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      My body is my weapon. My destiny is my burden.

      I didn’t get parents or prom. Instead I got a pack of overprotective werewolves all up in my business.

      Hunters are after all of us, that’s not new. But I’m the gold prize, the one they really want to take out.

      The future of all werewolves depends on me. How lucky.

      A normal life was never in the cards. I’m not even allowed to leave my pack’s territory.

      And guys? With so few to choose from, that wasn’t an option.

      Then Bruno comes out of nowhere. He’s here for a meeting with our alpha.

      He doesn’t expect me.

      I thought I understood my fate. It was fixed, never changing.

      I was wrong.

    

  


  
    
      For my uncle José,

      who holds strong the bonds of family,

      and who’s always cool enough to sit at the kids’ table
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      And for Nadia, Sonia, Catia, and James.

      Always and forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Question everything but the guidance of your own soul.

        NAYA WOLF, SOLE HEIR TO CALLAN “THE OAK” MACLEOD’S WEREWOLF BLOODLINE
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          NAYA

        

      

    

    
      Naya’s body reacted before her mind had the chance to register that her client was falling from more than a hundred feet up. Her hands worked rapidly to feed rope through the braking device attached to her harness while she ran from the edge of the mountain where she’d been standing. She jumped down onto a ledge, slammed into a few aspen saplings, scratching up her arms, and whipped back around to watch the unavoidable moment of impact.

      Her body jerked at the thwlatttt as the woman hit the ground, and then again at the immediate hollow silence that followed.

      Scrabbling up the mountainside, roughly pushing the rope that still hung from her harness out of the way, Naya ran toward the woman’s crumpled body, broken across unyielding rock.

      Liv.

      Naya’s lower lip trembled as she brought a shaky hand up. Her eyes misted before she shook away the shock. Both of Liv’s legs were bent at inhuman angles; she was unconscious, blood pooled under her head. Her clavicle had pushed through her skin, exposing the rough edge of the bone where it had snapped with the force of impact.

      The sixty meters of crimson rope, which had proven useless in halting her fall, lay coiled around her body like snakes feasting on her flesh. Or perhaps worse, like her entrails spilling out from her too-still midsection.

      Naya shook her head clear, strands of her blond hair escaping her ponytail and hanging messily around her face. Breathing deeply to steel herself, she tilted her head down toward Liv, listening for her pulse.

      “Well?” Hudson asked, when Naya sat back onto her haunches without saying anything. “Is she gonna make it or not?”

      Naya looked over to where he paced the ledge beside her, his fingers clenching and unclenching repeatedly. Hudson rarely stood still for long, too much energy running through his athletic body. She could all but touch the tension pulsing off him.

      “She’s alive.” Something the wolf shifter would already know from Liv’s scent alone. “Her pulse is weak, but it’s there, and it’s steady enough. I was just trying to decide whether or not that’s a good thing.”

      As one, they craned their necks to see how far their client had fallen. She’d been close to the top of the route when the taut rope meant to keep her safe had simply … snapped, the terrifying crackkkk causing Liv to lose her focus. There was nothing Naya could do to stop her plummet after that. Liv had been a decent climber too. Even though she was relatively new to the sport of rock climbing, she probably would have reached the top of the crag without incident.

      Naya had been on belay at the bottom of the mountain, monitoring Liv’s ascent closely, taking up the slack as she climbed, always ready to catch her if she didn’t stick a hold.

      And though Liv had the skill to keep going until she reached level ground, the knowledge that her safety net was gone had undone her. Naya had been in the process of yelling up instructions to remain calm, she had this, just a few feet more, when Liv had peeled away from the rock face, arms swimming uselessly at her sides as she fell, a cloud of chalk dust trailing her descent as it floated out of the bag at the small of her back.

      Liv hadn’t screamed, making her fall all the more eerie for its complete silence.

      Hudson joined Naya, kneeling on the opposite side of Liv’s body, cracking each of his knuckles twice before bringing his fingers to thrum against his thighs.

      “What should we do?” he asked her, as if she would know.

      She shouldn’t even be outside pack territory! And while she was theoretically beyond the boundaries of the Rocky Mountain Pack’s land holdings, she only barely was. It’s why she’d picked this crag over other more popular climbing routes. She couldn’t stand her imprisonment. Sure, she had nearly ten-thousand acres to roam, but it could have been ten million and she still would have felt the pressure of the invisible bars keeping her in place.

      She, of all people, was never supposed to deal with the problems of the outside world. She was the wolf pack’s best guarded secret, at least from people who might recognize who, or what, she was—whose blood pumped through her veins.

      “I guess we need to call Blake,” Naya finally said, hoping that Hudson would offer to call the gamma of their pack. Though Blake was third in charge after their alpha and beta, to Naya Blake was the most intimidating of them all. He took every matter too seriously, but their client’s accident wasn’t something intrinsic to the pack’s wellbeing, so it didn’t warrant a call to the higher-ups.

      “Yeah, you should call Blake,” said Hudson, the yellow-bellied coward. “You got your phone?”

      Naya frowned.

      “What? You’re the royal princess, not me. Blake’ll go easy on you.”

      Naya waited until her desire to tear Hudson’s head from his neck passed, then smiled tightly. “You can ram your ‘royal princess’ bullshit up your royal prick ass, because I have no use for it. And then you can call Blake. I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “You were the one on belay when she fell.”

      Naya liked Hudson much of the time. He was a raging idiot who rarely thought before he spoke, but for the most part he seemed to mean well enough—despite his faults.

      “Just ‘cause I was on belay doesn’t mean anything. I did everything I was supposed to, and you know it. You watched me do it. I double-checked my knots and hers, her harness and mine. I closed the system. For fuck’s sake, the rope’s still sitting in the GriGri just like it should be.” For emphasis, she patted the top-of-the-line assisted braking device attached to her harness. “The rope just … snapped. It happens.”

      Only, it didn’t. Not really. Not that she’d ever heard of, not with ropes that were in good shape anyway. Their pack, among other thriving businesses, ran a highly reputable extreme adventure company. They led clients throughout the Rocky Mountain region on kayaking and white-water rafting trips, mountain biking, skiing, snowboarding adventures, and rock climbing and bouldering outings. If it pumped adrenaline through your body, it was likely the wolves in their pack did it. In all the decades the pack had been bringing clients climbing, not once had a rope broken. Not once had someone been injured this seriously.

      The risks of rock climbing could be managed by taking all the proper precautions. And in the sport, which was marred by serious injuries to some fine athletes, she’d never heard of a new, strong rope tearing like this.

      “Did you check the rope?” Hudson asked, making her growl softly.

      “Yes, I checked the rope. I always spot check it. Besides, I made sure to unkink it first so there’d be no snags while I was on belay.”

      Hudson opened his mouth.

      “And before you get ideas to suggest anything else I might’ve done wrong, I carried the rope out here in a rope bag and I uncoiled the rope onto the tarp. The rope’s clean and almost new.”

      Naya didn’t make a habit of explaining herself to Hudson—or anyone else if she could help it—but going through the steps she’d taken to make sure Liv would be safe while she climbed were helping put her at ease. She really hadn’t done anything wrong.

      Naya shook her head. “It makes no sense, Huddy. Everything should’ve been fine, same as always.”

      An image of Liv hurtling downward flashed through her mind. It had all happened so quickly, and yet Naya remembered the fall as if it had dragged out in slow motion—Liv’s long brown hair fluttering and whipping upward so that it largely blanketed her face; the way Liv hadn’t even called out the standard “Falling!” used in the sport to alert the belayer to catch their climber.

      Liv had simply … let go—both of the mountain face and her will to survive.

      “You’ve gotta call Blake,” Hudson said, interrupting her memories.

      “I know.” And she did. Liv would need to be helivacked out of there. There were no roads an ambulance could travel this close to the mountain. They’d trekked in, carrying all their gear on their backs.

      It was just…

      “I can’t help but think we should either turn her or kill her.”

      If Hudson had been a regular human instead of a wolf shifter accustomed to the harsh realities of their world, Naya would have explained herself.

      “We can’t kill her. She might still pull through this,” Hudson said.

      “Will she though?”

      Together, they studied the painful twists of Liv’s body and the way her blood seeped out from beneath her skull, staining her hair.

      “And if she does live,” Naya said, “what kind of life could she possibly have?”

      Naya was no doctor, but even she could tell the damage to the client she’d begun to consider a friend was severe.

      “Do you think she’ll want a life where she’s a vegetable, hooked up to tubes? Or maybe she’ll get lucky and only be stuck in a wheelchair. What kind of life will that be for her?”

      Hudson cracked his knuckles again, the pops loud in the stunned silence, where even the usual sounds of nature seemed to have muted themselves until they determined whether or not Liv survived.

      “The blood is a lot. And from her head. That can’t be good.” Hudson worried at his lower lip, a nervous gesture Naya had never seen from him.

      “I could turn her…”

      “No,” Hudson said right away, doubling up on his fidgeting. “You can’t. It’s not allowed, not without permission from Maverick. And you know he won’t let you do it without good reason.”

      Naya ran her hand in the air along the twisted length of Liv’s body. “Isn’t this reason enough?”

      “No, and you know it.”

      The alpha of the Rocky Mountain Pack had been groomed to be alpha since he was a child. With such a ballsy name, Naya figured his parents had always known he was meant to lead. And though he could be strict and unbending, he led them well. In a supernatural world fraught with dangers seemingly at every turn, the pack wolves enjoyed safety while retaining many of their freedoms. Except for her, of course. Always except for her…

      Maverick rarely approved turning humans into wolves. Their pack beta, River, wasn’t much easier to sway, especially since his role was to back up the alpha.

      Naya sighed loudly in defeat. She’d never been given permission to turn anyone. Only the werewolves could transmit their ability to shift form to a human, and from what she knew, it wasn’t an easy process. Not all humans survived their first change that arrived with the full moon.

      Most of their pack was made up of wolf shifters. Their dual nature was inherited, and they were lucky enough to be able to shift at will—and without pain.

      No matter how many times the full moon came and went, no matter how many times Naya’s body morphed into an entirely different form, the pain never lessened. Each time, she experienced the agony of her tissue and bones tearing themselves apart as if for the first time. Where human women might anticipate the arrival of their periods every moon cycle with reluctance, she had far worse things to dread.

      No, she didn’t suppose she’d want that for Liv. Only if the sole alternative was a vegetative state. Even being prisoner of a wheelchair would be better than being a slave of the moon cycles, knowing the torment was coming every time.

      After a final glance at the steady spread of blood beneath Liv’s head, Naya stood and walked over to her carry sack, where she rummaged for her phone.

      “Here goes nothing.” She pulled up Blake’s contact entry. The alpha and beta of the pack could speak to every one of their individual wolves through a telepathic link. The pack wolves could access the same telepathic link, but only broadcast to the entire pack at once. That mode of communication was reserved for true pack emergencies.

      Blake answered the call on the third ring. “Naya? Are you okay?” His voice was gravelly as always, and a shiver ran the length of her body before she could stop it. She hoped Hudson hadn’t noticed. The guy would assume she had a crush on their tall, dark, and over-the-top intense gamma, and make sure she never heard the end of it.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. But Hudson and I had a rock-climbing client today, and she isn’t. Fine, that is. Not at all.”

      She felt Hudson tense as she mentioned his involvement. She didn’t care. It wasn’t like she was throwing him under the bus; neither of them were at fault. Their gamma was a man of few words, who appreciated succinct communication.

      “How bad?”

      “Bad. She fell like a hundred feet.”

      “How?”

      “The rope snapped. Really weird, because the rope’s in great shape. But it broke, and the client let go of the rock. I couldn’t do anything to stop her fall.”

      Silence while, Naya assumed, Blake processed. Though she hadn’t seen him at any of the regular crags lately, most of the wolves enjoyed outdoor sports. It was a way of life for their pack. He might have just been climbing the routes that were beyond her prison.

      “Do you think it’s worth getting EMS out there?”

      The question surprised her. As a twenty-two-year-old in a world where shifters could live hundreds of years, she wasn’t often sought out for her wisdom.

      “I guess that all depends on what the hoped-for end result is.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning, it doesn’t look like she’s going to come out of this without some serious permanent damage. She’s bleeding from the back of her skull, like it’s pooling, and her legs are pointing in the wrong direction.” A pause that Blake didn’t hurry to fill. “Her pulse is steady enough though, so she could come out of it. Maybe. I doubt it’d be a fun life for her after that though.”

      “And what does your intuition tell you? Would she prefer death or a less-than-ideal life?”

      Again, the question caught her off guard. Even so, she didn’t have to ponder her answer.

      “Death. I didn’t get to know her overly well, but she climbed with me enough times for me to know she wouldn’t want to have someone else wiping her ass for the rest of her life.”

      “You’re sure?”

      A deep breath in and out. “Yes.” And she really was. It went beyond her impressions of the woman’s personality to that center within herself where sometimes, when she paid attention closely, truths sang out to her.

      “Put Hudson on the phone.”

      Though Blake’s end to their conversation was abrupt, it wasn’t out of character. Silently, she held her phone out to Hudson, who accepted it with a grim turn of his mouth. Pressing the phone to his ear, he paced.

      Being a werewolf with animal-sharp hearing, she didn’t even have to strain to pick out their words.

      “Hudson?” Blake said.

      “Yup. I’m here.”

      “Kill the woman.”

      Naya’s shoulders tensed. No hello or preamble.

      “What? Really?”

      “Yes. Unless you disagree with Naya’s assessment of the woman’s condition?”

      Hudson glanced at Naya, and then to Liv on the ground. The blood was now a thick two-foot-wide dark halo surrounding the woman’s head.

      Now that Naya listened for it again, she realized Liv’s pulse had grown shallower.

      Hudson sighed into the phone. “No, I think Naya told you all you need to know.”

      “Then kill her, and make it fast. Stay with the body until the crew I’m sending gets there.”

      Naya knew the crew would consist of shifters who’d dispose of Liv’s body. Blake would also put their team of attorneys on the case, tying up every loose end, including a sizable donation to any spouse or children involved. Naya had seen it done before, for all sorts of reasons. The pack made good money. Beyond its successful extreme adventure company, the pack also contained lawyers, scientists, and a variety of other scholars. If it could be performed via the internet, perhaps with the help of a few hired humans to do what was needed in the outside world, then it was an available profession for their kind.

      “She doesn’t have family,” Naya told Hudson. “She divorced her husband. No kids. No siblings. Parents dead.”

      Hudson relayed the information.

      “Good,” Blake said. “Then nobody will miss her.”

      The tension returned to Naya’s shoulders, after she’d worked to relax them. Knowing what she did of Blake, she understood that he didn’t mean his statement to sound as harsh and uncaring as it had. It was a blessing that Liv wouldn’t leave anyone behind to mourn her. Now Liv would be free of the mortal coil, and nobody else’s life would be ruined by her unexpected end. Even so, Naya’s throat grew thick at the thought that the woman whose company she’d come to enjoy would drift away without fanfare.

      While Blake disconnected the call, Naya reached for Liv’s hand, finding it limp and heavy. Already, Naya felt the life waning from Liv’s body.

      Hudson handed over her phone, but Naya only gestured with her chin to her bag. He stashed her phone, unzipped a side pocket in her carry sack, and emerged with a lockback folding knife she always brought with her whenever she headed out into the outdoors.

      About to protest, Hudson spoke first. “I didn’t bring my own. You don’t mind, do you?”

      Of course she minded. But she didn’t say a word. Somehow, Liv’s death was feeling like her fault.

      Hudson rounded Liv’s body, avoiding the spreading circle of blood, and crouched low, pressing the blade to her throat.

      “Wait,” Naya said.

      He paused, looking up.

      “You’re just going to do it? Like, right now?”

      “Yeah. Unless you want me to drag it out for some reason. It’s not like I’m looking forward to this. I liked Liv too. I was actually thinking I might get to bone her. She was giving me the flirty side-eye.”

      Really, Naya didn’t think she had been, but the thought that Liv would miss out on all the wonderful parts of life just made her feel empty.

      “You could just wait,” she said softly. “I think she’ll be going soon anyway.”

      “And if she wakes up before she goes? She’ll be in a shit-ton of pain. And probably scared too.”

      Naya’s shoulders slumped. “Then do it.”

      And then she squeezed Liv’s hand while her eyes followed the path of her favorite travel blade. It sliced swiftly and neatly across Liv’s throat, ending any chance at suffering.

      Only after the deed was done, and Hudson was cleaning her blade on his shirt, did Naya think she should have said some final words to soften Liv’s passing.

      But then again, Liv didn’t need them. She was already gone.

      Naya released Liv’s hand, guiding it gently to the rock beneath them, accepted her knife from Hudson, and strapped on her pack. She wore her hiking sneakers, her rock shoes still stashed away in their dedicated compartment. With practiced fingers, she unwove the knots that connected her harness to the defective rope and then let her end drop to the ground at her feet.

      Blake had told Hudson to wait there, but not her.

      Before Hudson could caution her, call her a princess again, or remind her how the pack treated her like she was made of spun glass, she jogged to the narrow trail that traced down the mountain, her harness and all the carabiners she had hooked onto it still strapped to her body, jingling loudly.

      Ordinarily, she’d never abandon climbing gear, and she’d never go for a run while still wearing some of it. But she knew the crew Blake was sending would prefer to take in the scene the way it was. They’d want to examine the break in the rope, the way the rope still looped through Liv’s harness. They could be the ones to remove her rock shoes and gear. They could be the ones to put her to rest. And Hudson would be fine. He’d killed before. Most everyone in the pack her age and older had. To be a wolf shifter or werewolf in this world was to be hunted. And sometimes the shifters killed the hunters instead of the other way around.

      She just needed to be gone before the crew arrived. She didn’t want to hear Hudson recount the story again. She wanted to remember Liv as the vibrant woman she was. To hold on to the sound of her laughter before it faded from this world entirely.

      Amid the persistent jangling, Naya ran, picking up the pace until she reached her Jeep Cherokee. Then she sped out of there, kicking up a trail of dust, eager to put distance between her and the cold of such a senseless death.
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          CASSIA

        

      

    

    
      From her perch upon a neighboring ridge, concealed by the thick trees that dotted this part of the Rockies, the immortal observed Naya’s hasty retreat. As always, she was mindful to remain far enough away from the werewolf that the girl wouldn’t pick up on her scent. Over twenty-two years, and never once had Naya noticed she was being watched.

      Cassia couldn’t help but be disappointed. After all, Naya was Cassia’s experiment, and so she was hers. She had hoped that the infant she’d infected with the werewolf magic would have evolved into a better version of herself by now … a more promising magical being. But she’d reacted with cowardice to the woman’s fall. She’d run from the reality of death as if it could claim her at any moment—and she’d fled so noisily! A clambering, lumbering creature wholly lacking in grace or finesse. She’d made a strident racket that had Cassia drawing her elegant features into lines of distaste. Cassia refused to be responsible for a girl who couldn’t even face her own mortality, especially when werewolves were capable of living centuries. Of course, Naya wouldn’t live that long, not once she gave Cassia what she needed. Then, her usefulness would end. But Naya knew nothing of the true nature of her fate, and so it didn’t justify her reaction to the mortal’s death.

      Cassia had long ago decided that death wasn’t anything to be feared. When her time came, if it ever did, she figured she’d welcome it with open arms, pulling it tightly to her bosom like a favored lover. But Cassia could do nothing beyond dream of death. There was too much life left to live still. And if her many experiments eventually resulted in something useful, perhaps she’d get to experience a new side of life, one as a wolf shifter capable of embracing a different, stronger form. A wilder life experience.

      Snapping the climbing rope had been an opportunity to measure Naya’s responses. Soon enough it would become time to decide whether the girl was worthy of moving on to the next stage in her trials. Was Naya capable of surviving the magic that vibrated through Cassia’s body, the source of her eternal life? Of becoming that mixture of immortal power and vicious werewolf strength?

      The result would perhaps be slightly monstrous, but that excited Cassia in a way that little else in her existence did. Though her graceful, feminine appearance suggested she was innocuous, she was anything but, and over the centuries she’d learned to embrace the terrible beast that thrived inside her. It was her nature, and there was no point in a person denying their nature; that only led to inner turmoil she had no patience for.

      She looked forward to the adventure of experiencing the point of view of an animal—a queen running through the trees, the breeze whipping past her, ruffling her fur. A new experience when novelty was worth more than all of her many treasures in gold, gems, art … books containing ancient, esoteric knowledge. She’d give it all up just to feel alive again—truly alive.

      Once her team of scientists developed the way to transform her into a wolf shifter, without the pain of the change that Naya endured, she’d play for a while. She’d roam the forests, tasting a freedom from the “civilized” world she’d been craving since she’d grown tired of humanity’s greed, corruption, and depravity. Of its endless machinations. And after she’d had her fun, she’d rule the immortals of the world, because no one would have the power she had. Not when her scientists finished their experiments with all her subjects.

      Cassia uncrossed her legs and stood, brushing off the seat of her slacks while she surveyed the cars pulling into the dirt parking area nearly a mile from the woman’s dead body. The pool of blood around her was so dark against the pale rock beneath her that Cassia, with her preternaturally sharp eyesight, could make out the veins in the mountain as the woman’s blood dripped into them. As the earth absorbed the life of the woman into its folds.

      She wouldn’t remain to watch how the wolf pack dealt with the body. That didn’t interest her. Soon, she wouldn’t have much more use for this pack at all. Once the girl completed her purpose, she’d never need to return to this part of Colorado. She’d be free to wander the globe again, stopping here and there to pass the time at her many estates.

      Centuries before, Cassia had learned that what people had long called magic was really science they hadn’t yet learned how to explain. She’d mastered enough of this “magic” to ride the currents of air out of there, but she discovered that she craved a walk instead. The air was crisp and clean, unlike in some parts of the world where humans had poisoned the air or the water, or both. The scent of ponderosa pines pleased her as she began her descent down a worn trail, her steps precise and assured. She twirled one of the rings she wore on her right hand. It was a favorite. A bright yellow gold band with an even brighter ruby that was large enough to impress anyone of high society—and to speak silently of the influence she wielded. But the quality and carats of the gem weren’t what made it a prized possession. She had plenty of rings similar to it. But this had been a gift from one of the few men she’d ever truly loved.

      Quintus.

      A smile blossomed across her face as the memories of their time shared swept through her, as vivid now as if hundreds of years hadn’t aged them. He’d been such a wild, carefree creature. So willing not to concern himself with anything beyond their love and passion for each other. To taste all the fruits life offered him. To let go of all fears and inhibitions to explore every possible pleasure of the physical body with her. They’d experimented with tantra and worked their way through her ancient Indian Sanskrit copy of the Kama Sutra, a version painstakingly transcribed by devotees and delivered to Europe to her in secret. She’d never shied away from the mystical or esoteric, and especially not from the taboo or otherwise forbidden. Instead, she searched for it, unearthing the varied secrets this world had to offer … when she was unrelenting in their pursuit.

      He’d been young and innocent at heart, and she’d hated to kill him more than anyone else she’d ended. And there’d been so many, she hadn’t bothered to count. She’d known at the start that there’d be no point. Their lives were fleeting; hers wasn’t. She’d survive them all.

      Delivering his death had been the only way to preserve what they’d shared and keep her memories of him intact, the only way to prevent the inevitable, eventual disillusionment. No one was perfect, and she would have become annoyed with him. If that hadn’t happened soon, he would have begun to age when she didn’t. Better to remember him as he’d been, an embodiment of physical perfection and magnificent indulgence. To think of him and picture his sparkling eyes and the way they roamed her own naked body with a hunger only she could satiate. The way his smile turned wicked when he considered her.

      The day Quintus had asked her to marry him, defying the conventions that ruled their rank and title, he’d unwittingly brought about their end. She could never be the wife and mother of the heirs that he wanted. Never claim the place at his side within the nobility. Once she discovered it, it had taken her many decades to accept her nature. But she was who she was, who she would always be.

      She doubted even the vampires could contemplate what it was like to be her. The magic that thrummed through her veins, pulsing through her heart, was unlike theirs. For one, her heart beat. Existing in a state of suspended animation, everything about her life continued on, forever on, making time her possible tormentor—if she allowed it.

      And she wouldn’t. She was determined to take the immortality that her father had imposed on her as a curse and convert it into a blessing. That was to be her ultimate revenge on the man she’d hate for as long as she lived. Her hatred for him had morphed over the centuries, until she felt it almost as a constant companion she could always count on to be there. When the world turned to ashes and its dust settled into the cosmos, she’d still hate him for what he’d turned her into, for the limitations he’d placed on her in the guise of endless freedoms.

      The trail bisected, and she took the fork to the right, knowing that would lead her to cross paths with the wolves in Naya’s pack. Mindfully, she erased the signs of anger from her face, settling it into the impassive mask she kept firmly in place whenever she encountered another being. No one saw the real her. That was the true curse her father had burdened her with.

      When the clipped conversation of the wolves up ahead finally reached her, she knew they’d already have noticed her presence. Their hearing was better than hers, as was their sense of smell.

      She allowed herself to dream of what it would be like to feel like one of them, to sense her body, always static, transform into a wolf. A wolf! How magnificent that would be. To shed her curves for the streamlined muscles of a lethal beast.

      She spotted five shifters a few hundred feet up the path. By the time they drew within fifty feet of one another, she could feel every one of the men trailing his gaze along her body. Of the many weapons in her personal arsenal, her physique was the one she leaned on most frequently. Men readily underestimated her when they were distracted by her appearance, an attribute that wasn’t in question. She’d been lauded as one of the great beauties of her time—the muse of poets and painters, sculptors, thinkers, inventors, and influencers. Her essence echoed throughout the annals of history, lingered on in museums and books, as if the artists had only just finished whispering her name.

      “Well, hello there,” one of the men called ahead to her in an assured voice that probably sent human women scampering in his direction. “Are you lost?”

      She smiled, concealing the true nature of her thoughts. Just because she was a woman out in nature didn’t mean he should presume she didn’t know what she was doing. But it was the way it had always been. The men always assumed she needed saving, only to eventually discover that they were the ones who needed saving. From her.

      “No, thank you. I’m fine.” She spoke carefully, steadying the overpowering lilt of her voice that would emerge if she wasn’t mindful. Her accent was a mixture of the many places and times she’d called home over the years, and she tried never to make people overly curious about her, unless she had reason to.

      All eyes on her, the men, every one of them strong and fit, carried several large duffel bags. She had no doubt they’d dispatch the body quickly.

      “Well, then it’s a mighty fine day for a stroll,” the one man continued, forcing a little charming twang into his words that didn’t succeed in being endearing.

      “Indeed it is,” she said in that seductive roll that tinged her own voice, no matter what accent she allowed to slip free. She all but felt the men lean in her direction, and she had no doubt she could get them to follow her wherever she led.

      But she didn’t so much as slow as she passed them, feeling their appreciation on her back as she kept walking. She exaggerated the natural sway of her hips and heard several of them barely swallow a moan.

      She still had it. Always would. She smiled again, this time sincerely, and then just as suddenly, dropped the mirth as she turned her thoughts to her scientists. They said they were nearly ready for the next step of her plan, but they’d been saying that for months. For a woman with eternity laid out in front of her, she wasn’t patient.

      She’d pay them a visit next.
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      By the time Naya pulled into the gravel parking lot nearest to her cabin and pocketed the keys of her Jeep, she’d sworn to herself that she’d never leave pack territory again unless she had express permission from the alpha, beta, or gamma—which was highly unlikely to arrive. As much as she felt like a prisoner, none of the men who led their pack had ever done anything but protect her. They didn’t want to keep her confined by territory boundaries; they just had to. Same as she just had to obey, for her own sake. She didn’t like it, but making it to see twenty-three was a mighty fine plan.

      In truth, there was nowhere else she needed to go. The open skies, dense forests, and steep mountains of Colorado were majestic. She felt connected to the wilderness of the area in a way that transcended mere appreciation to become a living, beating part of her. Some days, especially when she was in her wolf form, she found it difficult to feel separate from her surroundings at all. Whether she was woman or wolf, she was one with the land and all living parts of it.

      No, there was nowhere else she’d rather be than nestled in the Rocky Mountain range, fully in tune to the change of seasons, to the dirt beneath her feet.

      It was more the knowing that she couldn’t leave even if she wanted to that bothered her. The sense of confinement niggled at the wolf inside her, who craved freedom without limits.

      Naya shouldn’t have taken Liv to climb where she had. The routes were no better than on pack land. It had served only to satisfy her sense of rebellion. Now, she just hoped that Blake wouldn’t tear her a new one for her disobedience. It wasn’t just her own wellbeing she put at risk whenever she crossed pack boundaries. She risked the survival of the rarest and most potent werewolf bloodline. After the murder of her parents, she was its last direct descendant. If she died before she mated, she’d take the legacy of the great Callan “the Oak” MacLeod with her to the grave.

      Hurriedly slipping out of her climbing harness and stashing it in her trunk, she took off at a light jog, as if hiding in her cabin would ward off the inevitable berating that was almost certainly coming her way.

      The Rocky Mountain Pack had multiple satellite locations spread along the path of the Rockies. Though the territory in Colorado was the pack’s main hub, smaller groupings of wolves occupied parts of Wyoming, Montana, and Idaho. Where nearly five-hundred wolves lived alongside Naya, a similar combined amount held smaller territories in the other three states, all under Maverick’s leadership.

      The Colorado location was arranged like a wheel. The center housed the communal buildings, the outer ring the many residential cabins, and around all that, a tightly monitored and secured boundary, as so long as there had been werewolves and shifters, there’d been hunters out to eradicate them.

      If news of Naya’s existence were to reach the wrong people, she’d be targeted. But in reality, as a werewolf, she was always a target. Every shifter was in one way or another.

      Since Maverick accepted the responsibility of her care when she was an infant, Naya had the dubious honor of having the cabin immediately next to his. Everyone was already watching the alpha, and so it’d be that much easier to monitor her as well. When she was a child, she’d rarely been alone, one adult or another always hovering nearby in case she should be attacked. As the years had passed, and as Naya had proven competent in her self-defense and attack training, the constant babysitting had slowly decreased. She had no doubt she was still watched more than anyone else on the property, but at least she didn’t always feel eyes trailing her as she had for so long.

      But once Maverick found out she’d been leaving the territory, it wouldn’t matter that she’d only disobeyed by a few miles. It would mean lockdown for her.

      “Dammit,” she muttered aloud to herself, her head down absently watching her feet as they alighted on the dirt trails that connected all parts of the compound. What had she been thinking? Why had she taken the risk, and for no good reason?

      “Naya!” a voice called.

      Naya stopped walking, spinning in place, searching for her closest friend. When she didn’t spot Clove on the ground, she looked up, scanning the trees. When she found the young woman who was perhaps more monkey than wolf, Naya smiled, moving toward her.

      “Hey. What are you doing up there?” It was a rhetorical question. Clove seemed most content when her feet weren’t touching the ground—an unusual trait for a wolf shifter. But Clove was strange in general. As the two oddballs of the pack, they’d bonded immediately as children, rarely doing anything without considering the other.

      Clove swung her bare legs from either side of a sizable branch. As usual, she was barefoot, the soles of her feet nearly as dark as the rich dirt of their land. “Where ya been? I’ve been looking for you.”

      Naya groaned. “I messed up. Big time.”

      Clove’s legs stopped swinging and her nose scrunched up. “What? How? You’re miss goody-two-shoes. What could you possibly have done wrong?”

      Naya would have smacked her if she’d been close enough. Instead, she pinched a bare ankle.

      Clove yelped.

      Naya smirked. “As if that hurt. That’s what you get for calling me a goody-two-shoes.”

      Clove forced her face into a mask of innocence. It was an unusual look on her. She brought a hand to her chest in solemnity. “I speak only the truth. I’m incapable of anything less.”
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