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      Rowan stepped out of her car and pulled her black leather jacket on. Her long black hair, which she wore in a braid, got caught between the coat and her t-shirt, and she pulled it out with shaky hands before taking a deep breath.

      For summer in Falhurst, Kentucky, a leather jacket was overkill, but Rowan needed every advantage she could get when it came to portraying strength. She pulled back her shoulders and made her way to the Narrow Oyster. The bar was the social home of the Dragonclaw clan, and she found it odd that a name related to the sea would be the title of the top dragon clan's favorite hangout.

      "Here we go," Rowan whispered to herself, before pushing back the dingy looking door. It was late afternoon, but the large bar was full of Dragonclaw members. Right in the center of the room, at a massive table, sat her father, the leader of the Dragonclaw clan.

      Rowan swallowed thickly. She'd been planning this moment for a year, but now that she was here, a distinct shiver ran up her spine.

      Scared. Rowan was scared, and she hated it.

      Rowan clenched her fists and shut the door behind her. Thankfully, no one had noticed her so far. As far as shifters went, dragons were pretty high on the hierarchy. Their strength in human form, and ability to fly and breathe fire in dragon form, made them formidable enemies. It appeared none of them cared that a perfect stranger may have walked in unannounced.

      A scoff threatened to leave Rowan's throat as she observed the men and women around her. They were criminals. Well, most of them were. And after she found out exactly how the Dragonclaw clan earned their keep, she knew it was time to leave.

      Rowan walked into the bar, careful to dodge tables full of rowdy men and women. Despite it being afternoon, the bar had poor lighting which seemed to encourage everyone's vices. Most of the clan lounged around tables getting drunk, and a few couples hid in corners groping each other within an inch of their lives.

      I can't believe I once viewed this behavior as team spirit, she thought.

      "Hey, it's Rowan," one drunk yelled. A mix of cheers and jeers answered his call. Rowan understood both reactions. Some of them hated that she, a young woman, had risen to the position of third. The others respected her hard work.

      Rowan was in charge of clan security. Every clan in Falhurst had a turf, and from time to time, other clans wanted to infringe on that. Rowan had done a brilliant job of securing the Dragonclaw's interests. But now that she knew what they were, she felt her stomach roil once more.

      Smugglers.

      The Dragonclaw were prized smugglers, moving anything and anyone across any borders for the right price. Their access to the skies meant that no one could stop them.

      Rowan stopped moving to the center of the room when the memory of her best friend Brooke, a fellow Dragonclaw, burst into her room with news of exactly what her sister Sloane did all day, slammed into her like a bag of rocks.

      At twenty-seven, Rowan was a curious mix of inexperience and experience. She'd spent her entire life, living and working in the Dragonclaw territory. That bubble allowed her father to keep things from her, but at the same time, the odd life she lived had made her familiar with death and violence.

      But the news that her family were smugglers and human traffickers was too much for Rowan. It was like the scales fell off her eyes, and she suddenly saw everything for what it was. The businesses she protected in the clan's territory were nothing more than fronts. And her sister Sloane headed up the real business.

      "Are you okay?" Rowan turned swiftly to see her ex, Amber, looking up at her with worry etched on her face.

      Rowan peeled Amber's hand off her arm and stepped back. "I'm fine," she growled.

      Her response was met with whistles and moans. She'd always been proud of the fact that her coming out hadn't been an issue for the clan. Now she knew that her being gay was nothing to a group that championed greed and excess.

      "Trouble in lesbian paradise?" one guy heckled.

      "Shut up, Dan," a commanding voice replied.

      Rowan whipped her head around and locked eyes with her mother. "Shit," she whispered.

      She'd hoped her mother would stay home so that this experience would be a lot more manageable, but now it seemed like she was going to have to announce her departure from the clan in front of her mother.

      Rowan wanted to get the ugly part over with, before going back to her parents' house, to explain things to her mother. She couldn't do it before because she knew her mother needed deniability. Rowan drew a sharp breath, and her nostrils flared. That was yet another reason why she had to leave.

      Over the years, she'd observed her father's cheating ways. Rowan had begged her mother to leave several times, but her mother wouldn't budge. Theirs was an arranged mating. Leaving would bring heat on her family who were still respected Dragonclaw members.

      Rowan's mother's eyebrows shot up in understanding. They had always been close and only got closer once her father chose Sloane as his second. Rowan had been hinting at leaving all year, and it seemed her mother understood that that's what she was about to do.

      To Rowan's surprise, her mother bent her head to her in respect. Warmth spread throughout Rowan's chest, and a surge of adrenaline shot through her veins. She was worried that her mother would see her leaving as something negative that would make her life harder for everyone.

      Rowan's father did have a legendary temper after all. Who knew who he'd take it out on? But her mother supported her. Looking into the gray eyes that matched hers, she saw only compassion and admiration.

      Rowan brushed Amber aside and marched toward her father's table. Amber was a cheater and a real piece of work. She didn't deserve anything from Rowan. She had slept with Rowan's father while they were dating. That was it for Rowan. Now, Amber was just like any other Dragonclaw, and her respect for them as a group had faded.

      "I need to talk to you," Rowan said, planting her feet wide, facing her father head-on.

      "Not now," he said waving a dismissive hand. He turned back to one of his friends and carried on a conversation about soccer. He was obsessed with the game, despite the fact that he'd never kicked a ball in his life.

      Rowan folded her arms. She would not be deterred. Especially by a person she only considered family by blood and nothing else.

      "I said I need to talk to you," Rowan yelled.

      The room fell silent, except for a few babbling fools that were quickly silenced by their friends.

      "What is it, girl?" her father said, his voice laced with irritation. That tone would make the old Rowan cower, but over the last year, she'd made the mental transition from Rowan the Dragonclaw, to Rowan the Whiteheart.

      She'd set up her own clan. Made up of friends and shifters whose hearts and intentions were pure. As clan leader, she needed to learn to stand up to other leaders. Even though she still felt like her knees might buckle under her father's dark gaze, she locked her legs in and lifted her chin.

      "I'm leaving. As of today, I am no longer a Dragonclaw."

      Her father rose to his six foot seven and peered down at her, his almost black eyes glowing. "Do you know what that means?"

      "I do. I just came here as a matter of courtesy. I've already moved all my stuff out of your territory."

      Rowan's father looked over her shoulder, as the vein in the center of his forehead popped. He was trying hard to control his anger, but Rowan could see that he was losing that battle quickly.

      "Did you know about this?"

      Rowan didn't even have to turn to know who he was addressing. Her poor mother. She was as strong as could be, but she'd have to deal with his anger and pettiness over the next few days.

      Her mother and father didn't love each other. Theirs was an arrangement meant to consolidate power and purity of bloodlines. After having children, they settled into a life of coexistence, and mutual disdain, as her mother put it.

      The older Rowan got, the more she hated that her mother chose to stay, but she also understood that if it came down to a physical fight, then her mother could hold her own. Rowan had seen her in training. Her father, on the other hand, grew more portly with each passing year.

      Rowan's mother wasn't a victim. Instead, she was her family's protector. Choosing to stay mated to Rowan's father kept her parents and siblings safe from the wrath that a broken mating bond would incur.

      "No," her mother said, her voice flat.

      "I made this decision on my own," Rowan said, her voice rising in passion. "The Dragonclaw have no honor, choosing to work with the bottom of the barrel of the underworld. I will not lend my hand to your cause. So, this is my resignation. I, Rowan Fanan, now denounce the Dragonclaw clan."

      Rowan watched her father blink rapidly as his breathing grew heavier. He finally understood that this wasn't a rash decision and was probably angry that he'd been kept in the dark about all of it.

      It's good to get a taste of your own medicine, Rowan thought.

      She felt no fear, now. Only freedom. Her mother had given her her blessing, and her father wasn't going to do something rash to try to get her to stay or worse, keep her from leaving. If that were the case, he would have been as cool as a cucumber. His anger only came out when he felt powerless.

      Rowan had never thought she had any power. Now, she understood she had boatloads of it, and she was determined to use it for good.

      "I'll only ask this one more time," her father said, his voice low and shaky. "Do you understand what that means? If you leave, you'll be dead to me, and no clan will take you in. You'll be alone and defenseless, and you will never set foot in Dragonclaw territory again."

      Rowan inhaled. "I do understand that, and I accept it. Goodbye, Duncan."

      A few gasps broke out, and Rowan spun on her heels and walked out of the bar. Calling her father by his first name was a punch below the belt, but Rowan needed to make it clear that she was done with the Dragonclaw. That level of disrespect was something no Dragonclaw would use, and she'd just cemented her decisions. There would be no undoing of it now.

      Rowan walked back to her car and jumped into the driver's seat, turning around to face the four women piled in the vehicle.

      "Who’s next?" she asked, with a smile.

      Her best friend, Brooke, laughed from the passenger seat beside her. "You're crazy. You know that?"

      "Any takers?" Rowan asked, feeling a lightness she hadn't felt in months. "It feels amazing, I promise."

      The three other Whiteheart clan members and her closest friends looked at each other with worried faces.

      "Are you okay?" Mara, the motherly one of the group of friends asked.

      Rowan locked eyes with each of her clan members and smiled. "I'm more than okay. And I can't wait for each of you to feel what I'm feeling."

      Giselle, a wolf shifter, clapped her hands. "Whoo. If little Miss serious can feel this happy without smoking or drinking a thing, then sign me up. Let's go to mine next!"

      Rowan grinned and backed the car out of the parking lot. Today, they would each take the dangerous step of leaving their respective clans. She just hoped the Whiteheart clan that would be born on this day would deliver all that it promised.

      Freedom. Protection. And a life free of unnecessary violence and death.
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      Eva sighed as she looked over the clothes in her family-owned clothing store one last time. She knew that for every item on the rack, they had at least five more in storage. Unfortunately for them, the product never left the store at a reasonable pace.

      Biting her lip, Eva switched off the main light of the store and stepped out into the chilly night. She took out the store key from her back pocket and locked the place up. Once she finished, she stood with her arms on her hips and looked at the dark store.

      So much of her life had gone into the damn thing, and for the tenth time that month, she was seriously thinking of quitting. Eva shook her head. She could never do that. The store was her family's livelihood.

      All of the Stonelight clan's wolves were ranked on a scale from most important to least important. Some of them had titles, like the clan leader or second. Others didn't but still served essential roles. Eva and her family were at the bottom, and they had no way of getting up. At least not one that she could see.

      At least we have a clan, Eva heard her mother's voice in her head, and she clicked her tongue. Her mother was far too grateful for the Stonelight, and it showed in how she lived. She did everything she could for the sake of the clan, forcing her daughter and husband to help her.

      It wasn't that Eva hated the clan. The Stonelight was better than most. The problem was that there was no opportunity for advancement. She felt like she was living in the seventeenth century.

      Some shifter clans chose to get involved in all kinds of criminal activity. There, it was about earning your place through violence. While Eva would never want in on that kind of life, she appreciated the ability to advance.

      It was a first come first served hierarchy with the Stonelight, and her father's family had joined pretty late, cementing their status. That meant that the part of Stonelight territory they got to work in, was dictated. And so Eva found herself, at twenty-seven years old, shutting down a store on a street with severely low foot traffic.

      "Ugh. Why did I agree to stay late?"

      Eva drew an exasperated breath. She hated how loyal she was. When her mother asked her to stay back that day, Eva went along with it to appease the older woman. The way she'd practically begged Eva to stay, then proceeded to hug her, telling her she was the best daughter in the world, had melted her resolve.

      Eva jammed her hands into her hoodie pockets, then walked down the steps at the front of the store. At least her favorite show would be out on Netflix that night. She would lock herself in her room, and binge all night.

      Most people would think she was a loser for still living with her parents, but that was how things worked in shifter clans. You stayed with your parents until you found a mate.

      "With my weight, that won't happen anytime soon," Eva muttered under her breath.

      She had always loved her curves until an ex had wanted to control her eating. Actually, everything about her life. That experience had left her with serious self-esteem issues.

      Eva walked down the quiet street but didn't get far. She heard footsteps from behind her and turned her head sharply. It was rare for the road to get foot traffic in the evening, but if Eva could make a last minute sale, then it would be worth the wasted hours. She'd also love to see her mother's face when she told her the news.

      But when Eva peered over her shoulder, she didn't see potential customers behind her. No. Two large men dressed in black t-shirts and jeans were headed straight for her. Eva faced them head on, not wanting to have her back to the men and sniffed.

      They were wolves, but they didn't look like Stonelight wolves. Their clan was small. That meant these were wolves from another clan trespassing. Eva had never had to deal with this kind of thing because the shop was on a low traffic part of their territory, but it appeared someone had decided to do a bit of exploring.

      "Eva Martinelli?" one of the wolves asked. He had shaggy brown hair and baby blue eyes.

      "Who's asking?" she responded. Eva dropped her arms as her palms grew sweaty. Why would strangers know her name? Why would they come looking for her? And more importantly, how did they know exactly where to find her?

      "Uh, just answer the question," the first wolf replied. "We don't want trouble."

      "We don't want trouble," the second wolf imitated in a high pitched voice. He was smaller than the first, but something about his energy spoke of danger. Unbridled danger. "Who the fuck cares? She's a female wolf. We need a female wolf."

      The first wolf pinched his lips. "I know that, but we have a specific job to do. We can't just go around grabbing anyone."

      "Fuck this." The second wolf stalked toward Eva and grabbed her arm. "Let's go."

      Eva stomped on his foot with all her strength, and his grip loosened. That gave her the opportunity to take off down the street. Eva huffed as she ran. She might have been a wolf shifter, but she rarely shifted except for when she got the itch to do so. And after her horrible break up six months ago, that was never.

      I'm so out of shape, she thought as she ran. Before she got to the corner street, the first wolf ran around her and blocked her path. Eva turned around ready to take off again and saw the second wolf storming toward her with his fists clenched.

      Eva stepped out onto the street, needing to put some distance between her and the men.

      "Are you Eva Martinelli?" the first wolf asked, his voice oddly calm.

      "What the hell do you want?" Eva yelled, completely freaked out. Her chest was rising and falling rapidly as she struggled to catch her breath. And where her body had been hot, now a chill swept over her. Someone had targeted her, but for what reason, she couldn't fathom.

      These men were here to kidnap her, and she had a sneaky suspicion they were from the Darksong clan. The Darksong were a group of dominant wolves that did the dirtiest work. They were at the top of the shifter pyramid with the power they wielded through money.

      They could hire any shifter to do their dirty work which lately, mainly involved kidnapping female wolves. Rumor had it some of their shifters were starting to turn into animals, losing the human side of themselves. They shifted without warning and ran around wreaking havoc.

      This was a problem because the shifter community was hidden from the human population. The last time shifters tried to expose themselves and integrate, things had gone wrong. Shifters may be powerful creatures, but enough bullets would get them down all the same. They were outnumbered, so hiding was best for everyone.

      The Stonelight had always been a peaceful ally of the Darksong clan. Eva found it hard to believe they'd try to kidnap one of the Stonelight. But here were two wolves, asking for her. And every minute they spent had her more and more convinced that they were Darksong.

      "Enough with the questions," the second wolf said taking a step toward her. "We're Darksong, and we're here for a female wolf. You sure as hell look, smell and act like a bitch, so you fit the bill. Now, you can come quietly, or I'll be more than happy to pay you back for that little stunt you pulled back there."

      "Please come with us," the first wolf asked, his voice pleading. He was larger than the second wolf, but he seemed afraid of him. Eva knew that it was those closest to a person that knew their real character. If the first wolf feared the second, then she needed to worry about him too.

      With that in mind, Eva shut her eyes and initiated the fastest, most painful shift of her life. The sound of bone cracking and muscle moving around filled the air, and seconds later, she opened her eyes and stood on all fours.

      Eva's nostrils were assaulted by a thousand different smells both good and bad, but the one scent that stood out was that of Pula. It was strong, which meant that one of the two wolves before her was carrying it.

      Eva had scented the plant once in high school when one of her classmates had brought it in trying to show how dangerous he was. Since then, Eva had learned how dangerous the plant could be when exposed to a wolf shifter. Excruciating pain and a loss of consciousness were the intended outcome of its use, but death often accompanied them.

      Eva growled low and bared her canines. She wasn't a fighter by any means, but she understood that putting on a good front did go a long way in protecting one's self.

      The two wolves weren't intimidated though. The second wolf shifted and answered her low growl with an even lower one that seemed to boom along the street.

      Eva was glad the street was empty. Any human nearby would have been scared to their wit's end by all the shifting going on. But, at the same time, the empty street meant she'd get no help from anyone. All the shops were closed, and people had gone home to their families. She was the only idiot that had stayed back, all to make her mother happy.

      I'm so sick of this life, she thought.

      The first wolf shifted, his brown coat eye-catching under the street light. The second wolf's white coat looked misplaced combined with his dark green eyes. All the while, Eva kept taking a step back. She needed to put herself in the best position for survival.

      While she wasn't a fighter, all Stonelight children took basic training to protect themselves and their territory. The classes did nothing for Eva, but she did remember a conversation one of the boys in her group had with friends, showing off how he'd beaten a wolf from another clan in an after-school fight.

      Eva hated to rely on hearsay from a teenage boy, but at that moment, she had no other choice. It was either fight or get kidnapped. Being mated to a Darksong wasn't an option. Not only would she be a slave, but she would be mated to a man. As a lesbian, that was unacceptable.

      Once Eva retreated a reasonable distance away, she charged. The second wolf responded to her challenge and ran toward her at full speed. When he was a few feet away, he pounced.

      Eva mentally cheered. He was acting according to his animal instincts. Eva immediately skidded onto her back, a move that hurt like hell and swiped a paw upward. The white wolf howled as he collapsed behind her.

      Eva quickly scrambled to all fours and stared down the brown wolf. She could sense that he didn't want to hurt her, but the white wolf's howl of pain seemed to spur him on. The brown wolf charged at her and pinned her to the ground, slicing through her side with his paw.

      Eva howled, and the brown wolf got off her. She moved slowly to the side, feeling dizzy as a fountain of blood poured from her side. The brown wolf rushed to the white wolf's side and helped him up.

      Eva mentally smiled. The white wolf looked as bad as she felt. If this is how she was to die or get kidnapped, at least she'd know she'd done her best, with the single fight move she knew.

      The two wolves stalked toward her. They'd learned the fault of attacking alone, and Eva's heart thudded against her chest as her vision grew hazy. Her inferior wolf heritage was finally catching up to her.

      Most shifters could heal themselves with the magic in their blood to varying extents. Eva didn't have much magic, to begin with, only enough to shift, and so she bled out, while her body did nothing to seal her wound.

      The white wolf bared his fangs, seemingly healed enough to charge once more, but before he could take another step, a strong wind moved over them and a stream of fire rained down on the two wolves who howled as they were burned alive.

      Eva, shifted back to human form, her magic finally giving out. She lay on the ground naked and placed a shaky hand over her side. Blood gushed out of her, and no matter how hard she pressed at her wound, it wouldn't stop flowing.

      Lying on her side, she saw a sight she'd never forget. A silver dragon landed with a loud thud on the street she'd worked at her whole life. Its wings were spread to help with the landing, and their sheer size filled the road itself, from end to end.

      I guess I finally know how enormous dragons are, she thought wryly, before she passed out.
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      Rowan knelt on the ground and took a series of deep breaths. She was always like this after she shifted back to her human form. Something about forcing her lithe female body to take on a size as large as that of a dragon's caused severe pain during shifts.

      After a minute or so, she rose, and immediately realized she was naked. All shifters shed clothes while they shifted. Rowan was pretty comfortable with nudity, but it was the chill that bothered her. She quickly tiptoed around the burned forms of the two wolves that had ganged up on the lone wolf.

      Rowan felt terrible for a second. It had been a while since she'd killed. The first time a group of shifters from another clan trespassed on Dragonclaw territory, she'd been involved in a fight, which ended in her first kill. That night she'd lain awake feeling guilty, then she remembered that no group would willingly walk into another's territory unless they had terrible intentions.

      This duo of wolves definitely had evil intentions. After the high of leaving the Dragonclaws and watching her friends leave their respective clans, Rowan had taken to the skies, needing to let all the built up energy out.

      It was a picturesque evening as the sun set and the moon took over, and she'd decided to venture out over the city, to appreciate the captivating lights of Falhurst's nightlife as people left work on a Friday and started their weekends with a bang.

      Flying over what she knew to be Stonelight territory, Rowan, with her enhanced dragon vision, had seen two men attack a young woman. She circled over the scene a few times waiting to see if this was clan business or something else. Once she saw the young woman shift, she understood everything.

      The men were working for the Darksong. That was the only explanation. Everyone knew the Stonelight were notoriously neutral but loyal to the Darksong. That unique combination meant they had no enemies, but every protection. Only the Darksong themselves would try to kidnap a Stonelight wolf.

      Once it all came together in Rowan's mind, she descended on the scene, angling her wings to slow down. Breathing fire, when coming in at such a speed was dangerous, but it was all Rowan could do. Landing, then turning around was too risky. Her large form made ground combat a nightmare.

      Shifting to human form would only make matters worse. So, she took a chance and just loosed a small stream of fire, making sure she pulled up before she crashed into a building.

      Rowan rushed toward the young woman laying on the ground, once she saw the pool of blood forming around her.

      "I hope I'm not to late," she whispered.

      Something about the young woman's face looked oddly familiar, but Rowan forced herself to look at the gushing wound in her side. While she wasn't a lightweight, Rowan hated the sight of blood.

      Fighting down the urge to gag, she shut her eyes and focused on the well of magic within her. Every shifter had one, but each was filled to different levels. As a dragon, hers was overflowing, and it was time to channel it and use it for good.

      Rowan coaxed her magic from her well and channeled it into her hand. Then, she leaned over and let her hands hover over the wound. She watched as a silvery light left her hands and made its way into the injury.

      Pretty soon, the blood flow slowed, and the wound closed. Rowan loved that she had so much magic and wanted nothing more than to use it for good. She thought of the Dragonclaw clan, and her face soured. Some of them had as much magic as she did, but all they used it for was healing themselves after a fight, or intimidating less powerful shifters.

      Rowan's thoughts broke her concentration, and before she knew it, a punch landed solidly on her cheek. She scrambled back and lifted a hand to her cheek, before locking eyes with the young woman before her.

      "Stay away from me," the young woman whispered, her voice hoarse.

      It appeared that while her wound had shut, she was still weak and drained. Rowan's heart immediately softened. The young woman was protecting herself.

      "I'm not going to hurt you. I'm here to help you."

      The young woman's hand darted to her wound, and her adorable hazel eyes widened in wonder. "Did you—"

      Rowan hummed softly and nodded. It hadn't taken much magic, but the wolf looked like it was the most remarkable thing she'd ever seen.

      The young woman sniffed. "Dragon. Were you the one that smoked those guys?"

      Rowan beamed, enjoying her turn of phrase. "I am."

      "Why did you help me?"

      Rowan was taken aback. Had she overstepped and acted out of turn? Surely, someone facing death would want assistance, no matter the source.

      Rowan cleared her throat. "I saw the fight, and thought I should help."

      "Aah," the young woman said, pushing herself up into a sitting position, wincing as she did so. "A knight in shining armor. No. Wait. A knight with shiny, silvery scales."

      Rowan's eyes crinkled at the corners. She barely knew this woman, but she liked her. No one had showered Rowan's dragon form with compliments. Not even her ex-girlfriends.

      Rowan knew she was attractive, and that her toned body and height helped to enhance her beauty. But hearing someone compliment more than her human exterior, without any ulterior motives, made the butterflies in her stomach flutter.

      "Thank you," Rowan said, ducking her head. "What's your name?"

      "Eva. And you are?"

      "Rowan." Something about the name Eva seemed familiar. Rowan bit her lip as she wracked her brain. Where had she heard it before?

      Rowan knew Eva's face was familiar. But where had she seen her? At a club, perhaps? It had been years since Rowan did that kind of thing, but when she was into it, she did meet a lot of women.

      "Eva Martinelli," Rowan shouted, snapping her fingers. "We went to elementary school together. I'm Rowan Fanan."

      A grin broke out on Eva's face. "I knew you looked familiar. Sparkling gray eyes like yours are rare."

      "Again with the compliments," Rowan said, shaking her head, smiling. "You looked familiar to me too, although your hair has darkened. You're still incredibly beautiful though."

      Eva's eyes dropped, and Rowan realized how that sounded. Just because she was gay and super attracted to Eva and her gorgeous curves, didn't mean she had to say precisely what she was thinking. She mentally slapped her forehead.

      And we're both naked on the street outside, for god sakes, she thought.

      "Sorry. That may have been too forward. I call em like I see em."

      Eva nodded then got up, covering her chest with an arm, and her crotch with her other hand, seeming to remember her nudity. "My family owns a clothing store. We keep a spare key under the mat. I'm going in to get some clothes. You can join me if you like."

      Gone was the openness and warmth in Eva's voice and face. She seemed embarrassed, and it was all Rowan’s doing. It appeared she had a knack for hitting on straight girls. First her ex, Amber, and now her childhood friend.

      Rowan rose but didn't immediately follow. After a few minutes, she walked into the store and saw Eva exiting a dressing room in jeans and a t-shirt. She looked at the clothes around her and grabbed the same that were the right size.

      "I'll, uh, pay for this stuff later," she said, before running to the dressing room. The last thing she wanted to do was make Eva feel uncomfortable.

      "No need," Eva called, her voice a lot warmer. "You saved me. It's the least I could do."

      Rowan quickly pulled the jeans on, hating the fact that she was commando, but wanting to rush back out to Eva. It seemed that all had been forgotten, and all she wanted to do was get to know Eva better.

      The young girl she remembered was quiet and shy. Some of that had faded. Eva seemed a lot more comfortable with herself. Heck, she'd been paying Rowan compliment after compliment.

      In a friendly way, Rowan reminded herself. She's not gay, unfortunately.

      "I'm glad I stopped by," Rowan said, walking out of the dressing room. "I couldn't leave a friend stranded." Rowan was sure to emphasize the word friend. She wanted to wipe out any fear Eva might have toward her.

      "What were you doing out at this time anyway?" Eva cocked her head.

      Rowan inhaled. "I made a considerable change in my life, today. I needed to get some of that energy out."

      "Well, I'm glad something good happened to someone today. It's been a lousy day all around, and it started with poor sales. I don't know how much longer I can do all this."

      Rowan took a step forward and placed a hand on Eva's shoulder. She seemed so exhausted. Emotionally, and physically.

      Rowan didn't remember much about her childhood friend's family life, except that she was an only child. If she lived the typical shifter life, then that meant that she had a lot of responsibilities helping with the family business.

      "I'm sure things will pick up," Rowan said.

      Eva scoffed. "We barely get any traffic, and Mom insists on pricing everything so damn high! Shifters tear their clothes all the time. How can we ever turn things around?"

      "Maybe you can sell a complementary product. Shoes, maybe?"

      "I already tried that. Mom won't have it. She's always popping in and out, yet she wants to have a full say over everything."

      Eva pinched the bridge of her nose and shut her eyes. "Sorry. You don't need to be hearing all this."

      "It's okay," Rowan reassured. "It's always good to talk things out."

      "I can't belive I'm complaining about the shop when two wolves, who I'm pretty sure are Darksong tried to kidnap me. What is wrong with me?"

      Rowan hated the self-hating tone in Eva's voice. Eva was a great person, from what she could remember, and the vibrant personality she'd witnessed minutes ago proved it. She would not stand to hear her friend put herself down like this.

      "Listen," Rowan said, using the commanding voice she used on missions. "It sounds like you've had a rough day, and perhaps a rough few months."

      "More like a year," Eva mumbled, staring at the floor.

      "Be that as it may, you are a wonderful person. I'm pretty good at reading people, so I know it for a fact." Rowan placed a finger under Eva's chin and raised it. "Don't let your circumstances get you down, or redefine you. I did that for a long time, and I was miserable. You can change your life for the better once you're ready, but talking about yourself and your life like this will only push that day further away."

      Eva took a deep breath and placed her hand on her hips. "You're right. There's no point in whining about things."

      "I wouldn't say you were whining."

      Eva raised an elegant eyebrow, and Rowan grinned. "Fine. Maybe just a little, but in the cutest way."

      Eva's cheeks colored, and Rowan mentally slapped her forehead again. What was it with her today? Usually, she controlled herself a lot better. Here she was, touching Eva at every opportunity and flirting. This was exactly how she acted whenever she was interested in someone.

      "Anyway, so what do you want to do now? Go to your clan leader?"

      Eva shook her head. "No. I want to go home. I'll get my parents to take me to see our clan leader tomorrow. To be honest, he scares me."

      "Trust me; I get that."

      That was always the way among shifters. The alpha had to be formidable enough that anyone that wanted to challenge him or her would think twice.

      As the Whiteheart leader, Rowan wanted a different leadership style. After her friends voted her in, she was determined to make their clan a safe, warm place for all.

      "I’d better get a head start. It's a long walk. You probably have things to do, so I guess I'll say good night."

      Rowan's eyes flew open, and she spoke before she processed her thoughts. "I want to come with you."

      "Home?" Eva asked, tilting her head.

      "Yeah. There's no telling who else might be after you. I'm sure the Darksong will come looking for those two wolves. Besides, you're tired, and your wound is still healing. You shouldn't be walking in case it opens up."

      Eva winced. "Before I came in, I searched through my stuff out on the street. My phone's crushed. Even if it was working, I can't afford a cab."

      "Then we'll fly," Rowan said, excitedly.

      "Aren't you tired after all that shifting?"

      "Nope. After a minute I'm back to normal. Come on. I don't want to stay up late worrying about you. Let me take you home; then I'll leave you."

      Eva clapped her hands giddily. "I've never flown. This is going to be awesome."

      "I'll do my best to ensure a smooth take-off and landing. Customer satisfaction is my number one priority." Rowan mock bowed, and Eva broke out into a fit of giggles.

      "You're so different than I remember. Quieter in some ways, but still as fun. I like you."

      Rowan knew that Eva meant every word in a platonic sense, but she couldn't help the way her heart swelled. Eva Martinelli made Rowan feel like it was time for a boatload of good to find her. And Rowan wanted to stay by Eva's side and create a better future for her quickly developing crush.
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      Eva rested her head against Rowan's shoulder, careful not to get too close to her neck. When Rowan had suggested they fly, Eva had been beyond excited, despite how well she fought to hide the fact. She'd always thought that flying would be so freeing, but now that she was, she found it to be something else. Intimate.

      When they stepped outside, Eva had expected Rowan to shift into the epic silver dragon she'd seen before, but Rowan had said that Eva didn't have the experience to ride her and suggested something else. After Eva had finished fanning her cheeks from the double entendre, she had asked Rowan what the alternative was, then proceeded to drop her jaw.

      Rowan had shut her eyes and sprouted her silvery wings to half their length, which wasn't saying much. They were massive.

      Eva couldn't believe that Rowan could half shift. That kind of command over her magic meant that she wasn't just an ordinary shifter. Her bloodline must have been pure.

      So Eva, who was shorter than Rowan, had jumped up a little and wrapped her legs around Rowan's waist. Rowan then rested her hands securely around her lower back, even though Eva wished she would move her hands lower.

      "Everything okay," Rowan asked, quietly.

      "Mmhmm, just enjoying the ride."

      Rowan chuckled. "That's nice to hear. I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but I'd say we're close to your home."

      Eva wanted to bury her head in Rowan's neck and inhale more of the coconut scent that had driven her wild. Instead, she groaned. "If we must."

      Again, Rowan chuckled. "Are we friends?"

      Eva's head snapped up, and she stared into Rowan's eyes. "Of course. Why are you asking?"

      Eva didn't get a chance to hear an answer as they quickly plummeted a few feet. After a few screams, Eva wrapped her arms even tighter around Rowan's neck.

      "Sorry," Rowan said flapping her wings harder to make up lost altitude. "You just, uh, scared me."

      "I promise not to do that again," Eva said before swallowing thickly. She felt her heart jump to her throat and the unique sensation of needing to use the bathroom hit her hard.

      Thank god I've got excellent bladder control, she thought.

      "It's not your fault. I got...distracted. Anyway, since we're friends, I just wanted to say that I'd be happy to take you on more flights. If you're not scared after that little mishap, that is. Maybe I'll even let you ride my dragon."

      Eva wanted to say that she preferred the intimacy of Rowan holding her like she was. Her voice gentle beside her. Her chest rising and falling against Eva's more generous one. Out of all the dates Eva had gone on and imagined going on, this took the cake by a mile.

      But she couldn't say any of that, lest she freak Rowan out. "I'd like that," Eva said instead.

      "Good." Rowan was silent for a minute before she gasped. "Wow. Your mom really has kept the Christmas light on."

      Eva rolled her eyes. "Yeah. That's Mom for you. All about the positivity."

      "I take it she can get to be a bit much."

      "She's a nice person." Eva sighed. "I sometimes feel like she's a bit of a clan fanatic. The reason she's away from the store so much is that she volunteers to do all kinds of clan business."

      "At least she's happy," Rowan said diplomatically.

      "Trust me, she is. She was a lone wolf, and when she mated my father, that was her first sense of community. I think she goes overboard to compensate for that."

      "Makes sense. We're about to land, so hold on."

      Eva tightened her hold on Rowan's shoulder, and this time she allowed her nose to touch her childhood friend’s neck. Heavenly. Rowan smelled heavenly, and Eva wanted her in the worst way.

      Rowan had indicated that she found Eva to be an attractive woman, but Eva hadn't gotten any gay vibes from her, whatever those were. And even if she were a lesbian, why on Earth would a gorgeous, badass dragon shifter like Rowan choose to be with an overweight wolf shifter?

      That's what it always comes down to, Eva thought. Damn Michelle for doing this to me.

      Before she knew it, they were on the front lawn of her family home, and Rowan had retracted her wings, leaving two large holes in the back of her shirt.

      "Do you need a jacket or something?" Eva asked, worried that Rowan would get uncomfortable.

      "Nah. I'm fine. You forget I spend a lot of time in the sky. It gets pretty chilly up there."

      Eva nodded. "I can imagine. I guess I didn't feel that because we were so close."

      "It was nice to have a partner up there with me. It's been a while."

      "Anytime you need some company..." Eva offered.

      Rowan grinned. "That's what friends are for."

      And there it was again. Eva wanted so much more, but there were other pressing issues at hand. She could always dissect every word she and Rowan had shared after Rowan left. Right now, she needed to alert her parents to the situation, and prepare to meet her clan leader tomorrow.

      Eva rang the doorbell and gave a wry grin when Rowan raised an eyebrow in question. "Dad gets pretty paranoid about security. But his hours are always regular, so he's always here whenever any of us need to come home."

      Rowan nodded and stuffed her hands into the back of her jeans. For the first time, Eva pieced together everything she'd told Rowan about her family and realized that they sounded like an odd bunch.

      God, I hope she doesn't think I'm weird too, she thought.

      Eva's mother opened the door, and jumped back with a scream and covered her mouth. "Oh my god," she whispered.

      "Mom?" Eva asked, taking a step forward. "Are you okay? Did anything happen?"

      Eva's mother shook her head and hyperventilated. Seconds later, her father ran downstairs. "Is it done?"

      He too stopped dead in his tracks and muttered under his breath.

      "Dad, what's going on? You're both acting weird."

      Eva felt Rowan's reassuring arm around her waist. She looked up at her friend. "Am I missing something?"

      "I don't think so, but I have my suspicions."

      "About what?" Eva said, her voice exasperated. Everyone around her was acting weird, and it seemed that she was the only one who wasn't in on the joke.

      "Eva," Rowan asked, staring at her parents. "Do you usually stay back late at the store?"

      "No." Eva threw her hands up in the air. "But what's that got to do with anything?"

      "Why did you stay late today?" Rowan's voice was patient, but her eyes never left Eva's parents.

      "Mom asked me to."

      "Did the wolves say anything to you?"

      Eva folded her arms, doing her best to keep her irritation at bay. As an only child, her parents often excluded her from conversations, talking around topics that she wasn't meant to hear. This felt like Deja Vu, and she didn't like it one bit.

      "Yeah, they asked if I was Eva Martinelli. Someone must have given them my name." Eva turned to her parents. "Mom. Dad. You need to tell me what's got you spooked, cause I have news of my own to share."

      Rowan stared at her feet. "I don't think it's news to them, Eva. They arranged it."

      Eva scoffed. "That's impossible. Why would they do that?" Eva turned to Rowan, ready to give her a piece of mind. Rowan may be ridiculously hot, and an old friend, but she had no right to walk into her life and fling accusations just because she rescued Eva.

      But when Eva's eyes canted to Rowan's, she saw nothing but compassion and deep sadness.

      Oh my god, Eva thought. Could she have a point?

      "Mom. Is this true? Is that why you asked me to stay back? Were you...setting me up?"

      Eva's mother dropped her hand and took a step forward, her breaths raspy. "Honey, we had to do it."

      "Do what?" Eva hated the way her voice cracked, but she needed to hear it from her mother's lips. Her heart jackknifed in her chest as she waited for her mother to respond.

      Eva's father took a step forward and placed an arm around his wife. "We arranged a mating between you and a Darksong wolf."

      Eva saw her father's lips move, but she heard nothing. All the sounds around her dulled, and she heard nothing but the sound of her blood rushing in her ears. Her father had just admitted that he gave a bunch of Darksong wolves permission to grab her and mate her to one of their friends.

      The thought was so preposterous, but her father stood stoically by her mother. "Why did you do it?"

      "The Stonelight had a debt to pay, honey," her mother started. "We offered money, but all the Darksong want these days are female wolves."

      Eva's head jerked back as rage pulsed through her veins. "So all this was for the clan? You sold your daughter for your precious clan?"

      "We didn't sell you, honey," her mother said taking a step forward. "We arranged a mating."

      "If it was arranged," Eva said forming her fingers into air quotes, "then why didn't I know about it?"

      "You would never have agreed. Don't you see, this is about protecting the clan. If you don't go, then war will break out. You don't want that, do you?"

      "Don't you dare put the weight of the clan on Eva's shoulders," Rowan said, her voice icy.

      "Excuse me," Eva's father said. "Who are you?"

      "I'm Rowan, and I rescued Eva from the men you sold her to."

      Eva's mother rubbed her temples with her fingers. "Will everyone stop saying the word sold. They were supposed to explain everything to you."

      "They're Darksong." Eva scoffed. "They don't use words much. Just violence and money. Besides, isn't it your job as my parents to let me know that you've promised me to some savage? God, Dad, aren't you the one who always said you'd protect me no matter what?"

      Eva's father shuffled his feet, before looking up. "This is for the clan. We can't afford a war. We don't have the numbers."

      "So you volunteered me, huh? This issue came up in a meeting, and you said, you know what, Eva will do it. She's a good girl, and always does what she's told," Eva spat.

      "No, honey," Eva's mother said, her eyes glowing. "Richard approached us. He knew how committed we were to the Stonelight. It was an honor."

      "For you! But what about me?"

      "It wasn't like we had a choice," Eva's father spoke, his voice flat. "We never have a choice."

      Eva's mother turned to look at him, her expression one of extreme betrayal. "Is that how you really feel?"

      "I've been here all my life. I know how things work. Look, Eva, you were chosen. If you go now, I'm sure whatever you did to get away from those wolves will be forgiven."

      Eva looked at her parents. Really looked at them for the first time. She saw the haggard expressions on their faces. One born out of fanatical loyalty, the other out of an unlucky draw of birth. Either way, both of these individuals had sold their daughter to the most savage clan, and arranged for her to be mated to a man that was struggling to hold on to his human mind.

      And that was the worst part of it all. They knew she was gay, but they didn't care. They'd doomed her to night after night with someone she could never grow to love.

      They basically sentenced me to prison, Eva thought.

      "I'm not going to the Darksong. I never asked for this. You failed me as parents. You didn't protect me. You knew—" Eva's voice cracked as tears ran down her face. She felt hollow on the inside, but her throat burned with the reality of her life.

      Rowan wrapped an arm around Eva's shoulder and pulled her close. "It's okay. You don't have to say another word."

      "No." Eva sniffed. "I do. You knew I was gay, and you sold me into a life I could never adjust to."

      "No money exchanged hands," Eva's mother said, her voice flat. "And you're not gay. It's a phase. You just haven't dated any good guys. In fact, now that I think about it, I never see you with anyone."

      "That's because I—" Eva snapped her mouth shut. Even if she brought up her insecurity about her weight, her parents would brush it under the rug. "I'm leaving. You can deal with the fallout on your own."

      Eva flung the house door open and stormed down the road. Her mother's pleas turned to threats the further she went, but she didn't care. Eva had been depressed, even angry, but now she felt nothing. It was like she was broken on the inside.

      A few minutes later, arms wrapped around her waist and stopped her in her tracks. Eva instinctively knew it was Rowan. She turned around and let her friend hold her. Next thing she knew, Rowan picked her up, and they were flying again. Eva tucked her head into Rowan's neck and sobbed.

      "I've here," Rowan said, her voice low. "I've got you."

      No one had said that to Eva in her life. It was always, "honey could you please..." And now, a friend she hadn't seen in years, who was practically a stranger, was saying the words her soul intensely longed to hear.

      At least there's someone that doesn't just want to take from me, Eva thought. Whatever happens, I'll always know what it felt like to be genuinely cared for. God. My life has been a joke.
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      Three days later, Rowan woke up early and stared at the ceiling from her position on the living room couch. She had chosen to sleep on the sofa so that Eva would have a room. When she and her friends had rented the temporary home for the time after they deserted their old clans, they had only accounted for five people.

      Rowan grinned as she clasped her hands behind her head. She'd sleep on the couch all her life if it meant having Eva around. After the horrible events of days past, Eva had been quiet and withdrawn, as expected, but yesterday, it was like something in her childhood friend had broken free.

      Eva started interacting with the team beyond polite one-word answers, and Rowan loved watching her personality bloom. On the day Eva was almost kidnapped, she'd shown two sides of her personality. The old Eva, that was shy, and the new Eva, that was confident and outgoing.

      Rowan loved both sides of her friend and was just happy to see that Eva had decided to deny her parents' evil actions permission to dictate her life. Eva felt like a part of the group, and Rowan secretly hoped that they'd find a way to integrate her into their lives once things calmed down.

      Rowan wasn't foolish. She understood that stopping the two men from kidnapping Eva was going to blow back on them. The Darksong were feared, and her involvement would be revisited. It was just a matter of when, not if.

      "Hey," Mara called, walking downstairs, before heading to the kitchen.

      Rowan sat up and stretched her arms over her head, before getting up to follow her second into the kitchen. While their clan was small, they thoroughly planned on it growing, and it was essential to have structure.

      Mara, a bear, was perfect as Rowan's second, because her loving personality, and ability to bring people together, meant that she could build bridges both within the clan and out of it. Brooke, her best friend, and a fellow dragon shifter was perfect as Rowan's third because of her ability to disengage emotionally and look at a situation from all angles.

      "Hey, yourself," Rowan said, pulling out a chair from the far end of the kitchen island. She'd learned a long time ago that Mara didn't like to be crowded, especially when in her domain. "I like your hair. Planning on meeting someone?"

      Mara dimpled, her blue eyes glowing. "No. I like to dress up sometimes. You'll learn that the more we live together."

      "Well, I think you look awesome," Rowan offered, studying the thick braid Mara had placed her long brown hair into. "Not that you don't usually look fantastic," Rowan added last minute.

      "It's alright. I know what you mean." Mara opened the fridge and pulled out half a dozen eggs and a bunch of vegetables.

      "What are you making?" Brooke asked, walking into the kitchen in a white tank top and gray sweatpants.

      "Breakfast pitta pizza," Mara answered, barely raising her head to address Brooke.

      Rowan smiled at the exchange. While she and the clan had agreed on the importance of rank and had even gone as far as to vote for who should take up which position, the one thing no one wanted was the sense of formality that came with hierarchy.

      "Sounds good." Brooke pulled out a chair next to Rowan. "How did you sleep?"

      Rowan rolled her eyes. "As good as I did yesterday, or the day before. Why can't you believe me?"

      Brooke shook her head. "Because no one sleeps well on a couch."

      "But this isn't just any couch." Rowan pointed to the item in question. "This is a super expensive, plush, leather couch that I chose specifically for this purpose."

      Brooke scoffed. "Oh, so you knew you'd rescue your childhood friend from a couple of Darksong wolves and have to give up your room so that she could stay with us?"

      "No, but I knew that some of our work might mean we'd have to take in guests."

      "And what happens if we have more than one guest?" Brooke retorted. "Do you have a plan for that, all-seeing clan leader?"

      Rowan grinned. She loved arguing with Brooke. Not because she got a rise out of irritating her best friend, but because she liked to witness the astonishing angles Brooke's mind could analyze from.

      "I do have a plan—"

      "Before this lasts half an hour, and Brooke gets frustrated, I suggest we agree that the couch is comfortable and useful." Mara raised a meaningful eyebrow, and both Brooke and Rowan ducked their heads.

      "God, Mara," Jade said, walking into the kitchen. "You may only be thirty-five, but you sure can shut these two down like a sixty-year-old grandma."

      Brooke rolled her eyes while Rowan snickered. "No one shuts me down. I just decided to concede until a later time."

      "You're on," Rowan said.

      "Well count me out," Giselle said, walking into the kitchen. She wrapped an arm around Jade who immediately shoved her away. Rowan shook her head.

      While the two were similar in height, and build, both being trim, that was where the similarities ended. Jade had long, brown hair and forest green eyes that seemed at odds with her regular coloring. Giselle, on the other hand, had short, black hair, dark brown eyes, and tanned skin. She was also a wolf shifter, where Jade was a bear shifter.

      "I don't know why you keep insisting on hugging Jade when you know she doesn't like it," Mara said, before opening the fridge to pull out the bacon.

      "Aww, we're best buds. I just forget sometimes."

      "Well, you need to unlearn it," Rowan said, her voice serious, observing Jade from the corner of her eye. While Rowan and Brooke knew each other well, the rest of the team didn't until Rowan recruited them. There was a lot that they still didn't know about each other, even after a year of training and putting things in place for the Whiteheart clan's launch.

      Jade had served in the military, and while she hadn't gone into detail about what she did, Rowan could immediately tell that she still bore mental and emotional scars from her service.

      For example, Jade hated being touched without warning. She also chose seats where she could see her exit. And Rowan knew for a fact that the baggy pants Jade always wore concealed a weapon. Once during training, she'd tackled Jade, and the sheathed dagger had come loose from its position inside her waistband.

      "I'll try." Giselle pulled up a chair next to Brooke. "Living together is going to take a lot of adjustment. At least we have a cute wolf around to ease the pain."

      Rowan pursed her lips and tried to relax her tight muscles. She had noticed Giselle's interest in Eva. While she couldn't call it full on flirting, she couldn't call it platonic either. But that was how Giselle was with everyone.

      When Rowan first met the wolf shifter, she'd honestly thought Giselle was hitting on her. After an open conversation, Giselle had admitted that while she wasn't flirting with Rowan, she wasn't not flirting with her either.

      Giselle, by her admission, loved to live life open to all experiences, and it showed in the number of women she dated and bedded.

      The Whiteheart clan, like a lot of the shifter LGBT community in Falhurst, hung out at the Titanrun. There, it didn't matter what species you were, or what clan you came from. It was a safe place for everyone to let their hair down.

      The Titanrun was also Giselle's stomping ground. Wolves were the most common type of shifter, and so Giselle was never spoiled for choice when it came to finding a bedmate.

      "Don't try anything with Eva," Rowan said, hating the hard edge to her voice.

      "Why?" Giselle grinned. "Do you have your eye on her? Are you going to rekindle your childhood romance?"

      The burning sensation in Rowan's chest moved up her throat, and she found herself unable to answer. Thankfully, Jade took the lead. "No. It's just that some of us understand that there's more to forming connections with people than first figuring out if they'd be fun bedmates."

      "Ouch," Mara said, before laughing.

      Giselle glared at Jade who merely shrugged. Rowan looked down and willed her heartbeat to stop racing. She liked Eva. There was no denying that. But she was a dragon. And while different shifters did mate, it usually wasn't their preference. What if Eva wanted a wolf? Giselle was quite the specimen; Rowan had to admit that much.

      "Hey, are you okay?" Brooke asked, her brows furrowed.

      Thankfully, Giselle had decided to launch into one of her speeches about being open to love, and no one heard her. Rowan drew a deep breath. There was no point in lying to Brooke. Her best friend could sniff it a mile away.

      "I—" Rowan didn't get a chance to answer, a gunshot rung loudly, and she and the entire team jumped up. Her friends immediately started heading toward the door.

      "Everyone stop," Rowan yelled. "Giselle and Brooke, go get the guns, then meet us outside. Mara and Jade, I need you to shift once we get outside."

      Rowan was glad she'd kept a cool head. If they all ran outside without a plan, something could go wrong. While the large house they occupied was secluded, there was no telling when an unsuspecting human could decide to go for a walk. Then there was the fact that Rowan already had a strong feeling she knew who was out there, and why they had come.

      Rowan stepped out of the house door and walked down the porch steps. Mara and Jade did the same before shifting into their bear forms, then standing on either side of her. Rowan stared down the four men before her.

      The one of most interest to her was Aiden, the Darksong third. He held a gun in his hand and wore a smirk on his face, clearly happy he'd surprised them so early in the morning. Rowan watched his smile drop as she heard footsteps behind her. She didn't need to turn to know that Giselle and Brooke had come out with a couple of AK 47s of their own.

      "Aiden Thromwyn. What are you doing on Whiteheart property?"

      Aiden scoffed. "Is that what you're calling yourselves? You and this ragtag crew?"

      "I think you'll find that every member of my clan is a highly skilled fighter, not to mention a former high ranking member of Kentucky's top clans."

      Aidan snorted. "It doesn't matter. I'm not here for a fight. I'm here to collect Darksong property."

      Rowan snarled. "Eva is not your property. In fact, she doesn't belong to anyone."

      "I think you're wrong about that." Aiden turned to a tall but skinny man to his left.

      "I'm the Stonelight clan leader." The man puffed his chest. "Eva must fulfill her duty to her clan. She was part of a deal that was struck, and she must honor it."

      "Eva is no longer a Stonelight. Your little attempt at kidnapping her kind of rubbed her the wrong way," Giselle said.

      Brooke snorted. "Yeah," she agreed. "I don't see you coming back from that one."

      "A deal was made," Aiden said, taking a step forward. "Everything would have gone smoothly, but you intervened, Dragonclaw."

      "I told you, I'm a Whiteheart now. You'll do well to respect that title while on our property."

      Aiden's eyebrows shot up. It was a clear threat, but Rowan was past playing nice. She was the Whiteheart clan leader, and she had promised Eva her protection. It was time to make good on her word.

      "Was that a threat?"

      "Yes." Rowan smiled sweetly, before stepping to the side, to run her hand through the fur on Mara's head. She knew her friend wouldn't mind it.

      "You have eyes. You can see that you'll never make it out of here if you choose to fight. So, do us all a favor, and get the hell off our property. We haven't had breakfast yet, for god sakes."

      Aiden's nostrils flared, and he bobbed his head, muttering under his breath. He lifted his gun and fired two shots into the sky.

      "There," he said smiling. "You've got your wish. Congratulations, Whiteheart. You've just made enemies with the Darksong. Let's see how long you can stand on your own. Female wolves are vital to my clan right now. I'd be more than willing to bet that Reirder will be happy to make an example of you."

      Aiden turned on his heels and left, leaving Rowan to chew on his words. She'd just made enemies with the most powerful clan in Kentucky, and while her clan was skilled, there were only five of them. Reirder, the Darksong clan leader, was known to be a loose cannon.

      Had she just doomed her friends to their deaths, before the Whiteheart clan even got a chance to make a difference?

      "Do you think, they'll come back?"

      Rowan turned sharply to face the source of the tiny, frightened voice. She saw Eva, dressed in Mara's pajamas due to their similar curvy builds, practically shaking from head to toe, her eyes wide with fear.

      While Rowan and her friends had lived lives surrounded by violence, Eva had not. Up until a few days ago, she'd spent her days going from a clothing store to her home, where she lived with her parents.

      Rowan had seen a little of Eva's fight with the wolves. Her childhood friend didn't have the skills to stand up to a Darksong wolf. And now, Rowan had just declared war on the Darksong on Eva's behalf.

      What have I done? Rowan wondered.
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      "Maybe I should just go with them," Eva said, pulling her knees to her, seated on the couch.

      "What?" Giselle yelled next to her. "Hell no! We've got this, Eva. You have to trust us."

      Brooke nodded vehemently from her spot on the rug. "I know you hardly know us, but at least let us try. Think about it. If you go with them, then you'll set a precedent for the Stonelight, letting them know they can bargain with people's lives. Also, you're gay. Do you want some wolf to hold you down and rape you every night?"

      Rowan grimaced at the imagery and put her hand up. "Alright, everyone. Those are all good points, but you're not letting Eva talk. She woke up to the sound of gunshots and watched us face off with the Darksong and her former clan leader. I'm sure it's a lot to deal with."

      Eva drew a shaky breath. "It is."

      Rowan wanted nothing more than to leave her armchair and pull Eva into her arms, promising her that she'd fight to the death for her. But, Rowan didn't. Because while Eva was gay, she was in a vulnerable position, dealing with life and death decisions. There was also the fact that she hadn't pulled her hand away from Giselle's once the wolf took it seconds ago.

      Rowan clenched her jaw. This was not the time to get jealous. This was about Eva.

      "Rowan is right." Mara scooted forward in her armchair. "Honey, you don't have to make a decision right now. Brooke and Giselle are the most outspoken, so you have to forgive them for running you over."

      "Hey," Brooke said, turning to glare at Mara.

      "It's true," Jade said, from Eva's other side. "But, it's not all bad. Unlike Giselle, you're pretty level-headed and logical."

      Eva giggled and shook her head. "You two are like siblings."

      Now it was Jade's turn to frown and look offended. "We're nothing alike."

      "But that's what makes us so good together," Giselle singsonged.

      Rowan snorted. "We're quite the team, huh?"

      "That we are." Mara locked eyes with Rowan, asking for permission to do something. Rowan immediately dipped her head in permission, trusting Mara implicitly.

      Whatever her second wanted to do would be whatever was best for everyone. After seeing Eva's reaction to the face off with the Darksong third, Rowan wasn't sure she knew what was best for Eva anymore.

      Rowan had acted instinctively, wanting to protect the woman she cared about. But she hadn't consulted Eva, and now her childhood friend looked unsure about the decision Rowan had made.

      Is she scared or does she not trust me?

      Rowan shoved the thought down. She couldn't let her quickly developing feelings take over.

      "Okay, here's what we're going to do," Mara said. Giselle and Jade had been arguing while Brooke pitched in points in support of either friend, but all that stopped when Mara spoke.

      "Eva, you don't have to stay here with us. If you want to go with the Darksong, then we will happily escort you to them."

      "Are you serious?" Giselle yelled.

      Mara raised a hand. "This isn't about you. It's about Eva. As I was saying, you don't have to stay here. Going with the Darksong is option A. Option B, is for you to leave and head somewhere where you'll be safe. Do you have family out of town?"

      Eva folded her arms and bit her lip. Her brows were furrowed in concentration. Rowan mentally cursed. Oh no, she was taking Mara's second option seriously.

      "I do have an aunt," Eva eventually said. "She lives in upstate New York, but she isn't close to the family. I've only seen her twice in my life. She seemed nice. Maybe she'll take me in."

      Rowan squeezed her eyes shut. Eva had only just come back into her life, and now she was seriously thinking of leaving. If ever she'd had any doubt of Eva's feelings, they were gone. Eva may have liked her as a friend, but her feelings went no further than that.

      "Okay, Mara said. So option B is going to see your aunt. Option C is you stay with us, and let us protect you. We have our fair share of dysfunction," Mara leveled her gaze on Giselle, then Jade, and finally Brooke.

      "What, me?" Brooke said placing a hand on her chest.

      "Yes. You, me, Rowan, all of us have our quirks, but we're good as a team. No. Extraordinary. It may not look like it, but we've been training together for a year. I'm not saying we can take down the entire Darksong by ourselves, but I'm confident that we can keep you safe, and secure your freedom."

      The strength of Mara's voice woke up something in Rowan. "Mara is right," Rowan said, locking eyes with Eva. Her heart skipped a beat, and she clenched her fists to get the butterflies in her stomach under control. She'd been thinking as Rowan, the woman, not Rowan, the clan leader.

      "The Whiteheart clan was born a few days ago, but it's been in plans for over a year. Something we've always wanted to do is create a clan that shifters that wanted a peaceful existence could join. While the Darksong are a formidable enemy, it doesn't change our mandate. We would love nothing more than to help you secure your future away from an unwanted mating. And I think I speak for everyone here when I say that that is a cause worth dying for."

      Rowan watched Eva's eyes dart across the room. Seemingly satisfied by what she saw on the team's faces, her eyes canted to Rowan’s. The hazel pools drew Rowan deeper and deeper, and she found herself beginning to melt.

      I could quickly fall in love with this girl, she thought.

      "I'll stay, for now." Eva clasped her hands together and stared at them. "I don't want to mate someone I could never love, and I don't want to bring heat onto my aunt and her clan. So, if you're willing to have me, I'd like to join your clan."

      Giselle cheered and pulled Eva into a hug. Brooke got up off the living room rug and launched herself at Eva. Jade leaned away from the action but grinned. Rowan turned to Mara and mouthed the words thank you.

      Her second had taken the lead where she couldn't and helped Eva see her options laid out plainly. Mara had helped Rowan remember what she needed to do as clan leader. She was perfect as Rowan's second, and they made an exceptional team.

      Rowan had always believed in the Whitehearts, but as with any new team or project, there were teething problems. Now she saw that their skills and strengths balanced out well, despite how irritating things could get on a personal level.

      "Alright, guys, don't suffocate the new team member. We don't want to chase her away."

      Mara rose. "Rowan's right. There is quite a bit of crazy to deal with. I'm going to finish up with breakfast. I suggest that anyone who wants to enjoy the cheesecake I'm about to make in honor of our latest addition, shower and get dressed. I don't put in the good work for a quick breakfast on the couch in tank tops and sweats."

      "Aww, are you serious?" Giselle whined.

      "I am. Now hurry up."

      [image: ]
* * *

      Eva stayed seated in her spot, unable to wipe the grin off her face. This was her clan now. When she'd said the words, she'd been unsure. But the enthusiasm from the ladies had been unfiltered. They were happy to have her with them, and it seemed, happy to help protect her.

      "I'm glad you're staying," Rowan said, seating beside Eva.

      "Rowan?" Mara asked. "Aren't you going to shower?"

      "In a bit. I need to check in with Eva."

      Mara huffed, then breezed back into the kitchen.

      Eva placed a hand over her mouth to smother her laugh. The Whiteheart clan was full of a charming group of women, and Mara's motherly antics were seriously starting to crack her up. The woman was no more than a few years older than the rest of the team, but the way they deferred to her showed their respect and fear.

      "Is she always like that?" Eva asked.

      Rowan cocked her head from side to side. "Pretty much, but she's the best. She gives everyone here good mama vibes if that makes sense. I have an incredible mother, but most of the ladies here don't."

      "I can relate." A weight settled in Eva's stomach as she replayed her final conversation with her mother. While she'd decided to put on a brave face and move forward, the truth of what happened still hit her at random moments.

      "Sorry, I shouldn't have phrased it like that."

      "No, it's okay." Eva patted Rowan's arm. "I think you're right. Good mama vibes are needed, especially in the shifter community, where so many women have to be submissive to their men. Children often get left behind."

      "That's true. I guess I was lucky because my mom and dad hate each other, so mom made my sister and me her main focus."

      "It sounds like you had a pleasant family life, at least with your mom and sister. Why did you leave?"

      Rowan crossed her legs and exhaled. "Because that was just surface stuff. My dad has a serious anger problem, and my sister, who I was once close too, is slowly turning into him. Then there are all the factors that led to the formation of the Whiteheart clan." Rowan turned to Eva and forced a smile. "I don't want to bore you."

      Eva's eyebrows shot up. "You're not boring me! This is my clan now. I want to know how it came to be."

      "You may not like the story," Rowan warned.

      Eva snorted. "My mother arranged for Darksong wolves to kidnap me. I'd say I can handle pretty much anything."

      "You're brave; you know that." Rowan shook her head. "I don't know how I could smile or laugh about anything if that happened to me. Especially as a lesbian who'd already come out to her family. That would be betrayal on two levels."

      Eva's heart stepped on the gas. Rowan was a lesbian! Her crush and knight in shining armor was a lesbian, and, therefore, fair game.

      Eva wanted to grin, but she knew how out of context that would be, so she forced her face to a neutral expression and shrugged. "I'm doing my best. Now, tell me more about how the Whitehearts came to be."

      "Okay, well it all started when I found out my ex was sleeping with my dad."

      Eva's eyes went round. She'd fully been expecting for Rowan to launch into a tame story about how she'd always dreamed about more. But this was way beyond that.

      "What?"

      Rowan scoffed. "Yup. We'd been together two years, and I saw him sneaking out of her apartment one day. I confronted her, and she didn't even deny it. She'd been using me to get to him."

      Eva shook her head. What kind of person would cheat on Rowan? She was breathtaking, kind, strong, and while a little quieter than Eva remembered, just as much fun as she'd been as a child.

      "She's crazy."

      Rowan smiled. "Thank you for saying that."

      "But how does that tie in with the clan?"

      "Well, after that, I grew paranoid about everything. If my girlfriend and my father could keep this from me; I found out that they'd been together for a year, then I wondered what else it was I was missing.

      I started doing some digging of my own, but people were pretty tight-lipped, especially because I mostly took care of Dragonclaw security. That's when I enlisted Brooke's help. She managed to get in with some of my sister's close friends and found out that the Dragonclaw are smugglers."

      Eva cocked her head. "Like drugs?"

      "Sure. And anything and anyone that has value. We can fly pretty long distances, and no law enforcement patrols the skies. It's smart business, but I hate the fact that they move innocent people as well. I'm not sure, but they may have done some business for the Dragonclaw."

      Eva folded her arms and shuddered. "If a dragon had come for me, I'm not sure I would have escaped."

      Rowan placed a hand on her knee. "I'm glad they didn't, and that you're here, safe with us."

      Eva was sorely tempted to scoot closer and climb into Rowan's lap, allowing the taller woman to hold and rock her. Her feelings were deepening dangerously fast, and even though Rowan was gay, there was a good chance she wouldn't be interested in Eva.

      Firstly, she was a little too chubby. Secondly, she was a wolf. Rowan said she loved flying more than anything else. She'd probably want someone she could enjoy that with, not have to carry around. Then there was the fact that Eva had little magic to speak of and no fighting skills. Rowan led a dangerous life. What good would Eva be to her if she couldn't keep up?

      "Hey, are you okay?" Rowan's gray eyes had clouded with concern. Eva's heart warmed. It was crazy that ever since she left home, she'd been showered with more love and affection than she'd had in her whole life.

      "I am. I just got distracted. So, finding out the truth about your ex and your clan gave you the desire to leave."

      "Mmhmm." Rowan pulled her hand away, and Eva instantly missed her warmth. "But it also showed me a whole other side to shifter life. I'd always assumed that the shops and restaurants in our part of town provided the income for the Dragonclaw. Once I found out that wasn't true, I couldn't help but wonder how many other clans were involved in the dark side. Have you been to the Titanrun?"

      "A couple of times with an ex. Why?"

      "Then you know that for LGBT shifters, clan and species don't matter."

      "That's a fair assessment, although dragons seem to be in high demand. I bet you had your pick."

      Rowan shook her head vehemently. "I'm a relationship type of person. I only ever go to blow some steam or act as Brooke's wingman. Anyway, I started doing some investigating among different clans. That's where I met Mara, Giselle, and Jade. I learned more about the dirty stuff their clans did. After that, we decided to come up with a clan for shifters that wanted to live clean. That was where the dream was born."

      "I can't believe I'm in an LGBT clan. It's a dream. You're amazing."

      "No. I just got sick to my stomach after learning that everything I knew was a lie. I want the Whitehearts to be a safe place for all shifters. Gay or straight. Man or woman. We don't have to use our magical abilities for bad; we can use them for good."

      Eva smiled. "Hence the name. Whitehearts."

      Rowan shrugged. "It's a little cheesy, but it gets the point across."

      "Well, I like it."

      "And I'm glad you're a part of us." Rowan's face grew serious. "Look, I want you to know, that just because you're a part of our clan, doesn't mean you have to fight or take up a weapon. The five of us can handle things just fine, but the point of the clan is to have a safe space. We're still working on the how, but at least we have the what."

      "Could you teach me to fight?" Eva blurted out. She couldn't change her wolf heritage, or her weight, at least not yet, but she could learn to integrate into Rowan's life more. If Rowan, by any chance, decided to give Eva a chance, the young woman wanted there to be one less thing for Rowan to see as a negative.

      "I could," Rowan said carefully, "but I'd need to know your motivations first. If it's about protecting yourself, then self-defense is something we could get started on right away. Anything else, we'd have to wait for. Sound fair?"

      Eva was a little deflated, but then again Rowan had a point. She had no compelling reason to learn combat other than her unreciprocated crush. "How did the other women learn?"

      "I can't reveal their secrets, but they all learned as a matter of necessity. Fighting was a skill they had to learn how to use, and they bear those scars. That isn't the case for you; you have us, now. You have...me. I may not be as bulky as a male shifter, but I was the Dragonclaw third. I trained all my life, and I have tonnes of magic to boot. You're safe with me."

      Eva finally couldn't stand it any longer, she reached across and pulled Rowan into a hug. "I already feel safe."

      Rowan wrapped an arm around Eva's waist and pulled her in closer, while her other arm rubbed circles around Eva's back.

      Eva quietly hummed. If this was what life in the friend zone was like, then she'd take it. Rowan felt so damn good pressed against her, and the idea that they'd spend every day together for the foreseeable future had her limbs floating in a curious mix of ecstasy and contentment.

      "All right, breakfast's ready," Mara called, breaking the moment. Eva disengaged from Rowan and gave her a fake smile.

      Rowan rose first. "Alright, I'm going to shower. I don't want to miss out on Mara's cake."

      Eva remained rooted in her seat. Why did Rowan have to say that? Now, all she could see was water cascading down Rowan's lithe frame, over her firm, but generous chest, and down between her—

      "You too," Mara called, unexpectedly.

      Eva jumped up guiltily and ran up the stairs. If Rowan was to be her friend and clan leader, then she needed to find out if there was a connection there. If there wasn't, then Eva would have to learn to reign in her emotions. She would not mess up her new home and family.

      But if there was something there, then life would get a whole lot more interesting.
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      Two days later, Rowan sat in the driving seat of her truck as she and Brooke headed into the Center of Falhurst to do some much-needed shopping. That part of town was human territory, and as such, neutral.

      Rowan had never needed to spend much time there before as their Dragonclaw territory had everything they needed, but things were new for the Whiteheart clan, and from now on, the Center would be their best friend.

      "Ugh, I hate having to drive around Falhurst," Brooke whined.

      Rowan shrugged. "It's the way it's going to be from now on."

      "Are you sure we can't just carve out a territory of our own?"

      "Where?"

      Rowan saw Brooke throw her hands up in frustration. "I don't know. Maybe another clan would be willing to sell some of their territory to us."

      "We've talked about this before."

      Rowan tapped her fingers on the wheel. She knew that adjusting to life without the regular benefits of an established zone would be hard for her team. It especially hurt her to see the usually level-headed Brooke get frustrated. In her defense, they had been driving for over an hour.

      The house that Rowan and the women lived in was just outside of Falhurst. Most of the town territory was declared, and the bits that were left over would be no good to them. Besides, taking over a region meant getting involved with territory politics. At least in a way that was against the Whiteheart mission.

      "Let's just remember what we're trying to do here," Rowan said gently. "The whole point of the Whitehearts is to remove ourselves from shifter politics. Getting territory in Falhurst would throw us right in the midst of that. Things may be a little tougher, and we may have to drive further, but at least you'll be able to make a living doing whatever you choose to do, and you won't have to worry about someone forcing you into a conflict you want nothing to do with."

      Brooke exhaled loudly. "Fine. But we're getting enough booze to last us a month. I'm not making this long drive again for no reason."

      Rowan snorted. "Then how will you get to work, or socialize?"

      "I'll fly. At least part way. Besides, I'm thinking of starting an online business. That will take out the need to come to the Centre all the time."

      Rowan's eyes widened. "You've really thought about all this, haven't you?"

      "Of course. What have you been doing?"

      "I guess I never thought that far ahead. I'm not good at much except for security."

      "That's a terrific skill."

      "But I don't want to be a guard."

      Brooke patted Rowan's thigh and smiled. "We're Whiteheart, now. We make our own rules. You could start your own security company. Or continue the work you did with the police. Whose to stop you from making that a large-scale operation? They could pay you higher as a full-time contractor, you know. You'd have your own team. Maybe even carry out regular patrols so you could stop stuff before it develops."

      Rowan pursed her lips as she thought things over. After she found out about the Dragonclaw's shady dealings, she and her friends had decided to set up a new clan. Knowing that they needed money, they ended up connecting with a police officer, a hawk shifter, who needed help subduing rogue shifters, who wreaked havoc in their animal forms, threatening to reveal the shifter world.

      Rowan and her friends had come along at the perfect time. The cop paid them well and managed to keep them busy often enough that they had managed to save up quite a little gold nest. He'd spoken about starting a secret police division for shifters, but most shifters felt uneasy around humans if forced to spend extended time with them. Anyone who joined the division would have to go through regular police training.

      Maybe this could be my thing? Rowan thought.

      "I like the idea of contracting for the police. I am kinda good at that stuff."

      Brooke snorted. "You did all the tracking and talking. We just stepped in when muscle or numbers were needed."

      Rowan blushed. "It was a team effort."

      "Uh, huh. You keep telling yourself that. God, Jason is going to be over the moon when you tell him you're coming back to work for him. Last time I was at the Titanrun, I heard that more Darksong wolves were starting to cause trouble."

      Rowan smiled. "Then it sounds like I'll be in business for a while."

      "You will. At least the Titanrun is in the Centre. We can still socialize and hang out there. How do you think people will receive us when we go in as Whiteheart?"

      "To be honest, I don't think they'd care one way or another. At the Titanrun, it doesn't matter what you are."

      Brooke smiled. "Yeah, and with Giselle ready to charm any females in sight back to her bed, I doubt any of the naysayers will say a word."

      Rowan gripped the wheel tighter. She'd seen Eva and Giselle interact that morning, and while she hated to be the jealous type, she couldn't help but wonder what their closer growing friendship meant.

      "I knew it!" Brooke snapped her fingers. "You like Eva."

      Rowan blinked rapidly and swallowed thickly. Admitting it to herself was one thing, saying it out loud was another. Quite a few people had warned her about Amber, her ex, and in a way, dealing with their smug faces or words of pity made the break up worse.

      Rowan didn't want to be embarrassed like that again. The painful feelings were the worst part, but she found that people’s questions about her wellbeing drudged up the hurt feelings, and kept things painful for longer.

      Rowan turned to look at Brooke. She saw nothing but an open expression on her face. Brooke hadn't pushed Rowan to talk when she wasn't ready. And when Rowan was prepared to speak, Brooke hadn't judged her or said I told you so.

      She's my best friend; Rowan reminded herself.

      "Yeah. I like Eva."

      "Then why does your face grow sad when you say her name?"

      "I think she and Giselle might have something going on."

      Brooke burst out laughing; then she stopped once Rowan turned to glare at her. "It's not funny."

      Brooke smiled. "Oh honey, you really must like this girl to have lost your mind."

      "What do you mean?" Rowan's eyes darted between the road and her best friend. If there was a chance she had a shot with Eva, then she needed to take it now.

      "What did Giselle do when you first met her?"

      "Flirt with me."

      "Exactly. Don't you think she did the same with Eva?"

      Rowan's nostrils flared as she fought to keep her frustration inside. She'd always been calm and collected on the inside, despite whatever front she chose to portray. She hated the jealous, almost alpha side of her that was rearing its ugly head. Eva wasn't her property.

      "You're not helping here. Get to your point."

      "The point is that Giselle flirts when she first meets a new girl. If things go well, they sleep together and continue to do so for a while. If they don't, she moves on. She's not the kind to chase after a woman."

      "Go on," Rowan said, her grip on the steering wheel loosening, as her heart filled with hope.

      "Well, I for one was present when Giselle first met Eva. Eva shut her down faster than Mara did the first time they met at the Titanrun, but with a lot more sweetness."

      Rowan felt a warmth spread through her chest. While she had been a little over the top, she had good reason to be. Eva was drop-dead gorgeous, but so was Giselle. The fact that they were both wolves upped the chances of them being attracted to each other. Rowan had found herself mostly attracted to dragons over the years.

      "What did she say?"

      "She said she was already interested in someone else. If I had to stake my life on it, I'd say that someone is you."

      Rowan's lips parted as her breaths came faster. "You think so?"

      "You're a catch, you idiot. It seems your time with Amber has made you forget that, but I'm your best friend, and I won't let it go on any longer. Eva likes you, Rowan. I've seen the way she looks at you."

      A fluttering sensation settled into Rowan's stomach. Brooke was pretty good at reading people. If she said Eva liked her, then that was gospel. But how long would that last?

      Rowan drew her eyebrows together. "I'm not sure we could go the distance."

      "What?" Brooke shifted in her seat to face Rowan head on. "Why? You're both amazing!"

      "But we're different. Eva's spent her life in a peaceful part of Stonelight territory. From what I hear, she's never left. What if life in the Whitehearts is too violent for her? What if she decides she wants to go back to a clan of wolves? What if she wants the security of a more powerful, wealthier clan?"

      "Whoa," Brooke said raising her hands. "First off, eyes back on the road, please. Second, Eva is a strong woman. She's taken her parents' betrayal better than anyone ever could. Okay? And, you forget one important thing, she had a clan of wolves and all the protection she could want, and all of that was pulled out from under her by the people she trusted most. I'd say she'd prefer to be around a group of people whose intentions are pure. Besides, I have a feeling that love is the only ingredient to make a person feel like they're home. The girls and I already love having Eva around. If you two got together, that would solidify everything."

      Rowan shook her head. Everything Brooke said up until her last point made sense, but she'd been in love before, and she'd been burnt.

      "Amber loved me too, but then she cheated."

      Brooke shuffled back in her seat and stared ahead in silence. After a minute she spoke, her voice low. "I won't tell you what I think about Amber because I know how much it would hurt you, but please don't judge every woman you meet against Amber's low standard. Eva wants friends, love, and a place to call home. She's like all the rest of us. Don't allow Amber and your father to rob you of an excellent opportunity."

      Rowan swallowed thickly as she fought to keep the tears balancing in her eyes at bay. While she had moved on from Amber, she now realized that Amber had never truly loved her. That's what Brooke had wanted to say. The thought was hard to stomach, but it rang true. Now she saw their relationship through different lenses.

      Every time Amber insisted on coming to visit Rowan's family, she'd probably been sneaking off to make a connection with Duncan. Then there was the stink eye Rowan's mother reserved for Amber. She'd never seen her mother look at anyone that way. Rowan's mother always told her that her happiness was the most important thing. It seemed like everyone around saw Amber for what she was.

      Rowan squeezed her eyes shut for a second and took a deep breath. "She never loved me. That's what you've wanted to say all this time."

      Brooke's voice was raspy when she spoke. "Yeah." She cleared her throat. "In your defense, Amber has a great rack, so..."

      Rowan laughed as she shoved Brooke. "Come on, cheeky little dragon. Let's go do some shopping."

      As they pulled into the parking lot of the grocery store, Rowan's phone rang.

      "Mom?" she answered, willing her heart to slow down. If her mother was calling her, then something was wrong. Brooke patted Rowan's thigh and stepped out of the car to give her some privacy.

      "Hi, honey," her mother said. "Why do you sound so scared? Did something go wrong?"

      Rowan exhaled. Her mother was fine. In the days she'd been away from home, the thought of her father taking his anger out on her mother by being emotionally abusive, loud, and violent toward inanimate objects, hadn't left her.

      "No. I'm just worried about you is all. It took you long enough to call me."

      "Why didn't you call me?" Her mother teased.

      Rowan squeezed her eyes shut. Her irritation was growing. "You know I couldn't do that. It could get you into trouble with Dad if I caught you at a bad time."

      "Well, feel free to call anytime, honey. I moved out."

      Rowan's eyes shot open, and her jaw hung. "You what?"

      "You heard me." The older woman chuckled. "I'd been planning the move for a long time, but you created the perfect storm. I hate to admit it, but I took advantage of your leaving. Duncan can't afford another scandal. Your exit gave some long-standing rivals hope that Duncan was growing soft. Things around here have been tense. Anyway, I moved into a little apartment right next to a few humans. I must say, I like the quiet."

      Rowan ran a hand down her face and shook her head. All this time, she'd seen her mother as a selfless protector. It turned out that she had the guts to go after what she wanted to.

      "I'm so proud of you, Mom."

      Rowan's mother laughed. "That's exactly what I called to tell you! I'm so proud of you for leaving honey, for choosing the best path for yourself. I'm so glad to see that at least one of my girls has turned out right."

      "Don't give up on Sloane, mom."

      "A mother knows, Rowan." The older woman's voice had a sad lilt to it. "A mother always knows deep down, and that's the worst part. It's my other reason for calling."

      "Did something happen with Sloane?"

      "No, but I heard from a friend that the Darksong did offer the Dragonclaw a contract to retrieve the wolf you rescued. We turned the contract down, but another dragon clan might take it on. I just wanted you to know to expect an attack from the sky."

      "Wow." Rowan shook her head. "They're taking this hard."

      "They're desperate, and they need to send a message. Whatever's wrong with the Darksong is getting worse. The fact that they asked one of their closest allies for a wolf tells you how dire things are. I'm sure they sent multiple contracts out, honey. I hope you're ready."

      Rowan sat up in her seat and pulled her shoulders back. She and the girls had been training for a year, and over the last couple of months, they'd reached a level of synergy that Rowan had only ever dreamt about. They had several formations and strategies planned out for practically any situation, and their purchase of the home in the mountains had just come through.

      A year of planning and hard work had gone into the Whiteheart clan, and it was time for them to become what they'd set out to. It was time for them to fight for their place in Falhurst, and the place of shifters like Eva, who wanted out of the dark shifter life.

      "I'm ready, Mom." Rowan's words were firm, and her heartbeat steady and calm. This is what she'd been training for, perhaps her entire life. And for the first time, she felt at peace with it all. The cheating by her ex, her father's lies and manipulation of her and her sister, even Eva's parents' betrayal of her their daughter.

      It had all been leading them to this. To a moment where one clan would stand up to the shifter system that had prevailed for centuries. In the hope that shifters could live a life of peace, in harmony with each other and the world around them.

      After saying her goodbyes, and promising her mother they would have a proper visit once things calmed down, Rowan hung up. She walked out of the car and found Brooke waiting for her outside of the grocery store.

      "Call the others. Tell them we're moving to the base."

      Brooke frowned. "So soon?"

      "Mom just told me the Darksong sent a contract out for Eva to the Dragonclaw. There's a good chance they sent one out to other dragon clans, and all other shifters. It's a little early, but I think we can handle everything."

      To Rowan's shock, Brooke grinned. "It's time for the Whitehearts to make a name for themselves."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Eva huffed as she made her way up the mountain that would be their temporary home for the foreseeable future. When Mara pointed out the location of the base from the foot of the mountain, Eva had been confident she could climb all the way to the top with little to no difficulty. But now, an hour in, she was tired, sweaty, and lagging behind.

      "We're almost there," Rowan said, falling back as she had several times over the past hour.

      Eva huffed. "That's what you said last time."

      "And I was right." Rowan grinned. "Okay, we really are close now. Fifteen minutes tops. In fact, I'd say the other girls are there already."

      Eva stopped and looked ahead. "God, I didn't even notice they were gone."

      Eva shook her head. All her clan members were carrying various weapons and necessities. She carried nothing, yet she struggled more than any of them.

      "It's okay. When we first took this hike six months ago, we all hated it and took ages to complete it. But as part of our training, we ran up and down this mountain several times. Don't feel bad. This hike would be hard on anyone."

      Eva whistled. "Wow. You guys are committed to this clan."

      "We are." Rowan smiled. "And now you are too. You're part of us, remember?"

      Eva blushed, then started walking again, this time at a much slower pace. Rushing to the house wouldn't do her any good now, and Rowan seemed to be in no hurry either.

      "Sometimes I forget. I've been Stonelight for so long. I also can't do a lot of the stuff you guys do, like fight."

      "It doesn't matter to me. You're Whiteheart. One day, when the clan expands, we'll have a lot of nonfighters like you. Until then, take my word. No one here thinks you're not pulling your weight."

      Eva scoffed. "That's hard to believe when I'm carrying nothing."

      Rowan drew a sharp breath, and Eva's heart dropped. Here she was letting her insecurities get the better of her again, and this time she was dragging Rowan down into the pits of sadness with her. She needed to change that. Rowan was a lot quieter these days, which wasn't a bad thing, but there was nothing Eva loved more than seeing her face light up.

      "Sorry. Just being negative. Tell me more about this safe house. How the heck did you afford to buy a house at twenty-seven?"

      Rowan grinned. "I didn't buy it. The clan did. When we decided to set up the Whitehearts, we knew we needed money. One of Mara's friends put us in touch with a cop. He'd secretly been dealing with the shifters that were acting out, risking exposing us to the humans. He needed help, and we needed money. Dozens of missions later, and we managed to buy this place."

      "Wow. Those must have been quite pricey missions if you could afford a whole house."

      Rowan shook her head. "The pay was good, but not that good. There aren't too many homes on this mountain, but the few that are here are all on the West face. The people who own them mostly use them for vacations. Our home is the only one on the East face where the view isn't as good. That made it cheap and gave us plenty of privacy."

      "That sounds smart. And what about the previous house. You're renting that, right? What's the long-term plan?"

      Rowan slowed down to a halt and folded her arms. "We've been saving for a piece of land a little further away from Falhurst. It's spacious enough for several homes. The goal is to have that be the Whiteheart base."

      Eva looked at Rowan. Really looked at her for the first time. She was so different from how she remembered her, but still as lovely on the inside and out. Right there and then, she couldn't help but take a step closer toward her crush. It was like something had possessed Eva, and she was powerless to stop it.

      "You're amazing. You know that?" Eva tucked a loose strand of Rowan's hair behind her ear, hating how cheesy the move was. But at that moment, she needed to make a move, and that was all she knew.

      Damn Hallmark movies, she thought wryly.

      Rowan took a step toward her, and Eva's heart stepped on the gas. Her lips parted in instinct, and her eyes zeroed in on Rowan's. When she did, she saw her childhood friend's gray eyes darken, as they locked on Eva's lips.

      Rowan took a smaller step forward and cupped Eva's face in her hands, tilting it upward. Then she leaned down to gently brush her lips against Eva's. The touch was barely a whisper, but Eva whimpered nonetheless.

      This is what she'd been waiting for what seemed like forever. Rowan wrapped an arm around the small of her back, and Eva grabbed a fistful of her shirt needing the support as her knees threatened to buckle under her.

      Rowan got the hint and deepened the kiss, applying more pressure. Not enough to be dominating, as some of Eva's exes had, but enough to communicate desire and affection. Eva opened her mouth and welcomed Rowan's tongue as it begged for entry.

      She groaned as their kiss heated up. Eva rose to her toes, and pressed herself against Rowan, needing to feel even more of a connection with this amazing woman. She couldn't believe that Rowan Fanan was holding her in the middle of a forest somewhere, and kissing her like she was the most stunning woman in the world.

      Eva groaned as Rowan pulled her tighter to her. Things were getting hot, pretty fast, and both women were gulping considerable breaths in between kisses. Eva felt a distinct wetness seep into her underwear.

      I can't wait to touch her, she thought. And to have her touch me.

      That thought poured a bucket of cold water over Eva. She disengaged from the kiss and took a step back. Sex with Rowan sounded terrific, but what if Rowan didn't like what she saw?

      "What is it?" Rowan asked peppering kisses all over Eva's neck.

      "We should, uh, slow down."

      Rowan's head snapped up, and her eyes widened. She took a step back. "I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to push you further than you were comfortable."

      Eva bit her lip and took Rowan's hands in hers. She hated that this was how she reacted to the idea of sex. Eva hadn't slept with anyone since her last relationship for a good reason. Where sex was a fun activity that she jumped into with gusto before, now it was a source of worry.

      "You didn't force me into anything," Eva said, rubbing her thumb over the back of Rowan's hand.

      "Are you sure?"

      "Positive."

      Rowan tilted her head. "Then why did you ask to stop? I'm just curious, by the way."

      "I started thinking about sex."

      Rowan cracked up, apparently having not expected the blunt response. "Me too. Is there a reason why that would be a problem for you?"

      Eva twisted at her hair and looked around her. Spotting a boulder that seemed out of place but perfect for her, she leaned against it. Rowan joined her, placing a hand on her knee. Eva loved how touchy Rowan was. She'd first noticed it in the shop the night they met. Rowan seemed so reserved in some ways, but her body betrayed her.

      "When we were kids, you used to be the life of the party. You're a lot quieter now. Why is that?"

      "You're changing the topic. We don't have to do anything you're uncomfortable with."

      Eva took Rowan's hand in hers. "No. I'm not. I'll answer your question. It's just something I've been wondering about."

      Rowan's eyebrow raised in doubt. Searching Eva's face for a hint of a lie and finding none, she lowered her head. "When I was younger,  my father always pushed me to be a lot more like him. One way he did that was by pitting me against my sister. Even though I was three years younger than her, he always acted like it was a competition between us for who would be his second."

      "I take it it wasn't a competition."

      Rowan scoffed. "Not really. He just used me to push Sloane. He'd make comments all the time about how much better suited Sloane was to being second, and eventually clan leader. So, I observed her and imitated her. Deep down, I was never comfortable with the loud persona I put on. Last year, after I found out the truth about everything, I dumped the whole act. And now I'm my true self. Do you think I'm too serious? Giselle's always going on about that."

      "Not at all. But then again, Giselle's well over a ten when it comes to loud personalities. I wouldn't take her word for it." Eva laughed as she pulled Rowan's hand into her lap and played with her fingers. "I like the fact that you're not too loud. It means you listen. That's not something I've had a lot of."

      "You mean with your parents."

      "Yeah." Eva rubbed her face. "It was always about the clan with them. Whenever I did something that aligned with those goals, I was praised, but anytime I voiced a different opinion, I got shut down. I like being able to speak my mind and have someone listen. I don't exactly have friends."

      Rowan pulled her hand away and wrapped Eva in a side hug. "Now you have plenty. No, scratch that. Now you have genuine friends. Shifters always live in a community, but you'll be shocked how many don't have real connections. What you have with us is real. Especially with me."

      Eva smiled, then pecked Rowan's cheek. "Thanks for saying that. I've needed to feel like I belong for a while."

      "Join the club."

      Eva dissolved into silence for another couple of minutes. She hadn't answered Rowan's question about sex and Rowan hadn't pushed.

      She's so damn patient, Eva thought. I hope she doesn't think I'm too much to handle.

      Eva took a deep breath. "My ex was controlling."

      Rowan tensed for a second, then relaxed her arm around Eva's back. "Did you know that from the beginning?"

      "I saw hints, but I never put the dots together. She was a knockout and lived a high flyer life. I felt lucky to have met someone like her. Then she started making little comments. At first, they were about the way I dressed; then it escalated to comments about my body." Eva looked down. "She never said the words, 'you need to lose weight,' but the message was clear. She wanted me to fit into her world."

      "I'm so sorry you suffered through that," Rowan said, her voice heavy.

      "Me too. I hate to admit it, but I stayed with her for two whole years. Then something finally snapped in me. I had started skipping meals, and I felt weak all the time. One day, I fainted at work. I was by myself, so no one noticed, but I hit my head pretty hard. I realized that I was hurting myself for someone who only cared about themselves. I dumped her and moved on. It's been a year."

      Rowan stood up and stepped in front of Eva, pulling her up to stand. "I'm sorry you had to deal with that, and I understand that you have things to work through. I want you to know that I'm not going anywhere. I really, really, like you, Eva. And I've got to admit that your body is a big part of that. I like your curves, and I think you're perfect the way you are."

      Rowan was saying the perfect words, but each word bounced off a wall around Eva's heart. She couldn't believe the words. Her body was back to the way it was when she was with her ex. How could Rowan see something different?

      "Thanks for saying that," Eva said, diplomatically.

      Rowan smiled sadly. "You don't believe me."

      Eve opened her mouth to protest, then snapped it shut.

      "It's okay. As I said, I'm not going anywhere. When you're ready, I'll be here. We can do things at your pace. Besides, this isn't the perfect time to get swept into a sex-induced haze."

      Eva's eyes popped, and she snorted a laugh. She slapped a hand over her mouth, and her shoulders heaved as she fought to hold back her laughter. "What sex-induced haze?"

      "Well, "Rowan said, leaning in conspiratory. "You may not know this, but I am quite the overachiever in the bedroom. And you are totally my type. I hate to sound pervy, but I have seen you naked. All my exes were voluptuous too, so don't think I'm lying for a second. I'd say it’s safer for everyone involved if we wait. I know I won't be able to think straight once we're together."

      Rowan pecked a surprised Eva on the lips before she took her hand and led her up the path. Once they stepped into a clearing that exposed a rustic medium sized home, she dropped Eva's hand and smiled. "See you inside, girlfriend."

      Eva nodded and followed in a daze. Rowan said she was her type, and she didn't have a reason to lie about that fact. After all, Rowan had seen Eva naked; a fact Eva had tried to forget. Rowan had liked what she'd seen and knew what she was getting into.

      Eva had never imagined that a woman as striking as Rowan would view Eva's soft and shapely body as attractive. Most shifters were lithe and muscled like Rowan. And here, Rowan was telling Eva that she was perfect, just as she was, and that they were girlfriends now.

      Rowan Fanan, Eva thought. You make me want to tear down these walls I built. If for no other reason, then to find out what you mean about being an overachiever in bed.
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      The following morning, Rowan tiptoed out of Eva's room, careful to shut the door quietly behind her. She was so focused on not waking up her new girlfriend that she didn't hear anyone come up the stairs. As soon as she turned to head back to her sleeping spot on the couch, she came face to face with a smirking Brooke.

      "Jesus!" Rowan placed a hand above her heart. "What the hell are you doing here?"

      "I think the question is, what are you doing leaving Eva's room?"

      Rowan shushed Brooke and grabbed her elbow, leading her down to the living room. Rowan should have been asleep on the couch, but after dinner last night, she had felt the overwhelming need to be near Eva. Her girlfriend may not have been ready for sex, but that didn't mean they couldn't enjoy everything else that came with a relationship.

      So Rowan had snuck into Eva's room, once Brooke had left for her night duty, and they had talked for hours. Rowan was careful not to initiate any physical contact with Eva. She genuinely meant it when she told Eva that the ball was in her court. But the emotional closeness she felt more than made up for any physical distance she may have felt.

      "Why did you sneak up on me?" Rowan folded her arms, plopping down on the living room couch.

      "I wasn't trying to, but it's good to know I can get one over you."

      Rowan smiled. She and Brooke had grown up together, but Rowan's position as the clan leader's daughter had given her advanced training from a young age. But Rowan knew better than to underestimate Brooke. Her best friend had talents of her own, and her mind was the most formidable weapon she yielded.

      "I'm pretty sure that's the last time you'll ever sneak up on me."

      "It's sad to say, but I think you're right." Brooke dropped down beside Rowan. "I can see that you didn't sleep here. So, did you and Eva finally work things out?"

      Rowan beamed. "We did. During our walk yesterday."

      "So, last night was the first time..."

      "Last night was the first time we spent hours and hours talking. Sorry to disappoint you, but that's all we did."

      Brooke pulled Rowan into a side hug. "I don't want to hear a word about your sex life or lack of one. I'm just happy that you're happy. You two deserve each other."

      "I don't believe I deserve her but thanks for saying it. Eva's so strong. I've never met anyone like her. She doesn't even hate her parents after what they did! Which I could never do, but that's what makes her so phenomenal. Eva also has a delightful sense of humor and a pure heart. I never thought I'd have a mate, but now with her, I'm dreaming and planning about our future. I haven't told her yet, though. I don't want to freak her out. But I really do think we could be soulmates."

      Brooke tilted her head and stared at Rowan for a good few seconds. "What?" Rowan asked, feeling heat rush to her face. Had she overshared? Was she turning into those people that couldn't talk about anything but their partner?

      "You're already falling for her. I've never heard you speak that much about anything outside of a mission."

      Rowan sat paralyzed with happiness. Things had developed pretty quickly for she and Eva, but then again, they had been put under extraordinary circumstances. Then there was the fact that Eva was indeed a pure soul. After a life surrounded by tainted souls, Eva was like a breath of fresh air. And one that she wanted to stay for the long haul.

      "I think I am falling for her. I probably have, already, but I don't want to freak her out by saying it so soon."

      Brooke leaned forward and locked eyes with her best friend. "I think Eva would like it. If you're feeling this way, then chances are she is too." Brooke leaned back. "God, who knew you and Eva Martinelli from elementary school would be soulmates?"

      Rowan cracked a smile. "Not me. But I'm glad it's her. I think we could have something incredible together."

      "Me too." Brooke frowned. "Which means you won't be my wing woman anymore. What am I supposed to do?"

      Rowan shrugged. "Maybe take Giselle?"

      "You know she never hangs around long enough. She flits from table to table, and then bam! She leaves. Jade is always quiet in the corner and Mara never even comes out unless she's feeling particularly happy. What am I going to do? Never find love and grow old alone?"

      Rowan shook her head. "Wow. What a way to make my good news all about yourself."

      Brooke giggled. "Oh my god! I totally did that. Sorry. I'll make it up to you."

      "How?"

      Before Brooke could answer, Mara burst into the house, her breath coming fast. "Bears. There are bears making camp at the foot of the mountain."

      Rowan shot to her feet and paced for a bit. "How did they find us so fast?"

      Mara shut the door to the house behind her. "I'm guessing the real estate agent told. He seemed chatty when we met with him."

      "Damn it. Now we're on the defense. Moving here so quickly was about strategizing so that we could set everything up perfectly so that when we leaked the information about our location, we'd be ready to end this once and for all."

      Brooke stood. "We can still execute our plan. It'll just be hurried, is all. I've already got some ideas."

      "Let's get the team together first," Mara said, heading to the stairs. Rowan plopped back down onto the couch.

      "I can't believe they're already here."

      Brooke shrugged. "Based on what your mom said, I'd say there were a few contracts sent out. The reward only goes to the person that gets the job done first. I'm sure one clan of bears want to make sure they're it."

      "Probably."

      Rowan was a planner. That was one of the reasons she did so well. While she wasn't OCD, getting her well-thought-out plans thrown out the window so quickly didn't sit well with her.

      "Are you going to tell Eva?" Brooke asked.

      Rowan tensed, shocked that she had forgotten about her girlfriend. Eva was fast asleep upstairs. The only reason Rowan was awake was that her body had fallen into the habit of waking up at six in the morning. It didn't matter where she was or what happened the night before.

      "I don't think I'm going to tell her."

      "Are you sure about that?" Brooke's voice had risen, telling Rowan that she thought she should tell Eva.

      "I'm like, ninety percent sure. We haven't been together that long, but based on all our conversations, I don't think Eva needs the extra stress right now. Besides, I want us to come up with a plan to stop those bears before they even get up the mountain. Eva won't even have to know and worry."

      Brooked exhaled. "I think you should tell Eva. That's all I'm going to say."

      A grouchy looking Giselle, followed by an alert looking Jade followed Mara down the stairs.

      "Morning," Rowan greeted.

      Giselle growled, and the group cracked up. Mara patted Giselle's shoulder before coming to stand beside Rowan. As Rowan's second, it was significant that they present a united front.

      "As you know," Rowan said, keeping her voice low so as not to wake Eva, "Mara spotted a group of bears. How many were they?"

      "About a dozen," Mara said.

      "Right. They appear to have camped at the foot of the hill, but don't look like they're about to make a move yet. The first thing we need to do is find out more. So, Jade, and Mara, we need you to take turns spying on the bears in your animal forms. They won't suspect anything if you two are around. Then, once we have more pieces of information, we all need to work with Brooke to come up with new plans for possible traps."

      Brooke clapped her hands. "Are you serious? I thought you said it was too dangerous?"

      "I did, but circumstances have changed. The enemy is already here, so there's little risk for any of us getting harmed by forgetting where a trap is. What we need are traps mainly closer to the house. Eva will be staying here while we fight, and we need to keep her safe at all costs. Which brings me to my third point. From now on, we're going to institute a twenty-four hour scouting duty. No sleeping in, ladies. We need to cover all sides except for the West face of the mountain. There could be humans there, so it's highly unlikely they'll try come through that way whether in human form, or animal form."

      When Rowan finished, she turned to Mara. She had just come up with everything on the fly, as was her right as clan leader, but that didn't mean that she wouldn't let her second have a say, or maybe even disagree.

      "That sounds like a good place to start," Mara said. "I'm ready to start figuring out possible traps and their placement. Unless anyone has any questions?"

      Both Mara and Rowan looked around the room. Seeing that everyone was on board, Rowan directed them toward the kitchen table. She didn't need any of them to get comfortable in the living room. It was time to plan both their defense and their attack because one thing was for sure, no harm would come to Eva.

      Not when I've just found my mate, Rowan thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      Later that morning, Eva woke up feeling a lot more rested and happier than she had ever since her parents' betrayal. The young woman smiled and stretched, relieving the memories of the night before.

      When Rowan first knocked on her door, Eva was worried that her new girlfriend had gone back on her promise to take things slow. What did that mean, anyway? It was such a vague term, and Eva was worried that Rowan had come to her for some heavy petting; something she wasn't ready for.

      Much to Eva's surprise, Rowan had stayed on the opposite side of the bed and kept her hands to herself. They'd spent hours filling each other in on the lost years between them. Everything from middle school, up until the previous month. Then they'd gone back and talked about their favorite memories of each other.

      By the time they were done with that, both women's eyes were drooping. Rowan suggested they sleep and so they did. That was around three o' clock, and Eva felt better than ever.

      Rising to her feet, Eva grabbed a toothbrush and toothpaste before heading to the bathroom. After taking care of the necessary, she made her way downstairs, eager to see her girlfriend and her clan mates.

      It's so crazy how my life has taken a turn for the better right after the worst thing I've ever experienced, she thought.

      When Eva got to the bottom of the stairs, she found the living room oddly empty. While her friends often went out on patrols, to train, and to handle other clan business, they were never all gone at the same time. Panic attempted to settle in Eva's heart, but she pushed it aside.

      Eva knew she was safe with the Whitehearts. The way they rescued her, took her in, and accepted her as one of them, showed her she had no reason to worry. There was no way they'd leave her defenseless by herself. Especially not Rowan.

      Deciding to operate on a little faith, Eva walked into the kitchen and poured herself a bowl of cereal. She missed Mara's cooking, but they'd all had to make do now that they were on patrol. Eva still felt a little guilty about not doing more, but she held on to Rowan's words that she was just as valuable as any other clan member. That still left her with entire days to fill as everyone carried out their duties diligently.

      Eva felt herself slouch. While things were looking up, she still had a lot to figure out.

      "Hey," Brooke called, as she walked into the house dressed in a white tank top and a pair of jeans.

      "Hey yourself. Where is everyone?"

      Eva saw Brooke's smile flinch before she rearranged it back into place. That was odd. Brooke was a straight shooter. Why would she be lying to Eva?

      "Uh, we're all just doing an extensive patrol. We didn't get a chance to canvas the entire mountain, so it's all hands on deck."

      "Hmm." Eva bit her lip, then turned to grab a spoon for her cereal. There was no point in her reading into things. If anything, Brooke had probably frozen because she wasn't used to answering questions about she and her friends' whereabouts.

      "So, what are you up to?" Brooke asked, pulling up a chair at the kitchen table.

      Eva sat opposite her and swallowed her mouthful before answering. "Not much. All of you being out made me remember I don't have a job or anything to fill my days."

      "That's a positive!" Brooke beamed. "I'm not just saying that to be annoying. I'm actually in the same boat as you. We all are."

      "But you're all on duty and doing important security stuff."

      Brooke giggled. "That's just because we have some heat on us. Once things calm down, we'll all have to find a way to earn a living. We don't want to do anything shady or run our own territory. I've got an online business in mind. It'll keep me from having to leave the house. What about you? Is there something you've always wanted to do? It sounds like working at your family shop wasn't that much fun."

      The way in which Brooke's blue eyes lit up as she talked about the future sent a cold shiver up Eva's spine. She realized, for the first time, that she had no dreams. That she'd never had any, to begin with.

      "I don't know what I want to do," Eva said, after a minute of silence, her voice small. "I always thought..."

      Brooke covered Eva's hand with her larger one. "It's okay. I shouldn't have asked like that. I've always had lots of ideas bouncing around in my head, and I assumed everyone did too. You'll find what you're passionate about."

      "But I'm not good at anything." Eva pulled away from Brooke and folded her arms as she felt her insecurities beginning to rise. Here was yet another thing she was lacking: real skills.

      Brooke smiled. "You must be good at something. Everyone is; even if it's being a nice person. Anyway, you don't even have to waste time on figuring that out! The best part about starting from scratch is finding new interests and developing skills out of that interest. I know nothing about running an online business, but I'm sure as heck going to learn everything I can about it. If I end up hating it, then I'll move on. If I fail, I'll move on. But I'll always have the clan's support, and so will you. So don't worry about filling your days yet. This is the perfect time to explore."

      Brooke's excitement and positive outlook rubbed off on Eva. She realized she was well and truly out of the box that her parents and clan had placed her into. She could do or become anything, without worrying that she was letting the clan down. After all, that was what Brooke planned to do.

      "I've always been interested in interior design. I love home makeover shows."

      "There you go!" Brooke raised a hand, and Eva high fived her. "We're both Whiteheart now, and we have quite a bit of money to keep us going. Besides, Rowan's pretty good at tracking down misbehaving shifters. If she takes her job with the police back up, she'll be rolling in it. I bet she'd want nothing more than to take care of her girlfriend."

      Brooke slapped a hand over her mouth after that last sentence. "Oh my god! I can't believe I said that."

      Eva laughed a full-hearted laugh for the first time. She wrapped an arm around her belly as a stitch settled into her side. "It's okay. We agreed we could tell people. I just haven't gotten a chance to."

      Brooke exhaled, and her shoulder relaxed. "Oh thank god! I thought I'd messed everything up. It's just that Rowan and I are so close, and I knew she liked you. I caught her leaving your room this morning. That's the only reason I know."

      "It's alright, really. It would have been nice to tell everyone together, but I was fast asleep, and you're all busy."

      Brooke nodded in understanding. "I still want you to get that opportunity. I won't tell anyone else."

      "Thanks for that. It's a little silly, but it just got into my head that I'd love to share that news with the closest people to me with Rowan by my side."

      "Aww." Brooke pouted her bottom lip. "I'm so happy for you two. I swear you’re perfect for each other. It's also time one of us had a proper relationship. We've all been painfully single this past year, except for Giselle. But then again, I don't count a three-week fling as a relationship."

      "Brooke," Giselle yelled, running into the house, her face painfully red. "Aah, there you are. I need your help."

      "What the hell happened to you?" Brooke rose to follow Giselle into the living room.

      Eva trailed behind them, her stomach in knots. Giselle looked horrible. Whatever happened to her must have been bad.

      "I got stung by bees. I tried to heal myself and got most of the sting out, but it still burns. How does it look?"

      Brooke turned to Eva, her eyes wide. Giselle then whirled around and locked gazes with Eva. "Is it that bad?"

      Eva cringed. The bumps on Giselle’s face were one thing, but the angry red scars took things to a whole other level.

      "Oh my god!" Giselle covered her face with an arm and whined. "I can't have an ugly face. It's my best asset!"

      Brooke rolled her eyes, seeming to recover from her shock. "Sorry to burst your bubble, but that would be your heart. Now, lift up your arm and let me see what I can do."

      Giselle slowly did so and hissed when Brooke touched her face. "Ouch! Why don't you take a scalpel and cut me open then?"

      "Someone's a baby," Brooke said. She shut her eyes and was quiet for a few seconds. Then she opened her eyes and lifted her palm over Giselle's face. A pale blue light streamed from Brooke's palm and somehow flowed into Giselle's skin.

      "So much better." Giselle leaned back against the couch and let Brooke use her magic on her.

      Eva had never seen a dragon work their magic. She'd been passed out when Rowan did that to her. It was a sight to behold, and she found herself oddly grateful for the turn her life had taken. Eva was experiencing new things and meeting new people. One of them, someone she hoped would be her mate.

      "There, all done."

      Giselle quickly hopped up and turned to Eva. "How do I look?"

      "Like your usual gorgeous self."

      Giselle ran a hand through her stylish short hair, and struck a pose, pouting her full lips. "I'm back, baby."

      Eva burst out laughing, and Brooke shoved her friend. "You're so full of it."

      "Only when needed." Giselle winked. "I need you to cover for me with Rowan and Mara. I'm not going back out there to lay any more traps. The hole I dug and covered was wide enough for two bears. If they manage to avoid that, and the beehive, then they deserve to get here for a real fight."

      Giselle spun on her heels and left the room, skipping. Eva turned to Brooke, her fingers trembling with betrayal. She parted her lips to speak but quickly shut her mouth when she saw Brooke flinch.

      "I'm sorry. Rowan didn't want you to worry. I would have said something, but she told me not to."

      Eva shut her eyes, and tamped down the hurricane of anger and hurt that was building inside her. She thought she was a part of the clan. Everyone had made her believe that. And now Rowan, her girlfriend, had purposely excluded her.

      "Where is she?" Eva asked, her voice flat.

      "She's working on the Eastern face, right on the path we used to get here. But you shouldn't go outside. You might trigger one of the—"

      Eva stormed out of the house before Brooke could finish. She wasn't stupid or useless. She was a wolf shifter, and she still had good instincts, despite her lack of training. Right then and there, all Eva wanted was to give Rowan a piece of her mind.

      The last thing I need is a controlling girlfriend, she thought.

      Eva didn't even get two feet away from the house, because Rowan emerged from a nearby bush massive grin on her face.

      "Hey."

      Eva stood, her legs frozen in place. All the wind was taken out of her sails as she saw her girlfriend. Rowan was a good person. She clearly didn't mean any harm by keeping the truth from Eva.

      "What's wrong?" Rowan asked, frowning. She walked up to Eva and took her hand in hers.

      "You didn't tell me something was wrong, and you told Brooke not to tell me either."

      Rowan winced, but she didn't drop Eva's hand. "Who spilled the beans?"

      "Giselle, but I'm guessing your instructions didn't make it to her ears. Why would you try to keep something like this from me? I take it someone is coming here; that's why you're all out working laying traps and doing whatever else it is you do. Why keep something that important from me? I'm not a fragile little girl that can't handle the truth, you know."

      "I know." Rowan squeezed her eyes shut and took a deep breath, before wrapping an arm around Eva and pulling the shorter woman to her. "I'm so sorry. As the day progressed, I thought about how worried you might be if you woke up and found the house empty. Then I thought about how upset and shocked you'd be if things went wrong and we got attacked. You don't deserve to have me filter things for you, and I'm sorry I tried to do that. Believe it or not, I was actually on my way to tell you the truth. The guilt was eating me up. The last thing I want to do is remind you of your ex."

      Eva rested her head against Rowan's shoulder, but Rowan pulled back. "I'm sweaty."

      "I don't care." Eva leaned back in and breathed in the mix of sweat, deodorant, and a scent that was uniquely Rowan. "Thank you for apologizing. I did feel a little like you were trying to control me."

      "I'll never do that again." Rowan lifted Eva's face and pecked her cheek. "That's a promise. Sometimes, I forget that you're a wolf shifter yourself, and you've dealt with a lot worse news and kept your chin up. I won't underestimate you."

      "Thank you." Eva disengaged and looked up at Rowan. "You know, that was the quickest disagreement I've ever had with a girlfriend."

      Rowan laughed. "Same here. I guess we're good together."

      "That we are. Now, fill me in on what's going on, and what I can do to help."

      Rowan held out an arm. "How about I show you? I'd love to pick your brain on a few things."

      Tears threatened to fill Eva's eyes, and her throat burned as she pushed them back. Rowan was going beyond what was necessary to make Eva feel like a part of the team. No one had taken such care with Eva's feelings. It was always a matter of her getting over them and getting back into line. Either as a daughter or a submissive girlfriend.

      Rowan Fanan, I hope you're ready for a mate, Eva thought. Because there's no way I'm letting you go.

      "Sure," Eva said, taking her girlfriend's arm and heading back down the mountain with her.
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      The following morning, Rowan and the clan sat around the kitchen table as Jade and Mara reported back on their findings from their scouting missions. After laying a few traps, Mara had returned to the safe house for an extended nap before taking on her nighttime scouting duty. Rowan hated seeing her good friend look so tired, but she hoped Mara would adjust to the interrupted sleep schedule soon.

      Rowan knew that the bears were only the first onslaught. The Whiteheart clan would have to be on full patrol and alert for at least a few more days, until they sent a clear message to the Darksong and every other clan, before going down the mountain to establish their new home.

      "Other than the crass conversation about what they'd like to do with us, frustration over having to wait two days to attack was the main topic of conversation." Mara sipped her coffee and folded her arms, no doubt trying to force herself to stay awake.

      "Thank you for that report, Mara." Rowan leaned forward on her elbows. "Were there any close calls? Or was there anything out of the ordinary?"

      Mara inhaled and squinted. "No. I don't think so. It was pretty quiet after they went to bed, the poor princesses."

      The ladies around the table laughed, as did Rowan. She wished that Brooke had been around for their first meeting as an entire clan, but there was nothing she could do about that. They needed at least one person on patrol at all times.

      Rowan was just happy that she'd seen the need to make Eva feel like more of a team member a lot sooner. It was foolish not to due to biases based on the peaceful life Eva had led before joining the clan.

      Rowan was glad she'd come to her senses before resentment grew between her and her girlfriend. A break up would be horrible, but a break up with Eva would destroy her. Rowan knew that for a fact.

      "Alright. We all know what we need to do when they attack. Jade, are your arrows ready?"

      "Arrows?" Eva asked, turning to Rowan. The open interest in her eyes warmed her heart. Eva may not be a fighter or have the stomach for it, but she certainly had the brains for it.

      The day before, she had come up with some interesting solutions for how the Whiteheart could defend themselves. Including an ingenious idea to create a false path that would lead to a few extra traps. Rowan had always known Eva was smart and a team player, but it was wonderful to have her get involved as far as she was comfortable.

      "Yeah," Jade said, leaning forward. "I use a crossbow while on Rowan's dragon."

      Eva's eyes popped out. "I've got to see that some time."

      Everyone chuckled, and Rowan instinctively reached out and placed a hand on her girlfriend's thigh. The table grew silent. Rowan searched each of her teammate’s faces for the source of discomfort that killed the happy mood.

      "What's wrong guys?"

      Eva giggled. "I think the cat’s out of the bag, honey." Rowan followed Eva's eyes as her girlfriend looked down at her thigh. Rowan cringed as she pulled her hand away.

      "Sorry," she said grinning sheepishly. "I know you wanted to tell them properly."

      Eva took Rowan's hand and kissed it, before placing it in her lap. "It's okay. We're never here at the same time anyway."

      Rowan turned to her friends and smiled. "So guys, what do you think?"

      "I couldn't be more happy for you," Mara said, getting up to hug both Rowan and Eva.

      Jade hummed in agreement. "I had my suspicions, and I'm glad I was right. You both deserve to be happy."

      Giselle shook her head and raised her hands in a surrendering gesture. "I did not see this coming. Seriously, guys. How did any of you call this?"

      "Some of us pay close attention to other people's actions and behaviors," Jade said. "We can't all be self-centered."

      Giselle rolled her eyes. "I can't believe you're still mad about yesterday."

      "You accused me of disturbing the beehive that attacked you!"

      "They attacked right after you swung by to check on me," Giselle said, forming her fingers into air quotes.

      "I was trying to be nice to you. I felt bad that you had to dig that hole all by yourself!"

      Mara shook her head and shoved away from the table. "These two won't stop. I'm going to get some rest. Congratulations, darlings."

      Rowan parted her lips to respond, but her phone vibrated in her pocket. She pulled it out with a frown. The only people that had her number were present except for Brooke, who was on patrol, and her mother, who was enjoying life away from Rowan's father. Only one of them had reason to call.

      "Hello."

      "They're charging up the hill," Brooke's voice said, frantic over the phone. "I fell asleep for a second, and they're halfway up now, and gaining fast. They should be on you in fifteen minutes."

      "Fuck!" Rowan rose and placed a fist on the kitchen table. A sudden coldness hit at her core, and her breath came faster. The group of bears was ruining her plans yet again.

      "What should I do?" Brooke asked, her voice laced with panic. "I fucked up so bad, Rowan. I only shut my eyes for a second. The next thing I know, they all took off. They're coming fast. Should I try stop them?"

      "No; you're out of position. Do your best to get back to the house, and get your sword. After that, you can join Mara and Giselle on the ground. Until then, we'll run a four-person op."

      Rowan hung up with shaky hands and did her best to calm down. Adrenaline rushed through her veins as the reality of their situation settled upon her. They were being attacked and yet again, they weren't as prepared as she would have liked.

      "I'll go get my crossbow," Jade said getting up.

      Rowan okayed, then turned to Giselle and Mara. She had no words of encouragement to offer. They had all been caught unawares, and they'd have to make do with the advantages they had.

      "We still have our traps laid and that should help some. Mara, I know you're tired. Would you prefer to fight in your human form? Perhaps using one of my swords?"

      Mara shook her head. "I'm good. My bear is ready to go. Besides, I'm horrible with a sword. You know that as well as I do."

      Rowan smiled. "Okay. You two will have to handle things for a while as Jade and I try to pick them out from the sky. I know it's not ideal, but we can do this."

      "Hell yeah we can," Giselle said, rubbing her hands together. "This is what we trained for. Let's go kick some big bear butt!"

      Mara leveled a gaze on Giselle, who took a step back before rushing out of the kitchen, peeling her clothes off as she went. "I'll, uh, see you out there."

      "Good luck," Mara said to Rowan. "You'll be safe here," she said to Eva, before leaving the kitchen as she peeled her clothes off.

      Rowan turned to Eva and pulled her girlfriend into a fierce hug. "I need you to stay in your room until I come back for you. That will buy us time to get back here in case things go wrong."

      Eva whimpered. "Please don't talk like that."

      Rowan lifted a hand to stroke her girlfriend's hair. She'd always been the first to jump into battle without a care, but it was different now. She was leaving behind the woman she loved.

      "I have to. I need you to be ready for any outcome." Rowan pulled back and stared into the hazel eyes she loved so much. She wiped away the stray tears that had escaped and lowered her head to kiss Eva gently. "I'll be back in no time."

      Rowan turned and found Jade waiting for her, her eyes averted. "You ready?"

      "Yup."

      "Alright. I need you to hang on extra tight. I won't have a lot of runway."

      Rowan walked out of the house and into the large clearing in front of it, without looking back once. The sight of Eva's wet face twisted her insides, and she honestly felt a strong pull toward aborting the whole mission and taking Eva on the run with her.

      But she knew that kind of life wouldn't be right for either of them. They both needed a clan, family, and stability. So Rowan clenched her jaw and made a silent promise to herself to risk all she could to bring an end to this feud as quickly as possible.

      Rowan turned to Jade and stared into her green eyes. "I need us to end this quick, so I'm going to fly pretty low. Fire as many shots as you can. Mara and Giselle will be at a disadvantage until Brooke joins them."

      Jade nodded solemnly, clearly understanding Rowan's reasons for breaking protocol. Rowan stepped out of her clothes and chucked them to the side. She shut her eyes and initiated her shift.

      The usual crunch of bones and pain of moving muscle didn't faze her this time. Adrenaline thrummed through her veins, as the promise of battle made the dragon blood in her sing. It was time to show the bears and the Darksong that sent them, that the Whiteheart clan could do more than defend itself.

      They were a force to be reckoned with.

      Once in dragon form, Rowan lay on the ground and stretched out her right wing for Jade to mount. Once she felt her friend was securely on her back, Rowan took a massive jump, flapping her wings as hard as possible to gain altitude.

      When she was airborne, she circled the mountain, needing to gain speed and acclimate to the strength of the wind. After that, she flew to the East face where she knew the bears would be.

      Rowan angled her wings to slow down a little. She needed enough speed so that any archers or shooters the bears might have to man the skies, wouldn't hit her. But she needed to be slow enough for Jade to be able to fire decent shots that would hit their targets.

      Once Rowan was dangerously low, she felt Jade move on her back. Rowan looked down and saw a good half dozen bears already engaged with Mara and Giselle who formed an impressive two-animal wall on the main path, taking advantage of the mountain’s steep face to shove their enemies back down.

      Rowan heard the distinctive thwack of Jade's arrow and saw one of the bears in the back half of the pack fall to his side, roaring in pain, dragging another bear back down with him. Rowan quickly circled back and positioned both she and Jade for another shot.

      This continued for a good ten minutes. The bears quickly caught on to the attack from the sky and tried to hide in the foliage surrounding the path to the top. That didn't stop Rowan and Jade. They merely readjusted, and with Jade's excellent marksmanship, the half-dozen bears that were at at the back of the pack were quickly neutralized. A good number of them, by falling into the traps the team had laid the day before. Each trap had a pointed sword planted in the ground. There would be no coming back from that.

      Rowan felt a gentle pat on her back. That was Jade's signal that she was out of arrows. Rowan turned around and flew back over the spot where Giselle and Mara had been. She was pleased to see her friends had taken down three bears and the three that remained looked exhausted.

      Rowan and her friends would have a tough time burying all the bodies later on, but they needed to before any humans found them and called the police. Rowan couldn't imagine having to explain how all those men died.

      Where's Brooke? she thought.

      Rowan circled the mountain once more, this time needing to slow down before she attempted to land in the open space in front of the safe house. While the area was large, it was just wide enough for a skilled dragon to take off and land.

      As Rowan flew, she felt Jade pat her back once more, a lot more aggressively this time. Rowan couldn't talk in dragon form, but she knew that Jade was trying to warn her of something. It just sucked that Rowan couldn't hear Jade's voice this high up, with the wind rushing in her ears.

      Rowan slowed down, and desperately searched the ground beneath her. Once she passed the spot Jade appeared to want her to search, she turned around and flew over it again. This time, she saw what Jade had seen. There on the ground, lying on her side, was Brooke's blue dragon.

      Fuck, Rowan said, mentally.

      It appeared Brooke had panicked and decided to shift and fly back to the safe house. One of the bears must have seen her and shot her down before jumping into the fray.

      Rowan prayed that Jade was strong enough to hold on because she immediately stopped flapping her wings, and they plummeted to the ground. At the last minute, Rowan started flapping her wings again. She continued this cycle until they were close enough for a decent landing.

      Rowan landed and hissed as the branches of a few tall trees around them scratched her wings. She stretched out her right wing as far as she could in the tight space, and Jade quickly scrambled off her back and ran toward Brooke's dragon. She looked so small next to Brooke's dragon, and Rowan realized that if Brooke woke up and panicked, she could seriously injure Jade.

      Rowan shut her eyes once more and initiated her shift. Back in human form and naked, she ran toward Brooke.

      "Step back," she said to Jade. "She might panic and hurt you."

      Jade's green eyes appeared watery, and as Rowan stepped closer, she could see why. Blood poured from Brooke's side. Rowan couldn't see the end of an arrow, so someone must have used a gun and shot several times.

      "I don't know how I didn't hear that," Rowan mumbled to herself. The sound of bears stomping, growling, and gnashing of teeth still filled the air. Then there was the sound of the wind as it rushed into Rowan's ears while she flew.

      It didn't matter now. Brooke was down, and Rowan needed to help her. The first step was for Rowan to reach into the magic within Brooke and try to get her best friend to shift back. She was losing too much blood in her more massive form.

      Rowan placed a hand on Brooke's wing and shut her eyes, pushing her magic into her friend's, searching for a link. She quickly found a small, faint throb and held on to that. Using her magic, Rowan coaxed Brooke's magic to help her friend shift back into human form.

      The process took a good couple of minutes as Brooke's magical well was empty. Once it was done, Jade quickly ran up to Brooke, having peeled her shirt off and wrapped Brooke’s abdomen. There were gashes all around her front, and a sob broke out from Rowan's throat.

      Her friend was unconscious, her magic practically wiped out, and it was all because Rowan didn't have the foresight to stay on the phone a little longer and tell Brooke that none of it was her fault.

      What have I done?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      Eva sat at the edge of her bed with her elbows on her knees, and her head in her hands. Once Rowan had left, her mind started playing tricks on her. She thought she heard the sound of a smattering of gunshots, and the howl of a wolf.

      Eva scoffed. "That's impossible."

      No shifter would bring a gun to a mountain where they knew humans vacationed. It was asking for trouble. But then again, that's what the Darksong had done when they first came to ask for Eva to return with them.

      I guess the entire shifter world and its rules have been turned on its head, Eva thought.

      "Rowan?" a voice yelled from downstairs. Eva jumped up and ran out of her room. She could recognize Giselle's loud voice anywhere.

      "She isn't back," Eva said running down the stairs. She walked into the living room and found both Giselle and Mara getting dressed.

      Over the last few days with the team, she'd grown used to seeing her friends naked before and after shifting. Now, it barely fazed her. That didn't mean she had the confidence to strip in front of any of them.

      "Thank god you guys are okay."

      "Same goes for you." Mara shook her head. "This isn't good. I'm pretty sure I saw Rowan head back this way a while ago. No more bears came from the group we were dealing with. Where could she be?"

      "And don't forget the gunshots I heard," Giselle added. "It was for a quick second, but I'm sure it was close by. I tried to howl a warning. Maybe she didn't hear me."

      Eva drew a sharp breath. "Oh no. I was right. Do you think something happened to Rowan? Will you go out there and look for her?"

      Eva felt the color drain from her face, as a cold sweat broke out over her back. If gunshots were heard, that meant that they were directed at the sky. Everyone on the ground was accounted for. Except for one person.

      Eva gasped. "Brooke! Brooke's not back."

      "What?" Mara yelled. "I can't believe we forgot about her. We've got to head back out."

      "No need," a naked Rowan called, as she carried an equally naked Brooke into the house. Jade followed behind her, a solemn look on her face. Whatever happened, it had been bad enough for the usually unflappable Jade to show this level of emotion.

      "Oh my god!" Giselle yelled as she helped Rowan position Brooke on the couch, covering her with a blanket. "What happened?"

      "She was shot. Several times." Rowan shook her head. "I don't know how I didn't hear it."

      Mara patted Rowan's shoulder. "I wasn't sure I heard it myself. Things were pretty loud out there. Did you manage to deal with the worst of it?"

      Eva watched Rowan nod, her chin trembling. Eva's heart immediately ached. She hated the fact that Rowan had to see her best friend like this and that she had to be the one to heal her.

      "Yeah, I got some of the bullets out and sealed some of the wounds, but there may be some left inside."

      "I'll get them out," Mara said.

      Rowan took a deep breath. "That's not the worst part. I think the bullets were covered in some type of poison. I pulled as much of it out of Brooke and dissipated it into the air, but some of it had already done its damage. Her magic's practically gone, and she won't wake up."

      Jade walked back into the living room with a set of clothes for Rowan. Rowan gratefully took them and put them on, before sitting in the armchair with a blank stare.

      Mara walked over to Eva and tilted her head towards Rowan, signaling that Eva should comfort her girlfriend.

      Eva quickly moved to Rowan's side, mentally berating herself for being so slow to act. She didn't know what had taken over her. It had been a mix of adrenaline, then shock and sadness.

      "Hey," Eva said wrapping an arm around Rowan's shoulders as she perched on the arm of the chair. "I'm so sorry about all of this."

      Rowan stared at the rug. "At least we got to her in time. I think she'll be okay, but I've never dealt with something like this."

      "She isn't even flinching," Giselle said, her voice low, as she watched Mara dig the bullets out of Brooke's body. "She's totally out of it."

      "It's probably for the best. Pass me a towel," Mara said, turning to face Rowan with an apologetic smile. "You did a good job. The wounds you healed are closing up nicely."

      Rowan hmmed apathetically, and Eva realized that she needed to do some healing of her own. She cupped Rowan's face and tilted it upwards. "You did your best."

      Rowan turned away. "I could have done more."

      "How?" Jade asked, standing behind the couch, looking down at Brooke. "I didn't hear the gunshots either."

      "No. On the phone." Rowan shook her head. "Brooke sounded panicked. She said she'd fallen asleep and when she woke up, she saw the bears already advancing. I knew she felt guilty, but I didn't want to draw attention to her mistake by addressing it. I thought that short, clear orders would help her move past her mistake. I was wrong."

      "No," Mara said, her voice firm. "You did the best you could under the circumstance."

      "Mara's right," Eva said. "You had no way of knowing how she would react. Brooke is pretty level-headed. I'm sure it was an instinct thing."

      "Exactly, and if anyone's to blame, it's that group of bears," Giselle added. "It's shifter law that guns should never be used around humans. They broke that law and took things a step further by lacing those bullets with poison." Gisele scoffed. "The Darksong must be offering everyone a fortune for Eva for anyone to go this far. How bad are things over there?"

      "Pretty bad, I'd say." Jade leaned down and pushed some of Brooke's hair away from her face. "All we can do is focus on taking care of Brooke."

      Mara nodded. "Good call."

      "We still need to stand guard," Rowan said, rising. "That contract is open to everyone. I'll head out."

      "No." Jade walked toward the door. "You all shifted into your animal forms and exhausted yourselves. I feel good. I'll go."

      "Maybe I should leave," Eva said, her voice trembling.

      Rowan turned around with an energy that had been missing over the last few minutes. "What?"

      Eva couldn't look into her girlfriend's eyes, which burned with anger.

      "You said it yourself, Giselle. I'm the one they're coming for." Eva stood. "Another clan will probably take on the contract. If I leave, and you tell them I'm gone, no one will have to get hurt again."

      "That's not what I meant," Giselle said, her voice impassioned. "You're not the one to blame here, Eva. It's all the Darksong's fault. They asked the Stonelight for a female wolf. Then your parents offered you up. And now the Darksong put out a contract for you. Don't you see? It's all on them."

      "That's right," Jade said, leaning against the door. "Don't let them twist their evil actions around and make you feel guilty."

      Rowan ran a hand through her hair. "Okay. Let's all just take a second to breathe. Why don't we table this discussion until later?"

      "Sounds good to me," Jade said, before opening the door and leaving.

      Rowan took Eva's hand in hers and led her upstairs to her room. Once the door was shut, Rowan turned to Eva with tears in her eyes.

      "Don't ever mention wanting to leave me. Not now, when everything's gone to shit. Not ever. I need you, Eva. I need you so badly. I didn't want to break down in front of the team, but I'm scared for Brooke. I don't know if she's going to—"

      Eva pulled Rowan sharply to her and held her in a fierce hug. Placing feverish kisses over her neck, she whispered the words "I'm sorry" over and over again. Eva had fallen into old habits and started blaming herself for everything, thinking that she was the problem.

      I can't keep doing that, she thought. Not when Rowan needs me, and when I need her.

      "She'll be fine," Eva whispered. "I feel it in my bones. You did everything you could. Brooke is going to make it."

      Eva continued to whisper affirmations over and over until Rowan's crying finally ceased. Then, she helped Rowan crawl into bed and held her girlfriend while she slept.

      For so long, Eva had played to the whims of everyone around her, choosing to silence her voice. Now, she had a rock in Rowan and her new clan. And it was time for her to act like a rock for them, too.

      Running away wouldn't help much. In fact, it would be like a slap to the Whitehearts' faces. They had already sacrificed so much and accepted Eva. Leaving them now wasn't an option. They were sisters, and sisters stood by each other.

      Eva knew well and good that if Rowan hadn't intervened all those nights ago, she would be in Darksong hands. The Darksong were to blame for all of this, and they needed to be stopped.

      Eva raised a hand and stroked Rowan's hair. "I'll do my best to help you finish what you started. This is about more than me now."
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      Eva woke to the gentle rhythm of fingers stroking her hair. She took a deep, satisfied breath, then shut her eyes once more. When she felt Rowan's arms snake around her waist to pull her close, she smiled.

      After the horrible events of the previous day, all the walls Eva had built around herself concerning physical intimacy, had been thrown out of the window. While she still wasn't quite ready to have sex with Rowan, she was more than willing to offer her girlfriend physical comfort.

      When Eva first ran into Rowan a couple of weeks ago, she'd seen nothing but a strong, painfully gorgeous woman. After Brooke got injured and Rowan broke down, Eva now understood that Rowan's strength came from her vulnerability. It was Rowan's experiences of being let down that gave her the strength to try to be all she could for other people.

      And now it's my job to be her source of strength, Eva thought.

      Eva opened her eyes and shuffled around until she was face to face with her girlfriend. "Morning."

      "Morning." Rowan smiled. "I like waking up with you."

      "The feeling is entirely mutual. How did you sleep?" Eva lifted a hand to bush an errant strand off of Rowan's face. Being this close to Rowan made it hard for Eva to keep her hands off the beauty that faced her.

      "I slept well. Although I woke up around three."

      "It must have been because you napped earlier."

      "Yeah." Rowan yawned. "Is it weird that I feel sleepy again?"

      "Not at all. You had a heavy day yesterday. Physically, mentally, and emotionally. Even a dragon needs some downtime to recharge," Eva teased.

      Rowan quickly straddled Eva and proceeded to tickle her mercilessly. Eva squealed and laughed for a good thirty seconds until she finally wrestled Rowan's hands away. Rowan grinned down at her, her gray eyes shining.

      Eva lifted her head and parted her lips for a kiss. Rowan obliged, and soon all thoughts faded away as both women got lost in each other. Not in a lust filled haze, but one of comfort and gratitude. Eva had never felt more grateful to be alive, and most of those reasons had to do with the woman she loved.

      I can't wait to tell you and show you just how much I love you, she thought.

      Rowan pulled back, smiled, then lay on her back, pulling Eva to her as she did so. Eva placed her head against Rowan's chest, enjoying the innocent intimacy and the knowledge that Rowan, even in the most challenging time of her life, still had the foresight to understand that Eva wasn't ready for sex.

      Eva patted Rowan's flat stomach before resting her hand against it. She belonged with Rowan, that much she'd come to learn. And while it might have been too fast for some people, it was just right for them.

      Promises of a future together lingered on Eva's tongue, and she bit her cheek to stop herself from saying it. Now definitely wasn't the right time.

      Rowan sighed. "I hope we get a few allies."

      "Me too," Eva agreed. After Rowan woke from her nap, she and Eva joined the team downstairs for a team meeting. Brooke, unfortunately still hadn't woken up, and they had come to terms with the fact that she wouldn't do so for a while yet.

      Mara was confident that Brooke would recover. Physically, she was okay, but shifters were magical beings. It was the magical part of her that was asleep. Mara trusted that with time, Brooke's magic would naturally regenerate, and she would wake.

      With that thought in mind, the team decided to dive back into the most pressing matter at hand. After much discussion, the team had agreed to send Mara back down to Falhurst, to call on the allies that had sworn to help the Whiteheart in their time of need.

      Rowan had later explained to Eva that after forming their clan, each member had reached out to contacts in the hopes that if worse came to worse and the Whiteheart faced a monumental enemy, they wouldn't be wiped out.

      Eva hated that that time had come so fast, but she was glad they had help on the way.

      "Rowan," Giselle's loud voice rang.

      Eva rolled out her side of her bed and quickly reached for a robe. She quickly put it on and turned, ready to find the door flung open, and Rowan long gone. To her surprise, Rowan stood in her tank top and shorts, with her hand held out for Eva.

      "You waited for me," Eva said, her voice incredulous.

      Rowan frowned in confusion. "Of course! You're a part of the team and my girlfriend. I need you with me."

      Happiness crept over Eva's heart, and she wondered, had she ever been happier in her life?

      Of course not, she thought. Rowan is showing me that what I've been doing all my life wasn't living or loving.

      "Well, thank you for waiting. It means a lot to me."

      Rowan leaned down to peck Eva on the cheek before her face sobered once more. This time, Rowan the clan leader had emerged. Patting Eva's hand gently before releasing it, Rowan walked into the kitchen where the team stood around the kitchen table. From their collective body language, Eva already knew another enemy was hot on their heels.

      "Report," Rowan said, holding her hands behind her back.

      "On my way back, I spotted a pack of wolves heading to the foot of the mountain, on the East face. They don't seem to be setting up camp. I saw at least two dozen of them, and from their size in human form, I'd say they're going to be quite the handful."

      Eva drew a sharp breath and shuffled her feet. It looked like one of the more powerful clans had taken up the Darksong contract for her. The kind of size Mara was talking about happened through careful breeding. The only clans that focused on that kind of thing were the most dangerous.

      "Okay," Rowan said her voice flat. "What about our allies? How many are coming?"

      Mara winced. "One."

      "What?" Giselle snapped. "You must be mistaken. Did you go to the Shatterford wolves? I have a few friends among them. I'm pretty sure they'd come."

      Mara shook her head. "I did. I approached everyone that promised to help each of us, and they all said no. Except for Tyler."

      Jade shrugged. "At least we've got a lion coming. They've got twice the strength of any wolf."

      "Way to be positive," Giselle said, her voice sarcastic.

      Jade turned to Giselle and glared, before shaking her head. "Not today. We have more substantial problems."

      "Rowan," Mara said. "You're awful quiet. What are you thinking?"

      "That we're screwed."

      Eva's eyebrows shot up. While she was glad to have Rowan display her vulnerability, she didn't think this was the best time to do so. Looking around her clan mates’ shocked faces, Eva got the confirmation she needed.

      "We're screwed if we stay here and wait for them to come to us." Rowan took a step forward. "I'm tired of waiting for people to attack. I say we head down that mountain, and meet them head-on. This isn't just about Eva, although a significant part of it is. It's also about sending a message to the entire shifter community. Females cannot just be kidnapped and traded like pieces of meat. Violence and assassination contracts aren't the only way to live. It's time we stop trying to establish a new way to live, and we start living it. Starting now. I say we take down these wolves, then head down to the Darksong territory to face them head-on."

      Giselle clapped manically, and Mara cheered loudly. Jade grinned and folded her arms. As for Eva, her eyes watered as she saw the brilliant leader in Rowan. She would follow her until her dying day if the future she spoke of were even a remote possibility.

      "Hell yeah, I'm with you," Giselle said pulling Rowan into a hug. "We've been on the down and outs. No more playing it smart. Let's kick some doggy butt!"

      "What is it with you and butts?" Mara asked, shaking her head.

      "Well, wolves are related to canines," Jade started. "Perhaps, the—"

      "Don't kill my high, Jade." Giselle lifted her hands in warning. "We just had an awesome pep talk, and I'm pumped. How big did you say those wolves were again?"

      Mara pursed her lips. "I'd say almost twice your size."

      "Perfect. That means they're heavy and slow." Giselle rubbed her hands with glee. "It's time to show them what speed and finesse can accomplish."

      Rowan smiled. "Easy there. We still have to come up with a concrete plan. The most important part of which, relies on Eva."

      Eva turned sharply to look into Rowan's eyes. She was serious. "Me? What do I have to do with anything?"

      "A lot. You're Whiteheart, remember?"

      Eva ducked her head. "Yeah, but I'm not a trained fighter."

      "That doesn't matter." Rowan placed a hand on Eva's shoulder. "You're smart, and you've got good instincts. What I need you to do is stay here and protect Brooke. Giselle will give you a handgun and show you how to use it. You'll stand outside and do your best to stay calm. Anything that comes without announcing its presence you shoot. If possible, shoot to kill. I need you to protect both you and Brooke. Can you do that?"

      Rowan's gray eyes were bright with emotion as they bored into Eva's. Eva felt the weight of the world on her shoulders, but she oddly felt a sense of purpose too. Here was her chance to give back to the people who had already given so much to her.

      "I think so."

      "Of course you can," Giselle sang. "I'm a brilliant teacher."

      Rowan rolled her eyes. "And there you go killing the moment again."

      "Pfft. Whatever. You're just jealous you don't have the touch. Come on Eva. I'll get you set up."

      Eva smiled at Rowan as she allowed Giselle to lead her into the kitchen pantry where Eva found out the guns and weapons were kept. After a quick crash course in how to fire a weapon, Giselle took Eva outside and positioned her in the perfect spot.

      Ten minutes later, the entire team had left. Before shifting, Rowan had hugged Eva and kissed her goodbye, telling her how proud she was of her. Eva's chest had expanded with hope and confidence.  She would not let her girlfriend or her clan down.

      Pretty soon, the ominous sound of growls, howls, and heavy feet pounding the ground filled the air. Then the sound of gnashing teeth and the occasional gunshot. Eva squeezed her eyes shut, hoping the nightmare would end.

      She hadn't been expecting this. It sounded way worse than when the bears had attacked, and she prayed that everyone would come back safe and sound. Eva mostly hoped that Jade's primary order of business would be to take out the gunman. If Rowan got hurt, there would be no saving her. She was the only one that had enough magic to heal with.

      Eva straightened her shoulders and opened her eyes. She had no choice but to trust in her teammates. In return, she had to make sure she didn't violate their trust in her.

      The heavy thud of footsteps drew near, and Eva's hands shook as she raised the handgun to the level Giselle had told her to. The sound of heavy panting joined the heavy footsteps, and a chill ran up Eva's spine. This was it. A wolf was approaching, and she was responsible for not only her life but Brooke's.

      A dark figure ran into the clearing in front of the safe house, but it didn't get far. Eva squeezed the trigger without a second thought, and to her shock, the wolf collapsed. Eva laughed breathlessly.

      "I did it! I killed a wolf with a five-minute lesson!"

      Her joy was quickly shortlived as a second wolf ran into the clearing. This one had a brown coat, but its eyes were black as night. Eva raised her gun and fired, but she missed. She shot over and over again, failing to hit her target, as the wolf meandered as he walked toward her. It was like her bullets were moving in slow motion, and a simple zig zag movement was enough to dodge them.

      A gray wolf appeared, and Eva's hands shook as she lowered the gun. The wolves stalked toward her, stepping over their fallen comrade, their black eyes fixed on Eva. They had an air of death about them.

      I guess this is it, she thought.

      Eva blinked rapidly, as the thought registered and she gasped. Her legs felt weak as she took a step back and her lungs burned as she tried to draw breath.

      "Shit!"

      Eva's heartbeat pounded in her chest, rattling her ribcage. It was all over. She'd tried, but in the end, it wasn't enough. There was nothing else she could do. Eva hoped Rowan wouldn't be too disappointed in her.

      Before she could follow that thought down into a pit of depression, a loud roar sounded to her left. Both Eva and the wolves froze, then a sizeable brown lion charged into the space in front of the safe house, placing himself between Eva and the wolves, and roared.

      The sound was deafening, and it was a definite challenge to the two wolves, who to Eva's relief, started backing away. More heavy footsteps drew near, and five more lions joined their leader, filling the space to the brim.

      This must be the Tyler Mara mentioned, she thought.

      Seeing her only chance for survival, Eva quickly dashed into the house, shutting the door behind her, and crouched on the floor, covering her ears with her hands. The last thing she wanted to do was see or hear the bloody mess that would take place in a matter of seconds.

      Minutes later, she felt a tap on her shoulder. Eva's eyes flew open, and she scrambled away, panting to catch her breath. When she turned to face the intruder, she saw only the most enticing sight.

      Rowan stood before her, gloriously naked, with a cheeky smile on her face, and most importantly safe. "I've never had a woman react that way to me naked. Should I be flattered or offended?"

      Eva grinned, scrambled to her feet, and launched herself at her girlfriend. "Flattered. You should definitely be flattered."
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      "I love you," Eva said, her face pressed against Rowan's neck. The taller woman froze, then warmth flooded through every part of her being, relaxing her limbs as a massive grin split her face.

      "I love you too," she responded.

      Rowan lowered her right arm to Eva's waist and pulled her girlfriend even closer needing to feel her heat against her. Eva placed wet kisses against Rowan's neck in the spot that made her tickle. Rowan giggled.

      "Stop that. This is supposed to be romantic."

      Eva pulled back and smirked. "Oh, it already is. Don't think I can't feel your nipples poking me. You must be excited to see me."

      Snickers broke out behind Rowan, and she turned to find a dressed Giselle and Mara doing a terrible job of holding back their laughter. Heat flooded Rowan's face, and she folded her arms over her chest. She turned to look at Eva whose face was just as red as hers.

      "Sorry. I didn't know they were here," Eva whispered, ducking her head.

      Rowan sighed, then reached for the blanket she used to sleep on and wrapped herself in it. She'd never been embarrassed by her body, but having her friends witness her obvious arousal was a no go.

      Rowan pursed her lips then turned to face her friends. "It's okay. They're just jealous."

      Eva smiled, then leaned forward and whispered. "I'm flattered that you're excited to see me."

      "Always." Rowan cupped Eva's cheek and stroked it. "You're my mate."

      Eva inhaled sharply, her eyes opening wide. "Just like that?"

      "Yup. I've known for a while, but I didn't want to scare you off by mentioning it so soon."

      "Oh my god! Same here." Eva laughed. "We're both goofballs."

      "Hey," Rowan said, raising a finger. "No one gets to call my mate a goofball."

      Eva grinned and tiptoed to peck Rowan's lips. "We'll continue this conversation later in a more intimate setting." Eva lowered her voice. "This bra is hiding just how excited I am to see you, too."

      "Rowan Fanan," A baritone voice called. "Is this how you welcome your help?"

      Rowan turned to grin at Tyler. "Sorry, but we weren't sure you were coming, and not with help. What did you do? Bring your entire pack with you?"

      Tyler grinned, his brown eyes full of warmth. "Only a third of them. That's why I was a little late to the party." He turned to face Eva. "I hope we didn't scare you too much. You looked about ready to pass out."

      Eva squealed. "I was! First, two massive wolves wouldn't stand in place long enough for me to shoot. Then a giant lion jumped between them and me. And finally, a pack of lions, each one as imposing as the next followed."

      "I'm glad you're okay." Tyler grinned. "Can't have Rowan's mate getting hurt before we're properly introduced."

      Rowan folded her arms over her blanket and glared. "How did you know she was my mate?"

      "I peeped through the window." Tyler winked. "I may be gay, but even I felt a little something when you two kissed."

      Rowan reached for the nearest pillow and chucked it at Tyler. In the process, her blanket slipped bearing her torso. She scrambled to pick it back up and frowned. Tyler looked amused and completely unfazed.

      "Wait. How is it that you're fully dressed? Didn't you shift?"

      "I did, but one of us always carries a bag full of clothes whenever we head out on a mission. We stash it nearby so we can get changed after. I assume you haven't implemented that little trick yet."

      Rowan rolled her eyes. "We're still new, so that would be a negative."

      "It does sound like a clever idea," Mara piped in.

      "That's what I'm here for."

      "How are you here?" Jade asked, taking a step forward into the living room where they all stood. "Especially with what looks to be your entire pack."

      Tyler flipped the brown hair hanging over his face dramatically and smacked his lips. "Well, when Mara finally confirmed the rumors I heard about your fight with the Darksong, I knew this was the chance we'd all been waiting for. I challenged my uncle for alpha and won. After that, it was a simple matter of running over here. As of now, the Braveheart clan swears loyalty to the Whiteheart Clan. We will be your allies in all times of need. Just, you know, give us a heads up a lot sooner next time."

      Rowan's jaw fell. Here was one of the leaders of one of the most powerful lion clans declaring loyalty to her clan, and asking to join. "Are you serious? You want to ally yourselves with us?"

      "Of course!" Tyler's face sobered. "While I won the position of alpha fair and square, I'm sure that there will be opposition. Few people are okay with a gay alpha. I'm going back home to change those stereotypes, and you're doing the same, but in an impressive way. I don't dare to break away as you have, but I want to contribute in any way I can. I want more for myself and every shifter out there. I want us to have proper jobs or start businesses that aren't just fronts for illegal activity. I want us to use our strength to help people. I want any one of us to be able to mate a person of any gender. And by any of us, I'm talking about me. The gay alpha of a straight pack!"

      Everyone burst out laughing, and Rowan walked to Tyler and held out her hand. "The Whiteheart Clan would be honored to have the Braveheart as allies. Whenever you need us, we'll be there. Once I'm dressed, I'll be more than happy to welcome you with a hug."

      Tyler picked Rowan up in a bear hug and spun her around. "No need for that. We're family now. I've gotta get used to seeing female bits, and you've got to get used to seeing male dangly bits."

      Rowan punched Tyler in the arm once he put her down. "Please don't put that picture in my head. Before we proceed, I need to get dressed."

      A couple of minutes later, Rowan walked out of she and Eva's room fully dressed, and finally comfortable. She couldn't believe that the Whiteheart clan had grown so fast, and acquired such skilled allies. Rowan shook her head as she replayed Tyler's last words to her.

      I guess we'll all have to get used to one another again, she thought.

      Rowan ran down the stairs and froze midway. There, seated up, and sipping a glass of water, chatting with an excited Tyler as the group watched on, was Brooke. Rowan blinked back the tears that filled her eyes.

      Brooke had only been out for a little over a day, but in that time, Rowan had come face to face with the possibility of life without her best friend. That future looked bleak and uninspiring. Brooke was the first person Rowan had come out to or shared her dream of the Whiteheart clan with. Rowan needed her by her side to see their vision through.

      "Hey," Brooke said, as Rowan stepped onto the living room floor.

      "Hey yourself." Rowan smiled. "I'm glad you're okay."

      "We all are," Mara said, squeezing Brooke's shoulders from her position standing behind her.

      "I am too, after the dumb stunt I pulled." Brooke hung her head and rubbed her eyes. "I was just so—"

      "You don't have to explain." Rowan shook her head firmly. "We've all made mistakes, and no one here cares."

      "Exactly," Jade said from her seat near Brooke. "No one here blames you. All of this is on the Darksong."

      "Speaking of the Darksong," Rowan said, folding up the sleeves of her plaid shirt. "We need to visit them to end this war once and for all. We've more than made our case, and with our new allies, I'd say we'll have a pretty convincing argument to get them to take the contracts down and leave Eva be."

      "Going straight to the source," Tyler stood up. "Ballsy. I like that."

      Rowan smiled. "Good, because I need you and the other lions to act as our muscle. You know, for visual impact."

      "So, you want us shirtless and sour-faced?"

      "Exactly."

      "You've got it. I'll go give the guys their marching orders."

      Brooke stood up. "Let me get changed, then we can go."

      "Are you sure you're okay to come with us?" Rowan raised an eyebrow to emphasize her question.

      Brooke scoffed. "It's not like we're leaving the country, Rowan. Besides, I told you I feel fine. Now, let me get back into the swing of things. I need to think about something else other than what happened."

      "Okay." Rowan stepped aside and patted Brooke's shoulder as she walked by.

      "Why is she still guilty?" Giselle asked.

      Mara sighed. "I have a feeling even she doesn't understand that."

      "Come on guys," Rowan said. "Let's go put an end to all of this. For Brooke, Eva and all of us."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      Eva stepped out of Rowan's truck, onto the gravel-covered parking lot. Once they'd made it down the mountain, Eva was glad to find that Rowan's truck was safe and sound where they'd left it, behind a cluster of trees at the foot of the mountain.

      The Whiteheart members hopped in and made their way to the Darksong hangout after the Braveheart guys refused to pile into the back of the truck, electing to follow on foot.

      "Really?" Brooke burst out laughing. "Another bar?"

      Jade shrugged. "I guess all the imposing clans like to show how unfazed they are by everything. What better way than to spend all your spare time drinking?"

      "I would never have thought the name Wooden Horn would be the name of a bar." Mara cocked her head and studied the door. Eva followed suit and frowned. She didn't get it either.

      "Well, it's getting a little old," Rowan said, her voice flat.

      Eva turned to her girlfriend and raised an eyebrow. "What do you mean?"

      "The Dragonclaw's favorite hangout was a bar too. I hate stepping into one, especially when I know what deals get made in there."

      Eva reached out and took Rowan's hand in hers, resting her head on her shoulder. She hoped this would be the last time Rowan would have to enter another bar, but she knew the chances of that were low. All Eva could do was be supportive.

      "Hopefully, this will be quick, and painless."

      Rowan nodded sharply. "Let's go get this over with."

      "Aren't we going to wait for the guys?" Mara asked.

      Rowan shuffled her feet, the gravel giving away her eagerness to end this feud.

      "No. We've already defeated the fighting forces of two powerful clans. We've made our point. We need them for a show of force. By the time we get to that point, they'll be here. Let's go in."

      Eva released Rowan's hand and stepped back. Rowan turned to give her a small smile. Eva understood that there were times when Rowan needed to be seen as the leader of a clan. It wasn't that Rowan was ashamed of her, it was that she needed to portray a false masculine picture of strength. Having her girlfriend hanging on to her arm would work against that.

      Eva followed behind Rowan and Mara who led the group in. Once the doors to the bar opened, darkness and silence greeted them. Eva hadn't spent much time in shifter bars, but she'd expected noise and rowdy behavior.

      "Why's the place empty?" Giselle whispered in her ear.

      Eva shrugged. "Perhaps they're out on an operation."

      Eva followed the team into the bar. Once inside, she spotted a good-looking woman seated at the corner table with the man Eva recognized from his visit to the Whiteheart home weeks ago.

      "Zoe," Rowan said, her voice loud and confident. "The Whiteheart has come to pay you a friendly visit, and offer a truce."

      "You don't get to come here and make demands," the man said standing.

      "Shut up, Aiden," Rowan said. "Zoe can speak for herself."

      To Eva's surprise, the attractive woman burst out laughing before she rose. "Rowan's right."

      Zoe walked away from her table and met Rowan in the center of the room. Aiden stood behind her to her left, glaring at Rowan.

      Zoe was just as tall as Rowan, but the similarities ended there. Zoe's eyes were a dark brown, and her hair jet black. She was also a lot more muscled than Rowan was.

      "If these two went head to head, I don't know who would win," Giselle whispered in Eva's ear.

      Jade turned to glare at the two women, and Eva held her hands up defensively. Giselle was the one doing all the chatting and a poor job of whispering. Eva had no interest in carrying on a conversation with her. She was too busy admiring her girlfriend, who at that moment, exuded more power than Eva had ever seen.

      Tonight will have to be the night we make love, Eva thought, with a smirk.

      "So, Rowan. What brings you by?"

      "I'm here to ask the Darksong to relinquish their interest in Eva Martinelli, and the Whiteheart Clan by extension."

      Zoey cocked her head. "That means that you acknowledge that she is Darksong property."

      Eva pursed her lips, holding back a few choice words. She'd liked Zoe for telling Aiden to shut up, but now she was acting like every other power hungry, barbaric, Darksong.

      "Eva is no one's property. Let's get that straight. Secondly, the agreement the Stonelight made with you was based on false truths."

      Zoe's head jerked back an inch, and the careful masquerade of nonchalance she wore fell for a second. "What do you mean?"

      "Eva is my mate."

      Eva's heart soared at the confidence with which Rowan said those words. There was no hesitance, only the utmost pride. But then Aiden bellowed and ruined the moment.

      "Two women can't be mates. It's biologically impossible."

      Zoe turned around sharply, and although Eva couldn't see her face, the message she sent Aiden was clear enough. The Darksong third's nostrils flared, and he bowed his head. Zoe was the Darksong second, and here, it appeared that hierarchy still held a lot of power.

      "Forgive my third for his uneducated response." Zoe clasped her hands behind her back and turned to face Eva. "If you were already mated, then why didn't you tell your parents?"

      Eva's hands shook, and she clenched them and raised her chin. Zoe had assumed that she and Rowan were mates before the attempted kidnapping. Eva quickly glanced at Rowan and saw her encouragement to run with the story. At least that's what she read in her girlfriend's eyes.

      "My parents are homophobes. They've never accepted me. There was no point in telling them about who I was with." It was a partial truth, and it seemed that helped Eva sell the story because Zoe looked at the floor and mumbled to herself.

      "I see." Zoe lifted her head. "Be that as it may, you've killed several Darksong allies, and the group who you just defeated was made up of Darksong wolves among other clans. Blood must answer for blood."

      "That it must, but the only reason blood was shed was that you provoked us. You sent Aiden to us, and he didn't want to talk. He only made demands." Rowan walked around the circle of women as she talked. "You provoked us, and we responded. When we moved to our safe house to seek safety and refuge, you followed us and sent men after us."

      Zoe quirked her lips. "That's quite the interpretation."

      "It's merely a retelling of events. The Darksong threatened us, and the Whiteheart responded. If you continue to do so, then we will continue to respond. I'd rather not have any more bloodshed. That's why I came here. To make peace and also pass on some information. The Braveheart clan has sworn allegiance to the Whiteheart. They fought with us today, and will continue to do so." Rowan pulled back the curtain of the bar window. "They're standing out there to show you that we will not be bullied."

      Aiden scoffed and followed Rowan. Once he looked outside the window, he turned and dipped his head to Zoe.

      The dark haired woman took a deep breath. "Aiden, leave us."

      The Darksong third clenched his jaw, then stomped out of the room, but not before muttering the word bitch. Once he left, Zoe relaxed her stance, and to Eva's shock, she smiled.

      "Well played."

      Rowan cocked her head. "Excuse me?"

      "I've only dealt with your sister Sloane thus far. She's far too heavy-handed for my liking. I like your soft but firm approach."

      Eva stared at Zoe, with her eyes wide. The young woman's personality had done a complete one-eighty. She wondered if that's how Rowan was when she was the Dragonclaw third.

      "And you," Zoe said pointing at Eva. "You're pretty quick on your feet. That lie would have convinced almost anyone, except I go to the Titanrun to blow off steam every once in a while. I know Rowan's been single for a long time."

      Rowan took a step forward and stood by Eva. "So what happens now? Are you going to continue to try to kidnap Eva?"

      Zoe shook her head and hopped onto one of the bar stools behind her. She sighed, and for the first time, Eva saw a weariness on the young woman's face that spoke to the heaviness of her role as Dragonclaw second.

      The Titanrun was a safe place for LGBT shifters. Based on Aiden's reaction to the idea of same-gender mates, it seemed that Zoe wasn't out to her family. It must have been hard juggling both masks.

      "No. I was going to recommend we end that op even before you got here, but my father would have shut me down. You've just given me the ammo I needed. My father won't want to take you on, especially now that you have a clan of lions with you. So thank you for that. I hate wasting time, resources and life on fighting for the wrong thing."

      Zoe stared at the ground before her for a good minute, before she shook her head and jumped to her feet. And just like that, the old Zoe was back.

      "Rowan, you've played your hand well. I think you and the Whitehearts will be just fine. But know this, you're now a player in a dangerous game. And your only ally is a single clan. Tread lightly."

      Zoe walked to the table in the corner, pulled out a chair and opened one of the books before her.

      "It looks like that's our cue to leave," Mara said.

      "I guess it is. Eva is officially a free woman now." Rowan took Eva's hand and squeezed it. "Are you ready?"

      Eva knew that Rowan wasn't just asking about leaving the bar. Looking into her mate's gray eyes that she could read so well, she found herself nodding and answering the deeper, layered question Rowan was asking.

      "I'm ready to start my life with you, Rowan."

      Rowan grinned and kissed Eva passionately. Right in the Darksong stronghold, in front of the Darksong second, and the entire Whiteheart clan. She held nothing back, so Eva didn't either. Only the crescendo of coughs and throats being cleared tore the two women apart.

      Eva turned and winked at her teammates. "Jealous."

      "You bet I am," Brooke said, leading the way out. "When am I going to find my one true mate."

      "Maybe you're not made for just one person," Giselle said.

      Jade scoffed. "Of course you'd say that."

      "Could you two please give it a rest," Mara said.

      Eva shook her head and grinned. This was her family now, and there was nowhere else she'd rather be.

      "How do you feel about renting a hotel room tonight?" Rowan asked as they walked slowly to the truck.

      Eva smirked. "I think we'll need a suite. It's been over a year for me. And I don't want to hold back. Not anymore. Not with you."
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      Thank you for reading Outlaw Dragon! It's the first book in my newest series, which is entirely different from anything I've written. I hope you enjoyed it.

      The next story, WOUNDED BEAR, sees Jade find love and happiness with a human woman, as the Whiteheart clan puts down roots. There will be plenty of danger and action, as usual, but love will take the lead.

      Wounded Bear will be out soon. Join my email list, and I'll let you know the moment it goes live. You'll also receive occasional news, informing you of things like sales and ARC opportunities. What are you waiting for? Sign up now: chloepeterson.net

      I hope to see you soon for another fun ride.

      Love,

      Chloe

      P.S. I’d love to hear from you — shoot me an email at chloepeterson37@gmail.com. I always respond :)
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      You can make a difference.

      Reviews are the most powerful tool I have when it comes to getting readers to try a new book, from an author they've never heard of, i.e., me. Unfortunately, I don't have the marketing budget of a top-level football team. That means that billboards and tv commercials, are out of the question.

      But what I do have, is priceless and immensely powerful.

      I have passionate, committed readers.

      Honest reviews of my books, good or bad, help bring them to the attention of other readers.

      If you enjoyed this book, I would be grateful if you could write a review on Amazon. Even a sentence or two goes a long way in helping bring visibility to this series.
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