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Chapter 1

The wolf howled. Above him, too far to care as it bathed the world in a silvery radiance, the full moon shone down on the Straits of Mackinaw. Shouts from his left made him growl and turn away. The British in the fort were nervous. They feared and hated wolves and blamed them for almost every bad thing that happened to the region.

The wolf snarled a final time at them and gathered up the beaver he’d killed. He trotted from the sand and rocks that littered the shore into the weeds and trees. Cottages dotted the lakeside, many of them French families who continued to live there long after France had given the land to Britain in 1761, almost twenty years past. The wolf slipped between the homesteads, riling the chickens and earning a few barks from hunting dogs that sensed something amiss.

He slowed when he saw the firelight flickering between the trees. He padded along the spongy spring ground and walked up behind the man seated near the campfire.

“I know you’re there,” he said with a Bavarian accent so thick most people had trouble understanding him.

The wolf dropped the beaver and huffed, earning a glance from the man over his shoulder. He sat down and licked his chops.

“A beaver, Adrian? That’s all you found, a beaver?”

The wolf snarled at him and decided a snarl wouldn’t cut it. He shifted, his muscles and bones reshaping themselves under his skin while his two-tone brown fur receded. He rose up, his final joints popping in place and allowing him to walk as a man again. The rush of heat from the transformation faded in the cool night air.

“Get some clothes on,” the other man said. “If those fools in the fort see you like that, they’ll assume you’re some kind of witch or something.”

“Guntar, why do you hate them so? What harm have they done you?”

Guntar scowled and stirred the coals of the fire. “They claim they’re so educated and refined, but they’re nothing more than mindless ruffians. They have no respect for the land or the people. They still think it’s their God-given right to rule this land. Land that was never theirs in the first place.”

Adrian chuckled. “They do what they can. The soldiers and even the commanders know better, I think, but they’re hidebound by their orders.”

“Then they’re fools,” Guntar snapped. “If they know better and willfully act ignorant, they deserve to be flogged and run off.”

“Yet you trade with them.”

“The people have nothing here we can’t get on our own,” Guntar said. “Only the traders who come through have things worth trading for.”

Adrian stepped into his deerskin pants and tied them around his waist before pulling on his cotton shirt and deerskin moccasins. “I heard that beaver fur was in demand,” Adrian said. “They might buy the meat too.”

Guntar sighed and pulled his knife out before grabbing the beaver. He checked it over and found the beaver’s head flopped to the side from a broken neck. “Good kill.”

“I remember the last time I left marks on the pelt.” Adrian chuckled. “Between you and the British, I’m still afraid to show my face in public.”

Guntar shook his head. “So dramatic. Tell me, why do you like them so much?”

Adrian shrugged. “I like all men. French, English, or Ojibwa. We all do what we must to survive. If only everyone would realize that and stop being so angry with one another, it might amaze everyone to see what we can do.”

Guntar laughed. “A nation of people from different lands and beliefs who get along? You’ve hit your head or eaten something bad.”

Adrian shrugged it away. “I loathe fools, but all men can be fools.”

“I think men have nothing to do with it. More like you’ve spent too much time thinking about Metina and missed the chance to take a deer or rabbit.”

Adrian’s grin gave him away, earning a scowl that turned into a chuckle from Guntar. “Her people won’t let you be with her; you’re not from their tribe, let alone from this land.”

Adrian shrugged. “Imagine if they found out the truth about us.”

Guntar barked a laugh. “They wouldn’t know what to do. Half might worship us as great spirits. The others might think we were monsters that needed to be destroyed.”

“We will do as we always do. Live as best we can until it’s time to move on. If there’s time for Metina, then there’s time. If there’s not, there’s not.”

Guntar nodded and finished skinning the beaver. He stirred the coals again and stretched the pelt on a stick that he hung over the fire to dry. “Get some sleep. We’ll head to the fort in the morning.”

Adrian nodded and arranged his bedroll on the ground near the fire. He laid down on it and stared at the moon, reminded of the sparkle in Metina’s beautiful eyes.

“And don’t be moaning in your sleep about the savage girl,” Guntar added while adding the beaver to another stick and raising it above the fire to smoke.

Adrian’s lips curled up in a smile as he drifted off to sleep.


Chapter 2

Adrian awoke to the sound of sodden sticks and leaves cracking. The soggy debris barely made a whisper, but to a man who shared his body with the spirit of a wolf, it rang like a dinner bell rousing him from an afternoon nap.

He stirred, shifting on his bedroll so he could free his nose to smell the morning air and see through the slits of barely opened eyes. The sun hadn’t risen enough to pierce the forest around them, leaving everything in shades of gray. His nose fared better, scenting two men wearing animal hides and furs.

“You’re late,” Guntar growled as he sat up on the far side of the fire.

“The sun has not chased the dew from the trees,” an accented voice said from the forest. The two men stepped through the trees and blooming undergrowth to stand at the edge of their campsite. Both had muskets in their hands and packs of furs on their backs. “We go to trade with the white men. You will come?”

“I’m coming,” Guntar said. “Where’s the others?”

The Ojibwa man pointed with his rifle into the woods. “Waking. They will meet us on the shore.”

Adrian rose and stretched before he stepped over to the two native men. “Okemos, Siwili, it’s good to see you. Which shore?” he asked before grasping hands with both of the men.

Okemos, the man who had not spoken, pointed to the west.

“Come, break your fast with us,” Adrian said and gestured at the coals Guntar was kicking back into life.

Guntar added some sticks that he’d put close to the fire to dry and blew on them until they burst into flames. He glanced up at the two visitors and then turned his gaze on Adrian without saying a word.

Adrian turned and went to his pack. He pulled out a bundle wrapped in cloth and unrolled it to show a small pot. He opened it up and smiled as the scent of ground coffee spread through the campsite. “I have coffee.”

The two men glanced at each other and then looked back. “We can meet them there,” Okemos said.

Adrian chuckled. “Hard to turn down such a thing. I hope to get more this afternoon.”

Guntar scowled. “Afternoon?”

“I have traps I set last night,” Adrian said.

Guntar raised an eyebrow. “Traps?”

“I wasn’t happy with only the beaver last night.”

Guntar snorted and glanced at the pile of furs they already had in a bundle. “You’re going to make me take that in on my own?”

“You’re so strong,” Adrian said.

“Strong as bear,” Siwili agreed with a grin.

“Don’t help him,” Guntar grumbled.

Both men laughed and waited for Adrian to pour water from a skin into a dented metal pot. He sprinkled in the last of the coffee grounds into the pot and set it over the burning sticks. They watched the pot steam and then begin to simmer and boil. After several minutes passed, Adrian wrapped the cloth around the handle of the pot and lifted it out. He held it until it stopped bubbling and blew on the top of it to add to the cloud of steam that filled the chill morning air.

Both Ojibwa men moved closer, anxious to taste it. Adrian sipped at the edge, burning his lips and tongue but savoring the freshly brewed coffee. He turned the handle and handed it to them, nodding. “Be careful. Hot.”

Siwili slurped from it, wincing but drinking in spite of it. He handed it to his kinsman and let him do the same, though with more caution. They, in turn, passed it on to Guntar. Guntar took a drink and showed no reaction to the heat. He handed it back to Adrian.

“If you’re going to check on that wild cat, I might as well get going,” Guntar said.

“Cat?” Siwili asked.

“He’s been chasing it for a while,” Guntar said and winked at his friend.

Adrian used the coffee pot to hide his grin and handed it to Siwili when he’d calmed himself. “She’s wily—probably slipped my snares again.”

“Other animals bring more to trade,” Okemos said.

Adrian smiled. “She’s made it personal,” he said. “Keeps getting away with my bait.”

Guntar pulled the beaver off the stick and used a knife to cut into its haunch. He sniffed the meat and tore a small chunk off to taste. He nodded and offered the smoked and dried meat to their guests. Both tore some flesh from the carcass. Adrian took a final piece before Guntar rolled it in cloth and tucked it in his pack. “If the English don’t want it, I’ll have a fine lunch,” he said.

“You could leave me with some,” Adrian suggested.

Guntar’s lips raised in a twisted smile. “Good luck with your traps.”

Adrian’s fallen jaw made the Ojibwa men laugh.

Guntar slid his pack on his back and then moved to kneel down with his back to the bundle of furs. He slipped the ropes over his shoulders and pulled up on them to hoist the furs on the top of his pack. Guntar stood and jerked on the ropes to adjust the load.

“Back like bear,” Siwili said again.

“Eyes like an eagle and heart like a wolf,” Adrian teased.

Guntar glared at Adrian but cut the look short before either of the native men noticed. He grabbed his musket from where it leaned against a tree and checked it over briefly. “Drink up,” Guntar muttered as Siwili took the pot of coffee. “If the traders are gathering, I don’t want to miss my chance.”

Adrian took the last of the pot and drained the dregs of it. He spat out the grounds and watched the others go before kicking out the fire and readying his own things. The French and Ojibwa knew of their camp and knew better than to mess with it. Visiting traders, if they were showing up so soon, might not be as kind. Or the English, though it was rare that they’d venture this far from the fort.

Satisfied that he’d hidden their camp as best he could, he turned and sniffed the air. There was no one nearby, or at least no one upwind of him. He nodded and set off, heading south to the Ojibwa village and the woman he couldn’t get enough of.


Chapter 3

Adrian slipped through the thinning trees around the Ojibwa village, watching to make sure that only the women and a few children were about. He kept going, moving with the silence of a hunter stalking his prey. He found her behind the birch bark covered wigwam she lived in with her family. Metina was sewing a pair of moccasins and chewing on a string of leather to soften it and use as a lace.

Adrian moved closer until her hut blocked the rest of the village from seeing him. She sat on a log while working with the deer hide shoe, focusing intently on her work. Adrian leaned around a tree and, after a final glance to make sure they were alone, he tossed a rock so that it rolled across the ground in front of her.

Metina gasped and looked up. She glanced to her left, towards her wigwam, and then turned to the right. Her parted lips curled up in a smile when she saw him. Adrian’s heart beat faster and he couldn’t help but grin back at how silly she looked with the leather lace hanging from her mouth. He gestured for her to come to him.

Metina took the strap out of her mouth and glanced around, her lips sucked between her teeth. She put the moccasins down on the ground and rose up, gathering her hide dress so she could move easily. She met Adrian at the tree and opened her mouth to talk to him.

Adrian wasn’t interested in what she had to say. Not yet. He pressed his lips to hers and muffled her squeal with his mouth. She pushed back after her surprise was over and was soon breathing hard against him. He could taste the leather on her lips and it only made his hunger for her grow.

Adrian backed away enough to whisper, “Come with me,” and grabbed her hand.

“I mustn’t,” she protested. “If we’re caught—”

“Your father’s at the fort with the English,” Adrian said. “Where’s your mother?”

Metina glanced over her shoulder and admitted, “Planting.”

Adrian pulled her in for another kiss and felt her resistance to him crumble as she shivered and moaned. He pulled her into the forest without a word. She followed, her hand clutching his, until they reached a small grassy hill with a large rock protruding from the side as though it had tried to escape the earth but couldn’t climb free. They moved into the shelter of the rock and resumed their embrace as soon as he leaned his musket against the boulder.

“Adrian,” Metina breathed when his hands slid down to grab at her dress around her hips.

He barely heard her over the sound of his heart thundering in his ears but he forced himself to stop. “Yes, my love?”

“We must be quick,” she breathed. “If I’m caught—”

Adrian kissed her worries away. “If you’re caught, then you’ll have to run away with me. I can provide for us.”

“It’s not that—” She interrupted herself to kiss him. “I fear what my father will do. You are liked, but you are not one of us.”

“Then when you are ready, we will go on our own and tell no one.”

Metina gasped as Adrian pulled her dress up and slid it along her body. She lifted her arms to help him and in seconds stood nude but for her deerskin sandals. She trembled, but not from the morning chill. Adrian let his pack hit the ground and tossed his shirt after it. Metina didn’t give him a chance to get any further before she wrapped her arms around him and pulled him to her again.

Adrian growled deep in his throat when he felt the hard pebbles of firm young breasts pressing against his chest. While they kissed, he wrapped his arms around her, pulling her against him until she could barely breathe. Metina pressed against the bulge she felt in his pants and panted into his mouth.

Unable to deny their heat any longer, Adrian slipped his hands down to his waist and fumbled with the ties of his breeches. He had to look down to see what he was doing, breaking his kiss with the Ojibwa woman.

Unhappy with how things were going, Metina lowered her head and leaned forward, kissing his chest and moving her lips until they captured Adrian’s nipple between them. He gasped at the sensation and then growled when she bit down and chewed on his sensitive flesh. The tie on his pants broke in his hands.

Adrian ran his hand through Metina’s long, dark hair and pulled her head back and up. She grinned at him and had a wild look in her eyes. It was the spark of youth, life, and passion. Adrian fell on her and devoured her mouth with his, driving them both back into the rock and then they fell, arm in arm, to the wet grass.

He rolled onto his back and held his prize on top of him. She kissed him and cupped his face in her palms. Adrian’s hands pushed his pants down while he struggled with his hips and lifted them off the ground. In moments, he lowered them to his thighs and freed his aching hardness so she could feel it rise against her tender flesh.

Metina moved, lowering her hands and turning her face so she could focus. She slipped her hand between them and wrapped her delicate fingers around him. She gasped and glanced at him, surprised by how hot and hard his flesh felt. She shuddered and shifted, sliding her hips lower even as she held him steady.

Adrian’s eyes fluttered back into his head as she pressed down on him and slowly enveloped him. He groaned, unable to speak in words, and then felt her lips against his. He pulled her to him while their hips worked to find a rhythm against each other.
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