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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Psych 
 
    I stare at the blubbering mess of what used to be a man named Marco. He is strapped to a chair that my father has bolted to the warehouse floor for situations like this. The bare light bulb that hangs above his head offers the only illumination on this dark and dreary night. There is no escaping me or the Fallen Legion MC. The warehouse is deserted and decrepit, located on the outskirts of town. No one comes out here anymore, and that’s exactly the way we like it. 
 
    “What do you want to do with him now?” Gears questions, his face a mask of indifference. 
 
    I stare at my best friend for a long moment while debating how to answer his question. We have known each other our entire lives, and he would never judge me or question my decisions. But what I am feeling is beyond words. There’s a reason the Fallen Legion gave me the nickname “Psych.” I deserve to be locked up in a psych ward on the best of days. 
 
    Today is not one of my good days. 
 
    “Blowtorch.” 
 
    Gears hesitates for a single heartbeat before moving to get what I asked for. This may not be his style, but he has had my back since we were five years old, and he will in this as well. Stepping closer to the man, I take in the work we have already done. On the floor lay all ten severed fingers, and his face and torso are beaten to a pulp. He used to be what people would classify as an attractive man. Mid-thirties, dark hair, clean-shaven, nice suit. It’s exactly what made him the perfect predator. No one expected it. 
 
    If you saw him now, though, you would never have guessed what he used to look like. His expensive suit is ruined. Not just from the blood I’ve spilled today but the fact that he pissed himself at the beginning of the fucked-up adventure we’re on. 
 
    “Please,” he pleads through his busted lips. His voice is low and pained. 
 
    A sense of immense satisfaction flows through me, knowing I’m responsible for his current state and I will be responsible for his death before the sun rises later. My panther prowls the corners of my mind, not yet satisfied with the violence we have wrought against this piece of shit. 
 
    “Tell me, Marco,” I say casually. “Did you stop and heed the pleas of the women you raped? Or did you simply continue to do whatever you wanted?” 
 
    Marco shakes his head. “I never—” but I cut him off with another hard hit to his face. 
 
    “Don’t lie to him,” Gears says calmly. He sets the blowtorch on the table we have stationed beside the chair. “You don’t want to piss him off.” 
 
    “I’ve seen the footage. You were caught red-handed and still want to lie to me?”  
 
    My voice doesn’t rise with my anger. I am calm and in control. Always. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Marco sobs. “I swear it will never happen again.” 
 
    “Finally.” I smile at him. He shrinks back away from me as far as the chair will allow, knowing this isn’t going to end well for him. “Something we can agree on.” 
 
    Circling behind him, I take a set of rusted tongs in one hand and the blowtorch in the other. My panther purrs in satisfaction, knowing there will be more bloodshed in the near future. I smile in relief, finally being able to slake my bloodlust and satisfy the monster that lives just beneath my skin. The violence calms me. It’s why my father, the President of the Fallen Legion MC, promoted me to the position of Enforcer the moment I was fully patched into the club. I live and breathe for this shit. 
 
    “Cut his suit off him,” I instruct Gears calmly. Marco sobs louder, blubbering words that I can’t even make out as my friend complies. 
 
    As the last fragments of material hit the blood-soaked concrete floor, I step back in front of him. “Now, it’s time for you to receive some of the pain you so easily wrought on those innocent women. You can scream and cry, but I will have no mercy. Just like you.” 
 
    Using the tongs, I harshly grip his shriveled prick and lift it away from his body. With a trained flick of my wrist, the blowtorch shoots to life. Marco tries to scurry away, but there is nowhere to go. It’s time to face the consequences of his actions. The scent of burning flesh and singed hair permeates the air and burns my nostrils as I run the flame slowly along the length of his cock. The flesh bubbles beneath my gaze as his agonized screams reach the high beams overhead. 
 
    We are miles from town and everything else. I’m not worried about anyone hearing him. Besides, I’m sure if I should show the proof to anyone, they wouldn’t even think twice about what I was doing. 
 
    “He’s out,” Gears says after a while. 
 
    I didn’t even realize the asshole had passed out from all the pain. He doesn’t deserve to be spared a moment of this. “Wake him up.” I shut off the torch. 
 
    It only takes a moment for the smelling salts to do their work. At first, the fucker is numb to the pain, probably hoping this will be nothing more than a bad dream, but then the pain hits. The scream that tears from his lungs is high-pitched and quickly grates on not just my nerves but that of my panther. The noise is getting to be too much, driving me closer to the edge of insanity, and I know I will need to finish this sooner rather than later. 
 
    Removing my hunting blade from the holster at my side, I carve the word rapist into his chest before slicing open his stomach and letting his guts spill to the floor. 
 
    “Hang him from the Bay Street Bridge where everyone can see him,” I instruct my friend as I turn and leave. 
 
    Straddling my old black Harley parked outside, I contemplate shifting. But I can’t do that just yet, even though I would gladly allow my panther to take charge for a while. I need to head back to the compound and update my father on the situation. I doubt he’ll be happy with the outcome, but I really couldn’t give a shit. 
 
    Afterward, I will let my beast out and give him a chance to bask in the glory of our violence. Tonight, we have done what we were made to do. My panther and I believe that no one should be allowed to harm innocents, and we will take whatever steps necessary to right any wrongs we see fit.  
 
    In my life, I have done many horrible things. Deeds that most others would never be able to fathom or forgive, but I have never harmed an innocent. And I sure as shit won’t allow it to happen in our territory. 
 
    **** 
 
    Aryanna 
 
    I look over my shoulder at my best friend, Isabel, a lynx shifter who is struggling to keep up with my cougar. I finally stop and give her a chance to catch up. 
 
    “You’re such a bitch,” Isabel says playfully when she shifts beside me.  
 
    I can’t help but laugh because I know my best friend isn’t pissed at me. We’ve been friends since we were toddlers, and she is someone I can tell anything to. She’d keep my secrets as I would keep hers. 
 
    We lay down on the soft underbrush and listened to the animals that had scurried away when we arrived, starting to return. I could easily stay out here all day. It’s one of the most peaceful places I have ever been, and I love coming here. I turn my head to stare at my friend. I have always been jealous of her beauty. Dark hair, olive skin, and brilliant green eyes. She is curvy and confident—things I have never been. 
 
    “Do you think we’ll be stuck in the mansion forever?” I ask. 
 
    Isabel sighs. “I’m not sure. I have it easier than you. I’m just the daughter of the head of security for your father. I’ve always had more freedom than you have.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Your father is also overprotective.” 
 
    “Not as bad as yours. He’s the head of this county’s mafia, so many people would love to get their hands on you. I don’t blame him for being overprotective of you.” 
 
    I have heard horror stories of what the rival mafia families did to each other. There is no code of honor in the mafia. It doesn’t matter if it’s a woman or a child. They’d torture us just like they do the men. Innocent blood shed all in the name of building an empire. 
 
    Isabel rolls to her stomach. “We better get back before they know we’re gone.” 
 
    I sigh. If I can’t have some freedom soon, I’m afraid I’ll go crazy. 
 
    “Fine.” We go to stand when both of us catch the scent of another shifter. I know neither of us recognizes the scent, and fear curls low in my stomach. 
 
    I sniff the air, and I can feel the threat of danger that makes my cat ripple beneath my skin, begging to be let free. “I want you to go back.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you here,” Isabel whispers. 
 
    “I can run faster than you. You have to go, fetch Dom. I need to distract this person before they catch your scent. I’ll be right behind you.” I push her shoulder hard. “Go.” 
 
    “God, please be right behind me,” Isabel says before shifting back into her lynx and taking off between the trees. 
 
    When I feel she is far enough away, I test the air again, and my heart feels like it’s about to burst out of my chest when I sense the other shifter is much closer than I originally anticipated. Much closer than it was before. I listen to the trees rustle in the wind and notice all the animals have gone back into hiding, sensing the danger. 
 
    I can’t wait another moment. I shift into my cougar and race after Isabel. 
 
    If my cougar could have screamed, she would have when something big and hard ran into us, sending us flying through the air. I land and fight to regain my breath from the impact and the terror I feel. Before I can get upright, a heavy black cat presses me into the earth. 
 
    What the hell is a panther doing in my family’s woods? 
 
    The bigger cat shifts, and a man stares down at me. Even in human form, he is massive and strong enough to hold my cougar down. 
 
    I shift from my animal back to my human form to talk with the intruder. 
 
    “Who are you?” I ask. 
 
    “I want to know who the fuck you are,” he replies with a frown. 
 
    I don’t know what to tell him. My father has always told me not to give strangers any information about myself, but this feels different. Something about this man draws me and makes my body hum instead of the fear I should be feeling. 
 
    “These are my family’s woods—you’re trespassing,” I say instead. 
 
    He snorts. “I don’t give a shit.” 
 
    I don’t know if I like his arrogance or not. “Tell me who you are, asshole,” I demand. 
 
    “You’re awfully bratty for a person that’s pinned to the ground.” 
 
    I try to push him off me, but it’s like trying to move a boulder. Every cell in my body freezes when he chuckles. He lifts himself off of me and gazes down the length of my naked body. It feels like his gaze burns into me. Every cell in my body is awoken at the same time it softens. Most shifters aren’t shy about being nude, and I’d never been before, until this moment. 
 
    But I also have never had anyone look at me the way this man was. My body goes into a state of unexpected desire, and my skin turns sensitive as his scent surrounds me. Saliva pools in my mouth, my heart begins to beat erratically, and it feels like a molten river raging through my body. These unknown feelings and the violence of my reactions were starting to scare me. Yet I have this intense urge to wrap my arms around him. Everything I feel is foreign to me, and I should be more fearful of this stranger, but all I feel is a sense of being whole for the first time in my life. 
 
    “Please tell me who you are?” I beg softly. 
 
    “My name is Draven. Now tell me yours.” 
 
    “Aryanna.” 
 
    “Well, Aryanna, we have a dilemma,” he says. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It seems we’re a mated pair.” 
 
    I don’t understand at first. “You’re saying you’re … my mate?” 
 
    “Yes. Can you not feel it?” 
 
    I did feel different. But now that I knew he was my mate, all the different sensations made perfect sense. 
 
    “Why have I never seen you around?” I ask. 
 
    “Because I live many miles away and never come to this area.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” I wonder if he realizes his thumbs are caressing my wrists that he has pinned above my head and that his cock is pressing on my swollen clit and moving from side to side, driving my need to mate with him to soar. 
 
    “Let’s just say I had a bad day and needed to run,” Draven says. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “You said these are your woods?” he asks. 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “I thought these belonged to the Esposito family.” 
 
    “They do.” 
 
    His whole body stiffens above mine. 
 
    “You’re Stefano Esposito’s daughter,” he states, not bothering to ask the question. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Fuck. I was hoping this would be simple, but of course, nothing in my life could ever be easy,” he says, releasing my hands. “My father is Micah West.” 
 
    Oh, God. “You’re with the Fallen Legion MC?” 
 
    “Yup.” He frowns once more. 
 
    “My father hates yours for some reason,” I state the obvious. 
 
    Our families have been at war since before I was born, so I’m sure he already knows this information. 
 
    “Our fathers have always hated each other. I’m sure they would kill each other if they were given half a chance,” he says. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” I question even though I feel silly asking. There was no way our fathers would let us be together. It didn’t matter that we were a mated pair, and this was our only chance at having a family and being happy. 
 
    God, if my father forbade me to be with my mate, it would kill me. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I will figure something out. I won’t just walk away from my one chance at happiness.” 
 
    We both freeze when we hear someone approaching. 
 
    “Someone’s coming this way,” I say. “You must go. How will we be able to communicate?” 
 
    “We won’t, but I will come for you. Now go. We’ll see each other soon.” 
 
    He presses a hard kiss to my lips, shifts, and runs off. 
 
    I smell the air, and my anxiety rises to a new level when I scent my brother, and a few others headed my way. I shift quickly, race to the creek, wade into the water, and lay down, washing Draven’s scent from my fur even though it’s the last thing I want to do. When my brother finds me, I am calmly drinking from the water. 
 
    “What the fuck, Ari?” my brother Domenico growls. 
 
    I stare at him, taking a moment to compose myself before shifting. “I was coming home. I needed a drink.” 
 
    “Everybody’s looking for you. Isabel said there was an unknown shifter in our territory.” He scanned the area around us, always looking for a threat. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to worry anyone.” I keep my gaze trained on my feet so my brother can’t see the lie. 
 
    “Come on,” Domenico says. “Father is going to want to see you.” 
 
    “I’m right behind you,” I say and shift again.  
 
    My animal glances back to where Draven went, but we can’t spot him. Turning, I follow my brother toward the mansion.  
 
    It feels like Draven took a huge part of me with him when he left, and I know I won’t feel whole again until we’re together. I need to keep my wits around my family and keep my mate a secret until we figure out a solution. I clear my mind of all thoughts of Draven. I can think about him later when I’m alone. It’s all I can do until Draven comes for me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Psych 
 
    It goes against every instinct I have to turn tail and run from Aryanna. My panther howls inside my mind, wanting nothing more than to return to his—our—mate, and ensure she is safe. I also want to sink my cock so deep inside her, that she never forgets who I am or who she belongs to. But I know I need to leave until I can figure this out. 
 
    I never considered the possibility of finding my mate in my backyard. It was always a far-off notion that perhaps I would someday meet the person that completed my soul. But this? This was a major fucking problem. Our fathers, our families, despise each other. They always have. 
 
    I never would have known she was my mate if my asshole panther hadn’t driven me to shift. I wanted to handle business, and all he wanted to do was run. The constant noise inside my head finally had me giving in to his incessant demands and allowing my beast free reign. Thinking back now, it seemed like he knew exactly where she would be. But that’s impossible, right? 
 
    My panther bounds out of the forest and into the compound where the Fallen Legion clubhouse is located before I shift back. My skin ripples with the effort of keeping my panther under control, and I breathe harshly as I try to win the fight between us for dominance. He wants to return to Aryanna, but now isn’t the right time. 
 
    “What has you in such a twist?” my older brother Cian asks as he comes up behind me. 
 
    “None of your business,” I snap. 
 
    I don’t want anyone to know about me finding my mate. Not yet at least. Already, I’m protective of the beautiful cougar shifter. I need to take some time and figure out what the fuck I am going to do because knowing she’s out there, unclaimed, is driving me fucking crazy. 
 
    Cian studies me closely. “He wants you in his office,” he says before walking away. 
 
    He doesn’t explain his words because he knows I will understand. My father has summoned me. The last thing I want to do is spend time with my father. He isn’t a bad man by any stretch of the imagination, but he currently stands in the way of what I want most—Aryanna. The perfect mafia princess.  
 
    The moment I caught her scent, I knew my life would never be the same again. But that could never compare to having her pinned beneath me. Hair the color of caramel, eyes so light blue they’re almost white, and perfect alabaster skin I can’t wait to leave my mark on. My cock hasn’t gone down since I laid eyes on her. 
 
    I knock loudly on the thick wooden door of my father’s office before entering. Zero, my father’s vice president, is beside him as always. They are looking over papers strewn across the scarred wooden desk that dominates most of the space. I sit in a cracked dark-brown leather chair and wait for either one to address me. 
 
    “Are you proud of yourself?” my father asks without looking at me. 
 
    “Generally? Yes,” I reply. “Or are you referring to something specific?” 
 
    “Don’t get smart with me, boy,” he says in a perfectly calm tone. My father is almost always in control. “I was there when you came into this godforsaken world. I can just as easily be the one who takes you out.” 
 
    We glare at one another. I am his son, after all. Very few things in this life scare me. I am a product of the environment I grew up in and the people who nurtured me along the way. I won’t back down from a challenge for anything. 
 
    “Marco. The man you killed tonight,” Zero says, enlightening me as to what has my father’s panties in a twist. 
 
    “Ah…” I rub at the light stubble on my chin. “Yes, I am exceedingly proud of that work.” 
 
    “Do you want to start a war?” my father asks. “I know you’re a twisted motherfucker, but I can’t believe you would want to see the streets run red with blood.” 
 
    “He deserved it.” 
 
    “That wasn’t your call to make.” He slams his fist on the table, shattering the facade of cool collectedness he wears like armor. 
 
    “Then you should have sent Cian to deal with the problem,” I smirk, knowing it’s my job. 
 
    I know I’m pushing all his buttons, and it’s likely to get my ass kicked, but the frustration running through my veins has me pushing for a fight. 
 
    “Get the fuck out!” he yells. He glares, knowing that nothing he says will have an effect on me. 
 
    Taking my time, I leave his office and head toward the kitchen for a snack. 
 
    “Isn’t it a little early to be pissing him off?” my sister Rylee asks with an eye roll. 
 
    “Probably,” I say as I hug her before heading to the fridge. 
 
    Of all the people in my life, she’s the only person I would never challenge or demean. I love my sister with everything I am, even if I’m not always exactly sure what that means. 
 
    “Oh my God,” she gasps. 
 
    “What?” I spin around at her stunned tone, looking for any signs of danger. 
 
    “I can smell her on you. Your mate.” 
 
    Her eyes are wide with surprise when I cover her mouth with my hand. 
 
    “Shit, Rylee. Keep your voice down.” I hiss. 
 
    She nods, and I release her. 
 
    “But why? Isn’t this supposed to be something great? When do I get to meet her?” 
 
    I can see and feel her excitement. Most of the time, we all forget she’s a female, but I can now see the girl she works so hard to hide from the world. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I grumble as I start to make a sandwich. “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “What!” she exclaims. “If this bitch thinks she’s too good for you, I will fucking—” but I cut her off. 
 
    “It’s not that, Dutchess. Calm down.” How do I explain this without giving away too much? “Her father hates me.” 
 
    “Fuck him.” She has her hands on her hips. 
 
    “It’s not that simple.” I rub a hand down my face before taking a bite of my sandwich, even though I’m not hungry anymore. “It could be bad for everyone, not just me.” 
 
    “Listen to me, Draven.” She points at me. “You only get one mate in this life. One chance at true happiness, and you shouldn’t let that pass you by because of this club, our family, or hers. I wouldn’t.” 
 
    And with that, she walks away. I know she’s right, but how the hell am I supposed to do this? Claim a woman that may or may not want me while trying not to start World War III. Usually, I am all action, not thought, but I need to find a way to keep everyone I care for alive and get the girl. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    **** 
 
    Aryanna 
 
    I return to the mansion and hurry to my room to dress before seeing my father, Stefano Esposito, one of the most feared mafia dons this country has ever known. It isn’t a smart thing to keep him waiting. 
 
    Being in the same room with him is the last thing I want to do. My nerves are strung tight, and my body is still buzzing with a sexual need I never thought existed. Also, I suck at lying, and I am terrified he will see right through me. 
 
    I race down the stairs and head toward my father’s office. Taking a deep breath, I knock on the door and wait. 
 
    “Come in,” my father yells. 
 
    I nod at the guard who stands by the door to open it. I can’t ever remember a time there wasn’t a guard here. Or any amount of armed people in and around the mansion I grew up in. I always knew her father was paranoid about being killed because many people would like to see him dead. 
 
    I stroll into the office and wait before my father’s desk for him to notice me. Oh, I know he’s aware I’m here, he’s just reminding me of his authority over me, and if I had the guts, I’d roll my eyes. 
 
    My father lays his pen down, sits back, and stares at me. It takes every bit of bravery not to divert my gaze. 
 
    “So, I hear you put the entire household in an uproar?” 
 
    I nod. “I didn’t mean to, Father. Isabel and I went for a run in the woods and thought we smelled the scent of another shifter. Since she is slower than me, I sent her back ahead of me, knowing I would easily catch up with her. By the time I realized what it really was, she was too far away for me to yell that everything was okay. It was only a small bobcat, not a shifter. I was headed back here when I stopped to get a drink, and that’s when Domenico found me.” 
 
    I can feel sweat gathering and sliding down my spine as my father stares at me. I know he’s trying to psych me out, but I hold strong. 
 
    “What have I told you about what will happen to you if one of my enemies catches you?” he asks lowly. 
 
    “I remember everything you’ve told me, and I promise I’m being careful…” 
 
    “Careful?” he yells. “That’s bullshit. You were how far from the mansion?” 
 
    “Just a few miles.” 
 
    His eyebrows spike. “A few miles. You’ve been pushing it lately, daughter, and I’m going to have to put a tighter leash on you.” 
 
    “Father…” 
 
    “No. If you don’t take your safety seriously, I will. Go to your room. I’ll have a tray sent up.” 
 
    “Father, if you’d only listen to me…” 
 
    “Enough! Get out.” 
 
    I stare at him for a moment, but he has already dismissed me and returned to his paperwork. I sigh and turn to leave. The door opens before I can get to it. 
 
    “Thank you, Benny,” I say to the guard outside the door. 
 
    “You’re welcome, Miss.” 
 
    My father’s second-in-command walks into the office as I exit, and I hear the name “West.” The office door closes behind me, making it impossible for me to hear anything else they say. If people hadn’t been around, I would have pressed my ear against the door to listen. 
 
    I don’t look or talk to anyone as I return to my room, closing and locking the door behind me. I lean against it and take a few breaths to calm my heart, which doesn’t seem to help ease my discomfort. I press my hand to my stomach, where the kernel of desire Draven sparked in me is still smoldering, and I wonder if it will ever be extinguished. 
 
    I walk over to my window and look out past the backyard of my father’s mansion to the forest beyond where I’d met Draven. For the longest time, all I could do was stare at it and pray my mate would find a way for us to be together because I won’t survive without him now. 
 
    I have no idea how long I stood in front of the window before there was a knock on my door. The last thing I want is food that my father sent up to me, but if I don’t take it, I’ll never hear the end of it. 
 
    I unlock the door expecting a maid, but I am pleasantly surprised to find Isabel. Grabbing her arm, I yank her into my room. 
 
    “What the hell happened to you?” Isabel asked. 
 
    I pull her further from the door before sitting on my bed. 
 
    “God, Isabel…” 
 
    “What? You’re scaring me.” 
 
    She sits beside me, and I hold onto her hands. I’m afraid to say anything, but if I don’t, I’ll go crazy. 
 
    “The shifter we smelled?” 
 
    “Yeah, you told your brother and father it was a bobcat.” 
 
    I nod. “I did tell them that. But, Isabel, it was a panther.” 
 
    My friend’s eyes widen. “Did you get hurt?” 
 
    “No.” I take a breath. “It was my mate.” Saying it out loud made it even more real. 
 
    I laugh when Isabel’s mouth drops open in shock. 
 
    “But … how?” 
 
    “It had to be fated because we would never have met if not for him coming to our woods.” 
 
    “Who is he? Where is he from?” Isabel whispers excitedly. 
 
    But all I want to do is cry at the unfairness of the situation. 
 
    “This is the scary part. My mate is Draven West.” 
 
    Isabel’s brows snapped together. “I’ve heard that name before.” 
 
    “Probably. He’s the son of the president of the Fallen Legion MC.” 
 
    Isabel looks like she might be choking. “God, your families hate each other.” 
 
    I nod and can’t help the tears that finally fall from my eyes. 
 
    “I know. I have no idea what we’ll do, but he’s my only chance at love and having a family. And I know it’s the same with him.” 
 
    Isabel stares down at our hands. “What was he like?” 
 
    Every shifter dreams of one day meeting the fated mate, and I understand the excitement and curiosity she is trying so hard to hide. A smile crosses my face, and I feel myself light up from within as his face appears in my mind. 
 
    “Beautiful. He’s everything I’ve always dreamed of. He is huge, and his skin is darker than mine. He’s got thick dark hair that I wanted to run my fingers through. His eyes, God, his eyes were a beautiful marble gray and seemed to stare into my soul. I had the strongest urge to climb onto his lap and let him protect me against the hostile world we were both born into. I know in my heart he’d do whatever it took to take care of me and keep me safe.” 
 
    Isabel fans her face. “Holy shit. I’m terrified for you both, and at the same time, envious.” 
 
    Our gazes jerk toward the bedroom door when we hear someone approach. 
 
    “Quickly, hide,” I said. 
 
    Isabel races into my closet. I make sure she is hidden before opening the door. I instantly calm down when I see it’s only one of the maids with the meal my father sent up. 
 
    “Thank you, Melly,” I say as I take the tray from her. 
 
    “You’re welcome, Miss. Will there be anything else?” 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    I wait until she leaves before closing my bedroom door and going to the closet. 
 
    “Isabel, you can come out now.” 
 
    Isabel slowly walks out of my closet, looking around to make sure we are alone once more. 
 
    “You better not stay,” I say, even though I want her to stay. “My father said nothing about not having a visitor, but I don’t want to push my luck.” 
 
    Isabel hugs me. “I’m here for you.” 
 
    I hug her back and close my eyes. “Thank you. Your friendship means the world to me.” 
 
    I watch as Isabel creeps out of my room, and then I close my door once more. I am pulled back to the window where I can see the woods. I don’t think he’s still there, but I can feel his presence. I fear it may be the closest I’m going to be to him for a while. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Psych 
 
    It has been over a week since I first ran into Aryanna, and with each passing day, my mood seems to foul even more. My sister watches me closely, waiting for me to make a move, and I see her disappointment in me grow. 
 
    What the fuck does she expect me to do? Simply ride into their compound with guns blazing and take what is mine? Don’t think for a second the thought hasn’t crossed my mind, because it has. But there are too many variables with a shitty plan like that. I may even get Aryanna hurt in the process, and I can’t stand the thought. 
 
    The only plan that seems to carry any merit is to kidnap her. There are still many things that could go wrong, I just have to make sure they don’t. I have one of the prospects, Rat, staking out her home, and he’ll let me know when she leaves. It’s a hasty plan, but it’s all I have. Now I need to wait for something to happen. 
 
    Patience isn’t my strong suit, and my panther prowls in my mind begging to be let out. He wants her with us as well. Getting the beast to understand that this isn’t as easy as he thinks is becoming harder than I ever would have imagined. My father and brother argue about a drug shipment we’re waiting for as I struggle to keep my composure. 
 
    My cell phone rings, and every eye in the room turns to me as I pull it from the inner pocket of my leather cut. The word Rat scrolls across the screen. 
 
    “I need to take this,” I say to no one in particular as I stand and leave the room. 
 
    No one tries to stop me. All of them are preoccupied with their own problems. As I step outside, I press the device to my ear, praying he will have some news for me. 
 
    “They just left,” Rat says. “Black SUV headed toward town. Two males, one female.” 
 
    “Let me know where they stop,” I say before hanging up and pocketing the device again. 
 
    Striding through the compound, I find Rylee standing outside the door holding the keys to her little green Jeep. 
 
    “You can’t kidnap a girl on your Harley, brother.” 
 
    I glare at her. “First, who said anything about kidnapping? And second, why can’t I use my Harley if I did plan to do such a thing?” I ask, my frustration causing me to almost snap at her. 
 
    “No one tells me shit, you know this. I figured it out when Rat went missing, and you started checking your phone for messages every five minutes like some lovesick fool. As for your Harley, they would hear you coming from a mile away. You wouldn’t even get close to her.” 
 
    I fucking hate when she’s right, but she is, and we both know it. One day, when I run this club, there will be some changes. Women like my sister won’t be left out of the loop simply because they have tits. She is smart and has valuable insights. No one will ever be able to look over women like her ever again if I have my way. 
 
    “I suppose you want to come with me?” I snark. 
 
    “Who else is going to distract her bodyguard? Rat?” She laughs as she tosses me the keys before getting into the passenger seat. 
 
    “This is going to be dangerous.” 
 
    Rylee smiles as she lifts the hem of her flowy pink shirt to show me her 9mm Baretta. “I’m not afraid, Draven. Let’s go get your mate so at least one of us can be happy.” 
 
    She turns and stares out the window as I drive toward town with her words on a loop in my mind. For some time, I have known something was wrong with Rylee. Her light has dimmed over the past year. But she won’t talk to me about it, and now I’m even more worried than I was before. But I need to focus on the task at hand, so I make a mental note to get to the bottom of whatever is going on with her. 
 
    My phone pings with a message, and I quickly bring the screen to life. 
 
    Rat: They are at a dress shop on the corner of Fifth and Main called Mason’s. 
 
    Me: On my way. 
 
    The moment I park the car in the back alley across the street, Rat is beside the door. 
 
    “What’s the plan, Boss?” he asks with enthusiasm. 
 
    “Rylee is going to distract the bodyguard. I need you to watch her back while I slip in and grab the girl.” I lay out the shittiest plan of my life. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Rylee says. She unbuttons her shirt to show off her cleavage and heads across the street, not allowing anyone else to say a word. 
 
    “You know she’s crazy, right?” Rat asks with a skeptical look that causes me to laugh. 
 
    “All the best people are,” I say as I watch her closely. She flirts with the man, who is clearly a bodyguard, outside the door. She makes sure the man is facing away from them. 
 
    I may not have much time to pull this off, but I need to make sure she’s okay before I even think about going in. Rylee smiles at the man and touches his chest in a seductive manner that has him blushing like a teenager. A smile crosses my face before I run across the street behind him. 
 
    The side door is locked, but I’m not worried. I picked my first lock when I was five years old, so I’ll have this one open within seconds. 
 
    Inside the store, I stay close to the wall as I allow my panther to surface just a little. His instincts and senses are sharper than mine. It only takes a moment for him to catch her scent, and within a second, I pull back the curtain to the dressing room. 
 
    My knees nearly buckle from the sight before me. Porcelain skin on display wrapped in the finest red lingerie I have ever had the honor of seeing. My cock weeps in my jeans at the sight of her. 
 
    This is supposed to be a straightforward kidnapping, quick in and out, but I can’t help myself. Within an instant, I have her lifted into my arms and her back pressed against the cold mirror. Her legs wrap around my waist, nestling my erection directly against her soft heat, and we both moan as I devour her lips. We kiss like that for long moments before loud yelling draws my attention back to where we are. 
 
    “Get dressed because we’re leaving,” I order as I put her down. “Hurry up.” 
 
    Aryanna doesn’t question me. She simply complies with a nod. Within no time, she is dressed and takes my hand. We move quickly toward the back door, but before we walk out, she pulls me back. 
 
    “Wait.” She reaches into her handbag and pulls out her cell phone. She places it on a shelf beside the door before taking my hand with a nod. 
 
    I pull her behind me, trying to get to Rylee’s Jeep as quickly as possible, but when we reach the street, I finally understand what all the screaming is about. Rat has my sister lifted into his arms as he tries to pull her away from a male I know to be Aryanna’s brother, Domenico. She has her gun in hand and rage scrawled across her features. He is smirking at her.  
 
    “Mate or not, if you touch me again, Dom, I will fucking kill you!” Rylee rages. 
 
    Aryanna makes a sound of shock and dismay beside me, but I don’t have time to worry about that now. Giving a sharp whistle, I motion to Rat before stuffing her in the back seat and jumping in to start the engine. It only takes a second for Rylee and Rat to join us, but that time is enough for the other two men to realize what just happened.  
 
    “Get down!” I yell as I peel away into the street and hear the shots fired at us. 
 
    **** 
 
    Aryanna 
 
    I sensed him before I saw him. When he came through the curtain, I didn’t care if he saw me in my panties and bra. I’m just glad they were sexy ones. I know he has seen me naked, but it doesn’t feel the same to me. Then all I felt were his hands on me, making my stomach clench with the need to mate with him. The feeling of my mate against me and kissing me was the most wonderful thing in the world. I would have gladly ripped off my clothes and mounted him if not for the yelling that started outside. 
 
    That’s when it dawned on me that my mate had put himself in a dangerous position to get to me. Now, we were rushing to get some clothes on me and running out the back door. 
 
    At the last moment, I took my phone out and put it on a shelf. I know it’s how my father has kept track of me. I am going to do everything in my power to be with Draven. If I can’t be with him, I might as well be dead because he is the other half of me, and I cannot live without him. 
 
    All the problems with our predicament flash through my head, and I know we have some things to work out with our families. But now, we need to get away from the shop and to a place where we can’t be found. 
 
    When we get to the car, I am stuck in the back seat with another woman who smells like Draven. My jealousy spikes and my cat flashes to the forefront, ready to take my mate from her, until I look at her face and notice the similarities. 
 
    “You’re his sister?” I ask. 
 
    She doesn’t have time to reply as more shots are fired. 
 
    The woman nods. “My name’s Rylee.” 
 
    “I’m Aryanna.” 
 
    Rylee smiles. “Yes. You’re my brother’s mate. He wouldn’t do this kind of crazy shit for anyone but you.” 
 
    “I can’t let him be killed. Because if he does, I’ll die right beside him.” 
 
    Rylee nods again. “Hopefully, it won’t come to that.” 
 
    “My father hates yours for some reason,” I reply, hoping she may be able to shed some light. 
 
    Draven’s sister frowns. “Yeah, I’ve heard the talk, but I have no idea why.” 
 
    “I wonder why they want to kill each other?” 
 
    “It had something to do with your mother,” I say because that’s all I know. 
 
    “Oh, wow. I didn’t expect that. It makes our situation harder if it was that personal.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Rylee asks. 
 
    My heart feels like it might beat out of my chest. “What if they were both in love with her?” 
 
    Draven’s sister’s mouth drops open before we both squeal, and I grab her when Draven takes a sharp right turn. 
 
    “Jesus, brother, are you trying to kill us?” Rylee shouts angrily. 
 
    Draven snorts. “Just stay down. I have a place we can stay for a while.” 
 
    Draven is focused on the road, so I turn my attention to Rylee. “What was happening with you and Domenico?” I ask. 
 
    Rylee shrugs. “It doesn’t matter. We need to focus on the two of you now.” 
 
    I nod, but it’s just one more thing for me to worry about. 
 
    We stay quiet and just hold onto each other whenever Draven turns or stops unexpectedly before taking off again at breakneck speed. 
 
    The drive seems to go on forever, and my body is starting to ache from being bent for so long. I exhale when I see a garage door to an older building open. Draven drives inside, and the door immediately closes behind us. 
 
    None of us move or speak for a moment, but I imagine I can still hear our breathing and our heartbeats bouncing off the steel walls and causing an echo. I’m sure I’m the only one who thinks that, but it makes it less scary than with no sound. 
 
    Draven gets out of the Jeep and opens my door. “Come on, little mate.” 
 
    I reach up, and he lifts me from the vehicle’s floor and into his arms. He stands with me cradled against his chest, both of us staring at each other. I wish I could stay here in this moment for hours, but the reality is starting to creep back in. We are in some dire circumstances and must figure out our next move. 
 
    My mate sets me on my feet but keeps an arm around my shoulders, holding me tight against his body. 
 
    “Man, are we fucked or what?” the other man says with a crazy smile. 
 
    “We’ll figure it out, Rat. For now, check the perimeter,” Draven orders. 
 
    Rat? Really? Who wants a name like that? 
 
    “Let’s go this way.” Draven gestures to the side. 
 
    Draven takes us through several doors and into what looks like a large studio apartment. It seems to have everything we’d need, including food, and we could probably stay here for a while. The only problem I can see is we might not be able to shift and run as our animals need. 
 
    “Hey, Babe, sit here.” Draven pulls out a chair for me. 
 
    I sit down at a large wooden dining room table and feel a sharp pain on the side of my waist. Draven looks at me sharply when I make a noise. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asks. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Stand up,” he says, but he’s already helping me out of the chair. 
 
    My legs feel shaky for some reason, and I assume I’m coming down from an adrenaline high. Draven lifts my arms above my head as his gaze scans over me. I bite back a moan because I don’t want to upset my mate. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” I ask, but Draven doesn’t answer. 
 
    “Let’s take this shirt off.” He pulls it off over my head, and I hear him hiss. 
 
    “What?” I’m starting to get worried now. 
 
    “You’re bleeding.” 
 
    I’m utterly shocked. I have never been injured in my life besides a scraped knee, but I thought something more serious would hurt worse. 
 
    “What do you think happened?” I ask him. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Let’s go into the bedroom so I can check the rest of your body and tend to this wound.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a big deal, Draven,” I say calmly. “It doesn’t even hurt that much. 
 
    His dark, intense look has my body tightening, and I don’t know if fear or desire is causing it. Maybe both. Draven picks me up without talking, ensuring not to aggravate my wound further, and walks me into a room down the hallway. Rylee is spreading a towel over the mattress. 
 
    “I’m going to get blood on everything. Isn’t there plastic or something we can put down?” 
 
    I see the way Draven’s jaw starts ticking and decide to remain silent. 
 
    “You’re pushing me, mate. I can buy another fucking mattress. I can’t replace you.” 
 
    I press my lips together. I don’t want to make him even madder than he already is. He strips me carefully out of everything except my lingerie. He turns me to the side, and I hear him growl lowly. I try to pull myself up to see, but he pushes me back down. 
 
    “I just want to see.” 
 
    “Not now.” His voice is lower than I have heard it before. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask.  
 
    I notice Rylee placing things on the mattress that Draven would need to care for me, but she won’t look me in the eyes, and the Rat man isn’t in the room. 
 
    “A bullet hit you,” Draven says, his voice eerily calm. 
 
    I can see how tense he is and start rubbing his arm. “It can’t be that bad. I hardly feel anything.” 
 
    Draven closes his eyes, a stricken look on his face. 
 
    “It’s because your adrenaline is still high, little mate.” 
 
    “Is it going to be bad?” 
 
    “Not if I can help it,” Draven tells me, stroking my hair out of my face. 
 
    “Do you want to stitch it?” his sister asks. 
 
    “Are you talking about stitches?” Oh, hell, no. “I don’t like them.”  
 
    I know I’d never had them before, but the thought of someone sewing me closed with a needle and thread made me nauseous. The last thing I want to do is look weak in my mate’s eyes, but I don’t think the next hour will be easy for me.

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Psych 
 
    “Give her some of that tequila behind you,” I bark at Rylee. “This is going to hurt like a motherfucker.” 
 
    “Tequila?” my mate asks, trying to stay brave, but I can see the fear and pain in her eyes. “I’ve never had alcohol before.” 
 
    “Babe, I need you to take a few big sips.” I lower my face beside her and lightly pet her hair. “It won’t taste nice, but I promise it will help with the pain. I need to get the bullet out and close the wound.” 
 
    “Please, Draven,” Aryanna begs as a tear tracks across her cheek. “I don’t want stitches.” 
 
    In my entire life, I have never felt as impotent as I do at this moment. Knowing that I must intentionally hurt my mate to save her life is tearing me apart. My panther howls in the recesses of my mind, only making it worse. 
 
    “I’m sorry, love, but I have to do this,” I say softly. I press the bottle of tequila to her lips and tilt it back, forcing her to swallow. 
 
    Her hands come up and press against my chest, trying to push me away, but I don’t let her. After, when I know she’s safe, I’ll make this up to her. Now I just need to save her life. I may not have made it out to be too serious, but any bullet wound could be life-threatening. When I finally take the bottle away, she glares at me, but I can already see the effects of the alcohol taking hold. 
 
    “Rylee, I need you to hold her down.” 
 
    But my sister already has her pressed against the mattress. It’s all part of how we were raised. None of us were protected from the life my father created, and this isn’t the first time my sister has been shot at or assisted in helping a wounded person. It won’t be the last time, either.  
 
    “I’m sorry, little mate,” I say before using the tweezer to grab the bullet. Fortunately, it protrudes from her wound, and I don’t have to dig for it. 
 
    We should be thankful the bullet went through the car door first. It slowed down immensely and only penetrated her flesh a little bit. If it had been a direct shot, without any resistance, the bullet would have ripped through her body and caused untold damage. 
 
    Aryanna shrieks, the sound bouncing off the walls. For the first time in my life, I am not enjoying the bloodcurdling screams. This isn’t my job. I’m not bringing justice to some asshole. This is my woman, my mate, my world, and I must hurt her to help her. 
 
    Rylee continues to hold her down as I clean the wound, but by the time I have finished the second stitch, Aryanna is passed out from the combination of alcohol and adrenaline, and I couldn’t be more grateful. After finishing the last stitch, I gently clean and wrap the wound. Lifting her into my arms, I walk out of the room to the master down the hall. 
 
    I want her to be comfortable in a clean bed when she wakes. She is going to be pissed off about what I did, and I need every advantage to win her back to my side. After making sure my mate is safe, I make my way back to the open living area. 
 
    “What the fuck, Draven?” Rylee yells at me the moment she sees me. “That’s Aryanna Esposito.” 
 
    “I am well aware of who my mate is,” I reply while pouring myself a drink. 
 
    “If I had known—” she starts, but I cut her off. 
 
    “What, Ry? You wouldn’t have helped me? You pushed me to find a way, remember?” I retort sharply. 
 
    Rat watches our exchange with rapt curiosity. Rylee and I rarely fight or disagree. We have always been a unit, sticking together and always having each other’s back. So, for him to see us like this is unusual. 
 
    “Of course, I would have helped you!” She throws her hands in the air in exasperation. “I would have just…” but she doesn’t finish her sentence. 
 
    “What aren’t you telling me, Dutchess?” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she squares her shoulders before speaking. “You aren’t the only one with an Esposito mate.” 
 
    “What?” Rat and I say at the exact same moment. 
 
    “I found out about a year ago. The club was on the Montana run, and I went into town for groceries. We ran into each other at the fucking farmer’s market.” She chuckles, but it’s a dead sound. “I knew the instant I saw him, but I also knew exactly who he was. It just wasn’t meant to be.” 
 
    “And all that bullshit you told me about only getting one mate and going after what makes me happy?” 
 
    “I didn’t want you to be like me!” Her voice had gone up an octave. “Do you think I enjoy knowing that my mate lives no more than ten miles from me and we can never be together? I never told anyone because I knew our father would use this knowledge to try and gain the upper hand against Stefano, and I couldn’t be part of that.” 
 
    A tear falls from her eye, and she swipes at it angrily. I haven’t seen my sister cry in years. I step closer and drag her into my arms, holding her tightly while she softly weeps. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay, Ry. We’ll figure this mess out,” I say softly. 
 
    “I’m not sure how you plan to accomplish that, little brother. But if anyone can, it’s you.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Aryanna 
 
     I blink my eyes a few times to focus and then look around. I’m a little dizzy, so I stay still for a moment. At first, I was terrified because I had no idea where I was. I hold my breath when I hear some voices in the distance, but I don’t recognize them. 
 
    I turn my body and gasp when a sharp pain strikes the side of my waist. 
 
    “Dammit,” I hiss. 
 
    The pain cuts through the fog in my head, reminding me of the shooting and Draven. I try to lift myself to see the damage, but that only makes pain tear through me again. I can’t help it when I cry out, but it shames me that I’m not stronger. 
 
    “You’re finally awake.” 
 
    I turn my head toward the door to see my mate and instantly feel better. 
 
    Draven comes to sit beside me on the bed. “How are you feeling, Babe?” 
 
    “My side hurts.” 
 
    Draven smooths the hair from my face, and just that innocent touch makes my cunt clench and throb, my pain seemingly receding. I know it’s from needing to mate with him. I want to smell like him inside and out. 
 
    Draven chuckles. “You’re not fit for where you want this to go right now, and I want our first time to be special.” 
 
    I am disappointed, but I understand, too. I have a burning need for him to mark me and make me his true mate. Maybe then my father will leave us alone. 
 
    I know it’s wishful thinking because my father is a monster. I know he loves me as much as he could love anyone, but I just know he would try to hurt both my mate and myself. Draven because he hates his family, and me because he’s going to think I’m a traitor. 
 
    “Draven, what are we going to do? Our fathers will kill us.” My voice is laced with fear. 
 
    Draven wipes away the tear that falls. “I’ll get it worked out. I just need you to relax and get better.” 
 
    I nod. A sound at the bedroom door grabs my attention. It was the man everyone called Rat. 
 
    “Yo, Psych, you’ve got a call you need to take.” 
 
    “Psych? What’s that?” I ask, confusion coating my words. 
 
    “A nickname,” Draven says. 
 
    I thought Rat was a bad name. “For God’s sake, whose?” 
 
    “Mine, Babe.” 
 
    My mouth drops open in shock, and my emotions feel raw. “Why do they call you that?” 
 
    “We’ll talk about it later. Just remember, I will never hurt you,” Draven tells me before leaving the room. 
 
    I can’t get my head to settle. So many thoughts are racing in my mind. I heard what he said about not ever hurting me, but with a name like that, how can I trust him? There must be a good reason for the awful name, and I don’t know if I want to know the truth. What if he’s just like my father? 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    I jump at the new voice. A beautiful woman stands leaning against the doorjamb. 
 
    “I’m Rylee, Draven’s sister,” she says by way of greeting. 
 
    “Oh, I’m Aryanna…” my voice fades as a memory hits. “We were in the car together earlier?” 
 
    “Yes, we were.” She stares at me, tension thick in the silence. “You’re a member of the Esposito family.” 
 
    “Yes.” I didn’t know what else to say. It wasn’t really a question. 
 
    “This whole situation is fucked up, and it could get us all killed,” Rylee states calmly. 
 
    My pulse spiked in fear. I knew the situation was bad, but I didn’t want to face how bad it was. It doesn’t help that Draven has left me alone with his sister, who may or may not hate me simply because of my last name. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say. Maybe you should talk to your brother.” 
 
    “I have,” Rylee says. 
 
    I study her expression, and I can’t find any emotion. “What did he say?” 
 
    “I said…” Draven cuts in from behind Rylee. “That nothing will stop me from having my mate.” 
 
    Draven walks around his sister and sits on the edge of the bed by my hip but still facing her. “And, sister, you might want to worry about your own mate. Don’t you think?” 
 
    My gaze went back and forth, and I felt like I was missing something, but I kept my mouth shut. Rylee glared at her brother before stomping away and leaving us alone again. 
 
    He turns back to me and rests an arm on the other side of my head, so he’s leaning over me. 
 
    “Hello, little mate.” His voice is low and husky. 
 
    I smile. “Hello.” This man is like a drug, making me forget all my worries. 
 
    “You forgot to give me a kiss,” Draven says. 
 
    I try to move forward, but my injury’s sharp, jagged feel makes me gasp and lay back down. Jesus, I’ve never felt such pain before, and it instantly brings tears to my eyes. I don’t want to show Draven any kind of weakness. I want him to know he has a strong mate, a fierce cougar that can keep up with his panther. 
 
    He scowls and sets one of his hands on my shoulder. “Stop doing that.” 
 
    “I forgot.” It was the truth.  
 
    When he is near, all I can think of is his cock deep inside me and his teeth marking my neck. It helps to keep my mind off the pain. 
 
    “Soon, Babe. I’ll be able to make you mine.” 
 
    Can he read my mind because that’s the second time he answered a question I asked myself in my mind? 
 
    “If you want my fucking to be sooner than later, we should shift to our cats because you’d heal quicker.” 
 
    I didn’t think it was a possibility. “When?” 
 
    “Later, I’m just waiting for a phone call that I can’t afford to miss. Right now, I want you to rest.” He bends forward again and presses his lips to mine for a chaste kiss. 
 
    I exhale at the feeling of burning desire that starts to build within me.  
 
    When he lifts his head, I ask, “It’s not always going to be this intense, will it?” 
 
    “Until we mate the first time, it will be uncomfortable for both of us. But, every time after, it will still be intense, but it won’t be this unpleasant.” 
 
    I nod as he leans over me again. It feels like a veil of ecstasy shrouds me, and Draven is all I can see, feel, and smell. 
 
    Someone clears their throat, and we jerk apart. 
 
    Draven turns and growls at Rat. The deep rough noise sounds vicious, but it still sends a jolt of need to my already achy clit, and I have to bite back my cries. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Boss. You told me to come to get you when you receive your expected call.” 
 
    “Fuck. Fine.” He returns his attention to me. “I’ll be back in a few minutes, and then we’ll go for a run.” 
 
    “Okay. Can you get me some clothing to wear after? I imagine mine are ruined.” 
 
    I see his jaw tighten, and then he nods before leaving. 
 
    I lie back and close my eyes. I had no idea why a little wound was aching so much, and I wanted to shift and start the healing process. Thoughts of what happened replay in my mind on a loop. 
 
    “Babe, wake up.” 
 
    I open my eyes to see Draven sitting beside me. “What?” I ask.  
 
    I didn’t realize I’d fallen asleep again. 
 
    “We need to shift,” Draven says hastily. “We’re moving to a more secure location, and I want you to start healing before we go.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    Draven grips my shoulders. “Let me help you up.” 
 
    He gently pulls me to my feet, and I’m thankful he keeps his grip on me because I’m incredibly dizzy for a moment. 
 
    “Easy, little mate.” 
 
    I nod. “I’m doing okay.” 
 
    He leads us out the back door. 
 
    “Shifting might be hard, but you’ll be able to do it. Just concentrate.” Draven says. 
 
    I pray to God to give me the strength to change without embarrassing myself too much. Outside, Draven helps take my panties and bra off. Damn, I really liked that lingerie set, and now it's ruined. 
 
    “You go first. When you’re ready, follow me and stay close behind.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    The first time I try, it is so painful I stop. I blink back the tears that I don’t want to fall. 
 
    “Babe, we don’t have a lot of time,” he says with a hard edge to his voice. 
 
    I nod, bite down on my lip, and shift, fighting through the pain. When I’m in my cougar form, I already feel better. 
 
    Draven nips at me to get my attention and then takes off. I didn’t even realize he had already shifted. I follow the best I can. I just hope Draven isn’t disappointed in me. I’ll try harder to be the best mate I can be. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Psych 
 
    I allow our animals to run through the small piece of backwoods for almost fifteen minutes before circling back to our hideout. I know that the more time Aryanna spends as her beast, the better the healing magic can work. But we don’t have much time, and even though it kills me to see her in pain, she is still alive. 
 
    If we don’t move from here, my father could find us. Or worse, her father could. 
 
    Stopping at the side door, I take a moment to allow my panther to survey the surroundings and make sure no one is watching us. Taking a deep breath, I allow the magic to flow over and through me, and soon my panther recedes, and I’m a man once more. I watch as Aryanna fades from her cougar to her beautiful human form. My senses are on high alert as I take in her naked form. 
 
    I will kill any man that lays eyes on her. Yes, it’s not a rational thought. We are shifters, as such, we generally have no problem with nudity. I may even be able to relax when our mating has been completed, although I highly doubt it. But for now, I am on edge and liable to dole out violence for nonexistent reasons. 
 
    Aryanna stretches her arms high into the air, arching her back. Her perfect pert breasts make my mouth water. My rigid cock sticks straight out between my hips, pre-cum leaking from the tip. My instincts are begging me to pounce on her and rut her into the dirt like a beast. But I could never do that. I can smell her innocence and would rather die than hurt her. 
 
    “Little mate,” I say in a low tone laced with lust. “We need to get inside before someone sees you.” 
 
    “I like you seeing me,” Aryanna replies with a blush. 
 
    “Fuck,” I curse before grabbing her wrist and dragging her inside. 
 
    The door slams shut as I press her up against the hard wood. My thigh is between her legs, pressed up against the heat of her pussy. Her slick cream coats my skin, and I feel my control start to slip. My lips fuse to hers in a hash kiss, taking everything I need to stay sane until I can fully claim her. 
 
    A throaty moan escapes her as my lips travel the length of her neck before I suck a nipple into my mouth. Aryanna is writhing in my grasp, her slick cunt humping my thigh as she tries to find some kind of release. Her hands are twined in my hair, pulling at the strands. She is so lost to the mating lust I doubt she knows what she’s doing. 
 
    Dropping to my knees, I look up the length of her body to find her hooded gaze locked on me. 
 
    “We both need something to take the edge off, Babe,” I say as I lift one leg over my shoulder. A blush steals over her face and chest. “I’m going to feast on this pussy until you come on my face, and then we can get ready to leave.” 
 
    “You can’t do that, Draven!” Aryanna protests while trying to lower her leg. 
 
    “The fuck I can’t.” 
 
    Pinning her against the door, I run the flat of my tongue through her folds, lapping at the sweet slick that has gathered there. A hum of approval vibrates through my chest, and my little mate moans loudly, no longer bothered by the scandalous nature of what I’m doing. 
 
    Her hips undulate as she fucks her cunt into my face, demanding more from me as she chases her own pleasure. I slip a single finger into her tight channel, slowly pumping in and out of her. I wrap a hand around my painful erection and work the length when I feel her orgasm growing close. I may not be able to fuck my seed into her this time, but I still want to come with her. 
 
    “Draven! Yes, oh God, yes,” my mate screams loudly as her orgasm crashes over her, her pussy rippling and gripping my finger. 
 
    Pride swells inside me, knowing I have brought my mate pleasure, and my own orgasm sets off. Ropes of thick white cum splash against the door and tiles. Leisurely, I lick her spasming cunt until I have wrung the last of her orgasm from her. 
 
    “Aryanna…” I kiss her lips when I stand up. 
 
    “Draven,” she all but purrs in my arms. 
 
    “I promise, when we get where we’re going, I will fully claim you.” Honesty coats every word that leaves my lips. “You are my mate, my heart, my love.” 
 
    She smiles at me with so much love that it makes my heart beat faster. 
 
    “But first, I need to get you safe. Rat and Rylee are going home, and you and I are going up into the mountains. I have a cabin there that no one knows about.” 
 
    “I don’t care where we go as long as we’re together.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Aryanna 
 
    I can still taste my cum on my tongue from when he kissed me, and I enjoy it more than I ever thought I would. My cunt is still spasming from the orgasm he’s just given me, and my body tingles, but I still don’t feel fulfilled. I needed him to mate with me so I could finally feel whole. 
 
    Unshed tears burned my eyes as he told me of his love for me because I feel the same way. 
 
    “I love you so much,” I say. “I will follow you to the ends of the earth because I couldn’t breathe without you.” 
 
    Draven presses another hard kiss to my lips. 
 
    “Come on, little mate. We need to get to the cabin as quickly as possible.” 
 
    I nod and follow him back out into the forest. We both shift and take off between the trees. I follow closely behind him, keeping my senses on full alert. We are miles away from our previous hideout before I realize my side no longer hurts. I know my cougar and our magic have something to do with it, but I wonder if the orgasm Draven gave me also helped. 
 
    Draven must think I’m falling behind because he slows and nips at my shoulder. I don’t growl at him, even though I want to. I just concentrate on running. It feels like we have run forever when Draven finally stops. I watch as he listens to the sounds around us. At the same time, he surveys the area. 
 
    He tosses his head at me, a signal, and we start running again. Within a mile, he starts to slow before I see him disappear into a curtain of thick foliage. I knew he wouldn’t let me come to any harm, so I followed him through. Once on the other side, I’m frozen in my tracks. 
 
    There’s a cabin partially built into the huge boulder. The front of the cabin is disguised so well that I would have never seen it if I hadn’t been looking. It looks like bushes, trees, and vines grow from it, making it look like just another part of the nature before us. That is until you see the dark wooden door through some of the vines. 
 
    Draven shifts from his panther back to his glorious human form, and his gaze locks on me as he offers me his hand. 
 
    “Come with me, little mate.” 
 
    I shift and reach for his hand. Draven has a digital lock I would have never seen if he hadn’t pushed the buttons before me. 
 
    The door slides open, and he pulls me through before closing it and putting a heavy bar across the doors. I have doubts about being able to lift it by myself, and I would guess it could take dynamite to get through it. 
 
    “This way, love,” Draven said and pulled me along. 
 
    The foliage quickly turns to solid rock. The deeper we go, the colder it becomes. It wouldn’t have bothered me if I were in my cat, but I was naked and in human form. 
 
    “It’s not too much longer,” he says, always knowing exactly what I’m thinking. 
 
    I am fascinated by how the cave dims with the changing light before brightening again for a moment. 
 
    “What’s making the light?” I ask. 
 
    “I have skylights positioned along the way so I can see in the daytime, but at night I have to light the torches or move around in my cat and use my feline night vision.” 
 
    We finally come to an area that opens into a living room. It has a luxurious white sofa, some dark leather chairs, a coffee table, and a fireplace. Off to the side was a small dining table with four chairs and then a kitchen area. 
 
    “This is amazing, Draven. How did you get the furniture up here?” 
 
    “I had a sled that I’d put furniture and supplies on and then dragged everything up here using my panther. I had the rope in my mouth and a path no one else could see.” 
 
    The more I learn about my mate, the more I love him. He sees me shiver and walks to the fireplace to start a fire. It ignites quickly, and the room’s temperature immediately rises. 
 
    I know it’s finally time when he stands and turns to me. Draven takes my hand and leads me through another area on the other side of the fireplace. I didn’t even notice that the living room and bedroom share the fireplace. Bending down, I look through the opening into the room we just left. 
 
    “You’re a genius,” I say. 
 
    He snorts as he pulls the comforter down. “Don’t give me too much credit. It was easier to do it this way, only making one chimney that both rooms shared instead of two different ones.” 
 
    My breath catches in my throat when his warmth surrounds me from behind, and his arms band around my waist. My eyes slide closed, and I relax back against him. My body has gone from freezing to a desire-filled ache to a blazing, molten, torturous agony. 
 
    “God, please, Draven,” I beg. 
 
    He moves the hair from one shoulder, presses first his lips and then his teeth against my neck. 
 
    “This is where I will mark you, and then everyone will know you’re mine.” 
 
    I hum and nod my acceptance. My senses are already taking over everything. He spins me around and lifts me in his arms. He starts consuming me with his mouth, and his kisses grow more intense the longer they go on. 
 
    He finally lays me down and comes down beside me without losing contact with my lips. His hands caress my body. It feels like he’s trying to learn every dip and mound of me because he doesn’t leave an inch of skin bare with his strokes or kisses. 
 
    I gasp and arch when he starts to suck at my tits. At first, I think he will consume me, but I quickly beg for more. 
 
    “God, please, Draven.” 
 
    “I know, love. Let me see if you’re ready for me.” 
 
    “I am,” I cry. It felt like parts inside of me were fracturing apart, but the agony was expanding to a level that was very close to how the gunshot felt. I wondered if it was possible to die from this. Although if I had to deal with this pain for a long period of time, I’d rather be dead. 
 
    “This first time is going to be a little violent, and it could hurt you if I’m not careful.” 
 
    I have never had a mother around, and I have no sisters, so I have no idea what to expect. “I’m burning,” I mewl. 
 
    He kisses my chin as his fingers split my cunt open, and then he roughly shoves two fingers into me, and still, I beg for more. I know he’s watching my expression, but I don’t care. My body jerks when he lifts and rolls me, putting me on my stomach. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I ask huskily. 
 
    “You must be on your knees this first time.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because it’s the best position to mark you when we come.” 
 
    “Yes.” The word leaves me with a hiss as I imagine him mounting me and his cock going deep inside. 
 
    I let him position me the way he wants, on my hands and knees then, before looking over my shoulder to see him stroking himself. He situates himself behind me. I feel his hands on my hips and something pushing inside me. It’s much bigger than his two fingers. 
 
    “Brace yourself, little mate,” Draven murmurs. 
 
    Before I can even breathe, he slams every inch of his cock into me, ripping a scream from somewhere deep inside me. Both from the surprise of the powerful invasion, the stunning pain of being stretched, and some from him tearing through my hymen. 
 
    He stays still inside of me so I can get used to him. 
 
    “Are you good?” he asks after a minute, his voice strained. 
 
    I think about it a moment before nodding. “Yes.” 
 
    Draven’s thrusts don’t start slow and easy. He immediately starts to ram into me with tremendous force hitting my cervix every time. Something overwhelming is growing within me, and I can’t stop or control it. 
 
    “Draven…” 
 
    “I know, love. Let it take you. I’ve got you.” 
 
    His words help settle my fears a bit, but it’s enough to let me lose control over my body. Waves and waves of exquisite pleasure start to bombard me. I can hear myself scream. The sound echoes off the cave walls while Draven’s groans mix with the sound, filling the room with noise. 
 
    I am ready to collapse when I feel him lean over me and place his lips on my neck. The piercing pain of his teeth breaking through my skin sends me over another time. I am barely coherent, but I feel him shaking behind me, so I know he feels the same depth of emotions I do. 
 
    The room darkens as my consciousness dims, and I feel myself being turned on my side. Draven kisses my temple. 
 
    “I’ll be right back, my love.” 
 
    I have no idea if I’ll be able to move. My entire body tingles, and the heat from the mating is still burning through my veins and nerves. 
 
    I’m jolted awake when Draven maneuvers me up against his chest and covers us with a blanket. I feel his breath against my hair. “I love you.” 
 
    I try to smile but only have the energy to say, “I love you, too.” 
 
    Everything is dark the next time I wake. The fire has turned to embers, and it must be nighttime because no light is coming through the holes Draven has spaced in the ceiling. 
 
    I sigh, snuggle down, and absorb every bit of comfort and love from him. I’m feeling anxious over the fact that things are probably going to get worse before they get better, but there’s nothing I can do right now. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Psych 
 
    I wake to find my mate spread across my chest, and her blonde hair fanned across my tan skin. I have never felt as peaceful as I do at this moment. My panther is purring peacefully in the recesses of my mind. The sickness that dwells inside me, the violence and thirst for blood, for the first time, is calm. For long moments I simply bask in the happy moment I know won’t last. 
 
    Aryanna stirs, pressing her full breasts against my side, and I know I need to appreciate these moments of peace. Soon, I will have to go to war to keep her. 
 
    Shifting to my side, I stare down at her. My mark is prominent in the juncture between her neck and shoulder. Pride surges through me as I stare at it. Lifting her leg over my hip, I gently test her pussy, hoping she’s ready to take me again. I’m obsessed with her pretty little cunt. I know she must still feel some soreness after our mating last night, but I need to feel her around me again. 
 
    My fingers slip through her wetness, and I smile before slowly feeding my erection into her heat. 
 
    “Draven,” she moans in her semi-sleeping state. 
 
    I remain still, waiting to see what will happen, but she never opens her eyes. My thumb flits across her clit, and her channel grips me tighter. Her back arches at the contact, and her tits are level with my face, perfectly positioned for me to suck a nipple into my mouth. Slowly, I start to rock my hips. 
 
    I know the moment my little mate is fully awake. She pushes at my shoulder, silently asking me to lie on my back. I comply. Not because I like a woman taking charge in bed but because I want to know what she has planned. 
 
    Aryanna moves with me, never allowing my cock to slip from her. She settles her legs beside my hips and smiles down at me. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m doing, but I wanted to try something,” she says and looks away shyly. “Will you tell me if I’m doing something wrong?” 
 
    “My beautiful mate,” I say, caressing her hips. “You are perfect no matter what.” 
 
    Slowly I rock her hips back and forth, keeping her movements slow and steady. Aryanna mewls as she throws her head back. The length of her hair flows down her back, the tips tickling my balls. Lifting my hips, I spear up into her. Her breasts bounce from the force, and I can’t seem to drag my gaze away. 
 
    “Again,” my mate moans. 
 
    Both of us have all but forgotten that she may still be sensitive from last night. Our baser instincts push us to mate once more. The need to fuck her until she swells with my cubs has a grip on me that I don’t see easing anytime soon. 
 
    “Draven,” she cries my name as her orgasm steals over her. 
 
    The pressure of her channel gripping me, the flutter of her walls massaging my cock, is enough to have me pumping into her harshly as I hold her hips in an unbreakable grip. She will wear more than my mating mark before this is through. When I spill my seed inside her, I roar to the heavens. 
 
    Aryanna collapses on my chest, once more spent from my attention. Our breathing is labored as we both come down from our orgasms.  
 
    She rests her chin on my chest as she smiles up at me, a sated look on her face. “That was a great way to start the day.” 
 
    I chuckle lowly. “I agree, love. But we need to get our asses out of bed so we can discuss what to do next. If we stay here, I can’t promise not to fuck you again.” 
 
    “Can’t we just stay here? I mean, in this cave or cabin or whatever you want to call it.” 
 
    My hand caresses her cheek. “I won’t make you a prisoner.” 
 
    “It’s no different from how I grew up,” she says, nuzzling into my hand. 
 
    “I want to show the world, my beautiful mate. I want everyone to see our happiness. It’s not every day that someone like me gets the girl of his dreams.” 
 
    She stares at me for a long time before extricating herself from my grasp. Beside the bed, she opens a chest of drawers and pulls out a navy t-shirt. She smiles at me before tugging it over her head. It’s so big on her the hem hangs down to her knees. 
 
    “I thought you said we should get dressed?” she teases, and I quickly find myself wearing a pair of sweats. 
 
    “Do you think either of our fathers would be able to accept us? As mates?” she asks sadly. “I miss my brother and Isabel.” 
 
    “You will see both soon enough,” a strange voice says. 
 
    I shove Aryanna behind my back, trying to figure out where the voice came from. In one of the leather recliners sits my mate’s father, Stefano Esposito. The malice and hate in his gaze has my panther ready to pounce at any second. How the fuck did they get into the cave? 
 
    “You’re just like your father, boy,” he continues to speak. “Coming into my world, taking things that don’t belong to you. Don’t worry, though. I will fix my errant daughter’s mistakes before it’s too late.” 
 
    I feel a sharp pain in my neck and lift my hand to feel what it could be. But I never get the chance as darkness overwhelms me. 
 
    **** 
 
    Aryanna 
 
    I watch as my mate crumbles to the ground, a pain-filled scream ripping from me. 
 
    “Father, he’s my mate. Please,” I plead. 
 
    “I’ll not have my only daughter be a whore to a West!” my father yells. “You’ll have to kill me before I allow it.” 
 
    I go down on my knees beside Draven and shake him. “Draven, wake up!” 
 
    “Nickolai, bring my whore of a daughter,” my father says and stands. “And a few of you others, drag him back to the house. You know where to put him.” 
 
    Nickolai, my brother’s best friend, yanks me to my feet. I scream again when two large men step forward and roughly lift my mate. 
 
    “Don’t you hurt him!” I yell. 
 
    They ignore me and walk in front of us, dragging Draven by his arms. Nickolai and another member of security start pushing me along. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” I cry to Nickolai. “My brother will not like this.” 
 
    Nickolai chuckles. “Oh, you’d be surprised. He’s not happy with you whoring yourself out to a West either.” 
 
    “I’m not whoring myself to anyone, and you know it!” I seethe. “I don’t pick my mate. The universe does. He’ll be the only one I can love.” 
 
     “Well, you better get used to being single because you won’t ever see him again.” 
 
    Just the thought makes me bellow out my fury. That can’t be true. I won’t let it be. He’s the other half of my soul, and I’ll die if I can’t have him. 
 
    “You seem to forget who I am,” I said. 
 
    Nickolai glances at me. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I am an Esposito.” 
 
    “Yeah, so?” 
 
    “And now I am the mate to a West. I vow right now that I will get him back and kill whoever I must to do it. If I can’t, I’ll be no more.” 
 
    Nickolai squeezes my arm and stops me. “What the fuck are you talking about?” 
 
    “I will live or die with my mate.” 
 
    “Stop saying that shit.” 
 
    “Never. Wait until you find your mate. Only then will you understand.” 
 
    I ignore him the rest of the way home. He finally gives up trying to speak to me and concentrates on moving me along. 
 
    I try to yank my arm out of his grip. “I can fucking walk on my own.” 
 
    Nicholai looks at me in shock. He has probably never heard me curse or talk so passionately. Now, they all will see a different side of me. They have no idea what I can do. I’d kill my father if it meant being with my mate. 
 
    I stop suddenly, making both men pause as a question comes to mind. “Wait, how did you find us?” I ask him. 
 
    Nickolai looks away. 
 
    My stomach twists at the look on his face. I try to kick him. “Fucking tell me.” 
 
    “Jesus, Aryanna,” he says as he tries to block my kicks. 
 
    I waited a moment for him to answer me but soon started to fight again. 
 
    “Okay, fuck.” He holds his hands up in surrender. 
 
    I watch him look ahead, and I assume he wants my father to be far enough away. 
 
    “Your father had a tracker put on you when you were a baby.” 
 
    I feel the world around me fade and fight it. I can’t be weak. My mate is counting on me. My father doing something like that is beyond anything I thought he could have done. My anger at him bleeds into pure searing hate, changing how I will look at him for the rest of my life. 
 
    The man I used to idolize and love, is now my enemy. 
 
    The guys lead me into my house and force me to stand before my father. I enjoy the look of surprise on his face because I don’t mask how I feel, and I have never looked at him with anything but love before he took my mate. 
 
    “Nickolai. Take her to her room,” my father says before he looks back at me. “And you will wash the scent of that man off of you.” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “You dare defy me?” he growls. 
 
    “By taking my mate from me, you have become my enemy, and I will do everything I can to get him back.” 
 
    “You’ll never see that bastard again.” 
 
    “Then say goodbye to me because the moment I feel him die, I will take my own life on earth to be with him. Your daughter is dead to you because of your hatred for another man. I hope that makes you feel good and satisfied.” 
 
    My father’s face turns dark red, and he roars at me to get away. 
 
    Nickolai leads me up to my room. I walk up the stairs with as much dignity as possible, pain ripping through my body. 
 
    After making sure I can’t escape my room, Nickolai turns, and he walks to my door. “Please think about what you’re saying. You don’t want to burn any bridges with your family.” He pauses on the threshold. 
 
    “They are already burnt. The only way to make this right is if my father lets us go. I can’t ever see that happening. Please tell my brother … tell him I love him.” The pain is growing in me, and I know I won’t make it if it goes on. Only the thought of saving my mate is what keeps me on my feet and fighting to stay upright. 
 
    “You can tell him yourself.” 
 
    I walk to the window and look out. “No, as we speak, they are torturing my mate.” 
 
    “How could you know that?” 
 
    “I can feel it. Not to the extent he does, but yes. When he hurts, I do, too.” 
 
    “Don’t give up hope, Aryanna. Sometimes miracles do happen.” 
 
    I nod and then hear the door close. Only when I’m alone do I allow myself to cry and let my fear free. 
 
    I press my fingertips to the cool glass. “Please, God. Give us a miracle.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Psych 
 
    It’s pain that rips me from the darkness. An intense searing heat shooting through my left leg. It takes me a moment to orientate myself after being drugged. I slowly open my eyes and look around the room. 
 
    The first thing I notice is that I’m naked and dangling from an exposed wooden beam in the center of the room. My wrists are bound with a thick rope and attached to a thick chain. It’s cold, and there’s a strong scent of mildew hanging in the air. I try to see more, but the lighting is dim, and the corners of the room are shrouded in shadows. 
 
    My heightened senses have not yet fully returned to me, and try as I might, I can’t seem to feel my panther. A lesser man would let the panic overwhelm him, but I breathe through the pain and rising panic before I assess the damage that has been wrought on me. The handle of a hunting knife sticks out of my leg as a pool of blood starts to accumulate beneath me on the concrete floor. 
 
    “Thank you for joining us,” a voice says from somewhere in the shadows. 
 
    I remain silent until I can better assess the situation. I don’t want any harm to come to Aryanna because of me. These people may be her family, but I know how ruthless they can be. 
 
    “So, you are choosing to remain silent?” Aryanna’s brother Domenico steps from the shadows. “I’m sure it will take some time, but I will make you scream.” 
 
    He is wearing dress trousers and a white button-down shirt. His sleeves are rolled up to his elbows, exposing his tattoos for everyone to see. I hope my little mate is strong enough to handle this because I am sure this motherfucker is going to torture me. Every bit of pain I receive will be felt by my mate, even though it will be to a lesser extent. 
 
    Domenico walks around me slowly, playing head games. He rattles items on a table just beyond my line of vision. He runs something sharp down the back of my arm, and the pain is instantaneous. But I remain silent. Warm blood trickles down my arm. 
 
    “Did you really think you could steal my sister? Force her to mate with you? All without any consequences?” He smirks as he wipes the bloody blade on his shirt. 
 
    I stare at him intently, trying to figure out what he knows and what he doesn’t. 
 
    “Haven’t you taken enough from us already? First my mother and now Ari.” 
 
    I can see the anger brewing inside him. 
 
    I need to try to get through to him before he snaps. If I can just get him to see the truth, maybe I’ll survive long enough to save my mate. Before I can decide what to say to Domenico, another man rushes into the room. 
 
    “Dom, stop.” He breathes harshly. “You need to stop.” 
 
    “What?” He snarls at the man. 
 
    “She can feel his pain. You’re killing your sister.” 
 
    “What? That can’t be true!” he says in disbelief. 
 
    “Only true fated mates can feel each other’s pain,” I say lowly. “Have you ever heard the saying, ‘died of a broken heart’? That holds more truth for mated shifters than anyone else.” 
 
    “My father was fine when my mother died,” he challenges. 
 
    “Did he ever tell you why he hates my father? That they loved the same woman and that she chose my father above him.” My chest heaves with the effort of talking. “Your mother wasn’t his fated mate, just someone he mated. And when she finally found her true mate, who wasn’t your father, and she asked to leave, he killed her.” 
 
    “No. That can’t be true,” Domenico says and shakes his head. “I would have known.” 
 
    “And what of your fated mate? Would your father chain her up beside me to torture her for something that wasn’t her doing? For the perceived sins of her father?” 
 
    “Stop going on about shit you don’t know anything about!” Domenico roars. 
 
    “I know if your father finds out that Rylee is your mate, she will join me within the hour,” I seethe. “How will you ever keep my sister alive if you can’t even look after your own!” 
 
    I pull against the ropes holding me in place, but I’m growing weaker from the loss of blood. I want nothing more than to kick the shit out of Dom right now. Both men stare at me in shock. My wrists hurt and I’m sure he must have hit a vital artery with his blade. I can feel death coming to steal me away. 
 
    I wish I could better protect Aryanna and that I was somehow a better mate, a stronger one. That she wouldn’t have to go through all this. I hope she’s able to get away from these people and live the life she deserves. The life I never got the chance to give her. 
 
    I should have rejected her the moment I knew who she was and saved her this pain. 
 
    “At least send my body back to my family. Don’t let them think I’m coming back someday. Give them some closure.” 
 
    The darkness draws me back under. 
 
    **** 
 
    Aryanna 
 
    The pain is getting unbearable and seems to move to different parts of my body. All I can do is lay on my bed and try to breathe through it. I’ve got a knife under my pillow and am waiting for the sensation of losing my soul. That will be when I know to take my own life and follow my mate into the afterworld. 
 
    “Aryanna.” 
 
    The pain makes my head feel hazy, and I can’t concentrate. 
 
    “Aryanna, it’s me, Isabel. What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “They have my mate and are torturing him. I am feeling his pain, and when he dies, I will go with him.” 
 
    Isabel shakes me. “Aryanna, get up.” 
 
    I shake my head. There was no way I’d be able to stand. 
 
    “I can’t. The blood is rushing through my veins and slowly leaving my body.” 
 
    I hear Isabel shout and cry, but there’s nothing I can do to help her. I listen to my friend run out of the room, and I say a silent goodbye to her. 
 
    I have no idea how much time has passed when Isabel wakes me. I notice the pain is a dull throb, and it no longer feels like blood is seeping from my body. It was strange to feel myself bleeding, but there was no sign of it on my body. 
 
    “Aryanna. Your brother stopped hurting him. I’m not sure what’s happening, but he’s yelling at your father in his office.” 
 
    “You don’t know why?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Do you know where my mate is?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes, but they won’t let us in there,” Isabel says. 
 
    “I have to try. Help me up.” 
 
    Isabel helps me to stand and then puts her shoulder under my arm. It seems to take forever to walk down a few flights of steps and then down a long hallway. Isabel stops at a thick wooden door. 
 
    “What should I do?” Isabel asks. 
 
    “Knock.” 
 
    My friend knocked, and within a minute, the door opens. 
 
    I see Nickolai’s eyes widen, and he looks both ways down the hallway and then back at me. “Aryanna, what the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “I want to see my mate one more time before we die.” 
 
    Isabel starts crying. “Let her in, Nic.” 
 
    “Fuck. You guys are going to get me killed.” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. I did this all on my own.” 
 
    “Why the hell can’t you walk?” Nickolai asks. 
 
    “Because I was just tortured, and my body feels like it’s lost half its blood.” 
 
    “Aryanna?” 
 
    I hear my mate call out to me and move around Nickolai. I fight through the pain and weakness, straightening my back and walking tall because I don’t want my mate to think I’m weak. 
 
    I nod at Isabel. “It’s okay. Just stand over by Nickolai.” 
 
    “Baby, what are you doing?” Draven asks, but his voice is weak. 
 
    I put my arms around his waist. I’m careful about pulling on him and hurting him worse, but if I don’t touch him, I feel like I’ll go mad. 
 
    Tears run down my face. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “This isn’t your fault, little mate,” Draven says. 
 
    “They found us because of me.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “My father planted a tracker in me somewhere when I was young. I just found out about it.” 
 
    “That motherfucker.” 
 
    I try to wipe the blood coming from his mouth, but it’s useless because it can’t be stopped. My legs give out, and I sink to the floor in a pool of Draven’s blood. 
 
    “Mate, please fight. You can still have a life without me,” he rasps. 
 
    I look up at him, willing him to see the truth written across my features. “Never. When you die, I will go with you.” 
 
    Draven bellows. “No! God. I can’t take the thought of you dying.” 
 
      
 
    “And I can’t take the thought of living without you.” I will take my last breath with him, and then we’ll be together for eternity. 
 
    The door slams open behind us, but I don’t have the energy to see who it is. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” I hear my brother curse. 
 
    Dom kneels before me and lifts my shoulders enough to see my face. 
 
    “So, it’s true that you feel everything he does?” 
 
    I nod. “Yes. We will die soon. Please, don’t separate me from him in death as well.” 
 
    Domenico curses. “You’re not dying today. Not because of me.” 
 
    “I will not live without him, Dom.” 
 
    “You won’t have to.” 
 
    I try to smile at the change in my brother. “It’s already too late. My mate and I are already half dead.” 
 
    I hear Nickolai cursing and Isabel sobbing behind me, but I don’t have the energy to talk to them. 
 
    “Nic, help me get him down,” my brother commands. 
 
    I watch through blurred eyes as the two men lift my mate enough to unhook him, then lay him on the floor beside me. I crawl until I’m plastered to his side and look up at my brother. 
 
    “Thank you. You are a good brother, and I love you.” 
 
    I can’t hold my eyes open a moment longer. 
 
    “Goddammit. No!” Domenico yells. “Nic, we need to get them out in the backyard, and hopefully, they have enough energy to shift. It’s the only thing that will save them.” 
 
    Nickolai calls down the hallway, and several men come running. “Help me pick him up. We have to hurry.” 
 
    I feel Domenico lift me into his arms, and the group hurries out a back door and into the woods behind the house. 
 
    My brother starts barking out orders to bring bandages. People are rushing around, and my brother lays me by Draven. I can feel my spirit start to float inside of me, and I try to hold myself tighter against Draven. 
 
    “I love you. I wish we’d had more time together.” 
 
    Draven pulls me tighter against him. “I’m sorry I didn’t protect you as I should have.” 
 
    People scurry around us, but my attention is focused solely on my mate. My brother wraps bandages around Draven’s wounds in an effort to stop the bleeding. 
 
    “It’s too late,” Draven says. 
 
    “No. Fight, you bastard! If you truly love my sister, you’d fight harder.” 
 
    “Domenico,” Isabel said. “I’ve heard that giving a shifter close to death blood will give them enough energy to shift and start the healing process. The only problem is that his mate’s blood works the best, but she can’t take any more.” 
 
    I hear talking, and then Isabel gasps. “You’re going to give him blood?” 
 
    “Yes. If he can’t have hers, he will take mine,” Domenico said. “We are brother and sister, so we have the same blood in our veins.” 
 
    I heard my brother hiss, and then Draven started to choke. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I say and try to push my brother away. 
 
    “Stop, sister. I’m giving your mate some of my blood. It’ll give him time to get stronger, and then you both have to shift.” 
 
    I look up to see Domenico pressing his wrist to my mate’s mouth, and blood trickling out and down his chin, but I can also see some go into his mouth. 
 
    I start praying like I never have before. 
 
    I feel my mate move, and then he pushes my brother’s arm away from his face. 
 
    “Draven, I’m trying to save you,” Domenico says. 
 
    “I know. I can feel my strength coming back. Give me a few minutes, and then I’ll try to shift.” 
 
    I see someone putting a bandage around my brother’s wrist to stop the bleeding. The group of people stand around us and wait for the miracle I’ve been praying for. 
 
    With every passing minute, I can feel life come back into both Draven and myself. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Draven asked Domenico. “Your father will hunt us down again.” 
 
    “I’m taking care of it,” Domenico says. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    My brother sighs. “My father will be dead in the next few hours.” 
 
    My eyes widen. “What are you talking about, Dom?” 
 
    “I’m going to kill him,” Domenico says with finality. 
 
    I swallow a few times, trying to sort through my thoughts and emotions. Would I miss the man that fathered me? Maybe the one from years before when he had some humanity. But he’d lost it, and his soul just got darker as the years passed. 
 
    As much as I hate violence, I was glad my brother was going to deal with it. We both deserved a better life than the one we were born into. 
 
    Domenico pats Draven’s shoulder. “Do you think you can shift? The sooner, the better.” 
 
    “We’ll try.” 
 
    I watch as Draven shifts. I can see it takes some effort, but he did it. Laying beside my mate, feeling the healing happen, I hope that things might finally work out for us. 
 
    Only time will tell. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Psych 
 
    I cannot believe that Aryanna’s brother gave me his blood to save my life. I had heard stories, but I never believed in them. It’s like some old wives’ tale you’ve heard a hundred times before and never put any stock in. But now that I have lived through it, I can attest to the fact that it actually works. 
 
    I feel my strength return the moment his blood hits my tongue, and shortly after I am able to shift. The magic flows over me, and my panther takes over. My mate lays beside my beast with a brilliant smile before also allowing her cougar to appear. In all my life I have never seen anything as beautiful as she is in this moment. 
 
    I have never felt fear like I did in the moments I thought we would both die in that shitty little room. I knew she was feeling my pain, but to see her so fucking broken tore me apart. I felt completely inadequate as a mate, as a man. 
 
    Our beasts circle each other, ensuring both are unharmed before we head into the forest. We run through the lush greenery, shoving playfully at one another as we allow the magic to do its work and heal our injuries, inside and out. 
 
    For fifteen minutes, we move through the lush foliage before returning to the compound. Aryanna’s cougar shakes its head, trying to stop me, but I need to make sure Domenico follows through on his promise to kill his father. I need to ensure that we are finally free. 
 
    Shifting, I turn to my beautiful mate. 
 
    “Don’t shift out here,” I say. “We need somewhere a little more private, where I can make sure no one sees you naked.” 
 
    “Lead him to your room,” Domenico says from behind me. 
 
    I hadn’t even realized he was there. 
 
    I follow as Aryanna’s cougar leads me through the maze of hallways inside her father’s mansion. The place is beautiful, decorated by someone who obviously has more money than sense. But it’s cold and bleak. It’s not a home but a shell to house all his wealth. 
 
    When we enter her room, my mate shifts back to human form. Lust surges through me at the sight of my mate, that stands naked before me. I know that now isn’t the time to be distracted by my libido, but the need to reestablish our bond rides me hard. 
 
    “Little mate,” I growl as I prowl toward her. “I need to fuck you. Make sure you know who you belong to.” 
 
    “I already know,” she replies, her tone husky as she presses her breasts against my chest. “But I certainly won’t complain if you want to remind me.” 
 
    Turning her harshly to face away from me, I press her up against the wooden door, kicking her legs apart while pulling her hips back. My fingers slip through her wetness. 
 
    “Are you still sore, my love?” I ask, rubbing circles around her clit. 
 
    “No,” she moans. “Please. I need to feel you inside me.” 
 
    I don’t hesitate, spearing her with my erection. A loud moan falls from my lips. 
 
    “This is going to be fast,” I rasp in Aryanna’s ear. “I need to make sure my scent is unmistakable on your skin.” 
 
    My hips continue a punishing rhythm, my fingers slipping between her thighs and playing with the bundle of nerves above her sex. I want her with me when I come deep inside her body. I know it won’t be long. My balls are already pulling tight against my body, ready to explode. 
 
    “Draven!” she moans loudly as her orgasm sweeps over her, and her knees go weak. 
 
    My teeth sink into her skin again, marking her come once more as I shoot my load deep inside her. I hold her for long moments before pulling out. In silence, we both dress quickly, Aryanna in her own clothes and me in clothes that smell distinctively of her bother. As we leave the room in search of Domenico, my mate pulls me to a stop. 
 
    “I love you. I wanted to make sure you know that,” she says. “No matter what, I will always be by your side.” 
 
    Tangling my hands in her hair, I fuse our lips together. Kissing her with all the love I possess for her. Yes, it may have been fast, but I know that even without the mating bond, I would have loved Aryanna. There will never be another woman for me. 
 
    “I love you too, Aryanna,” I say as I lean my forehead against hers. “Now, let’s go find your brother and make sure we’re safe so we can finally start our life together.” 
 
    Aryanna takes my hand in hers, leading me down the grand staircase to a solid oak door. There is no one around, no people milling in the hallways, and for a moment, I find it strange. But when the door swings open, I no longer care. 
 
    We enter the cavernous office space, and I take in the large desk and shelves filled with all manner of books. In the center of the room sits one of the most powerful men in the country. Beaten, bloody, and tied to a chair. 
 
    Stefano Esposito has been taken out by his own son. Domenico stands behind him, breathing harshly, his knuckles bleeding as rage radiates from him. 
 
    “Daughter,” Stefano rasps. “Help me.” 
 
    Aryanna goes to walk around me, but I stop her. She smiles at me before moving forward. My mate stops a few steps from her father. 
 
    “Tell me, Father, would you have let me die? All for the sake of this vendetta you have with Mr. West and the Fallen Legion?” 
 
    He shakes his head but doesn’t answer her. 
 
    Aryanna places her hand over her stomach. “And if I tell you I can feel Draven’s offspring growing inside my womb?” 
 
    Stefano spits at my mate, and I see red. How dare he disrespect her like that. I want to rip his head clean off his shoulder, but my mate holds me back with a palm against my chest. Of course, I could overpower her, but I don’t want to. 
 
    Then her words hit me. My child? Can she really already know she is with child? It has been less than twenty-four hours but with our shifter magic, I assume it could be possible. 
 
    “I have no daughter,” Stefano says slowly. “You are just like your whore of a mother. Willing to spread your legs for any stray that comes along.” 
 
    Tears fall from my mate’s eyes, wetting her face and breaking my heart. My father might be a prick, but he would never speak to Rylee the way this asshole just spoke to his daughter. My temper is barely leashed, and my panther is begging me to allow him to take vengeance for our mate. But I see the anger Dom is feeling at his father’s words. This is his family, and I will allow him to deal with the problem. 
 
    For now. 
 
    “The moment your brother releases me, there will be nowhere on earth for you to hide. I will carve that bastard child from your womb and leave you to bleed out while your so-called mate watches!” he yells. 
 
    “And that’s exactly why you will never get the chance.” 
 
    Domenico’s voice is calm as he slips the blade across his father’s throat. Blood pours from the wound, soaking his dress shirt before dripping down to what I assume is an expensive carpet. The three of us watch in silence as the life leaves him, and he breathes his final breath. 
 
    “You need to stay here,” Domenico addresses his sister before turning to me. “We need to see your father and find out if there’s any way there can be peace between our families.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Aryanna 
 
    I stand and stare as the blood slowly leaves my father’s body, and I hear his last breath. I feel numb, but deep down, I also feel relieved that we won’t ever have to look over our shoulders. That we are truly free to be together. 
 
    Should I feel more? 
 
    This man had loved me, and I had loved him not so long ago, but hatred is a poison, and it changed my father into a monster that would kill his grandchild. All because of hate from what happened years ago. 
 
    I hope someday I’ll know the whole truth. I know my father wasn’t telling us everything. Even though I was terrified, it would change my and my mate’s world. I needed to know. Taking a deep breath, I decided to feel no guilt because the world was a better place without my father in it. 
 
    My mate moves behind me and wraps an arm around my waist. I feel his lips on the side of my head. 
 
    “Are you pregnant, Baby?” 
 
    I look over my shoulder and smile. “Yes. We will have a baby in thirty-nine weeks. I don’t know yet if it will be a female or male.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter. As long as you’re both healthy.” 
 
    Domenico interrupts and talks about a meeting with my mate’s father. My brother wants peace between the families, and I couldn’t agree more. 
 
    My brother looks at me. “You need to stay here.” 
 
    At first, I want to disagree, but the baby inside me keeps me from doing something rash that might hurt it. 
 
    Draven wraps his arms around me. “He’s right, little mate. We can’t take a chance you might get hurt.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Go find Isabel. She was worried about you,” Domenico says.  
 
    I nod. “I will.” 
 
    My brother walks out of the office, barking orders. He orders a few of his men to dispose of our father’s corpse. I wonder if any of the men will cause problems. After all, they were loyal to our father but decided to let my brother deal with it since he is now the head of the family. 
 
    Draven kisses me. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 
 
    I nod and wave as he joins my brother. I hear several vehicles leave. It was only when a few guys came in to remove my father that I finally got moving. 
 
    I go to Isabel’s room and see she isn’t there. It takes me ten minutes to find her out back in the gardens. 
 
    “There you are. I’ve been looking for you,” I say. 
 
    Isabel gasps before running to me. We hug as we both burst into tears. The day had been rough on everyone. 
 
    “God, I was so afraid you were going to die,” Isabel sobs. 
 
    I wipe the tears from my face. “Me, too. But my mate and I survived, and that’s all I care about.”  
 
    I study my friend’s face. There is more than worry in her expression. 
 
    I clutch her hand in mine. “Let’s go over here and talk.” 
 
    Sitting on one of the stone benches in the rose garden, I face Isabel.  
 
    “Tell me what’s going on?” I ask her. 
 
    Isabel looks down at her hands. “You know I’ve had a crush on your brother for years, right?” 
 
    I smile. “Yes.” I always envisioned having Isabel as my sister-in-law. 
 
    She sighs, looking up at the sky. “Things are changing.” 
 
    “Like what?” I ask. 
 
    “His scent is different.” 
 
    I tried to remember if anything had changed with my brother. “It might have to do with the fact he’s taking command of the family?” 
 
    “No, it was before. I think he’s found his mate,” Isabel says sadly. 
 
    I vaguely remember someone saying something about it, but I’m not sure. So much has happened these past few days that not everything has sunk in yet. I studied my friend and guessed that Isabel’s heart was broken because there was no chance for her now. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know you love Domenico, but we both knew the likelihood of you being his mate was slim.” 
 
    She nods. “I know. Do you think I’ll ever find my mate?” 
 
    I squeeze her hand. “I know you will.” 
 
    My heart breaks for her, but it isn’t up to me to find Isabel’s mate. The universe will guide my friend toward her destiny. 
 
    “Will you come with me to the kitchen?” I ask, trying to distract her from her sadness. 
 
    Isabel nods.  
 
    I’m not really hungry, but it’s been a long time since I’ve eaten anything, and I’m still not completely healed from the torture. And the baby inside of me needed nutrients. 
 
    I debate whether to tell Isabel about the baby. My heart hurts at not being able to share this news with my friend, but I don’t know if it would make her happy or make her even sadder. I decided to wait a few days. 
 
    After eating a bowl of soup, I hug Isabel and go to my bedroom. The day has been long, and I still have some blood on me. I need a long hot shower and some sleep. My mind keeps drifting to my mate and the meeting with his father, and I hope it’s going well. I don’t think I have to worry about violence because Draven hadn’t looked concerned. 
 
    The shower felt wonderful, and I scrubbed my hair and body twice. I could feel the exhaustion grow as I dried my hair and knew I needed to get in bed. I put my panties and nightgown on and lay down. I tried to sleep, but my mind wouldn’t shut down and let me rest. I climb out of bed and stand by the window, looking out at the back garden. I knew I wouldn’t be able to rest until Draven came home. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Psych 
 
    Domenico and I drive in complete silence, both lost to our thoughts. When we reach the Fallen Legion compound, I can easily see my father has put the club in lockdown. When I decided to send Rat and Rylee back, I made sure they knew to tell my father the truth. 
 
    He needed to know what was happening so he could prepare for the war I was sure would break out. I couldn’t have the death of anyone I cared for on my conscience. 
 
    Dom parks the large black SUV facing the entrance in front of the clubhouse. The door opens, and my sister walks out with a scowl marring her features. 
 
    “Do you think she can ever accept me as her mate?” Domenico asks in the silence of his vehicle. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I reply honestly. “But if we can end this war once and for all, then there may be a chance.” 
 
    He nods before getting out of the vehicle. He waits for me to walk in front of him, and I lead him toward the entrance. 
 
    “I can’t believe you brought him here,” Rylee hisses at me. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Dutchess. But this isn’t about you right now. Don Esposito is dead, and Domenico, the new head of the Esposito crime family, has come to broker a truce.” 
 
    My sister’s eyes are wide with shock as her gaze bounces from me to Dom and back again. “Dad and Zero are in his office.” 
 
    A murmur goes through those gathered as I lead Dom through the clubhouse. I know people are confused and scared, and seeing us together isn’t helping the situation. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going, boy?” Wrath, our Road Captain, asks as he blocks us from the stairs. 
 
    “To see Grimm. You know, our President and my father,” I say as I try to step around him. 
 
    “And your friend?” his tone is accusatory. 
 
    “Wrath, you can either move the fuck out of my way, or I can remind you why you all call me Psych. Your choice.” My voice is low, but the threat is clear. 
 
    “Are you threatening me?” He puffs out his chest, trying to intimidate me. 
 
    “Let them through,” my father says from upstairs. “I would love to hear my son’s explanation for the mess he has caused this club.” 
 
    I glare at Wrath as I walk past him. Domenico is silent beside me, but I can feel the tension vibrating off him in waves. We enter my father’s office, and I motion for Dom to take a seat before I do. My father and I glare at each other, a battle of wills. 
 
    “You put your sister in danger,” he says. “You put this entire club in danger. And for what? Some forbidden pussy?” 
 
    My panther is ready to pounce, to make my father bleed for the disrespect to our mate, but I hold him in check. 
 
    “Rylee was never in any danger, and you know it. She’s a better shot than most of the men you allow into your club.” I keep my voice level, my gaze trained on my father. “And Aryanna is not some piece of random pussy. She is my fated mate and soon to be the mother of your first grandchild. So, have some fucking respect.” 
 
    “And that is supposed to fix all of this? You have started a full-blown war!” he yells, slamming his fist on the wooden desk. “Stefano Esposito is dangerous and ruthless, and he will not stand for this.” 
 
    “Stefano is dead.” Domenico is calm and composed. “I now lead the Esposito family.” 
 
    Both my father and Zero are incapable of hiding their shock. For long moments no one speaks, and I’m not sure where to go from here. I brought Dom here to broker peace between our families and have done my part. Now it’s up to him. 
 
    “You came here with my son freely?” My father seems confused by this turn of events.  
 
    Dom nodded. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It is time for peace.” He steeples his fingers below his chin. “There has been enough blood spilled on both sides. Aryanna, my sister, is all I have left in the world, and I would prefer not to lose her as well. She has made it perfectly clear that she will choose Draven above her own blood.” 
 
    “And what will this peace cost us?” Zero asks with a glare. 
 
    “Nothing. We can work together and share the territory and the spoils. I am not as ambitious as my father was. I want to live in peace and do my business. Perhaps see my sister every now and then.” 
 
    “If that’s all you want, you don’t need to be here brokering peace.” My father is cautious, as always. 
 
    “Draven and Aryanna will ensure that we are one family. Their child will be both a West and an Esposito. We need to cement our ties as allies as well. In business and all other ventures.” Dom sounds bored, but I can see the twitch above his eye. I know he’s holding something back. 
 
    “And how would you suggest doing that?” Zero asks. But the look on my father’s face says he has already figured it out. 
 
    “He wants Rylee,” I say. 
 
    **** 
 
    Aryanna 
 
    I wait by the window, staring at the shadows made by the bushes and flowers on the pathway. I try to lie down and sleep, but my apprehension keeps me awake.  
 
    It’s been several hours since Draven and Dom left, and with each passing minute, my anxiety rises. So many scenarios are rushing through my brain, and all but one or two terrify me. What if Draven’s father hurt or imprisoned my brother? Would I be able to stay with Draven, or would I be resentful? 
 
    What if our families never agree to peace and won’t come together? God, the thought makes me nauseous. I don’t want the two of us and our baby’s future to exist in turmoil. It will drive me crazy if that happens. 
 
    I know it’s too much to ask for total peace, but that’s what I was praying for. I wanted Draven to walk in the door and tell me everything would be all right. Our families are bound now whether they like it or not. Hopefully, our baby will help bring us together. 
 
    Every time I close my eyes, I keep seeing the light leave my father’s eyes. I know I should feel something other than relief, but I can’t, especially after what he said about killing the baby. 
 
    It is past ten o’clock, and I am beyond exhausted by the day and from my pregnancy. It feels like I haven’t slept in days. I can’t stand another moment without falling over because I am so weak. 
 
    I climb into bed and lay down, hoping I can finally fall asleep, before pulling the covers up over my chest. I tell myself I will just get some rest, so I can hear when they get back, but within a minute, I am out. 
 
    One nightmare after the other torments me and makes my sleep restless. I awaken from the worst of them but then go back to sleep. I have no idea what time it is when I feel a warm naked body next to mine. I don’t panic because I know the scent and feel of my mate. 
 
    I blink my eyes open and turn to look over my shoulder at my mate. Draven is smiling, but I can see how much the day has taken from him. 
 
    Turning, I wrap my arms around his neck, running my fingers through his hair. “I’m glad you’re back.” 
 
    Draven tucks some of my hair behind my ear. “I’m glad to be back with you.” 
 
    “I know we’re both exhausted, but I need to know if everything will be okay?” I ask. 
 
    His thumb caresses my cheek. “We are still in negotiations, but it looks like the two families will come together.” 
 
    “What’s making it so hard? Is it your family that wants more?” 
 
    Draven shakes his head with an eye roll. “No, it’s your brother.” 
 
    “My brother? What could he possibly want so much that he’d keep the families from uniting?” 
 
    Draven hesitates for a moment. “He wants his mate.” 
 
    “Who? When did that happen? Where is she?” I fire off questions in quick succession. 
 
    “It’s my sister,” he says. 
 
    My mouth drops open. What are the chances that two siblings in each family will be a mated pair? 
 
    “This is good, right?” I ask. 
 
    “Well … my sister is making it hard.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “She doesn’t want him.” 
 
    Now, I’m a little pissed. What woman wouldn’t be thrilled with being my brother’s mate? “Does she say why?” 
 
    Draven shakes his head. “No. She won’t tell anyone, and it pisses her off if I question her about it.” 
 
    “So, what happens now?” I ask. 
 
    “My father will not let the union between our families solidify until Rylee can be persuaded to take Dom as her mate.” 
 
    I have no idea what to say to that. “Will this cause a lot of problems for the families?” 
 
    “I hope not. Only time will tell,” Draven says, nuzzling my neck. 
 
    Time was one thing they did have. As long as Draven and I were together, that’s all that mattered. 
 
    “Let’s get some sleep, mate. I’m afraid we’re going to need it,” Draven says. 
 
    He leans forward and presses his lips against mine. Although I can feel the desire ignite, my body has no energy to bond with my mate, but once again, we had time. 
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    Sample Chapter 
 
    Hadley 
 
      
 
    I hate my job.  
 
    It isn’t something I say to get people to pity me. I genuinely hate working at Mary’s Rib Shack. I hate the mauve one-piece uniform, made of an awful, itchy fabric. I hate that the owner likes us to show off our assets, which means our uniforms are short around the legs and low around the neck. I don’t particularly enjoy showing off my barely-there B cups, especially not to our clientele. I hate that Mary’s is in downtown Gypsy Falls and the people who show up here are sketchy at best, but most are completely creepy. But Mary pays in cash and I need to stay off the grid. 
 
    This isn’t something I’ve done out of choice but more out of necessity. Growing up around an outlaw motorcycle club, which I then managed to piss off—through no fault of my own, might I add—means running and hiding to stay alive. If King were to ever get his hands on me, I wouldn’t survive. Knowing that death chases me daily and could catch up with me at any moment ensures I always keep my head down. 
 
    The area where the diner is located is far from ideal, with drug dealers on every second corner and a nonexistent police response rate. From the linoleum flooring that’s cracked and peeling in places, to the faded leather booth seats, and the god-awful music, there isn’t a single thing about Mary’s Rib Shack that I don’t hate. 
 
    I work the evening shift until closing time, from four in the afternoon until around midnight. I want to be able to work my way out of this hellhole and provide a better life for myself. I have aspirations and being a waitress isn’t one of them.  
 
    One day, I want to be able to open my own tattoo parlor. For as long as I can remember, I’ve loved drawing and through the years, I’ve honed my craft. Add to that the fact I did an apprenticeship at a tattoo parlor, learning from one of the best, and you have my dream. The only thing I want to do for the rest of my life. 
 
    “Hey, can we get some more coffee over here?” the man with the biker’s cut sitting in my section all but yells at me.  
 
    Earlier, I saw them enter and a chill ran right down my spine. My first instinct was to run, to get the hell out of here as quickly as my legs could carry me. After catching a glimpse of their patches and not recognizing their club, I was able to calm myself.  
 
    My hands shake, and my legs feel weak as I make my way to their table. Bikers terrify me. Not some bikers, but all bikers. 
 
    The three other guys with him seem rather normal-looking although anyone with eyes can tell that’s not the case. One blond and two with dark-brown hair, all of them with protruding beer bellies. The fourth man, the one who just spoke and whom I’m assuming is the leader of this merry band of misfits, gives me the straight-up chills.  
 
    He’s large, burly, and bald, with a snake tattoo running down his arm to his wrist. It’s garish and badly done with absolutely no detail. The man looks me over with eyes the color of mud as I refill the cups. There’s no depth to his eyes, just a flat deadness, and I try to avoid eye contact at all costs. I refill all four cups and start to move away when a large hand clamps around my wrist and pulls me back. Again, I feel this crawling sensation running over my skin. It takes everything I have within me not to pull away from his grip. 
 
    “Why don’t you sit down with us for a minute, darling?” the leader drawls at me.  
 
    “I can’t. I’m on shift and have to get back to my customers,” I reply while trying to pull my arm from his grip.  
 
    My breathing becomes shallow and a shiver works its way through my body. The need to get his hands off me is almost overwhelming. 
 
    “Well, now, Mary won’t mind, and the other waitress can see to your customers while you have a seat with us.”  
 
    He uses a tone that’s supposed to be reassuring but simply serves to creep me out even more. He yanks on my arm and I lose my balance, toppling forward and pouring half the remaining coffee down the front of his pants. 
 
    “You stupid fucking whore,” he bellows. 
 
    Before I can react, he backhands me across the face, causing me to fall. My head connects with the counter and then the floor with a resounding thud. Lying on the floor, all I can think is this is it, my last day at Mary’s. I would rather live on the fucking street than work here one more day. Regaining my senses and opening my eyes, I find complete chaos around me. All the guys from the table are on their feet. The two dark-haired men are holding back the guy who just slapped me. He’s doing his best to pull away from their grip and has his eyes trained on the front door to the diner.  
 
    Storm, my best friend, stands in the doorway. She’s a petite Asian woman with long black hair streaked with purple, full sleeve tattoos—courtesy of myself, a small waist, and an awesome set of all-natural C-cup breasts. Storm knows how to defend herself from the time she spent living on the street. She may be a stripper, but she will never let a man get the upper hand again. Apparently, she learned a painful lesson and quickly found someone to teach her how to defend herself.  
 
    In three-inch stilettos with her gun pointed straight at him, she stands her ground in front of this monster of a man.  
 
    “Viper, why don’t you take your little cronies and leave?” She’s deadly calm in the face of this man and for a moment, I envy her confidence. I haven’t moved from my spot on the floor and simply watch their exchange like the coward I have become. 
 
    “You know good and well that your kind isn’t welcome around here. Or do I need to make a call?” She appears calm while taking her phone out of the back pocket of her jeans.  
 
    Viper tries to charge at her again but the blond man steps between them.  
 
    “Time to go,” he says, and the other two men start pulling Viper toward the door on the other side of the diner. 
 
    “I’m gonna get you. You and your little waitress friend. You’re gonna pay. You hear me, Storm? You and that little cock tease!” he bellows as he’s dragged out. “That pussy club ain’t gonna save you.” 
 
    As soon as they are on the motorcycles and roaring into the distance, Storm puts her gun back in her purse and rushes over to me. “Oh, sweetie. Are you okay?” she inquires while pushing my hair from my face to inspect the damage.  
 
    “Hurts like a bitch but I’ll live. Gonna be blue tomorrow and I’ll probably have an egg on my head later, but I’ll be fine,” I assure her as I push up from the floor. “Thanks for the help.” 
 
    Storm looks at me with sympathy in her eyes, something I despise more than I can ever explain. I hate being seen for the weak, broken, scared little girl I become once I am faced with something that triggers my past. My past affects me more than I would like to admit, even to myself. So many things can trigger me and have me turning back in on myself. For years, I have secluded myself from people except for a select few. My friendship with Storm often pushes my boundaries and I feel like she is helping me rejoin the world again, one little push at a time. 
 
    As she opens her mouth to respond, Mary comes shrieking around the corner.  
 
    “You stupid bitches. Do you know what you’ve done?”  
 
    Her face is blood red from the lack of oxygen during her rant and her over-styled, bleach-blonde hair flies all over the place.  
 
    “Those assholes are gonna burn my place to the fucking ground because of the two of you!”  
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Storm turns a glare on her. “One of your staff members was just attacked, and all you can worry about is your business? What kind of person are you?” 
 
    Mary stares daggers at Storm as I pull myself to my feet.  
 
    “What’s wrong with me?” Mary continues shrieking. “Do you know who the fuck those guys were and how bad it can get when you fuck with them?”  
 
    “Yes, I do,” Storm says calmly. “Those are the limp-dick Mongrels MC and ain’t shit gonna happen to anyone. Pope is gonna lose his shit when he hears they were in his territory.”  
 
    Mary pales when she seems to realize Storm actually knows what she’s talking about.  
 
    “Now,” Storm says, looking back at me over her shoulder, “I am gonna take Hadley home and get some ice on her face. You’re gonna cover her tables and still pay her for the hours she’s missing. Because that’s what a good boss would do.” 
 
    “Oh, go choke on a dick, Storm. You won’t be telling me how to run my goddamn business. Why don’t you and Hadley just get her shit and get out because I don’t need to draw any more attention.”  
 
    She calmly turns to me and, looking me in the eyes, says, “You’re fired.” 
 
    Before I can think it through or contemplate my actions, my fist flies out and connects with Mary’s nose.  
 
    She gives an undignified shriek as she cups her nose. “You cunt! You broke my fucking nose.”  
 
    I stare at her before regaining my footing. Today may have been my breaking point. I have never—and I mean never—in my life laid hands on another person. “Oh, bite me, Mary. You’re a fucking bitch and I quit.” 
 
    Between hitting Mary, telling her to piss off, and quitting my job, I feel like I’m on top of the world. For the first time I can remember, I stood up for myself.  
 
    With what I’m sure is a seriously crazy smile on my face, I turn away from her. I head to the back of the diner where my personal effects are in a locker and change out of my shitty uniform. Taking a deep breath, I realize what I have just done. I stood up for myself but in the process, I’ve quit the only job I have. How am I going to pay rent, buy food, or pay for my damn car repairs? I am so fucked.  
 
    Instead of lingering on that, I square my shoulders and walk out to the front. People are crowded around Mary while Storm is smirking from her spot at the front door. Looking back at Mary, I smile. As I walk out of the diner, I give a single finger salute in farewell, light up a smoke, and walk home. 
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    “Yo, brother, I think you need to go back home and mellow out.” 
 
    Alastair turned abruptly to face his brother, Calum, getting in his face and gritting his teeth. “Would you like to say that to me one more time?” 
 
    “Jesus Christ.” Calum raised his hands and took a hasty step back. “Man, it’s just that you’re really pissed off….” 
 
    “Aren’t you usually like this after talking to your mother?” Alastair asked. 
 
    “She’s your stepmother. That counts, nut fuck. But yes, I do. The woman’s a viper. It’s just when you’re pissed like this, someone usually ends up dead.” 
 
    Alastair rolled his eyes, turned, and walked down the long hallway. The woman, Calum’s mother, was his fourth stepmother. Alastair’s mother died a few days after giving birth to him, which ruined his father. From what his family had told him over the years, they had been passionately in love, surprising because of their lifestyle. 
 
    Being a part of the mafia was not easy. You had to be cold and vicious to survive. It was especially hard for the women. The wives and mistresses had to deal with a lot. 
 
    His father had married four more times, trying to find the love he’d had with Isabella, Alastair’s mother, and it had never happened. This last one, Una, Calum’s mother, was the worst. 
 
    The first three stepmothers had died of surprisingly natural causes and not murder like one would expect living with the mafia—one in a car accident, one in an accidental drug overdose, and an accidental fall down the steps.  
 
    Alastair had liked that one the most. Nessa had been Logan, Ewen, and Rory’s mother and had been sweet as can be. It had hit his father hard when she passed away. Not as hard as Alastair’s mother, Isabella, but it took a while for him to want to have another woman in the house and in his life. 
 
    This last wife was a viper, and Alastair hated her, but he had to get along with her because his father was alive. After the stroke, his father had been unable to lead the Maclean clan, so Alastair had taken over the whole operation then, which was fine because he ran most of it anyway. 
 
    He shivered inside. Two minutes with his stepmother was torture. The woman was as mean as they came, and he couldn’t understand what his father saw in her. She might have been attractive if not for the permanent sneer she had on her face. 
 
    His brother was probably right, but he couldn’t stand the thought of going home to the same house his stepmother lived in, knowing she’d probably try to hunt him down to talk some more because he’d walked out on her tirade. The temptation to just kill her was too strong, and he didn’t know if his father would ever forgive him. 
 
    “What exactly are we looking at?” Calum asked. 
 
    “Our strip joint in Newport needs new women, and I sent out some of our guys to find ones who were attractive and loved being a stripper. Most of the ones we have now are getting old and tired, so we’ll get them other jobs in the business.” 
 
    “Cool. Maybe think about taking one of them home,” Duncan, another brother, said. “It might help your disposition.” 
 
    “Fuck off,” Alastair said without turning around. 
 
    Alastair opened the door to what could pass as a conference room. It had a long table and chairs and a small bar off to the side. Some meetings went late, and the guys were more pleasant if they had some alcohol in them. But not too much, or they started killing each other. 
 
    The women were already there waiting. The ones that noticed him stood as seductively as they could, begging for his or his brothers’ attention. Being one of their mistresses was sought after not only for their good looks but mainly for the money. 
 
    “Hey,” Stuart, one of his best men who had been with him for years, said and walked over to shake his hand. “I think we did well.” 
 
    “You checked for diseases and made sure they had no children?” 
 
    “Sure, boss. I know what you like.” 
 
    Alastair nodded. “Where’s Ross? He was supposed to be helping you.” 
 
    “He’s coming in with the last one or two.” 
 
    Alastair turned to Calum. “Can you get me a bourbon on the rocks?” He wouldn’t admit it to his brothers, but he did need to mellow out, and a nice drink helped every time. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    The first drink went down smoothly and helped calm his anger a bit as he talked to Stuart and ignored the women trying to vie for his notice and interest. He shook his head and snorted when his brothers did give the women their attention and had girls all over them. 
 
    “Craig is going to take these women to the club if you’re okay with them,” Stuart said. 
 
    Alastair turned and whistled for Duncan. “I’m going to put you in charge of this. Take them to Speedy’s, get the women who will live in our apartments next to the club moved in, and take the rest back to their place but tell them they have to be at work tomorrow. If they are late, they’re fired. There are no second chances.” 
 
    “I got it,” Duncan said. 
 
    His brother and a couple of the men rounded up the women and took them out a back door to the vans waiting. 
 
    “Are you going to wait for the last of them?” Stuart asked. 
 
    Alastair looked at his watch and sat down. “I’ll give them a few minutes.” 
 
    He hadn’t finished with his second drink when a side door opened and Ross, one of his guys, walked in, dragging a woman. She was crying and fighting to get away from him. 
 
    “Shut up, bitch,” Ross said and shook her. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” Stuart yelled. 
 
    Alastair held up a hand, set down his drink, and stood to face Ross. He walked to stand in front of the man and crossed his arms over his chest to keep from strangling the man, trying to ignore the woman’s pleas and cries. “Tell me.” 
 
    Ross stuttered. “Oh, well, her uncle owed us some money, and I was supposed to get it, but he didn’t have it, and so I thought we could use her as collateral until he pays up.” 
 
    Calum, Stuart, and the rest of his guys cursed, and the tension rose in the room. 
 
    Alastair just stared at the woman. She was tiny but had curved hips and larger breasts. She was dressed in a long white nightgown with lace. Her dark hair was tousled like she’d been pulled from bed. 
 
    “Who gave you permission to do that?” Alastair asked when he turned back at Ross. 
 
    “Well, no one. I just thought…” 
 
    “Is it your job to think?” Alastair asked. 
 
    “Well, no.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, you dumbshit,” Stuart said. 
 
    Alastair walked up, cupped the woman’s chin, and raised her face. His breath stalled in his lungs because her eyes were the most beautiful he’d ever seen, even when they were red and swollen from crying. They were light blue in the middle and green on the other part, and they seemed to look right through him. 
 
    “Who is your family?” Alastair asked her. 
 
    She sniffed. “I don’t have one besides an uncle I haven’t seen in years.” 
 
    “No husband?” 
 
    “No. Please, let me go home. I won’t tell anyone. I don’t even know you,” she said. 
 
    For once in his life, he made a decision with his heart instead of his head. He pulled out a gun and shot Ross in the forehead in one smooth move. 
 
    Everyone in the room stood frozen and in shock until the woman screamed. 
 
    Alastair put his gun away and reached for her when it looked like she was going to faint, only to have her flinch in horror away from him. He knew why, but it still pissed him off, which was ridiculous. Of course, she would be terrified of him. He just murdered someone in front of her. 
 
    He didn’t like the blood that had been sprayed over her from Ross’s head, and he wanted her clean as soon as possible. 
 
    He kept a few feet away from the woman and waited for her to be calm enough to hear him. “My name is Alastair Maclean. We’re the mafia in this part of the city.” 
 
    Alastair heard his brother curse behind him and ignored him. 
 
    The woman was hunched against the wall. Tears mixed with blood and brain matter ran down her face. “Why are you telling me this? Are you going to kill me next?” 
 
    Alastair shook his head. “I’m making sure that you won’t be able to go anywhere, ever.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. I’ve never done anything to you or anyone.” 
 
    “I know. Sometimes your life takes a path you didn’t expect.” No kidding. He never predicted he’d kidnap a woman and plan to keep her forever. “My advice is to make the best of this. I’ll treat you like a princess as long as you’re loyal to me. Do you understand?” 
 
    “No, I don’t. I don’t understand any of this.” 
 
    He sighed. “That’s okay. We have plenty of time.” He held out his hand and waited. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “You can either take my hand and walk out of here with some dignity, or I can have a few of my men carry you out. Choose.” 
 
    She studied him for a moment and before she reached for his hand. He could see how much she was trembling, but he would take care of her as soon as they got home. When her shaking, tiny cold hand slid into his hand, something inside of him settled, and a warmth filled him. 
 
    “That’s good, baby.” He pulled her along and looked at one of his men. “Take care of Ross.” 
 
    “You got it, boss.” 
 
    As he led her out to his car, he felt something shift in his universe, and he knew he’d forever be changed. He just didn’t know if it would be for the good or bad. Only time would tell. 
 
      
 
    End of sample chapter 
 
      
 
    www.evernightpublishing.com/her-mafia-destiny-by-lila-fox  
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
EVERNIGHT PUBLISHING @
e { ﬁ"f"" &

{sms OF THE FATHER

\ OOOOOOO
0.

JADE MARSHALL
GLILA FOX.x





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
IVERI\IGHT PUBLISHING
™ Kid ;

| ﬁ
511 NCE
' ‘*I’s §F\THE 2 THER‘ .

JADE MARSHALL
QU] AUFO X





images/00004.jpeg
)
(

XX X3

{
\

* e





images/00003.jpeg
)
{

.o

{
|

X Xt

*e





