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Used to her independence, Dr. Eilea Johnson represses her sexual desires and avoids the four wolf shifters claiming she’s their mate. When a virus sweeps through the Alaska reservation, threatening to wipe out the entire shifter population, Eilea is their last hope for survival. As she races against time to find a cure, a demonic spirit threatening her life may force her to give in to the temptation she’s been resisting but secretly craving.

Dedications

––––––––

[image: ]


TO THEO, GOD OF GRAMMAR, blessed by the Ancients, and tasked to save my ass with your red pen of shame. Thank you, thank you, thank you. 

To Ginelle, thanks for always coming through with your solid feedback. 
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Chapter One
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EILEA READ HER LETTER of resignation for at least the tenth time. Swallowing a lump of sorrow, she finally folded and sealed it, addressing it to her uncle. Writing that letter had been one of the hardest things she’d ever done, but the Amaroki tribe didn’t need a medical doctor when they had Amara Thunderfoot. Eilea had seen the shifter cure her uncle’s stage-four cancer simply by laying hands on him. What use did the Amaroki have for a human doctor when one of their own could cure the sick in minutes?

Since opening her clinic over a year ago, she’d had fewer than a dozen patients, all feds who’d worked for her uncle. She also vaccinated and did physicals for the shifters used as trackers, a secret elite team of Army soldiers able to spy in wolf form. Other than the trackers, who were always healthy, none of the reservation shifters had set foot in her clinic asking for medical care. Before she came along, the trackers were seen at the military hospital, so they certainly didn’t need her.  

She didn’t know why she’d stayed around this long, though somewhere deep in the recesses of her soul, she suspected it was because she’d been waiting on the four Romanian shifter brothers, who’d once tried to claim her as their mate. It had been over a year since she’d seen them. She wondered if they’d ever return to Alaska. Perhaps they were still mourning the loss of their first mate. Not that it mattered to her. She wasn’t going to mate with them, no matter how hot and bothered they made her.  

She shoved the letter in her pocket when she heard the clinic door open. Most likely Uncle Joe was back to check on her. Over the past few weeks, his visits had become more frequent, as if he suspected she wasn’t going to renew her contract. Much to her surprise, it was the tribal chieftain, Tor Thunderfoot, along with his retired tracker brother, Van, and their pretty mate, Mihaela. Behind them was their twenty-year-old daughter, Tatiana, who had her mother’s pert nose and slender frame, and her Native fathers’ dark complexion and black hair.

It had taken Eilea a long time to get accustomed to Tor and other alpha shifters, like his sons Drasko and Hakon. Not only could they turn into wolves, they could also transform into ten-foot-tall, hulking ape-like beasts, able to uproot trees from the ground and flip over trucks. Though Tor had never been unkind to Eilea, he hadn’t been particularly friendly either. He always had such an imposing demeanor, reminding Eilea of the monster lurking inside him.  

As always, Tatiana had this look, like a shadow cast a gloom over her soul. 

Eilea stood and walked around her desk. “Chieftain Thunderfoot, Van, Mihaela, Tatiana... what an unexpected surprise.” 

Mihaela lunged forward and grabbed Eilea’s hand. “We didn’t know where else to turn,” she said, her Romanian accent thicker than normal. 

She squeezed Mihaela’s hand. “Would you like to come into my office?”

Tor and Van made noises that sounded like bears waking from hibernation. 

Mihaela said to them with a scowl, “I think it’s best if you wait in the lobby.”

“She’s our daughter, too,” Tor grumbled.  

When Mihaela’s expression darkened, he and Van looked away, all knees and elbows when they folded themselves into the hard chairs lining the wall. Tor was well over six feet tall, and his brother wasn’t much shorter, making the chairs look like kid furniture.  

“Come on Tatiana,” Mihaela said, latching onto her daughter’s elbow and dragging her to the exam room at the end of the hall.  

Eilea followed, feeling less like the doctor in charge, and shut the door behind her. Tatiana sat on the exam table, staring at her feet. Mihaela hovered beside her like a mother hen watching over an egg. 

Maybe she should’ve pulled her file on Tatiana Thunderfoot. She had inherited medical records for all the shifters. What kind of doctor was she, going into an exam room empty-handed? 

“How can I help you?” She hoped the she-wolves didn’t notice how nervous she was, but they were part animal and probably smelled her fear. 

“She’s been like this over a year, doctor.” Mihaela glanced at her daughter. “Fourteen months.” Her voice cracked like splintered glass. “She refuses to open up to anyone, even her mates. I’m afraid she’ll never complete the bond with them.” 

“You’ve said enough, Mom.” Tatiana groaned. 

Mihaela’s eyes watered. “I-I’m just worried about you, fiică.” 

“Mom,” Tatiana pleaded, “can you wait in the lobby?”

Mihaela flinched, as if she’d been splashed with a bucket of cold water. “But I’m your mamă.” 

Tatiana pulled back her shoulders, remarkably cool and calm. “Please go.”  

“Fine,” Mihaela spat, storming out of the room with all the finesse of a bull trampling a field of daisies.  

Eilea looked from Mihaela’s retreating backside to Tatiana, who instantly deflated. Eilea rolled her stool over to Tatiana, dropping her voice to a soothing whisper. “What’s going on, Tatiana?”

Eilea’s breath hitched when she saw the look of despair in the younger woman’s eyes. She knew the girl had been dealing with depression, and she inwardly chided herself for not checking on her. It was no secret Tatiana blamed herself for the death of her future mother-in-law, Katarina Lupescu. From what Eilea had heard, it hadn’t been her fault. Katarina had chosen to run off after she and Tatiana had a fight, even though the tribe was on lockdown after a corrupt federal agent started hunting them.  

“Do you have anything that will help me sleep?” Tatiana asked. 

“You’re not sleeping enough?” Eilea chewed on the end of her pencil, warily eyeing the girl. Something told her she’d have a difficult time getting an honest answer. 

Tatiana vehemently shook her head. “I want to sleep more.” 

The warning sirens in Eilea’s head went off when Tatiana averted her eyes. She was hiding something, and Eilea suspected the sleeping pills masked a more serious problem. Was the girl suicidal? Did she plan on misusing the prescription? Eilea didn’t recall any mention of suicidal shifters when reading their history, except in cases where the rest of the pack had perished. 

“How long are you sleeping at night?”

Tatiana frowned. “Not enough.” 

She leaned into the girl, not surprised when she scooted back. “Is it sleeping meds you need or depression medicine?”

Tatiana wrapped her arms around herself. “Something to knock me out cold so I don’t have nightmares.” 

Awww, fuck. This kid was definitely messed up. “What kind of nightmares are you having?”  

“I can’t talk about them.” She hugged herself tighter. “I just need the medication.” 

“Please tell me what’s wrong.” Eilea took a chance and rested a hand on her arm, pleased when she didn’t pull away. “Let me help you.” 

“Nobody can help me.” 

Eilea summoned the courage to find the right words. “Katarina’s death wasn’t your fault.”

“Yes it was!” Tatiana said, burying her face in her hands, “and now I’m paying for it.” 

Paying for it? Had Tatiana’s mates rejected her because of their mother’s death? She didn’t understand the intricacies of wolf culture. She wanted to help the girl, but this was beyond her expertise. “What do you mean?”

Tatiana dropped her hands, focusing on something in the corner and reminding Eilea of an alley cat preparing to lash out.

“I’ve said enough,” she snapped. “Are you going to give me the medication or not?”

Eilea stood, folding her arms, doing her best to sound stern but not threatening. “I need more from you before I can give you drugs.” 

Tatiana turned away, but not before Eilea saw the tears in her eyes. “I can’t give you more.” 

Eilea did her best to ignore her constricting heart. Something was seriously wrong with the girl, something that Eilea feared required the intervention of someone more qualified. “Let me examine you.” 

Tatiana shrugged. “Okay.”

Eilea took Tatiana’s vitals. None of the readings were good. “Your blood pressure is really high.” She wrote down the readings on a notepad, cursing herself again for not grabbing Tatiana’s chart. “Are you drinking lots of caffeine?”

“No,” Tatiana huffed. “I already told you I’m not sleeping.” 

Tatiana needed serious help. “I can give you something for anxiety, something to help calm you down.”  

Tatiana clasped her hands together. “Will it help me sleep?”

“Probably.” She reached into the medicine chest and pulled out a small box, handing it to Tatiana. “Here’s a sample to get you through until you can fill your prescription in town.”

Tatiana turned over the box. “Thank you.” 

“I’m also going to recommend you go into psychiatric care.” She wasn’t sure a shrink could help a shifter with anxiety and depression but couldn’t think of a better option.

Tatiana’s features hardened. “You’re going to send me to a shrink in Fairbanks, so they can lock me up when I tell them I’m a shifter?”

Releasing a slow, shaky breath, Eilea did her best to keep her cool. “You have to speak to someone.” 

“I can speak to you.” 

Yet Tatiana had been tight-lipped since walking into the clinic. Besides, Eilea wasn’t a licensed therapist. She’d graduated top of her surgical residency and excelled in medical school before that. She’d had several successful years as a surgeon in one of the nation’s most prestigious hospitals. But at this moment, she felt like a fraud—an imposter with a medical degree. She was totally out of her element and had no idea what to do for a depressed and anxious she-wolf.  

“Actually.” She bit her bottom lip. “I was about to turn in my resignation.” 

“What?” Tatiana jumped from the table and latched onto Eilea’s arm, a crazed look in her eyes as they shifted from dark brown to a brilliant gold. “Why?”

Eilea ran a shaky hand through her hair, trying not to be unnerved by Tatiana’s changing facial features. She was a shifter, after all. “Other than tracker vaccinations, you’re my only Amaroki patient since I started here. The Amaroki don’t need me.” 

Tatiana tightened her hold on Eilea. “I need you.” 

Eilea worked free of Tatiana’s grip. “I’m not a psychiatrist. You need someone more qualified to handle this.”

“You’re the only person I can talk to. Please don’t turn in your resignation yet,” Tatiana pleaded. “Not until I get better.” 

Something about the ring of desperation in Tatiana’s voice made Eilea want to cave. She couldn’t walk away from a patient who needed her. If something happened to Tatiana after Eilea left, she’d never forgive herself. “All right. I’ll wait.” 

Tatiana blew out a long breath. “Thank you.” 

Eilea hitched a brow. “If you expect me to stay, the least you can do is meet me halfway. Tell me what’s wrong. Does it stem from guilt over Katarina’s death?”

Tatiana’s eyes widened as her gaze darted to the corner of the room again. “Don’t talk about her in my presence.” 

“Who?” Eilea felt compelled to look over her shoulder. “Kat—”

Tatiana jumped up, wildly waving her arms. “Don’t say her name!”

Stunned, Eilea stumbled back. “Why?”

Tatiana shrunk into herself like a flower wilting under a heat lamp. “Because she’s watching.” 

That caught Eilea by surprise. Had Tatiana’s depression been caused by an imagined ghost? “She’s dead.” 

Tatiana gave her a look that made her goose flesh rise. “I know.” 

* * *

[image: ]


TATIANA ATE IN SILENCE, trying to gauge her alpha father’s mood. He’d refused to talk about the prescription in the car, but she needed to fill it before the sample ran out. She loved her family and the Amaroki, but she loathed the patriarchal structure of their culture. She’d read enough human books, and seen enough of their movies, to know human women had far more freedom. How she envied Dr. Johnson, who got to live alone in a house behind the clinic, working independently as a doctor and not expected to meet a baby quota. Dr. Johnson could probably get a prescription whenever she wanted. There were times when Tatiana wished she’d been born human. How could she be expected to mate with the sons of the woman whose spirit had made her life a living nightmare? At this point in her miserable life, she had two options: end her life and break her family’s hearts or numb her misery with drugs. If Father wouldn’t let her have the drugs, she didn’t know how much longer she could stand this bleak existence. 

Summoning the courage to face down her father, she cleared her throat, pleased when calmness washed over her. Could that one sample pill be working already? “Father, when can we get my prescription filled?”

Tor glared across the table at her and took a drink of his longneck beer. He’d been drinking more lately, and she suspected it had to do with her. 

“Wolves don’t take drugs,” he declared. “I will take you to Amara tomorrow.” 

Her anxiety returned, and she clenched her fork in white-knuckled fingers. “I’ve already seen Amara. She can’t fix me.” 

“Of course she can,” he said dismissively.  

Her blood boiled and resentment welled in her chest. “Not unless she wants to follow me everywhere.”

“I told Johnson it was a bad idea, bringing his niece here.” He shook his head. “Human doctors don’t understand us.” 

She glanced to her other fathers and mother for support, but they looked away. A blade of betrayal pierced her heart. “Eilea understands me. I’ve already taken one pill, and it feels like it’s working.” 

Tor pounded the table so hard, she cringed and her mother gasped. 

“Just because the Lupescus caught her scent, that doesn’t mean she understands us!” he roared. “Those pills are going in the garbage, and you’re not getting that prescription.”  

She froze. Forget the prescription. She had bigger problems. Her father hadn’t spoken about the Lupescus scenting the doctor since the death of their first mate, Katarina. Tatiana had hoped everyone had forgotten. 

She refused to turn around at the low wail behind her that reminded her of a dying animal. Her parents couldn’t hear Katarina’s cries. The spirit had only presented herself to Tatiana. The ghoul had been tormenting her since her death over a year ago. 

When a glass shattered, Tor swore and Tatiana’s mother screamed. 

Her gamma father, Arvid, jumped from his seat. “I’ll clean it up.” 

She was afraid to turn around and see the unholy look in Katarina’s eyes. A chill swept over her, and her teeth chattered. Shivering, she stood, pushing back her chair. 

Tor arched a brow. “Where are you going? Dinner isn’t over.”

“I’m not hungry,” she lied. Truthfully, she was famished, but she was too nauseous and frightened to eat. 

Without waiting for his response, she ran, hurrying upstairs as if the hounds of hell were at her heels. Technically one of them was. For over a year she’d kept the secret that Katarina’s mates had scented another, a human. She didn’t fear what Katarina would do to her, for she’d already made her life a living hell. There wasn’t much more she could do, short of murdering her and her family. She feared what the ghost would do to Dr. Johnson. How would the human defend herself against an evil, vindictive ghost-shifter, whose long claws still had the ability to harm? Tatiana should know, as she bore several deep lacerations from Katarina’s numerous tantrums.

She hugged herself tightly as the spirit barged through her door, baring sharp fangs. She whipped Tatiana’s hair and clothes, and spun in violent circles around the room. Great Goddess, save Dr. Johnson from this ghost’s vengeance. 

* * *
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EILEA BUTTERED HER cornbread. She sat across the table from her uncle, who usually preferred to eat in silence. When she’d first started eating nightly meals with him, she’d been offended by his reticence, but she’d grown accustomed to his introverted personality. Besides, he sure knew how to cook, which made up for his lack of conversation. But tonight he’d have to make an exception. She’d been upset since Tatiana’s visit. Had the girl implied a ghost was following her? Eilea hoped she’d misunderstood. Ghosts weren’t real. Then again, a few years ago Eilea had thought shifters and magical healers weren’t real either. 

Setting her cornbread and knife down, she said, “Uncle, what do you know about Amaroki afterlife?”

He shrugged, cutting into his pulled pork. “A little.” 

“Could you tell me?”

He spooned barbeque sauce onto his plate and gave her a long look. “After an Amaroki dies, they cover the body in henna tattoos and then burn it, releasing the soul into the heavens. They go to their version of heaven, a place called Valhol.” 

That was the most he’d said at the dinner table in a long while. “What if the soul doesn’t go to heaven?”

He set his fork down, folding his hands. “Like a tornaq?”

She blinked hard. “A what?”

“A spirit that doesn’t go to heaven.” 

Shit. So ghosts were a real thing to the Amaroki. Though it was selfish of her, she’d been hoping Tatiana was suffering from delusions, something that could be treated with medications and therapy. “What happens to the tornaq?”

“It is my understanding that they stay on earth and haunt people. Why do you ask?”

She clutched the table, trying to quell her shaking limbs. “I can’t discuss it. Patient confidentiality.” 

He lifted a graying brow. “You had an Amaroki patient today?”

She straightened. “I did.” 

“Excellent. Maybe now more will come.” He dropped his gaze to his plate and shoveled food in his mouth, signaling their conversation was over. 

Though she feared she wouldn’t like his answers, she had many more questions.

For starters, did tornaqs simply haunt or could they inflict physical harm? If so, what were the chances Katarina Lupescu’s ghost would find out her mates had scented Eilea and come after her next?

* * *
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“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” Tatiana hollered at the ghoul, her pale, distorted features passing in a blur as she flung clothes in the air, shredding them in the process. “Stop that!” 

But the ghost ignored her pleas, knocking over lamps, flinging glass frames against the wall, and upturning dressers. She fell to her knees with a wail, burying her face in her hands while a whirlwind of demonic energy circled around her. 

She shot up when the smell of smoke tickled her nose, shrieking when she saw her clothes on fire in the corner. She tried to stomp it out while Katarina let out a maniacal laugh. She howled when the flames burned her feet and singed her jeans before racing up the wall.

When a roar sounded outside, Katarina disappeared in a flash of light. A giant fist smashed through Tatiana’s door, and it splintered open. Tor stuck his massive, furry head inside, then busted the rest of it apart, making room for Van and Skoll as they raced inside with fire extinguishers, dousing the flames.

The wind rushed from her lungs when Tor slammed her to the ground, smothering her with his big, hairy body and rolling her. It took her a moment to realize he was putting out the fire on her legs. She hadn’t even realized her pants were flame until the blistering pain set in.  

She gagged and coughed on fumes and the thick, acrid taste of the chemicals from the fire extinguisher. Tor scooped her into his arms and carried her down the stairs. 

He laid her on the bearskin rug before clomping back up the stairs. Too stunned to speak, she winced when her mother and Arvid peeled off her jeans.

She gaped at the bloody blisters already forming on her shins. What the fuck? She’d been badly burned. 

“Call Amara,” her mother whispered, wiping watery eyes with the back of her hand. 

Arvid nodded and went to the kitchen phone. 

Her fathers tramped around upstairs, then threw piles of charred clothes over the railing and onto the floor below. 

She swallowed a sob. All of her beautiful clothes were ruined. A flash of light swirled in the rafters overhead, followed by the echo of Katarina’s laughter as she flew through the back window, out into the night air. No doubt she’d be back soon. She never left Tatiana alone for long. 

“Why are you doing this to us?” her mother asked, burying her face in her hands. 

They thought she’d started the fire? She wanted so badly to tell her mother the truth, but Katarina had threatened to kill her family if she told them about her. She opened her mouth to speak, say something— anything—to make her mother understand, but all that came out was a gasp. The ghoul had returned, hovering over Tatiana’s mother, eyes glowing fiery red, like the flames of hell were shining through her soul. 
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Chapter Two 
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AMARA STIFLED A YAWN as Drasko helped her out of the truck. Even though she was only a few weeks pregnant with Luc’s child, her mates were treating her like a fragile flower. She loved their attention, but the way they babied her sometimes grated on her nerves. Case in point, she’d had to argue with Drasko this morning to get him to bring her to the Strongpaw pack before sunrise. The Strongpaw alpha had called at six in the morning, disoriented, scared, and worried over his sick brother, Albert. Amara had wanted to go to them right away, but her mates insisted she eat breakfast and nurse Alexi first.

The Strongpaws had a small log house nestled on the side of a hill overlooking a quaint stream and valley. From what she remembered, they were a smaller pack, only three brothers, who’d just returned from Africa with their new bride. A man Amara assumed to be the alpha waited for them on the porch, looking as haggard as if he hadn’t slept in a week. The Strongpaws were supposedly younger than Amara’s mates, but the lines framing the alpha’s dark eyes and drawn mouth made him look to be in his mid-thirties. Only the dark Mohawk, with blue tips that descended into a long braid down his back, hinted at his youth.  

“Good morning, Loki,” Drasko said, holding tightly to Amara’s hand and leading her up the stairs.  

Loki Strongpaw made an odd grunting sound. “Good morning, Hakon.”  

Drasko blinked, giving Loki a quizzical look. “I’m Drasko. You should know that.” 

“Sorry.” Loki shook his head like he was trying to drain water from his ears. “I’m still disoriented.” He opened the rusty screen door and ushered them inside. “Thank you for coming so early.” 

“We were asleep when you called,” Drasko grumbled. “Our mate is pregnant and nursing.”

She squeezed his hand, giving him a warning look. Why must he be so grumpy?  

“Sorry,” Loki said, gesturing to a man hunched on an old velvet sofa. “We would’ve come to you, but I’m not fit to drive yet.” 

“No worries. We’re here now.” Drasko’s nostrils flared as he sniffed the air. “Why can’t you drive? You been drinking?”

“No.” Loki banged his ear. “Still confused.”

She shared a quizzical look with Drasko. What’s wrong with him?

Drasko shrugged. Probably smoked too much pot. 

She scented the air, but there was no trace of the skunky smoke smell. 

They followed Loki into the small but cozy living room lined with fur rugs. The room was lit only with a few kerosene lamps and a fire in the stone hearth. The newest piece of technology was a pellet stove in one corner, next to an old-fashioned water pump. She realized they were one of the few packs who still lived off the land and didn’t use electricity. Yikes. She’d go nuts. 

She turned her attention to the man on the sofa, clutching a bucket between his legs. Thick furs were draped over him. He dry-heaved into a bucket while a pretty woman with skin glowing like polished onyx patted his back. 

“This is our mate, Nakomi,” Loki said. “Nakomi, meet Drasko and his mate, Amara.” 

She greeted them with all the regality of a queen. “Nice to meet you,” she said in a thick accent. 

“Nakomi,” Drasko asked, thoughtfully rubbing his chin. “You from an African tribe?”

“I am.” She sat up straighter. “Ethiopia.” 

“We’ve only been mated a month. We would’ve brought her to the tribal meeting, except we missed it.” Loki’s tanned cheeks flushed crimson. “We lost track of time.” 

“It’s okay.” Drasko chuckled. “I remember our honeymoon phase.” 

Amara nudged him in the ribs with a wink. “I thought we were still honeymooning.” 

He scratched the back of his head, flashing a knowing grin. “Are we?”

She rolled her eyes. The reason they were so exhausted this morning was because Drasko and his brothers had pounded her brains out the night before. She was tired, but it had been worth it. 

When Albert’s dry heaves became more substantial, Drasko swore and looked away. Used to dealing with sick patients, Amara rolled up her sleeves and sat beside him, waiting for him to finish. He finally lay back with a groan, spittle dripping down his smooth chin. 

“Albert, let’s have a look at you.” 

She felt his head, which was feverish. His face and neck were covered in little red welts that looked like the human chickenpox. Her breath caught when she pushed up his sleeve and looked at his arm. She recognized those welts.  

“Omigod!” She turned to Drasko with wide-eyed alarm. Drasko leaned over Albert, squinting in the low light. “Looks like demon burn.”  

“It itches like hell.” Albert moaned, his head lolling to the other side while he scratched scabs off the pustules, smearing bloody streaks down his arms.  

Amara cringed. “Yeah, I remember.” She waited for him to stop scratching before placing her hands on him. 

“Amara and I both had demon burn from the Hoia Baciu Forest a few years ago. Did you just return from Romania?” Drasko asked Loki. 

“No.” Loki frowned at his brother. “We were hunting locally when he got sick.” 

Amara shot up like a bolt of lightning had zinged through her. “I don’t understand. There are no haunted forests here.” 

Loki shrugged, then stumbled and fell against an oak table. 

Drasko helped him sit in a stuffed chair beside the fire. “Are you okay?”

“No.” He dragged a hand down his face. “We’ve been disoriented since the hunt.”

The door slammed open and what appeared to be a smaller version of Albert crossed the threshold, a bundle of firewood in his arms. “Here’s the wood,” he said, slurring like a drunk. He dropped the wood on the floor with a thud before collapsing into a chair beside Loki.  

Amara and Drasko exchanged concerned looks. 

Ice cold fear pricked the back of her neck. What the hell was going on? 

Hurry, so we can get out of here, Drasko said. We need to alert my fathers. 

Something strange was going on with the Strongpaws, and the tribal chieftains needed to be made aware. 

She laid her hands on Albert’s shoulders and channeled her healing magic. Over the past few years, the magic had grown stronger. After she cured Drasko of a zombie virus, and Agent Johnson of stage-four cancer, her healing strength poured through her fingers like they were busted firehoses. There was nothing she couldn’t heal. She closed her eyes tight, feeling the magic pulse through her, stunned when her fingers started to ache. She released Albert with a shudder and looked at her swollen hands. 

What the hell? That’s never happened before.  

Her fingers throbbed as if they were water balloons ready to burst. Had the magic pooled in her fingers instead of pouring into Albert? She gazed at Albert’s skin with alarm. The hives were still there.  

Nakomi’s eyes bulged when she looked at Amara’s fingers. Then she mumbled something in a foreign language. 

“Drasko?” Amara breathed, resting her heavy, trembling hands on her knees. 

“What is it?” He stood over her, a sharp edge to his voice.  

She looked at her throbbing hands once more, her eyes welling with tears at the pulsing pain. “I can’t heal him.” 

“What do you mean?” he snapped, his harsh tone slicing through her like a blade. 

“I mean, my magic isn’t working on him.” She held up her hands.  

Drasko’s mouth fell open. “That’s impossible.” 

A tear slipped down her cheek. “The magic pains me. It won’t leave my fingers.” 

“What in Ancient’s name?”

Nakomi shut her eyes, rocking back and forth, hugging herself. Her indecipherable chants grew louder. 

“What do we do?” Amara asked Drasko in a panic. 

“Call Raz.” 

Amara silently nodded. Raz Spiritcaller was the tribe medicine woman and an elder with knowledge about Amaroki history. If anyone could explain what was going on, she could.  

“We’ve already tried the Spiritcallers,” Loki said, rubbing his temples. “Nobody answered.” 

Drasko’s expression hardened, and he latched onto Amara’s elbow, pulling her to his side. “Go to the clinic.” 

Nakomi’s eyes flew open. “The human doctor?” 

Amara clutched her throat. She wasn’t sure, but she thought she saw sparks of red in Nakomi’s eyes. She had to have imagined it. Shifters didn’t have red eyes. When they changed forms, their irises turned bright silver, gold, or orange. 

“Yes.” She pressed into Drasko. “Eilea’s a good doctor.” 

Nakomi turned up her nose, shoulders stiffening. “I’d rather take care of him myself.” 

“He’s getting worse.” Loki shot to his feet, then groaned and clutched the chair. “We don’t have a choice.” 

“I’m so sorry,” Amara couldn’t fight the note of panic that had slipped into her voice. “I don’t understand what’s wrong with me. This has never happened.” 

Drasko wrapped a possessive arm around her waist. We should go. You shouldn’t be exposed to this. Think of the baby.  

Amara clenched her teeth when she realized she had put not only her health in danger, but her baby’s health as well. What if it was contagious? She had touched Albert. What if she brought it back to her family? Her babies? 

Drasko tugged her to the door. “I’m really sorry. We have to go now.”

Nakomi shot to her feet, hands clenched into fists, red flecks flashing in her eyes again. “You can’t just leave him.”  

Amara, we need to go. Drasko’s urgent command was a low rumble in her skull. Now. 

“I wish we could’ve done more for you, Strongpaws,” she said as she backed out the door. “We will pray for you.”  

Prayers might not be enough. Drasko dragged her toward the truck.  

She stood helplessly by the passenger door. “Can you open the door and buckle me in?” she asked, holding up her fingers.

He wordlessly helped her in, then held her hand to the overhead light.  

“I-I think my magic is trapped.” She cried when she saw her fingers were even more swollen. 

She shrank back when Drasko took out his pocket knife. Was he going to cut her fingers open? But he sliced open his arm with a hiss, blood streaming down to his hand. 

Instinctively, she latched onto his arm with both hands, her healing warmth pulsing through her fingers and instantly sealing the wound. She let out a sigh of relief when the throbbing subsided. She turned over her hands, pleased that her fingers had shrunk considerably. She looked up at Drasko. “Why can I heal you but not Albert?” 

“I-I don’t know.” Drasko’s face hardened. “But if this virus spreads, we’re all fucked.”

* * *
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CHECKING HER REFLECTION in the mirror, Eilea frowned at the fine lines under her eyes. She’d always prided herself on her smooth, mahogany skin. Her grandmother used to say she had the complexion of a doll, though most of the dolls she had growing up were fair-skinned. She did have one dark-skinned handmade doll that looked like her, with large, mocha eyes, high cheekbones, and full lips. Her grandmother had knitted a doctor’s lab coat for it, telling Eilea she could be anything she set out to be. Eilea had taken her grandmother’s words to heart and completed medical school at the top of her class.   Dabbing moisturizer under her eyes, she wondered what the Lupescus would think of her wrinkles. Then she chided herself for caring. She wasn’t mating with the tall blond shifters, so it didn’t matter.  

She emerged from the modest, two-bedroom home she’d shared with Uncle Joe the past year, pulling her jacket tightly around her shoulders and breathing in the frigid air. It was cold enough that Eilea’s breath clouded her vision, and it was only fall. Winter was coming, which meant longer nights, short, dreary days, and heavier clothes. She admired the Amaroki and her uncle for braving such an icy, dark climate year after year. Alaskan winters weren’t for her, though. As soon as she saw Tatiana had decent care, she would give Uncle Joe her notice. 

She climbed the knoll, grass crunching under her boots, and rounded the corner to her clinic, surprised to see an unfamiliar old Army Jeep parked in the gravel drive. Leaning against the Jeep was a thin, dark-skinned woman with large, mocha eyes, full lips, and a neck that stretched for miles. She wore a thick, multi-colored shawl over a long bright dress, reminding her of the beautiful women she’d met during the year she’d worked for a charity hospital in Africa. Though she knew shifters came in many colors, there weren’t many African-born among the Alaskan tribe. When Eilea smiled at the woman, she was taken aback when her smile was returned with a scowl. Perhaps the scowl wasn’t meant for her. Maybe the woman was upset about the sick man who was bent over beside her, clutching his knees and looking like he was about to retch. Two men hovered nearby, patting his back and giving Eilea helpless looks. Alarm bells went off in Eilea’s head at the distinctive white pustules on the sick man’s neck and face. Though he wore long sleeves, she suspected the rest of his body was covered in blisters as well.  

“Hello. May I help you?” Eilea cautiously approached them, having learned from Uncle Joe that females could sometimes get possessive when other women came near their mates. 

The woman gave Eilea an assessing look. “You the doctor?” she said in a thick accent similar to what she’d heard from the African villagers she’d encountered. Eilea squared her shoulders. “I am.” 

The woman puffed up her chest. “I am Nakomi Strongpaw. My mate is sick.”

“Wasn’t Amara Thunderfoot available?” Eilea was shocked that the shifters would come to see her when Amara could heal him in seconds. 

Nakomi’s top lip pulled back in a snarl. “You don’t want to see him?” 

Eilea blinked hard at Nakomi, thinking her hostility was out of fear for her mate. “I assumed you’d rather see Amara.” 

“We did see her,” Nakomi spat, her tone as venomous as a viper’s. “She couldn’t heal him.” 

Amara couldn’t heal chickenpox? For Eilea was almost positive that’s what she was looking at. Odd, because she knew Amara had healed terminal cancer. Chickenpox should’ve been a simple fix. 

Eilea backed up a step, limbs shaking when Nakomi growled at her. “Bring him inside.” 

She opened the clinic door and turned off the alarm with a trembling hand, mind reeling. What had she done to anger Nakomi? She ushered the Strongpaws to the waiting room, remembering this time to grab their file. The pack was grouped under one file. All packs were. Forget patient confidentiality among the Amaroki. Actually, forget all rule of law among them. They lived by an entirely different code. 

She quickly scanned their history. They were a smaller pack, with only three brothers and one alpha. Their new mate had recently moved to Alaska from Ethiopia. Odd. That’s where Eilea had done her charity work in a rundown third-world hospital. She’d chosen Ethiopia after running a DNA test and learning she was 20 percent Ethiopian, and though she’d hoped to bond with her patients, most of them mistrusted her American background. Eilea wondered if she and Nakomi had ever crossed paths before. Maybe Eilea had accidentally offended her, though none of that mattered at the moment. What mattered was healing her sick patient. 

According to their chart, none of them had been vaccinated, save for Rene, the tracker. The sick shifter appeared to be the youngest, Albert Strongpaw, barely twenty-years-old with a broad frame and baby face, like most gammas. 

Her innards churned. If Amara couldn’t heal Albert, Eilea feared she wouldn’t be able to either. She tried to quell the rising tide of fear that gripped her. Wolves could smell fear, and she didn’t want to give them another reason to worry. 

She led them to an exam room, puzzled when the two older brothers wobbled like drunks. Had they been drinking? She asked them to remove Albert’s jacket and shirt. She wasn’t surprised to see his torso covered with the same pustules. She slipped a thermometer under his tongue, shocked when her fingers brushed his skin. He was burning up. She looked into his eyes, which were glassy and red. His blood pressure was slightly elevated, and his oxygen reading was too low for her liking. Most alarming was his 103° temperature.  Albert needed more than what her small clinic could provide. He needed to be hospitalized. 

“What’s wrong with him?” Nakomi asked, settling a hand on her mate’s forehead. 

Eilea attempted to sound calm while she measured fever-reducing medicine into a cup. “He has the chickenpox.” 

“Impossible.” Nakomi snorted, and her other mates grunted their agreement. “Amaroki don’t get human diseases.” 

Eilea set down the medicine and turned to them. “What diseases do you get?”

Nakomi gave her another cold look. “None.” 

Eilea knew as much after reading Amaroki files, but she’d been hoping she’d overlooked something, maybe a simple and easily curable virus. It did not bode well for Albert Strongpaw if chickenpox was new to his species. He wouldn’t have any inherited immunity to the disease. 

“Well, I’m sorry.” Eilea stared down Nakomi. “But I’ve seen enough cases of chickenpox to know that’s what we’re dealing with.” 

When Nakomi growled at her, the alpha laid a hand on her arm, giving her a warning look. He stepped forward, clutching a woolen skullcap in a white-knuckled grip. Eilea recognized his face from the Strongpaw file: Loki, with piercing gray eyes and a thick Mohawk that hung in a long tail down his back. 

“What do we do for him, Doctor?” he asked. 

“His temperature is too high.” She held up the small cup of medicine. “I need to bring it down right away.” 

His brothers had to hold Albert down as she practically forced the medicine down his throat. He was becoming more listless by the minute. 

“Help me get him to a bed.” The room across the hall had almost a dozen hospital beds. “I’ll hook him to an IV and get him oxygen.” 

Ignoring Nakomi’s grumbling, Eilea moved them into the other room and prepared an IV. Albert didn’t flinch when she stuck him with the needle. He appeared to be drifting in and out of consciousness. She hooked him up to oxygen, hoping to see an improvement in his levels. He should be taken to a hospital along with his family, in case they come down with the virus. Without nurses or other staff, she didn’t have the facilities to accommodate them all. 

Loki sat by his brother’s bed, clasping his hand. “Will he die?”

“Not if I can help it,” she said as she checked his temperature once more. She frowned at the thermometer. It hadn’t budged. 

She looked over the other shifters for signs of the virus. None yet, but they were all wearing long sleeves. She’d have to do full physicals. 

“I’ll need to examine all of you for signs of chickenpox.” 

Nakomi crossed her arms. “We’re fine.”  

What was wrong with this woman? Eilea refused to let Nakomi intimidate her, even though she knew the shifter had the power to rip out her throat. Hopefully, Nakomi’s mates wouldn’t let her kill Eilea.  
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