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Chapter 1




When is a wolf not a wolf? At home, where I played the adult yet still obedient daughter, keeping my inner beast under wraps for the sake of my adopted human family. At work, where I infiltrated dangerous shifter clans with practiced deception, using my furry scent to get in the door while wielding no obvious weapons other than a killer smile. 

Tonight, though, I was neither at home nor at work.

I did need to touch base, though, before my time became entirely my own. Still, I toed off my shoes there at the edge of the wide-open desert, the cool night air making my inner wolf stir with familiar excitement. Then, before I succumbed to the urge, I forced myself to focus and text my boss.

Julius was not only my employer; he was also the closest thing I had to a father. Not that we were the touchy-feely sort. He’d be fine with me merely dropping a pin, ensuring he had my exact location if he needed it—fifty miles from where I was due to ferret out blood magic tomorrow and well within outpack territory where I was unlikely to run into anyone else.

Message relayed, I let my phone fall onto the driver’s seat and I closed my eyes, standing erect and listening to the dark.

The ping of a reply text tore through the silence, louder than it would have sounded before my ears started shifting. My fingers were still human enough to pick up the phone, though, and see that the missive wasn’t from Julius, but rather from his daughter.

Celeste was already thinking ahead to tomorrow, when I’d slide into the persona that made me into the Council’s secret weapon. There’d be lip-biting and lowered eyelashes. Feigned submission and, at just the right moment, a needle stuck into an unwary alpha’s arm.

Well, no, that’s what I was thinking about. Celeste was thinking past that to the moment when I’d bag the culprit then head home to the echoing mansion we shared with her father.

“Elspeth! Choose for me, please: Rom com or action flick? Pizza or popcorn?”

The answer was both, everything, obviously. My mouth watered and for one split second I could taste salt on my tongue, could feel our shared laughter filling the living room to bursting. Celeste was my opposite in so many ways, but whenever we were together we clicked.

We clicked...as long as I stayed human. As long as I kept my feral side under wraps, ignoring the way my inner wolf itched to stretch its legs and run wild.

As long as I never admitted that what I craved at the moment wasn’t popcorn but, rather, blood.

The distant scent of prey animals made my inner wolf itch now. My teeth sharpened as my hands curled into claws, reaching toward the sandy expanse beyond this isolated and silent gas station. I could almost see the terrified eyes of the critter I’d soon pounce upon, could almost feel flesh tearing beneath my fangs.

“You’re more than a wolf,” Julius had told me so many times. And that was true. I was much more than a wolf.

But, for one night, perhaps I didn’t mind being less.


      [image: image-placeholder]Through lupine nostrils, the desert smelled like mesquite and sagebrush. No hint of wolf pee warned away outsiders the way it would have within a claimed territory. Instead, a hum of electricity I’d only felt in the outpack sped my feet to near flying while a distinct musk I’d grown familiar with during my previous visits to this region prompted me to lick my chops.

Peccaries were good eating. And, yes, I was well aware desert pigs had sharp tusks that could inflict significantly more damage than my canines. I knew their herds worked in unison just like wolf packs and that the largest grouping might contain four dozen individuals.

On the other hand, I wouldn’t have to mess up my takedown by looking small and meek the way I did on jobs. Game on.

Lowering my body closer to the earth, I transitioned from tracking to stalking. Swiveling my ears, I picked out the soft grunts and growls of the peccary herd, their vocalizations intermingled with chewing and digging. They didn’t sound alarmed, hadn’t noticed me creeping closer.

There was no moon to brighten the landscape. No glow of light pollution to assist my vision. But I could smell. My paws could feel. I could almost taste raw pork on my tongue.

And now I could see the faintest silhouettes of the animals I was approaching. A small one had wandered a good distance away from its neighbors. The meat would be tender. I angled myself toward the weanling. Tensed my muscles. Took off…

...and slammed directly into another wolf.

He was larger than me but for a moment I thought our collision was a mere accident. It was true that, with the wind blowing in such a way that I couldn’t smell him, he definitely should have caught my scent. But he didn’t growl. Didn’t raise his ruff in threat and pin back his ears the way wolves did during altercations.

Instead, he just got in my way. That time, then again and again as I tried to pad around him. I bared my teeth and he failed to return the threat, but he also resolutely refused to step out of my path.

Despite my best efforts, our standoff wasn’t silent. A peccary snorted. Teeth clacked together. Then they were stampeding away from us, disappearing into the desert. They’d be alert now. Not worth the chase.

I shifted, furious. Stayed on my knees so I could grab onto the wolf’s cheeks and drag him up until our eyes were at the same level. It was a dominance move, but he let me get away with it. Let me spit out my anger. “Cockblocker!”

Only then did he join me in humanity, my grasp on fur turning into fists cupping cheeks. A naked man not much older than my twenty-five years knelt knee-to-knee in front of me, his muscles and breadth making him roughly twice my weight.

Despite his daunting size, however, his scent was sweet as cactus flowers. The bristle-roughened skin of his face was warm beneath my knuckles. Warm and enticing. I found myself swaying inward before reality reasserted itself.

“Lone wolves are vermin,” a memory of Julius’s voice asserted.

Vermin might be extreme, but a lone wolf certainly wasn’t worthy of my attention. I settled back onto my heels just as the stranger’s lips curled upwards in a barely visible half-smile. His dark eyes glinted with starlight as he rumbled out a retort, “You intended to make love to the pigs?”

“I intended to eat one,” I back-talked, letting the spunk I usually hid turn even more audible. After all, wolves who hung out solo in outpack territory were generally those too submissive to survive in a clan. It wasn’t as if I was risking much. “Same thing you intended, presumably,” I couldn’t resist tacking on.

Abruptly, the stranger’s starlit eyes turned intense as he growled, “Smart wolves don’t hunt peccaries solo.”

My skin prickled. Maybe this stranger wasn’t so submissive after all. I’d acted without understanding the big picture and it was too late to pivot into dumb-brunette mode. I…

Then the flash of danger in his eyes faded so quickly I was left wondering whether I’d only imagined it. His hand rose, a single finger not quite touching my bare skin as it traced a line from my shoulder across my neck to the opposite shoulder. The heat of almost-contact made me breathless and my mind began playing crazy tricks.

What my eyes thought they saw: a strand of glowing dots momentarily rising upon my skin beneath where his hand drifted. What my body thought it felt: the same electricity that had seemed to buoy me up as I ran through the desert now coursing through my veins.

“What are you doing?” I demanded, crab-walking backwards then swearing as the sudden pain of a cactus spine embedded itself into the pad of my thumb. The jolt broke me out of the sensual daze the stranger’s attention had infused me with. Brought me back to the real world where even the earth bit back.

Bit and latched on. The spine didn’t want to come out easily. Instead, my efforts only worked it deeper into my flesh, the jerkiness of my motions not helping one bit.

I was furious with somebody. Perhaps with myself. Perhaps with the stranger. The spine was definitely part of it and I chose not to look deeper into my anger than that.

In front of me, the stranger let me poke at the spine until it became clear that I was only making matters worse left-handed. Only then did he gesture at my wound. “May I?”

I shouldn’t have, but I nodded. And when his long fingers encircled my much smaller wrist, luminescent spirals curled up from the point of contact. They slid across my forearm and veered toward my elbow, tickling at skin level while twisting and tugging deep within my gut.

I held my ground this time though. Whatever the light show was about, it wasn’t hurting either of us. It wasn’t a threat, so it was irrelevant.

Only once the stranger was sure I wasn’t going to jerk away again did he bend his head and close his teeth around the spine. As if he was a wolf, which should have been disgusting but...wasn’t. Instead, I watched, enthralled, as his lips brushed across the pad of my thumb, the resulting glow illuminating his face like Christmas lights.

He was beautiful, but not in the way one might expect. This wasn’t the rough attractiveness of a lone wolf or even the manicured perfection of a vain pack shifter. Instead, the lights erupting out of my skin cast tribal tattoos across the chiseled contours of his nose and chin, turning handsomeness into something otherworldly.

He was unlike anyone else I’d ever met.

Or maybe the vision was yet another trick of the night. Because the stranger tugged sharpness out of my flesh with one quick jerk. Lights dulled as pain flared. Cold replaced heat as his hand retreated.

“To answer your question,” he murmured. “I’m not doing anything. We’re mates.”

I didn’t feel tough, but toughness was all I had to fall back on at that moment. “Mates?” I forced myself to snort while reminding myself that wolves without a pack weren’t precisely rational. No matter how physically enticing this stranger might appear, I’d never see him again.

Which meant it was time to distance myself in the easiest way possible—with words. “So that’s how lone wolves get laid,” I finished, adding a twist of sarcasm to my voice.

I expected him to explode into anger. After all, hell hath no fury like a male werewolf scorned.

Instead, that tiny half-smile curled his lips again. “Think about it, then come see me. I live that way.” His gesture was vague. West somewhere. “My name is Orion. The bond will pull you where you need to go.”

I was too shaken to speak and I didn’t need words anyway. Letting my wolf body replace my human body, my receding rump said everything necessary. I trotted away in the opposite direction from the one in which Orion had pointed, back toward my car where granola bars would fill my belly and locks on the doors would prevent anyone from disrupting my slumber.

Three times along the way, however, I peered back over my shoulder to make sure the stranger hadn’t followed. He hadn’t.

I was oddly disappointed that he found it so easy to let me go.








  
  
Chapter 2




I feigned a mechanical breakdown fifty miles down the road the next morning. As soon as a distant silhouette of a sentry suggested I’d entered the monitored portion of the rotten pack’s territory, I braked aggressively, wobbling the wheel as I pulled over onto the shoulder of the two-lane highway. Getting out, I pretended someone on my phone was walking me through checking the obvious, which I did very badly. Far more adeptly and subtly, I flipped open the plastic cover to the fuse box and loosened the fuel-pump relay. 

Because packs like this didn’t like outsiders sniffing around. But if my car wouldn’t start, they couldn’t very well send me away.

By the time I was done, the sound of a vehicle on the road behind me suggested I wouldn’t even have to walk to the closest mechanic to put my plan into motion. Tires slowed then stopped right in the middle of the road, a hint that the driver was a local well aware of traffic patterns, or the lack thereof.

Meanwhile, hairs prickled on the back of my neck. This wasn’t just a local. This was a wolf.

“Problem?”

I turned to find a thirty-something woman in braided pigtails considering me with her beast rampant behind her eyes. But I couldn’t smell her signature aroma, nor could I make out the pack scent that should have formed a foundation underlying that signature.

Instead, I smelled something very different. The subtle yet very present salty aroma of blood.

This was exactly what the Council had sent me to deal with. Blood magic at the alpha level rippling down to impact the entire clan—one of several issues too volatile for individual packs to handle solo. The werewolves involved were never glad to be intruded upon, but well-timed takedowns could prevent awfulness up to and including inter-pack warfare.

I was helping, not that the woman in front of me would see it that way. So I didn’t ask about the blood aroma, which clung due to her leader’s actions. Just got in when she offered me a ride and poured out my well-prepared sob story.

My car wouldn’t start. Could she possibly arrange a tow?

“Not a problem.” Empty desert flowed past outside our windows, but the woman didn’t look at me. Was she concerned I’d notice the wolf lurking behind her eyes, a wolf that should have been asleep during a situation that was far from perilous? “I’m Maya by the way,” she introduced herself.

“Elspeth,” I answered. Then, figuring I might as well go for broke, I added, “Could you possibly take me to your alpha? This is embarrassing, but I just don’t... I...”

“You’re a woman alone.” Her hand reached across the center console to cover mine, the contact deeply soothing in a way it shouldn’t have been with the scent of blood still redolent between us. “You’re asking for safe harbor, but you don’t have to ask. You’ll find what you’re looking for in town. There’s a cafe. Do you need any cash?”

Women were harder to hoodwink than men. Women understood that just because I was small and curvy, that didn’t mean I was defenseless.

But women also understood well-founded fears. I bit my lip and peered out the window, watching as the side road my research had suggested led to pack central passed by on our right. Then I continued to tell the truth—if not the full truth—while drawing upon the experience still at the forefront of my mind.

“I stopped last night in outpack land,” I told Maya. “I... There was a lone wolf... He expressed an interest and...” I swallowed.

The scent of blood grew stronger. “You’re concerned he’ll follow you. He won’t. We watch our boundaries.”

That assertion was hard to counter when Maya had found me mere minutes after I pretended to break down. So I didn’t argue. Just begged. “Please.”

“We’ll send someone out to handle the lone wolf,” Maya promised. “Just because no one owns the desert on the other side of our borders doesn’t mean we allow inappropriate behavior from vagrants. Describe him.”

Despite everything, my cheeks heated. I’d messed up. I couldn’t sic shifters dabbling in blood magic on a lone wolf who had, in reality, acted like a perfect gentleman, albeit a delusional one. “No, don’t bother. I’m overreacting. Orion didn’t do anything inappropriate.”

The lone wolf’s name tasted oddly sweet on my tongue, which might explain why I’d offered information that didn’t need to be offered. Maya’s response, though, was odder than my slip.

The car screeched to a halt so fast I would have slammed into the dashboard if my seatbelt hadn’t caught me. Then Maya stared at me with that wolf even more wide awake behind her pupils. “You met Orion in outpack territory? Orion scared you so badly you want to ask for help from our alpha?”

I nodded confirmation and she huffed out something that sounded an awful lot like mother of a whelp-mauler before yanking the steering wheel all the way to the left to make a U-turn.

“Where are we going?” I asked when an explanation didn’t appear to be forthcoming.

The scent of blood intensified further and Maya didn’t look at me as she answered. “Looks like I’m taking you to my alpha after all.”


      [image: image-placeholder]The pack central I’d been sent to infiltrate resembled any other patch of desert until we were almost at its doorstep. Then, as our vehicle eased its way between close canyon walls, camouflaged gardens began to pop up amid the sandstone.

In satellite photos, the area must have looked like a few pockets of soil had provided a foothold for cliffrose and desert broom. Up close, however, I could see strawberries dangling from hanging planters. Crisp lettuce ready to turn into salads. A peach tree arching above everything else.

I’d been inside dozens of under-the-radar pack centrals and none had been as cleverly arranged as this.

Leaning into my pleasure, I did what everyone loved—I praised Maya’s home. “I’ve never seen anything quite like this,” I gushed. “It’s beautiful. Your alpha must be one of the good ones.”

Instead of relaxing into my enthusiasm the way I’d expected her to, Maya simply shrugged as she pulled up underneath an overhang where the car’s glass and chrome wouldn’t glint and catch the sunlight. “He’s unique,” she said as we both got out and edged around the only other vehicle present—a van. Maya’s long braids swung behind her as she strode purposefully into a crack in the sandstone that appeared entirely natural...until we passed through and I saw that the bedrock we’d parked on had transitioned into poured concrete.

Ahead were the kind of thick metal doors humans installed to slow the spread of fires and shifters used for more defensive purposes. If I followed Maya through, would I be able to get back out again?

“Will your alpha be angry with you for bringing me here?” It wasn’t hard to add a quaver to my voice and I paired that with rounding my shoulders so I’d look even smaller than my actual five feet two inches. “I can wait outside. I don’t want to cause any trouble...”

“He’ll definitely want to see you,” Maya promised, but she didn’t bother glancing in my direction. Instead, she tilted her chin upward in a way that suggested there was a facial-recognition camera embedded in the wall somewhere above eye level. I quickly turned my own head away, watching from the corner of one eye as Maya waited for the click of a disengaging lock then pushed the door open to lead me inside.

It wasn’t optimal to enter an enclosed space with a locking exit door, especially when I had very little information to go on. But I’d found my way out of worse pinches and I could almost smell success. My heart rate elevated, but not out of fear.

Instead, I stifled a smile as I ran through the game plan: Track down the alpha. Get him alone. Then subdue him with the sedative hidden in one of my pockets.

Finding the alpha turned out to be easy. The space Maya had brought me to was a gym full of fifteen shifters ranging in age from their teens up to their sixties. They were sparring hand-to-hand, none of them particularly adept at it, while a man with the aura of pack leader called out corrections. 

Well, he did that for a moment. Then he tilted his wheelchair up on its back wheels so he could pivot to face us even though Maya hadn’t called out a greeting or caught his attention in any overt way.

I’d already guessed as much, but his ferocious eyes suggested I’d found my target. No wonder he took the time to look me over, which was perfectly fine since that gave me the opportunity to do the same.

Other than those alpha eyes, heavy muscles were his most distinguishing feature. The impressive physique wasn’t limited to his upper body, either, the way I’d expect from someone used to wheeling himself from point A to point B. Whatever kept this man from walking, it had occurred recently.

Was the injury temporary? Or was a permanent disability the reason the pack’s alpha had descended into the quick fix of blood magic?

It would have been easy to pity him, but the desert southwest seemed to spawn alphas who thought it was a good idea to kill their pack mates and use that dying burst to boost their own power. It was a rot and it wouldn’t happen again here, not after today.

My adrenaline spiked further as I went on the attack...obliquely of course.

“Sir.” I dropped my eyes to the floor submissively even though I could feel the alpha’s gaze continuing to scan me. “I appreciate you letting me come. I know you’re very busy and very important. I know I have no right to your time.”

I didn’t need much time, actually. Just a few minutes alone with him to complete the takedown without prompting a full-scale battle. Afterwards, his pack would bounce back in short order. The ingenuity of their residence spoke to a bedrock stability that a few months of off-the-rails alpha couldn’t fully erode.

“Elspeth,” the alpha acknowledged. The fact he knew my name without Maya having texted ahead proved that the pack bond was still strong enough to allow information to be passed along it. “We have a few minutes left in this session. Care to join in?”

I winced even though my chin was still tucked so low no one could see the gesture. They’d hear the uncertainty in my words, though, when I murmured, “Oh, I don’t know how...”

“You should.” This was Maya, sounding annoyed at the world that had created me. “A woman who can’t defend herself is like a fish on a bicycle. Sue will show you the ropes.”

This was a sidetrack, but sometimes it was necessary to go with the flow to minimize casualties. I let my chin come up as I followed Maya’s gesture to the dowdy middle-aged woman who could have been my mother if she’d had me very young. From what I’d seen when coming in, Sue hadn’t been the worst of the fighters but she was far from the best. She was, however, safest-looking for a scared female outsider to grapple with.

My cover was holding. Maya was being kind.

I glanced up through my hair at the alpha rather than taking Maya up on her offer. “Sir?”

“Leave your shoes by the door,” he suggested, a glint of humor softening his warrior-like face. “Wouldn’t want another accidental nose break.”

At that, all eyes flew to a teenaged boy on the other side of the room. The youngster flushed beet red and muttered at his feet, “I didn’t mean to.”

This was good-hearted teasing. I saved the teenager from another round by toeing off my sneakers then padding over to join Sue. My hands rose in front of my face as if I was a toddler playing peekaboo. Someone behind me snickered.

Then cold swept through the gym so hard and fast it couldn’t have resulted from anything other than an alpha command sent down the pack bond, one I couldn’t hear but could easily see the results of. Trainees plus Maya all fled without bothering to grab the shoes lined up along the wall near the entrance. Their faces twisted, their eyes averting from me as if part of the command had involved not just leaving the room but specifically removing themselves from my presence.

This was exactly the sort of over-the-top pack-leader behavior I would have expected from an alpha dabbling in blood magic. But the man in the wheelchair wasn’t the source of the flurry of activity. He was fleeing along with everyone else. Had already pushed himself through the door and left me alone in the gym by the time a man I hadn’t expected to see again strode in from outside.

Orion looked exactly the same as he had last night and also entirely different. How I’d taken him for a lone wolf was now a mystery as his gaze spun across me in a way it hadn’t in the desert. Intrusive. Challenging. Ten times as dominant as the man in the wheelchair.

I stared right back, daylight unveiling details that the dim night had concealed. Undeniable strength, both outer and inner, contrasted with last night’s vibe of gentleness. Sunlight streaming down through skylights kissed his chiseled jaw, accentuating a magnetism that was all alpha.

He waited until the last footstep faded into silence then he raised his eyebrows. “What are you doing in my territory, Elspeth Darkhart?”








  
  
Chapter 3




My surname wasn’t  Darkhart, but that was the name I’d used the one time my face had been caught on camera. Correction: the first time my face had been caught on camera. Because Orion must have snagged a shot of me this morning then run it through a hefty database to come up with that identification so quickly.

“Are you recording this?” I asked, eying the walls and ceiling while trying to figure out the location of the camera I’d missed.

“No.” He was in my space before I saw him move. In daylight, his bulk was overwhelming, both a threat and an enticement. But his cactus scent had turned prickly—less flowers and more spines—as he repeated his demand. “Why are you here?”

“You invited me.” Truth yet nowhere near the whole truth. And...it was hard to focus on mincing words when Orion had settled into a fighting stance so close I could feel his heat against my skin. “Do you intend to beat me up?” I asked in disbelief.

Orion’s eyes darkened as he moved in closer, his broad shoulders blocking my view of the exit. “Does it seem like I could?” he countered, using one of his feet in an attempt to sweep away both of mine.

I say attempt because I was already on the move, dodging with a grace I’d honed over a lifetime of practice. Yes, my hormones were reacting to Orion’s proximity. My breath was coming a little too quickly, my heart beating faster than it had when I thought the man in the wheelchair was this pack’s alpha. But I ignored that attraction and dropped the feint of incompetence I’d donned moments earlier.

After all, I’d already let Orion see who I was back in the desert. Might as well be myself and win now.

Winning, when dealing with a large and powerful man, didn’t just involve the quick dodge I’d started with. It also meant messing with my opponent’s head. In this case, I chose to focus on the question he’d asked me twice already. The one that lingered behind those obsidian eyes, unresolved by my assertion that I’d come here in response to his invitation last night.

“You didn’t tell me you were an alpha,” I murmured, landing a swift kick to his side. With Celeste, the blow would have had her flat on her ass. Orion merely staggered back a single step.

As he did, he growled out a question. “Does me being an alpha make a difference?”

The chop he paired with his words forced me to backpedal physically, if not verbally. My focus tunneled as I tried and failed to land another strike.

Looked like Orion had already learned my favorite offensives. Which meant I needed to dig deeper and become less predictable. Hit him where it really hurt.

“Yeah, you being an alpha does make a difference,” I said, watching for the moment his mouth would pinch. The moment he’d read the subtext: that I hadn’t been interested in Orion solely for his own sake but was willing to check him out now that I knew he was a pack leader. He seemed like the sort of guy who would be disappointed in someone who craved secondhand power, and that descent into disappointment would provide the perfect opening for my next attack.

Only, Orion didn’t react. Instead, he offered me information he shouldn’t have had access to. “You entered a pack in New Mexico six months ago under false pretenses. Their alpha disappeared that evening and wasn’t seen again.”

The next blow I attempted to land was less important than the question I paired it with. “What would you say if I told you that the alpha you’re referring to was using blood magic to solidify his leadership?”

“I’d call bullshit.” Orion’s words were more adamant than anything I’d heard from him previously. He didn’t attack, though. Just circled, his gaze so intent it felt like he was trying to pry open my skull and peer inside my brain. “I knew Prince,” he continued. “His pack was solid and he was honorable. Where is he?”

Orion could have lashed out physically in conjunction with his final words and I might have been too busy thinking to block properly. Instead, he continued padding around me, waiting for my response.

And words emerged before I could stop them. “I don’t know.”

I hadn’t meant to say that. But the scent I remembered from the desert—sweet as cactus flowers—was even more thorny now than it had been earlier. Orion honestly cared about his missing friend.

Not only that, my reference to blood magic didn’t appear to have rung any personal bells with him. Which was decidedly odd since my intel clearly said the alpha of this pack was the guilty party.

I only realized my attention had wandered when Orion’s hand landed on my arm. The contact was searingly intense despite the thin cotton shirt that separated us. It was also a warning that I’d made a fatal mistake.

I’d let myself be grabbed by someone larger and stronger. I hadn’t made such a beginner flub since I was twelve.

My opponent didn’t toss me to the ground, however. Didn’t pull me in close to threaten me further. Instead, his voice gentled. “Why are you here, Elspeth?”

I couldn’t win this match overtly, so I bit my lip and peered up into those dark eyes that had glinted with starlight only twelve hours earlier but were now shuttered and lightless. Then I played my final card.


      [image: image-placeholder]Ten years ago, when I was a naive teenager, our trainer had taken me aside after a lesson. Just me, not Celeste also, which I understood when Gabi started delving into werewolf-specific abilities.

“And then there’s the mate bond,” she continued after running through a verbal summary of the pros and cons of going lupine during battle.

I rolled my eyes. “I thought we were talking fighting. Did Julius ask you to tell me about the birds and the bees? Because I get it. Safe sex. Consent. Consider me educated.”

Gabi’s lip quirked. At the time, she’d been in her mid twenties and Celeste and I had both wanted to be her. We’d practiced her signature lip quirk for hours in front of the mirror, but we never managed the insouciance Gabi pulled off with ease. “Glad to hear it,” she told me. “But, no, that’s not what this is about. When you’re dealing with male werewolves, you’re always going to be smaller and weaker. Banter and agility will only take you so far. Someday, you may need another edge, and that edge is the mate bond.”

She’d gone on to describe a connection so powerful that its formation tended to knock even the most powerful alpha off his game for a handful of minutes. “If you’re ready for it, though,” she told me, “then you can work through it. Compartmentalize. Pleasure, wonder, amazement—it’s a simple bodily reaction.”

“Like an orgasm,” I suggested, trying to sound edgy.

“Sure,” Gabi agreed, lip quirk promising she knew far more about orgasms than I did. “Today, we’ll mimic the formation of a mate bond a few different ways. See how you fight while being tickled. While eating something delicious. Later, we’ll use a stimulant.”

My eyebrows winged upward. “Julius approved this?” Julius never even let me and Celeste drink coffee. He said it would stunt our growth.

Gabi nodded, which gave me leeway to keep asking questions. “I can’t mate more than once though. Can I?”

“You can mate as many times as you like,” she assured me. “Just break the bond when you’re through with it. One and done.”

Over the intervening decade, I’d trained myself until I was confident I could continue fighting through anything. A fractured bone. A drugged haze. Yes, even when overwhelmed by the formation of a mate bond.

But I’d never actually used the latter technique. Had told myself I was holding back because I liked having one bonus tool in my arsenal that no one other than Gabi would ever consider a possibility.

Now, despite Orion’s hand on my arm, I wasn’t precisely desperate. So why did I open my mouth and tell the alpha in front of me: “I’m here to accept your proposal to mate”?








  
  
Chapter 4




Orion’s grip on my arm tightened. It must have been an involuntary reaction, because as soon as I winced he let go and smoothed his palm across the wrinkled fabric of my shirt by way of apology. That stroke of heat was accompanied by words rougher and deeper than any he’d previously uttered in my presence. 

“You sure that’s what you want?” His throat bobbed as he swallowed, then he added, “You didn’t seem particularly interested in becoming my mate yesterday.”

I shrugged, my reasoning too jumbled to verbalize even if I’d wanted to. Because, yes, forming a mate bond with Orion would be a good way to make him drop his guard long enough so I could pull the syringe out of my hidden jeans pocket and sedate him just like I’d sedated his buddy Prince six months ago. But Orion’s focus on my face was currently so intense I could probably have jabbed him at that moment with no misdirection involved.

And since I tried not to lie to myself, I admitted within the safety of my own mind that work wasn’t the sole reason I’d asked Orion to mate with me. Instead, I was curious in a way I’d never before been curious. I wanted to know what Orion’s hands would feel like on my bare skin rather than feathering through the air above it. I wanted to see his body melt back into last night’s lazy, cactus-flower-scented potential. I wanted to understand how he could be so hard and so soft all at once.

“I’m going to need words,” Orion rumbled into the silence between us. His thumb rubbed circles into my bicep as he continued, “You want to be my mate?”

In a manner of speaking, I thought but didn’t say. Instead, I tried and failed to swallow as something gathered inside me. Something huge and tingly and overwhelming. It rose from my center, passing through my lungs and managing to both pinch and expand as it bubbled its way up.

The lump hit my throat then came out of my mouth in a single word: “Yes.”

Orion’s hand fell away from my arm, the lack of contact pure agony until his fingers intertwined with my fingers. “Then I want to be your mate also,” he murmured, the words a caress.

A caress I barely felt because tendrils of light were dancing and weaving where our skin made contact. Swirls of illuminated beauty erupted across the backs of our joined hands, twining up the insides of our forearms and feathering out into tiny lines and dots in the crooks of our elbows.

My vision swam as my sense of place eroded. It was as if we were suspended in a starry cosmos, Orion’s eyes my only anchor to reality. Each place our marked skin met erupted with pleasure, wonder, a bone-deep sense of rightness. For one instant, we were infinite.

Then the light show faded, leaving darkness behind on our skin and a strange wooziness in my body. Peering down at the arms that were still pressed together, it appeared as if Orion and I had both been tattooed with permanent ink.

Mates didn’t end up magically tattooed. Or at least, not that I’d seen while invading various packs over the last several years of acting as the Council’s enforcer. I frowned, trying to make sense of it, then I lost the thread as the effects inside me overcame the skin-deep visual.

Gabi had been an idiot to think I could fight through this. My legs trembled. The world tilted. I would have fallen if Orion hadn’t dropped my hand in order to slip his arm around my waist.

“Steady,” he murmured, the heat of his breath against my cheek a tornado’s kiss. “Do you need...?”

The crackle of an intercom interrupted whatever he’d intended to ask me. The voice of the man I’d initially assumed was this pack’s alpha cut through the air like a cold slap.

“We have a problem, Ry.”

“Donovan.” Orion’s voice was rough for only a moment, then he cleared his throat and became all alpha. “Tell me.”

It wasn’t as if Orion had been soft against me before this. His strength was what held both of us upright through the tsunami of the mate bond’s formation. But something about his body language changed now. His concern for me faded in the face of what turned out to be a pack-wide emergency.

Because the inevitable had happened. Leadership had transitioned here a year ago, which meant the clan was still well within the period during which neighbors poked and prodded in search of weakness. And now the clan on Orion’s northern border was invading, intent upon taking over the presumably weakened pack.


      [image: image-placeholder]It took all of ten minutes for the clan’s defenders to rally, ten minutes during which Orion acted like a pack leader who wasn’t reeling from the formation of an out-of-this-world mate bond. I, on the other hand, struggled to focus on simple things like breathing and stumbling along behind Orion, unable to even consider doing what I’d come here to do—sedate the alpha and drag him away from his pack.

My pulse pounded in my ears while the strange, curling patterns on my arm undulated and twisted. They were no longer glowing, but they weren’t quiescent. I forced my eyes shut to block out the inky dance.

I could still feel it, though. A humming undercurrent, testament to the bond Orion and I had created. Still, without the mesmerizing visuals, I was finally able to understand what Orion was saying, could make out his orders for the second-tier fighters I’d seen practicing to guard entrances I’d never even noticed in the canyon’s natural architecture. Opening my eyes at last, I found only unfamiliar faces gathering on the canyon floor to make up the pack’s offensive force.

Well, unfamiliar faces plus Maya. Her gaze latched onto the tattoos mirrored on Orion’s arm and my arm, tattoos that had stopped wiggling even though the skin where they’d settled felt raw and tender. She seemed to understand what those symbols meant better than I did because she addressed Orion with disbelief in her words. “Matebranded? Really?”

Matebranded, not just mate bonded? Had I accidentally stumbled into more than I’d bargained for?

I didn’t know what a matebrand was, but I could feel it, the new bond humming intensely. An electric current beneath my skin sizzled awareness of Orion’s entire being. I could taste the words on his tongue before he spoke.

“A cause for celebration. Later.”

His voice was no louder than it had been when he and I were sparring in the gym, but the eyes of his pack mates focused on their alpha’s face with an intensity I’d never seen at a human meeting. Those who had been stripping in preparation for a shift stopped what they were doing to listen. A latecomer jogging toward us halted midstride so his footsteps wouldn’t mar Orion’s speech.

“Our neighbors think we’re weak,” Orion continued, still in that same deceptively casual tone. “Today, we’ll prove them wrong. They’ve sent two warriors for every one of ours. So when we trounce them, they won’t consider a repeat.”

The rest of his instructions flowed over me without making an impact. Shifters whose names I didn’t know were sent toward landscape features I was equally unfamiliar with. The sun, which had been welcome on my skin when I popped the hood of my car this morning, now pounded down like a tangible presence. My phone vibrated against my thigh and I wondered what I was doing here.

I’d been sent to restrain Orion so blood magic wouldn’t ruin his entire pack. Instead, I’d formed a mate bond—a matebrand?—and was preparing to fight by the guilty alpha’s side.

The light reflecting off the sand was far too bright. Or maybe the heat suffusing me came from the matebrand. I felt queasy. On the edge of taking a step that made no sense and yet made all the sense in the world.

My phone paused then started vibrating again. Someone really wanted to speak with me. Most likely Julius was annoyed that I hadn’t checked in yet. Patience wasn’t my father’s strong suit.

I could only imagine how displeased he’d be if he could see me now.

“You need to answer that?” Orion asked.

We were alone again, the last to leave our gathering place there in the shelter of the canyon walls. My finger curled around the hard lump of syringe in my pocket.

This was my moment. The time to put my plan into action.

And yet...Orion’s pack couldn’t win without their alpha. No matter how clever the setup, leadership meant everything to werewolves.

A tattoo squiggled just the tiniest bit in the crook of my elbow and I found myself shaking my head. “No, I’m good. Where do you want me?”

Orion was already stripping in preparation for a shift as he answered. “You’re with me.”








  
  
Chapter 5




I was still so woozy from the mate bond’s formation that it took me a moment to realize we were traveling south instead of north, away from the invaders rather than toward them. But the sun sat over my left shoulder as I followed Orion through the scrubby desert landscape. And when we paused long enough for me to peer behind us, I saw dark specks of enemy wolves in the distance back in the direction from which we’d come. 

Were we trying to lead the invaders away from pack central? No. I finally understood what was going on when I sighted what appeared to be a village of adobe buildings in front of us. The structures blended into the landscape so well we were almost within sniffing distance by the time I made out the vertical lines of them. Then we padded closer and I saw cars parked in front of houses. Through windows, I caught glimpses of people going about the daily business of baking cookies and making beds.

Those same people had gathered on the canyon floor fifteen minutes earlier listening to Orion’s instructions. If I didn’t miss my guess, this was a decoy pack central. The reason, most likely, that the road Maya had driven me along continued to the right after we’d turned onto a much narrower track to the left.

“Here.” As if my thoughts had brought her into existence, Maya was in my face before I could finish my analysis. A full laundry basket was balanced on her left hip while a much smaller bundle of dry clothes launched out of her right hand and landed on my lupine eyes and snout.

I should have seen her clothes assault coming. Would have if I hadn’t been so entirely thrown by the weirdness of the matebrand. The newfound connection made my heart flutter each time I glanced at Orion. My blood sizzled with the knowledge that his pack was under threat.

But now, as I shook off the fabric, I saw that Orion had already sidestepped Maya and continued on into the heart of the village. He was leaving me without a backward glance and my stomach sank the way it had as a teenager when I’d learned the celebrity I was crushing on had eloped.

Hormones. It’s only animal attraction. That realization was enough to draw my human feet up under me. The dry clothes were clearly meant for me, as were the cold words Maya now tossed my way.

“You’re not one of us.”

“Territorial much?” I countered, glad to hear my voice didn’t tremble. With an effort, I managed to refrain from twisting my body to watch Orion’s receding form. Instead, I drew on the clothes I’d been given while facing the woman who clearly thought I’d pissed in her iced tea.

In reply, Maya huffed out something midway between a sigh and a laugh then corrected herself. “That came out wrong. What I’m trying to say is that being an alpha doesn’t come naturally to Orion, but he cares and he works. You saw those plants thriving on the canyon walls? He’s the one who made a garden out of bare rock in the middle of a desert. And he’s done the same thing with this pack. We’ve drilled this scenario dozens of times as a unit. A unit you’re not part of. Orion wasn’t thinking straight when he let you tag along.”

Orion wasn’t thinking straight? Unlike me, he seemed to have taken the formation of our mate bond in stride. He’d gone from holding me up to barking orders at his underlings while my head was still spinning from residual confusion and bliss.

And Orion seemed to be more together than Maya, whose gush of words suggested she wasn’t taking our matebrand in stride. Not that I could blame her. She and Orion were close—I could see that. And yet, here I was, a stranger pushing my way in and bonding with someone she likely had considered her own.

“You want me to leave?” If so, the clothes she’d thrown at me didn’t make much sense.

“No, I want you to hang out this laundry while acting as sentry.” Maya strode away from me, and despite my intention to stick by Orion I instead found myself tagging along behind. “That’s usually my job during the lead up,” she continued, “but I can join Benjamin...never mind. We don’t have time for me to fill you in. Just watch for wolves approaching. When they’re two hundred feet out, kick the radio.”

She demonstrated on a boom box that had been waiting for us beneath a clothesline. Sure enough, the moment the device went horizontal, the laid-back song it had been broadcasting fell silent. Flipping it back upright in time to catch the refrain, Maya continued. “After that, you run into any building, head for the basement, and lock the door behind you. They’re all bunkers. You’ll be safe there.” She paused, her teeth a little too sharp, before adding, “Orion can’t afford a distraction.”

Being called a distraction should have annoyed me. Instead, I just nodded and stretched the first t-shirt across the wire.

Because while Maya had been giving me instructions, I’d finally got my head back on straight. Yes, the matebrand still sizzled through me. My entire body seemed to vibrate with awareness and yearning and wonder.

But I was more than my instincts. I could focus through the pain and the bliss.

And what I needed to focus on wasn’t the upcoming battle between wolves who were strangers to me. It wasn’t the absence of the alpha I’d met yesterday and was temporarily bound to, nor was it the way being apart from Orion seemed to have opened up a gaping void inside my chest.

No, I was here to take down someone for engaging in blood magic. Gabi’s intel laid the blame squarely on Orion’s doorstep while my mate-bond-twisted instinct said he would never engage in such dastardly behavior.

So I’d take advantage of the werewolf tendency to descend into animal behavior, and I’d do a little digging while Orion’s pack and their neighbors were busy tearing each other apart.

To that end, I waited until the invading wolves hit the landmark Maya had pointed out for me. Then I kicked over the radio as requested. But I didn’t dive into a basement bunker afterwards. Instead, I started working through houses, looking for evidence of what I’d come here to find: blood magic.


      [image: image-placeholder]Tattoos twisted themselves around my arm like slithering snakes and I rubbed at them absently. Discomfort tempted me to break the bond and get the process over with. But whatever the matebrand was, it seemed to create a connection between myself and Orion. I might need it later to take him down if he did indeed end up being the perp.

Now, I worked my way through a house that looked remarkably lived in for a decoy dwelling. Even the scents were fresh enough that they would have passed muster if I hadn’t known the bread rising in the kitchen had been started within the last fifteen minutes.

It was a clever hack and also made me wonder: Was that delicious yeasty aroma covering up the scent of blood?

There was no way to tell short of finding damning evidence. But this did seem like an easy location for Orion to utilize, the need to keep the decoy village active a good excuse for him to slip away and dabble in blood magic alone.

Assuming, of course, that his entire pack wasn’t in on the deviant behavior. The tattoo squeezed itself tighter against my bones and I hissed. Its silent commentary was getting on my nerves, making me work too fast and almost miss clues.

Like the stain in the corner of the walk-in closet...a stain that appeared to be no more than water damage from the bathroom with which it shared a wall but that could just as easily be blood so old the scent had faded. Could Orion have...?

I jumped as howls and shouts outside suggested the two packs had come together. There was no solid evidence in the closet, so I moved on, adrenaline speeding my steps.

Because confrontations never took as long in real life as they did in the movies. I had a limited window of opportunity and I needed to stay on track.

I tore through the rest of that house and moved on to another. Hunted for signs of blood magic and also for Orion’s scent. Because where he’d been was where signs of rot were most likely to materialize…

“Caging a single alpha is better than the alternative,” I told the discontented tattoo, which was writhing around my arm with a vengeance. What I knew and it apparently didn’t was that, two months ago, the Council had been forced to imprison an entire pack when the rot had spread too far to eradicate. I’d barely met Orion’s clan members, but I didn’t want that to happen here.

No, I needed to find evidence pinpointing the guilty party so I could cauterize the wound before it sunk its roots too deep.

To that end, I ignored the sounds of continued battle. Ignored the tattoo writhing around my forearm. And I worked through the buildings with the speed and efficiency in which I’d been trained.

Nothing definitive jumped out at me for quite a while. It wasn’t until I was back outside, heading around the side of the village furthest from the fighting, that I smelled what I was looking for.

The tang of old copper could have been leftover from a fur-form hunt, but why would a pack drag their prey down into what appeared to be an abandoned root cellar? And why was the door to the half-buried stone building padlocked when every other structure in this decoy village had been left open and unprotected?

I was yanking on the lock to judge its strength when the tattoos around my arm reordered themselves into the form of a bracelet. I’d gotten used to their movement, but this was the first time they’d created a shape that appeared intentional. This was the first time they dragged my arm around to point west.

West toward the battle, which had gone quiet in a way that might have suggested the fighting was over but which I instead suspected meant the combatants had moved on from posturing to true warfare. Orion was in danger, I somehow knew that. The matebrand was telling me he needed my help.

I should have kept hunting for blood magic, but I didn’t. Instead, I spun on my heel and ran in the direction the tattoos led.








  
  
Chapter 6




Orion’s plan, or at least what I’d caught of it through the mating-induced daze, had involved clever tricks and skillful holding of defensible positions to allow a smaller group of warriors to win over a larger number of opponents. It was immediately apparent as I rounded the corner of the final house that his plan had gone off the rails. 

Because the battle was out in the open desert with no cover or distractions to assist the home team. No wonder the fight had devolved into a sea of wolves ripping into each other in grim silence. They were moving so fast that only the tattoo’s guidance allowed me to pick out the wolf in the very center. But once my eyes latched onto Orion, I couldn’t look away.

He was completely surrounded by enemies, the rest of his pack blocked from assisting him by a solid ring of snarling wolves. He was moving in a way that suggested either exhaustion or injury. And his fur was wet with blood.

The sight of that blood snapped me out of blind obedience to the matebrand and reminded me of the reason I’d come here. Of what I suspected was hiding in that root cellar. Of what Orion had to be guilty of.

What I’d found was reason enough to stand aside and let these invaders finish my job, a task that wouldn’t take them long. Because in addition to the circle of enemy wolves who kept the rest of Orion’s pack mates at bay, six wolves in the center attacked their target in pairs. Two came at Orion from the front and back at the same moment, then two more attacked from the sides. The final two took up the assault from front and back again, turning the mass of enemies into an ever-revolving wheel of pain.

While I watched, one wolf raked his fangs down Orion’s hind leg and I felt the wound in my own hamstring. The tattoo became a weight dragging me off balance and I stumbled.

“Not helpful,” I muttered between clenched teeth. Still, the pain had decided me. Orion might be guilty, but I wasn’t about to watch him being torn apart.

Instead, I assessed the items I’d grabbed while working through the decoy village. A small, sharp knife for fighting in close quarters. A length of twine that could double as a garrote. Neither of those would do much good against the seething mass of teeth and claws surrounding Orion. What had I been thinking leaving my clothes and weapons in a jumbled heap back at the gymnasium?

The tattoo tried to yank me forward yet again, but this time I set my feet and ignored it. I’d been trained too well to dive into a losing battle without a game plan. And I hadn’t come up with one of those just yet.

As if in reply to my thoughts, my fingers dragged additional items out of the pocket of my borrowed sweatshirt, items that I didn’t remember picking up. A bandanna. A pack of playing cards. How long had the matebrand been manipulating me without me even being aware?

The final item to emerge was a fountain pen. It looked entirely ordinary. Felt like nothing more than a writing utensil in my hand. But my lips moved, speaking a phrase I’d had no intention of uttering: “The pen is mightier than the sword.”

The words felt heavy, more so when my forearm tattoo twisted. A spark of light flared, then the pen lengthened and sharpened between my fingers. A blade as long as my leg extended out from where the cap had been while the barrel expanded out into a hilt.

Something hot and excited surged through me. Was this what a matebrand did? Turned run-of-the-mill pens into weapons? Or perhaps it turned any proverb into a reality?

“Either way, that’s handy,” I told the tattoos still writhing around my forearm.

Then, hoping the magical whatever-it-was wouldn’t distract me at the wrong moment, I dove into the fray.


      [image: image-placeholder]For whatever reason, the invaders had arrived with no weapons other than their bodies, which gave me the immediate upper hand now. Still, slashing steel or no slashing steel, they would have taken me down through sheer strength of numbers if Orion’s pack mates hadn’t fallen in behind me, protecting my flank as I speared through the enemy line.

I’d assessed the big picture from a slight rise, and now that I’d lost that advantage it was harder to make out what was happening. Still, I was in human form and no one else was, which meant my head was well above wolf eye level. I could see Orion and he could see me too.

He didn’t acknowledge my approach though. Didn’t have the breathing room to so much as nod in my direction. Because the six core attackers had sped up their assault, dashing in three at a time now. Orion’s lungs heaved as he struggled to evade them and I could feel his gasping breaths as if they were inside my own body. Each bite, when he didn’t dodge fast enough, I felt on my own skin.

The detachment I’d mustered while searching the decoy village failed me at that point. A nip to his heel and I turned desperate in a way Orion didn’t appear to be. Desperate for a reason I couldn’t explain.

I slashed harder, stabbed faster. But the sword wasn’t going to be enough.

I knew that by the way my arms and legs shook from a strain that wasn’t my own. Orion was feigning strength he no longer possessed. This needed to end and it needed to end now.

So I opened my mouth, hoping I understood what had happened with the pen. Hoping I wasn’t about to make matters worse. “United we stand,” I told the tattoos on my forearm.

The inky shadows rippled across my skin, and for one glorious moment Orion and I were perfectly united. He lunged and I leapt. My sword became an extension of his intentions. His teeth helped me through the ring of enemies until we were standing side by side.

In the face of our synchronicity, the two trios of attackers splintered into six lone wolves fighting their own battles. For one long moment, they tried to overcome us independently. But between my sharp blade and our unity of purpose, they were soon pushed back into the larger ring of wolves keeping out Orion’s pack mates.

Pack mates who’d become as singular a fighting force as their alpha and I were. A dozen shifters working as one were more than twice as effective as they’d been previously. Lopsided numbers were irrelevant. Within moments, the tide had turned.

Which was handy since the tattoos on my arm hadn’t stopped writhing. I got the distinct impression they were trying hard to hold back something powerful.

Inside me, heady triumph turned to the bitter suspicion that I hadn’t thought through my action plan well enough. Because Orion and his clan were united, but he and I weren’t. Not really. I fully intended to drag Orion before the Council once this was over to put an end to his use of blood magic. I’d come at this mating under false pretenses.

That thought had no sooner materialized in my mind than Orion gasped. The stability and power he’d forced into his lupine body through sheer strength of will eroded. His accumulated wounds were no longer dull aches but instead sharp agony.

Agony that bit into me nearly as hard as it did him.

Pain slowed my reflexes. So I didn’t manage to catch Orion as he slumped to the ground in front of me. His eyes turned dim, consciousness receded in the face of the slap of returning reality.

Then I was at wolf eye level, my knees banging into hard earth in a way that should have hurt but didn’t. Now I was the one whose pain felt swaddled in cotton. The world was far away, the battle around us irrelevant.

The sword’s hilt slipped out of my fingers even as the blindingly bright day darkened. And as it did, the rest of the phrase consumed me:

Divided, we fell.








  
  
Chapter 7




I came back to myself surrounded by hard, protective heat.  Arms. That’s what was wrapped under my thighs and across my back. The skin I pressed up against was damp with something that smelled like a mixture of sweat and blood, but underneath was the unmistakable hint of cactus flowers.

Orion was holding me. Was carrying me. His touch was as strong and gentle as it must have been when he trained vines around trellises in his secret garden along the canyon wall.

I should have forced my eyes open. But instead I snuggled closer, letting down my guard in a way I never did anywhere other than at home.

“Those aren’t scratches on you, Orion.” Maya’s voice was warmly frustrated as she moved forward at the same rate we did. She was fed up with the rebuttal she knew was coming yet accepted it all the same.

“They’re not life-threatening,” Orion’s rumbled reply vibrated through me, lulling my muscles into yet deeper relaxation. “I repeat—they’re scratches. You’re sure the invaders didn’t see us go down?”

A pause as if Maya was deciding whether to allow the change of subject. Then she huffed out that same sigh-laugh she’d once graced me with before answering her alpha’s question. “They were already fleeing. I sent three of our sneakiest wolves to trail them to the border and double our guard there.” She paused a moment then added, “We need to talk about the matebrand.”

“What’s to talk about?” This was more of a growl than a rumble. But the tiny burst of adrenaline telling me to wake up was soothed into somnolence by gentle thumb strokes, and I relaxed back against Orion’s chest as he continued. “Our pack hasn’t boasted a confirmed matebrand for five generations. You saw its power. Our neighbors won’t attack again.”

“Maybe.”

The ensuing moments were broken only by footsteps and quiet breathing until Orion accused: “You’re giving me the big-sister death glare.”

Sister? Something inside me warmed and melted, something that felt an awful lot like relief.

“Because you’re being deliberately obtuse,” Maya griped.

“Pretend I’m simply missing what your clever brain thinks is obvious. Spell it out for me.”

“You collapsed! Both of you. And the power the matebrand awoke is...”

“Useful?”

That sigh-laugh erupted out of Maya again, dangerously close to a snort this time. “It’s not useful if you can’t control it. You know what I’m getting at.”

Silence hugged us all close for so long that I forgot about the conversation I’d been eavesdropping on. The pressure of Orion’s arms around my body was sublime. It felt the way I’d expected the formation of the mate bond to feel. Like sinking into a sea of molten chocolate, pleasure invading every pore.

“Be rational.” The memory of my father’s voice pushed back against the pleasure. It was true that, rationally, Orion and I barely knew each other. I couldn’t let myself get swept up in the intensity of our newfound connection, no matter how right it felt. There were still too many questions waiting to be answered.

So when Orion spoke again, I forced myself to focus, especially since his muscles were tensing around me in a way that suggested he was also counteracting his instinctive response. “Okay, I get your point,” he admitted. “The matebrand mirrors our intentions. It played with Elspeth’s words, which suggests one of us went into the mating with less than straightforward intentions.”

“Did you have reservations?” Maya sounded every bit the big sister now, asking hard questions while reserving judgment. “It would be understandable. You met less than a day ago.”

Orion must have shaken his head because Maya continued. “So, if not you—what do we actually know about Elspeth?”

“Other than the fact she’s awake and listening?”

Orion’s rumbled question was my cue to open my eyes, and when I did reality intruded in the form of the root cellar directly in front of us. If I didn’t miss my guess, the alpha carrying me had been backtracking my scent trail from the scene of the battle. Now he set me on my feet, his touch receding sooner than I was ready to lose it.

Finally, jerking his chin at the lock I’d tugged on, he raised his eyebrows. “Care to explain?”


      [image: image-placeholder]I knew from hard experience that old blood caking lupine fur was shed during a shift. So the red streaking Orion’s entire left side from hip to calf suggested Maya was right. His battle wounds weren’t mere scratches. He’d bled copiously in the few minutes since regaining his human form, and that knowledge twisted in my gut.

But nausea wasn’t the primary sensation filling me when I looked at him. I’d seen Orion naked twice already. Still, the first time had been on a moonless night when most of his features were obscured by darkness. The second had been a fleeting glimpse today before we both went wolf.

Now, in contrast, the searing desert sun pulled no punches, turning the hard muscles I’d felt around me into a sculpture of bodily perfection. Heat flooded me as I imagined running my fingers rather than my eyes over the ripple of his abdomen. Only biting the inside of my cheek prevented me from exploring what was so casually on display.

I’d completely forgotten Maya was present until she sniffed at the root-cellar lock then addressed me. “You got scared by the fighting?” she guessed. “Did you misunderstand what I said about basements being bunkers?”

“She didn’t misunderstand,” Orion rumbled. His dark eyes were an overcast midnight in which clouds covered up the stars. “She came here hunting blood magic.”

“And found it!” I wasn’t sure why my words emerged so adamantly. I should have been playing this smart. I was nearly weaponless, facing down two shifters who were both larger than me.

On the other hand, the matebrand could be an asset if I thought through possible downsides of proverbs before evoking them. Unfortunately, my mind blanked on clever word play in that moment. Instead, I clenched my fists and waited. For Orion to admit to his sins, possibly. Or for him to prove me wrong.

Shaking my head, clarity replaced wishful thinking. I wasn’t the one tasked with tracking down blood magic and confirming its existence. I was an enforcer, sent to end depredations. Gabi had already told me that the alpha of this pack was guilty. Now that the invaders were out of the picture, why wasn’t I taking Orion down?

And why had Orion turned to his sister instead of to me? His words were both rough and gentle when he told her, “You don’t have to be here for this.”

Maya’s entire body seemed to vibrate and something wobbled in my stomach. She was about to reveal the exact information I needed. I should have been glad, not mildly ill.

“Your mate wants a blow-by-blow of what happened a year ago?” Maya said, raising her chin. “Then of course I have to be here. I was present for more of it than you were.”

Orion inhaled so deeply I could hear the air moving through his nostrils. I suspected he was considering forcing Maya to leave then thinking better of the effort.

“You’ve been fed lies,” he asserted, addressing me at last. His eyes, when they met mine, were pleading. “Use the mate bond to walk through my memories. You’ll see there’s no blood magic in our pack.”

Could I do that? Gabi had mentioned something about side effects of mating. Side effects that ran in two directions. Which meant—

“I’m not letting you into my head.” I only realized I’d retreated instinctively, the same way I’d done last night, when the corner of the root cellar pressed sharp into my back. I wanted a repeat of Orion’s lips on my skin...but I needed something very different. Confusion warred within me, creating a muddle in my mind.

Orion’s brows lowered as if he understood what I was thinking better than I did. “You’d be entering my head, not vice versa.”

He likely would have said more. But Maya was reaching up under the eaves of the root cellar and producing a key I hadn’t noticed. Any kindness she’d shown previously was distinctly absent as she twisted the padlock loose then bit out, “She wants to see inside. Okay, we’ll let her. Let’s go in.”








  
  
Chapter 8




It wasn’t a root cellar. It was a crypt. 

That’s the first thing I noticed as I paused at the top of the stairs, light streaming through the open doorway the only illumination picking out small urns on endless shelves down below. The air was heavy with a must that combined un-desert-like humidity with the distinctive scent of blood, and I snap-shifted my eyes lupine then human again in an effort to force them to adjust and distinguish the body-shaped shadows moving outside that beam of light.

“Alpha,” my sister murmured from somewhere ahead of me in the darkness.

My sister? That sounded nothing like Celeste. I tried to draw my brows together, but they didn’t move. And that oddity made me realize what else was off.

I’d stepped through the door with no problem...but in my memory I’d had to bend my head to make it through. My broad shoulders now blocked so much of the exterior light that no one else in the crypt had noticed I was present...even though my shoulders had never been described as broad. I’d been certain the crypt was empty when I first stepped up to it...but now I smelled at least half a dozen other people, along with blood that was so fresh I could taste it on my tongue.

Meanwhile, the person I’d thought of as my sister was actually Maya.

I wasn’t me. I was Orion. Or rather, if I wasn’t much mistaken, I was right where Orion had wanted me—inside his memories of the past.

All of this came into focus in one split second, the same split second during which my eyes—Orion’s eyes—fully adjusted to the darkness. And what we saw forced me past my own queasiness at sharing thoughts with a near stranger. Because it was impossible to dwell on my own insecurities in the face of the horror below.

A man not too far past his prime held a gun on a cluster of children. One was the teenage boy I’d seen being teased in the gymnasium but the others were considerably younger. I couldn’t get a solid count on them since the teenager was doing his level best to shield the others with his body, but names flew through Orion’s mind and into mine:

Isabella, finder of flowers.

Taryn, budding bug hunter.

Ricky, baker of biscuits.

And Ari, the teenager who his first alpha had demanded be trained as a warrior but who was drawn, instead, to teaching the very young.

“You don’t want to do this,” Maya continued. She was halfway down the stairs, crouching over a large shape I couldn’t quite make out. Meanwhile, her words were clearly intended for the gun wielder, the man she’d called alpha. “I know it hurts,” she murmured, “but your mate is gone. This won’t bring her back.”

When the man with the gun finally spoke, his words were horrible in their clarity. “Clarissa wanted more children, so I’m bringing her more children. I shouldn’t have told her we had to stop at a single son. But any others would have threatened Donovan’s future.”

That’s what the large shape was. Donovan. My hands curled into fists and I lost myself in Orion’s realization. He/I/we hadn’t recognized the crumpled body initially because it was so twisted it didn’t look entirely human. The blood we’d smelled came from him.

And even though Maya’s face was turned toward our alpha, her hands pressed what appeared to be her own wadded-up shirt into Donovan’s midsection. I needed to help her stop the bleeding...and I needed to save the children as well.

Children Maya kept the conversational focus on. “Your mate did love children. Clarissa would want these children to walk up the stairs and play in the sunshine. She...”

“Silence.”

The alpha command whipped through the air, slamming into Maya so hard she lost her hold on the makeshift bandage. The ooze of blood leaving the body of my closest friend turned into a rivulet.

It was time to end this. Maya had done her level best to talk our alpha down, but it was clear he’d snapped. Rational discussion was beyond him.

So I’d use another strategy. Turn myself into a target so the muzzle of his gun would move from the children onto me.

I cleared my throat and stepped onto the first stair. “You were right,” I told the man who’d flown into a rage two decades earlier when his son and I became blood brothers. Who’d been threatened by my incipient dominance even then, when I was so young.

“I’m always right,” our alpha growled, his inner wolf pleased enough by my words not to mind yet another person entering the space he’d ordered everyone to stay the fuck out of. “Tell me, what was I right about this time?”

Back when we’d been children who decided slicing into our flesh was a clever bonding ritual, Donovan had soothed his father’s rage by laying out what everybody already knew. No matter how I smelled, I wasn’t alpha material, neither in actions nor in personality.

I brought up that event now, or rather a twisted version thereof.

“You were right that I crave Donovan’s position. I do love my books and gardens. I love my alone time in the desert. But I have far loftier ambitions than that.”

“I knew it!” The gun waved through the air as our alpha gesticulated. If I’d been where Ari was I could have grabbed it.

But Ari had resisted fighter training with every fiber in his being, something I’d approved of at the time but now regretted. The teenager couldn’t be sure of his ability to disarm our alpha. Trying and failing would make matters worse.

So when Ari’s gaze met mine, I shook my head. No, we couldn’t risk the teenager fumbling and a bullet hitting one of the younger children.

Instead, I kept stepping down the stairs slowly enough so each advance riveted Chief Wells’ attention on me. I’d reached Maya and Donovan by this point, and I tapped my sister’s face with my knee as I pressed close to the wall in order to pass by her crouched body.

The gesture looked irrelevant, but she must have understood me. Must have gestured a similar veiled request to Ari because the teenager turned his back on the danger that was his alpha. He vibrated with fear but focused completely on placing younger children’s hands over their faces.

The children would be scarred by this day. Were already scarred. But I hoped I could prevent the scarring from going so deep it couldn’t be healed.

I was seven feet from Chief Wells when his wolf finally realized that he was being hunted. I was seven feet away when he steadied the gun, pointing it exactly where I’d hoped he’d point it—at me.

I was lupine the moment the shot fired, and Chief Wells wasn’t rational enough to have aimed for my midsection. The bullet whizzed over my furry head as I lunged for my alpha, ignoring the clothes dragging down my limbs and his commands to “Stop!” and to “Submit!”

Because portions of our alpha’s fears were based on reality. I was dominant in the same way Donovan and his father were dominant. More so, although I’d never had any inclination to take advantage of that genetic fluke.

I hadn’t until now, that is. Now, I used my dominance to force Chief Wells’ words to slough off my fur. Now I used my dominance to let my forward momentum continue until I struck our alpha’s chest.

My jaws clamped down. His throat opened. Red and salt and fury silenced our former alpha. Silence hung heavy within the crypt.

Then my hindquarters clawed the gun away from him, sending it spinning into the dim recesses of the funerary house. This needed to end, but I stopped short of bringing my teeth all the way together. Killing the pack leader was how succession happened.

I had no wish to lead a pack.

Panting, returning to humanity, I wiped my red-stained mouth on one arm while meeting Ari’s terrified eyes. “Take them outside,” I told the teenager who had a warrior’s scent now. Only once every child had sobbed their way up the stairs did I address my blood brother. “Donovan. Do the honors.”

Despite the blood and the twist to his body, my friend hadn’t been unconscious. No, I’d noted his alertness as I stalked past. Had understood he’d decided silence was the best he could do to defuse the situation.

Now, I fully expected him to leverage himself up and deal with what we both knew had to happen. After all, Donovan had been raised as his father’s heir. He was ready for the role of alpha, embraced it even.
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