said. “Five. Tops. Let me talk to Loch alone. I swear I can straighten this out.”

      I hated lying to my father. To all of them. I wouldn’t do it a second longer without knowing everything Loch had to say.

      As I turned to face Loch, I caught my mother’s eye. In that instant, her own eyes widened. She knew me better than anyone. The color drained from her face. She knew.

      “Ash?” she said, whispering it. She moved away from my father. “Is he…are you…”

      It might have ended there. But, Will flicked his tail, knocking over a stool near my father’s workbench. With all the testosterone flying around the room, it spooked Rick. He shifted on the spot. It set off the other bears. Will lunged at Loch. Instinct drove me and I tried to get between them.

      Loch reacted to the threat, shoving me behind him and breaking the chains.

      One of my father’s men, Alvin, a Siberian wolf, charged forward. It happened so fast I almost didn’t see the flash of silver. Alvin was armed. Thinking Loch was trying to hurt me, Will sunk his teeth into Loch’s arm while Alvin drove a knife into his side.

      They couldn’t hurt him. They had no idea what he was.

      But, as Loch perceived the threat to me and his blood began to flow, his dragon roared to life. He drove Will back with a column of flame that ignited the north wall of the shed. They couldn’t see him. Loch’s magic kept his true nature hidden. All my family would see was a blur of motion and the fire.

      It was a melee after that. My father shifted. So did my mother. Will scrambled up on all fours and lunged for us again.

      Loch wrapped an arm around me and charged through the crowd with ease. I felt a shift in the air as he called on his magic.

      He kept his cloaking spell in place. They didn’t see scales, his talons, his tail as it whipped across the ground kicking up dirt. They didn’t see him vault into the air with me tucked beneath his wings.

      But, they saw the wall of flame he made behind us. And they saw me disappear.
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      Fire raced through my veins. It took everything in me not scorch the earth and turn Clint Yeager and his men to ash. It’s what I was sent here to do. At the last second as Yeager and his son came at me, I saw the past as if a thousand years had melted away.

      My mother was right. Death was in Yeager’s blood. My father was gone because of it. There was no logic or reason to it. It didn’t matter that Clint wasn’t the man who drove the killing thrust into my father’s heart. I felt my father’s need for justice. It fell on me. And I had failed.

      “Loch!” Only Ash’s scream, her fluttering pulse, cut through to me. She clung to me for life. I hadn’t even given a thought as to where I was going.

      Knoydart would be the smartest choice. There I could come into myself again and feel the healing powers of our family fires. Except, it wasn’t fair to Ash. I couldn’t lie to her anymore. Not if I wanted her to ever love me the way I needed.

      I turned south, heading for the warmer waters of the Pacific. We had a place in Washington State near Port Crescent. A beach house retreat my mother often went to when she’d had enough of her sons for a while. It was remote, currently empty. But, it was close.

      I landed on the beach, kicking up clouds of sand as I set Ash down. She sputtered and staggered, nearly falling. But, she righted herself. I stepped away and shifted. When I turned back toward her, Ash doubled over and threw up.

      “Oh, shit,” I said, running toward her. “I’m sorry. I went too fast. I wasn’t thinking.”

      Ash put a hand up, warding me off. I gave her a moment and some space. Smoothing her hair back, she straightened and the color came back to her face.

      “Where are we?” she asked.

      “Er...Washington. My family owns this place. Let’s get you inside. There’s not much here now. Usually, I send word to the caretaker before we come. But, the heat should be on at least. He’ll have kept the fridge and cupboards stocked with the essentials.”

      Nodding, Ash followed me up the steps to the back porch. Seagulls flew overhead, welcoming my return. I unlocked the back door and ushered Ash in.

      It was an open floor plan with a gas fireplace on one end, a panoramic view of the ocean through the floor-to-ceiling windows. She found a space on the couch. I grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and sat beside her.

      “It’s beautiful here,” she said, gratefully accepting the water.

      “Take it easy,” I said. “I really am sorry. I should have been more gentle. Put your head between your knees if you feel like you’re going to be sick again.”

      She buried her face in her hands. “We have to go back. But...not just this actual second. I don’t think my stomach can handle being airborne again right away.”

      I went to her, putting a light hand on her back. “God. Ash. That was foolish of me. I wasn’t thinking. I put you at risk.”

      “Would you just stop? I know why you did it. It’s just...I need to send word. My parents will be out of their minds. They think you’re some kind of witch. And they probably think you just kidnapped me.”

      I dropped my head. I’d made a mess of everything. Ash trusted me. And now I knew I was about to make it so much worse.

      “I tried to keep my head,” I said. “But when that fucking wolf started…”

      “Alvin,” she said. “Yeah, he’s always been kind of a dumbass. Look, I know how this goes. You thought I was in danger. Lord, I’ve seen that a thousand times out of my dad. If it had been my mom in what he thought was harm’s way...I know you showed restraint. Loch, I could feel your need to blast them all. Thank you. But, we’ve got to figure out a way to straighten all of this out. You have to tell at least my family what you are.”

      “If you knew…”

      “Enough!” she shouted. “No more lies. This is impossible. I can’t turn my back on my family for you. I won’t. I asked them to trust me for you. Now, I’m asking you to trust me for them. When my family knows who you are to me, it’ll change everything. I understand about the rest of the crew. I mean...I don’t know how we’re going to fix all that, but there has to be a way. My father isn’t an unreasonable man. And my mother already suspects. The dragon thing is going to throw her, sure, but she understands what fate is.”

      “I love you,” I said. It burst out of me with the same force as my fire. It was true. “I mean...I love you. It’s not just about fate. Ash, you’re not like any woman I’ve ever known. Your heart is stronger than any shifter’s. God. In that, you remind me of my mother. You’re fearless. You know what you want. And you don’t seem to care who stands in your way when you go after it.”

      She cocked her head to the side. She brought her hand up and touched my face. “And your timing is lousy. I’m mad at you. And I’m so sick of shifters flying off half-cocked. We have to fix this. And you have to help me. Give me a second to get my land legs back. And I have to figure out what I’m going to say when I call. But, we need to set up a meeting. Neutral territory if you want, but you’ve got to make my parents understand what you are and why you’ve been acting this way.”

      I wished like hell it was that simple. “Ash,” I said. “There are some things I have left to tell you.”

      She raised a brow. “No kidding. I did a fair amount of research. You might have told me you’re a billionaire, Loch. It explains a few things. But, it raises a thousand other questions...why…”

      I gathered her hands in mine. “Let me try to get through this,” I said. “Can you promise to just hear me out before you judge me?”

      Her lips parted. I worked to steady my pulse. Ash could sense my moods now. I hoped it meant she would know I was telling the absolute truth. And I hoped she wouldn’t end up hating me for it.

      “My mother sent me to Blackfoot,” I said. “It’s to do with my father.”

      “Your father? You think he’s in Blackfoot? Baby, I swear, there’s been no one like you in the Yukon before.”

      I shook my head. “No. Just listen. God. I don’t even know where to start. Let’s just...let’s go with what you already know. You know my kind was hunted to extinction. You know the shifters had the most to do with that.”

      She nodded. “Witches too. Yes. I know my shifter history, Loch.”

      “My father was murdered. He was betrayed by some shifters he thought he could trust. They turned on him. They sold his blood to a coven of dark witches.”

      “My God. That’s awful.”

      Her face was trusting, her heart open. I hated myself a little for what I had to say.

      “The shifters who turned on him were led by a powerful group of tigers. Their Alpha was a man named Christoph Jeger. He promised the coven he could bring them even more dragon blood in exchange for protection for him and his family. He went after my mother next. She was carrying my brothers and me. They hunted her for decades, never allowing her a moment’s peace or rest. Each time she thought she’d found it, someone would betray her yet again. She watched as the great dragon houses were decimated. Until she was the only one left. She went into hiding, thinking her only hope was to outlive Christoph Jeger and those loyal to him.”

      There were tears in Ash’s eyes. I could see myself reflected in them. “Jeger’s family didn’t stop. They’d heard my father’s dying words. He asked my mother to avenge him. Jeger knew she had the means. As long as his children lived, my mother wasn’t safe. They came after for generations. All the while, she kept us safe, afraid to use her fire to bring us to life.”

      “Her fire? I’m sorry...how long does it take a she-dragon to give birth?”

      I held her hand in mine. “That’s up to her. You know pure dragons come from eggs. Dragonstone comes from the fossilized shell that’s left behind. And you know it’s the only substance powerful enough to cut through dragon scales and kill me. In my mother’s case, she waited over four hundred years before she breathed her fire and set us free. Then, she destroyed our eggs so they couldn’t be used to hurt us. But, enough of the stuff from other dragons has gotten into the hands of shifters over the years. Those who practice dark magic can find it readily enough on the black market.”

      “She’s so brave,” Ash said. “She must have been so lonely all those years. I’ve seen what happens to a shifter when he loses his mate. I can’t imagine what it would do to either of my parents. I’d like to meet her, Loch. I think your mother is amazing.”

      I closed my eyes, bracing for what I had to say next. “Ash, my mother has never forgotten. She witnessed my father’s torture and murder. He died in her arms. Jeger’s men would have killed her too, but my mother had allies. She got away. But she’s fought the descendants of Christoph Jeger time and again. I’ve been raised to always look out for them.”

      “Loch, what are you telling me?” Ash’s color drained. I think her heart had caught up, but her thoughts had not.

      “A little over thirty years ago, my mother tracked Christoph’s last descendant to the South American jungle. She paid a hefty price for that information from a pride of jaguars living there. But, he got away and she lost track. A few months ago, she got another lead. She sent me to follow up on it.”

      Ash slid her hands from mine. She rose, staggering backward as she shook her head. “No. What are you saying?”

      “Jeger,” I said. “The family name has evolved a bit. But, the bloodline hasn’t. Baby, I didn’t know. When I met you, everything changed for me.”

      “My father,” she said, raising a trembling hand to her mouth. “You had his picture in your footlocker. Jeger. Yeager? You think my father is out to kill you and your brothers?”

      I rose. “Ash...I asked you to hear me out.”

      She shook her head. “This is nuts. Christ. Loch? You came here to kill my father? My brother? Me?”

      My shoulders dropped. How could I make her understand?

      “No!” She backed away, horror etched in her face. Her heartbeat became erratic. It stirred my dragon. I had vowed to protect her. Only now, she believed she needed protection from me.

      “I told you. I swear to you. When I met you, everything changed.”

      “No. God. You...we...how could you do it? How could you let me love you? How could you let me give myself to you when all you were doing was lying?”

      “I have never lied with my heart. Look at me. Listen to me. Listen for me. You know what’s true. You know what we are to each other. You’re mine. Mine. And I belong to you. Nothing else matters. It’s finished. It’s over. I’ll make my mother understand.”

      Ash tripped backward over an ottoman. She caught her hand on the kitchen island then stepped around it, putting it between us. “I have to get out of here. I have to get away from you. I need to think.”

      “Your father wants me dead,” I said. “You saw it.”

      “My father thinks you stole gold from his claim!”

      “And you know I didn’t. You were right about that. Someone’s trying to set me up. I can’t be sure, but the most likely candidate is Kincaid or one of the men you fired. Just like you said. But I couldn’t care less. That’s meaningless.”

      “Your mother and brother, they came here to help you finish the job the other day, didn’t they?” Ash gripped the counter for support.

      I wanted to sugarcoat it. I owed her the unvarnished truth. “They came here to make sure I was still on my mission. I should have told them the truth about us then. I will now. I’ll make them understand. My mother has to lay down her arms. There’s no more price to pay. But Ash, I can’t regret what brought me here for a second. Because it led me to you. I’ve told you the truth. I love you. You’re my mate. If I have to take on my entire family for you, I’ll do it. The oath I made to you was real. I’ll never let any harm come to you.”

      “What if they won’t listen?” she said. “I’ve never even heard about this Christoph Jeger. Jesus. Loch, I don’t think my father has either. You’re talking about some thousand-year history of his something like what, thirty times great-grandfather? I can’t...this isn’t real.”

      “Baby…” I tried to go to her. Still, she pulled away. She turned. “I need to get out of here.”

      “I’ll take you anywhere you want to go.”

      “No. I need to think. Alone, Loch.”

      “Ash, we’re two thousand miles away from Blackfoot. You need…”

      “Just give me a few minutes,” she said. “God, this is all so crazy. I just want some time to think.”

      She was so beautiful. So sad. I’d hurt her. Lied to her. I would do anything to take away her pain, but I knew whatever happened next had to be Ash’s choice alone.

      “You can take all the time you need,” I said. “We own this stretch of beach. We’re alone here.”

      “I’m going for a walk,” she said. “I want to clear my head.”

      She paused. I felt her anguish. She felt as I did, torn between her family and what her heart told her.

      “I’ll wait for you,” I said. “Whenever you’re ready, I’ll take you home.”

      A tear fell from her eye as she stepped past me, grabbed an afghan off the couch, and let herself out the back porch toward the beach.
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      It was beautiful here. White sand stretched as far as I could see. The tide crashed in. Driftwood dotted the beach as I walked along it. I pulled the ends of the blanket I’d taken around me. It wasn’t cold here. Even here, Loch’s presence drove the chill away.

      He loved me.

      I let my toes sink into the sand as I faced the ocean. The skies were gray today. I could barely make out the edge of the horizon. In the distance, a dolphin broke the surface and jumped high. I wondered if he was a shifter. I’d only met a marine shifter once in my life as a child.

      Loch did as I asked and didn’t follow me. I don’t know how far I walked. Two miles, three. Just as he said, there were no other signs of civilization here. It was quiet. Peaceful.

      He loved me.

      I sat on a flat piece of driftwood. Though Loch hadn’t followed, I could still feel the distant pull of his heart. My fated mate.

      I didn’t know what to believe. Loch was here to murder my father. Except, I knew everything changed for him. Loch might be able to withhold the truth, but he couldn’t lie to me. I understood the difference. His heart was open to me. And mine to him. But, how could we ever get past the baggage our families brought?

      He loved me, but did I love him back? Even the thought of Loch leaving hollowed me. He was in the air I breathed. I craved his fire. No matter what else ever happened to me, I knew I could never be with another man. I burned for him.

      Fate. Stupid, cruel, ridiculous fate.

      Then, there was the man himself. I could tell myself I knew so little about Loch. Up until a day ago, I didn’t even know his real name. And yet, as I sat on that fallen log, my heart burned with the things I knew were true. Loch had suffered. One by one, he and his brothers felt the effects of mating sickness until each of them found their fate. And Loch found me.

      He was right. If it weren’t for his mother’s mission, he might not ever have found me. What then? I shuddered, thinking how close I’d seen Loch to losing control. The moment I kissed him, the first time he made love to me, I knew I’d saved him. But, I saved a part of me too. It was as if he gave me back a missing piece of my heart I never knew was gone.

      I loved him. God help me, I loved him. He’d risked everything to be with me. He faced my father and brother and all the Blackfoot shifters. Even as they falsely accused him, he bore their judgment. It was only when he sensed me in harm’s way that he acted. If he’d wanted to carry out his mother’s wishes and incinerate my entire family, he could have done it in the storage shed. He didn’t.

      I believed him. I just didn’t know how the hell we were going to move forward now. I couldn’t lie to my family. And what if his family refused to let go of this vendetta that had nothing to do with us?

      I don’t know how much time passed. The sun set and the sea turned black. I couldn’t even see Loch’s beach house anymore. I wasn’t worried though. If I were lost, Loch would find me.

      I slid my phone out of my back pocket. The battery was almost dead. I had three voice messages from Rick. None from my family. But, there was no cell service out here, so they probably tried to call. They had to be mad with worry. What the hell could I even tell them? I just knew I had to tell them something. I was okay. I would come home.

      Dusting my jeans off, I stood up and turned back toward the house. The tide had washed away my footprints. The sky was pitch black, a moonless, starless night. It felt like oblivion. The crashing waves were the only sound.

      There, in the still, inky blackness, I found my heart. I didn’t know what would happen next. My parents might not understand. My brother might hate me for it. I couldn’t even begin to know what hurdles the Brandharts would throw in front of us. But, I knew one thing. Loch was worth the risk to find out.

      I took the first few steps back to him. I didn’t get far. He knew me. My fate. My mate. My love.

      Loch’s dragon emerged from the darkness. Two shining silver and blue eyes glimmered like jewels above me. He let out a screech that cut the air and made my heart trip. Loch arched his neck and let out a column of flame so high it seemed to stretch to the heavens and light the world on fire.

      It was time.

      Loch landed a few yards in front of me. Sand swirled as he flapped his great wings. I went to him.

      He dipped his head. I reached up and ran my fingers along his hard scales. He stomped the ground and dug his talons into the sand. He was so massive, I could only reach the top of his leg. He curved his body, protecting me from the wind.

      “Come to me,” I whispered.

      The slits of his eyes widened. He shook his head and stepped back. Loch shifted. His seamless magic left me breathless. Then, he stood before me, his body glistening as the glow of his fire lit him from the inside out. I couldn’t decide if I thought he was more magnificent as dragon or man. The man stepped forward. He had a flawless form like a Renaissance sculpture. Hard-cut muscles and deeply tanned skin. The breeze lifted his dark hair. His eyes flashed their dazzling fire.

      My breath left me. Loch became the air and space around me. My heart thundered as I came to him.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice a rich timbre that moved through me. “Ash...whatever it takes. I’ll find a way to make all of this right. If it means I have to leave my family…”

      “Shh.” I lifted a finger to his lips. He closed his eyes, his body shivering with the pleasure of my touch.

      “I don’t have the answers,” I said. “Not a single thing has made sense since you walked into my life. No. That’s not true. You have made sense. The way I feel when I’m with you. I want you. I can’t run away from it. I can’t pretend you aren’t mine. I’m willing to take the leap.”

      Loch’s eyes snapped open and turned brilliant gold. “Ash…”

      I stepped into his arms. He was so warm, so good. I went on my tiptoes and my lips found him. “Shut up,” I whispered. “I need the thing that makes sense. It will give me the strength to face the things that don’t.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked.

      My heart fluttered in response. He felt it. Liquid heat poured through me, setting my sex on fire. Every cell in my body became a chorus, singing out a single word. Yes. Yes. Yes! Loch heard it loud and clear.

      He lifted me off the ground, carrying me gently up the beach.

      “No,” I said. “Here. I don’t know why, but, I want it to happen here out in the open.”

      This was a wild thing we would do. Primal. It seemed fitting that we do it as the ocean and sky bore witness. The only thing that might make it that much more perfect is if he were to take me to the place where his fire burned brightest. I’d seen it in my dreams. The volcano. He called it Knoydart. But that was the Brandharts’ place. Blackfoot was the Yeagers’. This felt...uniquely ours, and that’s what I was looking for.

      Loch kissed me, smiling. “You’re right,” he said, reading my thoughts for the first time, “this is our place now.”

      “Oh!”

      The waves swelled, matching my desires. Loch set me down. Fumbling, I tore off my shirt and slid out of my jeans. He was already naked, fresh from his shift. Later, I knew we would soar. I wanted that. I wanted to ride him as he dipped and glided high above the ocean, his fire our only light.

      I knew what to do.

      Loch stroked himself. He was so thick, so hard, so ready. I was ready too.

      “Are you sure?” he said again. This time, I answered with my body. I turned, going on all fours. The other night, instinct had guided me the same way. Then, it was too soon. Now, it was perfect.

      Loch let out a growl. Sparks danced in the sand as he let just enough of his dragon out. I wanted it. I wanted his fire. I wanted it in me, through me, part of me. He would give me all of that and more.

      I was so wet, so ready. I spread my legs and presented myself to him. My hair fell forward and I arched my back, giving him ready access.

      A spark of electricity went through me as Loch surprised me, kissing me, running a quick tongue over my folds. He tested me with a finger and found me ready. New heat poured through me. I gasped in anticipation.

      Digging my fingers deep in the sand, I braced for him. Loch primed me well. I spread for him, every inch of my body welcoming Loch’s. He slid inside of me, holding me in position with one arm around my waist. God. We fit so well.

      He moved slowly at first, letting me feel the full measure of him. I ached. I thrust backward, spurring him on. As Loch picked up the pace, he stroked me with his other hand, bringing me to pleasure almost immediately. I cried out. We could be as loud as we wanted. There was no one here. It felt like we owned the world.

      I came again and again as Loch willed it. He owned me. My body was tuned to his. His thrusts grew wilder, more erratic as his animal side came out. So did mine. Fire poured from him. I felt it shooting up my spine. The world was golden flame. So much heat. So much pleasure. The more he gave, the more I wanted.

      Finally, I felt Loch let go. His fire, his magic consumed me. I felt his seed. I felt his heat. I took it all. He reared back, letting out a guttural roar that seemed powerful enough to split the world in two. It remade me, made me whole. Loch’s fire seared the back of my neck. His brand. His mark. He claimed me.

      On and on we went. He turned me. I spread my legs as wide as I could, taking him in. Then we turned again and I straddled him. I lost count of how many times he brought me to orgasm. Ten. Twenty. He gave me everything he was. I took it all. His mark on me burned bright. It was so good. So right. At that moment, it was all that I was. We were one.
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      I woke as the tide came in, ocean foam kissing my cheek. Loch sat beside me, resting on his elbow. He traced a lazy circle over my breast and smiled. The brilliant sun cast him in bronze. My love. My dragon.

      “Wow,” I whispered. “So that’s what that’s like.”

      He laughed. “I was just thinking the same thing.”

      Part of me wanted to stay like that forever. But, we both knew the world was still out there. There were things we had to face. Loch’s expression hardened.

      “Come on,” he said. “I can take you back home.”

      He’d gathered my clothes and folded them in a neat pile. I got dressed. Every muscle in my body ached. I had no idea how I’d even be able to walk after everything we’d done. Fresh heat seared through me at the thought of it. Incredibly, renewed lust lit inside me too.

      “Wow,” I said again. “I’ve heard about this but...Loch...the wanting…”

      He kissed me gently. “I know, my love. I’ll tend to you. Promise. Are you ready to go?”

      I pulled on my jeans and stood up. “I guess. I was just kind of hoping all the rest of it was just a dream. That I’d wake up and everything would be simple again.”

      “Your family has to be worried out of their minds. Let’s go up. You can call them. We’ll figure out the rest as we go along.”

      I took Loch’s hand and we walked up to the house together. With each step, I felt a sense of dread building. It was so much simpler on the beach.

      As soon as we walked through the door, the cell reception picked up and my phone started ringing. My fingers shook as I answered. It was Rick.

      “Jesus. Ash. Where the fuck have you been?”

      I raised a finger to Loch. “It’s a long story, Rick. I’ll tell it later. I need to give my mother a call.”

      Rick went deadly silent. Then, he took a breath. “You can’t, Ash. Haven’t you checked your damn phone? I’ve been calling you all night. They’re gone. Your parents are gone. What the hell have you done? What the hell is Branson?”

      “What do you mean, gone?” My heart raced.

      “Baby, what is it?” Loch asked.

      “They’re gone!” Rick screamed. “We thought you were dead. They won’t answer their phones either. The storm took them. Just like it took you. What the fuck is happening?”

      Rick stopped making sense. My heart hollowed out. I couldn’t breathe. Loch’s arms came around me. The call dropped and Rick was gone.

      “What did he say?” Loch asked.

      I shook my head. “He said they’re gone. He said a storm came and took them away, just like you took me.”

      Loch took a step back. His face went white. He didn’t have to say the words. I knew. It was dragons. Avelina. His brothers. They’d come for my family. Oh, God. We were already too late.
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      Xander wasn’t answering his phone. He wasn’t answering any of my telepathic calls either. None of my brothers were. Son of a bitch, they were shutting me out. I tried my best to project calm. Ash was still unsteady from our mating. As worried as I was about what my mother had done, a new peace and strength moved through me. I was whole. I was in control. I felt the full power of my dragon in a way I never had before. It made me feel like I could conquer the world. But, I was rational enough to know just how foolish a thought that was. Still, as I made the last turn toward Blackfoot, I knew how lucky I was.

      This woman. This incredible, feisty, strong, marvelous woman. Ash had every reason to want to wait. She had every reason to want to reject me and close ranks with her family. Instead, she put all her trust in me and followed her heart. I vowed to spend the rest of my life earning it.

      Yeager’s site was cleared out. I smelled the burning embers of my mother’s fire. She had been here, all right. I sensed Xander and Kian too.

      Ash ran for her father’s office, knowing full well it was empty before she even got there. The Blackfoot shifters had gone to ground. They didn’t yet know what they were dealing with. I scented the wolves along the north ridge. The bears had gone east into the deepest parts of the wilderness. The rest were scattered through town and beyond. They would regroup. They were waiting for some word from Clint.

      “Loch,” Ash said, out of breath. “They’re nowhere. Oh, God. Are we too late? Do you think your mother actually…”

      “No,” I said, my voice booming. “No. They’re staying quiet. But, I don’t think she’s done anything she can’t undo. Yet.”

      “You think? Loch, where? You have to figure out where she’s taken them.”

      “She’s...dammit. She’s cloaking. Until that day in the cut, when Avelina and Xander showed up and you were there, I didn’t even know we had the power to cloak ourselves from each other. She must have known that all along but never said.”

      I was thinking out loud. Ash made a choked, wounded animal sound. I dropped my head and went to her. “It’s going to be okay. I’ll find them. She won’t have gone that far. He’s here somewhere. She’ll have found a place out of the way but still close by. She won’t risk taking Yeager to any of our places.”

      “He’s not Yeager. He’s my father. And he’s your family too now.”

      I pulled her to me and kissed her forehead. “I know. I’ll make my mother understand. Just...stay here. As soon as I…”

      “No way!” Ash pulled away from me. “No way in hell am I letting you fly off alone. Wherever you go, I go.”

      “Ash,” I said, trying to quiet my dragon. “I don’t know what state my mother will be in when I find her.”

      “You’re worried if she’s in a Yeager-killing mood I’m next under fire?”

      It was a blunt way to put it, but yes. That’s exactly what I was worried about. I couldn’t let my mind go any further with it. If it came down to it, it meant I’d have to take my mother on head-on to head to protect Ash. I prayed with everything I was that it wouldn’t come to that.

      “She has to see me,” Ash said. “She has to see you with me. You’re part of me now. She needs to know. Maybe it’ll be enough. Maybe it’s just what we need to buy some time. Your brothers will understand. You said they have their own mates. What do you think they’d do in your place?”

      I swallowed hard, knowing the answer as well as she did. If it came down to it, my brothers would and had gone up against the family in defense of their mates. Ash was right. Xander, Gideon, and Finn may just have been my best allies in this.

      “Come on,” I said, reaching for Ash’s hand. “I think I’m right about what I said. Every instinct in me says she hasn’t taken your family out of the Yukon. If I can get close enough to her, I still think I’ll be able to sense her, no matter what kind of magic she’s throwing off.”

      Ash slid her arm around my shoulder. “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s start looking.”

      Just as I was about to step away from her to safely shift, a chill ran down my spine. We weren’t alone. I pushed Ash behind me and faced the threat.

      It was Xander. He walked slowly out from behind one of the trailers, blowing my entire theory about being able to sense the others if I got close enough.

      I growled, my fire rising. Xander sensed the threat and his own eyes glowed. He put his hands up in a neutral gesture.

      “Loch,” he said. “Stand down. I just came here to talk.”

      Ash lost it. She ran out from behind me. “Where are they?” she yelled. “What have you done with my parents, my brother?”

      Xander’s expression went blank. He looked from Ash back to me. She had a glow about her my brother understood. He let out a sigh. He knew.

      “Jesus,” Xander said. “Loch, why didn’t you say something?” Then, a second realization lit his eyes.

      “Wait,” he said. “What did you say? Your parents? Your brother?” Xander looked at me.

      “Xander,” I said. “This is Ash. Ash Yeager. And yes, we’re mated.”

      Xander ran a hand over his face. “Well, shit. I mean, congratulations. And Avelina’s going to kill you.”

      Ash lunged at him, not recognizing my brother’s sarcasm in her current state of distress. I got an arm around her and put her behind me again.

      “Where are they?” I said. “What’s Avelina done?”

      He bit his lip, grappling with his loyalties. Ash was my mate. It meant my oath to protect her was his as well, just as I would defend his wife, Shae. But, she was a Yeager. She had just as much of Christoph Jeger’s blood in her veins as her father.

      “West,” he finally said.

      “Take me,” I said.

      Ash had a hand on my arm. “Us. Take us. I told you, I’m not leaving your side.”

      I locked eyes with my brother. In any other circumstances, his expression would be comical. His Shae was every bit the strong-willed woman Ash was. And he instantly understood that she would not back down.

      “Come on,” he said, stepping back to shift. “Follow me.”
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      Avelina had not gone far at all. Xander took us just fifty miles away to a remote forest near Mount Logan. Avelina’s cloaking magic was strong. She joined it with Kian’s. I barely recognized my brother as we landed. Kian’s scales had changed, going from their normal blue, green, gold, and silver to a muted charcoal. Only his eyes remained their same sapphire blue.

      “Here,” Xander said. He shielded himself behind some trees and tossed me a duffle bag. I caught it against my chest.

      Ash’s jaw dropped. Her thoughts went the same place mine did. How the hell long had Avelina been planning this if she’d packed clothes and supplies? I got dressed and grabbed her hand.

      “Come on,” I said. “They’re close by. Can you feel that?”

      Ash stayed rooted to her spot. Kian stood guard at the bottom of a hill in the clearing. Behind him was an entrance to a cave, partially hidden by the brush.

      “What,” she said, pointing to my brother, “is that?”

      “That’s Kian,” Xander answered, coming out from behind the trees. He finished buttoning his shirt and ran a hand through his hair to smooth it.

      “Is he?” I asked.

      Xander shook his head. “He’s okay. He’s here at least. It’s progress. Before this he hadn’t come out of the catacombs for weeks.”

      Kian’s mating sickness got worse by the day. God in heaven. Now that my own had been cured, the contrast between us was startling. I saw myself through Xander’s eyes. Gideon’s. No wonder they had been so concerned.

      A tiger’s roar ripped through the air. Ash lunged forward. “That’s my father!”

      She started to run down the hill. Kian stomped the earth, sending up a spray of dirt. Ash skidded to a halt. I put her behind me and faced down my brother.

      “You touch her, I kill you,” I said. Kian’s eyes narrowed. He let out a puff of smoke, but didn’t advance. I put a hand on Kian’s leg. Are you in there, brother?

      Go. She’s waiting for you.

      I shot a look at Xander over my shoulder. His mouth formed a grim smile. The three of us walked to the cave entrance.

      Ash pulled at me. I kept a firm grip on her. Xander brought up the rear. Down and down we walked. I let enough of my dragon out to light the way.

      We came to an open cavern. Avelina had it lit with LED lamps along the floor. In the center, she had three huge cages. Clint, Will, and Lucia Yeager were locked inside. Dragonsteel. She’d locked them up with dragonsteel.

      “Christ,” I muttered.

      “Let them go!” Ash screamed. Her parents joined in the yelling chaos as soon as they saw their daughter. Will was the only one in his tiger. He paced and panted, his tail hung low.

      Avelina emerged from the shadows, her white hair billowing behind her. Her eyes were the purest silver. Fire crackled from her fingertips as she saw Ash. My protective instincts raged to the surface. It was all I could do to keep my dragon at bay. I kept Ash behind me.

      “Mother,” I said. “We need to talk.”

      “Ash, get away from them,” Clint yelled to his daughter. He didn’t understand. He was so filled with rage it blinded him to what was really going on. Lucia Yeager sensed it. She was quieter, more still. She rose slowly and gripped the bars of her cage.

      “Clint,” she said, her silver wolf eyes flashing. Will let out a deadly roar that echoed through the cavern.

      “My family is not your enemy,” Ash said. “Loch, tell her.”

      “What the hell is going on?” Clint asked. Had my mother not told him? Had she just caged the Yeagers down here and said nothing?

      “I was waiting for you,” Avelina said to me. “This was your mission, Loch. I owe it to you to see it through. We can talk about the rest later.”

      “No,” I said. “We need to talk about it now. No one is going to die here today. No Brandharts and no Yeagers. Avelina, I’d like you to meet Ash. Ash Yeager. She is my fated mate. If you try to touch a hair on her head, you’ll have to go through me.”

      Lucia Yeager was on her feet. Will clawed at the bars of his cage. Clint Yeager took a faltering step backward. His wife tried to reach for him.

      Avelina came slowly forward, her eyes locked on Ash. I let out a low, threatening growl. Flames shot from my fingertips.

      “Loch, wait,” Ash said. She tried to come out from behind me. I pushed her gently back.

      “Yeager,” Avelina said. Her eyes glistened with tears. She was trembling. I couldn’t tell if it was from rage or sadness. Maybe both.

      “Yes,” I said. “She is Clint’s daughter. She’s mine, Avelina.”

      My mother shook her head. “You don’t see. They’ve done something to you. You’re sick, Lochlan. I should never have sent you to Blackfoot alone.”

      “No,” I said. I stepped away from Ash and went to my mother. I put my hands on her shoulders. I made her look in my eyes. “No. I’m not sick. I’m cured. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Ash is my mate. She’s one of us now. It was her choice. Even after I told her the truth about her family. She chose me anyway. You know what that means. It’s time to end this.”

      My mother tore away from me. Blue flame crackled all around her. She was losing control. She doubled over. Her pain became my pain. Outside, my brother Kian sensed it too. He let out an anguished roar and shook the ground. Gravel and stone rained from the roof of the cavern.

      “Ash,” Lucia called to her daughter. “Honey. Step away from her. Come toward me.”

      “No,” I said.

      “They’re my family,” Ash said to Avelina. “Loch is my family now too. And you…”

      “No!” Avelina was wild. I’d never seen her like this before. I put Ash behind me again. Gideon stepped forward. Together, we formed a protective wall in front of Ash. Avelina’s eyes widened with fear. She was here, but yet not here. I knew what she saw. She seemed locked in the past, watching my father suffer and die. She wasn’t hearing me. I realized with cold horror that I may have to hurt her to get through to her.
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      I felt Loch’s fire rising. It hit me so hard I could barely stand. His mother loomed in front of us, her eyes flashing blue flame.

      “Ash!” My own mother gripped the bars of that awful cage.

      “Avelina,” Loch said, his voice low and threatening. “You know what I have to do. You feel it. Look in your heart and you’ll see the truth.”

      Loch moved slowly, ever so slightly. He kept his body between his brother and me. Gideon took his lead. The pair of them formed a barricade in front of me.

      “Let her go,” I said, trying to find something that might get through to Avelina Brandhart. “You said your vendetta was against Christoph Jeger’s line. My mother is a McGraw wolf. She had no part in this.”

      Avelina’s eyes flashed. “Vendetta? You think this is just about revenge? Jegers have hunted me for centuries!”

      “They’re not hunting you now!” my mother yelled.

      “What is she talking about?” My father’s voice was barely more than a growl. Will banged against the bars, flashing his fangs.

      “She’s right,” Loch said. “Lucia Yeager doesn’t belong here. Let her go. She was never part of what we talked about.”

      The ground rumbled again. Something had agitated Kian’s dragon. Avelina whirled around. She was human still, but her dragon tail spooled out behind her, its silvery ridges razor-sharp. Loch pushed me out of the path of it.

      “It’s Finn and Gideon,” Xander said under his breath. “I thought we might need them.”

      “They’re not alone,” Loch answered.

      “Fine,” Avelina said. “I see the way you’re looking at me. You think I’ve lost my mind. You have no idea what I’ve had to do to keep you all safe over the years. You’ve heard me tell stories, but you can’t possibly understand what we’ve been through. You haven’t seen the people you love cut to pieces, kept barely alive so they could serve as nothing more than a blood supply.”

      “It’s over, Avelina,” Loch said. “Those times are long gone.”

      “It will happen again as long as clans like the Jegers still walk the earth!”

      She charged my mother’s cage. Mom moved away from the bars. My father slammed against the side of his cage, trying to get to her. Avelina took a key from her pocket and opened my mother’s cage.

      “Go,” she said. “I didn’t come for you. My sons are right about that. I’m not a murderer.”

      Something went through my mother’s eyes. She was, at her core, a predator. Her wolf simmered just beneath her skin. Her eyes went pure silver.

      “Mom!” I yelled. She may think this was her only chance, but I knew what dragons could do. One on one, nothing could defeat Avelina.

      “Stand down, wolf,” Avelina said. “Listen to your daughter. For my son’s sake I’ll let you both live.”

      “Lucia, go!” Dad yelled. “Get Ash out of here!”

      My mother moved past Avelina. Xander took a ready stance as she got near me. Then, I caught Loch’s eyes.

      “No,” I whispered. “I’m not leaving them.”

      Loch put a hand on my shoulder. “Take your mother and go topside. This is between my mother and us now.”

      “What?” I jerked away from him. “That is my father and brother she wants to incinerate.”

      “Trust me,” he mouthed the words and gestured upward with his eyes.

      I didn’t want to leave. My mother stood her ground. “If you think I’m leaving my husband and son to all of you…”

      “Ash,” Loch said. “Tell her everything. Tell Finn and Gideon too. Go!”

      “Go!” My father shouted in unison with Loch.

      I saw the anguish in my mother’s face. The choice. In her mind, she was deciding whether to save her husband and son over her daughter. As much as it tore me in half, I knew Loch was right. And I trusted that he’d keep his word. He would not let his mother carry out her threats.

      “Come on,” I said, keeping my eyes locked with my mate’s. “Well go up, but we’re not leaving.”

      I took my mother’s hand and we walked up and out of the cave together. As soon as the sunlight hit her face, she dropped to her knees. I went to her.

      “We have to call the others,” she said. “They’re not far. That crazy woman didn’t think I could sense direction while she...flew. My God, Ash she’s...they’re…”

      “Dragons,” I said. My mother got to her feet. “Yes. They’re dragons. Loch too. Brandhart. Avelina is their mother. Loch is one of her five sons. She thinks Dad’s ancestor murdered their father. She thinks he’s bound by some family oath to kill her off.”

      My mother started to pace. Connected to Loch now, I could sense his brother Kian still near the stream. He wasn’t alone. Finn and Gideon were out there, though they were giving us a wide berth. I wondered if that was Loch’s doing too.

      “She’s mad!” my mother said. “She’s a lunatic.”

      On the surface, it sure looked that way. But, because of Loch, I could feel something else driving her. Avelina was terrified. Traumatized. Whatever she said had happened to her in the past, I believed it. I just had to figure out a way to help Loch talk her down. Part of me wanted to hate the woman. And yet...there was no mistaking her motivation. She thought she was fighting to protect the man I loved, her son.

      “Mom,” I said. “Look at me. You have to know. You have to understand. Loch is…”

      “Don’t!” she said, her eyes going wild. “I don’t want to hear it.”

      She knew. Of course she already knew. I was her daughter. She was a shifter. I said it anyway.

      “Loch is mine,” I said. “We’re mated.”

      She put a hand up as if she could ward off my words with it. “No. Not him. Not...he’s a dragon?”

      “Yes,” I said. “And I trust him. You of all people should know why.”

      “You don’t have to be. He can’t force you.”

      My mother was glorious. Tall, regal. She fought for her family with every ounce of fierceness that Avelina had. And like Avelina, she couldn’t deny what was right in front of her face.

      “It’s no different than what happened with you and Dad,” I said. My mother and I had always been close, but now I understood her in a deeper way. The story...the legend the Blackfoot shifters liked to tell was how my mother made the ultimate, romantic sacrifice to be with my father. She’d gone up against the Wild Lake packs and risked her brother’s wrath. Now, I knew it was no sacrifice at all. It was simply fate and love.

      She turned, tears spilling from her eyes. “Ash…”

      “I love him,” I said. “And it’s already happened. Loch claimed me. I claimed him. I love him. And we have to figure out a way to make this all right. No matter what his mother thinks, Loch isn’t going to let her kill Dad and Will.”

      “You said there were five of them,” she said. There was movement through the trees. The rest of the Brandhart brothers were listening. I just hoped Loch had managed to get a message to them.

      One of the brothers came through the clearing. He looked so much like Loch it startled me and stoked my heart. He was different enough though as he drew near. Where Loch’s hair was light brown, his brother’s was almost black. His brother’s eyes were a brilliant hazel. I felt Loch’s presence and knew I was about to meet his brother, Gideon.

      My mother had no such familiarity. She acted on instinct, dropping low to the ground. She shifted. Her silvery tail went up. Her fangs came out.

      “Easy, wolf,” Gideon said. “I’m not here to hurt you. I uh...I think I’m actually here to help.”

      I put a hand on my mother’s back, sinking my fingers into her coarse fur. She snapped her jaw, not wanting Gideon to come any closer. Behind him, Kian and Finn stayed close but hidden. If my mother in her wolf got a whiff of Kian’s dragon, I wasn’t sure she could keep from attacking. And he would likely kill her. Gideon seemed to understand the danger. He kept a deliberate distance, halfway between me and my mother, and his brothers behind him.

      “I’m Ash,” I said. “And I hope you’re not too late.”

      Gideon’s shoulders dropped. He knew. Of course he knew. “Well, hell,” he said. “I guess we’re all in for a fight.”

      “Can you help?” I asked. “Can you get your mother to listen to reason?”

      “A Jeger,” Gideon said. “My brother has gone and mated with a Jeger.”

      Another growl cut through the air. Gideon’s eyes went wide. Two wolves burst through the tree line. They were enormous. An easy match for my mother. Two Alphas.

      “Andre!” Gideon said. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Saliva dripped from my mother’s fangs. She stalked them, circling around me. One of the other wolves snapped the air. God, he was big. Silver with streaks of white. Siberian.

      My mother sniffed the air. Time froze. Then, my mother sat back on her haunches and let out a keening whine. Shit. She knew him.

      The silver and white wolf howled. He nudged his companion. The two of them dropped back to the cover of the trees.

      My mother shifted. The dress she’d been wearing had fallen to the ground when her wolf came out. I tossed it to her. As soon as she covered herself, the two wolves came back, shifted to human. It was an older and younger man. A father and son.

      “Andre,” Mom said, her expression flat.

      Andre was the older of the two. He was handsome, tall, formidable with thick white hair. He had just a few streaks of black left in it.

      “Hello, Lucia,” Andre said, his eyes sparking with mischief. “You remember my son Milo.”

      “I didn’t think anyone heard me,” Mom said.

      Gideon’s expression changed. His face fell. “Heard you?”

      My mother straightened your back. “I’m not without allies, Brandhart. The Kalenkov wolves and I go way back. I don’t want a war with you. As far as I’m concerned, you and your brothers can go back into hiding. As long as you leave my family alone. If you don’t, every shifter in Blackfoot will know what you are. I’ll share your secret.”

      “Uh...Lucia...you should,” Andre Kalenkov stepped forward. Gideon had a smirk on his face.

      “Lucia,” Andre said. “My daughter Grace...she’s Gideon Brandhart’s mate.”

      My mother reeled with the news. She took a step toward me. “You knew. Andre? You knew there were dragons? You didn’t…”

      “It’s a long story,” he said. “But yes. My daughter is mated to Gideon. And yes, I did hear your call. Others did too. We have a problem, Gideon. A big one.”

      “Oh, God,” I said. “Mom...you didn’t…” The ramifications of what she’d done washed over me. My mother may not have been part of a pack anymore, but she had enough pack allies through the Yukon, Alaska, and Russia to send a signal if she wanted. She’d done it. She’d sent a message asking for help.

      “How many?” Gideon turned to Andre, realizing the same thing I did. “How many are coming?”

      “I’m not sure,” Andre said. “I’ve called off the Russian packs. But Avelina’s underestimated Lucia. I’ve gotten word there are three Canadian packs on their way. It’s bad, Gideon. Very bad.”

      Gideon doubled over. Finn came through the trees. He’d heard it all.

      “Mom, what did you do?” I asked, except I already knew. My mother had sent out a call. There were plenty of shifters out there who heard. One word from her and every wolf shifter in the western hemisphere would know that dragons were real and she knew exactly where to find them.
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      “Loch, we’ve got a problem.”

      Gideon’s voice slammed into my brain. Xander heard it too. We exchanged a look. We’d reached a stalemate with my mother. She hadn’t tried to kill the Yeagers yet, but neither would she agree to let them go.

      Before I could send a message to Gideon asking what in God’s name had possibly gone wrong now, I got my answer in the form of one keyed up Alpha wolf named Andre Kalenkov. As he emerged through the darkness, I thought for an instant my mother might blast him to ash too. Then, I’d have a family war on two fronts. Andre was Gideon’s father-in-law and Alpha to one of the most important alliances we had. The Kalenkov wolves were the only other shifters on the planet who knew our secret. With Andre’s presence, my heart turned cold as I began to understand what had Gideon alarmed.

      “Avelina!” Andre shouted. His voice cut through to her at the last second. She turned, sending her blast of flame harmlessly to the roof of the cavern.

      “What are you doing here?” Avelina said. “Andre, this is a family matter.”

      Andre raised a brow. “And aren’t we all family now too, Ave?” Ave? I’d never heard anyone call my mother by any kind of nickname. Xander caught my eye. Christ. That was a mystery I’d have to unravel some other day.

      “This doesn’t concern you,” Avelina said. “Unless Grace sent you. Is she well? She’s supposed to stay with Gemma until I get back.”

      My mother’s face paled. Gemma, Finn’s wife, was due to deliver their baby any day now. Andre put a hand up. “Enough. Come of out the darkness, Avelina. You need to know why I’m here. And you should have sought my counsel on this before you locked Clint Yeager in a cage. Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

      Nobody but nobody spoke to my mother that way. I braced myself for another column of flame from her. Instead, there were tears in my mother’s eyes. God. I’d prepared myself for her fire and fury. I hadn’t counted on her powerful sadness.

      Andre went to her. For a moment, it looked like he might embrace her. But, he surprised me by moving past her and heading straight for Clint.

      “Lucia’s safe,” Andre said. It was the exact right thing to say. Clint Yeager visibly relaxed. For the first time since I came down here, he seemed more in control of his tiger. Will, of course, wasn’t.

      “Get her far away from here,” Clint said. “I entrust her to you. Get her back to her brother’s pack.”

      Andre titled his head. His face broke into a smile. “And if you think she’d go, you don’t know your wife very well.”

      “Avelina,” Andre said. “Did you not understand what this man’s wife was before you threw her family in cages?”

      Avelina was dumbstruck.

      “I know what he is,” she said. “And you’re the last person I should have to explain it to. You know the history as well as I.”

      Ash came back into the cavern, followed by Finn and Gideon. Lucia wisely stayed out of sight. Kian likely had a close eye on her.

      Andre let out a sigh. “Clint, Avelina has a grievance.”

      “Wait a minute,” Ash said. I put a gentle hand on her arm. No way was I going to let her walk in between my mother and her father. Andre saw me react. He gave me a nod, his message clear. He wanted me to leave it to him to try and diffuse this particular bomb.

      Clint clenched his teeth. “I’ve had it up to here with this psychopath’s grievance.”

      The next growl came from me. Again, Andre put up a hand.

      “Christoph Jeger was butcher,” Andre said. “His sons and grandsons and grandsons after that. They single-handedly wiped out three of the greatest dragon houses, including the Vales. That was Avelina’s family name before she married into the House of Brandhart. He thought they’d taken out the Brandharts, but as you can see, that’s not true.”

      “These are stories, legends,” Clint said. “I never even knew my father, let alone my grandfather. I wasn’t raised by Yeagers. It’s just a name. I have no quarrel with Brandharts. At least, I didn’t until today. Now, I’m beginning to understand what my ancestor’s point was.”

      Avelina blasted fire. It danced around Clint’s feet. Will charged the cage bars.

      “Let them free,” Andre said. “The cages are pointless. Everyone here knows if you wanted to take him out, you could do it with one breath. You’re no match for her, Clint. Neither am I.”

      It was an ingenious challenge, aimed right at my mother’s ego. It was true. My mother could handle a pair of tiger shifters with her eyes closed. The cages had just been so she could prove a point.

      My mother didn’t stop Andre when he came to her. She didn’t stop him when he took the keys from her hand. And she didn’t stop him when he unlocked Clint Yeager’s cage. Yeager came out, walking slowly. He jerked his chin toward Will. Andre unlocked his cage next.

      Will lunged at my mother. Andre shouted. Clint tried to grab his son by the scruff of his neck. Ash screamed. Gideon, Xander, Finn, and I acted in unison. We blasted a wall of fire between Will’s tiger and Avelina.

      “Loch!” Ash yelled. “Don’t hurt him.”

      Will Yeager got the message. Tail down, he moved to stand beside his father.

      “Loch,” Ash said. “Do something!”

      I did. As soon as the flames burned out, I went to my mother. Sweat poured from her brow. Her chest heaved as she tried to draw air. Grief colored her eyes and seared through my heart.

      “Mother,” I said. “It has to end. Today.”

      “You’ll understand when it’s your own children at risk,” she said.

      “Then you understand that what I do, I do for mine!”

      Lucia had crept quietly back into the cavern. She stood at the mouth of the cave, a soft wind lifted her hair. Her eyes glinted silver.

      “Kalenkov asked you if you understood who my mother was,” Ash said to Avelina. I held her against me. I wanted the message clear. Avelina would literally have to go through me to get to her.

      “And I told you, I have no quarrel with the McGraw wolves,” my mother said. “If you leave quietly.”

      “That’s just the thing, Avelina,” Lucia said. “There’s nothing quiet about me.”

      Clint let out a low, rumbling growl. He sensed his mate’s danger. We were inside a powder keg. One wrong move, the whole cavern would ignite.

      “She-wolves aren’t like their mates,” Andre said. “Lucia can send a telepathic message to any wolf pack she chooses, no matter where they are. She’s done exactly that. She had no way to know our connection. But, her words reached me, Avelina. They reached others too.”

      “If you want me to keep your secret,” Lucia said, “you let my family go.”

      “Christ,” I muttered as her meaning became clear. It turned out my mother had let the wrong member of the Yeager family go. Lucia was more powerful than them all. One moment. One message and every shifter in the world would know about us.

      “No!” Ash said. “Mom, you can’t do that. You know what dragons can do. Avelina’s wrong about Dad, but she’s right about everything else.”

      Lucia and Avelina moved, standing on opposite sides of the circle. Clint and Will stood beside Lucia. My brothers and I closed ranks around Avelina.

      Avelina’s fire. Lucia’s mind. Two shifter mothers ready to protect their own. Each one could bring about mutually assured destruction.

      Then, there was Ash. She peeled herself out from under my arm. I made a move toward her. She locked eyes with me. She said the thing I’d been telling her since pretty much the day I met her.

      “Trust me.”

      “Mom,” Ash said. “I told you the truth. You know it in your heart. Dad? Loch and I are mated. We’re fated. It’s not random. It’s bigger than the two of us, and now I understand why. It was for this. This exact moment.”

      “Alecia, get behind me,” Clint said. He couldn’t accept it. His fury clouded what his eyes could see.

      “Avelina,” Ash said. I reached for her. My dragon simmered. She held up a hand, warding me back.

      “Avelina,” Ash whispered. My mother’s eyes burned ice blue. “Look at me. You can see what I am. You can feel it.”

      Silver tears fell from my mother’s face. Ash was brave. I felt my fire rising.

      My mate stood before my mother. Slowly, she reached out. She took Avelina’s hands in hers. She brought them to her own face.

      Something happened. It was as if the air were sucked from the room. My vision spun. Avelina’s hair rose on a breeze although we were deep underground.

      My mother’s mouth dropped open. Ash’s eyes filled with tears. Avelina was seeing something. One of her visions.

      Lucia’s wolf growled. Will’s roar echoed through the cave. But, in the center of it all, my mother and my mate were the eye of the storm.

      “Is it real?” Ash cried. “Did you do that?”

      Avelina jerked her hands away from Ash. She staggered backward. Finn was closest. He caught my mother before she crumpled to the ground.

      “Magnus,” she cried. “Oh my God. Magnus!”

      My mother’s sight came into me like the force of a gut punch. She let me in. My father lay dying. Suffering. My mother held him in her arms. She’d shown me this once before. I heard her whispered promise of revenge. This time, I saw my father’s eyes slowly open and fill with love as he gazed upon my mother’s face.

      “You’ll know what to do when the time is right,” he whispered. Then, the light and the life went out of him.

      Time stopped. Will’s tiger dropped back. No one dared breathe. The sound of my mother’s sob filled the cavern as she covered her face with her hands and let go.

      Ash got to her first. She sank to her knees in front of my mother. Avelina reached for her, placing her hands over Ash’s womb. The energy bounced to me like an electric shock. I saw what she saw. Ash. My love. My mate.

      “No more Jegers,” Ash whispered. “No more pain. It’s just us now. Brandhart. Yeager. She’s part of us both.”

      She.

      My mother slowly nodded. Finn helped her to her feet. Andre came to her side, smiling. He turned to Lucia. Ash’s mother was crying too.

      “What the hell just happened?” Clint said. Lucia was the first to laugh.

      “Come on,” she said to her husband. “Let’s get the hell out of this cave and I’ll explain it to you.”

      Finn, Gideon, Xander, Andre, and Will followed them out. That left me, Ash, and my mother with a few moments alone. I gathered Ash in my arms. I closed my eyes and listened.

      It was there. I heard my heart beating and Ash’s right along with it. But, under it, faint and strong, I heard the third heartbeat and knew my daughter for the first time.

      “I’m so sorry,” Avelina said, through her tears. “I couldn’t see. I’d held on to pain and grief for so long. Can you ever forgive me?”

      For the first time in my life, I understand how much fear and rage had held her together. And grief. She clung to it. It drove almost everything she did. Now, that grief sluiced off of her, leaving her broken in its wake. But, she would rise. She was Avelina Brandhart, after all.

      I moved to answer her, to lift her off the ground, but Ash beat me to it. “It’s okay. It’s more than okay. It’s perfect. It’s time for all of us to let go and start over.”

      Ash held her hand out. My mother took it. Slowly, she rose to her feet. Her tears began to dry and the hard set of her jaw came back. I was wrong. She could bend, but never be broken.

      With Ash at my side, my mother on the other, the three of us...no...the four of us walked out into the light to join the rest of our family together.
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      My parents waited for me as we came back into the woods. My father’s stern expression gave me pause. Will stood beside him. He’d shifted back but looked almost as fierce as he had in his tiger. Loch was coiled strength beside me.

      “It’s all right,” I said, going up on my tiptoes to kiss him. “We faced down your mother. A couple of tigers and a wolf should be a piece of cake.”

      Loch answered with a huff, but he trusted me. Loch’s brother Finn came to us, his eyes sparkling.

      “Welcome to the family,” he said. “Wait until you see our holiday parties.”

      There was dead silence, then I broke it with laughter. I threw my arms around him and gave my soon-to-be brother-in-law a sloppy kiss on the cheek. Then, I went to my family. My mother had a quiet smile on her face.

      “Mr. Yeager,” Loch said. He was a stone mountain behind me. He kept an arm around my waist. “I hope we can move past all of this. You have my word that I will protect Ash with my life. She’ll want for nothing.”

      My father’s eyes narrowed. “You think she needs your money?”

      “Dad, stop,” I said. At the same time, my mother nudged him. I knew it was in him to protest further, but I think he knew he could never take on both my mother and me. Will, was a different story.

      I loved my brother. He’d been my protector since as far back as I could remember. But, he was my rival too. So, when he came forward and held out his arms, my heart melted.

      “I’ll see to it you keep to your word, dragon,” Will said.

      I couldn’t stop the tears from falling as I hugged my brother. My mother cried too. She rested her head against my father’s shoulder. Soon, it turned into a group hug. Loch hung back and gave us a moment together.

      “I love you,” my father whispered in my ear. “Are you absolutely sure?”

      “I’m as sure as you and Mom were when you found each other.”

      My father looked at my mother with love in his eyes. He understood. He kissed me once more and went to Loch. My father and my mate stood nearly eye to eye. Both of them formidable. Both of them ready to fight to the death to defend the ones they loved.

      “And you have my word that whatever oath my ancestors swore, it died with them. As long as you stay true to my daughter, I’ll keep your secret.”

      Loch and my dad shook hands. My mother slid her arm around me. “See,” she whispered. “That’s wasn’t so bad.”

      I shook with laughter a second time. “Er...if that had been any worse, I think the Brandharts would have set the world on fire.”

      As soon as I said it, another person joined our group. Loch’s brother Kian had quieted his dragon. Handsome and regal like the rest of the Brandhart line, Kian had a haggard appearance and pale complexion. He was sick and getting sicker. I shuddered, thinking how close Loch had been to that the first time I found him alone in the woods.

      But, never again. My Loch was safe. He was mine. I put a hand over my stomach, sensing the tiny new life there. As my father went into my mother’s arms and I went to Loch, she whispered to him again. Dad’s eyes widened. I knew she’d just told him what Avelina and I had sensed about my pregnancy.

      Kian stepped forward. He gave me a solemn nod. A chill went through me. I didn’t think he was capable of talking.

      Avelina watched it all. She stood to the side with Andre Kalenkov and his son, Milo. I went to her. I had so many questions. In a few months, I would give birth to Loch’s child. My deepest instinct told me Avelina knew exactly what would happen. I couldn’t quite explain it, but I sensed she saw the baby, not just the pregnancy. Somehow, this woman could see bits of the future. I’d heard of other shifters having different forms of the Sight. With everything else, I knew for dragons, it was all just...bigger, more powerful.

      I meant to ask her, but something stopped me. “It’s all right,” Avelina whispered, smiling. “It’s all going to be all right. When the time comes, you’ll have your mother with you. And you’ll meet Grace, Gideon’s wife. Andre’s daughter. Your baby will be like our granddaughter, Amelia. But...she’ll be something else as well.”

      My heart swelled. It was a girl. I’d sensed that too. Then, Loch was back at my side.

      “It’s time for me to go,” Avelina said.

      “Me as well,” Andre said. He shared a knowing look with Avelina. A secret, perhaps. My father and mother said their goodbyes to the Kalenkov wolves. Then, father and son disappeared into the woods. We heard their plaintive howls as they covered ground and headed back to the Russian border.

      Avelina left next. We gathered to watch. In the chaos of their abduction, my parents and Will hadn’t really seen a true dragon shift. As they watched her now, their jaws dropped.

      She really was incredible. Avelina climbed a nearby hill and spread her arms. She became shimmering light and every color of the rainbow. Her giant wings unfurled and a hot breeze washed over us as she took to the air. Avelina made a graceful arc as she circled above us.

      “Show off,” Finn muttered, but he was smiling.

      Then, Avelina picked up speed. She let out a searing screech as she rocketed out of sight.

      “We’d better get back,” my father said. “I figure the whole town’s turned upside down.”

      “I’m sorry,” Loch said. “Is there anything else I can do to make things right?”

      “Don’t worry,” my mother answered. “It’s Blackfoot. I mean, dragons are new, but shifter drama is the norm. We’ll handle it. You just take care of our girl. And hurry the hell back. There’s still gold to get out of the ground, you know.”

      “About that,” I said. “Er...so it turns out dragons are also good at sniffing out gold from deep underground.”

      My father’s eyes lit up. I had to suppress another laugh. He lunged forward and shook Loch’s hand again. Things were easy between them and I was glad.

      “You’re not coming back to Chicago?” Xander asked Loch.

      Loch rubbed my lower back. “I will soon enough. Gold season’s just a few more weeks. I like to finish the things I start. After that...well...I go where my mate wants.”

      I sensed his brothers’ unease, but they were happy for Loch. I could see it in their eyes. I didn’t know everything the future held. But, I couldn’t imagine leaving Blackfoot. On the other hand, I was mated to a dragon. Travel was easy.

      “So,” Finn said. “Is...uh...are we gonna just ignore whatever the hell that was with Andre and Avelina?”

      The Brandhart brothers exchanged looks. My mother smiled and raised a brow.

      “Oh, yeah,” Gideon said. “Definitely.”

      “Did you know? Does Grace?” Loch asked.

      Gideon shrugged. “No. Or at least, she hasn’t said.”

      “I’m glad for them,” my mother said. “It’s good for Andre. And he’s good for your mother.”

      With everything else that happened, Loch looked shocked for the first time. But, the day was getting long and my parents were right. There was a mess to clean up back in Blackfoot.

      We said our goodbyes to Loch’s brothers. They each shifted and took off one by one. My parents marveled at their magic. I knew they would keep the secret. The Brandharts were their family now too.

      Finally, it was time to leave. I hugged my parents. Will decided to shift and let off his own steam. He promised to meet us back home in a day or so.

      “Do you have a way to make it back?” Loch asked. “I can send a car…”

      “No,” my mother smiled. “It’s been a while since Clint and I took the time to run free. It’s just what we need. We’ll see you back home.”

      She hugged Loch and it warmed my heart. My father gave Loch a taciturn nod, but I knew their bond would grow. Just as the tiny life inside me would.

      Loch looped an arm around me. It was our turn to watch my parents shift. My mother’s silvery-gray wolf stood in shadow at the top of the hill. She let out a howl that sent a chill through me. My father joined her, his tiger loping beside her, majestic. His tail swished behind him. He watched my mother take to the woods at a full run. Then, he gave chase.

      Loch kissed my cheek. “Come on, my love. It’s time for me to take you home.”

      I pressed a hand to Loch’s chest. Fresh heat flooded through me and I smiled up at him. “Well, we’re all alone now. Do you suppose we might take the long way back?”

      Lust lit Loch’s eyes. He let out a growl that thrilled me. Then, he gathered me in his arms and we walked into the woods.
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        The Scottish Highlands

        Nine months later…

      

      

      “She’s got things well in hand,” Finn said. “It’s not like this is the first time, Loch.”

      I turned on my brother, roaring across the ground. Ash’s cry stopped me short. It was time. The baby was almost here.

      “It’s the first time for Ash,” I said. “And it’s the first time for me.”

      Finn smiled. He, Gideon, and Xander were here along with their mates. Gemma, Shae, and Grace were acting as midwives for Ash. Lucia was with her too. Clint had taken a room at a bed and breakfast in town. He and Lucia loved the place so much, they were thinking of buying a vacation home here. Things had settled back at the mine. Ash’s instincts had been right. Kincaid had been the one stealing from the crews. I knew the Yeagers were eager to get back.

      “Loch!” Ash’s shout cut through me. I froze.

      Gideon came to me. He put a solid hand on my shoulder. “Go to her, brother.”

      I raced to the cave she’d chosen. It was a favorite spot of mine. Ash’s too now. Six months ago, I’d taken her as a bride as our families bore witness. For this though, for my daughter’s birth, it felt too primitive.

      “No,” Ash had insisted. “It’s perfect. I can feel the fire here. It’s part of you. It’s part of her. It’s supposed to happen here. I dreamt it.”

      Far be it for me to question my wife’s dreams. She was right about one thing. The living flame from the volcano moved through me. Our magic hid this spot from the rest of the world. The residents of Knoydart had no idea they were living near an ancient, active volcano. They were safe though. Protected. It was part of the pact we made with the earth.

      “Loch!” Ash cried out again.

      “I’m here, my love,” I said as I entered the mouth of the corridor. Ash was at the center of the cavern. The soft glow of the lanterns we brought flickered over the walls. I added a little light of my own.

      Ash was on her side, curled into herself. Sweat poured down her face, but she was smiling. She was ready. Her massive stomach churned and rolled as the child within her struggled to make her appearance.

      Lucia held one of Ash’s hands. She squeezed it tight. Gemma rubbed Ash’s thigh. Grace sat on the other side of her, rubbing the sweat from her brow.

      “Let me,” I said, taking the cloth from my sister-in-law.

      “You sure you can handle this?” Ash said through her panting.

      “I’m ready if you are,” I answered. Lucia motioned to me. We traded positions. Ash leaned against me as I supported her weight.

      Grace took a peek between Ash’s legs. “I’d say we’re one away. You ready on the next one, Ash? Push for all you’re worth. The baby will do the rest.”

      Ash gave a quick nod. She had no time before the next contraction hit. She gritted her teeth and squeezed my hand. Her whole body began to glow. Dragon fire. My mother warned me that would happen. Still, to see it like this shocked me. But, Grace was right; Ash’s body knew exactly what to do.

      “Here we go!” she said. The fire swirled around. I felt it leave my fingertips, joining with the magic swirling around Ash. No wonder human women couldn’t usually mate with dragons. The intensity of the fire burned through me.

      Then, with one great whoosh, she was here. Sparks danced through the cavern. My daughter found her voice. Her hearty cries echoed through the cavern, loud enough that my brothers heard and cheered from up above.

      Lucia leaned in and hugged Ash. She reached across her and kissed my cheek. “Well done, Mom and Dad.”

      Lucia checked the baby with Grace. I waited, breathless, as Shae held out a towel. Grace wrapped her in it and handed the precious bundle to Ash.

      “My God,” Ash said, crying. “She’s beautiful.”

      “She looks exactly like her mother,” Lucia said.

      Sure enough, my daughter squinted then opened her eyes. One was the purest blue, the other amber. Just like Ash’s. She had tiger and wolf blood in her. The instant I thought it, my heart stopped.

      “Oh, baby,” Ash said, kissing our daughter’s head. She reached up and touched my cheek, smiling up at me. “She’s perfect. You’re sure she’s all right?”

      “Ten fingers, ten toes, all magic,” Shae answered. She gestured to Gemma. She, Grace, and Gemma got up.

      “Thank you,” Ash said. “All three of you. You’ve been amazing.”

      Gemma and Grace exchanged a look. “You’re the amazing one. And we’re sisters now. Ash, it’s what we do.”

      I cradled my wife and daughter and mouthed a thank you to Grace, Shae, and Gemma as they quietly left the cave. They would report all the details to Finn, Gideon, Xander, and Grace.

      “Don’t leave,” Ash said to her mother. “Not yet.”

      Lucia shot me a look. Ash was scared of something. Lucia got closer. She peeled a bit of the baby’s towel away to get a better look.

      “Honey,” Lucia said. “She’s perfect.”

      My daughter kicked out. She held her hands in tight little red fists. She took a great breath and let out her first, fierce sneeze.

      Then, something happened. Tiny little stripes moved like shadows across the baby’s round belly. Tiger stripes.

      “Huh,” Lucia said. “I thought for sure she was…”

      “What?” I asked.

      Lucia furrowed her brow. She held out her index finger. The baby latched on, squeezing her grandmother tight. Lucia leaned forward and blew gently on the baby. Then she waited.

      “Mama, what is it?” Ash said, her tone becoming more alarmed.

      Lucia blew on the baby again. She arched her back. A slash of tiger stripes moved across her brow. Lucia sat back and shrugged.

      Then...it happened again.

      The baby opened her eyes wide. They flashed a sort of bronze I’d never seen before. She opened her mouth and hiccupped. Her entire body tensed. The tiger stripes receded, and for one brief instant, her ears became pointed and a tuft of silver-white fur spouted on the top of her head.

      “She can’t be,” I said, marveling at the new, untested powers my daughter possessed. She settled against her mother and suckled Ash’s breast.

      “Yow!” Ash yelled. Then, Ash settled.

      “Is that...is she…” I looked at Lucia.

      Lucia’s eyes misted with happy tears. She nodded. “My God. I think so. Yes. In her visions...your mother didn’t tell you this?”

      “Tell us what?” Ash asked.

      Lucia wiped her eyes. “Honey. Your little girl is one of a kind. I mean, we knew that, but...and...it’s going to take some years before we’re absolutely sure. You know shifters don’t really have full control of their animals until they’re almost in puberty. But...I can’t believe it. I think this little one will be able to shift into both a tiger and a wolf.”

      “Is that...is that even possible?” Ash asked.

      My heart raced. The baby finished nursing and I lifted her off my wife’s chest. Lucia was right. She did look exactly like Ash. I cherished the solid weight of her as she flailed her fists and hiccupped. She struggled to open her eyes once more. When she did, for one instant, she trained them on me.

      One blue. One amber.

      Wolf and tiger.

      Her power was new, untested, but also undeniable. I could sense her magic grow. In the years to come she would need my strength to help her find her own. But, as I nuzzled my daughter against my cheek, I could feel her essence and I knew her grandmother was right.

      My beautiful, new, amazing daughter would be the most remarkable shifter to walk the earth.

      “Enjoy her,” Lucia said, hugging Ash. “And don’t worry. She’ll be incredible. She already is.”

      Ash kissed Lucia. “Thank you so much, Mom.”

      “You three need some time alone. Enjoy it. Sleep when she sleeps. Oh...and do you have a name picked out? I’ve got a crowd out there waiting on it.”

      I locked eyes with Ash. She gave me a smile and I knew she’d finally decided.

      I held the baby up so Lucia could see her face. “Meet Daniella Brandhart.”

      “Daniella,” Lucia repeated, her love making her eyes flash silver. “It’s perfect.” With that, she blew the baby a kiss and headed out to tell the others.

      I brought Daniella back to Ash’s breast. “I can’t believe it,” she said. “It’s just so…”

      “I know,” I said. My heart swelled with joy, pride, the deepest love. I’d been broken before and didn’t know it. Now, with Ash and Daniella in my life and heart, I knew all things were possible.

      “I love you,” Ash said. She leaned up and kissed me. Daniella squirmed, rooting at Ash’s breast again.

      “Hey, little tiger girl,” Ash whispered. “My little she-wolf too. I can’t wait to see all that you can do.”

      Daniella cooed and ahhed in answer. Then, she snuggled against Ash, warm and safe. We would make a life for her in Blackfoot. Though Ash’s crew was still wary of me and they would never know exactly what I was, they knew Ash and I belonged together. And my magic had helped bring the Little Sister mine to even greater prosperity. Now, as Daniella grew, she would need Clint and Lucia’s guidance as well as my own. Part tiger, part wolf, part dragon. I couldn’t wait to see all that she could do either.

      “You’re sure you’re okay with moving back to Blackfoot?” Ash asked, reading my mind.

      “Baby, home is wherever you and Daniella are. Plus, when I’m needed here or in Chicago or anywhere else in the world, I can be there at a moment’s notice. Perks of having wings.”

      “Mmmm,” she said. “I miss flying with you.” We’d been cautious over the last few weeks as Ash’s time drew near.

      “I hope you miss a few other things too,” I said, practically purring against her ear.

      “I love you,” Ash whispered. Her eyes glistened with tears. “You’ve given me everything. You’ve given me the world.”

      A chorus of cheers reached us from up above. Lucia had likely just filled my brothers and their wives in on the news. Soon, the rest of the Yeagers would head up the mountain to meet our little girl. Our family. We were big, bold, proud, occasionally dysfunctional, but we would all protect Daniella and help her make her way.

      “I should go get them,” I said.

      “Mmm.” Ash’s eyelids grew heavy. She was exhausted. “Soon,” she said. “Right now, I just want to enjoy this with you. It’s better than any wish or dream I’ve ever had. I love you so much, Loch. I can’t believe how far we’ve come already.”

      I smiled and kissed my wife. “My love, we’ve only just begun.”

      Daniella yawned and let out a tiny roar. Then, she settled back against Ash and purred as she fell asleep.
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      I hadn’t been to this particular spot in almost seven hundred years. I wondered whether I would even be able to find it again. But then, I felt that faint, ancient pull of magic and knew I could never forget.

      It was here, at the apex of the mountain overlooking Knoydart, the very mouth of the volcano where I had laid my husband to rest. I had come alone then as I did today. Over the years, my sons had asked me where their father was buried. Many times I almost told them, but something always held me back. It may be selfish of me, I know. But this place belongs only to us. Magnus and me. This pain is mine alone.

      I would bear the guilt and shame of what I almost did to Clint Yeager for the rest of my life. Grief had blinded me, but love washed away my sins. Christoph Jeger was long gone. Just like Magnus, only I knew his final resting place. His sons and grandsons no longer hunted me. It was time to say goodbye to that final link to our bloody past.

      When I reached the spot, I knelt and let my fingers seep deep into the ground. Soft earth, black as coal. Tiny fissures opened up, pouring white-hot magma over me, though it didn’t burn. It would never burn me. I was part of this earth now just as much as Magnus once was.

      “I’m here, my love,” I whispered in the ancient tongue. “Always.”

      I wished I could bring my husband only joy today. There was much of it. Though the lava didn’t burn, the single scrap of paper I carried in the pocket of my cloak singed my soul.

      “Your sons are doing well,” I said, wishing so deeply it were true for all of them. I was here to tell Magnus the good as well as the bad.

      I reached beneath my cape and pulled out the gold necklace I wore. It was a such a simple thing. Ash had made it for me; the chain came from the gold of her family mines. Four small, round pendants hung from it. Within each, a small birthstone for each of my granddaughters.

      “Cassia holds Xander’s fire within her,” I said to Magnus’s ghost, holding up the garnet. “Red hair and a mischievous smile. She’ll be strong someday, though people will try to use her power against her. I’ll help her fight. She’ll never be alone.”

      Next, I fingered the opal meant for Amelia. “Gideon’s daughter is a wild thing. Her wolf will get her into trouble. She’ll wander far, but she’ll never forget her way home.”

      “Finn has married a witch, my love. I know. I didn’t see that one coming either. But, Gemma is special. And their daughter? Phaedra? Oh, my. The magic in that one is unmatched.” Phaedra’s ruby red stone glinted in the sunlight.

      I kissed the final stone. A diamond for Daniella. Its colors changed as the light did, just like Daniella herself. Part tiger. Part wolf. “She’s something special too,” I said. “She’s the end and the beginning of us, Magnus. Loch has chosen well. Better than I could have. If it had been up to me...well...I know you understand now. They’ve helped me let that part of you go.”

      Except, I still kept the best part. Five sons. Now, four granddaughters. I wanted to hope. I closed my eyes and let out a sigh. There was still one more thing to share.

      “Tell me what to do, Magnus,” I said. I took the crumpled piece of paper out of my pocket. There were just four words written on it. Each one sliced through my heart.

      When I heard the news, I hadn’t wanted to believe. It happened near a small town so far away. A wildfire. The worst in a century. I still didn’t know if there had been any casualties. Not for sure. But, in the deepest part of my heart, I knew the truth. There had to be. The fire had started in the middle of the night. It burned so hot, nothing could stop it. There was only one thing that could do that kind of damage that quickly.

      Dragonfire.

      Slowly, I got to my feet. In the distance, I heard my sons begin to arrive. They would join me in the meeting place I always chose. The spot where they were born on the other side of the mountain.

      Each of my sons heeded my call. Xander. Gideon. Finn. Loch. In turn, their dragons screeched, heralding their arrival. One by one. All except for Kian. My heart broke as that final truth became clear. Kian was too far gone. He could no longer hear me.

      My tears came as I looked at that tiny scrap of paper one last time and let the words and their truth sink in. It was a message, delivered by one of the oldest keepers of our secret. Simple words. A thundering truth.

      It’s time. He’s lost.

      I let the paper flutter to the ground. It ignited on impact, burning quickly to a cinder.

      It’s time. He’s lost. I listened one more time, but Kian never came. My last son was too far gone to reach. Though the others were spared, it was too late for Kian. I let out a hard breath. I said goodbye to Magnus. I headed down the mountain to meet my four sons. It might break us all, but they would know what needed to be done.
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