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      The fire has been burning for days, the savage blaze devouring everything in its drunken path. Wild, angry flames lick the star-studded sky as plumes of smoke form an eerie haze over the waxing moon, turning the night an ominous shade of red.

      Chalky ash falls from the treetops like the winter’s first snow and the scent of blood is so thick in the air it twists my stomach and clogs my dry throat. I wince as the bitter taste of death settles on the back of my tongue and burns my flesh like hot, molten silver.

      At the crest of this secluded mountain town there are no fire trucks to be seen, no blaring alarms to be heard. Without a team of brave firefighters here to extinguish the inferno, I fear it could go on forever.

      Hot panic is the first thing I feel. Anger is the second. It churns inside my gut, and the feral wolf inside me turns vicious as she takes in the senseless chaos unfolding before her eyes.

      I breathe deep to move past the coppery tang of blood and smoke and that’s when I catch a familiar scent, one that reminds me of rotten eggs and car exhaust. My pulse drums harder in my neck while my brain weeds through the smells, shifting and sorting until it’s able to determine the true root of the odor.

      Gasoline.

      I give a hard shake of my head, my rattled brain struggling to come up with some plausible explanation as to who or what could have doused the village with fuel.

      How was this secret town discovered?

      I mull that over for a moment longer, and then suddenly my thoughts come to a screeching halt; the only reasonable answer lodging in my esophagus like a lump of day old bread.

      “No,” I cry out, my breath coming quicker now, the world around me blurring in and out of existence while waves of blistering heat wash over my trembling body. As the fire sucks the oxygen from the air, bile punches into my throat and it takes two locked knees to keep my legs from failing.

      My hackles spike and a deep howl rents the air. The low-pitch sound chases the flames up the mountain only to get lost in the thick underbrush. Acrid smoke stings my eyes and I blink against its toxic bite as I quickly assess the damage. My head jerks from left to right and the brisk autumn breeze fueling the flames whips my curls across my face.

      I push my hair from my watery eyes and strive to gather my thoughts. But before I can settle the chaos bouncing around inside my brain like a puppy’s rubber chew toy, the shifters at my back bolt forward, leaving Logan and me alone in the bleak night.

      A split second later—my father, Stone, Gem and Sandy—the wolves who travelled to Canada with Logan and me disappear from my line of sight, four brave warriors charging head first into the inferno. Even though I can’t seem to move my legs, can’t seem to follow them into the flames, the commotion pulls a reaction from my wolf.

      Thick talons elongate, and her unchecked rage jumps a few notches, her animal instincts feeding off the dark destruction closing in on her. Deep inside she wails, clamoring to be unleashed. Her loud primal cry is a clear indication that she knows. She knows the person responsible for the destruction of Logan’s entire village. His entire family.

      That person is me.

      While I might not have been the one to soak the village in gasoline, might not have been the one to ignite the match that lit the town on fire, I know this damage is my fault. I’m smart enough to understand this violence is a direct result of my escape from the compound a month ago, when the Paranormal Task Force chased me through Olympic National Park.

      I have no doubt in my mind that the PTF officers—men who shoot first and ask questions later—tracked me to this private village, a place where werewolves live normal lives and take to the woods on shift night to avoid bloodshed.

      It’s the only logical explanation.

      My hands fist at my sides and my heart pounds as rage unfurls inside me. This wasn’t supposed to happen! None of this was supposed to happen. After freeing the pack of wolves trapped in our cruel master’s cellar, six of us fled the California compound together and travelled to Logan’s secluded home in the Canadian mountains with one purpose in mind.

      To live normal lives.

      But as I stare at the devastation, the complete and utter destruction of his entire community, I realize that as long as the PTF are out there, as long as they believe we are cold-blooded killers who feast on flesh and must be destroyed, we’ll never be free.

      I want to scream. I want to cry. I want to kill the officers who refuse to believe we can live normal lives. Refuse to believe we’re not beasts, out to turn innocent humans into blood lusting monsters who kill for sport. What is it going to take for them to understand that we’re not soulless predators?

      I take a moment to process and when the full impact of what really happened here hits like a sucker punch, my stomach cramps and I nearly vomit. I swallow hard and my ears perk as dry tinder pops and splinters beneath the fiery assault, the sound reverberating off the distant, snow-packed peaks.

      But soon the noise is drowned out by the deep, tortured howl coming from the boy beside me—a selfless boy who crawled straight into my hell to save me from certain death. I never should have drawn him into my dark world. If I hadn’t accepted his help, the help of his family, then none of this would be happening.

      When I see the horror in his blue eyes, and taste the bite of his fury as it pollutes the heavy air and mingles with black wisps of smoke, my anger turns to worry.

      “Logan,” I rush out, forcing my heavy legs to move so I can go to him. “Logan, I’m so sorry.”

      “You don’t have anything to be sorry for.” There is a definite edge to his voice, one fed by pure desperation, when he whispers through clenched teeth, “But whoever did this does.”

      Looking hard and dangerously feral, he angles his head unnaturally. Flecks of pewter puncture the blue in his eyes as they lock on mine, but judging from his wild, distant stare, I get the sense that it’s not really me he’s seeing.

      The tormented look moving over his face is beyond frightening and as I take in the tension in his normally relaxed posture, equal amounts of fear and worry slither through my bloodstream like a poisonous snake. The truth is I’ve seen this boy beaten to within an inch of his life, yet never have I been so afraid for him.

      Understanding his world is collapsing around him, I pinch back the tears stinging my eyes and touch his arm in an effort to bring his attention back to me.

      “Logan,” I say softly, knowing he may very well have lost everyone he’s ever cared about and right now needs me to be the voice of calm, not anger. I temporarily shelve the rage inside me—a rage that is prompting me to find the men who did this and tear their heads clear from their bodies—so I can focus solely on what Logan needs from me.

      “Pride,” he whispers and pulls me to him. His hold is fierce, his embrace so tight it forces out what little oxygen I have left in my lungs. His voice echoes desperately inside my head as he buries his face in my disheveled hair. His breathing is rough, labored and I can feel his heart pound against my chest.

      “Pride,” he murmurs again, his voice shaking worse than his hands. I hold him tighter and can feel his enraged wolf prowling restlessly inside him, urging him to shift.

      To kill.

      “I’m here,” I assure him, pain stabbing my heart like a double edged blade. I try to reach out to him mentally, to help soothe the dark distress eating him up inside. Despite our connection, an intimate bond that developed from trust while we struggled to survive together in the forest, I still can’t speak to him telepathically.

      “Everything is going to be okay,” I say for lack of anything else, even though I know nothing is ever going to be okay again, especially if his entire family has been burned and left for dead.

      When his hands fist my hair, my fingers curl in his t-shirt. The chaos around us fades to a distant buzz and as we cling to one another his warm familiar scent almost makes me feel safe. Almost.

      As I offer whatever comfort I can, I listen to his blood rush and despite the urgency of the situation we stay like that for a long moment, until a hard voice forces us to separate. I step back, but my wolf bristles, not wanting to break from Logan.

      “Pride,” Stone says, his deep guttural voice sweeping through my thoughts like the brush fire through the pines. I edge farther away from Logan, severing the connection as I turn to Stone.

      He looks at me for a long moment, his eyes clouding with savage emotion before he says, “Your father wants you.” Firelight illuminates his strong features as he speaks telepathically to me, a means of communication, I recently learned, that only true mates are capable of establishing while in their human form.

      But now is not the time to be worrying about all the secrets that have been kept from me since birth, not when Logan’s world is falling apart around him.

      Stone inches closer, each step calculated, purposeful.

      Predatory.

      Fear shoots through me and the hairs on my nape prickle when I see worry tightening his features. His anxiety wraps around me like a lethal serpent and squeezes so hard I can feel my heart constrict to the point of pain.

      I suck in a sharp breath and try not to cough as my lungs fill with smoke. “What is it?” I ask, forcing the words past my lips so I don’t exclude Logan from our conversation.

      He takes another measured step closer and I can feel the warmth of his body as his knuckles slide along mine. There is something very primal and raw in his eyes as they study me darkly. A moment passes before he finally answers me.

      “We found someone. She’s alive.” His glance shifts to Logan and for the first time I don’t see black hatred in his dark expression. And it’s that lack of hatred that has me worried.

      Stone, the alpha wolf who was destined to be my true mate, straightens to his full height and expands his chest as he makes eye contact with Logan, the boy I gave myself to—body and heart—during the last full moon.

      Stone’s forehead creases, the seriousness of the situation apparent in his expression. “You’d better come with us. She’s asking for you.”

      Logan’s eyes widen, a deadly tornado brewing in their stormy depths. “Who is it?” he rushes out.

      “I don’t know. She’s not talking.”

      Logan makes a step to go, but Stone moves in front of him to block his path. His actions appear threatening to Logan’s wolf, and I draw in a sharp breath when Logan assumes a combative stance.

      With his body on edge, his every muscle tight, Stone searches the other boy’s face. A hush falls over us, even the animals scurrying from the fire go mute as the two alphas glare at one another, their gazes clashing in a silent battle of wills. With my pulse jack hammering, I tense at the strained silence, and watch, transfixed, wondering what Stone is trying to prove.

      This is not the time to be fighting for pack control!

      But when he pitches his voice low and says, “She’s hurt pretty badly,” preparing his enemy for the horror he’s about to face, my heart squeezes in my chest. Stone might be a hard alpha, a trained killer who’s been caged and tortured his whole life, but deep inside he’s just a boy.

      One who is as lost as I am.

      Logan gives a curt nod and when Stone steps back Logan takes the opportunity to bolt forward. I immediately chase after him and stay close, keeping pace as the grief-stricken alpha makes his way to his village. But soon his long legs are covering a vast amount of ground and I’m unable to keep up. Stone lags behind and runs by my side, his shrewd eyes trained on my back. Watching me.

      Always watching me.

      Wind whips at my face as I steal a sideways glance at him. Speaking telepathically, I begin, “Are they all…?” But then I stop abruptly, unable to push any more words out. I don’t need to finish the sentence for Stone to know what I’m asking, anyway. Even without making a mental connection, he can read my thoughts and actions as well as I can read his.

      “I don’t know. We only found the girl and she’s not speaking.”

      I push harder, my feet slapping a steady beat against the hot road beneath me. Since we ditched our car long ago, not wanting to take a chance that my father’s vehicle could be tracked to Logan’s home, the final trek up the twisting mountain has to be made on foot.

      The noise of my shoes pounding pavement echoes in the night and drowns out the hum of my heavy panting. Moisture breaks out on my skin, and my heart begins to beat so fast I fear it’s going to burst from my chest. But I don’t let that stop me. I can’t. Worry for Logan and what he might find prompts me to dig my heels in deeper. There is no way I’m going to let him face this senseless brutality alone.

      Just because I recently distanced myself from the alphas—deciding for all our sakes that I need to find myself and learn about my past before I can commit to my future—it doesn’t mean that I don’t care for the two boys. I do.

      A lot.

      We breeze by an abandoned playground. The rusty hinges on the old swing set squeal like a wounded animal as it sways in the night breeze. My heart clenches when I think of the children, a community lost, destroyed by cruel men who fear what they don’t know. What they don’t understand.

      From everything I’ve witnessed over the last few weeks, it’s become glaringly apparent to me that the PTF are nothing but trained assassins, more merciless than the wolves they hunt.

      Then again, I can’t forget about the one officer who saved my life after I spared his. But I very much doubt he can change the minds of many, not without some sort of proof that we’re not simply out for blood. But how can we prove that, and how many more will die until we find a way?

      My steps slow and Logan’s hushed voice cuts through the chaos and reaches my ears as we approach a burned out building. Before I push my way into one of the fire-ravaged structures, Stone catches my hand in a firm hold.

      My gaze darts to his and when his brow creases in concern, I note the ways his muscles are bunching, rippling along his shoulders and down his arms. His jaw seesaws from side to side, and I instantly brace myself, because I know that look.

      I know what it means.

      He inches closer, his body crowding mine. “I don’t think you should go in,” he warns.

      I give a fierce shake of my head and my teeth clamp hard enough to chip bone. “Well I think I should,” I counter and snatch my hand back from his tight grip.

      While I understand it’s in Stone’s nature to protect me, and I wouldn’t be alive today without his intelligence or sheer strength of character, he needs to understand that in the outside world, he can no longer be my strength.

      I love and admire him for his protectiveness and intellect, I really do. And while I know he’s a creature of habit, ruled by his survival instincts, I also know if we are going to thrive in a place where compound rules no longer apply, he has to allow me to grow, to find my path, and to respect my choices instead of trying to make them for me.

      Looking rattled, he rakes his hands through his mussed hair and everything inside me reaches out to him, my heart aching for the tormented alpha and all he’s been through.

      “Pride—” he begins, his voice a low, strained whisper as he makes a mental connection, and I instantly harden myself.

      Knowing it’s for Stone’s own good—the good of our kind—I tilt my chin and glare at him with stubborn determination.

      “This isn’t up for debate,” I say, my voice low, but unwavering.

      He glares at me, then understanding I’m not about to back down, he disengages himself from my thoughts and gives a resigned shake of his head. Still I know he’ll follow me.

      With that I turn and push a broken and charred door out of my way. It falls to the floor and the noise shudders in the unnatural silence. Instincts on high alert, I step inside and my taste buds are instantly assaulted with the decaying stench of charred flesh. My gut clenches and my wolf howls in response, the smell so overwhelming that I have to breathe through my mouth to avoid choking.

      Pushing on, I carefully pick my way through burnt debris, my feet falling mutely as I step over black beams and scorched floorboards. The house is dark, all but destroyed, the rooms lit only by the few orange embers still smoldering in the structure’s outer edges.

      With my senses guiding the way, I go deeper into the house, or at least what’s still standing of it. The floor creaks and I fear it’s about to collapse beneath Stone’s impressive weight. He keeps close to me, so close I can feel his warm breath on my neck. We continue forward until I find the others in a room that once served as a kitchen.

      Dread takes hold when I see a badly beaten girl—one who is no older than me. Crouched on the floor with her back braced against a seared wall, her breath is coming in quick, labored bursts.

      Everything from the vacant look in her pale blue eyes, to the way her legs are pulled to her chest, her arms hugging them tightly against her bloody body, warns that she’s still paralyzed with fear. The sour stench of her terror, a pungent mixture of curdled milk and spoiled meat, has the animal in me howling with rage, eager to seek revenge on those who did this to her.

      As I pull in the scent, allowing it to fuel my wolf, Logan kneels in front of her. Talking in soft, whispered words he carefully brushes her ragged hair from her face. My perked ears enable me to listen in on the hushed conversation.

      Not wanting to startle the girl I move in beside my father. I tilt my head to meet his glance and when I do his dark eyes narrow in genuine concern. After we exchange a worried look, I take in the stricken expressions of the other shifters in our pack. When my glance meets Gem’s I gesture with a nod to Sandy, who looks paler than ever as she rubs the small bulge in her expanding belly.

      Knowing this is no place for a girl in her condition and that her growing child shouldn’t be exposed to any of the toxic fumes still lingering in the air, I jerk my head toward the doorway.

      Gem instantly understands my message and leads Sandy outside. Once she’s gone, I turn my attention back to Logan. Driven by pure instinct, I take a small step closer to him, my wolf needing in the most desperate ways to support the alpha she mated with. But when I do, the girl flinches. Undisguised panic ripples through her, and she pulls Logan against her, shielding her body with his.

      “It’s okay, Nova,” he murmurs as he slides me a look that speaks volumes. While we might not be able to speak mentally, I know him well enough to understand what he’s asking of me. I give a tight nod and inch back until I’m once again standing next to my father. After giving Logan and the girl a generous amount of space, Nova relaxes slightly, but she still doesn’t ease her hold on the alpha.

      “It’s Pride,” he explains, his voice both soft and soothing as he settles his own emotions so he can concentrate on Nova. My heart lurches, remembering all the techniques this boy once used to relieve my worries and gain my trust. While he might be young, his intuition and inner strength never fail to amaze me. “You remember Pride, don’t you?” he asks.

      Nova’s jerky nod takes me by surprise. Her thick, death-black hair falls forward and masks her features as I study her harder, struggling to figure out who she is, and how she knows me. Before the answer comes to me, Logan slowly climbs to his feet, and his voice gives way to soft persuasion as he coaxes her to follow him up.

      Her bones crack in protest as she stands and I wonder how long she’s been crouched in that same position. Looking badly beaten and frightened to the point of tears her eyes rake over the motley crew with detached interest. But when her glance lands on me and lingers for longer than what’s comfortable, I get the strangest sense that she’s sizing me up.

      Unease moves into my stomach and my hackles bristle. The dark warning shivering through my blood has my wolf growling. But I place my hand over my stomach to hush her.

      Logan curls a protective arm around the girl’s shoulders and pulls her against him to offer comfort. She melts into him and that’s when her identity hits me. I’d briefly met her at Logan’s house when he first introduced me to the members of his pack. That was close to four weeks ago, right after the last full moon—which, I can tell from the gnawing ache pulling at my joints, will be upon us again any day now.

      But thinking about Logan’s family has me worrying about Malcolm and the others who disappeared outside the master’s mansion. I swallow the knot tightening my throat and wonder if they were involved in this bloodbath, or if they’re still missing, either caught by the PTF or on the run from deadly, shape shifting panthers in California wine country.

      “We can’t stay here,” Logan says quietly as he moves past my father and me to lead Nova outdoors. The hard lines on his face soften and there is real relief in his eyes when he lowers his voice and adds, “Nova said most of our pack made it out alive. Some might even be at our den just over that peak.” He stops to jut his chin toward the eastern mountain. “She has more information but right now she’s in no shape to talk. She has to shift and heal herself first.”

      As I watch them step over the rubble, and make their way through the crumbling house, I get the oddest feeling that something’s not quite right here. Heightening my senses, I listen to Nova’s blood pulse effortlessly through her veins. As I take in the smooth, unrestricted flow, I quickly conclude that the steady, rhythmic beat of her heart belies her stricken expression. Maybe she’s not quite as frightened as she seems.

      When Logan disappears around the corner with her packaged in his arms, I think about canine self preservation. While I understand that she’s been through a great amount of trauma, I also understand shifting to heal is as inherent as breathing—so why hasn’t Nova done it already?

      What has her wolf been waiting for?
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      With my lungs starved for fresh mountain air, I shelve that thought to consider later and follow my father outside. We step into a clearing and as he makes his way toward the others I move past the smoke and catch a familiar scent in the night breeze. It’s that element of danger fluttering by in the wind that torments my primal side and warns me to proceed with caution.

      Stopping in my tracks, I breathe deep to pull the rich aroma of the forest into my lungs. I sort through nature’s smells and a measure of relief moves through me when I detect traces of rain inching in from the west, but when I get the eerie sense that someone is watching me it troubles my restless wolf.

      I shoot a glance around. Despite the heat from the fire, an uneasy feeling trickles along my spine and elicits a shiver from deep within. I wrap my arms around myself and continue to scan my surroundings, looking for possible threats, and unknown enemies.

      I narrow my eyes and through imaginary crosshairs I capture Logan leading Nova toward the towering trees fringing the village. With undisguised sympathy etched on his face, he keeps her close, protected, holding her battered body tight against his. From my distance I can’t hear what he’s saying to her, but from the way her pale eyes watch him intently, to the way her body never once flinches, I can tell it’s something very important.

      I make a move to go toward them but when warm, rough knuckles brush along the small of my back it stills my steps and anchors me in place.

      “You okay?” Stone asks, and I jump at the sound of his voice inside my head.

      “Yes,” I answer quickly, and throw up a wall of defense to hide my private thoughts from him. I don’t want him to worry about me any more than he already does. Besides, we have more troubling matters at hand. Like where are we going to find the monsters responsible for this deadly firestorm and what is it going to take for us to stop them from ever doing it again?

      Thinking of the PTF has me sniffing the air again and wondering if we’re alone. Could they be out there watching, waiting for us to lead them to the wolves who managed to flee their lethal fire? Their poisonous silver? Could they be waiting for us all to gather in one place so they can make a nice tidy kill using as little of their resources as possible?

      Astute wolf that he is and able to read me better than almost anyone else, Stone’s nostrils flare and he answers my unasked question, “I think they’re gone, Pride.”

      Understanding I can’t hide much from his piercing eyes, I give an uneasy nod, then, when I see my father talking to Gem and Sandy, I start toward him. With determined strides I quickly close the distance but when Gem looks at me, my heart drops to my stomach. The pain beneath her glittering green eyes is a reminder that she’s part of Logan’s pack and this is—was—her home, too.

      An apology lingers on my tongue. I want to tell her I’m sorry, that I plan to do whatever it takes to right this wrong, but I know she doesn’t want sympathy from me. And like Logan she’d never hold me accountable for the destruction.

      Regardless, whether they believe this is my fault or not, I know I’m the one responsible, and I know I have to do something about it.

      “Logan mentioned a den,” I say, sounding more in control than I feel.

      Gem points to a distant peak, and I note how both fear and worry have dulled the shine in her eyes. “Up there.”

      I peer into the night, and wonder if any of her family actually made it there alive. Or could the PTF have tracked them up the mountain, to finish what they started? Since there is no sign of a fire, no smoke signals in the sky, I cling to the hope that they’re safe and alive.

      Somewhere in the near distance a nocturnal animal lets loose a wounded cry and all heads turn in its direction. Looking spooked, Sandy glances around nervously, her dark cautious eyes searching the forest as she inches closer to me.

      I pull her against my body to offer comfort, and feel a measure of hope that she’s going to be okay after all the trauma she’s been through. I’m grateful that she no longer hates me, and that she now knows I’ll do whatever it takes to keep her and her unborn safe.

      But thinking about her baby has me wondering about the father, and where he might be now. It saddens me to think she was forced to mate with someone she didn’t care for and I wonder what she’ll feel for an offspring that wasn’t created out of love. Will they bond, or will the child simply be a reminder of the harsh life we were forced to endure?

      The master’s cruel smile flashes in my mind’s eye and my anger spikes. But then I remember the way I left him, in a faceoff with two deadly panthers out for blood. It’s that memory that gives me a sense of relief, because I know he can never hurt any of us again.

      A low whimpering sound escapes from Sandy’s throat. “Everything is going to be okay,” I say to soothe her and run my hand up and down her arm to create warmth. Beneath the fear I see in her eyes, I catch a glimpse of an emotion I can’t quite identify, and it has my hackles spiking. A sad look pulls her mouth down, and I get the sense she wants to tell me something. I hug her tighter, and can feel her heart racing against her chest.

      “What is it?” I ask gently, and take another glance around to see what has her so spooked.

      Her eyes go so wide they look like they’re ready to pop from their sockets. “He could be here,” she whispers low, her shoulders slumping as her body closes in on itself, like she’s trying to make herself smaller, invisible, the way we used to do when we were pups and the master was on a rampage.

      “Who could be here, Sandy?”

      “The master,” she says weakly. A cold shiver wracks her body as she leans forward to let a curtain of wheat-colored hair hide her face. My nerves come alive because I get the oddest sense that she can’t bring herself to meet my eyes. What is she ashamed of? That a cruel man managed to break her? Breed her with a powerful wolf so he could harness her offspring?

      Or is it something else?

      Either way, it’s time to think about our future, not dwell on our past.

      “He’s gone,” I assure her, and tuck a long strand of hair behind her ear to expose her face. I look into her worried eyes. “He can’t hurt you anymore.”

      “What if—”

      “There are no what ifs,” I say in a bid to calm her. “He died at the hands of his enemies, Sandy. No human, no matter how cruel and powerful he is, can come back from an attack like that.”

      A strangled, gargle sound catches in her throat, and when anxiety bursts from her pores and explodes in the air like a pack of fireworks, it has my wolf howling, feeding off the intensity of her emotions. As I watch Sandy’s peculiar reactions it has me wondering what I said to cause such a powerful response in her.

      Sandy nibbles on her lips, like she wants to say more. But then stops herself and scrapes her front teeth over her mouth until her bottom lip is red and swollen. Practically bleeding.

      Gem, who has taken on the big sister role to Sandy, tips her chin and says, “We should go.”

      When Sandy steps away from me, my stomach tightens with a mixture of apprehension and curiosity, and I make a mental note to get to the bottom of matters with her, right after I get us all to safety.

      Modesty aside, Gem begins to unbutton her shirt and that’s when I notice Logan and Nova, both shrouded in darkness beneath a sheltering oak tree. The way Logan is caring for Nova, helping the young wolf from her clothes, doesn’t go unnoticed by me. Nor does the ugly sting of jealousy zinging through my bloodstream.

      A low growl rumbles in the back of my throat, and I can’t deny that the sight of the two standing so close taunts my wolf in primal ways. Blood lust rips through my veins, and my talons lengthen, but I diligently fight off the change, hating myself for allowing my wolf to feel threatened in the first place. Logan is a protector, an alpha, and he’s only doing what comes natural to him.

      I briefly shut my eyes to gain control over my emotions, something I find harder and harder to do as I work to become less animal and more human. Once calm, I take a moment to see the world through Nova’s eyes, to consider her situation.

      Unlike Stone and me, two wolves who’ve grown accustomed to brutality and bloodshed, Nova has never suffered abuse at the hands of a cruel master, has never been forced to witness such shocking violence. None of this can be easy for her.

      I take a moment to play out the carnage she undoubtedly witnessed and I berate myself for my girlish behavior, for allowing my wolf to feel possessive under these horrifying circumstances. But I still can’t seem to shake the uneasy feeling that there is more going on with the young wolf than meets the eye.

      The sound of Stone moving in beside me pulls my focus and helps me to redirect my thoughts.

      I give a hard shake of my head to clear it, and work to focus on the crisis at hand. “Are we travelling in wolf form?” I ask Gem.

      “It’s easier to get up the mountain that way, and we have clothes and food stashed at the den.”

      I nod and stand back while they finish stripping their clothes from their bodies and shift. Once they’re all in their primal form, I gather their abandoned apparel and toss them into the fire for safe measure.

      My mind briefly flashes to the vicious, shape shifting panthers that attacked us at the master’s compound. I have no idea where they bunker down at night, or if the PTF can get them under control, but I’m not taking any chances that they can be harnessed and used to track us. When the clothes ignite, I tear my shirt and pants from my body and add them to the flames.

      Standing naked beneath the near full moon, the blaze backlighting me from behind, I call on my wolf. But as my bones shift and slide into place, my young girlish screams turning to dark wolfish howls, I don’t miss the powerful, streamlined wolf standing in the shadows.

      Watching me.

      His big beefy paws rake the ground, tilling the dirt and soil beneath his deadly nails. His nostrils flare, and silver eyes move over my frame as I drop to all fours. I canter toward him and he makes a deep throaty noise.

      When I approach he nudges me with his muzzle, and I don’t misinterpret the intimacy in his actions. He growls low into the fire ravaged night, then rubs up against me, interacting the way fated mates would. I look past his shoulder and swallow uneasily when I catch Logan studying us darkly.

      The orange glow from the fire highlights the pewter in Logan’s eyes. His growl is deep and menacing, his gaze sliding over me darkly. He continues to pace by the tree line, and his movements are purposeful, showcasing his powerful, streamlined body as he waits for me to make the next move.

      I don’t miss the strain in his eyes, a reminder that he’s a pack alpha, a wolf who carries a world’s worth of responsibilities on his shoulders. Even though he’s still a boy, he’s as loyal as a bloodhound to those he cares about. I sense his impatience with this whole mating situation, but I appreciate the fact that he is giving me the distance I need to find my way in this new world.

      My mind briefly flashes back to the compound, to when I took comfort in Stone’s arms during a moment of weakness. Guilt eats at me, my heart aching from my betrayal.

      Driven by a need only my wolf understands, I take a step toward Logan, but when Nova’s distressed howl cuts the silence, his whole body stiffens. A moment of hesitation passes over his eyes, then he gives one last glance my way before he darts up the mountain after the injured wolf. With a swish of my tail I go after them, Stone keeping watch over me from behind.

      Swift on all fours, I advance on them, only to find Nova cantering happily alongside Logan. I cut her a curious glance but she doesn’t return it. Hurrying my strides I move past her and wonder, was her distress howl simply a delayed reaction to the massacre she’d witnessed?

      Or was there another purpose behind it?

      I go higher up the mountain, and soon enough the soil beneath my feet turns to snow. Twenty minutes later, after reaching the eastern tip of the hill, we all gather outside a small cabin. I draw the night air into my lungs and my paws leave tracks in the dense snow as I walk the perimeter and search for signs of life. When I find none, I circle back to the others and that’s when I notice the worry dancing in Logan’s silver eyes.

      I nudge him with my muzzle. “Maybe they went farther,” I say and glance down the mountain to see flames licking the sky. “Maybe they didn’t think it was safe being this close.”

      “Maybe,” Logan says and as he shifts back to human another thought hits and I wonder why I haven’t considered it before.

      There must be other hidden communities around the globe. Other wolves who live normal lives and take to the woods on shift night. Logan’s pack can’t be the only one. I make a mental note to ask him about this theory when we’re alone.

      As Logan uses his shoulder to push open the door everyone takes that opportunity to morph. When we do, the cool mountain air nips at our naked human flesh and Gem hurries us all inside before we get frostbite.

      She rifles through a small dresser and distributes clothes. I pull on a pair of oversized sweat pants and a gray sweat shirt with University of British Columbia emblazed across the front. While everyone dresses, I use that time to catalogue my surroundings, looking for signs of danger in the cozy den designed for two, not seven.
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