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chapter one


    
Three Months Ago


    



    The humans were worked up and shouting for blood. Disfigurement. Death.


    No less than forty filthy scumbags stood around the field’s circular pit, pushing and shoving their way to stake out a place in front. Fighting meant fresh air, and Wolfrik inhaled it in greedy gulps as one of the compound’s muscular middle-aged handlers walked him out to the field. At the beginning of his captivity, it had taken three handlers and tight ropes to get Wolfrik out to the pit, but after his fifth fight, he preferred making his grand appearance on his own two feet before ending the match in a flourish of fists or fangs.


    Shirtless, with only a sarong wrapped around his muscular hips, Wolfrik strode forward with a cocky swagger until he was told to stop and wait. His handler, Jay, had rough, weatherworn skin and narrow mistrustful eyes that looked as though they rarely saw daylight. The hardened man had never baited Wolfrik in all his time here—nearly three years—but they’d thrown down a time or two. Wolfrik had tested all of Hawk’s handlers at one point or another.


    A loud, shrill whistle cut across the field, and the crowd settled down. Hawk climbed a ladder to a small platform level with the crowd’s necks and looked over the gathering through sunglasses with scratched lenses. His gray shirt parted down the middle, a whistle hung from a silver chain on his smooth, exposed skin. He slipped his fingers halfway into a pocket of his jeans and surveyed the crowd, lips pressed together in what looked to Wolfrik like an ongoing struggle between disdain and mockery. Two of his guards joined him, rifles in hand.


    A disapproving scowl appeared on the handler’s lips, but his disgust never stopped him from whipping Wolfrik or any of the other captive shifters. Wolfrik dreamed of the day he had a chance to repay the man’s cruelty. He fantasized about killing each one of these human cockroaches, and it was this ruthless reverie that heightened his pleasure of fighting. He always savored this moment before a fight when the human spectators were herded together like a group of mindless deer poking at the ground below their noses while Wolfrik snuck up from behind.


    Too bad Hawk had to announce his entrance before Wolfrik could rip his audience to shreds. One of the head honcho’s goons would shoot Wolfrik before he had a chance to finish them all off, anyway. He might have time to kill one before they managed to put him down, but one wasn’t enough. He wanted each and every one of the mongrels to receive a violent death by his jaws.


    “Welcome to the dog fights, ladies and gents—strumpets and scumbags.” Hawk spoke with a taunting grin. “Our challenger this afternoon is Benji, facing off against Cujo.”


    The crowd erupted into screams and cheers as though their salvation was at hand. Wolfrik smiled at their backs. Benji, a shifter formerly known as Eric, had been in captivity for about a year less than Wolfrik and was his favorite shifter to fight. Fighting Benji felt more like playing around—the kind of friendly combat Wolfrik used to rush into with friends growing up in the den. Fighting Benji gave them both an opportunity to let off steam without causing any lasting damage.


    Hawk lifted his sunglasses slowly, letting them settle over his thick brown hair. He couldn’t be much older than Wolfrik, and yet men twice his age looked up to him as though he were their alpha.


    “Today we have a very special treat for the winner,” Hawk announced.


    That’s when the whispers started, as though the crowd would be able to partake in the winner’s gains.


    Hawk’s so-called rewards didn’t interest Wolfrik. He was undefeated. He held on to his championship like a dog to a meaty bone. The humans had captured, beaten, and held him against his will for nearly three years, but he remained undefeated.


    He’d sooner die than lose his title.


    “But first let’s call Benji to the pit.” This time, Hawk didn’t bother with the metal whistle. He placed two fingers between his lips and issued the sound himself. “Here, Benji. Here, boy. Come.” A malicious smile curved up Hawk’s lips and hollowed out his cheeks.


    Wolfrik gnashed his teeth. Hawk was one of the vilest bastards he’d ever had the misfortune of knowing. Being renamed was offensive enough, but being called like a dog was a downright dirty sin. If Hawk tried that shit with Wolfrik, they’d have to drag him to the pit to fight, and he wouldn’t make it easy for them.


    “Go on, be a good dog and come when your master calls,” a male jeered from the other side of the crowd.


    The sound of laughter rumbled around the circle and drifted back like a foul wind that had Wolfrik clenching his jaw and tightening his fists.


    Hawk lifted his arms, and the crowd became silent. Leaning over the edge of the platform, Hawk leered down. Eric must have jumped the three-and-a-half-foot drop into the pit.


    “And now, our champion, who needs little introduction, here to defend his title as top dog. Make some noise for the shiftiest of the shifters, the wildest of the wolves, the beast you do not want to mess with: Cujo!”


    No one laughed or taunted Wolfrik. The cheers were a deafening, glorious cacophony that reverberated with fear and respect. The humans loved a winner. They parted and clapped as he made his way to the pit. Reaching the edge, Wolfrik turned to face his fans, pumping a fist into the air then turning to do the same to the crowd behind him. The humans erupted into thundering applause, screaming the name, “Cujo!”


    A chant arose. Wolfrik loosened the sarong, let it fall to the ground, smirked, then jumped down into the pit and jutted his chin at Eric. The other shifter nodded back, his jaw tight and eyes weary. He wasn’t anywhere near as muscular as Wolfrik—no one was—but Eric was lean and fast. He also recovered quicker than the other shifters Wolfrik had fought. Eric could take a punch and jump right back up as though a blow to the face affected him no worse than a gust of wind. This meant he had to take a serious beating from Wolfrik before the match ended. Fights didn’t end until one of the shifters was unconscious or dead. Wolfrik always tried to knock a shifter out cold. He had never intentionally killed a shifter, but some shifters didn’t hold up as well as others, and some wanted to die. At least Eric wasn’t one of them.


    Hawk raised both hands in the air. “Let me remind everyone about the house rules. Audience keeps out of the pit. If anyone falls or gets pushed in, thereby exposing themselves to harm or death, that’s your own damn problem.” Wolfrik grinned. A young man who had been chanting his name earlier lowered his chin and glanced uneasily at a bigger man with a long facial scar beside him before scooting away from the edge of the pit.


    Hawk’s underlings usually made wagers at the fights, betting everything from clothes, food, and goods to what duties they’d perform for the month. Some of Hawk’s most depraved men bet for the opportunity to watch the male shifters breed with the female shifters during the full moon. But when Wolfrik was in the pit, spectators watched purely for entertainment since no one would bet against Cujo.


    “Rules of the pit are simple,” Hawk continued. “No leaving until one dog is down. If a dog tries to flee early, he gets put down without warning.” He turned to one of his guards and nodded before resuming announcements. “Shifters can fight as man or beast or both. The use of weapons is prohibited, and anyone caught attempting to slip something inside the pit will be thrown in for the dogs to tear apart. Fight begins after the gunshot.”


    The guard at Hawk’s left handed him his firearm. Hawk took it and fired into the sky.


    It wasn’t bloodlust so much as the crack of the gunshot and rumble of cheering that pushed Wolfrik toward Eric. He charged, but the lean shifter sidestepped him and scooted away on limber legs. They circled one another around the pit. Every time Wolfrik lunged, Eric sprang away. Another shifter might have become annoyed. Wolfrik grinned. Perhaps Eric thought he could tire him out a bit first—good luck there. Not happening, but he appreciated new tactics that kept things interesting and required he stay on his toes.


    Wolfrik wasn’t quite as fast as Eric, but his mind loved problem-solving. Too much thinking could be problematic. In captivity it could drive him mad, so Wolfrik had learned to turn it on and off, becoming animalistic even in human form. Turning off his emotions was as much a survival instinct as fighting to protect himself. He’d become especially practiced at turning off his mind when forced to breed with female shifters during the full moon. The strongest females had learned to do the same. Some had given up—every last spark gone from their dull eyes—but there were others who gritted their teeth and shot him a glare that communicated he best get on with it. Perhaps they, too, thought this would be the last time they would be forced to debase themselves, that maybe they’d escape before the next full moon.


    No one ever escaped. Yet escape was a dream Wolfrik would never give up, no matter how many days, weeks, months, or moon cycles passed him by. Dreams were as vital as sleeping, and one day he planned to claw his way out of this nightmare.


    Until then . . .


    Wolfrik lunged at Eric then pulled back, spun around, and rushed at him, finally getting in the first punch. It was another one of Wolfrik’s trademarks—landing the first blow and drawing first blood.


    Eric hissed and winced, which won him another fist in the face. He hadn’t been expecting Wolfrik to get to him yet, and his surprise had cost him. Wolfrik managed a third hit before Eric was able to block and protect his face.


    The crowd above bellowed their excitement.


    “Cujo throws the first punch and the second and third,” Hawk’s approving voice drifted down.


    With Eric now blocking Wolfrik’s jabs at his face, he threw in a front kick. His foot connected with Eric’s lower leg, but the other shifter sagged only briefly before he sprang back up. He jumped to the side and scuttled away, blinking rapidly. Wolfrik stalked after him, in no rush to return to his cage and the stale, suffocating stink of misery of that horrible place Hawk housed him and the rest of the wolf shifters. Out here the air was fresh and the sun was shining, warming his skin and casting a glossy sheen over Eric’s forehead.


    The cheers continued overhead. No one wanted it to end too soon, especially not Wolfrik. He might even let Eric get in a few minor hits, but only because he considered him a friend—his one and only in this moon-forsaken hellhole.


    A whistle cut through Wolfrik’s eardrums. He and Eric stopped and stared up in confusion. Hawk had never blown the whistle in the middle of a match, and the human spectators were just as baffled.


    All heads turned to stare up at the man on the platform.


    “How about we make things more interesting?” Hawk grinned. The sunglasses were back over his eyes, reflecting all the gaping mouths and curious eyes that stared up at him. “I promised a treat to the winner, and it’s a good one. The best I have to offer.” His teeth jammed together as though he were fighting to hold on to his smile when what he really wanted was to scowl. Hawk’s chest rose on a deep inhale, and his fingers balled into fists. “My sister.”


    A second hush fell over the crowd. Sound ceased to exist in the pit as though Wolfrik had burrowed through layers of earth and left behind all of humanity.


    Hawk’s cruelty knew no limits, but there was one person he did protect, the only one who appeared to hold any value to him—his sister, Sparrow.


    What the hell was he doing offering her up like tenderloin?


    The crowd murmured. Only the guards kept their stony expressions in place as though they’d expected this sadistic twist all along.


    Hawk relaxed his fingers and pushed the sunglasses up the bridge of his nose. Now that the words were out, his entire body eased into his customary slouch.


    “Winner gets one entire night with my sister.”


    Wolfrik was still staring up at Hawk dumbly when Eric bellowed and charged him like a mother bear who had caught him with her cubs. His knuckles rained down as though his fists were boulders and Wolfrik were caught beneath an avalanche crushing his head. The taste of copper filled Wolfrik’s mouth after Eric split his lip. Somehow the other shifter managed to get him in the eye so good the damn thing began to swell shut at once.


    Fuck, Eric! Did he want to nail Sparrow that bad? True, she was nice for a human, but she was also one hundred percent Homo sapiens.


    But no. It wasn’t lust in his eyes so much as blinding fury.


    Eric pummeled Wolfrik between the eyes, one blow after another. Stars swarmed Wolfrik’s vision, only they were black and they moved across a bright expanse—blotting it out, cloaking almost everything from sight. The ground below his feet teetered, and he fell against the cool earthen wall. Bloody hell. This was the first time he’d ever been caught off guard in the pits.


    As Wolfrik blinked furiously, a gasp circled his head like a cyclone.


    Eric had backed away and gone quiet. Too quiet. If he shifted before Wolfrik . . .


    A sharp growl shook the walls of the pit. Loose dirt and gravel rained down, and the hairs on the back of Wolfrik’s neck stood on end.


    The next snarl had the beast inside him snapping, but before he could shift, sharp claws raked across Wolfrik’s bare leg, leaving burning trails imbedded in his flesh. He hissed. Eric snapped at his leg, and Wolfrik barely managed to jump aside in time. One eye had cleared, and through it he saw the wolf shifter’s ears flat against his head, fangs bared, and the hair standing along the ridge of his back.


    For the first time in his life, Wolfrik became the prey, the one keeping a wary eye on his opponent while backing away, frantic to maintain his distance.


    Eric had always been slightly faster. Now his movements were light speed compared to Wolfrik’s lumbering two-legged steps. He flew at Wolfrik, who dodged out of the way at the last second, only narrowly missing those glistening fangs by a hair. It had been so close; he’d felt Eric’s fur brush against his torn leg. With a vicious snarl, Eric whipped around and lost no time coming at him again. Wolfrik nearly fell on his hands and knees avoiding him. He could only dodge the wolf for so long.


    Eric lunged at him and changed direction at the same time as Wolfrik, as though sensing his next move, and sprang forward with renewed vigor, latching on to Wolfrik’s ankle. Hot fangs tore through his flesh, hitting bone. Pain lanced through his leg—ripping, burning, and blinding. Eric shook his head with brutal jerks that made the wound burn hotter.


    The cheers above turned to alarmed shouts.


    “He’s going to kill him,” someone gasped.


    Blood spilled over Wolfrik’s foot, between his toes, and drained from his body. He’d promised himself he wouldn’t die in captivity, in a dirty pit in the crumbling outskirts of a collapsed city. His place was in Wolf Hollow. If he had to die, he wanted to be buried with his parents in the Forest of the Ancestors where his spirit could run forever free.


    Eric’s jaw worked back and forth, stinging and sawing through Wolfrik’s tender flesh.


    Black spots swarmed from every angle of Wolfrik’s vision in a blizzard that left him lost in the dark. Then he heard Sasha’s voice rise from the bottomless depths of his mind. “You ran out on me once. Don’t die on me now. Stop wasting time, silly wolf.”


    “Don’t call me that.” He growled. She knew how much that pet name goaded him.


    “Silly wolf.” Her voice taunted him. It wasn’t the voice of the grown shifter she’d become, but that of the younger girl he’d played with as pups in the den.


    “I’m not some silly wolf,” he bellowed. “I’m a pureblood. I’m unbeatable. I’m fucking Cujo!”


    With a roar that silenced all above, Wolfrik swung his free leg over Eric’s back, ignoring the tear of flesh from his ankle as he hurtled above the snarling wolf and wrapped his arms, thick with muscles, around Eric’s neck. He squeezed and squeezed. Eric whimpered. The sound shredded Wolfrik’s battered soul, but the pressure on his ankle let up. Eric thrashed in his arms, crying in alarm. Wolfrik squeezed harder, wishing only to end the torment. Eric’s panicked cries pained him worse than his wounds. He hugged his friend in a crushing embrace, holding him until his last breath. When Wolfrik let go, Eric fell on his side limp and lifeless.


    Cheers shrieked overhead. Outbursts. Obscenities. Shock and amazement.


    Wolfrik stared down, down, down into the abysmal pit of hell knowing that the man who climbed out of the hole was not the same as the one who walked in. He’d died a little each day in this place, but today his spirit was truly gone.


    



    That night the corridor of cages remained silent in Eric’s absence. Dense, hard darkness pressed down upon Wolfrik’s head while he sat on his haunches, motionless in the gloom of his cell. He hadn’t seen the stars or moon since his captivity, but he dreamed about the night sky every time he slept.


    Eric was the closest thing he’d had to a friend in this hellhole. The other shifters feared and despised him, growling anytime Wolfrik was led past their cages. Tonight their silence spoke volumes. They were always reserved when a shifter died in the pit. Would they have kept silent on Wolfrik’s behalf if he’d been the one killed, or would they have howled in glee that Cujo had finally met his end?


    Didn’t matter. Nothing did. Life was pain, and every breath in this forsaken city was torture beyond compare. Wolfrik would take a whipping over the shredding of his soul any day.


    His teeth clenched.


    Where was the spirited voice of his past lover when he really needed her?


    “You wanted me to live, so I killed a wolf. I lived only to die inside. Why the silent treatment all these years only to torment me now?”


    Perhaps Sasha had spoken to him because death approached. He thought he could hear it in the form of footsteps dragging their way down the corridor toward his cage.


    Maybe she’d died after he’d left her and was coming for him now.


    “Do you forgive me then? Have you come to lead me back to the Forest of the Ancestors, or are you here to torture my soul? You’re too late, Sash. Too damn late.”


    “Wolfrik,” she whispered.


    Through the gloom, Sparrow’s face materialized like a ghost’s. Her skin looked pale, and her eyes were hollow. Wolfrik stood, lips drawing back in a silent snarl. The other wolves began pacing their cages but made no sound other than the pattering of paw pads and nails clicking against the cracked concrete floor.


    Sparrow stood at the bars of Wolfrik’s cage, facing him, but registering nothing. Her eyes were red and raw from crying, her gaze unfocused and far away. As Wolfrik approached, he smelled Eric all over her and wanted to howl in sorrow.


    Sparrow shoved a key inside the lock and turned. She pushed open the door.


    “Go,” she said. “Return to your hollow and never leave home again.”


    Wolfrik’s nails scraped the concrete as he slunk out—a wild beast released from his cage. Deep wrinkles rippled over his nose, and saliva coated his throat in a warm, thick froth. He should kill her. She was one of them. It didn’t matter that she’d been kind to him or set him free. They all deserved to die.


    Either Sparrow didn’t notice him prowling toward her or didn’t care. Her body projected no trace of fear, only severe heartache, anguish, and despair.


    Wolfrik’s steps slowed. She smelled too much like Eric. His friend. He’d killed his friend. He couldn’t kill him again.


    He turned away from her and trotted down the empty corridor. Seeing him free of his cage, running loose, the other wolves began to howl. Their cries were like wind against Wolfrik’s tail, urging him on even though he recognized their desperate pleas.


    Would Sparrow free the rest? Why had she picked Wolfrik first?


    He slowed and stopped. No wolf should be left caged.


    Wolfrik’s body shivered, preparing to shift when human voices echoed down the corridor. Two torches appeared, throwing light against row after row of bars. The dark metal stretched from the ceiling to floor. Thick, cold metal bars—a wolf’s worst enemy.


    Wolfrik’s growls resounded down the hallway, sounding monstrous in the caged gloom.


    “One of the wolves is loose!”


    Not just any wolf. Cujo: The Killer.


    Wolfrik’s lips rose in a snarling smile before he ran for the closest human and jumped, taking him down in a glorious clash of screams and sparks as the torch smashed over the ground. The screaming stopped after Wolfrik tore out the human’s jugular. Blood coated his tongue and dripped from his lips.


    More. He wanted more. More blood. More screams. More humans killed by his fangs.


    The second human thrust his torch at Wolfrik and shook it in his face.


    “Back! Stay back, wolf!”


    Wolfrik could taste the fear and desperation in his tone. The human’s words were like bits of flesh for him to chew on before the main course.


    He darted around the man’s legs, and the human wheeled with him, creating a smoke trail that circled and squeezed them in like thick, suffocating rope. Wolfrik lunged, only to feel the lick of flames singe the ends of his facial fur. He jumped back with a snarl. The torch followed him.


    “Get back!” The human handled the torch like a spear, jabbing it in Wolfrik’s direction.


    Growling, he took a step back and another, taking the human with him as though a leash tethered them. When the man took a wide step toward him, Wolfrik dove between his legs, flipped around, and jumped onto his back, knocking him face-first onto the ground.


    The human hollered in surprise. Wolfrik tore and clawed at the shirt until he got through to flesh then dug in, ripping out chunks of meat from his back. Screams blasted along the corridor and bounced off the bars. Ah, dinner music. It had been so long since he’d eaten a live meal.


    Howls chorused at Wolfrik’s back and continued even after the human’s screams went silent. There were shouts in the distance. Wolfrik’s ears perked up. Yelling. Bootsteps running.


    Time to go.


    He swallowed a thumb-sized chunk of human flesh whole and dashed toward the open door at the end of the corridor. Wolfrik ran through as a group of six men came running forward. He would have liked to kill them all, but these ones carried guns in addition to torches. However, they weren’t expecting Wolfrik to run past them in a gray blur, almost as though he’d morphed into smoke rather than a four-legged creature. Not a single shot rang out as he flew past their legs into the short, wide room with tables and chairs where handlers ate their meals and sat around scratching their balls when they weren’t busy abusing animals.


    Wolfrik had walked through here numbly after killing Eric. Now he bounded over the floor freely, nails clicking against the cracked concrete.


    The door to the field was firmly closed, but half the windows were broken out. Most of those were boarded up, but the larger gaps had frayed tarps nailed over the openings. Breaking out into a run, Wolfrik lunged at the nearest tarp-covered window, expecting to rip through. He left the ground, soaring straight for the scrap of blue and beyond it—the sky. As Wolfrik made impact the tarp held strong for one disconcerting half second, cradling him like a hammock, before the force of his weight wrenched the edges from the nails and Wolfrik glided through the opening atop the canvas as though riding a child’s sled into the night.


    As he landed, the stars burst into view overhead. The moon, nearly a week away from its zenith, stared at him like a luminous eye in the sky. Wolfrik could only gaze at it, momentarily transfixed. He blinked, and it was still there. It had always been there. Waiting.


    Wolfrik’s lips peeled back as a howl detonated from his lungs, reaching for that interstellar space with a cry as brilliant and vast as the stars. Then he shot off like a comet across the field. At the edge of the field, the chain-link fence was mangled, like the windows, but no one had ever bothered to repair the gaps. Wolfrik dove through one, much like a rabbit through a hole—shooting through to the other side where he ran and ran, howling ecstatically as he went. The thrill of freedom rushed over him. It was a moment to savor because although he escaped and ended up making it home to the hollow, his memories trailed after him as doggedly as his own tail.


    He had to believe that Sasha was still alive, waiting for him in Wolf Hollow. The demons of the past would live inside Wolfrik for the remainder of his life, but perhaps with time he would heal and become the mate Sasha deserved. He would never take her love and loyalty for granted ever again.


    As long as she lived, he’d find a way to make it up to her.


    No wolf was more dutiful than Sasha, which was why, in all his countless fantasies of returning home, he never dreamed she’d have taken up with another shifter. A half-breed, no less. Sasha and Tabor weren’t mates when Wolfrik made it home, but they might as well have been.


    He’d made it back, but he was too late.

  


  
    


chapter two


    
The Present


    



    Drumbeats and darkness descended over the forest after the last glimmer of dusk was snuffed out like a thumb smothering a single flame. Wolfrik stalked toward the glade on two legs, smoke coating his tongue. He drifted onto the scene and took a place among the trees, blending into the landscape rather than joining his packmates around the bonfire.


    They drank and danced. A young pack member named David had been murdered by a human ten days ago, and another member, Sydney, banished to Glenn Meadows, but the pack had still moved on to celebrate Raider and Jordan’s claiming.


    Raider sat on a stump with his long muscular legs spread wide, Jordan seated on his lap, her slender, shapely legs between his, and one arm wrapped around his thick neck and shoulder.


    Wolfrik folded his arms across his chest, noting to himself that he’d seen their claim coming from many moons away, glad the two shifters had found one another. Such an attractive, privileged pair with two living parents between them: Garrick and Palmer. The men had begged Wolfrik’s and Sasha’s parents to take them in after the fall of civilization, and now those fools were running things, placing themselves on the council and lording the title of elder over their heads.


    Trees were old, too; that didn’t make them leaders.


    An old woman with long tangled white hair sat on a stump beside Jager. She had insisted on joining Aden on his return trip to Wolf Hollow after dumping Sydney off with the Glenn Meadows shifters. Aden had a big bleeding heart. Always had. Go figure. Aden was the only werewolf Wolfrik had ever known, adopted into the pack after a group of elders found him in the woods with an older, dying werewolf. Aden had never been very talkative as a boy. Because of his size, no one ever tried to tease or mess with him. Presently, Aden stood watching the dancers before moving his attention to the drummers. He inched over to the log where Sasha, Tabor, and Elsie sat, nodding hello but not lingering long. The werewolf seemed incapable of remaining in one place for too long. He passed the cauldron and would have passed Wolfrik, too, if he hadn’t called out to him.


    “Why’s the old crone really here? I’m sure it’s not just to amuse the females with her so-called fortune-telling skills.” Wolfrik nodded to where a packmate named Janelle kneeled in front of the old woman, grasping her palm. A small line of females had formed, waiting their turn for a glimpse into their bright, shiny, so-called futures.


    Wolfrik rolled his eyes. “I don’t need to be eighty years old to predict fortunes. That one will probably end up with her friend’s brother, Hudson, after he finishes licking his wounds. I doubt he’ll wait too long. He’ll want to prove he’s over Jordan by claiming someone else.”


    Aden eased over to his side, following the direction of Wolfrik’s eyes with an expression that lifted and fell like a shrug.


    “Don’t want your fortune told?” Wolfrik attempted to goad him even though he knew it was futile. He’d been one of the only brave young pups who had tried teasing Aden growing up. The werewolf never took the bait. How dull.


    “I don’t put much faith in predictions,” Aden said. “I prefer to take things as they come. Day by day.”


    Rather than leave it at that, Wolfrik grinned wolfishly. “Sure you don’t want to find out who you’re destined to mate? That pretty little witch shifter perhaps?”


    Aden winced and rubbed his jaw. “She’s off-limits. Well, really it’s me who is off-limits.”


    Right, he’d heard about the council ordering Aden to remain single and on patrol for the rest of his life.


    “Do werewolves typically allow wolves to order them around?” Wolfrik flashed a taunting grin.


    Aden’s jaw tightened.


    Come on werewolf, snap back, take a swing—show some bloody backbone. Aden was probably the only pack member who could take Wolfrik on physically—him or Raider.


    Aden took a deep breath and released it. His jaw relaxed, but he couldn’t entirely mask his annoyance.


    “Flora is here to meet you and assess whether or not you would make a suitable match for Hailey,” Aden said.


    Wolfrik gave a dismissive sniff.


    Hailey was one of only two purebloods left in Glenn Meadows. While Wolfrik had been in captivity, the elders had tried, and failed, to match her brother Hector with Sasha.


    “Shouldn’t take the old crone long to figure out I’m no good for their last remaining female pureblood.”


    “I imagine not,” Aden said without pause.


    Wolfrik barked out a short laugh. Good to know Aden wasn’t entirely thickheaded.


    Wolfrik would never claim a life mate. After the torment he’d been through, he wasn’t capable of making a female happy. The only she-wolf he’d had a fighting chance with had been stolen by a shifter who wasn’t even all wolf.


    Janelle stood up and Lacy was about to come forward next when the old woman put her hand up to stop her. Her head swiveled to the side, and her gaze flew to Wolfrik with breathtaking speed. Her pupils were tiny dots, like fine arrow tips finding their mark.


    Beside the woman, Jager lifted his head to see what she was staring at.


    “Wolfrik,” he called. “Flora would like to meet you.”


    Bristling, Wolfrik’s arms stiffened around his torso. He’d like to tell Flora to mind her own damn business—to plant it where the sun don’t shine—but her gaze skewered him straight through the throat and tugged as though reeling in a trout from the river. Only one woman had ever had that effect on him before. His mother.


    Reluctantly, Wolfrik traipsed forward, arms flopping to his sides. He stopped half a foot in front of the old woman. He’d come, but he wasn’t about to kneel.


    She looked him up and down several times, sparing no part of his body her scrutiny, including his cock, stuffed and tucked inside a pair of tight jeans. She frowned, which Wolfrik took as a good sign. Hopefully Flora wouldn’t make him spell things out for her. He wasn’t mate material. Not anymore.


    “You will not mate with another pureblood.” The old woman frowned.


    “What? Are you sure?” Jager sputtered, gaping at her. In that moment, he looked like a juvenile shifter whose mother had told him he had to chop firewood all afternoon while his friends played. “Perhaps you should look at his palms.”


    “I need only look into his eyes,” Flora said. She homed in on Wolfrik with her spear-like stare. “It is not fate but a female who will shape his future.” She leaned forward, her frown deepening. “Two females.”


    Wolfrik smirked and might have ventured a lewd comment if Flora’s eyes hadn’t narrowed as though knowing exactly the direction his thoughts had traveled.


    “One could redeem you. The other could mean your doom and that of your entire pack.”


    Jager hissed, eyes expanding inside his wrinkled face.


    Flora’s own eyes went out of focus, which turned out to be more disconcerting than the way she’d stared at Wolfrik.


    “The birds fly north,” she said ominously.


    “Don’t you mean south?” Wolfrik said.


    “The birds fly north,” she repeated. “One set you free. The other wants you caged.”


    Wolfrik’s heart slammed against his chest as though trying to break free of his rib cage. The hairs rose on the back of his neck, and he snarled. Claws punched through his fingers. Several nearby shifters looked over and sucked in their breath. Jager hurried to his feet and said Wolfrik’s name in a warning tone that he barely heard through the blood pumping in his ears.


    “You know nothing, old crone!” Wolfrik bellowed. He backed up a step, followed by another. “Go back to your own pack and leave us the hell alone!”


    Swinging around, he stormed away from the glade and ran into the dark forest.


    Bad enough that the old woman was spreading false hope to the females of Wolf Hollow. Why did she have to go and torment him? She knew nothing! Gibberish. But as he ran, he swore he heard phantom wings whooshing past the trees in pursuit. Those wings approached near enough to waft against the back of his neck, like a human breath whispering the name “Cujo.”


    



    The steady rhythm of drumbeats thrummed inside Kallie’s chest. She sat near the three performers: Heath, Alec, and Maureen, transfixed by the movements of their hands. With the beat inside her, she temporarily lost herself to the tempo, momentarily forgetting her mangled foot, stretched across the earth like a twisted tree root.


    Jager would never select her to perform in the mating or claiming dance again, but maybe she could learn to drum. She could do it sitting, and it would still allow her to participate in the ceremonies. But was there a place for her? There had only ever been three drummers, and unlike dance partners—and unlike mates—the drummers never changed. Alec’s head and shoulders bounced as he rapped on his drum, doing his own little dance on the ground.


    “Well? What did the old woman say?” Taryn asked.


    “Yeah, did she tell you the name of your mate and how many pups you’re going to have?”


    The drumbeats weren’t enough to drown out the voices of Taryn and Gina as they walked beside Janelle. Luckily, they moved past the drums. Kallie didn’t want to hear about their futures filled with love, happiness, and children. She didn’t want to be here at all—forced to watch Jordan and Raider making moon eyes at one another. But nor did she want to be a sourpuss like Camilla, who was pouting in the den and watching over baby Franny while her father and stepmother joined the festivities. Kallie wanted out of the den—desperately. Somehow, she had to find a way.


    The drumbeat stopped then started right back up with a different beat. When Kallie glanced over, Alec winked, bobbing his head to the tune. She forced a smile then looked across the glade to where Jager sat drinking. He’d already had at least four mugs of his brew. This was her chance.


    Pushing herself off the ground, Kallie stepped carefully toward the elder. Justin staggered by, nearly knocking into her. Kallie drew back in time, narrowing her eyes as he slurred, “S’cuse me.”


    “You okay there, Kallie?”


    Palmer’s gentle, caressing voice made her shudder and grind her teeth.


    He slid in front of her, grinning wide and obnoxious, the reek of brew on his breath coming nearer, as though trying to capture her next inhalation in its thick, pungent waft.


    “Fine,” she said in a clipped tone.


    “You sure?” His brows jumped, and he raked his eyes over her body.


    “I’m sure.”


    Palmer wore a khaki collared shirt with two buttons unfastened at the top. His bronzed chest hair blended in with his tanned skin, and smiling lips made his cheeks puff out inside his round head. The hair on his head was a dull brown that receded on one side, making his forehead appear larger, but he had nice straight teeth and slightly crinkled, caring eyes.


    Palmer moistened his lips. “Have you thought any more about my proposition?”


    Kallie scowled. Just thinking about it made her recoil in disgust. Palmer wanted to make her his third mate. Apparently his other two mates, Francine and Trish, backed the decision since Kallie had been such a comfort to them since taking residence in the den. To keep herself busy, she had helped with baby Franny and Trish as the shifter went through a rough pregnancy that immobilized her most days and made her continually sick to her stomach. Kallie had felt bad for Trish. If she’d known Palmer would take her kindness as an open invitation to claim her as another female in his growing harem, she wouldn’t have bothered.


    “I told you I’m not interested.” The words were like grit between Kallie’s teeth.


    And yet her answer had no effect on Palmer’s smug smile.


    “You come from good stock, Kallie. It would be a shame not to continue that lineage. I know the other shifters look at you and see you as defective, but I see a female who is kind, caring, and still capable of bearing children. You shouldn’t have to miss out on all that just because of an unfortunate accident. The vulhena shouldn’t be allowed to take away your chance at a family.”


    Lips curling, Kallie hissed, “And you believe you’re the only male who can give that to me?”


    “I’m the one offering,” he said. “I’ve become quite fond of you, Kallie.”


    She snorted. He’d only seen the sweet, caring side of her. This is what came of being too nice.


    Palmer sighed. “I’ll leave you to your thoughts. If you need anything—anything at all—let me know.”


    He swaggered away before she had a chance to tell him what she needed was for him to leave her alone before she shifted and used her fangs to demonstrate that she was capable of more than just bearing children and assisting his family.


    When she reached Jager, her skin was still crawling, as though Palmer’s eyes had grown fingers that trailed over her arms and legs. Kallie shuddered. Near her, Amber sat on her knees in front of the elder shifter from Glenn Meadows, clasping the old woman’s hands.


    “Oh my gosh. Thank you, Flora. Thank you so much,” Amber gushed, lashes fluttering as she blinked back tears.


    Dark gaps appeared between Flora’s lips when she smiled. “Do not thank me, child. It was destined by the stars.”


    Kallie turned her back to them. She too felt like falling to her knees—if only to beg Jager to put her back on patrol at the next moon cycle.


    He looked up at her with a kind smile. Hopefully the drink had filled him with generosity.


    “Kallie, you look well, my dear,” he said.


    “I feel great,” she said. “Hardly notice my foot anymore.”


    “I’m happy to hear it.” Jager’s head bobbed ever so gently. It took Kallie a moment to realize he was moving to the music.


    Beside them, Flora sucked air in through her teeth.


    “Oh, dear child, you carry a heavy burden. Your fate was sealed long ago, but not in the natural way. Sorcery has foolishly attempted to supplant the stars.”


    Unable to resist, Kallie glanced over to see whom Flora addressed with such passion. Tabor’s half sister, Elsie, sat on her knees, grasping the old woman’s wrists as though they were branches keeping her from falling over a cliff. Somehow her long white dress always remained pristine—magic, perhaps—and her long brown hair had a shiny, silk sheen even in the dark.


    “But is there anything I can do to take back my future?” Elsie leaned closer, staring into the woman’s eyes as though she could see the stars reflected within her murky irises and all they held in store.


    “You already know the answer to your question,” Flora answered.


    “So, there’s still hope,” Elsie mused wistfully.


    It was hard to tune out such a curious fortune-telling. Odd that a powerful half-witch would be consulting an elder shifter claiming she could read the stars and palms.


    But Kallie had her own future to secure, and she wasn’t leaving it up to fate or constellations in the sky.


    She turned back to Jager and squared her shoulders.


    “I went running on three legs yesterday, and it’s pretty much the same as four.”


    Jager nodded, but he was watching the dancers.


    “Put me back on patrol. Please, Jager.”


    His lips drooped into a sad smile when his gaze found hers.


    “Sorry, Kallie. You know I sympathize with your injury more than anyone, but you’d only slow your partner down. Besides, Palmer tells me you’ve been a great help to his family.”


    Kallie scowled violently. Is that all the elders saw her as good for? Putting herself at the beck and call of Palmer, Francine, and Trish?


    As she jerked away from Jager, blinking back angry tears, she noticed two ancient eyes peering at her, pulling her in. It was as though those eyes had latched onto Kallie’s legs and moved Kallie toward her. There was an empty spot in front of Flora. Kallie kneeled in front of her, not sure why she bothered except perhaps to find out if her life was truly ruined.


    Flora took Kallie’s hands in hers and squeezed before turning them over to stare into her palms. The old woman smiled slightly.


    “Ah. So, you’re the one.”


    Kallie winced. “Please tell me I’m not doomed.”


    “Doomed?” The old woman cackled. “Dear child, the future is yours for the taking.”


    Flora leaned in closer, causing Kallie’s heart to beat wildly with something she hadn’t felt in a long time—hope.


    “I see it clear as sky. You will give birth to a strong, handsome son who will grow into a leader to future generations of this pack.”


    Kallie’s heart skipped a beat.


    A son.


    She was going to be a mother—to have a strong, healthy son. A leader.


    She shook her head, silently scolding herself for getting pulled into the old woman’s fantasy. Kallie yanked her hands out of Flora’s and got up on shaky legs. Flora baffled her further by flashing a knowing smile. Unfortunately, sometime during the fortune-telling, Rosalie had skipped over to wait her turn and overheard the last bit.


    She squealed, her brown eyes expanding in her round face right before she threw her arms around Kallie.


    “Oh my gosh, congratulations! A boy!” Rosalie let go and whipped around to address their closest bystanders. “Kallie’s going to give birth to a boy, everyone.”


    “Shhh,” Kallie hissed, eyes narrowing.


    She squeezed Rosalie’s arm so tightly her friend gave a squeak. Rosalie’s head drew back in surprise as though she hadn’t expected Kallie to possess that kind of strength since the accident, but there was nothing wrong with her hands and arms.


    “I thought you’d be happy.” Rosalie’s lower lip pouted, and she rubbed her arm where Kallie had squeezed.


    Kallie huffed and rolled her eyes. “It’s all a bunch of foolish babble.”


    “Well, I think it’s real or, at the very least, fun.” Rosalie’s rounded face and chubby cheeks made her appear younger than her twenty-two years. She had thick, smooth hair, the darkest brown, which she brushed over her shoulder before taking her place in front of Flora.


    “Dismissed,” Kallie thought. Because she wasn’t fun anymore, not since she’d gotten her foot mangled.


    Her gaze went to Raider. His head was bent into Jordan’s, their lips locked together, while one muscled arm disappeared beneath her top. If there’d been any sparks left in Kallie’s soul, they winked out right then.


    On unsteady legs, she limped away from the bright, burning bonfire and all the boisterous music, dancing, and laughter, toward the dark trail leading back to the den. She’d gathered her courage and made her appearance, and now that she had, there wasn’t any reason to subject herself to this torture any longer.


    She could still hear the drumbeats behind her when Francine caught up.


    “Congratulations, Kallie. A boy is a fortunate prediction. The old woman said I’m destined to birth another girl.” Francine wrinkled her nose at the last part.


    Francine was as bad as Palmer. The two of them were like wolves ganging up on weaker prey. It made her seethe that they saw her that way and believed they could cajole her into joining their renegade family.


    Kallie shrugged with a dismissive lift of her nose. “I wouldn’t put too much stock in wild guesses. You could just as easily have a boy. It’s not like Flora will be around to see her predictions fail.”


    Francine put her hands on her hips. “Flora predicted the massacre of our elders.”


    “So she claims,” Kallie returned.


    “It haunts her still,” Francine said. “If she’d had her vision a couple days earlier, someone from Glenn Meadows would have been able to warn us in time.”


    “Well, they didn’t.” Kallie ground her teeth.


    “Life goes on,” Francine said. Obviously, there was no love lost for her parents, unless she kept it to herself. “Palmer would love to have a son.”


    “Perhaps Trish will give him one.”


    “We’ll see about that. In the meantime, you should really make yourself useful, Kallie. You can’t patrol, and you’ll never have your own mate. Don’t you want to be a mother? Don’t you want to help your pack?” Francine demanded.


    Bitter hot sparks erupted inside Kallie. She lifted herself to her full height, which had always been average. There was no way to tower over Francine, who stood four inches taller.


    “Don’t you want your mate to yourself?” Kallie shot back.


    She expected her question to irritate Francine, but the overbearing she-wolf simply stuck her nose in the air like she was above such petty jealousy.


    “Palmer is the greatest man in Wolf Hollow. He’s highly intelligent, potent, and a natural leader. The pack would benefit from having more of his offspring around, especially since Sasha shirked her duties by breeding with a half-breed. And it’s not like there’s much hope of Wolfrik mating Hailey from Glenn Meadows since returning half-mad.”


    Kallie narrowed her eyes. Francine should watch her mouth. She had no idea what it was like to carry around scars and feel that the strongest parts of her had been forever stolen.


    Francine’s head was too full of her own self-importance and her mate’s virility to notice Kallie’s aggravation. She tossed her hair back and thrust out her chest.


    “Just because you’re maimed doesn’t mean you can’t bear Palmer strong, healthy pups. In the meantime, you can help with mine and Trish’s. It will help prepare you for when your own pups come.”


    All thoughts left Kallie’s head. The ability to speak had vanished in her blinding rage. It was as though she’d shifted into a snarling, angry wolf confronted by a deadly pack of vulhena.


    But Kallie hadn’t shifted. She still stood on two not-so-sturdy legs, incapacitated by her fury.


    When she said nothing, Francine looked down her nose at Kallie. “Do us all a favor and stop playing coy. Accept Palmer as your partner at the next full moon celebration. You should feel lucky we chose you, Kallie.”


    After shooting her one final look of superiority, Francine walked away.


    Kallie was still rooted to the spot long after Francine had disappeared into the trees. Speech eluded her. The only language she understood at the moment was the animalistic kind.


    She’d rather banish herself from Wolf Hollow than bend over for Palmer. She’d rather join a new pack than answer to Francine. The Glenn Meadows shifters had taken Syndey in. Why shouldn’t they take her? Maybe they’d have a place for her to help. Unlike Wolf Hollow, Glenn Meadows still had a healthy population of elders, but they were getting older—like Flora. Perhaps they could train Kallie in the healing arts. She’d felt so helpless when Jordan’s sister, Emerson, had fallen ill. She wished she knew more about medicinal herbs and healing. Most of that knowledge had died with their elders, and the pack had to rely on Tabor’s magic.


    If Kallie became skilled in the healing arts, her pack would beg for her return.


    As soon as the thought occurred to her, Kallie latched onto it like a wolf onto a meaty piece of bone.


    She was done with Jager, Palmer, and Francine telling her what she could and couldn’t do. The old woman was right about one thing: the future was hers for taking.


    She ripped her dress off, tearing the fabric with her bare hands. Destroying the old cloth thrilled her.


    Kallie couldn’t carry it on her journey to Glenn Meadows. Once she shifted, she didn’t plan on turning back into a human until she reached the nearest neighboring wolf pack. During the five-day journey, she’d hunt her own game and keep warm in her fur at night. Her foot would slow her down, but three legs were better than one.


    Excitement coursed through her. No one could have her. No one could stop her. Freedom and possibility called to her, and she would answer back.

  


  
    


chapter three


    



    As the last pieces of her torn dress fell to the ground, Kallie got onto all fours and shifted. Her body compacted into a powerful, lean, furry, four-legged animal. Her sense of smell and hearing heightened. Her energy level surged. The transformation was exhilarating.


    She turned and took off through the woods, away from the den, around the glade with its merry beat, and dashed between trees and past underbrush.


    The sky was a blanket of stars above her. She moved steadily beneath it, determined not to stop nor sleep until she reached Wolf Hollow’s border. In the morning she’d choose a direction . . . or possibly come to her senses and skulk back to the den. For now, it was liberating to just run and imagine a life free from Palmer and Francine’s pestering. It’s not like anyone else cared what became of her. Raider only had eyes for Jordan, and her own friends could be as selfish as they were clueless about her emotional state. Camilla was too busy licking her own wounds, and Rosalie and Olivia didn’t like anything they deemed “not fun.”


    So Kallie ran, dragging her mangled foot with her.


    Her emotions worked like muscles through her body, pushing her onward with boundless drive. Leaves whispered as she blew by, and bits of dirt loosened beneath her paws only to scatter back over the earth behind her.


    She ran fast. She ran free.


    This forest had been her home most of her life—the trees as familiar to her as her wolf pack—it welcomed and spurred her along. But would these woods let her go?


    Deep into the thicket, a rustle in the ferns caught Kallie’s ears. The fur on her back rose. She whipped around as a large gray wolf leaped on top of her and knocked her off her feet.


    She’d forgotten about Wolfrik lurking on the outskirts of the hollow. She didn’t fear for her safety, but she was annoyed by the unexpected delay.


    Kallie snarled and snapped viciously.


    Wolfrik shocked her by shifting into human form. What kind of maniac would turn human to wrestle down an angry wolf with his bare arms and hands?


    The naked flesh flashing beside Kallie’s mouth was too tempting. She’d been holding back her anger for too long. She bit Wolfrik’s arm as he put his weight onto her. As soon as Kallie tasted blood, she let go. Even in wolf form, she had enough sense not to do serious injury to a fellow member of the pack.


    Wolfrik didn’t so much as grunt, as though he were impervious to pain. Instead, he put more weight on her and grabbed her two front legs before she could claw his skin.


    “Shift,” he said.


    Kallie thrashed beneath him, snarling out of control. She tried to scratch the arm impeding her escape, but Wolfrik somehow managed to squeeze both her legs into one fist. Kallie’s lips lifted over her fangs to snarl. She didn’t want to hurt him; she just wanted to get away.


    Wolfrik lowered his face directly into hers and bellowed, “Shift!”


    The fight in Kallie leaked away when she recognized the command of an alpha. There was wild, raw strength in Wolfrik that overpowered anything she’d ever detected from any of the other males in Wolf Hollow.


    Kallie huffed her consent before letting go of her wolf to take on human form.


    Fur receded, and sharp claws turned to stubby fingernails that Kallie was prone to biting. Thick brown unruly hair tumbled down her shoulders.


    She lay naked beneath Wolfrik, chest rising and falling rapidly. Her large breasts brushed against the soft brown hair on Wolfrik’s scarred and muscled chest. Her nipples hardened into painful tips. Her body ached with desire that heated her blood and throbbed between her legs.


    The instinctual part of Kallie called out to be claimed by such a virile man-wolf. She could still taste his blood in her mouth, which only excited her more. The unexpected lust coursing through her was beyond maddening considering the whole point of her flight was to avoid ending up on her back with a brute of a shifter straddling her.


    Only a couple inches of space separated Wolfrik’s very large, very hard shaft from entering her. From his pinched expression, he wasn’t aroused so much as annoyed, which made the situation utterly humiliating.


    Kallie tried to push him away. “Get off me.”


    Wolfrik didn’t budge. “What are you doing roaming around so far from the den?” he demanded.


    “I needed some fresh air,” Kallie said in a sharp tone that sounded like it came from someone else.


    Wolfrik went still. A second later, he threw back his head and laughed. It didn’t last long, and the bitter ring to it didn’t make Kallie feel any better about the situation.


    Wolfrik leaned in, mashing his chest against her breasts. His muscles were so very hard and firm. His erection pressed into her thigh. She had to bite her tongue to keep from moaning. Even the slightest whimper would not go unnoticed with his face so close to her lips.


    Wolfrik’s eyes bore into hers. “Why are you really out here?”


    Kallie squirmed beneath him. Big mistake. She only succeeded in rubbing against the firm, muscled body weighing her down.


    “Get off me,” she repeated.


    Wolfrik raised his eyebrows. “Why?”


    Kallie glared up at him, angry that the beast of a man was intent on dominating her. She wasn’t about to share her plans with him. He might try to stop her from leaving her pack. As soon as he went on his way, she’d take a different route out of the hollow.


    “I wanted to get away for a while,” she snapped. “They barely let me leave the den, not since my injury.” Her last words came out with a bitter ring.


    Wolfrik studied her face a moment then lifted himself off her chest. Muscles corded in his arms, which he planted on either side of her, bearing his weight so he didn’t crush her. Blood trickled down the arm she’d bitten.


    Cool air encircled Kallie’s breasts and teased her nipples into points.


    Wolfrik smiled down at her.


    “Careful, Kallie. Some males might take biting as an invitation. I haven’t been with a female in a long time. I don’t need much encouragement.”


    The warning only elevated Kallie’s desire.


    Her hips threatened to arch and give Wolfrik all the invitation he needed.


    She wasn’t the same shifter he remembered either, not that he’d remember someone as insignificant as herself when he’d had a strong and beautiful pureblood like Sasha to romp around with in the woods. At least Wolfrik didn’t look at her like she was nothing more than a potential breeder. If he took her, it would be to fulfill his own selfish needs. Kallie wasn’t opposed to pleasure for pleasure’s sake. She’d love to see the look in Palmer’s eyes if he could see her now, naked under the “half-mad” wolf, as Francine had so callously called Wolfrik.


    A feeling of recklessness came over her. Kallie had half a mind to roll over onto her stomach and get onto all fours. It was all the permission Wolfrik would need to make good on his thinly veiled threat.


    He didn’t scare her.


    This might be her last chance to enjoy her mating rights before heading into the unknown. It was the best final farewell to Wolf Hollow that Kallie could expect. But before she could turn over, Wolfrik’s shoulders relaxed and he sighed.


    “You’re lucky I’m not in the mood.”


    He pushed away from the ground—away from her—and got to his feet.


    Without another word, Wolfrik took off at a brisk stride into the ferns and trees.


    Kallie stared after him in shock.


    That was it?


    He was leaving her, naked, on the ground?


    Not even Palmer had made her feel as humiliated as she did now.


    Belittled. Scorned. Rejected.


    Angry tears pooled at the corners of Kallie’s eyes.


    Goodbye to Wolf Hollow and good riddance, she thought bitterly as she got to her feet and brushed dirt off her arms. Her ankle throbbed as she put weight on her bad foot. She hissed in discomfort and eased off. She should have stayed on the ground and shifted the moment Wolfrik walked away. The problem was, she couldn’t turn back into a wolf yet, not until she calmed down. Her body still yearned for fulfillment, and it made it difficult for her to focus on the shift.


    Kallie limped to the nearest tree and rested a hand on the trunk. The sound of a snapping twig made her tense. Before she had a chance to panic, Wolfrik strode out of the forest, dressed in pants, his shirt wadded into a ball in his hands.


    He walked up to Kallie and held out his top.


    Fresh tears threatened to flood over her eyes.


    Wolfrik hadn’t abandoned her. He’d gone to get his shirt and offer it to her.


    The desire Kallie had felt earlier was replaced with something far more alarming. A feeling resembling affection crashed over her at Wolfrik’s unexpected kindness.


    “Take it,” Wolfrik said, shaking his shirt at her.


    “I can’t,” Kallie said. His shirt would be wasted on her once she shifted and left the hollow.


    “I insist.”


    Their eyes locked. Kallie was the first to look away. She snatched the shirt from Wolfrik, eager to cover herself up even though it was her emotions, and not her nudity, that left her feeling exposed.


    Kallie pulled Wolfrik’s shirt over her head. It smelled like forest, river, and rugged male. She could always fold it up and leave it on the ground for Wolfrik to find after she left.


    Kallie didn’t really want to leave home, and maybe she wouldn’t have to. Wolfrik had given her another idea.


    If she could convince him to take her as his bedmate, Palmer would move on. The man was looking for a third mate to breed with. All Kallie needed to do was become the opposite—a wayward she-wolf who took care of the needs of their only pureblooded male until he selected a suitable mate. By the time that happened, Palmer wouldn’t want her anymore, especially not after she chose bending over for Wolfrik over breeding with him. That would buy her more time to work on developing a skill her pack could value. Tabor had been good to her when she needed healing. Perhaps he would be open to teaching her everything he knew about herbs and salves. But first she needed to shake off Palmer.


    She’d have to tread carefully with Wolfrik. Kallie wasn’t about to throw herself at the wild wolf. He said he wasn’t in the mood tonight, but he’d also said he hadn’t been with a female in a long time. If she kept her eyes open for the right opportunity, maybe she could find a way to convince Wolfrik that even a disabled shifter could please him.


    She tugged Wolfrik’s shirt over her head, which barely covered her backside.


    “Thank you,” she said.


    He nodded dismissively. “I’ll walk you back to the glade.”


    Her body shivered with pleasure when Wolfrik walked beside her, close enough that his arm brushed hers every few steps. He didn’t speak, and Kallie was content to walk in silence and bask in the contentment of his presence. Something about him made her feel safe.


    The forest trail skirted the Manama River and led back into the woods. In certain parts the trees made way to small meadows that offered stunning views of the eastern mountains, rising beyond the den. The stars shone bright in the clear sky. As Kallie looked out across the meadow, her spirit soared free for the first time since she’d been injured.


    She came to a stop and was grateful when Wolfrik stayed beside her, as though in no more of a hurry than she to return to the glade.


    Kallie sucked in a breath. “Is there any part of it you miss?” she asked. “Did you get a chance to roam free for a time with no one to answer to besides yourself?”


    Wolfrik stiffened. His hands balled into fists before he answered in a low, resigned voice.


    “I wouldn’t wish the outside world on anyone.” He turned and assessed her slowly, looking her up and down. “Don’t go getting any bad ideas into your head.”


    “Like I said, I wanted some air.”


    Wolfrik snorted. “Because air is so hard to come by living in the woods.”


    Kallie shrugged. “It feels that way sometimes.”


    Wolfrik leaned into her close enough for his breath to brush over her neck. Speaking of needing air . . . He sucked it right out of her lungs, but instead of wanting to flee, her body ached to feel those wolfish lips on hers.


    Wolfrik’s gaze drifted down her body, hovering in the place where his shirt ended at her upper thighs. “Not enjoying the party?” he asked huskily.


    “No,” Kallie said simply.


    Wolfrik nodded and took a step back, giving her more room but leaving her cold.


    “That old woman couldn’t predict the sunrise.” He grunted and looked into the dark forest.


    “You had your fortune told?” Kallie’s mouth hung slightly ajar. That was an image she could hardly envision.


    “She insisted. Probably the only entertainment she gets at her age.”


    “Probably,” Kallie said. “She spoke to me briefly, and I’m inclined to agree with you.” She gathered her thick mass of wavy hair into her hands and offered him a smile, but it wasn’t her lips he was looking at, but her thighs as the shirt hiked up. Kallie dropped her arms and pressed them against her sides, weighing the shirt down.


    Wolfrik’s lips puckered. They were full and held a devious slant. She imagined them on her breasts and between her legs, which made her flush from her cheeks to her chest as the images inside her head became more graphic.


    Feeling reckless, she relaxed her arms and rubbed the hem of Wolfrik’s shirt between her fingers. His gaze zeroed in on the movement as though he were an eagle watching a mouse nibbling at a root on the ground—an extremely hungry eagle. Kallie’s heartbeat quickened.


    The hoot of an owl caused them both to jerk and lift their heads to the tree line. As soon as they lowered their chins, Wolfrik’s eyes found Kallie’s in the dark. They were sharp and had an eerie glow about them like a predator’s, which is what he was from head to toe—every inch.


    She shivered.


    Wolfrik’s voice dipped low. “You’re playing with fire, Kallie.”


    “I can handle the heat.”


    Warmth. Light. Passion. Yes. She wanted him. She wanted to feel his fervor.


    With an amused grin, Wolfrik gave a gentle shake of his head.


    “I’m letting you off the hook tonight. You’ll come to your senses in the morning and remember to stay away from me.”


    They walked the rest of the way to the glade in silence. It was oddly comfortable, maybe because Kallie was too busy holding a conversation inside her head to worry up any words between them.


    Wolfrik’s warning felt more like a promise if she sought him out again. She wouldn’t have to swing her hips, bat her eyelashes, or waste precious time with futile flirting. Unlike Raider—back when they were patrol partners—Wolfrik wouldn’t hesitate to take what was offered right in front of his nose, and once he did, Palmer would be forced to back off.


    A contented smile spread across Kallie’s lips. She hadn’t really wanted to leave her pack, and now she wouldn’t have to as long as she could get Wolfrik to take the bait—her.


    Kallie was prepared to walk through fire to get what she wanted.


    Oh, yes, she could handle the heat. There was fire in her yet. If only Wolfrik would step into the flames.
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