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Chapter 1




The wolf’s howl sliced through Glenwood Forest, reverberating among the trees. Poppy crouched low, the longbow in her hand steady, the red cloak pooling around her like spilled ink in the moonlight. She no longer flinched at the sound. It was as familiar to her as the thrum of her heartbeat. 

The air carried the acrid tang of wolf, sharp and bitter. It set her nerves on edge, not with fear, but with the thrill of confrontation. The Wolf King must be close—the terror of villages, the shadow in her nightmares. He had taken her parents, and tonight, she intended to meet him face-to-face.

She had trained for this moment under her grandmother’s relentless eye. Hours spent mastering her longbow until the string felt like an extension of her body. But as the Wolf King’s howl echoed through the forest, the burden of her purpose pressed through her. Justice, her grandmother had called it—a word that once burned with clarity. Now, it tangled with questions she couldn’t silence. Could justice and vengeance ever truly be the same? And if she succeeded tonight, what part of herself would remain?

A full moon pierced the canopy above, thin beams of silver cutting through the darkness. The enchanted cloak thrummed faintly against her skin, sharpening her senses. Shadows moved differently now, their secrets laid bare. The forest’s quiet breath carried whispers of predators and prey.

A twig snapped.

She raised her longbow, her breathing shallow. The silence pressed around her. Sitting a little straighter, she peered into the murky shadows, her eyes flickering from one to the next. Nothing.

Overhead, an owl hooted. The crickets chirped their nocturnal song. The wind fluttered through the treetops, swishing their leaves and clacking their branches.

Another snapping twig. She gently pulled the string taut. Straining her ears, she listened for any sounds that did not belong. The creatures of the night had gone eerily silent.

A low growl rumbled near her. She tilted her head and inhaled deeply. The pungent smell of wolf—thick and bitter—invaded her senses. A tingling sensation skipped up her spine as the hair on the back of her neck stood on end.

He was near.

She scanned the shadows until she locked on two golden eyes, watching her. Watching. Waiting. Like her. Angling her body to face him, she pointed the arrow directly at his head. The huntress was now the prey.

Poppy had a decision to make then. Release her arrow or drop her weapon? Her grandmother’s voice flickered through her mind.

Never drop your guard, for he will take that moment to strike.

But he didn’t appear to want to attack. In the gloom, she made out his elongated nose and the gray fur of his face, the point of his ears. His eyes missed no detail as he stared at her, and she stared back.

I know who you are.

The deep, dark rumble of a voice flickered through her mind. Her heart kicked into a wild beat. Had the beast spoken to her? And still those glowing eyes pierced her. A breath shuddered out of her as she peered down the length of her arrow.

The underbrush rustled to her left, distracting her. She glanced away from the wolf's eyes. When she turned back, he had melted back into the shadows. Gone.

To her left, the rustling sounded again. She turned toward the noise, releasing her arrow in one fluid movement. It flew into the darkness. A moment later, a thunk followed by a muffled oof that sounded human.

She got to her feet and hurried through the woods with her cloak flapping behind her. She found the man on the ground, her arrow lodged in his shoulder. His eyes, nothing more than black orbs, met hers, which surprised her.

Could he see her face beneath the hood, despite the magic of the cloak hiding her visage? It helped her blend into the shadows.

“Do I have you to thank for this?”

His voice was low and dangerous, each word sharp with fury as it rolled off him in waves. He grimaced, his face pinched with both pain and anger.

She crouched next to him. Blood seeped around the wound, staining his tattered shirt.

“I’m so sorry. I thought you were—”

She pressed her lips together, refusing to say more. He might have thought she was mad if she told him she thought he was a wolf. For she was certain that’s what she sensed moving through the forest. His eyes met hers, those black eyes glittering with annoyance and discomfort, and her heart tripped. There was a shadow of a beard on his cheeks and chin and his hair was shaggy about his face long enough to brush his shoulders. She couldn’t tell in the darkness, but he appeared to be dressed in nothing more than tatters. The shirt hung off his powerful frame, giving her a hint of his muscled chest dusted with hair beneath. His breeches were frayed, hitting him mid-calf. He wore no shoes.

“Let me help you.” She held a hand out to him.

He eyed her hand with a dubious expression. “After you shot me with an arrow? I don’t think so.”

His words cut deep, and she flinched as guilt washed through her. “I do apologize, but you need that wound treated. My grandmother’s a healer.”

He frowned, his forehead wrinkling. He shook his head. “You want to take me into the village? No, thanks.”

Poppy dropped her hand to her side. So, he was going to be stubborn. She changed tactics as she gave him a shrug of indifference. “Fine, then. But the wound will fester if not tended.”

His mouth formed a grim line. “I suppose you’re going to tell me your arrow tip was poison?”

She clutched the weapon tighter in her hand, her palm sweating. She didn’t make mistakes—she was better than that—but she was startled by the rustling underbrush and sudden disappearance of the gold wolf eyes. When she started to reply, he waved her off.

“You’re a huntress. I get it.” He heaved a sigh and lifted a hand to her. “Help me up and take me to this grandmother of yours. But when I’m bandaged, I’m leaving.”

“As you wish.”

She grabbed his hand. His fingers wrapped around hers in a firm grip as she hoisted him to his feet. She stifled the gasp that wanted to erupt. He was tall, standing over her by at least a head. His shoulders were broad. His dark eyes gleamed back at her as she assessed him.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“I could ask the same of you. Why do you hide inside the cloak?”

Ah, so he was unable to see her face. The cloak protected her from unwanted attention. But it also gave her other abilities. She understood the woodland creatures—the hoot of an owl as it greeted the night, the song of the cricket’s declaring their joy the sun had set. While wearing it, her senses were amplified, giving her heightened awareness to her surroundings. It also enhanced her physical abilities—she never missed a shot.

It was why she was certain when she released her arrow, she was shooting at a wolf.

She shoved off the hood, revealing her features.

There was something about his appraising scrutiny that sent chills through her. Did she imagine the spark of recognition that went through his dark, glittering eyes? He leaned toward her and inhaled a deep breath, scenting her.

A strange thing from a man with an arrow sticking out of his shoulder.

“Hm,” he said. “You smell of the woods, of heather and moss.”

Unsure how to respond, she motioned for him to follow. They headed through the woods back to the stone cottage she shared with her grandmother. His steps were quiet and sure-footed. More than once, she turned to make sure he was still there. As they broke through the trees, the village came into sight.

It was still deep in the night, and most were sleeping. Except for her grandmother. Poppy knew she would still be awake, sitting by the fire, knitting or darning socks for the coming winter. She often found her dozing in her chair by the fire in the morning when she returned.

The stone cottage was near the edge of the forest, surrounded by a white picket fence. It didn’t take any time to reach it. She pushed open the gate and walked up the pathway to the red front door, which she pushed open. She stood aside to allow the stranger to enter. As she closed the door, he paused inside and took in their modest surroundings.

Her grandmother hobbled from the small kitchen. She had a constant ache in her left hip. With the cooler weather settling in, the limp was more pronounced. She held a towel in her hands, a questioning look furrowing her brow. Her sharp, blue eyes landed on the stranger, took in his shabby appearance as well as the arrow in his shoulder, and then looked at Poppy.

“Who’s this?”

“Nana, this is…” She paused to look at him, wondering what to call him. “I accidentally shot him with an arrow.”

“I see that.” She motioned to the chair by the fire. “Have a seat. I’ll get supplies.”

Nana was not surprised to see the strange man with Poppy’s arrow in his shoulder, it seemed. But then, not much surprised her.

She disappeared into her bedroom as the man walked to the wooden chair—the one Poppy frequented—and lowered himself down with a gusty sigh. The wood creaked with his weight. He stretched out his long legs. Dirt smudged along his shins and his feet. Nana would not like to see his dirty feet on her shaggy rug.

“So, that’s your grandmother, eh?”

“Yes.”

She placed the longbow and quiver on the floor by the door. Then she hung up her red cloak on the peg.

“She doesn’t look like a grandmother.”

Poppy smiled. “What should one look like, then?”

“Old,” he muttered. “She walks with a limp.”

“She has an ache in her hip. It becomes more difficult to manage during the winter.”

“Hm,” was his only reply.

He extended his hands to the fire, closing his eyes to enjoy the warmth. He appeared to have been in the forest for quite some time. How did one survive in the wild?

It was true, though. Nana wasn’t the typical grandmother. Her youthful appearance belied her true age. Her hair, once the color of copper, had turned dark with a streak of silver at each temple. She left her hair long and loose. Most days she pulled it back at the nape and tied it with a leather thong. Her face held only a few wrinkles—around her mouth and the corners of her eyes—but she still had smooth, cream-colored skin. Her blue eyes were sharp and her mind sharper. She had strong hands, a strong back, and an even stronger heart. She was still one of the best with a longbow in the entire village. She taught Poppy everything she knew. She also gave her the crimson cloak when she was barely old enough to hold her own weapon.

Nana came from the bedroom then, carrying a bowl and bandages. She placed them on a nearby table and turned to him, her hands on her hips.

“What do we call you?”

He swallowed hard, his throat working, as if deciding if he should give his name or not.

“Rowan,” he said, finally.

With a nod, she moved to him to assess the wound. She leaned down for a closer look at the arrow sticking out of his shoulder. She pushed aside the tattered tunic. Deft fingers probed the surrounding skin with a gentle touch.

“Well, Rowan, it doesn’t look too deep. You were lucky. My granddaughter never misses.” She straightened, flashed a wicked smile, and then disappeared to the kitchen.

Rowan shot her a quick look. “Are you that good?”

“Yes,” she answered, strong and sure.

He lifted a dark brow under the shaggy hair that fell over his forehead. “Were you aiming for my head?”

She considered telling him yes, but then that wasn’t the truth. “Actually, you weren’t the target at all.”

“No?”

“I was aiming at the two glowing gold eyes staring at me from the shadows, but then I heard a noise—I assume that was you—and it startled me. I reacted before thinking and released the arrow. That rarely happens.”

“You mean, reacting?”

She nodded.

“So, wrong place, wrong time for me.” He managed a grim smile.

“What were you doing there, anyway?” she asked, wondering if he was spying on her.

Because she was certain she hadn’t seen or sensed him before, those two big, gold eyes came out to stare at her. In fact, she was certain those gold eyes belonged to the Wolf King. She missed her chance.

Nana returned then, allowing him to ignore her question. But Poppy had the sense he was there for a reason. Hunting her? Spying? Something else? She didn’t know.

Her grandmother handed him a glass of amber liquid. When he gave her a quizzical look, she said, “To help dull the pain. Drink up.”

He downed it in one gulp. Poppy knew what that was—Nana’s prized whiskey. It would, indeed, help dull the pain. Rowan handed her back the glass. Nana set it aside, ready to work.

“This might hurt a bit,” she said as she reached for the shaft.

“A bit?” He clenched his jaw as she wrapped her hand around the arrow.

She ignored him and said, “Poppy, when I have this out, hand me a bandage.”

Nodding, she stepped around them and grabbed one of the gauze squares.

“I’m going to give this a yank. It should come free, but if it doesn’t, I’ll have to do it again,” she told him.

Sweat popped out on his brow and his face drained of color. For a moment, Poppy thought he might change his mind. His gaze flickered over to her, seeking reassurance. She gave him a smile and a nod, as if to say all will be well.

Without giving him any warning, Nana grabbed the arrow as close to his shoulder as possible. She gave it a swift yank. He cried out in pain as the arrow pulled free. She held out her free hand. Poppy placed the bandage on it. Swiftly, she pressed the bandage against the wound as blood seeped from it.

“Take this arrow, Poppy, and discard it.”

She did as she was asked, taking the arrow from Nana. Heading to the kitchen, Poppy broke it in half, then tossed it in the trash.

Before she left, she paused to put the kettle on for tea. As her stomach rumbled, she decided food was in order and sliced cheese, bread, and dried fruit. Placing it all on a tray, she carried it back to the living room.

Nana worked swiftly. She had already cleaned the poison from the wound and was dressing it.

“There, now. That should heal without any trouble.” She stood straight, placing a hand on her back as pain flickered over her face. She retrieved the bowl with the murky water from the table and tossed the bloody bandages in it.

“I put the kettle on, Nana.” Poppy placed the tray on the low table by the worn sofa.

“You’re a good girl.” She grinned at her as she shuffled by and headed into the kitchen to get rid of the bloody bandages.

Rowan sat rigid in the chair, his fingers curled around the arms so tight, his knuckles leeched of color. Sweat still beaded his forehead and now rolled down the side of his face. His jaw was clenched tight.

“Whatever your grandmother used to clean the wound…” He paused, taking a deep, shuddering breath and blowing it out.

“Stung, didn’t it?” Poppy moved to sit in the chair opposite him.

He nodded.

“That’s her special disinfectant to kill the poison. The pain will subside,” she said, trying to reassure him. “You did well. I didn’t hear a peep.”

“I’m good with pain,” he said.

“If you’re hungry, you can help yourself.” She motioned to the tray of food.

Rowan turned from the fire then, his eyes meeting hers and somewhere in those depths, she sensed something feral. She cocked her head to one side as a shiver went over her. A musky, wild-thing smell wafted from him, making her sit straighter in the chair.

“You…what are you?” she asked, her voice quivering.

He grinned then, showing all his teeth. Wicked teeth. Sharp teeth. Teeth that made her shrink away from him.

“I thought you’d never ask.”









