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Description





Secrets threaten to tear apart their community and their lives in this thrilling, action packed, enemies-to-lovers, fated mates romance. 

Ryder Stone is a lot of things—pack second-in-command, relentless fighter, and, if you ask the humans, he's a notorious playboy. And unbelievably hot. It’s no wonder that every girl swoons over him.

Well, except for one.

Dr. Hannah Kelly is done with living in the shadow of her step-father's pack. She's carving out a life in the human world and has no interest in shifters—especially not Ryder Stone. But even the new girl can't escape Ryder's love ‘em and leave ‘em reputation.

Saving her life won't make her forget what he is.

But a rogue wolf is on the prowl – and Ryder’s past is finally catching up with him.

One bite in a drunken haze was all it took to turn an innocent into a predator. Now, Ryder must hunt him down before he wreaks havoc. But there’s just one problem—he has no idea who the rogue is. And time is running out.

As danger closes in, Ryder and Hannah are thrown together in a desperate chase to uncover the rogue’s identity and stop his deadly plan. Forced into close quarters, tensions rise, sparks fly, and resisting fate becomes impossible.

But can Hannah see past Ryder’s past and accept the truth—that he’s her mate? Or will old wounds and buried fears tear them apart before they have a chance?
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Chapter 1


Hannah





“I don’t think it’s going to fit.” April and I stand in the hallway, our heads cocked to the side as we stare at my mattress wedged into the room beyond. 

April’s spare bedroom is tiny. My California king is decidedly not.

“Damn it,” I groan and hear a reproachful squeak from my pet raccoon Shadow. He doesn’t like it when I cuss. April turns her back to me, and I take the moment to whisper a quick “Shut up!” at the ball of fur, earning a glare from my pet. 

“Well, what are we going to do?” April spins back to me, her eyes glinting and her hands on her hips.

“I don’t know…” I grumble the words, exhaustion in every syllable. This move from Blackwood pack lands to Stonehaven has taken almost every inch of my fucking patience and every ounce of energy. If I have to give up my bed—the most expensive purchase I’ve ever made—I’ll snap.

Okay, real talk, I know I’m being unreasonable. Truthfully, I’ve been unreasonable for roughly five days. But this move is threatening to unravel what last bits of sanity I possess.

I was excited when I graduated from veterinary school with my degree. Even more so when I got into Othercross University and qualified for Arcane-assisted (go witches!) schooling to become a healer for shifters. On two feet or four, I’m qualified to treat anyone.

It is possibly my largest accomplishment to date, and when I landed the job in Stonehaven, I was finally able to exhale with relief. Student loans aren’t gonna pay themselves. Right?

Okay, so I had a little help landing the position. That help required negotiations between Mason Blackwood of the Blackwood pack, my stepfather the ex-enforcer, and Gavin Stone of the Stone pack. 

But it doesn’t matter. I’m here, far away from my loving but interfering family, and I can finally have my own life. Outside the pack, like a normal human.

Well, if my bed fit.

“Listen, we’ll figure this humongous bed out later.” April waves her arms to encompass the monstrous mattress. Her face twitches with equal parts excitement and impatience. “We’ll unpack your most important things, the stuff you need now, and sort out the rest eventually.”

I met April in vet school. She specializes in small animals, and is, in my eyes, a modern-day Snow White. Small animals, especially wild animals, are the most difficult in my opinion. Their bodies are delicate, fragile, and miniscule. They require a gentle hand and twenty-twenty vision—something I lack. I’ve always admired April for her abilities in the classroom, and I know she’s an amazing vet.

“You’re raring to go today,” I murmur as I open a box—underwear. Definitely need those. “Do I smell a man on the other side of this enthusiasm?”

April has been determinedly looking for a husband since the beginning of our graduate program.

She gushes over him the moment I give her an opening. “He’s amazing. He is the dreamiest guy I’ve ever met. His smile sends electricity right to my—ahem—if you know what I mean.”

We both burst into giggles, and Shadow squeaks again. Thank God April is a vet and loves animals like I do. I don’t think any other roommate would have allowed a raccoon in the house.

Or a “trash panda,” as the last potential landlord called him.

“Yeah, so I’m going out with him tonight. And he is perfect, a specimen of what all men should be.” She sighs, her eyes glazing over slightly, and I wrinkle my nose at the images that are probably floating through her mind. “He could be it!” she continues as I pull out my toiletry bag, which also has my stethoscope in it for some reason. Huh.

The guy she’s meeting with does sound perfect. Suspiciously so. He’s muscular, tall, with chocolate-brown hair that has honey streaks. April’s description, not mine. According to her, he has twinkling brown eyes that are bright and sharp, with lighter brown flecks around the irises.

I can’t help but smile at her zeal.

“Where exactly did you find this perfect guy?” I glance at her, my eyebrows raised. Not that I’m looking. I nearly shudder at the thought of being tied down now that I’m finally free.

I just left pack life. I’m not ready to become some man’s forgotten appendage. I’m not ready to be referred to as someone’s girlfriend, yet. Not when I’m only establishing my life.

A life that I can’t fully share with April, unfortunately. I love her, but I’ve had a very different life from hers. I grew up in a pack of shifters—wolf shifters to be exact. I spent my life surrounded by the extraordinary and the amazing. But I also spent it as a human while in a pack of powerful, supernatural creatures.

My stepdad, a wolf shifter and the ex-enforcer for the previous generation of the Blackwood pack, has never treated me differently, even though I’m human. In fact, he adopted me, caring for me like his own—as though I was simply a pup.

He mated with, and married, my mom when I was five, and I love him and the pack desperately. But I realized, as I grew older, that it is difficult to have any kind of separate identity. 

Instead, I was just another pup, and the enforcer’s daughter. My mother became just another mate of an important wolf shifter, even though she was turned into a strong wolf in her own right.

Leaving the pack to start out on my own was the only way for me to get my independence—to be myself and have my own identity.

All I want to be in Stonehaven is a vet—Dr. Hannah Kelly. 

Though there is a caveat. There’s always a caveat with wolves. They’re trickier than foxes, dammit.

My stepdad couldn’t just let me go and be on my own in a strange town. He had to help me find the clinic in Stonehaven, and when he demanded he be the one to negotiate the deal with Gavin Stone, I finally understood his angle. 

In Stonehaven, I will be a nothing but a vet to the humans of the town. 

But I’m also the healer for the Stone pack should they need assistance. 

And oh! By the way, I’m under the pack’s protection now.

Goody.

I almost groan at the memory but swallow it down and refocus on April as she chatters on about the man she’s soon to meet.

“He picked me up in a bar,” she confesses, wrinkling her nose just a bit, and I mirror the expression.

“Wow,” I deadpan, my voice dry with teasing sarcasm. “Exactly where I’d want to find my Prince Charming.”

“It isn’t serious. Yet.” April shrugs. She nudges my shoulder then. “But maybe I should find out if he has a friend. You could do with some…” She waggles her eyebrows. 

“Yeah, maybe. We’ll see.” I’m eyeing the bed again.

Veterinary school can be tough, especially when some patients get stuck in fences at two in the morning. I realized a long time ago that sleep is my most precious resource. The bed was my only damn concession. This time, I keep the expletive inside. I don’t need another grumbling lecture from Shadow.

“Anyway, I have to get ready. I’ve helped all I can. I don’t know about the bed, honey. Maybe I’ll find a chainsaw on the way home.” She wiggles past the bed and down the hall to her own room.

“Don’t you dare!” I call to her as she hurries to get ready for her date. 

April is out the door twenty minutes later. If only getting ready was so simple for all of us.

The place is too silent after April leaves. Things are never silent with my BFF around. She keeps a stream of chatter going at all times, unless she’s at work. Then she’s all business. I didn’t realize how comforting it was until she’s gone.

So I turn on the television in my new bedroom and flick through the copious shows until I settle on something I like. God, April would cringe if she saw that I was watching another David Attenborough special.

I zone out while Sir David speaks about the eating patterns of whales and go about unpacking more boxes. While my bedroom may be small, I do have a lot of space to myself.

I have my own bathroom, and a small living area with lots of storage. There is also a shared living area with a kitchen and a shared bathroom. All in all, I think I’ll be pretty comfortable living here.

I’m nearly finished unpacking when I hear a knock on the door. I look up, dazed, and see that only an hour has passed since April left me to my own devices. It’s still early in the evening. Maybe April’s date was late and she slipped back to change her outfit?

Or maybe she forgot her keys?

I hope it’s her and not someone from the Blackwood pack coming over to “pop in” because they were “in the area.”

Knowing my parents, they’ve already got someone in the neighborhood to keep an eye on me. Like I said, tricky, tricky wolves.

I’m pretty convinced a keyless April is at the front door as I maneuver my way through the various boxes strewn all over the place.

Maybe if it was anyone else, I’d throw on a robe since all I’m wearing is a pair of loose shorts and an oversized shirt. I’m walking barefoot, and my long hair is in an unkempt bun. I haven’t had the willpower to brush my hair or put on real pants since the move began.

Besides, summer is settling into its peak, and sweat has already gathered at the nape of my neck and at the small of my back.

“Coming, April,” I call out as I look around for her set of keys. “You need to get your head screwed on right.” They must be in her room, I conclude as I reach for the dead bolt. “What if I’m not here when you forget your keys next time?”

The door is only half unlocked when it bursts open, the force sending me stumbling back. Wood splinters fly through the air, spinning and twisting in the crowded entryway.

For a moment, I’m frozen even as I fall. My mind can’t process any information except the debris clouding the air as my body moves unbidden. Then movement near the entry draws my gaze, and I stare as a body moves toward me. A man bursts through my door. He’s average-sized with his shoulders hunched, but that is all I can see of him.

I scramble to regain my balance and clamber to my feet, wincing when I stumble against the hard edge of a side table. My movements seem to have spurred him into action as the man dives for me, his hands outstretched and fingers curled, and I get a clear view of his face.

I struggle for air when the stranger’s hand wraps around my throat. I scratch at his hardened arms and steellike fingers, twisting and turning in an attempt to break free. But only when he speaks—screams—do I realize he isn’t a stranger at all.

He’s a local councilman—a plant for the Stone pack in local government—and his hand tightens around my throat as he snarls. “You made a big fucking mistake coming here!”

As my vision blackens, I realize he might be right.

Dammit.
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Chapter 2


Ryder





“It’s a great way to spend my day off.” She takes a sip of her fruity drink and nods. “Not that I don’t love my work at the vet clinic, because I do.” 

I dip my head as she tells her story, leaning against a barstool as she continues to babble, but I stop listening.

Maybe I should try looking less bored. I nurse the golden liquid in my glass. Nah. 

My date is beautiful. Fucking stunning, actually. She’d look good on my arm.

Or in my bed beneath me.

But the thought doesn’t warm my blood as it should—as I want it to. It’s like I have no… interest in her. The fuck? This unusual feeling has been growing more and more bothersome in the past weeks.

What does it matter, though? I can just find another one.

I nearly groan aloud, unsure which path to take. Because she really is gorgeous. She has long wavy blonde hair and bright gray eyes. She has the body of a supermodel and is only a few inches shorter than me. She’s the entire package. Beautiful, intelligent, charming, and successful.

And fuck me sideways—I can’t bring myself to care.

You don’t even know where you are. Maybe get your head on straight first. I swallow my drink and stop before I roll my eyes at my reproachful inner voice.

Not that my inner voice is wrong, per se. I don’t know where I am. We’re at a pub in downtown Stonehaven that she suggested, but I’ve never been here before. 

Not sober anyway.

Knocking back my glass, I set the empty on the counter and order another for us both, though she can’t seem to keep up with me like she did in the bar where we met. At least, I think that was her that met me drink for drink. 

“Ready to eat?” I try to give her a bright smile, but it feels forced.

I lead my date from the bar over to a booth close to the front door and signal to the bartender that we’re moving. Being close to the door means an easy escape for me if necessary. It also means that if we hit it off, we can leave easily enough too.

Eh, I don’t think that’s going to happen tonight, though.

“Your drinks, sir.” I look up at the waitress, offer her a fierce smile, and take my glass.

When I look back at my date, she’s still speaking. Thank God. I couldn’t talk even if she’d let me get a word in edgewise. It lets my mind wander instead, and that’s something I’m more inclined toward right now.

Do I even know her name?

Amber?

Ashley?

No. Ashley was last night.

I know her name starts with an A. I try to quiet the voice in my head.

It just speaks snidely back. Well done. A for effort, if you will.

I’ll make it up to her when she takes me to her place, I retort and then clear my throat as she asks me a question.

“What do you do for a living? I think I’ve spoken about myself enough already.” Her smile is bright and beautiful. Her mouth is wide. Her eyes sparkle. She is designed to smile and be absolutely gorgeous.

So why don’t I feel anything for her?

I clear my throat again. “I’m in the family business. It’s kind of complicated, and I don’t really want to talk about work right now. I’d rather hear more about you.”

She smiles sympathetically, and right then the waitress comes back to take our food order. It’s a good thing, too, because my inner wolf is growing restless with all the liquor and no meat to sate his cravings.

I don’t want to talk about work. And it’s not like I could if I wanted to. I can’t exactly tell her I’m the beta of the Stone wolf pack.

Hi, it’s nice to meet you. By the way, I’m a shifter. Nope. 

I snort as I struggle to stifle laughter and cover it with a cough. My date doesn’t seem to notice, but the waitress’s eyes are sparkling as she turns to me. In my usual fashion, I wasn’t listening, nor have I looked at the menu, so I mutter, “I’ll have the special.”

The waitress takes off to the kitchen, and I look back at not-Amber/not-Ashley, wondering how I’m going to get out of explaining what I do and why I don’t talk about it. But those questions don’t come. Instead, I exhale with relief when she starts talking about herself again. I’ll have a reprieve for a few minutes anyway.

It is warm in the pub from the crowd of bodies, and warm outside due to the time of year. Our little town is on the cusp between spring and summer, and it grows warmer every day. As a wolf, weather is something I can talk about for hours.

The mornings are brighter earlier, and the sun lingers in the sky later at night. The air is fresh and vibrant and crisp and beautiful.

I don’t think you’ll be going home with her. My wolf speaks with finality, and I agree.

Amber or Ashley, or whatever her name is, isn’t the one for me. Just like every one of my dates this week.

She is speaking so enthusiastically that a pang of guilt trembles through me. For a moment, I can’t breathe, and my vision becomes cloudy.

I shouldn’t have taken her out. I was drunk when I asked her on this pathetic excuse of a date, but I should have known then that it would be useless.

As much as I don’t care even vaguely about all the women I’ve been seeing, I have no desire to intentionally hurt them. No one deserves that pain.

I sit in discomfort as I think about all the dates I have been on. I spend notorious nights out, garnering such a reputation as a shifter the girls can’t get enough of.

I pretend to my pack that I don’t care about finding my mate.

That I don’t want anything serious.

That I don’t want pups of my own.

But I know, deep down, I’ve hoped on every one of these dates I would find my fated mate.

Maybe I’m looking in the wrong place.

You don’t just stumble across the woman who was designed for you by destiny. The voice in my head, my voice but with a growling edge, scoffs at me. Fate brings you together. Just be patient.

But I am done being patient. The wolf inside me, the basest part of me, needs its mate. I can’t suppress the low rumbling in my chest as the wolf inside me growls and paws against me, ready to be out. He’s ready for a mate. My eyes close briefly as the wolf paces in my mind, my eyes burning as my beast takes some of my control—pushing to be set free. I reach blindly for the glass filled with premium Scotch.

But I cannot lift the glass. Instead, I wrap my hand around it and squeeze. I inhale deeply until the threat of spontaneous shift has passed.

I am in control most of the time. But sometimes, mostly when I am thinking about my mate, the wolf tries to take over.

When I look at the glass, a crack has formed at the base and has traveled all the way to the top. Shit.

I let go quickly, trying to refocus my attention. I vow to enjoy the rest of the date—even if she’s not my mate. I should engage with her, learn more about her. Maybe I can set her up with someone. She would make any man happy. Anyone would be lucky to have her.

I open my mouth to ask a question she’s probably already answered when my jaw snaps shut of its own volition, my gums stinging as my fangs push through.

The uneasiness comes on so suddenly I don’t even realize it’s taken control. It begins in the pit of my stomach—a low burning. Something that could be mistaken for drinking on an empty stomach. That has to be it. 

I smile at her, gripping my knife and fork tightly. Then, I remember the glass and loosen my grip on the utensils. No bending steel in public.

The uneasiness builds and swells until it’s all I can process in my mind. The tightness in my chest, and the constriction around my heart is all-consuming.

What the hell are we even talking about? Did our topic somehow trigger my wolf?

I give her a close-lipped smile, and she smiles brightly back. The disquiet spreads from my torso to every other part of my body.

Every muscle in my body tightens, flexing. My blood burns, and equal parts anxiety and irrational anger unfurl in my throat.

Inside me, the wolf snarls and paws at its mental prison.

The sun is close to setting, and I haven’t even started on my meal, but I feel the urge to get out of the bar. Now.

Suddenly the cracked glass of Scotch shatters. My date shrieks and so do several of the people at nearby tables.

A waitress rushes over to clean up the mess. “Are you okay, sir? We’ll bring you another drink right away.”

I barely see her. Instead, my vision has become cloudy again. This time, it is because inside me, the wolf has sensed danger—imminent danger. To me? To my date? I’m unsure…

And I am halfway to shifting. In public. 

Control. You’re surrounded by clueless humans. Control, dammit.

But my adrenaline rushes forward, the wolf responding to the threat and pulling my human half along. I am breathless, leaning over and coughing slightly as I struggle against the animal I’ve shared a body with for over thirty years.

“Are you okay? Did you swallow some glass?” My date, Amber/Ashley, is standing over me, her hand coming to my back. The other patrons of the pub are looking at me with expressions of confusion, concern, and disgust.

Fuck ’em all.

The wolf and adrenaline have become one, a twisting, dark thing inside me that won’t go unanswered. I can do nothing more now but give in. My wolf has sensed that something is wrong. Something—someone—important to me is in danger.

I don’t know what it is or who it is. But I have to leave the bar before it’s too late.

I stand and tug my wallet out of my back pocket. I pull out a wad of bills and throw them onto the table, not bothering to count the cash.

“Sorry.” I spare a glance for Amber/Ashley. “I’ve gotta go. Something has come up and…” I just shake my head because I can’t speak without flashing fangs. Then I’m dashing out of the pub and down the street within seconds.

Wolves are natural trackers, and shifters have instincts second to none. Now that I’m moving, I let those instincts guide me. I lift my nose to the air, and the wolf inside sniffs, no longer forcing me to shift now that it has control of the human form and we’re doing what it desires.

A shimmering scent rises above all others—one I have to track—one that will lead me to the source of whatever pulled me unceremoniously from my date.

Poor Amber/Ashley. You’ll have to call her and apologize. My wolf spares a thought for the woman, but I’m not sure I care. Not when the owner of that aroma I’ve found needs me. 

The scent my wolf has picked up is sweet, ripe, and plush with undertones of citrus. A growl bristles inside my chest as I round a corner and sprint down the street, my feet pounding the asphalt.

I am only a few blocks away from the pub when I stop in front of a block of apartments. It’s an older part of the city, and the buildings are impressively built with beautiful architecture.

But none of that matters.

Move. You have to move. Danger.

My thoughts are no longer my own, overcome by my wolf’s instincts.

Danger. Danger. Danger.

Move.

Now. 

The voice of the wolf, a dark rush of disjointedness and urgency, echoes around my mind. I can barely think beyond the need to find the source of my restlessness as I burst into the foyer of the apartment building.

Danger.

Up the stairs.

Second floor.

I follow the wolf, who guides me quickly up the staircase.

Danger!

I burst through the first doorway, the wood panel normally protecting the apartment barely clinging to its hinges with bits of debris scattered everywhere. My human sight has left me wholly. Instead, I see in tones of wolf, my pupils dilating and contracting, turning yellow as my beast takes control. My sharpened vision picks out the individual dust particles in the air and the scuffs on the floor that point to a sign of struggle.

My sense of smell has only increased, and now the sour scent of a man and sweat make my wolf’s teeth snap into place. It’s almost as if I can trace the scent of violence through the apartment as I stalk forward.

Danger. Hurry, the wolf whispers. It bares its teeth, ready to pounce.

Without hesitation, I leap into the room.
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Chapter 3


Ryder





My wolf growls, and I let the threatening sound rip free of my chest to fill the air as my skin prickles with emerging fur. The need to attack nearly overwhelms me, and I immediately spot why. 

A woman is lying on the floor, a man bent over her battered form as his fist swings back and aims to collide with her face.

“Stop squirming!” His other hand is pressed over her mouth, attempting to block out the sounds as she whimpers with fear and pain. She twists away and kicks at him, deftly trying to claw at him in an attempt to escape, and my growl has given her an advantage. The man turns toward me, and I recognize him in an instant.

Danger. Save. Her.

My wolf is insistent, and I don’t waste any more time. In two long strides, I’m on the attacker—a councilman and one of my brother’s wolves. I lift him by the collar, yanking him away from the coughing, sputtering woman on the floor. 

“Do not touch her.” My voice no longer sounds human, more wolf than man.

He struggles against my grip, spitting and swearing as I pull him away, and it only fuels my violence even more.

Enough! The wolf gives one sharp bark. And I agree with it.

I punch the councilman, halting his assaults, but it’s not enough violence for me. I punch him again and again until his body crumples into unconsciousness. Threat eliminated, I drag him to the front door and throw his body onto the concrete walkway.

The apartment is silent now and my wolf has receded. There’s no more screaming or crying to fill the air. The only sound is my harsh breathing as I struggle to find calm.

What the hell is going on? The councilman is an honorable man. What did this woman do to provoke him?

I leave the councilman and move to help the woman, holding out my hand, when she turns her attention to me. Her gaze connects with mine, and I see her for the first time.

Her face is framed with long, thick light brown hair. Hair the color of honey. Her eyes are a sharp, liquid green. Slightly arrogant intelligence and disdain burns in them. Her face is heart shaped and soft, and her nose is upturned at the end. Her mouth is small, but full.

And I could look at her forever.

She avoids my touch, and I step away from her as she gets up and brushes splinters of wood off her clothing. My mind is stunned as I watch the way she moves.

A thought echoes in my mind. Fate brings you together. Be patient.

I had been feeling her, I realize. In the restaurant, the urgency and uneasiness had been her. She had pulled me here. She demanded that I save her life.

The woman wears only shorts and a shirt that billows around her as she stands, and it’s driving me crazy.

I clear my throat as I look away from the lines of her legs and the outline of her breasts through the shirt.

“Are you okay?” The concern in my voice is glaring. I wince at it, away from it.

She looks at me with narrowed eyes. “I’m fine now,” she says stiffly. When she turns her face, I see a bruise is developing on the right side. “And who are you?”

She speaks bluntly, her voice low and as sharp as her eyes.

“I’m Ryder.” I stick my hand out awkwardly. She avoided my touch earlier. Will she still? “Ryder Stone.”

“Ryder Stone, figures,” she mutters under her breath, gripping my hand for as little time as possible. “Hannah Kelly.”

She steps away from me, and I don’t miss the expression of pain on her face as she moves stiffly. The councilman really did a number on her. Instinctively, I look over at him, and the wolf inside me growls angrily.

“Tell me, Ryder, do you make a habit of breaking into random homes?”

“No.” I slip closer as I spy a tremble in her limbs. “Just yours, it seems.” Her body appears to be giving in to exhaustion, and she doesn’t flinch away as I lightly grip her arm and lead her to the couch in the main living area.

The sun has set completely, and the apartment sits in darkness. I give the councilman a good kick on our way past.

“I was on a… I was in a pub nearby. With a friend. I felt you calling for help.”

Thinking about the date I left behind sends heat flaring in my face. Somehow, and maybe it is kismet, she recognizes me.

“You were on a date with my friend April. Weren’t you?” She murmurs the words.

April! That’s her name!

Thinking about April makes me feel as though I have been cheating, somehow. Even though I only met Hannah minutes ago.

I settle her onto the couch, and though I feel nervous walking away from her, I know she needs more than my hovering presence. “I’m going to get you some water. Do you have a first aid kit?”

She looks at me, dazed. Her green eyes are murky.

“You felt me? Are you insane?” Her eyes have sharpened as she looks me up and down warily.

How the fuck do I explain something I don’t even fully understand? Fuck it. I do it bluntly like everything else.

I shrug. “I could feel you.”

Her eyes widen slightly. But not with surprise—something more like suspicion. Again, I can’t shake the feeling that there’s some sense of recognition there. She knows me. Somehow.

Fate brings you together. Just be patient.

But when she speaks, her voice is cold and devoid of emotion.

“Feel me?” She scoffs. “You’re insane.”

I step closer to her. Moonlight comes dancing through the nearby kitchen window.

She lifts her head to look at me, arching her back to meet my stare. 

“I can feel you.” My voice is more insistent than I intended. “And right now, I can feel that you aren’t as surprised as you’re trying to pretend you are.”

Hannah has a great poker face.

Hannah. My wolf perks its ears up.

There is a low rumbling in my chest again.

Then she rolls her eyes. “I know all about you. You have a reputation. I just wish I had known that you were the one she was going out with. I would have warned her.”

I want to try and convince her otherwise, but we have bigger problems to deal with. My wolf whines in my chest and I clear my throat.

I hear a rustling noise outside the kitchen window and outside the broken-down apartment door.

I close my hand around her wrist and pull her off the couch, into the curve of my body. She doesn’t protest.

Maybe she heard the noise too. Maybe she knows it isn’t safe yet.

“What did you do to the councilman?” My eyes track along her face while my ears listen for any other approaching sounds. I need to determine why she is a threat in order to protect her. “Why did he attack you?”

“Why do you assume I did something to provoke him?” Her voice is still cold. And maybe I deserve it. “I barely know him.” 

Footsteps. On the fire escape on the second floor. “I was home, on my own, and he showed up.”

“And he just attacked you?” I ask, tugging her hand as I move toward the footsteps creeping closer.

I need to keep her close to me, but not let the threat gain too much ground. As they grow closer, I turn to Hannah. I lean down to her, until our lips are less than an inch apart. Instead of pulling away, she looks up at me, her eyes tracing the lines of my face.

“Get in the closet,” I whisper.

She nods.

“Stay there.”

The wolf is impatient; he thinks a fight could be coming.

Maybe he is right.

Could the councilman have sent reinforcements? Did he foresee that he might not be successful?

I keep Hannah close to me a second longer. Her scent was the one the wolf had picked out—the one that stood out on my way to her apartment.

Sweet and bright, cut through with citrus. Lavender and vanilla. And lemons. Or oranges. Her skin is soft against mine, and for a moment she leans into me. Then she pulls away.

The wolf growls in protest. She tiptoes away from me. I only move when I hear the closet door close.

Good girl.

I exhale heavily and then my eyes sweep the apartment as I survey my fighting grounds. I hear more footsteps now. I stay still, in the center of the apartment, and close my eyes. My hearing amplifies and I pick out three sets. Three people. Three heavy men from the sound of it. They were probably waiting for the councilman.

The tiny man probably thought he could come in and deal with Hannah on his own, but he didn’t count on me appearing. And now they’ve come to see why they’ve been waiting.

The wolf paws at me, growling in earnest now. My skin prickles, and Hannah’s scent, which has enveloped me, blooms on my tongue.

My hands morph into claws as the need to protect her grows. My spine arches, curves. The wolf isn’t waiting for me. He knows the fight is coming.

How long will it take April to come home? You had better handle this before she does. And with cleanup time to spare.

The shift is so close I can taste it.

I know I can take three men. As the beta of my pack, I am about as strong as my alpha. I have to be, in order to defend him and our pack from any attacks.

My teeth have sharpened and lengthened, and my nostrils are flared. My nose flattens, along with my mouth. My ears become pointed, flattening too. I ready myself for my muscles to grow. 

Power and adrenaline course through me. I am already ten times more powerful than my human form.

And the shift is only beginning.
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Chapter 4


Hannah





The air in the closet is dense and warm. I want to open the door, even just a tiny crack, but then I remember the look in Ryder’s eyes when he told me to get into the closet. It was so serious, and a little bit alarmed. Even though I don’t particularly like Ryder, I believe he thinks a threat lurks out there. 

But still. He felt me? No way. No. Fucking. Way.

I relax my stance a little and lean against the soft coats at my back. I hear something coming my way. At first I think it’s just Ryder pacing around the room. But no, the sound is approaching the apartment. All of a sudden, nerves attack my stomach. What is out there?

Wait, this is a familiar noise. Tap-tap-tap… tap-tap-tap… I grin, recognizing April’s gait in those high heels she wore out tonight. Some threat!

I push open the closet door, but in my eagerness to get out of the small space I trip over a boot lying on the closet floor. I stumble out into the room, straight into Ryder, who was mid shift but is still mostly in human form, though his clothes have ripped a little. At the same time April steps into our apartment, past the battered door.

“Hannah!” she calls out. “What the hell happened here? Whatevs. Oh my god, girl, I have to tell you about my date.” Her voice is loud and irritated. “He was the most—oh!” She stops short as she comes into the room.

I can only imagine how this looks: me and Ryder (her date) together in our dimly lit apartment. His hands are on my shoulders, but she doesn’t know they’re only there to keep me from falling. At least he’s not in wolf form. 

“What the hell?” April says sharply. I stand up straight and back away from Ryder. But she doesn’t seem to notice me. “Ryder? Why are you here?”

“Oh, um…” he fumbles. It’s a little bit amusing to see him so flustered.

“Seriously?” April says. “This night just keeps getting better. You’re not content to just be a crappy date in public. Instead, you somehow figure out where I live and decide to hook up with my roommate!”

“No!” I protest. “April, come on, you know me. I wouldn’t do that to you. And I don’t even like him.” Ryder shoots me a look that’s part wounded pride, part surprise.

“Well, that’s something,” she mutters.

“April, I’m sorry,” Ryder tries. “I’m sorry for being such a horrible date. You didn’t deserve the way I treated you, and I sincerely apologize.”

“Thank you,” April murmurs. “I appreciate that. But why are you in our apartment?”

Before Ryder can answer, I hear Shadow laughing from his bed on the floor. I roll my eyes as he chortles, not finding this nearly as amusing as the little beastie.

“He came here to apologize to you,” I explain, grabbing Ryder’s arm and pulling him toward the door. “And now that he has, he’s leaving.”

“Hannah, wait,” Ryder tries as we approach the door. He lowers his voice and steps closer to me. “We’re not finished.”

“Yes, we are,” I hiss just as quietly. “I’m not getting tangled up in any of this.”

“You already are! I can’t leave, not after you just got attacked. It’s not safe.”

“Can’t you just feel me if I need help?” I whisper sarcastically.

Ryder stiffens, scowling at me.

“It looks like my feelings aren’t the only thing influencing this situation,” Ryder bites back.

I shake my head, not wanting to admit to either of us that he’s right. “If I felt anything, it was fear from being attacked in my own apartment!” I shudder at the memory of that man on top of me.

“Which you should feel,” Ryder says. He reaches a hand out like he wants to touch me, and for a second I want him to. Even though I should know better. I take a half-step back, and he drops his hand. “But you know more’s going on here. I need to stay, to protect you. I want to.”

“No! Nothing’s going on here except a really weird night. Which I want to end as soon as possible. Okay?” I know I look pissed off right now, and I feel a little bit bad about that. For all I know Ryder is a decent guy.

He sighs and looks disappointed. “This isn’t a good idea, Hannah. You know that as well as I do.”

“Good night, Ryder,” I say, loudly enough for April to hear. “Get home safely.”

“Hannah,” he says again, and the quiet pain in his voice catches me off guard. He stares at me with those dark brown eyes, and I can’t help but gaze back for a few seconds. Then I catch myself and groan.

“Good night!” I repeat and slam the door, thankful that the damage looks worse than it actually is and the lock still works. 

I walk back to the other room. April’s sitting on the couch, and I drop down near her. “Some night, huh?” I ask, trying to sound casual.

But April’s not buying it. “What’s going on?” she asks.

“What do you mean?” I respond, and she lets out an impatient huff.

“Come on, Hannah. We’re better friends than that. This guy, Ryder.” She manages to imbue the two syllables of his name with about five syllables of disgust. I’m impressed and almost laugh. “You want to know about our date?”

“Sure.”

“It was awful! He sits there like a rock for practically the entire night. I have to do all the talking. Otherwise, we just would’ve sat there in pathetic silence. I ask him about himself and it’s like I was torturing him. That’s not even the worst part, though.”

“Oh, yeah?” I’m trying to reconcile that version of Ryder with the man who burst into my apartment. Who saved me, I now realize. I shiver a little bit, just thinking about him pulling that man off me. I hope April didn’t notice.

“He freakin’ breaks a glass!” she says, oblivious to my distraction. “Just shatters it, right at the table. Then like two seconds later he runs out of the bar.”

“Whoa, that is weird,” I say, trying to sound sympathetic. “Maybe he hurt himself?”

“He said he was fine. That he just had to go,” she says, shaking her head. “And he was, like, talking through gritted teeth with his lips mostly closed. So incredibly weird.” April looks at me, her eyes narrowing. “And then I find him here.”

“I really don’t know how to explain that,” I say honestly.

“Did you let him in?” she asks.

I hesitate, not sure if I should get into everything with April. It’s not that I don’t trust her. I do, implicitly. But she doesn’t know everything I do about wolf shifters, and I haven’t even begun to process it. If I can’t explain to myself what happened, I don’t know how I’ll explain it to her.

But there’s another reason I don’t want to tell her. It’s because I can’t shake the conviction in Ryder’s voice when he said he wanted to stay, to protect me. I still don’t believe him, but somehow, I know he believes it.

So, I lie. “Yeah,” I say. “He told me who he was and said he wanted to apologize to you.”

April wrinkles her nose in confusion. “Why didn’t he just come back to the bar, then?”

“I-I don’t know,” I stammer. “Maybe he thought you’d left too?”

“Okay,” she says doubtfully. “But I didn’t tell him where I lived, Hannah. So, how’d he know to come here?”

Her words make me sit up straight. I hadn’t thought about that until right now either.

April didn’t tell Ryder where she lived. Which meant he didn’t know where I lived.

April didn’t know I was in trouble. So, there was no way that she would have told Ryder I needed help. Yet somehow Ryder had shown up in my home at the exact moment I needed help.

How did he know where to find me?

A shiver runs down my body as his words echo in my head. I felt you.

Did he? Or is something more at play?
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Chapter 5


Ryder





I stare at Hannah’s closed apartment door, wanting so badly to be back inside. I even raise my hand to knock but then remember the firm look on Hannah’s face and think better of it. 

Still, I can’t leave yet. And not just because I’d give anything for another glimpse of Hannah tonight, despite not knowing a damn thing about her. 

I heard more men just before April showed up, nearly turning into a massive wolf to attack whoever was with the councilmen. But it seems they were spooked by her, and I have no doubt they are lingering nearby. I won’t let them near Hannah. I don’t know what’s gotten into me, but there’s just something about her that I can’t shake. 

I think about her body against mine for those too-brief seconds when she let me hold her. The proud tilt of her chin, the fire in her eyes. 

“Hannah,” I murmur, wanting to hear her name again.

I don’t think she’s out of danger. I don’t know if the councilman will return, if he’ll be bringing friends with him. Without knowing why he was in her apartment in the first place, what could have led him to attack her, I can’t in good conscience simply leave.

I flash back to the councilman on top of her. To how good it felt to grab him and hurt him. It shouldn’t have felt this good. I know that. Yet, it did. I can’t ever escape that truth about myself. Now his unconscious body is gone, probably collected by his accomplices. 

Danger and violence… I wonder if that’s all that Hannah sees in me. By protecting her, did I push her away? I lean against the wall and close my eyes. I want her to know me. I want to show her something other than the feral shifter that just blasted into her apartment. But how can I do that when she won’t even talk to me?

I open my eyes and shake my head. Enough of this wallowing. I’m a Stone, a wolf. I don’t sit around and pity myself. And no one—especially not some girl, even if it is a girl like Hannah—will change that.

But I can’t make myself leave this building. The chance that I could see Hannah again is too tantalizing to turn my back on. Maybe if I wait until April falls asleep, Hannah would be willing to come outside and talk. Then I could explain everything, maybe get her to see things from my perspective and explain myself a little bit.

“No fucking way,” I mutter to myself. “She already thinks you’re crazy.” I clench my fists in frustration, feeling a deep despair well out from my core. All I want is to have her warm body against me again. To inhale her scent, be enveloped by her essence.

Maybe I am going crazy because I’ve never felt so helpless before, so struck over a woman. I’ve never been incapable of action, unable to make a decision.

I take a deep breath, and as I inhale, the skin on the back of my neck prickles, and I know I’m right that Hannah is still in danger. The councilman—why would he want to hurt her? I need to find out.

I start by combing every inch of Hannah’s building. But the walkways are quiet, the stairways are empty, and all of the doors are closed. I sense the lives of those in other apartments, and nothing feels amiss. Her building is full of people, unremarkable and unexceptional. The only person in this entire place who makes me feel anything unusual is Hannah.

Convinced that she’s safe inside, I move to the outside of her building. It’s late, almost midnight. The sky is velvet-black above my head and studded with stars. The air is quiet but heavy. I sense the threat like an impending storm.

The air smells rank and rotten. I sniff once and then twice, trying to read the signs in the scent. Something’s terribly wrong out here.

“Think, Ryder,” I tell myself. “Why would the councilman want to attack Hannah?” I can’t imagine her being mixed up in some political scandal. Not to mention that if she was, I would have known. The councilman is one of Gavin’s wolves, after all. And Gavin would have told me if his wolf had gotten mixed up with a woman and caused problems.

Wouldn’t he? I know my brother chooses not to show me parts of his life, but this would be a pretty big one to keep hidden, especially from me. I’m the beta; it’s my job to protect the alpha.

Gavin has always told me about threats in the past. He’s always let me do my job. If Hannah was somehow mixed up in a plot against the councilman or, worse, against my brother, I would have known.

I can’t think of any reason Gavin wouldn’t have told me if the councilman was in trouble. But I also can’t imagine Hannah trying to take down my brother or the Stone pack. She seems too gentle and forthright for that. As if she exists on a higher plane, above politics and all its messy dynamics and allegiances.

No, my sense is that the councilman came here on his own. Was he just driven to search out a woman, any woman, and Hannah was the first one he found? Or did he have some connection to her?

I growl in frustration, tired of coming up with all of these questions and no answers. I think about going to Gavin’s home and asking him what’s going on. But I can’t leave Hannah now. Not when it’s so blindingly clear to me that something’s not right. Not when she could still be in danger.

I pace around the building, looking at the walls and windows in search of evidence of the councilman. I peer in the shadows that the streetlights don’t reach, but I don’t find anything strange, certainly no sign of life. Still, the odor doesn’t abate. The councilman is still out here. Beaten and battered by me but not giving up, apparently.

“Hello!” I yell into the night. “Where are you? Come out!” My voice echoes down the empty street. I hear rats skittering across the concrete, but no one responds. As my words fade, I begin to feel foolish.

What am I doing? Who have I become? I’m chasing shadows and yelling at figments of my imagination. I don’t feel like I can trust my instincts anymore. In the past hour I’ve gone from being bored senseless on a date with April to finding Hannah and then from beating up a wolf I thought was a friend to mooning around in the dark like a lovestruck teenager.

This isn’t me. None of this is me. It’s time to go home, past time honestly, but I can’t make myself leave yet. Not all of my impulses tonight have been the correct ones. I know that, but I can’t shake this feeling, deep in the core of myself, that something isn’t right.

“One more sweep,” I mutter. “Then I’m gone for good. This is crazy.”

I retrace my steps back to the front of the building. The smell is the strongest here. And then I see a dark puddle underneath a dense bush.

When I kneel down, the odor is so strong that I gag. I part the leafy, tightly packed branches. And there, crumpled on the ground, is the councilman.

Just his body. His spirit has departed. All that’s left is this ripped-up, eviscerated body. Half of his face has been clawed off, and blood is covering the other half, but I still recognize him.

I take in the damage. Whoever attacked the councilman was enraged. Limbs are missing and entrails are mixed in the dirt and leaves. It’s impossible not to feel pity for him, being killed in such a painful and brutal way.

I look around, suddenly aware that the killer or killers could still be lurking nearby. But I don’t see anyone.

I turn back to the torn body, unsure what to do next. All I can think is, What could the councilman have possibly done to inspire such rage?

Who would have done this? Why?
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