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      Lucas Vale strolled casually into his family dojo. It’d been a long time since he’d visited. Too long, probably. But the only things that waited for him here were bad memories and a past he couldn’t escape.

      In the back of the dojo, his younger brother Asher was striking a punching bag.

      The dojo looked like many he’d trained in over the past years abroad, but was different for one key reason. It was shifter dojo, where he and his werewolf brothers trained other shifters in martial arts and self-defense.

      Lucas came up to the desk and rang the bell loudly. Ding, ding, ding. Asher’s punches abruptly stopped, and he paused for a moment, holding the bag to keep it from swaying wildly on its chain.

      “Lucas. I could smell you a mile away. What brings you here, old man?” Asher asked, letting go of the bag and walking across the mat toward him.

      “Just in town for a few days. Figured I would stop by,” Lucas replied with a shrug. 

      “Really? Great job letting us know. Did you send an e-vite or something?” Asher replied disdainfully, walking behind the desk into a back room. The sound of gloves being pulled off followed, and the dark-haired man soon reappeared, pulling on a torn T-shirt that referenced some bygone metal band. 

      “Watch your mouth. Don’t make me kick your ass,” Lucas replied.

      “Ha, that’s the Luke I know.” Asher came from around the back of the desk, and the two men shared a firm handshake, then went into a quick but spirited hug.

      Their relationship had been tenuous when they were younger. Lucas and his brother Jordan were the sons of their father’s first wife, who had died when they both were very young. Not long afterward, their father remarried an alpha female, and Asher was born. Though they shared everything, the fact that Asher was full alpha and the others were not had always felt slightly awkward. And though Lucas had somewhat come to terms with it, Jordan, their middle brother, never had.

      But all three brothers had always shared this together—MMA, the dojo, the love of physical discipline and honing their bodies to be perfect fighting machines. 

      “Do you have time to spar for a minute before class starts?” Asher asked.

      “I think I’ll pass,” Lucas replied coolly. 

      “You’re not getting soft on me, are you now?”

      “Is that a challenge?” Lucas said, starting to loosen his tie. “It sounds like it to me.” The tie came off with a gentle slide, one smooth motion. 

      “Hey, I’ve heard you haven’t had time for training with all that promoting and business crap you’ve been doing,” Asher retorted, shrugging smugly.

      “Well, I can’t have my kid brother forgetting his place, now can I?” The white jacket slid off and was tossed onto a neighboring coat tree. Then the perfectly pressed shirt, button by button.

      Taking the hint, Asher moved from the waiting area in front of the desk. The anticipation in the empty studio was tangible. It had been years since either had fought the other, and Asher wasn’t going to waste time getting his brother back in the ring before he disappeared again.

      Lucas’s shirt was off now, revealing a perfect set of abs. Lucas might have been a businessman, but he was no desk jockey. The thrill of training, the thrill of fighting, had driven him from childhood to adulthood.

      “Not bad. At least I see you haven’t gotten pudgy on me. But can you do anything with it?” Asher taunted from the middle of the mat-covered floor.

      “All in good time, brother,” said Lucas as he leaned over, broad shoulders and powerful hands gingerly untying his shoes and pulling off his socks, then kicking them carefully to slide under the hall tree where his coat and shirt rested. Standing back at his full height again, Lucas popped his knuckles and stretched his muscles, a pre-fight habit he’d acquired from seeing so many humans do it. His hulking pecs and biceps finely attuned, awakening from their slumber since the last time he’d had a real fight.

      “No gloves?” Asher asked, tilting his head.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course not,” Lucas replied.

      Shifters had supernatural healing, and even shifters of the lowliest bloodlines could recover from grievous wounds with proper treatment. Bruised or bloodied knuckles wouldn’t be a problem for them.

      Finally ready, Lucas walked out onto the floor until he was face-to-face with Asher. Asher was slightly shorter and stockier, with dark eyes where Lucas’s were a vivid emerald green. But anyone looking at the two brothers would know they were related.

      Both squared off, circling slowly. Asher was light on his feet, dodging and feinting to see what his brother would do. Lucas was cool and collected.

      And then the relative quiet in the dojo was interrupted by the sound of another voice, familiar and deep. “Having fun without me?”

      Sitting in the corner of the room, balancing on two legs of a rickety old metal fold-up chair, was their middle brother Jordan. He must have snuck in the back during their fight. His deep reddish-brown eyes watched them in amusement, his dark auburn hair was tied back in a short ponytail. He sported multiple piercings and a shirt with a skull on the front that was about two sizes too small for his considerable pecs. 

      Their pro-MMA (mixed martial arts) fighter brother had always had his own style.

      “Jordan? What the hell?” Asher blurted out first.

      Jordan leaned forward on the balancing chair, and the two hanging front legs hit the ground with a clack, popping him onto his feet. “Nobody told me it was family reunion time,” he said.

      Lucas dropped his guard and walked toward Jordan, hand outstretched. The brothers clasped hands and then embraced for a moment. Though they both were involved with the MMA circuit, they weren’t often in the same place at the same time.

      “How have you been?” Lucas asked, looking at Asher as if neither of them could believe Jordan was home.

      “Well enough,” Jordan replied with a shrug. “Have you heard what’s going on in the shifter community?” 

      “No,” Lucas said as he started to button his shirt back on. 

      “How long were you sitting there watching?” Asher asked, coming up to shake Jordan’s hand.”

      “Not long,” Jordan said. “I thought I’d speak up and save you the embarrassment of losing in front of me.”

      The jab wasn’t missed, and a slight anger could be seen burning in Asher’s dark eyes. But then he moved out to the matted floor and began to move kicking bags out of the way so the floor would be clear.

      “So what’s going on in the shifter community? Besides the usual bullshit,” Lucas said.

      Jordan grinned slightly. “I thought you would’ve heard before anyone. Given who it involved.”

      A cold feeling moved through Lucas, telling him he wasn’t going to like this much. “Who does it involve?”

      “Your old girlfriend. Lily. That was her name, right?” Jordan said.

      Lily had been so much more than just a girlfriend. Once upon a time, she had been the only one for Lucas. But that was so long ago.

      “What about her?” Lucas said, trying to sound uninterested.

      Jordan eyed Lucas doubtfully. “Apparently they’re holding an alpha tournament. One full-blooded male from basically every family will be eligible to compete to take her as mate. Like physically compete. It’s barbaric, even by our standards.”

      “Ugh, that’s insane,” Asher said from across the room. 

      Lucas just stood there, stunned. He’d been looking for her for years and finally given up, and now a bunch of douchebags got a chance at being with her simply because of their blood? He knew alpha female wolves had gotten increasingly rare, and wolf shifter families were more and more desperate to ensure their pure lines, but had it really come to this?

      “Someone should probably represent the family. What do you say?” Jordan said dryly.

      “Not even remotely interested,” Asher chimed in.

      “I wasn’t asking you,” Jordan chided. Asher just rolled his eyes.

      “I’m obviously not invited,” Lucas said. “Not full alpha, only half, remember?”

      “How could I forget?” Jordan said sardonically. “Anyway, just thought you might want to know. Do with that what you want. I’m headed out for food. You want anything?”

      “No,” Lucas said.

      “All right, see you later.” And then his enigmatic middle brother disappeared through the back door.”

      “You know, I actually think I remember some invite coming in the mail, but I don’t think I even opened it.” 

      Lucas took a calming breath. “Do you still have it?”

      Asher bit his lip and walked over to the desk to rifle through papers. “Maybe. Wait, here it is.” He handed it over. 

      As he did, a picture of Lily fell out, and Lucas swept it quickly up into his hands. Hypnotic brown eyes looked out at him from a face framed by luscious black curls, perfectly complimenting her warm brown skin. Her smile was shy but gorgeous, tipped up at one side like she was keeping a secret. Damn, she still took his breath away.

      He put the picture in his pocket and began to read the letter that came with it. Anger flooded him. She really was being offered as a prize. His Lily. And he wasn’t even invited.

      Which made sense since her family had left town years ago just to separate him from her.

      He took a calming breath and let the paper flutter out of his hands. There was nothing he could do. 

      Asher walked over and scooped it up. “So are you going?” he asked. “Looks like there’s a party to kick the whole thing off.”

      Lucas shook his head. “As I said, not invited. It has your name on the invite, not mine.”

      “Well, you know…” Asher said, a slight grin twitching at the corners of his mouth. “They haven’t seen us in years…”

      Lucas’s heart jumped. Asher was right. Would they know it was him if he went as Asher? “Are you sure?”

      Asher nodded. “I’m positive. I wouldn’t go anyway. Why would I want to compete with a bunch of tools when I could be here running the dojo?” He eyed Lucas. “Plus, I’m pretty sure you’d kick my ass if I tried.”

      Lucas frowned. Would he? Lily wasn’t his anymore. She hadn’t been in a long time, and that was only when she was young. What if she’d come to see things like her dad and simply wanted the most powerful and prestigious mate she could find? He guessed the only way to find out was to go to this thing. 

      After all, in the years since she’d seen him, she’d never attempted to contact him, and he’d searched for her for ages.

      “I think you should go, dude. For closure,” Asher said.

      Lucas nodded. He knew it was a risk. He didn’t even have to enter the tournament. He just had to see her one more time, know she was all right, and say goodbye.

      “Let me know how it goes,” Asher said.

      Lucas gave his brother a quick one-armed hug and then strode out of the dojo to his rental car. It was time to get ready to see the love of his life for the last time.

      As if he could ever feel ready for that.

      

      Lily Mason sighed as she rested against a cool marble column in her family’s ballroom. She was partially hidden from view, didn’t desire any attention from the ridiculous males who’d shown up for one of the worst human rights violations in the past few years.

      Well, it was fine according to ancient shifter laws, so apparently human rights didn’t matter.

      She was unmated at twenty-five and thus completely fair game for something like this.

      Her father had always tried to run her life, always been determined to find the best match for his perfect, full-alpha blood daughter. Alpha females were rarer and rarer in the shifter world, and her father was more determined than most to use it to his advantage.

      She’d known when he’d ripped her away from the man who was possibly her mate years ago. Her heart had been broken, but for her sister, she’d stayed with her family and done as she was asked.

      She’d known that at some point, she’d be forced to take a mate. She just didn’t know it would be this bad.

      An alpha tournament. She was a prize for an alpha tournament. Full-blooded alpha males would be coming from everywhere to literally fight for her hand. It wasn’t the least bit romantic to have people beat each other to a pulp for you.

      Her lips quirked slightly at that statement. Fighting had been sexy to her at one point. The man she’d loved had been a fighter, but he wouldn’t be here tonight. He was only half alpha, and besides, he’d probably never forgiven her for disappearing on him when they were supposed to run away together.

      But he didn’t realize she had more than herself to watch out for. If she had disappeared, her father had made it clear her younger sister would be the one to take her place. And Lily just couldn’t do that.

      But if she could have been selfish, she’d have done it for Lucas. The man had been a walking dream from the moment she’d met him, when he’d taught her martial arts for self-defense. Tall, strong, and talented with wicked green eyes that put emeralds to shame and dark, gorgeous hair that waved rakishly around his face.

      They’d been teenagers, both seventeen, but it hadn’t changed the depth of the feelings between them. She was sure she would never feel anything like that again. She just hoped he’d found a way to move on and be happy. 

      She sighed and smoothed her blue silk dress out in front of her, preparing to step out and meet her suitors. If she didn’t, her father would come looking for her, and she didn’t want that. Lily’s mother was probably up in her bedroom, feigning sickness as she usually did when she didn’t want to deal with something. Over the years, Lily had taken over running the household and caring for her sister, who was hopefully studying in peaceful quiet somewhere else in the house. 

      Lily would have to do this alone. She knew there was no chance of rescue, so she might as well meet it head on. But as she stepped forward into the ballroom and into the light sparkling from the chandeliers, she felt her knees weaken. There were men all around in tuxes and suits, with every color of hair and skin and eyes. All looked at her with wolfish curiosity as she passed them, searching through the crowd for some sort of anchor. Even her father would be a good place to go at this moment.

      Luckily, some of the alphas seemed to have brought family members or dates. That seemed a little wrong, but it at least meant the crowd wasn’t completely full of men, and that made it a little less intimidating. She made her way into the crowd, ignoring the murmurs that followed her, the gazes that snapped to her. She hated the attention but knew there was no avoiding it. She was a prize now, not a person. Only one person had ever seen her for who she was, and that person was probably far from here.

      Probably still doing MMA. Probably successful and happy, because how could Lucas be anything else?

      Finally, she bumped into a male chest and looked up, startled. A man with dark-blond hair and pale-blue eyes looked down at her, leering. She took a step back, her heart pounding in her chest, but then a hand reached out and caught her arm, digging into her flesh. Her father.

      “Ah, Lily, I want to meet one of our top contenders. His name is Bruce McGavin. He has family in the tribunal you know.”

      Lily tried to hide her sneer. All his life, her father had been trying to find ties to the most powerful family in the shifter world, and it had always disgusted her. Bruce eyed her lustfully, and she tried to pull out of her father’s grip with no success.

      Bruce reached out to take her gloved hand. He pulled it to his mouth and dropped his head to kiss it, but his wet lips lingered a little longer than she’d have liked. “Pleasure to meet you, Lily. You’re even more beautiful than your picture.”

      She bit her lip and reminded herself that rudeness would get her nowhere. “Pleasure to meet you as well. Now, if you’ll excuse me…”

      Her father tightened his grip. “You aren’t leaving already?” he asked politely, but she heard the threat underlying the words.

      She yanked free and smiled apologetically at Bruce. “I’m sorry, but I need to freshen up a bit before the main introductions are started. I forgot to powder my nose.” She winced at the lie. She didn’t use powder, but her father wouldn’t know that, and he’d be seen as rude if he didn’t let her go, so he released her and she made her way to a back hallway, needing some air.

      All the way, she could feel Bruce’s eyes on her, raking her from head to toe. Was this what she had to look forward to for the next week? She felt anger well up inside her but pushed it down, taking deep breaths. She raised a hand up to her hair to make sure the unruly curls were still in place and then looked down at her gown, which was still showing far too much of her ample cleavage but was at least staying put. 

      She felt a different gaze on her. One that made her tingle from her toes to the top of her head. She couldn’t put a finger on it as her eyes quietly scanned the ballroom. But she knew someone was there. Someone from the past. Maybe even someone with emerald-green eyes.

      But that was probably just wishful thinking, she thought as she finished scanning the ballroom with no sight of whoever had been watching her.

      “Am I interrupting you?” a deep voice asked, yanking her from her thoughts.

      She looked up to see Bruce had followed her back here. She looked around to see they were alone. Not good. Not that she had any reason not to trust him, but she didn’t like the way he’d looked at her. “Oh, yes, actually…”

      He ignored her and pulled her close, smelling her hair. “You’re perfect. When I win you—”

      She tried to push away. “Excuse me. When you win me? It’s not—”

      He wrapped his hands around her waist, preventing her exit. “Trust me. I’m winning.” He pulled a curl free and twirled it gently. She hated the heated look in his eyes. “And maybe I just want to make sure it’s worth it. Maybe you should give me a taste—”

      She pushed hard against him, not wanting to make a scene, but not willing to let him make a fool of her here in a hallway. If her father saw, would he even rescue her, or would he simply be glad the wolf with the best connections was going to claim her?

      But somehow, she felt being claimed by this wolf was the last thing she would want. He was tall and muscled, though not in the lean, disciplined way Lucas had been. But she didn’t like the feeling she got from him. Like something was wrong. His blandly handsome face seemed to hold a certain cruelty in it, and it turned her off.

      “Let me go before I…” She didn’t really have a threat she could make, so she was relieved when she heard a deep voice cut in from behind them. 

      “I suggest you unhand the lady, before I kick your ass,” a low, sardonic voice intoned. 

      Lily stretched on her toes to see around her attacker, but couldn’t. Then Bruce gave her an angry look that said they would continue this later and stepped aside, leaving her face to face with the most beautiful pair of green eyes she’d ever seen.

      It wasn’t possible.
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      The man before her was taller than the one she’d known, broader through the shoulders with handsome features that had sharpened into a rugged male beauty, square-jawed and lean. His hair still fell in broad, rakish waves and was raven black. But his eyes, though they were the same color as before, were totally different. Hard and cold and angry. But at her or her attacker?

      “Who are you?” Bruce asked harshly as the man across from him continued to ignore him and stared at Lily as if he were trying to devour her with his eyes or maybe memorize every part of her.

      If it really was Lucas, they hadn’t seen one another in what, seven years? She swallowed. The man who might be Lucas turned to the other with folded arms. 

      “I’m Asher Vale,” he said.

      She blinked. Was that possible? She didn’t remember Lucas’s brother looking this much like him. No, the more she looked at him, the more she was sure. This was Lucas. But for some reason, he was parading as his half-brother to come here to see her. She wouldn’t allow her heart to think of possible reasons why.

      “Interesting, the martial arts family,” Bruce said, his mouth curling in an unpleasant smile as he made a slow circle around Lucas. Lily wanted to shove him, wanted him out of the way so she could ask Lucas what the hell he was doing there. 

      “Right,” Lucas said. “I was about to ask Lily if she wanted to dance.”

      She blinked and looked up at him. Of course. A waltz was starting in the ballroom, and it was the perfect way to escape Bruce. She nodded and reached a hand out, still feeling in a daze at seeing him again.

      And from the moment his hand touched hers, she was at home. Her whole body warmed as he whisked her away from Bruce and onto the dance floor. His strength supported her, which was good because she still felt like she could faint at any moment just from seeing him again.

      The past and the future seemed to blend together in an overwhelming symphony as he held her casually in his arms. His handsome face was impassive, keeping her from knowing his feelings. But it was enough to just see him. To have a few more moments with him before all hell broke loose.

      When the waltz finished, she looked up at him, unsure what to say, but he quickly guided her off the dance floor and onto an empty side balcony that led out into the gardens. She looked back at the ball and bit her lip. She didn’t know what sort of trouble she was going to get into for leaving the party and heading into the dark with someone who wasn’t even eligible for the tournament, but she couldn’t help it.

      She was with Lucas again. It was like something out of a dream. 

      He pulled her into the garden until they were shaded by shadows and then shoved her gently onto a bench so he could pace in front of her.

      Damn, he was handsome. So tall, with that long hair and that straight nose and full lips, that perfectly square jaw. Those muscles he’d always had were trying to burst out of his expensive tailored suit. Her Lucas had cleaned up well since she’d seen him. Not that it mattered. He’d always been the handsomest wolf in the world to her.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” he said.

      “Like what?” she snapped, looking up to meet his angry green eyes.

      “Like you want me, when we both know it isn’t true.”

      She gulped. She deserved that. She’d run away with her family and left him. She’d had no choice, but he didn’t know that. And she’d never gotten a chance to explain. It didn’t look like she’d get one now. “You’re angry.”

      His eyes flashed. “Of course I’m angry. Damn it, Lily, when you didn’t show up…” He ran a hand through his hair, making her ache to do it herself. How she’d loved his hair. “I searched for years. You have no idea. And I show up now to see how you are, and you’re standing there looking so beautiful it’s like nothing even happened. Like you just moved on without worry. Like you’re fine.” He eyed her and let out a low growl. “And letting another alpha male touch you, nonetheless.”

      “Lucas,” she said in a warning tone. “I wasn’t—”

      He raised a hand. “No need to explain, though. After all, that’s what you’re here for, right? To let one of them claim you? The strongest?”

      She nodded. She didn’t know what else to say. She was here for that reason, but mainly because she had no choice. But Lucas didn’t look like he was in the mood to hear excuses. And what would be the point? They couldn’t be together anyway. Not without putting her sister in danger.

      His face tightened. “I misunderstood you. I thought you cared. I thought you were my mate,” he said hoarsely. 

      The words pierced her heart like knives. Of course she’d felt the same, though she’d tried to forget in the years that had since passed. What was the point of thinking of something so painful? She stayed silent, letting him vent.

      “Don’t you have anything to say?” he asked, whirling on her, stalking close. And then she caught his scent and felt her whole body relax and grow warm. Exotic and overwhelming, like expensive spices carried on an ocean breeze through a coastal forest. She inhaled deeply and let it sink in that he was actually here, with her. He was angry and there was still no chance for them, but he was safe. And she could see him one last time.

      His expression changed as he looked her over and leaned down to put a finger under her chin and tilt her face up to his. His eyes softened and his lips parted slightly. “Damn, I can’t stay angry at you. Not when it’s the last time we’re seeing each other.”

      She nodded, her heart pounding painfully. “I know.”

      “But I want to at least talk to you, one last time,” he said, looking up at the ballroom. “If you stay out much longer, they’ll know you’re gone. Can you meet me later?”

      She swallowed, her heart thudding painfully. Perhaps it was a bad idea to see him once more alone. Perhaps it would just hurt both of them. But looking into his eyes, knowing how much she’d already hurt him, she couldn’t say no to giving him a chance to ask her any questions he might still have. And she wanted to hear how his life had been. Just one more time together and then they could say good-bye.

      “I’ll be here after the ball. After the others have left, meet me right here exactly.”

      Lucas nodded, and she noticed a heat in his gaze that hadn’t been there before. She didn’t want to turn and walk back to the ball, because she felt magnetically rooted to the spot, so close to him.

      But then he broke the tension and stepped back. “I’ll see you after, then,” he said. He turned on his heel and disappeared into the gardens, presumably to go back in through another entrance so they weren’t seen together.

      Lily took a deep breath and tried to gather her strength to go back inside. Somehow it was both harder and easier now that she knew she was seeing Lucas afterward.

      

      The ball felt like it went on endlessly. Another dance, another new name and face she wouldn’t bother to remember. 

      After several hours had passed and the crowds began to dissipate and became only a few lingering guests, Lily slipped away from the party, knowing no one would notice. Her father was much more insistent on being the center of attention. Really, this whole thing was more about him than her anyway. 

      Lily walked swiftly down a set of side stairs and out into the dark night, her eyes searching for the part of the garden they’d been in before.

      When she turned the corner to find the same bench, she let out her breath in a disappointed sigh. He wasn’t there.

      “Looking for me?” a deep voice asked, interrupting her thoughts. 

      She whirled around to see him striding out of the darkness. 

      Once again, it was like a dream, and she reached down to pinch her skin as if trying to wake herself. He moved forward quickly, catching her hand like he couldn’t bear to see her hurting herself, and then set her gently on the bench. 

      “I still can’t believe it’s you,” she said.

      “I know,” he said. “I guess you never thought I’d find you.” His mouth was set in a grim line. “I guess you never wanted me to.”

      “Don’t be silly. I—”

      “Silly?” He raised an eyebrow mockingly, but his tone was harsh. “Lily, you broke my heart.”

      She sighed and slumped slightly. Was there anything she could say? “Well, it’s our last night together. What do you want to talk about?”

      He paced and then sat beside her. The feel of him next to her was nearly unbearable. The warmth of his body, the hard muscle she’d find there beneath his clothes. And the fact that it was him, the man she’d been in love with. The one that haunted her dreams and still caressed her in her fantasies. And always would.

      He turned toward her and brushed an errant curl back behind her ear. The small touch lit her up, scalding her with its tenderness. “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking for me, you’re always going to be the only one,” she said softly, looking into his eyes.

      “It doesn’t make sense,” he said, looking away. “If you wanted me to find you, you only had to—”

      “I know,” she said hoarsely.

      “I looked and looked. When I traveled for MMA, I searched everywhere. Finally, I came to the conclusion that you didn’t want to be found. Why, Lily?”

      She didn’t know what to say. If she told him about her sister, would he insist on getting involved? There was nothing he could do for them. He’d just try to fight everything and maybe hurt himself in the process. “I don’t know, Lucas. It’s just not meant to be.”

      He took her hand in his and squeezed gently. She didn’t get the feeling that he was any less angry, but it was like he couldn’t resist touching her now that they were so close. “If there’s something stopping you, you can tell me. I would help you, Lily. If you don’t want to go through with this, you don’t have to.”

      She flinched. He was too close to the truth, but she couldn’t let him get any closer. It didn’t matter if she didn’t want to do it. There was no way he could protect her from her family. No way her rich father couldn’t track them down and make them pay, even if they did get away with her sister. 

      Lucas was kind and strong, but he didn’t have the type of power that could take on her father.

      “There’s nothing you can do,” she said. “I’m just glad I got to see you one last time.”

      He glared at her, a muscle tensing at his temple. “I don’t believe you. I don’t believe you could want this. The Lily I knew would never want a bunch of elitist jerks beating each other to death for her.”

      “They won’t beat each other to death,” she said.

      “How do you know? They’re wolf shifters fighting for a mate,” he said. “You can’t want this. The Lily I knew was gentle. She was—”

      She stood, back stiff. “The Lily you knew was a girl. She grew up. Now she does what she has to. She doesn’t have a choice,” she said, giving him a glare over her shoulder as she turned to leave.

      He caught her by the hand, stopping her. She gasped at the feel of his fingers on hers. She could feel his callouses from years of fighting. Damn, he was hot. If only she could turn around and make love to him and run away with him. But she couldn’t…

      “Lily, do you want me to enter?”

      She blinked. How could he? She supposed he could continue to masquerade as his brother for a while, since Asher was full alpha, but it would never work out in the end.

      He pulled her closer and she didn’t resist. He looked into her eyes. “If you want me to rescue you, you have to tell me,” he said.

      She pressed her lips together and tried to stay strong against the impulse to run into his arms and beg him for sanctuary. But there was no sanctuary to be found, and he needed to move on. “Just go home, Lucas. Go home and move on.”

      He let go of her hand, and she started to walk away, but then he caught her around the waist and spun her in against him, crushing his lips over hers in a fierce kiss.

      She struggled for a second and then quickly gave in, melting against his soft, familiar lips as his tongue dipped inside to explore. She held on to his strong shoulders for balance as her legs went weak from his kisses. He pulled back and then kissed her cheek, her ear, along her neck and shoulder, along the flesh bared by her low-cut dress, all the while his hands were exploring her waist, testing the curves of her body as if to see if she were still the same. 

      He groaned in pleasure as he pressed her tightly against him and hugged her one last time. The moment seemed to go on and on, and then he finally pulled back to look down into her face. She could tell it was his way of saying good-bye.

      “Lucas…” She trailed off, wanting to think of something clever or memorable to say to him before he left. But he simply nodded, kissed her forehead, and then started to walk away. 

      She watched him walk out of sight and then sank to her knees in the dirt, not caring if it ruined her blue silk dress.

      It didn’t really matter anymore anyway.

      She slowly got to her feet and trudged back to the house. 

      

      Lucas balled his hands into tight fists as he walked away from Lily. He could see it in her eyes—how much she wanted him, how trapped she felt—but he couldn’t make her say it. Couldn’t make her admit she needed him. Couldn’t get her to ask him to stay there.

      And without answers, what excuse did he have to stay? Clearly, she wanted the tournament to go on. Clearly, she didn’t want him to enter.

      He paced in the dark garden, wanting to stay close to where she was even if he couldn’t see her. Once he went home, he felt like it would totally be over.

      It was a cruel twist of irony that the family would come back to the home they’d abandoned to hold this awful event. This place brought back so many memories. Him being yelled at and told to never come back by Lily’s father. Lily crying and promising to meet him. He ran a hand through his hair. So many things he didn’t want to remember. 

      Yet seeing her beautiful face had made the past just wash away, and he could no sooner leave her than stop breathing. He’d seen it in her face when she’d been cornered by the blond douche from earlier. She hated this, feared it. She didn’t want to be here. She still wanted him. He felt it when he’d kissed her.

      And damn, what a kiss that had been. Her curves were even more womanly now, rounded and soft in his hands, and he’d longed to free them from the tight silk so he could pay them more attention. Her beautiful face had sharpened slightly with age, but she still had those beautiful, deep brown eyes, that amazing smile with those cupid bow lips, that little pointed chin he loved to tilt with one finger. She was still short enough that he had to lean down to kiss her.

      He loved everything about her, and if he’d thought coming to see her would make it easier to walk away, he’d been wrong.

      He should have kept his promise to himself and stayed away. He should have been content to watch her across the ballroom, but when he’d seen her in trouble, seen her eyes widen as she tried to pull away from the blond douche, he hadn’t been able to help himself.

      He’d never been able to resist rescuing Lily. He never would.

      He longed to go find her. Sneak up into the room that used to be hers and see if she was still there. Have a late-night rendezvous like they had before, when he would break her out and they’d run in their wolf forms through the gardens. Would her father be stupid enough to put her back in the same room?

      Likely, he thought Lucas had grown up and moved on, having realized the cruel ways of a world where alpha females deserved only full-blooded alpha males. Like Asher.

      But Lucas couldn’t move on. Seeing her again, glowing in that gorgeous blue gown he just wanted to rip off her, he was able to clearly articulate what he hadn’t been able to as a teenager. She was his mate.

      He shoved his hands in his pockets and cursed as he paced. There was no point to this. No point thinking of her as his. She’d told him to go. He had no excuse to follow her. No excuse to go after her. He should leave while he was ahead.

      But whenever he tried to walk away, something in his heart tugged him back. She doesn’t want you, he tried to tell himself, but it didn’t stick. He told himself to stop with the wishful thinking, but he couldn’t help wondering if there was something more to all this. A reason she wouldn’t want him to stay.

      He didn’t know what the issue was, but he would ask her again. One more time. And if she truly wanted him to leave after that, he would respect her wishes. He moved around the side of the house until he could see the second-floor room that used to be hers. Then he rolled up his sleeves, found a foothold on the worn brick, and started climbing.
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      Lily walked into her room with a heavy heart and began going through the motions of getting ready for bed. She shut her heavy door behind her and locked it, then started to unzip her dress. When it got caught and wouldn’t go down any farther, she cursed.

      “Want some help?”

      She gasped and whirled around to see a dark figure silhouetted against her window, leaning against her frame casually like it was the most normal thing in the world to do.

      She sighed and took a step forward. “I can see you still know how to climb up to my window.”

      “How could I ever forget?” he asked drily, stepping toward her with folded arms. She could feel her heartbeat in her throat as he got closer. 

      “You were supposed to go home,” she said.

      “I couldn’t,” he said. “I could tell you didn’t really want me to.”

      She turned away. “What I want doesn’t matter,” she said. “I’m not the only one involved.”

      “So there is something else,” he said, moving forward to take her by the arms. She tried to pull away, but he kept her there, gently pressing her to tell him what was wrong. “Tell me.”

      “I can’t,” she said. “And there’s nothing you can do.”

      He sat on the edge of her bed and looked out the window. “So many good memories here. And so many bad ones.”

      She grinned and sat next to him, enjoying the easy warmth he exuded. He’d always been the gentlest, strongest person she’d known. She had no doubt if he knew what was holding her back, he’d try to help her. Even after she’d left him, hurt him, abandoned him at the behest of her family.

      But she had to protect him from himself. He’d only cause trouble if he stayed. 

      “Lots of good memories,” she said. “I’m sorry it ended bad.”

      He shrugged. “I guess, deep down, a part of me always knew it had to. I mean, we were from different worlds. You were the rich princess, and I was just a self-defense teacher. Still, I had hoped—”

      “Me too,” she cut in quickly. “I hoped too.”

      Silence fell over the moment. She wasn’t sure exactly why he was there, but she knew she wouldn’t get him to leave until he’d said or done whatever he’d planned when he’d snuck in. Lucas was stubborn like that. When he wanted something, he got it. It was something she’d loved about him, as someone who was too passive in her own life.

      “I just don’t get why you’d want to stay here. There’s something special between us. There always has been. I know you can feel it. Leave with me. I’ll protect you.”

      She nodded. “I know. But I can’t afford to.”

      He reached up to cup her face in his hand. It was so tender that she had to blink away tears. “Tell me why. Let me help you.”

      “I can’t,” she choked out. “I can’t. What do you want from me?”

      “I want to be with you. If not, I want to know how to free you.”

      “You can’t,” she said. “There’s nothing you can do.”

      “Then be with me,” he said. “One more time. Let’s just remember what we had.”

      She let out a long, resigned breath. Once Lucas started touching her, she’d never be able to ask him to stop. But she deserved this. One last wild moment before everything went to hell when the tournament started tomorrow. “All right.”

      He kissed her ear where it met her jaw, and she gasped. “If you stay, someone like Bruce will be able to do this to you,” he said, moving down to kiss her shoulder.

      “Lucas,” she gasped out, offended by his words. He was being cruel, even if he spoke only the truth. He tugged her dress down, revealing her shoulders.

      “If you stay, someone else will get to undress you. Mate you. Stay with you. Make you smile.” He kissed along her shoulders as his words grew more frantic. “I can’t stand it.” He took her hand in his. “You’re mine.” Lucas lifted her knuckles to his lips and kissed gently between each finger, making her gasp and feel as if he were kissing somewhere else entirely. Electricity raced straight down to her toes.

      They had always shared a certain level of intimacy, but Lucas had wanted to wait until they were mated to take things all the way. But this felt different. With the bittersweetness of having him back, knowing she would only have to lose him again, everything felt more intense, more amazing.

      Lucas moved from her hand up her arm, slowly moving on top of her as he pressed her back onto the bed. Pretty soon, he was straddling her, his thick, powerful legs caging her in on both sides, surrounding her and protecting her.

      He pinned her hands above her head and dove down for more, kissing and sucking along her neck in a pure act of possession, and stopping at her earlobe to take it between his lips and bite down softly as she writhed against her captive hands.

      “Don’t stop,” she heard herself murmur.

      “You’re so hot, Lily. So beautiful. I could do this to you forever,” he said. 

      He moved both of her wrists to one of his and moved the other to unzip her dress and pull it down to her waist, baring her to him in her bra. He placed a large, powerful hand on one of her breasts and began to knead the soft flesh there while he moved to her other ear and began to kiss it, more dominant and powerful with each second. He reached under her bra and cupped her breast, his hand caressing her and holding her, as if he could hold her entire body at once.

      Each second drove her wilder. With a devious grin, Lucas moved his mouth toward her breast, kissing it with reverence, then sucking on her bared nipple as he squeezed gently on the softness there. 

      One was soon not enough, and he released her hands to hold both her breasts, playing slowly with her nipples, running his strong, coarse fingers over them and teasing her with the promise of more.

      This was so much further than they had ever been when they were younger, but it felt so right. Lucas was respectful and protective when he was younger. But now she saw the fire of desire burning in his eyes, the same fire that coursed through her veins with every touch from his hands, every kiss from his lips. 

      His emerald eyes glowed with heat at the sight of her. And with every moan, every gasp that escaped her lips, she could see his face become more intense. Could feel his body moving faster in time with hers.

      The air around them swirled with his sweet scent, completely overwhelming her and enveloping her with his essence.

      “More, Lucas. Please.” Her entire body was on fire, begging for release. And only he could bring it.

      “Impatient?” he teased into her ear.

      But answering her soft request, Lucas moved lower, running his hands down the soft shape of her curves, drinking in deeply the sight of her, the feel of her. She felt truly beautiful as he gazed upon her.

      With one smooth motion, Lucas reached under her dress and pulled off her panties. He played with the softness down there, exploring until he found the center of her desire. 

      She let out a quiet gasp as his hand rubbed over the sensitive nub, and his lips closed down over hers to stifle it, his tongue delving deep inside her mouth while his hand moved up and down over the tiny spot that sent sparks shooting through her. Each flick of his finger, each stroke of his tongue felt so incredible. She could have never imagined something like this existed.

      And she couldn’t hold on much longer.

      The pressure built to a fever pitch, the wetness and strength of his tongue moving in her mouth, behind her teeth, deep inside. His finger now making agonizing circles around her center. She felt frenzied, so close to the edge, waiting to be thrown off to feel what was on the other side.

      With one last flick, she careened into a new dimension of pleasure. Wave after wave of energy pulsed through her as Lucas held her in his strong arms, surrounding her as she saw bright light and each nerve exploded and every muscle tensed and relaxed and tensed again in quick succession.

      It felt like it would go on forever. But slowly, the energy ebbed, her muscles relaxed, and her body felt light as a feather. Elated and happy. In ecstasy.

      Lucas placed a slow, romantic kiss on her lips, and Lily let out a soft sigh.

      But he wasn’t finished yet.

      Lucas moved lower on the bed, coming down her body in a trail of kisses over her breasts, her stomach, her sides. Until he reached where she was hottest and still aching pleasantly from the pleasure she’d just experienced. He hiked up her dress and held her hips, then began to work with his tongue.

      At least that’s what she thought was happening. She couldn’t see past her dress but she could feel intense sensation as his tongue stroked her voraciously, then plunged inside her, only to come back up again to work expertly over the small nub that caused her body to light up with incredible, mesmerizing tension.

      She couldn’t hold on to him, so she grasped the sides of the bed desperately, trying to hold on to something.

      His tongue hit her in all the right places, making her writhe with ecstasy and pleasure. She tried her best to hold back her moans, but it was just too much. Too much of… everything. And she couldn’t get enough. 

      It was a good thing they were in a remote part of the house where nobody ever went.

      As Lucas licked slowly, his hands came up and pressed over her breasts, playing with her painfully hard nipples that were happy to be receiving attention again. More, more, more.

      Then it hit her again, a wave breaking over her, crashing down and washing her through a sea of pleasure and excitement and relief as a second orgasm, even stronger than the first, coursed through her. She cried out, and Lucas was there in an instant, covering her mouth with his again, riding out the pleasure with her as she felt every nerve come alight with sensation and release.

      “My… Lucas… I…” Lily gasped for breath, trying to find the words, but her mind was blank, wiped clear of any thought from the incredible feelings from the moment before.

      “I know. That was incredible. You’re so hot,” Lucas whispered, placing kisses on her cheek, her nose, and her forehead. 

      “I don’t think I can take any more,” she said, words finally starting to form.

      He sighed and looked up at her door. “They’d probably hear if we went much further anyway.” He nuzzled against her and she sighed in relief at just having him close.

      “Now what?” she asked.

      “Run away with me,” he said.

      “I can’t.”

      “Tell me why.”

      She swallowed. “I can’t.”

      His face hardened as he stood, pulling his clothing back into place. For a moment, her heart sped up as she wondered if he was about to leave her. She’d deserve it.

      “If you won’t come with me, then I’m going to win this for you, Lily. For us,” Lucas said, standing before her, looking very tall and proud. Her wolf could sense his, prowling just beneath the surface.

      “Even if you did, we couldn’t be together,” she said. “You aren’t full alpha. They’ll find out who you are.”

      “Not before we’re mated,” he said with a grin. Then he frowned. “Unless you have a problem with me only being half.”

      “You know you’ve never been half of anything to me,” she said quietly. For her, Lucas was the real deal. “But what about Asher? Does he know about this?”

      “It was his idea. I wasn’t planning on entering, though. Just seeing you one more time.” He sat on the bed and brushed a hand through the hair at the side of her face. “But now that I know you want me, that you never stopped, I can’t leave you.”

      “I don’t want you to get hurt because of me,” she said. “Why can’t you just move on?”

      “Same reason you can’t move on, Lily,” he said, looking straight into her eyes. His eyes glowed like emeralds in water. “You’re it for me. My mate.”

      She swallowed, her throat incredibly dry. “It could all be for nothing,” she said. “If they find you out.”

      “They won’t,” he said. “I won’t let them. And if they do, hopefully by then, I’ll have found out the reason you won’t leave and made that a non-issue.”

      She winced. Her little sister would never be a non-issue, and they’d never have a right to take her.

      She knew she should tell him to run, to leave, but it didn’t seem like he would listen even if she did. She looked him over, memorizing his features, his beautiful but rakish hair, his straight nose she wanted to draw a finger down, the long lashes over his gorgeous eyes. She’d never seen a more beautiful man in her life. She never would.

      And he was right. Maybe he didn’t have to win. Maybe she could use the next week of fights to try and figure out if there was a way to escape, for both her and her sister. She had to give it a shot.

      She couldn’t lose Lucas again. She couldn’t see herself mated to someone like Bruce.

      “Okay,” she said. “You can stay.”

      “I was going to stay anyway,” he said.

      “But you have to leave right now.”

      “I will,” he said, but he didn’t look like he was leaving. Finally, he stood and walked to the window, knowing that was the only way out. “First round of fights is in two days. I’ll be there. Wear red and I’ll know you’re supporting me.”

      “Why red? Are those your colors?”

      He shook his head. “No, but it’ll stand out. Red is aggressive. I’ll know you’re with me.” He grinned. “Besides, I’ve always loved you in red.” He thought for a moment, tilting his head. “On second thought, make sure it’s nothing sexy. I don’t want the others looking at you.”

      “Lucas, I’m the prize. Of course they’re going to be looking at me.”

      He growled. “You don’t have to make it easy for them.”

      She nodded. His possessiveness warmed her down to a deep level. Not only had he not given up on her, but he still saw her as his, was still just as protective as he’d been when they’d been together as teens.

      He was still her Lucas. And in a couple days, she’d see what those years of MMA training and fighting had done for him in the ring.

      Before that thought could even sink in, he was gone, and the only evidence he’d been there was the slight rustling of the curtains.

      

      Two days passed in an instant. Lucas trained hard with his brothers; even Jordan had worked with him for a day at his request. He felt he was as ready as he could be, and he didn’t feel that rusty for being off the pro circuit for a while. As a manager, he’d probably learned as much from the fights as he had as a fighter. And luckily, he’d always stayed in shape. 

      The alpha tournament was held in a large arena that closely resembled some of the countless fighting rings Lucas had fought in or been to during his MMA world tours. A large ring encircled by reinforced chain-link fencing, surrounded by seats and bleachers. 

      His younger brother Asher had once been part of an alpha challenge where various alphas were invited to go live in a mansion to try and win over a particular female. But as far as he’d known, no actual fighting had been involved (at least in principle) and it was totally the female’s choice as far as mating went.

      But an alpha tournament was different. And Lily’s father seemed to have taken an old ritual and applied modern standards to it. The rules were fairly straightforward and were similar to typical fighting rules. With a shifter twist.

      Fights were until an opponent tapped out, was rendered unconscious, or was injured beyond the point where the fight was determined forfeited by TKO. No shape-shifting was allowed and all fighting had to be done in human form, presumably to prevent the alphas from killing each other too quickly with claws and teeth, as they’d have done in the wild. 

      And alpha powers were permitted, though to be honest, Lucas wasn’t sure what he could expect there.

      With shifters fighting, there would be a lot of broken bones. And with their enhanced strength and supernatural healing powers, most matches would probably come down to a knockout.

      Lucas had fought many shifters before, all shapes and sizes. Some he encountered as opponents in sanctioned MMA matches. Others he’d fought in sparring matches. Others he’d fought in the street when they threatened humans or disturbed the peace. 

      He was confident this would be a fairly easy-to-win tournament. Though many shifters had picked up mixed martial arts, either for self-defense or for fun, their skill levels were all over the place. Whereas Lucas was a perfectly honed machine. No weaknesses in his form or technique. No fear of the opponent. And a limitless drive to win, thanks to Lily being the prize.

      While Lucas was prepping in the pristine locker room adjoining the arena, he heard someone come in. He turned to see someone he didn’t recognize, and he definitely would have remembered seeing this person before.

      He was short for a shifter male, dressed in a suit and tie. His face was young and boyish and, well, beautiful. Lucas narrowed his eyes. Was that really a man?

      “I’m Matt,” the man said, stepping forward with an outstretched hand. “I met your brother Asher during the alpha challenge a while ago.”

      Lucas raised an eyebrow. “You were one of the other alphas at the challenge?” That meant he was another of the snobs that thought Lucas was beneath them.

      Matt nodded. “Your brother’s a bit of a pain in the ass. But he called me, explaining the situation and saying you might need some help. I’m here to check out the event anyway, and goodness knows I want you to beat up some of the jerks out there, so I’m here to tell you what I know.”

      Lucas continued to prep. “I’m not sure what you could know that I don’t. I’ve been fighting and training my entire life.”

      Matt folded his arms and leaned against the locker as he glared at Lucas. “What do you know about alpha powers?”

      Lucas straightened slowly. “Not much.”

      A shout from the crowd outside could be heard as one of the matches was going on. Perhaps it was already over?

      Matt’s gaze snapped toward the arena, and then he turned back to Lucas. “Time is short, so I’ll tell you what you don’t know. Lucas, is it?”

      Lucas nodded.

      “I know you’re good at what you do. Really good. And thankfully, most of the shifters you’ll be fighting are from respectable families, but shouldn’t pose too much of a threat. But you’ll need to be careful about their alpha powers.”

      The words sank in from where he had read about it in the rules. Lucas’s father had mentioned it once or twice, but to his knowledge, none ran in his family. Unless a preternatural desire to win counted as an alpha power.

      “For many families, this is a closely guarded secret. Usually their most closely guarded secret. And anyone that has one will try to avoid displaying it if they can. So you’ll need to be ready, because everyone I know in this tournament is here to win,” Matt said.

      “I see what you mean. But what am I supposed to do about it?” 

      “The most powerful alpha powers belong to those directly connected to the Tribunal. Tribunal elites, as it were. None of those are here, so they won’t be unbeatable. But I’ve made a list of the potential contestants you could be matched against and their powers. The ones I know, anyway, and I know a lot of them from my work for the Tribunal.”

      “What did you do for the Tribunal?”

      The pretty man looked away. “Don’t worry about it. Don’t tell anyone my name. Don’t tell anyone I was here.”

      “Matt?” a deep voice called as a tall man with dark, severe hair and a huge build came into the room. Lucas immediately sized up the other alpha as he moved protectively behind Matt. There was something weird going on between the two shifters, but he wasn’t one to judge. “We should go. The next match is starting,” the large man said, putting his hand possessively on Matt’s shoulder.

      Just who were these people?

      “Here’s the list,” Matt said, handing it over under the watchful gaze of his gigantic guard dog.

      Lucas took it quickly, as any contact with the smaller man seemed likely to irk his protector. “Thanks.” He read down over the list. “How did you find these things out?”

      “Let’s just say I’ve been around a lot of different alphas, and I used to occupy a unique position in the Tribunal that made me privy to this sort of information,” he said, saying just enough to answer his question but still being completely vague. 

      “Used to?” Lucas asked, confused.

      “We have to go,” the larger man said, guiding Matt out of the room. “Good luck.”

      Lucas folded the paper and put it into his shorts. He wasn’t sure if it would be any use, but he appreciated his brother calling in a favor.

      “I’ll be here and watching,” Matt said, turning as they reached the locker room exit. “And Lucas?”

      “Yes?”

      “Don’t get cocky out there. That’s a surefire way to get smashed quickly,” Matt warned.
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      The arena that the family was using for the tournament was not far from her home, but Lily was still taken there by armed guards in a blacked-out SUV. Whenever she went anywhere, she traveled like this, like some foreign dignitary in danger of assassination. 

      She was filled with dread and anticipation.

      There was a reason an alpha tournament hadn’t been held in so long. It was a brutal, barbaric thing. And unlike human-organized fighting, this had very few regulations.

      Needless to say, she wasn’t looking forward to it.

      The SUV pulled up to the arena, and she was escorted inside to a small VIP room. The room was mostly filled with bigwigs and faces she vaguely recalled but had never met personally. 

      As she looked around, she saw the room was actually situated overlooking the arena so they could see everything before them while they mingled.

      Lily wasn’t planning on mingling today. She just wanted to get through it and know her Lucas was okay.

      She sat demurely on a wide couch nobody else was occupying and took a glass of champagne that was offered to her by a server. And waited.

      But her reverie was soon interrupted by two large men plopping on the couch on either side of her.

      “Hey, cousin,” said one.

      “Are you ready?” said the other, his voice deeper but quite similar.

      “Tim? Tom? What are you doing here?” Lily looked at both of the huge men on each side of her, astonished to see them. Both had dark skin and dark, curly hair and light-gray eyes from their mom’s side of the family. Both were impossibly tall, though Tim was slightly taller. They had a unique beauty that drew eyes in any crowd, but they were known for having sort of unusual habits that people tended to find off-putting.

      Namely, they liked to share.

      It wasn’t something Lily wanted to ask about, though.

      “We couldn’t let you do this alone,” Tim said, the larger of the two. Tom folded his arms and studied the ring with narrowed eyes. 

      “I don’t even understand how he could do this. Even for your dad, it’s…”

      She nodded. There were no words for it.

      “So any particular favorites?” Tom asked with a knowing grin.

      She avoided his gaze. She didn’t know whom she could trust yet. “I’m still shocked you’re here. I didn’t think my dad would be inviting a lot of family to this.”

      “Considering the preponderance of alpha-raging, adrenaline-filled males, your father didn’t think it a bad idea to have a few close friends around to keep an eye on you,” Tom said with a wink.

      “In other words, just sit back, relax, and enjoy the show,” Tim said, sipping wine from a glass he’d just grabbed from a waiter that was presumably taking it to someone else. 

      Lily let out a sigh of relief. Regardless of the reason, she felt they were on her side, and she was glad to have some much-needed support. Somewhat more relaxed, she looked out over the scene in front of her.

      The arena was full of spectators. Thousands of people were seated or finding their seats as the first match began. 

      Thankfully, it was over quickly. A man with short, blond hair landed a brutally vicious punch across his opponent’s jaw, knocking him out.

      Lily hated violence. But she especially hated it when it was her father’s doing.

      The second match was a little longer. Both men seemed to hesitate more, drawing it out. But eventually, one was able to put the other out with a chokehold that ended the match. 

      After three more matches, it was finally Lucas’s turn. Lily held her breath as Asher Vale’s name was called and Lucas appeared at the top of the arena, walking down to the ring.

      He looked incredible. She hadn’t seen him in fighting gear in so long, but seeing him now made her instantly wet.

      His entire body rippled with well-honed strength. Toned calves connected to thick, muscled thighs. Even from this distance, she could count his rippling abs. His humongous pecs and arms looked like something from a superhero movie. He wore his MMA shorts from his professional days, black with blue flames coming up the sides. His dark hair was pulled back off his face, revealing gorgeous, defined features.

      He was an intimidating sight. And as his opponent came into the ring, she watched Lucas stare him down as if he were a small, evil bug he would utterly crush. 

      “Like what you see?” Tom asked, seeing Lily blush. “Can’t blame you. That is some prime man meat,” he joked.

      Tim wolf-whistled, and other people stared over at him disdainfully. He just shrugged, and he and Tom exchanged a quick high-five behind Lily. 

      A bell dinged, and the match began.

      She just hoped he was as good as she remembered.

      His opponent was large but was a few inches shorter than Lucas, so Lucas looked comparatively huge next to him. But she knew many alpha males were more than they seemed, possessing powers they could use in dangerous situations. She didn’t doubt that some would be used over the next few days.

      Lucas was fast but intentional with his movements. If his opponent dodged right, he followed them like a laser-guided missile. 

      She looked down at her program. His opponent’s name was Ron. She didn’t recall meeting him the night of the ball, but everything after she’d met Lucas had been kind of a blur. 

      Ron lunged forward with a straight kick, and Lucas dodged to the side, coming forward with a powerful jab to the ribcage, almost knocking Ron off of his feet. Ron staggered and then came at Lucas again, this time with a series of jabs and uppercuts. Lucas blocked each one, keeping Ron close. Close enough that within a split second, Lucas was on the offensive, thrusting with a powerful knee into Ron’s stomach and then swiping a crushing elbow into his face.

      She remembered the Muay Thai demonstration Lucas had given her first day of class. This was like that times a thousand. Lucas was a force to be reckoned with.

      Ron caught his footing and backed off, looking dazed, but Lucas gave him no quarter. He was quick and agile, cornering Ron with quick strikes that had him frustrated and not thinking clearly.

      Unexpectedly, Ron leapt forward through a hail of punches and grabbed onto Lucas, probably trying to take him to the ground. They shuffled for position, and Lucas swept his leg under Ron’s, toppling him to the ground. 

      Surprisingly, Lucas backed off as Ron swung wildly, getting up from the ground. Lily remembered enough from training to know you should always take someone down to the ground when you have the upper hand, since it gives opportunity to pin your opponent and makes them waste energy. Instead, Lucas continued to stay out of Ron’s reach. He was far too fast for the alpha to catch and pin him. 

      Ron was enraged now, looking furious as he paced out of Lucas’s reach. Lucas studied him with cool indifference. Lily felt like her heart was trying to beat out of her chest. 

      Ron charged at Lucas again, hoping to grapple him to the floor. Lucas hit his face with a vicious open palm and sent him flying back across the ring, where Ron rolled to the ground. 

      After a short pause, Ron gave out an angry, frustrated shout and punched directly into the ground.

      But instead of the sound of fist connecting with padded floor, there was a crack as Ron’s fist seemed to crack the very concrete beneath the ring. A small depression was left in the ground, and Ron stood up to face his competitor. 

      The entire crowd gasped at the sight. It wasn’t every day you saw someone punch the ground and leave a tiny crater. But looking at Lucas, Lily saw he didn’t move an inch. Didn’t flinch at all. Almost as if he’d expected it. She saw a small smile hiding in the corner of his mouth, cocky and self-assured.

      “Holy shit, did you see that?” Tom asked Tim.

      “Yeah. I can see why he didn’t try to fight Ron on the ground,” Tim replied.

      “Why? I don’t really follow,” Lily asked, still watching the two men in the ring facing off. 

      “This guy has alpha strength. And pretty potent alpha strength from the looks of it,” Tim answered.

      “The last thing you want to do with a raging bull is sit on it. Ground fighting would put him within reach of Ron’s strikes. Just imagine if that floor had been his face,” Tom agreed. 

      Lily cringed to think of that and silently prayed Lucas’s self-assurance wasn’t unfounded. 

      The two men watched each other a moment longer. Lucas had his arms up and readied for the next move, Ron panting and red with anger. For a split second, Lucas’s eyes raised to Lily. A flash of heat went through her that felt almost tangible. For a second, they were the only two people in the room. 

      But then he broke his gaze and raised a hand to Ron, motioning him forward. Time to end this. 

      Ron’s fuse went off. He rushed at Lucas, swinging wildly. Lucas sidestepped with almost supernatural speed and swung his fist into Ron’s face. Ron swung again, and once again, Lucas dodged and then punched him in the face. This went on for minutes, and it all seemed too good to be true. 

      Lucas was untouched, and his opponent was clearly starting to wear down from the continuous stream of punches. 

      Then Ron jumped ferociously at Lucas, and Lucas whirled with a spinning roundhouse kick that cracked across Ron’s jaw, sending him to the ground with a loud thud. 

      The crowd held its breath, waiting to see if Ron would get up. Lucas waited, not moving, still at the ready. Ron was still, then moved as the referee started his count. Ron shook his head, regained his composure, and stood again.

      “Tough nut to crack,” Tim said under his breath.

      Lily just wanted it to be over. 

      Both men were perspiring heavily, Ron much more so than Lucas. Ron was also covered in red marks and scattered cuts from Lucas’s skilled hits. 

      However, in an instant, the advantage shifted. Ron lunged at Lucas and Lucas dodged left. Normally, it wouldn’t have been a problem, but Lily watched as Lucas’s foot tripped on the uneven surface left by Ron’s earlier tantrum. 

      Though Lucas didn’t fall, he lost his balance and composure for a fraction of a second. In that second, Ron pressed his advantage. He struck Lucas hard, right in the ribs, and an awful cracking sound echoed throughout the arena.

      Lily gasped, her heart dropping into her stomach as she watched Lucas knocked back into the fence around the ring. 

      Lucas pushed himself up and back onto his feet, but Lily could see his face wincing in pain and his left arm pressed to his side.

      “Ouch, looks like Ron got lucky and broke a few ribs on that one,” Tim commented.

      “Yeah, but Asher has some distance now, though. So it’s pretty even,” Tom replied.

      “I wouldn’t call fighting with broken ribs necessarily even. But yeah, the fight will be over soon now,” Tim said apathetically.

      Lily wasn’t sure who her cousin meant was going to win. All she knew was watching Lucas get hurt like that was breaking her inside.

      She’d thought his ability to fight and his hard work and talent could overcome the obvious advantage that alpha powers gave some of the other contestants.

      Now she wasn’t so sure. Was it safe for him to be here? She couldn’t stand if anything happened to him.

      Ron was smiling now, walking leisurely toward Lucas with his guard up. 

      “Give up. You know I’ve won,” Ron called, his voice gravelly and hoarse. “You can’t fight like that.”

      Lucas didn’t reply, just looked intently at his opponent, as if he were calculating something. 

      Ron took the lack of reply as an invitation to continue his taunting. “Look, we both know you’ve got at least several broken bones. Better to surrender now before I—”

      Ron was interrupted as Lucas lunged at him like a panther pouncing on its prey. He came down hard with a hook across Ron’s face, knocking him to the side. Before Ron could recover, Lucas pulled him back and finished him with a powerful pivot punch that seemed to drive directly through Ron’s head. Ron staggered back, almost in slow motion it seemed to Lily, and then fell backward onto the mat with a tremendous thud.

      Lucas stood over his opponent, watching intently as if waiting for him to get up.

      But Ron didn’t move, and the referee called the count of ten and then declared Lucas the victor.

      The crowd exploded with applause. Tim and Tom clapped and whistled, drawing dirty looks from the silent spectators in the VIP room, none of whom seemed happy with the outcome.

      Lily’s heart was still pounding. If that punch had been to his head rather than his ribs, Lucas would have been killed. And this was only the first match. The opponents would only get stronger from here as fighters were eliminated. Lily let out a long sigh of frustration. They couldn’t do this again. She’d need to convince him to forfeit before it was too late. 

      

      Lucas winced as he sat down in the locker room and started to take off his wraps. His phone buzzed and he put it on speaker with a groan, knowing what was coming.

      “What the hell were you doing out there?” Asher scolded, his voice crackling slightly over the speaker.

      “I guess you saw a feed of the fight?”

      “I have my ways,” Asher said. “So what the hell?”

      “Matt’s notes said he had strength, so I trying to be careful and keep him at a distance.”

      “Yeah, careful. Which obviously you weren’t being when you gave him a clear shot at your ribs,” Asher replied angrily.

      “Hey, regulation mats don’t normally have craters in them,” Lucas retorted, getting angry as well. Mostly at himself for not having ended it sooner.

      His injury would heal, but he couldn’t afford mistakes like that. Not if the upcoming fights were harder than this one, which was likely.

      Lucas had fought many shifters before in the ring. It was a closely guarded secret that most of the world-class MMA fighters were in fact werewolves or other shifters. But they were usually rogue shifters, not alpha males. And he’d never fought someone with alpha strength before.

      For now, Lucas was just relieved the match was over and once his ribs healed in a few hours, he’d be back to normal.

      “Anyway, I’m fine,” he said. “I lost focus for a second, but it won’t happen again.”

      “It better not,” Asher growled before hanging up. 

      Lucas looked down at the phone, wondering when his little brother had become so protective.

      The phone buzzed again. It was Jordan this time. Lucas put the phone to his ear. 

      “Hey.”

      “Hey,” Jordan said. “Asshole move, tripping on the mat. Try not to embarrass the family next time.”

      Lucas laughed as the phone disconnected with a click. That was Jordan, and somehow his brother’s rude statement was just what he needed to put the fight behind him. He knew it was Jordan’s way of saying he cared. Their middle brother was the most closed off.

      Lucas grinned and then winced at the pain in his chest as he changed to get into the shower. He closed the curtain behind him and ran the hot water over himself, washing away the blood and sweat from the fight. The cuts on his arms had already healed, and though breathing still hurt, he knew it would be gone soon enough. 

      He understood why his brothers were upset. He had an incredible pain tolerance that had allowed him to continue to fight, but with most fighters, that would have been a debilitating blow. He could have been killed.

      But thoughts like that were pointless. He had a purpose and he meant to see it through to the end.

      Lucas cleared his mind and thought of Lily. He couldn’t wait to see her again.

      

      That night there was another party, this time exclusive to the remaining contestants and their families as well as a handful of other special guests. 

      The contestants had been cut in half from the day’s fights, and the mood at the party was more serious and somber than the one before. 

      Lucas arrived alone, wearing a sharp-looking black suit. The event took place in a small hall in another part of the house, with a small string quartet providing music for the attendees. 

      How pretentious, he thought as he scanned the crowd for Lily. 

      Lucas weaved through the small groups of people until he found her. He suppressed a growl when he saw she was accompanied by two large men with dark curly hair and gray eyes that seemed to be watching her every move. But when she saw him, she touched one of the men on the arm, whispered something to him, and the man nodded and let her leave.

      His heart pounded as she walked toward him. She looked beautiful tonight in gold silk. He walked forward until they were nearly touching, and when she looked up at him, he didn’t like the look in her eyes.

      It wasn’t pride or pleasure. It was fear.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, throat tightening as he said it.

      “We need to talk,” she said.

      Not good. In his experience, nothing good ever came of those four words. But he followed her as she led him out of the hall. Everyone else was too busy speaking about the fights of the day and who was expected to win the tournament.

      Bruce McGavin had apparently made a clean sweep of his opponent and seemed to be the one most thought would claim Lily.

      Yeah, over Lucas’s dead body.

      Lily took Lucas’s hand and led him discretely through the kitchen into a large hallway with adjoining rooms.

      She kept going until she opened the door to a side room and led him into what looked like a small library. 

      He waited for her to speak, but she didn’t, so he broke the silence.

      “How are you feeling?”

      She whirled to face him. “How are you feeling? You’re the one who was injured,” she said.

      His face tightened. “I’m fine. You’re the one who seems to be worried.”

      “Worried for you,” she said, coming toward him and running her hands over his shoulders and down his arms as if trying to reassure herself he was fine.

      “No need, sweetheart. I can take care of myself.”

      She was quiet for a moment, and he resisted the urge to pull her closer. He needed to feel her near, needed to know she still believed in him, still wanted him there.

      He tilted up her chin, making her look at him. “Lily, it’s going to be fine.”

      “I thought it was, but I’m not sure anymore. Lucas, they’re full alphas. They have powers you don’t. Maybe we were stupid to…”

      He took a step back, his expression darkening. “You don’t believe in me.”

      “It’s not that,” she said, putting out a hand. “Do you know what it was like, seeing him put a crack in the ground and then put his fist into your ribs? I can’t do that again.”

      “I’ll be more careful,” he said.

      “You can’t,” she said. “You were already careful. You don’t know what these men can do.”

      Anger buzzed inside him. All of his life, he’d felt second to full-blooded alpha males. Ever since her dad had taken her away from him because he was a half breed, he’d burned with anger at the thought that anyone could think of him as less than.

      And now, thanks to a stupid mistake on the mat, Lily was seeing him the same.

      As inferior.

      His heart felt like it was closing up to protect itself.

      “What do you want me to do?” he asked. “Walk away?”

      She folded her arms and avoided his gaze as she nodded.

      His mouth tightened into a line and a muscle in his jaw twitched. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. She should have known this would be a hard challenge, but he’d never be able to give up until she was safe.

      But what was the point when she kept insisting on running away from what they had whenever things seemed too hard? 

      “Did you ever even try to reach me?” he asked in a broken voice. “All those years you were gone?”

      “There was no point,” she said. “I couldn’t leave.”

      “And you didn’t trust me to save you,” he said.

      She gave him a stricken look. “It’s not that. No one can.”

      He exhaled. Didn’t she understand that wasn’t good enough? She should believe that he could do things no one else could, because he loved her. She made him stronger than anyone could normally be because she believed in him.

      At least she had until one stupid trip-up had ruined her faith in him.

      Then again, if it was that easily ruined, could it ever have been real in the first place?

      “So you want me to go? You want Bruce to win?” he asked, folding his arms to resist the urge to pull her against him and kiss the sense back into her.

      She bit her lip. “I want you to be safe. I don’t want to watch that again.”

      “Lily, I’m going to win this.”

      “How?” she asked, turning to him with wide, hysterical eyes. “You’re so strong, Lucas, but you’re not full alpha. They are going to have much worse powers than that.”

      And he had none. Other than the fact he loved her, which felt like enough up until a moment ago.

      Lucas pinched the bridge of his nose. “So you’re basically saying we’re done. We’re over. Just because you’re afraid I’m too weak to win this tournament.” Lucas walked forward and stood close to Lily at his full, intimidating height.

      “Not in those words. I’ve never seen you as weak. But yes, I need you to leave. You have to forget me.”

      Lucas chuckled spitefully. “Fine. Message received. But let’s be straight on something. I’ll never forget you. I’ll never forget this.”

      He yanked her against him and kissed her forcefully. She sank against him with a small moan as his tongue entered her mouth, exploring, feeling, owning. His wolf howled to keep going, to take her back to her room and continue what they’d started the other night.

      But it was too late. The wheels had been set in motion, and Lily couldn’t, or wouldn’t, believe in him.

      Lucas turned and left the room quietly before he could change his mind and beg her to stay.
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      The next day, Lily woke up filled with dread and remorse. The best thing that had ever entered her life was gone. Again. Her wolf howled with sadness at the loss of her fated mate. 

      She got ready, took the car to the arena, took her seat in the box where her cousins were already waiting for her, and counted the hours until this whole thing would be over.

      The matches went by like blurs. Lily may or may not have drunk a lot of champagne, hoping to drown out the sadness weighing upon her heart and her wolf howling in protest at her decision. 

      She knew she’d done the right thing, but she still felt physically sick at the thought of a future without Lucas. But she couldn’t let him get killed for a prize that in all likelihood would never be his. 

      When they’d been teens, people had said it was puppy love. That it wouldn’t last. But Lily had known from the moment she’d met him that he was the one. And the fact that all it took was for both of them to see each other to feel everything all over again just proved there was something special there. 

      He was everything. That’s why she had to make sure he got away, even if she couldn’t. 

      She lifted an empty champagne flute to her lips and hesitated when nothing touched her tongue. 

      “All right, there. I think you’ve had enough,” Tim said, taking the glass.

      “Have not,” she said. It wasn’t enough to dull the pain anyway. 

      “Look,” Tom said. “The next match is that Asher guy you were so interested in yesterday.”

      “He isn’t here,” she muttered, bitter about the fact that no one would even know his real name. He was Lucas, not Asher, but this world only wanted one and not the other.

      She looked down at the ring. One competitor was there, waiting. Asher Vale’s name was called again. 

      Nothing.

      And again. There was murmuring and hushed voices heard in the crowd. Still nothing. The silence around her rang like a fatal blow. He was gone. It was over. A silent tear fell that she quickly wiped away before her cousins could notice. 

      Then there was the muffled sound of clapping, which grew quickly as voices could be heard calling Asher’s name from the crowd. 

      And then Lucas was there, tall and proud and storming down toward the arena in the same colors as yesterday. His dark hair was loose and tousled, his powerful body flexing with each step. Damn, his body was mesmerizing. The arena seemed to agree as the applause grew to an almost deafening level. They probably remembered the fight from yesterday and were eager for more. 

      “Wow, he sure likes to make an entrance,” Tom commented.

      “Everyone loves an underdog,” Tim added.

      It was true. Lucas came from a relatively unknown family, and many of the spectators included common shifters that had no chance of being associated with any of the families that most people were betting on to win. It made sense he had this much support. She just wished he’d run before it was too late.

      She felt like she was buzzing, not only from the champagne, but also from the relief of seeing he hadn’t left her and the worry she’d have to watch him get hurt again. Maybe worse this time. 

      “You seem nervous,” Tim commented, putting an arm around her that she immediately shrugged off. 

      “I’m not,” she said, sounding unconvincing even to herself.

      “Oh, come on,” Tom said. “We’ve known you since you were little and terrible at hide-and-seek. You can’t lie to us. Besides, Tim has a knack for that stuff. You aren’t going to hide it from him.”

      She sent her cousin a glare. He was right, but she didn’t have to like it. 

      “It’s okay, Lily. We’re rooting for you,” Tim said, sitting forward and threading his fingers together. “My only question is, is that really Asher Vale? Because I happen to have met him during an alpha challenge… and I don’t recall him looking exactly like that.”

      Her gaze snapped to him, but he put up a silent finger as if to say he’d keep her secret, and her heartbeat returned to normal.

      She turned her focus back to the fight. Lucas stood in the middle of the ring, but his bearing was different from the other day. His jaw was tight, his stance was focused, and when he looked up and met her eyes, the searing heat of his emerald-green gaze nearly melted her on the spot. He wasn’t saying anything, but the message was plenty clear. 

      He wasn’t leaving. He meant to win.

      She was aroused, scared, and mad all at the same time.

      The match began, and Lucas went straight at his opponent with a speed and precision unmatched by anything she’d seen. Yesterday, he’d been calm, almost like he needed only half his effort to win. Today, he was a lion, constantly on top of his opponent, relentless in his attacks.

      As the match progressed, it became clear his opponent had an alpha power. The alpha was tall with curly blond hair, and as the match wore on, it was clear to see he had natural speed that increased with his effort. His kicks were a blur of motion. Her heart stammered in her chest, remembering what the other alpha’s super strength had done to Lucas yesterday.

      But Lucas was unaffected. He simply moved out of range of his opponent’s blurred movements, and then in a lightning-fast strike, took him down to the ground. There, he was able to pin him within seconds, putting his arm in a painful arm bar. His opponent was forced to tap out, and Lucas stood, brushing off his shorts like he’d done this a thousand times before.

      He had done this a thousand times before. He’d gone into fighting professionally after she left. Now he’d just made a powerful alpha with natural advantages look like a noob. 

      There was a hush around the stadium that then erupted into a full roar. For a long time, blood had been everything in the shifter world. Pure blood and alpha powers. But Lucas was proving sheer hard work and effort could fight even the most amazing natural privileges. The excitement in the crowd around her was tangible.

      As was the murmuring from others in the area. For every pleased commoner, someone from a powerful family was looking at the arena with narrowed eyes. Lucas had come into their sandbox and kicked up dust, and they didn’t like it.

      She stood, wondering how soon she could meet him. She wasn’t sure what the future held for them, but this time she would tell him everything that stood between them, and let him decide whether to stay or go.

      

      Lucas had made up his mind. He wasn’t going to give up. He’d be damned if he let some other man mate his woman. His Lily. 

      Matt’s advice had been perfect for the fight: keep close and take it to the ground as soon as possible. Part of him was sure he would have been able to figure that out in the ring regardless, but it helped to be able to anticipate what sort of tricks his opponent had up their sleeve. Lucas made a mental note to thank Matt personally the next time he saw the enigmatic alpha again.

      As he got ready for the event at Lily’s family’s mansion, he wondered how he would tell her he’d decided to go directly against what she’d asked. Hey, sorry for everything. I’m still going to win this and we can figure it out later. Or maybe… I can’t bear to see you with anyone else, so I’m taking you for myself. He shook his head.

      He finished tying his expensive tie, put in his cuff links, and hopped into his powerful red convertible that was perfect for summer nights like this.

      Their family hadn’t been poor growing up, but they were far from the super-rich shifter families that lived life in the lap of luxury, like Lily’s. But as business picked up at the dojo through some good connections and as the family made some smart investments with the help of close friends, things had picked up. It was right around that time that Lucas and Lily had fallen in love, she had disappeared, and Lucas had pursued a career in professional MMA. 

      The past few years had been good to him, though. Ridiculously good. But he was at the point in his life when he wanted to settle down. Wanted to share it with someone. The last few years had been empty and cold, driven purely by the need to forget that the only thing he’d ever wanted was completely out of reach. And now, just when things had felt simple, they were complicated again.

      But one thing the last few years had taught him was when you got knocked down, you had to get back up.

      Nobody had made him happy like Lily had. And meeting her again, he was certain his feelings were still the same for her. Every time he saw her smile, it filled him with immense joy. 

      He pulled up to the mansion, and a valet took his car. He couldn’t wait to see Lily, though he was uncertain what her response would be. 

      Lucas was able to find her in the crowd instantly this time, again flanked by her two guards. They saw him before she did, and they exchanged a knowing nod and disappeared into the crowd, leaving Lily alone, nursing a glass of wine. 

      Lucas wanted so badly to pick her up right there and then, take her in his arms, and run off. But the rules for an alpha tournament and the interaction between the potential winners and the female they were competing for were very strict. And they’d already broken almost all of them. He’d be pushing his luck asking for more.

      It was several moments before Lily turned and saw Lucas standing there, watching her intently. Her eyes sparkled, and in an instant, he could see a wave of different emotions cross her mind. When it settled, she smiled and looked relieved to see him, and he smiled back, wanting to speak with her in private again.

      She motioned with a finger for him to follow, and he trailed behind her as she moved to the fringe of the crowd, then down a back door into yet another new place in the house.

      Lucas was starting to get tired of sneaking around like this. He wondered if a day would come when they would never have to hide again. He doubted it.

      They found a quiet corner in the conservatory, surrounded by plants and fountains in a big, beautiful greenhouse, having a seat on a comfortable-looking bench. 

      Lily looked happy, then seemed to remember she was supposed to be angry. “So you decided to fight against my wishes,” she said petulantly.

      “Well, yes. Of course. I’m not going to let you be mated to someone else, Lily. I’m going to protect you, no matter who it is I have to fight to do it,” Lucas replied sincerely. 

      Lil’s countenance seemed to warm after that. She snuggled in close to Lucas, who put an arm around her. They’d been through trying times before; they would get through this.

      “What if there is something you can’t fight?” she asked. “Something you can’t solve through violence.”

      “I’m not all about violence, Lily. In fact, I prefer not to use it unless someone needs my protection.”

      She nodded. “You were amazing today. I’m sorry I sent you away. I panicked. To be honest, I’m still panicking. I still don’t see how this can work out. There are too many factors.”

      “Like what?” he asked, putting an arm around her, loving the feel of her small, curvy form under his. 

      “It’s not just the tournament, though I’m still worried about who you have to face. If something happened to you…”

      “What?”

      “It’s just that when we were separated before, I could picture you somewhere safe and happy. I can’t do that if you get hurt, or worse, here at the tournament.”

      He shrugged. “All I can tell you is I would never be happy without you. Especially if I knew you were with someone else who couldn’t make you happy.”

      She grinned shyly up at him. “So you think you’re the only one who can make me happy?”

      He gently moved his thumb over her chin. “I’ve always thought so. From the moment I first saw you.”

      She looked away and leaned against him. “Then I think I can tell you my secret.”

      He froze. “Secret?”

      “Well, not so much. You know my sister. Laurel.”

      He thought back. Yes, he did remember a much younger sister. She’d been shy, seemed too frail for martial arts, but had come to watch Lily a couple times. “I think so. Why?”

      “Back when we… you know. I was planning to run away with you. I wanted to. The night I meant to, I was confronted by my father.”

      His heart twisted. “What do you mean?”

      “He told me if I left, he would simply find another alpha female to take my place. My sister.” Lucas growled, but she ignored him and kept talking. “He’ll never stop with his political matchmaking aspirations. If he can’t get what he wants with me, he’ll get what he wants with my sister.”

      Lucas was quiet. He hadn’t known that had been holding her back. He’d been an ass. It all made sense now. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”

      “I thought you wouldn’t understand,” she said, twisting her hands in her lap. “I thought you’d judge me for not taking the leap. But my sister is a minor. There’s nothing I can do to take her with me. It’s illegal.”

      He snarled. “Your dad’s plans should be illegal.”

      “He’s alpha,” she said.

      “He doesn’t deserve to be.”

      She nodded. “Still, I think you’re proving to everyone that alpha-ness is something you do, not something you’re just born with.”

      He felt pleasure flood through him. When she believed in him, it seemed like he could do anything. “I’ll make sure your sister is safe.”

      “Can you?” she asked. “With all the wealth and power my father has, can you really protect both of us? Are you willing to put your family dojo in jeopardy?”

      Lucas thought about it. He’d possibly be taking everything that meant the world to Asher. No, he couldn’t do that. But he’d figure out a way through this. He needed to keep Lily safe, and he also cared for Laurel. No one deserved to be forced to mate.

      “It won’t put the dojo in jeopardy. I’ll get her out, and we’ll go to the Tribunal if we have to.”

      She shook her head. “You can’t get her out. I’ve tried. He has a whole guard on her.”

      Lucas grinned. “And I have two brothers that are some of the best fighters on the planet. Don’t worry. I got this.” He knew it would be difficult, but at least he knew what he was up against, what he had to do to make it possible for her to run if she needed to.

      She sighed. “I feel like I’ve just laid more at your feet. Now, not only do you have to beat up a bunch of men to be with me, but you also have to solve my sister’s problems.”

      He tilted her face up to his again. “And I can do that. I just need to know that you believe in me. If you tell me what you need, I’ll do it. If you tell me what will make you happy, I’ll do it. You say the word and I’m there, at your every command. Do you understand that yet, Lily?”

      She blinked. “I’m starting to.”

      “Then promise me you won’t give up on us,” he said, looking into her eyes seriously.

      “I don’t want to see you hurt.”

      “Promise me,” he said.

      “Fine,” she said. “I won’t give up on us.”

      “Good,” he said, tilting her lips up to his for a light kiss, just a graze of their lips together. 

      Lily sighed. “I’m sorry I panicked the other night.”

      “I’m sorry I let you think I would leave.”

      Lily looked up at Lucas, and Lucas enjoyed the sight of her dark eyes radiating the ambient light from the room.

      “Come here,” he said, scooping her into his arms and placing her on his lap. He liked making Lily feel safe in his arms. She was so beautiful, and like this, he could feel every soft curve, every luscious part of her next to him. 

      It was getting hotter in here by the second.

      Lily seemed to be feeling it too.

      Lucas leaned down and kissed his love. It started slow, romantic. Each kiss an expression of the years of undying love he’d held for her. And with every kiss, she reciprocated those feelings back to him. 

      Lucas brought a hand to softly cup her face while they kissed, holding her close, never wanting to let go. 

      Soon the kisses went from romantic to passionate. Lily opened her mouth and Lucas went inside. Slowly, intentionally, he stroked and explored every sensitive spot. He was in complete control, and he wanted her to know he was. Wanted to know he would do anything for her. 

      While he made love to her mouth, Lucas instinctively brought a hand up to her breast, fondling it and feeling the luscious softness there. Lily moaned, which only turned him on more. Every sound from her drove him crazy with lust. But he wanted to keep things fairly inconspicuous still.

      Lucas moved from Lily’s mouth and went to her earlobe, tasting it slowly, biting it gently, kissing the tiny spot behind her ear that made her body tense and brought a small sigh from her. 

      “You’re so hot, Lily. Everything about you is perfect,” he said quietly into her ear.

      “Everything about you is—” She was cut off when he took her in another deep kiss. He loved the soft feel of her lips on his. 

      When he ended the kiss, Lily looked up into his eyes. “So does this mean make-up sex?” Her voice was husky, tantalizing.

      Lucas chuckled softly. That sounded amazing. But it wasn’t the right time. Not while they were still hiding. No, that would happen when he’d won this thing and made the world safe for them. “Not tonight. But soon.”

      Lily folded her arms in mock protest. Lucas couldn’t disagree with her, but he wanted to keep things discrete until it was over. 

      “That doesn’t mean I can’t do some nice things for you.” 

      Lily tried to speak but was interrupted by the feel of his hand under her dress, moving across her center. Lucas liked it when her eyes went wide with pleasure and her body tensed, building toward release. Seeing her go was always heaven. He looked forward to the day when he could make her come again and again and again.

      “Lucas…” Lily moaned as she leaned into his shoulder, holding him tightly with her arms as he continued to stroke gently. He was so turned on, having her here in his lap, all by themselves, just the two of them.

      Lucas could feel the intensity of her pleasure building with each passing moment, her breathing getting more intense. He couldn’t wait to see her come…

      With one final stroke of his finger, her entire body went rigid, then released as she came. Her hands dug deep into his shoulders, and Lucas held her tight against him, embracing her as she rode the cascade of pleasure coming over her. She moaned something, but it was muffled by his shoulder. The rapid succession of tensing and releasing ebbed, and her body relaxed entirely against him.

      Lily turned and looked up into his eyes, her dark skin glowing and radiant. Lucas ran the back of his hand down her soft cheek, making a line down her neck with one finger. She sighed happily, which was probably the most bliss-inducing thing he’d ever heard.

      That and the sound she made when she came.

      Lucas nuzzled her. “We should probably get you back. Last thing we want is someone raising questions. I’m sorry.”

      Lily voiced her displeasure at this but then nodded in agreement. Lucas picked up her up gently, then placed her standing on the ground. She fixed the ruffles in her skirt and fixed her hair while Lucas enjoyed appraising his luscious soon-to-be mate.

      Only a few more days, he thought.

      “I’ll go out first,” she said, giving him one last, slow look that made him burn inside.

      “Just two more rounds,” he said, holding up two fingers. “And you’re mine. I won’t let anyone stop us.”

      She nodded and left through the door.

      When she was gone, Lucas pulled out his phone and dialed a number as he exited a side door and strode out over the lawn toward where his car was parked. He didn’t know what would happen tomorrow, but he knew one thing that needed to be taken care of ASAP, and he wouldn’t let Lily down.

      “Hello? Yeah, I need a favor,” he said. “A big one.” 

      He told his brothers what was needed and then headed home to get rest.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          6

        

      

    
    
      The second-to-last day of fighting saw the arena with more fans than ever before, despite there being less fighters. Word had spread through different shifter clans and there was a certain bloodthirstiness in the air that Lily was sure her father would enjoy, but which made her particularly ill.

      Lucas had just this last match to win if he wanted to participate in the finals.

      Tim and Tom were off today and she was alone on her couch in the VIP room as Lucas’s match started.

      She tried not to watch. Fighting wasn’t sexy when the man you loved could possibly get hurt. Instead, she thought about what they’d done last night, how hot he’d been, how protective. How he’d made an insurmountable obstacle like rescuing her sister seem totally in reach.

      Perhaps for his family, it was. Especially with her father distracted by the fights and the parties.

      Now she just had to hope he got through a couple more fights and won before her father could catch on to who he was.

      She clenched her hands together as she saw Lucas deliver the first hit. She put her face in her hands, trying to knead away the stress at her temples, and froze when she heard a voice behind her.

      “Interesting competitor, that one,” the voice said.

      She felt weight on the couch that meant someone had sat next to her. She looked up to see Bruce McGavin, the man who’d been gross her on the first night of the tournament. He was also the alpha everyone expected to win. She tried to scoot back away from him, but the side of the couch closed her in.

      “What are you doing up here? This is the VIP box,” she said.

      He sipped champagne calmly from a glass. “Well, it’s a good thing I’m a VIP, then. At least according to your father.”

      She swallowed and tried to act unaffected, turning her attention back toward Lucas’s fight. He was easily winning. His opponent appeared to have alpha strength, but that didn’t seem to be a problem for him anymore.

      He looked up toward her and she flashed him a grin, hoping he didn’t look beside her.

      “What do you want?” she asked Bruce. “Or did you just come to ruin my enjoyment of the fight?”

      Bruce laughed and gave her a long, slow look that made her feel dirty. “Enjoyment? You always look ill when watching them. I would know. I’ve been watching you.”

      The thought made her a little ill, but she tried not to show it. She didn’t want to give any of herself to this shifter that made her skin crawl. 

      “Anyway, if he wins this match, I have something that might interest you,” he said. “We’ll see.”

      She said nothing, simply waited with the sound of her heartbeat in her ears as the match went on. When it ended, Lucas’s hand was raised as the victor, and she let out a sigh of relief.

      “I wouldn’t celebrate just yet,” Bruce said, handing her a large envelope. 

      She made to open it, but he clicked his tongue and shook his head. 

      “I wouldn’t do that,” he said, looking around them. “Not unless you want everyone to know the contestant they think is Asher Vale is actually Lucas Vale, an ineligible half alpha who wasn’t even invited.”

      She glared at him with wide eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “What do you say we meet somewhere private?”

      She didn’t want to. She wanted nothing to do with him. But if Lucas were in danger, she needed to know what Bruce knew and what he planned to do about it.

      He reached for her hand, ignoring her attempt to pull it away, and raised it to his lips. She let him, not wanting to make a scene as the other VIPs were milling around, but her mouth twisted up in disgust as he grinned and ran his tongue slowly over the back of her hand in a mocking gesture meant to show her he was the one in control.

      She longed to slap him but restrained herself. “Where are we meeting?”

      “Tonight. In the garden, where you met up with the mongrel,” he said. “If you bring the mongrel or you don’t show up, I’ll make sure copies of that info get to everyone in the competition. And then we’ll see what happens to your precious Lucas.”

      “If you want him out, why don’t you just send them now?” she asked.

      He laughed. “I don’t want him out. But I do want something. Come to the garden, alone, and I’ll tell you. And if you agree, you get the files.”

      “Fine,” she said. She didn’t have a choice.

      She looked down at Lucas, who was now frowning up at them. She gave him a wave, hoping to calm him. 

      If Lucas were discovered now, he’d be immediately thrown off the premises. With the remaining alphas against him, she doubted even his brothers could help him get her and her sister out if that happened.

      No, the best thing was to go along with whatever Bruce wanted, just for one more day, and give Lucas time to get her sister out so they could escape as soon as possible. 

      Lucas was already doing so much for her. This was the one way she could protect him, and she’d do it herself.

      Bruce waved and gave her one last grin before going out of the room. “See you tonight.”

      Lily waited a moment before going out behind him. As she went toward the stairs that led down to the ring, she saw Lucas coming up to meet her. Her heart beat faster just seeing him, his dark hair sweaty and pulled back from his handsome face, green eyes gleaming from the triumph of victory.

      He held up one finger, one more match, and she grinned and put up a finger to shush him and then nodded toward a side door, motioning for him to follow her.

      A moment later, they were alone and he was pulling her into his arms. She sighed and let him kiss her, wishing she could tell him about Bruce. She hated keeping secrets, but she couldn’t let his identity be leaked before they had an out. 

      He pulled back and looked at her in concern. “What did that asshole want?” he asked. “I saw him talking to you in the VIP room.”

      She opened her mouth and then closed it, resisting the urge to blurt everything out. “Nothing. He’s just… persistent.”

      “Most people are predicting him to be the winner, so I guess I’ll be facing him tomorrow. I can’t wait to stomp him into the ground and prove them wrong.”

      She couldn’t wait either. “Are you getting my sister out tonight?”

      “Yes, it’s all set to go down during the party.”

      She nodded. “Good.” She wanted badly to tell him what she’d be doing in the meantime, but she couldn’t risk it. If she did, he’d insist on coming with her to meet Bruce, and then everything would fall apart. He’d be thrown out, she and her sister would be trapped, and she’d end up with Bruce anyway.

      “Meet me after the party, then,” he said. “I’ll come for you when it’s finished so you know she’s safe.”

      She swallowed. “Okay.” 

      He took her hand, and she cringed, thinking about Bruce kissing it. Lucas rubbed his thumb over the top, and it felt calming, almost like he was rubbing Bruce away. “He shook you up, didn’t he?” he asked. “I’ll give him an extra punch for that.”

      “That’s good,” she said, putting on her best smile. She just wanted to go lie down and rest before this evening. She’d been stressed during Lucas’s fight and more stressed during the encounter with Bruce. She’d need her wits about her if she wanted to pull off what she needed to tonight.

      The closer they got to succeeding and being together, the more afraid she got that something would come along and mess it up. Lucas kissed the top of her head and told her not to worry, that everything would be fine, and she nodded vacantly.

      She hoped he was right.

      

      That night, Lily cautiously headed out from the party, finding a lull in the event that would work for her meeting with Bruce.

      She informed Tim and Tom of the rendezvous, telling them to stay nearby and undetected so she could call for help if needed. Just because she was handling this on her own, it didn’t mean she was going to take unnecessary risks. 

      She waited until she was sure they’d had time to get into place before heading out into the garden. She’d given them a code word, warning them not to come out without her giving it, because she couldn’t risk Bruce getting rattled and spilling the secret unless things were truly dire. She could put up with almost anything if it meant getting safely through to tomorrow. She’d told Lucas she wouldn’t give up on them, and this was part of it. 

      The garden was dark and shadowy, and it only increased her feeling of unease as she walked farther away from the house. When she reached the bench where she’d first met up with Lucas, a grinning Bruce McGavin stepped out into her path.

      He wore a white suit with a black shirt, and high polished shoes that gleamed in the moonlight. His dark-blond hair was slicked back and his pale-blue eyes seemed to glow. 

      He carried a bottle of champagne and two glasses and held them out as he got closer. 

      “Champagne for the lady?” he asked, stepping closer.

      “What do you want, Bruce?” she asked tersely, taking a step back to keep her distance. 

      “Why all the rush?” he said smoothly, taking another step forward ominously. “Why not enjoy yourself a little?” His smile didn’t hide his underlying malice.

      She stepped back again. “Just tell me what you want so we can be done with this.”

      “Please, have a drink first,” he said. He was close to her now, lifting his hand to offer her a glass filled with sparkling, pale liquid.

      “No, I’ve had enough already,” she said, knowing she was stone-cold sober, but there was no way she was drinking anything he supplied.

      “All work and no play? On to business, then,” he said, continuing forward. He placed the glasses on the bench but remained standing. He was tall, nearly Lucas’s height, but he didn’t have Lucas’s muscled, honed frame. Instead, he was slightly mushy through the middle, though still quite intimidating in his own way.

      “You said you wanted something,” she said. “I’m here to find out if it’s something I can give.”

      “Nothing you can’t give, at least nothing that would be irrevocable,” he said, eyeing her quietly. He looked around them, almost as if he were waiting for something. 

      “Like what?” she asked, wrapping her arms around herself to block out the chill of the night air.

      “Just a taste,” he said, grabbing her and pulling her close to him. She hated the feel of him, but she couldn’t scream yet. It would blow everything for her and Lucas. She could smell alcohol on his breath, like he’d been working on that champagne before she showed up. 

      “A taste of what?” she said, hoping it didn’t mean what she thought it meant.

      “A preview for you to enjoy, since I’ll be winning the tournament and you’ll be my mate soon enough.” He looked around the garden once more, and then his eyes moved down to her lips.

      “What if I say no?” she said, putting her hands up to his chest to press him back. 

      “Then those photos will be in everyone’s hands before midnight.” He grinned and ran a finger over her lips. “And if I were you, I’d at least try to enjoy it. I promise I won’t mate you, but I’ll take what I want. And if you’re good, you have my pack’s promise I won’t reveal Lucas’s identity.”

      Lily had a choice to make. She could call for Tim and Tom, but then everything would be over and Lucas and she would have no chance. She didn’t want to betray Lucas, but she hoped he would understand just this small sacrifice in order for them to have a chance to be together. She couldn’t just give up.

      He would understand, right? Just one kiss, in exchange for a chance at forever?

      “Pack’s promise you won’t mate me? And Lucas is safe?”

      “Yes. Pack’s promise.” 

      She nodded. It was the firmest vow a wolf could make, unbreakable once given. She and Lucas would be safe, after this one horrible moment. 

      “Make it quick.”

      “I’ll take as long as I want. And you’ll like it,” he said, swooping down to take her mouth in a harsh, unpleasant kiss that had a sour, biting tang to it. She tried to pull away and then forced herself to stay there as his wet lips lapped at hers.

      At that moment, she heard footsteps rounding the corner of the hedges.

      “Lily?” she heard a voice ask. When she looked up, she saw angry green eyes burning as Lucas ran toward them. “Get your fucking hands off her.”

      “Better call off your dog,” Bruce whispered in her ear. “Or our bargain is off.”

      “You promised,” she said.

      “Yes, and I got interrupted. Call him off, finish our kiss, and it’s over,” he said.

      “Lucas, stop!” she cried out, putting a hand up before he could reach them.

      

      Lucas felt his heart drop into his stomach. He’d been coming to save her, and she’d told him to stop.

      Shock thudded through him. Why was she doing this? Just moments ago, he’d ensured that Jordan and Asher had safely gotten her sister Laurel out. It’d been easy with everyone at the party.

      He doubted anyone would ever find any trace that they’d been there, and the guards had been woefully unprepared for the mayhem the Vale brothers could unleash.

      But all that had changed in an instant when he’d found Lily here with Bruce. She’d been kissing another man, and he’d assumed she needed rescue.

      Now he wasn’t so sure.

      “Lily, what’s going on?” he asked, hating how broken his voice sounded.

      She just stared at him, not saying anything. 

      “Oh, you know,” Bruce said, cutting in with a smug grin. “She just wanted a taste of full alpha before I win tomorrow.”

      Lucas took a step forward, wanting to pound his face in. It wouldn’t assuage the pain, but it was a start. 

      “I swear I’ll fucking kill you, McGavin,” he said, muscles tensed in agony. 

      “You can’t do anything to me outside the ring or you’re disqualified.”

      “And you’re not supposed to be doing anything to Lily,” Lucas said.

      McGavin’s gaze shot to his. “And you either.”

      Lucas glared. He was stuck. “Fine, just let her go now.”

      Bruce looked over at Lily, who was still not making any move to go. “I don’t know. I don’t think she wants to just yet.”

      “Get your fucking hands off her!” Lucas repeated. 

      “Just one more, and then she’s yours again. For now,” Bruce said, bringing his lips down to Lily’s in a quick kiss that filled Lucas with rage.

      Lucas rushed forward to stop it, but before he could, the kiss was over and Bruce was pulling away to walk past him, brushing him with his shoulder harshly.

      Lily hadn’t resisted at all. Hadn’t asked him for help, hadn’t acknowledged him at all.

      As a result, he felt totally broken.

      Bruce turned around with one last wave. “See you in the ring tomorrow, mongrel,” he said with a laugh, walking off.

      “Lucas,” Lily said, looking drained. “I’m sorry…”

      “How could you?” he said. “While you were out here with him, I was freeing your sister. I thought we were going away together… I thought…”

      “I have his pack’s promise. I…”

      “His promise? You have his promise? You want him? You could have told me that before I made a fool of myself.”

      She looked shaken but like she was trying to compose a response. Part of him had hoped there was something more to it, but it was clear now that he’d been mistaken. “No, Lucas, wait, please,” she said. 

      “I can’t. Not right now,” he said. “Give me space.”

      “You don’t understand,” she said, coming toward him.

      He whirled on her. “You’re right, because once again, you’ve left me in the dark. And once again, it’s hurt me.”

      Then he turned and walked away. If he stayed any longer, he’d say something he’d regret. He had a fight to focus on, and he couldn’t let this throw him. He was sure that had been Bruce’s aim all along.

      It just hurt that Lily had gone along with it.
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      Lily ran after Lucas. Now that Bruce was gone, there was nothing keeping her from doing so. They were safe. She could tell him it was all for them. Surely she could make him believe her…

      But his strides were so long, and he disappeared into the night just as a large shadow stepped into her path. She gasped and looked up.

      “Father?”

      “Lily, what are you doing out here?” His voice was commanding. “I heard shouting.”

      “I was just getting some fresh air before going back inside.” She hoped Lucas had gone into the ball or hadn’t made it back to his car yet and there was still time to catch him.

      “Well, come back inside and hopefully you can make it up to the guests. I didn’t raise you to be this rude.”

      “I’ll be there in a minute… I just need to adjust my dress.” She knew she wouldn’t shake him for long until after the party. She just needed to run back and make sure her cousins got a message to Lucas.

      “Fine, I expect you soon,” he said, walking away toward the large house that had always been her prison.

      She ran back to the garden and whispered Tom’s name. She heard a faint rustle and knew he could hear her. 

      “I need you to get a message to Lucas. I can’t go to him now. Tell him I’ll be in my room at midnight, and I’ll explain everything. I know this all looks bad, but there’s an explanation. I promise. I’ll give it to all of you, but there’s no time now.”

      Silence was her answer, but she knew they wouldn’t let her down.

      She ran back toward the party, holding her skirt in her hand. Bruce’s bitter taste was in her mouth, and she longed to kiss Lucas, to purge it away and know things weren’t ruined between them.

      Just a few more hours and she could make things right. She knew it was wrong to kiss another, but it had meant the difference between a life together or a life apart, so she’d been willing to do it.

      She’d make it up to him when this was all over, when they were far from here and safe.

      As she ran up the steps to the house, she tried not to stress out. She went into the party and saw her dad looking up when she came in, acknowledging her presence.

      Bruce was standing across the room, a smirk on his self-satisfied face, but she ignored him. 

      She played nice for the rest of the party, constantly checking the clock to make sure it would end on time. If she didn’t make it to Lucas when she said she would, she knew he’d think the worst. She didn’t blame him for it. He’d been meant to. That had been Bruce’s plan all along, but she and Lucas would beat him.

      Her sister was safe. Her heart had swelled within her when she’d heard it, though he’d been so angry when he told her. It had been the hardest thing in the world to kiss another man and watch the broken expression on his face, but the only harder thing would have been letting him go when she knew this was all she had to do to hold on to him.

      When the party was finally finished and the last of the guests were filing out, she looked around to make sure her dad wasn’t in sight and then crept out through a side exit that led to a stairway that would take her up to her room.

      It was a quarter to twelve. Would Lucas already be there, waiting?

      But as she started up the stairs, she saw a dark shadow fall over the middle landing and looked up to see her father, looking ominous as he loosened his tie and walked forward.

      “I’m afraid after a certain incident happened earlier this evening, I don’t think I can allow you to return to your room.”

      She gulped and froze in place. What did he know?

      “You see, someone has successfully invaded our home and absconded with your sister. And I thought, who would want to do this? Who would know how? And then it occurred to me, dear daughter, that perhaps the person who would most want her out of the way is you.”

      She took a step back, trying not to lose her balance on the stairs. She’d gotten so caught up in her romance with Lucas that she’d forgotten just how evil her father could be.

      “So then I looked a little closer into one of the competitors that’s been bothering me. Asher Vale. You see, I remember the last name, because he shares a name with a half alpha mongrel that caused us a lot of trouble. When I found out they were brothers… well, the rest wasn’t hard to surmise. But they’ll stick up for each other and it’ll be nearly impossible to prove until it’s too late.

      “Fortunately, a little help from Bruce was enough to mess him up, and we’ll see how long he’s willing to keep your sister now that he knows you’ve betrayed him. But you see, I can’t let you go back to your room because I’ve no doubt you plan to meet him, and that would ruin everything.”

      “You can’t do this. You can’t run my life anymore. You already ruined it once, but Laurel’s gone. She’s safe, and you can’t use her against me.”

      He grabbed her cruelly by the arm and yanked her forward. She winced. This man had never behaved like a dad, not once. “You’ll do as I say. I made you. I own you.”

      She tried to jerk away, but he yanked her back down the stairs and toward an empty room to the side that no one would think twice about.

      He yanked open the door and threw her inside, slamming the door behind her. She slammed her fists against it as she heard a key turn in the lock. 

      “Someone will come for you in the morning. You’ll need to get your rest so you don’t disappoint Bruce when he wins you as a prize. And he will win you, Lily. And in the end, I think you’ll be glad I had your best interests at heart, even if you weren’t smart enough to see it.”

      She slammed her fist into the wood again, wishing she could break it. There was no window in the room, no way out. She’d have to spend the entire night wondering how Lucas would take this. Would he think the worst of her? Would he be able to fight tomorrow? Watching your mate with another was a devastating thing for a shifter, but she’d thought she’d have time to explain before his match.

      “Good night, Lily,” her father called out. “See you in the morning.”

      

      The arena was filled today, and Lily pondered how it was so many shifters could fill one location like this. They must have come from pretty far and wide to attend, since humans clearly wouldn’t have been invited. In fact, they were barred from entering, since a human wouldn’t know what to make of things if they saw an alpha use their power in the ring.

      It wasn’t every day an event like this was held, though, so Lily imagined news of it had spread pretty fast, and shifters were known for liking violence. It was in their blood. 

       Lily was alone today. Her father hadn’t brought Tim and Tom in, since presumably he knew they were helping her and Lucas. 

      It had all been for nothing. Bruce had promised not to tell something that her father already knew. But her father had ruined things between her and Lucas more effectively than Bruce ever could have alone.

      She stewed silently as she felt her father’s watchful presence behind her. He’d been sticking to her since the servants got her ready and brought her up. 

      “Don’t get any ideas,” he said. “You try and communicate with him, I tell everyone just who he is.”

      She bristled. She no longer cared who knew, as long as Lucas knew he was the only one for her. She just had to find her opening and run to him. She believed him when he said he could do anything if she believed in him. She just had to let him know she did.

      She waited eagerly to see Lucas. To reassure herself he was fine and hopefully try to make eye contact that would reassure him she was here for him.

      When the match was announced to roaring applause, she saw him make his way down to the ring in the center. But he didn’t look like he had any of the confidence of the other day. His head was hung, his long hair obscuring his face as he jogged down to the ring, ignoring the screaming fans on either side of him. 

      Her heart fell. He looked utterly destroyed. She prayed he wouldn’t let it affect him in the match, but that looked unlikely based on the way he paced impatiently in the ring and wouldn’t make contact with either the ref who was giving instructions or Bruce, who seemed hell bent on taunting him.

      Bruce was wearing baby-blue shorts that matched his eyes and looking as smug as Lucas looked defeated.

      Lily groaned. Lucas had told her before that confidence was vital to a fight, and he looked like he had none. She needed to get to him soon. She looked behind her at her dad, but he was flanked by two huge goons.

      No, she’d have to wait for the right moment. And just hope Lucas could hold on ‘til then.

      The bell dinged and the fight began.

      Lucas was thankfully more careful out of the gate, watching his opponent closely as Bruce jabbed and swiped at him. Lucas countered with some conservative kicks but was careful to keep his distance. As long as he kept himself safe, Lily would be happy.

      The first thirty seconds or so passed like this, neither man making much leeway, testing the strengths and weaknesses of the other as they sparred. Lily wished very badly she could see into Lucas’s thoughts right now. Was he okay? Was he angry? Had he given up on them already? He was here, but he could simply be here for revenge on Bruce for what he’d seen the other night.

      He hadn’t looked up at her once. 

      The atmosphere in the arena was tense too as everyone watched the top two competitors circle. There were mild cheers whenever a light kick or a punch landed, but the crowd was mostly silent. Waiting.

      Then, in an instant, Lucas exploded forward, throwing everything he had. Quick kicks followed by elbow strikes and punches. But instead of panicking, Bruce was collected. He dodged and blocked each attack flawlessly. Almost too flawlessly. Usually, with the speed and skill Lucas was displaying, something would have connected. But nothing did. It was like Lucas was trying to hit the air even though his technique was perfect.

      Lucas dodged back, creating space between them again, huffing after the exertion and keeping light on his toes. Bruce looked slowly up at the VIP box, stared directly at Lily, and gave her a thumbs-up.

      Lucas raised his haggard eyes to hers for a split second, and she tried to send him a quick, encouraging smile, even from this distance. But he merely flinched as if struck and then turned away, back to the fight.

      Was he truly done with her?
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      Lucas gritted his teeth as he looked away from Lily. She’d smiled, but was it for him, or for Bruce? After last night he wasn’t sure.

      The human in him had tried to wait for an explanation, tried to calm the wolf raging inside him at the supposed betrayal of their mate. But she’d never come.

      Anger and confusion burned inside him, twisting him into a knot that seemed to grow bigger every moment he was in the ring with this bastard and couldn’t take him down.

      “Finally giving up?” Bruce asked, folding his arms and circling Lucas. “Probably a good idea. You’ll never beat me anyway. Even if you weren’t acting like a kicked dog.”

      Lucas clenched his teeth. He didn’t want to give Bruce the satisfaction of knowing he’d messed him up as much as he had. All he had was Lily. All he wanted was Lily, and if Bruce meant to take what was his, then he intended to take Bruce’s head off.

      But he was more than a little frustrated that his combos had missed completely. He knew his technique was perfect. How had his opponent been able to predict every move like that? Lucas knew for sure this guy didn’t have more MMA experience than he did. His stance was slightly sloppy, his strikes initially had been more imprecise, and everything about him bespoke privilege and status, not backbreaking work or honed skill.

      Lucas guessed even the upper classes were desperate for alpha female matches at this point, for someone like Bruce to be here competing in this stupid event.

      But somehow, despite his relative lack of physical fitness, Bruce had won every match so far with a knockout, usually within the first minute or two of the fight starting. 

      Bruce was one of the few unknown competitors on the list that Matt had given him, so Lucas had no idea what he was dealing with. He just knew he hated him. And he would take him down for touching his mate.

      Lucas growled and went into a defensive stance, waiting for Bruce to make the next move. 

      

      At first, they just circled each other, Bruce just moving lazily, as if he had all day. Then he suddenly lunged at Lucas with a sloppy front kick. Lucas dodged easily to the side but was surprised to find that Bruce had anticipated his movement and caught him with an elbow strike that just grazed his cheek. Bruce took advantage of the opening to throw more punches, and Lucas put his hands up to deflect the blows.

      There was nothing supernatural about Bruce’s strength or his speed. Nothing superb about his form or his abilities thus far. 

      Or at least Lucas thought so until Bruce swept his knee, catching it squarely and throwing his balance off. While Lucas had been defending against Bruce’s punches, his fists had blocked his view so he hadn’t seen Bruce’s attack coming. 

      Lucas recovered and threw a hook at Bruce, who dodged back flawlessly. Once again, it was like trying to punch air, and Lucas growled in frustration as he dodged back to assess the damage to his knee. 

      It hurt, but he could fight through it. He’d have to. But somehow his body didn’t feel as immune to pain as it had when he’d thought Lily was beside him.

      “You feelin’ it?” Bruce asked, walking lazily toward him with a grin. His voice grated intensely. All he could remember was them in the garden and Bruce’s taunting voice as he leaned forward to kiss Lily. And she’d let him. 

      And she’d never come to explain. Because there was nothing to explain. Maybe he should just let Bruce win. Maybe she’d be happier that way. She’d probably felt guilty for letting him down and had said she’d come talk with him but had chickened out, not wanting to see his face when she broke his heart.

      Dark thoughts flooded through him, making his wolf at odds with his human, and he tried to fight them off so he could think well enough to fight. But not knowing if his mate wanted him to win tore him up inside.

      “I said, are you feelin’ it?” Bruce repeated, coming closer.

      “Nope, not a thing,” Lucas lied, not willing to give his opponent any kind of recognition. 

      “Ha-ha, you will be pretty soon,” Bruce said with a cocky smile. “Everyone was talking about how talented you were, how strong you were. Do you know how fucking annoying that was? But I’m here to prove that no matter what you stupid upstarts think, you can’t do anything against a real alpha with a real alpha power. And we’re just getting started.”

      “Unless your alpha power is shit-talking, I suggest you hurry it up,” Lucas spat back at him. Then he went on the offensive again, throwing everything he had into it in an attempt to get past Bruce’s perfect defense. If he could just land one punch, he knew he could take the other alpha down and physically wipe that smirk off his face. 

      But once again, it was impossible, a waste of Lucas’s energy, as Bruce just dodged each attack as if he’d fought Lucas millions of times and knew his every move perfectly. 

      “You don’t get it, do you?” Bruce jeered. “You might as well just give up now, since we both know you can’t win this.”

      Lucas gritted his teeth. He might not have the same reasons for winning as before, but he still wanted to knock Bruce’s teeth in.

      “Only I’m not going to stop at knocking you out. No. You’ve been with Lily, and for that, I’m going to end you. It’s going to be fun,” he said. “Something to celebrate with my future mate.”

      Something in Lucas cracked at Bruce referring to Lily as his mate. Lucas cringed at the insinuation that he was in any way worthy of Lily. He charged at Bruce, but Bruce met him halfway, and the two grappled while standing, trying to throw the other off balance. Bruce was surprisingly strong, but that wasn’t it.

      They were clinched, neither making headway, and the crowd was getting more boisterous with the lull in the fighting. Their noise filled Lucas’s ears, so he tuned it out. 

      All he could hear was Bruce’s breathing. All he could see was Bruce kissing Lily. Bruce walking up to the VIP room when it was over, picking her up, taking her to the bedroom.

      A second later, Bruce took advantage of his momentary zone out to take him to the ground, pinning him fiercely. The next second, he crashed down on Lucas’s sternum with his elbow, digging it in painfully. 

      Lucas tried to strike Bruce off of him, hoping for an opportunity to flip them over and get the upper hand. But Bruce answered his attempts with a fist to the face that left Lucas dazed.

      Focus, he told himself. Stop thinking about Lily. We can’t do anything about that right now. But it was easier said than done. The image of her kissing Bruce was burned into his brain, as was probably Bruce’s intention.

      He pushed at Bruce’s side, hoping to angle him off.

      “Keep struggling, lover boy. It’ll just make it that much easier to crush you in a second,” Bruce taunted.

      Lucas bucked with his hips and followed with a hook to Bruce’s face, just to see if it could rattle him, make him go on the defensive. Instead of connecting with his face, though, Bruce caught Lucas’s fist with his open palm without looking. From a spectator’s view, it could have appeared that Bruce just put his hand in the right place at the right time and happened to catch Lucas’s fist. But Lucas knew better. That sort of shit didn’t just happen. 

      Bruce grinned, squeezing Lucas’s hand. “Sorry, I know how this part goes. You’ll try to throw me off. I’ll push you back down. You’ll try to hit me. That will leave your arm open for me to grab and then…” He made a snap sound with his fingers. “It just goes downhill from there.”

      Lucas grimaced. It was as he suspected. It wasn’t that Bruce was stronger, faster, or more experienced.

       He knew exactly what was going to happen before it happened. He could predict each and every one of Lucas’s moves with perfect precision.

      Bruce looked down and smiled at Lucas as he made the realization. “Go ahead and do what you’re going to do already. I haven’t got all day,” Bruce said with a smirk. 

      Oh fuck, this was bad. 

      

      Lily’s whole body strained with tension as she watched Lucas on the ground, being pounded by Bruce. This was her fault. Somehow, she should have been stronger. Somehow, she should have fought her dad, found a way around Bruce.

      Lucas had been fighting for her for so long, and what had she done? He had even saved her sister. She looked behind her, glad her father’s thugs were gone. Not that it mattered. She was remembering the girl she’d been with Lucas. The one that had learned to fight, the one that had hope. The one that didn’t let everyone else run the show for her, at least when she was with him.

      He needed her now.

      She stood to face her father.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” he asked. “You can’t interfere now. The match is almost ov—” 

      He was interrupted when she put a hand on his shoulder and brought her knee up into his stomach as hard as she could. He toppled forward with a thud. She heard him curse in agony, but she’d already hopped over him and run for the door before anyone in the VIP room could really make out what was happening.

      It was sweet justice that it was the self-defense Lucas had taught her that had finally felled her dad.

      It didn’t just feel good; it felt awesome. For once, she wasn’t held back by fear, because her only fear was not getting to Lucas fast enough. If she didn’t get to him in time, if she didn’t wipe that look of despair off of his face and set him straight, nothing else would matter.

      She didn’t even blame him for being this beaten down. She was his mate. A shifter lost all purpose when he thought he’d lost his mate. But she needed to make him see he hadn’t lost her.

      Not at all.

      She ran down toward the arena, pushing through the crowd and ignoring the mutters and curses from those she shoved out of her way. She saw her father’s guards making their way toward her, and she ran across a row of people, begging their pardon as she stepped over their legs.

      On the ground, Lucas was struggling. He didn’t look like he had much longer. A guard was waiting for her on the other side of the row, but he wasn’t one of the bigger ones, so she decided to try one of the self-defense moves Lucas had taught her before. She slammed her palm upward into his nose, and it made a satisfying cracking noise as he stepped back with a shriek. She shoved past him and ran down the stairs toward Lucas. There was almost no one in her way anymore.

      Just hang on, Lucas, just a little longer…

      

      Lucas felt despair sinking through him as Bruce continued to strike his face. Hit after hit left him dazed and bloody as he tried to consider a way out of this position. He knew what Bruce was now, but it changed little. He continued to try to strike Bruce to get him off, but Bruce anticipated one of his hits and was able to trap Lucas’s arm in a vise. He started cranking it back at the elbow, causing severe pain that nearly made him black out. 

      Using all of his energy, Lucas moved to break free from Bruce’s grip. For a moment, Lucas felt Bruce’s weight shift too far to one side, and Lucas pushed off, coming out from under him and coming back to a standing position. 

      It had been close. His arm, face, and chest ached. Bruce didn’t have alpha strength, but he’d had the better position on the ground for far too long, and he was still a shifter.

      “Not bad. Not that it matters,” Bruce said, coming forward menacingly. He swiped hard with his right leg at Lucas’s head. Lucas tried to raise his arm to block, but the force still threw him to the ground. He was still dazed from the pain of nearly having his arm broken. 

      Lucas tried to roll back onto his feet, but his movements were too sluggish, and Bruce threw a kick into his side that hurt like hell. Lucas tried to push himself off the ground, but instead, he coughed and saw blood on the ground. Never a good sign.

      “Hey, now you’re making it too easy,” Bruce said, kicking Lucas onto his back and sitting on top of him. Rage ran through Lucas at Bruce’s words, but it was like they were coming at him through a tunnel, echoing and distant. He needed to get up, needed to beat Bruce’s face in, needed to make sure he never got another chance to touch Lily.

      But Bruce had a power he could never match, an alpha power to surpass all others. And Lucas had no alpha power. His only power had been knowing for sure that he was Lily’s alpha, and that had been taken from him.

      He couldn’t win. 

      Bruce slammed his fist down into Lucas’s face, again and again, and Lucas tried to cover his face as he became more and more dazed.

      “Get up!” a hoarse female voice yelled at him. “Get up now, Lucas, or I’ll never forgive you!”

      Was it Lily? He tried to turn to see her, but couldn’t.

      “I still love you, Lucas,” she shouted. “I’ve always loved you. If you die, I die, so get up, you stupid wolf! You know I would never betray you! Get up and beat his ass like I know you can!”

      Lily’s words seemed to penetrate his very bones. It was the voice of his mate saying she was his, saying she believed in him, and he felt his body flooding with strength he hadn’t known he possessed.

      It made no sense, but as her voice became clearer, he found himself able to deflect Bruce’s punches. 

      He pulled his fist back and slammed it through Bruce’s face. For some reason, Bruce didn’t see it coming, and he flew back off of Lucas with a grunt and an arc of spittle and blood. 

      Gathering all his strength, Lucas stood, ignoring the screams from his spent muscles, his aching head. His eyes found Lily standing beside the ring, waiting for him to win. 

      It was the most welcome sight in the world. He wanted to go to her but Bruce was already pulling himself to his feet. 

      “I should have seen that. It shouldn’t have happened.”

      “Looks like you’re the one running out of steam now. One thing I heard about alpha powers, the stronger they are, the more they wear you down. Maybe you shouldn’t have spent all that energy punching me when I was on the ground. Now I doubt you’ll be able to finish me.”

      The tightness of Bruce’s jaw indicated Lucas was right. It would finally be a fair fight. Except it wouldn’t be fair at all because Lucas had Lily on his side, and with her, he couldn’t lose.

      “It doesn’t matter. I’ll still end you now. What I don’t understand is how you got a second wind like that.”

      Lucas didn’t feel like he owed Bruce an answer. And even if he gave him one, he doubted Bruce would understand. He almost pitied the awful bastard because he would never have something like he had.

      “All you need to worry about is how to eat this knuckle sandwich,” Lucas growled. Then, in a lightning-fast move that no one could see coming, Lucas shot forward with a perfectly aimed punch that seemed to go directly through Bruce’s face. He felt the satisfying crunch of multiple of the alpha’s bones, felt his fist driving forward with a need for vengeance. When he was done, Bruce flew backward, staggering until he hit the cage and then slumped in a boneless heap. 

      Lucas stood over him, waiting impatiently for the judge’s official declaration. 

      “The winner, Asher Vale!” said the ref. The crowd went wild with applause. It all seemed so surreal. Lucas looked over for Lily. Her face glowed with relief, reflecting exactly what he felt.

      She was his. Bruce was done. He sank to his knees in gratitude and waited for them to unlock the cage so he could get out.
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      Lily waited for them to announce the winner and let Lucas out of the cage. His eyes met hers and she warmed all over. She still saw confusion there, still knew there would be lots to talk about and explain, but at least he seemed to believe her. 

      And luckily, it seemed to have given him a second chance in the fight. 

      She reached a hand under the cage, hoping to reach Lucas, and he scooted forward to touch her fingers. She grinned at him and he exhaled in relief. As long as they were together, things felt so much better.

      Lily heard footsteps behind her and then was yanked unceremoniously from the ring and tossed back as her father walked forward to face Lucas.

      “You think you’ve won,” he snarled. “But I’ll have you disqualified, just as soon as I have proof. I’ll be damned if you ever see my daughter again.”

      Behind him, two guards latched onto Lily, and Lucas snarled in anger.

      “So once again, I win and you lose. This time when I disappear, I’ll make sure you never find us. And I won’t be dumb enough to set something up like this again for my daughter. I’ll just choose someone myself.”

      “What about all your rules?” Lucas scoffed. “What about your family’s offer?” Lucas looked out at the crowd around them. “You promised her to the victor.”

      “The victor wasn’t supposed to be you!” her dad spat. “Not after all these years. Not after all I’ve done. I won’t have it wasted.”

      Lucas wasn’t listening. Lily saw he was studying the wire fence in front of him that surrounded the ring. Then, with one easy move, he vaulted up and over it, landing directly behind her sputtering dad. 

      As her dad turned to face him, Lucas caught him with a fist right in the nose. Her father howled and fell back, clutching his face, and Lucas walked toward him, glaring. “I’m taking Lily now. If you want to take her, you better bring a fucking army. Because Lily is my mate, and by the time you find us, Ill have claimed her. And then no one in the world can take her away from me.”

      Her father sputtered but didn’t respond. He was finally beaten.  

      Lucas turned to the guards holding Lily. “I suggest you get the fuck off,” he said, and both stepped away easily.

      Lily ran forward into his arms, and the crowd cheered. Presumably, they didn’t know what had just gone on with her father, but they also didn’t care. He tilted her chin up and took her lips with his, searing her to her core, washing the anguish and stress away.

      He cupped her head in both hands and continued to kiss her, ignoring the roar all around them. Then he put a fist up to the crowd, scooped her up in his arms, and carried her off, up the steps that led out of the arena.

      “Where are you taking me?” Lily asked as he continued carrying her out to the parking lot.

      “Home,” he said, holding her tight.

      “Lucas, I’m sorry about last night. There’s an explanation. I promise.” 

      His face tightened, but he kept walking. “I hoped there was. I wanted there to be, but when you didn’t come last night… 

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “You kissed him,” he said, his arms tightening around her as they reached his car and he lifted her into the front seat. “I saw it. And you wouldn’t let me stop him.”

      He walked around to his side of the car and got in. For a moment, he just rested there, one hand on the wheel, head slightly lowered. Then he started the car and pulled out.

      “I couldn’t let you stop him,” Lily said, sad that he was still upset but glad he was actually letting her explain. “He had proof that you weren’t Asher. He could have shown the other alphas and gotten you thrown out. I know it was wrong, but he asked for one kiss with a pack’s promise that he would leave us alone after that. At least he wouldn’t get you thrown out. I had Tim and Tom waiting in the garden, in case things got out of hand. I couldn’t risk bringing you there.”

      Lucas was quiet, so she continued. “I was planning to explain, but my father locked me away after the party so I couldn’t go to you.”

      Lucas took a deep breath an exhaled but kept focusing on the road, though his knuckles were white on the steering wheel. “I didn’t want you to do stuff like this alone. This is exactly why. I hate that you had to go through that. I don’t want anyone to touch you but me.”

      “You were still planning to get my sister out,” she said. “I know you and your brothers are strong, but if you’d been thrown out that night, do you really think you could have come back?”

      “No,” he said. “I think you did the right thing. I just hate it.”

      She folded her arms and looked out at the familiar landscape as they drove. “Well, I’m not sure what to do about that.”

      “I am,” he said, taking a turn onto the road that led toward their family’s dojo. When they reached it, he kept driving, up a road that led to a hill covered in large houses. Could one of these be his?

      “What?” she asked as they stopped in front of an enormous house with a circular driveway. He came around, opened her door, and scooped her up in his arms.

      “I need to wipe every bit of him away so we can both forget.”

      She threw her arms around his neck. That sounded just perfect.

      

      When they walked into Lucas’s mansion, Lucas felt a twinge of nostalgia. He had built this house several years ago from the leftover winnings he’d made that weren’t put toward investments. The house was several stories high, white with dark-blue trim, reminiscent of an old colonial house with a modern twist. It was built on a nice corner plot backed by a small forest so there would be plenty of privacy. 

      “This is your place?” Lily asked, giving a slight gasp as they walked in.

      He laughed. “What did you expect, a shanty in the middle of nowhere?”

      “No, though I can’t say I expected this either,” she replied.

      “Yeah, I built it with you in mind. Even back then, I still couldn’t give up hope. I know it’s probably not as fancy as the places you’re used to living in, but hopefully it’s comfy,” he said, getting the door for her.

      “If it were with you, even a shanty would do for me.”

      Lucas laughed. “Well, that won’t have to be the case. Not ever,” he said.

      The house was in pristine condition, granite floors at the entryway leading to the back with marble columns rising high around a central spiral staircase that led to the upper floors. 

      “It’s perfect,” Lily said. 

      It made Lucas sublimely happy to see her satisfied like this. He was looking forward to satisfying her in another way soon. Wiping every thought of Bruce McGavin out of her mind.

      A sizzling tension filled the air as they realized it was just them, all alone now. Lucas carried Lily up the stairs, taking them two at a time. His wolf was restless to be inside her, claiming her, mating her.

      Forcing himself to slow down, Lucas brought her to the master bedroom and set her softly on the huge four-post bed he’d probably only used once or twice ever. But being here with Lily, this house finally felt like home. 

      “Want to see the shower?” he asked, flashing her a wolfish grin. The past week, they’d always been hiding in corners, never able to be fully naked together. Now there was no rush and no one around, and he wanted to worship every part of her.

      Lily nodded eagerly, and Lucas took her hand to lead her into the connecting bathroom. It was spacious and well lit, with sparkling ivory tile and gold accents. The shower was huge, with glass walls surrounding a space big enough for two, with room to spare and a small bench at the side. 

      “Would you like to get in first?” Lucas asked. 

      Lily nodded. “Could you turn around for a second?” she said, sounding nervous and excited at the same time.

      He turned, though he didn’t see the point when he was about to see all of her in a second. Still, it made the anticipation just that more delicious. 

      Still, he didn’t think anything could be more beautiful than the sound of her voice at the ring, telling him she loved him, telling him she always had.

      “Okay, you can turn around. I’m in,” Lily said.

      Lucas turned. He’d been wrong. The sight of her beautifully naked body, wet and glistening under the showerhead as steam surrounded her soft curves, was the most beautiful thing in the world.

      Lucas quickly threw off his own clothes and stepped into the shower, hungry to touch her. She was so beautiful, all soft, smooth skin and touchable curves. He was instantly so hard it was painful.

      “What do you think?” she asked shyly.

      “Perfect, so perfect, Lily,” he replied, his voice husky from arousal. “You’ve always been perfect.”

      “It’s funny.” She gasped as he leaned forward to place kisses along the side of her neck where the skin was damp and sensitive. “I’ve dreamed of this for so long, but now that we’re here, I feel like I don’t know what to do.”

      “You don’t have to do anything,” he said. “Just let me love you.”

      She sighed and leaned back as his body pressed against hers. He loved the feel of her softness against his hard strength, loved the way they molded together in the heat and the steam, becoming one as he trailed kisses down her shoulder.

      “First, I just want to touch every part of you,” Lucas said, grabbing a bottle of soap and filling his hands with it.

      “Okay,” she said, giving out a sigh as he began to work his hands over her soft curves. Lucas started first with her shoulders, then down her back, up her sides. Her skin was so soft, and he enjoyed the feel of every part of her. 

      Lily gave out another sigh and nestled into him, resting her body against his as he continued to worship her with his hands. He cupped her butt and gave a little squeeze, then felt her soft belly, running his hands along its soft curve and skimming across her belly button. He then brought his hands up to her heavy breasts, holding them in his hands and massaging gently as her sighs became moans.

      “Don’t stop,” she said, her voice breathless.

      “Never,” Lucas replied, feeling her nipples as they hardened to soft tips. He caressed them lightly with his fingers, summoning aroused gasps from Lily that made the wolf in him howl for more.

      The room was full of steam now, the lavender aroma from the soap mixing with her unique scent into something that was as arousing as it was refreshing, filling his senses. 

      Once he felt her breasts had been thoroughly loved, he made a lazy trail down her soft stomach and brought a hand down to the apex of her thighs. She gasped as he reached her most sensitive area, and he closed his eyes as his hands explored the hot, wet folds of her body. It was heaven.

      Then he dipped a finger inside, feeling her heat and tightness there. The wetness he felt was punctuated by the wet warmth of the shower around them.

      He dipped slowly in and out, and Lily went weak in his arms, writhing with pleasure. He supported her with his other arm, being her anchor while they swam in a sea of pleasure together. When she was ready, he added another finger, and then another.

      With each movement, her soft moans aroused Lucas further and further. He couldn’t wait to be inside her.

       He pulled out and began to rub her clit, making small circles around it and then rubbing slowly, intentionally up against it with his finger.

      Lily’s breathing was getting more rapid by the second. He could feel her coming closer, and he eagerly awaited her coming in his arms. 

      With one final stroke, she cried out his name as her back arched against him. He held her close, supporting her as she rode out the orgasm. Her scent and the feel of her skin and her muscles tensing against him was wondrous and arousing. She called his name as he felt the tension subside into relaxation. 

      “I love you,” Lucas whispered into her ear, placing a wet kiss there.

      “I know,” Lily replied, catching her breath. “And I love you too.”

      “Be mine forever,” he said, holding her tight.

      “I’m yours, Lucas.”

      With that, Lucas turned off the water and grabbed a plush terrycloth robe, wrapping Lily in it. He wrapped a smaller towel around himself, picked her up into his arms, and carried her back into the master bedroom to lay her softly on the bed.

      “Lucas?” Lily asked, looking into his eyes, skin glowing from the shower and the pleasure she’d just experienced.

      “Yes?” he replied.

      “Take me. Now.”

      

      Lily waited for Lucas’s answer, but he simply grinned and crawled over to her on the bed. He was entirely overwhelming. Not just physically, though his rippling muscles, incredible height, and beautiful features certainly made her knees weak. But it wasn’t just that or the way his emerald eyes studied her. It was the way he made love.

      And she was so ready for more. A minute ago, she’d felt shy and uncertain. But being with Lucas, she felt like an empress, truly desired above everyone else on the planet. She felt loved and protected by her huge alpha, and she wanted to be claimed as his forever. 

      Her wolf howled in approval, and she looked forward to spending their days together right here. Just the two of them.

      “Take me,” she said again, feeling impatient.

      “I will, in a minute. I want to make sure you’re ready as possible.” Lucas’s eyes were alight with desire whenever he looked at her, and she loved it.

      “What do you mean?” She knew he was huge, having seen him in the shower, but she felt like she couldn’t be any more ready for him. She needed him inside her, right now.

      Lucas didn’t answer, but simply positioned himself between her legs and spread them wide. He leaned down to tease her right at her center, this time with his mouth

      Every touch felt even more amazing, knowing they rightfully belonged to each other now. No secrets, no hiding, nobody else to stop them. Just her and Lucas, together like this forever. 

      She could feel his tongue working expertly against her, and each flick made her body respond instantly, her mind exploding with the sheer pleasure of it. She could smell his masculine scent as he licked and laved and loved her body. Just in the past few minutes, he’d already given her far more pleasure than she had ever imagined being able to receive. Yet she was still waiting eagerly for the finale.

      Her thoughts were interrupted as she could take no more and came, her already sensitive nerves sparking with release as her vision was blurred by the sensations overwhelming her. Lucas brought his hands up and held hers as she went, her hands tightening and holding on for dear life as each pulse went through her, radiating and satisfying and amazing all at the same time.

      When she finally came back down to earth, Lucas was watching her. She loved the way he looked at her, intense and caring. She hoped their children would have beautiful eyes like his.

      “Are you ready?” he asked as he came over her, each muscle in his arms defined perfectly as he propped himself above her. She ran her fingers lightly along his arms just to feel the incredible corded strength there.

      “Yes. Make me yours, Lucas.”

      She could feel him at her entrance, poised to go inside. She was so wet and ready. She wanted to feel every part of him.

      He moved in slowly, and at first, the sensation shocked her. It was so unlike anything she’d ever felt. His sheer size filled her completely, and for a moment, she wasn’t sure if he was going to fit. But he waited, and as her body slowly accommodated him, her shock turned to unmitigated pleasure. He moved all the way in, their two bodies coming together completely.

      The sensation was ecstasy.

      She could see he felt the same, his body tensed and his eyes unable to hide the pleasure he was experiencing. 

      Then he started to move, slowly coming out of her, then pushing back in. Each stroke was heaven for Lily, and she could feel every part of him against every part of her. Her entire body felt like it was on fire. 

      “Wow, that’s so much more than I even expected,” he said, gazing intently into her eyes. “It’s heaven with you, Lily.”

      She closed her eyes, wondering if she should tell him she’d been thinking the same thing. But as he continued to move faster and faster, all she could do was hold on as her body moved instinctively in time with his.

      She felt pressure building inside her, different than ever before. This was more than what they’d done in her room or out in the garden. This was something much stronger. 

      She twisted her hands in the sheets, unable to take the sensation building between them.

      “Hold on to me,” Lucas growled. “I want to feel you.”

      She held on, letting her nails dig in as he continued to take her to new heights of tension and pleasure. “Lucas, I can’t…”

      “Come with me,” Lucas urged. “Let go, love.”

      “I can’t,” she said. “It’s too strong.”

      He reached out and brushed her hair off her face, slowing their pace for a moment as he took her mouth in a deep kiss while they were still joined together. The kiss went on and on, his tongue stroking as he began to move again, but this time, she stayed relaxed, and it felt that when the pleasure built this time, she wouldn’t be able to stop it.

      The sensation built to a fever pitch, and she felt like she could barely take any more. Lucas pushed one more time into her, all the way to the hilt, and he brought his hand down to stimulate her. With that final stroke of his hand, she came apart, a kaleidoscope of sensation cascading over her. A second later, she could feel him doing her, pushing inside her with power and wetness and warmth as he howled his proclamation to the universe that she was his forever.

      Her own orgasm shook her to the very core, overwhelming and incredible. She felt her wolf deep inside her, satisfied and aware of her mate. She felt more alive in those few moments than she’d ever felt over the entirety of her life. And even when her body began to relax, she was filled with an incredible satisfaction that seemed could never be diminished.

      Lucas came out of her slowly and snuggled beside her, pulling the plush, soft sheets over them as she enjoyed the afterglow of their amazing sex.

      “How was it?” he asked, nuzzling the back of her neck.

      “Do you need to ask?” she replied.

      Lucas laughed and pulled her closer to him, the two of them fitting perfectly together. 

      In her mind’s eye, Lily could see cubs in their future, not far off, playing in the forest behind their new home, being watched over by the careful eyes of their father. She looked forward to growing older with Lucas, having grandchildren, taking care of each other in their waning years.

      The past years had been painful, but as Lily saw it, they were only the start of something much grander and much greater.

      “I can’t wait to do that again tomorrow, honey,” Lucas whispered. “Thank you for believing in me.”

      Lily turned to look at her mate. “Thank you for fighting for me. For us. For never giving up.”

      Lucas nodded and smiled. “Always.”

      Lily nestled back into his arms, enjoying the soothing feeling of being surrounded by her love. As sleep slowly crept over her, she thanked the universe for bringing them back together again. For bringing Lucas back to her. For giving her the courage to finally fight for what she wanted.

      Lily knew that Lucas was the one who’d won the tournament, but as she stroked his hair and listened to his heartbeat, she felt like she was the one who’d won the prize.
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      Lily spent the next week sequestered in the house with Lucas. After all, they had seven years apart to catch up on. On the seventh day, she agreed to have Laurel over to the house. She’d checked in with her sister by phone, just to make sure she was doing okay, but she trusted Lucas’s family to treat her as one of their own.

      Laurel hadn’t seemed to have any problem spending time with the Vale brothers, and Lily just hoped she hadn’t caused them much trouble. Laurel was much more sheltered than she’d ever been, even at seventeen.

      When he heard a knock, Lucas groaned. “I don’t want to go downstairs,” he said, catching her by the hand and pulling her back to nuzzle her neck, making her giggle.

      “Stop it. I have family responsibilities, and I haven’t seen Laurel in a while.”

      “Did your dad even let you two see each other often?” he asked.

      She nodded. “No reason not to. He knew I couldn’t get her out of there.”

      “Does she even understand what was going on?” Lucas asked.

      “No, and I don’t want her to,” Lily answered, brushing dark hair out of his eyes. She loved to be able to see the green there, hated anything obscuring it.

      “Well, fine then. We’ll go down. But just so you know, according to my brothers, she’s been doing fine there.”

      “Is Jordan still around?” she asked as Lucas led her out the door. “I thought he was due back on tour.”

      Lucas shook his head. “I’m not sure. I think he’s planning to take a break or something. Either way, I think he meant to stay a little while to make sure your sister had protection, along with Asher.”

      “Very nice of him,” she said.

      “I wouldn’t exactly call Jordan nice,” Lucas said.

      Lily had to laugh. Jordan had always been the most intense of the brothers. When she’d dated Lucas before, she’d remembered Jordan as a few years younger, a tall, grumpy teen with more muscles and looks than he’d known what to do with and a bad attitude to match.

      She’d seen him as an adult once since then, when he came by to give Lucas a report on how things were going at the dojo, and she was surprised by how much he’d changed. He was tall and handsome, like Lucas, but with dark-auburn hair and reddish-brown eyes that glowed almost crimson. He shared Lucas’s aristocratic-looking features, straight nose, square jaw, but had a much different demeanor, severe and serious and not altogether friendly.

      She hoped Asher was the one bringing Laurel over. They didn’t let her go anywhere alone, due to still being paranoid about her father being out there somewhere, waiting. Lily was mated so there was no point there, but who knew if he would decide to come for Laurel. If he’d have the balls to.

      The knock resounded throughout the house again, and she shouted down that they were coming and heard a girlish giggle in response.

      When she made it downstairs, Lucas opened the door for her, and Laurel ran into her arms, squeezing the air out of her. She immediately started pouring out her heart about everything that had happened and the fun she was having with Lucas’s brothers and how she’d been missing Lily. 

      Above her, Lucas and Lily hared a bemused grin.

      Behind them, Asher stood watching with folded arms and a grim expression. 

      Lily had to laugh at his solemn face. “What’s wrong, Asher? How are things going with my kid sister?”

      Laurel looked up at her, beaming as she took her arm and guided her into the kitchen. “Things are going great!” she leaned in to whisper conspiratorially. “More than great. Oh my gosh, Lucas’s brothers are so hot. I can’t decide who I want. Asher’s fine, but Jordan’s like the hottest person in the world…”

      “Thanks,” Asher said in a deadpan voice.

      “No offense. I just have a thing for bad boys,” she called back.

      “That’s fine, except at your age, you should have a thing for no boys,” he called back.

      “I’m only four years younger than you,” she spat, and Lucas and Lily separated them with a shared eye roll.

      “Where’s Jordan?” Lucas asked, looking behind them.

      “Couldn’t come,” Asher said. “Had some sort of meeting that majorly pissed him off. Did you hear they’re getting him a PR rep? Hilarious.”

      “PR rep?”

      “Yeah, apparently, despite all his wins, he’s coming off as really unlikeable, so they hired some lady to help him out.”

      Lucas frowned. “They hired a lady. To work with Jordan?”

      Asher shrugged. “May God have mercy on her soul.”

      They laughed as Lily and Laurel shared puzzled looks. Then they all settled at the kitchen table as Lucas locked the door and went to get them drinks.

      Lily grinned as she watched him work. This all felt so right. Their home, their family. 

      Just in one week with Lucas, she’d felt like everything was different now. She looked forward to each new day. For once, she wasn’t living in fear, and she loved knowing Laurel was happy too, even if she seemed to be an expert at getting on Asher’s nerves.

      Lucas put glasses and a pitcher of lemonade on the counter and poured a glass specifically for Lily. He gave her a kiss on the cheek as he leaned down to place it in front of her. She blushed and looked over at the others, but they were busy arguing again, so she leaned back into Lucas’s embrace to share a quiet moment with him.

      Lucas bent down to whisper in her ear. “I can’t wait to get you alone again,” he said. 

      “Me too,” she whispered back.

      Then he sat beside her and they held hands, just treasuring the quiet joy that came from being next to the ones you love and knowing you get to keep them forever.

      

      

      Thanks so much for reading Lucas and Lily’s story!  If you enjoyed I hope you’ll leave them a review to let me know. Even just a few words makes all the difference.

      Lucas’s brother Asher appeared in my series Alpha Contender, and due to fan response, I decided to create a series based on him and his two martial arts wielding brothers. Jordan’s story is up next, sign up for my newsletter here to be notified when it goes on sale. http://eepurl.com/3KYtH

      And if you haven’t read my series Alpha Contender, which stars several of the characters that appear here, you can get it now on amazon in a 300 plus page boxed set for .99 or free through Kindle Unlimited.

      Alpha Contender Boxed Set Sale

      Thanks so much for being awesome fans. It’s your support and your reviews that help me release quickly, keep prices low and still make a living. 

      I appreciate you all so much,

      Sincerely,

      Terry Bolryder

      Also, you can visit me on Terry’s Facebook 

      Or, you can visit my webpage at terrybolryder.com

      Or write me at terrybolryder@gmail.com

      I’ll be hard at work on the next story!
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      Bearstone Park Series (Standalone novels)

      A billionaire tech mogul, a movie star, and an Olympic snowboarder come back to Bearstone Park and find unexpected but wonderful mates.

      Bearllionaire 

      Bearlebrity

      Bearthlete

      Alpha Games Serial (Novellas with cliffhangers between volumes)

      An alpha female returns home to the pack mates she left and finds herself choosing between three alpha males in this paranormal romance serial from Terry Bolryder

      Alpha Games Boxed Set

      Or buy separately:

      Alpha Games 1

      Alpha Games 2

      Alpha Games 3

      Alpha Games 4

      Alpha Rogue Serial (Novellas with cliffhangers between volumes)

      An MMA fighting shifter meets his match in his exciting paranormal romance serial from Terry Bolryder.

      Alpha Rogue Boxed Set Sale

      Or buy separately:

      Alpha Rogue 1

      Alpha Rogue 2

      Alpha Rogue 3

      Alpha Contender Serial (Novellas with cliffhangers between volumes)

      A average human woman finds out she’s a desirable female alpha and ends up in a mansion with ten possible suitors in this paranormal romance serial from Terry Bolryder.

      Alpha Contender Boxed Set Sale

      Or buy separately:

      Alpha Contender 1

      Alpha Contender 2

      Alpha Contender 3

      Alpha Contender 4

      

      Thanks so much for reading!

      Terry
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