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            A WORD OF WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      My books are steamy.

      Shifters are a passionate lot so there may be a bit of swearing. I like to think it adds colour but if you’re not a fan of cursing, consider yourself warned.

      There is some violence but nothing too graphic. Some injuries too, but given these shifters have special healing powers, nothing permanent.

      Due to the use of British English, there may be too many u’s, double l’s and not enough z’s for my incredible US readers.

      These spellings and grammar quirks aren’t wrong, they’re just different :) Let’s focus on the spice instead!
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      From my hiding spot, I see Blake approach from one side and Tyson, his long-lost half-brother, sauntering casually into the clearing from the other.

      The second Tyson steps into a shard of light splitting through the canopy of leaves overhead, I know.

      It’s him.

      “Couldn’t face meeting me alone?” Tyson taunts his brother.

      His tone is condescending, but, to me, his voice sounds like liquid. I’ve heard it in my dreams for sixteen years. Trying not to reveal myself, I wait, needing to hear what he has to say.

      He looks terrible.

      Still devastatingly handsome, with strong features and an intense aura I can feel from here, but the red glow to his eyes gives away the darker side he now possesses. Part vampire, part wolf; he’s a dangerous combination wrapped-up in a mysterious package.

      I’ve often wondered what happened to him, whether he died, as I had suspected, at the hands of my former pack. Something bad clearly happened to him; but still, that uncanny need to be close to him makes me restless.

      I want to run to him.

      He asked for me. Does that mean he’s thought about me, too? Has he felt the same strange longing? Or is he just calling in a debt I’ve owed him for sixteen years?

      Raiden is here, the powerful witch’s presence giving me some comfort that if he means me harm, she’ll see it. A vision would be useful right about now, if she could provide a clue about exactly what he wants.

      Ignoring the sheen of sweat already glistening on his ripped body, I focus on his words.

      “Where’s Mandy?”

      I crouch lower in the slow-moving water. It’s a perfect, if cold, way to hide my scent while I eavesdrop on the meeting I should have been invited to attend.

      “At home. Where she belongs. I will not hand over a member of my pack to you. You know that. No real alpha would.”

      Blake would never have forced me to come, but he doesn’t know that I trusted this man once before, and, perhaps naively, have no qualms about doing it again. Especially if it prevents conflict for the Steel Pack, who so generously took us in.

      “She does not need protecting from me,” he snarls. “I will not hurt her or the boy.”

      Tyson’s voice is sharp with anger, genuinely insulted that Blake would suggest he’s out to harm me. Looking as though he might leap across the stream between them, Tyson’s jaw clenches and the veins in his neck bulge.

      “Then what do you want with her?”

      Blake’s wondering the very same thing as me, except Blake suspects it’s something negative. I’m certain it’s not.

      Tyson blinks, refusing to give Blake the answers he wants. When a small smile appears on his handsome face, I feel sick. I’ve seen that look once before. It means trouble.

      “I gave you a chance to end this peacefully. You keep your pack, and I get what I want. Maybe it’s better this way, because when I kill you, I’ll get it all. Including your beautiful mate,” he goads and I put my face in my hands, knowing what’s going to happen next, even before he adds the icing on the lets-make-the-alpha-feral cake: “Don’t worry, little brother. If she’s with pup, I’ll raise it as my own.”

      Fear strangles me as the two alphas clash, Tyson’s words getting the desired reaction from the normally calm Alpha Blake Steel. My chest is tight as I watch the two of them battling to get the upper hand.

      Tyson uses his speed to get around Blake, about to attack, when Raiden fires a bolt of lightning toward him. A horrified gasp tumbles from my mouth before I can stop it, drowned out by the sound of growling and snarling.

      Relieved he’s not hurt, I frown when I see a leather strap tumble from his paw onto the forest floor.

      “No cheating,” Raiden warns, amazingly brave in the face of Tyson’s hostile glare.

      The fighting resumes, growing more and more brutal.

      I can’t seem to tear my eyes away, even though it physically pains me to see my alpha and Tyson inflicting damage on the other. Unsure what to do, the scent of Tyson’s blood carries to me on a breeze, and everything finally clicks into place.

      I finally understand. The decision has been made for me.

      Standing, shaking from the freezing cold seeping into my bones, I squeeze my eyes shut and shout as loud as my chattering teeth will allow. “Stop! Stop it, right now!”

      Both wolves stop immediately, chests heaving and panting, staring in disbelief as I wade toward them through the stream.

      “Mandy, what are you doing here?” Raiden rushes forward to help me from the water, but I ignore her hand, gaze fixed firmly on Tyson as I climb inelegantly over the slippery rocks and onto the mucky bank. Transfixed, I can’t stop staring at him.

      “Mandy, don’t,” Raiden warns, but I continue to walk toward him, his glowing eyes pulling me in. “He’s dangerous.”

      Tyson growls at her when she reaches for me, and her footsteps falter, but she continues trying to keep me back.

      “Not to me,” I whisper.

      Taking in his injuries and fighting the need to tend to them, I turn to Blake nod firmly. “I’ll go with him. If it saves the pack and stops you two from killing each other, I’ll go.”

      Tyson’s massive wolf comes closer to me and sits, bowing his head. He knows what I am. That’s why he wants me, wants Blake to hand me over.

      “Mandy? Do you know him?” Blake has shifted back to his human form. “What’s going on?”

      When Blake edges closer, Tyson positions himself protectively in front of me, his hackles raised. He might be different, but the wolf inside him is still the same one that fought for me all those years ago.

      “We’ve met before,” I say wryly. “Once. When he killed my mate.”
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      Seventeen years ago…

      

      Just keep running.

      Ignoring the burn in my chest and how my lungs scream, I pump my legs even harder, knowing that if I stop, I won’t be able to get moving again.

      And he’ll catch me.

      Brambles tear at my clothes and thorns scratch my face, but I barely feel it, adrenaline and pure terror drive me on. Fear pushes me to put even more distance between myself and the pack I’ve just fled. Only when I’m certain they’re not hot on my trail will I restI.

      I duck and weave through dense thicket, hoping Lee and his enforcers will be too big to squeeze through, and the shallow stream that’s been calling to me finally appears. My dry, parched throat begs me to pause for a drink. Scanning the forest, I slow to a trot and plant my paws in the sticky mud, ready to take off again if I need to.

      Keeping my eyes fixed on the shadows looming all around me, shifting and swaying in the wind, I lower my head to the cool water and quench my thirst. Nervousness slides along my spine like ice, making my overheated and overworked body shiver. I twist, looking behind me, this way and that, checking for glowing eyes watching me from the darkness. The silence is deafening; the quiet is so complete it’s claustrophobic. The moon is blanketed by heavy clouds, not even a shard of light slips through to illuminate my path.

      Or to help me spot any stealthy wolves stalking me from the depths of the woods.

      Lifting my gaze to the treetops, I beg the moon goddess to cut me some slack. Instead, a light pitter patter slowly becomes a loud din. I almost laugh as drops comes down heavier and heavier, the drops hitting the leaves and falling to the forest floor.

      Just perfect.

      Trying to stay positive even as my fur grows damp, I watch the soil quickly becomes slick with water. At least this rain shower will wash away some of my scent trail. Taking the deluge as a sign that this night is not going to get any easier, I force my weak body to keep going. I wade into the freezing water, following its path downstream, stumbling over large rocks and protruding tree roots in my exhausted state.

      But I know I can’t stop. My mate is pursuing me. His anger feels like a living thing, breathing down my neck. All snapping teeth and sharp claws.

      For longer than I thought possible, I push on but trip over an unseen dip with a clumsy step, I curse and limp over to the water’s edge. There will be no escape with a broken leg. I need to rest.

      Slinking away from the river, I crawl into the undergrowth, finding a hollowed-out tree trunk and squeeze myself inside. Once I’ve curled up, I drag some fallen branches across the entrance in a feeble attempt to disguise my hiding place. Not that those will really help if Lee gets this close. An alpha wolf like him will detect my scent easily.

      A few scrawny branches won’t offer any protection against a determined, extremely angry shifter.

      Sliding my bruised muzzle under my front paws, I press my back against the inside of the trunk and close my eyes. Anxiety claws at my gut, urging me to stay alert; but my tired, battered body wins over, telling me I need to sleep and heal. Just for a little while.

      Slipping into darkness, I whimper, knowing the torment that awaits me in my dreams. Nightmares, I should say. Memories of beatings. Jeering taunts from pack cronies. The sick, leering smile of Lee’s father enjoying my punishments. Vivid flashbacks of the injuries inflicted upon my poor body by the man who’s supposed to treasure me more than anything.

      Wrapping my tail around my torso, I smile sadly.

      No more.

      Despite the lingering dull throb of the final assault I suffered at his hands, I’m free. Even if it’s just for one night.

      And the baby growing inside me is away from that man.

      When the sun finally peeks through my makeshift door, I know I’ve stayed longer than I should have. Every second I linger, he draws closer. I can feel his rage pulsing through the tattered tendrils of our bond still tying me to him. And he’s near.

      Shoving through the branches, I stick my head out and scent the air. There’s no sign of anyone nearby, but I can’t be complacent. He’s a well-trained alpha and an excellent tracker, definitely better prepared than me.

      Stretching out my aching limbs, I struggle to get my bearings. I’ve no idea where I am or how far I’ve run. All I know is that I’m a long way from my pack’s territory, which means I not only need to worry about my mate discovering me, but also about another pack. Wherever I am, the pack might not be pleased to find an unknown, uninvited wolf racing uninvited through their lands.

      They might hand me right back to my alpha.

      Or worse.

      Deciding to stick with the river, following its gentle descent in the hopes that it will lead me to a town, I point my nose and take off. My broken ribs, from kicks delivered dangerously close to my stomach, have almost healed. After a couple of hours of rest and recuperation, my movements feel easier and I can take a deep breath without stabbing pains. Pushing my body further, I lengthen my strides and rejoice when there’s no pain.

      If I can keep up this pace, there’s a small chance my plan will work.

      But almost as soon as I think the words, the eerie silence of the forest around me registers in my tired brain. There should be birds singing and insects buzzing. There’s nothing. My slowing footsteps are the only sounds disturbing the stillness.

      He’s found me.

      An evil chuckle taunts me, and I pivot, unable to pinpoint where it’s coming from. My eyes scan the trees. When a twig snaps behind me, I curse. I know instantly that I wasn’t fast enough.

      In a split second, Lee's overpowering scent surrounds me, clogging my throat, making me panic as defeat shuts down my fight or flight response. I freeze, cursing myself for being such a coward as he barrels into me, sending us tumbling down the embankment and into the frigid water. The shock wakes me from my stupor, and I scream at my wolf to flee.

      Rolling away from him, ignoring the pain in my back from a jagged rock, I scramble to my feet and spin to face him. His eyes are wild, glowing with a sickly yellow hue. He snarls viciously, his wolf crouching low, ready to pounce. Thick brown fur matted with mud and leaves adds to his crazed look. Lee hasn’t rested. He’s running on fury and a thirst for vengeance.

      With slow, deliberate footsteps, he prowls closer, and I’m overtaken by the familiar feeling of defeat. His dominant alpha aura weighs over me, making my movements sluggish, the urge to cower battling with the voice in my brain pleading with me to run.

      Not even remotely afraid of my frail wolf, Lee shifts when he’s a few feet away, lifting his furious gaze to mine slowly as he stands from his crouched position in front of me. Wet hair hangs in his dark eyes, black as coal with his wolf barely held at bay.

      Shuddering, I shift myself, and shield my nudity from his hard eyes and the disgusted sneer curling his lips. Lee doesn't see me as his mate, just a nuisance he has endured, allowed to stay alive, to keep him strong and on track to become alpha.

      This might be the final straw.

      “Did you really think you could get away? That you could reject me and I’d take it lying down?”

      His mocking voice, laced with venom, makes me retreat instinctively, wrapping my arms protectively around myself. I hate how he still has the ability to make me feel so small. Despite my valiant attempt at escape yesterday, in his presence, I’m once again reduced to a quivering wreck.

      “I told you, Mandy, the only way you’re leaving me is in a box. Maybe now that can be arranged.”

      He tilts his head and waits for me to say something. When I edge further away, he closes the distance between us and I whimper. I don’t want him near me, but I need to keep him talking. I should have something brave and witty to say, but I don’t. His cruel, knowing grin tells me he knows the words are clogging my throat.

      “Anything would be better than this,” I whisper, sweeping my arm down over my exposed flesh, riddled with old mottled bruises at various stages of healing; scars from the times he deprived me of the rest and nutrition my wolf needed to heal me. “I’ll keep running away. Embarrassing you. Why not just let me go? You don’t want me. Just accept the rejection and move on. Find a wolf good enough to be your luna.”

      The longer I speak, the redder his face becomes.

      Spitting the words, laced with venom, “Because you’re mine, little mate. I’ll never accept your rejection.”

      Lee steps into my personal space. I wince as he grabs a fistful of my hair and drags me forward, my face close to his, forcing me to look him in the eye. “I hate you, but I’m not letting you go.” The last words are barely a whisper, but they feel like a dagger to the heart. I know he’s speaking the truth. Lee won’t let me leave. This will never end. And I’m not strong enough to keep fighting.

      “Then kill me. Your father thinks you’re too soft. Show him exactly what a big man you are.”

      His breathing is ragged as he presses his nose to my hair then drags his lips up the column of my throat, making me recoil. When his hand slips along the outside of my thigh, I whine, my brain scrambling to find a way out of this situation. But I’m no match for him.

      “I might just do that. After.”

      I should have kept running.

      I curse myself for my weakness, but, deep down, I know any freedom I had would have been temporary.

      No matter where I went, he’d have found me.

      Maybe it’s better that it’s going to be all over so soon. At least I’ll be at peace.

      “Here’s a novel idea. You could pick on someone your own size, and let the lady go.”
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      Seemingly as stunned as I am, Lee spins, growling his displeasure at being disturbed when the deep, booming voice comes out of nowhere.

      Yanking me by the hair again, Lee pulls me to his side as he faces the huge male approaching casually from among the trees. His gaze never waivers from Lee as he strolls down the sloping riverbank. Hands in his pockets, he couldn’t look any less bothered by the scene he’s stumbled upon.

      Lee however, is livid. Tugging my head closer to him, keeping me off balance, he angles my neck so his mark can be seen.

      “This has nothing to do with you. She’s my mate. Mine to do with as I please, so stay out of it,” he sneers.

      With a weary sigh, and an eye roll, the handsome stranger continues to come closer, reaching a hand up to push his wavy, black hair back from his face. “I’m afraid that’s not going to be possible. You see, this is my territory and we don’t tolerate mate abuse here.”

      His expression is almost apologetic, like he just told Lee he can’t park his car here.

      “I’m taking her home. Right now. You don’t need to bother yourself with our domestic dispute. We’ll just be on our way.”

      With another apologetic shrug, the stranger quirks up one side of his full mouth. “You're going to have to leave the lady here until my alpha has a chance to speak with her, to make sure she wants to go home with you. She looks like she could do with some food and a doctor.”

      The stranger’s gaze snags on mine for a millisecond but I feel the intention behind that look. He’s asking me to trust him; and, for some reason, I do. They say better the devil you know, but in this case, definitely not.

      It could be a lie.

      Maybe this pack is no better than the one I’m fleeing, and he has no intention of offering me refuge, but at least dying at someone else’s hands would rob Lee of the pleasure.

      “Nobody takes from me. She is mine.” Lee’s grip tightens and I wince. My scalp screams at the sting, and when he lets go, I expect I’ll be missing clumps of hair but I fight to keep from crying out. This situation is fraught enough as it is.

      The stranger smiles, chilling in its insincerity.

      “You could always come back to the pack house and meet him yourself. Explain what’s going on.” The stranger’s voice drops lower, and his tone is gravelly. “I’m sure my alpha would be very interested to hear what this tiny thing did to deserve being beaten and hunted like prey.”

      The threat is clear, and Lee keeps his mouth shut, begrudgingly, knowing that’s not a conversation he wants to have. If this impressive wolf shifter isn’t the alpha, the real one must be seriously powerful.

      And Lee’s not that brave.

      We’re at an impasse. The silence stretches on, filling the air around us with cloying tension so thick it’s hard to breathe. The longer the three of us stand there, waiting for someone to say or do something, the harder my heart beats in my chest.

      Finally, in one last offer of leniency, the stranger raises an eyebrow and tips his head to the side, gesturing in the general direction we came from. He’s giving Lee one last chance to leave without a fuss, to slink out of here intact, albeit with his tail between his legs and his pride wounded.

      If Lee’s hatred for me wasn’t bone deep, it would be the clever thing to do. But Lee has never been that smart, and I know he won’t go without me. Torturing me is his cowardly way of showing his dad, and the rest of the pack, that he’s a tough guy; in control, not weakened by the undue influence of his mate.

      “I don’t give a fuck what your alpha thinks. Or you for that matter.” Lee stares at the wolf suspiciously, unsettled by his cool demeanour. The fact that he doesn’t seem to see Lee as a threat has Lee rattled.

      In our pack, Lee is feared because he has power and control, not because he’s fought for his position. Out here in the wilds, one-on-one with a shifter who seems absurdly relaxed, he’s off-kilter. Looking at the sheer size of this man and the confidence he exudes, I don’t blame Lee for being worried.

      I study my new friend closely as he tuts, looking disappointed but amused by Lee’s decision to stay put. This wolf is definitely of alpha lineage, judging by the raw power emanating from him. Muscles bulge under his thin black t-shirt, now plastered to his skin as the rain continues to pour down, showing off his sculpted torso.

      His sharp eyes take in every detail of our surroundings while his body language remains easy-going and loose. The glint in his eye tells me he’s anything but.

      “Have you any idea who you’re messing with? Leave now and forget you ever met us, or I’ll make your life a misery, too.”

      Lee’s warning falls on deaf ears.

      With a resigned shake of his head, the stranger rests his hands on his hips, looking at Lee like an annoyance he was hoping not to deal with. I’m praying his swagger is justified, or we’re both dead.

      “I really didn’t want to have to do this,” he says on a sigh.

      In the blink of an eye, the stranger is replaced by a magnificent black wolf in the fastest shift I’ve ever seen. My wolf rumbles, amazed by his strength and bravery, beyond grateful that someone has come to our aid when no one has ever bothered before.

      Irritated by the impressed sound I made, Lee uses his grip on my hair to tilt me sideways at an awkward angle, then shoves me hard away from him as he calls his own wolf forward. I fall, landing hard on my hands and knees. When I cry out in pain, the stranger’s gaze whips to me, registering the dark bruising and deep gashes on my back from the whipping I received yesterday. My body is too weak to repair itself, using all my energy to run instead.

      I dip my head as I struggle to stand, his sympathetic expression making me feel even more ashamed of the position I’m in. I used to be a strong wolf. I’m not sure when Lee broke me, but that’s exactly how I feel right now. Shattered.

      The giant black wolf bares his teeth at Lee but doesn’t attack.

      As Lee circles him, he merely watches. The wolf growls when Lee lunges at his back, a cowardly manoeuvre, one I’ve seen him use before. Side-stepping the attack, the black wolf watches as my mate flies past and skids to a halt, failing to anticipate the speed of this stranger.

      Without missing a beat, the black wolf dives on Lee’s back, dark claws raking down Lee’s flesh and giant teeth sinking into the scruff of Lee’s neck, tearing away a large chunk of skin.

      It’s a nasty wound but not life-threatening.

      Lee bellows, dragging himself away on his front legs, his attacker trailing along behind like he has all the time in the world. He could attack again, but he holds back, allowing Lee time to regroup. It reminds me of a cat playing with its food.

      Staggering away, keen to get clear of the two brawling alphas, I rest my back against a rock and stare on in stunned silence, forcing air in and out of my lungs. My life depends on the outcome of this fight, on the skill of this complete stranger.

      Lee lunges for him again, nipping the side of my hero’s cheek as he dances away, teeth snapping. Loud snarls and growls fill the quiet forest, sending a shiver down my spine as they brawl. I can barely watch as red drips from the chin of the black wolf.

      The tang of his coppery blood fills the air, and something in the air shifts. His rage is palpable. My rescuer barrels into Lee, taking this challenge up a notch now that some of his own blood mingles with the soft earth.

      Clamping his teeth around my mate’s limb, he bites down, ignoring as Lee twists his large body around and grips whatever thick fur he can reach with his jaws. As Lee shakes his head, inflicting as much damage as he can muster, I grimace. The scent of the stranger’s blood grows stronger, and my stomach clenches in concern.

      He shows no sign of being hurt, though, instead biting down even harder until a sickening crack fills the air. Lee roars, a combination of unbearable pain and fear. A three-legged wolf doesn’t stand a chance.

      Lee releases his grip on the wolf’s flank, howling in agony when his paw touches the ground, crumpling under him when he tries to put weight on it. Distracted, Lee leaves himself exposed, and is punished when teeth sink deep into the soft skin of his side, tearing out another large piece of flesh.

      This is barely a fight now.

      Lee is a strong, virile alpha wolf, but this stranger is making him look like a foolish pup.

      As my mate’s blood spills onto the forest floor, despite the lingering remnants of our bond, I can’t bring myself to feel anything but relief. Will I finally be free?

      Suddenly, my saviour shifts back to his human form. Standing, he uses one foot to press down on my mate’s injured leg, keeping him in place. His cool gaze lands on me, and he waits for me to meet his eye, making sure he has my attention.

      He does.

      My wolf practically rolls over, equally impressed that he has protected us when nobody else did, and by his perfect body. His skin glows, covered in a sheen of sweat and blood, as he looms over the man that has tormented us for so long.

      His intense eyes bore into mine when I fail to speak but continue to drink in his magnificent form. Never looking away, despite how Lee squirms and screams as he grinds Lee’s snapped limb into the forest floor with a twist of his foot, he casts an assessing gaze over me.

      “Are you badly injured?” he asks, scanning up and down my naked body for damage.

      Shaking my head, I push to my feet, trying to appear stronger than I feel.

      “No. I’m hurt but I’m okay. I’ve had worse.”

      His jaw clenches, and his gaze burns into mine. He did not like that.

      “Can you shift?”

      Shifting takes energy, but in my wolf form, I’ll heal faster. I nod, and the stranger returns the gesture, his expression soft and concerned. It’s a stark contrast to the uncaring, vacant look he had while fighting.

      Movement pulls my attention back to Lee’s prone form. His wolf is trying to heal him before he loses too much blood, and it looks like it’s working: the wound on Lee’s belly is no longer gaping, the red pouring from his neck has all but stopped. It’s not over yet.

      “Then run.”

      Blinking up at him, I move closer, inexplicably drawn to him despite how dangerous he is. I try to process his words. I’m finally free. I can finish off Lee if he doesn’t want to. Why do I need to run?

      My wolf doesn’t want to leave him.

      “I know exactly who this is, little wolf. His father will come as soon as he feels his loss. You need to be as far from here as you can get when I put him out of his misery.”

      The blood drains from my face and the urge to curl up into a ball and cry is strong. He’s right. I can’t stay here. His father will kill me, if I’m lucky. That man already hates me, he won’t rest until he gets his vengeance. I’m still not free.

      Lifting my eyes to my stranger, I shake my head.

      “You have to let him go, or bring him to your alpha. This will come back on you.” This handsome stranger shouldn’t have to die because he was unlucky enough to get caught up with me and my problems. At least I’ll have a head start.

      “If I let him go, he’ll go tell his daddy. Same result, but with one more asshole hunting for you. Not going to let that happen.”  His tone is resolute and his reasoning is sound.

      If Lee were dead, there’s a chance they’ll never work out who did it. If he lets Lee live, the entire pack will come looking for justice.

      “But what about you? You’re in danger now. I can’t just leave…”

      Drifting closer, I don’t realise how close I’ve moved to him until he reaches out and brushes a wet strand of hair away from my swollen cheek. My body trembles with the cold, but the heat radiating from him feels like a warm blanket.

      I edge nearer again. He makes me feel safe, even with the rapidly healing Lee starting to come around at his feet. The stranger must have noticed, too, because he presses Lee’s face harder into the mud.

      “Don’t worry about me. You have more important things to think about.” When his gaze falls on my still-flat stomach, I tense. How does he know? It’s too early. “Right?”

      My deer-caught-in the-headlights expression is all the confirmation he needs. His face is kind, and his thumb skims along my bruised jawline, brushing the bottom edge of my lip every so lightly.

      “Then run. Shift, and put as much distance between you and your pack as you can. And never look back.”

      Briefly, I lean into his touch, desperate for affection. Letting my cheek rest against his palm, I swallow hard. This should be the easy part, but why does it feel so hard? My wolf wants to stay, but I know we’ll both end up dead if I do.

      “Thank you. I’ll never forget this. Someday, I’ll repay you,” I promise. Placing one hand protectively on my belly, I touch his arm and he tenses, his piercing gaze pinning me once more.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I hope I never see you again,” he replies with a sad smile. His intense gaze slides to the trees and back to me. “Stay safe, pretty wolf.”

      He’s telling me I need to go, right now.

      Backing away, I don’t take my eyes from him until the very last second, then I shift and bolt into the trees, forcing myself not to think about what’s going to happen once I’m gone.
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      My wolf is unhappy as I stare into the trees, listening intently to the sound of the she-wolf’s rapidly fleeing footsteps until they finally disappear.

      He wants to go after her and make sure she’s okay, that she gets to a safe place, but the best thing I can do to help her is destroy the piece of shit who calls himself her mate.

      Slowly and painfully.

      This situation is not good. The big grey wolf at my feet is a problem. A big problem.

      From a powerful pack, Lee’s father is not going to take his son’s death lying down. Especially not with a mate on the run.

      Ideally, I’d kill him immediately and get rid of the evidence before his pack comes looking for him, but Lee’s mate is already weak. His death will sever their bond, and the pain that follows will stop her in her tracks.

      Which means I need to keep this dickhead alive as long as I can so she can keep running.

      “Well, this is far from ideal. I had plans today, you know.” Pressing my foot down a little harder on his neck, I lean closer to watch his eyes come in and out of focus. He groans, unsuccessfully trying to shove my leg away as he fights to remain conscious. The stench of his blood fills the air, but he’s a strong wolf, and stubborn.

      Fully healed, he’ll be dangerous. I have no doubt that if I show him mercy, he’ll return to cause his pretty mate, and me, all kinds of problems. That just won’t do.

      I have plans, big plans.

      “You and I are going to hang out for a little while, Lee. Give that gorgeous mate of yours a head start before I put you out of your misery.”

      Struggling underneath me, he bears his teeth when I mention his mate. This guy has got to be kidding.

      “Don’t you growl at me. It’s not my fault you’re in this mess. Any other wolf would be worshipping the ground that woman walks on, not beating her like a savage.”

      Rage burns inside me as I recall the welts on her back and the purple bruises marbling her pale skin. This was not a one-off incident. Distracted by my anger, I hear gurgling sounds from below my foot and realise that I’m putting more and more weight on his neck. Reluctantly, I ease the pressure so he doesn’t choke on the mud under this face. Yet.

      “Mine,” he snarls, his wolf still showing some spirit despite the beating he’s taken. The beast inside me bristles.

      “Oh, shut up,” I snap, frustrated at the unfairness of it all. How does an asshole like this get such a perfect mate, and not me? “She’s only yours if she wants to be yours. And that woman wants nothing to do with you.”

      Her grateful expression, those big brown eyes looking at me like I hung the moon, will be burned into my brain for the rest of my life. Raising my arm to my nose, I breathe in her scent from where she touched me. My chest expands when the tantalising smell swirls around inside my brain and lights my senses on fire.

      “Smells good doesn’t she,” Lee jeers, coughing and twisting onto his side to look up at me. “I’ll let you have a go if you help me bring her back.”

      It takes a lot to shock me, but that’s the vilest thing I’ve ever heard a wolf say. If I had any doubts about what to do with him next, that comment sealed his fate. I won’t allow that beautiful she-wolf and her pup to fall into his hands again.

      I crouch and look into his eyes, smirking when I see a glimmer of hope. He thinks I’m going to accept his offer, that I’m as disgusting as he is.

      Instead, I reach down and grab the ankle of his broken leg and twist it. When he screams and screams, vomiting into the dirt from the pain, I grin, thinking how this is at least a small bit of payback for the deep cuts he left on his mates' flesh.

      “In case you haven’t noticed, you’re in no position to negotiate anything.” With a firm grip, I use the mangled limb to drag him across the ground. His shouts echo through the forest as I pull him behind me, happy in the knowledge that his sweet little mate is racing further and further away from this monster with each passing second.

      “You’re going to fucking regret this,” he wheezes as we come to a stop, his nails torn and bloody from clawing at the ground, trying to get purchase on the earth underneath him.

      When I let go, letting his damaged leg fall to the ground with a thud. Lee drags himself backward to lean against a tree, trying to avoid me moving him deeper into the dark shadows of the forest. As if that’s going to save him.

      “Somehow, I doubt that,” I sneer. Sweat pours off Lee as he tries not to pass out, the large wound on his side no longer bleeding but still open. Confident he can’t get to his feet in his condition, I leave him to find the spot I’m looking for. It’s a deep gorge, almost inaccessible by foot and rarely visited due to the unstable sides which tend to give way when there’s a deluge of rain.

      When I return to Lee, his face is pale and his skin clammy. He knows his time to heal and escape is over.

      “I’ll give you money. My family has lots of it. Or a pack. You’re clearly alpha material. There’s a small pack near ours where the vampires recently took out the alpha. You can have it.”

      “Sounds swell.” Rolling my eyes, I give him a withering look. Why anyone would want to tangle with vampires is beyond me. They’re a notoriously vicious race. And I haven’t given up on becoming the alpha of my own pack. Not completely.

      “Anything. Whatever you want, consider it done.”

      What I want is for my own father to acknowledge my existence and my claim as his eldest heir, but I won’t be airing my family’s dirty laundry to this piece of shit.

      “What I want is to go home. I just finished alpha school. I was supposed to be going out to celebrate when you rudely interrupted my evening.”

      Lee snarls at me. “You’re a fucking dead man. My father will gut you like a fish. You won’t get away with this.”

      He’s probably right, but I had no choice. Something pulled me deep into the forest tonight, and I have to believe it was because I was meant to save that wolf. Whatever happens next is meant to be.

      “Maybe, but your mate will. She’s gone, and she’ll never have to suffer at your hands ever again. And you’ll never get to lay eyes on the pup she carries.”

      Lee’s eyes widen, then darken in anger. He didn’t know.

      With a burst of adrenaline, pumped into his veins by his raging wolf, he launches himself at me, teeth bared, in a last-ditch effort to rip out my throat. With lightning speed, I dodge his attack and spin, pulling his back to my chest and holding him in a tight headlock.

      In one swift movement, I slice his neck wide open with my unsheathed claw and let him fall forward. The pool of blood expands until his heartbeat fades to a stuttering stop.

      Kicking his limp form, I twist my lips in frustration. That wasn’t as satisfying as I thought it would be.

      With another hard shove, his body rolls into the gully, bouncing off every rock on the way down before landing at the bottom, limbs bent at all kinds of awkward angles.

      I wipe my hands on my thighs and move back, assessing the crime scene I’ve left behind. Fingers twitching, I lift my arm to my nose once more, hoping her scent will calm me. She’ll be safe now. She should have had enough time to get to the next town and steal a car or whatever she needed to do to get the hell out of here.

      But this time, when I breathe her in, it’s not a comforting, soothing feeling. It's a raw, primal need. My wolf surges forward, the desire to hunt her down and claim her as my own strong and almost undeniable.

      MATE.
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