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Chapter 1
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“Tell me I’m not making a huge mistake, Layla.” 


I looked across the cabin of my truck at my best friend, Gia, trying to find the words to reassure her. The bonding ceremony was only a few minutes away. She’d picked a hell of a time to get cold feet. 


“You’re not making a huge mistake,” I said. “We went over all of this last night. You seemed fine when we went to bed. What’s changed?” 


She made an exasperated sound and raked her blonde curls up off her neck. The tangy smell of her fear wafted through the cabin. “I don’t know. I think it’s just now hitting me what a big deal this is and I’m kind of freaking out.”


“You have every right to freak out,” I said. “Choosing to take part in a mystical ceremony that will bond you to another werewolf for life is a big deal. Just focus on the fact that the Goddess doesn’t make mistakes. She knows you better than anyone else, and it’ll be the same with whoever She partners you with.”


Gia rolled her eyes, blue irises bleeding into the amber color they were as a wolf. That was the biggest indicator for how upset she was. She only ever lost control like this when she was on the verge of tears or violence. Her tone was laced with bitter sarcasm when she answered me. “Oh, yeah. I’m sure it will all work out in the end for the asexual shifter.” 


I grabbed her shoulders and turned her to face the crowd that streamed past my parked truck. “Look. Look at all of these wolves. Look at the diversity amongst them. And they’re all here for the same reason you are. To find a mate. You think you’re the only ace shifter to ever look for a partner? You think you’re the only one who’s nervous or worried?” She was silent in response, so I pushed my advantage while I had it. “The Goddess always knows best. When have you ever known Her to put two people together and have it not work out in the long run?”


She pulled free from my grip and faced me, worrying her lower lip between her teeth. “It’s the part in between bonding and happily ever after that scares me.” 


I wanted to reassure her, tell her that everything would be roses and butterflies from here on out, but that would be a lie. “You should be scared,” I said instead. “You know it’s never easy or straightforward with our Goddess. She puts people together you wouldn’t expect. She tests us. Forces us to change our ways or our minds or to learn some cosmic lesson designed to make us better people. Why do you think I haven’t taken part in the ceremony yet? I’m chicken shit.”


As I hoped, she laughed. 


“But you’re braver than I am,” I told her. “Think about what you said last night. You’re tired of dating. You’re ready to settle down with a partner who understands and accepts you for who you are. No, this might not be easy, and yes, it is scary, but I’ve never known you to run away from something just because it was a challenge.”


Her lips lifted in a halfhearted grin. “I feel like you’re gearing me up to go win the big game.” 


“I’m sorry. I swear I’m not doing that. I’m just trying to remind you of every reason you gave me for joining the ceremony. We’ve been talking about you doing this for months.” 


She let out a heavy exhale. “Trust me, I’m aware of that.” 


“I’m not trying to push you here either,” I said. “It’s not too late to back out. Say the word and I will turn this truck on and we can go home, no judgement. I just don’t want to see you let this chance for happiness slip through your fingers because you’re afraid.”


Gia’s voice was so soft when she answered me that even with superhuman hearing I had to strain to pick out her words. “What if there isn’t anyone for me? What if I don’t make a match?” 


And there it was, the reason that it wasn’t just her fear scent stinking up my truck, but my own mingling in with it. I didn’t worry about her finding a match. Call it best friend bias, but any wolf would be lucky to find themselves bonded to such a superior creature. Still, it wasn’t uncommon for wolves to have to take part in multiple ceremonies before finding a partner. Gia might not see it as pickiness on the Goddess’s part. Between her less than ideal dating history and her dad leaving her and her mom a few years back, there was a chance she’d see it as a rejection instead. My worry over her potential heartbreak kept me up long after she fell asleep last night and was what gnawed at me still. 


I took a deep, steadying breath. “Listen to me. It would take one hell of a wolf to deserve you.” 


She tried to shrug the words off. 


“No, stop that,” I said. “The only reason you might not be matched is that no one here is good enough for you. And if that happens, I’m here for you. Always. We will eat all of the ice cream and drink all of the vodka and maybe even start a fight or two. We will be sad together that you might have to wait another year to find a mate. And when you’re ready, we’ll pick ourselves back up and we’ll keep going. Because that is what we do.”


Gia leaned over and hugged me. “I love you. You know that, right?” 


I dragged in a deep breath filled with the comforting smell of my packmate and best friend. The tension in my shoulders eased some. “I love you, too. And I meant what I said before. It’s not too late to leave.”


“No.” She pulled away from me and shook her head. “You’re right. I’ve never let fear get in my way before, and I can’t start now.” 


“Okay, but I’ll be right here, the whole time, just in case you change your mind.”


“I kno-” Her focus shot past me, out the windshield, and her expression briefly registered shock before it flattened into open disapproval. “What are they doing here?”


I turned and followed her gaze just in time to see a gleaming black Range Rover roll past. It pulled into a parking space across the way from us and came to rest beneath the dappled shade of a large willow tree. The license plate read: KOLBECK. 


I leaned forward and peered through the road dust the SUV had kicked up. “No fucking way."


The crowd that had streamed past my truck while we talked had slowed to a trickle, giving the stragglers a great view of our latest newcomers. One or two shot glares at the luxury vehicle. A man nearby spit in its direction. Still more started to talk some serious shit, loud enough that I heard them even with the windows up. The name on the license plate told them everything they needed to know. The Kolbecks were infamous among our kind, and not in a good way.


Gia made a low sound of derision. “I thought those fancy city shifters didn’t take part in our bonding ceremonies.”


“Why would they?” I asked. “They don’t even believe in the Goddess.”


“My mom said they don’t believe in true mates either. So, what are they doing here?”


I shook my head. “No idea.” 


The driver side door opened, and out stepped a man who, regardless of why he was here, clearly didn’t belong. He was on the shorter side for a male shifter, close to my own height at 5’9”. The thousand-dollar suit he wore was perfectly tailored to his form. Wide shoulders, a thick waist, and tree trunk legs spoke of a stockier build that would excel in a bare-knuckle match, though I’d bet good money he’d never sully himself by taking part in one. 


As if unconcerned that he was being watched by so many eyes, he tightened his tie and ran a hand over his head, smoothing his palm slowly over dark brown hair that was so well-coifed, I doubted a single strand had been out of place. His attention then went to his sleeves, gently brushing them free of whatever road dust had dared to settle on the dark blue fabric. Finally, his fingers fell to his wrists. He checked over his buttons before tugging at the hems of his dress shirt to ensure a thin band remained visible below the cuffs of his jacket.


There was something about his movements that made them look methodical. Like this was the same ritual he performed every time he stepped out of a motor vehicle. 


He glanced at the crowd passing by, and I was given my first good look at his face. His skin was flawless and pale, with golden undertones that made me think he would tan easily if he spent less time in a boardroom and more time outside. The impeccably manicured three-day beard that covered the lower half of his face was even darker than his hair, shading his square jawline and framing lips that were so full they seemed in danger of dominating the rest of his face. Only his nose saved him from that, being strong enough to balance them out. His brows were full and slightly arched in the center, framing brown eyes a few shades darker than my own. As I watched, one of them arched even higher, his expression the perfect image of disdain as he turned away from the crowd in obvious dismissal. 


I frowned at his retreating back. “I can’t tell if he’s handsome or not.” 


“He would be,” Gia said. “If someone pulled that stick out of his ass.” 


I smothered my laughter. “Shh, he might hear you.” 


“Doubtful. From what I’ve heard, they’re so tame that they’re barely even wolves anymore.” 


“Do you really think they only shift once a month?” 


She nodded in my periphery. “And only because the full moon forces them to.” 


“That’s so sad,” I said, watching the man round the SUV. 


“I don’t feel bad for them. It’s their own doing. They traded the freedom of the forest for money and power in the human world.”


“Why would anyone do that?” 


“The Goddess only knows,” she said. “Oh, look, the golden son.” A blonde man well over six feet climbed out of the passenger side. “Must be Nathaniel.”


“Which means the brunette is the oldest sibling. Michael.”


“Yup. Lucky us. This should make the ceremony interesting. Maybe my curiosity over what the hell they’re doing here will distract me away from my anxiety.” 


I turned toward her. “We can still leave.” 


She shook her head, a familiar, stubborn expression settling over her features. “Nope. I’m seeing this through. Just promise me that you’ll be here to pick up the pieces if it all goes sideways on me.” Her gaze went back out the window, toward the Kolbecks. “And if one of them ends up being my mate, you’ll help me feign my own death to get out of it.”


“Done,” I said, grinning. 


With that, we climbed out of the truck.


This year’s annual summer bonding ceremony was taking place on our pack’s land, in a clearing half a mile deep in the dense woods of northern New Hampshire. The cars parked around us had license plates from as far away as Florida. All of the eastern seaboard packs were invited. By the size of the crowd, it looked like every one had members in attendance. People talked loudly and animatedly, jostled their friends, and smiled jovially in greeting at wolves they didn’t know. Even those at war with each other would keep the peace on a day so sacred to our kind.


Three other ceremonies were scheduled to take place after ours, one in the Midwest, one in the south, and another out on the West Coast. It was the same across the globe. In the fields of Europe, the forests of Russia, the jungles of South America, and the savannas of Africa, werewolves gathered on the eve of the summer solstice to seek out their mates in a ritual so old, we’d lost the story of its origin. 


The crowd around us compressed at the trailhead that led to the clearing. We stood nearly shoulder to shoulder with wolves we had never met as we paced beneath the towering pines. I’d run this path so many times in both human and wolf form that I knew each and every rock, just when to leap to keep from getting tripped up by tree roots. That familiarity was a comfort to me now, surrounded by so many strangers. 


Inside the truck, the world had been muted. Now that we were outside, I was on the brink of being carried away by it all. The rhythmic pounding of hundreds of heartbeats filled my ears. The buzz of conversation was damn near deafening. On instinct, I strained to catch the smaller noises: fabric shifting and sliding over skin; the distant slam of a car door; an army of footfalls marching together toward the same goal. 


Beneath the smell of cotton and denim, hints of musk and fur tickled my nose, tinged with sharper notes of fear, excitement, and worry. Gia and I weren’t the only ones running the emotional gauntlet this afternoon. I glanced heavenward, praying to the Goddess that She would see Gia through this. That one of these wolves was good enough for her. And that it wasn’t one of the Kolbecks.


I strained so hard to pick up on my surroundings that the shield guarding my metaphysical power loosened. A woman nearby snapped her head around and looked straight at me.


Gia leaned in, her shoulder brushing mine. “Put a lid on it, will you? I don’t want to fight anyone today.” 


“Sorry,” I muttered, working to cage it back in. 


“She’s just nervous,” Gia said to the woman. Her accompanying smile had bite to it, telling this stranger that if she wanted to push the matter, Gia was ready. 


Wisely, the woman looked away. She was on our pack territory. If a fight broke out among the crowd, our alpha would be more apt to blame an outsider than one of his own wolves.


Power began to break like waves across my psyche as we neared the clearing where the ceremony would be held. The magic of shifters gathered en masse was electric, intoxicating. I shivered as it seeped into me, filling me with a vibrant, frenetic energy. The bars on the cage around my own power rattled ominously.  I wanted to run. I wanted to shift. Throw back my head and howl. 


Gia reached out and grabbed my hand, anchoring me in my human form. I looked over at her and mouthed, “Thanks.” 


She gave me a feral smile, close to the edge herself.  “Think anyone will wolf out?” 


“Oh, yeah. I saw a few kids in the crowd, probably here to support older siblings. No way they’ll keep their shit together through the ceremony.”


She closed her eyes and sucked in a deep breath. “I love this feeling.” 


“Me too.” 


I glanced around us, trying to take it all in. Not three paces behind and to the right were Michael and Nathaniel Kolbeck. They looked…perturbed. Highly uncomfortable. Michael wore a contemplative frown and kept checking over his suit for invading dust particles. Nathaniel rolled his heavy shoulders like he was trying to shake free of something. Clearly, not everyone was enjoying the power build as much as we were. 


I elbowed Gia. She opened her eyes and looked at me in question. I gave her that subtle head nod in their direction that says, look over there, but be discreet about it. 


“What?” she yelled as she craned her head around. 


“For fuck’s sake,” I hissed. “A little louder please, I don’t think they heard you in New Jersey.” 


“We heard you in Jersey!” someone shouted from twenty feet ahead of us. 


“Thank you, peanut gallery!” Gia shot back. 


Several people nearby laughed at the exchange. 


Shifters. Can’t get away with anything around us. 


Gia leaned closer to me as we walked on, dropping her voice so low that only I would catch it this time. “My bad.”


“They looked like their skin was crawling,” I said, mimicking her tone. 


“Must not be used to this many of us in one place.”


A lot of our packmates condemned and judged the city wolves for where they chose to make their dens, but I’d never really moved past pitying them. They had imprisoned themselves in their ivory towers. To only shift once a month…the thought made me want to cry. 


We filed out of the mouth of the trail and into a large clearing. To the west, the sun sank behind the mountains, bathing the crowd in crimson and gold. Our pack had used this place for centuries to worship our goddess and perform our moon rituals. In the center of the dell lay a natural hollow that we’d built upon over time. Now, three concentric rings of amphitheater-style seating were shaped into the grassy slopes, large enough to hold a crowd even of this size. On the very lowest level – which served as the stage – five granite monoliths punched up through the earth like the fingers of a titan breaking free from Tartarus. At their center lay a massive stone plinth. Women had given birth to alphas upon it. The dead were laid out across it in mourning. Afterward, we scattered their ashes over the ground beneath, consecrating the land with the remains of our ancestors. 


This was a sacred, hallowed place. Even those unfamiliar with our territory sensed it, quieting their conversation as they entered, so that the clearing was filled with whispers so hushed, they sounded like the sighing of the summer breeze. 


Gia and I found seats in the upper row, being some of the last to arrive. The Kolbecks found their own on the opposite side of the hollow. It wasn’t that I’d been watching them, just that it was hard not to notice where they went. Conversation and movement stilled when they neared. Openings suddenly appeared for them to pass through, like everyone worried what the Kolbecks had might be catching. 


The difference between the ease of those around me and that of the city wolves was stark out here in the open. Where they were in three-piece suits, the rest of us wore faded shorts, threadbare t-shirts, and flip flops; clothes that were easy to shuck off if the desire to shift overcame us. While Michael and Nathaniel seemed unnerved by what they’d walked into, the overall mood of the crowd was excitement and anticipation.


I felt another momentary pang of empathy for them, but, like Gia said, they’d made their own beds, and my focus now had to be on my friend. I turned toward her. “Are you excited yet, or still worried?” 


She grinned, flashing canines. “Mostly excited. Don’t get me wrong, I’m anxious, but my mind is made up, so I don’t want to dwell on the negative.” 


I smiled back at her. “Remember the bonding ceremony we snuck into when we were in middle school?” It was the last time our pack had played host to one.


“Oh, yeah. I’ll never forget it. My mom was so pissed at us.” 


“So were my parents.” Mom and Dad had read me the riot act for disappearing without telling them where I was going on a night when our territory was full to bursting with unfamiliar wolves. 


Gia’s grin slipped. “How mad do you think they’ll be this time?” 


“I’m sure they’ll be fine,” I said. 


Like last time, we hadn’t told our parents where we would be tonight. First off, we were in our early twenties, so we didn’t have to. Secondly, Gia didn’t want her mom here on the off chance that she wasn’t matched. My parents had been planning a hot date, and even though they’d want to support my bestie, it didn’t seem right for them to be here if Gia’s own family wasn’t. Hopefully they’d forgive me afterward. I knew Gia’s mom would forgive her anything if she showed up at her house later with a mate. 


Please, Goddess, let her show up with a mate, I prayed. 


Gia grabbed my arm. “Look.”


From out of the forest walked a woman. These ceremonies were hosted on a rotating schedule, so no one pack was favored above the others. The same was said for the mystics who oversaw them, and this woman was a stranger to me. She must have been in her eighties, with white hair that fell loose to her elbows, and a lined, weathered face. The green dress she wore was sleeveless and long. Her ankles kicked the hem with every step. Despite her age, her spine was unbent and her legs carried her swiftly toward the edge of our makeshift amphitheater. 


“Good evening,” she said, her voice resonating in a way that wasn’t natural. It sounded like she’d spoken from right beside me. The words were so clear that I detected a slight southern drawl to them as she continued. “Welcome to the eastern packs’ annual bonding ceremony. Would those choosing to take part in it please come forward.” 


Gia turned and gave me a fierce hug. “This is it. Wish me luck.” 


I squeezed her back. “You won’t need it, but good luck.” 


She let me go and joined the others making their way down the steps. 















  

  

Chapter 2
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Nearly five hundred wolves gathered together on the floor of the hollow. The elder mystic looked down on them with watchful eyes, granting time for anyone still on the fence about joining the ceremony to make up their mind. 


When it was clear that no one else would come forward, she lifted her skirts a few inches and took the narrow stairs down. The shifters gathered inside the towering monoliths parted like a sea for her as she passed through them. She climbed the dais and came to a stop at the plinth. Her gaze rose, taking in the crowd seated around her. 


“Goddess be with you,” she said, her voice magically enhanced.


“Goddess be with you,” we answered. 


Those born with magic were rare among our kind, cherished, respected above all others. The woman in front of us now might not come from my pack, or the person’s sitting next to me, but mystics were transcendent beings, blurring pack lines, sworn to aid all wolves when called to. In a way, that meant she belonged to all of us, and many among our number would lay down our lives to keep her from coming to harm. 


The lines around her eyes deepened when she smiled. “For those of you who have never witnessed a bonding ceremony, welcome. There will be great power released here today. It is completely natural for that magic to bring on the shift. Feel free to give into the urge at any time. I only ask that you rise from your seats and do so up in the field so as not to disturb the others in attendance.” 


Several wolves near me chuckled, one father reaching out to ruffle the hair of his adolescent son. The boy grinned up at him with a bashful expression. 


I looked back to the hollow and saw the mystic’s hands fall to the belt at her waist, coming to rest on a knife hilt secured there. I recognized the runes carved into the leather sheath. It was the same one I had seen all those years ago at my first bonding ritual. 


When she spoke again, it was to address the wolves closest to her. “This is among our most sacred of ceremonies. It asks the most of those who take part in it.” She pulled the sickle-shaped blade free and laid it on the stone plinth. “It asks you to give yourselves up to the will of the Goddess. To accept that She knows you as no one else does. That She sees you down to the very core of your being. She has heard your every prayer. She knows your deepest desires. She loves your flaws even as She does your strengths. And because of this, She alone can find your true mate. The one wolf among all others able to love and accept you as She does.”


Her expression hardened. “But if you came here today harboring ill intentions in your hearts, know that the Goddess sees you and that She will likely reject and punish you for it. If you came here hoping for an easy match, be warned. Wolves taking part in the ceremony have found themselves bonded to blood enemies. The path that lies ahead of you is difficult. At times it may seem impossible to follow, the worst mistake you ever made. Look inward now, and ask yourselves if you are truly ready to face such a challenge.”


Several in the crowd below shifted uncomfortably. I couldn’t blame them. Good thing I’d shown Gia tough love earlier. It prepared her for the much tougher love of this mystic, who offered no words of comfort to soothe the sting. 


Minutes passed before the elderly wolf spoke again. “For anyone in doubt, now is your last chance to change your minds. There is no shame in doing so.” Her gaze rose to the crowd watching from above, and her tone turned commanding. “The wolves here today will not judge you for your decision, but applaud your wisdom in delaying a lifelong commitment that you knew yourselves unprepared for. By the Goddess, they promise this.” 


“By the Goddess, we promise this,” we answered as one. 


Down below, the wolves who had doubts started filing out of the crowd. They were perhaps thirty in number. I searched them for Gia, who I’d lost in the sea of taller shifters. She wasn’t among them. I let out a heavy sigh and settled back into my seat. 


Once they cleared out of the hollow, the mystic leaned forward and picked her knife up. She placed the blade of it against the palm of her left hand, and, with surgical precision, sliced it across her skin. A thin band of crimson appeared as her blood welled up to fill the wound. She lifted her injured hand and turned it parallel to the dais, so her blood dripped down upon it as she paced slowly around the plinth that rested at its center. 


When the circle was complete, she paused, lifting both hands into the air, elbows bent and palms up as she spoke an incantation in a language that caused the hair on the back of my neck to stand on end. It was a guttural, lupine tongue filled with snarls and yips, punctuated by longer keening sounds. Only our mystics spoke it, though the rest of us could feel it’s reverb in our very bones. 


When she was finished, she made a circular motion with her still bleeding hand, ending it with a violent slashing gesture. Magic flared. My skin broke out in goosebumps as an invisible yet somehow still perceptible barrier rose between the monoliths, separating those within it from the rest of us. 


The mystic returned her hands to her sides, her wound already healing with preternatural swiftness. “The shield is in place. We can begin the ritual. I now ask those who remain within it to step forward one by one. You will take this knife as I did,” she said, holding it aloft, “and likewise open your palm. Press your bleeding hand to the plinth, and then file toward the back of the crowd. This may take some time. I welcome you to be seated when your turn has ended.”


A trim Black woman close to my age with thick, multicolored braids was the first brave soul to step forward. The mystic smiled down at her and handed her the knife. The young woman hissed in pain as she dragged it across her palm, but passed it swiftly to the next in line while she pressed her bleeding skin to the plinth. The smear of red marred the granite for only a moment before slowly being absorbed into what should have been impenetrable stone. Not a hint of it remained visible afterward.


I could tell from the gasps around me that there were wolves in the audience seeing this little bit of WTFery for the first time. A grin tugged at my lips. Gia and I had been so freaked out by this part of the ritual when we were kids that we had to be shushed by the adults around us. 


You think it might get boring, sitting up here and waiting in silence while hundreds of shifters took turns cutting themselves open. It wasn’t. Between the continuous build of power and my anticipation of seeing Gia, I was locked in, my sole focus on the ceremony unfolding below. 


A blonde head moved forward to take the knife. I sat up higher to get a better look. Gia? The figure strode from the crowd, hair cropped short, wide shoulders draped in expensive fabric. Ugh. Nathaniel. I deflated a little and turned my gaze toward where the Kolbecks had sat. Michael was still there, spine ramrod straight, chin lifted as he stared intently at his younger brother. His jaw clenched, and he nodded. I followed his gaze and saw Nathaniel, his hand bloody, nod back up at Michael before retreating to the back of the crowd. 


Huh. They’d come to find Nathaniel a mate. He must have been serious about it if he decided to remain even after the mystic’s warning. I hoped that was it, and that they weren’t here for some other nefarious reason. It wouldn’t end well for them if they were. The mystic wasn’t lying when she said the Goddess would find the wolves who harbored ill intentions and punish them for it.


A few minutes later, Gia stepped forward to mount the dais. She moved with purpose, her motions swift and decisive as she added her blood to the plinth. That composure cracked just a little as she turned, finding me in the audience. She grinned wide and gave me a thumbs up with her uninjured hand. I smiled back and returned the gesture. 


It hit me then, that after this, everything could change. My parents once told me that the bond had been overwhelming for them at first, everyone else becoming secondary. They’d barely spoken to their families, briefly lost contact with friends. 


I’d been so focused on helping Gia through this that I hadn’t thought about what it might mean for our relationship. She was about to gain a life partner. Someone who might supplant me as her closest confidant, her secret bearer. I could be left alone, forced to slog my way through life without her playing the critical role in it that she had occupied since our first day of kindergarten.


The pain of that thought was like a visceral thing. Tears gathered in the corners of my eyes. I bowed my head and gave myself a minute to wallow in self-pity. And then to accept it all. 


I took a deep breath, wiped my tears away, and lifted my gaze back to the ritual. Whatever happened from here on out, I’d be here for Gia, just like I promised. If that meant stepping back and allowing her the time she needed with her new mate, so be it. When the bonding fog finally cleared and she had enough bandwidth to allow me back in, I’d be waiting. 


By the time the last few wolves made their offerings, the moon peeked out above the boughs of the pine trees to the south. She was a nearly full, waning crescent. Her lambent light fell gently upon the far side of the amphitheater, bathing the wolves there in a spill of silver that fell just short of illuminating the crowd below us. If not for my preternatural eyes, it would have been difficult to make them out in the gloom of shadow cast by the rim. 


The last wolf stepped away from the dais, and I braced myself for impact, remembering this part of the ceremony well. Their blood acted as the seal on the spell, and as it disappeared into the granite, magic burst from the plinth and howled over us. I gritted my teeth, leaning forward against the onslaught. Gasps broke out around me, whispers following in their wake. I wasn’t the only one surprised by the strength of the magic. 


Gia and I had been caught out in a thunderstorm one summer night before starting our junior year of high school, and the weight of the air pressing down around me now reminded me of it. All the hair on my arms stood on end, waiting for the lightning to strike. The clearing smelled like burnt aether. If power had washed over my psyche earlier, it crashed against it now like a hurricane-ravaged sea. My skin puckered, fur threatening to punch through it.


“Mom,” a little girl said from nearby. Her voice was strained. 


“Come on. Up you get,” the mother said, leading her daughter out into the field so she could shift.


They weren’t the only ones rushing from their seats. Even grown wolves were among their number. The threat of shifting seemed stronger now than the first ceremony I’d attended. Gia and I had fought it off just fine when we were younger, and I couldn’t remember a single adult giving in back then. What was different this time? 


“Do you feel that?” a familiar voice said from nearby. 


I turned to see Audrey, one of my mom’s closest friends, sitting nearby with her hand raised. She moved it back and forth in front of her as though brushing it over something. The moonlight bathed her dark skin in hues of purple and blue. Her curly hair bobbed over her shoulders in the metaphysical breeze. She was a mystic, like the woman who led us. 


Beside her, her husband shuddered. “What is it?” 


“I don’t know. The magic is…growing. Like Antoinette isn’t the only one controlling it anymore,” she answered. 


Her gaze fell to the dais. Antoinette must be the name of the mystic presiding over the ceremony. If she was losing control, then who the hell was trying to take over? 


A shiver of unease ran through me. It was bad up here in the crowd. How much worse was it down in the hollow? I searched the wolves for my best friend. Gia wasn’t capable of casting magic, but she had an awareness of it that most of us didn’t. Unlike me, she could actually see wards. She could even sense spells being cast, where I only felt the aftermath of them. Finally, I found her. She sat with her shoulders scrunched up and her arms wrapped around herself in obvious discomfort. 


Antoinette, still standing on the dais, picked the knife back up and paused for a moment. “If any among you has yet to come forth, please do so now.” 


No one moved. 


“Then we may continue,” she said in a calm, easy tone that belied the smell of anxiety permeating the air around me. Her gaze rose and swept over our seats, a slight smile playing across her lips. “If those mystics in attendance would help to reinforce the barrier, that would be welcome. The Goddess is restless tonight.” 


I stared down at her, eyes wide. The Goddess is restless? Was that who was interfering in the ritual? Only She alone would know why, though I couldn’t help but worry over it. Our Goddess was known for Her foresight. Was there some darkness on the horizon that only She could see, and that was why She was dipping Her fingers down to earth? To shift events so that we might have a fighting chance of overcoming whatever it was that She foresaw?


Audrey rose swiftly to her feet, palms up, chanting softly. Over a dozen others throughout the audience stood along with her, adding their power to the barrier. 


Down below, Gia pivoted her head around like an owl, eyes wide. When our gazes met, she mouthed, “What the fuck?” up at me.


I shrugged back at her, feeling helpless.


Antoinette, seemingly unperturbed by this turn of events, clasped her hands together in front of her and addressed the wolves on the hollow floor. “As the moon casts Her gaze upon us, I would ask that you welcome Her into yourselves. That you make ready for Her blessing and open your hearts to the ones you will soon share them with.” 


Many down below bowed their heads in obsequiousness. 


Antoinette lifted her gnarled hands in a clatter of bracelets and began to chant again. Her magically amplified voice drowned out the spells of the other mystics, deafening me to all other sounds. My existence became a muted world dominated by the cadence of her speech, the recurrent rise and fall of her tone and tempo. She started keening, and I had to bite my lip to keep from howling along with her. 


Others around me were having less success controlling themselves. More and more of them fled the amphitheater to shift forms in the field, and now a ring of wolves covered in fur looked down from the edge of it, watching the ceremony with solemn amber eyes. 


If the magic had felt like a hurricane before, the wind wall suddenly compressed around the eye, squeezing what felt like a category five down into the bowl of the hollow around us. The force of it punched through me, knocking the breath from my lungs. My hair pulled loose from my braid and lashed at my face. I had to slap my hands onto my knees and dig my fingernails into my skin to keep hold of my human form. 


As swiftly and violently as it began, the power collapsed in upon itself, detonating with the force of a small bomb over the shifters inside the ward. Many were thrown to the ground. Even up where I sat, I was rocked backward by the force of it. 


Silence reigned in the aftermath. Was it over? I couldn’t tell. There was a stillness in the air that felt unnatural. Like it was only an illusion of calm. I shook my head to clear the ringing from my ears and then blinked my eyes to chase away the stars that danced across them. 


“Was that it?” someone asked from a few rows in front of me. 


A cry rose up from the hollow floor. Then another. Sounds of joy erupted from the crowd gathered there. I looked down to see wolves pulling themselves up from the ground to rush at others. 


I searched among them for Gia. She let out a whoop and collided with the woman who had been the first to offer up her blood. Tears streamed from the woman’s face as she hugged my best friend. I slumped in relief, shaking with spent adrenaline. Gia had a mate. Goddess be praised.


This was nothing like the first ritual I attended, where the drone of chanting had lasted nearly an hour and one at a time wolves were bonded to each other. 


“Antoinette!” Audrey cried. 


She rose from her seat and sprinted toward the dais. A limp form sprawled across the plinth, gray hair fanning over the granite. I thought she was dead at first, but then her chest moved with a labored breath.


“Is it safe?” someone called out. 


“It’s over,” a mystic I didn’t recognized answered. “You can join your loved ones.”


I stood and quickly made my way down into the fray. “Gia!” I called, my voice swallowed by hundreds of similar hails.


“Layla!” I heard her shout. 


I beelined toward the sound of her voice, brushing past Nathaniel Kolbeck and his new mate, a woman half his size, just before I reached her. 


“Congratulations!” I yelled over the din. 


She hugged me with one arm, her other thrown over the shoulders of her new mate. “This is Natalie!” 


“Hi, Natalie!” I slung my other arm around her so that I hugged them both. “I’m so happy for you!” 


Natalie grinned when I released them, wiping tears from her face. “Thank you! Why can’t I stop crying?” 


Gia, also crying, pulled her in for another hug. 


“What the hell was that, though?” Natalie asked when they broke apart.


“No clue,” I said. “But it seems like it all worked out in the end.” 


Sounds of celebration echoed over the clearing. The sunshine smell of happiness filled my nose. From the looks of it, every single wolf had been bonded, and the crowd was raucously loud in their relief. So loud that at first, we didn’t hear the sound of the wind picking back up. It was only when it started to tug on our clothes and lift our hair that we realized something was wrong. 


The cries of joy turned to fear. 


“Out! Everyone out!” a sonorous male voice boomed. 


But it was too late. 


Power roared through the clearing. I grabbed my head and clenched my jaw to keep from screaming. It felt like someone had drilled into my brain and was using a blowtorch to sear my nerve endings. I couldn’t think around it, couldn’t breathe around it. 


Unable to hold against the onslaught, I collapsed to the ground and curled into a ball, trying to make myself into a smaller target. The pain was excruciating. Black spots danced across my vision, threatening to drag me into their depths. It felt like an eternity passed while I fought to remain conscious. 


“Layla!” Gia called, her voice sounding far away.  


Slowly this time, the magic began to dissipate.


I cracked my jaw open and groaned when it finally released its hold on me. “Ow.” 


“Are you okay?” Gia asked. 


She and Natalie stood above me, looking down. They seemed fine. Like they hadn’t just been run over by a metaphysical truck. 


“Not okay,” I said, the words garbled.


It took both of them to pull me up. I swayed within their grip, my heart beating a million miles per hour, adrenaline and heat coursing through my veins. As the residual magic faded, I became aware of other things. Sounds of outrage and confusion rose around me. The smell of terrified werewolves filled my nose. And there, in the back of my freshly ripped open mind, something else, trotting ever closer on four silent paws. 


No, not something. 


Someone. 


I felt a tug on my psyche. Unbidden, deep confusion became my dominant emotion, where a second ago it had been fear. I tried to shake it off, but it grew stronger instead. 


“What’s happening?” I whispered. 


The emotion was…other. 


Not mine. 


My head seemed to turn of its own volition, to the right, my gaze passing over innumerable shifters before it came to a stop. 


On Michael Kolbeck. 


He kneeled on the ground a few feet away, one foot beneath him like he was trying to rise. Our gazes met. Something snapped between us like an elastic band ricocheting. The reverberation fell away and left a deep sense of peace in its wake, like I had come home after a prolonged journey. Like he was my home now. 


“No,” I croaked. 


“Layla?” Gia asked, tone frantic as she looked between us. “Layla, what is it?” 


I choked back a sob. “We’re bonded.” 


Michael pushed himself up. He tightened his tie and then ran a hand over his head, smoothing back his hair. 


“Well,” he said, looking and feeling slightly annoyed when he met my gaze. “This is an unfortunate turn of events.” 















  

  

Chapter 3
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“Idon’t understand. How did this happen?” I demanded, gripping Audrey’s wrists like I could squeeze the answer out of her. 


She shook her head. “We don’t know. It must have been the Goddess intervening.”


“Why?” a woman demanded from behind me. 


Michael and I weren’t the only ones mated against our wills, and fear, anger, and disbelief ran riot through those around us. It was one thing to willingly submit to a ceremony that would result in a lifelong magical commitment to someone else, another thing entirely to have it forced upon you. 


“We can’t be sure,” Audrey said. Her tone was apologetic. “The Goddess doesn’t always reveal Her divine intentions.” 


“But we didn’t offer up our blood,” I said. I was still in shock. Or was it denial? I was having trouble untangling the ball of emotions in my mind. Probably because half of them weren’t even mine. 


Audrey pulled her hands from my hold and placed them on my cheeks. “I know, Layla. I don’t have any answers for you right now. Go home. Your parents need to know what happened.” 


The blood drained from my face. Oh, no. My parents. 


She released me and moved away, to where Antoinette was laid out on the grass. I turned from her to face Michael. 


My mate. 


This couldn’t be happening. 


This had to be some horrible nightmare. Any moment now, I would wake up. 


Michael held himself perfectly still. His hands were in the pockets of his suit pants, feet braced wide, the picture of calm. Nathaniel stood at his side, one long arm draped across the shoulders of the pretty redhead he’d been bonded to. Her much smaller arm was wrapped around his waist. Despite the concern on their faces, they looked settled. Like they’d accepted their fate and looked forward to getting to know each other. The sight turned my stomach.
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