




WOLF	HOLLOW
Wolf	Hollow	Shifters,	Book	1

All	Rights	Reserved

No	part	 of	 this	 book	may	 be	 reproduced,	 distributed,	 or	 transmitted	 in	 any	 form	 or	 by	 any
means,	 or	 stored	 in	 a	 database	 retrieval	 system,	 without	 the	 prior	 written	 permission	 of	 the
author.	Thank	you	for	respecting	the	rights	of	the	author.

This	 is	 a	 work	 of	 fiction.	 Any	 resemblance	 of	 characters	 to	 actual	 persons,	 living	 or	 dead,	 is
purely	coincidental.

Cover	design	by	
Interior	design	b



For	all	the	wild	hearts	who	long	to	run	free.





chapter	one

BENEATH	 THE	 SUN’S	ruthless	 blaze,	 Sasha	 dashed	 down	 the
street,	the	asphalt	scorching	her	paws.	She	could	find	no	relief	from	the
heat	 in	 the	wild	grass	 that	 sprouted	 through	 the	 cracks	or	 among	 the
eroding	houses.

She	sniffed	the	air,	detecting	only	dirt	and	rodents,	no	recent	human
activity.	This	should	have	calmed	Sasha,	but	deserted	human	habitations
always	put	her	on	edge.	And	with	the	full	moon	two	days	away,	she	felt
a	familiar	itch	in	her	bones.	It	likely	had	something	to	do	with	her	patrol
partner.	She	shook	out	her	tail	and	pointed	her	ears	forward	to	refocus.
She	 needed	 to	 stay	 alert,	 not	 brood	 over	 Aden’s	 rugged	 arms	 and
magnetic	 copper	 eyes	 or	 the	 familiar	 comfort	 of	 knowing	 he	 was
nearby,	sniffing	out	the	opposite	side	of	the	subdivision	until	they	met
in	the	middle.

At	 the	 end	 of	 the	 street,	 she	 veered	 close	 to	 the	 edge	 of	 the
wasteland	 and	 stared	 at	 the	 decaying	 city	 crumbling	 in	 the	 distance.
Twenty-eight	years	ago	humans	had	lived	within	these	subdivisions	and
cities	all	around	the	world,	long	before	disease	had	brought	devastation



and	desolation.
Turning	 away	 from	 the	 silent	 nothingness,	 Sasha	 continued	 her

search	 of	 the	 abandoned	dwellings.	 The	 hairs	 on	 her	 back	 rose	when
she	caught	 the	 fetid	stench	of	a	vulhena.	Keeping	silent,	Sasha	darted
between	two	houses	to	the	next	street.

Gangly	overgrown	grass	kept	her	hidden	as	she	stalked	through	the
vegetation	to	a	thick	wall	of	hedges	bordering	the	road.	She	crouched
low	and	waited.	Across	 the	street,	 the	southern-facing	 lawns	had	died
long	ago,	 leaving	behind	dry,	 cracked	earth,	and	clumps	of	grass	 that
sprouted	within	the	structure’s	protective	shadows.

The	 animal’s	 stink	 put	 it	 within	 fifty	 feet	 of	 where	 she	 lay	 hidden.
Through	slit-like	eyes,	she	watched	the	malnourished	creature	slink	out
from	between	two	houses	on	its	skinny	legs.	Covered	in	black,	wiry	hair
that	 formed	a	 ridge	 along	 its	back,	 it	 blended	well	with	 the	 shadows.
She	waited	for	it	to	cross	the	road.

No	one	really	knew	how	the	vulhena	came	to	be.	The	elders	believed
they	were	formerly	cougars	that	had	mutated	after	feeding	on	diseased
human	 corpses.	 Like	 humans,	 vulhena	 couldn’t	 see	 in	 the	 dark,	 nor
come	close	to	rivaling	a	wolf’s	sense	of	smell.

Still,	 they	 were	 vicious	 creatures,	 especially	 when	 they	 banded
together.	 Thankfully	 this	 was	 rare,	 as	 most	 vulhena	 were	 solitary
creatures	 that	 kept	 to	 their	 own	 territories.	 Sasha	 only	 knew	 of	 one
instance	where	they’d	formed	a	pack.	The	agony	of	that	day	scorched
her	soul.	Jager	had	warned	her,	begged	her	to	stay	behind	and	let	the
other	pack	members	clean	up,	but	 love	and	loyalty	sent	her	racing	the
wind	 straight	 into	 a	 hailstorm	 of	 gore.	 Forty-three	 elders	 had	 been
slaughtered	hunting	a	deer	herd	outside	the	hollow,	but	 the	way	their
limbs	 littered	 the	 clearing	made	 it	 look	 as	 though	 twice	 as	many	 had
been	mangled	 and	 ripped	 apart.	 Through	 the	 stench	 of	 rotted	 flesh,
Sasha’s	 nose	 led	 her	 straight	 to	 her	 parents’	 half-eaten	 bodies,	 their
intestines	 strewn	across	 the	dirt	 like	earthworms.	With	 their	blood	still



seeping	 into	 the	ground,	a	howl	had	torn	 through	her	 lips,	a	haunting
cry	that	silenced	the	forest	into	stillness.

Half	starved	and	alone,	 the	vulhena	skulking	toward	her	now	didn’t
look	 threatening,	 but	 oftentimes	 the	most	 desperate	 ones	 put	 up	 the
most	fight.

Her	jaw	tightened	as	it	crept	closer,	unaware	of	its	imminent	demise.
Without	a	second	thought,	she	landed	in	front	of	it,	fangs	bared.
The	 vulhena	 screeched,	 lifting	 its	black	 lips	over	 jagged	 fangs,	 and

took	a	swipe	at	Sasha	with	its	extended	claws.
She	darted	aside,	snarling	and	circling	the	hateful	creature,	a	growl

vibrating	inside	her	throat.	The	fur	rose	on	her	back.
A	 loud	 crunch	 rebounded	 across	 the	 road	 as	 two	 hundred	 and

twenty-five	pounds	of	werewolf	landed	on	the	roof	of	a	rusted	car.	The
roof	caved	in	under	the	weight	of	Sasha’s	patrol	partner.	Aden	made	an
impressive	 entrance,	 especially	 when	 he	 stood	 on	 his	 hind	 legs	 and
growled.	He	leapt	off	the	car,	hitting	the	asphalt	on	all	fours.

The	vulhena	rose	with	a	shriek,	long	matted	forelegs	swiping	the	air
in	a	show	of	challenge.	While	the	creature	stood,	Sasha	lunged	at	it	and
clamped	her	 jaw	 around	 its	 hind	 leg.	Her	 fangs	pierced	 fur	 and	 flesh,
and	 blood	 filled	 her	mouth.	 The	 vulhena	 yowled,	 and	 Sasha	 clamped
down	tighter,	bone	crunching	between	her	fangs.

It	raised	its	claw	and	slashed	at	Sasha’s	face,	missing	her	by	a	hair	as
she	held	on,	refusing	to	relinquish	her	prize.

Aden	snatched	the	vulhena’s	front	leg	before	it	had	a	chance	to	take
out	 Sasha’s	 eye,	 snapping	 bones	 when	 he	 wrenched	 its	 scrawny	 arm
from	its	socket.

The	vulhena	shrieked	louder.
Sasha	 crushed	 its	 leg	 between	 her	 jaws,	 barely	 able	 to	 control	 her

bloodlust	 as	 fresh	 memories	 of	 her	 parents’	 mangled	 bodies	 oozed
across	her	mind	thick	as	slime.

The	vulhena	fell	to	the	ground,	struggling	to	fight	back	on	three	legs.



Aden	went	for	the	creature’s	neck	and	shook	it	from	side	to	side	while
Sasha	 growled	 in	 encouragement	 through	 the	 wiry	 hairs	 clenched
between	her	fangs.

The	 animal’s	 angry	 screams	 continued	 until	 Aden	 ripped	 out	 its
throat	with	a	snarl	silencing	the	vulhena	once	and	for	all.

Sasha	 kept	 hold	 of	 its	 leg	 for	 several	 pounding	 heartbeats	 before
letting	 go.	 She	 watched	 the	 creature	 for	 any	 sudden	 signs	 of	 revival,
even	 though	 she	 sensed	 its	 death.	 She	 panted,	 heart	 still	 thundering
from	the	exhilaration	of	 the	kill,	 a	 savage	part	of	her	 thirsting	 to	 rip	 it
apart	limb	by	limb,	but	the	sun	scorching	her	fur	signaled	it	was	time	to
depart.

One	less	vulhena	in	the	world	and	no	humans	to	prevent	a	supply	run
the	next	day—not	bad	for	a	scouting	mission.

Sasha	and	Aden	watched	the	vulhena’s	blood	stain	the	concrete	for
several	 seconds	 before	 they	 trotted	 to	 a	 connecting	 road	 and	 the
wasteland	beyond.	Sasha’s	paws	sank	into	the	fine	grains	of	the	narrow
stretch	 of	 desert	 sand,	 intent	 on	 reaching	 the	 hills	 and	 the	 forest
beyond.	Saliva	gathered	in	her	mouth	and	her	tongue	lolled	out	several
times.	The	withering	heat	made	running	reckless,	so	Sasha	kept	a	steady
pace,	focused	on	the	shrubs	ahead.

Once	 they	 reached	 the	woods,	 they	 climbed	 the	 first	 hill,	 breaking
into	 a	 run	 on	 the	 other	 side.	 Sasha	 relished	 the	 feel	 of	 solid	 earth
beneath	her	paws	and	the	fresh,	if	humid,	air	in	her	lungs.	They	crossed
the	 Manama	 River	 where	 it	 thinned	 out	 and	 trickled	 between	 rocks
before	deepening	roughly	five	miles	east.	Two	rivers,	the	Manama	and
the	 Sakhir,	 served	 as	 boundaries	 for	 the	green	oasis	 their	 pack	 called
home.

After	crossing	 the	 river,	 they	 followed	 it	upstream	to	 the	west	until
reaching	Skyler	Falls,	where	they’d	left	their	clothes	strewn	over	a	large
rock.

Aden	 shifted	 first,	 groaning	as	his	bones	 realigned	 themselves	 into



his	muscular	 human	 form.	He	 crouched	 naked	 on	 the	 earth	 for	 half	 a
second	before	straightening	over	six	feet	tall	into	the	mighty	figure	of	a
man	with	his	sculpted,	robust	back	facing	her.	His	hair	was	a	rich,	thick
brown,	similar	to	his	werewolf’s	fur.	When	he	stretched,	his	tanned	butt
cheeks	flexed.

Sasha	 shifted	 and	 stayed	 on	 all	 fours.	When	 he	 turned	 around	 she
found	 herself	 staring	 directly	 at	 his	 thick	muscled	 legs	 and	 the	 goods
dangling	between	them.	Heat	flamed	over	her	skin,	and	her	mouth	went
drier	than	it	had	in	the	wasteland.	She	fought	the	urge	to	shift	back	into
a	wolf	and	run	out	of	there	as	fast	as	her	four	legs	could	carry	her.

It	wasn’t	the	nudity	so	much	as	the	burning	ache	she	couldn’t	seem
to	 control	whenever	 she	was	 alone	with	Aden.	Though	 the	 full	 frontal
view	 teased	 her	mind,	 Sasha’s	 arousal	was	 clearly	 one-sided	given	 his
flaccid	state.

Damn	human	emotions.	Everything	felt	less	complicated	as	a	wolf.
Aden	 reached	 a	 hand	 down,	 his	 grip	 warm	 and	 firm	 as	 he	 pulled

Sasha	to	her	feet.	When	she	noticed	the	blood	smeared	across	Aden’s
chest,	her	smile	faded.	She	stepped	closer,	inches	from	rubbing	against
him.

“Are	you	all	right?”	she	asked.
Aden’s	 thick	 lashes	 dropped	 when	 he	 looked	 down.	 He	 grinned.

“Not	my	blood.	I’ll	wash	off	while	you	get	dressed.”
Sasha’s	 heart	 fell	 as	 Aden	 disappeared	 into	 the	 overgrown	 ferns

lining	the	trail	to	the	falls.
How	could	he	be	so	oblivious	to	her	feelings?
Was	 it	because	 she	was	off-limits?	She	cursed	her	birth	and	blood.

Leave	it	to	Aden	to	be	courteous.	Maybe	she	should	join	him	at	the	falls
and	make	her	interest	clear	as	sky.	Just	the	thought	stole	Sasha’s	breath
away.

And	what	if	he	didn’t	return	her	feelings?	She’d	have	to	live	with	the
humiliation	 and	 awkwardness	 every	 day	 afterward,	 which	 could



jeopardize	their	friendship.	Aden	might	not	want	to	patrol	with	her	ever
again.

Sasha	 looked	from	her	pile	of	clothes	to	the	narrow	trail	 leading	to
the	falls.

Go	 on,	 she	 told	 herself.	 Join	 him.	 You	 don’t	 have	 to	 share	 your
feelings;	just	say	you	want	to	rinse	off.	Go	splash	around	naked	with	the
sexy	werewolf.

She	 took	 a	 step	 toward	 the	 falls,	 which	 sent	 her	 human	 heart	 into
overdrive.	 Blood	pumped	between	 her	 thighs.	 She	 felt	 as	 though	 she
stood	on	 the	edge	of	 a	 cliff,	 her	body	 knocked	off	 axis	 and	 teetering
between	solid	ground	and	the	great	unknown.

The	only	 shifter	 she’d	ever	 lain	with	had	 slashed	open	her	heart	 as
though	it	was	dinner	dashing	away.

Aden	would	never	hurt	her,	unlike	Wolfrik.
Before	she	could	make	a	decision,	she	caught	wind	of	 rank,	sweaty

fur.	Her	nose	wrinkled.	It	reeked	of	vulhena.	Two	in	one	day?	Worst	of
all,	 this	 one	 had	 prowled	 into	 the	 hollow.	 Blind	 fury	 sparked	 through
Sasha,	scorching	her	bones	like	kindling	blazing	in	a	bonfire,	blackening
the	air.

She	dropped	 to	 all	 fours	 and	 shifted,	 nose	 to	 the	ground,	 inhaling
the	rancid	scent.	She	didn’t	waste	 time	going	to	Aden	 for	backup	but
took	off.	She	could	howl	a	warning	call,	but	he	might	not	hear	her	over
the	falls,	or	if	his	head	were	submerged	underwater,	whereas	she’d	be
alerting	the	vulhena	to	her	position.

She	 raced	 through	 the	 woods,	 leaping	 over	 fallen	 trees	 and
overgrown	roots.	Stopping	briefly	to	sniff	around	a	narrow	cave,	Sasha
continued	 into	 a	 small	 clearing.	 There	was	 no	 sign	of	 Tabor	or	Olivia,
the	shifters	who	had	been	assigned	the	area	to	forage	for	mushrooms.
Sasha	kept	along	 the	edge	 rather	 than	expose	herself	by	 running	 into
the	 opening.	 The	 vulhena’s	 scent	 never	 increased	 or	 decreased.	 She
began	 to	 wonder	 if	 what	 she	 smelled	 was	 from	 fighting	 the	 vulhena



earlier,	its	putrid	stink	left	on	her	skin.
Sasha	 should	 have	 rinsed	 off	with	Aden	while	 she	 had	 the	 chance.

He’d	probably	be	finished	and	dressed	by	the	time	she	returned	to	the
falls.

As	she	prepared	to	run	back,	a	soft	moan	drifted	across	the	clearing.
Sasha’s	ears	twitched.	She	stalked	along	the	forest’s	edge	then	darted
across	the	clearing,	slowing	to	a	trot	as	she	rounded	a	large	boulder.

The	 ground	 rose	 gradually,	 leading	 up	 to	 a	mossy	 knoll	 on	 top	 of
which	lay	Tabor	and	Olivia	in	human	form,	naked.

They	 should	 have	 been	 foraging	 to	 help	 feed	 the	 pack.	 Instead,
Tabor	 groaned	 from	 atop	Olivia,	 who	 lay	 on	 her	 back	 on	 the	 spongy
moss,	 eyes	 closed,	moaning	as	 they	humped,	 too	distracted	 to	notice
the	mass	of	black	ugliness	 slinking	up	on	 them	 from	the	other	 side	of
the	knoll.

It	should	have	never	entered	Wolf	Hollow	territory.
Sasha	flew	at	the	vulhena	as	it	jerked	its	head	and	screeched.	Rather

than	stand	on	its	hind	legs,	it	reared	back,	yellow	eyes	full	of	malice.	It
snapped	its	teeth	at	Sasha,	and	she	snarled	in	answer.

The	beast	moved	away,	one	eye	on	Sasha,	 the	other	on	 the	naked
humans	 now	 disentangling	 themselves	 from	 one	 another.	 The
movement	 seemed	 to	 excite	 it,	 causing	 the	 creature	 to	 lunge	 at	 the
couple	scrambling	to	their	feet.	Sasha	protectively	raced	in	front	of	the
pair.

Again,	 it	 reared	 back	 and	 screeched	 then	 slunk	 around	 the
perimeter,	 almost	 as	 though	 covertly	 closing	 the	 space	between	 itself
and	the	couple.	Oddly,	this	vulhena	didn’t	show	much	interest	in	Sasha,
other	 than	 irritation.	 It	 seemed	 far	 more	 intent	 on	 reaching	 the	 two
humans.

Her	snarl	turned	vicious,	piercing	the	air	like	wooden	spears	hurtling
across	the	knoll.	The	vulhena	shrieked	and	looked	at	her,	 finally	taking
full	notice	of	her	as	a	serious	threat.



It	 jumped	 onto	 its	 hind	 legs.	 As	 Sasha	 lunged	 for	 it,	 a	 gust	 of
unnatural	air	threw	her	back	as	an	arrow	whooshed	by	and	hit	the	beast
in	the	heart	with	a	flourish	of	yellow	sparks	that	glittered	like	nighttime
stars	before	flickering	out.	The	vulhena	thumped	to	the	ground	in	front
of	Sasha	in	a	big	black	heap.

Sasha’s	body	jerked	as	she	changed	to	human	form.	Usually	she	went
through	the	process	with	fluid	grace,	but	her	anger	made	for	a	turbulent
shift.

“Holy	mother	of	moonshine!”	Olivia	yelled.
Tabor	 lowered	 his	 bow,	 chest	 puffed	 out	 as	 a	 smug	 smile	 settled

over	his	lips.
Sasha	 rose	 from	 the	ground	and	glared	at	Tabor.	His	use	of	magic

didn’t	anger	her	so	much	as	his	idiocy.
“You	fool!	You	could	have	gotten	yourself	and	Olivia	killed.”
Tabor	fought	back	a	scowl,	regaining	quick	control	of	his	smirk.
“I	think	what	you	mean	to	say	is	‘Thank	you,	most	powerful	one,	for

saving	my	royal	pure-blooded	hide.’”
Sasha’s	 jaw	 dropped.	 “You?	 Save	 me?	 That	 vulhena	 would	 have

ripped	off	your	head	if	I	hadn’t	come	along.”	She	pointed	a	finger	at	the
flattened	 moss	 where	 Tabor	 and	 Olivia	 had	 been	 coupling	 moments
before	the	creature	stalked	in.	“After	that	it	could	have	moved	on	to	the
den	without	anyone	 the	wiser	because	 there	was	no	one	 to	 stop	 it	or
issue	a	warning.”	The	 image	of	a	den	massacre	made	her	body	quake
with	horror	and	rage.

“It’s	 dead	 now;	 that’s	 all	 that	matters,”	 Tabor	 said	 in	 a	 low	 voice,
eyes	narrowing	on	Sasha.

Olivia	snatched	her	rumpled	floral	dress	off	the	mossy	ground,	pulled
it	over	her	head,	and	yanked	it	down	to	her	knees.

Sasha’s	 hackles	 rose.	 “This	 is	 precisely	 why	 the	 council	 frowns	 on
fooling	around	during	duty,”	 she	said,	not	caring	 that	 she	sounded	as
surly	as	old	Jager.



Olivia’s	eyes	widened.	“Sasha,	please.	You	can’t	tell	anyone	what	you
saw.”	She	looked	at	Tabor	and	grimaced	before	distancing	herself	from
where	he	stood,	naked	and	still	unabashedly	erect.	Pulling	Sasha	aside,
Olivia	 turned	her	back	 to	Tabor	and	 lowered	her	 voice.	 “This	was	 the
first	time	we	ever	mated.	And	it	was	the	last.”

It	hit	Sasha	that	Olivia	wasn’t	distressed	over	abandoning	her	duties;
she	was	probably	ashamed	of	being	caught	coupling	with	Tabor.

Tabor	wasn’t	just	a	wolf	shifter;	he	was	also	half	wizard,	reducing	his
status	in	many	pack	members’	eyes.

Sasha’s	lip	curled.	She’d	never	really	known	what	to	make	of	Tabor,
but	 she	 couldn’t	 abide	 such	 blatant	 bigotry	 from	 any	member	 of	 her
tribe.

While	 the	 entire	 pack	 expected	 Sasha	 to	 choose	 a	 pure-blooded
mate	for	the	strength	and	survival	of	the	pack,	Sasha	did	not	look	down
on	werewolves	or	half-breeds.	If	she	had,	she	wouldn’t	have	lusted	after
Aden.

Olivia	 seemed	 to	 take	 Sasha’s	 silence	 for	 judgment.	 “This	 is	 all
Camilla’s	fault,”	she	whined	into	Sasha’s	ear	like	an	incessant	mosquito.
“She	never	shuts	up	about	how	Tabor	was	the	best	she	ever	had.	How
could	I	not	be	curious?”

Feeling	 Tabor’s	 gaze	 drilling	 into	 their	 backs,	 Sasha	 answered	 in
hushed	tones.	“Olivia,	 I	don’t	care	if	you	mate	with	a	mountain	 lion	so
long	as	it	doesn’t	endanger	the	pack.”

Olivia’s	 cheeks	 turned	 red.	 “A	 mountain	 lion!”	 she	 snarled.	 “I’d
rather	make	love	to	a	grizzly	or	even	a	.	.	.”

“Wizard?”	Tabor	offered,	 twirling	the	bow	 in	his	hand	as	he	circled
to	face	them.

Olivia’s	eyes	narrowed.	“You	bewitched	me,	Tabor,	didn’t	you?”
The	bow	 froze	 in	Tabor’s	hand.	Before	he	could	answer,	or	heaven

forbid,	hex	her,	Sasha	growled.	“That’s	enough!	 If	 I	hear	so	much	as	a
rumor	about	bewitchment,	 I	will	 see	 to	 it	 that	you	never	be	allowed	a



mate,	Olivia.	Do	you	understand	me?”
Her	 eyes	 widened	 in	 horror.	 “I’m	 sorry,	 Sasha.	 I	 didn’t	 mean	 any

disrespect.	 I	 wouldn’t	 normally	 .	 .	 .	 you	 know.”	 She	 circled	 her	 wrist
feebly	in	Tabor’s	direction.

“Return	 to	 the	 glade,”	 Sasha	 said.	 “Find	 Jager	 and	 tell	 him	 what
happened.”

Olivia	nodded	and	hurried	away	without	a	second	glance.
As	 the	 flighty	 shifter	 disappeared	 into	 the	 woods,	 Sasha’s	 earlier

frustration	 was	 replaced	 with	 something	 else.	 Pride.	 She	 felt	 the
tattered	rips	in	her	heart	slowly	knit	back	together,	holding	steady.

If	only	her	parents	 could	have	 seen	her	handle	 this	 situation.	She’d
always	 viewed	 herself	 more	 as	 a	 warrior	 than	 a	 leader,	 but	 just	 now
she’d	stood	firm	and	diplomatic.

When	 the	 first	 pandemic	 spread	 across	 the	 country,	 thousands	 of
urban-dwelling—non-pureblooded—shifters	 retreated	 to	 the	 woods
and	 found	 guidance	 from	 shifters	 like	 Sasha’s	 parents,	 purebloods	 as
they	were	called,	wolf	shifters	who	had	been	born	and	raised	in	the	wild
for	 generations.	 Together,	 the	 purebloods	 and	 urban	 shifters	 had
formed	 packs	 along	 the	 fringes	 of	 a	 once	 thriving	 human	 society,
subsisting	in	small	groups	to	survive.

Through	 their	 example,	 Sasha	 had	 learned	 the	 value	 of	 generosity
and	acceptance	in	an	ever-changing	world.

She	 looked	 at	 Tabor,	 expecting	 something	 more	 gallant	 than	 the
snide	look	he	shot	her.

“How	very	noble	of	 you	 to	 step	 in	on	my	behalf.	Considering	 your
pedigree,	 I	 suppose	 I	 should	be	overcome	with	 gratitude.”	His	words
were	laced	with	scorn.

Tabor’s	eyes	drifted	languidly	down	her	body,	making	Sasha	acutely
aware	of	the	fact	she	was	still	naked	and	Tabor	was	still	erect.	Averting
her	eyes	proved	difficult.	It	had	been	nearly	three	years	since	she’d	seen
a	man	aroused—even	if	it	wasn’t	on	her	account.



Tabor	set	the	end	of	his	bow	on	the	earth	in	front	of	him	and	leaned
against	the	tip	of	the	frame.

“I	saw	your	face	earlier,”	he	said.	“You’re	even	worse	than	the	rest	of
the	pack,	so	full	of	your	own	self-importance	while	inside	you	recoil	at	a
half-breed	 like	me.	You	don’t	 think	 I’m	good	enough	 for	Wolf	Hollow
and	you	took	an	opportunity	to	demonstrate	your	superiority	in	front	of
a	pack	member.”

Sasha	 shook	her	head	 slowly.	How	could	he	 say	 such	awful	 things?
Her	chin	trembled.	She	didn’t	want	Tabor	to	see.	She	ground	her	teeth
together.	“I	live	to	serve	this	pack	and	all	its	members.	I	stepped	in	and
saved	your	sorry	skin,	didn’t	I?”

Tabor	shrugged.	“I	meant	no	disrespect,”	he	said,	sounding	bored.
“Didn’t	you?”
Tabor	 looked	 her	 up	 and	 down	 again	 before	 resting	 on	 her	 eyes.

She’d	 never	 spent	 much	 time	 looking	 into	 his.	 They	 were	 emerald
green,	brilliant	 jewels	 as	 lush	 as	 the	 forest	 surrounding	 them.	Most	of
their	pack	had	brown	eyes	with	 the	occasional	blue.	Something	about
the	greens	of	Tabor’s	irises	was	familiar	and	comforting,	like	a	piece	of
home	staring	back,	and	yet	 looking	 into	 them	 felt	more	 intrusive	 than
his	wandering	gaze	over	her	body.

Tabor	lifted	his	bow	and	tapped	the	string	against	his	 leg.	“Forgive
my	bluntness,”	he	said.	“But	perhaps	you	can	understand	why	 I	would
question	 your	 defense	 on	 behalf	 of	 a	 half-breed	 when	 you	 yourself
chose	only	to	couple	with	a	pureblood	and,	barring	none,	would	sooner
live	 out	 a	 sedentary	 life	 making	 judgments	 on	 others.”	 Tabor’s	 smile
curled.	 “I	 know	Wolf	 Hollow	 is	 fresh	 out	 of	 pure-blooded	males,	 but
isn’t	it	your	duty	to	breed?”	He	raised	his	brows	and	stared	pointedly	at
her.

For	 the	 second	 time	 that	 day,	 memories	 of	 Wolfrik	 burned	 fresh
holes	into	Sasha’s	torched	soul,	charring	it	as	black	as	a	vulhena’s	coat
and	the	 reminder	of	what	 their	kind	had	done	 to	her	parents	 .	 .	 .	and



Wolfrik’s.
In	 the	 beginning,	 she	 and	Wolfrik	 hadn’t	 been	 able	 keep	 off	 each

other,	 easily	 accepting	 their	 parents’	 and	 elders’	 wishes	 to	 claim	 one
another	 and	 continue	 their	 pure-blooded	 lineage.	 But	 following	 their
parents’	gruesome	deaths,	Wolfrik	 rebelled	against	 the	 three	surviving
elders	before	 taking	off,	 never	 to	be	 seen	or	 heard	 from	again,	while
Sasha	stayed	behind	and	served	the	pack.

Her	loyalty	ought	to	count	for	something	more	than	ridicule.
Sasha’s	 nostrils	 flared	 and	heat	 filled	 her	 cheeks.	 Life	was	 so	much

easier	in	wolf	form.	For	instance,	she	could	have	lunged	at	Tabor	on	all
fours	 and	 ripped	 out	 his	 throat,	 diplomacy	 be	 damned.	 Yet	 the	 truth
behind	his	words	hurt.	Sasha	hadn’t	slept	with	anyone	since	Wolfrik,	but
it	 wasn’t	 for	 the	 reasons	 Tabor	 thought.	 Her	 feelings	 were	 for	 a
werewolf,	if	only	he’d	claim	her.

Sasha	sucked	in	a	breath,	determined	not	to	allow	Tabor	to	drag	her
down	to	his	level.	She’d	had	enough	of	his	spiteful	words.

“You	accuse	me	of	making	judgments	when	it	is	you	who	judge	me.”
She	dropped	to	her	hands	and	knees,	preparing	to	shift	when	she	heard
Aden	call	her	name	from	the	other	side	of	the	boulder.

“Sasha,”	he	yelled	again.
The	 anger	 coursing	 through	 her	 dissipated,	 replaced	 at	 once	 by	 a

flurry	of	sparks	that	sizzled	beneath	her	skin.	She	got	to	her	feet	quickly,
feeling	lightheaded.

Aden	rounded	the	boulder,	dressed	in	jeans	and	a	snug	cotton	shirt,
damp	hair	tousled.	Carrying	Sasha’s	sundress	draped	over	his	strapping
arm,	 he	made	 his	 way	 to	where	 she	 stood	 beside	 Tabor	 and	 handed
Sasha	her	dress.	Thanking	him	with	an	elated	grin,	 she	 slipped	 it	over
her	head	while	Aden	stared	at	the	dead	vulhena,	eyebrows	furrowed.

“What	happened?”	he	asked.	 “When	 I	 returned	 from	 the	 falls,	 you
were	gone.”

Sasha’s	smile	hardened	when	she	glanced	over	at	Tabor.



“I	 caught	 wind	 of	 another	 vulhena	 lurking	 nearby.	 I	 arrived	 just	 in
time	to	save	Tabor’s	and	Olivia’s	tails.”

Tabor	rolled	his	eyes	upward.
“You	 took	 him	 down	 on	 your	 own?”	 Aden	 asked,	 sounding

impressed.
“Tabor	shot	an	arrow	through	his	heart,”	Sasha	said	begrudgingly.
Aden’s	 gaze	 flew	 to	 Tabor.	 He	 lifted	 his	 chin	 and	 smiled	 warmly.

“Good	work.”
Tabor	returned	the	smile	and	lifted	his	bow.	“We	don’t	allow	vermin

in	Wolf	Hollow.”
Aden	chuckled	and	nodded	in	agreement.	“No,	we	don’t,”	he	said,

walking	up	to	the	vulhena.	He	kicked	it	over	onto	its	back	and	raised	his
brows.	“Nice	shot.”

“Why,	thank	you.”	Tabor	swept	one	arm	out	and	brought	the	other
to	his	middle,	dipping	forward.

His	arrogance	grated	on	Sasha’s	nerves.	She	was	sure	he	bowed	to
annoy	her.	She	could	practically	feel	him	glance	her	way	with	that	smug
smile	on	his	lips.

“I	can	dispose	of	it,”	Aden	said.
“Most	kind	of	you,”	Tabor	returned.
Without	a	second	thought,	Aden	shucked	off	his	faded	denim	jeans,

letting	 it	 all	 hang	 loose.	When	he	 removed	his	 shirt	 and	displayed	his
solid	pecs,	Sasha’s	throat	went	dry.	He	had	the	best-looking	abs	of	any
shifter	in	Wolf	Hollow.

Not	wanting	Tabor	to	catch	her	open	admiration	of	her	partner,	she
looked	into	the	sky	pretending	to	gauge	the	time.	As	she	did,	she	could
have	sworn	she	saw	Tabor	shoot	her	a	knowing	smirk.	Like	all	the	young
men	 in	 their	 tribe,	 life	 in	 the	 wild	 had	 put	 muscles	 on	 Tabor	 and
sculpted	his	body	 into	a	state	of	perfection	that	might	have	pleased	a
potential	mate,	had	it	not	been	for	his	aggravating	temperament.

Sasha	 forced	 herself	 to	 look	 only	 at	 Aden’s	 face.	 “I’ll	 accompany



you,”	she	said.
He	 flashed	her	 a	 friendly	 smile	 similar	 to	 the	one	he’d	given	Tabor

when	congratulating	him	on	shooting	the	vulhena.
Aden	 shifted	 while	 standing	 on	 two	 feet,	 towering	 above	 them	 in

one	big	mass	of	brown	fur.
Tabor	 cleared	 his	 throat	 meaningfully,	 doing	 so	 again	 until	 Sasha

reluctantly	looked	his	way.

“Before	you	go,	allow	me	 to	 remove	my	shaft	 from	 the	body.”	His
eyebrows	jumped	when	he	grinned	at	Sasha.

She	narrowed	her	eyes	as	he	swaggered	past,	planted	a	foot	on	the
vulhena’s	chest,	bent	down,	gripped	the	wooden	shaft,	and	pulled	it	out
of	the	creature’s	heart.

Aden	 grabbed	 the	 vulhena	 by	 the	 neck,	 firmly	 in	 his	 jaws,	 and
dragged	it	down	the	knoll.

Hurrying	to	catch	up,	Sasha	lifted	her	dress	over	her	head,	not	caring
that	Tabor	openly	watched	every	 inch	of	fabric	as	 it	 left	her	body.	She
tossed	it	carelessly	onto	the	ground	and,	staring	at	Tabor	defiantly,	got
onto	all	 fours.	As	her	bones	contracted	and	fur	covered	her	body,	she
caught	Tabor’s	 throat	bob	as	he	swallowed,	his	hungry	gaze	 following
her	as	she	hurried	away.



chapter	two

DESIRE	THROBBED	 IN	his	groin	as	Tabor	watched	Sasha	run	after
Aden.

Interesting,	 he	 thought,	 rubbing	 his	 fingers	 over	 the	 scruff	 on	 his
chin.

Once	the	two	shifters	disappeared	around	the	boulders,	he	glanced
at	 the	 she-wolf’s	 discarded	 dress	 laying	 haphazardly	 over	 a	 clump	 of
dirt.

Little	 did	 she	 know	 that	 her	 flippant	 gesture	 of	 bravado	 had	 been
viewed	as	an	invitation,	especially	now	that	Tabor	considered	he’d	been
wrong	 about	 Sasha’s	 self-imposed	 celibacy	 having	 to	 do	 with	 pure-
blooded	snobbery.	He	hadn’t	missed	 the	way	her	 face	 softened	when
Aden	called	out	her	name	and	strode	up	the	hill.

Had	she	finally	moved	on,	with	a	werewolf	no	less?
Tabor’s	 jaw	 slid	 to	 the	 side,	 considering	 the	 treetops	 beyond	 the

knoll.
No,	 he	 decided,	 Sasha	 looked	more	 like	 an	 adoring	 puppy	 than	 a

satisfied	she-wolf	when	she	stared	all	moony	at	Aden.	The	werewolf	was
too	 thickheaded	 to	notice	 that	 she	 looked	at	 him	 like	 she’d	bend	 the



council’s	rigid	rules	of	courtship	if	it	meant	bending	over	for	Aden.
The	 thought	of	her	 lifting	her	 ass	 for	 another	 shifter	pulled	a	deep

growl,	unbidden,	from	inside	his	throat.
Tabor	set	down	his	bow	and	arrow	then	picked	up	Sasha’s	dress	and

shook	off	bits	of	soil	and	moss	from	the	fabric.	Lifting	the	thin	scrap	of
cotton	to	his	nose,	he	inhaled	sun,	earth,	and	female	before	folding	the
dress,	 remembering	 the	way	 it	 had	 clung	 to	Sasha’s	 full	 breasts.	 They
were	lovely	in	the	nude,	naturally,	but	bare	breasts	were	such	a	common
sight	 in	 Wolf	 Hollow	 that	 sometimes	 it	 was	 refreshing	 to	 see	 them
covered—if	 only	 for	 the	 fact	 that	 he	 could	 then	 imagine	 seeing	 them
uncovered.

He	 finished	 folding	 the	 dress	 and	 set	 it	 down	 gently	 on	 a	 smooth
rock.	His	own	clothes	hung	from	a	 low	tree	branch	at	 the	edge	of	 the
knoll.	Just	because	they	lived	outdoors	didn’t	mean	they	had	to	behave
like	savages.

Tabor	 picked	 up	 Aden’s	 jeans	 and	 shirt	 next,	 folded	 them,	 and
stacked	them	on	the	rock	with	Sasha’s	dress.

He	 couldn’t	 help	 liking	 the	 werewolf.	 Aden	 was	 popular	 with
everyone	 in	 Wolf	 Hollow;	 even	 the	 purists	 had	 succumbed	 to	 his
irresistible	 good	 cheer.	 The	 elders	 loved	 him	 because	 he	 put	 down
vulhenas	as	easily	as	swatting	flies.

And	he’d	complimented	Tabor	on	his	clean	shot.
It	wasn’t	every	day	someone	in	the	pack	praised	Tabor’s	skill.	In	fact,

it	was	just	about	never.	Wolves	and	wizards	had	never	mixed,	not	until
Tabor’s	mother	wandered	alone	in	the	forest	during	the	full	moon	and
returned	moonstruck	and	making	no	sense.	She	hadn’t	been	the	same
after	that.	Nine	months	after	the	encounter,	she’d	given	birth	to	Tabor,
the	hollow’s	first	wolf-shifting	wizard.

Born	 into	 the	 pack,	 Tabor	 had	 chosen	 to	 remain	 in	 Wolf	 Hollow
rather	 than	 seek	 out	 his	 father’s	 people	 at	 Balmar	 Heights	 up	 north,
even	after	his	mother’s	death.



The	recent	memory	of	Olivia’s	shame-faced	distress	at	being	caught
romping	 with	 him	 filled	 Tabor	 with	 his	 own	 bitter	 distaste	 for	 the
coquettish	 she-wolf.	 She’d	 acted	 shy	 and	 giggly	 when	 they	 were	 first
paired	 up.	 Tabor	 had	 believed	 she’d	 formed	 a	 crush	 on	 him.	 They’d
flirted	and	found	ways	to	 innocently	touch.	That’s	all	 they’d	done	until
today	.	.	.	until	Olivia	made	the	moves	on	Tabor.

Not	 that	he	minded,	but	he’d	been	 taking	 it	 slow,	 thinking	a	bond
might	form	between	them.

His	eye	twitched.
Olivia	had	made	her	true	intent	clear	this	afternoon	and	shown	Tabor

exactly	what	she	thought	of	him.
He	 should	 have	 felt	 relieved	 Sasha	 had	 interrupted	 them	 and	 he’d

discovered	 the	 truth.	But	 relief	wasn’t	one	of	Tabor’s	go-to	emotions.
Indignation	 and	 pride	 had	 plagued	 him	 since	 the	 day	 he	 was	 old
enough	to	understand	bigotry	among	the	pack.

The	only	relief	he	felt	now	was	the	softening	of	his	groin.
Olivia	 didn’t	 deserve	 a	 long-lasting	 salute.	 He	 wouldn’t	 have

remained	hard	at	all	if	it	hadn’t	been	for	Sasha	kicking	up	dust,	all	perky
breasts,	long,	silky	hair,	and	flawless,	smooth,	summer-tanned	skin.	She
looked	sexy	when	she	was	angry.	Hell,	she	always	looked	sexy.

It	 wasn’t	 a	 thought	 he’d	 entertained	 until	 now.	 Then	 again,	 they’d
never	stood	on	a	knoll	together	naked	as	Tabor	brandished	a	king-sized
hard-on.

She’d	also	never	looked	at	him	the	way	she	had	on	the	knoll—really

looked	at	 him—directly	 in	 the	 eyes	 as	 though	 seeing	 him	 for	 the	 first
time.

In	 judgment,	 Tabor	 reminded	 himself,	 gliding	 over	 to	 the	 tree
holding	his	clothes	and	slipping	into	his	jeans.

Once	 dressed,	 Tabor	 made	 the	 solo	 trek	 back	 to	 the	 glade,	 the
hollow’s	gathering	place.



The	sun	drifted	lazily	toward	the	tree	line,	filtering	through	the	leaves
and	casting	speckled	light	over	the	forest	floor.

In	 another	 two	days	 it	would	be	 the	 full	moon,	which	meant	 every
wolf	without	a	mate	would	be	on	high	alert	at	the	crack	of	dawn.	They
had	to	protect	the	happy	couples	of	Wolf	Hollow	during	their	monthly
opportunity	 at	 procreation.	 Wolf	 shifters,	 in	 both	 animal	 and	 human
form,	could	only	become	pregnant	during	the	full	moon.	The	closer	to
the	exact	second,	the	better	their	chances.

Wolf	 shifters	didn’t	 require	bygone	almanacs	 to	 tell	 them	when	the
moon	reached	its	fullest.	They	knew	the	phases	by	instinct.

While	infertility	during	the	majority	of	the	month	made	for	a	carefree
romp	without	consequences,	it	was	a	problem	for	mates	trying	to	help
rebuild	the	hollow’s	population.

Tabor’s	friends	Heidi	and	Peter	were	among	the	couples	trying	for	a
pup,	 though	they	acted	a	 lot	 less	crazy	about	 it	 than	other	pairs	since
they	already	had	two	rambunctious	little	tykes.

The	 rich,	 mouthwatering	 scent	 of	 cooked	 meat	 reached	 Tabor’s
nostrils	as	he	approached	the	communal	gathering	place	for	the	pack’s
unmated	 shifters,	 a	 small	 clearing	 beside	 the	 Sakhir	 River.	 The	 glade
provided	 food	 and	 entertainment	 during	 the	 full	 moon	 ceremony.
Beneath	 nearby	 towering	 pines,	 shifters	 stretched	 out	 for	 a	 snooze	 in
human	 form	 before	 dinner	 while	 others	 sat	 on	 large	 logs	 arranged
around	the	fire.

The	 shifters	 on	 dinner	 duty	 bustled	 around	 the	 fire,	 finishing
preparation	on	the	evening’s	meal.	Smoke	and	steam	rose	from	a	great
big	 cauldron	 above	 the	 fire.	 Tabor’s	 stomach	 rumbled	 at	 the	 smell	 of
boiled	meat.	Francine,	her	belly	almost	as	large	as	the	cauldron,	stood
stirring	the	stew	with	a	long	wooden	spoon,	sweat	glistening	around	her
hairline.

Once	 a	 female	 shifter	 reached	 her	 second	 trimester,	 her	 body
became	 incapable	of	 shifting	 into	wolf	 form	until	 after	 she	gave	birth.



With	 pure-blooded	 native	 wolf	 shifters,	 the	 opposite	 was	 true.	When
two	purebloods	mated,	the	female	was	stuck	in	wolf	form	the	moment
she	became	pregnant	until	she	gave	birth.	Purebloods	were	considered
the	strongest	wolf	shifters	in	existence,	but	they	were	a	dying	breed.

Unless	Wolfrik	 returned,	 or	 the	 elders	 convinced	 a	pureblood	 from
another	 pack	 to	 move	 to	 Wolf	 Hollow,	 Sasha	 might	 have	 to	 choose
among	the	migrant	urban	wolf	shifters—meaning	Tabor	had	a	shot,	and
when	it	came	to	hitting	his	target,	he	was	dead	on.	Besides,	after	today
he’d	lost	interest	in	callow	she-wolves	like	Olivia.

He	noted	her	standing	under	a	tree	talking	with	Camilla	and	Rosalie.
Her	 back	 stiffened	 as	 he	 entered	 the	 glade	 and	 her	 mouth	 moved
quickly.	She	grabbed	her	friends’	hands	and	pulled	them	away	with	her
toward	 the	 fire.	 It	was	 as	 though	 she	was	 afraid	 Tabor	would	 try	 and
approach	 her.	 Olivia	 had	 no	 reason	 to	 worry;	 Tabor	 wanted	 nothing
more	to	do	with	the	narrow-minded	bitch.

He	 continued	 into	 the	 clearing.	 Most	 of	 the	 single	 shifters	 had
returned	 from	 assignment	 and	 lounged	 nearby	 awaiting	 the	 call	 for
dinner.	Zackary	and	his	buddies	had	claimed	a	 log	on	 the	 far	edge	of
the	 clearing	 where	 a	 path	 led	 to	 the	 river.	 They	 sat	 with	 their	 legs
spread	wide,	leaning	back,	and	speaking	at	top	volume	while	watching
the	women	prepare	dinner.

It	was	a	toss-up	as	to	whether	Zackary	would	notice	Tabor	walking	by
or	stick	to	monkeying	around	with	his	friends	like	an	ape.

Tabor	didn’t	 get	 a	 chance	 to	pass	before	 the	mongrel	 brushed	his
thick	bangs	out	of	his	face	and	smiled	with	malicious	intent.	Like	Aden,
Zackary	was	one	of	 the	 largest	men	 in	 the	pack.	Unlike	Aden,	he	was
about	as	pleasant	as	a	heaping	pile	of	wolf	dung.

“Hey,	 Tabor.	What’s	 with	 the	 bow	 and	 arrow?	Afraid	 to	 dirty	 your
nails	 .	 .	 .	 I	mean,	 claws?”	 Zackary	glanced	 at	 his	 cronies,	who	howled
with	laughter.

Tabor’s	 fingers	tightened	around	his	bow.	A	surge	of	anger	swirled



through	 his	 belly	 like	 a	 brittle	 leaf	 caught	 in	 a	 whirlpool.	 The	women
continued	 tending	 the	 fire	 and	 stirring	 the	 pot,	 but	 Tabor	 could	 feel
their	eyes	on	him	too.

When	Zackary	stopped	laughing,	Tabor	spoke.
“A	 bow	 can	 come	 in	 quite	 handy,”	 he	 said,	 twirling	 it	 around	 his

fingers	and	tossing	 it	 into	the	air.	Tabor	caught	 it	one-handed	without
looking.	His	eyes	were	zeroed	in	on	Zackary’s,	a	challenge	in	the	slant	of
his	 brows.	 “You	 never	 know	 when	 a	 mad	 dog	 like	 your	 father	 might
wander	in	and	need	putting	down.”

A	dark	 shadow	passed	over	Zackary’s	 face	 right	before	he	 leapt	 to
his	feet	and	rushed	forward	in	a	blind	rage.	Zackary’s	distemper	should
have	given	Tabor	an	advantage,	but	his	own	anger	raged	like	the	flames
of	a	forest	fire,	unpredictable	and	out	of	control.

He	tossed	the	bow	and	quiver	onto	the	ground	as	Zackary	charged.
As	impressive	as	the	big,	bad	wolf	looked,	Tabor	threw	the	first	punch.
He	socked	Zackary	 in	 the	eye	and	 followed	 it	with	an	uppercut	 to	 the
jaw.	 The	brute	 bellowed,	 grabbed	Tabor	 by	 the	 shoulders,	 and	 threw
him	to	the	ground.	Upon	impact,	the	wind	was	temporarily	knocked	out
of	Tabor.	Before	he	had	a	chance	to	regain	his	breath,	Zackary	was	on
top	of	him,	raining	blows	over	Tabor’s	head	and	chest.	He	took	a	punch
to	the	face	and	felt	his	lip	split.	The	taste	of	copper	filled	Tabor’s	throat.
He	nearly	gagged	trying	to	swallow	while	pinned	to	the	ground	on	his
back.

Zackary’s	friends	gathered	around,	cheering	him	on.
“You	can	take	him,	Zack.”
“Make	that	dog	eat	his	own	words.”
Zackary	 grabbed	 Tabor’s	 throat,	 squeezed,	 and	 roared.	 Even	 in

human	form	the	brute	was	animalistic.
“I’ll	do	better	than	that,”	he	said.	“I’ll	take	out	his	tongue	so	he	can’t

speak	again.”
Light	glinted	off	the	rusty	switchblade	Zackary	yanked	open	from	his



pocket.
Panic	 spiked	 through	 Tabor’s	 mind	 like	 a	 skewered	 squirrel	 thrust

above	 the	 flames.	 He	wasn’t	 about	 to	 lose	 his	 tongue.	 Unfortunately,
Zackary	outweighed	him	by	nearly	a	hundred	pounds.

“Formella	lavita!”	Tabor	cried.
Zackary	flew	off	him,	dropping	the	blade	and	landing	five	feet	away

on	his	back,	his	eyes	bulging	in	astonishment.
With	the	weight	now	off	him,	Tabor	scrambled	to	his	feet.	He	could

have	left	it	at	that,	but	he	didn’t.	Zackary	had	poked	fun	at	him	one	too
many	times.

Besides,	putting	Zack	on	his	back	was	an	opportunity	Tabor	 simply
couldn’t	 resist.	 He	 flung	 himself	 on	 top	 of	 the	 burly	 man-wolf	 and
punched	him	in	the	face,	hoping	to	return	the	favor	of	the	bloody	lip.	A
black	eye	would	sweeten	the	deal.	Zackary’s	swagger	would	be	greatly
reduced	 if	 he	 had	 to	walk	 around	 the	 hollow	 sporting	 bruises	 from	 a
half-breed	half	his	size.	Humiliation	was	a	much	greater	prize	than	pain.

But	 before	 Tabor	 had	 a	 chance	 to	 aim	 for	 Zackary’s	 eye,	 he	 was
yanked	backward.	He	swung	his	fist	around,	thinking	it	had	to	be	one	of
Zackary’s	friends	jumping	in.

Good	 thing	 Sasha	 released	 him	 and	 ducked	 in	 time	 or	 she	 might
have	been	the	one	brandishing	a	black	eye.

Once	Tabor’s	fist	passed	over	her	head,	she	popped	up	and	grabbed
his	arm.

“Stop	it!”	she	cried.
Behind	her,	Zackary	snatched	the	blade	off	the	ground	and	got	to	his

feet,	murder	on	his	face.	He	gave	two	of	his	cronies	a	pointed	look	and
the	three	of	them	stalked	toward	Tabor.

“What	is	going	on	here?”	a	male	voice	grumbled,	stopping	Zackary
and	his	friends	in	their	tracks.

Zackary	pocketed	the	knife.
Tabor	 went	 still	 too.	 Garrick	 had	 that	 effect	 on	 everyone	 in	 Wolf



Hollow	with	only	a	few	exceptions,	one	of	them	being	Sasha.
“I	 have	 it	 under	 control,”	 she	 snapped	 at	 the	 broad-shouldered,

bare-chested	man	who	barreled	over.
Garrick	glowered	at	the	group	with	a	tight	jaw	and	cold	eyes.	He	was

short	yet	massive—like	a	boulder	that	would	easily	crush	anyone	in	his
path.	 He	 was	 one	 of	 the	 few	 elders	 who	 had	 not	 only	 survived	 the
vulhena	attack	three	years	ago,	but	had	come	out	of	it	without	a	single
wound	and	more	ferocious	than	ever.

“The	boys	had	a	small	skirmish.	It’s	over	now,”	Sasha	said.
“A	skirmish?	In	Wolf	Hollow?”	Garrick	bellowed.	The	veins	inside	his

thick	 neck	 bulged.	 “We	 save	 the	 fighting	 for	 the	 vulhena.	 Do	 you
understand	me,	Zackary?”	Garrick	glared	in	Zackary’s	direction.

Zackary	lowered	his	head	and	nodded.
Garrick	 glanced	 over	 his	 shoulder.	 “And	 you,	 Tabor,	 do	 you

understand	me?”
Tabor’s	dignity	prevented	him	from	bowing	his	head.
“I	understand	perfectly,”	he	ground	out	between	his	teeth.
A	vein	throbbed	in	Garrick’s	neck.
“Now	tell	me	what	happened	here.”
“Tabor	used	witchcraft	on	me,”	Zackary	said,	pointing	a	beefy	finger

at	him.
Garrick’s	 head	 jerked	 up.	 “Magic	 is	 not	 allowed	 on	 fellow	 shifters.

Magic,”	he	said,	pausing	for	emphasis,	“is	not	allowed	for	any	reason.
This	 is	 a	 wolf	 pack,	 not	 a	 coven.”	 He	 took	 a	 menacing	 step	 toward
Tabor.	“If	you	used	your	sorcery	on	Zackary,	 I	will	be	forced	to	banish
you	from	Wolf	Hollow.”

Tabor	 felt	 as	 though	 an	 inferno	 had	 blasted	 up	 his	 throat	 and
scorched	 his	 tonsils,	 turning	 his	 tongue	 to	 ash.	 His	 first	 instinct	 as	 a
shifter	 should	 have	 been	 to	 take	 wolf	 form	 and	 deal	 with	 the	 threat
using	fangs	and	claws.	Instead,	his	natural-born	powers	were	called	up
from	some	dark,	hidden	place.



His	mother	had	insisted	he	accept	the	gift	he’d	been	born	with	and
work	on	harnessing	his	abilities	in	private.	No	one	else	could	know	how
powerful	he	was	or	they	might	send	him	away.

A	valid	point,	but	energy	had	already	begun	building	in	his	chest	and
flared	down	his	arms,	making	his	hair	stand	up.	He	felt	magic	crackling
like	static	electricity	in	his	fingertips.	There	were	half	a	dozen	spells	on
the	tip	of	his	tongue,	all	screaming	for	a	target,	and	Tabor	had	one:	The
man	threatening	to	banish	him	from	his	home.

Sasha	went	very	still	beside	him.
Tabor	pointed	a	finger.
Sasha	grabbed	it,	crushing	his	hand	in	her	firm	grip,	but	not	before	a

surge	 of	 energy	 shot	 through	 Tabor’s	 fingers	 and	 shocked	 hers.	 Her
body	twitched.	She	released	his	hand	as	though	having	touched	fire.

Tabor	 held	 his	 breath,	 aware	 this	was	 it,	 Sasha	would	 out	 him	 and
he’d	be	banished	from	Wolf	Hollow	forever.

The	 issue	of	where	 he’d	 find	 a	 new	home	 suddenly	 felt	 like	 a	 very
real	problem.

Sasha	 gathered	 herself	 and	 glared	 at	 Garrick.	 “From	 what	 I	 saw,
Tabor	threw	Zackary	off	him.	No	sorcery	was	involved.”

Tabor	stared	at	her	slack-jawed.
Why	the	hell	was	she	defending	him	again?
She	strode	closer	to	Garrick,	stopping	a	few	feet	in	front	of	him.
“And	 let	 me	 remind	 you,	 Garrick,	 that	 you	 don’t	 single-handedly

decide	the	fate	of	pack	members.”
Garrick’s	lip	curled	back,	showing	gnashed	teeth.
“Perhaps	 not,”	 he	 said,	 “but	 the	 council	 has	 always	 trusted	 my

judgments.	You,	however,	have	yet	to	prove	your	usefulness.”	He	stared
at	her	flat	belly.

Red-hot	fury	surged	through	Tabor	anew.	With	the	exception	of	his
mother,	he’d	never	known	anger	on	another’s	behalf,	but	here	 it	was,
out	of	the	blue,	a	manic	desire	to	send	Garrick	flying	backward	into	the



nearest	 tree	 trunk	 for	 insulting	 Sasha.	 Worse,	 Garrick	 had	 done	 it	 in
front	of	an	audience,	one	that	included	his	least	favorite	shifter	.	.	.	make
that,	 second	 least	 favorite.	 Garrick	 had	 now	 taken	 the	 number	 one
position	from	Zackary.

Even	with	 all	 the	 anger	 raging	 through	him,	 there	was	 still	 enough
room	 to	 direct	 some	 of	 it	 back	 at	 himself	 for	 taunting	 Sasha	 earlier
about	breeding.

Perhaps	he	could	make	up	for	that	now.
The	 only	 thing	 that	 saved	 Tabor	 from	 casting	 a	 spell	 and	 getting

banished	on	the	spot	was	his	indecision	as	to	which	spell	to	use.	While
he	 searched	 his	 mind,	 Sasha	 folded	 her	 arms	 across	 her	 chest	 and
glared	at	Garrick.

“I’m	 sure	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 pack	 feels	 differently	 regarding	my	 value
when	 I	have	 tracked	down	 two	vulhena	 this	very	day.	How	many	have
you	killed	in	the	last	month,	or	even	year?”

Zackary	and	his	buddies	studied	the	trees	intently	rather	than	look	at
either	Garrick	 or	 Sasha.	 They	 hadn’t	 been	 dismissed,	 but	 Tabor	 knew
they	were	wise	enough	to	keep	quiet	and	wait	until	it	was	safe	to	move
away.	Tabor	glared	at	Garrick,	prepared	to	shift	and	 rip	 into	him	 if	he
attempted	 to	 shame	 Sasha	 one	 more	 time.	 But	 Garrick’s	 shoulders
relaxed.

“Two	dead	vulhena	are	worth	celebrating,”	he	acknowledged.	“It	 is
fortunate	that	Aden	was	with	you.”

“What’s	fortunate—”	Sasha	started	to	say	before	Garrick	cut	her	off.
“Let	us	prepare	 for	 supper.	We	have	wonderful	news	 to	share	with

the	pack,	news	which	will	especially	please	you,	Sasha.”	Garrick’s	teeth
glinted	when	he	grinned.	Before	she	could	respond,	Garrick	 turned	to
Zackary	 and	 his	 friends.	 “Come	 along,	 you	 hound	 dogs,	 get	 in	 line.
Aren’t	you	hungry?”

They	nodded	gratefully.	Zackary’s	friends	scurried	away	with	Garrick
on	their	heels.	Zackary	lingered	behind	to	glower	at	Tabor.



“Good-for-nothing	half-breed,”	he	said,	low	enough	for	only	Tabor’s
and	Sasha’s	ears.

“Better	a	half-breed	than	a	halfwit,”	Tabor	returned.
Zackary	 sneered.	 “I’d	 sleep	with	 one	 eye	 open	 if	 I	 were	 you,	 half-

breed.”
“Come	 near	 me,	 and	 I’ll	 slip	 you	 a	 shrinking	 potion,”	 Tabor	 said,

grabbing	his	own	crotch	for	emphasis.
Zackary	 reared	 back.	 His	 head	 jerked	 when	 he	 looked	 at	 Sasha,

expectation	written	all	across	his	face.
“He’s	joking,”	she	said	in	a	sleepy	voice	that	sharply	contrasted	with

the	tone	that	followed	next.	“But	if	either	of	you	attempts	anything	on
the	 other,	 you	 won’t	 have	 to	 worry	 about	 shrinkage	 so	 much	 as
removal.”

Zackary’s	mouth	fell	open.	He	closed	it	and	nodded.	“I,	too,	was	only
joking	around,”	he	said,	lifting	his	chest.

“Good,”	 Sasha	 said,	 sounding	 bored	 again.	 “You	 can	 join	 your
friends.”

Zackary	 scuttled	 off	 without	 a	 second	 glance,	 leaving	 Tabor	 alone
with	 Sasha	 for	 the	 second	 time	 that	 day.	 Tabor	 wondered	 if	 she’d
noticed	the	care	with	which	he’d	folded	the	dress	she	now	wore.	It	was
a	 thin	wisp	 of	material	 only	 half	 covering	 her	 limber	 body.	 The	 fabric
molded	 itself	 to	 her	 breasts.	 As	 with	 earlier,	 Tabor’s	 groin	 tightened
with	desire.	 This	 time	he	 had	 the	benefit	 of	 clothing,	 but	 pants	 could
only	hide	so	much.

The	 moment	 Sasha	 had	 threatened	 the	 removal	 of	 body	 parts,
Tabor’s	 desire	 for	 the	 she-wolf	 had	 magnified	 tenfold.	 Even	 though
she’d	 included	him	 in	 the	 threat,	 he	 couldn’t	 help	 feeling	 it	 had	been
directed	specifically	at	Zackary.

The	 way	 she	 dominated	 the	 brute	 with	 her	 calm	 gaze	 and	 sharp
tongue	was	hotter	than	hell.	That	was	when	he	knew	he	wanted	her—
not	just	in	the	physical	sense.	He	wanted	her	as	his	mate.



chapter	three

SASHA	WAITED	 FOR	Tabor	 to	 stalk	off	 to	 the	dinner	 line,	but	he
had	an	unnerving	way	of	sticking	around	and	sizing	her	up.

“That’s	twice	in	one	day	I’ve	had	to	save	your	skin,”	Sasha	said.
She	waited	for	one	of	his	snarky	rebuttals,	but	he	continued	to	stare

at	her	before	lifting	his	arms	in	a	lazy	shrug.
Naturally,	 he’d	 brush	 her	 off	 even	 after	 she’d	 stopped	 him	 from

doing	something	stupid.	If	he’d	managed	to	strike	down	Garrick	with	his
powers,	 even	 Sasha	 wouldn’t	 have	 been	 able	 to	 prevent	 the	 council
from	banishing	Tabor.

Even	though	he	was	a	major	pain	in	the	ass,	he	was	still	a	member	of
her	tribe,	as	was	Zackary.

Sasha	 placed	 a	 hand	 on	 her	 hip.	 Tabor’s	 eyes	 followed	 the
movement	before	his	gaze	returned	to	her	face.	She	cleared	her	throat.
“You	know,	it	might	help	if	you	weren’t	always	reminding	the	pack	that
you’re	a	wizard.”

Tabor	sniffed.	“Doubtful.	You	don’t	go	prancing	around	rubbing	it	in
that	you’re	a	pureblood,	but	 the	pack	doesn’t	 forget	 that	either,	does
it?”



“That’s	different,”	Sasha	said.
Tabor	leaned	forward	on	his	toes.	“How?”
Her	muscles	tensed.	She	couldn’t	tell	 if	he	was	goading	her	or	truly

curious.
“I	have	certain	duties	I	must	fulfill	because	of	my	heritage.”
Tabor	took	a	gliding	step	toward	her,	his	tall,	toned,	muscular	body

moving	 with	 ease.	 Green	 eyes	 shining,	 he	 leaned	 in	 close	 enough	 to
steal	Sasha’s	breath.	“But	what	 if	 it’s	out	of	your	control?	We	all	know
Wolfrik	isn’t	coming	back.	Good	riddance	to	him,”	Tabor	scoffed.

“Wolfrik	suffered	a	terrible	loss	when	his	parents	were	killed.”	Sasha
swallowed	past	the	thick	lump	in	her	throat.

Tabor’s	 eyebrows	 slanted.	 “So	 did	 you,	 and	 you	 didn’t	 lose	 your
mind	and	abandon	the	pack.”

Sasha’s	eyes	went	out	of	focus.	The	greens	of	Tabor’s	 irises	blurred
into	 the	 foliage,	 leaves	 falling	 from	 the	 branches,	 decaying	 on	 the
ground	 where	 she	 crouched	 beneath	 a	maple	 tree,	 hugging	 her	 legs
that	 fall	day	Wolfrik	disappeared.	She’d	been	 the	 last	 to	see	him.	The
last	to	hear	his	scathing	words,	each	one	rising	from	the	shadows	of	her
mind	with	haunting	clarity.

“They	forced	us	together	and	we	rolled	over	like	obedient	dogs.”
Muscles	 cording,	 Wolfrik	 paced	 alongside	 the	 Forest	 of	 the

Ancestors	where,	early	 that	morning,	 they	had	buried	what	was	 left	of
their	 parents’	 mangled	 bodies	 beneath	 evergreens.	 His	 shoulder
muscles	bulged	against	the	narrow	straps	of	his	gray	tank	top.	He	lifted
his	 arms,	 so	 powerful,	 so	 beautiful,	 and	 scooped	 the	 air	 in	 his	 palms,
head	bent,	glaring	into	his	fingers.

Tears	 streaked	 down	 Sasha’s	 face.	 She	 craved	 his	 comfort,	 a	 kind
word,	but	Wolfrik	refused	to	look	at	her	as	he	continued	his	rant.

“I	 respected	 my	 parents	 and	 yours—they	 were	 purebloods—but
Jager,	 Garrick,	 and	 Palmer	 are	 a	 joke.	 Palmer	 wasn’t	 even	 there.”
Wolfrik’s	lip	curled.	“They	dare	tell	us	to	make	a	claim	tonight,	to	boost



morale—”	 A	 nasty	 laugh	 ripped	 through	 Wolfrik’s	 lips.	 His	 chest
expanded,	afternoon	light	reaching	through	the	trees	as	though	unable
to	 resist	 the	 perfection	 of	 his	 body,	 a	 touch	 of	 light	 defining	 the
sculpted	 muscles	 of	 his	 arms	 and	 softening	 his	 deep	 brown	 close-
cropped	 hair.	 “Purebloods	 don’t	 take	 orders	 from	 urban	 wolf
descendants,”	 he	 snarled,	 his	 beauty	 sharply	 contrasting	 his	 spiteful
words.	 “I’d	 rather	 wander	 the	 forest	 alone	 than	 stick	 around	 to	 see
those	mongrels	assume	leadership	over	Wolf	Hollow.”

“Wolfrik.”	Sasha	choked	out	his	name.	“We	need	to	stick	together.”
Finally,	he’d	looked	at	her,	but	it	would	have	been	preferable	if	he’d

kept	his	blistering	glare	on	his	palms.
“There	is	no	‘we.’”	His	words	were	clipped,	jagged	shards	deepening

the	cuts	inside	her	punctured	heart.
She	could	barely	take	air	into	lungs	that	had	turned	to	bedrock.
Wolfrik	ripped	his	 top	down	 the	middle,	 the	pieces	hitting	 the	dirt,

jeans	swiftly	joining	the	heap	at	his	toes.	He	left	her	on	the	ground	while
she	 choked	 on	 a	 sob,	 offering	 no	 goodbyes	 as	 he	 stormed	 into	 the
forest	never	to	be	seen	again.

The	memory	clogged	her	throat.	She	cleared	it,	blinking	rapidly	and
bringing	the	present	moment,	along	with	Tabor,	back	into	focus.

Tabor	studied	her.	“All	I	meant	was,	you’re	strong,	and	I	respect	that.
We	all	do.”

He	stepped	over	to	her	cautiously,	eyeing	the	ground	one	moment,
then	 raising	 his	 head	 the	 next	 and	 piercing	 her	 with	 his	 gaze.	 “The
council	 can’t	 force	 you	 to	 remain	 single,	 can	 they?”	 he	 asked.	 “Even
those	 old	 coots	must	 know	 it’s	 better	 you	 take	 a	mate.	 Any	 pups	 of
yours	would	 still	 be	 stronger	 than	 the	 rest.	 Even	 the	 offspring	 from	 a
half-breed,”	he	said,	lowering	his	voice.

Heat	flamed	up	Sasha’s	neck,	 filling	her	face	and	warming	her	ears.
Her	 arms	 slid	 down	 her	 sides,	 fabric	 bunching	 in	 her	 fingers	 as	 she
clutched	at	her	dress.



“The	 council	 is	 looking	 out	 for	 the	 pack’s	 best	 interest,”	 she
stammered.

A	 smile	 crept	 over	 Tabor’s	 lips.	 “Undoubtedly,”	 he	 said,	 “but	 that
still	doesn’t	answer	my	question.	Are	you	interested	in	claiming	a	mate,
even	if	he	isn’t	a	pureblood?”

Why	did	she	 feel	 flustered	all	of	a	sudden?	Why	did	Tabor	have	 to
stir	up	all	 these	feelings	to	begin	with?	She	would	have	been	angry	at
him	if	he’d	been	taunting	her,	but	he	looked	genuinely	curious.

Sasha’s	breath	came	out	rapidly.	“I	have	no	wish	to	remain	single,”
she	said,	feeling	frustrated	at	how	breathless	she	sounded.	The	thought
of	Aden,	 of	 being	 his	mate,	 sent	 her	 heart	 rate	 skittering	 all	 over	 the
place.

Tabor	smiled	cryptically	after	 she’d	spoken.	His	whole	 face	seemed
to	light	up,	which	further	confused	Sasha.	He	stood	taller,	looking	at	her
with	a	shimmer	in	his	green	eyes.

“We	should	dish	up	before	all	the	food’s	gone,”	Sasha	said	hastily.
It	was	Aden,	not	 the	 food,	 that	made	her	eager	 to	 join	 the	group.

Ever	 since	 they’d	 been	 partnered,	 they’d	 taken	 to	 eating	 meals
together.	It	happened	a	lot	when	shifters	were	paired.	Patrolling	formed
a	natural	bond	between	shifters	during	the	duration	of	their	partnership.
Sasha	 only	 had	 two	 short	 days	 left	 with	 Aden,	 unless	 she	 was	 lucky
enough	to	be	paired	with	him	again.

She	took	a	step	back	from	Tabor	and	his	unsettling	smile.
“Enjoy	your	dinner,”	he	said.	“I’m	going	to	take	mine	with	Heidi	and

Peter.”	Tabor’s	grin	widened.	“They’re	trying	for	a	pup	in	a	few	days.”
Sasha	 didn’t	 know	 how	 to	 respond	 so	 she	 nodded	 before	 walking

away.
Conversations	and	 laughter	caught	her	ears	as	 she	approached	 the

group	gathered	in	the	glade.
Community	meals	were	 a	 longstanding	 tradition	 that	went	 back	 as

far	as	Sasha	could	remember.	Patrolling	as	they	did,	broken	into	pairs,



meals	were	about	the	only	time	their	pack	gathered	in	large	numbers	to
socialize.

A	fire	burned	bright	beneath	the	community	cauldron.	Three	young
men	 got	 up	 from	 their	 shared	 log	 and	 dipped	 their	 bowls	 inside	 for
seconds.

Sasha	 looked	 around,	 spirits	 dropping	 when	 she	 spotted	 Aden
sharing	a	log	with	a	blonde	shifter	named	Lacy.	Soft-spoken	and	sweet,
Lacy	was	one	of	 the	pack’s	darlings.	Apparently	Aden	thought	so	too.
He	couldn’t	stop	smiling	at	her,	or	talking,	or	gesturing	with	his	hands,
while	 Lacy	 listened	 raptly.	 Whenever	 Aden	 stopped	 talking	 to	 laugh,
Lacy	laughed	too.	Her	smile	filled	her	face	and	reached	her	eyes.

If	only	Tabor	hadn’t	picked	a	 fight	with	Zackary	 right	before	dinner
and	 waylaid	 Sasha.	 This	 was	 what	 she	 got	 for	 doing	 the	 responsible
thing	and	stepping	 in.	 If	not	 for	Tabor,	 it	might	have	been	her	seated
beside	Aden	sharing	a	laugh,	shoulders	brushing,	thighs	touching	.	.	.

She	swallowed	back	a	frustrated	growl.
Next	 time	 she	 should	 let	 Tabor	 and	 Zackary	 beat	 each	 other	 to

bloody	 pulps.	 It	 was	 a	 good	 thing	 she	 had	 happened	 by,	 though.
Garrick	 was	 overstepping	 his	 bounds	 more	 and	 more.	 Sasha	 would
speak	 to	 Jager	 about	 it.	 The	whole	point	 of	 forming	 a	 council	was	 to
vote	on	pack	 issues	as	a	group.	Their	council	consisted	of	five	shifters:
Sasha,	Palmer,	Jager,	Garrick,	and	Garrick’s	son,	Raider.	Palmer,	Jager,
and	Garrick	were	the	only	remaining	elders	in	all	of	Wolf	Hollow.	If	any
female	elders	had	survived,	Sasha	would	not	have	found	herself	the	lone
woman	on	council.	She	and	Raider	were	inducted	as	council	members	a
month	after	Wolfrik	disappeared.	 Ironically,	Wolfrik	would	have	served
on	the	very	council	he	bemoaned	if	he	hadn’t	abandoned	the	pack.	She
would	 have	 liked	 his	 input	 and	 support	 in	 both	 personal	 and	 pack
matters.	Instead,	she’d	lost	her	parents	and	closest	friend	all	in	one	fell
swoop.

Sasha	leaned	her	back	against	a	tree,	having	lost	her	appetite.



She	surveyed	the	group,	trying	to	look	anywhere	except	at	Aden	and
Lacy,	 but	 her	 traitorous	 eyes	 kept	 returning	 to	 them.	A	 surge	 of	 pain
spiked	 inside	 her	 chest	 every	 time	 she	 saw	 the	 pair	 smiling	 at	 each
other.

Palmer	 sat	 cross-legged	on	 the	ground	beside	his	 young,	pregnant
mate,	Francine.	She	rested	on	a	log	above	him,	belly	large	and	rounded
beneath	a	loose	dress	that	settled	over	her	knees.

Palmer	grinned	when	he	noticed	Sasha.	He	 lifted	his	bowl	over	 his
shoulder	and	handed	it	to	Francine	then	got	to	his	feet.

Palmer	made	his	way	to	the	middle	of	the	clearing.
“Attention,	everyone!	Attention!”	he	called	out.	“I	have	good	news

to	 share.”	 Palmer’s	 winsome	 smile	 quieted	 pack	 members	 almost
instantly.	“Two	vulhena	were	disposed	of	today.	Good	work,	Aden	and
Sasha,	and	Tabor	and	Olivia.”	He	led	the	pack	in	a	group	applause.

Over	half	 the	pack	 turned	 to	 face	Aden	while	 clapping.	 Lacy’s	grin
widened	and	she	touched	his	arm,	putting	a	blush	on	Aden’s	cheeks.

“Way	to	go,	Aden!”	someone	yelled	over	the	applause.
Palmer	waved	his	hands	down	for	silence.
“As	you	know	the	full	moon	is	in	another	two	days.”
The	group	howled	and	laughed.
Palmer’s	grin	widened.	“And	as	you	know,	it	is	tradition	for	all	single

wolves	to	attend	the	full	moon	ceremony.”
This	 time,	 the	 howling	 increased	 in	 volume,	mostly	 from	 the	 single

male	wolf	shifters.	The	full	moon	ceremony	took	place	before	the	actual
full	moon.	 It	was	a	 longstanding	 tradition	 for	 the	 single	 shifters	 in	 the
pack	 to	 attend	 the	 ceremony	 in	 which	 chosen	members	 performed	 a
mating	dance	believed	to	bring	luck	to	the	couples	trying	for	pups.

If	there	was	one	thing	the	mating	dance	was	good	for,	it	was	working
the	single	wolves	into	a	frenzy.	That	and	Jager’s	special	brew	made	for
a	wild	night.

Sasha	always	performed	in	the	mating	dance,	but	she	did	no	mating



afterward.	She	knew	the	dance	so	well	she	went	into	a	trance	when	she
performed	it.	Afterward,	she	snuck	off	alone	and	slept	soundly	knowing
all	 the	 single	 wolves	 got	 a	 night	 to	 enjoy	 basic	 pleasures	 before	 the
mated	wolves	had	their	turn.

The	howls	among	the	pack	went	on	long	and	loud.	Palmer	allowed	it
to	die	down	on	its	own.	When	it	did,	he	raised	his	arms	dramatically.

“For	 tomorrow’s	 full	 moon	 ceremony,	 we	 have	 the	 great	 honor	 of
welcoming	Hector	 from	Glenn	Meadows,	and	his	cousin,	Alexa,	as	our
guests.”

Sasha	gave	a	start.
There	were	soft	murmurs	and	stunned	whispers	of,	“Hector!”
The	council	had	tried	for	years	to	bring	Hector	over	to	Wolf	Hollow.

They’d	 invited	 him	 more	 times	 than	 Sasha	 could	 count.	 They’d
practically	 begged	 him	 to	 at	 least	 attend	 a	 full	 moon	 ceremony	 and
meet	her.

Hector	was	 a	 pureblood	 from	 the	Glenn	Meadows	 shifters	 tribe,	 a
five-day	journey	on	four	legs.

“Hector	and	his	cousin,	Alexa,	arrive	tomorrow,”	Palmer	said.	“I	trust
everyone	will	make	them	both	feel	at	home	in	Wolf	Hollow.”

Cheers	of	consent	went	up.
It	made	sense	Hector’s	cousin	would	 join	him	rather	 than	his	sister,

Hailey.	The	Glenn	Meadows	shifters	wouldn’t	want	to	risk	sending	two
purebloods	at	once.

As	 the	 merriment	 continued,	 Palmer’s	 chest	 lifted.	 “Tomorrow’s
ceremony	will	bring	extra	luck	to	our	mated	couples	with	Hector	taking
Sasha	 as	 his	 partner	 in	 the	mating	dance.”	 Palmer	 looked	 around	 the
crowd,	smile	widening	when	his	eyes	landed	on	hers.

She	gave	nothing	away,	none	of	her	anguish	or	outrage	at	 learning
this	news	with	 the	 rest	of	 the	pack.	Palmer	was	neither	as	barbaric	 as
Garrick,	 nor	 as	 crusty	 as	 Jager,	 nor	 was	 he	 her	 friend,	 despite	 the
sociable	smile	always	 ready	on	his	 lips.	She	couldn’t	count	on	a	single



council	 member	 to	 offer	 her	 the	 common	 courtesy	 of	 consulting	 her
first.

Sasha’s	 legs	 turned	 leaden.	 She	 felt	 like	 invisible	 ties	 bound	 her	 in
place	as	she	stood	rooted	to	the	ground,	both	stoic	and	sacrificial,	she
thought	bitterly.

Cheers	went	up.
They	all	wanted	her	to	mate	with	a	fellow	pureblood.

They	wanted	her	to	breed,	as	Tabor	had	so	crudely	put	it	earlier.
At	 least	 he	 didn’t	 beat	 around	 the	 bush.	 She	 found	 she	 preferred

Tabor’s	bluntness	to	the	pack’s	offhanded	jabs	and	pokes.
They	 continued	 to	 chatter	 gleefully.	 Everyone	 had	 given	 up	 on

Wolfrik	returning.	Hector	had	been	their	remaining	hope,	and	Sasha	had
been	prepared	to	claim	him	if	he	joined	their	pack	and	if	she	found	him
acceptable.

That	was	before	she’d	 formed	an	attachment	 to	Aden.	 It	especially
disheartened	her	to	see	him	cheering	with	the	rest	of	the	pack.	That	was
what	Sasha	would	always	remember.	There	wasn’t	a	trace	of	regret	on
his	face.	He	turned	to	Lacy	and	they	smiled	at	each	other	until	both	their
cheeks	turned	rosy	and	they	broke	eye	contact	with	bashful	grins.

Sasha	 had	 to	 fight	 control	 to	 keep	 from	 shifting.	 Anguish	 crashed
over	 her	 like	 the	 roaring	waters	 at	 Skyler	 Falls	 after	 a	 heavy	 rain,	 the
onslaught	 threatened	 to	 pull	 her	 under	 before	 she	 could	 catch	 her
breath.	She	needed	to	break	out	of	her	skin	and	run	free.

Old	Jager	limped	over	and	slapped	her	on	the	back.	He	still	had	a	lot
of	 strength	 for	 a	 man	 permanently	 crippled.	 Even	 shifting	 was	 too
painful	 for	 him.	 He’d	 chosen	 to	 remain	 in	 human	 form,	 probably	 to
make	full	use	of	his	tongue	with	his	daily	grumblings.

That	evening,	his	brown	eyes	shown	with	rare	gaiety.
“No	need	to	thank	me,”	he	said.
This	was	one	of	the	few	occasions	when	Sasha	would	have	welcomed

his	typically	foul	mood.



“I	 am	 making	 a	 special	 batch	 of	 my	 most	 potent	 brew	 to	 honor
Hector’s	visit	to	Wolf	Hollow,”	Jager	said.

Over	 the	 smoky	 fire,	 Sasha	 caught	 a	 glimpse	 of	 Raider’s	 dark	 hair.
Females	 giggled	 as	 he	 made	 his	 way	 over.	 Raider	 had	 rugged	 good
looks	and	broad	shoulders,	toned	muscles,	and	a	thin,	dark	bit	of	scruff
over	his	chin,	but	he	didn’t	strut	or	preen.	He	never	gave	any	indication
he	 noticed	 the	 way	 in	 which	 the	 opposite	 sex	 fawned	 over	 him.	 It
happened	with	such	frequency	it	had	probably	become	like	birdsong	in
the	background	as	far	as	he	was	concerned.

He	lifted	his	chin	as	he	walked	up	to	Sasha	and	Jager.	“Big	news,”	he
said.

“Indeed,”	Jager	said,	nodding	enthusiastically.
“And	you	didn’t	think	to	share	it	with	us	at	the	last	council	meeting?”

Raider	asked,	eyes	narrowing.
The	tightening	in	Sasha’s	stomach	lessened.	At	least	she	hadn’t	been

singled	out	completely.
Jager	 grimaced	 and	 coughed.	 “No,	 well,	 we	 didn’t	 want	 to	 get

everyone’s	hopes	up.”
Raider	shrugged	it	off	the	same	way	he	dismissed	the	hollow’s	single

lady	 shifters.	 “I	 will	 be	 performing	 with	 Alexa	 then?”	 he	 asked	 in	 a
matter-of-fact	voice.

“That’s	right,	my	boy,”	Jager	said	with	a	sly	wink.	He	followed	it	up
with	a	slap	to	the	back,	very	much	like	the	one	he’d	given	Sasha.	“And	I
hear	she’s	quite	the	beauty.”

Raider	gave	a	blasé	nod.
Usually	 he	 performed	 with	 Sasha.	 She’d	 once,	 very	 briefly,

considered	 him	 as	 a	 potential	 mate	 before	 dismissing	 him	 as	 too
reserved.

Sasha	 couldn’t	detect	much	wit	 in	 him,	which	wasn’t	 a	big	 surprise
given	he	had	Garrick	for	a	father.

Some	might	say	Sasha	lacked	zest	as	well.	They’d	never	seen	her	and



Wolfrik	tease	each	other	in	private.	If	only	Aden	could	see	the	love	she
had	yet	to	give,	that	she,	too,	could	laugh	and	smile	if	only	he’d	give	her
a	chance.

But	even	now	he	leaned	closer	to	Lacy	and	brushed	stray	strands	of
hair	away	from	her	face.

Sasha	 tried	 to	 console	 herself	 that	 the	 council	 would	 have	 never
allowed	her	to	take	a	werewolf	for	a	mate	anyway.	The	elders	believed
they	needed	the	advantage	of	pure-blooded	pups	with	their	 ingrained
abilities	 to	 thrive	 in	 the	wild	and	defend	the	pack.	She	would	have	 let
down	 the	entire	hollow	 if	 she	put	her	own	 interests	 above	 theirs.	 She
tried	to	think	of	all	the	reasons	it	would	not	have	worked	rather	than	the
feeling	of	rejection	howling	from	the	depths	of	her	wounded	soul.

If	 only	 she’d	 said	 something	 to	 Aden	 when	 she	 had	 the	 chance.
She’d	 never	 given	 him	 any	 reason	 to	 see	 her	 as	 more	 than	 a	 patrol
partner.

What	would	have	happened	if	she	had	joined	him	at	the	falls	earlier?
Sasha’s	heart	 sank.	What	would	have	happened	 is	 the	second	vulhena
might	have	succeeded	in	killing	Tabor	and	Olivia.	And	it	wouldn’t	have
changed	the	fact	that	Hector	was	visiting	Wolf	Hollow	at	long	last.

Maybe	she’d	find	him	agreeable.	Perhaps	he	was	full	of	humor	and
warmth.	It	might	even	be	a	relief	to	choose	a	mate	from	another	pack.	It
could	be	a	fresh	start.

Why	then	did	the	thought	freeze	over	her	like	an	arctic	wind?
Bowls	clattered	 together	as	Francine	and	her	work	partner,	Amber,

gathered	them	 into	woven	baskets	 to	 transport	 to	 the	 river	 for	 rinsing
off.	 Francine’s	 large	 belly	 had	 yet	 to	 slow	 her	 down	 as	 she	 bustled
around	the	glade.

When	Amber	headed	toward	them,	Francine	cut	her	off	with	a	snarl.
“Garrick’s	 finished	 eating.	 See	 to	 his	 dish,”	 Francine	 snapped,

sending	Amber	scurrying	away.
With	a	triumphant	jerk	of	her	chin,	Francine	marched	over	and	took



first	Jager’s,	then	Raider’s	bowl.
Not	long	after	Palmer	took	Francine	as	a	mate,	she	had	established

herself	as	one	of	the	hollow’s	dominant	she-wolves.	Palmer	was	the	only
elder	to	claim	a	mate	since	losing	his	first	mate	in	the	vulhena	attack.

Sasha	and	Francine	had	once	been	friends,	but	Francine	had	shifted
her	 alliance	 to	 Palmer	 and	 turned	 a	 cold	 shoulder	 to	 Sasha	 in	 the
process.

Francine	raised	her	eyebrows.	“Where’s	your	bowl,	Sasha?”
Sasha	glanced	down	at	her	empty	hands.	“I	wasn’t	hungry.”
Francine	 frowned.	 “Hopefully	 soon	 you’ll	 have	 a	 reason	 to	 eat	 a

double	portion.”
Jager	 rubbed	 his	 hands	 together	 and	 grinned.	 “It’s	 been	 too	 long

since	we’ve	had	a	pure-blooded	pup	running	around.”
Sasha	forced	a	smile.	“Let’s	not	jinx	it	before	Hector’s	had	a	chance

to	arrive.”
Jager’s	hand	flew	up	to	his	mouth.	The	old	coot	was	as	superstitious

as	he	was	old-fashioned.
“You’re	right,”	he	said,	wagging	his	finger	at	Raider	and	Francine	as

though	they’d	been	the	ones	to	talk.
Raider	lifted	his	eyes	skyward	before	walking	off	with	a	swagger	that

set	off	another	round	of	swoons	from	every	female	he	passed.	Francine
balanced	the	basket	on	one	hip	and	placed	a	meaningful	hand	on	her
belly	before	walking	away.

Through	grinning	teeth,	Jager	said,	“This	is	going	to	be	the	best	full
moon	ceremony	in	ages.”	He	patted	Sasha	on	the	shoulder	then	limped
away.

With	nothing	better	 to	do,	Sasha	slumped	onto	a	 log	and	watched
the	pack	members	who	 lingered.	 They	 all	 looked	 carefree	 talking	 and
laughing	together.

She	loved	her	pack.	She’d	do	about	anything	for	them,	even	during
moments	 like	 these	when	 she	 felt	 like	 an	outsider	with	 no	one	 left	 to



turn	to	for	comfort.



chapter	four

AFTER	THE	FIGHT	with	Zackary,	Tabor	was	in	no	mood	to	join	the
communal	 dinner.	Good	 thing	 he	 had	 a	 friend	who	 preferred	 a	more
intimate-style	family	meal—even	better	that	she	considered	Tabor	part
of	her	family.

Tabor	whistled	as	he	 left	 the	glade.	The	path	he	 followed	was	well
worn	and	wide	enough	for	three	grown	shifters	to	walk	side	by	side.	It
skirted	the	Sakhir	River	then	turned	away	from	the	rushing	water.	Tabor
went	around	a	bend	then	another	before	the	trail	straightened	out.	He
passed	a	small	pond	and	 the	hollow’s	gardens,	which	were	 flourishing
with	 root	 vegetables,	 herbs,	 and	 snap	 peas.	 The	 bell	 peppers	 and
tomatoes	were	getting	bigger	with	every	passing	day	and	would	make	a
welcome	addition	to	the	evening	stew.

Once	 he’d	 passed	 the	 gardens,	 Tabor	 entered	 the	 hollow’s	 den.
Treehouses	and	huts	sprang	into	view	all	around	the	little	clearing,	and
young	couples	shared	hammocks	suspended	between	trees.

The	 couples	 with	 children	 sat	 around	 small	 fires	 enjoying	 private
family	dinners	outside	their	shelters.

Heidi	knelt	outside	her	hut	adding	several	fresh	sticks	of	kindling	to	a



fire	she	had	going	in	the	center	of	an	enclosure	made	out	of	rocks.	Ever
since	 becoming	 a	 mother,	 she’d	 kept	 her	 black	 hair	 shoulder	 length.
She’d	once	worn	it	to	her	hips.

Before	Tabor	had	a	chance	to	walk	up	to	his	friend,	he	heard	a	young
human	growl	behind	him.	Tabor	stopped	in	his	tracks	and	had	to	tamp
down	his	smile.	He	turned	slowly	to	face	little	Amy,	who	stood	with	her
legs	apart,	brown	shoulder-length	hair	 tangled,	and	hands	on	her	hips
behind	 him.	 Dirt	 smudged	 her	 cheeks,	 which	 pinched	 into	 her	 eyes
when	she	growled	again.

“Fierce	growl	you	have	there,	Amy,”	Tabor	said	in	approval.
Amy	growled	again.
Her	 little	 brother,	 Eric,	 ran	 over	 from	 his	 spot	 around	 the	 large

communal	 fire	where	 a	 denmate	 named	Melissa	was	 telling	 stories	 to
the	 younger	 children.	 Once	 Eric	 was	 a	 few	 feet	 away	 from	 Tabor	 he
dove	onto	the	ground	and	walked	up	to	him	on	all	fours.

“Tay,	look.	I’m	a	wolf.”
“I	can	see	that,”	Tabor	said	with	a	chuckle.	“Couple	of	wild	animals

loose	in	the	den.”
Amy	stuck	her	jaw	out	and	howled.
“Amy,	stop	that,”	Heidi	yelled.
Amy	closed	her	mouth	and	scowled	in	her	mother’s	direction.	Tabor

bit	 back	 a	 laugh	 after	 he	 turned	 and	 saw	 Heidi’s	 exasperated	 head
shake.

Eric	got	 to	his	 feet	and	walked	beside	Tabor.	As	 they	approached,
Heidi	 sighed.	 “Ever	 since	 her	 teeth	 grew	 in	 she	 does	 more	 growling
than	talking.”

“Good	for	her.”
Tabor	set	his	bow	and	quiver	against	the	hut.	When	he	turned,	Amy

and	Eric	stared	at	his	face.
“What	happened	to	your	lip?”	Eric	asked.
Amy	 pulled	 Tabor’s	 arm,	 eyes	 lighting	 up.	 “Did	 you	 battle	 a



vulhena?”	she	demanded.
While	 Heidi	 took	 a	 closer	 look	 at	 Tabor,	 he	 pulled	 his	 arm	 away

gently	and	patted	Amy	on	the	head	then	grabbed	his	bow.	“As	a	matter
of	fact,	I	did	do	battle	with	a	vulhena	late	this	very	afternoon.”

“What	happened?”	Amy	and	Eric	asked	in	unison,	looking	up	at	him
with	wide	eyes.

Tabor	 grinned.	 “I	 entered	 the	 field	 south	 of	 the	 glade	 to	 do	 the
foraging	for	the	day.	First	I	sniffed	around	for	any	lurking	monsters.”	He
hunched	over	as	he	spoke.	“All	was	clear	.	.	.	or	so	it	seemed.	I	went	to
the	top	of	the	knoll	and	shifted,	ready	for	any	vulhena	or	rabid	wolf	that
dared	 show	 its	 ugly	 mug	 in	 my	 territory.	 All	 was	 quiet,	 until	 .	 .	 .	 a
vulhena	rushed	out	hissing	and	screeching!”	Tabor	jumped	up.

Amy	 and	 Eric	 jolted	 in	 place	 and	 gasped.	 Heidi	 released	 an
exasperated	huff	and	shook	her	head.

“What	 did	 you	 do?”	 Amy	 asked.	 “Did	 you	 shift	 and	 tear	 out	 its
throat?”

“Did	you	bite	off	its	head?”	Eric	followed.
“Nope.”	 Tabor	 lifted	 his	 bow	 and	 puffed	 out	 his	 chest.	 “I	 shot	 it,

right	in	the	heart.”
Amy’s	mouth	hung	open.
Eric	 clutched	 his	 own	 heart.	 “Wow,”	 he	 said.	 “That’s	 better	 than

Melissa’s	story	about	three	bears	and	a	girl	who	eats	their	porridge.”
“And	then	the	bears	eat	her,”	Amy	added,	jumping	up	and	down.
Eric	scowled.	“Do	not.”
“Do,	too.	Nathan	told	me	so.	Melissa	changes	the	story	for	little	kids

like	you	so	you	won’t	be	too	scared.”
Eric	scowled.	“I’m	not	scared.”	He	turned	back	to	Tabor.	“Was	there

a	lot	of	blood?	Was	the	blood	black	like	the	vulhena?”
“Okay,	 that’s	enough,”	Heidi	 said.	“You	can	 listen	 to	another	 story

with	your	friends	or	help	me	finish	warming	dinner	for	your	father.”
Amy	and	Eric	took	one	look	at	each	other	before	running	off.	Tabor



set	his	bow	back	down	against	the	hut,	taking	note	of	Heidi’s	furrowed
brows.	“A	vulhena	bloodied	your	lip,	did	it?”

Tabor	 looked	 up	 at	 the	 tree	 line	 and	 shrugged.	 “I	 shot	 a	 vulhena
dead	today,	ask	anyone	in	the	pack.”

“Oh,	 I	believe	 that,”	Heidi	said.	“It’s	 the	bruises	around	your	 face	 I
question.	Those	were	made	by	Zackary’s	fist	I’m	guessing.”

Tabor	smirked.	“You	should	see	his	face.	I	got	in	some	good	hits	of
my	own.”

“Taaaay,”	Heidi	said,	dragging	out	her	pet	name	for	him.	When	she
spoke	in	that	tone,	she	sounded	like	a	discontented	mama	wolf.

“I	know	what	you’re	going	to	say,	and	you	can	spare	me	the	lecture,”
Tabor	said.	“I	don’t	need	a	mother.”

“You’re	right;	you	need	a	mate.”
Tabor	gave	a	 little	 jolt.	This	was	exactly	the	subject	he’d	wanted	to

broach	 with	 his	 friend.	 He	 swallowed.	 “How	 does	 one	 go	 about
attracting	a	mate?”

Heidi	stared	at	him,	and	kept	staring.
Tabor’s	 heart	 sank.	 Did	 she	 think	 it	 an	 impossible	 task	 for	 a	 half-

breed?
Before	 he	 had	 a	 chance	 to	 ask,	 her	 face	 lit	 up	 and	 she	 squealed,

clasping	her	hands	together.
“You	have	someone	specific	in	mind,	don’t	you?”
“Um.”	Tabor’s	eyes	darted	from	side	to	side,	avoiding	her	searching

gaze.
Heidi	 squealed	 again.	 “Who	 is	 she?”	 She	 covered	 her	 mouth	 and

leaned	forward.	“Is	it	your	partner	this	month?	Olivia?”
Tabor	growled.	“That	annoying	hyena?	Not	a	chance.”
“Camilla?”
“No.”
“Kallie?”
“No.”



“Trish?”
Tabor	 groaned.	 “I’m	 not	 going	 to	 sit	 here	 while	 you	 name	 every

single	shifter	in	Wolf	Hollow.”
“Okay,	fine,”	Heidi	said.	Despite	her	brief	pout,	she	appeared	to	be

having	trouble	holding	back	a	wide	grin.	“All	the	more	reason	for	me	to
advise	 you	 so	 you	 can	 woo	 this	 she-wolf	 quickly	 and	 share	 the	 good
news.”	Heidi	 leaned	 in,	 looking	 from	side	 to	 side,	as	 though	about	 to
share	a	secret.

Tabor	leaned	in	closer.
“Get	on	patrol	with	her.	 If	one	patrol	cycle	doesn’t	do	the	trick,	try

another,	 and	another—as	many	as	 it	 takes.	That’s	how	 I	 fell	 for	Peter.
That’s	 how	most	 shifters	 form	 a	 bond.	 You	 start	 out	 as	 partners	 then
become	mates.”

Tabor	fisted	his	hands.	“Except	I	have	no	control	over	pairings.”
“Are	you	sure	about	that?”	Heidi’s	eyebrows	jumped.
Tabor	 went	 still.	 He	 studied	 Heidi	 for	 several	 moments	 before

speaking.
“Do	 you	 know	 something	 I	 don’t?	 Does	 Jager	 accept	 bribes?”

Tabor’s	 heart	 knocked	 against	 his	 chest	 with	 hope.	 “What	 does	 he
want?”	he	asked	before	Heidi	could	answer.

“He’s	 a	 hard	 one	 to	 sway,”	 she	 said,	 bobbing	 her	 head.	 “But	 not
impossible.”

“What	could	I	possibly	say,	or	do,	to	convince	him?”
Heidi	 gave	 Tabor	 a	 pointed	 stare,	 as	 though	 he	 should	be	 able	 to

figure	it	out	on	his	own.	He	stared	back	just	as	intently,	waiting	for	her
to	come	out	and	tell	him.

“Jager’s	in	constant	pain.	You	know	how	to	perform	healing	spells.”
Heidi’s	eyes	glinted.

Tabor’s	earlier	hope	was	carried	away	like	a	fallen	leaf	upon	a	rushing
river.	 If	 this	 was	 Heidi’s	 best	 suggestion,	 he	 had	 a	 better	 chance	 of
lifting	 his	 bow	 and	 arrow	 and	 hitting	 the	 moon.	 “The	 man	 mistrusts



magic,	same	as	everyone	else.”	Probably	more.
“Yeah,”	she	said,	“and	his	back’s	killing	him.	If	he’s	opposed	to	spells

you	can	always	brew	up	a	potion	and	say	it’s	a	special	poultice.	Doesn’t
hurt	to	ask.”

No,	 it	didn’t,	but	 it	 still	 sounded	 like	 an	 impossible	 task.	 Jager	not
only	mistrusted	magic,	he	was	a	traditionalist	who	wouldn’t	approve	of	a
half-breed	 partnering	 with	 a	 pureblood.	 That	 was	 a	 challenge	 Tabor
couldn’t	 discuss	 with	 Heidi	 without	 giving	 away	 the	 identity	 of	 his
intended	mate.

Heidi	placed	her	hands	on	her	hips.	It	was	clear	to	see	who	Amy	had
picked	up	the	gesture	from.

“Stop	overthinking	it,	Tay.	Channel	your	inner	animal.	Go	after	what
you	want.	She-wolves	like	a	shifter	who	asserts	himself.”

“Uh,	yeah,	she’s	more	the	dominant	type.”	Yet	another	hurdle	Tabor
had	to	 jump.	 The	 idea	of	 Sasha	 as	 a	 submissive	was	 laughable.	 She’d
probably	 bite	 anyone	 who	 got	 near	 her	 back,	 even	 if	 they	 had
permission.

“I	 really	want	 to	know	who	 this	 shifter	 is,”	Heidi	 said,	 swinging	her
arms	 forward	and	grasping	at	 thin	 air.	 “If	 you	 tell	me,	 I	 can	help	with
your	approach.”

“I’ve	already	told	you	too	much,”	Tabor	said.
“It’s	 a	 delicate	 matter,	 I	 understand.	 I’ll	 speak	 in	 general.	 All	 she-

wolves,	no	matter	what	their	type,	respect	strength.	You	killed	a	vulhena
today.	She’ll	have	noticed	that.”

Heidi	had	no	idea.	Tabor	coughed	and	nodded.
“The	 timing	 couldn’t	 be	 more	 perfect,”	 she	 continued.	 “You’ve

demonstrated	 your	 ability	 to	 protect	 the	 hollow.	 The	 full	 moon
ceremony	 is	 the	 day	 after	 tomorrow,	 which	 gets	 all	 shifters	 thinking
about	mating,	and	the	changing	of	partners	 is	happening	 in	 two	days.
Shower	her	with	attention	at	the	ceremony—not	in	a	‘I	want	to	sneak	off
into	 the	 woods	 and	 hump	 you’	 kind	 of	 way.	 You’re	 looking	 for	 a	 life



mate,	 not	 a	 bedmate.	 Fetch	 her	 a	 drink,	 and	 compliment	 her
performance	 if	 she’s	one	of	 the	dancers	or	drummers.	 Save	 your	best
smiles	for	her.	Make	conversation,	but	be	a	good	listener.”

Tabor	 had	 to	 stop	 nodding;	 the	 ground	 was	 beginning	 to	 tilt
beneath	his	toes.

Heidi’s	 eyes	 narrowed.	 “And	 whatever	 you	 do,	 don’t	 pick	 another
fight	with	Zackary.”

“I’m	not	the	one	who—”
Heidi	 shushed	 him.	 “Doesn’t	 matter,”	 she	 said.	 “If	 she	 sees	 you

throwing	punches	with	 another	 shifter,	 she’s	 not	going	 to	 think	 about
how	tough	you	are.	She’s	going	 to	 think	you’re	 too	 immature	 to	be	a
mate.”

Tabor	grumbled.	“What	if	she	already	saw	me	fighting	with	him?”
Heidi’s	cheeks	filled	with	air.	She	released	a	steady	breath.	“Oh,	boy.

You	better	be	extra	attentive	and	charming	at	the	ceremony,	but	don’t
overdo	 it.	And	convince	Jager	 to	assign	the	two	of	you	together.	And
from	now	on,	be	the	bigger	man	anytime	Zackary	attempts	to	bait	you.
Think	you	can	handle	all	that?”

Tabor	 sniffed.	 “Act	 like	 a	 gentleman	 rather	 than	 an	 animal	 at	 the
ceremony.	Get	on	patrol	together.	Got	it.”

“Ahem.	 Aren’t	 you	 forgetting	 something?”	 Heidi	 raised	 one
eyebrow.

“Ignore	Zackary,”	Tabor	said.
Heidi	gave	him	a	thumbs-up.
“Thanks	for	the	pointers.”
“No	problem.	Plus,	if	you’re	successful,	I’ll	know	who	she	is.”
Tabor	laughed.	“First	of	all,	you	won’t	know	whether	I	was	successful

or	paired	with	someone	of	Jager’s	choosing.	Secondly,	maybe	I’ll	hold
off	for	a	while	to	throw	you	off.”

Heidi	 smiled.	 “No,	 you	won’t.	 You’re	 far	 too	 impatient.	 I	 bet	 you’ll
make	Jager	see	things	your	way,	and	I	bet	your	next	partner	will	be	your



mystery	 female.	 I	 even	 bet	 she’ll	 be	 your	mate	 before	 the	 summer	 is
out.”

Desire	 flared	 inside	Tabor,	 the	kind	 that	hit	him	 in	 the	heart	 rather
than	 the	 groin.	 He	 looked	 around	 the	 den	 and	 before	 he	 could	 stop
himself,	he	pictured	himself	and	Sasha	around	their	own	little	fire	below
their	treehouse	or	hut.	He	didn’t	care	which,	so	long	as	it	was	their	own.
He	imagined	Sasha	lying	beside	him	on	one	of	the	hammocks,	her	belly
swollen	 with	 their	 first	 pup.	 Such	 daydreams	 were	 dangerous.	 If	 she
rejected	him,	 it	would	pierce	Tabor’s	heart	worse	 than	 the	arrow	he’d
put	in	the	vulhena	earlier.

Tabor	sat	cross-legged	on	the	ground	and	stared	into	the	fire	with	its
low,	smoky	flames.

“Have	you	eaten	anything?”	Heidi	asked.
“I’ve	got	some	dried	fish	at	my	cabin.”
“Stay	and	eat	with	Peter	and	me.	You	must	be	hungry	after	killing	a

vulhena	and	fighting	Zackary.”
“Are	you	sure?”	he	asked.
“Don’t	be	silly.	You’re	always	welcome.”
“Can	I	do	anything	to	help?”
“Everything’s	 ready	 in	 the	pan.	 I’ll	 start	 heating	 it.	 Peter	 should	be

back	from	the	gathering	soon.	You	know	how	he	likes	to	hear	the	news
of	the	day.	I’m	sure	he’s	heard	about	your	kill.	He	can	congratulate	you
face-to-face.”

“Allow	me,”	Tabor	 said,	 as	Heidi	 started	 toward	her	hut.	After	 she
nodded,	 Tabor	went	 inside	 and	 knelt	 beside	 the	 cast	 iron	pot	 on	 the
floor.	He	removed	the	cloth	covering	the	top	to	keep	out	bugs.	Adult
shifters	 didn’t	 mind	 insects	 in	 their	 food,	 but	 the	 children	 weren’t	 as
accepting	of	small	squirmy	things	swimming	in	their	stew.

Tabor	returned	with	the	pot	and	handed	it	to	Heidi,	who	propped	it
on	top	of	the	rocks.

Amy	and	Eric	came	running	back	over	and	looked	inside	the	pot.



“What’s	that?”	Eric	asked.
“Same	thing	you	ate	earlier,”	Heidi	said.	“Do	you	want	more?”
Eric	shook	his	head.
“What	about	you,	Amy?”
The	girl	growled	in	answer.
“Amy,”	 Heidi	 said	 in	 a	 warning	 tone	 when	 her	 daughter’s	 growls

became	louder.
“She	can’t	help	it,	Mom,”	Eric	said.	“She’s	a	rabid	wolf.”
Heidi	 sucked	 in	 a	 breath.	Amy’s	 growling	 stopped	 as	 her	mother’s

nostrils	flared.	Heidi’s	face	turned	brighter	than	the	flames	of	the	fire.
“Amy,	Eric,	that’s	not	funny.	We	never	joke	about	that.	Do	you	hear

me?	 Behave	 this	 way	 again,	 and	 I’ll	 swat	 both	 your	 bottoms.	 Do	 you
understand?”

The	children	looked	at	the	ground	and	nodded.
“I	asked	if	you	understood	me.”
Amy	looked	up.	“Yes,	Mama.”
“Yes,	Mom,”	Eric	said.
“I	should	send	you	both	to	bed	right	now.”
“I’m	sorry,”	Amy	said.
“Me	too,”	said	Eric.
Heidi	grumbled.	“Go,	before	I	change	my	mind.”
The	pair	ran	off,	Amy	calling	out	another	“sorry”	as	she	fled	toward

the	 group	 around	 the	 community	 fire.	 She	 and	 Eric	 joined	 the	 circle,
sitting	cross-legged	on	the	dirt.

An	exasperated	sigh	left	Heidi’s	lips.	It	made	Tabor	chuckle.
“Laugh	 all	 you	 want,”	 Heidi	 said.	 “I	 can’t	 wait	 to	 see	 you	 running

ragged	after	your	pups.”
“I	can’t	wait	either,”	he	returned.
“We’ll	 see	about	 that.”	She	smiled	and	crouched	beside	the	 fire	 to

give	the	pan	a	shake	to	prevent	the	stew	from	burning.
The	moment	Peter	strode	into	the	den,	Amy	and	Eric	were	on	their



feet	again.	They	ran	to	him	and	each	took	a	side,	matching	his	steady
gait.	 As	 they	 passed	 the	 communal	 fire,	 the	 siblings	 veered	 off	 and
returned	to	their	spots	with	the	rest	of	the	children.

With	his	long,	lean	legs,	Peter	made	it	swiftly	across	the	little	clearing
to	his	mate.

Heidi	gave	the	pot	another	shake	and	stood	up,	a	smile	overtaking
her	face.	“There	you	are,	my	heart.	What	took	you	so	long?”

“Big	news	in	the	glade	tonight,”	Peter	said,	running	a	hand	through
his	shaggy	auburn	hair.

Heidi	looked	at	Tabor.	“I	know.	I	heard	it	firsthand.”
Peter	 gave	 her	 a	 blank	 stare.	 He	 moved	 his	 gaze	 to	 Tabor	 and

rubbed	his	 chin	while	 studying	him.	A	second	 later,	Peter’s	 face	 lit	up
with	a	grin.	“Oh,	yes,”	he	said.	“The	kill	shot.	Well	done,	Tabor.	I	heard
you	took	the	creature	down	with	a	single	arrow.”

“It	was	an	easy	kill,”	Tabor	said,	shrugging	it	off.
Peter	put	a	hand	on	his	hip.	“I	heard	you	got	it	directly	in	the	heart

on	the	first	try.”
Heidi	ducked	inside	the	hut	while	her	mate	congratulated	Tabor.	She

soon	returned	with	three	bowls,	handing	one	first	to	Peter,	then	Tabor.
They	sat	on	the	ground	and	held	their	bowls	out	for	Heidi	to	fill	with

stew.	 Tabor	 appreciated	 the	 way	 Peter	 waited	 to	 eat	 until	 Heidi	 sat
down	with	her	own	bowl.

They	 lifted	 their	 bowls	 in	 unison	 and	 coaxed	 the	 first	 bit	 of	 thick
meaty	 stew	 into	 their	 mouths.	 Tabor	 chewed	 and	 swallowed	 it	 down
gratefully.	He	devoured	the	stew	hastily,	unaware	of	how	hungry	he	was
until	now.	When	the	bowls	had	been	set	on	the	ground,	Peter	pressed
his	palms	over	his	thighs.

“You	already	heard	all	the	news	then?”	he	asked.
“What	other	news?”	Heidi	asked.
Tabor	 looked	 at	 Peter,	 but	 he	 wasn’t	 sure	 what	 the	 shifter	 was

getting	at.	Tabor’s	kill	had	seemed	more	like	an	afterthought	than	any



kind	of	big	news.
When	it	became	apparent	to	all	present	that	Tabor	wasn’t	going	to

fill	in	the	pause,	Peter	faced	Heidi	with	a	wide	smile.
“Hector	is	coming	to	Wolf	Hollow.”
The	words	 barely	 registered	 in	 Tabor’s	mind	 before	Heidi	 gasped.

“Hector.”	She	said	his	name	with	breathy	awe.	She	leaned	over	her	lap.
“He’s	come	to	claim	Sasha	then?”

“All	I	know	is	they	will	perform	in	the	mating	dance	together,”	Peter
said.	He	placed	his	hand	in	Heidi’s	lap.

“Could	we	have	pure-blooded	mates	 in	Wolf	Hollow	at	 long	 last?”
she	asked	happily.	Her	eyes	shined	when	she	looked	at	Peter.	“Can	you
imagine?	Pups	in	the	den.	The	children	will	be	beyond	excited.”

Peter	 stroked	 her	 hand	 lovingly	 and	 they	 nestled	 together.
Meanwhile,	 the	 chunks	 of	 stewed	 meat,	 delicious	 moments	 before,
turned	to	rot	inside	Tabor’s	gut.

Any	chance	he’d	had	with	Sasha	had	flown	out	of	the	trees	and	far
out	of	reach	at	the	mention	of	Hector’s	name.	It	had	been	a	delusion	to
begin	with.

When	Heidi	 pulled	 her	 loving	 gaze	 away	 from	 Peter,	 her	 forehead
wrinkled.	“What’s	the	matter,	Tay?	You	look	as	though	you	swallowed	a
piece	of	spoiled	meat.”

“It’s	nothing,”	Tabor	said.	 If	he	wasn’t	careful,	Heidi	would	put	two
and	two	together.	“I	was	thinking	about	the	vulhena	from	earlier.”

Heidi	 cocked	her	head	 to	 the	 side,	 looking	unconvinced,	but	Peter
took	the	bait.	He	shook	his	head	and	got	to	his	feet.	“Two	sightings	in
one	day	 is	 unsettling.	 I	 plan	 to	 discuss	 the	matter	with	 the	 other	 den
members.”

Peter	disappeared	briefly	inside	his	hut.	Luckily	it	wasn’t	long	enough
for	Heidi	to	question	Tabor	further.	When	Peter	re-emerged,	he	held	a
clay	pot,	which	he	turned	upside	down,	dumping	water	over	the	fire.	It
sizzled	along	with	the	fantasy	inside	Tabor’s	mind.



With	Hector	arriving,	there	was	no	point	in	pursuing	Sasha.
Like	that,	his	hopes	were	extinguished.



chapter	five

THE	NEXT	MORNING,	Sasha	leaned	against	the	boulder	near	the
falls	and	waited	for	Aden.	Her	wolf’s	early	morning	run	had	warmed	her
now	naked	skin.

Snapping	 twigs	marked	his	approach.	Stealth	wasn’t	one	of	Aden’s
strengths.	His	best	attributes	strained	against	his	thin	cotton	shirt.

He	emerged	from	the	foliage,	grinning.	“Good	morning,”	he	said.
“Morning,”	Sasha	replied,	circling	her	arms	around	her	toned	midriff.
“You	weren’t	at	breakfast.”
It	 might	 have	 pleased	 her	 he’d	 noticed	 her	 absence	 if	 he	 had

sounded	remotely	disappointed.
“I	caught	my	own	food.”	A	vole	with	the	bad	 idea	of	nibbling	on	a

carrot	inside	the	den’s	vegetable	garden.	Sasha	had	crushed	it	between
her	jaws	then	lay	on	her	belly	to	finish	it	off.

“Nothing	like	hunting	down	breakfast	to	start	the	day.”	He	stepped
closer,	eyebrows	jumping.	“Congratulations.	You	must	be	excited	about
Hector.”

Sasha	 stared	 at	 Aden,	 irritation	 crawling	 up	 her	 back	 like	 an	 itchy
rash.



Not	 only	 had	 he	 been	 blind	 to	 her	 feelings,	 but	 he	 showed	 no
concern	for	her	situation.	Like	the	rest	of	the	clan,	he	assumed	Hector’s
status	as	a	pureblood	should	be	enough	to	entice	her.	She	hadn’t	met
Hector	yet	and	everyone	behaved	as	though	they	were	already	mated.

Rather	than	respond,	she	changed	topic.
“If	 Jack	 and	 Farley	 don’t	 hurry	 up,	 we	 won’t	 reach	 the	 city	 until

afternoon.”
As	 though	 summoned	by	her	words,	 Jack	and	Farley	 came	striding

out	of	 the	 forest.	Both	males	were	mated	 to	 females	 in	 the	den.	 Jack
was	 tall	 and	 always	 clean-shaven,	 whereas	 Farley	 had	 a	 beard	 and
rounded	 face.	 The	 two	 were	 close	 friends	 and	 chose	 to	 pair	 up	 on
assignment,	which	was	yet	another	perk	among	the	claimed.	They	didn’t
have	to	defer	to	Jager	for	partners.

Jack	 lifted	his	 chin.	 “Ready	 to	 fetch	 supplies?”	he	asked	by	way	of
greeting.

Already	naked,	Sasha	shifted	first	while	the	three	males	stripped	out
of	 their	 clothes.	 She	 led	 their	 group	 through	 the	 forest,	 veering	 away
from	the	footpath	to	take	the	most	direct	route	toward	the	river,	hills,
and	wasteland	beyond.

Supply	 runs	 took	 two	 days,	 for	 safety	 reasons,	 and	 that	 was	 when
things	went	smoothly.	With	rare	exception,	the	council	didn’t	want	pack
members	overnighting	it	outside	of	the	hollow.

After	 crossing	 the	 forest,	 they	 shifted	beside	a	 small	 cave	near	 the
Manama	 River.	 Hunched	 down	 to	 avoid	 the	 low	 rock	 ceiling,	 Sasha
inched	her	way	inside	the	cold	confines,	reaching	around	until	she	found
the	 four	packs	 they	 left	 stashed	 inside.	 She	 tossed	 them	out	one	at	 a
time	then	backed	out	of	the	cave,	blinking	 in	the	sunlight.	Black	spots
circled	her	vision	like	a	dozen	suns	eclipsed	in	orbit.

While	her	eyes	readjusted,	the	males	strapped	on	their	packs.	Aden
held	the	fourth	out	to	her.	Sasha	put	it	on	and	they	all	walked	across	the
river	where	 it	 flowed	 just	 above	 their	 ankles.	Once	on	 the	other	 side,



they	trailed	the	river	to	where	it	deepened	and	knelt	for	a	last	drink	of
water.

Hiking	through	the	hills	was	much	more	tedious	on	two	legs,	but	the
sun	was	still	several	hours	from	reaching	its	zenith.	The	way	back	would
be	less	pleasant,	especially	with	loaded	packs.	Aden	and	Sasha	led	the
way,	retracing	the	path	they’d	taken	the	day	before.

Normally,	 her	 eyes	would	 have	 been	 sliding	 all	 over	 Aden’s	 naked
body,	but	 his	 lack	of	 interest	 extinguished	her	own.	 Instead,	 a	pair	 of
hooded	 green	 eyes	 flashed	 through	 her	 mind.	 Not	 even	Wolfrik	 had
ever	looked	at	her	with	the	kind	of	hunger	she’d	seen	on	Tabor’s	face,
like	a	half-starved	wolf	dying	to	sink	his	teeth	into	a	fresh	piece	of	meat.
The	memory	made	her	breath	quicken.

Aden	glanced	at	her	with	raised	brows,	but	she	said	nothing	and	he
didn’t	ask	what	had	made	her	breathless.

The	 quiet	 didn’t	 last	 long.	 Going	 in	 on	 foot	 inevitably	 meant
conversation.

“I	didn’t	get	a	chance	to	congratulate	the	two	of	you	on	yesterday’s
kills,”	Jack	called	out	from	behind.

Aden	 swung	 around	 and	 grinned	 in	 acknowledgement.	 Out	 of
courtesy,	Sasha	turned	to	face	them.

Farley	 nodded,	 eyes	 lighting	 up.	 “Two	 less	 vulhena	 in	 the	 world.
That’s	something	to	celebrate.”

“Good	 timing	 with	 the	 full	 moon	 ceremony	 tomorrow,”	 Jack	 said
with	 a	wink.	 “I	bet	 Jager	will	make	his	brew	extra	 strong	 to	mark	 the
occasion.”

“An	 extra	 special	 one,”	 Farley	 jumped	 in,	 wiggling	 his	 brows	 at
Sasha.

Her	heart	constricted.	“We	better	get	a	move	on,”	she	said	evenly,
pace	 quickening	 as	 though	 she	 could	 distance	 herself	 from	 the
aggravation	climbing	up	her	spine	and	burrowing	inside	her	mind	like	a
mole	digging	in	with	its	broad	forepaws.



At	 least	 she	could	count	on	Aden	to	set	a	vigorous	pace.	Jack	and
Farley,	 who	 were	 out	 of	 practice	 in	 covering	 long	 distances,	 soon
ceased	 their	 banter,	 saving	 their	 breath	 for	 a	 more	 useful	 purpose:
breathing.

The	 exercise	 calmed	 Sasha’s	 nerves.	When	 they	 reached	 the	 peak,
she	 took	 a	moment	 to	 look	out	 the	way	 they’d	 come	and	 admire	 the
lush	green	oasis	of	home	before	turning	to	face	the	wasteland	awaiting
them	on	the	other	side.

Closing	her	eyes	briefly,	Sasha	implanted	the	image	of	the	hollow	in
her	mind.	Entering	the	wasteland,	even	for	a	day,	withered	her	soul.

Sidling	 up	 beside	 her,	 Farley	 sucked	 in	 a	 horrified	 breath.	 “It’s	 as
ghastly	as	I	remember.”

Sasha	 opened	 her	 eyes,	 taking	 in	 the	 silent	 town	 below	 with	 its
rusted	cars,	crumbling	structures,	and	fading	paint.	“Nature	will	make	it
beautiful	again	one	day.”

The	 trek	down	 the	 hill	went	much	 faster	 .	 .	 .	 the	walk	 through	 the
sand,	less	so.

No	one	spoke	as	they	cleared	the	desert	where	they	were	exposed
and	uneasy,	hustling	across	 the	 sand	keeping	an	eye	out	 for	potential
threats.

When	they	reached	the	 first	decomposed	house	on	the	outskirts	of
the	 subdivision,	 they	 slipped	 into	 the	 shadows	 beside	 a	 rotted	 wood
platform	with	railing	three	feet	off	the	ground.

Two	by	two	they	emerged	from	the	shadows	and	jogged	down	the
street.	The	pavement	felt	inhospitable	and	brittle	beneath	Sasha’s	feet.
Not	only	dangerous,	supply	runs	required	the	use	of	arms	and	legs.

The	 sun	 rose	above	 the	decaying	 rooftops	and	 scorched	 their	 skin.
Sweat	 beaded	 between	 Sasha’s	 breasts.	 They	 didn’t	 slow	 down	 until
they	 reached	 the	 fading	 signpost	 with	 four	 letters,	 “Pine”	 and	 two
smaller	ones	in	the	right-hand	corner:	“St.”	Below	them	was	a	faded	red
sign	with	four	larger	letters:	“STOP.”	That	one	appeared	the	same	on	all



the	decrepit	street	corners.
The	 elders	 knew	 how	 to	 read.	 Most	 of	 them	 had	 passed	 the

knowledge	 onto	 their	 children.	 They’d	 grabbed	 books	 during	 past
supply	runs,	which	Sasha	considered	a	foolish	waste	of	space.

She	didn’t	see	the	point	in	learning	to	read.	The	world	would	never
go	 back	 to	 the	 way	 it	 was,	 at	 least	 not	 in	 her	 lifetime.	 Even	 if	 it
miraculously	did,	 she’d	been	born	 in	 the	wild	and	 the	wild	was	where
she’d	 always	 remain.	Nature	 provided.	 The	pack	provided.	 Everything
else	was	a	waste	of	time	and	resources.

“Okay,	 careful,	 everyone,”	 Sasha	 said	 to	 the	 group.	 “Watch	 your
step	and	meet	back	at	our	starting	point	once	you’ve	filled	your	pack.”

The	 men	 gave	 a	 nod	 of	 understanding	 before	 veering	 off	 into
opposite	 directions.	 Jack	 and	 Farley	 crossed	 the	 street	 and	 entered
neighboring	 homes.	 Sasha	 selected	 a	 single-story	 house	 with	 brick
columns,	making	her	way	along	the	overgrown	stone	path	to	approach
the	front	door	tentatively.	It	gaped	open	into	a	furnished	room	covered
in	dirt,	bird	droppings,	and	a	whiff	of	something	else	.	.	.	old	urine.

Wrinkling	her	nose,	Sasha	stalked	toward	a	hallway,	listening	for	any
sounds	 besides	 the	 creak	 of	 the	 rotting	 floorboards.	 She	 stepped
gingerly	 into	the	first	bedroom	with	a	bed,	dresser,	shelves,	and	dusty
black	screen	propped	on	a	desk	with	a	chair	on	wheels	facing	it.

Looking	around	at	the	faded	pictures	of	cars	and	men	in	numbered
jerseys	wearing	helmets	over	their	heads,	Sasha	pulled	her	pack	off,	set
it	 on	 the	 rumpled,	 musty-smelling	 bed,	 and	 unzipped	 it.	 She	 began
opening	drawers	 at	 once,	 then	 closed	 the	 ones	 containing	 underwear
and	 socks.	 Shifters	 didn’t	 bother	 with	 undergarments;	 they	 were	 one
extra	article	 that	 required	 removing	before	 shifting.	Clothes,	however,
protected	their	human	bodies	from	the	elements	and	were	in	continual
need	of	 replacing,	unlike	the	cooking	pots	and	utensils	 the	elders	had
gathered	many	moons	ago.

The	 long	bottom	drawers	 revealed	 stacks	of	 folded	blue	 jeans	 and



soft	shirts.
Quickly,	she	stuffed	the	clothes	into	her	pack,	stretching	the	bag	to

its	 limit.	 There	 were	 still	 three	 pairs	 of	 jeans	 left	 and	 a	 dozen	 shirts,
which	Sasha	reluctantly	returned	to	the	drawers.

From	another	drawer,	 she	 selected	a	pair	of	 soft	gray	pants	with	a
stretchy	waistband	along	with	 an	oversized	T-shirt	 and	 laid	 them	over
the	bed	to	put	on	 for	 the	trek	back.	Without	warning,	 the	 floorboards
creaked	 and	 the	 front	 door	 snicked	 shut.	 Three	men	 dressed	 in	 solid
brown	and	heavy	boots	thundered	inside	the	bedroom,	taking	Sasha	so
off	guard	she	momentarily	froze,	heart	in	her	throat.	Her	hesitation	gave
the	humans	all	the	advantage	they	required.

“Grab	 her,”	 the	 shortest	 one	 said,	 jerking	 a	 finger	 in	 Sasha’s
direction.

The	 two	 men	 were	 already	 on	 her,	 impossibly	 fast	 and	 brutally
strong.	One	 snatched	her	under	her	 arms	while	 the	other	 lifted	Sasha
off	her	 feet,	which	 jolted	her	 into	action,	 thrashing	and	snarling	as	her
attackers	shuffled	over	the	floor	to	keep	hold	of	her.

This	situation	called	 for	her	wolf,	but	she	couldn’t	concentrate	 long
enough	to	shift	with	the	two	men	holding	her	above	the	ground	and	her
sense	 of	 balance	 teetering	 like	 a	 loose	 branch	 swinging	 wildly	 in	 the
wind.

The	short	one	stormed	over,	face	contorted	and	eyes	glaring	at	her
through	narrow	slits.	He	pulled	a	gun	from	the	holster	at	his	waist	and
pointed	 it	 at	Sasha’s	 face.	Fear	 seized	and	 stilled	her	as	 though	 she’d
been	frozen	in	glacial	ice.

The	short	one	smiled	slowly.	“Good,”	he	said,	 satisfied,	“you	know
what	this	is	and	what	it	does.	If	 I	see	fur,	I	put	you	down.”	He	pointed
the	gun	at	Sasha’s	face.

She	 looked	past	 it,	 aiming	her	own	glare	 at	 the	man	with	 her	 own
unspoken	threat	to	rip	the	entails	from	his	body	the	moment	she	got	a
chance.



“Now	be	a	good	bitch	and	sit!”
The	man	holding	her	legs	loosened	his	grip,	allowing	her	legs	to	slide

to	 the	 floor.	 His	 companion	 dragged	 her	 backward	 then	 shoved	 her
onto	the	bed,	the	aged	springs	shrieking	in	outrage.

The	humans’	movements	were	well	 coordinated.	While	one	pushed
her	down,	 the	other	 had	his	gun	out,	pointed	at	 her,	 freeing	up	 their
leader,	the	vile	man	who	spoke	to	Sasha	as	though	she	was	a	stray	mutt.
Firearm	tucked	away	at	his	hip,	he	called	out,	“Casey,	Andrew,	are	we
secure?”

“Front	door	 secure,	 no	 sign	of	 the	 three	males,”	 a	 voice	 answered
from	outside	the	bedroom.

“Back	 door	 secure,	 all	 clear,”	 a	 second,	 more	 distant,	 voice
chorused.

Sasha’s	 heart	 gave	 a	 sickening	 lurch.	 She	 kept	 her	mouth	 clamped
shut,	 eyes	 intent	 on	 her	 enemies,	 watching	 and	 listening	 to	 their
movements.	A	patchy	red	rash	covered	the	nose	and	cheeks	on	the	man
who	had	been	holding	her	legs.

“And	now	we	wait,”	their	leader	said.
The	tall,	gangly	man	who	had	pushed	Sasha	down	let	his	gaze	rove

over	her	body.
“While	we	wait,	can	we	have	ourselves	some	tail?”
Sasha	leapt	to	her	feet,	snarling.	The	sound	of	a	“click”	did	nothing

to	 silence	 her.	 It	 wasn’t	 until	 the	 other	man	waved	 the	 firearm	 at	 her
that	she	grit	her	teeth,	standing	her	ground.

Mangy	cowards.	Human	savages.	Such	a	shame	they	hadn’t	all	gone
extinct.	 Instead,	 the	worst	 of	 them	 had	 crawled	 out	 of	 the	wreckage,
like	cockroaches.

“No	 distractions,”	 the	 leader	 snapped.	 Glowering	 at	 Sasha,	 he
lashed	out.	“And	you,	sit	your	ass	back	down	before	I	change	my	mind
and	hump	that	scowl	right	off	your	face.”

Sasha	took	a	step	back	and	sat	slowly,	never	taking	her	eyes	off	the



leader.	 From	 the	 corner	 of	 her	 eyes	 she	 saw	 the	 tall	 one	 shrug	 and
mutter,	“She’s	already	undressed.”

“Hey,	 boss,”	 a	 voice	 called	 from	 the	 direction	 of	 the	 front	 door.
“We’ve	got	movement.	It’s	the	big	one.”

The	 leader	strode	out	of	 the	bedroom	asking,	“Is	he	alone?”	as	he
left.

“Affirmative.”
“Good.	He’s	the	one	we	want.	What’s	he	doing?”
“Walking	down	the	street	with	a	full	backpack,	and	he’s	even	bigger

up	close.	I	think	we	should	call	him	Rambo.”
Their	leader	grunted	from	the	hallway.	“Don’t	bother.	You	know	that

Hawk	names	all	the	dogs.	Just	keep	him	in	your	sights.”
Inside	the	bedroom,	the	wretch	with	the	filthy	tongue	raked	his	eyes

over	Sasha,	fixating	on	her	breasts.
The	ruddy-faced	man	shook	his	head	at	his	companion.
“Keep	 your	 pants	 on,	 Duke.	 You’ll	 get	 your	 reward	 back	 at	 the

compound.”
“Those	 weathered	 hags?”	 The	 gangly	 man	 named	 Duke	 leaned

forward	 and	 leered	 at	 Sasha.	 “This	 one’s	 perfect,	 could	 have	 been	 a
Playboy	 centerfold.	 For	 once	 I’d	 like	 to	 put	 my	 cock	 into	 something
softer	than	tanned	hide.”

His	companion	shrugged.	“Take	it	up	with	Hawk.”
“It’s	two	days	until	the	full	moon,”	Duke	grumbled.	“By	the	time	we

get	back	he’ll	walk	her	straight	to	the	breeding	pens,	probably	give	her
to	 Cujo.	 Lucky	 dog	 gets	 all	 the	 best	 bitches.	 All	 I	 can	 hope	 for	 is	 a
chance	to	watch.”

Fur	prickled	beneath	the	surface	of	Sasha’s	skin	and	claws	extended
toward	her	fingertips.	As	her	wolf	fought	for	release,	she	began	to	pant.
She	 tried	 sucking	 air	 in	 through	 her	 nostrils,	 but	 it	 was	 no	 use.	 Her
canines	punched	through	her	gums,	an	animalistic	snarl	joining	them.

The	man	holding	 the	gun	opened	his	mouth	wide.	 “Uh,	Duke?	We



have	a	problem.”
“Oh,	shit,”	Duke	said,	pulling	out	his	weapon.	“It	would	be	a	shame

to	put	a	hot	bitch	down	before	she	has	a	chance	to	breed.”
Taking	 the	 time	 to	 fully	 shift	 would	make	 her	 vulnerable	 for	 about

fifteen	seconds	too	long.	Instead,	she	lunged	at	the	ruddy-faced	human,
ducking	right	before	he	fired	his	weapon.	Drywall	exploded	behind	her
as	 she	 tackled	 the	man	with	a	knee	 to	 the	groin.	He	groaned	 in	pain,
lowering	the	gun.

“Shit,	he’s	on	the	run!”	came	a	cry	from	the	front	door.
“Where’s	he	headed?”	the	man	at	the	back	door	hollered.
“He	 disappeared	 behind	 the	 house	 directly	 across	 the	 street	 from

me.”
As	Sasha’s	assailant	doubled	over,	she	laced	her	fingers	together	and

slammed	 her	 fists	 over	 his	 wrist	 with	 a	 bone-bruising	 smack	 that
knocked	the	gun	out	of	his	hand.

The	 humans	 had	 taken	 her	 off	 guard	when	 they	 slipped	 inside	 the
house	behind	her;	now	it	was	her	turn	to	throw	them	off	balance.	The
one	named	Duke	rushed	toward	her,	gun	lowered,	despite	threatening
her	 with	 his	 firearm	 moments	 before.	 He	 punched	 a	 fist	 at	 her	 face,
missing	 Sasha	 by	 a	 whole	 head	 as	 she	 dropped	 to	 her	 knees	 on	 the
ground,	snarling	with	anger	and	frustration.	Her	wolf	wanted	out	so	she
could	 castrate	 the	 filth	 standing	 in	 front	 of	 her.	 With	 no	 seconds	 to
spare,	Sasha	wrapped	her	arms	around	his	 legs	and	bit	 through	 fabric
and	 flesh,	 pulling	 loose	 a	 chunk	 of	 thigh	muscle	 with	 the	 help	 of	 her
elongated	 canines.	 Duke	 shrieked.	 A	 second	 later	 he	 fired	 down	 at
Sasha	with	a	shaky	hand.

Wood	splintered	beside	her	knee.	She	released	his	 leg,	 jumped	up,
and	yanked	the	gun	out	of	his	fingers.

“What	 the	 hell	 is	 going	 on	 in	 there?”	 the	 leader	 yelled.	 Heavy
bootsteps	 slammed	 the	 floorboards,	 but	 before	 he	 could	 reach	 the
bedroom,	his	man	at	the	front	door	hollered.



“He’s	shifted	and	he’s	huge.	Boss,	he’s	running	straight	for	us.”
“Don’t	shoot!”	the	leader	yelled.	“Bolt	the	door.	Rusty,	Duke,	bring

me	the	female	if	you	haven’t	fucking	killed	her	already.”
“Two	wolves	in	back!”	the	man	at	the	back	door	shouted.
“Kill	them,”	their	leader	said.
Shots	exploded,	 followed	by	vicious	growls	 from	outside	both	ends

of	the	house.
“Shit,	I	think	you	angered	Rambo.”
“Bring	me	the	female!”	the	leader	screamed.
While	 Duke	 pressed	 his	 palms	 against	 his	 bleeding	 thigh,	 his

companion	 jerked	 upright,	 eyes	 still	 squeezed	 in	 pain.	 Sasha	 pointed
the	gun	 at	 him,	glancing	 at	 the	weapon	 in	 her	 hands.	 She’d	 seen	 the
men	stick	their	fingers	through	the	hole	on	the	other	end.	Jamming	her
finger	 through,	 she	 shook	 the	gun	at	 the	 ruddy-faced	man	who	 froze,
eyes	 widening.	 When	 nothing	 happened,	 she	 shook	 it	 harder	 and
squeezed.	 The	 shot	 thundered	 through	 her	 body,	 shattering	 her
eardrums.	Heart	racing	out	of	control,	Sasha	gasped	for	breath,	feeling
as	though	her	throat	had	been	ripped	out	and	smashed	against	the	wall
alongside	the	wayward	bullet.

The	 roof	 cracked	 and	 shuddered	 above	 their	 heads,	 followed	by	 a
scuttling	sound	and	cursing	on	the	ground	floor.

“Holy,	fuck,	he’s	on	the	roof.	I’ve	never	seen	one	jump	that	high.”
“If	you	have	 to	shoot,	 shoot	 to	harm,	not	 to	kill,”	 their	 leader	said.

“Andrew,	what’s	going	on	with	the	other	two?”
“They	ran	for	cover,	Boss.”
“Hold	your	position.	They	come	anywhere	near	 the	house,	 you	put

’em	down.	Rusty,	Duke,	 is	one	bitch	too	much	to	handle?	Get	her	out
here—now!”

As	 the	 leader	 screamed	 the	 last	word,	 the	 roof	 caved	 in	 and	Aden
came	 crashing	 down	 with	 a	 ferocious,	 ear-splintering	 growl.	 Plaster
rained	 down	 from	 a	 hole	 above	 the	 hallway	 as	 Sasha	 ran	 out	 of	 the



bedroom.
Aden	 leapt	 on	 top	 of	 the	man	 at	 the	 back	 door,	 taking	 him	down

with	a	snarl.	The	man	screamed	as	Aden	clawed	open	his	back	then	tore
in	with	his	fangs,	spraying	blood	over	the	faded	wallpaper.	Sasha’s	feet
pounded	the	floorboards	as	she	raced	toward	Aden.	With	four	men	up
front,	the	backdoor	was	their	best	way	out.

“Let’s	go,”	she	screamed,	running	past	Aden.
She	flung	open	the	back	door	and	ran	into	the	glaring	sunlight.
Jack	and	Farley	emerged	from	the	shadows	of	a	house	with	broken

windows	and	peeling	paint.	When	they	ran	snarling	past	Sasha,	she	put
her	fingers	 in	her	mouth	and	gave	a	shrill	whistle.	The	two	den	wolves
stopped,	 ears	 twitching,	 and	 turned	 to	 follow	 her	 as	 Aden	 raced	 out
behind	them.	A	gunshot	cracked	at	their	backs.

“Careful,”	the	leader	yelled.
“He	killed	Andrew,”	the	other	man	yelled	back.
Sasha	took	in	air	by	the	 lungfuls,	not	slowing	until	she	dove	around

the	house.	Without	waiting	a	second	longer,	she	dropped	to	the	ground
and	completed	her	shift.	Black,	gray,	and	white	fur	covered	her	body	as
her	ears	lifted	and	her	muzzle	lengthened.	Duke’s	blood	still	coated	her
tongue.

Aden,	 Jack,	 and	 Farley	 guarded	 her	 until	 she	 was	 ready	 and	 then
they	 ran	 between	 houses,	 weaving	 away	 from	 the	 small	 group	 of
humans.	 There	were	 no	more	 shots	 fired	 as	 they	 sprinted	 toward	 the
hills.	The	humans	had	no	chance	of	catching	up.

They	kicked	up	dust	as	they	crossed	the	sandy	plains	then	began	the
trek	 up	 the	 hill.	 Once	 their	 paws	 touched	 grass,	 they	 released	 a
collective	breath.

After	 clearing	 the	 hill,	 they	 loped	down	 the	 rest	 of	 the	way	 to	 the
caves.

As	 soon	 as	 they	 reached	 the	 river,	 they	 waded	 in	 and	 stuck	 their
muzzles	 into	 the	 water	 to	 drink,	 gulping	 down	 mouthfuls	 at	 a	 time.



Water	had	never	tasted	so	good.	Sasha	felt	like	a	withered	vine	that	had
been	 revived.	Once	 her	 thirst	was	 quenched,	 she	 splashed	 across	 the
river,	 racing	ahead	of	 the	others,	 and	 shifted	on	 the	 side	 that	marked
Wolf	Hollow	territory.

Aden	 followed	 her.	 As	 Sasha	 stood	 on	 shaky	 legs,	 he	 rose,	 eyes
poring	 over	 her	 as	 she	 did	 the	 same,	 inspecting	 one	 another	 for
wounds.

“They	 didn’t	 hurt	me,”	 she	 said,	 blinking	 rapidly	 as	 though	 having
just	awoken	from	a	nightmare.

Once	he’d	shifted,	Farley	took	a	gasping	breath.	He	stumbled	over,
rubbing	his	hands	over	his	cheeks,	followed	by	Jack,	whose	head	jerked
around,	searching	the	area	for	hidden	threats.

“You	two	okay?”	Aden	asked.
Jack	pulled	his	attention	away	from	the	hills	and	nodded.
“The	bastards	shot	at	us,	but	we	weren’t	hit.	What	happened?”
They	all	 looked	at	Sasha.	 It	 felt	 like	ants	were	crawling	all	over	her

skin,	making	her	itch	everywhere	at	once.
“They	snuck	 into	the	house	after	me.	 I	didn’t	hear	them	until	 it	was

too	late,”	she	said	bitterly.
Aden	growled	and	gnashed	his	teeth	together.	“There	were	no	signs

of	them	yesterday.	They	must	have	wandered	 in	after	us	this	morning.
Rotten	timing.”

“Well,	no	fresh	clothes	for	the	tribe,”	Jack	grumbled.
“At	 least	 we’re	 all	 okay,”	 Farley	 said,	 eyes	 sliding	 back	 to	 Sasha

questionably.
“I’m	fine,”	she	insisted.	“I	even	managed	to	take	a	chunk	of	flesh	out

of	one.	Aden	killed	another.”
“Better	them	than	us,”	Jack	said.
Farley	nodded.	“Makes	me	appreciate	my	parents’	decision	to	join	a

wolf	pack	 in	 the	wilderness.	Our	way	of	 life	 is	hard,	but	at	 least	we’ve
built	a	community.”



“Well,	 better	 get	 back	 on	 all	 fours	 and	 head	 for	 the	 glade.	 Jager
won’t	be	happy,”	Jack	said.

Aden	stood	rigid	beside	the	river.	“You	two	go	ahead.	Sasha	and	 I
will	catch	up.”

Jack	 frowned.	 “We	 should	 stick	 together,	 especially	 after
encountering	those	humans.”

“We’ll	catch	up,”	Aden	repeated.
With	 a	 low	grumble,	 Jack	 nodded	 at	 Farley	 as	 they	 got	 onto	 their

hands	and	knees,	shifted,	and	trotted	toward	the	glade.
Aden	strode	over	to	Sasha,	stopping	a	foot	away.	The	way	his	eyes

searched	hers	turned	her	breath	ragged.
“You’d	tell	me	if	they	put	their	hands	on	you?”
Sasha	 knew	what	 he	meant.	He	wanted	 to	 know	 if	 they	had	 raped

her.	 They	 hadn’t,	 but	 given	 the	 chance,	 they	would	 have	 handed	 her
over	to	another	shifter	to	breed.	What	vile	purpose	could	humans	have
for	breeding	pups?

Her	heart	beat	wildly,	caught	in	her	throat	like	a	moth	struggling	to
free	 itself	 from	a	spider’s	entangled	web.	Angry	 tears	sprang	over	her
eyes	at	the	injustice.	She’d	narrowly	escaped,	but	from	the	sounds	of	it,
other	shifters	hadn’t	been	so	lucky.

Sasha	blinked	and	 shook	her	head.	 “You’re	 the	one	 they	wanted.	 I
think	they	cornered	me	to	get	to	you.”

Aden’s	shoulders	relaxed	as	he	nodded.	“They	probably	wanted	me
for	their	fights.”

Sasha	squinted	at	him,	confused.
“Human	entertainment,”	Aden	clarified.	“Pitting	wolves	against	dogs

and	other	wild	animals,	including	wolves	against	wolves.	They	must	have
been	beside	themselves	to	come	across	a	werewolf.”

Sasha	 shook	 her	 head,	 stomach	 roiling	 at	what	 kind	of	 sick	people
could	force	shifters	to	breed	and	fight	for	sport.

“I	don’t	think	they	knew	what	you	were.”



Aden	grunted.
Sasha	 watched	 the	 gentle	 flow	 of	 the	 river,	 allowing	 it	 to	 pull	 her

gaze	into	its	depths.
“I’ve	never	 seen	humans	up	 close	 like	 that	before.	 The	 things	 they

said—”	 Her	 words	 floated	 away	 with	 the	 current.	 She	 didn’t	 want	 to
repeat	what	she’d	heard.

“I	wish	I’d	killed	them	all,”	Aden	said.
Sasha	looked	up.	“I	wish	we	both	had.”

“At	least	you	all	made	it	back	unharmed,”	Jager	said.
Dressed	in	the	clothes	they’d	left	behind	that	morning,	Sasha,	Aden,

Jack,	 and	 Farley	 stood	 outside	 Jager’s	 hut,	 along	 with	 the	 hollow’s
elders.

Palmer	paced	beside	a	 small	 firepit,	 smacking	his	 fist	 into	his	open
palm.

“We	 have	 to	 keep	 this	 quiet	 for	 now.	 Hector	 and	 Alexa	 only	 just
arrived—Raider	 is	 showing	 them	 around	 the	 den	 as	 we	 speak—and
we’ve	waited	too	 long	 for	Hector	 to	visit	Wolf	Hollow	to	give	him	any
reason	to	doubt	joining	our	pack.”

Garrick	cracked	his	knuckles.	“Then	it’s	settled.	Everyone	keeps	their
mouths	shut.”

Farley	narrowed	his	eyes.	“I	don’t	keep	secrets	from	my	mate.”
“If	Tanya	can	hold	her	tongue,	it	should	be	fine,”	Palmer	said,	likely

because	he	planned	on	telling	Francine	first	thing.
“No	 one	 better	 jeopardize	 this	 pairing,	 especially	 not	 mates,”

Garrick’s	voice	boomed.
Jack	folded	his	arms	over	his	chest,	glaring	at	Garrick.
Jager	cleared	his	throat.	“We	will	tell	the	pack	what	happened	after



the	full	moon.”	His	eyes	sparkled	when	he	looked	at	Sasha.	“You	have	a
big	night	ahead	of	you	tomorrow,	Sasha.”

“Best	 get	 a	 head	 start	 tonight,”	Garrick	 said	 under	 his	 breath,	 but
not	low	enough	for	anyone	to	miss.	“No	sense	wasting	a	perfectly	good
full	moon.”

Bile	 rose	 up	 Sasha’s	 throat.	 She	 tasted	 the	 vole	 from	 early	 that
morning	along	with	Duke’s	blood	and	swallowed	the	foul	mixture	back
down.	The	trees	darkened	in	the	fading	light,	their	lengthening	shadows
closing	in	on	her.	She	felt	outnumbered,	trapped	back	in	that	stale	room
with	yet	another	group	of	men	deciding	her	fate.

Aden	shook	his	head.	“Thank	heavens	those	mongrels	didn’t	get	to
Sasha.”

“Yes,	soon	she	will	be	safe	in	the	den,”	Jager	said.
Aden	 tried	 flashing	her	 a	 comforting	 smile,	 but	 his	warm	gaze	was

lost	 on	 her,	 swallowed	 into	 the	 horizon	 with	 the	 setting	 sun.	 She’d
wanted	so	desperately	for	him	to	care	about	her,	but	clearly	his	concern
had	more	to	do	with	Hector	and	the	strength	of	the	pack.

There	 was	 only	 one	 shifter	 who	 had	 dared	 suggest	 she	 consider
claiming	 a	 non-pureblooded	mate.	 At	 the	 time	 she’d	 assumed	 it	 was
Tabor’s	way	of	hinting	he’d	picked	up	on	her	feelings	for	Aden.

Now	Sasha	wasn’t	so	sure.	He’d	also	brought	up	offspring.

“Any	 pups	 of	 yours	 would	 still	 be	 stronger	 than	 the	 rest.	 Even
offspring	from	a	half-breed.”

There	was	only	one	half-breed	in	Wolf	Hollow:	Tabor.
If	there	was	a	shifter	cocky	enough	to	defy	the	elders,	Sasha	had	little

trouble	 seeing	 the	green-eyed	 ruffian	putting	his	own	 interests	before
others.

Her	 body	 shivered	 imagining	 Tabor	 atop	 her	 rather	 than	 Olivia.	 It
had	been	so	long	since	she’d	been	touched.	Sometimes	she	swore	she
felt	her	wolf	 snapping	at	her	 from	the	depths	of	her	soul,	whimpering
for	satisfaction.



Sasha	cleared	her	 throat.	 “It’s	been	a	 long	day.	 I’m	 in	no	mood	 to
spend	it	with	a	stranger.”

“You	better	 get	 in	 the	mood.	 Hector	 traveled	 a	 great	 distance	 to
meet	you.”	The	vein	on	Garrick’s	neck	looked	ready	to	pop.

Sasha	imagined	her	parents	howling	their	outrage	from	the	Forest	of
the	Ancestors.	Tears	watered	at	the	back	of	her	eyes,	but	she	managed
to	stare	stony-eyed	at	Garrick,	even	as	storm	clouds	gathered	over	her
heart,	threatening	to	burst.

Jager	 stepped	 forward.	 “No,	 they	will	meet	 as	 planned	during	 the
full	moon	ceremony	when	they	dance	together.	Hector	won’t	be	able	to
resist	 Sasha	 once	 they	 perform	 in	 the	 sacred	 dance.	 As	 for	 the	 full
moon,	we	can	only	hope.”	Jager	rubbed	his	hands	together.

“What	about	the	rest	of	the	supply	run?”	Jack	asked.	“The	pack	will
wonder	 why	 we’re	 not	 heading	 back	 to	 the	 caves	 tomorrow	 to	 bring
back	today’s	supposed	bounty.”

“Tell	them	I’ve	decided	it’s	better	for	you	to	wait	until	after	the	full
moon,”	Jager	said.

“What	about	 future	 supply	 runs?”	Farley	chimed	 in.	“When	do	you
think	it	will	be	safe	to	return	to	the	city?”

“I’ll	scout	out	the	area	in	a	few	days,”	Garrick	said.
“I’ll	go	with	you,”	Raider	said.
“You’re	needed	here.	I’ll	take	Ford.”
“Aren’t	you	afraid	he’ll	tell	Polly?”	Farley	challenged.
“Unlike	you,	my	nephew	knows	how	to	keep	his	trap	shut	around	his

mate,”	Garrick	returned.
Farley	snarled.
Their	 voices	 faded	 as	 Sasha’s	 mind	 wandered	 off,	 wanting	 to	 be

alone.	Soon	enough,	Jager	shooed	them	away.	Jack,	Farley,	and	Palmer
headed	 for	 the	 den	 while	 Sasha,	 Aden,	 and	 Garrick	 took	 the	 path
toward	the	glade.	As	soon	as	Sasha	had	an	opportunity	 to	break	 free,
she	did,	claiming	exhaustion	from	the	day’s	journey	and	events.



“Rest	 up,	 Sasha.	 You	 have	 a	 big	 night	 ahead	 of	 you	 tomorrow.”
Garrick’s	teeth	gleamed	when	he	grinned.

As	 their	 gazes	 locked,	 an	 urge	 to	 scratch	Garrick’s	 face	 came	over
her.

Aden	 missed	 their	 interaction	 as	 he	 looked	 longingly	 toward	 the
voices	drifting	through	the	trees	from	the	glade.

Just	 as	 Sasha	 had	 done	 with	 the	 humans,	 she	 offered	 no	 verbal
response	to	Garrick,	fuming	as	she	turned	on	her	heel	and	stormed	into
the	shadows,	leaving	the	gathering	behind	her.	The	muffled	voices	were
soon	replaced	by	the	distant	echo	of	Wolfrik’s	final	words	nipping	at	her
heels	as	the	cool,	compact	dirt	muffled	her	footsteps.

“They	forced	us	together	and	we	rolled	over	like	obedient	dogs.”
Unlike	Wolfrik,	she	wouldn’t	tuck	tail	and	run,	nor	would	she	roll	over

against	her	will.
More	 voices	 haunted	her	memories—recent	 human	 voices.	 There’d

been	 no	 time	 to	 fully	 process	 them	 in	 the	 horror	 of	 the	moment,	 but
they	swarmed	her	now	like	squalling	crows	picking	at	her	brain.

“It’s	two	days	until	the	full	moon.	By	the	time	we	get	back	he’ll	walk
her	straight	to	the	breeding	pens,	probably	give	her	to	Cujo.”

Those	men	would	have	pushed	her	onto	another	shifter	to	breed	.	.	.
the	same	way	the	elders	were	pushing	her	now.

Where	she’d	felt	resigned	to	do	what	was	best	for	the	hollow	before,
her	 heart	 now	 rebelled.	 She	 needed	 someone	 to	 take	 her	mind	 away
from	the	pack’s	misguided	notion	of	hierarchy,	and	who	better	 than	a
headstrong	half-breed?

The	next	evening,	Sasha	returned	to	Jager’s	hut	where	a	single	shifter
named	Trish	waited	out	 front	 to	prepare	 Sasha	 for	 the	mating	dance.



Trish	stood	beside	the	small	burning	fire,	tending	to	a	roasting	squirrel
from	a	 stick	 atop	 the	 flames.	 She	 smiled	 the	moment	 Sasha	 emerged
from	the	forest.

“Sasha’s	here,”	she	announced.
Jager	 hobbled	 out	 of	 his	 hut	 holding	 a	 tin	 cup	 in	 one	 hand.	 He

smiled	with	 crooked	 teeth.	Sasha	walked	over	 so	he	wouldn’t	have	 to
limp	to	her.

“Drink	up,”	he	said,	handing	her	the	cup.
“Just	a	sip.”	Sasha	took	the	cup	and	tilted	it	back.	The	liquid	burned

down	 her	 throat.	 She	wrinkled	 her	 nose	 and	 handed	 the	 cup	back	 to
Jager.	She’d	never	understood	all	the	fuss	over	his	brew.	It	didn’t	have	a
flavor	so	much	as	a	burn,	like	a	sudden	rash	across	her	throat,	and	she
had	no	interest	in	anything	that	would	dull	her	senses.

Jager	took	a	large	sip.	It	made	sense	that	he	would	drink	the	stuff	to
dull	his	aches	and	pains.

“The	squirrel’s	cooked	enough.	Take	it	off	the	fire	so	it	can	cool,”	he
said	to	Trish.

Trish	 did	 as	 he	 said,	 propping	 the	 stick	 over	 some	 rocks.	 She
grabbed	a	small	pan	of	beeswax	off	the	ground	and	set	it	over	the	fire.

Jager	 lifted	 his	 cup	 to	 his	 lips	 and	 drank	 down	 the	 liquid	 before
setting	it	on	the	ground.	He	rubbed	his	hands	together.

“After	you	eat,	we’ll	get	started	on	your	costume.”
“Where	are	the	other	females?”	Sasha	asked.
Usually	 they	all	prepared	 for	 the	ceremony	 together	while	 the	men

readied	themselves	in	a	separate	location.
“Francine	and	Amber	will	see	to	the	other	females,	including	Alexa.	I

met	her	earlier,	attractive	woman,”	Jager	said.
“And	Hector?”	Sasha	asked.
Jager	 grinned.	 “Large	man.	 As	 big	 as	 Raider.	 He’ll	 make	 a	 strong

mate.”
Trish	squealed	and	clapped	her	hands	together.	“I	am	so	happy	for



you,	Sasha.”
Rather	 than	 respond,	 Sasha	 stared	 at	 the	 squirrel—skinned	 and

charred.	“The	meat’s	probably	cooled	enough,”	she	said.
Eating	meant	not	talking.
Trish	 sprang	 to	 action,	 snatching	 up	 the	 stick	 and	 handing	 it	 to

Sasha,	who	blew	on	the	roasted	flesh	before	biting	into	the	meat.
Eating	in	wolf	form	was	much	easier—no	cooking	required.
Luckily,	 Jager	and	Trish	weren’t	big	 talkers.	They	waited	quietly	 for

Sasha	to	finish	the	squirrel.
Once	Sasha	had	picked	the	 rodent’s	bones	clean,	Trish	set	 to	work

on	 Sasha’s	 hair,	 plaiting	 it	 into	 two	 tight	 braids	 that	 she	 then	 wove
together	to	keep	out	of	the	way.

As	Trish	took	the	melted	beeswax	off	the	fire,	Jager	returned	to	his

hut.	Wimp,	Sasha	 thought.	He	wasn’t	 the	one	who	had	 to	go	 through
the	discomfort	of	hair	removal.	She	undressed	and	stood	near	the	fire’s
heat	while	Trish	got	started	on	Sasha’s	 right	 leg,	 smoothing	 the	warm
beeswax	over	her	calf.	Once	the	wax	covered	a	portion	of	Sasha’s	leg,
Trish	pressed	a	cloth	into	the	wax.	It	always	felt	nice	going	on.	Coming
off	was	another	matter.	Trish	ripped	back	the	strip,	taking	wax	and	hair
with	it.	Sasha	gave	a	slight	flinch.	It	seemed	rather	ironic	to	put	so	much
work	 into	hair	 removal	 in	 human	 form	when	 she	was	 covered	with	 fur
the	moment	she	shifted.

Her	 mother	 had	 once	 told	 her	 the	 urban	 shifters	 had	 started	 the
practice,	incorporating	it	into	the	ceremonial	dance.	Over	time,	the	two
became	tradition.	Once	she	had	a	mate,	she	wouldn’t	have	to	fuss	with
such	things	any	longer.

Trish	was	on	Sasha’s	left	leg	when	Palmer	emerged	from	the	forest.
“How’s	it	going?”	he	asked,	looking	Sasha	over.
Sasha	was	used	 to	 it.	Palmer	was	one	of	 those	males	who	couldn’t

keep	his	eyes	off	a	woman’s	chest.	Maybe	that	was	another	reason	for
Francine’s	 ire.	But	Francine	knew	what	 she	was	getting	 into	when	 she



claimed	Palmer	as	her	mate.
“Where’s	Jager?”	Palmer	asked,	staring	at	Sasha’s	breasts.
“Giving	 Sasha	 privacy;	 you	 should	 do	 the	 same,”	 Jager	 bellowed

from	his	hut.
Palmer	 sniffed	 and	 grinned,	 moving	 in	 closer.	 “Nice	 work,	 Trish,”

Palmer	said.
She	blushed	and	looked	at	the	ground.	“Thank	you.”
He	dragged	his	 eyes	 away	 from	Sasha’s	breasts	 to	glance	down	at

Trish.	“You	should	come	sit	by	me	at	the	ceremony,	admire	your	work	in
action.”

Trish’s	blush	deepened.	“That	would	be	nice.”	She	kept	her	eyes	on
what	she	was	doing.

Jager	poked	his	 head	out	of	 his	 hut	 and	 scowled	at	Palmer.	 “Stop
distracting	Trish	while	she’s	getting	Sasha	ready.”

Palmer	smirked.	“Stop	hiding	in	your	hut,	old	man.”
Jager	 took	 an	 uneven	 step	out.	 “Where’s	 that	mate	 of	 yours?	 You

shouldn’t	 wander	 too	 far	 away.	 She	 looks	 like	 she’ll	 pop	 at	 any
moment.”

Palmer	 lifted	his	chest	and	flashed	his	teeth	when	he	grinned.	“The
sooner,	the	better,	so	I	can	put	another	one	in	her.”

“So	full	of	himself,”	Jager	muttered.
“Such	a	shame	to	have	to	wait	nine	months,”	Palmer	mused,	staring

into	the	trees.	He	glanced	down	at	Trish.	“I	have	so	much	life	to	give.”
Trish	was	too	intent	on	her	task	to	notice	Palmer	staring	at	her.	She

ripped	off	another	strip.
Sasha	groaned.	Listening	to	Palmer’s	innuendos	was	worse	than	hair

removal.
Trish	looked	up,	lips	pouting.	“I’m	sorry,”	she	said.	“Did	that	hurt?”
“It’s	fine,”	Sasha	answered.
“Are	you	sure?”
“Yes.”



Trish	 chewed	 on	 her	 lower	 lip.	 Sasha	 had	 never	 been	modest,	 but
that	didn’t	mean	 she	wanted	Palmer	around	watching	her	get	her	 leg
hair	ripped	out.

She	 cleared	 her	 throat.	 “Why	 don’t	 you	 check	 on	 Francine?	 She
looked	like	she	could	use	some	help.”

Palmer’s	eyes	narrowed	and	his	voice	turned	cold.	“Francine	has	all
the	help	she	wants.	My	woman	can	handle	herself.	She	was	concerned
about	you	and	sent	me	to	check	in.”

“Worried	 about	 me,”	 Sasha	 repeated	 in	 surprise.	 Could	 her	 old
friend	 actually	 care	 about	 her	 distress	 over	 having	 a	mate	 pushed	 on
her?	No.	Francine	hadn’t	expressed	any	warmth	the	night	before.	More
likely	 she	 was	 worried	 Sasha	 wouldn’t	 give	 herself	 over	 to	 Hector
willingly.

“She	said	you’ve	seemed	distracted	these	past	 few	weeks,”	Palmer
said.	“Seemed	to	 think	your	eyes	have	been	 lingering	a	 little	 too	 long
on	your	patrol	partner.”

It	was	Sasha’s	 turn	 to	narrow	her	eyes.	 She	 spread	her	 fingers	 and
pushed	her	hand	down,	signaling	Trish	to	stop	before	the	shifter	had	a
chance	to	spread	more	warm	beeswax	on	Sasha’s	legs.

“If	she’s	so	worried,	perhaps	I	ought	to	go	and	put	her	mind	at	ease
right	now.”

“No,”	Jager	said.	“You	need	to	finish	getting	ready.”	He	scowled	at
Palmer.	“Get	out	of	here	unless	you	want	your	cup	to	remain	empty	at
tonight’s	ceremony.”

“I’m	going,”	Palmer	said	with	an	easy	 laugh,	 lifting	his	hands	 in	the
air.	When	his	gaze	moved	to	Trish,	his	voice	dipped	low	and	deep.	“I’ll
save	you	a	spot.”

“Thank	you,”	Trish	said,	barely	audible.	She	blushed	fiercely.
Meanwhile,	 Sasha	 felt	 the	 squirrel	 rising	 up	 her	 throat.	 Palmer’s

bawdy	behavior	was	gross	enough,	but	flirting	with	another	shifter	when
he	already	had	a	mate—and	a	pup	on	the	way—was	disgusting.	Good



thing	Francine	had	such	keen	eyes	to	keep	track	of	her	lustful	mate.
Sasha	 would	 never	 understand	 what	 compelled	 Francine	 to	 go	 for

Palmer.	Personally,	she’d	rather	hump	a	fallen	tree	trunk.
Trish	looked	up	at	Sasha	and	grimaced.	“Sorry	about	this,”	she	said,

spreading	hot	wax	on	Sasha’s	thigh.
Sasha	ground	her	teeth	and	braced	herself.
The	sun	began	to	dip	into	the	trees.	Light	speckled	over	the	ground

as	 it	 filtered	 through	 the	 branches,	 grasping	 the	 last	 rays	 before	 the
moon	took	possession	of	the	sky.

Once	Sasha	was	smooth	from	the	thighs	down,	she	dressed	in	a	short
skirt	made	from	deer	hide	and	a	top	made	of	the	same	material	to	cover
her	breasts.

The	only	thing	left	to	put	on	was	the	wolf	mask	made	from	deer	hide
and	 rabbit	 fur.	 These	were	 stored	 in	 a	 cabin	 beside	 the	 glade,	 along
with	 tools,	 books,	 and	 other	 odds	 and	 ends.	 The	 other	 performing
females	would	already	be	gathered	at	the	cabin,	waxed	and	dressed	in
the	same	costume	as	Sasha.	Masks	were	the	last	things	to	go	on	since
breathing	behind	them	got	hot.

Jager	 stepped	out	of	his	hut	and	 looked	her	over,	 squinting	 in	 the
fading	 light.	He	 nodded	 his	 approval.	A	moonstone	pendant	 dangled
from	his	fingers.	Limping	over	to	Sasha,	he	moved	behind	her	to	wrap
the	necklace	around	her	throat	and	attach	it	in	back.

“What’s	 this?”	 Sasha	 asked,	 fingering	 the	 smooth	 teardrop-shaped
stone	that	settled	into	the	valley	between	her	breasts.

“A	 little	 something	 to	 help	 Hector	 identify	 you	 when	 he	 joins	 the
dance,”	Jager	said.	He	circled	around	to	see	how	it	looked	and	grinned
crookedly.	“You’re	ready.”

“Thank	you,”	Sasha	said	to	Trish	and	Jager	before	heading	down	the
path	to	connect	to	the	narrow	trail	leading	to	the	communal	cabin	near
the	river.

Voices	 filled	 the	 forest.	 The	 single	 shifters	 gathered	 around	 the



bonfire.	 Smoke	 billowed	 into	 the	 darkening	 sky,	 and	 the	 smell	 of	 fire
tickled	her	nose.

Giggles	caught	her	ear	as	she	approached	the	cabin	where	the	rest
of	the	females	had	gathered	before	the	performance.

As	Sasha	walked	 into	 view,	 the	giggling	 and	 chatter	died	off.	 Four
young	women	stood	outside	the	cabin	in	matching	skirts	and	tops,	their
legs	all	smooth	and	hair	braided	like	Sasha’s.

“Happy	full	moon,”	Sasha	said.
“Happy	full	moon,”	the	other	women	chorused.
Jager	 had	 selected	 Camilla,	 Kallie,	 and	 Rosalie	 to	 dance	 that

evening.	 None	 of	 them	 had	 their	 masks	 on	 yet.	 Only	 one	 face	 was
unfamiliar,	 a	 woman	 with	 brown	 hair,	 sensual	 curves,	 and	 rich	 brown
eyes	 that	 regarded	 Sasha	 with	 keen	 interest.	 They	 stood	 at	 similar
heights	 and	might	 even	 come	 across	 as	 twins	 once	 they	 put	 on	 their
masks.

Sasha	walked	 straight	 up	 to	 the	 shifter.	 “You	must	 be	Alexa.	 I	 am
Sasha.	Welcome	to	Wolf	Hollow.”

“Pleased	to	meet	you,	finally,”	Alexa	said,	teeth	flashing	white	when
she	smiled.	“Camilla	was	just	explaining	the	steps	of	the	mating	dance.
It’s	intriguing.	We	don’t	have	this	ceremony	in	Glenn	Meadows.”

Sasha	 straightened.	 “If	 you	 do	 not	 feel	 comfortable	 participating,
you	can	always	watch	from	the	audience.”

Alexa	batted	the	comment	away	with	her	hand.	“Oh	no.	I	enjoy	new
experiences,	and	 from	what	Camilla	 tells	me	 it’s	not	 that	complicated.
We	ladies	start	off	free	dancing	around	the	bonfire	until	the	males	come
along	and	hump	our	backs.”

This	set	Camilla,	Kallie,	and	Rosalie	into	a	fit	of	giggles	that	had	them
clutching	their	sides.

Alexa	grinned	wide	but	didn’t	laugh.	She	stared	into	Sasha’s	eyes,	a
look	of	challenge	in	her	gaze.

Unlike	a	certain	half-breed	she	knew,	it	was	nearly	impossible	to	get



a	rise	out	of	Sasha.	She	stared	back	at	Alexa,	locking	eyes	with	her	until
Alexa	blinked	first.

Sasha	squared	her	shoulders.	“The	mating	dance	 is	a	 time-honored
tradition	 in	Wolf	Hollow	which	has	brought	 luck	and	 fertility	 to	mated
wolves	at	the	full	moon	for	generations.”

“Of	 course,”	 Alexa	 said	 in	 a	 respectful	 tone	 that	 didn’t	match	 the
mockery	in	her	eyes.	“I	didn’t	mean	any	offense.”

“None	taken,”	Sasha	said.
Camilla,	 Kallie,	 and	 Rosalie	 exchanged	 glances.	 Kallie	 cleared	 her

throat.	“I’ll	get	our	masks,”	she	said.
“I’ll	come	with	you,”	Camilla	said,	following	her	inside	the	cabin.
Rosalie	grinned	at	Alexa.	“You’re	lucky	Raider’s	your	partner.”
“Am	I?”	Alexa	asked,	lifting	one	slender	eyebrow.
Rosalie	 nodded.	 “He’s	 one	 of	 the	 most	 sought-after	 bachelors	 in

Wolf	Hollow.”
Alexa	sniffed	dismissively,	then	seeming	to	remember	Sasha,	glanced

over	 to	 see	 her	 disapproving	 frown.	 Normally	 it	 was	 Sasha’s	 way	 to
show	 patience	 toward	 guests—they	 had	 so	 few	 to	 the	 hollow—but
Alexa	wasn’t	making	a	good	first	impression.	She	had	barely	spent	one
night	with	them	and	already	she	was	expressing	scorn	for	their	pack.

“With	my	luck	I’ll	end	up	with	Carter	on	my	back,”	Rosalie	continued,
missing	 the	 chilly	 glances	 flying	 back	 and	 forth	 between	 Sasha	 and
Alexa.

“Better	than	Dylan,”	Camilla	said,	emerging	from	the	cabin	with	a	sly
grin	on	her	 lips	and	 two	wolf	masks	 in	her	hands.	“He’s	 in	and	out	so
fast	you	barely	know	he	was	there	at	all.”

Rosalie	snickered.
Kallie,	who	held	the	other	three	masks,	joined	them.
Alexa’s	 nose	wrinkled.	 “I’m	 not	 actually	 expected	 to	 couple	 at	 the

ceremony,	am	I?”
Camilla	shook	her	head.	“It’s	completely	optional.”



“Camilla	is	always	open	to	the	option,”	Rosalie	said,	leaning	closer	to
Alexa	as	though	imparting	a	secret	with	a	close	friend.

Camilla	 rolled	 her	 eyes	 and	 handed	 Rosalie	 one	 of	 the	 masks.	 As
Kallie	 handed	 one	 to	 Alexa,	 she	 smiled	 warmly	 at	 the	 she-wolf.	 “You
have	 nothing	 to	 worry	 about	 with	 Raider	 as	 your	 partner,”	 she	 said.
“He’s	a	respected	council	member	with	good	manners.”

“Well,	that’s	a	relief,”	Alexa	said.
Sasha	had	a	feeling	she	was	being	sarcastic.
As	Kallie	handed	Sasha	a	mask,	she	thanked	her.
When	Alexa	lifted	the	mask	to	her	face,	Kallie	hurried	over.	“Here,	let

me	help	you.”
While	the	other	females	gave	each	other	a	hand,	Sasha	secured	the

strings	of	her	own	mask	behind	her	head.
The	 night	 appeared	 darker	 from	 behind	 the	 mask.	 She	 stared

through	 the	 slits.	 The	 four	 other	 females	 had	 stilled,	 as	 though
transformed	by	the	masks	covering	their	 faces.	They	stood	together	 in
silence	until	a	howl	rose	from	the	clearing	then	died	down.	The	beat	of
drums	beckoned	them	to	approach	the	bonfire	and	begin	their	dance.

Sasha	nodded	for	Kallie	to	 lead	their	procession.	The	other	females
followed.	Waiting	until	 last,	Sasha	reached	behind	her	neck,	unclasped
the	moonstone	pendant,	and	set	 it	on	the	ground	before	entering	the
clearing	where	their	audience	awaited.

If	Hector	wanted	to	find	her,	he	could	do	so	without	help.	Better	yet,
he	could	select	someone	else.	Just	because	he	was	a	pureblood	didn’t
mean	 she	 wanted	 his	 paws	 on	 her.	 And	 if	 he	 was	 anything	 like	 his
cousin,	she	couldn’t	imagine	claiming	him	for	a	mate.

Tonight,	Sasha	didn’t	wish	to	be	sought	out.	She	intended	to	do	the
seeking.	The	sound	of	the	drums	filled	her	chest	like	a	second	heartbeat
as	she	searched	the	darkness	for	a	pair	of	green	eyes.



chapter	six

DRUMBEATS	FILLED	THE	small	 clearing,	 their	entrancing	melody
weaving	 through	 the	 trees	 and	 reverberating	 against	 the	 gathered
shifters.	The	flames	of	the	fire	rose	and	sparked	into	the	night	sky.

Tabor	sat	on	a	 log	 facing	the	bonfire.	Zackary	and	his	cronies	were
on	 the	 other	 side	 of	 the	 fire,	 blissfully	 obliterated	 from	 sight	 by	 the
roaring	 flames.	 Everyone	 who	 wanted	 brew	 had	 been	 served.	 Tabor
held	a	tin	cup	and	alternated	between	sipping	and	wincing	as	the	foul
liquid	 shot	 down	 his	 throat.	 The	 stuff	 tasted	 like	 squirrel	 piss,	 but	 it
helped	get	him	through	the	ceremony.

He’d	 always	 found	 the	 mating	 dance	 to	 be	 a	 ridiculous	 display	 of
savagery.	 It	 began	 with	 five	 women	 in	 wolf	 masks,	 and	 little	 more,
dancing	to	the	drums.	Soon	they’d	be	 joined	by	five	men,	also	 in	wolf
masks.	The	males	would	make	a	tedious	show	of	selecting	a	partner	and
finish	out	the	performance	by	mimicking	the	mating	ritual	in	movement
and	dance.

Not	 even	 Jager’s	 brew	 could	 numb	 the	 bitterness	 he	 felt	 over	 the
timing	of	Hector’s	arrival.

Why	couldn’t	the	pure-blooded	prick	have	shown	his	illustrious	mug



in	Wolf	Hollow	a	month	ago,	or	even	a	week	ago?	Tabor	wouldn’t	have
cared	then.

Now	the	thought	of	Hector	putting	his	grubby	paws	on	Sasha	made
him	want	to	spit	fire.

There	was	nothing	he	could	do	about	it.	Sasha	would	be	all	for	it,	of
course.	 The	 call	 of	 duty	 was	 practically	 second	 nature	 to	 the	 pure-
blooded	she-wolf.	The	sooner	Tabor	got	her	out	of	his	head,	the	better.
He	 could	 start	 by	 leaving	 the	 celebration.	 The	 festivities	 to	 follow
weren’t	temptation	enough	to	sit	through	this	torture.

Tabor	 drained	 his	 cup	 and	 set	 it	 on	 the	 ground.	 His	 head	 gave	 a
slight	spin	that	didn’t	 feel	half	bad.	He	placed	his	palms	on	the	 log	to
push	off,	but	before	he	had	a	chance	to	slink	away,	one	of	the	dancers
caught	his	attention.	She,	along	with	the	other	four	females,	had	been
dancing	 around	 the	 fire,	 but	 now	 she	danced	directly	 in	 front	 of	 him.
She	 swayed	 her	 hips	 and	 thrust	 them	 back,	 dipping	 forward,	 which
brought	her	breasts	eye	level	with	Tabor.

He	stared	wide-eyed,	throat	going	dry.
After	 lifting	herself	gracefully	back	 to	 full	height,	 the	 female	 turned

to	 face	 the	 bonfire	 and	 shake	 her	 ass.	 Tabor	 swallowed	 and	 reached
over	 to	 shove	 the	nearest	person’s	 shoulder.	A	 shifter	 named	Hudson
looked	over.

“Do	you	know	who	that	is?”	Tabor	asked.
Hudson	 grinned.	 “Chase	 and	 I	 were	 just	 speculating.	We	 think	 it’s

that	shifter	from	Glenn	Meadows.	Alexa.”
“Alexa,”	Tabor	repeated,	transfixed	by	her	movements.
“The	 guys	 in	 the	 den	 said	 she	 has	 the	 confidence	 of	 an	 alpha,”

Hudson	said.
Chase	leaned	forward	and	grinned	mischievously.	“And	look	at	those

legs.”
Tabor	hadn’t	stopped	looking.
One	of	the	reasons	he	sat	through	these	things	was	to	appreciate	the



silky,	 smooth	 legs	 of	 the	 dance	 performers.	 He’d	 fantasized	 about
mating	with	one	of	them	after	the	ceremony,	but	they	almost	always	ran
off	with	one	of	the	male	performers.	Jager	had	never	selected	Tabor	to
perform,	which	was	good	because	no	matter	how	appealing	the	dancers
were,	Tabor	would	never	subject	himself	to	such	a	public	spectacle.

“Raider	is	one	lucky	bastard,”	Hudson	said.
“Must	be	nice	having	Daddy	on	the	council,”	Chase	said	grudgingly.
Hudson	 sighed	 and	 handed	 Chase	 his	 cup.	 “Here,	 buddy,	 finish

mine.”
“Sure?”
“Yeah.	You	drink	down	the	brew	while	I	drink	in	the	ladies.”
Chase	 grunted	 then	 gulped	 the	 liquid	 down	 and	 began	 to	 cough.

Hudson	chuckled	and	slapped	his	back.
“Jager	wasn’t	joking	when	he	said	this	batch	was	his	strongest.”
Tabor	 turned	back	 to	 the	performer	a	mere	six	 feet	 from	where	he

sat	drooling	over	the	log.
Her	 movements	 were	 fluid	 and	 seductive.	 The	 firelight	 seemed	 to

dance	with	her,	lighting	her	skin.	There	was	something	both	desperate
and	evocative	in	the	way	she	swayed	in	front	of	the	fire.

Tabor’s	 eyes	 glazed	over	 as	 he	watched	 her.	 Spells	were	 his	 forte,
yet	he	was	the	one	falling	under	a	trance.	He	blinked	rapidly	then	got	to
his	feet,	having	no	intention	of	sticking	around	to	watch	everyone	else
pair	up.	If	he	had	to	spend	the	night	alone,	he’d	do	so	in	the	peace	and
quiet	of	his	own	secluded	cabin,	a	place	left	to	him	by	his	mother.

Tabor	 brushed	 off	 his	 pants	 and	 gave	 the	 dancer	 one	 last	 longing
look	before	stepping	around	shifters	clustered	near	the	fire.	Most	were
already	well	into	their	cups	and	not	paying	attention	to	the	dance.

The	path	 leading	 into	 the	 forest	darkened	as	Tabor	 left	 the	bonfire
behind.	 Two	 shifters	were	 already	 sneaking	off	 into	 the	woods.	 Tabor
didn’t	feel	like	following	on	their	heels.	He	veered	off	the	trail	 into	the
woods.



“Hey,	 Raider,	 you	 ready?”	 a	 voice	 called,	 stopping	 Tabor	 in	 his
tracks.

“Yeah,	 in	 a	 minute.	 I	 gotta	 take	 a	 leak,”	 Raider	 answered	 from
nearby.

Tabor	 slid	 behind	 a	 tree	 and	 held	 still	 as	 Raider	 strode	 into	 view
wearing	a	loincloth	and	wolf	mask	pushed	back	on	top	of	his	head.

A	smug	smile	appeared	over	 the	shifter’s	 lips	as	he	spread	his	 legs
wide	and	pulled	the	cloth	aside	to	pee	on	a	bush.

A	sss	sound	followed	for	some	time.	Tabor	stood	as	still	as	the	tree
he’d	molded	himself	behind.

“Raider!”	a	man	yelled.
“Go	ahead.	I’ll	catch	up,”	Raider	yelled	back.

Savage	brute,	Tabor	thought	bitterly.
Lucky	bastard,	Hudson	had	called	him.	Well,	Raider’s	luck	was	about

to	turn	sour.
As	the	big	beast	of	a	man	headed	toward	the	bonfire,	Tabor	stepped

out	from	behind	the	tree	and	whispered,	“Sulumpa,	prevada	slumbero
formella	soel,”	at	Raider’s	back.

Raider	stumbled	forward	as	though	he’d	tripped	on	a	tree	root	and
went	crashing	down	face-first	onto	the	forest	floor.	His	body	remained
motionless,	like	a	fallen	tree	trunk,	as	he	began	to	snore.

Tabor	had	once	tried	this	spell	on	a	deer	he’d	found	nibbling	on	his
mother’s	herb	garden.	The	pack	had	been	happy	for	the	fresh	kill	 that
helped	feed	them	for	weeks.	But	before	Tabor	dragged	it	to	the	glade,
his	mother	had	made	him	shoot	an	arrow	through	its	heart	and	swear	he
would	never	reveal	how	he	originally	knocked	it	unconscious.

The	spell	worked	as	quickly	and	efficiently	on	a	shifter	as	 it	had	on
the	deer.

A	pit	opened	inside	Tabor’s	stomach	and	guilt	crawled	up	his	spine.
What	was	he	thinking	knocking	out	another	pack	member?	This	was



far	worse	than	the	levitation	spell	he’d	performed	on	Zackary.	At	least	in
that	instance	he’d	spoken	in	self-defense,	whereas	Raider	hadn’t	posed
any	threat.

Tabor	 ran	 his	 hand	 through	 his	 hair	 and	 stared	 down	 at	 Raider
snoozing	 on	 the	 ground.	He	 had	 no	 counter	 spell.	 He	 ought	 to	 hurry
straight	 to	 his	 cabin	 and	 pretend	 they	 hadn’t	 crossed	 paths	 that
evening.	Yes,	a	long,	lonely	night	in	isolation	would	serve	Tabor	right	for
such	 an	 egregious	 breach	 of	 trust.	 Then	 again,	 with	 Raider	 out	 cold,
there	would	be	one	female	shifter	minus	a	partner.	For	the	first	time	in
Wolf	Hollow	history,	the	mating	dance	would	come	to	a	thundering	halt
once	Raider’s	absence	was	noted.	A	search	would	ensue.	Panic	would
arise	.	.	.

Disastrous.
Tabor	had	made	a	mistake	and	now	he	had	to	follow	it	through	and

hope	lightning	didn’t	strike	him	down,	or	Garrick,	if	he	ever	caught	wind
of	what	he’d	done.

Berating	himself	one	last	time,	Tabor	walked	over	and	bent	down	to
remove	Raider’s	loincloth	and	mask.	He	carried	the	articles	with	him	to	a
spot	a	good	 twenty	paces	away	where	he	 stripped	out	of	his	 clothes,
balled	them	up,	and	hid	them	inside	the	foliage	of	a	large	fern.

Tabor	tried	not	to	grimace	as	he	tied	the	skimpy	loincloth	around	his
hips.	He	never	dreamed	he’d	be	doing	this,	but	that	was	before	Alexa
had	 beckoned	 to	 him	 with	 her	 legs,	 hips,	 and	 breasts.	 He’d	 jump
through	the	fire	if	it	meant	a	chance	to	get	his	hands	on	those	hips	and
burn	 away	 all	 his	 idiotic	 notions	 of	 Sasha	 ever	 considering	 him	 for	 a
mate.	 No	 brew	 was	 strong	 enough	 to	 numb	 his	 desire	 for	 her,	 but
maybe,	just	maybe,	he	could	forget	the	pureblooded	she-wolf	for	a	few
minutes.

Loincloth	 in	place,	 Tabor	 tied	 the	mask	over	 his	 face	 then	 sprinted
through	the	trees	to	catch	up	with	the	other	masked	male	shifters.	The
group	 circled	 the	 clearing	 from	 the	 trees	 and	 were	 too	 intent	 on



peering	through	the	eyeholes	in	their	masks	at	the	females	around	the
fire	to	notice	that	“Raider”	had	shrunk	by	a	head	and	forty	pounds.

The	men	howled	 from	the	woods	and	Tabor	 found	himself	howling
with	them.	The	women	did	not	answer.	The	drumbeat	continued	as	the
men	closed	in	on	the	female	dancers	and	the	women	kept	up	their	fast-
paced	movements,	ignoring	the	men.

Tabor’s	 heart	 rate	 picked	 up	 speed	 as	 he	 approached	 Alexa	 from
behind.	When	he	was	two	feet	from	her	body,	she	swooped	away.	She
danced	from	her	new	spot	as	though	she’d	never	been	interrupted.

Again,	 Tabor	 approached	 and,	 again,	 the	 female	 shifter	 gracefully
avoided	his	advance.

Another	 male	 attempted	 to	 try	 his	 luck,	 but	 not	 before	 Tabor
snarled.	The	man	growled	back	but	veered	off	toward	a	different	female
shifter	who	had	not	yet	been	engaged.

Soon	 the	 shifter	 Tabor	 had	 warned	 off	 had	 his	 new	 quarry	 by	 the
hips.	Their	bodies	began	to	sway	as	one.	The	other	females	were	quick
to	 succumb	 to	 their	 partners’	 attentions,	 but	 not	 Tabor’s	 intended.
Every	time	he	closed	in	she	moved	away.

Blood	rushed	to	his	groin.	If	he	did	catch	her,	he	didn’t	know	how	to
perform	the	dance	without	ripping	off	her	skirt	and	giving	them	all	a	live
enactment	of	the	actual	mating	part.

When	 the	 female	 shifter	 sidestepped	 him	 yet	 again,	 Tabor	 snarled
with	 impatience.	 Usually	 his	 human	 side	 was	most	 dominant,	 but	 this
particular	shifter	was	bringing	out	the	wolf	in	him.

The	other	couples	were	blurs	against	the	fire.
The	drumbeat	fueled	Tabor’s	urge	to	have	her.	He	circled	the	shifter

and	 tried	 approaching	 from	 the	 front.	 She	 took	 a	 step	 back.	 Tabor
moved	in	from	the	side	and	managed	to	take	hold	of	her.	His	hands	slid
around	her	waist.	She	growled	and	began	to	step	away,	but	not	before
Tabor	pulled	her	back	against	him.

His	erection	pressed	against	the	thin	skirt	barely	covering	her.



She	sucked	 in	a	breath	 the	moment	he	shoved	himself	against	her.
Tabor	 took	 his	 cue	 from	 the	 surrounding	 performers	 and	 gyrated
against	her	back.

The	 female	 shifter	 stilled,	 no	 longer	 performing	 the	 dance
movements.	Several	drumbeats	later,	she	thrust	her	ass	back	and	joined
Tabor’s	movements,	rocking	back	and	forth.	Tabor	tightened	painfully.

Sweet	 torture.	 He	 didn’t	 know	 how	 long	 he	 could	 perform	 in	 the
dance.

He	tightened	his	hold	on	her	hips	and	ground	into	her.
Some	 shifters	 in	 the	 audience	 had	 returned	 their	 attention	 to	 the

dance,	 howling	 their	 encouragement.	 One	 of	 the	 performing	 females
got	onto	her	hands	and	knees	on	the	ground	and	shifted.	Her	skirt	and
top	ripped	from	her	body	and	her	mask	dropped	to	the	ground	in	front
of	 her	 snout.	Her	 partner	 took	 off	 his	 loincloth,	 got	 onto	 the	ground,
and	shifted	too.	He	was	on	her	back	in	a	flash.	They	didn’t	even	bother
running	off	 into	 the	woods,	 just	went	at	 it	 right	 there.	Another	couple
from	among	the	performers	shifted	and	did	the	same.

The	audience	howled	again.	The	drumbeats	grew	louder.
Tabor	doubted	Sasha	was	one	of	the	wolves	rutting	in	the	dirt	for	all

to	see.
The	 thought	 of	 Hector	 rubbing	 himself	 up	 and	 down	 Sasha’s	 back

made	his	stomach	churn	like	a	charred	squirrel	over	a	pit.
Some	 of	 the	 people	 in	 the	 audience	 shifted	 into	 wolf	 form.	 Some

joined	the	dance	on	two	feet.	They	mixed	together	and	still	 the	music
went	on,	though	the	performance	was	over.

A	 warm	 hand	 took	 Tabor’s.	 The	 shifter	 he’d	 claimed	 in	 the	 dance
stepped	away,	but	this	time	she	gripped	his	hand	and	pulled	him	with
her.	Glancing	over	his	shoulder	in	one	last	feeble	attempt	to	spot	Sasha,
Tabor	turned	his	attention	back	to	the	female	in	front	of	him	as	she	led
him	into	the	woods.

The	drumbeat	chased	after	them	before	fading	the	farther	they	went



into	the	woods.
Neither	 of	 them	 spoke,	 even	 as	 the	 sounds	 from	 the	 campfire

receded	and	stillness	settled	around	them.	Tabor	breathed	heavily.
The	female	kept	hold	of	his	hand.	Where	she’d	avoided	him	before,

she	now	seemed	insistent	he	shouldn’t	get	away.
They	hurried	down	one	of	the	western	paths	leading	to	the	Forest	of

the	Ancestors.
How	far	did	she	plan	to	take	him?
Where	 was	 she	 taking	 him?	 Did	 she	 even	 know?	 She	 led	 him	 as

though	 she	knew	 the	hollow	well,	which	didn’t	make	 sense	 if	 this	was
Alexa.	But	who	else	could	it	be?

Tabor	kept	his	questions	to	himself.	Whoever	she	was,	he	felt	certain
she’d	allow	him	between	her	legs	and	the	anticipation	had	him	keeping
pace	with	her.	Maybe	a	rough-and-tumble	was	exactly	what	he	needed
to	get	Sasha	out	of	his	mind.

Glenn	Meadows	females	were	certainly	assertive,	if	this	was,	indeed,
Alexa.	Tabor	couldn’t	imagine	it	being	any	of	the	Wolf	Hollow	females.
Not	a	single	face	came	to	mind,	save	Sasha’s.	He	pushed	the	image	of
her	away.	Sasha	was	bending	over	for	Hector.	Soon	he’d	have	to	walk
past	 their	 litter	of	pure-blooded	pups	when	visiting	Heidi,	Peter,	Amy,
and	Eric	in	the	den.	The	thought	made	him	snarl.

The	female	leading	him	paused	at	the	angry	sound.	She	tried	to	pull
her	hand	free.	Tabor	tightened	his	grip	on	her	fingers,	but	she	yanked
her	hand	away	and	snarled.	Tabor	snarled	back,	done	with	games.	They
were	far	enough	from	camp	and	the	others.

He	spun	her	around	to	face	him.	He	pressed	his	erection	against	her
thigh	 and	drank	 in	 the	 sound	 of	 her	 gasping	 behind	 her	mask.	 Tabor
trailed	his	fingers	down	her	sides	and	pulled	tentatively	at	the	lining	of
the	skin	skirt.	The	female	took	a	step	back,	leaving	him	pawing	the	air.
He	wasted	no	time	stepping	in.	This	time	he	ran	his	hands	beneath	her
skirt	and	didn’t	hesitate.	He	slid	a	finger	inside	her,	quickly	followed	by



a	second.
Sweet	mother	of	moonshine,	she	was	dripping	wet.
The	female	sucked	in	a	shuddering	breath,	her	body	yielding	to	him

as	 she	 moaned.	 Tabor	 continued	 to	 rub	 and	 stroke,	 drinking	 in	 the
sounds	of	her	pleasure	and	the	slick,	tight	warmth	around	his	fingers.

When	he	pulled	his	fingers	out,	she	turned	her	back	to	him	and	bent
over,	taking	hold	of	the	nearest	tree	trunk.

Tabor	knew	what	 it	meant	and	 still	 the	blood	 rushed	 to	his	ears.	 It
took	him	a	moment	to	register	her	submission	to	him.

But	not	that	long.
With	deft	fingers,	he	untied	his	loincloth	and	tossed	it	aside,	followed

by	his	mask.	He	needed	to	breathe	in	the	woman’s	scent	and	the	night
air.	As	he	lifted	the	female’s	skirt	over	her	hips,	she	inhaled	sharply.	Her
body	heaved	against	him	with	excitement.	Tabor	rubbed	the	tip	of	his
penis	 against	 her	 and	 relished	 the	 sound	of	 her	moan.	 She	 thrust	 her
hips	back,	demanding	penetration.	Tabor’s	jaw	ached	as	he	ground	his
teeth	 together	 in	 eager	 anticipation.	 He	 guided	 himself	 between	 her
legs	and	entered	her	delicately	despite	every	 instinct	 to	shove	himself
inside.

The	 female	 shifter	 had	 other	 ideas.	 She	 rocked	 against	 him
impatiently.	 Tabor	 gave	 in	 to	 what	 she	 wanted.	 He	 gripped	 her	 and
pumped	his	hips	against	her	back.	Hearing	the	female’s	eager	panting
set	Tabor’s	blood	rushing.	The	night	was	young.	He	wanted	to	play	with
her,	 torture	 her	 for	 a	 while	 until	 there	 was	 nothing	 in	 the	 world	 she
wanted	more	than	him.	Tease	her	until	it	was	him—not	the	moon—she
howled	for.

He	 increased	his	speed.	The	female’s	panting	turned	to	moans	that
increased	with	 every	 thrust.	 Tabor	 didn’t	 let	 her	 catch	 her	 breath.	He
could	listen	to	her	moan	all	night.

Her	 grip	 on	 the	 tree	 trunk	 slipped	 momentarily	 and	 she	 dipped
forward.	Tabor	helped	guide	her	to	the	ground,	onto	all	 fours.	He	got



on	his	knees,	thrusting	behind	her.
Her	moans	oscillated	against	the	night’s	sky	and	appeared	almost	to

brighten	the	stars	winking	above	them.
It	 became	 harder	 to	 hold	 on	 when	 she	 tightened	 around	 him.

Suddenly	the	torture	was	very	much	two-sided	as	the	friction	increased
and	more	blood	 rushed	 to	 Tabor’s	 head.	He	gulped	 in	 raspy	breaths.
The	female	cried	out,	a	sound	more	thrilling	than	a	howl	during	a	hunt.

The	sound	echoed	and	died	away,	her	body	going	limp	following	her
release.	Tabor	let	go	of	his	control	and	pumped	into	her	like	a	wild	man
until	exploding	 inside	her.	He	groaned	and	shoved	himself	against	her
hips	one	last	time	before	collapsing	against	her	back.

Reluctantly,	 he	 pulled	 out	 of	 her.	 The	 female	 smoothed	 down	 her
tiny	skirt,	rolled	onto	her	back,	and	sat	up.

She	grabbed	the	chin	of	her	mask	and	slowly	pulled	it	off.
Tabor	watched	raptly.	As	soon	as	she	uncovered	her	face	and	he	saw

it	was	Sasha,	his	eyes	bulged	out	of	their	sockets.	A	flush	covered	her
exposed	skin	and	her	lips	parted	slightly.

Seeing	her	 jolted	him	 to	his	 feet.	He	 snatched	up	his	 loincloth	and
rushed	to	tie	the	scant	thing	around	his	hips.

“Sasha!	 What	 are	 you	 doing	 here?”	 he	 demanded	 as	 the	 cloth
settled	 into	place.	There	was	nothing	Tabor	could	do	about	the	tepee
erected	between	his	legs.

Sasha	remained	on	the	ground,	watching	him	with	a	peculiar	look	on
her	face.

How	much	of	Jager’s	brew	did	she	drink	before	the	ceremony?	She
looked	dazed.	 Tabor	 expected	 her	 outrage	 at	 any	moment.	 Better	 to
beat	her	to	it.	Once	her	head	cleared	she’d	be	furious	over	the	fact	that
a	half-breed	had	made	her	pant.	Obviously	there	had	been	a	mix-up.

Tabor	 lifted	his	 chest.	 It	was	 hard	 to	 strike	 an	 imposing	 figure	 in	 a
loincloth,	but	that	didn’t	stop	him	from	posturing.	“Before	you	threaten
to	banish	me	if	I	tell	anyone	about	this,	let	me	assure	you	I’d	rather	live



off	vulhena	meat	 for	 the	rest	of	my	 life.”	He	crossed	his	arms	over	his
chest.

Sasha	 pressed	 her	 lips	 together.	 At	 any	 moment	 she’d	 lash	 out.
Tabor	braced	himself.

The	voice	 that	 finally	 spoke	was	 soft.	 “You	 thought	 I	was	 someone
else.”

Tabor	was	surprised	by	the	disappointment	and	hurt	he	detected	in
her	tone.

He	tried	to	look	into	her	eyes	to	read	the	truth,	but	she	stared	at	the
ground.

“Wait	a	minute,”	Tabor	said.	“You	knew	it	was	me?”	His	mouth	hung
open.

Sasha	frowned.	“Of	course	I	knew.”
Tabor	didn’t	know	what	to	think.	Why	on	earth	would	Sasha	give	him

her	back,	especially	with	Hector	around?
“But	.	.	.	how	.	.	.”	Tabor	stammered.
“I	was	surprised	you	joined	the	dance,	but	I	knew	it	was	you,”	Sasha

said,	looking	up	and	meeting	his	eyes.	“Even	without	my	wolf’s	senses	I
knew.”	She	lowered	her	head.	“Who	did	you	think	I	was?”

Tabor	felt	like	a	complete	ass.
He	 unfolded	 his	 arms	 and	 shrugged.	 This	 had	 to	 be	 some	 kind	 of

trick	 of	 his	 imagination.	 How	 could	 Sasha,	 Miss	 Pureblood	 Council
Member,	have	willingly	led	him	into	the	woods	and	allowed	him	to	mate
with	her,	knowing	full	well	she	had	a	half-breed	between	her	legs?

He	sighed,	walked	over	to	her,	and	reached	his	hand	down	to	help
her	 to	 her	 feet.	 The	 warmth	 of	 her	 fingers	 sent	 pinpricks	 of	 pleasure
through	him.	If	he	thought	too	much	about	what	they’d	done,	he’d	be
hard	the	rest	of	the	night	and	in	a	great	deal	of	pain	the	next	morning.

Once	on	her	 feet,	 Sasha	pulled	her	hand	out	of	Tabor’s.	 She	 lifted
her	chin,	 looking	more	 like	 the	proud	she-wolf	he	was	accustomed	to.
“If	I’d	known	you	were	courting	someone,	I	wouldn’t	have	dragged	you



away,”	she	said	in	a	bitter	voice.
Tabor	 snorted	 at	 the	 idea	 of	 Sasha	 having	 to	 drag	 him	 off	 for	 a

hump.	The	very	notion	was	comical.
Sasha	narrowed	her	eyes.
Tabor	lifted	his	palms	face	up	then	dropped	them.	“It	wasn’t	anyone

in	particular,”	he	answered	lazily.	“No	harm	done.”
“What	a	relief,”	Sasha	said	sarcastically.
She	turned	away	from	him	and	bent	for	her	mask.	Seeing	her	ass	lift

into	 the	air	made	Tabor	 throb	with	 renewed	desire,	but	he’d	 screwed
up	any	chance	of	an	encore	performance.	Sasha	crushed	her	mask	in	her
fist	as	she	straightened.

“Why	 aren’t	 you	 with	 Hector?”	 Tabor	 asked,	 still	 trying	 to	 make
sense	of	it.	“Was	he	not	to	your	liking?”

“Hector?	I	haven’t	met	him	yet.”
Her	answer	only	confused	Tabor	more.	“The	elders	expect	you	to	be

with	him,”	Tabor	said	when	he	couldn’t	think	of	anything	else.
Sasha’s	eyes	narrowed.	“I	shouldn’t	have	to	roll	over	for	the	elders.”
Tabor	studied	her	face.	It	occurred	to	him	that	mating	with	him	was

her	 way	 of	 acting	 out,	 rebelling	 against	 the	 council.	 No	 wonder	 she
didn’t	 care	 if	 he	 spread	 the	 story.	 Maybe	 that	 was	 exactly	 what	 she
wanted	him	to	do.	Well,	sorry,	sweetheart,	Tabor	didn’t	hump	and	tell.
Those	were	the	sort	of	callous	games	she-wolves	 liked	to	play,	and	he
wasn’t	 taking	 any	part	 in	 it.	 If	 Sasha	wanted	 the	pack	 to	 know	 they’d
mated,	she’d	have	to	tell	them	herself.

He	placed	his	hands	on	his	hips.	Sasha	followed	the	movement	with
shrewd	eyes.	Her	gaze	dipped	 lower,	which	caused	Tabor’s	 cheeks	 to
heat	and	his	dick	to	pulse.

“Never	in	a	million	moons	did	I	expect	to	ever	see	you	in	this	getup,”
she	said	with	humor	in	her	voice,	expression	softening	when	she	met	his
eyes.	“Whose	loincloth	did	you	steal?”

They	stared	at	one	another	silently.	From	the	corner	of	Tabor’s	eyes,



he	caught	the	twitch	of	Sasha’s	lips.
The	 tension	 broke	 and	 they	 both	 laughed.	 With	 the	 shake	 of	 his

shoulders,	he	felt	an	invisible	wall	come	crumbling	down.	Their	laughter
mingled,	 a	 short-lived	 moment	 that	 felt	 almost	 as	 intimate	 as	 being
inside	her.

“Raider’s,”	he	admitted.
Sasha’s	 eyes	 widened	 right	 before	 she	 laughed	 anew.	 Her	 breasts

shook	as	 she	did,	but	 it	wasn’t	 lust	 Tabor	 felt	 as	 he	watched	her	 rare
display	of	mirth.	She	made	his	heart	ache	with	longing.

“If	it	involves	magic,	you	probably	shouldn’t	tell	me.”
“He	 fell	asleep.”	Tabor	shrugged.	“Maybe	he	had	a	 few	too	many.

Jager’s	brew	could	knock	out	a	bear.”
Sasha	 snorted.	 “I	 doubt	 Raider	 will	 believe	 that,	 especially	 if	 he

wakes	up	naked.”
Tabor	squared	his	shoulders.	“I’ll	put	everything	back	the	way	I	found

it.”
Sasha	 lifted	 her	 eyebrows.	 Her	 smile	 returned	 briefly	 then

disappeared.	She	nodded.	“You	should	do	that	before	he	wakes.”
Her	tone	was	one	of	dismissal,	but	Tabor	found	himself	rooted	to	the

spot,	reluctant	to	leave	her	side.	He	wet	his	lips.	“You	knew	it	was	me?”
he	had	to	ask	again.

“You	don’t	think	I	just	bend	over	for	anyone,	do	you?”
When	their	eyes	locked,	it	sent	everything	scattering	inside	him	like	a

sudden	 windstorm	 kicking	 up	 fallen	 leaves.	 Tabor’s	 throat	 went	 dry,
making	it	difficult	to	swallow	and	speak.

“Are	you	returning	to	the	gathering?”	he	asked.
“You	go	ahead,”	Sasha	said.	“I’m	going	to	stay	here	and	stare	at	the

stars	a	bit.”
With	extreme	reluctance,	Tabor	slunk	off	into	the	forest	shadows.	He

glanced	 over	 his	 shoulder	 and	 saw	 Sasha’s	 form	 retreating	 in	 the
opposite	direction.	Clearly	she	wanted	her	solitude.	She’d	gotten	what



she	wanted	from	him	and	had	no	further	use	for	him	that	evening.	The
stars	were	hers,	and	hers	alone.

Desire	 and	 longing	 twisted	 painfully	 inside	 Tabor’s	 gut.	He’d	 been
wrong	 about	 Sasha.	 She	 hadn’t	 submitted	 to	 Hector	 even	 though	 he
was	a	pureblood,	which	meant	Tabor	was	 free	 to	pursue	her	 after	 all.
The	trouble	was	she	had	allowed	him	between	her	legs,	but	not	into	her
heart.

Tabor	wanted	both.



chapter	seven

COOL	AIR	SLID	down	Sasha’s	flushed	skin	as	she	stepped	away	from
Tabor	into	the	thicket.

Once	out	of	sight,	 she	stopped	and	held	still,	halting	her	breath	 to
listen	 for	 Tabor’s	 retreat.	 At	 first	 only	 silence	 answered	 her	 ears.	 The
thought	 that	he	might	 follow	her	 into	 the	 forest	made	her	 shiver	with
anticipation.	 But	 soon	 enough	 she	 heard	 twigs	 snap	 beneath	 his	 feet
and	fade	away	as	he	headed	back	to	camp.

It	was	better	this	way,	Sasha	told	herself.	She	didn’t	want	him	to	get
into	trouble	for	taking	Raider’s	place	in	the	dance.

The	 thought	 of	 Raider’s	 hulking	muscled	 body	 unconscious	 on	 the
ground	lifted	Sasha’s	 lips	again.	This	was	followed	by	a	more	sobering
thought:	Tabor	hadn’t	done	it	for	her.

Who	was	the	female	shifter	he’d	originally	sought?
She	 certainly	 hoped	 it	 wasn’t	 that	 stuck-up	 shifter	 from	 Glenn

Meadows.	 If	 Tabor	 thought	 Sasha	 was	 proud,	 he	 would	 have	 been
bitterly	disappointed	by	Alexa.

She	knew	from	Olivia	that	Tabor	had	lain	with	Camilla.	Sasha	hoped
he	hadn’t	taken	down	Raider	for	a	second	go	with	that	silly	pup.	Rosalie



was	about	as	silly.	She	couldn’t	picture	her	catching	Tabor’s	eye.	Kallie
was	 clever,	 kind,	 and	 attractive.	 Maybe	 he’d	 taken	 a	 fancy	 to	 her.
Sasha’s	heart	constricted	at	the	thought.

Mistaken	 identity	aside,	Tabor	had	taken	pleasure	 in	their	coupling.
There	was	 no	 covering	 that	 up.	 Sasha	 leaned	 her	 back	 against	 a	 tree
and	closed	her	eyes,	feeling	dizzy.

Her	hands	slid	down	her	thighs,	a	silent	moan	grasping	the	edges	of
her	parted	lips.

Sasha	had	felt	the	world	explode	inside	her	and	seen	the	stars	blur.
Tabor	had	 taken	her	 away	 from	her	 troubles.	He’d	 filled	a	 chasm	 that
had	been	spreading	across	her	soul	ever	since	her	parents’	deaths	and
Wolfrik’s	abandonment.	He’d	made	her	 forget	she	ever	wanted	Aden.
When	he	was	inside	her,	he	made	it	all	go	away.

Sasha	 wrapped	 her	 arms	 around	 her	 middle,	 holding	 on	 to	 the
feeling	a	little	longer	before	she	made	her	way	back	toward	camp.	She
didn’t	plan	on	 rejoining	 the	 celebration.	 She	wanted	 to	be	alone	with
her	 thoughts.	 She	doubted	 she’d	 sleep	much.	 In	her	mind,	Tabor	was
still	inside	her,	sweeping	her	off	a	cliffside,	soaring	for	the	stars.

In	 the	 morning	 she’d	 have	 to	 deal	 with	 their	 guests	 from	 Glenn
Meadows.

Sasha	had	managed	to	dodge	Hector	in	the	dance,	but	she	wouldn’t
be	able	to	avoid	him	much	longer.

She	wondered	who	he’d	ended	up	with	 in	the	dance.	Perhaps	he’d
found	his	way	to	his	cousin.	Maybe	they’d	fled	the	scene	together.	From
the	earlier	disdain	Alexa	had	expressed,	Sasha	doubted	very	much	that
she’d	been	among	the	females	who’d	shifted	and	begun	rutting	on	the
spot.

Undoubtedly	 Camilla	 and	 Rosalie	 had	 shifted	 in	 the	 heat	 of	 the
moment.	With	any	 luck,	 they’d	scared	off	Hector	and	Alexa.	Maybe,	 if
Sasha	 were	 lucky,	 they’d	 leave	 at	 first	 light.	 The	 wolves	 from	 Glenn
Meadows	should	stick	to	their	own	pack.



Her	 thoughts	 drifted	 back	 to	 Tabor.	 She	 never	 would	 have
considered	him	two	days	ago,	but	he’d	proven	himself	a	skilled	hunter
and	a	passionate	lover.

Then	again,	he’d	also	displayed	erratic	and	juvenile	behavior	toward
a	 fellow	pack	member.	Sasha	wasn’t	a	purist	 the	way	 the	elders	were,
but	she	did	want	a	mate	who	could	lead	by	example.

No	matter	how	much	he	 intrigued	her,	pursuing	Tabor	was	unwise.
Sasha	 couldn’t	 afford	 to	 take	 a	 chance	 on	 him,	 especially	 since	 a
claiming	between	them	would	be	unpopular	with	the	pack.

Sasha	sighed	and	continued	along	the	path.	As	she	followed	the	trail
to	 her	 cave,	 she	 picked	 up	 on	 the	 sound	 of	 male	 grunting.	 Not
surprisingly,	she	and	Tabor	hadn’t	been	the	only	ones	to	venture	farther
out	for	a	hump	in	the	woods.

Sasha	stepped	carefully	over	the	ground	as	not	to	disturb	the	couple.
As	she	passed,	the	sound	increased	and	made	her	stop	in	her	tracks	to
listen	closer.	 It	 sounded	very	much	 like	 two	males	grunting.	Unable	 to
curb	her	curiosity,	Sasha	ventured	closer,	pushing	low-hanging	branches
out	of	her	way.

Her	 eyesight	 wasn’t	 as	 keen	 in	 human	 form,	 but	 she	 still	 saw	 well
enough,	especially	this	close	to	the	full	moon	with	its	heavy	glow	above
the	treetops	spilling	light	over	the	ground	below.

The	grunting	became	louder,	deep	and	guttural.
The	trees	began	to	open	up	to	a	mossy	patch.	In	the	middle	of	the

patch	 a	 large	muscular	man	 bent	 over	 a	 rock,	 hips	 hoisted	 in	 the	 air.
Muscles	corded	in	his	arms,	which	held	him	upright	over	the	rock.

Garrick	 stood	 behind	 the	 younger	man,	 bare	 ass	 pumping	 against
the	other	shifter,	pounding	with	rapid	speed.

The	two	men	grunted	and	groaned	their	pleasure.
Sasha	 stopped	 and	 stared	wide-eyed,	 temporarily	 lost	 for	 thought.

She	 didn’t	 recognize	 the	 shifter	who	was	 bent	 over	 the	 rock,	 but	 she
knew	who	he	had	to	be.



Hector	hadn’t	 scampered	off	with	his	 cousin.	He	was	bending	over
for	Garrick.

A	 gasp	 of	 surprise	 rose	 up	 her	 throat	 and	 her	 hand	 flew	 to	 her
mouth,	but	not	before	Garrick	heard	her.	His	head	whipped	around	and
found	her	eyes	with	breathtaking	speed	in	the	dark.	They	narrowed	with
a	look	of	pure	malice.

Just	as	quickly,	Garrick	snapped	his	attention	back	to	his	partner	and
quickened	 his	 tempo.	Hector	moaned.	Garrick	 snarled	 then	 gave	 one
last	hearty	thrust	and	shouted	something	Sasha	couldn’t	make	out.

When	Garrick	pulled	out,	Hector	gave	a	whimper	and	curled	 into	a
ball	on	the	ground.

Sasha	hurried	away	before	the	pureblood	from	Glenn	Meadows	had
a	chance	to	notice	her.	Somehow	she	didn’t	think	he’d	enjoy	their	first
introduction	taking	place	immediately	after	rutting	with	an	elder.

Once	she’d	reached	the	trail	 leading	back	to	camp,	she	slowed	her
pace,	mind	racing.	Part	of	her	felt	gleeful,	relieved	she’d	ended	up	with
Tabor	rather	than	a	shifter	who	leaned	toward	his	own	sex.

Sasha	grinned	to	herself,	eyes	expanding	with	mirth.	Let	Garrick	try
to	talk	down	to	her	after	this.

Unfortunately,	she	didn’t	have	to	wait	long.
“Sasha!”	he	growled	from	behind	her.
She	 turned	 to	 find	 him	 striding	 down	 the	 path	 toward	 her.	 He’d

thrown	on	a	pair	of	jeans	and	was	zipping	them	closed.	A	layer	of	sheen
glistened	 over	 his	 ruddy	 face	 from	 his	 exertions.	 Sasha’s	 heartbeat
quickened	the	way	it	did	in	close	proximity	to	a	threat.

She	stopped	and	held	her	ground.
“Don’t	worry,	Garrick.	I	don’t	tell	tales.”
He	dismissed	her	comment	with	a	scoff,	rolling	his	eyes	upward.	The

way	 he	 got	 in	 front	 of	 her,	 inches	 from	 her	 face,	 would	 have	 made
Sasha’s	hair	stand	on	end	if	she’d	been	in	wolf	form.

“What	you	saw	doesn’t	change	anything,”	he	said.



Sasha	squinted	at	him,	unsure	what	he	was	getting	at.
Garrick’s	muscular	chest	rose.	“Hector	 is	prepared	to	move	to	Wolf

Hollow	and	claim	you	as	his	mate.”
Fury	curled	around	Sasha’s	stomach	and	tightened.	She	pushed	back

against	it	and	breathed	deep.	“Is	he	now?”	she	asked	in	an	icy	tone.	“I
can	see	how	that	arrangement	would	suit	you.”

Garrick	scowled.	“He’s	 still	got	 the	 right	parts	 to	put	a	pup	 in	you,
and	he’s	a	pureblood.”

Sasha	bared	her	teeth	 in	outrage	and	gave	a	snarl	before	snapping
at	Garrick.	“Once	I	choose	a	mate,	I	don’t	plan	on	sharing.”

Garrick’s	eyes	narrowed.	Somehow,	even	being	shorter	than	her,	he
managed	 to	 look	down	his	 nose	 at	 Sasha.	He	puffed	out	 his	 chest.	 “I
know	you’ll	do	right	by	the	pack.”

Sasha	squared	her	shoulders.	“First	I’ll	do	right	by	myself.”
“I	didn’t	realize	you	were	that	selfish,”	Garrick	sneered.
He	wanted	to	call	her	selfish?
Sasha	 lifted	herself	 to	her	 full	height.	“I	want	Hector	and	his	cousin

gone	by	week’s	end.”
Done	with	Garrick,	she	stormed	away.
“The	council	will	decide	on	that,”	he	yelled	after	her.
Sasha	snarled	and	kept	walking.	She	veered	off	the	main	path	to	cut

across	 the	woods	 to	 her	 favorite	 cave	where	moonlight	 spilled	 across
the	 opening.	 Sasha	 climbed	over	 the	 rocks	 at	 the	 lip	 of	 the	 cave	 and
slipped	into	the	shadows	within.	She	couldn’t	see	much,	but	she	knew
the	cave	by	feel.	It	wasn’t	deep,	but	much	roomier	than	the	one	beside
the	Manama	 River.	 Sasha	 grabbed	 the	 folded	 blanket	 she’d	 set	 on	 a
rocky	ledge,	shook	it	out,	and	nestled	the	downy	fabric	over	a	level	area
of	the	cave	with	soft	sand	and	lay	on	top.

She	pushed	thoughts	of	Garrick	and	Hector	out	of	her	mind,	out	of
the	cave.	She’d	deal	with	them	in	the	morning.	For	now,	she	wanted	to
cling	 to	 the	 memory	 of	 Tabor	 and	 how	 connected	 she’d	 felt	 to	 the



shifter	during	their	coupling.
Choosing	a	mate	had	always	felt	like	an	expectation,	a	duty.	Yet	her

experience	 with	 Tabor	 made	 her	 hunger	 at	 the	 possibility	 of	 a
relationship	that	felt	more	like	a	partnership—a	friendship.

A	howl	of	longing	and	loneliness	built	in	her	throat.	She	remained	in
human	 form	 to	 keep	 her	 wolf	 from	 calling	 out	 to	 Tabor	 in	 the	 night.
Soon	enough	sleep	claimed	her,	pulling	her	away,	but	it	wasn’t	into	the
sweet	oblivion	she	imagined.

She	 was	 trapped	 inside	 a	 decaying	 house,	 running	 from	 room	 to
room	only	to	find	herself	cornered	within	encroaching	walls.

“Go	get	her,	boys,”	came	a	cruel,	jubilant	voice	from	down	the	hall.
Heart	 racing,	Sasha	sprinted	toward	the	back	door,	but	 the	hallway

stretched	on	and	on	as	 though	 she	were	 running	 in	place	until	 a	man
stepped	in	front	of	her	and	smiled	cruelly.

Duke’s	mouth	opened	as	he	lunged	forward	to	bite	her.
Sasha	 woke	 up	 screaming	 and—catching	 her	 breath—realized	 the

screams	weren’t	her	own.
Fear	 slammed	 down	 her	 throat	 as	 she	 stumbled	 to	 the	 cave’s

opening	into	dawn’s	murky	light.
The	shrieking	continued	in	the	direction	of	the	glade.
Once	 she’d	 clambered	out,	 Sasha	 shifted.	 She	blurred	 through	 the

trees	 on	 four	 legs,	 intent	 on	 reaching	 the	 glade	 where	 she’d	 danced
with	Tabor	hours	before.	 It	didn’t	 take	her	 long	 to	 reach	 the	clearing.
Once	there,	it	was	pandemonium.	Naked	shifters	ran	yelling,	grabbing,
or	holding	sticks	and	 rocks,	and	shaking	 them	 in	 the	air	at	a	wolf	 that
snarled	and	foamed	at	the	mouth	in	its	excitement.

Sasha’s	 heart	momentarily	 froze.	One	bite	 from	 the	 rabid	wolf	 and
she	would	be	reduced	to	the	same	state,	a	raving,	violent	creature	that
had	no	ability	to	reason	or	shift	into	human	form	ever	again.

The	fear	quickly	passed,	replaced	by	outrage	that	this	mad	wolf	had
made	it	into	the	clearing	and	threatened	her	pack.



Sasha	charged	toward	the	outer	edge	of	the	glade	and	snarled.	The
rabid	wolf’s	attention	turned	from	the	shifters	to	look	at	her,	exactly	as
she	wanted.

Once	 their	 eyes	 locked,	 it	 felt	 impossible	 to	 look	 away.	 Sasha
couldn’t.	Her	survival	depended	on	 it.	She	growled	and	the	rabid	wolf
snarled	back,	lips	lifting	over	sharp	teeth	that	could	steal	her	very	soul.

Rabid	 wolves	 were	 far	 more	 dangerous	 than	 vulhena.	 While	 a
vulhena	bite	was	unpleasant,	the	wound	would	heal.	Mad	wolves	didn’t
have	 the	 same	 calculated	 reflexes	 as	 a	 vulhena,	 but	 their	 bite	 made
them	a	challenge	to	attack.

In	the	recesses	of	Sasha’s	mind,	she	was	aware	of	the	shifters	backing
up	 against	 trees.	 One	 shifter	 even	 climbed	 the	 trunk	 to	 get	 off	 the
ground.	They	were	safer	from	infection	in	human	form,	but	a	bite	could
still	make	 them	violently	 ill	 and	potentially	kill	 them.	And,	while	not	 in
danger	of	being	turned	mad,	they	could	just	as	easily	be	torn	apart.

Another	growl	 joined	Sasha’s.	Aden.	Relief	 filled	her.	A	rabid	wolf’s
bite	 didn’t	 affect	 werewolves.	 The	 pitch	 of	 the	 rabid	 wolf’s	 snarls
intensified	when	 it	 caught	wind	of	 the	werewolf’s	presence.	 It	 kept	 its
eyes	on	Sasha.	She	recognized	its	scent—Rebecca,	a	wolf	shifter	Sasha
had	failed	to	protect	against	Vallen,	Zackary’s	father.	Rebecca	had	been
bitten	 and	 turned	 rabid	 over	 six	 months	 ago.	 Although	 Rebecca	 no
longer	 had	 the	 ability	 to	 shift	 or	 reason,	 this	 felt	 personal	 to	 Sasha,
especially	when	the	rabid	wolf	circled	around	Aden	to	get	to	her.

Sasha	streaked	out	of	the	way,	passing	Rebecca,	switching	spots	with
her.	 Sasha	 was	 faster,	 able	 to	 flip	 around	 and	 take	 a	 quick	 nip	 at
Rebecca’s	hind	leg.	Foam	dripped	to	the	ground	when	Rebecca	snarled.

She	 lunged	at	Sasha	thoughtlessly	and	was	 immediately	blocked	by
Aden,	 who	 jumped	 between	 them.	 Hairy	 arms	 shooting	 forward,	 he
grabbed	Rebecca	by	 the	neck	and	gave	 it	one	violent	 twist.	Her	 snarl
was	 abruptly	 cut	 off.	 Rebecca	 hit	 the	 ground	 and	 lay	 in	 the	 dirt
motionless	as	though	sleeping	with	her	furry	legs	spread	out.



Gasps	arose,	followed	by	cheering	from	the	shifters	present.	Patrick,
the	 shifter	 who’d	 climbed	 the	 tree,	 now	 jumped	 down	 grinning	 with
relief.	 Sasha	 couldn’t	 blame	 him.	 This	 was	 one	 kill	 she	 was	 happy	 to
relinquish.	The	death	itself,	however,	cast	a	shadow	over	her	mood.

This	wasn’t	like	a	vulhena.	This	had	been	one	of	their	own.
After	Aden	and	Sasha	shifted	back	to	human	form	one	of	the	males

took	off	 his	 shirt	 and	offered	 it	 to	Sasha.	 She	 took	 the	 shirt	gratefully
and	pulled	it	over	her	head.	The	fabric	barely	covered	her	ass,	but	it	was
enough.	Aden	snatched	a	blanket	that	had	been	left	near	the	remains	of
the	fire	and	wrapped	it	around	his	waist.

More	shifters	ran	into	the	clearing	yelling	questions	about	what	had
happened.	Several	raced	to	the	scene	in	wolf	form,	hairs	raised	on	their
backs	 and	 lips	 lifted,	 ready	 to	 attack.	When	 they	 caught	 sight	 of	 the
dead	wolf,	they	shifted	and	got	to	their	feet.	It	didn’t	surprise	Sasha	that
Zackary	 stuck	 to	 the	 shadows	 of	 the	 trees,	 arms	 folded	 tight,	 his	 jaw
clenched	as	he	peered	in	with	dark	eyes.

A	 shifter	named	Chase	who	had	 rushed	 in	on	 foot	approached	 the
dead	wolf	with	a	grim	face.

“Who	is	it?”	he	asked.
The	strain	in	his	voice	told	them	he	already	knew.	Still,	he	needed	to

hear	it.	The	shifters	who	had	run	to	the	scene	as	wolves	could	confirm	it
for	sure.

The	smiles	of	relief	faded	from	the	faces	on	the	surrounding	shifters.
A	somber	air	filled	the	clearing,	dampening	the	mood	like	morning	dew.
Chase’s	eyes	remained	on	the	dead	wolf.	He	crouched	beside	it.

A	female	shifter	named	Taryn	hurried	over.
“Chase	.	.	.”	she	said	fearfully,	as	though	the	mad	wolf	might	come

back	to	life	and	tear	off	his	hand.
Chase	shot	Taryn	a	glare	that	silenced	her.
The	 wolves	 who	 had	 recently	 shifted	 looked	 at	 one	 another,	 not

wanting	to	be	the	one	to	tell	Chase	who	lay	in	the	dirt	at	his	feet.



“It’s	Rebecca,”	Sasha	said.
Taryn	hurried	forward,	gushing,	“Chase,	I’m	so	sorry.”
Condolences	were	echoed.	Sasha	wanted	 to	 tell	 him	 she	was	 sorry

too.	 Sorry	 that	 he	 had	 to	 lose	 his	 sister	 a	 second	 time,	 but	 too	many
shifters	were	crowding	in	on	Chase	when	it	was	clear	he	wanted	them	to
stay	the	hell	back.

He	ran	his	hand	gently	over	Rebecca’s	 fur,	one	stroke	before	 rising
from	his	crouch	to	stare	glassy-eyed	at	the	wolf	who	now	looked	gentle
in	her	lifeless	state.

“We	should	bury	her	 in	 the	Forest	of	 the	Ancestors,”	Hudson	said,
walking	briskly	past	his	sister,	Taryn,	to	join	his	friend’s	side.

Jager	 limped	into	the	scene	and	answered	with	a	gruff,	“No.	Rabid
wolves	 have	 never	 been	 allowed	 a	 place	 with	 the	 ancestors.	 We	 will
burn	her	body.”

From	behind	Jager,	Sasha	caught	sight	of	Tabor	clutching	his	bow,
forehead	 wrinkled	 and	 lips	 pressed	 together	 tight.	 He	 wasn’t	 broad-
shouldered	 like	 Aden,	 but	 his	 toned	 muscles	 and	 lean	 body	 were
powerful	 and	 he	 had	 an	 easy	 way	 of	 moving	 that	 always	 looked	 so
effortless.	 Seeing	 him	 gave	 her	 heart	 a	 little	 lurch.	 Her	 gaze	 quickly
darted	back	to	Hudson,	who	glared	at	Jager.

“Maybe	it’s	time	the	entire	pack	had	a	say	on	what	happens	to	our
family	members.”

Hudson	looked	around	the	circle.	Most	of	the	shifters	present	looked
down	at	their	toes	and	rubbed	the	backs	of	their	necks.	Nobody	spoke.

Jager	scowled.	“Don’t	get	smart	with	me,	boy.	That	thing	isn’t	family
or	a	member	of	our	pack.”

“Thing?”	Hudson	roared,	fists	clenching.
He	started	toward	Jager	but	didn’t	get	far	before	Chase	grabbed	his

friend’s	arm.	“Let	it	go.	She’s	gone	now.	At	least	she’s	finally	free.”
Hudson’s	fists	remained	clenched,	his	face	an	angry	shade	of	red.
“Huds,”	Chase	 said,	 keeping	hold	of	 his	 arm.	 “The	old	 crank’s	 not



worth	it.”
At	 the	moment,	Hudson	 looked	 like	he’d	have	no	problem	getting

into	a	physical	fight	with	Jager	despite	his	age	and	ailments.
It	 was	 then	 that	 Sasha	 remembered	 the	 rumors	 that	 Hudson	 and

Rebecca	had	been	planning	to	claim	one	another	before	Vallen	bit	the
she-wolf.

Sasha	had	heard	the	snarling	coming	from	the	direction	of	the	river.
She’d	run	at	top	speed	on	four	legs,	but	it	had	been	too	late.	Rebecca
had	already	been	bitten.	With	no	way	to	help	her,	Sasha	had	turned	her
attention	to	Vallen,	hoping	to	end	him	once	and	for	all.	But	rather	than
trying	to	claim	another	victim,	Vallen	had	run	off	with	Sasha	on	his	tail.
She	 ran	 the	 entire	 night	 trying	 to	 catch	 up,	 but	 even	 though	 she	was
faster	 than	 most,	 Vallen	 didn’t	 tire	 the	 way	 normal	 wolf	 shifters	 did.
Madness	seemed	to	make	him	immune	to	pain.

A	day’s	run	from	Wolf	Hollow,	she’d	finally	turned	around.	It	took	her
nearly	twice	as	long	to	get	back.

When	 she	 returned,	 she	 learned	 while	 she’d	 been	 chasing	 Vallen,
Rebecca	had	gotten	away,	meaning	there	was	another	rabid	wolf	on	the
loose.

Not	any	longer.	Sasha’s	chest	tightened.
Palmer	 traipsed	over,	 hands	 in	 his	 pockets.	 “What’s	 going	on	over

here?”	he	asked.
Garrick,	 Raider,	 and	Hector	 followed	him.	 This	 time,	 Sasha	got	 the

frontal	view	of	Hector’s	hulking	muscular	body.	He	held	himself	 tall,	 in
stark	contrast	to	his	earlier	position	hunched	beneath	Garrick.

Jager	growled.	“Where	have	you	two	been?”	he	snapped	at	Palmer
and	Garrick.	“A	rabid	wolf	made	it	to	the	glade.	Good	thing	Sasha	and
Aden	were	on	their	paws	this	morning.	I	have	half	a	mind	to	cancel	next
month’s	ceremony.”

Several	nearby	shifters	groaned	their	discontent.
The	smug	smile	that	had	been	lazing	over	Palmer’s	lips	dropped.	“A



mad	wolf?	How	did	it	make	it	this	far	into	the	hollow?	Is	it	dead?”
“Of	 course	 it’s	 dead,”	 Jager	 snarled.	 “Why	 else	 would	 we	 all	 be

standing	around	gawking?”
Palmer	glanced	around	until	his	eyes	found	the	wolf’s	body.
Alexa	 shoved	 her	way	 into	 the	 clearing,	walking	 straight	 up	 to	 the

dead	wolf.	“What	happened	here?”	she	demanded	in	a	tone	that	made
Sasha’s	hackles	rise.

“Rabid	 wolf,”	 Hector	 answered	 in	 a	 dull	 tone.	 He	 stood	 stoic	 and
unflinching	as	though	made	of	oak.

“How	did	a	 rabid	wolf	get	 into	your	camp?”	Alexa	demanded.	She
shot	an	accusatory	look	at	each	member	of	the	council,	including	Sasha.

Silence	 fell	 over	 the	 shifters	 present	 in	 the	 clearing.	 No	 one	 ever
spoke	that	way	to	elders,	especially	not	outsiders.	One	by	one	they	all
narrowed	their	eyes	at	Alexa,	but	none	with	as	much	ferocity	as	Garrick.

Again,	Hector	 answered.	 “Wandered	 in	 from	 the	 looks	 of	 it,	which
isn’t	 too	 surprising	 considering	 there	 are	 no	 barriers	 protecting	 the
hollow.”

Alexa	 scowled	 and	 lifted	 her	 pert	 nose	 into	 the	 air.	 “In	 Glenn
Meadows	 we	 protect	 our	 communal	 gathering	 places	 with	 spiked
fences.	We	 were	 surprised	 to	 see	Wolf	 Hollow	 doesn’t	 do	 the	 same.
This	is	the	result.”	She	flung	out	an	arm	at	the	dead	she-wolf.

When	Garrick	growled,	Hector	flinched	the	tiniest	bit.	Palmer	crossed
his	 arms	 over	 his	 chest,	 eyes	 slanting.	 Hostility	 filled	 the	 clearing	 like
thick,	 ashy	 smoke.	 Hudson	 was	 no	 longer	 glaring	 at	 Jager.	 He	 had	 a
new	target.

Before	 things	 had	 a	 chance	 to	 escalate,	 Sasha	 pushed	 her	 chest
forward	and	walked	up	to	Alexa,	close	enough	to	bite	the	she-wolf.

“We	don’t	believe	 in	 hiding	behind	walls	 here	 in	Wolf	Hollow.”	As
she	said	the	words,	she	could	feel	her	pack	begin	to	simmer	down.

What	they	needed	was	a	show	of	leadership	and	strength.	It	was	this
or	 risk	 a	 brawl,	 which	 wouldn’t	 end	 well	 for	 the	 vastly	 outnumbered



wolves	from	Glenn	Meadows.	They	had	enough	trouble	fighting	off	mad
wolves	 and	 vulhena	 without	 adding	 a	 rift	 between	 themselves	 and
another	pack.

But	 Sasha	 wasn’t	 about	 to	 stand	 silent	 while	 an	 outsider	 criticized
their	ways.

She	 lifted	 her	 chest.	 “We	 take	 pride	 in	 our	 heritage	 and	 freedom.
Pride	 in	 the	 hollow	 and	 all	 it	 provides	 for	 us:	 food,	 shelter,	 water—a
place	 to	gather	and	 raise	 families.	We	protect	 it	as	 it	protects	us,	and
we	show	our	respect	to	the	hollow	by	taking	care	of	it	in	return.	We	are
nature’s	 caretakers,	 not	 owners.	 This	 land	was	 not	meant	 for	 walls	 or
barriers.”

Sasha	 could	 see	 shifters	 behind	Alexa	 nodding	 their	 agreement.	 A
calm	quiet	settled	over	the	clearing.

Alexa’s	shoulder’s	drooped	slightly	and	her	lower	lip	pouted.	“Well,
we	value	safety	and	protection.	And	we	still	live	outside	in	nature.”

“You	must	be	feeling	very	homesick,”	Sasha	said	in	a	placating	voice.
“I’m	sure	you’re	eager	to	return	to	the	safety	of	your	walls.”

Alexa’s	eyes	narrowed.	“They’re	not	walls.	It’s	fortification.”
“Sounds	quite	human.”	Sasha	scoffed.	“What’s	next?	Buildings	and

skyscrapers?”
A	couple	of	shifters	chuckled	behind	them.
Alexa	scowled.
“You’re	 just	 stubborn	 and	 stuck	 in	 your	 archaic	 ways,”	 she	 lashed

out.	“Look	at	all	the	good	it’s	done	you.	You’re	down	to	three	elders.	I
heard	a	vulhena	attacked	a	couple	of	your	pack	members	the	other	day.
And	now	this	morning	a	rabid	wolf	makes	it	into	camp.”

Hostility	resurfaced	in	the	eyes	of	every	Wolf	Hollow	shifter	present.
Little	 idiot.	Alexa	 should	have	held	her	 tongue	and	kept	 the	peace

while	 she	had	a	chance.	She’d	given	Sasha	 little	choice	about	what	 to
do	next.	She’d	already	picked	up	on	the	rumbling	growls	from	enraged
shifters.	They	were	still	in	human	form,	but	their	anger	could	push	them



to	shift	and	act	without	thinking	their	actions	through.
“Enough!”	Sasha	bellowed.
Everyone	went	silent	and	stared	wide-eyed	at	her.	Losing	her	temper

was	 a	 rare	 enough	 occasion,	 but	 she	 could	 rein	 it	 in	 just	 as	 quickly,
turning	her	following	words	cold	and	steely.	“We	are	mourning	the	loss
of	a	pack	member.	We	welcomed	you	here	as	our	guests,	and	you	have
done	nothing	but	judge	us	from	the	moment	you	arrived.	Show	a	little
respect.	 I’m	 surprised	 your	 elders	 haven’t	 taught	 you	 any,	 especially
since,	as	you	pointed	out,	you	still	have	all	yours.”

Someone	coughed	behind	Sasha.	She	was	too	 focused	on	Alexa	to
become	distracted.

Sasha	stepped	closer,	within	inches	of	Alexa’s	face.	Alexa	tensed	and
glared	into	her	eyes.

Sasha	lowered	her	voice,	but	it	was	no	less	menacing.	“If	you	find	the
hollow	so	disagreeable,	you	can	go	home.”

Alexa’s	 eyes	 flashed.	 Her	 shoulders	 tightened.	 “Happy	 to,”	 she
ground	out	between	her	teeth.	She	stepped	away	from	Sasha	and	went
to	Hector’s	 side.	 “Hector,	we	 leave	 for	Glenn	Meadows	at	once,”	 she
said,	eyes	still	latched	on	Sasha.

Hector’s	head	jerked.	“But	we	just	.	.	.”
“Got	here?”	Alexa	finished	for	him.	“Doesn’t	matter.	You	won’t	like

her,	and	I’m	pretty	sure	she	won’t	like	you.”	This	comment	was	directed
at	Sasha	with	a	sneer	on	Alexa’s	lips.	“Another	day’s	not	going	to	make
a	difference.”

“Now	hold	on,”	Jager	said.	 In	his	 rush	 to	 join	 them	he	moved	at	a
good	 speed,	 as	 though	 he’d	 never	 been	 crippled.	 Creases	 formed
above	his	eyebrows.	“Hector	and	Sasha	haven’t	even	been	introduced.
We’ve	all	waited	a	long	time	for	this.”

Alexa	 snorted	 and	waved	a	 hand	 in	 the	 air.	 “Hector,	 Sasha.	 Sasha,
Hector.	 There.	 Introductions	 have	 been	made.	 Now	 Hector	 and	 I	 are
leaving.”



Garrick	joined	the	small	circle	they’d	formed	in	the	clearing.	He	was
bare	chested,	as	usual,	 jeans	 riding	 low	and	snug	around	his	muscular
waist.

“Do	you	speak	for	Hector?”	Garrick	challenged.	His	lip	curled	when
he	 looked	 at	 Alexa.	 He	 shifted	 his	 attention	 to	 the	Glenn	Meadows’s
pureblood,	gaze	boring	into	the	shifter	with	fierce	intensity.

Hector	 looked	 from	 Garrick	 to	 Alexa	 and	 swallowed.	 “We	 are
supposed	to	remain	for	a	week,”	he	said	in	a	soft	voice.

Alexa	swung	around	and	planted	a	hand	on	her	hip.	“Then	you	can
stay.	I’m	leaving.”

Hector	winced.	 “I	 can’t	 let	 you	 travel	 alone.	 I’ll	 have	 to	 come	with
you.”

“Well,	I’m	going	now.”	And	to	show	she	meant	it,	Alexa	stormed	out
of	the	clearing	toward	the	woods.

Hector’s	eyes	widened.	“Sorry,”	he	said	before	chasing	after	her.
Hector’s	cowardice	rendered	Sasha	temporarily	speechless.	Everyone

present	 gaped	 in	 the	 direction	 the	 two	Glenn	Meadows’s	wolves	 had
disappeared.	Shortly	after,	a	howl	rose	from	the	treetops,	followed	by	a
second.	And	then	there	was	silence.	It	lingered	like	the	dying	embers	in
a	fire.	Hudson	was	the	first	to	break	it.

“What	a	muttonhead!”	he	cried	out.
Laughter	followed.
“Spineless	cur,”	echoed	among	the	crowd.
“Can	 you	 believe	 anyone	 thought	 that	 bitch	 from	Glenn	Meadows

was	 attractive?”	 one	of	 the	males	 asked.	 “Her	 personality	 is	 about	 as
pleasant	as	a	vulhena.”

The	shifters	nearest	laughed	their	agreement.
“And	I’ll	never	forget	Hector	running	away	like	that.	What	a	lily	liver!

He’s	not	really	a	pureblood,	is	he?	A	rabbit	has	more	courage.”
Sasha	 smiled	 to	 herself.	 It	 contented	 her	 to	 see	 the	 pack	 come

together	 in	 unity.	 She	 didn’t	 even	 mind	 the	 harsh	 words	 Alexa	 had



spoken	or	 seeing	Hector	 run	 from	her	 sight	moments	 after	 they	were
introduced.	No,	Sasha	was	happy	to	see	the	backside	of	him.

And	after	the	spectacle	Alexa	and	Hector	had	made	publicly,	Garrick
had	no	hope	of	pressuring	Sasha	into	claiming	the	pure-blooded	craven
from	Glenn	Meadows.



chapter	eight

THE	GRIP	TABOR	had	on	his	bow	loosened	after	Alexa	and	Hector
ran	from	the	clearing.	He’d	been	speaking	to	Jager	when	they	heard	the
growls	and	screams.

Normally	 calm	 anticipation	 washed	 over	 Tabor	 when	 a	 threat	 was
present,	but	this	time	cold	dread	had	squeezed	his	throat	in	a	cold	vise;
what	if	Sasha	were	in	danger?

He	 had	 quickly	 assessed	 the	 situation.	 A	 rabid	 wolf	 had	 run	 into
camp	and	been	killed.	Tabor	didn’t	know	who	had	done	the	honors	until
he	heard	several	shifters	thank	Aden.

Werewolf	to	the	rescue.	Naturally.
Once	 Tabor	 had	 seen	 that	 Sasha	 was	 safe,	 his	 heart	 rate	 had

recovered,	but	listening	to	Alexa	lash	out	made	his	fists	tighten.	At	the
woman’s	 malice	 Tabor	 mentally	 kicked	 himself	 for	 seeking	 her	 out
during	the	ceremony	before	he	knew	a	thing	about	her.	He’d	lucked	out
in	more	ways	than	one	when	he	ended	up	with	Sasha.

The	sight	of	Hector	 fleeing	buoyed	his	hopes	 for	a	chance	to	claim
Sasha	 as	 a	 mate.	 If	 that	 was	 the	 best	 Glenn	 Meadows	 had	 to	 offer,
Tabor	might	stand	a	chance.



He’d	gone	 to	Jager	early	 that	morning	 to	 request	a	pairing	 for	 the
next	patrol	cycle.	Jager	had	looked	at	him	through	narrowed	eyes	and
demanded	 to	 know	 why	 Tabor	 wanted	 Sasha	 as	 a	 partner.	 Even	 the
offer	of	physical	relief	hadn’t	been	enough	for	the	old	crank	to	willingly
agree,	though	there’d	been	a	definite	spark	of	interest.

Tabor	had	weaved	a	story	about	wanting	more	 respect	 from	fellow
pack	 members.	 For	 them	 to	 see	 him	 in	 a	 better	 light.	 Esteem	 by
association.	And	what	better	association	could	he	have	than	to	partner
with	the	pack’s	only	pureblood?

Jager’s	jaw	had	relaxed.	“And	this	potion	you	mentioned	will	cure	all
my	aches	and	pains?”	he’d	asked.

It	had	taken	extreme	willpower	to	fight	back	the	smile	twitching	over
Tabor’s	lips	at	how	easily	he’d	taken	the	bait.	“Not	permanently,	but	it
will	provide	relief	 for	up	to	twelve	hours	at	a	time.	Don’t	 think	of	 it	as
potion	so	much	as	brew,	a	potent	elixir	that	dulls	aches	and	pains	rather
than	the	mind.	It	won’t	fix	the	limp,	but	it	will	make	you	feel	like	a	man
in	prime	health.”

Jager’s	head	had	lifted	at	that.
He	 chewed	 on	 his	 lip.	 “If	 last	 night	 went	 the	 way	 I	 hope	 it	 did

between	Sasha	and	Hector,	I	doubt	she’ll	be	on	patrol	much	longer.”
Good	thing	the	old	coot	didn’t	know	what	had	really	happened,	or

he	might	have	a	stroke.
Tabor	slid	a	mask	of	indifference	over	his	face.	“Even	more	reason	to

be	her	partner	while	I	have	the	chance.”
Jager	 had	 nodded	 thoughtfully,	 but	 before	 Tabor	 could	 seal	 the

deal,	they’d	heard	the	screams.
Now	 Jager	 raised	 his	 voice	 and	pointed	 his	 finger	 at	 the	gathered

shifters.
“No	more	 standing	 around.	 I	want	 everyone	gathering	 kindling	 for

Rebecca’s	bonfire,”	he	hollered.
Chase	 and	 Hudson	 remained	 by	 the	 dead	 wolf,	 arms	 folded,



watching	 as	 shifters	 hustled	 into	 the	woods	 to	 grab	 sticks	 that	would
burn	with	the	she-wolf’s	body.

Sasha	walked	over	to	Aden	and	leaned	her	head	toward	his,	sparking
jealousy	 inside	 Tabor	 that	 raged	 like	 an	 inferno.	 They	were	 no	 longer
partners,	but	it	appeared	they	were	still	working	as	a	team.	He	had	no
reason	to	be	angry;	 they’d	 taken	down	a	 rabid	wolf	without	any	other
pack	members	getting	bitten	or	hurt	 in	the	process.	Tabor	didn’t	even
want	 to	 think	 about	what	would	have	happened	 if	 the	 rabid	wolf	 had
gone	to	the	den	rather	than	the	glade.	He	only	wished	he	had	gotten	to
the	 scene	 in	 time	 to	 take	 the	mad	wolf	 down	with	 one	of	 his	 arrows.
Aden	wasn’t	the	only	one	who	could	protect	the	pack	from	a	deranged
wolf.

What	 really	 rankled	 was	 seeing	 the	 virile	 werewolf	 with	 a	 blanket
secured	around	his	waist	standing	beside	Sasha,	who	was	bare	 legged
in	 a	man’s	 baggy	 cotton	 shirt.	 They	 looked	 like	 a	pair	 of	 shifters	who
had	recently	coupled,	not	killed.

A	snarl	rose	up	Tabor’s	throat.	He	choked	it	back	and	tore	his	eyes
away	 from	 the	 pair.	 Gathering	 timber	 didn’t	 feel	 right.	 Instead,	 he
walked	over	 to	Chase	and	Hudson	and	dropped	his	head.	“I	am	sorry
for	your	loss,”	Tabor	said	somberly.

Chase	nodded.	“Thanks.”
“I	can’t	believe	they	won’t	 let	Becks	have	a	tree,”	Hudson	said.	His

tone	 wasn’t	 as	 angry	 as	 what	 Tabor	 had	 first	 heard	 entering	 the
clearing.	 There	was	 resignation	 and	 resentment	 lacing	his	words	 now.
“Do	they	think	her	body	is	going	to	somehow	taint	the	forest?”

“You	 know,”	 Tabor	 said,	 leaning	 in	 closer	 and	 lowering	 his	 voice,
“you	can	always	gather	up	some	of	her	ashes	and	spread	them	beneath
as	many	trees	as	you	want.”

Hudson	gave	a	grunt.	“No	rules	against	that,	especially	if	the	elders
aren’t	aware,	but	Chase	is	right,	Becks	is	free.	That’s	all	that	matters.”

Hudson	 said	 the	words,	 but	 the	 sincerity	 wasn’t	 in	 his	 eyes.	 Tabor



didn’t	blame	him.	If	his	mother	hadn’t	been	allowed	burial	in	the	Forest
of	the	Ancestors,	he	would	have	been	spitting	mad.	There	would	have
been	no	place	to	pay	his	respects.

Jager	 limped	 over.	 “Why	 aren’t	 you	 helping?”	 he	 snarled	 at	 their
small	gathering.

Chase’s	chest	rose.	“I’m	not	leaving	her	side.”
“Neither	am	I,”	Hudson	said.
Jager	looked	at	Tabor.	This	wasn’t	the	time	to	defy	Jager,	who	had

yet	to	agree	to	his	earlier	request.	Besides,	the	matter	was	private.
Tabor	 lowered	 his	 head	 in	 one	 last	 show	 of	 respect.	 “Think	 about

what	I	said.”
After	saying	his	piece,	Tabor	headed	into	the	woods.	He	propped	his

bow	 against	 a	 tree	 then	 halfheartedly	 grasped	 at	 twigs.	 With	 all	 the
help,	 a	 fire	was	 soon	built	 and	 lit.	 In	 the	meantime,	 news	 had	 spread
and	 shifters	 were	 emerging,	 including	 shifters	 from	 the	 den.	 No	 one
brought	pups	with	them.

As	 they	 started	 toward	 the	 forest	 to	 help	 gather	 wood,	 Jager
stopped	them.	“Ford,	go	back	to	the	den	and	let	them	know	everything
is	okay.	Jack,	Farley,	patrol	the	western	hunting	grounds	and	Forest	of
the	 Ancestors.	 Devan,	 Flynn,	 patrol	 the	 bluff.	 Keep	 an	 eye	 out	 for
Vallen,	 all	 of	 you,	 and	 be	 careful.	 Stick	 together	 until	 I	 send
replacements.”

The	five	male	shifters	nodded	solemnly	then	split	off.
Jager	and	Garrick	barked	orders.	Palmer	stood	back	lazily,	watching

the	activity	with	a	far-off	smile	on	his	lips.
Tabor	knew	the	source	of	that	smile.	Randy	old	bastard	had	gotten

himself	 a	whole	 lot	 of	 tail	 hours	 earlier.	After	 Tabor	 tied	 the	 loincloth
around	 Raider’s	 waist	 and	 set	 the	 wolf	 mask	 on	 the	 ground	 near	 his
head	where	he	remained	snoring,	Tabor	had	heard	the	sly	elder	rutting
around	inside	the	cabin	on	the	edge	of	the	clearing

While	 Raider	 drooled	 into	 the	 dirt,	 Tabor	 had	 crept	 in	 for	 a	 closer



look	 expecting	 to	 see	 Francine’s	 rotund	 belly	 bouncing	 with	 Palmer’s
exertions.

But	 it	 hadn’t	 been	 Francine	 bending	 over.	 To	 Tabor’s	 utter	 shock,
he’d	seen	Palmer	on	top	of	Trish	inside	the	cabin.

Tabor	didn’t	like	Francine,	but	seeing	her	faithless	mate	with	another
female	had	made	him	itch	to	storm	inside	and	punch	Palmer’s	lights	out.
Better	 yet,	 he	 would	 have	 happily	 used	 the	 shrinkage	 spell	 he’d
threatened	 to	 use	 on	 Zackary.	 But	 he	 had	 a	 sinking	 feeling	 the	 pack
would	 view	 any	 spell	 used	 against	 Palmer	 as	 a	 violation	 more
unforgivable	than	the	prick	two-timing	his	pregnant	mate.	Tabor	spit	on
the	 ground,	 attempting	 to	 rid	 his	 body	 of	 the	 disgust	 rolling	 off	 his
tongue.

Palmer	 seemed	unaware	of	everything	happening	around	him	now,
until	his	eyes	 found	Trish	 in	 the	crowd.	He	 lifted	his	chest	and	walked
over	to	her	with	a	swagger.	She	held	a	handful	of	kindling,	a	small	frown
of	 concentration	on	her	 lips,	 unaware	of	Palmer	until	 he	was	 two	 feet
away	from	her.

Tabor	couldn’t	hear	their	exchange,	but	he	could	see	Trish’s	cheeks
redden.	Right	then,	Francine	came	barreling	over	at	an	 impressive	clip
for	one	carrying	a	pup	that	could	arrive	at	any	moment.

Francine’s	face	was	flushed	too.	She	avoided	looking	at	Palmer,	her
attention	fully	on	Trish.	She	pointed	at	the	kindling	in	Trish’s	hands,	then
at	the	fire.

A	rough	hand	gripped	Tabor’s	shoulder	and	pulled	him	around.
He	 tensed,	 not	 expecting	 such	 a	 firm	 grasp	 to	 have	 come	 from

Jager.	 As	 suddenly	 as	 he’d	 grabbed	 Tabor,	 he	 released	 him	 and
nodded	sideways	for	Tabor	to	follow.	They	moved	out	of	the	clearing	to
the	outskirts,	 a	 fair	 distance	 from	 the	 rest	 of	 the	pack.	 Tabor	 allowed
Jager	to	lead	the	way	even	though	it	would	have	been	easy	to	pass	the
old	man.

When	Jager	stopped,	Tabor	did	the	same.



“You’re	 in	 luck,”	 Jager	 said.	 “I	 originally	 drew	 Hudson’s	 name	 to
partner	with	Sasha,	but	I	didn’t	like	his	tone	earlier.”

Tabor’s	heart	somersaulted	when	he	realized	what	Jager	was	saying.
The	 old	 man	 nodded.	 “I	 will	 pair	 you	 with	 Sasha,	 but	 you	 must

provide	 enough	 of	 your	 elixir	 to	 last	 an	 entire	moon	 cycle	 beginning
tomorrow	night.”	Before	Tabor	could	answer,	Jager	gave	a	sharp	snarl.
“And	it	better	work.”

Rather	than	thank	him,	Tabor	responded	confidently,	“It	will.”
“Good,	now	let’s	get	this	bad	business	taken	care	of.”
Jager	 hobbled	 back	 the	 way	 he’d	 come.	 Tabor	 took	 his	 time

returning	 to	 the	 clearing.	Getting	his	way	made	 it	 difficult	 not	 to	grin
like	a	smug	bastard,	but	Chase’s	stooped	shoulders	sobered	him	up	real
quick.

The	bonfire	now	blazed.	Garrick	and	Raider	started	toward	the	body,
but	 stopped	 when	 Chase	 shook	 his	 head.	 He	 and	 Hudson	 lifted	 the
dead	wolf	and	carried	her	to	the	fire	and,	with	one	swing,	threw	her	in.

Sparks	shot	up	 into	the	air.	Soon	the	smell	of	burning	fur	and	flesh
filled	the	clearing.	The	shifters	who	had	stayed	to	watch	wrinkled	their
noses.	Some	pulled	their	shirts	halfway	up	their	faces.

Zackary	 was	 noticeably	 absent.	 No	 rabid	 wolf	 had	 ever	 given	 the
hollow	as	much	grief	as	Zack’s	father.	Even	before	he’d	turned	mad,	the
man’s	 temper	 had	 been	 ferocious.	 Unlike	 other	 rabid	 wolves	 who
appeared	to	lack	all	reason,	Vallen	behaved	as	though	he	were	stalking
Wolf	 Hollow,	 waiting	 for	 opportunities	 to	 pick	 them	 off	 one	 by	 one.
Rebecca	 hadn’t	 been	 the	 first	 wolf	 Vallen	 had	 bitten.	 Someone	 really
needed	to	put	Vallen	down.

The	 trouble	was	 they	had	no	 idea	where	Vallen	was.	The	mad	wolf
would	disappear	months	at	a	time.	Once	he’d	been	gone	for	an	entire
year	and	they	thought	finally	they	were	rid	of	him	for	good.	Then	he’d
appeared	out	of	the	blue	early	one	evening	and	bitten	Rebecca.

Chase	had	led	a	search	party	to	try	and	find	her.	Tabor	had	brought



his	 bow.	 At	 one	 point	 Chase	 had	 walked	 up	 to	 Tabor	 and	 said	 low
enough	for	only	the	two	of	them	to	hear,	“If	you	get	a	clean	shot,	take
it.	I	can’t	stand	the	thought	of	her	living	this	way—all	alone	and	out	of
her	mind.”

Tabor	had	nodded,	but	 the	thought	of	 taking	aim	at	a	 former	pack
member	had	churned	his	gut.	Part	of	him	had	been	relieved	when	they
didn’t	 find	her.	There	had	been	no	trace	of	Rebecca	until	 today.	Soon
she	would	be	reduced	to	smoke	and	ash.

Usually	 the	 smell	 of	 roasting	meat	made	Tabor’s	mouth	water	with
anticipation.	At	that	moment	it	made	him	sick	to	his	stomach,	and	from
the	 grimacing	 expressions	 on	 his	 pack	members’	 faces,	 he	wasn’t	 the
only	one.

Members	 of	 their	 pack	 backed	 away	 from	 the	 fire	 as	 the	 smell	 of
charred	flesh	filled	their	nostrils.	Even	Chase	took	a	step	back.	Hudson
stood	closest	 to	 the	 fire,	 facing	 the	 flames.	He	didn’t	 so	much	as	 lean
back	on	his	heels.	It	was	as	though	he	were	breathing	her	in.	The	fire’s
heat	had	to	be	brutal	against	his	face.

Chase	stepped	up	to	his	friend	and	pulled	him	back	by	his	shoulder.
“This	is	a	sad	day	for	all	of	Wolf	Hollow,”	Jager	said,	his	voice	rising

like	the	flames.	Shifters	gathered	around	him	to	listen	in	and	get	away
from	 the	 smoke.	 Jager’s	 arms	 bent	 upward,	 fingers	 spreading.	 “We
mourn	the	loss	of	Rebecca	as	much	now	as	we	did	when	we	lost	her	the
first	time.	Her	brother	said	she	 is	 free	now	and	he	 is	correct.	We	send
her	cleansed	into	the	afterlife.	May	she	run	forever	free.”

The	shifters	present	chorused	Jager’s	 final	words	 in	subdued	tones.
“May	she	run	forever	free.”

They	spent	the	morning	waiting	for	Rebecca’s	body	to	burn.
Normally,	the	day	after	the	full	moon	ceremony	was	a	day	of	rest	and

fraternizing.	 Single	 shifters	 were	 all	 on	 guard	 duty	 together	 an	 hour
before	 the	 full	moon	until	 an	hour	after,	 stationed	around	 the	den	 for
mating	taking	place	within.



Tabor	couldn’t	wait	to	get	the	night	and	early	morning	over	with.	He
also	 couldn’t	 wait	 for	 Jager	 to	 announce	 the	 new	 pairings	 afterward.
Impatience	turned	to	guilt	then	back	to	impatience.	He	couldn’t	wait	to
see	 Sasha’s	 face	 when	 Jager	 announced	 their	 names.	 And	 he	 really
couldn’t	wait	 to	see	her	 face	 the	next	 time	they	mated.	 If	 there	was	a
next	 time,	 which	 he	 fully	 intended	 on	 repeating	 as	 many	 times	 as
possible.

Seeing	the	shifter	in	question	standing	on	her	own	pushed	Tabor	into
action.	He	hurried	 to	Sasha’s	 side	before	anyone	else	got	 the	chance.
“Unfortunate	way	to	begin	the	morning	before	the	full	moon,”	he	said
beside	her	ear.

This	wasn’t	how	he’d	imagined	greeting	her	the	morning	after	their
coupling.

Sasha	 glanced	 at	 him,	 no	 trace	 of	 the	 sensuality	 she’d	 expressed
hours	 earlier.	 She	wasn’t	 a	 blusher	 like	 Trish.	 She	 turned	 slightly,	 one
eye	on	the	burning	fire,	the	other	on	Tabor.	“One	less	threat	eliminated,
though	I	am	sorry	for	the	pain	it	has	caused	the	pack	a	second	time.”

“I’m	just	relieved	you’re	okay,”	Tabor	said.
“Aden	took	care	of	it,”	Sasha	said,	causing	him	to	wince.
Tabor	 grunted.	 “I	 imagine	 this	 will	 put	 a	 damper	 on	 the	 den’s	 full

moon	activities.”
Sasha	sighed.	“Or	maybe	it	will	remind	everyone	how	precious	life	is

and	that	we	must	procreate	if	we	are	to	survive.”
Tabor’s	 eyes	 drifted	 to	 Sasha’s	 lips.	 He	 liked	 the	 direction	 her

thoughts	were	taking.	He	couldn’t	agree	more.	He	inched	in	closer,	but
before	he	could	say	anything	more,	the	loud	clang	of	the	gong	echoed
through	 the	 forest.	 Everyone	 looked	 up	 in	 confusion.	 This	 usually
signaled	the	announcement	of	the	new	pairings.

Palmer	raised	his	hands	in	the	air	and	hollered.	“Attention!	Attention,
everyone!”	His	 arms	 lowered	with	 his	 voice.	 “We	have	 celebrated	 the
coming	 of	 the	 full	 moon	 and	 in	 the	morning	 our	mated	 pairs	 will	 lay



together	in	hopes	of	creating	new	life	for	our	pack.”
He	 paused	 and	 looked	 around	with	 a	 knowing	 grin,	 but	 his	 words

weren’t	met	with	the	usual	cheers,	not	with	Rebecca’s	ashes	still	 filling
the	air.

Palmer	shrugged	off	the	silence	and	continued.	“We	have	mourned
the	 loss	of	a	past	pack	member	and	sent	her	on	to	the	afterlife	to	run
free.	We	have	been	disappointed	that	agreements	could	not	be	made
between	 our	 pack	 and	 Glenn	 Meadows,	 but	 life	 goes	 on.	 We	 must
remain	strong.”

Several	shifters	nodded.
Palmer	 raised	his	 voice.	 “Rather	 than	 take	a	day	of	 rest,	 the	elders

have	 decided	 this	 should	 be	 a	 day	 of	 new	 beginnings.	 We	 shall
announce	pairings	for	the	next	moon	cycle	now	and	resume	our	duties
to	the	pack	and	this	great	place	we	call	Wolf	Hollow.”

Tabor	momentarily	forgot	to	breathe.	Could	he	be	that	lucky?	Could
he	really	be	getting	an	extra	day	with	Sasha?

Palmer	stepped	aside	as	Jager	limped	into	the	center	of	the	clearing.
Tabor’s	heart	rate	quickened.
Jager’s	 shrewd	 sweeping	 gaze	 stole	 everyone’s	 attention,	 leaving

only	the	sound	of	birds.	The	skin	crinkled	around	his	eyes	as	though	he
were	staring	into	the	sun.

“Before	 I	 announce	 the	 new	 pairings,	 I	 must	 share	 one	 last	 bit	 of
unfortunate	 news.	 Humans	 were	 spotted	 during	 the	 supply	 run	 the
other	day.”

Tabor’s	 head	 snapped	 in	 Sasha’s	 direction,	 but	 her	 attention
remained	fixed	on	Jager.

“As	you’ve	seen,	our	pack	mates	are	unharmed,	but	 this	means	we
will	have	to	hold	off	on	supply	runs	to	the	city	until	the	council	believes
it’s	safe	to	return.	Garrick	and	Ford	will	be	monitoring	their	movements
from	a	safe	distance.”

From	nearby,	Camilla	groaned.	“Guess	I’ll	be	wearing	this	rag	longer



than	I	thought.”
Tabor’s	eyes	 slid	down	Sasha’s	arm	 to	her	 clenched	 fist.	She	 finally

looked	over	and	met	Tabor’s	questioning	stare	with	a	forced	smile	and
uncurled	her	fingers.	Tabor	wished	he	could	take	her	hand	in	his.

Jager	cleared	his	throat.
“Now,	 back	 to	 the	 pairings.	 Raider	 and	 Kallie,”	 he	 announced

without	 further	 preamble.	 No	 bluster	 or	 honey-coated	 speeches	 like
Palmer.

Raider	and	Kallie	stepped	into	the	circle	that	had	formed	along	the
edges	 of	 the	 clearing.	 Tabor	 schooled	 his	 expression,	 remembering
Raider	face-planting	into	the	dirt.	As	he	strutted	forward,	the	big	lump
gave	no	indication	he’d	been	out	cold	during	the	celebration.

“You	two	take	the	western	hunting	grounds,”	Jager	said.
Raider	and	Kallie	left	the	circle	and	headed	for	their	territory.
“Aden	 and	 Emerson.	 Hudson—”	 Jager	 paused	 as	 though

purposefully	taunting	Tabor,	or	reconsidering	pairing	the	shifter	up	with
Sasha	despite	his	earlier	claim	not	to.	“And	Jordan.”

Tabor	caught	his	breath,	losing	it	a	second	later.
“Tabor—”	Jager’s	steely	gaze	homed	in	on	him,	holding	his	throat	in

a	 choking	 vise.	When	 Jager’s	 lips	 turned	 down,	 Tabor	 feared	 the	 old
coot	would	back	out	of	their	deal.	But	then	Jager	finished.	“And	Sasha.”

A	hush	followed,	not	that	shifters	were	talkative	during	pairings.	They
were	 too	 busy	 listening	 for	 their	 partner	 and	 assignment.	 Tabor
expected	 a	 few	 gasps,	 but	 none	 came.	 Maybe	 it	 wasn’t	 so	 shocking
after	 Sasha	 had	 been	 paired	 with	 a	 werewolf	 the	 last	 round.	 And	 it
wasn’t	as	though	Hector	had	stuck	around	long	enough	to	guest	patrol
with	her	for	even	a	day.

Once	more,	 Tabor	 resisted	 the	 urge	 to	 take	 Sasha’s	 hand	 as	 they
stepped	into	the	clearing	together.

“You	two	will	patrol	 the	bluff	overlooking	the	valley.	When	you	get
there,	send	Devan	and	Flynn	back	to	the	den.”



The	 bluff	 had	 a	 nice	 sweeping	 view.	 Romantic,	 Tabor	 thought
approvingly.	 He’d	 happily	 hand	 over	 his	 healing	 potions	 to	 Jager	 the
next	evening.

Sasha	 led	 the	way	out	of	 the	clearing	with	Tabor	hot	on	her	heels.
The	fresh	forest	air	was	a	welcome	change	from	the	smoke	and	smell	of
burning	 flesh	 in	 the	clearing.	Tabor	pulled	 the	earthy	atmosphere	 into
his	lungs.

“Humans?”	The	word	flew	from	his	mouth	as	he	stepped	into	place
beside	Sasha,	who	glanced	over,	not	breaking	her	stride.

“Such	a	nuisance,”	she	grumbled.	“We	had	to	leave	behind	four	full
packs	of	clothing.”

“Sasha.”	 Tabor	 grabbed	 her	 arm	 and	brought	 her	 to	 a	 halt.	When
she	stopped	and	looked	down	at	his	hand	on	her,	he	couldn’t	tell	if	the
annoyance	in	her	eyes	was	from	his	touch	or	the	reminder	of	the	failed
supply	run.	He	let	go	of	her	and	leaned	close	enough	to	feel	her	warm
breath	 tickle	 the	 scruff	 on	 his	 chin.	 “The	 clothes	 don’t	 matter.	 Your
safety	is	far	more	important.”

“Tell	that	to	Camilla.”	Sasha	snorted.
Tabor	ground	his	teeth	together,	regretting	ever	bedding	the	petty

she-wolf—and	her	friend.
“Camilla’s	attire	is	the	very	least	of	my	concerns.”	His	eyes	homed	in

on	Sasha,	leaving	no	question	as	to	whom	his	true	concern	was	for,	and
when	her	lips	parted,	hope	blossomed	in	his	belly	like	wildflowers	across
a	valley.

“Did	you	have	something	to	do	with	our	pairing?”
There	was	a	touch	of	humor	to	her	tone.	This	was	going	better	than

Tabor	had	expected.	He	thought	she	might	get	angry.
“Yes,”	Tabor	said	with	a	smile.
“And	this	time	you’re	sure	it	was	me	you	wanted	pairing	with?”
Before	 Tabor	 could	 answer,	 Sasha	 veered	 off	 from	 the	 trail	 onto	 a

narrow	footpath	leading	through	dense	woods.



Tabor	ran	his	free	hand	through	his	hair	and	cleared	his	throat.	“You
do	know	that	the	bluff	is	the	other	way.”

“Come	on,”	Sasha	said,	as	though	Tabor	wouldn’t	follow.	He	hustled
past	hollow	 logs	and	 fallen	trees	 to	catch	up.	Sasha	walked	at	a	good
clip,	arms	sweeping	against	her	sides	as	she	hurried	down	the	path.	As
the	forest	thinned	out	in	front	of	a	small	cave,	Sasha	stopped	in	front	of
it.

A	 smile	 crept	 up	 Tabor’s	 cheeks.	 “Couldn’t	 wait,	 could	 you?”	 he
asked	with	a	chuckle.

“The	bluff	 is	a	long	trek.	We’ll	 leave	our	clothes	here,	shift,	and	run
the	rest	of	the	way,”	Sasha	said,	ignoring	Tabor’s	innuendo.

She	pulled	 her	dress	 over	 her	 head,	 flashing	 her	breasts.	His	 groin
tightened	immediately.	Oblivious	to	the	effect	she	had	over	him,	Sasha
turned	around	and	 set	 her	dress	on	 a	boulder,	 giving	Tabor	 the	back
end	view.

He	set	down	his	bow	and	quiver	and	swallowed.
When	 Sasha	 turned	 around	 and	 saw	 him	 staring,	 she	 frowned.

“You’re	still	dressed?”
Sweet	 mother	 of	 moonshine,	 she	 could	 turn	 him	 on	 without	 even

trying.
Tabor	pulled	off	his	shirt	and	pants	while	Sasha	watched.
Wanted	 a	 good	 look,	 did	 she?	Well,	 he	 had	 a	 mammoth	 erection

waiting	below	his	navel.
Tabor	 enjoyed	 watching	 Sasha’s	 eyes	 widen	 when	 he	 dropped	 his

pants.	Hard	on	command,	especially	with	Sasha	standing	in	front	of	him
naked.

She	took	a	good	long	look	before	grinding	her	teeth.	“Can	you	stop
that?	It’s	distracting.”

Tabor	 looked	 down	 and	 smiled	 slyly.	 “I	 can’t	 stop	 myself	 from
wanting	you.”

Sasha	huffed	with	amusement.	“You	do	realize	we’ve	been	assigned



patrol?”
Tabor	allowed	his	gaze	to	drift	over	Sasha’s	sun-kissed	body,	openly

appreciating	her	long,	limber	legs,	curvy	hips,	and	supple	breasts.
A	smile	played	over	his	 lips.	“Hey,	you’re	the	one	who	brought	me

out	here	to	strip.”
Sasha’s	glare	made	Tabor	chuckle.	He	folded	his	clothes	into	a	neat

pile,	which	he	then	set	on	the	boulder	with	Sasha’s	dress.
Switching	 to	 the	 business	 at	 hand,	 Tabor	 said,	 “I	 understand	 the

need	for	speed,	but	it	means	I	can’t	take	my	bow	and	quiver.”
Sasha’s	 gaze	 dropped	 to	 the	 place	where	 Tabor	 had	 set	 down	 his

weapon.	“Are	you	unable	to	fight	without	it?”	she	asked.
“Of	 course	not,	but	 it	gives	me	 the	advantage	of	 taking	an	enemy

down	from	a	distance.”
Sasha	 nodded.	 “If	 you	 want	 to	 bring	 the	 bow,	 you	 can	 meet	 me

there.	I’ll	run	ahead	to	relieve	the	den	mates	of	their	duty.”
“No	 need,”	 Tabor	 said,	 lowering	 himself	 to	 the	 ground	 onto	 both

knees.	 He	 glanced	 up	 at	 Sasha	 and	 grinned.	 “There’s	more	 than	 one
way	to	skin	a	vulhena.”

He	made	the	shift	and	trotted	down	the	footpath	back	to	the	main
trail	 leading	 to	 the	 bluff.	 In	 a	 flash,	 Sasha	 was	 beside	 him.	 Her	 body
brushed	 against	 his,	 a	 taunt,	 as	 she	 took	 the	 lead.	 Tabor	 sprang
forward,	 keeping	 in	 step.	 Light	 flashed	 through	 the	 trees.	 They	 ran
without	pausing	for	breath	until	they	reached	the	hill	leading	up	to	the
bluff.	There	they	paused	long	enough	to	howl,	alerting	their	pack	mates
they	approached.

Their	call	was	shortly	answered.
Tabor	and	Sasha	 trotted	up	 the	hill	 to	 the	edge	of	 the	bluff	where

two	wolves	stood	watchful,	waiting	for	them	to	appear.
The	four	of	them	shifted	and	stood	up.	Most	mated	males	would	be

anxious	to	return	to	the	den	with	the	full	moon	coming,	but	with	eight
pups	 between	 them,	Devan	 and	 Flynn	 didn’t	 act	 as	 anxious	 as	mates



trying	for	their	first	pup.	They	weren’t	especially	friendly,	though.	They
never	 greeted	 Tabor	 when	 he	 visited	 Heidi	 and	 the	 kids	 in	 the	 den.
When	their	eyes	met	his	it	had	always	been	with	disfavor,	the	same	way
they	looked	at	him	now.

“Jager	sent	us	to	relieve	you,”	Sasha	said.
Flynn	 looked	 at	 Devan	 then	 back	 at	 Sasha.	 “Rebecca’s	 body	 has

been	burned?”
Sasha	nodded.
Devan	folded	his	arms	across	his	chest.	“Bad	business	with	Hector,”

he	said.
It	 took	 Sasha	 a	moment	 to	 answer.	 Tabor	 was	 pleased	 to	 see	 her

glazed	stare	as	though	she’d	forgotten	Hector	ever	existed.	“He	made
his	choice,”	she	said.

“Seemed	 like	 you	 made	 the	 choice	 for	 him	 by	 telling	 him	 to	 go
home,”	Devan	challenged.

Tabor	 growled,	 not	 liking	 his	 tone.	 It	 was	 about	 time	 these	 boys
returned	to	the	den.

Devan	 lowered	 his	 arms,	 fists	 tightening.	 He	 turned	 slowly	 toward
Tabor.

Planting	 her	 hands	 on	 her	 hips,	 Sasha	 stared	down	Devan.	 “A	 real
man	makes	his	own	choices.”

Flynn	 rubbed	 his	 chin	 and	 nodded.	 “Spineless,”	 he	 muttered	 in
agreement.	 “It’s	 a	 wonder	 those	 Glenn	 Meadows	 wolves	 are	 still
around.”

Tabor	 stretched	 and	 looked	 around.	 “Seen	 anything	 unusual?”	 he
asked.

He	caught	Sasha	shooting	him	a	grateful	look.
“All	quiet	across	the	valley,”	Flynn	said.
Devan	stood	ramrod	straight	beside	his	patrol	partner.
“Good,”	Sasha	said	with	a	nod.	“We’ll	take	it	from	here.”
“Hopefully	 you	won’t	 see	 any	 activity,	 other	 than	deer,”	 Flynn	 said



with	a	wry	smile.	He	crouched	to	the	ground,	preparing	to	shift.
Devan	 didn’t	 move.	 His	 eyes	 narrowed	 on	 Tabor.	 “You	 two	 are

partners?”
“As	you	can	see,”	Sasha	said	with	thinly	concealed	impatience.
Unable	to	resist	goading	the	grumpy	oaf,	Tabor	smirked	and	wiggled

his	 brows	 suggestively.	 Too	 bad	 he’d	 gotten	 his	 boner	 under	 control
during	the	run.	A	mammoth-sized	erection	would	have	really	nettled	the
brute.

Devan’s	darkening	face	swallowed	his	eyes	as	they	turned	to	thin	slits
that	cut	across	the	bridge	above	his	sharp	nose.

“I’m	 sure	 your	 mates	 are	 eager	 for	 your	 return,”	 Sasha	 said	 in	 a
commanding	 voice.	 “There	 has	 been	 a	 lot	 of	 unease	 with	 the	 recent
attacks.	The	security	of	the	den	rests	on	your	shoulders.”

Tabor	 had	a	new	appreciation	 for	 Sasha’s	 ability	 to	dismiss	 anyone
bothering	 her.	 He’d	 taken	 it	 personally	 before,	 but	 now	 he	 found	 it
extremely	 satisfying	 to	watch	when	 she	 used	 that	 tone	on	other	 pack
members.

Devan’s	body	straightened	as	though	he’d	been	challenged.
Flynn	 cleared	 his	 throat.	 “She’s	 right,”	 he	 said.	 “Stop	 brooding.	 I

want	to	get	back	to	Chloe	and	the	kids.”
Without	waiting	 another	moment,	 Flynn	 shifted.	Devan	didn’t	 have

much	choice	but	to	get	on	his	hands	and	knees	and	do	the	same.
“Muttonheads,”	 Tabor	 muttered	 as	 Flynn	 and	 Devan	 took	 off

running	down	the	hill.
Ignoring	him,	Sasha	got	to	her	hands	and	knees.	The	sight	had	Tabor

salivating.
“Ready	to	patrol?”	she	asked,	glancing	up	from	all	fours.
“Er	.	.	.”
Sasha	 rolled	 her	 eyes	 then	 shifted.	Her	 body	 contracted.	Her	 arms

and	legs	turned	furry.	She	looked	at	him	with	shiny	brown	eyes.
The	wolf	inside	Tabor	howled	for	control.	His	body	shook,	unable	to



contain	the	animal	even	 if	he’d	wanted	to.	Tabor	 fell	 to	his	hands	and
knees	and	shifted.

The	 she-wolf	 in	 front	 of	 him	 smiled,	 then	 took	 off	 along	 the	 bluff.
Tabor	ran	after	her.	Rather	than	fall	into	step	beside	her,	he	attempted
to	mount	her.	Well,	actually	he	succeeded	in	mounting	her	.	.	.	for	about
one	 second	 before	 Sasha	 threw	 him	 off	 her	 back	 and	 snarled.	 That
didn’t	stop	Tabor	from	trying	again.

On	 the	 third	 try,	 Sasha	 whipped	 around	 and	 bit	 him.	 Tabor
whimpered.	Pain	lanced	below	his	shoulder	and	the	surprise	of	it	made
his	 body	 begin	 to	 shift	 of	 its	 own	 volition	 which,	 unfortunately,
transferred	the	wound	from	one	form	to	the	other.

Sasha	shifted	and	stood	shakily.
Tabor	clutched	the	tender	skin	above	his	breastbone	once	he	had	his

full	arms	back.	Blood	trickled	down	his	chest.
“What’s	wrong	with	you?”	Sasha	demanded.
Tabor	winced.	“Sorry,	I	can’t	seem	to	control	my	animal	today.”
Sasha’s	eyes	narrowed.	“Well,	you	better	control	it	or	it’s	not	going

to	work	for	us	to	be	patrol	partners.”
Tabor	stilled.	His	hand	slid	down	his	chest,	smearing	blood	as	he	let

his	arm	fall	to	his	side.
No	 breeze	 or	 sound	 disturbed	 them.	 They	 stood	 near	 the	 cliff’s

edge,	 the	world	 spread	out	before	 them,	but	all	Tabor	could	 see	was
Sasha.

Her	brows	furrowed.	“What?”	she	asked.
“I	don’t	want	to	be	your	patrol	partner.”
Sasha’s	 shoulders	 drooped.	 “But	 I	 thought.	 .	 .”	 She	 sucked	 in	 a

breath.	“You	don’t?”
Tabor	 took	a	 step	 toward	her,	 then	another,	until	 they	were	only	a

foot	apart.	Sasha’s	chest	 rose	and	fell	 rapidly.	Despite	the	 fact	he	was
about	to	lay	his	heart	on	the	line,	Tabor	felt	surprisingly	calm.	Maybe	it
was	 because	 he’d	 never	 been	 more	 sure	 of	 anything	 in	 his	 life.	 And



maybe	 it	 was	 seeing	 Rebecca’s	 cold	 body	 sprawled	 over	 the	 ground.
Death	 and	 danger	 threatened	 their	 lives	 daily.	 Tabor	 didn’t	 want	 to
waste	another	second.

“I	don’t	want	you	for	a	patrol	partner,	Sasha.	I	want	you	as	my	mate.”
Sasha	stared	into	Tabor’s	eyes,	unblinking.	Her	mouth	hung	ajar,	no

words	emerging.
Tabor	looked	at	her	lips	and	chuckled	to	cover	the	unease	creeping

over	him.	“Speechless.	This	must	be	a	first.”
Sasha	 snapped	 her	 mouth	 shut	 and	 shot	 him	 the	 familiar	 look	 of

exasperation.	“I	didn’t	 realize	you	were	 looking	 for	a	mate,”	 she	 said.
“Three	days	ago	I	saw	you	with	Olivia.	Last	night	you	admitted	to	going
after	someone	else.	Now	you	expect	me	to	believe	you	want	to	settle
down?	With	 me?”	 Sasha	 asked	 incredulously.	 Crevices	 formed	 in	 her
face	when	she	frowned.

Tabor	 leaned	back	to	give	her	more	space	and	ran	a	hand	through
his	hair.	“I	didn’t	think	I	had	a	chance	with	you.	I	thought	you’d	choose
Hector	for	sure.”

Sasha	 huffed.	 “He	 never	 had	 any	 interest	 in	 me	 and	 the	 feeling’s
mutual.”

“I	understand	why	you’d	have	no	interest	in	that	lily	liver,	but	he’s	a
fool	to	pass	up	an	opportunity	to	be	with	you.”

Sasha’s	cheeks	flushed.	She	shook	her	head.	“No	need	for	flattery.	I
know	I’m	not	the	easiest	shifter	to	warm	up	to.”

“Sasha,”	Tabor	said,	stepping	in	close	again.
Jaw	 set,	 she	 stared	 at	 Tabor	 with	 fierce	 brown	 eyes.	 “It	 doesn’t

matter.	Hector	would	have	never	warmed	up	 to	me.	He	prefers	other
males.”

Tabor’s	body	jerked.	He	must	have	heard	wrong.	“He	what?	How	do
you	know	this?”

“I	saw	him	with	another	male.”
She	 swept	 her	 hair	 back,	 eyes	 scanning	 the	 valley	 below.	 Even	 as



Tabor	poured	his	heart	out	to	her,	she	kept	on	top	of	her	duties,	ever
aware	of	their	surroundings.

When	Sasha	moved	 to	 take	a	position	near	 the	bluff’s	edge,	Tabor
joined	her.	“It	was	Zackary,	wasn’t	it?”	he	asked	eagerly.

Sasha	huffed	with	annoyance.	“No,	it	wasn’t	Zackary.	The	two	of	you
really	need	to	learn	to	get	along,	or	avoid	one	another	if	you	can’t.”

“We’ll	never	get	along,	and	it’s	pretty	hard	to	avoid	someone	you’re
stuck	sharing	meals	with	every	single	day	of	 the	year.”	Tabor	brushed
his	shoulder	against	Sasha’s.	“Though	it	would	be	a	lot	easier	to	avoid
the	 clod	 if	 I	 lived	 in	 the	 den	 with	 my	 mate.”	 He	 leaned	 into	 Sasha,
relishing	the	heat	of	her	skin.

She	scoffed	but	didn’t	move	away.	“Why	me?”	she	asked.
“Why	 aim	 for	 the	 moon?”	 Tabor	 asked	 huskily.	 “We’re	 not	 so

different,	 you	 and	me.	 There’s	 no	 one	 else	 like	 us	 in	Wolf	 Hollow;	 a
pureblood	and	a	half-breed	wolf	wizard.	We	don’t	quite	 fit	 in	with	the
rest	 of	 the	 pack,	 but	 together	 we	 could	 blaze	 like	 stars	 against	 the
lonely	expanse.	Don’t	we	deserve	happiness?”

Tabor’s	breath	hitched	as	Sasha	turned	her	back	to	the	valley	to	face
him,	her	face	pinched	together	in	sorrow	and	longing.

“Even	 if	 I	 were	 to	 consider	 your	 claim,	 the	 elders	 would	 never
approve,”	she	said.

“And	yet	they	have	no	trouble	doing	as	they	please	for	themselves,”
Tabor	said	derisively.

“You	have	no	idea,”	Sasha	said.
“Oh?”	 Tabor	 said,	 raising	 a	 brow.	 “You	 know	 about	 Palmer	 and

Trish?”
“What	 are	 you	 talking	 about?”	 Sasha	 searched	 his	 face	 in	 that

unnerving	way	of	hers.
Tabor	gave	a	lazy	shrug.	“I	don’t	want	to	spread	stories.”
Sasha	gave	a	 low	grumble.	“It’s	 just	 the	two	of	us.	You	know	it	will

never	leave	my	lips.”



Eyes	 glinting,	 Tabor	 moistened	 his	 lips.	 “After	 I	 returned	 Raider’s
costume,	I	caught	wind	of	Palmer—and	he	wasn’t	with	his	mate.	He	and
Trish	were	going	at	it	in	the	cabin.”

“Trish,”	 Sasha	 said,	 scowling.	 “I	 thought	 she	 had	more	 sense	 than
that.”	 She	 growled.	 “And	 how	 could	 Palmer	 do	 that	 to	 Francine?	 I’d
castrate	any	mate	of	mine	if	he	touched	another	female.”

Tabor	 winced,	 then	 grinned.	 “Good	 to	 know,	 though	 I	 require	 no
such	warning.”

“I	didn’t	mean	.	.	.	I	wasn’t	.	.	.”	Sasha	sputtered.
Tabor’s	grin	widened.	“I	know	what	you	meant,	and	I	feel	the	same

way.	A	mate	should	be	exclusive,	loyal	and	true	until	the	end.”
Sasha	swallowed.
Tabor’s	eyes	glazed	over	as	he	stared	at	her	soft,	 rosy	 lips.	He	had

yet	to	kiss	them	and	felt	a	wild	urge	to	lunge	forward	and	crush	his	lips
over	hers.

Catching	 his	 hooded	 gaze,	 Sasha	 moved	 away,	 speaking	 over	 her
shoulder.	“Come	on,	we’ve	stood	around	talking	long	enough.	I	want	to
run	the	length	of	the	bluff,	check	the	perimeter	.	.	.	and	clear	my	head.”

When	she	got	onto	her	hands	and	knees,	Tabor	went	stiff.
Sasha’s	eyes	narrowed	when	she	saw	his	excitement.
“Are	you	going	to	be	able	to	keep	your	wolf	under	control?”
Tabor’s	 mouth	 widened,	 showing	 teeth	 when	 he	 grinned.	 “No

promises,”	he	said	slyly.
Taking	 a	 step	 backward	 then	 another,	 Sasha	 dropped	 her	 voice.

“Then	I	better	get	a	head	start.”
Tabor	swore	he	saw	her	wink	at	him	before	she	shifted	and	took	off

at	a	run.
Very	well,	Sasha	could	have	her	head	start.	She	could	even	bite	him

bloody.	 They	 were	 alone.	 On	 top	 of	 the	 world.	 Tabor	 had	 made	 his
intentions	clear	and	wouldn’t	relent	until	Sasha	claimed	him.



chapter	nine

WIND	SLID	OVER	Sasha’s	fur	as	she	ran	along	the	bluff’s	ridge.	The
valley	sprawled	below	as	far	as	her	eyes	could	see.	Deer	nibbled	at	the
vegetation,	heads	down,	indicating	no	lurking	danger	far	below.

An	eagle	called	from	above,	wings	spread	as	 it	soared	over	Sasha’s
head	and	across	 the	 valley.	 There	were	no	alarming	 sounds	or	 smells.
The	animals	of	the	forest	were	at	ease.

The	only	creature	Sasha	had	to	fight	off	was	Tabor,	and	she	couldn’t
trust	herself	to	hold	out	for	long.	Better	to	outrun	him.

Not	only	did	he	want	on	her	back,	he	wanted	 to	be	her	mate.	She
didn’t	know	how	her	wolf	felt,	but	maybe	it	was	time	to	find	out.

First	she’d	make	him	work	for	it	awhile.	Her	wolf	lips	lifted	into	a	grin
before	she	darted	forward,	quickening	her	speed.

An	eager	howl	about	twenty	paces	behind	had	Sasha	flying	over	the
compact	 sunbaked	 soil.	 Dirt	 kicked	 up	 into	 the	 air	 as	 she	 ran.	 After
putting	 a	 stretch	 of	 distance	 between	 them,	 Sasha	 stopped,	 waiting
until	Tabor	caught	up.

As	soon	as	he	saw	her	standing	in	place,	he	slowed	to	a	trot	then	a
walk	and	slunk	the	rest	of	the	way	up	to	her.	When	he	was	six	feet	from



reaching	 her,	 Sasha	 took	 off	 running	 again,	 smirking	 at	 his	 snarl	 of
frustration.

They	 quickly	 covered	 the	 length	 of	 the	 bluff.	 Sasha	 sprang	 joyfully
down	 the	 steep	 winding	 trail	 leading	 to	 the	 valley	 below.	 No	 sooner
would	 her	 paws	 hit	 the	 earth	 than	 she’d	 spring	 back	 into	 the	 air.
Running	 this	 fast	was	what	 she	 imagined	 flying	 to	 feel	 like.	 She	 spent
more	time	sailing	over	the	ground,	touching	off	as	needed	to	keep	up
the	momentum.

Her	ears	twitched	when	she	heard	Tabor	panting	behind	her	to	keep
up.	 At	 this	 rate	 he’d	 tire	 before	 he	 got	 near	 her	 back.	 Sasha’s	 lips
curved	 with	 mirth.	 She	 continued	 running,	 not	 feeling	 flagged	 in	 the
slightest.

Once	reaching	the	valley	floor,	she	led	Tabor	in	far	enough	to	circle
around	 him	 and	 run	 back	 the	 way	 they’d	 come.	 He	 growled	 as	 she
passed	him.	Sasha	began	the	run	back	up	the	trail	to	the	bluff,	glancing
back	to	see	Tabor	slinking	his	way	up,	following	but	no	longer	chasing.

Sasha	felt	both	pleased	and	disappointed.	She	continued	to	run	up
the	 hill.	 When	 she	 reached	 the	 bluff,	 she	 slowed	 to	 a	 trot	 along	 the
ridge.	Halfway	down	the	trail,	she	stopped	and	shifted	into	human	form.

Her	 long	hair	brushed	over	her	shoulders.	She	straightened	up	and
stood	 facing	 the	 sun.	 She	 closed	 her	 eyes	 and	 soaked	 it	 in,	 the	 heat
bathing	every	bare	 inch	of	 her	body.	Although	 the	 sun’s	 embrace	 felt
good,	 she	 craved	 more.	 She’d	 forgotten	 how	 satisfying	 it	 felt	 to	 be
touched	until	Tabor	had	reminded	her.

She	 backed	 away	 from	 the	 edge	 and	moved	 to	 a	 mossy	 patch	 of
earth	 that	 felt	 soft	beneath	her	 toes.	Sasha	 leaned	her	back	against	 a
tree	and	waited,	listening	for	Tabor	to	catch	up.

His	tongue	was	hanging	out	when	he	trotted	into	view.	He	stopped,
sniffing	the	air	before	he	spotted	her.	When	he	saw	her	in	human	form
he	growled	his	frustration.	Sasha	smirked.

Tabor	shifted,	chest	rising	and	falling	rapidly	with	every	breath	as	he



got	up	on	two	feet.
Sasha	chuckled	softly.	“Have	I	tired	you	out?”	she	asked	sweetly.
Tabor	snarled.	It	was	as	though	his	speech	hadn’t	yet	crossed	over	to

human	vocabulary.
The	 next	 time	 his	 chest	 rose,	 he	 stood	 steady	 and	 stretched,

seemingly	to	pull	in	energy	from	the	air.
Tabor’s	 eyes	 gleamed	 when	 he	 advanced	 toward	 her,	 causing	 a

shiver	of	anticipation	to	tingle	down	her	spine.
Once	Tabor’s	feet	touched	the	mossy	ground,	he	stopped	and	raked

his	eyes	over	Sasha’s	body.
“You	 merely	 whet	 my	 appetite,”	 Tabor	 said	 in	 a	 dangerously	 low

voice	that	made	Sasha	go	weak	in	the	knees.
Good	thing	she	had	the	tree	behind	her	for	support.
As	 Tabor	 came	 toward	 her	 she	 felt	 the	 urge	 to	 run	 again	 until	 he

surprised	her	by	dropping	to	his	knees	in	front	of	her.
Did	 he	 mean	 to	 shift	 again?	 Was	 he	 hoping	 she’d	 do	 the	 same?

Before	 she	 could	 question	 him,	 he	 slid	 his	 hands	 up	 her	 legs,	 resting
them	 on	 her	 hips	 for	 one	 tantalizing	 second	 before	 reaching	 around,
cupping	her	bottom,	and	guiding	her	to	his	mouth.

Sasha’s	 breath	 hitched	 and	 released,	 shaky	 gasps	 puffing	 from	 the
back	 of	 her	 throat	 as	 his	 wicked	 tongue	 teased	 her.	 Sasha’s	 legs
threatened	 to	 give	 out.	 She	 gripped	 his	 shoulders	 to	 steady	 herself,
digging	her	nails	into	his	skin.

Gasping	with	pleasure,	Sasha	arched	her	back	and	closed	her	eyes.
Pinpricks	 of	 light	 squeezed	 between	 Sasha’s	 eyelids	 every	 time	 her
lashes	fluttered.	She	caught	glimpses	of	Tabor’s	head	between	her	legs
and	moaned	louder.	The	sight	of	him	on	his	knees	made	her	dizzy	with
desire.	Excitement	built	inside	her,	ready	to	burst.

She	tried	to	turn	around,	to	give	Tabor	her	back,	but	he	held	her	to
his	mouth.

Sasha	snarled	with	 impatience,	aching	to	have	him	inside	her.	From



below,	Tabor	chuckled	softly,	his	warm	breath	tingling	over	her	thighs.
“You	 think	 this	 amusing?”	 she	 demanded	 in	 a	 voice	 edged	 with

warning.
Tabor	 looked	up	at	her,	grinning.	“You	kept	me	panting	 for	hours.

It’s	only	fair	I	do	the	same	for	you.”
Before	he	could	tease	her	longer,	Sasha	dropped	into	a	crouch	and

pushed	him	onto	his	back,	climbing	over	him	before	he	had	a	chance	to
get	 up.	 Sasha	 straddled	 his	 hips,	 her	 hair	 falling	 over	 her	 shoulders,
tickling	her	breasts	as	she	leaned	forward,	planting	her	hands	on	either
side	of	Tabor’s	head.

Desire	 flooded	Tabor’s	 green	 eyes,	 brighter	 than	 the	 fullest	moon.
The	firm	planes	of	his	muscled	chest	rose	and	fell.	He	moistened	his	lips.

His	 eyebrows	 lifted.	 “I	 never	expected	 I’d	be	 the	one	on	my	back,
but	I	think	I	like	this.”

“You’re	about	to	like	it	a	whole	lot	more,”	Sasha	growled.
She	 took	 him	 inside	 her,	 easing	 herself	 over	 his	 entire	 length	 then

rocking	her	hips	over	him,	her	breasts	shaking	with	the	rhythm.	Tabor’s
breath	 quickened.	 The	 sound	 encouraged	 Sasha	 to	 rock	 against	 him
harder.	Tabor’s	eyes	 rolled	 into	 the	back	of	his	head	and	he	hummed
with	satisfaction.

Seeing	him	sprawled	out	beneath	her	sent	waves	of	desire	spiraling
through	Sasha.	With	a	guttural	moan,	she	rode	him	faster.

Tabor’s	lashes	fluttered	and	his	eyes	opened,	his	green	gaze	focused
on	 her.	 With	 firm	 hands,	 he	 gripped	 her	 hips	 and	 lifted	 her.	 She
whimpered	 in	 protest	 only	 to	 be	 flipped	 on	 her	 back,	 positions
reversed.

Tabor	didn’t	 seem	 to	 like	breaking	 contact	 any	more	 than	 she	 and
was	back	 inside	her	 in	a	 flash.	He	gave	her	a	 few	quick	pumps	before
slowing	his	pace,	sliding	in	and	out	in	measured	thrusts	that	made	Sasha
clench	 to	 keep	 him	 inside.	 On	 the	 next	 thrust,	 Tabor	 buried	 himself
inside	 her	 to	 the	 hilt.	 Sasha	wiggled	beneath	 him,	moss	 grinding	 into



her	back	as	she	rubbed	against	him.
Tabor’s	 chest	 rose	 as	 he	 took	 in	 a	 shuddering	 breath	 and	 rocked

faster,	straddling	her	from	above.	His	muscles	corded	and	jaw	clenched
tight,	 beads	 of	 sweat	 dotting	 his	 hairline.	 Green	 eyes	 flashed	 with
desire.	He	 looked	 like	 a	man	possessed.	He	moved	 at	 an	 accelerated
speed,	as	though	chasing	her	again.

This	time	they	moved	together	as	one.
Every	movement	sent	blissful	waves	of	ecstasy	crashing	over	Sasha’s

body.	She	dug	her	heels	 into	him	and	moaned	his	name,	which	made
Tabor	 lose	 all	 control.	 He	 captured	 Sasha’s	 wrists	 and	 pinned	 them
above	 her	 head.	 He	moved	 so	 fast	 she	 could	 no	 longer	 think	 as	 she
cried	out	in	sweet	abandon.

Bright	 spots	 flashed	 across	 Sasha’s	 vision	 like	 twinkling	 stars	 on	 a
clear	 night.	 They	 burst	 soon	 after,	 everything	 going	 supernova	 inside
her.	As	it	happened,	she	was	everywhere	and	nowhere	at	once.

Following	her	release,	Tabor	roared	and	ground	his	hips	against	hers
one	 last	 time	 before	 exploding.	 He	 pitched	 forward,	 catching	 himself
above	her	on	shaky	arms	then	eased	himself	off,	body	shuddering	as	he
flopped	onto	his	back	beside	Sasha.

They	 lay	 together	 staring	 into	 the	 clear	 blue	 sky,	 their	 breaths
eventually	 slowing.	 The	 sun’s	 rays	 felt	 glorious	 against	 Sasha’s	 skin.
There	were	few	times	she	could	recall	feeling	this	content.	She	knew	she
needed	 to	 sit	 up	 and	 get	 back	 to	 patrolling.	 She	 shouldn’t	 have
stopped.	But	in	this	moment,	she	felt	content.

Tabor	took	her	hand	in	his,	entwining	their	fingers.	“Be	my	mate,”	he
rasped.

Sasha	 turned	 her	 head	 to	 face	 him.	 She’d	 never	 felt	 this	 kind	 of
closeness,	this	affection	she	had	for	Tabor.	Not	since	Wolfrik.

“Give	me	until	the	end	of	our	patrol	month,”	she	said.
“I	 don’t	want	 other	wolves	 thinking	 they	 can	 try	 and	make	 a	 claim

with	Hector	out	of	the	way,”	Tabor	growled.



Sasha	chuckled.	“What	other	wolves?”	she	asked.
“Raider,	for	one,”	Tabor	said	without	pause.
Sasha	arched	an	eyebrow.	“Raider?”	He’d	never	shown	the	slightest

interest	in	her.	It	was	amusing	Tabor	considered	him	a	rival.
As	Tabor	sat	up,	his	fingers	slid	out	of	Sasha’s.	She	sat	up	and	faced

him.
“Jager’s	 always	 pairing	 the	 two	 of	 you	 up	 during	 the	 full	 moon

ceremony.	 Probably	 had	 him	 in	mind	 as	 backup	 in	 case	Hector	 didn’t
come	 through.	 I	 wouldn’t	 put	 it	 past	 the	 council	 to	 press	 for	 a	 union
between	 the	 two	of	you.	You’re	both	on	 the	council,	both	considered
two	of	the	hollow’s	most	valuable	members.”

Sasha	scoffed,	but	Tabor	frowned.
“I’d	 never	 accept	 Raider	 as	 my	 mate,”	 she	 assured	 him.	 “I	 can’t

imagine	having	Garrick	as	a	father-in-law.”	He	tried	to	boss	her	around
enough	 already.	 The	 thought	 of	 him	 instructing	 her	 on	 how	 to	 be	 a
good	mate	to	his	son	and	mother	to	their	pups	made	her	want	to	gag.

Tabor	scowled.	“Is	that	the	only	reason?”
“Far	from	it.	I	have	no	interest	in	Raider.	I	don’t	find	him	attractive.”

Sasha	lifted	her	chest.
Tabor’s	fiery	green	gaze	slid	over	her	breasts.	He	leaned	forward	and

kissed	the	tip	of	one	nipple.	It	tightened	in	response.	Tabor	reached	for
the	second	one,	but	it	slipped	out	of	his	grasp	as	Sasha	stood.

“Time	to	return	to	duty,”	she	said.
Tabor	pressed	his	hands	against	 the	sides	of	his	 legs	and	groaned.

He	sucked	in	a	breath	and	stared	up	at	her	with	beseeching	eyes.	“You
won’t	consider	anyone	else	during	our	month,	right?”

“Of	 course	 not,”	 Sasha	 said,	 batting	 the	 question	 away	 with	 her
hand.	 “But	 I	 don’t	 go	 jumping	 into	 commitments	 either.	 Even	Wolfrik
had	 to	wait.	Good	 thing,”	 Sasha	 said.	 She	 crossed	 her	 arms	 over	 her
breasts.	 “Having	 him	desert	 the	 pack	was	 hard	 enough.	 If	 we’d	 been
mates	when	he	abandoned	me	.	.	.”	She	made	a	choking	sound,	unable



to	 finish	 the	 words.	 Waiting	 was	 the	 safest	 course	 of	 action	 because
once	Sasha	claimed	a	mate	there	was	no	turning	back.

Tabor	got	to	his	feet	and	took	both	Sasha’s	hands	in	his.	He	stared
into	 her	 eyes	 with	 a	 look	 of	 adoration	 that	 stole	 her	 breath	 away.	 “I
would	never	abandon	you,”	he	said.	“There	is	nothing	more	important
to	me	than	you,	Sasha.	Nothing.”

Words	 clogged	 her	 mind,	 but	 none	 came	 forth.	 She	 was	 too
overcome.	She	hadn’t	realized	how	much	Tabor	wanted	her	as	his	mate
until	that	moment.

He	released	her	hands	and	ran	his	fingers	through	his	hair,	sweeping
a	gaze	toward	the	edge	of	the	bluff.

“Take	whatever	time	you	need	to	decide,”	he	said	solemnly.	“I’m	not
going	anywhere.”

Tabor	 stood	waiting,	 accentuating	 his	 point.	 He	waited	 to	 take	 his
lead	from	Sasha.	Waited	until	she	shifted	to	do	the	same	and	followed
her	along	the	bluff.	He	trotted	behind	her	at	a	respectful	distance,	but
Sasha	didn’t	run	from	him.	She	led	him	to	an	outlook	point	where	they
stood	side	by	side	and	howled	together,	their	cries	echoing	across	the
valley.

Tabor	nudged	Sasha	playfully	with	his	snout	and	Sasha	nudged	him
back.	 They	 remained	 wolves	 for	 the	 remainder	 of	 the	 day	 and	 stuck
close	together.	Perhaps	he	wanted	to	show	her	he	meant	what	he	said,
that	he’d	never	leave	her.	Or	maybe	he	worried	she’d	run	off	again	and
leave	him	in	the	dust.

At	the	end	of	patrol,	Sasha	and	Tabor	ran	back	to	the	cave,	shifted,	and
dressed.	 Tabor	 slung	 his	 quiver	 over	 his	 shoulder	 and	 held	 his	 bow
under	his	arm.



He	hadn’t	stopped	grinning	at	Sasha	since	shifting.
“Stop	that,”	she	growled	at	him.	“Everyone’s	going	to	know.”
Tabor	arched	his	brows.	“I	 thought	you	said	you	didn’t	care	 if	 they

knew.”
“I	didn’t	the	first	time	because	I	didn’t	think	we’d	be	doing	it	again.	If

they	 know	 what	 we’re	 up	 to	 on	 patrol,	 they	 might	 try	 to	 interfere.”
Sasha	 took	 a	 long	 hard	 look	 at	 Tabor.	 She	 really	 didn’t	 want	 anyone
sticking	a	nose	into	their	business.

His	face	relaxed	into	a	smile.	“I’ll	 try	not	to	be	too	obvious—today.
No	promises	for	tomorrow.”

Sasha	laughed	and	shook	her	head.
As	they	headed	down	the	path	toward	camp,	Tabor	reached	for	her

hand.	Sasha	snatched	it	away.
“What	did	I	just	say?”	she	chided.
Tabor’s	 eyes	 glittered.	 “I	 know,	 but	 it’s	 extremely	 difficult	 not	 to

touch	you.”
“It	 will	 be	 a	 lot	 more	 challenging	 if	 Jager	 reassigns	 us	 to	 new

partners.”
Tabor	merely	 smiled.	At	 least	he	kept	his	hands	 to	himself,	but	his

eyes	were	the	problem.	They	lit	up	whenever	he	looked	at	her.
He	 sniffed.	 “Speaking	 of	 the	 old	 man,	 I	 have	 to	 make	 up	 a	 fresh

batch	of	potion	to	last	the	month	or	he	really	will	reassign	me.”
“Will	you	have	time	before	dawn?”	Sasha	asked.
The	 few	 hours	 surrounding	 the	 full	moon	was	 the	 one	 time	 of	 the

month	when	single	shifters	had	to	patrol	together.	An	hour	before,	they
were	 all	 assigned	 to	 keep	 a	 close-knit	watch	 around	 the	 perimeter	 of
the	den.

“I’ll	have	to	skip	dinner,”	Tabor	said.
Sasha’s	forehead	wrinkled.	“But	you	must	be	starving.”
“Famished,”	Tabor	said	with	a	wink.	“But	worth	it.”
It	was	 impossible	not	 to	return	his	grin	and	 it	was	probably	a	good



thing	 Tabor	 wouldn’t	 be	 at	 the	 group	 dinner	 tempting	 her	 with	 his
hooded	gaze.	An	observant	 shifter	would	draw	quick	conclusions,	and
she	 wanted	more	 time	 with	 Tabor	 before	 the	 elders	 took	 notice	 and
tried	to	interfere.

At	the	next	fork	in	the	trail,	Tabor	slowed	and	nodded	sideways.
“I’m	headed	to	my	cabin.”	His	eyes	dropped	to	Sasha’s	lips.	“You’re

welcome	to	join	me.”
She	took	a	tentative	step	toward	the	glade.
“I	wouldn’t	want	 to	 distract	 you	 from	potion	making.	 You	 need	 to

make	 Jager	 happy.”	 She	 took	 another	 step	back	 and	 shot	 him	a	 look
filled	with	promise.	“And	maybe	tomorrow	your	wolf	will	find	a	way	to
make	my	wolf	happy.”

Tabor’s	eyes	flashed.	He	took	in	a	deep	breath.	“This	is	going	to	be
a	long	night.”

“Save	some	energy	for	tomorrow,”	Sasha	said.	This	time	she	winked.
Then	she	spun	around	as	she	headed	into	camp,	feeling	Tabor’s	eyes	on
her	until	she	disappeared	into	the	trees.

When	 Sasha	 caught	 sight	 of	 smoke	 billowing	 ahead,	 she	 was
unpleasantly	reminded	of	the	incident	that	had	taken	place	earlier.

The	 flames	 that	 burned	 tonight	were	 free	of	 charred	 flesh	 and	 fur.
Instead,	 the	 scent	 of	 a	 meaty	 vegetable	 stew	 rose	 into	 the	 air	 and
wafted	through	the	trees.

Shifters	were	already	in	 line	at	the	cauldron,	dishing	up.	One	group
of	males	hadn’t	bothered	 to	 take	a	 seat	on	 the	 logs	and	 stood	 in	 the
clearing,	swallowing	down	the	stew	with	their	bowls	 raised	high	 in	 the
air.

Sasha	got	in	line	behind	some	female	shifters	who	whispered	to	one
another	as	they	waited.	One	of	them	was	Lacy.

“Too	bad	Trish	 is	 unwell,”	 a	 shifter	 named	 Jolene	 said.	 “We	 could
use	every	single	shifter	on	duty	tonight,	especially	after	a	vulhena	and	a
rabid	wolf	got	in.”



Her	friends	nodded	their	agreement.
“At	 least	 Aden’s	 on	 duty.	 The	 pack’s	 lucky	 to	 have	 him,”	 a	 shifter

named	Maureen	said.
Jolene	 sighed.	 “Who	 knows	 how	much	 longer	 he’ll	 be	 available	 to

patrol,	though.”	She	elbowed	Lacy	in	the	ribs.
Lacy	didn’t	respond.	She	turned	a	bashful	shade	of	pink.	Luckily	her

friends	didn’t	tease	her	further.	Sasha	was	relieved	for	both	their	sakes.
Even	 though	 she	 didn’t	 think	 about	 Aden	 that	way	 since	mating	with
Tabor,	she	could	still	pass	on	their	giggles.

Once	the	women	changed	subjects,	Sasha’s	thoughts	drifted	to	what
they’d	first	said	about	Trish	being	unwell.	Tabor	had	said	she’d	lain	with
Palmer.	The	lout	better	not	have	hurt	her.	Then	there	was	the	second,
but	unlikely,	possibility	that	Francine	had	done	the	female	harm.

Belly	 pointing	 everywhere	 she	walked,	 Francine	moved	 around	 the
clearing	carrying	a	woven	basket	against	her	hip.	She	walked	up	to	the
group	of	males	who	ate	standing.	Several	of	them	placed	their	bowls	in
the	basket.	Another	one	lifted	his	bowl	higher,	gulped	rapidly,	then	set
his	 bowl	 in	 Francine’s	 basket	 with	 a	 sheepish	 smile.	 He	 swiped	 his
mouth	with	the	back	of	his	hand.

Sasha	 turned	her	 attention	back	 to	 the	 line,	which	was	nearing	 the
cauldron.	After	dishing	up,	she	carried	her	warm	bowl	to	an	unoccupied
log	and	sat.	Sasha	tilted	her	head	back	and	coaxed	the	first	bit	of	her
meal	 into	 her	mouth.	 She	 chewed	quickly	 and	 swallowed.	 Soon	 she’d
emptied	her	bowl.

That	left	a	good	seven	hours	before	full	moon	duties	officially	began.
Some	shifters	spent	it	napping	while	others	stayed	up	the	entire	night,
especially	 when	 the	 time	 fell	 between	 dusk	 and	 dawn.	 For	 the	 single
shifters,	 it	 was	 the	 one	 night	 the	 sexes	 were	 segregated.	 The	 female
shifters	 took	 one	 half	 of	 the	 den’s	 outskirts,	 while	 the	 men	 took	 the
other	half.

Elders	didn’t	sanction	single	shifters	coupling	during	the	full	moon.	If



anyone	wanted	a	pup,	they’d	have	to	first	claim	a	mate.	Separating	the
males	from	the	females	made	the	night	go	smoother.

Already,	 females	 were	 grouping	 together	 on	 logs,	 sharing	 their
meals	 as	 they	 talked	 between	 bites.	 The	males	mostly	 stood	 around,
laughing	and	gesturing.

Sitting	alone,	Sasha	realized	how	much	she	missed	Tabor’s	company.
Before	she	could	dwell	on	her	feelings	longer,	a	figure	stepped	in	front
of	 Sasha,	 her	 rounded	belly	 obstructing	 Sasha’s	 view	 of	 the	 cauldron.
Francine	 smiled	down	at	her.	She	no	 longer	carried	 the	woven	basket
for	 collecting	 bowls,	 otherwise	 Sasha	 would	 have	 set	 her	 empty	 dish
inside.

“I	see	you’re	eating	this	evening.”
“Yes,	I	worked	up	an	appetite	during	patrol,”	Sasha	said	with	a	wry

smile.
“I	 heard	 you	 were	 partnered	 with	 Tabor,”	 Francine	 said,	 nose

wrinkling.	“What	was	Jager	thinking?”
“Patrol	partners	are	chosen	randomly,”	Sasha	responded	in	a	bland

tone	that	gave	no	hint	of	believing	otherwise.
Francine	gave	a	loud	snort.
“Sure	 they	 are.	 I	 can’t	 believe	 Jager’s	 still	 telling	 that	 story.	 Even

more	perplexing	is	why	he	would	pair	you	first	with	a	werewolf	and	now
a	wizard.”

Sasha	shrugged.	“Aden	and	 I	worked	well	 together.	 I’m	sure	Tabor
and	I	will	have	equal	success.”

Francine	 placed	 a	 hand	 on	 her	 hip,	 eyes	 narrowing.	 “Don’t	 think	 I
haven’t	noticed	 the	way	 you	 look	at	Aden.	 Just	 remember	 the	 two	of
you	can	never	be	mates.	He’s	a	werewolf,	not	one	of	us.	You	wouldn’t
be	able	to	mate	properly,	nor	would	the	pack	stand	for	it.”

Funny	how	Francine’s	 suspicions	 rested	on	 the	wrong	 shifter.	What
really	irritated	Sasha	was	Francine’s	misconception	that	she	had	a	say	in
who	Sasha	claimed.



In	 a	 calm,	 icy	 voice	 Sasha	 said,	 “If	 I	 were	 you,	 Francine,	 I’d	 worry
about	my	 own	 affairs.”	 She	 could	 have	 left	 it	 at	 that,	 but	 she	 didn’t.
Sasha	got	to	her	feet,	bringing	herself	eye	to	eye	with	Francine.	“I	hear
Trish	 isn’t	 feeling	 well	 tonight.	 You	 didn’t	 serve	 her	 rotten	 meat	 or
noxious	berries	 I	hope?”	Like	Tabor,	Sasha	wasn’t	one	to	beat	around
the	bush.	Perhaps	they’d	been	well	suited	for	one	another	all	along.

Sasha	expected	Francine	to	scowl	or	bare	her	teeth.	She	had	every
right	to.	None	of	this	was	any	of	Sasha’s	business,	unless	Francine	had
done	something	to	taint	another	pack	member’s	food.

But	 Francine	merely	 smiled	with	 self-satisfaction.	 “On	 the	 contrary,
I’ve	 been	 looking	 out	 for	 young	 Trish.	 I	 made	 sure	 she’ll	 be	 very
comfortable.”

Sasha	raised	her	eyebrows.	The	calculated	gleam	in	Francine’s	eyes
didn’t	put	her	at	ease.

“I	 love	 Trish	 like	 a	 sister.”	 Francine	 stared	 into	 Sasha’s	 eyes,
unblinking.	“It’s	the	truth.”

Sasha	 studied	 her	 old	 friend	 for	 several	 heartbeats.	 Her	 voice,
though	 smug,	 sounded	 sincere.	Maybe	 Francine	 had	 learned	 to	 be	 a
little	 less	uptight,	although	in	the	case	of	her	wandering	mate	she	had
every	 reason	 to	 bite	 his	 head	 off.	 Their	 relationship	 perplexed	 Sasha,
but	discontent	among	pack	members	was	the	last	thing	she	wanted	for
Wolf	 Hollow.	 They	 all	 needed	 to	 live	 together	 in	 harmony	 for	 their
community	to	thrive.

“I’m	glad	to	hear	it,”	Sasha	said.
“I	 care	 about	 you	 as	well,”	 Francine	 said.	 “We	 used	 to	 be	 close.	 I

guess	 I’ve	 been	 a	 bit	 preoccupied	 ever	 since	 claiming	 Palmer	 as	 my
mate.”	She	rubbed	a	hand	over	her	round	belly	and	smiled.

“I’m	happy	for	you,”	Sasha	said	warmly.
Francine	nodded.
“I	want	to	see	you	happily	mated.	It’s	past	time.	We’d	hoped	Hector

would	 stick	 around.”	 Francine	 sighed,	 eyes	 glazing	 over.	 She	 blinked



and	lifted	her	nose	in	the	air.	“No	matter.	We	adapt	here	in	the	hollow.	I
will	 speak	 to	 Jager	 about	partnering	 you	with	Raider.	 The	 two	of	 you
haven’t	been	on	duty	 together	 since	September	 last.	 For	 such	 a	 virile
man,	 he	 sure	 does	 need	 help	 in	 the	 mating	 department.”	 Francine
tsked.	 “How	 many	 times	 does	 Jager	 have	 to	 pair	 the	 two	 of	 you
together	in	the	mating	dance	before	he	gets	it	through	that	thick	head
of	his	to	make	a	claim	on	you?”

Fury	 scorched	Sasha’s	 insides,	 singeing	every	nerve	ending	 like	 the
edges	of	leaves	touching	fire.	She	was	tired	of	everyone	treating	her	like
a	mere	animal	lacking	feelings.	Her	sole	purpose	in	life	was	not	to	breed
with	 the	 most	 potent	 shifter.	 Ever	 since	 she’d	 heard	 those	 horrible
humans	speak	that	way	it	had	opened	the	floodgates	of	rebellion	inside
her	 belly.	 Their	 pack	 didn’t	 work	 that	 way,	 and	 it	 was	 time	 someone
reminded	them	of	that.



chapter	ten

A	FEW	SMALL	 JARS	of	potion	 sat	near	 the	window,	 curing	 inside
Tabor’s	cabin.

He’d	barely	had	time	to	start	a	batch	before	going	to	Jager	with	his
request,	and	he’d	need	much	more	to	get	him	through	the	month.

Luckily,	 the	 healing	 potion	 was	 second	 nature	 to	 Tabor,	 whose
mother	had	suffered	aches	and	pains	as	she	aged.	This	was	one	of	the
few	potions	he	knew	how	to	make	by	heart.	That	didn’t	mean	it	would
make	 itself,	 though.	 Tabor	 had	 to	 gather	 up	 the	 lavender,	 holy	 basil,
and	St.	John’s	wort	growing	on	the	south	side	of	the	cabin,	and	grind	it,
boil	it,	allow	it	to	cool,	and	strain	the	liquid	into	jars.

It	would	have	been	helpful	 if	 he	had	 the	entire	night	 to	work	on	 it
rather	than	wasting	it	pacing	the	perimeters	of	the	den	with	all	the	other
single	shifters.

The	full	moon	was	usually	his	least	favorite	time	of	the	month.
Sasha	could	change	all	that	if	she	claimed	him.
Clearly	 she	 found	 him	 desirable	 and	 she	 wasn’t	 hung	 up	 having	 a

pure-blooded	mate.
Tabor	puffed	up	his	chest	as	he	moved	around	the	small	cabin.	He



grabbed	a	 strip	of	 fish	 jerky	 stored	 in	 a	dark,	 cool	 cupboard	near	 the
ground.	He	bit	into	the	strip	and	began	chewing	to	ward	off	the	hunger
rumbling	 inside	 his	 stomach	 like	 approaching	 thunder.	 After	 another
bite	of	the	jerky,	Tabor	took	his	mother’s	old	woven	basket	and	headed
outside	to	gather	ingredients.

Tabor	worked	quickly.	 Soon	 the	 herbs	were	gathered,	 ground	 into
mash,	and	boiling	over	his	firepit	in	front	of	the	cabin.	While	the	herbs
infused	 in	 the	 water,	 Tabor	 went	 back	 inside	 and	 scanned	 his	 small
collection	of	spell	books.

Large	 leather-bound	 journals	 filled	 one	 shelf	 inside	 the	 cabin.
Although	 magic	 wasn’t	 in	 his	 mother’s	 blood,	 she’d	 taught	 Tabor	 to
read,	 a	 skill	 without	 which	 he	 wouldn’t	 have	 been	 able	 to	 learn	 and
memorize	 spells,	 though	 the	 incantations	 themselves	 looked	 and
sounded	like	gibberish.

He	dusted	 the	 volumes	 regularly,	 especially	 in	 the	 summer	months
when	the	window	shutters	were	always	open.

The	journals	had	appeared	one	at	a	time	over	the	years	when	he	was
younger.	 Each	 appearance	 caused	 his	 mother	 a	 great	 deal	 of
excitement	 in	 the	 form	 of	 rantings	 about	 how	 Tabor’s	 father	 was	 a
powerful	 wizard	 and	 that	 he’d	 left	 the	 journals	 because	 he	 wanted
Tabor	to	work	on	his	powers.

“Your	father	says	you	will	become	one	of	the	most	powerful	wizards
the	land	has	seen.	But	first,	you	must	practice	your	spells,”	she	used	to
say.

To	 which	 a	 young	 Tabor	 would	 demand,	 “How	 come	 my	 father
doesn’t	teach	me	himself?”

He	never	pushed	 it	 too	 far,	not	when	the	slightest	display	of	anger
caused	 tears	 to	gather	 in	 his	mother’s	 eyes.	 Just	 as	 quickly	 she	 could
put	herself	into	a	trance	that	lasted	days	and	scare	Tabor	that	he’d	lost
her	for	good.	All	the	pack	members	said	the	same	thing	of	Lucinda,	that
she	had	been	 a	 strong,	 clear-minded	member	of	 the	pack	before	 she



ran	into	the	wizard	Lazarus.
From	 the	 shelf,	 Tabor	 pulled	 the	 thickest	 journal,	 a	 faded	 brown

tome	 with	 swooping	 handscripted	 words	 on	 the	 first	 page,	 Defense
Against	 Foes,	 and	 set	 it	 on	 the	 table.	 It	 had	 been	 the	 last	 journal	 to
appear	and,	like	all	the	others,	his	name	had	been	inscribed	inside	with
ornamental	 lettering	 someone	had	put	great	 effort	 into	 scripting.	 The
penmanship	 appeared	 feminine	 and	 Tabor	 had	wondered	 if	 he’d	 one
day	meet	the	witch	who	wrote	his	name	with	such	elegant	flourish.	After
several	 years	 passed,	 and	 no	 new	 journals	 appeared,	 Tabor	 had
remarked	to	his	mother	that	perhaps	this	meant	his	father,	the	almighty
powerful	wizard,	had	met	his	end.

This	had	set	his	mother	off	wailing,	which	didn’t	stop	until	she	went
into	one	of	her	trances.	That	one	had	lasted	weeks,	and	Tabor	began	to
fear	he’d	lost	his	mother	as	well.

In	the	end,	Tabor	had	brought	his	mother	back	to	consciousness	one
evening	when	they	sat	together	in	front	of	their	fire	eating	dinner.	Tabor
had	 to	 spoon-feed	 her,	 otherwise	 she	 wouldn’t	 have	 eaten	 at	 all.
Lucinda	chewed	absently,	staring	into	the	fire.

After	 Tabor	 had	 spoon-fed	 her	 the	 last	 bite	 of	 stew,	 he’d	 cleared
their	 plates	 and	 brought	 out	 the	 last	 journal	 to	 appear	 on	 their
doorstep.	The	parchment	had	crinkled	softly	as	he	paged	through,	head
bent	over.	He’d	glanced	up	from	time	to	time	to	see	his	mother’s	eyes
still	glazed	over,	looking	into	the	fire.

Tabor	had	thumbed	through	until	he	reached	a	page	on	immobilizing
one’s	enemies.	He’d	stared	at	that	page	a	long	time.	Like	all	the	other
journals	 and	 their	 entries,	 this	 one	 was	 handwritten	 with	 intrinsic
drawings.

Tabor	 had	 cleared	 his	 throat	 and	 said,	 “Maybe	 the	 reason	 no	 new
journals	have	appeared	 is	because	Lazarus	 is	waiting	 for	me	to	master
the	spells	in	this	heaping	tome	first.”



Like	that,	his	mother	had	come	to.	When	Tabor	looked	up	she	didn’t
even	blink,	simply	turned	her	attention	from	the	fire	to	him	and	smiled.

“Yes.	That	must	be	it,”	she	agreed.	“That	sounds	like	something	your
father	would	do.”

Tabor	 leaned	over	 the	 table	and	 flipped	 through	 the	book	until	 he
found	 the	 same	page	he’d	 landed	on	 that	 night.	He	 found	 it	 about	 a
third	of	the	way	into	the	massive	volume.	He	hadn’t	looked	at	the	page
since	that	night	in	front	of	the	fire	with	his	mother.	Now	it	loomed	into
focus,	conjuring	up	the	kind	of	memories	that	twisted	inside	Tabor’s	gut
like	a	rusty	knife.

He	scooped	up	the	book,	cradling	it	in	his	arms.
The	entry	on	immobilization	included	a	drawing	of	a	massive	brown

bear	standing	on	his	hind	legs,	roaring.	Heavy	charcoal	had	been	used
to	accent	his	powerful	 jaws	and	shadow	his	 large,	curved	claws.	Bears
appeared	 in	 a	 lot	 of	 the	 journal	pages,	 especially	 in	protection	 spells,
which	 led	 Tabor	 to	 assume	 the	 creatures	 wizards	 considered	 threats
were	a	bit	different	than	the	enemies	wolf	shifters	worried	about.	He’d
never	come	across	a	vulhena	on	any	of	the	pages.

There	were	no	known	cases	of	bear	aggression	toward	wolf	shifters.
Run-ins	 were	 rare	 and,	 while	 they	 weren’t	 friendly,	 both	 species
respected	the	others’	boundaries.

There	were	 two	drawings	of	bears	on	 the	page	Tabor	studied.	The
first	 showed	him	standing,	 the	second	showed	him	on	 the	ground,	on
his	side,	as	though	knocked	over	by	an	invisible	force.

“Ferus	matangi.	Ferus	vonku.	Na	veigacagaca	alle.	Khob	hostis	 cov
lus	no.”	Tabor	read	the	spell	aloud.

He	paced	back	and	forth	with	the	book,	repeating	the	spell	until	he
had	it	memorized.

He	wondered	if	it	would	work	on	a	vulhena.
That	was	the	trouble	with	these	damn	journals.	They	explained	very

little.



Tabor	shut	the	journal	with	a	smack	and	replaced	it	on	his	shelf.	He’d
look	at	it	again	when	he	had	more	time.

Outside,	he	took	the	pot	off	the	fire	then	tossed	dirt	over	the	flames
to	put	them	out.	While	smoke	rose	in	thin	gray	wisps,	Tabor	carried	the
pot	inside	gingerly	and	set	it	on	a	flat	square	of	iron	on	his	table	to	cool
while	he	was	on	duty.

Night	wore	on	and	yet,	all	too	soon,	the	clanging	sound	of	the	gong
echoed	through	the	forest.

It	was	time	to	guard	the	den.

Blurry	 eyed,	 Tabor	 skipped	 the	 communal	 breakfast	 an	 hour	 after	 the
full	moon	to	finish	up	the	last	stages	of	the	healing	potion.	He	gathered
the	 jars	 that	 were	 ready	 and	 packed	 them	 carefully	 inside	 a	 satchel.
Grabbing	 another	 piece	 of	 fish	 jerky,	 Tabor	 set	 off,	 chewing	 on	 the
smoked	strip	as	he	made	his	way	to	camp.

The	 glade	 was	 unusually	 quiet	 that	 morning	 as	 he	 passed	 by.
Everyone	must	have	been	tired.

They	were	 fortunate	there	had	never	been	an	attack	during	the	 full
moon.	 Even	 if	 vulhena	 tried,	 they	 would	 have	 had	 every	 single	 wolf
shifter	on	them	in	an	instant.

As	for	the	rabid	wolves,	Tabor	had	always	wondered	if	some	instincts
had	remained	intact.	Perhaps	they,	too,	felt	the	call	of	the	full	moon	and
its	opportunity	to	procreate.

The	thought	of	rabid	wolf	pups	caused	Tabor	to	shudder.	He	shook
the	feeling	off	and	continued	to	Jager’s	hut.

Despite	the	lack	of	activity	during	the	full	moon,	Tabor	felt	drained.
Like	the	rest	of	the	single	shifters,	he’d	spent	a	restless	night	pacing	the
perimeter	of	the	den,	at	least	the	half	the	males	were	assigned	to.	Being



around	all	that	testosterone	caused	a	lot	of	snapping	and	snarling.
Perhaps	that	was	another	reason	would-be	predators	stayed	away.
From	the	 female	side,	 there	was	a	 lot	of	howling,	which	stirred	 the

males	up	even	more.
Then,	of	course,	there	was	all	the	mating	taking	place	inside	the	den,

which	got	all	the	single	shifters	on	both	sides	even	more	riled	up.
Tabor	was	more	than	ready	to	be	on	the	other	side	of	things,	snug

inside	the	den,	starting	a	family	with	Sasha.
“Did	you	bring	it?”	came	a	grumbling	voice.
Tabor	blinked	several	times	to	clear	his	eyes.	He	hadn’t	noticed	he’d

cleared	the	remaining	distance	to	Jager’s	hut.
The	 man	 stood	 outside	 his	 door,	 arms	 folded	 tight,	 and	 teeth

clenched.
“Got	it	right	here,”	Tabor	said,	patting	his	satchel.
“Hand	 it	 over,”	 Jager	 said,	 arms	 coming	unfolded	 to	 reach	 for	 the

satchel.
“Careful,”	Tabor	hissed.
Jager’s	eyebrows	lifted,	but	he	had	the	good	sense	to	back	off.
Tabor	crouched	over	the	ground	and	set	the	satchel	down	carefully.

He	pulled	a	glass	jar	out	and	straightened	up.
“There’s	more	curing,”	he	said,	nodding	at	the	satchel.	“Replace	the

empty	jars	inside	the	satchel	as	you	finish	them	and	I’ll	switch	them	out
as	I	make	more.”

He	held	a	jar	out	to	Jager,	who	snatched	it	out	of	Tabor’s	hand	with
lightning	speed.

“How	 much	 do	 I	 drink?”	 he	 asked,	 lifting	 the	 jar	 to	 stare	 at	 the
purplish	liquid	inside.

“Two	 large	 sips	 every	morning	 and	evening,	 preferably	before	 you
eat.”

Jager	removed	the	lid	and	took	two	large	gulps.	After	screwing	the
lid	back	on,	he	grabbed	the	satchel	and	 limped	into	his	hut.	Once	the



jars	of	potion	were	 inside,	he	re-emerged	and	 looked	Tabor	over	with
his	usual	frown.

“When	does	this	stuff	start	working?”	he	demanded.
“Give	it	an	hour.”
Jager	grumbled	under	his	breath.
Tabor	 stretched	and	 yawned.	When	he	was	 finished,	 he	grinned	at

Jager.	“You’ll	thank	me	later.”
Jager’s	eyes	narrowed.	“You’re	the	one	who	should	be	thanking	me.

Francine	came	by	before	breakfast	insisting	I	switch	you	and	Raider	on
patrol	 duty	 with	 Sasha.	 Now	 I	 have	 a	 headache	 in	 addition	 to	 all	 my
other	pains.”	Jager	scowled.

Tabor	 clenched	 his	 teeth	 so	 hard	 they	 felt	 like	 they	 might	 crack.
“You’re	not	switching	us,	are	you?”	he	asked	in	a	low	voice.

He	 thought	 resentfully	 of	 the	 jars	 of	 potion	 Jager	 had	 squirreled
away	 inside	 his	 hut.	 Tabor	wasn’t	 brutish	 enough	 to	 storm	 inside	 and
raid	the	elder’s	humble	home	if	he	backed	out	of	their	agreement.	But
Jager	wasn’t	so	easily	cowed.

“Of	course	not!”	he	snapped,	as	though	gravely	insulted.	“That	little
busybody	of	Palmer’s	doesn’t	decide	pairings,	 I	do.	And	what	do	you
think	would	happen	if	I	allowed	a	change	to	take	place	after	I’d	selected
pairs?	I’ll	tell	you	what,”	Jager	said,	wagging	a	leathery	finger	at	Tabor.
“Then	everyone	would	want	to	make	changes	after	every	pairing.	As	if	I
don’t	have	enough	aggravation	to	deal	with.”

Tabor	 glanced	 up	 thoughtfully.	 “I	 can	 see	 how	 that	 would	 cause
problems.	I	think	that	is	wise	to	stick	with	your	decisions.”

“Of	course	it’s	wise,”	Jager	snapped.
Too	bad	 there	wasn’t	 something	Tabor	 could	add	 to	 the	potion	 to

help	the	grumpy	elder’s	mood	in	addition	to	his	aches.
Tabor	took	a	step	back.	“Well,	I	best	head	off	for	duty.”
He	turned	and	started	down	the	path,	but	before	he	got	away,	Jager

called	out	after	him.	“Wait.”



With	a	sinking	heart,	Tabor	turned	around.	He	wanted	to	get	out	of
there	before	Jager	had	a	change	of	heart	after	all.

When	Tabor	faced	the	elder,	he	found	him	grinning,	which	looked	a
bit	scary	on	the	grizzled	old	man’s	face.	As	Tabor	waited	for	whatever	it
was	Jager	planned	to	say,	the	old	man’s	smile	widened	enough	to	show
yellowed	teeth.	Tabor	forced	himself	not	to	grimace	at	the	sight.

“It’s	working,”	Jager	said	eagerly.	“The	cramp	in	my	foot	 is	gone.”
His	eyes	lit	up,	making	him	appear	insanely	cheerful.	He	rubbed	his	thick
hands	together.	“I	think	I’ll	take	a	stroll	over	to	the	den	this	afternoon,
check	on	the	happy	mates	.	.	.	see	if	any	of	the	females	have	that	special
glow	 about	 them.”	 Jager	 winked	 several	 times.	 “I	 wonder	 how	many
new	pups	the	hollow	will	gain	after	last	night.”

When	 Jager	 flashed	 his	 yellow	 teeth	 yet	 again,	 Tabor	 decided
perhaps	he	preferred	the	old	man’s	scowls;	a	jubilant	Jager	was	slightly
disturbing.

That	 evening,	 as	 they	 stood	 in	 line	 for	 dinner,	 chatting	 side	 by	 side,
Tabor	 felt	 as	 though	nothing	could	get	him	down,	 not	 even	 Zackary’s
menacing	glare	from	across	the	clearing.	The	big	hairy	goon	would	end
up	with	muscle	spasms	if	he	kept	his	jaw	clenched	all	evening.	At	least
Zackary	 steered	 clear	 of	 Tabor.	 He’d	 kept	 himself	 scarce	 ever	 since
Rebecca	raged	into	camp	and	had	to	be	put	down.

Better	 a	 wizard	 for	 a	 father	 than	 a	 mad	 wolf,	 Tabor	 thought.	 He
might	have	felt	sorry	for	Zackary	if	he	weren’t	such	a	dick.

Tabor	wasn’t	the	only	one	in	a	good	mood.	The	sound	of	chuckling
drifted	from	the	front	of	the	line	where	Jager	dished	up	his	stew	beside
Palmer.

“.	.	.	then	this	crow	comes	down	to	steal	berries.	So	Melissa’s	oldest



pup	shifts	and	tries	to	attack	 it.	Well,	 that	crow	flew	up	right	over	him
and	pecked	his	head,	sent	the	pup	howling	across	the	den.”

Gravelly	laughter	erupted	from	Jager’s	lips.
Tabor	felt	Sasha’s	stare.
“Are	 you	 responsible	 for	 that?”	 she	 asked,	 amusement	 lacing	 her

words.
Tabor	leaned	close	to	her	ear.	“Looks	like	the	potion	kicked	in.”
Sasha	breathed	out	heavily	and	shook	her	head.	“Without	the	pain,

he’s	like	a	completely	different	person.”
“Speaking	 of	 mood	 shifts,”	 Tabor	 said	 softly,	 leaning	 even	 closer.

“You’re	 like	 a	 whole	 new	 woman	 lately.	 I	 wonder	 what’s	 caused	 this
change.”	Tabor	feigned	cluelessness,	staring	up	as	though	in	search	of
an	answer.

Sasha	chuckled.	“Not	a	what	so	much	as	a	whom.”
“Oh,	 really?	And	who	 is	 this	elusive	 shifter?”	Tabor	asked,	nuzzling

Sasha’s	hair.	He	was	pleased	to	see	she	didn’t	pull	away	even	after	what
she’d	said	yesterday	about	keeping	things	private.	Instead,	she	flashed
him	a	cheeky	smile	and	stared	at	him	as	though	he	was	the	only	shifter
around	for	thousands	of	miles.

When	they	reached	the	cauldron,	Tabor	jumped	ahead	and	grabbed
the	serving	spoon.

“Allow	me,”	he	said.
Sasha	made	a	sound	halfway	between	a	huff	and	a	 laugh.	She	held

her	bowl	near	the	edge	of	the	cauldron	and	let	Tabor	dish	her	up.
“I’ll	find	us	a	log,”	Sasha	said.
After	spooning	stew	into	his	bowl,	Tabor	handed	the	large	wooden

utensil	to	the	shifter	next	in	line.	Several	pairs	of	eyes	gaped	at	him.
Once	he’d	turned	away	from	the	cauldron	and	looked	around	camp,

he	spotted	Sasha	on	the	other	end	of	the	clearing	taking	a	seat	on	the
ground	in	front	of	a	log	and	using	the	trunk	as	a	backrest.

As	 he	 made	 his	 way	 to	 her,	 he	 heard	 whispers.	 They	 traveled



alongside	him	like	a	leaf	floating	along	a	river	current.
“.	.	.	but	did	you	see	the	way	.	.	.”	Tabor	heard	as	he	passed	Camilla,

Olivia,	and	Rosalie,	who	pressed	together	on	a	log.
“Not	a	chance,”	Rosalie	said.
Camilla	 gave	 a	 throaty	 chuckle.	 “I	 told	 you	 he’s	 a	 good	 hump.	He

even	got	between	Miss	Pureblood’s	legs.”
Tabor	 tightened	 his	 grip	 on	 his	 bowl	 and	 ground	 his	 teeth.	 He

needed	 to	 focus	 on	 Sasha,	 who	 watched	 his	 approach	 with	 a	 warm
smile.	Either	she	was	oblivious	to	the	whispers	and	stares	or	she	didn’t
give	two	shits.

Unfortunately,	 Tabor	 had	 always	 been	 sensitive	 to	 pack	 members
talking	behind	his	back.

When	he	sat	on	the	ground	beside	Sasha,	he	forced	a	smile.
Sasha	set	her	bowl	aside	and	studied	him	for	several	seconds	before

giving	him	a	firm	shove.
Tabor	 nearly	 fell	 over.	 “What	 was	 that	 for?”	 he	 asked	 moodily,

rubbing	his	shoulder.
“Shouldn’t	 you	 be	 posturing	 rather	 than	 sulking?”	 Sasha’s	 eyes

glinted	as	she	stuck	her	chin	out	 in	the	direction	of	the	shifters	seated
around	the	glade.

Apparently	she	wasn’t	oblivious	to	the	gossip	they’d	stirred	up.
She	 lifted	her	chest,	breasts	 rising	beneath	her	sundress,	as	 though

to	demonstrate	the	stance	Tabor	ought	to	take.
“I’m	a	good	catch,	you	know,”	Sasha	said.	“You	should	be	proud.”

There	was	 silent	 laughter	on	her	 lips.	 Tabor	had	half	 a	mind	 to	 kiss	 it
away.

“And	I	thought	I	was	the	one	with	the	ego,”	he	said.
When	Sasha	smiled	at	him,	the	whispers	tapered	off	and	disappeared

like	dark	 smoke	on	a	gust	of	wind.	Sasha	blew	away	his	 concerns	and
ignited	a	fire	inside	him.	His	feelings	for	her	could	never	be	snuffed	out.
They	burned	brighter	every	day.



Tabor	 might	 have	 postured	 more	 if	 he	 didn’t	 care	 so	 damn	much
about	her.	With	love	came	fear.	The	fear	of	losing	her.	The	fear	of	being
forced	apart.

Until	they	claimed	one	another,	they	had	a	duty	to	put	the	pack	first,
but	Tabor’s	loyalties	had	already	shifted	to	a	single	female.	There	would
be	 no	 new	 patrol	 partner	 at	 the	 end	 of	 this	 moon	 cycle,	 only	 Sasha
when	they	officially	became	mates.



chapter	eleven

THE	PROMISE	OF	new	life	would	have	helped	lift	morale	within	the
pack.	Yet,	 three	weeks	after	 the	 full	moon,	none	of	 the	 females	 in	 the
den	were	experiencing	any	telltale	symptoms	of	being	with	child.

Francine	 remained	 the	 only	 pregnant	 female,	 though	 she	 almost
seemed	unwilling	to	 let	her	pup	 into	the	world.	She	was	past	due	and
crankier	than	Jager	before	he	began	taking	Tabor’s	potions.

As	Sasha	walked	 into	 camp,	 she	heard	Francine	 snarling	at	Amber,
“How	come	these	bowls	were	never	washed?”

Francine	pointed	at	a	stack	of	roughly	five	bowls	beside	a	log.
The	 color	 drained	 from	 Amber’s	 face	 as	 she	 stared	 wide-eyed	 at

Francine.
“I’m	 sorry,	 Francine.	 I	 didn’t	 see	 them.	 They	must	 have	 been	 used

last	night	after	I	left.”
“That’s	why	 you	 should	get	 here	earlier,”	 Francine	 snapped.	 “Now

clear	those	up.”
Amber	 bent	 down	 and	 grabbed	 the	 bowls.	 As	 she	 clutched	 them

against	her	chest	and	hurried	away,	Francine	hollered,	“Where	are	you
going?”



Amber	turned	halfway,	not	facing	Francine.
“To	the	river	to	clean	these.”
Francine	 gave	 a	 gruff	 snarl	 of	 impatience.	 “I	 said	 clear	 them,	 not

clean	them.	Breakfast	is	starting	and	people	need	to	eat	before	patrol.
Make	 sure	 there’s	 enough	 food	 in	 the	 cauldron,	 but	 first	 put	 those
bowls	aside,”	Francine	barked	as	Amber	started	toward	the	fire.

Amber’s	body	 jerked	as	 she	 turned	 in	 circles	 from	 the	 river,	 to	 the
cauldron,	and	now	to	the	baskets	placed	on	a	bench	beneath	the	trees.

A	few	shifters	milled	around	the	edges	of	camp.
Sasha	had	arrived	earlier	 than	usual	driven	by	hunger,	another	 side

effect	of	her	daily	exertions	with	Tabor.
Once	 the	 porridge	 was	 ready,	 she	 dished	 up	 a	 bowl	 and	 ate

standing,	finishing	the	last	bits	as	Trish	slumped	into	the	clearing,	dark
circles	beneath	her	eyes.	She	approached	the	cauldron	wearily.

Sasha	waved	her	in	front.	“I’ve	already	had	a	first	helping,”	she	said.
“You	go	ahead.”

“Thank	you,”	Trish	said.
“Are	you	still	unwell?”	Sasha	asked,	frowning.	The	female	shifter	had

looked	 bright	 and	 healthy	 following	 the	 full	 moon,	 as	 though	 she’d
never	 been	 unwell	 in	 the	 first	 place.	 Then	 two	 weeks	 into	 the	 new
patrol,	Trish	had	 taken	 ill.	 She’d	 spent	 the	week	 resting,	but	 the	poor
girl	looked	exhausted.

“I’m	 perfectly	 fine,	 thanks,”	 Trish	 said,	 forcing	 a	 smile.	 “It’s	 my
stomach	 is	all.	Been	giving	me	all	kinds	of	 trouble	 in	 the	morning,	but
that’s	normal.”

It	 sounded	 the	 opposite	 of	 normal	 to	 Sasha,	 but	 before	 she	 could
question	 Trish	 further,	 Francine	 barreled	 over,	 dished	 up	 a	 bowl	 of
steaming	grains,	and	set	it	in	Trish’s	hands.

“Try	 this.	 It’s	 bland	 and	 should	 stick	 with	 you.”	 Francine	 sounded
almost	maternal.	Perhaps	this	was	practice	before	her	pup	arrived.

“I	hope	so,”	Trish	said.



Francine	folded	her	arms	and	rested	them	above	her	belly,	watching
Trish	as	she	walked	slowly	to	a	stump	and	sat	down.

“You’re	being	nice	to	her,”	Sasha	remarked.
Francine’s	gaze	shifted	to	Sasha.	“I	told	you	I	care	about	Trish.”
“I	see	that.”
It	 hadn’t	 taken	 long	 for	 Francine	 to	 return	 her	 focus	 to	 Trish,	 who

scooped	out	small	bits	of	porridge	and	sucked	it	off	her	fingers.
Sasha	dished	another	heaping	scoop	into	her	bowl	and	sat	down	on

a	log	to	eat	her	second	helping.	If	she	weren’t	so	famished,	she	would
have	waited	to	eat	with	Tabor.

As	more	shifters	arrived,	a	 line	 formed	 in	 the	center	of	 the	clearing
leading	up	to	the	cauldron.	Raider	and	Kallie	emerged	from	one	of	the
wooded	trails	together.

Good,	maybe	those	two	had	formed	a	bond	on	duty.	It	would	make
things	easier	 for	Sasha	 if	Raider	claimed	someone	before	 she	brought
up	Tabor	with	the	council.	She	watched	the	pair	head	toward	the	 line,
but	 although	 they	 walked	 side	 by	 side,	 there	 were	 still	 a	 couple	 feet
between	them.

The	sound	of	retching	pulled	Sasha’s	attention	away.
Trish	 leaned	 over	 the	 bushes,	 her	 body	 heaving	 as	 she	 lost	 her

breakfast.
Morning	meals	 were	 always	 quieter	 than	 evening,	 but	 everyone	 in

the	clearing	went	extra	still	as	all	eyes	turned	to	Trish.
Francine	 hurried	 over.	 Once	 Trish	 had	 finished	 emptying	 her

stomach,	Francine	escorted	her	out	of	the	clearing	toward	the	river.	As
soon	as	they	were	gone	the	whispers	started	up.	Sasha	didn’t	need	to
hear	the	speculations	to	understand	Trish’s	condition.

The	shifter	was	with	child.
She	 shouldn’t	 be,	 not	 without	 a	 mate,	 but	 her	 mysterious	 illness

suddenly	made	perfect	sense.
Sasha	 got	 to	 her	 feet	 and	 stormed	 over	 to	 the	 used	 dish	 basket.



Anger	 suppressed	 her	 appetite.	 She	 stuffed	 the	 last	 remaining	 bites
down,	not	wanting	to	waste	food.

Raider	got	out	of	line	and	walked	over.	“Good	morning,”	he	said.
“Morning,”	Sasha	replied,	agitation	leaking	into	her	voice.
“Palmer’s	called	for	a	council	meeting	this	evening	after	patrol.”
“Does	it	have	something	to	do	with	Trish’s	pregnancy?”
“Probably,”	 Raider	 said,	 not	 sounding	 surprised	 in	 the	 least.	 “See

you	 after	 patrol.”	 He	 jutted	 his	 chin	 and	 returned	 to	 the	 line,	 joining
Kallie	midway	to	the	cauldron.

Sasha	didn’t	 feel	 like	 spending	any	more	 time	around	camp.	Tabor
could	find	her	at	the	cave.

Once	 there,	 she	 sat	 on	 one	 of	 the	 boulders	 and	 waited.	 It	 wasn’t
long,	but	she	felt	impatient	with	every	passing	second.

When	 Tabor	 arrived,	 his	 forehead	 wrinkled.	 “You	 weren’t	 at
breakfast,”	he	said,	stopping	several	feet	in	front	of	where	she	sat.

Sasha	 slid	 down	 from	 the	 boulder.	 “I	 was	 there	 earlier.	 Now	 let’s
go.”

They	 undressed	 in	 silence,	 shifted,	 and	 trotted	 through	 the	 forest.
The	 morning	 air	 dotted	 their	 fur	 with	 moisture,	 sealed	 in	 by	 the
greenery	growing	at	all	angles	along	the	wooded	trail.

The	bluff	was	exposed	to	the	sun,	and	it	baked	the	earth,	turning	the
path	to	dust.	The	valley,	however,	was	still	shaded	at	that	early	hour	as
the	sun	slowly	 slipped	down	 the	side	of	 the	hill	 to	 spill	out	across	 the
land.

At	the	bluff’s	edge,	Sasha	shifted.	Tabor	followed.
They	stood	up	and	dusted	themselves	off.
“Something’s	on	your	mind,”	Tabor	said.
“It’s	Trish.	She’s	with	child.”
“With	child?”	Tabor	slapped	his	hand	over	his	mouth	then	lowered	it

with	 a	 glint	 in	 his	 eyes.	 “That	 scoundrel.	 The	 night	 of	 the	 ceremony
wasn’t	enough?	Palmer	went	and	mated	with	her	during	the	full	moon



too?”
Sasha	growled.	“Likely	why	she	was	 supposedly	 ‘unwell’	during	 the

full	moon.	It	must	have	been	an	excuse	to	get	out	of	duty	and	mate	with
Palmer.”	Sasha	kicked	a	stone	with	the	side	of	her	foot.	“Palmer	called	a
council	meeting	for	tonight.”

“Probably	to	confess	his	sins,”	Tabor	said.
“I	don’t	know	what	he’ll	have	to	say	for	himself.”	Sasha	stared	across

the	valley.
Palmer	had	known	exactly	what	he	was	doing,	as	though	he’d	sought

out	this	very	outcome.	But	why?	He	had	a	mate	and	a	pup	on	the	way.
Sasha	shook	her	head.
“I	don’t	understand	it.”
“I’d	love	to	sit	in	on	that	council	meeting	to	hear	Palmer	explain	his

way	out	of	this	one,”	Tabor	said,	rubbing	his	hands	together.
Sasha’s	vision	went	out	of	focus	as	she	stared	at	the	same	point	on

the	valley	floor.	“I	can’t	think	of	one	good	reason,”	she	muttered.	“The
strange	thing	is	Francine	seemed	eager	to	take	care	of	Trish.”

Tabor	 shrugged.	 “Beats	 the	 hell	 out	 of	me.	 It’s	 not	 like	 Francine’s
unable	 to	bear	children	of	her	own	and	 looking	 for	a	surrogate.	You’ll
have	to	tell	me	after	your	meeting.	Come	by	my	cabin.	This	is	too	juicy
to	wait	until	morning.	Hell,	it’s	torture	waiting	for	tonight.”

Sasha	snorted.	“I	swear	men	love	gossip	more	than	women.”
Tabor	chuckled	and	planted	a	hand	on	his	hip.	“Admit	it.	You’re	just

as	curious.	Nothing	like	this	has	ever	happened	in	Wolf	Hollow	before.”
“I’m	 concerned,”	 Sasha	 said.	 “What	 is	 Trish	 supposed	 to	 do	 now?

Raise	a	pup	on	her	own?	She	won’t	 find	a	mate	after	 this.	How	could
Palmer	do	this	to	her?”	Sasha	growled.	Her	fingers	curled	into	fists.	“If
Francine	can’t	keep	her	mate	in	line,	perhaps	I	should	rip	his	throat	out
for	her.”

Tabor	 winced	 and	 rubbed	 his	 throat.	 “Would	 serve	 him	 right,	 but
then	 that	 would	 leave	 two	 expectant	 mothers	 without	 a	 mate.”	 He



pursed	 his	 lips.	 “Maybe	 Palmer’s	 in	 love	 with	 Trish	 and	 doesn’t	 want
anyone	 else	 to	 have	 her.	 Maybe	 he	 wants	 her	 for	 his	 mistress	 and
impregnated	her	in	place	of	a	claiming.”

Sasha	 snarled	 loud	 enough	 to	 send	 an	 echo	 across	 the	 valley.
“Wolves	don’t	have	mistresses,”	she	growled.

Tabor	took	a	step	away	from	her	and	held	his	palms	out	as	though	to
calm	a	wild	animal.

“Palmer	had	no	right,”	Sasha	said,	grinding	the	words	between	her
teeth	like	rodent	bones.

If	only	she	could	chew	Palmer	up	and	spit	his	rotten	remains	over	the
ground.

She	doubted	he	truly	loved	Trish.	He	certainly	didn’t	respect	her,	and
one	 couldn’t	 love	 someone	 they	 didn’t	 respect.	 No,	 the	 only	 person
Palmer	had	ever	loved	was	himself.

Sasha	growled	again	 then	proceeded	to	pace	back	and	forth	along
the	edge	of	the	bluff.	She	stopped	and	stared	into	the	valley.

She	 felt	 like	 killing	 something.	 Where	 was	 a	 vulhena	 when	 she
needed	one?	It	would	be	better	for	Palmer	if	she	got	some	of	the	rage
out	of	her	system	before	the	council	converged.

Tabor	sidled	up	to	Sasha	and	pressed	his	hip	against	hers.
“There’s	another	important	matter	to	discuss,”	he	said	in	a	low	voice.
“You	and	me,”	Sasha	acknowledged,	turning	to	face	him.
Tabor’s	 smile	 looked	 forced	as	he	 said,	 “We	only	have	a	week	 left

and	I	can’t	stand	the	thought	of	another	shifter	being	your	partner,	even
if	it’s	just	to	patrol.”

“Me	 too,”	 Sasha	 said.	 The	 thought	of	being	 separated	 from	Tabor
made	her	stomach	twist	and	curl	into	knots	of	discontent.

Tabor’s	 grin	 reached	 his	 eyes.	 “Does	 this	mean	 you’ve	 decided	 to
claim	me?”

Sasha	smiled	back.	“Once	I	get	the	council’s	blessings.”
“And	if	not?”	Tabor	asked,	an	edge	to	his	tone.	He	folded	his	arms



across	his	chest.
“I’ll	get	it	out	of	them	one	way	or	another,”	Sasha	said.
Getting	 the	council	 to	approve	her	claim	on	a	half-breed	would	be

more	challenging	than	fighting	off	a	pack	of	angry	vulhena.	But	 if	they
wanted	her	to	produce	offspring	for	the	pack,	this	was	their	one	chance.
Tabor	was	the	only	acceptable	mate	in	her	eyes.

Tabor	 tapped	 his	 fingers	 against	 his	 thigh,	 staring	 off	 with	 a
thoughtful	 gaze.	 “You	 know	 this	 thing	 with	 Trish	 might	 work	 in	 our
favor,”	he	said,	head	lifting	with	his	voice.	“If	you’re	worried	about	how
the	 council	 will	 react	 to	 our	 feelings	 for	 one	 another	 it	 won’t	 be	 as
shocking	as	what	Palmer’s	gone	and	done.	This	could	really	 lessen	the
blow.”

“Not	to	mention	Garrick’s	actions	during	Hector’s	visit,”	Sasha	said,
warming	up	to	the	idea.

Tabor’s	eyes	bulged	out	of	their	sockets	and	his	mouth	hung	open.
“Wait	a	minute.	It	was	Garrick	humping	Hector?	Garrick?	How	could	you
not	share	that	with	me	right	away?”

Sasha	grimaced.	“I	promised	not	to	tell	and	now	you	have	to	promise
you	won’t	either.”

“Only	 because	 you	 asked.”	 Tabor	 shook	 his	 head.	 “Palmer	 and
Garrick	 are	 such	 horndogs.	 One	 chasing	 tail.	 The	 other	 ass.”	 He
snickered	softly.

“Palmer	 and	Garrick	 have	 no	 right	 to	 vote	 against	 us,”	 Sasha	 said.
And	 she’d	 have	 no	 problem	 reminding	 them.	 “Jager’s	 enjoyed	 your
expertise	 in	 the	 healing	 arts	 and	must	 value	 those	 skills.	 And	 I	 doubt
Raider	cares	who	I	claim.”

“Are	you	sure	about	 that?”	Tabor	asked	with	a	 low	growl.	“Maybe
Raider	expects	you	to	claim	him	now	that	the	Hector	is	out	of	the	way.”

Sasha	lifted	her	eyes	skyward.	“Raider	has	no	interest	in	me.	In	fact,
I’ve	never	seen	him	express	interest	in	anyone.”

“That’s	 just	 it,”	 Tabor	 rushed	 in.	 “Maybe	he	does	 have	 a	 thing	 for



you,	he	just	doesn’t	show	it	openly.”
This	time	Sasha	huffed.	“Even	if	he	did,	you’d	have	nothing	to	worry

about.”
Tabor’s	eyes	grew	hooded	the	longer	he	stared	at	her.	“Can’t	resist

me,”	 he	 said	 in	 a	 silky	 voice	 as	 he	 circled	 around	 her	 and	 pressed
against	her	back.	He	grew	hard	and	pushed	his	erection	against	her.	A
guttural	 moan	 slipped	 past	 Sasha’s	 lips.	 Tabor’s	 hand	 slid	 down	 her
sides	and	had	almost	made	it	between	her	legs	when	she	pulled	away.
Her	eyes	flew	open	and	she	looked	around.

“Someone	 approaches,”	 Sasha	 said,	 whipping	 around	 to	 face	 the
sparsely	wooded	area	skirting	the	bluff	trail.

Tabor	fists	tightened,	head	moving	side	to	side	as	he	searched	their
surroundings.	 The	 trees	 on	 the	 bluff	 were	 thin	 and	 spaced	 far	 apart,
making	it	impossible	for	anyone	to	sneak	up	on	them.

The	wolf	 that	walked	 into	 view	wasn’t	 trying	 to	 be	 sneaky,	 though
Sasha	wondered	why	it	hadn’t	howled	first.	When	it	spotted	Sasha	and
Tabor	it	shifted,	turning	into	Peter	from	the	den.

Tabor	 kept	 a	 wary	 eye	 on	 Heidi’s	 mate	 as	 he	 approached	 them.
“Peter?	What	are	you	doing	here?”	he	asked.

A	grim	line	thinned	Peter’s	lips.	He	didn’t	speak	until	he	had	stopped
two	 feet	beside	Tabor	and	Sasha.	The	 shifter’s	 face	was	ashen,	 and	 it
made	Sasha’s	heart	tighten	in	dread.

“There’s	been	another	attack,”	he	said	without	preamble.
A	stunned	silence	followed.
“The	den?”	Sasha	asked	in	a	whisper,	her	heart	threatening	to	stop

beating	altogether.
“No,	 thank	goodness,”	Peter	 said.	“The	den	 is	 safe.	 It’s	Kallie.	She

and	 Raider	were	 hunting	 the	 area	 outside	 the	 den	when	 two	 vulhena
attacked	them.	While	Raider	was	fighting	one	off,	the	other	got	Kallie.”

A	silent	scream	rose	up	Sasha’s	throat.	She’d	seen	them	at	breakfast
not	that	long	ago.



“Did	it	kill	her?”	she	demanded.	She	had	to	know	right	away.
Peter	 shook	 his	 head.	 “She’s	 alive,	 but	 she’s	 badly	 wounded	 and

unfortunately	she	shifted	during	the	attack.”
Sasha’s	stomach	knotted.
“Maybe	I	can	help	her,”	Tabor	said.
Sasha	 appreciated	 the	 way	 he	 began	 moving	 toward	 the	 trail	 as

eager	as	she	to	get	back	to	the	glade.
Peter	fell	in	line	beside	them	as	they	started	down	the	path.
“Garrick	 sent	 me	 to	 fetch	 you,”	 Peter	 said	 as	 they	 walked.	 “The

elders	are	moving	patrols	around	for	the	rest	of	the	day.”
“Are	the	vulhena	dead?”	Sasha	asked.
Peter	 nodded.	 “Raider	 killed	 them	 both.	 Garrick’s	 already	 moved

Aden	to	the	forest	outside	the	den.	He’s	searching	now	to	see	if	there
are	any	other	vulhena	nearby.”

“I	should	help	him,”	Sasha	said.
“Garrick	wants	you	to	join	the	council	for	an	emergency	meeting	at

camp,”	Peter	cut	in.
She	 fought	 back	 a	 scowl.	 A	 time	 like	 this	 required	 action	 over

meeting.
“Where’s	Kallie?”	Tabor	asked.
“We’re	 taking	 care	 of	 her	 in	 the	den,”	 Peter	 said.	 “I’ll	 take	 you	 to

her.”
The	 three	 of	 them	 got	 on	 their	 hands	 and	 knees	 and	 shifted.

Transformation	complete,	they	ran	the	rest	of	the	way	to	camp.

Palmer,	Jager,	Garrick,	and	Raider	were	all	waiting	when	Sasha,	Tabor,
and	Peter	ran	into	the	glade.	Tabor	and	Peter	didn’t	stop	to	shift.	They
only	 briefly	 paused	 as	 she	 pulled	 away	 from	 their	 small	 pack	 before



taking	off	toward	the	den.
Sasha	stared	at	 the	council,	who	sat	 in	human	 form	on	stumps	that

had	been	arranged	in	a	circle.	One	of	them	was	empty.
Garrick	 tapped	 his	 foot	 against	 the	 earth	 and	 frowned	 down	 at

Sasha.
The	council	members	all	turned	their	heads	to	stare	at	her.
In	her	haste,	she’d	run	straight	to	camp	rather	than	stop	and	dress	at

the	cave.
Sasha	 darted	 around	 the	 clearing	 smelling	 the	 ground	 until	 she

picked	up	 the	 scent	of	 clothing.	Actually,	 the	 strongest	 scent	was	 the
human	who	had	worn	the	sundress.	Camilla	had	tossed	her	dress	over	a
log.

Sasha	shifted	and	pulled	the	dress	over	her	head.	It	was	tighter	than
what	 she	 was	 used	 to.	 She	 and	 Camilla	 had	 similar	 curvy	 builds	 and
large	breasts,	but	Camilla	chose	to	wear	dresses	that	fit	tighter,	whereas
Sasha	liked	her	dresses	loose	and	easy	to	get	in	and	out	of.

At	least	she	was	clothed.	Today,	of	all	days,	she	was	in	no	mood	to
have	 Palmer’s	 gaze	 hovering	 over	 her	 bare	 breasts.	 It	 would	 be	 too
tempting	to	rip	his	eyes	out	of	their	sockets.

She	 emerged	 from	 the	 woods	 and	 rejoined	 the	 council	 in	 the
clearing,	smoothing	the	skirt	of	Camilla’s	dress	back	as	she	took	a	seat
on	the	remaining	stump.

Blood	 stained	Raider’s	 bare	 chest	 and	 jeans.	He	 sat	 hunched	over,
arms	resting	against	his	legs,	staring	at	the	ground.

“How’s	Kallie?”	Sasha	asked.
“She’ll	 live,”	 Jager	 said	 gruffly,	 “but	 she	 won’t	 be	 able	 to	 patrol

again.	The	vulhena	tore	through	her	hind	leg	and	still	had	a	hold	on	 it
when	 she	 shifted.	 Wolf	 or	 human—makes	 no	 difference—her	 leg	 is
permanently	mangled.”

A	cry	of	anguish	tore	through	Sasha’s	lips.	It	was	a	fate	almost	worse
than	death.	A	wolf	who	couldn’t	 run	was	a	wolf	without	spirit,	without



freedom	.	.	.	without	purpose.
Raider	glanced	up	with	bloodshot	eyes.	The	anguish	on	his	face	was

the	most	emotion	Sasha	had	ever	seen	from	him.
Jager	 cleared	 his	 throat.	 “It’s	 time	 we	 discussed	 the	 security	 and

future	of	Wolf	Hollow.”
They	were	 always	 discussing	 it,	 but	 Jager’s	 clipped	words	made	 it

sound	as	though	things	were	about	to	drastically	change.	Sasha	bristled
inside,	 dreading	what	 kind	of	 scheme	 the	 elders	might	 have	planned.
They’d	already	brought	Hector	in	without	consulting	her	first.	Who	knew
what	else	they’d	discussed	in	secret.

Jager	placed	a	thick	palm	on	his	thigh	and	leaned	forward.
“For	starters,	the	den’s	mated	males	will	have	to	join	in	patrols	more

often,	at	least	until	our	numbers	are	built	up.”
“So	 long	as	that	doesn’t	 leave	the	den	vulnerable	to	attack,”	Sasha

said,	giving	Jager	a	hard	stare.
He	moistened	his	cracked	 lips.	“That	 leads	me	 to	our	bigger	 issue.

The	hollow	needs	more	pack	members	to	protect	our	territory.	Our	best
chance	for	survival	 lies	 in	breeding.	Everyone	understands	the	delicate
balance	we’ve	 faced	 in	protecting	and	 repopulating	 the	den.	 It	 is	why
the	 elders	 have	 discouraged	 claims	 these	 past	 five	 years.	 In	 fulfilling
their	duties	to	the	pack,	our	single	shifters	have	shown	little	interest	in
claiming	a	mate.	They’ve	gotten	used	to	having	a	partner	rather	than	a
mate.	 I	 propose	 we	mandate	 one	 new	 claiming	 to	 take	 place	 before
every	full	moon	over	the	next	year.”

Sasha’s	head	jerked.	“Don’t	you	think	you’re	rushing	things?”
“On	 the	 contrary,”	 Jager	 said.	 “We	 should	 have	 started	doing	 this

after	 losing	 so	many	 elders.	Mated	pairs	 can	 still	 perform	pack	duties
and	try	for	pups	on	the	full	moon.	This	way	is	more	efficient.”

“The	den	will	become	overcrowded,”	Sasha	argued.
Palmer	 acknowledged	 Sasha’s	 concern	 with	 a	 slow	 nod.	 “We’ve

discussed	 limiting	 the	 den	 to	 couples	 with	 pups	 or	 pups	 on	 the	 way.



Until	 the	 female	 is	 with	 child,	 the	mated	 pair	 will	 remain	 outside	 the
den.”

Sasha	scowled.	“What	about	the	couples	who	live	there	now	and	are
still	trying	for	pups?	Are	you	going	to	kick	them	out	of	the	den?”

“They	 will	 understand	 it’s	 for	 the	 good	 of	 the	 pack,”	 Jager	 said
without	concern.

The	 elders	made	 it	 sound	 so	 easy	 to	 plan	 pack	members’	 lives	 for
them.

It	 felt	 difficult	 to	 breathe	 with	 Camilla’s	 dress	 snug	 across	 Sasha’s
chest.	Her	temples	throbbed	and	heat	filled	her	cheeks.

“Who	will	help	protect	the	den	during	the	full	moon	if	you	expect	so
many	wolves	to	be	mating?”	she	demanded.

“The	 males	 whose	 mates	 are	 with	 child,”	 Jager	 answered
impatiently.	 “The	more	 females	who	 become	 pregnant,	 the	more	 the
men	will	be	freed	up.”

So	nice	of	Jager	to	put	the	pressure	on	the	females	to	free	up	their
mates.	Sasha’s	toes	curled	over	the	earth.	Her	skin	crawled.	Just	below
the	surface	her	wolf	sensed	her	agitation.

“And	 not	 everyone	 will	 be	 paired	 over	 the	 next	 year,”	 Jager
continued.	 “Some	might	 never	 be	 paired.	We’re	 not	 all	 meant	 to	 be
mated.	I	never	claimed	a	female.	Garrick	has	chosen	not	to	claim	a	new
mate	after	losing	his	former	one	in	the	attack.”	Jager’s	words	faded	in
and	out	as	though	from	far	away.

The	depth	of	Sasha’s	aggravation	had	taken	her	outside	herself	and
distanced	her	mind	from	the	council	members	surrounding	her	 in	their
small	circle.

“Palmer,	 on	 the	other	 hand,	will	 become	a	 father	 any	day	 and	has
made	a	special	request	of	the	council.”	Jager	paused	until	everyone	had
looked	up	and	given	him	their	undivided	attention.

Palmer	folded	his	hands	in	his	lap,	waiting	patiently.
How	could	the	filthy	animal	sit	there	looking	smug?	Sasha	had	to	bite



back	the	growl	crawling	up	her	throat.
“Palmer	 has	 impregnated	 a	 second	 female,”	 Jager	 announced

without	preamble.
The	 lack	 of	 surprise	 on	 the	 faces	 around	 her	 added	 to	 Sasha’s

agitation.	Raider	still	looked	dazed,	but	he	hadn’t	acted	surprised	when
she	brought	the	subject	up	with	him	at	breakfast.	Garrick	picked	at	the
skin	around	his	nails.	Naturally	procreation	with	a	female	would	be	of	no
interest	to	him.

“Palmer	has	requested	permission	to	take	a	second	mate.	He	would
like	to	officially	claim	Trish.”

“One	 isn’t	enough?”	Sasha	cried	before	Jager	had	a	chance	 to	say
anything	more.	She	stood	up	and	got	 in	 front	of	Palmer,	arms	 folded,
scowling	down	at	the	mongrel.	“How	does	Francine	feel	about	this?”

Palmer	had	the	audacity	to	smile.	“My	mate	wants	this	as	much	as	I.”
“I	highly	doubt	that,”	Sasha	said.
Palmer’s	 smile	 faded.	 His	 eyes	 narrowed.	 “I	 think	 I	 know	what	my

mate	wants	more	than	anyone	else.	Francine	and	 I	both	desire	a	 large
family	.	.	.	for	ourselves	and	for	the	hollow.”

“Ohh,	for	the	hollow,”	Sasha	said	with	a	derisive	scoff.
Ignoring	 her,	 Palmer	 lifted	 his	 chest.	 “Trish	 is	 happy	 too.	 She	 and

Francine	are	as	close	as	sisters.	Trish	can’t	wait	to	be	a	mother	and	to
help	raise	Francine’s	child	with	us	in	the	meantime.”

With	a	snarl	of	impatience,	Sasha	turned	to	Jager.	“You	can’t	tell	me
you’re	okay	with	what	he’s	done.”

“Palmer	and	Trish	should	have	asked	for	permission	first,”	Jager	said.
“This	isn’t	the	way	we’ve	done	things	in	the	past,	but	with	our	decline	in
numbers	we	have	to	adapt.	Like	it	or	not,	this	is	one	way.”

Sasha’s	next	growl	 rumbled	across	 the	clearing.	“I	would	maim	any
mate	of	mine	who	suggested	I	share	him	with	another	female.”

“And	that	is	your	right,”	Jager	agreed.	“But	if	Francine	and	Trish	are
in	agreement,	who	are	we	to	step	in	the	way	of	their	happiness?”



“Is	 that	 what	 is	 to	 become	 of	 the	 hollow?	 Females	 sharing	 their
mates?”	Sasha	demanded.

“I	wouldn’t	suggest	it,”	Jager	said.	“There	is	nothing	wrong	with	our
male-to-female	ratio.	Palmer	would	be	the	exception.”

“Special	privileges	 for	an	elder	council	member,”	Sasha	said	with	a
sneer.

Jager	lifted	his	hands	into	the	air.	“What’s	done	can’t	be	undone.	It
is	time	to	make	a	decision.	Do	we	give	Palmer	permission	to	claim	Trish
as	his	second	mate	and	mother	of	his	unborn	child?	 I	vote	yes.”	Jager
looked	around	the	circle.

Garrick	nodded.	He	reached	over	and	slapped	Palmer	on	the	back.
“Congratulations,	Papa	Wolf,”	he	said	with	a	wide	grin.

Palmer	chuckled,	a	grating	sound	like	rocks	tumbling	over	each	other
in	a	landslide.

The	circle	quieted.	Jager	stared	pointedly	at	Raider,	who	shrugged.
“Like	Jager	said,	what’s	done	is	done.”

Sasha’s	 eyes	 narrowed	 to	 slits.	Was	 that	 how	 he	 felt	 about	 Kallie?
Was	she	done	now	too?	Perhaps	he’d	like	to	drag	her	to	the	wasteland
and	put	her	out	of	her	misery.

She	 knew	 she	 was	 being	 unfair.	 Raider	 looked	 shaken	 up.	 Maybe
even	numb.

She	needed	him	to	snap	out	of	it.
What	she	really	needed	was	another	council	member	on	her	side.
“Sasha,	that	leaves	you,”	Jager	said.
Outvoted,	but	she	still	got	to	express	her	opinion.	Even	if	the	topic

were	up	for	debate,	Sasha	felt	there’d	been	no	choice	but	to	agree.
She	sat	back	down	on	her	stump	slowly	and	turned	her	focus	back	on

Palmer.	 “You	 ask	 for	 the	 council’s	 blessing	 after	 the	 deed	 is	 already
done.	What	 choice	do	we	have?	 I	 do	 not	wish	 Trish	 to	be	 an	outcast
when	you	are	to	blame	for	her	state.”

The	smug	smile	that	had	been	on	Palmer’s	lips	disappeared	when	his



upper	 lip	curled.	He	opened	his	mouth	to	speak,	but	Jager	 jumped	 in
first.

“Excellent,”	he	said,	 rubbing	his	hands	over	his	 thighs.	“It’s	 settled
then.	 Palmer	 has	 the	 council’s	 blessing	 to	 claim	 Trish	 as	 his	 second
mate.	I	will	make	an	announcement	at	dinner	tonight	unless	you	would
like	to,	Palmer.”

“Be	my	guest,”	Palmer	said.
Sasha’s	heart	began	beating	rapidly.	There	had	never	been	a	better

opportunity	 to	 bring	 up	 the	 claim	 she	 wanted	 to	make	 on	 Tabor.	 As
uncouth	as	his	methods	were,	Palmer	had	done	her	a	favor.	Requesting
the	 council’s	 blessing	 to	 claim	 a	 half-breed	 paled	 in	 comparison	 to
Palmer’s	desire	for	two	mates.

Still,	she	didn’t	expect	any	of	them	would	congratulate	her.	Bringing
the	subject	up	made	her	feel	skittish,	but	it	was	now	or	never.

Sasha	sat	up	straight.	“While	we’re	on	the	subject,	I	have	a	proposal
of	my	own.”

“Oh?”	Jager	said.
Sasha’s	 jangled	nerves	calmed.	A	wolfish	grin	 formed	over	her	 lips.

Palmer	wasn’t	the	only	one	who	could	act	smug.	“I	would	like	to	claim
Tabor	as	my	mate.	We	can	be	the	first	new	pairing	for	the	upcoming	full
moon.”

Might	as	well	not	mince	words.	She	had	always	preferred	the	direct
approach.

Raider	 lifted	his	head	and	 stared	at	her	 as	 though	he’d	 just	woken
from	a	doze.	Jager’s	and	Garrick’s	faces	wrinkled,	looking	both	shocked
and	 furious.	Palmer	had	 the	good	 sense	not	 to	glower	 at	 her	 like	 the
other	two	elders.

Jager’s	 face	had	 turned	 red.	 “That	 conniving	mongrel,”	he	 spat.	 “I
should	 have	 never	 paired	 the	 two	 of	 you.	He’s	 bewitched	 you,	 hasn’t
he?”

“Like	father,	like	son,”	Garrick	growled.



Sasha	narrowed	her	eyes.	“He’s	done	no	such	thing.”
“Then	why	would	you	want	to	claim	him?”	Jager	demanded.
Sasha	lifted	her	chin.	“Because	my	wolf	has	chosen	him,	as	have	I.”

That’s	all	the	explanation	the	council	needed	to	know.	She	wasn’t	about
to	discuss	her	feelings	for	Tabor	with	a	group	of	crusty	elders.

“You	cannot	claim	a	half-breed,”	Garrick	said.
“I	can	and	I	will,”	Sasha	snarled.
“Sasha,	think	of	your	children	and	what	they	would	become,”	Jager

implored.	 “Think	 of	 your	 parents.	Would	 you	 really	 want	 to	 taint	 the
blood	 of	 future	 generations?	 You	 have	 a	 long	 and	 proud	 lineage	 of
purebloods	in	your	family.	If	you	mate	with	a	half-breed,	that	all	ends.”

“I	don’t	care,”	Sasha	ground	out	between	her	teeth.
“Well,	everyone	else	will,”	Garrick	snapped.
“I	don’t	care,”	Raider	said.	“It’s	not	like	there	are	any	pure-blooded

males	 around.	 Let	 Sasha	 choose	 the	mate	 she	wants.	 The	 council	 just
allowed	 Palmer	 to	 choose	 two.	 Sasha	 only	 wants	 one.”	 A	 wry	 smile
appeared	over	his	lips.	It	grew	bigger	when	Sasha	smiled	back.

Finally,	 the	 support	 she’d	been	 looking	 for.	She	could	have	 thrown
her	 arms	 around	 Raider	 right	 then,	 and	 she	 wasn’t	 even	 the	 hugging
type.

The	veins	on	Garrick’s	neck	bulged.	He	jumped	up,	muscles	flexing	in
his	arms.	“I’m	going	to	drag	Hector’s	ass	back	to	Wolf	Hollow	and	make
him	claim	you!”	he	bellowed.

Sasha	got	to	her	feet.	“I	bet	you’d	enjoy	that.”
His	 face	darkened	and	 fists	 tightened.	Garrick	 took	a	 step	 forward.

Hot	fury	radiated	off	his	body	and	sparked	in	his	eyes.
Sasha’s	wolf	had	a	better	chance	of	fighting	him,	but	she	didn’t	want

to	crouch	on	the	ground	to	make	the	shift.	Instead,	she	bounced	on	the
balls	of	her	feet,	preparing	to	shift	and	leap	at	Garrick’s	throat.

Sensing	what	was	at	play,	Raider	scrambled	off	his	stump	and	threw
his	 hulking	body	between	 the	 two	of	 them.	He	wasn’t	 as	 bulky	 as	 his



father,	but	he	was	taller.
“Calm	down,	Dad,”	he	said,	sounding	more	like	the	parent	scolding

the	child.	“No	one	wants	that	 lily	 liver	back	 in	Wolf	Hollow.	Even	pure
blood	can’t	make	up	for	his	cowardice.”

“He	wasn’t	scared.	He	was	angry,”	Garrick	snapped.	“His	bitch	of	a
cousin	took	off,	leaving	him	no	choice	but	to	escort	her	home	safely.”

Sasha	snorted	and	rolled	her	eyes.
Usually	it	took	Jager	several	attempts	to	get	to	his	feet,	but	thanks	to

Tabor’s	potion	he	was	on	his	toes	in	one	go.
“I	think	we	can	all	agree	there	are	no	available,	or	acceptable,	pure-

blooded	males	 for	 Sasha,”	 Jager	 said.	 “I	 always	 hoped	Wolfrik	would
return	to	us,	but	it	is	a	hope	we	must	abandon.	I	fear	Wolfrik	is	dead.	He
would	have	returned	if	he	could	have—I’m	sure	of	it.”

Silence	fell	over	the	group.	No	one	had	ever	voiced	their	suspicions
that	Wolfrik	 hadn’t	 just	 run	 away.	 He’d	 perished	 .	 .	 .	 or	worse,	 Sasha
thought	with	a	shudder,	recalling	the	group	of	humans	who	had	tried	to
capture	her	and	Aden.

Jager	 blinked	 several	 times	 then	 turned	 to	 Sasha	 with	 glistening
eyes.

“Please	consider	what	you’re	asking,	my	dear.	You	are	a	pureblood.
A	fighter.	A	survivor.	A	council	member.	You	are	a	symbol	of	hope	and
strength.	The	pack	respects	you.	Do	you	really	want	to	give	all	that	up,
let	 down	 your	 pack,	 by	 claiming	 a	 half-breed?	At	 least	 consider	 a	 full
wolf	shifter.	I’ll	partner	you	with	any	wolf	you	want	in	the	next	patrols.”

Sasha’s	chest	tightened.	Taking	oxygen	into	her	lungs	became	more
difficult	as	Jager	implored	her	with	his	cloudy	eyes.

“We	should	banish	the	half-breed,”	Garrick	growled.
Sasha	 snarled.	 Getting	 air	 was	 no	 longer	 a	 problem.	 Now	 all	 she

needed	was	a	chance	to	unleash	her	fury.	Garrick	would	be	the	perfect
outlet.	Sasha	wanted	out	of	 the	dress	and	 into	her	 fur.	She	 flexed	her
muscles.



“Let’s	settle	this	now.	As	wolves,”	she	said.
“Wait	just	a	minute,”	Palmer	said,	getting	to	his	feet	to	join	the	rest

of	the	council	members	in	their	stare	down.	He	lifted	his	arms	in	the	air.
“We’re	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 a	 meeting.	 Council	 members	 shouldn’t	 be
brawling.”

Sasha	snarled	at	him.	Palmer	should	be	happy	it	wasn’t	his	throat	she
was	going	for.	Not	at	the	moment.

“Palmer’s	 right,”	Jager	said.	“Can	we	all	please	sit	down	and	finish
our	meeting?”	He	took	a	seat	in	demonstration.

Palmer	planted	his	ass	back	down	too.
It	was	difficult	to	glare	at	Garrick	with	Raider	still	standing	between

them.	Only	when	Garrick	returned	to	his	stump	did	Sasha	do	the	same.
Raider	didn’t	sit	down	until	he’d	seen	that	she	retreated.

Jager	looked	around	the	circle,	making	eye	contact	with	each	council
member	before	resuming	the	meeting.

“This	 is	 a	 lot	of	 excitement	 for	 an	old	man,”	he	 said	 in	 a	wavering
voice.	“Palmer	has	left	me	with	a	big	announcement	to	make	tonight.	I
must	think	on	the	wording	of	my	speech.”	Jager	turned	to	Sasha.	“My
dear,	would	you	do	this	old	man	the	favor	of	waiting	one	more	week	to
make	your	claim?	Give	me	time	to	think	on	the	best	way	to	deliver	the
news	to	the	pack.”

Nice	one,	playing	the	old	man	card.	Sometimes	Sasha	forgot	what	a
formidable	opponent	Jager	could	be	not	 in	body,	but	 in	mind.	But	he
had	all	but	given	her	his	blessings	 to	claim	Tabor	so	 long	as	she	gave
him	a	little	time.

Palmer	clasped	his	hands	together.	“Waiting	sounds	like	an	excellent
idea.”	 He	 shared	 a	 look	 with	 Garrick,	 which	 made	 the	 hulking	 brute
relax	on	his	stump.

Secretive	smiles	formed	over	their	lips.
“Fine,”	 Sasha	 said.	 “I’ll	 give	 you	 until	 the	 full	 moon	 ceremony	 to

prepare	 an	 announcement,	 but	 if	 anything	 happens	 to	 Tabor	 before



then,	the	vulhena	will	be	the	least	of	your	worries.”



chapter	twelve

THERE	WERE	 NO	children	 gathered	 around	 the	 den’s	 communal
firepit	 that	 afternoon.	 The	 hammocks	 were	 empty.	 No	 sounds	 of
laughter	or	parents	scolding	their	pups.	The	air	held	the	scent	of	 fear.
Tabor	breathed	it	in	as	he	entered	the	den	with	Peter.

They	 slowed	 to	 a	 trot,	 sniffing	 and	 glancing	 around	 the	 deserted
clearing.	Several	pairs	of	eyes	peered	out	of	 the	doors	of	huts	before
retreating	inside.

Tabor	followed	Peter	 into	his	hut.	Heidi	and	the	kids	weren’t	there.
The	men	shifted	on	the	hut’s	compacted	dirt	floor.

Once	clothed,	 they	walked	 to	a	 shed	set	apart	 from	the	other	huts
and	homes.	The	wood	planks	were	splitting	apart	in	many	places,	long
cracks	in	the	wood	that	needed	repair.	The	shed	was	a	sorry	excuse	for
a	 clinic.	Shifters	were	 lucky	 they	 rarely	got	 ill	 and	 that	 injuries	weren’t
frequent.

As	 someone	 who	 dabbled	 in	 the	 healing	 arts,	 the	 clinic	 was
something	Tabor	had	always	wanted	to	improve,	but	patrol	duties	kept
him	 too	 busy.	 Once	 mated	 and	 living	 in	 the	 den,	 he’d	 have	 the
opportunity	he’d	been	waiting	for	to	transform	the	shed	 into	a	decent



little	hospital.
A	small	group	of	shifters	milled	outside	the	door,	which	was	propped

open	with	a	 large	stone.	Amy	and	Eric	were	there,	peering	inside.	Eric
noticed	Peter	and	Tabor	 first.	He	nudged	his	sister,	who	scowled	until
she	followed	the	direction	of	his	finger.

“Daddy!”	the	children	cried,	running	to	Peter.
Peter	crouched	down	and	scooped	Amy	into	his	arms.	She	wrapped

her	arms	around	his	neck	and	her	 legs	around	his	waist.	Eric	attached
himself	to	Peter’s	leg.	Peter	chuckled	and	patted	the	boy’s	head.

Tabor	 walked	 past	 them.	 Shifters	 stepped	 aside	 to	 allow	 him
entrance.	Light	shone	in	from	an	open	window	usually	kept	shuttered	in
the	 winter	 months.	 Kallie	 lay	 atop	 a	 table	 in	 the	 center	 of	 the	 shed,
Heidi	beside	her	leg	with	a	bloody	cloth	in	her	hand.

Heidi	looked	up	and	met	Tabor’s	eyes	as	he	entered.	Her	lips	formed
a	grim	 line.	 She	dropped	 the	 cloth	 into	 a	 bowl	 of	water	 on	 the	 table
near	Kallie’s	hip.	A	thin	cotton	sheet	was	arranged	over	her	chest	and
pelvis.

Kallie	 didn’t	 lift	 her	 head	 to	 look	 at	 Tabor.	 It	 wasn’t	 until	 he’d
approached	her	side	that	her	gaze	flickered	over	him	before	returning
to	the	ceiling.	She	stared	up	with	glassy	eyes.

Tabor	 joined	Heidi’s	 side	 to	have	a	 look	at	 the	 leg.	The	skin	below
Kallie’s	knee	hung	loose,	and	he	could	see	bone	where	entire	chunks	of
muscle	and	 flesh	were	missing.	But	 that	wasn’t	 the	worst	of	 it.	Kallie’s
left	foot	hung	limp	and	mangled,	bones	crushed	from	her	ankle	down.

Her	leg	would	heal,	but	her	foot	.	.	.
Tabor	swallowed	before	speaking.
“Do	you	want	something	for	the	pain?”
“She’s	 already	 had	 a	 cup	 of	 Jager’s	 brew,”	 Heidi	 said.	 When	 she

turned	her	back	to	Kallie,	her	eyes	filled	with	sorrow.
Tabor	rested	his	palm	on	the	table.
“First	things	first.	We	need	to	finish	cleaning	the	wound.”



Heidi	nodded.	“Dana	is	fetching	a	fresh	bowl	of	warm	water.”
“Is	my	box	still	here?”	Tabor	asked,	searching	the	shelf	with	his	eyes

until	 he	 spotted	 it.	 “There	 it	 is.”	 He	 walked	 briskly	 to	 the	 shelf	 and
pulled	down	a	small	cedar	box,	setting	it	on	a	narrow	side	table	against
the	inner	wall	of	the	shed.

Tabor	pulled	the	lid	off	and	plucked	out	a	vial	of	blue	liquid.	He	and
his	mother	had	put	 together	a	kit	of	potions	and	remedies	 to	store	 in
the	 shed	 should	 they	 ever	 be	 needed.	 Shifters	 tended	 to	 set	 their
mistrust	of	magic	aside	when	in	great	bodily	harm.

Dana	 reappeared	 with	 the	 fresh	 water,	 and	 Heidi	 got	 to	 work
cleaning	up	the	 last	 traces	of	blood.	Then	Dana	quickly	 retreated	with
the	bowl	of	bloody	water,	leaving	Heidi	and	Tabor	alone	with	Kallie.

Tabor	pulled	down	a	wicker	basket	that	contained	supplies	that	had
been	taken	from	an	abandoned	human	hospital.	He	pulled	out	a	roll	of
gauze.

“Kallie,”	Tabor	said	softly.	“You’ll	heal	faster	if	you	shift.”
It	was	one	of	the	greatest	benefits	of	being	a	wolf	shifter	in	Tabor’s

mind,	but	it	had	also	backfired	on	Kallie	in	a	cruel	way.
“She	 tried	 and	 is	 unable,”	 Heidi	 said,	 whispering,	 “I	 think	 she’s	 in

shock.”
“No	 matter,	 we’ll	 get	 her	 patched	 up,”	 Tabor	 said	 in	 a	 confident

voice	that	didn’t	match	the	turmoil	roiling	around	inside	his	gut.
Whether	Kallie	healed	faster	or	slower	wouldn’t	help	in	the	long	run,

and	 she	 seemed	 to	 understand	 that.	 She	 lay	 on	 her	 back	 unblinking,
looking	as	though	she’d	given	up	all	hope.

As	soon	as	Heidi	finished	cleaning	off	the	blood,	Tabor	leaned	over
the	 table	 with	 the	 vial	 of	 potion.	 He	 unscrewed	 the	 lid	 and	 carefully
sprinkled	a	drop	for	every	inch	of	open	wound.	The	potion	would	help
prevent	infection	as	the	wound	healed.

He	 set	 the	 vial	 on	 the	 side	 table	 and	 returned	 to	 Kallie’s	 side,
looming	over	her	 leg.	Heidi	handed	Tabor	 the	gauze	before	he	had	a



chance	to	ask.	He	gave	her	a	small,	grateful	smile	then	turned	back	to
Kallie.	Heidi	lifted	her	leg	gently	and	Tabor	wrapped	the	wound.

“Aside	 from	 some	 scarring,	 your	 leg	 should	heal	 fully,”	Tabor	 said,
tightening	the	gauze	before	sealing	it	with	a	metal	clasp.

“And	my	foot?”	Kallie	asked	in	a	voice	devoid	of	emotion.
Tabor	 and	 Heidi	 shared	 a	 look.	 When	 neither	 of	 them	 answered,

Kallie	chuckled	humorlessly.	“That	bad.”
Tabor	cleared	his	throat.	“Time	will	tell.”
“I	don’t	need	time	to	tell	me	anything,”	Kallie	said	bitterly.	“I	felt	my

bones	break	in	the	vulhena’s	jaw—twice.”
“You	 need	 to	 give	 your	 body	 a	 chance	 to	 heal,”	 Heidi	 said

soothingly.
Kallie	kept	her	eyes	on	the	ceiling.	“I’d	like	to	be	alone	for	a	while,”

she	said	in	a	flat	voice.
“Of	 course,”	 Heidi	 said,	 moving	 to	 the	 door.	 “Holler	 if	 you	 need

anything	at	all.	There	will	be	someone	outside	guarding	the	door	at	all
times.”

Heidi	 was	 already	 headed	 outside	 and	 didn’t	 hear	 Kallie	 mutter,
“Wouldn’t	want	another	vulhena	to	come	along	and	finish	the	job.”

With	no	words	of	comfort	to	offer,	Tabor	left	the	shed.	He’d	done	all
he	could	 for	Kallie’s	physical	wounds.	The	potion	he’d	been	supplying
Jager	might	 help	 bring	 her	 comfort	 after	 she	 healed,	 but	 only	 in	 the
physical	sense.

Kallie	sounded	broken	on	the	inside,	and	that	was	something	even	a
wizard	had	no	power	to	fix.

Outside,	Heidi	stood	talking	softly	to	Flynn.	She	waved	Tabor	over	as
soon	as	he	stepped	out.

“Thank	you	for	helping	her,”	Flynn	said.
Tabor	bowed	his	head	solemnly.
Heidi	 placed	 her	 hand	 on	 Flynn’s	 shoulder.	 “Thanks	 for	 keeping

guard.	 I’ll	 have	 Dana	 bring	 you	 supper.	 Peter	 will	 come	 by	 after	 he



listens	to	what	the	elders	have	to	say	in	camp.”	She	removed	her	hand
from	Flynn	and	began	walking	away.

Tabor	 fell	 into	 step	 beside	 her,	 passing	 small	 campfires	 as	 they
crossed	 the	den.	 Shifter	 families	 kept	 close	 to	 their	dwellings	 tonight.
The	small	gathering	outside	the	shed	had	since	dissipated.	None	of	the
children	played	in	the	clearing.

Tabor	expected	Heidi	to	talk	about	the	recent	spate	of	attacks	once
they	were	alone,	but	the	first	words	from	her	mouth	were,	“We	haven’t
seen	you	in	a	long	time,	Tay.”

“Few	weeks,”	he	acknowledged,	trying	to	sound	casual.
When	Heidi	smiled,	she	looked	like	her	usual	self,	not	the	grim-faced

woman	who	had	cleaned	blood	off	Kallie	moments	before.
“I	assumed	you	weren’t	coming	around	because	you	were	successful

in	partnering	with	your	special	 lady-wolf	and	that	 the	two	of	you	were
sharing	meals	together	in	camp.”	Heidi’s	eyes	sparkled	as	she	spoke.

This	was	partially	true.	Tabor	had	been	eating	meals	with	Sasha.	He’d
also	 been	 busy	making	 Jager’s	 potions.	 But	 there	 was	 a	 third	 reason
he’d	steered	clear	of	the	den:	to	avoid	this	conversation.

How	 could	 Tabor	 forget	 Heidi’s	 previous	 excitement	 about	 the
prospect	of	pure-blooded	pups	in	the	den?

It	wasn’t	his	fault	that	Hector	ran	off	like	a	lily-livered	coward.	Good
thing	he	had.	After	coupling	with	Sasha,	Tabor	wouldn’t	have	been	able
to	give	her	up,	even	if	Hector	had	remained	in	Wolf	Hollow.

Heidi	laughed	softly,	studying	Tabor’s	face.
“You	 look	 like	 you’re	 having	 multiple	 conversations	 inside	 your

head.”
Tabor	 shrugged,	 his	 cheeks	 heating	 as	 though	 he’d	 overexposed

them	to	direct	sunlight.
The	 grin	 spread	 over	 Heidi’s	 lips.	 “I	 heard	 you	 and	 Sasha	 are

partners,”	 she	 said,	 sounding	 impressed.	 “Now	 I	 understand	why	 you
were	being	so	secretive	before.”



Their	arrival	at	Heidi’s	hut	saved	Tabor	from	having	to	respond.
Peter	 stepped	 through	 the	 narrow	 opening	 and	 joined	 them	 out

front.	Amy	poked	her	head	out.
“Papa?”
“Stay	inside,”	Peter	said.	“Keep	an	eye	on	your	brother.”
Amy’s	head	disappeared.
Peter	 looked	 inside	 his	 hut	 before	 facing	 his	 mate	 and	 Tabor.	 He

lowered	his	voice.	“How’s	Kallie?”
Tabor	took	in	a	deep	breath	and	released	it.	“I	did	what	I	could,	but

her	foot	doesn’t	look	good.”
Peter	nodded,	a	faraway	look	in	his	eyes.
“You	were	splendid,”	Heidi	said,	patting	Tabor	gently	on	the	back	as

though	he	were	the	patient	 in	need	of	soothing.	“She	might	have	 lost
her	entire	leg	if	not	for	you.”

He	stared	at	the	ground	uncomfortably.	As	much	as	he	liked	helping,
he	felt	like	he’d	failed	Kallie	by	not	fixing	her	foot.	He	wouldn’t	wish	that
misfortune	on	anyone,	not	even	Zackary.	No	wolf	shifter	deserved	that
fate.

Kallie	was	one	of	the	kinder	shifters	in	the	pack.	She’d	never	scowled
or	spoken	down	to	him	and	Tabor	had	never	heard	an	ill	word	spoken
of	her.

What	future	did	she	have	now?	Her	injury	looked	worse	than	Jager’s.
Peter	 cleared	 his	 throat.	 “I’m	 heading	 into	 camp	 to	 listen	 to

announcements.”
“I’ll	go	with	you,”	Tabor	said	quickly.
Before	 he	 could	 get	 away	 from	 Heidi’s	 watchful	 gaze,	 Sasha

emerged	 from	 the	 forest	 and	 entered	 the	 quiet	 clearing	 of	 the	 den.
When	she	saw	Tabor,	her	face	lit	up	and	she	headed	over.

“Uh,	I’ll	catch	up	to	you,	Peter,”	Tabor	said,	eyes	on	Sasha.
“I’ll	see	you	at	camp,”	Peter	said.	He	gave	his	mate	a	kiss	on	the	lips

before	walking	away	and	greeted	Sasha	as	the	two	passed	each	other	in



the	clearing.
Tabor	fidgeted	in	place,	but	didn’t	move	from	his	spot,	afraid	to	see

Heidi’s	expression.
It	 was	 hard	 not	 to	 stare	 at	 Sasha.	 Somehow	 she’d	 ended	 up	 in

Camilla’s	 dress,	 and	 her	 breasts	 strained	 against	 the	 snug	 fabric.	 If
Tabor	 didn’t	 think	 of	 something	 distasteful	 fast,	 he’d	 be	 straining
against	his	own	clothes.

“Hi,”	 Sasha	 said	 to	 Tabor	 and	 Heidi	 once	 she’d	 reached	 them.
“How’s	Kallie?”

Tabor	and	Heidi	 recounted	everything	they	could	 regarding	Kallie’s
condition.	Sasha	chewed	on	her	lower	lip	as	she	listened.

“She	said	she	wanted	time	alone,”	Tabor	said	after	Sasha	had	been
updated.	“Flynn’s	guarding	her,”	he	added.

“Poor	woman,”	Sasha	said,	shaking	her	head.	“I	will	give	her	space
tonight	and	check	on	her	first	thing	tomorrow.”

“Shall	 we	 head	 to	 camp?”	 Tabor	 asked,	 ever	 aware	 of	 Heidi’s
inquisitive	stare.

The	shifter	 in	question	sighed.	“I	will	have	to	wait	 to	hear	what	 the
council	has	to	say	when	Peter	returns.”

Sasha	 sniffed.	 “Yes,	our	elders	are	 full	of	 announcements	 tonight.	 I
can	tell	you	now,	if	you	like,	though	my	delivery	may	not	be	as	eloquent
as	Jager’s.”

Heidi’s	eyes	sparkled.	“Please,	come	inside	and	sit	down.”
Tabor	tried	not	 to	groan	as	he	 followed	Heidi	and	Sasha	 inside	the

hut.	Like	Sasha,	Heidi	 tended	to	be	direct.	He	didn’t	want	her	putting
Sasha	on	the	spot.

Amy	and	Eric	were	in	the	middle	of	an	argument	when	they	entered.
“Give	me	that,”	Amy	said,	yanking	a	stick	out	of	her	brother’s	hand.

“You	could	poke	your	eye	out.”
Eric’s	face	scrunched	up,	lips	quivering.	He	was	about	to	wail.
“Amy,	 Eric,	 we	 have	 company,”	 Heidi	 said	 in	 a	 firm	 voice.	 “You



remember	Sasha?”
Amy	lowered	the	stick,	eyes	going	wide.	Eric’s	face	quickly	returned

to	normal	before	he	had	a	chance	to	shed	one	tear.
“Say	hello,”	Heidi	prodded.
“Hello,”	Amy	said,	glancing	from	Sasha	to	the	ground.
Eric	simply	gaped.
Tabor	 had	 to	 bite	 back	 a	 laugh.	 The	 two	 little	 hellions	were	 rarely

shy.	 Leave	 it	 to	 Sasha	 to	 intimidate	 even	 the	 most	 rambunctious
children.

“The	 water	 in	 the	 kettle	 is	 still	 warm.	 Would	 you	 like	 a	 cup	 of
chamomile	tea?”	Heidi	asked.

“Yes,	thank	you,”	Sasha	replied.
“Please	have	a	seat.”	Heidi	 indicated	the	pallet	covered	in	blankets

against	the	hut’s	back	wall.
It	was	cramped	 inside,	especially	when	standing.	There	were	crates

stacked	 near	 the	 entrance	 that	 held	 the	 family’s	 dishes.	 Baskets	were
pushed	 against	 the	 walls,	 containing	 their	 meager	 wardrobe.	 Heidi
placed	mugs	on	a	stool	which	acted	as	a	small	table	from	their	positions
seated	on	the	ground.

“Tay?”	she	asked.
“No,	thank	you.”
Wordlessly,	Amy	walked	over	and	grabbed	a	cloth	pouch	 from	one

of	the	crates.	She	sprinkled	dried	chamomile	flowers	into	two	cups	while
her	mother	 grabbed	 a	 small	 teakettle	 from	 a	 wood	 plank	 beside	 the
pallet	where	Sasha	had	sat	down	and	folded	her	legs.

“Amy,	Eric,	 you	can	 stay	and	 listen,	but	only	 if	 you’re	quiet,”	Heidi
said.	“Tay,	are	you	going	to	sit?”	Heidi	asked	as	she	poured	steaming
water	into	two	cups.

Tabor	glanced	 from	Heidi	 to	 the	cozy	pallet	 she	shared	with	Peter.
Sasha	 raised	 her	 brows	 when	 his	 gaze	 landed	 on	 her.	 Clearing	 his
throat,	 Tabor	 crossed	 the	 small	 space	 and	 took	 a	 seat	 beside	 Sasha.



Who	was	shy	now?	Sitting	with	Sasha	 inside	Heidi	and	Peter’s	hut	 felt
domestic	 in	a	way	Tabor	 longed	for.	Hopefully	 it	wouldn’t	scare	Sasha
off.	She’d	been	trained	as	a	leader	to	protect	the	hollow.	Would	she	be
content	to	settle	down	in	the	den	and	raise	pups?

For	now,	the	latest	gossip	had	to	do	with	another	shifter’s	pups.
When	Sasha	 relayed	the	news	about	Palmer	and	Trish,	Heidi’s	eyes

bulged	right	before	she	spit	tea	back	into	her	mug.	“He	what?”
Tabor	chuckled.	It	was	rare	to	take	Heidi	by	surprise.
Sasha’s	nose	wrinkled.	“I	was	surprised	as	well.”
Tabor	 enjoyed	 the	 calm	 way	 she	 said	 it.	 Now	 that	 he	 knew	 her

better,	he	was	aware	that	Sasha’s	calm	demeanor	didn’t	mean	she	was
closed	 off,	 just	 that	 she	 liked	 to	 vent	 in	 private.	 It	 made	 him	 feel
privileged	she’d	chosen	to	open	up	to	him.

“Palmer	backed	the	council	into	a	corner	by	going	behind	our	backs
to	impregnate	Trish	during	the	last	full	moon.	We	couldn’t	very	well	let
her	become	an	outcast.”

“So	she’ll	be	living	in	the	den?”	Heidi	asked,	grasping	her	mug	with	a
jerk	that	sent	liquid	sloshing	over	the	rim.	“With	Palmer?	And	Francine?
Will	the	three	of	them	be	living	together?”

“That	will	be	for	them	to	decide,”	Sasha	said.
Tabor	 looked	at	her	with	a	wry	smile.	Knowing	Sasha,	there	was	no

way	she’d	sounded	this	nonchalant	while	speaking	with	the	council.
Amy	watched	with	rapt	attention,	mouth	hanging	ajar.
“And	 will	 all	 males	 be	 allowed	 to	 claim	 multiple	 mates?”	 Heidi

demanded,	fire	in	her	eyes.
Sasha	shook	her	head.	“Jager	is	making	it	clear	that	this	is	a	special

circumstance.	Single	shifters	are	not	allowed	to	mate	on	the	full	moon,
and	those	with	mates	cannot	claim	another.	Anyone	who	goes	behind
the	back	of	the	council	will	suffer	the	consequences.”

“Except	for	Palmer,”	Heidi	snarled.
A	menacing	smile	broke	over	Sasha’s	 lips.	“He	 is	one	of	only	 three



elders	 left	 in	Wolf	Hollow,	and	he	has	sired	two	new	members	 for	our
pack.	If	Trish	weren’t	pregnant	the	council	would	have	never	agreed	to
this.”

“Seems	like	an	example	rather	than	an	exception	should	be	made,”
Heidi	grumbled	as	she	set	her	tea	aside.

“I	agree,”	Sasha	said,	“but	I	don’t	believe	Trish	should	have	to	suffer
for	Palmer’s	debauchery,	nor	Francine.”

Heidi’s	head	jerked	up.	“How	can	Francine	stand	for	this?”
“Apparently	she’s	in	favor	of	the	arrangement,”	Sasha	said.
“Francine?”	Heidi	asked	in	disbelief.	“Are	we	talking	about	the	same

woman?”
“I	 don’t	 understand	 it	 either,	 but	 Francine	 assured	me	 herself	 that

she	loves	Trish	like	a	sister	and	wants	to	take	care	of	her.”
“She’s	nuttier	than	a	squirrel,”	Tabor	said,	shaking	his	head.
Heidi	 snorted.	 “Are	 you	 sure	 you	 don’t	 secretly	 like	 the	 sound	 of

having	two	mates	to	yourself,	Tay?”
“Not	 a	 chance.	 There’s	 only	 one	 she-wolf	 for	me,”	 Tabor	growled.

He	placed	a	hand	possessively	on	Sasha’s	 leg,	 not	 caring	he’d	openly
acknowledged	his	feelings	for	her.	Sasha	placed	her	hand	on	his.

Heidi	watched	the	intimate	gesture	with	glittering	eyes.	“What	other
news	is	there	from	the	council?”	she	asked,	smiling.

“The	 council	 is	 eager	 to	 repopulate	Wolf	 Hollow.	 They	 are	 asking
one	new	couple	to	make	a	claim	before	every	full	moon	over	the	next
year.”

Tabor’s	 heart	 stilled.	 It	 was	 the	 opportunity	 he’d	 been	waiting	 for.
There	 was	 nothing	 he	 wanted	 more	 than	 to	 make	 a	 claim	 on	 Sasha
publicly,	but	she	hadn’t	yet	given	him	permission.	The	silence	stretched
on.	Heidi	made	no	comment.	She	held	still,	no	doubt	waiting	as	Tabor
did	for	Sasha	to	say	something	about	becoming	mates.

Sasha	 kept	 her	 hand	 on	 Tabor’s,	 but	 she	 didn’t	 mention	 anything
about	claiming	him.	“These	recent	attacks	have	made	them	worry	about



the	hollow’s	future,”	Sasha	continued.
“Yes,	 I	 can	 see	 why,”	 Heidi	 said	 slowly,	 still	 staring	 at	 Sasha

expectantly.
Tabor	cleared	his	throat.	“Maybe	we	should	join	the	group	at	camp,”

he	suggested.
Sasha	shot	him	a	grim	look.	“Probably.”	She	got	to	her	feet.	“Thank

you	for	the	tea,”	she	said	to	Heidi	with	a	warm	smile.
Heidi	 and	 Tabor	 stood.	 Heidi	 walked	 the	 short	 distance	 to	 the

entrance	 and	 turned	 to	 her	 children.	 “You	 two	 stay	 here.	 I’ll	 be	 right
back.”	When	Heidi	stepped	outside,	she	sighed.	“A	new	claiming	every
month;	the	den’s	about	to	become	more	crowded.”

“Not	 at	 first,”	 Sasha	 said.	 “Mated	 couples	won’t	move	 in	 until	 the
female	is	pregnant.”

Tabor	gaped	at	her.
“New	rule?”	Heidi	asked,	raising	an	eyebrow.
“The	hollow	needs	patrolling,”	Sasha	said.	“I’m	sure	your	mate	will

fill	in	the	details	once	he’s	heard	all	of	Jager’s	announcements.”
“That	 will	 be	 a	 long	 conversation,”	 Heidi	 said,	 staring	 across	 the

clearing.
She	stood	in	place	watching	Tabor	and	Sasha	as	they	walked	away.

When	Tabor	 turned	back	 to	give	her	a	 final	wave,	 she	 lifted	her	hand
slowly.	Her	eyes	looked	glazed	over	in	thought.

Once	 Tabor	 and	 Sasha	 were	 on	 the	 forest	 path,	 he	 snorted.	 “So
Palmer	wanted	a	second	mate	all	along?”

Lewd	pictures	appeared	inside	Tabor’s	mind	of	Palmer,	Francine,	and
Trish	 naked	 inside	 their	 hut,	 crawling	 around	 on	 all	 fours,	 biting	 and
licking	each	other.	He	had	no	trouble	 imagining	Palmer	humping	Trish
from	behind	while	Francine	gave	them	directions.

Tabor	 shook	 the	 thought	 away	 and	huffed	 in	 exasperation.	 “Randy
old	coot.”

“My	wolf	wanted	to	tear	off	his	genitals,”	Sasha	said.



Tabor	 laughed,	 loving	Sasha’s	 feisty	spirit,	especially	that	she	didn’t
hide	 it	 from	 him.	 Turned	 out	 Sasha	 wasn’t	 as	 diplomatic	 as	 he’d
originally	thought	and	definitely	not	coldhearted	in	any	sense.

“I	 imagine	Jager	had	his	hands	 full	preventing	a	brawl,”	Tabor	said
with	a	chuckle.

Sasha	grunted.	“There	almost	was	a	brawl,	but	not	between	Palmer
and	me.	Garrick	was	the	one	I	really	wanted	to	maim.”

Tabor	 stopped	 walking,	 his	 temples	 throbbing	 with	 the	 burst	 of
anger	he	felt.

“Did	Garrick	attempt	to	harm	you	in	any	way?”	he	demanded.
If	 Garrick	 had	 shown	 Sasha	 any	 disrespect,	 Tabor	 would	 come	 up

with	a	spell	to	put	the	bastard	back	in	his	place.	He	didn’t	care	if	he	was
an	elder.	Tabor	had	never	liked	the	prick.

“Garrick	doesn’t	stand	a	chance	against	my	wolf,”	Sasha	said	with	a
derisive	 huff.	 She	 tucked	 her	 hair	 behind	 her	 ears.	 “He’s	 lucky	 Raider
got	between	us	before	I	had	a	chance	to	rip	out	his	spine.”

“Raider	had	to	intervene?”	Tabor	asked,	hackles	rising.
Sasha	lifted	her	chin,	eyes	shining.	“Like	I	said,	lucky	for	Garrick.”
While	Tabor	admired	Sasha’s	fearlessness,	it	frustrated	him	he	hadn’t

been	 there	 to	 defend	 his	 woman.	 His	 wolf	 might	 struggle	 against
Garrick’s	brute	strength,	but	he	had	the	power	to	throw	the	clod	against
a	tree.

“What	made	Garrick	step	out	of	line?”	Tabor	asked.
“He	didn’t	like	the	idea	of	me	claiming	you	as	my	mate.”
Tabor’s	 jaw	dropped.	Sasha,	sneaky	she-devil	 that	she	was,	grinned

wide,	relishing	his	surprise.
“You	told	the	council	about	us?”	he	asked,	heart	thundering.
“Of	course.”	Sasha	stepped	close	to	Tabor,	her	lips	inches	from	his.

“They	want	us	to	wait	a	week	to	announce	our	claim.	Do	you	think	you
can	manage?”

Tabor	swallowed.	“They	won’t	try	and	stop	us?”



“Not	 if	 I	have	anything	to	say	about	 it	 .	 .	 .	which	 I	do,”	Sasha	said,
grin	widening.

Tabor	tilted	his	head	to	the	side	and	pursed	his	lips.	“I	suppose	I	can
wait	one	more	week	to	make	it	official.”	He	scooped	Sasha	off	her	feet
in	 the	 next	 instant	 and	 hugged	 her.	 “All	 that	 matters	 is	 that	 you’re
mine,”	he	said	happily.

When	 he	 set	 her	 down,	 Sasha	 kissed	 him	 with	 hungry	 lips.	 The
warmth	of	her	mouth	spread	over	his	body	like	wildfire.	She	could	burn
down	the	whole	damn	forest	so	long	as	she	kept	kissing	him.

Pulling	back,	breathless,	Sasha	flashed	him	a	beguiling	smile.
“How	 about	we	 skip	 the	meeting	 in	 the	 glade	 and	go	back	 to	my

cave?”	she	suggested.
“Or	we	could	go	to	my	cabin,”	Tabor	said.
Sasha	 shook	her	 head.	 “I’m	 keeping	 you	with	me	until	 our	 claim	 is

made	official.”
Tabor	gave	her	a	lopsided	smile,	touched	by	Sasha’s	protective	and

possessive	need	to	keep	him	close.	He	didn’t	mind	in	the	least.	Staying
with	Sasha	meant	he	could	protect	her	too.



chapter	thirteen

SASHA	COULD	HAVE	lain	awake	all	night	 just	to	savor	the	feel	of
Tabor’s	firm	arms	around	her,	but	eventually	sleep	dragged	her	off.	The
next	 morning,	 she	 awoke	 in	 the	 same	 position,	 with	 a	 pair	 of	 strong
arms	holding	her	from	behind.	It	felt	as	though	no	time	had	passed,	but
the	brightening	light	at	the	cave’s	entrance	said	otherwise.

She	eased	herself	out	of	Tabor’s	embrace,	turning	around	to	press	a
kiss	against	his	lips.

Tabor’s	eyes	fluttered	open.	The	sweetest	smile	appeared	on	his	lips
when	he	saw	her.	“Tell	me	I’m	not	dreaming,”	he	whispered.	“Tell	me	in
a	week’s	time,	you’ll	truly	claim	me.”

Sasha’s	brows	lifted.	“Are	you	sure	you	want	to	shackle	yourself	to	a
potentially	domineering,	hot-tempered	she-wolf?”

“I’ve	never	been	more	sure	of	anything	in	my	entire	life,”	Tabor	said.
When	Sasha	got	to	her	feet	he	groaned.	“Isn’t	 it	a	bit	early	to	head	in
for	breakfast?”

“I	want	to	check	on	Kallie,”	Sasha	said.	She	faced	Tabor	to	stretch,
enjoying	his	rapt	attention	on	her	breasts	as	she	lifted	her	arms	above
her	head.



As	Sasha	slowly	lowered	her	arms,	Tabor	got	up	with	a	grunt.
“Cheer	up,”	Sasha	said,	grinning.	“The	full	moon	isn’t	far	away.”
“I’m	 counting	 the	 seconds,”	 Tabor	 growled.	 A	 satisfied	 smile

appeared	over	his	lips	as	his	eyes	roved	her	body.	“All	I	need	is	one	full
moon	to	get	you	pregnant.”

“So	 self-assured,”	 Sasha	 said	 with	 a	 laugh.	 His	 confidence	 sent	 a
shiver	of	excitement	through	her	body.

“I	mean	it,	Sasha.	 If	you	want	to	wait,	tell	me	soon.	Otherwise	we’ll
have	a	pup	in	nine	months.”

Sasha	stared	 into	his	striking	green	eyes	and	wondered	 if	 the	color
would	pass	on	 to	 any	of	 their	 children.	Warmth	 filled	her	belly	 as	 she
leaned	forward	to	give	him	one	last	kiss	inside	the	cave.	“You’re	going
to	make	a	wonderful	father,”	she	said.

A	look	of	yearning	filled	Tabor’s	face	as	she	took	a	step	back.	Sasha
could	have	 spent	 the	 rest	of	 the	day	 inside	 the	cave	naked	 in	Tabor’s
embrace,	but	she’d	promised	to	check	on	Kallie	first	thing	and	they	still
had	a	duty	to	patrol.

Once	 dressed,	 she	 and	 Tabor	 walked	 toward	 camp	 together,
wearing	 their	own	clothes	and	carrying	 the	garments	 they’d	borrowed
from	Camilla	and	Peter.	They	skirted	the	clearing.	As	they	did,	Sasha	set
Camilla’s	dress	down	where	she’d	found	it.	Perhaps	the	she-wolf	would
show	 more	 appreciation	 for	 her	 “old	 rag,”	 as	 she’d	 called	 it,	 after
having	it	disappear	overnight.

“Hopefully	 it	 wasn’t	 too	 much	 trouble	 for	 her	 to	 borrow	 another
dress,”	Sasha	remarked.

“Camilla’s	 quite	 comfortable	 without	 any	 clothes	 on.”	 Tabor
chuckled	softly	until	Sasha	growled.

She	did	not	enjoy	 thinking	of	Camilla	with	her	 future	mate,	nor	 the
not-so-distant	memory	of	Tabor	on	top	of	Olivia.

“If	that’s	a	snarl	of	jealousy,	this	day	just	got	better,”	Tabor	said	with
a	wide	grin.



“Maybe	I	should	claim	you	now	just	to	be	safe,”	Sasha	returned.
“You	have	nothing	to	worry	about.”	Tabor	stepped	close	enough	to

brush	his	fingers	over	Sasha’s	wrist.	“Also,	you	looked	a	hundred	times
sexier	in	that	dress	than	Camilla	.	.	.	especially	when	you	were	riding	me
with	it	on	last	night.”

A	satisfied	smile	pushed	her	cheeks	wide	across	her	face.
“Come	on,”	Sasha	said,	leading	the	way	to	the	den.	As	they	walked

the	 forest	 trail	 she	 said,	 “I	 like	 Heidi.	 I’m	 happy	 the	 two	 of	 you	 are
close.”

Tabor’s	 choice	 in	 friends	 was	 certainly	 better	 than	 his	 choice	 of
former	bedmates.

“Heidi’s	my	one	true	friend	in	the	hollow.”	Tabor	smiled.
“You’re	lucky	to	have	her.”
Tabor’s	eyebrows	furrowed.	He	stared	at	Sasha	without	slowing.	He

didn’t	say	anything,	but	his	mind	was	definitely	turning	something	over.
Perhaps	 he	 was	 surprised	 at	 Sasha’s	 wistful	 tone.	 Being	 a	 pureblood
hadn’t	 translated	 into	close	 friendships—or	bedmates,	 for	 that	matter.
Most	shifters	viewed	her	as	off-limits.	Both	males	and	females	respected
her,	but	that	didn’t	necessarily	warm	them	up	to	her.

“I	guess	I	never	really	thought	about	how	your	responsibilities	might
make	it	difficult	to	form	close	friendships,”	Tabor	said.

“It’s	been	worse	since	my	parents	died.	My	time	has	been	devoted
to	the	council.	I	suppose	Raider	is	a	friend.”

Tabor	 scowled.	 “If	 that	 tree	 stump	 wasn’t	 so	 in	 love	 with	 himself,
he’d	likely	challenge	me	for	you.”

Sasha	 lifted	 her	 head	 and	 grinned.	 “Actually,	 he	 supported	 my
decision	to	claim	you	without	question.”

“Oh.”	Tabor’s	shoulders	dropped.	His	surprise	made	Sasha	chuckle.
“You	see?	You	shouldn’t	go	 judging	others	 so	quickly.	Haven’t	you

learned	your	lesson	with	me?”
“Apparently	not,	but	I’ll	keep	that	in	mind,”	Tabor	conceded.	“But	I



do	want	you	to	have	real	friends,	starting	with	Heidi.	We’ll	be	seeing	a
lot	more	of	her	soon.”

Sasha	hummed	thoughtfully.
Would	 she	be	 content	 to	 remain	 in	 the	den	 raising	pups,	or	would

she	 miss	 the	 freedom	 to	 stretch	 her	 legs	 during	 patrol?	 Once	 their
children	were	old	enough,	she	could	have	things	both	ways.

Sasha	paused	briefly	 to	 remove	a	 small	pebble	 that	had	 imbedded
itself	 between	 her	 toes.	 Tossing	 it	 aside,	 they	 continued	 past	 the
gardens.	She	stared	down	the	raised	beds,	looking	for	movement.

If	 any	 voles	 popped	 up	 and	 blinked	 their	 beady	 little	 eyes	 at	 her,
they	were	so	dead.

All	Sasha	could	make	out	was	a	glistening	layer	of	dew	over	the	leafy
greens,	 runner	 beans,	 and	 various	 underground	 plant	 tops	 that	 had
gone	gangbusters	beneath	the	brilliant	summer	sun.

The	den’s	communal	clearing	was	as	quiet	as	it	had	been	the	evening
before,	which	pained	Sasha	to	see.	Pack	members	shouldn’t	live	in	fear.
The	hollow	was	their	sanctuary,	a	place	that	should	always	feel	safe.

The	vulhena	had	changed	that.
As	Sasha	veered	toward	the	shed,	Tabor	touched	her	arm.
“I’ll	return	these	to	Peter	first	and	find	you	right	after,”	he	said,	lifting

the	clothes	he	carried.
Sasha	nodded	and	continued	to	the	shed.
Devan	sat	on	a	stump	out	front	leaning	against	the	shed’s	wall.	When

he	saw	Sasha,	he	stood	up	slowly.
“Good	morning,”	Sasha	said.
“Morning,”	Devan	said	with	a	nod.
Inside	 the	 shed,	 Kallie	 lay	 on	 her	 side	 atop	 a	 table	 padded	 with

blankets	staring	at	the	wall.
“Hello,	Kallie.	I	am	so	sorry	this	happened,”	Sasha	spoke	softly.	“We

will	do	everything	we	can	for	you.”
“Can	you	give	me	a	new	foot?”	Kallie	demanded,	so	unlike	her	usual



cheery	self	that	Sasha	stopped	in	her	tracks.
“No,	but	we’ll	do	what	we	can	to	heal	your	injury.”
Kallie	huffed.	“My	foot	feels	 like	 it	was	pulverized.”	She	turned	and

sat	up,	eyes	narrowing	on	Sasha.
Sasha	didn’t	meet	her	gaze	 for	 long;	 she	had	 reached	 the	edge	of

the	 table	 and	 was	 inspecting	 Kallie’s	 foot.	 Seeing	 the	 exposed	 bone
turned	Sasha’s	stomach.	The	remaining	skin	had	turned	a	purplish	blue
and	doubled	in	size.

“Real	beauty,	 isn’t	 it?”	Kallie	asked.	She	didn’t	 look	at	 it,	as	though
she	couldn’t	bear	the	sight.	“I’m	sure	to	attract	a	mate	now.”

Sasha	looked	from	Kallie’s	foot	to	her	face.	“Is	that	what’s	worrying
you?	You	think	this	means	you	won’t	find	a	mate?”

There	was	no	judgment	in	Sasha’s	tone.	If	Kallie	wanted	a	mate,	her
mangled	 foot	wasn’t	 the	 end	of	 the	world.	 If,	 on	 the	other	 hand,	 she
wanted	back	on	patrol,	that	would	present	a	problem.

Kallie	scowled	at	Sasha	as	though	she’d	insulted	her,	but	Sasha	knew
well	enough	not	to	take	it	personally.	Being	brutally	attacked	would	put
anyone	in	a	dark	mood.

“What	I	want	is	to	be	able	to	walk	and	run,”	Kallie	snarled.	“I	want	a
chance	at	a	normal	life,	including	a	mate.	I	heard	the	elders	are	urging
new	 pairings.	 Now	 that	 Hector’s	 out	 of	 the	 picture,	 are	 you	 claiming
someone?”	She	threw	her	last	sentence	at	Sasha	with	a	glare.	“Will	you
go	after	Raider?”	she	demanded.

Footsteps	 shuffled	 over	 the	 compact	 dirt	 outside.	 Sasha	 glanced
over	 her	 shoulder,	 catching	 Devan	 hovering	 in	 the	 open	 doorway,
listening	in.

Sasha	turned	around	and	smiled	at	him.	“Oh,	good.	There	you	are,
Devan.	 Would	 you	 please	 fetch	 a	 warm	 mug	 of	 chamomile	 tea	 for
Kallie?”

Devan	 scowled.	 “Sure,”	 he	 said,	 storming	 off	 rather	 than	 linger	 a
moment	longer.



With	 a	wry	 smile,	 Sasha	 turned	 her	 attention	 back	 to	 Kallie.	 “No,”
she	answered.

Kallie	 snorted	 and	 rolled	 her	 eyes	 upward,	 which	 looked	 much
friendlier	 than	 the	 glare	 and	 scowl	 from	 moments	 before.	 “Unlike

Devan,	I’m	not	above	asking.	Who	will	you	claim—if	there	is	someone?”
Kallie	sat	up	taller,	seeming	to	forget	her	foot	momentarily.

“There	is.”
Sasha	met	her	stare,	dragging	the	moment	out.	Unlike	most	shifters,

she	could	hold	her	silence	for	a	long	time	without	feeling	any	pressure
to	break	it.

Sasha	had	opened	her	mouth	to	give	Kallie	her	juicy	tidbit	when	she
heard	 footsteps	 approaching.	 Devan	 shouldn’t	 have	 been	 back	 that
quickly	unless	he	was	disobeying	her	command.	As	the	shifter	stepped
inside	the	shed,	Sasha	sensed	 it	was	Tabor	before	his	voice	confirmed
her	guess.

“Excellent,	 you’re	 sitting	 up.	 Let’s	 check	 your	 leg.	 How	 are	 you
feeling?	Did	you	get	any	sleep?”	Tabor	walked	swiftly	around	the	table,
shooting	Kallie	a	smile.	He	took	a	box	down	from	a	shelf	and	set	it	on	a
side	table.

Kallie’s	 eyes	 followed	 Tabor	 as	 he	 turned	 his	 back	 to	 rummage
through	his	box	on	the	table.

“I	didn’t	sleep	much	with	the	throbbing	in	my	foot.”
Tabor	moved	down	to	the	table.
“Let’s	check	on	your	leg,	shall	we?”
Sasha	 rubbed	 Tabor’s	 back	 as	 he	 was	 unwrapping	 Kallie’s	 leg,

making	him	still,	and	his	cheeks	fill	with	color.	Sometimes	actions	spoke
louder	than	words.

A	 smile	 twitched	 over	 Kallie’s	 lips.	 The	 shifter	 raised	 her	 brows	 at
Sasha.	“The	two	of	you?”	When	Sasha	nodded,	Kallie	sighed	wistfully.
“Maybe	there’s	hope	for	me	after	all.”

Devan	didn’t	take	the	news	as	well	as	Kallie.	He	stood	gaping	from



the	doorway,	tea	spilling	from	the	mug	as	he	lowered	his	arm.	A	series
of	 expressions	 flashed	 across	 his	 face.	 First,	 his	 jaw	dropped;	 then	 he
blinked	 rapidly,	 and	 lastly,	 he	glowered.	After	discarding	 the	mug,	 he
took	a	menacing	step	toward	Tabor	that	made	the	hairs	on	the	back	of
Sasha’s	neck	rise.

When	he	opened	his	mouth	and	attempted	to	speak,	Sasha	cut	him
off,	 both	 physically	 and	 in	 speech.	 She	 stepped	 in	 front	 of	 him,	 eyes
flashing.

“Unless	the	words	out	of	your	mouth	are	to	express	congratulations,
you	best	not	speak	at	all.”

Devan	 clamped	 his	 jaw	 shut	 and	 glared	 over	 Sasha’s	 shoulder	 at
Tabor	before	spinning	around	and	stomping	out	of	the	shed	muttering,
“That	half-breed	better	keep	 to	his	 cabin.	We	don’t	want	him	and	his
bastard	pups	in	the	den.”

Rage	 coiled	 itself	 around	 Sasha’s	 stomach,	 breathing	 fire	 up	 her
throat.	 The	urge	 to	go	after	Devan	and	 tackle	him	 for	 insulting	Tabor
made	it	difficult	to	breathe.	The	only	way	to	release	the	tension	would
be	to	take	him	down.

She	 took	 a	 step	 toward	 the	 doorway.	 It	 wasn’t	 diplomatic	 and	 it
wasn’t	her	usual	style,	but	now	she	had	a	future	mate	to	defend.

Acting	on	emotion,	Sasha	stormed	toward	the	open	door.	The	only
thing	that	prevented	her	from	going	after	Devan	was	Tabor’s	firm	grasp
on	her	arm.	He	pulled	her	back	inside	the	shed	and	spun	her	around	to
face	him,	his	eyes	wide	with	surprise.

“He’s	not	worth	it,”	Tabor	said.
“He	insulted	us	both.	I’ll	have	his	tongue	for	that,”	Sasha	snarled.
Tabor	grasped	Sasha	by	both	shoulders	and	stared	into	her	face.	His

grin	startled	her.
“While	I	am	honored	that	you’d	spill	blood	on	my	behalf,	it	might	not

be	 the	 best	 way	 to	 handle	 things.	 Devan’s	 just	 the	 beginning.	 The
hollow	 will	 suffer	 if	 you	 go	 around	 dismembering	 every	 shifter	 who



disapproves	of	us.”
Sasha	snarled,	barely	able	to	form	coherent	words.
Soft	 laughter	brought	her	back	to	her	surroundings.	She	and	Tabor

faced	Kallie,	whose	shoulders	shook.	As	soon	as	their	eyes	were	trained
on	her,	Kallie	covered	her	mouth	with	her	hand.

“Sorry,”	she	said,	lowering	her	hand.	“I	wasn’t	laughing	at	the	two	of
you.	I	just	thought	I	was	missing	out	on	all	the	activity	last	night	and	now
here	I	am	front	and	center	of	the	most	scandalous	pairing	ever	to	occur
in	Wolf	Hollow,	which	 I’m	all	 for,	by	 the	way,”	 she	added	with	a	grin.
“Congratulations,	truly.”

Sasha	exhaled.	Kallie’s	 cheer	helped	calm	her,	 as	did	Tabor’s	 close
proximity.	It	was	funny	to	think	how	their	roles	had	reversed.	Only	three
weeks	ago,	Sasha	had	been	holding	Tabor	back	from	attacking	Zackary.
Now	 it	 was	 Tabor’s	 turn	 to	 help	 her	 cool	 down.	 They	 complemented
one	another	better	than	she	could	have	ever	imagined.	Her	devotion	to
him	flooded	her	with	happiness	that	even	Devan	couldn’t	dampen	with
his	foul	attitude.

“Thank	you,	Kallie,”	Sasha	said.	The	look	she	gave	Tabor	must	have
reassured	him,	because	his	hold	on	her	loosened.

He	 returned	 to	 the	 task	 of	 redressing	 Kallie’s	 wounds,	 applying
healing	balm	on	the	outer	skin	before	wrapping	it	in	fresh	gauze.

“Your	 leg	 is	 healing	nicely,”	Tabor	 said.	 “I	 still	 recommend	 shifting
before	you	sleep	tonight.	Shifting	with	a	broken	foot	will	be	painful,	but
your	leg	will	heal	faster	and	we’ll	get	a	better	idea	of	the	state	of	your
foot.”

Kallie	glanced	from	her	foot	to	Tabor	and	swallowed.	“Does	anyone
else	 have	 plans	 to	 claim	 a	 mate	 at	 the	 full	 moon	 or	 in	 the	 coming
months?”	she	asked.

Tabor	 glanced	 at	 Sasha,	 head	 lowering,	 before	 he	 looked	 back	 at
Kallie.	“We	don’t	know	yet.	We,	um,	 skipped	 the	announcements	and
dinner	last	night.”



“When	 you	 find	out,	will	 you	 tell	me?”	Kallie	 looked	at	 Tabor	with
wide	eyes.

“Of	course,”	Sasha	said.	At	the	sound	of	her	voice,	Kallie	turned	to
Sasha	 and	 smiled	 gratefully.	 Sasha	 nodded	 then	 looked	 at	 Tabor.
“Speaking	 of	 which,	 we	 should	 leave	 Kallie	 to	 rest	 and	 get	 ourselves
food	 before	 patrol.”	 She	 shifted	 her	 gaze	 to	 Kallie.	 “We’ll	make	 sure
someone	brings	you	breakfast—and	a	fresh	cup	of	tea.”

“Heidi’s	already	on	it,”	Tabor	said.
“Thanks,”	Kallie	mumbled,	once	more	staring	at	the	walls.
“Can	we	get	you	anything	else	before	we	leave?”	Tabor	asked.
Kallie	shook	her	head.	“You’ve	done	everything	you	can	for	me.”
“Let’s	go,”	Sasha	said	to	Tabor.
If	 they	didn’t	 hurry,	 they’d	miss	breakfast.	 Sasha	 could	 always	hunt

down	a	rabbit	or	squirrel	on	the	way	to	the	bluff,	but	she’d	rather	eat
food	that	was	ready	now.	She	also	wanted	to	step	out	of	the	shed	and
see	 if	Devan	was	 foolish	enough	to	 linger	 in	 the	clearing.	There	might
yet	be	enough	 time	 to	 remove	his	 tongue	before	grabbing	 a	bowl	of
porridge.

The	 clearing	was	 empty	when	 Sasha	 stepped	out	 of	 the	 shed.	 She
must	have	looked	disappointed	because	Tabor	chuckled	softly.

“Still	gunning	to	take	Devan	down.”
“You	know	me	so	well,”	Sasha	answered	sweetly.
Tabor	took	Sasha’s	hand	and	squeezed	it	gently	before	letting	go.	As

they	 crossed	 the	 clearing,	 his	 voice	 lowered.	 “Kallie	 is	 struggling	with
her	injury.	Did	you	hear	how	quick	she	was	to	change	the	subject?	We
gave	her	the	perfect	distraction.	Even	after	the	news	settled	in	she	tried
to	deflect	attention	away	from	herself	to	ask	about	claimings.”

Sasha	 sniffed.	 She	didn’t	 find	 it	 surprising.	 “Kallie	wants	 to	 know	 if
Raider’s	been	claimed.”

Tabor	turned	his	head	toward	her.	“Does	she	want	him?”
“I	don’t	know.”



“I	hope	for	her	sake	that	he’s	still	unclaimed,	if	that’s	what	she	wants.
A	mate	would	boost	her	spirits	in	ways	the	rest	of	us	never	will.”

“She	 seems	 to	 think	 no	one	will	want	 her	 now,”	 Sasha	 said	with	 a
huff.

Tabor	blinked	at	her.	“There’s	no	reason	she	can’t	have	a	mate	just
because	of	a	handicap.”

“I	know,”	Sasha	said.	“Hopefully,	she’ll	realize	that	soon.	Any	shifter
who	would	reject	her	because	of	her	injury	isn’t	worthy	of	her	in	the	first
place.”

If	 Raider	 and	Kallie	 had	 something	going	on	between	 them,	 Sasha
hoped	Raider	would	be	more	honorable	than	his	father	and	do	right	by
her.

An	 image	 of	 Raider’s	 crestfallen	 face	 during	 the	 council	 meeting
returned	to	her.	Sasha	had	a	hard	time	believing	Raider	had	gone	and
claimed	himself	a	mate	right	after	his	partner	had	been	attacked.

She’d	find	out	soon	enough.



chapter	fourteen

WHILE	THEY’D	CHECKED	on	Kallie,	the	sun	had	risen	above	the
tree	 line	 and	 brightened	 the	 forest	 trail.	 Light	 filtered	 through	 the
foliage	and	birds	sang.

The	 nutty,	 smoky	 smell	 of	 the	 bonfire	 wafted	 through	 the	 trees,
curling	up	Sasha’s	nostrils.	Her	stomach	growled.

The	 clearing	was	 full	when	 she	 and	Tabor	 reached	 it.	Most	 shifters
stood	 around	 doing	 more	 talking	 than	 eating.	 At	 least	 arriving	 late
meant	 there	was	 no	 line	 to	 the	 cauldron.	 Sasha	 dished	 up	 a	 heaping
bowl	of	hot	grains.	When	she	offered	it	to	Tabor,	he	shook	his	head	and
laughed.

“That	one’s	 for	 you.	 I’m	not	 as	 hungry.”	He	proceeded	 to	 fill	 up	 a
bowl	with	about	half	the	amount	that	Sasha	had	taken.

She	didn’t	understand	how	he	wasn’t	 famished	after	 their	nocturnal
activities.	Well,	she	didn’t	have	to	be	told	twice.	Sasha	began	scooping
porridge	 into	 her	mouth,	 barely	 chewing,	 as	 she	 swallowed	mouthfuls
while	walking	alongside	Tabor.

He	 led	 her	 over	 to	 Chase	 and	Hudson,	 who	 stood	 beneath	 a	 tree
watching	the	morning	gathering.	Hudson	held	on	to	a	bowl	 filled	with



half-eaten	 grains.	 An	 unfinished	bowl	 sat	 on	 the	 ground	 near	Chase’s
feet.

When	the	two	saw	Tabor,	they	lifted	their	chins	in	greeting.
“You	two	still	unclaimed?”	Tabor	asked.
Chase	grunted	and	folded	his	arms	over	his	chest.	“The	elders	have

dictated	 enough	 of	my	 life	 this	 week.	 They	 can’t	 force	me	 to	 claim	 a
mate	within	the	year	with	one	snap	of	their	fingers.”	He	kept	his	eyes	on
the	shifters	mingling	in	the	clearing	while	he	spoke.

Hudson	nodded.
“What	about	the	rest	of	them?”	Tabor	asked,	pointing	his	nose	into

the	clearing.
Chase	looked	at	him	sideways.	“Weren’t	you	around	last	night?”
Sasha	slipped	her	arm	through	Tabor’s.	“We	were	busy.”
Ever	 since	 she’d	 told	 the	council	her	 intentions	 to	claim	Tabor,	 she

felt	like	sharing	the	news	with	the	rest	of	the	pack.	Let	the	elders	try	and
stop	them	now.	They’d	asked	her	to	wait,	but	they	hadn’t	said	anything
about	keeping	it	quiet.	Sasha’s	smile	stretched	to	her	eyes.

Chase	turned	to	get	a	closer	look	at	them.	“You	two?”
Hudson	turned	his	back	to	the	clearing	to	stare	at	them.	“The	two	of

you	are	making	a	claim?”
“That’s	right,”	Sasha	answered,	lifting	her	chin.	“Don’t	worry,	I	didn’t

force	 him	 or	 anything,	 didn’t	 use	 my	 clout	 as	 a	 council	 member	 or
pureblood.”

“I	would	think	not,”	Hudson	said,	humor	dancing	in	his	eyes.
Their	 small	group	broke	out	 into	 laughter.	 It	eased	the	 tension	and

felt	 good	 after	 all	 the	 bad	 things	 that	 had	 happened	 over	 the	 past
month.

“Well,	 hey,	 congratulations,”	 Hudson	 said,	 smacking	 Tabor	 on	 the
back.

“Umph,	 thanks,”	 Tabor	 said,	 recovering	 from	 Hudson’s	 heavy-
handed	slap.



Hudson	 gave	 Sasha	 a	 hug,	 which	 made	 her	 eyes	 water.	 His	 warm
gesture	reminded	her	that	while	she	no	longer	had	family,	she	still	had
friends	in	the	pack	who	wished	her	well.

Chase	hugged	her	next	 then	shook	Tabor’s	hand.	“Glad	something
good	came	out	of	this,”	he	said.	“Though	I	 imagine	this	 isn’t	what	the
elders	had	in	mind	when	they	asked	shifters	to	step	forward	and	claim
mates.”	 He	 chuckled.	 “Good	 on	 you	 for	 turning	 things	 around	 on
them.”

“Did	anyone	else	express	interest	in	claiming	a	mate?”	Sasha	asked,
repeating	Tabor’s	earlier	inquiry.

“They’re	 all	 just	 beginning	 to	 mull	 it	 over,”	 Chase	 said.	 “Let	 the
games	 begin.”	 He	 tilted	 his	 head	 sideways,	 indicating	 the	 shifters
milling	around	the	clearing.	“They’re	all	sniffing	each	other	out.”

Hudson	snorted.	“Chase	and	I	don’t	want	any	part	in	it.	Well,	I	don’t
anyway.	Chase	doesn’t	have	to	hold	out	on	my	behalf.”	Hudson	turned
and	smiled	slyly	at	his	 friend.	“Wait	 too	 long	and	Palmer	might	snatch
up	more	she-wolves.”

Sasha’s	lip	curled.	“Don’t	remind	me,”	she	growled.
Chase	shook	his	head.	“It’s	moments	like	these	that	I’m	relieved	my

parents	are	no	longer	around	to	see	what’s	become	of	the	council.	That
and	Becks.	I’m	glad	they	weren’t	around	for	that.”

Hudson	hung	his	head	solemnly.
“You’re	not	 leaving	the	council	after	you	shack	up	with	your	wizard

wolf,	are	you?”	Chase’s	head	jerked	when	he	looked	at	Sasha.	“Please
tell	me	you’re	not	 leaving	pack	matters	entirely	 in	 the	hands	of	Jager,
Garrick,	Palmer,	and	Raider.”

“Never,”	Sasha	said	with	a	snarl.	“Speaking	of	Raider,	did	he	make	a
claim	on	anyone	last	night?”

Chase	huffed.	 “No,	but	 from	 the	 looks	of	 it	 Emerson,	Camilla,	 and
Sydney	are	trying	to	get	their	claws	into	him.”

Sasha	 followed	 the	 direction	 of	 Chase’s	 eyes	 to	 the	 center	 of	 the



clearing	 where	 three	 of	 Palmer’s	 daughters	 had	 surrounded	 Raider.
They	 invaded	 his	 personal	 space,	 fighting	 for	 his	 attention.	 Raider’s
usual	 relaxed	 stance	was	 rigid	 and	his	 jaw	 tight	 as	Camilla	placed	her
hand	on	his	muscled	arm.	Her	giggles	echoed	across	the	glade.

“May	the	best	sister	win,”	Chase	said,	rolling	his	eyes	upward.
“Or	he	 could	ask	 the	 council’s	blessing	 to	mate	all	 three,”	Hudson

said.	 “Would	 serve	 Palmer	 right.	 Poetic	 justice,	 don’t	 you	 think?”	 He
glanced	sideways	at	Chase.	“At	 least	Jordan	has	more	sense	 than	 the
rest	of	her	family.	Where	is	she,	anyway?	I	didn’t	see	her	last	night.”

“Probably	 pretending	 she’s	 not	 related	 to	 Palmer	 or	 those	 three,”
Chase	 said,	 inclining	his	head.	 “Speaking	of	 sisters,	 yours	 is	glaring	at
you,	Huds.”

Hudson	turned	his	head,	searching	the	clearing	until	spotting	Taryn
who	was,	indeed,	glaring	in	the	direction	of	their	group.

“More	likely	glaring	at	you,”	Hudson	said,	elbowing	Chase.
“You	should	go	check	on	her,”	Chase	said,	picking	his	bowl	off	the

ground.
“Where	are	you	going?”	Hudson	asked.
“To	see	if	I	can	find	Jordan	before	patrol	begins.”
“Better	hurry,”	Hudson	said.
The	 two	 friends	 waved	 to	 Sasha	 and	 Tabor	 before	 striding	 off	 in

opposite	directions.
Once	alone,	Sasha	raised	her	brows.	“Nice	to	see	we’re	not	the	big

gossip.”
Tabor	grimaced.	“Enjoy	 the	peace	while	 it	 lasts.	 I	 fear	we’ve	heard

the	last	of	the	congratulations.”
Sasha	threaded	her	arm	around	Tabor’s.	“Or	maybe	everyone	will	be

too	busy	selecting	mates	of	their	own	to	bother	us.”
“Tell	that	to	Zack	and	his	friends.	They’re	glaring	at	us	right	now.”
Sasha	searched	the	crowd	until	she	spotted	them	near	the	cauldron.

Once	she	had	a	 lock	on	their	 location,	she	glared	back,	 lip	curling	the



slightest	bit	over	her	front	teeth.
Tabor	straightened	to	his	 full	height.	“Do	I	have	your	permission	to

toss	him	on	his	ass	if	he	misbehaves?”
Sasha	growled.	“If	Zackary	or	any	of	his	 friends	 threatens	or	 insults

you	 in	 any	 way,	 they’re	 all	 mine.”	 The	 curl	 of	 her	 lips	 turned	 into	 a
wolfish	grin	full	of	promise.

As	though	sensing	her	threat,	Zackary’s	friends	quickly	 looked	away
from	her	and	Tabor,	shifting	their	focus	to	Rosalie	and	Olivia,	who	were
huddled	together	whispering	near	Raider.	Zackary	continued	to	glower
in	Tabor’s	direction	until	a	cry	rose	above	the	crowd.

Everyone	 turned	 to	 look	at	Amber,	who	 lifted	her	hands	 in	 the	air.
“It’s	time!	Francine’s	water	broke!”

Francine	 stood	 nearby,	 bent	 over	 wet	 soil.	 Her	 head	 jerked	 up.
Through	clenched	teeth	she	roared,	“Where’s	Palmer?”

Everyone	began	 looking	around,	 scratching	 their	heads.	Not	Sasha.
She	strode	forward	and	made	her	way	to	Francine	while	Tabor	followed
several	steps	behind.

“We	need	to	get	you	back	to	the	den,”	Sasha	said,	placing	an	arm
around	Francine.	Sasha	met	Tabor’s	eyes.	“You	can	help	with	delivery,
can’t	you?”

Before	 he	 could	 answer,	 Francine	 snarled.	 “That	 half-breed	 isn’t
delivering	my	baby.”

Sasha	 removed	 her	 arm	 from	 Francine	 and	 gave	 her	 an	 icy	 stare.
“Amber,”	Sasha	said.	“Help	Francine	to	the	den.”	Sasha	lifted	her	head
and	looked	around	at	the	faces	gaping	back	in	the	clearing.	“I’d	 like	a
male	volunteer,	as	well.”

When	no	one	volunteered,	Sasha’s	eyes	scanned	the	crowd.
“Wiley!”	she	hollered.
Zackary’s	friend	winced.
“You	and	Amber	will	escort	Francine	to	the	den.”
Wiley	 gulped	 and	 stalked	 over	 carefully	 as	 though	 approaching	 a



hissing	lynx.
“Hurry,	 you	 big	 oaf,	 before	 I	 have	 this	 baby	 right	 here,”	 Francine

snapped.
Wiley	jumped	in	place	then	hurried	to	Francine’s	side.
“My	pup	is	coming!”	Palmer’s	voice	boomed	through	the	clearing.
Shifters	moved	aside	as	Palmer	barreled	across	the	glade	toward	his

mate.	 His	 face	 was	 flushed	 with	 excitement,	 a	 huge	 dopey	 grin
spreading	 up	 his	 cheeks.	 Even	 Francine’s	 splintering	 glare	 couldn’t
diminish	his	elation.

“Where	the	hell	have	you	been?”	she	snapped	at	her	mate.
“I	came	as	soon	as	I	heard,”	Palmer	said,	kissing	her	forehead.
Francine	scowled	and	pulled	away.
“Come,	 let’s	 get	 you	 comfortable.”	 Palmer	 turned	 to	Wiley.	 “You

take	one	arm,	and	I’ll	take	the	other.”
“No,”	Francine	snarled,	eyes	flashing.	“Not	him.	Sasha.”
Sasha	did	a	double	take.	“You	want	my	help?”
“Yes,”	Francine	hissed	between	clenched	teeth.
Sasha	chewed	on	her	lower	lip	and	looked	at	Tabor.
“Go,”	he	said.	“I’ll	handle	patrol.”
Sasha	kept	chewing	on	her	lip.
“Well?”	Francine	demanded.
“Head	to	the	den,”	Sasha	said.	“I’ll	catch	up.”
Wiley,	who	had	begun	to	back	up	with	a	look	of	relief,	stopped	when

Sasha	 said,	 “Wiley,	 you	 can	 help	 Palmer	 with	 Francine.	 I’ll	 be	 right
behind	you.”

Wiley’s	body	slumped.
“Let’s	go,	Wiley,”	Palmer	said.
Wiley	had	no	choice	but	to	try	and	take	Francine’s	other	arm,	which

she	pulled	away	with	a	snarl.	“I	don’t	need	your	help	now.”
While	they	bickered	and	made	slow	progress	across	the	glade,	Sasha

leaned	beside	Tabor’s	ear,	speaking	in	a	low	voice.	“I’ll	meet	you	at	the



bluff	as	soon	as	I	can.	Until	then,	watch	out	for	trouble,	and	I	don’t	just
mean	vulhena.”

“Understood,”	Tabor	said.	He	kissed	her	cheek	and	forced	a	smile,
as	though	trying	to	ease	the	worry	written	across	her	face.	“Don’t	worry
about	me.	Powerful	half-wizard,	remember?”

But	that	only	worried	Sasha	more.



chapter	fifteen

TABOR	COULD	FEEL	Sasha’s	eyes	on	his	back	as	he	cut	across	the
clearing.	When	he	 looked	over	his	 shoulder	 she	was	 still	watching.	He
shot	 her	 a	 reassuring	 smile,	 but	 the	one	 she	 attempted	 to	 return	was
strained.	She	kept	her	place,	as	though	rooted	to	the	earth.	She	was	still
watching	him	when	Tabor	made	his	way	onto	the	forest	path.

He	 headed	 for	 the	 cave,	 as	 had	 become	 their	 habit,	 to	 undress
before	shifting.

Sasha’s	concern	on	his	behalf	felt	like	a	soothing	balm	over	an	aching
wound.	He’d	ended	up	with	the	strongest,	kindest,	and	sexiest	shifter	in
all	of	Wolf	Hollow.

As	the	birds	sang	overhead,	a	whistle	emerged	from	Tabor’s	lips.
The	full	moon	was	in	two	days.	Two	days	until	he	and	Sasha	claimed

one	another	and	mated	beneath	the	moon’s	fertile	power.
A	merry	tune	followed	him,	cut	short	when	Garrick	stepped	into	his

path,	glowering.	The	man	was	shirtless,	as	usual,	muscles	rippling	across
the	bulk	of	 his	 torso.	He	was	 a	 couple	 inches	 shorter	 than	Tabor,	 but
more	massive	than	most	shifters	in	their	pack.

Tabor	 gave	 himself	 a	 mental	 kick	 for	 allowing	 his	 mind	 to	 wander



after	Sasha	had	 just	warned	him	to	be	cautious.	“What	do	you	want?”
he	growled,	halting	in	his	tracks.

Garrick	held	his	ground,	 looking	Tabor	over	as	 though	sizing	up	an
opponent.	 “I	 want	 you	 to	 stay	 the	 hell	 away	 from	 Sasha,”	 he	 said,
grinding	out	the	words.

Rage	exploded	through	Tabor’s	chest.	His	fingers	twitched.	“Sasha’s
my	mate,”	he	said.

“Not	yet.”
Energy	 coursed	 through	 Tabor’s	 veins.	 He	 heard	 shuffling	 from

behind	and	whipped	around	to	find	Jager	scuttling	up	the	path.
“All	we	want	is	a	few	words,”	Jager	said.	He	stopped	roughly	six	feet

away	from	Tabor,	catching	his	breath.
With	careful	steps,	Tabor	moved	off	 the	path,	back	to	the	trees,	so

that	he	could	keep	an	eye	on	both	Jager	and	Garrick.
“Obviously	you’re	fond	of	Sasha,”	Jager	said,	favoring	his	left	leg	as

he	leaned	to	that	side.	“I	believe	your	feelings	are	sincere.”
“Of	 course	 they	 are,”	 Tabor	 snapped,	 taking	 note	 of	Garrick,	 who

had	made	the	wise	decision	not	to	move	in	any	closer.
Jager	nodded.	“Which	is	why	I	believe	you	will	make	the	right	choice

and	walk	away	from	this	claim.”
“Not	a	chance,”	Tabor	said,	gritting	his	teeth.
“There	is	still	time	to	do	the	right	thing.”
Blind	fury	rocked	through	Tabor’s	body.	He	growled.	Forget	magic—

he	wanted	to	rip	off	the	hand	Jager	extended	toward	him.
Seeing	the	anger	in	his	face,	Jager	snarled	back,	piercing	Tabor	with

his	 glare.	 “Don’t	 you	 snarl	 at	me,	 boy.	 You’ve	 never	 fit	 in	 here.	 Your
pack	mates	tolerate	you,	at	best.	Your	poor	mother	was	bewitched,	and
you	 were	 the	 unfortunate	 result	 of	 a	 wizard	 forcing	 himself	 on	 her.
Nobody	wanted	you	raised	with	the	pack.	We	tried	to	convince	Lucinda
to	 leave	you	at	the	gates	of	Balmar	Heights,	but	her	mind	was	too	far
gone	to	listen	to	reason.”



Jager’s	words	 hit	 Tabor	 like	blows	 to	 the	gut,	 one	 after	 the	 other.
Everything	inside	him	twisted	and	churned.	He	growled.

“Do	 my	 words	 make	 you	 angry?”	 Jager	 asked,	 brows	 jumping	 as
though	he’d	made	a	point.	Tabor’s	gut	clenched	at	Jager’s	brightening
eyes.	 “Think	 of	 how	 the	 pack	will	 treat	 Sasha	 if	 she	 takes	 you	 as	 her
mate.	 Think	 of	 what	 they’ll	 say.	 They’ll	 never	 accept	 the	 pair	 of	 you.
They’ll	never	stop	taunting	you.	Do	you	really	want	to	drag	Sasha	 into
this?	Do	you	care	so	little	for	her	well-being?”

Tabor’s	fists	tightened.	“Enough,”	he	said.
“Your	children	would	be	half-breeds,”	Jager	continued,	as	though	he

hadn’t	heard	Tabor.	 “Think	of	 those	poor	pups,	 if	 not	Sasha.	Think	of
how	 the	 other	 children	would	 tease	 and	 torment	 them.	 You	 ought	 to
know,	Tabor.	Would	you	really	want	that	for	your	children?”

“I	said	enough!”	Tabor	bellowed.
Jager	and	Garrick	 stood	 stone	 still.	 The	only	movement	 from	 them

was	a	twitch	of	their	lips,	a	smug	sort	of	smile	like	they’d	won	the	battle.
Tabor	glared	from	one	elder	to	the	other.

“You’re	trying	to	manipulate	me.	My	heritage	shouldn’t	matter.	I	was
born	 in	Wolf	Hollow.	 I’m	still	 a	wolf	 shifter	and	as	much	a	member	of
this	pack	as	anyone	else.”

Jager	 nodded	 solemnly	 as	 though	 he	 sympathized,	 which	 Tabor
knew	was	a	big	fat	lie.

“But	it	does	matter,	and	you	know	it.”
All	Tabor	knew	was	that	he	 loved	Sasha	to	the	moon	and	back	and

the	elders	weren’t	going	to	scare	or	guilt	him	away	from	making	a	claim.
“There’s	 a	 lot	 of	 unrest	 in	 the	 hollow.	 I’m	 sure	 you	 don’t	 want	 to

contribute	to	it,”	Jager	said.
“Yes,	 you’ve	 certainly	 given	 me	 a	 lot	 to	 think	 about,”	 Tabor

answered	bitingly.
“That’s	 all	 that	 I	 ask,	 that	 you	 consider	 the	 consequences,”	 Jager

said,	lifting	his	hands.	“We’ll	leave	you	to	your	patrolling.”	Jager	looked



at	 Garrick,	 who	 shot	 Tabor	 a	 lingering	 glare	 before	 joining	 the	 other
elder.

Tabor	tensed	as	Garrick	walked	past.	He	watched	the	pair	make	their
way	back	down	the	path	toward	camp.	Neither	looked	back.

Ungrateful	 coot.	 Jager	 could	 forget	 about	 receiving	 any	 more
potions	 from	 Tabor.	 What	 the	 crippled	 old	 man	 lacked	 in	 physical
strength	 he	 made	 up	 for	 with	 his	 poisoned	 tongue.	 Sasha	 would	 be
fuming	when	she	heard	what	Jager	had	said.

Tabor’s	heart	sank.
He	 didn’t	 want	 to	 repeat	 Jager’s	 words	 to	 anyone,	 especially	 not

Sasha.
They	were	spiteful	and	harsh.

And	 everyone	 agrees	 with	 him,	 a	 nagging	 voice	 crooned	 inside
Tabor’s	head.

He	shook	it	off.
No,	 not	 everyone.	 Heidi	 didn’t	 agree.	 Chase	 and	 Hudson	 didn’t

agree,	 nor	 Kallie.	 According	 to	 Sasha,	 Raider	 didn’t	 agree	 with	 the
elders,	including	his	own	father.

Devan	 and	 Flynn	 would	 agree.	 Dirty,	 filthy	 half-breed,	 tainting	 the
gene	 pool.	 Francine	 didn’t	 even	want	 him	 anywhere	 near	 her	 unborn
child.	 Her	 pup	 would	 be	 no	 friend	 of	 Tabor	 and	 Sasha’s	 offspring;
Francine	would	see	to	that.	Devan	and	Flynn	would	see	to	it	their	pups
didn’t	 speak	 to	 his	 pups	 either.	 His	 children	 would	 suffer	 the
consequences	of	his	decision.	They’d	be	treated	 like	outcasts,	sneered
at,	looked	down	upon.

No!	Tabor	screamed	inside	his	head,	furious	that	Jager’s	words	had
effectively	penetrated	his	defenses.

Tabor	had	been	ready	for	a	 fight—to	take	on	Garrick	 if	he	charged
him.	 It	 would	 have	 been	 easier	 to	 throw	 him	 back	 as	 he’d	 done	with
Zackary.



Jager	had	done	something	 far	worse.	He’d	made	Tabor	doubt.	His
words	burrowed	inside	Tabor’s	brain,	squirming,	biting,	and	nagging	at
his	thoughts	with	relentless	loathing.

He	was	so	caught	up	in	the	tumult	raging	inside	his	head	he	forgot	to
leave	his	clothes	at	the	cave,	instead	storming	on	foot	all	the	way	to	the
bluff.

Tabor	would	have	been	better	off	 shifting	and	allowing	his	wolf	 to
run	off	some	of	the	aggression	burning	a	hole	 in	his	chest.	 Instead,	he
paced	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 bluff,	 arms	 tightly	 folded	 across	 his	 chest,
brooding.	He	tramped	down	the	already	worn	path	as	he	walked	back
and	forth,	fists	clenching	and	unclenching.	The	sun	rose	to	its	peak	and
glared	down	at	him,	beaming	into	his	eyes	with	its	fierce	rays.

Where	was	Sasha?	She’d	said	she’d	meet	him	as	soon	as	she	could.
Tabor	wouldn’t	put	 it	past	Jager	and	Garrick	 to	waylay	her	as	well.

Try	and	talk	her	into	backing	out	of	claiming	Tabor.
No.	They’d	already	tried	that	during	their	council	meeting	and	Sasha,

feisty	 pureblood	 that	 she	 was,	 had	 stood	 up	 to	 the	 mongrels.	 Sasha
went	after	what	 she	wanted.	Knowing	 this,	Garrick	and	Jager	 thought
they	 had	 a	 better	 chance	 dissuading	 Tabor.	 They	 thought	 they	 could
weaken	him	with	their	words.	They	were	wrong.

Tabor	 stopped	 his	 pacing.	 An	 angry	 howl	 rose	 up	 his	 throat.	 He
should	 shift	 and	 get	 it	 out	 of	 his	 system.	 Before	 he	 had	 a	 chance	 to
undress	he	heard	Sasha	howl,	announcing	her	approach.

Soon	she	trotted	into	view,	dust	flying	up	around	her	paws	along	the
dry	 path.	 Her	 ears	 twitched	 when	 she	 saw	 Tabor.	 She	 stopped	 and
shifted,	rising	onto	two	feet	naked	in	the	sunlight.

If	 Tabor	 hadn’t	worked	 himself	 into	 such	 a	 bad	 temper,	 his	mouth
would	have	gone	dry	at	the	sight	of	her	sun-kissed	perfection.

He	stood	his	ground,	letting	Sasha	come	to	him.
She	grinned	as	she	approached.	“You	have	me	at	a	disadvantage	all

covered	up	 in	 clothes.	 Let	me	give	 you	 a	 hand	with	 this	 cumbersome



attire,”	she	said,	reaching	for	the	button	on	Tabor’s	jeans.
He	took	a	step	back.
Sasha	frowned.	“What’s	the	matter?”
“Nothing’s	the	matter,”	Tabor	said.	“Shouldn’t	you	be	with	Francine

while	 she	 delivers	 her	 baby?	 Or	 did	 she	 decide	 she	 didn’t	 want	 the
future	 mate	 of	 a	 filthy	 half-breed	 to	 help	 her	 out,	 after	 all?”	 Tabor
demanded,	kicking	up	dirt.	It	formed	dust	clouds	around	his	ankles.

Sasha	cocked	her	head	sideways,	staring	at	him.
“This	is	only	the	beginning,	you	know,”	he	continued.	“You’ll	have	to

get	used	to	the	scorn	of	the	pack	if	you	claim	me.”
Sasha’s	eyebrows	furrowed.	“I	didn’t	realize	Francine	had	upset	you

so	 much.	 You	 can’t	 take	 it	 personally,	 Tabor.	 Francine’s	 nasty	 to
everyone.	 It’s	her	 loss.	 If	 she	hadn’t	pissed	me	off,	 I	would	have	stuck
around	 for	 the	birth.	Hopefully	 it’s	 the	pregnancy	hormones	and	she’ll
calm	down	once	she	pushes	out	her	pup.”

“It’s	not	just	Francine.	If	we	go	through	with	our	claim,	it’s	going	to
upset	most	of	the	pack.”

Sasha	 lifted	 her	 chin.	 “You	 know	 I	 don’t	 care	 what	 anyone	 else
thinks.”

“You’re	not	listening!”	Tabor	growled	in	frustration.
Sasha	snarled	back,	eyes	narrowing.	“Don’t	you	growl	at	me,	Tabor.

If	you’re	having	second	thoughts,	tell	me.	Don’t	go	putting	this	on	the
pack.”

Tabor	ran	a	hand	through	his	hair.	“I’m	not	having	second	thoughts.	I
want	 you	 more	 than	 I’ve	 ever	 wanted	 anything	 in	 my	 life.	 I’m	 only
thinking	of	your	well-being.”

“If	 you	 truly	 care	 about	my	well-being,	 then	 you’ll	 stop	 talking	 this
way	 at	once,”	 Sasha	 said,	 folding	her	 arms	beneath	her	breasts.	 They
squeezed	together	and	 lifted	 in	a	way	that	would	have	normally	made
Tabor’s	 groin	 tighten.	 “What	 happened?”	 Sasha	 demanded.
“Everything	was	good	between	us	when	 I	 left	you	 in	 the	clearing.	Did



someone	 do	 something	 to	 you?	 Threaten	 you?”	 Sasha’s	 eyes	 flashed
with	anger.

“No	one	 threatened	me.”	 Tabor	 sighed.	His	 shoulders	 slumped.	 “I
ran	into	Garrick	and	Jager.”

“Garrick.”	 Sasha	 snarled.	 Her	 teeth	 snapped	 together	 and	 she
punched	 the	 air.	 “I	 should	 have	 knocked	 that	 asshole	 to	 the	 ground
while	I	had	the	chance.”

Tabor	 took	 a	 tentative	 step	 toward	 her.	 He	 hated	 to	 see	 Sasha
distressed.	This	was	 the	kind	of	 turmoil	he	wanted	 to	 shield	her	 from.
“He	didn’t	do	anything,”	Tabor	said	quickly.	“He	didn’t	really	say	much
either.	Jager	did	most	of	the	talking.”

Sasha	 snorted.	 “I’m	 sure	 he	 did.	 It’s	 about	 the	 only	 thing	 he	 does
anymore.”	Her	grin	was	a	bit	twisted,	but	at	least	her	shoulders	relaxed.
“Let	 me	 guess.	 He	 said	 I	 have	 a	 duty	 to	 the	 pack	 to	 mate	 with	 a
pureblood.”

“His	comments	had	more	to	do	with	me	being	a	half-breed,”	Tabor
said.

Sasha	 growled.	 “It’s	 none	 of	 his	 business.	 He	 had	 no	 right	 to	 say
anything	to	you.”

Tabor	wished	Sasha’s	defense	made	him	feel	better.
“I	 don’t	 like	 it	 either,	 but	 he	 has	 a	 point.	 Our	 children	 would	 be

taunted	and	teased,	ruthlessly;	I	know	from	personal	experience.	I	don’t
want	them	to	go	through	what	I	did.”

Sasha	marched	up	to	Tabor	and	took	both	his	shoulders	 in	a	bone-
crushing	grip.

“I’ve	heard	enough	of	 this	 nonsense.	 It’s	 your	 turn	 to	 listen	 to	me,
Tabor.	Our	children	will	be	part	pureblood,	part	wizard,	and	part	wolf.
No	one’s	going	to	mess	with	them.”	She	snarled	for	emphasis.

“But—”
Sasha’s	growl	 cut	Tabor	off.	A	grin	 spread	over	his	 lips.	 Sasha	was

still	 in	 pissed-off-alpha-shifter	 mode.	 Her	 grip	 on	 his	 shoulders



tightened.
“Do	I	make	myself	clear?”
“Yeah,	 I	 think	 I	got	the	message	 loud	and	clear,”	Tabor	said	with	a

chuckle.
“Good.”	Sasha’s	grip	on	him	 loosened.	She	dropped	her	arms	and

stepped	 away.	 “Now	get	 your	 clothes	 off.	We	both	 need	 to	go	 for	 a
run.”

“Er,	a	run?”	His	dick	had	other	ideas.
“You	got	me	all	worked	up.	Now	I	need	to	run	it	off.”
Tabor	 undid	 his	 jeans	 and	 pulled	 them	 down	 to	 his	 ankles,	 then

stood	straight.
Sasha	 glowered	 at	 him	 until	 her	 eyes	 dipped	 below	 his	 waist	 and

noticed	his	erection.
“Oh,”	 she	 said,	 sounding	 surprised.	 She	 moistened	 her	 lips,

continuing	to	stare.
“You	got	me	all	worked	up	too,”	Tabor	said	with	a	wolfish	grin.
“Very	well,”	Sasha	said,	sauntering	up	to	him.	“But	afterwards	we	go

for	a	run.”
Tabor	didn’t	waste	any	more	time	losing	his	clothes.
After	they	made	love	and	shifted,	Tabor	bounded	along	the	bluff	full

of	 energy.	 He	 never	 dreamed	 he	 could	 feel	 this	 content.	 Rather	 than
follow	Sasha,	he	 ran	by	her	 side,	 their	animals	 in	 sync	and	 in	harmony
with	one	another.

The	coming	of	the	full	moon	made	him	feel	extra	animated	and	spry.
When	 Sasha	 slowed,	 Tabor	 nudged	 her	 shoulder.	 She	 turned	 and

pressed	her	nose	against	his.
Everything	 felt	 so	 perfect	 at	 that	 moment	 until	 a	 guttural	 howl

echoed	 across	 the	 valley,	 an	 anguished	 cry	 that	 made	 the	 hair	 on
Tabor’s	back	stand	on	end.

The	howl	sounded	foreign,	yet	somehow	familiar.	Tabor	shifted	and
got	to	his	feet	for	a	better	look,	shielding	the	sun	from	his	eyes	with	his



hand.
A	lone	wolf	appeared	in	view	on	the	far	side	of	the	valley.	It	ran	at	a

steady	 gait	 in	 their	 direction.	 Tabor	 squinted,	 looking	 for	 signs	 of
madness.	 It	was	difficult	to	tell	 from	this	distance.	They	wouldn’t	know
for	sure	until	it	came	closer.

Tabor	wished	he’d	brought	his	bow	and	quiver,	especially	since	he’d
walked	 the	 whole	 way	 and	 could	 have	 easily	 brought	 them	with	 him.
Although	 he	 felt	 confident	 in	 his	 magic	 skills,	 there	 was	 a	 familiar
comfort	to	his	bow.	He	could	call	on	his	powers,	but	they	weren’t	always
as	 reliable.	He	wouldn’t	want	 to	experiment	 if	 the	situation	 involved	a
rabid	wolf.

The	closer	the	wolf	came,	the	bigger	it	looked,	and	not	only	because
of	its	proximity.	The	beast	was	massive.	It	had	thick	gray	and	white	fur
and	 long	 legs	 supporting	 a	 large	 body.	 Something	 about	 the	 wolf
looked	 eerily	 familiar.	 If	 Tabor	 were	 in	 wolf	 form,	 and	 if	 they	 were
downwind,	 he	 could	 sense	 who	 it	 was	 with	 better	 accuracy.	 At	 the
moment,	the	wind	didn’t	blow	at	all,	and	yet	a	sense	of	unease	wafted
across	Tabor	like	a	sudden	gust	across	the	valley.

Sasha	had	gone	still	beside	him.
“Do	 you	 think	 it’s	 rabid?”	 Tabor	 asked,	 even	 though	 she	 couldn’t

answer	him.
They	were	 safe	as	 long	as	 the	wolf	 remained	on	 the	 valley	 floor.	 It

seemed	 focused,	 intent	 on	 keeping	 a	 steady	 pace	 heading	 directly
toward	the	hill.

Rabid	 wolves	 weren’t	 typically	 this	 direct.	 Then	 again,	 it	 wasn’t
normal	for	a	sane	wolf	to	roam	the	wilds	alone.	Chances	of	survival	were
greatly	diminished,	and	wolves	were	pack	animals	unless	turned	mad.

Fifty	 yards	 from	 the	hillside,	 the	gray	wolf	 stopped	and	 looked	up,
searching	 the	 ridge,	 another	 indication	 that	 the	 animal’s	 sanity	was	 in
check.

When	it	spotted	Sasha	and	Tabor,	 it	blinked	once	then	trembled	as



fur	receded	and	turned	to	bronzed,	muscular	skin.
He	 remained	 crouched	 for	 a	 moment,	 as	 though	 gathering	 his

bearings,	then	rose	to	his	feet.
Without	the	fur,	his	muscles	bulged	over	his	body,	rippling	from	his

legs	to	his	torso	to	his	arms.	Scars	etched	his	body	in	veinlike	lines	that
rose	off	his	chest,	but	he	 looked	no	 less	magnificent	against	 the	sun’s
golden	glow.

A	head	of	thick	brown	hair	lifted,	eyes	looking	upward	at	the	shifter
and	she-wolf	staring	down.

Sasha’s	wolf	gave	a	forlorn	cry.
Tabor	silently	cursed.
His	royal	purebloodedness	had	returned	to	Wolf	Hollow.
He	wished	it	had	been	a	rabid	wolf.



chapter	sixteen

EVEN	BEFORE	WOLFRIK	shifted,	Sasha	knew	who	he	was.	She’d
known	 the	 moment	 he’d	 howled	 across	 the	 valley.	 She	 would	 have
recognized	his	call	anywhere.

Still,	she	waited	cautiously	atop	the	bluff,	looking	to	see	that	he	was
alone	and	didn’t	pose	a	threat.

As	Wolfrik	 jogged	 across	 the	 valley,	 Sasha	 longed	 to	 run	 out	 and
meet	her	old	friend,	to	nuzzle	and	rejoice	in	his	return.	He	was	okay.	He
was	alive.

She	shifted,	pushed	herself	off	the	ground,	and	stood	on	shaky	legs.
By	the	time	she	did,	Wolfrik	had	disappeared	from	view.

Her	 eyes	 widened.	 She	 looked	 at	 Tabor,	 who	 stood	 with	 his	 fists
clenched.

“Where	is	he?”	she	asked	in	alarm.
“Headed	up	the	trail,”	Tabor	answered	gruffly.
With	 Sasha’s	 emotions	 in	 a	 tangled	mess,	 she	 didn’t	 have	 time	 to

worry	about	Tabor’s	dejection.	She	could	barely	believe	her	eyes.	She’d
never	expected	to	see	Wolfrik	again.	Heart	hammering	out	of	control,
she	waited	for	him	to	reappear	on	top	of	the	bluff.



Should	 she	 go	 greet	 him?	 What	 would	 she	 say	 first?	 She	 had	 a
thousand	questions.	The	first	to	ask	where	the	hell	he’d	been	these	past
three	years.

When	 his	 hulking	 form	 emerged	 down	 the	 trail,	 the	 questions	 on
Sasha’s	 tongue	 dried	 up.	 It	 was	 as	 though	 a	 stranger	 approached.
Wolfrik	was	more	muscular	than	she	remembered	him	and	there	was	a
hardness	around	his	eyes	and	jaw.

Angry	scars	formed	red	ridges	over	Wolfrik’s	tanned	skin.	He	looked
both	gorgeous	and	deadly	at	once.

His	steps	slowed	as	he	closed	in.	The	lambent	eyes,	which	had	been
drinking	 in	 Sasha,	 now	 turned	 to	 Tabor	 and	 narrowed	 to	 thin	 slits.
Wolfrik	stuck	out	his	muscular	chest,	reminding	Sasha	more	of	a	grizzly
bear	on	his	hind	 legs	than	a	wolf.	Her	eyes	flicked	over	to	Tabor,	who
refused	 to	 look	away	 from	the	approaching	shifter.	Wolfrik	 seemed	to
perceive	it	as	a	threat.

“Wolfrik!”	Sasha	cried,	unable	to	hold	back	any	longer.
Her	voice	dragged	his	attention	away	from	Tabor.	Wolfrik	stopped	in

his	 tracks	 to	 refocus	 on	 Sasha—the	 chill	 in	 his	 eyes	 spreading
goosebumps	over	her	arms.

“Wolfrik,”	 she	 said	 again,	 disbelief	 accentuating	 his	 name	 as	 she
spoke.	“Where	have	you	been?”

Wolfrik	folded	his	arms	across	his	chest.	“It	doesn’t	matter	where	I’ve
been.	I’m	back	now.”

A	snarl	rose	up	Sasha’s	throat.	That	was	all	he	had	to	say	for	himself?
Before	she	could	demand	more	answers,	Wolfrik	dropped	his	arms	and
barreled	past	her	and	Tabor,	dust	flying	up	under	his	heavy	footsteps.

Sasha	and	Tabor	exchanged	a	quick	look	of	surprise	before	striding
after	him.

“Where	are	you	going?”	Sasha	demanded,	hurrying	to	catch	up.
Scars	 crisscrossed	 Wolfrik’s	 back.	 It	 looked	 as	 though	 he’d	 been

whipped	repeatedly.	The	sight	made	Sasha	nauseous.



Without	turning	around,	Wolfrik	said,	“To	camp.	I’m	starving.”
Sasha	 and	 Tabor	 kept	 pace	 behind	 him.	 When	 they	 passed	 the

grassy	 patch	 where	 they’d	 coupled	 earlier,	 Tabor	 snatched	 up	 his
clothes,	falling	behind	to	get	dressed.

Soon,	Sasha	heard	Tabor	jogging	to	catch	up.
Wolfrik	showed	no	signs	of	slowing,	and	Sasha	didn’t	think	it	would

be	a	good	idea	to	try	stopping	him.	Tabor	seemed	to	agree,	following
silently	alongside	her,	eyes	following	Wolfrik’s	every	move.

“Not	mad,	but	not	 right	 in	 the	head	either,”	Tabor	muttered	when
they	walked	side	by	side	where	the	trail	widened.	“I	don’t	like	the	way
he’s	behaving.”

“He’s	 been	 gone	 for	 almost	 three	 years.	Who	 knows	what	 horrors
he’s	 been	 through	 during	 that	 time?”	 Sasha	 didn’t	 mean	 to	 rush	 to
Wolfrik’s	defense;	no	one	felt	more	betrayed	by	him	than	she,	but	after
her	encounter	with	humans,	she	had	plenty	of	disturbing	ideas.

Tabor	made	no	 response.	He	 looked	at	her	with	an	expression	she
couldn’t	 read	 then	 quickened	 his	 pace,	 leaving	 Sasha	 trailing	 behind.
She	caught	up	quickly.

“We	 don’t	 know	 who	 we’re	 dealing	 with,”	 Tabor	 said,	 as	 though
Sasha	had	made	his	point	clear.	“A	wolf	who	has	been	alone	in	the	wild
too	long	loses	his	humanity.	For	all	we	know	he’s	been	a	wolf	this	entire
time.	He’s	been	reduced	to	his	animal	instincts.	First	he’ll	want	food	and
water.	 Next	 he’ll	 want	 sex.”	 Tabor	 grabbed	 Sasha’s	 shoulders	 and
turned	her	to	face	him.	“He’ll	want	you,”	he	growled.

They	stood	facing	one	another.	Tabor’s	eyebrows	knit.	He	no	longer
looked	angry.	He	looked	nervous.

“Well,	he	can’t	have	me,”	Sasha	said,	lifting	her	head.	“I	chose	you.”
“I	saw	the	way	he	looked	at	you.	He	won’t	care.”
Sasha	snarled.	“So	that’s	 it?	You’re	going	to	step	aside	and	 let	him

have	me?”
Tabor	growled.	“No	way.”



Sasha’s	anger	and	hurt	began	to	subside.	 If	Tabor	was	going	to	be
her	mate,	she	needed	him	to	stand	firm	on	the	matter.	She	needed	him
to	 tell	 their	elders	 to	back	off	 and	 to	 fight	Wolfrik	 if	he	had	 to.	She’d
seen	him	take	down	Zackary.	Despite	Wolfrik’s	hulking	mass	of	muscle,
Tabor	could	knock	him	off	his	feet	with	a	flick	of	his	wrist.

Tabor	was	 one	of	 the	 strongest	 shifters	 in	Wolf	Hollow,	 even	 if	 he
didn’t	realize	it.

A	startled	growl	caught	their	attention.	It	was	joined	by	a	second	and
cut	 off	 by	 a	 human	 roar.	 Leaning	 apart,	 Sasha	 looked	 down	 the	 trail,
noticing	Wolfrik	 had	 disappeared	 from	 their	 sight	 and	 entered	 a	 new
patrol	area.	He’d	probably	scared	the	living	daylights	out	of	the	shifters
in	the	next	section.

“Dammit,”	Sasha	said,	taking	off	down	the	path	at	a	run.
Trees	 flew	by.	Even	 in	human	form	she	was	athletic	and	fast.	Sasha

rounded	the	bend	and	came	upon	Jordan	and	Hudson,	who	were	 just
getting	up	off	the	ground	after	shifting.	Sasha	looked	around	frantically,
but	Wolfrik	was	nowhere	in	sight.

Jordan’s	chest	rose	and	fell.	“Wolfrik.	We	saw	him.	He’s	back,”	she
panted.

“Where	is	he?”	Sasha	demanded.
Hudson’s	brows	slanted.	He	shook	his	head.	“He’s	heading	to	camp,

didn’t	even	stop.”
“What’s	wrong	with	him?”	Jordan	asked,	eyes	going	wide.
“He’s	hungry,”	Sasha	muttered	before	taking	off	at	a	run	down	the

trail,	legs	and	arms	pumping	fast.
The	 compact	 earth	 met	 the	 balls	 of	 Sasha’s	 feet	 every	 time	 she

pushed	off.	Fresh	forest	air	filled	her	lungs.	The	trail	curved	then	arced
again	before	straightening	out.	Sasha	caught	sight	of	Wolfrik	making	his
way	at	the	same	steady	pace	toward	camp.

At	least	he	wasn’t	running,	which	gave	her	a	chance	to	catch	up.	She
didn’t	expect	him	to	suddenly	stop.	When	he	did,	she	ran	into	his	back,



breasts	colliding	painfully	with	his	rough	skin.
Wolfrik	spun	around	and	grabbed	Sasha	by	both	arms.	She	yelped	as

his	fingers	tightened	around	her.
Wolfrik’s	 upper	 lip	 curled.	 “I	 can	 smell	 that	 half-breed	on	 you,”	 he

growled.
Sasha	tried	to	twist	her	arms	out	of	Wolfrik’s	grasp,	but	he	held	firm.

She	stomped	on	his	foot,	but	he	stood	immobile,	as	though	impervious
to	pain.

“How	soon	did	you	give	up	on	me?	A	day?	Two?”	He	scoured	her
with	his	gaze.

“Three	 years!”	 Sasha	 screamed,	 rage	 exploding	 inside	 her	 chest
cavity.	“You’re	the	one	who	left,	Wolfrik.”

His	grip	tightened.	There	would	be	bruises	on	Sasha’s	arms.	She	was
getting	ready	to	ram	her	knee	into	his	groin	when	he	shoved	her	aside.

“I	didn’t	leave,”	Wolfrik	snarled.
His	body	jerked	and	he	started	down	the	path	once	more.
This	 time,	 Sasha	 didn’t	 go	 after	 him,	 nor	 could	 she	 tear	 her	 eyes

away	from	the	shifter	who	had	once	been	her	closest	friend,	lover,	and
future	mate.	This	wasn’t	 the	male	she’d	known	and	cared	 for	so	many
years.	She	didn’t	recognize	this	new	shifter	descending	upon	the	hollow
like	a	threatening	storm	cloud.

A	twig	snapped	as	Tabor,	Jordan,	and	Hudson	came	 jogging	down
the	trail.	They	stopped	when	they	reached	Sasha.

Sasha	 wrapped	 her	 arms	 around	 her	 waist,	 forgetting	 about	 the
indents	Wolfrik	had	made	in	her	skin	until	Jordan’s	eyes	widened	on	the
marks.	She	sucked	in	a	breath.

“Did	Wolfrik	do	that?”	Jordan	demanded.
“He’s	not	in	his	right	mind,”	Sasha	answered	numbly.
“We	 better	 escort	 him	 to	 camp	 before	 he	 startles	 anyone	 else,”

Hudson	said.
Jordan	nodded.	“Shift?”	she	asked.



“Yeah,”	Hudson	said.	“That	way	we	can	bite	him	if	he	tries	to	grab
either	of	us.”

Jordan	huffed.	“Unless	he	wants	to	lose	a	finger,	he’ll	keep	his	hands
to	himself.”

Sasha’s	chest	 tightened.	She	didn’t	want	anyone	provoking	Wolfrik.
He	 needed	 a	 chance	 to	 settle	 in.	 Once	 he	 felt	 safe	 he	 might	 start
talking.

Hudson	 and	 Jordan	 got	 to	 the	 ground	 and	 shifted.	 They	 ran	 after
Wolfrik,	 leaving	 Sasha	 and	 Tabor	 standing	 in	 silence	 for	 several
moments	on	the	trail.

“You	don’t	want	to	go	after	him	again?”	Tabor	asked	in	a	low	voice.
Sasha	 sniffed	and	held	her	 arms	out.	 “Obviously	he’s	not	happy	 to

see	me.”
Tabor’s	 nostrils	 flared.	 “I’m	 going	 to	 find	 a	 way	 to	 hurt	 him	 for

touching	you.	Not	a	bad	idea	of	Jordan’s	to	remove	fingers.”
Sasha	shook	her	head	sadly.	“Can’t	you	see	he’s	been	hurt	enough

already?”
“That	doesn’t	excuse	him	from	hurting	you.”
“I	know,	but	I	think	we	need	to	give	him	a	little	space	before	we	go

on	the	attack.”
Tabor	folded	his	arms.	“I	don’t	trust	him.”
A	 shiver	 went	 through	 Sasha,	 remembering	 the	 way	 Wolfrik	 had

shoved	her	aside.	She	swallowed	the	lump	in	her	throat.
“I	don’t	think	he	trusts	himself	right	now,	but	he	needs	us.	He	needs

his	pack,	even	if	he’s	not	ready	to	admit	it.	Let’s	go.”
No	 longer	 concerned	with	 catching	 up,	 she	 and	 Tabor	 walked	 the

remainder	of	 the	way	 to	 camp,	but	not	before	 taking	a	detour	 to	 the
cave	where	Sasha	pulled	on	her	dress.

Howls	of	excitement	 rose	above	 the	 tree	 line.	They	were	answered
with	 cries	 from	 all	 around	 the	 hollow.	 If	 Wolfrik	 weren’t	 back,	 Sasha
would	 have	 suspected	 it	meant	 Francine’s	 pup	 had	 arrived.	 But	when



she’d	left	the	laboring	shifter,	Melissa,	widely	known	as	the	den	mother,
had	 taken	 Sasha	 aside	 to	 tell	 her	 she	 suspected	 the	 birth	 would	 last
many	hours.

“He’s	stealing	Francine’s	 thunder,”	Tabor	noted,	as	though	reading
Sasha’s	mind.	The	amusement	in	his	voice	was	good	to	hear	after	their
tumultuous	morning.

It	was	bad	enough	that	Jager	and	Garrick	had	cornered	Tabor.	Now
Wolfrik	had	shown	up	out	of	the	blue.

By	 the	 time	they	 reached	the	clearing,	a	small	crowd	had	gathered
and	stood	around,	all	naked	as	 they’d	 likely	been	 taken	by	surprise	at
Wolfrik’s	appearance.

Emerson	 stood	beneath	 the	 shade	of	 a	 tree	 skinning	 two	 squirrels.
She	 jammed	 the	 sharpened	 end	 of	 a	 stick	 down	 the	 dead	 critters’
throats	 while	 Aden	 fed	 kindling	 to	 the	 communal	 fire,	 coaxing	 the
flames	back	to	life.

Wolfrik	sat	on	a	log,	one	leg	bouncing	up	and	down.	His	eyes	darted
around	the	clearing	as	though	wary	of	attack.	Despite	the	excitement	in
the	 air,	 the	 other	 shifters	 kept	 their	 distance	 from	 the	 hulking
pureblood.

As	more	shifters	rushed	to	the	scene,	whispers	arose	around	them.
Nearby,	Camilla	and	Rosalie	clutched	one	another.	“Thank	the	moon.

Wolfrik	 has	 returned.	 Finally,	 good	 fortune	 for	 the	 hollow,”	 Rosalie
gushed.

“A	fortunate	day,	indeed,”	Camilla	cooed.	“I	have	a	new	brother	or
sister	due	at	any	moment.”

“Wait	 another	 eight	months	 and	 you’ll	 have	 another	baby	 sibling,”
Rosalie	said.

Camilla	scuffed.	“My	father	can	start	his	own	pack	for	all	I	care.	Soon
I’m	going	to	have	my	own	family.”

“Oh	 yeah?”	Rosalie	 said,	 voice	 lifting.	 “Have	 you	 told	Raider	 yet?”
She	sniggered.



Camilla	tossed	her	hair	back	and	grinned.	“Who	said	anything	about
talking?	Jager’s	pairing	us	in	the	mating	dance.	In	a	few	days	he’ll	be	all
mine.”

“Didn’t	he	and	Kallie	have	a	thing	going	on?”	Rosalie	asked.
Camilla	 dismissed	 this	 with	 a	 huff.	 “They’re	 friends.	 That’s	 all.

Besides,	she’s	a	cripple	now.	Maybe	Jager	will	have	her.”
Sasha	snarled.
Camilla’s	 head	 jerked	 up.	 She	 pouted	 in	 Sasha’s	 direction.	 Camilla

took	 Rosalie’s	 arm	 and	 steered	 her	 toward	 the	 opposite	 side	 of	 the
clearing.	 As	 they	 moved,	 Sasha	 heard	 Camilla	 griping.	 “What’s	 her
problem?	She	should	be	thrilled	that	Wolfrik’s	back.”

“Maybe	 she	 has	 a	 thing	 for	 Raider,”	 Rosalie	 answered	 in	 a	 loud
whisper.

With	a	groan,	Sasha	turned	to	Tabor.	“Can	we	announce	our	claim	at
dinner	tonight?”

Tabor	 took	 her	 hand	 in	 his	 and	 squeezed.	 “Only	 a	 few	more	 days
until	 the	full	moon	ceremony.	Until	 then,	maybe	a	kiss	will	clear	things
up.”	He	 leaned	 in	and	planted	a	soothing	kiss	on	Sasha’s	 temple.	She
leaned	against	him.

Several	shifters	did	a	double	take	and	looked	at	them	wide-eyed,	but
most	 were	 staring	 at	 Wolfrik	 as	 though	 he	 were	 a	 ghost	 that	 might
disappear	or	leap	up	and	howl.

A	hush	fell	over	the	gathering	as	Jager	limped	into	the	clearing.
Either	the	potion	Tabor	had	been	providing	him	with	had	worn	off	or

Jager	 had	 forgone	 the	 stuff.	 Probably	 out	 of	 principle.	 Stubborn	 fool.
Sasha	needed	to	have	words	with	him.

When	 Jager	 saw	 Wolfrik,	 his	 eyes	 bugged	 out	 of	 their	 sockets.
“Great	mother	of	moonshine.	It’s	true.	He’s	returned.”

Jager	half	hopped,	half	 limped	his	way	to	where	Wolfrik	sat.	Unlike
Jager,	there	was	no	warmth	 in	Wolfrik’s	eyes	as	they	homed	in	on	the
elder	rushing	to	reach	him.



Sasha	 was	 too	 far	 away	 to	 hear	 what	 Jager	 said	 once	 he	 reached
Wolfrik.

Emerson	 set	 the	 squirrel	 kabob	 over	 a	 spit	 above	 the	 fire.	 As	 the
scent	of	roasting	meat	filled	the	air,	Wolfrik	stood	up	and	walked	over
to	the	firepit.

Jager	 frowned	at	 this	 abrupt	departure,	but	 it	 didn’t	 deter	 the	old
man	from	limping	over	to	join	Wolfrik	at	the	fire.

Before	 the	 meat	 had	 a	 chance	 to	 fully	 cook,	 Wolfrik	 grabbed	 the
stick	and	held	it	in	front	of	his	mouth,	ripping	squirrel	flesh	off	the	stick
with	his	 teeth.	He	devoured	both	squirrels	within	seconds	 then	 tossed
the	stick,	along	with	the	bones,	into	the	fire	and	swiped	his	mouth	with
the	back	of	his	hand.

There	were	murmurs	all	around.
“Did	you	see	his	scars?”
“What	do	you	think	happened	to	him?”
When	Garrick	arrived	he	didn’t	waste	time	gawking.	He	stuck	three

fingers	in	his	mouth	and	issued	a	piercing	whistle.	Everyone	went	silent.
“Get	 back	 to	 your	 posts,”	 he	 bellowed.	 “You	 don’t	 abandon	 your

duties	 unless	 a	 council	member	 sends	 someone	 to	 take	 your	place	or
instruct	you	otherwise.	Now	get	going.”

Murmurs	 of	 discontent	 arose,	 but	 everyone	 slunk	 off	 toward	 the
forest.

Some	shifted	 in	 the	clearing	before	 running	off	on	 four	 legs.	Sasha
hadn’t	 seen	 Jordan	or	Hudson.	 They’d	probably	 alerted	 the	den	 then
been	sent	straight	back	to	their	post	by	Garrick.

Sasha	 was	 all	 too	 happy	 to	 oblige	 Garrick	 on	 this	 order.	 Wolfrik
didn’t	need	half	the	pack	crowding	around	him.	Maybe	he’d	open	up	to
the	elders.

As	Sasha	and	Tabor	turned	to	leave,	Garrick	cleared	his	voice.
She	 turned	 slowly	 and	 narrowed	 her	 eyes,	 sure	 she	 wouldn’t	 like

what	was	coming	next.



“Not	you,	Sasha.	You	and	Wolfrik	have	a	 lot	of	catching	up	to	do.”
The	whites	of	Garrick’s	teeth	gleamed	when	he	smiled.

Smug	bastard	probably	thought	Wolfrik’s	arrival	was	a	gift	from	the
heavens.

“Wolfrik	needs	rest,”	Sasha	countered.	“And	I’m	the	 last	person	he
wants	to	spend	time	with.”	She	held	her	arms	out	to	show	Garrick	the
bruising.

The	bastard	smiled.	He	likely	admired	Wolfrik	for	taking	a	firm	hand
to	her.	Jager,	however,	 looked	troubled	as	he	hobbled	closer,	 leaning
forward	to	stare	at	the	marks	with	a	frown	over	his	lips.

“Wolfrik	did	that?”	he	asked.
Sasha	nodded.	Beside	her,	Tabor	gave	a	low	growl.
Jager	 chewed	 on	 the	 inside	 of	 his	 cheek,	 staring	 at	 the	 bruises	 a

moment	longer	before	saying,	“Sasha,	I	think	you	should	stay.”
“You	must	be	joking,”	she	said.
Jager	 frowned.	 He	 glanced	 over	 his	 shoulder	 at	Wolfrik,	 who	 had

started	down	the	path	to	the	river.	He	leaned	in,	whispering,	which	was
unnecessary.	“You’re	the	closest	thing	he	has	to	family.	You	remember
how	 he	 got	 after	 his	 parents	 were	 killed	 .	 .	 .	 right	 before	 he
disappeared.”

Sasha	 sighed.	 “Fine.	 I’ll	 stick	 around.	Maybe	 food	 and	 a	 rinse	 will
calm	him	down.”

“You	can	go,”	Garrick	said	to	Tabor.
“The	hell	I	will,”	Tabor	said	between	clenched	teeth.
“Your	presence	will	only	disturb	him,”	Jager	said.
“I	don’t	give	two	shits	about	whether	I	disturb	the	wild	wolf,”	Tabor

said,	 chest	 lifting.	 “I’m	 staying	 to	 make	 sure	 he	 doesn’t	 lay	 another
finger	on	Sasha.”	Tabor’s	eyes	flashed.

Sasha	 couldn’t	 help	 smirking.	 Now	 this	 was	 the	 confident	 shifter
she’d	fallen	in	love	with.

Jager	and	Garrick	wore	twin	scowls.



“Sasha,	 you	 can’t	 mean	 to	 go	 through	 with	 this	 claim	 now	 that
Wolfrik	 is	 back,”	 Jager	 implored	 her.	 “At	 least	 allow	Wolfrik	 time	 to
settle	 in	before	you	go	 through	with	 it.	Who	knows	how	he’ll	 react	 to
the	news?”

“I	already	know,”	Sasha	said,	rubbing	her	arms.
“He	probably	doesn’t	know	his	own	strength,”	Jager	said.	“Just	give

him	time.”
“He	 can	 take	 all	 the	 time	he	wants.	My	decision	 is	 already	made,”

Sasha	said.
Jager	groaned	in	frustration.	Good,	now	he	knew	how	she	felt	every

time	they	tried	to	dictate	her	life.
“You	have	a	duty	to	your	pack,”	Garrick	growled.
Sasha	shot	him	a	withering	look.	Maybe	now	was	a	good	time	to	give

him	 the	 beating	 he	 seemed	 to	 be	 begging	 for.	 There	was	 no	 sign	 of
Raider.	No	one	to	get	between	them	this	round.

As	 Sasha	 leaned	 her	 head	 back	 to	 assess	 Garrick,	 Jager’s	 eyes
widened.	He	waved	his	arms	to	get	their	attention.	“Perhaps	we	should
put	it	to	a	vote.	Let	the	pack	decide.”

Sasha	 leveled	her	 cool	gaze	at	 Jager.	 If	he	weren’t	 so	old	and	 frail
she’d	have	been	tempted	to	smack	him.

“That’s	not	how	claiming	works.	The	pack	doesn’t	choose	my	mate.	I
do.	 But	 don’t	 worry,”	 she	 said,	 changing	 tones.	 “Now	 that	 Wolfrik’s
returned	maybe	you	can	convince	Hector’s	sister	Hailey	to	visit.	Perhaps
she	won’t	scare	off	as	easily	as	her	brother.”

Garrick’s	face	contorted	as	he	growled	in	anger,	eyes	squeezing	into
thin	slits.

“Come	 on,	 Tabor,”	 Sasha	 said,	 taking	 his	 hand.	 “Wolfrik	 can
obviously	 look	after	himself.	He	has	for	three	years.”	She	gave	Tabor’s
hand	a	tug.	“Let’s	go	back	to	our	post.”

“Hey,	you’re	the	alpha,”	Tabor	said,	grinning	at	Sasha.
She	was	relieved	to	see	Jager	and	Garrick	were	no	 longer	having	a



dampening	effect	on	him.
And	 she	 liked	 that	 he’d	 called	her	 the	 alpha.	 The	elders	might	not

respect	her	place	in	the	pack,	but	at	least	her	future	mate	did.
She’d	reward	him	for	his	loyalty	very	soon.
The	 elders	 could	 go	 lick	 their	 wounds,	 and	 whatever	 else	 they

wanted.	The	pack	had	no	right	deciding	her	future.	Besides,	it	was	too
late	for	them	to	weigh	in.

Tabor	was	her	future.



chapter	seventeen

THAT	EVENING,	WHILE	Sasha	made	a	quick	dash	over	to	the	den
to	 check	 on	 Francine	 and	 Kallie,	 Tabor	 waited	 in	 line	 to	 get	 dinner.
Chase	cut	the	line	to	stand	with	Tabor.

“Everything	okay?”	Chase	asked.
“Yeah.	Why?”	Tabor	asked	suspiciously.
Chase	 glanced	 around	 before	 leaning	 closer.	 “I	 heard	 the	 elders

wanted	 Sasha	 to	 claim	Wolfrik.”	 Chase	 grunted.	 “The	 state	 he’s	 in,	 I
wouldn’t	 trust	 him	with	 any	 of	 the	 hollow’s	 females.	 The	 elders	 don’t
even	want	him	around	the	general	population	until	they’re	certain	he’s
not	a	safety	threat.”

Tabor	squinted	at	Chase.	“What	do	you	mean?”
“Jager	doesn’t	want	him	eating	at	camp	or	in	the	den	tonight.	He’s

feeding	him	at	his	hut.	Sasha’s	not	there,	is	she?”
Tabor	shook	his	head.	“She’s	checking	on	Kallie	and	Francine.”
“Good.”	 Chase	 elbowed	 Tabor	 in	 the	 side.	 “Don’t	 worry.	 Hudson

and	I	have	your	back.	Sasha	chose	you.	The	council	can’t	go	interfering
in	stuff	like	that.	It’s	time	the	pack	took	a	stand.”

“Let	me	guess,	starting	with	me,”	Tabor	said.



“Way	to	set	an	example.”	Chase	slapped	him	on	the	back.	“You’ve
got	balls,	man.”

“What’s	that?”	Hudson	stepped	over	to	them.
Several	 shifters	 down	 the	 line	 growled	 when	 Hudson	 cut	 in	 with

Chase	and	Tabor.	Hudson	and	Chase	turned	in	unison	and	snarled	back.
When	no	 returning	challenges	were	 issued,	Hudson	and	Chase	 turned
back	to	Tabor.

“I	said	our	boy	Tabor	here	has	balls.”
“You	 know	 if	 Sasha	 chose	 him	 he	 has	 to	 have	 balls	 the	 size	 of

boulders,”	Hudson	agreed.
Their	 voices	 rose	 as	 they	 egged	 each	 other	 on.	 In	 front	 of	 them,

Dylan	turned	around	to	glare.
“What?”	Chase	demanded,	leaning	inches	from	his	face.
“You’re	yelling	in	my	ear,”	Dylan	said.
Chase	put	a	hand	on	his	hip.	“Welcome	to	community	living.”
“Communal	fucking	bliss,”	Hudson	added.
Dylan	sighed	and	inched	his	way	closer	to	the	group	in	front	of	him.

Chase	and	Hudson	 looked	at	one	another	and	 laughed.	Jordan	strode
over,	 rolling	 her	 eyes	 as	 she	 joined	 them	 and	 planted	 herself	 in	 their
group.	She	was	one	of	the	few	females	who	dressed	in	jeans	and	a	tank
top	year	round.	The	look	suited	her.

“Look	who’s	disturbing	the	peace,”	she	said	with	a	chuckle.
“And	look	who	wandered	in,”	Chase	said,	his	smile	reaching	his	eyes.

“Aren’t	you	supposed	to	be	with	your	 family	waiting	to	welcome	their
new	addition?”

Jordan	 stuffed	 her	 thumbs	 in	 her	 pockets,	 rolled	 her	 eyes	 upward,
and	 grumbled,	 “I	 couldn’t	 take	 it	 any	 longer.	 I	 swear	 Francine’s
dragging	 it	out.	Once	her	pup’s	born	she	won’t	have	an	excuse	to	act
like	a	hormonal	hell	bitch.”

“Until	 Palmer	 gets	 her	 pregnant	 again,”	 Hudson	 said,	 elbowing
Jordan	in	the	side.



Jordan	closed	her	eyes	and	groaned.	“Don’t	remind	me.”	She	ran	a
hand	through	her	long	brown	hair.	“The	only	reason	I’m	looking	forward
to	the	full	moon	celebration	is	so	I	can	drown	myself	in	Jager’s	brew.	I
need	to	drink	.	.	.	a	lot.”

“Why	wait?”	Hudson	said	with	a	twinkle	in	his	eye.
“He	decided	to	serve	it	early?”	Jordan	asked,	standing	on	tiptoes	to

get	a	look	up	the	line.
“Better,”	Hudson	said	with	a	grin.	“Chase	and	I	snagged	a	 jar	from

his	 hut	 after	 that	 sorry	 excuse	 of	 a	 send-off	 the	 elders	 gave	 Becks.
We’ve	been	waiting	 to	have	our	own	private	ceremony	 in	her	honor.”
He	looked	at	Chase.	“What	do	you	think	about	tonight?”

“If	it	involves	spirits,	I’m	game,”	Jordan	said.
“What	about	the	man	of	the	hour?”	Hudson	said,	turning	to	Tabor.
“Maybe	another	time,”	Tabor	said.
Chase	 smacked	 Hudson	 and	 laughed.	 “He’s	 got	 a	 female	 now,

remember?	They’re	not	going	to	want	to	spend	their	evening	with	us.”
“If	you	boys	didn’t	have	brew	 I	wouldn’t	want	 to	spend	 it	with	you

either,”	Jordan	teased.
“Ouch.”	Hudson	grasped	his	chest.
As	 Jordan	 laughed,	 Tabor	 wondered	 if	 maybe	 she’d	 end	 up	 with

Hudson	or	Chase.	While	she’d	never	gone	out	of	her	way	to	be	friendly
to	 Tabor,	 she’d	 never	 been	 rude.	 Personally,	 Tabor	 wouldn’t	 want
Palmer	 for	a	 father-in-law	and	worse,	Francine	 for	a	mother-in-law.	He
shuddered	at	the	thought.	Still,	Jordan	could	no	more	change	who	her
family	was	than	Tabor	could.	At	least	her	father	was	still	alive,	which	was
more	than	most	of	them	could	say.

Actually,	 Tabor’s	 father	 might	 be	 alive	 too.	 For	 some	 reason	 the
thought	 filled	 him	 with	 foreboding.	 His	 mother	 had	 always	 been
adamant	he’d	meet	him	one	day.

As	 a	 young	 boy,	 he’d	 anticipated	 the	 day	 he	 would	 finally	 meet
Lazarus,	 the	 all-powerful	 wizard.	 His	 pack	 mates	 would	 be	 sorry	 they



ever	teased	him	after	they	met	his	mighty	dad.	As	years	passed,	Tabor
stopped	believing	his	 father	would	ever	come	for	him.	Eventually	he’d
stopped	caring.	Now	he	hoped	the	wizard	never	showed	his	face	if	he
was	indeed	alive.

Tabor	didn’t	need	some	sorcerer	who’d	bewitched	then	abandoned
his	mother	to	come	around	mucking	up	his	life	just	as	he	was	planning
on	becoming	a	father.

“Hey!	Are	 you	going	 to	dish	up	or	 just	 stare	 at	 the	 stew?”	a	 voice
griped	from	behind	Tabor.

He	blinked	several	times	and	saw	that	while	he’d	spaced	out,	Jordan,
Chase,	 and	 Hudson	 had	 all	 dished	 up	 and	 moved	 away	 from	 the
cauldron.

Tabor	filled	his	bowl	then	joined	his	friends	on	their	 log	where	they
wolfed	down	their	meals.	They	finished	quickly	and	stood	up.

“Brew’s	not	going	 to	drink	 itself,	my	man,”	Hudson	 said,	 lifting	his
hand	in	farewell.

Jordan,	 who	 hadn’t	 paid	 much	 attention	 to	 Tabor	 while	 she	 ate,
smiled	warmly	at	him	now.	“Congratulations,	by	the	way,”	she	said.	“I
haven’t	seen	Sasha	this	happy	in	a	long	time.”

Her	words	 lingered	 inside	 Tabor’s	 head	 after	 the	 three	 friends	 left
the	clearing.	All	Sasha	had	needed	was	someone	to	love	her.	It	was	all
he’d	needed	too.	It	was	all	anyone	needed	to	find	happiness	in	life.

With	a	sigh	of	contentment,	Tabor	 took	a	small	bite	 from	his	bowl,
chewing	slowly,	and	looked	around	the	clearing.

Shifters	were	talking	with	their	mouths	full.	There	was	a	lot	to	discuss
with	the	elders’	announcements	and	Wolfrik’s	return.

Tabor	 thought	again	about	Wolfrik	 stealing	Francine’s	 thunder	with
his	untimely	arrival	and	snorted	to	himself.	With	no	one	left	to	talk	to,	he
finished	his	stew,	in	no	hurry	to	run	off	to	the	den	with	Francine’s	birth
still	in	progress.

He	noticed	 a	group	of	 females	who	 included	 Lacy,	 the	 shifter	 he’d



seen	Aden	all	moon-eyed	over	about	a	month	ago.
Tabor	 was	 surprised	 to	 see	 Aden	 standing	 alone	 against	 a	 tree

holding	 his	 bowl.	 The	 werewolf	 shifter’s	 expression	 was	 relaxed	 and
unreadable.	He	 could	 have	 been	 pondering	 the	 state	 of	 the	world	 or
spacing	out.	There	was	no	telling.

Maybe	 Tabor	 should	 push	 himself	 to	mingle	more.	Although	Aden
was	a	respected	and	well-liked	member	of	the	pack,	he	didn’t	seem	to
have	close	friends	to	joke	around	with	like	Chase	and	Hudson.

Now	that	Tabor	and	Sasha	were	 together,	he	was	more	 inclined	 to
be	friendly	to	the	werewolf.	He	should	have	made	an	effort	a	long	time
ago,	 now	 that	 he	 thought	 about	 it.	 They	 were	 the	 only	 two	 real
outsiders	in	the	hollow.	It	made	sense	they	should	bond	and	have	each
other’s	back.

Why	not?
As	 soon	 as	 Aden	 saw	 Tabor	 walking	 up	 to	 him,	 he	 flashed	 him	 a

warm	smile	and	moved	away	from	the	tree.
They	looked	out	over	the	clearing.
“I	heard	you	and	Sasha	were	the	first	to	spot	Wolfrik	coming	in	from

the	valley.”
Tabor	 nodded.	 “Didn’t	 recognize	 him	 at	 first.	 His	 wolf	 ran	 in	 and,

well,	it’s	been	a	while.”
“Not	smart	having	his	wolf	run	at	you	that	way.	He’s	lucky	he	didn’t

end	up	with	an	arrow	between	his	eyes,”	Aden	said.
“I	didn’t	have	my	bow	and	arrow	with	me	today,”	Tabor	said.
“Lucky	for	him.”
“Who	knows	what	he’s	been	through?”	Tabor	said	with	a	shrug.	He

might	 have	 sympathized	more	 if	 the	wolf-man	hadn’t	 left	 thumbprints
on	Sasha.

Aden	 frowned	 into	 the	 clearing,	 brows	 slanting.	 “There	 are	 worse
things	 than	 vulhena	out	 there.	 Those	 lashings	on	Wolfrik’s	 back	 could
have	only	come	from	humans.	They	must	have	gotten	him	after	he	left



the	hollow.”
A	shiver	crawled	up	Tabor’s	spine.	He’d	been	assigned	to	go	into	the

wasteland	every	couple	years	on	supply	 runs,	but	he’d	never	seen	any
signs	of	surviving	humans.	He	shuddered	to	think	of	Sasha	running	into
them.

“At	 least	 they	 stick	 to	 their	 crumbling	 cities,”	 Aden	 said.	 “Have
enough	 sense	 not	 to	 venture	 too	 far	 into	 the	 woods	 where	 beasts
reside.”	The	smile	returned	briefly	to	Aden’s	lips.	As	he	swept	his	gaze
around	the	clearing,	his	smile	vanished.

Tabor	 followed	 the	 direction	 of	 Aden’s	 eyes	 to	 where	 Lacy	 sat.
Almost	 as	 though	 feeling	 his	 gaze,	 she	 turned	 her	 head	 away	 to	 face
one	of	her	friends.

What	 happened	 to	 the	 flirtatious	 banter	 and	 smiles?	 Lacy	 didn’t
seem	 like	 the	 kind	 of	 shifter	 who	 would	 cruelly	 rebuff	 Aden,	 but
something	must	have	happened	to	drive	a	wedge	between	them.

“Are	you	claiming	anyone	anytime	soon?”	Tabor	asked.
“The	elders	don’t	want	me	 claiming	anyone	ever,”	Aden	answered

gruffly,	turning	his	attention	away	from	Lacy	and	her	friends.
Tabor	 did	 a	 double	 take.	 He	 didn’t	 know	 how	 Aden	 could	 stand

there	 calmly	 and	 not	 punch	 a	 hole	 in	 the	 nearest	 tree	 trunk.	Here	 he
thought	the	elders	had	been	hard	on	him.	They	didn’t	want	him	taking
the	 pack’s	 only	 pure-blooded	 female,	 but	 they’d	 never	 forbade	 him
from	claiming	a	mate.

Tabor’s	fingers	curled	into	fists	on	Aden’s	behalf.	His	jaw	ached	from
clenching	his	 teeth.	Chase	was	right;	 it	was	time	the	pack	stood	up	to
the	 elders.	 Hell,	 they	 should	 vote	 in	 a	 whole	 new	 set	 of	 council
members,	get	more	women	on	board.

Aden	studied	Tabor’s	expression	as	though	watching	the	gears	turn
inside	his	brain.	“They	said	I’m	one	of	the	hollow’s	strongest	protectors
and	that	my	pack	needs	me	on	duty.”

Aden	 shrugged	 as	 though	 he	didn’t	 care,	 not	 fooling	 Tabor	 for	 an



instant.
“I’m	sorry.”
“It’s	the	way	of	the	hollow,”	Aden	said.	“Don’t	worry	about	it.”
Relief	flooded	Tabor	when	he	saw	Sasha	enter	the	clearing.	“There’s

Sasha,”	he	said.	“I	bet	she’s	hungry.”
“Thanks	for	coming	over	to	chat,”	Aden	said.	“And	congratulations.”

A	 genuine	 smile	 appeared	 on	 his	 lips.	 It	 was	 full	 of	 warmth	 and
friendliness	.	.	.	and	it	made	Tabor	want	to	slap	every	single	one	of	the
elders	for	forbidding	such	a	decent	pack	member	from	claiming	a	mate.

Aden	 disappeared	 into	 the	 forest	 before	 Sasha	 reached	 them.	Her
eyes	slid	away	from	Tabor	as	she	stared	into	the	woods	with	a	frown.

“Everything	okay	with	Aden?”	she	asked.
A	 momentary	 pang	 of	 jealousy	 formed	 inside	 Tabor’s	 gut	 as	 he

recalled	 it	wasn’t	 that	 long	ago	Sasha	had	pined	 for	 the	werewolf.	He
quickly	 reminded	 himself	 Sasha	 had	 chosen	 him.	 But	 that	 still	 didn’t
make	the	hollow	a	utopian	world.

Tabor	 folded	 his	 arms	 over	 his	 chest,	 looking	 off	 in	 the	 direction
Aden	 had	 gone.	 “Did	 you	 know	 the	 elders	 forbade	 Aden	 from	 ever
claiming	a	mate?”

Sasha	 ought	 to	 know—she	 was	 part	 of	 the	 council,	 after	 all.	 A
hideous	voice	inside	Tabor’s	head	suggested	perhaps	Sasha	didn’t	want
Aden	with	another	she-wolf,	 that	deep	down	she	couldn’t	bear	 to	see
the	pack	member	she’d	longed	for	claim	a	mate.

The	drop	of	her	 jaw	said	otherwise	as	 shock	and	outrage	 filled	her
eyes.

“They	did	what?”	Her	 fingers	curled	 into	fists.	“The	elders	can	only
forbid	a	pack	member	from	claiming	a	mate	if	a	serious	wrong	has	been
committed.	They’re	deranged!”

Tabor	chuckled	as	Sasha	shook	her	head	from	side	to	side,	eyes	wide
and	unfocused.

“I	need	to	get	the	council	back	under	control,”	she	said.



Tabor	uncrossed	his	arms	and	placed	one	hand	on	his	chest.	“May	I
make	a	suggestion?”

Sasha	raised	her	brows	and	waited	as	a	mischievous	grin	spread	over
Tabor’s	lips.

“Banishment.”
Sasha	 snorted.	 “Nice	 try,	 though	 it	 would	 certainly	 feel	 good	 to

throw	their	threats	back	at	them.”	Her	body	relaxed	as	she	smiled.
The	 hem	 of	 her	 short	 dress	 fluttered	 as	 she	 turned	 and	 walked

toward	the	cauldron.	Tabor	watched	her	for	several	heartbeats,	feeling
as	though	he’d	stepped	into	a	dream,	not	quite	believing	this	woman,
this	she-wolf,	would	soon	be	his	mate.

Once	 Sasha	 had	 helped	 herself	 to	 dinner,	 Tabor	 asked,	 “How’s
Kallie?”

“I’m	not	really	sure.	She	was	actually	busy	helping	Trish.”
“Trish?”	Tabor	asked,	his	brows	rising.
Sasha	 swallowed	 down	 a	 bite	 of	 stew	 and	 nodded.	 “Trish	 hasn’t

been	 feeling	 well	 since	 becoming	 pregnant.	 Nauseous	 all	 the	 time.
Requires	a	bland	diet	and	sometimes	even	that	doesn’t	stick.	Palmer’s
with	 Francine	 tonight,	 so	 Kallie	 graciously	 volunteered	 to	 stay	 with
Trish.”	Sasha	gave	a	 low	growl.	“Yet	another	 foolish	reason	for	having
two	mates.	Palmer	can’t	be	in	two	places	at	once.”

“And	thank	goodness	 for	 that,”	Tabor	said.	“It’s	bad	enough	when
he’s	in	one	place.”



chapter	eighteen

THAT	 NIGHT,	 AND	early	 into	 the	 next	 morning,	 the	 elders,
Francine,	Kallie,	Trish,	and	Aden	were	far	from	Tabor’s	mind.	Any	rancor
or	concern	he	felt	for	his	fellow	pack	members	disappeared	when	alone
with	Sasha.	Pity	 they	had	 to	climb	out	of	 their	 cave,	get	dressed,	and
join	their	pack	for	their	morning	meal.

Usually	mornings	were	quiet,	but	today	the	women	gathered	in	small
groups	whispering	and	 tossing	coy	 smiles.	The	men	were	even	worse,
strutting	 around	 and	 speaking	 at	 high	 volumes—their	 laughter
deafening.

A	fight	broke	out	between	two	males.	Tabor	smirked	as	he	watched
Raider	break	it	up.	Sasha	sidled	up	beside	him	with	two	heaping	bowls
of	grains,	nudging	him	in	the	ribs	with	her	elbow.

“Don’t	 look	 so	 smug,”	 she	 said.	 “Not	 that	 long	 ago	 you	were	 the
one	fighting.”

Tabor	 lifted	 his	 chest.	 “You’ve	 done	 the	 impossible	 and	 made	 a
respectable	pack	member	out	of	me.”

Sasha	 gave	 a	 laugh	 as	 she	 handed	 Tabor	 his	 breakfast.	 “Only	 a
pureblood	could	manage	such	a	feat.”



“No,	only	you	could.”
A	wave	of	sadness	crested	over	Tabor’s	heart	as	a	sudden	memory	of

his	mother	 came	 to	 him.	He	wished	 she	 could	 have	 seen	 him	 happily
claimed,	and	not	just	to	any	shifter,	but	to	Sasha,	a	pureblood.

With	that	last	thought,	Tabor	wolfed	down	his	porridge.
Sasha	laughed.	“In	a	hurry,	are	we?”	she	asked	in	a	teasing	tone.
“To	get	you	alone?	Always.”
Sasha	 didn’t	 eat	 as	 fast	 as	 Tabor,	 but	 she	 always	 had	 a	 hearty

appetite	 that	made	 her	meal	 disappear	 quickly.	 After	 their	meal	 they
headed	for	the	cave.	Tabor	could	have	walked	to	it	with	his	eyes	shut,
he’d	 become	 so	 familiar	 with	 their	 routine.	 There	 they	 undressed,
watching	one	another	strip	with	unabashed	delight.

Sasha	shifted	first,	followed	by	Tabor,	and	they	got	a	good	run	in	to
the	bluff.	Tabor	gave	Sasha	a	playful	nudge.	Her	lips	lifted	slightly,	but
she	didn’t	growl.	He	nudged	her	with	his	nose	again.	She	walked	several
feet	away,	gazed	 into	 the	sunlit	 sky,	and	closed	her	eyes,	a	contented
smile	on	her	lips.

Tabor	walked	to	her	side	and	stopped.
The	morning	air	had	a	crispness	to	it,	but	the	sun	warmed	his	fur.
Sasha	 turned	 to	 him	 and	 licked	 his	 face.	 Tabor’s	 wolf	 grinned	 and

rubbed	against	her.	They	stared	at	one	another	and	carried	on,	nuzzling
one	 another	 affectionately	 until	 their	 cuddling	was	 interrupted	 by	 the
hideous	screams	of	vulhena.

He	had	to	have	misheard.	They	sounded	too	numerous.
The	hairs	on	Tabor’s	back	rose	and	he	joined	Sasha	in	snarling.	The

threat	wasn’t	immediate,	but	near	enough.	His	ears	twitched,	picking	up
on	the	horrendous	sound	in	the	distance.	It	came	from	the	valley	below
and	rose	in	their	direction,	cascading	over	the	hilltop.

They	rushed	to	the	edge	of	the	bluff	and	looked	down.
Tabor’s	heart	stopped.
Black	streaks	 ran	screeching	across	 the	valley,	at	 least	sixty	vulhena



running	toward	the	bluff.
Without	realizing	what	he	was	doing,	Tabor	shifted.	Still	crouched	on

the	 ground,	 he	 gaped	 at	 the	 scene,	 frozen,	 as	 though	 trapped	 in	 a
nightmare	he	couldn’t	wake	from.

Beside	 him,	 Sasha	 lifted	 her	 snout	 skyward	 and	 howled.	 Tabor
covered	 his	 ears	 to	 protect	 his	 eardrums	 from	 shattering	 as	 Sasha’s
warning	echoed	over	the	land.

In	 the	 valley	 below,	 the	 vulhena	 came	 to	 a	 collective	 halt	 at	 the
sound	 of	 Sasha’s	 howl.	 They	 all	 got	 onto	 two	 legs	 and	 screeched	 in
reply.

Sasha	 howled	 again,	 ending	 her	 call	 with	 a	 snarl	 directed	 at	 the
vulhena,	which	dropped	to	all	fours	and	resumed	their	charge.	It	looked
like	 a	 swarm	 of	 famished	 locusts	 moving	much	 too	 quickly	 along	 the
valley	floor	in	their	direction.

A	 symphony	 of	 howls	 rose	 up	 from	 various	 areas	 throughout	 the
hollow,	but	they	were	too	far	to	reach	them	in	time.

Tabor	wanted	 to	 speak	 to	 Sasha,	 to	 convince	 her	 to	 fall	 back	 until
reinforcements	 arrived,	 but	 her	 wolf	 had	 turned	 manic,	 howling	 and
snarling,	 fangs	 bared,	 hair	 standing	 straight	 up.	 A	 chill	 froze	 down
Tabor’s	spine.	She	looked	rabid.

Sasha	took	off	running	along	the	edge	of	the	bluff,	heading	for	the
trail	down	to	the	valley.

“Sasha!”	Tabor	screamed.	His	desperate	plea	only	seemed	to	propel
her	forward.

There	 were	 too	 many	 vulhena.	 They	 would	 tear	 her	 apart,	 then
Tabor,	and	after	that	they	would	kill	every	member	of	Wolf	Hollow	one
by	one.	There	wasn’t	enough	time	for	the	pack	to	band	together.	The
diabolical	creatures	would	finish	what	they	started	three	years	before.

As	 tragic	 as	 those	 events	 would	 be,	 there	 was	 only	 one	 wolf	 who
mattered	at	the	moment.	Tabor	couldn’t	lose	Sasha.

The	only	 possible	way	 to	 catch	 up	 to	 her	was	 to	 shift,	 but	 on	 four



legs	 he	 wouldn’t	 be	 able	 to	 protect	 her	 from	 a	 horde	 of	 screeching
vulhena.

They	hadn’t	reached	the	trail	up	the	hill	yet.	There	was	still	time.
Tabor	 got	 to	 his	 feet	 and	 lifted	 both	 arms	 into	 the	 air.	 His	 mind

flipped	to	the	journal	page	on	knocking	out	bears.	With	every	ounce	of
his	 being,	 he	 called	 upon	 the	 powers	 within	 himself,	 begging,
demanding,	pleading	that	 it	would	be	enough	to	 incapacitate	not	one
vulhena,	but	an	entire	horde.

“Ferus	matangi.	Ferus	vonku.	Na	veigacagaca	alle.	Khob	hostis	 cov
lus	no,”	Tabor	screamed,	spreading	his	arms	wide.

As	the	final	word	boomed	across	the	valley,	a	vulhena	stumbled	and
fell	 to	 the	 ground,	 unmoving,	 as	 though	 struck	 dead.	 The	 excitement
that	 fluttered	 inside	 Tabor’s	 chest	 died	 when	 he	 saw	 the	 rest	 of	 the
horde	had	not	been	affected	by	his	spell.

There	 were	 too	 many	 vulhena	 and	 they	 were	 coming	 too	 fast	 for
Tabor	to	take	down	one	by	one	before	they	reached	the	bluff.

He	looked	down	the	bluff	trail.	Sasha	had	disappeared.	Even	the	dust
she’d	kicked	up	had	settled	like	ash	over	the	earth.

No,	Tabor	 thought.	He	couldn’t	 lose	her.	There	was	no	 life	without
Sasha.

He	 crouched	 into	 a	 sprint	 and	 took	 off	 down	 the	 trail.	 Ahead,	 the
edge	of	the	bluff	curved	into	a	pointed	shelf	shaped	like	an	arrowhead.
The	 trail	 continued	 straight,	 connecting	 along	 the	 bluff	 ahead.	 They
usually	 kept	away	 from	 the	 ledge	where	 it	 jutted	out	 into	an	unstable
shelf	eroding	down	the	steep	wall	of	the	bluff.

Rather	than	skirt	the	precarious	ledge,	Tabor	walked	right	up	to	the
pointed	edge	and	looked	down.	From	this	vantage,	he	could	see	where
the	trail	from	the	bluff	ended	on	the	valley	floor.

A	 ferocious	 gray	 wolf	 barreled	 down,	 skidding	 to	 a	 halt	 near	 the
trail’s	end.	She	snarled	and	held	her	ground,	guarding	the	narrow	trail.

Tabor’s	 heart	 constricted.	 He	 knew	 what	 Sasha	 meant	 to	 do.	 The



vulhena	would	have	 to	 run	 single	 file	up	 the	 steep	 trail’s	narrow	path.
She	would	try	and	fight	them	one	by	one	as	they	funneled	into	the	trail.

His	 inner	 wolf	 howled	 to	 join	 her,	 but	 it	 was	 too	 late.	 Tabor	 had
made	his	choice,	and	he	feared	it	was	the	wrong	one.	He	felt	an	insane
urge	to	pitch	himself	over	the	edge	of	the	bluff.	It	was	the	only	way	he
could	make	it	to	her	side	in	time,	but	he	definitely	wouldn’t	be	any	help
if	all	his	bones	were	broken	or	he	was	dead.

The	 vulhena	 slowed	 as	 they	 approached	 the	 hill.	 They	 got	 to	 their
feet	 and	 screeched	as	Sasha	 snarled.	The	 first	 vulhena	 to	 return	 to	all
fours	raced	forward.

Energy	 zipped	 through	Tabor’s	 veins	 and	 shot	 to	his	 fingertips.	He
aimed	his	hands	at	the	vulhena	charging	Sasha.

“Formella	lavita,”	he	growled,	calling	forth	the	same	spell	he’d	used
to	fling	Zack	onto	his	ass.

The	vulhena	 flew	backward,	crashing	 into	several	of	 its	pack	mates.
Unlike	 Zack’s	 friends,	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 creatures	 didn’t	 stand	 around
gaping.	Those	that	had	been	on	their	feet	got	onto	all	fours.

Two	ran	at	Sasha.
Tabor	sent	them	hurtling	back	the	way	they’d	come.
At	 least	 this	 spell	 worked,	 but	 it	 was	 difficult	 to	 keep	 up	with	 the

onslaught	of	vulhena.	He’d	send	one	or	two	flying	back	and	there’d	be
two	more	to	take	their	places,	running	for	the	trail	and	Sasha.

One	got	 through	 then	 screamed	when	Sasha	 tore	 into	 it.	Her	 snarl
sounded	energized,	as	though	she’d	been	handed	a	treat.

The	 ground	 trembled	 beneath	 his	 feet,	 rattling	 his	 rib	 cage	 and
knocking	 everything	 else	 inside	 him	 loose	 like	 tumbling	 rocks	 in	 an
avalanche.

Seeing	 even	one	 vulhena	 near	 Sasha	 sent	 shock	waves	 of	 fear	 and
blinding	outrage	through	him.

“Formella	 lavita.	 Formella	 lavita.	 Formella	 lavita,”	 Tabor	 cried	 until



his	voice	became	hoarse.
He	pushed	both	hands	outward,	sending	two	vulhena	flying	through

the	air.
Howls	 from	 the	 hollow’s	 pack	 members	 were	 getting	 closer,	 but

Tabor	barely	noticed	them	above	the	screeching	below	and	his	chanting
above.

Five	vulhena	approached	the	trail	at	once,	hissing	as	Sasha	tore	open
the	 neck	 of	 the	 creature	 she’d	 attacked.	 Its	 blood	 dripped	 from	 her
mouth.	 She	 snarled	 at	 the	 encroaching	 vulhena.	 The	 first	 one	 leapt
forward	and	promptly	flew	back	under	Tabor’s	command,	but	this	time,
the	others	jumped	aside	in	time	to	avoid	being	knocked	down	as	their
companion	zipped	past.

He	 was	 still	 directing	 his	 energy	 at	 pushing	 the	 first	 vulhena	 away
when	the	other	four	rushed	at	Sasha	single	file.

Tabor	 hurried	 to	push	 them	off	with	 his	magic.	He	 tried	 all	 four	 at
once,	but	only	managed	to	knock	one	over	on	its	side.	 It	righted	itself
almost	instantly.

Tabor	bellowed	in	anguish	and	frustration,	redirecting	the	spell	at	a
single	vulhena,	the	one	waiting	for	a	turn	at	Sasha	as	she	fought	the	new
leader.	 Tabor	 feared	 if	 he	 aimed	 at	 the	 one	 fighting	 her,	 he	 might
accidently	send	Sasha	hurtling	into	the	middle	of	the	angry	horde.

He’d	have	to	pick	them	off	one	by	one	before	they	had	a	chance	to
join	in	the	fray.

Tabor	pushed	the	vulhena	off	one	at	a	time,	but	more	ran	forward	to
replace	 their	 companions.	 The	ones	 Tabor	 threw	off	 got	back	 up	 and
ran	forward	just	as	quickly.	So	much	energy	was	going	into	getting	them
away	 from	 Sasha	 as	 fast	 as	 possible,	 he	 was	 having	 trouble	 throwing
them	far.

Sasha	gave	a	yelp	of	pain.	It	was	the	most	terrifying	sound	Tabor	had
ever	heard.

The	screeching	increased.	The	damned	creatures	sounded	excited.



As	 Tabor	 threw	 another	 vulhena	 off	 the	 trail,	 two	 more	 grabbed
Sasha	and	dragged	her	into	the	valley	at	the	base	of	the	trail.

No.
Her	back	was	still	protected,	but	the	vulhena	could	now	attack	Sasha

from	 three	 sides.	 They	 sprinted	 forward,	 taking	 advantage	 of	 her
sudden	 vulnerability.	 Sasha	 tossed	 off	 one	 of	 the	 vulhena	 that	 had
helped	 drag	 her	 down	 the	 trail.	 She	 grabbed	 the	 second	 one	 by	 the
neck	and	shook	her	head	violently.	The	vulhena	yelped	and	screamed,
blood	spraying	over	the	valley	floor.

But	while	Sasha	shook	the	life	out	of	one	vulhena,	the	others	closed
in	around	her,	slowing	their	steps	now	that	they	had	her	surrounded.

Formella	 lavita!	Tabor	didn’t	know	if	he	screamed	 it	aloud	or	 inside
his	head.

Formella!	What	 if	 he	 replaced	 the	 word	 hostis	 with	 formella	 in	 his
earlier	spell?

Hostis	 referred	 to	 enemy,	 but	 what	 if	 it	 only	 worked	 on	 bears?

Formella	 referred	 to	shapes	or	 forms.	All	Tabor	knew	 is	 that	 the	word
definitely	worked	when	 sending	 vulhena	 flying	back.	 Perhaps	 it	would
work	if	he	used	it	in	the	spell	intended	to	knock	them	unconscious.

Everything	 stopped,	 as	 though	 Tabor	 had	 put	 the	whole	 world	 on
pause.	 Maybe	 he	 had.	 All	 he	 knew	 was	 something	 big	 was	 building
inside	his	chest,	power	that	pushed	away	his	fear	and	anguish.	His	wolf
seemed	 to	 whimper	 and	 curl	 up	 inside	 him,	 submitting	 to	 the	 power
coursing	through	Tabor’s	body.

He	was	done	playing	tricks.	It	was	time	to	unleash	his	true	power.
Tabor	stepped	so	close	to	the	edge	of	the	bluff,	rocks	rained	down

the	side.
When	he	reached	back	inside	himself	for	the	incapacitation	spell	the

words	 blazed	 across	 his	 mind,	 a	 fireball	 of	 energy	 and	 intention
exploding	inside	his	subconscious.



“Ferus	matangi.	Ferus	vonku.	Na	veigacagaca	alle.	Khob	formella	cov
lus	no.”

He	 shoved	his	palms	 to	 the	 valley	 floor	 and	 spread	his	 arms	apart,
sweeping	them	in	front	of	the	vulhena.

They	didn’t	screech	or	fly	back.	The	creatures	all	went	silent	then	fell
to	the	ground	.	.	.	as	did	Sasha.

Tabor	 dropped	 his	 arms,	 ready	 to	 collapse	 as	 the	 energy	 left	 his
body	completely.	He	teetered	and	nearly	stumbled	over	the	edge,	but
rough	hands	pulled	him	back	and	dragged	him	 roughly	by	 the	arm	to
the	worn	path	behind.

Once	 on	 steady	 ground,	 the	 hands	 that	 had	 grabbed	 him	 let	 go.
Tabor	blinked	several	times,	Raider	coming	into	focus	beside	him.	The
shifter	towered	above	him,	jaw	clenched	tight	enough	to	break	teeth.

“Are	they	dead?”	Raider	demanded.
“Unconscious.”	 Tabor	placed	 a	 hand	 to	 his	 head	 and	groaned.	His

brain	felt	like	someone	had	driven	shards	of	broken	glass	into	his	skull.
“How	long?”	Raider	asked.
Tabor	closed	his	eyes	and	groaned,	opening	them	again	when	Raider

took	 him	 by	 both	 shoulders	 and	 shook	 him.	 The	 jerky	 movements
increased	the	throbbing	inside	his	head.

“How	long?”	Raider	repeated.
“I	don’t	know.	Sasha,”	Tabor	breathed.	“We	have	to	get	Sasha	out

of	there.”
Raider	released	Tabor’s	shoulders	and	nodded.	“I’ll	get	her.”
A	snarl	rose	from	Tabor’s	lips,	stopping	Raider	in	his	tracks.
Like	hell	he	would.	Tabor	wasn’t	going	to	stand	back	and	nurse	his

pounding	 head	while	 Raider	 swooped	 in	 at	 the	 last	minute	 like	 some
kind	of	conquering	hero.

“I’ll	 see	 to	 my	 female,”	 Tabor	 growled,	 getting	 to	 his	 hands	 and
knees	to	shift.

“I’ll	come	with	you	in	case	the	vulhena	awaken,”	Raider	said.



Raider	could	have	at	the	vulhena,	but	he	wasn’t	touching	Sasha.	He
wasted	 no	 more	 time	 on	 conversation.	 Tabor	 shifted	 and	 ran	 ahead.
Unlike	Tabor’s	human	body,	his	wolf	was	fully	charged	and	flying	down
the	hill.

Even	 though	 they	 were	 unconscious,	 the	 sight	 of	 the	 black,	 lanky,
cat-like	creatures	made	the	hair	on	Tabor’s	back	prickle.	He	 rushed	 to
Sasha’s	side,	relieved	to	hear	the	soft	beat	of	her	heart	when	he	lay	his
head	against	her	throat.

Tabor	shifted	and	 ran	his	hand	over	Sasha’s	 fur.	As	he	stroked	her,
tears	 filled	his	eyes.	He	blinked	 them	away	as	Raider	 joined	 their	 side
and	shifted.

Howls	overhead	caught	their	attention.	Tabor	and	Raider	looked	up
to	 see	 four	 wolves	 looking	 over	 the	 edge	 at	 them.	 They	 pulled	 away
from	the	ledge	and	ran	along	the	bluff	to	the	trail	leading	below.

They	waited	in	silence	for	their	pack	mates	to	join	them.	Dust	clouds
rose	 as	 the	wolves	made	 their	 descent;	 once	 they	 reached	 the	 valley,
they	 all	 shifted.	 Naturally	 one	 of	 them	 was	 Aden;	 the	 werewolf	 was
always	 ready	 to	 join	 the	 fray	 whenever	 there	 was	 trouble.	 His	 patrol
partner,	 Emerson,	 rose	 to	 her	 feet	 beside	 him,	 along	 with	 her	 sister
Jordan,	and	Hudson.

“What	 happened	 here?”	 Emerson	 asked	 with	 a	 grimace.	 Her	 light
blond	hair	tumbled	down	her	shoulders	to	her	waist.

“Tabor	 used	 his	 powers	 to	 knock	 the	 vulhena	 out,	 but	 it’s	 only
temporary,”	Raider	said.	“We	need	to	kill	 them	all	before	 they	have	a
chance	to	wake	up.”

“What’s	wrong	with	Sasha?”	Jordan	asked.
“She	was	knocked	out	too,”	Raider	answered.
“She’ll	 be	 fine	 once	 she	 wakes	 up,”	 Tabor	 growled,	 placing	 a

protective	hand	on	her	soft	head.
Jordan	 twisted	 her	 head	 from	 side	 to	 side,	 taking	 in	 all	 the	 black

bodies	strewn	over	the	ground.	Releasing	a	deep	breath,	she	said,	“We



have	to	shift	and	finish	the	job.”
“I’m	staying	with	Sasha,”	Tabor	said.
He	wasn’t	about	to	turn	his	back	on	her	for	a	moment.	He	gathered

her	furry	body	into	his	arms	and	moved	her	away	from	the	vulhena	that
had	been	inches	from	attacking.	Carrying	her	wasn’t	an	easy	feat,	even
though	 she	 only	 weighed	 roughly	 sixty	 pounds	 in	 her	 wolf	 form.	 The
spells	 he’d	performed	had	 sucked	out	most	 of	 his	 energy,	 turning	 his
limbs	to	rubber	and	making	his	legs	feel	as	though	they	would	buckle.

Once	out	of	 the	way,	his	pack	mates	shifted	and	began	the	bloody
task	 of	 ripping	 out	 the	 throats	 of	 every	 vulhena	 littering	 the	 ground.
Despite	 the	 numbers,	 finishing	 them	 off	 didn’t	 take	 long	 with	 the
vulhena	incapable	of	fighting	back.

A	 brief	 jumble	 of	 excited	 snarls	 and	 ripping	 flesh	 filled	 the	 valley
floor.	 Tabor	 barely	 registered	 it	 from	 where	 he	 sat,	 stroking	 Sasha
where	he’d	laid	her	down	on	a	smooth	patch	of	earth.

Her	chest	continued	to	rise	and	fall.	Tabor	held	his	hand	 in	front	of
her	snout,	maybe	not	the	wisest	move,	but	the	feel	of	her	breath,	warm
and	moist	against	his	skin,	brought	him	comfort.

While	 he	 waited	 for	 Sasha	 to	 wake	 up,	 the	 activity	 around	 him
became	a	blur	until	five	humans	approached,	naked	and	bloody.	Streaks
of	red	smeared	their	bodies	like	warpaint.

“She’s	still	asleep?”	Raider	asked,	an	edge	to	his	voice.
“She’ll	 wake,”	 Tabor	 said.	 He	 cradled	 Sasha’s	 head	 in	 his	 lap,

whispering,	 “It’s	 over.	 You’re	 safe.	 The	 hollow	 is	 safe.	 Wake,	 Sasha.
Wake	up.”

Wisely,	 the	 others	 kept	 their	 distance,	 speaking	 in	 their	 own	 low
voices.

“What	do	we	do	with	the	bodies?”	Emerson	asked.
“There	are	too	many	to	carry	to	the	wasteland,”	Aden	said.
“We	can’t	 just	 leave	 them	here	 rotting	 in	 the	valley	stinking	up	 the

hollow	during	the	next	southernly	wind.”



“We	should	burn	them.”
“All	these	bodies?”
As	the	discussion	continued,	Sasha’s	head	jerked	up.	She	scrambled

to	her	 feet,	 snarling.	Everyone	went	quiet.	Relief	 flooded	Tabor	 as	he
stood	up.	Once	she’d	 looked	around	and	sniffed	the	air,	Sasha	shifted
and	took	Tabor’s	outstretched	hand	as	he	helped	her	to	her	feet.

She	 stared	 past	 the	 other	 shifters,	 her	 gaze	 taking	 in	 the	 dead
vulhena.	 Sasha	 shook	her	 head	as	 though	 trying	 to	 clear	 it.	 “How	did
you	kill	them	all?	The	last	thing	I	remember	is	being	surrounded.”

“Tabor	 saved	 you,”	 Raider	 said,	 his	 deep	 voice	 gaining	 everyone’s
attention.

Sasha	looked	from	Raider	to	Tabor,	searching	his	eyes.	“But	how	did
you	do	 .	 .	 .	 this?”	she	said,	nodding	at	 the	bodies	 strewn	around	her.
She	took	Tabor’s	hand	and	gripped	it	tightly,	turning	her	head	so	only
he	would	see	her	mouth	the	word,	“Magic?”

Before	Tabor	could	answer,	Raider	spoke.	“I	saw	Tabor	cast	a	spell
that	knocked	out	all	the	vulhena,	and	you	too,	Sasha.	If	he	hadn’t	done
it,	 they	 would	 have	 overtaken	 you	 before	 either	 of	 us	 could	 have
reached	 you	 in	 time.	Once	 they	were	 unconscious	 the	 rest	 of	 us	 tore
their	throats	out.”

“Good,”	Sasha	said,	spitting	out	the	word.	“They	were	trying	to	get
up	the	hill	to	the	hollow.”

“Do	 you	 think	 this	 was	 the	 pack	 that	 killed	 our	 parents?”	 Hudson
asked	grimly.

“I	 hope	 so.	 I	 hope	we	 slaughtered	 them	all,”	 Jordan	 said,	planting
her	hands	on	her	hips.	A	line	of	blood	trickled	between	her	breasts.

Howls	caught	their	attention.	More	pack	members	had	arrived	at	the
bluff.

Raider’s	 head	 lifted	 to	 look	 at	 them.	 He	 lowered	 his	 gaze	 and
glanced	around	the	small	circle	they’d	formed	on	the	valley	floor.	“Time
to	 go	 back	 and	 let	 everyone	 know	 the	 hollow	 is	 safe,”	 he	 said.	 “The



council	will	discuss	what	to	do	with	the	bodies.”
Raider	 dropped	 to	 the	 ground	 and	 shifted,	 followed	 by	 Emerson,

Jordan,	and	Hudson.	They	took	off	at	a	run	up	the	trail.	Aden’s	brows
pulled	together	as	he	looked	back	at	Tabor	and	Sasha.

“Do	you	need	any	help?”	His	words	were	spoken	kindly,	but	his	offer
made	Tabor’s	nostrils	flare.

“We’re	fine,”	he	snarled.
Aden	 frowned.	 Hair	 sprouted	 over	 his	 body	 as	 he	 shifted	 into	 a

werewolf.	 He	 still	 had	 a	 human	 look	 about	 him,	 especially	 when	 he
stood	 on	 two	 feet	 and	 stared	 a	 moment	 longer	 in	 Sasha’s	 direction.
Before	Tabor	could	snarl	at	him	again,	Aden	turned	and	walked	on	his
hairy	hind	legs	to	the	trail.

As	 soon	 as	 they	were	 alone,	 Tabor	 yanked	 Sasha	 against	 his	 chest
and	squeezed	her	against	him.	“Thank	goodness	you’re	all	right.”

“You	 saved	 me,”	 Sasha	 murmured,	 her	 head	 resting	 over	 Tabor’s
heart.	“You	saved	the	hollow.”

“I	 used	 magic,”	 Tabor	 said	 with	 a	 grimace.	 Somehow	 it	 felt	 like
cheating.	When	he’d	seen	the	vulhena	go	after	Sasha	he’d	wanted	to	rip
them	apart	with	his	bare	hands,	not	stand	safely	out	of	reach	waving	his
hands	in	the	air.

“I	don’t	care	how	you	did	it,”	Sasha	murmured.	“You	saved	us	all.”



chapter	nineteen

CAKED	IN	DRIED	blood	and	dirt,	Sasha	made	her	way	up	the	bluff
trail.	Tabor	followed	her.	The	shock	of	the	attack	had	a	numbing	effect
that	 had	 yet	 to	wear	 off.	Howls	 chorused	 from	 the	 forest	 beyond	 the
bluff,	 more	 pack	 members	 arriving	 to	 join	 the	 fray.	 They	 would	 have
been	too	late	if	not	for	Tabor;	Sasha	would	have	been	overtaken.	She’d
be	dead.

The	 howling	 died	 off.	 As	 Sasha	 crested	 the	 bluff	 she	 saw	 wolves
shifting	 left	and	 right.	Camilla,	Rosalie,	and	Olivia	 stared	wide-eyed	at
the	 valley	 below,	 pushing	 their	 hair	 back	 as	 they	 chattered	 anxiously.
Zackary	 paced	 the	 bluff	 nearby,	 shoulders	 tense.	 Even	 Garrick	 was
there.	He	must	have	shifted	as	Sasha	appeared	in	view.	He	stormed	to
the	bluff’s	edge,	glanced	down,	and	spun	around.

“What	happened?”	he	demanded.
“Vulhena	attack,”	Hudson	supplied.
Garrick’s	nostrils	flared.	“I	can	see	that.	Who	killed	them?”
“We	all	did,”	Raider	said,	stepping	forward	and	jutting	his	chin	out.

“Tabor,	Aden,	Emerson,	Jordan,	Hudson,	Sasha,	and	I.”
Garrick	looked	at	the	valley	then	his	son	again.	“Seven	of	you	killed



an	 entire	 horde	 of	 vulhena?”	 he	 asked	 incredulously.	 “That’s
impossible.”

Sasha’s	eyes	narrowed.	“The	important	thing	is	they’re	dead.”
Raider	sniffed	his	agreement.
Slamming	his	foot	 in	the	dirt,	Garrick	 insisted,	“I	want	to	know	how

you	did	it.”
“Tabor	cast	a	spell	over	them,”	Emerson	said	with	a	shrug.
Garrick	made	a	sound	that	was	half	gurgle,	half	growl.
“What?”	Emerson	asked.	“It	was	incredible.	The	vulhena	don’t	stand

a	chance	against	us	now.	The	hollow	is	safe.”
A	guttural	snarl	arose.	This	time	the	sound	coming	from	Garrick’s	lips

was	all	growl.	“Safe?”	he	challenged,	eyes	creasing	at	the	edges	as	they
pinched	together.	“Our	pack	has	never	been	in	more	danger.”	His	arm
shot	 forward,	 finger	pointing	at	Tabor.	“If	 the	half-wizard	can	take	out
sixty	vulhena	with	his	magic,	he	can	take	out	our	entire	pack.”

Emerson’s	eyebrows	furrowed.	“But	he’s	a	pack	member,”	she	said
in	confusion.

It	was	a	good	thing	Sasha	wasn’t	a	witch,	otherwise	she	would	have
been	tempted	to	pitch	Garrick	off	the	edge	of	the	bluff.

Garrick’s	 spine	 stiffened.	 He	 looked	 from	 Raider	 to	 Sasha.	 “I’m
calling	an	emergency	council	meeting	the	moment	we	get	back	to	the
hollow.	In	the	meantime,	I	need	someone	to	keep	an	eye	on	Tabor	at	all
times.”

Sasha	 pressed	 against	 Tabor’s	 side,	 grasping	 his	 arm.	 “That’s	 my
job,”	she	said.

“Zackary!	 You	 watch	 him.	 You	 stay	 on	 him	 like	 a	 flea,”	 Garrick
ordered,	ignoring	Sasha.

She	 threw	 a	 challenging	 glare	 at	 Zackary,	 but	 he	 had	 inched	 back
rather	than	forward,	face	gone	pale.

“No	way,”	 he	 said.	 “He’s	 already	 used	 sorcery	 on	me	 before.	 You
watch	him.”



Garrick’s	eyes	flashed.	“I	am	your	elder	and	I’m	giving	you	an	order.”
Sasha	lifted	her	shoulders.	“I,	too,	have	the	authority	of	an	elder,	and

I’m	telling	you	to	back	off,	Garrick.”	Her	lips	drew	back.
Pure	 malice	 filled	 Garrick’s	 eyes	 as	 he	 took	 a	 step	 forward.	 Panic

surged	through	Sasha	as	she	felt	Tabor	stiffen	beside	her.	She	couldn’t
allow	 him	 to	 strike	 down	 an	 elder,	 but	 she	 couldn’t	 expect	 Tabor	 to
stand	aside,	either,	not	if	he	felt	threatened	or	protective	on	her	behalf.

She	 had	 little	 choice	 but	 to	 act	 first.	 As	 Sasha	 crouched	 to	 shift,
Raider	rushed	forward,	once	more	coming	between	her	and	his	father.
He	spread	his	arms	wide.

“Can	we	 save	 the	bloodbath	 for	another	 time?”	Raider	demanded,
lowering	his	arms	 slowly.	“We	have	more	 important	matters	 to	attend
to.	Right	now	Sasha	and	 I	make	up	council	majority,	and	 I	 second	her
order	to	back	off,	Garrick.”	He	took	a	step	toward	his	father,	towering
above	him	by	a	full	head,	legs	planted	wide	and	hands	on	his	hips,	the
muscles	on	his	arms	flexing.

Aside	from	a	vein	that	pulsed	in	his	neck,	Garrick	kept	his	place.
“Good,”	 Raider	 said,	 swiveling	 around.	 “Now	 I	 need	 everyone	 to

gather	kindling	and	take	it	down	to	the	valley.	We’ll	build	several	pyres
and	 burn	 the	 vulhena	 on	 them.	 I	 don’t	 want	 to	 see	 their	 stinking
carcasses	come	morning.”	When	his	statement	was	met	with	silence,	he
bellowed,	“Get	to	it!”

Zackary	was	the	first	to	jump	to	action,	striding	for	the	woods,	likely
relieved	 he’d	 been	 spared	 from	 guard	 duty	 over	 Tabor.	 His	 friends
trotted	 after	 him.	A	 twig	 snapped	near	 Sasha	 as	 Jordan	broke	 a	 long
piece	in	two.

Camilla	led	her	friends	toward	the	woods,	not	bothering	to	lower	her
voice.	 “Did	 you	 see	 the	 way	 Raider	 took	 command?	 Natural-born
leader.	He’s	mate	material	all	the	way.”

Rosalie	laughed.	“What	about	your	sisters?”
“They	better	stay	away	from	him!”



“At	 least	Jordan’s	not	 interested,”	Olivia	said.	“Then	you’d	have	to
fight	off	three	sisters.	I’d	worry	about	Emerson	the	most.	Firstborn.	She
probably	thinks	she	has	first	choice.”

Camilla	made	a	snarling	sound.	“The	only	reason	Emerson’s	showing
interest	in	Raider	is	to	piss	me	off,	and	Sydney’s	nothing	but	a	copycat.
She	wants	what	I	want.	Always	has.	Well,	big	sis	and	little	sis	are	going
to	have	to	back	off.”

If	 Sasha	 weren’t	 so	 furious	 at	 Garrick,	 she	 might	 have	 found	 mild
amusement	 in	 the	 mating	 games.	 Instead,	 she	 stood	 rooted	 to	 the
ground,	 clutching	 Tabor	 as	 though	 a	 gust	 of	 wind	 might	 sweep	 him
from	her	fingers.

Although	 he	 had	 yet	 to	 speak,	 Sasha	 could	 already	 read	 the
expression	 in	 Tabor’s	 eyes.	 The	 anger	was	 understandable;	 it	was	 the
hurt	she	couldn’t	bear.	He’d	risked	everything	to	save	the	hollow,	and
now	Garrick	wanted	to	kick	him	out.

Well,	he	couldn’t	send	Tabor	away.	She	wouldn’t	 let	him,	and	there
were	plenty	of	others	who	would	stand	beside	her.	But	that	still	didn’t
temper	 the	 injustice	 of	 it	 or	 her	 anger,	 which	 burned	 as	 hot	 as	 the
funeral	pyres	they	were	about	to	light.

Tabor’s	 growl	 jarred	 Sasha’s	 attention	 to	Wolfrik	 who	 blustered	 to
her	side,	eyeing	the	scene	with	a	scornful	smile.

“And	 to	 think	 I	 thought	 I	 was	 returning	 to	 safety.”	 His	 lip	 curled.
“Jager’s	 filled	 me	 in	 about	 vulhenas	 sneaking	 into	 the	 hollow,	 even
maiming	a	pack	member,	and	now	this.”	He	jutted	his	chin	forward.

“Then	it’s	a	good	thing	you	came	back.”	Sasha	didn’t	hide	the	bite
from	 her	 tone.	 Wolfrik	 didn’t	 get	 to	 leave	 then	 return	 without	 an
explanation	and	expect	 to	 stand	around	criticizing	 them.	They’d	done
their	 best	 to	 survive—without	 his	 help.	 Sasha’s	 chest	 lifted.	 “The	 full
moon’s	 coming	 up.	 You	 should	 ask	 Jager	 to	 put	 you	 back	 on	 patrol
during	 the	 next	 pairing.	 Maybe	 that	 will	 help	 the	 hollow	 meet	 your
safety	standards.”



Wolfrik	snorted	with	disgust.	“That	simple	is	 it,	Sasha?	Put	me	back
on	duty	and	act	 like	everything’s	okay?”	He	stepped	in	front	of	her	so
suddenly	she	flinched.	Tabor	gripped	her	hand	and	growled	in	warning,
but	 she	 felt	 trapped	 in	 Wolfrik’s	 wintry	 stare.	 “I	 think	 we	 both
understand	what	our	 true	duty	 is	 to	 the	pack.”	His	gaze	 slid	between
Sasha’s	legs.

Before	she	could	blink,	Tabor	released	her	hand	and	shoved	Wolfrik
back	with	both	palms.

“Stay	away	from	my	mate,”	he	snarled.
The	 nearest	 shifters	 dropped	 their	 sticks	 and	 gathered	 round,

forming	a	loose	circle	around	them.
“Your	mate?	 Let’s	 not	 get	 ahead	of	 ourselves,	 half-breed,”	Wolfrik

snarled	back.	“I	guess	the	hollow	really	has	fallen	into	desperate	times
for	a	pureblood	to	even	consider	a	mangy	mongrel	like	yourself.”

“Stop!”	Sasha	yelled,	but	it	was	too	late.
Tabor	lunged	forward,	fist	flying	toward	Wolfrik’s	face,	and	punching

air	as	Wolfrik	easily	sidestepped	him,	grasped	his	shoulders,	and	threw
him	to	the	ground.

A	cry	rose	in	Sasha’s	throat	as	Tabor	landed	on	his	knees.
He	 staggered	 to	 his	 feet,	 clearly	 straining	 against	 the	 fatigue	 of

taking	 down	 sixty	 vulhena.	 Fists	 tightening,	 Tabor	 crouched,	 closely
assessing	Wolfrik,	 as	 though	 learning	 from	 his	 first	 mistake	 of	 blindly
attacking.

Wolfrik	merely	laughed.
“You’ll	 need	 sorcery	 to	 take	me	down,	 half-breed.”	Wolfrik	 spread

his	 arms	 and	 circled	 around,	 taking	 in	 the	 crowd,	 lifting	 his	 chin	 in
acknowledgement.	 Sunlight	 blazed	 over	 his	 broad	 shoulders,
spotlighting	the	angry	red	scars	cutting	across	his	torso.	Smiling	at	the
attention,	Wolfrik	beat	a	fist	against	his	chest.	“When	it	comes	to	brute
strength,	no	one	stands	a	chance	against	ol’	Cujo.”

Sasha’s	heart	lurched	into	her	throat.



Cujo.	Breeding	pens.
“Lucky	dog	gets	all	the	best	bitches.”
She	 stumbled,	 arms	 thrashing	 at	 her	 sides	 to	 catch	 hold	 of	 a

steadying	hand	that	was	no	longer	there.	Even	if	she’d	had	someone	to
cling	to,	it	wouldn’t	have	helped	as	the	ground	opened	up	beneath	her
trembling	legs	to	a	dark,	endless	pit	of	horror.	She	wanted	to	scream,	to
stop	 the	 two	 shifters	 from	 fighting,	 but	 she	 was	 choking	 on	 hot,
suffocating	air.

Hudson	burst	through	the	shifters,	gaping	at	the	scene.
“Back	off,	Wolfrik,”	he	said.	“Tabor	 just	took	down	an	entire	horde

of	vulhena.”
Wolfrik’s	eyes	narrowed.
Garrick	strode	over	with	a	smirk	on	his	lips.
“Boys,	let’s	not	antagonize	our	long-lost	pack	mate.”
Hudson	 huffed,	 a	 look	 of	 disgust	 covering	 his	 tanned	 face	 as	 he

looked	from	Wolfrik	to	Garrick.
When	Garrick	stepped	beside	Wolfrik	and	lifted	a	hand	to	place	on

his	 shoulder,	 Wolfrik	 stepped	 away,	 making	 the	 elder’s	 hand	 arc
awkwardly	through	the	air.	The	smile	vanished	from	Garrick’s	lips.

“No	show	this	afternoon,	folks,”	Wolfrik	announced.	“Maybe	another
time.”	His	brows	 jumped	and	eyes	gleamed	before	he	pivoted	on	his
heel	and	stormed	for	the	forest,	getting	onto	his	hands	and	knees	and
shifting	before	dashing	into	the	woods.

They	all	gaped	after	Wolfrik,	including	Sasha.	The	way	he	thundered
away	reminded	her	of	the	time	he’d	rushed	into	the	woods	three	years
ago—right	before	he’d	disappeared.

“Why	are	you	all	still	standing	around?”	Garrick	demanded.	“Pick	up
those	sticks	and	get	back	to	work.”

As	 the	 shifters	 dispersed,	 Garrick	 hot	 on	 their	 heels,	 Sasha	 cast	 a
forlorn	look	at	the	trees	that	had	swallowed	Wolfrik	up.

No	one	 inside	 the	hollow	could	begin	 to	 imagine	what	Wolfrik	had



been	 through.	 None	 of	 them	 had	 spent	 any	 time	 in	 that	 room	 with
those	humans	and	heard	 their	hateful	words.	Those	 few	moments	had
been	 nauseating	 and	Wolfrik	 had	 been	 imprisoned	 by	 those	men	 for
nearly	three	years.

Sasha	 saw	 past	 the	 angry	 shifter	 who	 had	 just	 made	 a	 scene.
Memories	 of	Wolfrik	 as	 a	 young	 boy	 flashed	 back	 to	 her.	 Racing	 him
across	the	valley;	springing	out	to	scare	him	from	the	bushes;	swimming
and	splashing	one	another	at	the	falls	and	lake.

Nature	was	all	they’d	ever	known.	They’d	been	born	wild,	apart	from
the	destructive	forces	of	mankind	and	their	sadistic	pursuits.

She	hadn’t	followed	him	that	day	they	laid	their	parents	to	rest.	If	she
had,	she	might	have	stopped	him	from	running	headlong	into	a	terrible
fate.	She	wouldn’t	let	him	storm	off	a	second	time	without	making	sure
he	was	okay.

She	spun	around	to	face	Tabor,	a	moment	of	guilt	twisting	inside	her
gut	when	she	saw	the	anger	and	wounded	pride	flickering	 in	his	eyes.
Wolfrik	had	a	head	start	and	she	didn’t	have	time	to	explain.

“I’ll	be	right	back.”	As	soon	as	the	words	left	her	 lips,	she	ran	after
Wolfrik	into	the	forest,	entering	at	the	same	place	she’d	seen	him	storm
in.

Once	the	trees	shaded	her,	her	hands	and	knees	touched	earth	and
she	 shifted	 then	 took	 off	 down	 the	 trail,	 sniffing	 the	 air	 for	Wolfrik’s
scent.	It	didn’t	take	long	to	pick	up.	He’d	headed	along	the	trail	leading
toward	the	Forest	of	the	Ancestors.

Nose	to	the	ground,	Sasha	followed	the	path	as	it	neared	the	dense
wood.

Sasha	sniffed	the	air	and	ferns	he’d	brushed	against	on	the	path.	She
picked	 up	 her	 pace,	 slowing	 when	 his	 scent	 left	 the	 path,	 lingering
above	the	rich	earth	that	sloped	upward	into	a	dense	mound	of	moss-
covered	bark,	rotten	stumps,	and	bushy	ferns.

She	found	him	shifted	back	to	human	form,	crouched	naked	behind	a



thick	 fallen	 log.	 As	 she	 shifted	 beside	 him,	 thoughts	 and	 emotions
flooded	 her	 like	 the	 Sakhir	 River	 during	 the	 spring	 rains,	 loosening
tangled	memories	from	deep	inside	her	mind.

Before	she	could	say	anything,	Wolfrik	stood	and	stretched,	his	body
magnificent	 despite	 the	 scars.	 If	 anything,	 they	 made	 him	 look	 more
mighty.

Sasha	 remained	 seated	 where	 she	 could	 lift	 her	 knees	 and	 cover
herself	 somewhat.	 Nudity	 among	 shifters	 was	 second	 nature,	 but
Wolfrik	made	her	uneasy.

His	gaze	flicked	down	to	where	she	sat	huddled	and	a	wolfish	smile
appeared	over	his	lips.

“What’s	 the	 matter,	 Sasha?	 Surely,	 you’re	 not	 feeling	 shy	 about
being	 naked,	 deep	 in	 the	 woods,	 alone	 with	 me.”	 His	 grin	 widened.
“Not	 when	 I’ve	 had	 you	 on	 your	 hands	 and	 knees—and	 paws—
hundreds	 of	 times.	 Or	 is	 that	 what	 you’re	 afraid	 of?	 That	 you’ll	 be
tempted	to	leave	that	half-breed	and	bend	over	for	a	real	wolf?”

Refusing	to	let	Wolfrik	intimidate	her,	she	got	to	her	feet	and	faced
him	 defiantly.	 “I	 know	 you	 better	 than	 anyone,	 and	 I’m	 not	 afraid	 of
you.”	Her	 chin	 lifted.	 “But	 I	will	 bite	 off	 a	 finger	 if	 you	 ever	 grab	me
again.”	A	smile	twitched	at	the	corner	of	her	lips.

Wolfrik	shook	his	head.	“Same	old,	Sasha.	Steadfast	and	true.”
“And	 still	 your	 loyal	 friend,”	 she	 added,	 taking	 a	 step	 closer,

searching	his	eyes.	“It’s	just	the	two	of	us	now.	Tell	me	what	happened
after	you	left	Wolf	Hollow.”

Wolfrik	stared	back	at	her	then	looked	away.	“You’re	better	off	not
knowing.”	 He	 turned	 away,	 but	 Sasha	 followed	 him,	 keeping	 their
conversation	face-to-face.	No	more	hiding	from	the	past.

“I	know	about	the	fights	and	the”—she	swallowed—“breeding.”
Wolfrik’s	upper	body	jerked.	“How?”
Sasha’s	 tongue	 felt	 thick	 between	 her	 teeth,	 words	 sticking	 to	 the

roof	 of	 her	 mouth,	 clogging	 her	 mind	 and	 throat.	 She	 hadn’t	 told



anyone	about	 the	 threats	 those	men	had	made	 inside	 that	 room.	She
hadn’t	shared	a	single	word	they	said,	not	even	to	Tabor.	She’d	never
wanted	 to	 recount	 such	 a	 despicable	 conversation.	 The	 humans	 had
violated	her	with	mere	words,	shaming	her	with	their	sick	plans.

Wolfrik	stepped	up	to	her,	close	enough	to	share	breath.	He	reached
for	 her	 then	 stopped	 himself,	 apparently	 remembering	 her	 earlier
threat.	His	shoulders	drooped	and	arms	hung	at	his	sides.

“You	know	you	can	tell	me	anything,	Sasha.”
She	nodded.
“Tell	me,”	he	said.
Her	eyes	went	out	of	focus	and	she	began	speaking	in	a	far-off	voice.

“Last	month	four	of	us	went	into	the	suburbs	for	supplies.	It	happened
so	fast.	We	split	up	and	I	went	into	a	house	and	filled	up	my	pack—then
there	were	humans	surrounding	me.	It’s	like	they’d	appeared	from	thin
air	 and	 were	 rushing	 at	 me	 out	 of	 nowhere,	 pointing	 their	 guns	 and
threatening	to	shoot	me	if	I	shifted.”

Wolfrik’s	 growl	 startled	 her	 out	 of	 her	 story.	 She	 blinked	 and
watched	his	jaw	clench	as	he	ground	his	teeth.

“They	wanted	Aden	because	of	his	size.	I	think	they	cornered	me	in
the	 house	 to	bait	 him,	 but	 he	 crashed	 in	 through	 the	 roof	 and	we	 all
took	off.”	Sasha	took	a	deep	breath.	“What	I	never	told	anyone	is	that
the	humans	wanted	me	too.	They	wanted	to	breed	me.”

Wolfrik’s	vicious	snarl	scared	several	small	birds	out	of	a	nearby	tree.
They	took	off	for	the	sky	squawking.

“Did	they	lay	a	finger	on	you?”	he	demanded.
She	shook	her	head.	“They	didn’t	have	time,	and	they	seemed	to	be

saving	me	for	a	male	they	called	Cujo.”
Wolfrik	sucked	 in	a	breath	and	took	a	step	back.	He	hung	his	head

and	his	body	shook	the	slightest	bit.
Sasha’s	heart	beat	wildly	in	her	chest,	focus	now	clear	and	sharp	as	a

hawk’s.	 “Just	 now,	 on	 the	 bluff,	 you	 called	 yourself	 Cujo.	 Did	 the



humans	get	you?	Name	you?	Force	you	to	fight	and	breed?”
Wolfrik’s	head	lifted	slowly.	Sasha	held	her	breath,	needing	to	know

the	truth	and	dreading	it	at	the	same	time.
“Yes,”	he	said,	barely	a	whisper.
She	choked	back	a	sob,	determined	not	to	fall	apart	 in	 front	of	her

friend,	but	tears	streamed	down	her	face,	unstoppable.	It	wasn’t	difficult
to	imagine	the	worst.

“How	did	they	get	you,	Wolfrik?”
Wolfrik	balled	his	fingers	into	fists	and	stared	at	the	treetops.
“That	cursed	day.”	He	bit	out	the	words.	“After	seeing	our	parents’

remains	 ripped	 to	 pieces	 then	 covered	 in	 dirt	 beneath	 the	 trees,	 I
needed	time	alone,	away	 from	all	 this.	So,	 I	went	 to	 the	wasteland—a
place	as	barren	as	my	soul	that	afternoon.	I	thought	the	distance	would
help	 clear	my	head,	but	once	 I	 reached	 the	 suburb,	 I	 decided	 to	 turn
right	back	 around.	 I	 needed	 you,	 Sasha.	 I	 needed	my	best	 friend	 and
soulmate.”	Wolfrik	 took	 a	 shuddering	 breath	 before	 continuing.	 “But
before	 I	 could	 return,	 two	groups	of	men	 rushed	out	 from	behind	 the
houses	 and	 surrounded	 me	 with	 their	 guns.”	 Wolfrik	 kicked	 a	 thick
chunk	of	fallen	tree	limb	off	the	ground,	sending	it	crashing	through	the
bushes.	He	stared	after	it	a	moment	before	continuing.	“In	my	grief,	I	let
my	damn	guard	down.	Same	as	with	you,	they	threatened	me	with	their
fucking	guns	and	kept	 them	pointed	at	me	 the	whole	march	back.	At
night	they	forced	me	into	deep	pits	they’d	dug	previously	at	campsites
along	 the	 way.	 They	 had	 at	 least	 two	 guns	 on	me	 at	 all	 times.	 After
three	days	of	walking,	we	reached	their	dwelling	beyond	the	city	and	I
was	 taken	 to	 a	 compound,	 an	 old	 jail	 one	 of	 the	 urban	 shifters	 later
explained	to	me,	and	 locked	me	behind	bars.	They	 let	me	out	to	train
and	 keep	 in	 shape	 for	 the	 fights.	 The	 humans	 loved	watching	 shifters
fight.	It’s	the	only	time	they	allowed	us	to	turn	into	our	wolves.	I	resisted
at	first	but	quickly	learned	I	had	to	do	what	was	necessary	to	survive.”
Wolfrik	ran	a	finger	absently	along	the	ridge	of	a	scar	on	his	torso.



“Did	you	have	to	kill	other	shifters?”	Sasha’s	voice	barely	came	out
above	a	whisper.

“No,	 but	 sometimes	 they	 died	 anyway,	 if	 the	 wounds	 were	 too
severe—or	they’d	given	up.”	Wolfrik	kept	his	attention	on	the	trees.

“And	the	breeding?”	Sasha	dared	ask,	 though	her	stomach	twisted
and	 roiled	 as	 though	 poisoned.	 “Did	 you	 have	 to	 force	 yourself	 on
females?”

Wolfrik	growled,	eyes	flashing	from	the	trees	to	pierce	right	through
hers.	 “That	 I	 refused,	 and	when	 I	 did	 they	 took	 it	 out	 on	 the	 females
until	 they	begged	me	to	hump	them,	to	make	the	torture	end.	They’d
rather	 be	 raped	 over	 and	 over	 every	 full	moon	 and	 their	 pups	 stolen
from	them	at	birth	and	traded	for	goods	or	services.”

Sasha	held	her	head	in	her	hands.
“Are	you	sure	you	want	to	know	these	things?”	Wolfrik	asked.
Sasha	dropped	her	hands.
“Not	knowing	won’t	change	what’s	happening.	I	have	to	know.	Why

do	humans	want	shifter	pups?”
“Why	do	you	think?	Humans	are	weak,”	Wolfrik	sneered.	“They	want

to	 raise	 the	 pups	 as	 loyal	 dogs	 to	 protect	 them	 and	 hunt	 down	wild
game	to	roast	on	their	fires.	They	know	all	about	the	full	moon	and	its
fertility	for	our	kind.	They	had	urban	shifter	traitors	working	with	them.”

Sasha	shook	her	head,	having	trouble	accepting	everything	he’d	told
her.

“Does	this	mean	you	have	pups?”
“I	don’t	 know,”	Wolfrik	 snapped.	 “I	 could	have	 fathered	dozens	of

pups	 over	 the	 past	 three	 years.	 Females	 would	 be	 shoved	 inside	 my
cage	 on	 the	 full	 moon	 then	 disappear	 for	 nine	months.	 They’d	 come
back	 with	 their	 bellies	 still	 swollen	 from	 recently	 giving	 birth.	 We
weren’t	allowed	to	talk.	The	guards	standing	watch	made	sure	of	that.
As	soon	as	we	finished	fucking,	 they	took	the	 female	out	and	brought
another	one	in.	One	time	I	fucked	eight	in	a	row.”



Sasha	clutched	her	stomach	and	rocked	in	place,	wishing	for	all	 the
world	 she	 could	 turn	 back	 time	 and	 stop	Wolfrik,	 save	 him	 from	 this
hellacious	 fate.	 Sickness,	 sadness,	 and	 cold	 fury	 consumed	 her.	 She
wished	she	could	go	back	even	a	month	and	have	ripped	Duke’s	throat
out	rather	than	a	chunk	of	his	leg.

“I	hate	humans,”	she	snarled.	“I	want	to	kill	them	all.	Every	last	one.	I
want	to	rip	their	black	hearts	from	their	chests	and	roll	in	their	blood.”

“As	long	as	they	have	ammo	there’s	no	stopping	them,”	Wolfrik	said,
resignation	 coating	 his	 words.	 “Maybe	 one	 day	 they’ll	 run	 out	 of
ammunition.”

“How	did	you	get	away?”
“Sparrow.”
Sasha	squinted.
“The	head	honcho’s	sister.”
“Honcho?”	Sasha	asked.
“It’s	 another	 word	 they	 use	 for	 leader.	 Unlike	 Hawk,	 Sparrow	 was

caring	and	hated	what	her	brother	was	doing.	She’s	 the	only	 female	 I
was	allowed	to	speak	to	during	those	three	years.	She’d	come	around
and	 visit	 all	 the	 shifters,	 talk	 to	 us	 if	we	 allowed	her.	 I	 ignored	 her	 at
first,	but	after	a	while	 it	was	good	to	have	someone	compassionate	to
talk	 with.	 I	 told	 her	 about	 my	 parents	 and	 living	 in	 the	 wild	 and	 the
simple	yet	satisfying	life	I’d	once	had	in	the	hollow.	I	told	her	about	you
and	 our	 last	 moments	 together—how	 it	 was	 my	 biggest	 regret.	 I
thought	about	 the	way	 I	 left	you	crying	on	 the	ground.	 It	haunted	me
every	waking	hour	.	.	 .	until	one	day	it	stopped	bothering	me	and	that
was	the	day	I	knew	they’d	finally	broken	me.”

“But	they	didn’t.”
“Maybe	I	shouldn’t	have	come	back.”
“Don’t	say	that.	Wolf	Hollow	is	your	home.”
“I	didn’t	come	back	for	Wolf	Hollow,	I	came	back	for	you,	Sasha;	to

tell	you	 I’m	sorry	 I	hurt	you.	 I’m	sorry	 I	didn’t	have	the	courage	to	tell



you	 how	 I	 felt	 before.	 I	 said	 we	were	 together	 because	 it’s	 what	 our
parents	 and	 elders	 wanted.	 But	 you	 were	 the	 only	 she-wolf	 I	 ever
wanted.”

“Wolfrik—”
He	 shook	 his	 head.	 “You	don’t	 have	 to	 say	 anything.	 I’m	glad	 you

moved	on.	After	everything	I	did	for	those	human	swines,	I	couldn’t	be
with	anyone	I	truly	cared	about.	It	would	only	remind	me	of	all	the	times
I	 had	 to	 .	 .	 .”	 Wolfrik’s	 words	 trailed	 off	 and	 face	 turned	 to	 stone.
“There’s	no	coming	back	from	where	I’ve	been.”

Sasha’s	heart	cried	out	as	he	turned	his	back	to	her	and	walked	away.
She	ran	after	him.

“You	should	stay	away	from	me,”	Wolfrik	said,	not	turning	around.
Sasha	jogged	to	his	side.
“You	pushed	me	away	once;	 I	won’t	 let	you	again.	We’ll	 always	be

friends.	I	care	about	you,	silly	wolf,”	she	said,	using	the	nickname	she’d
given	him	when	they	were	young.	It	had	been	a	sure	way	to	get	a	rise
out	 of	 him	when	 they	were	 younger.	He	 halted	 in	 his	 tracks	 now	 and
turned	 to	 her	 slowly,	 expression	 softening.	 The	 last	 time	 Sasha	 had
called	him	a	silly	wolf	had	been	before	their	parents’	deaths.

She	thought	she	saw	tears	glisten	in	his	eyes,	but	when	she	stepped
closer	 they	were	gone,	 replaced	by	 something	 resembling	hope.	With
his	defenses	down,	Sasha	moved	 in	closer,	 feeling	 it	was	 important	 to
show	he	didn’t	 frighten	or	disgust	her	despite	what	he’d	shared	of	his
captivity.

He	 held	 his	 ground,	 his	 steady	 gaze	 watching	 her	 move	 within	 an
inch	of	his	body.

“What	about	Tabor?”	Wolfrik	asked	gruffly.
“He’ll	understand.”
Wolfrik’s	 eyes	 shifted	 sideways	 as	 though	he	doubted	her.	He	 said

the	humans	had	broken	him,	but	Sasha	refused	to	give	up	on	her	friend.
He’d	have	to	learn	to	trust	again	and	she	wanted	him	to	know	he	could



trust	her	until	the	end.
Slowly,	cautiously,	she	lifted	her	arms	and	touched	his	neck.	Wolfrik

flinched,	watching	her	with	weary	eyes,	but	he	didn’t	move	away.
How	long	had	 it	been	since	someone	had	touched	him	with	tender

kindness?
She	wrapped	her	arms	around	him	 in	a	 loving	embrace,	holding	on

even	though	his	body	remained	taut.	Chest	to	chest,	she	felt	his	heart
beat	against	hers.	He’d	said	there	was	no	coming	back	from	what	he’d
been	 through,	 but	 he	 had	 come	 back	 and	 he	was	 a	 pureblood.	Wild
wolves	could	never	be	tamed,	nor	could	they	be	broken.

“I’m	 so	 glad	 you	 came	 home,”	 she	 whispered	 as	Wolfrik	 slumped
against	her,	burying	his	head	into	her	hair	by	her	neck.

His	body	shook	with	silent	sobs.
“I’ll	 always	 be	 here	 for	 you,”	 she	 whispered,	 holding	 tight	 to	 her

long-lost	friend.
Wolfrik	 took	 a	 shuddering	 breath	 and	 pulled	 away	 from	 Sasha,

turning	his	face	as	though	not	wanting	her	to	look	at	him	too	closely.
She	gave	a	jolt	that	caught	his	attention.
“What	is	it?”	Wolfrik	asked.
“I	 thought	 I	 heard	 something.”	 She	 squinted	 into	 the	 trees	 but

nothing	moved.	She	shook	her	head.	“I	need	to	get	back	to	the	bluff.	I
told	Tabor	I’d	be	right	back.”



chapter	twenty

TABOR	 TRIED	 TO	ignore	 the	 nearby	 shifters	 gaping	 at	 him	 with
open	 curiosity	 and	 worse,	 pity.	 And	 why	 wouldn’t	 they?	 He’d	 just
knocked	out	a	swarm	of	manic	vulhena	and	saved	his	woman—only	to
have	her	run	after	Wolfrik.

Mangy	mongrel.
Wolfrik	 was	 the	 mangy	 mongrel—a	 spineless,	 brainless	 brute	 who

had	to	throw	his	weight	around	in	order	to	feel	good	about	himself.	The
prince	of	purebloods	was	no	better	 than	Zackary.	Tabor’s	eyes	 locked
and	 narrowed	 on	 Zack	 bending	 over	 for	 kindling	 along	 the	 forest’s
edge.	 Garrick	 sidled	 up	 beside	 Zack	 and	 the	 shifter	 abruptly
straightened.	 Tabor	 smirked.	 Maybe	 Garrick	 would	 make	 Zackary	 his
bitch.	The	beasts	deserved	one	another.

Tabor	 turned	away	 from	 them,	 snatching	up	sticks	and	 fighting	 the
urge	to	break	them.	His	 jerky	movements	made	him	stumble,	his	brain
still	fuzzy	and	body	drained	from	the	release	of	power.

A	 curtain	 of	 blond	 hair	 flashed	 in	 front	 of	 him	 as	 Emerson	 strode
toward	 him,	 flipping	 her	 hair	 back	 as	 she	 approached.	 She	 held	 both
hands	out	to	take	the	sticks	Tabor	had	gathered.	He	cocked	his	head	in



question.
“You’ve	 done	 more	 than	 your	 fair	 share	 today,”	 Emerson	 said.

“Besides,	we	have	it	under	control.”	She	smiled	warmly	as	she	took	the
small	load	he’d	gathered.

Tabor	forced	a	return	smile	then	stood	awkwardly,	unsure	of	what	to
do	next.	Wait	for	Sasha?	No,	he	was	done	waiting.	He’d	almost	lost	her
that	 afternoon.	 He	wouldn’t	 stand	 idly	 by	 while	Wolfrik	 attempted	 to
win	her	over	with	brute	force.	The	barbarian	couldn’t	be	trusted	alone
with	her.

Glancing	 around	 one	 last	 time,	 Tabor	 headed	 for	 the	 woods.	 It
wasn’t	until	he	was	out	of	sight	from	the	rest	of	the	pack	that	he	began
running,	slowing	to	a	jog	all	too	soon	when	he	became	winded.	It	made
him	 grit	 his	 teeth	 recalling	 the	 way	 Wolfrik	 swaggered	 in	 right	 after
Tabor	had	spent	every	ounce	of	his	energy	casting	that	spell.	Real	big	of
his	royal	cowardliness	to	choose	that	moment	to	antagonize	Tabor	and
shove	him	to	the	ground	in	front	of	an	audience.	Those	shifters	hadn’t
seen	Tabor	fight	the	vulhena.	They	hadn’t	been	seized	by	the	terror	of
watching	 the	creatures	come	swarming	 like	a	cloud	of	 flies	and	attack
Sasha.	All	they’d	seen	is	Tabor	on	his	knees.

A	snarl	rose	out	of	him.	Time	to	let	his	wolf	take	over.	He	winced	as
his	scraped	knees	connected	with	the	earth,	but	wasted	no	time	making
the	shift	to	wolf	form,	his	legs	once	more	sturdy	and	his	senses	sharp.

Tabor	sniffed	hard,	homing	in	on	Sasha’s	scent.	She,	too,	had	shifted
before	going	after	Wolfrik.	Their	scents	mingled	along	the	path,	making
Tabor’s	 canines	 snap	 in	 fury.	 Muzzle	 inches	 from	 the	 ground,	 Tabor
rushed	 down	 the	 trail.	 Sasha’s	 and	 Wolfrik’s	 scents	 became	 more
pronounced	as	he	followed	it	to	a	thick	cropping	of	trees	and	brush.

The	 scent	 changed	 from	 one	 of	 fur	 to	 skin.	 They’d	 shifted.	 Tabor
made	the	shift,	blood	rushing	to	his	head	as	he	did.	He	stood	up	slowly
and	forced	himself	to	move	at	a	steady	gait	and	regain	what	he	could	of
his	strength.	The	sound	of	Sasha’s	voice	stopped	him	in	his	tracks.



Tabor	 crept	 in	 closer,	 peering	 through	 the	 brush.	 He	 hadn’t	 been
able	 to	 make	 out	 Sasha’s	 words,	 but	 he	 heard	 Wolfrik	 growl	 out	 an
answer.

“What	about	Tabor?”
The	 sound	 of	 his	 name	 had	 caused	 his	 heart	 to	 jump	 like	 a	 fish

breaking	the	surface	of	a	lake.	It	was	yanked	out	completely	when	Tabor
caught	Sasha’s	reply.

“He’ll	understand.”
Cold,	sharp	fury	pierced	his	skull.	The	hell	he	would!	Did	he	mean	so

little	to	her	that	she	could	toss	him	aside	like	yesterday’s	stew?
Before	he	could	form	another	thought,	Sasha	threw	her	arms	around

Wolfrik,	who	nuzzled	against	her,	their	naked	bodies	rubbing	together.
The	ground	fell	out	beneath	Tabor’s	feet.	He	didn’t	know	which	way

was	up	or	down	and	 the	air	had	 turned	 to	wind,	 rushing	at	him	as	he
went	into	free	fall.

He	had	to	be	 imagining	this	or	dreaming.	 It	couldn’t	be	real.	Sasha
wouldn’t	do	this	to	him.	She	wasn’t	that	cruel.	But	maybe	she’d	gotten
swept	up	in	the	moment	without	intending	to.	Wolfrik	had	been	her	first
love,	and	now	he	was	back.

Darkness	billowed	over	Tabor’s	 soul,	 blocking	out	 light	 and	 sound.
Watching	Sasha	 embrace	Wolfrik	was	 like	 staring	 into	 the	 sun	 at	 high
noon.	 If	 he	 looked	 at	 them	 any	 longer	 they	would	 burn	 out	 his	 eyes.
They’d	 already	 torched	 his	 heart	 and	 left	 burning	 coals	 inside	 his
stomach.

He	 twisted	 around	 and	 stormed	 the	 way	 he’d	 come,	 angry	 fumes
choking	 every	 shaky	 breath.	 Not	 knowing	 where	 to	 go,	 he	 careened
blindly	toward	the	bluff	then	changed	direction	and	headed	the	way	of
his	 cabin.	With	 a	 destination	 in	 mind,	 Tabor	 picked	 up	 speed,	 anger
standing	in	for	strength.

A	branch	broke	and	footsteps	came	rushing	from	behind	him.
So	 now	 Sasha	 wanted	 to	 run	 after	 him?	 She	 must	 have	 seen	 or



scented	him.	Was	she	so	eager	to	rip	his	blistered	heart	from	his	chest
so	she	could	begin	her	life	with	Wolfrik?	What	a	fool	Tabor	had	been	to
think	she’d	stay	with	him	after	the	pureblood’s	return.

He	whirled	around	to	face	her,	noticing	too	late	the	fist	flying	at	his
face.	 It	 connected	with	 the	bridge	of	his	nose,	 crunching	bone.	Warm
blood	oozed	into	Tabor’s	mouth	and	stars	appeared	as	the	world	really
did	go	dark.

“What’s	the	holdup?”
“He’s	heavier	than	he	looks.”
“Quit	your	bellyaching	and	keep	moving.”
“I’m	the	one	doing	all	the	heavy	lifting.”
“I	told	you	we’d	take	turns.	It’s	your	turn	first.”
“It	 would	 have	 been	 easier	 if	 you	 hadn’t	 knocked	 him	 out	 and	 he

could	walk	on	his	own.”
“You	really	are	a	dumb	mutt,	aren’t	you?	I	had	to	knock	him	out	first

so	he	couldn’t	cast	a	spell	on	us.”
Garrick’s	 jeer,	 followed	by	Zackary’s	snarl,	cleared	the	 last	 lingering

haze	 inside	 Tabor’s	 mind	 as	 he	 regained	 consciousness.	 He	 felt	 dizzy
and	off	 kilter.	All	 his	blood	had	gathered	 in	his	head	as	he	hung	 limp
over	 Zack’s	 shoulder.	 Darkness	 still	 surrounded	 him.	 Blindfolded,	 he
realized.	Blood	and	cloth	muffled	his	 tongue.	Gagged,	 too.	He’d	only
heard	 two	 voices:	 Zack’s	 and	 Garrick’s.	 Most	 disturbing	 of	 all,	 Zack’s
collarbone	dug	sharply	into	Tabor’s	groin.

Air	 wheezed	 from	 his	 nose	 as	 he	 took	 a	 ragged	 breath.	 Zack
stopped,	which	caused	pain	 to	explode	 in	Tabor’s	 face	when	his	head
smacked	the	big	brute’s	lower	back.

“I	think	he’s	awake,”	Zack	said,	alarm	in	his	voice.



“Good,”	Garrick	answered.	“Then	he	can	walk.	Set	him	down.”
As	Zack	dipped	forward,	Tabor	slid	over	his	shoulder	and	crashed	to

the	ground,	arms	stretching	to	catch	himself	only	to	discover	his	wrists
were	bound.

“Get	him	on	his	feet,”	Garrick	said.
Rough	 hands	 grasped	 his	 bound	wrists	 and	 yanked	 him	 up.	 Tabor

wavered	in	place,	trying	to	get	a	sense	of	where	they	were.	Weak	light
formed	 a	 white	 haze	 where	 his	 face	 was	 covered	 and	 the	 fabric
scratched	at	his	eyes.	It	was	more	comfortable	keeping	them	closed.

“This	way,”	Garrick	said.
Zack	nudged	him	along	with	sweaty	palms	and	an	uneasy	shake	in	his

meaty	hands.
“But—”
“I	know	a	shortcut.”	Tabor	could	hear	the	sardonic	smile	in	Garrick’s

voice.
Zack	stopped,	which	meant	Tabor	had	to	stop.
“I	don’t	think	we	can	get	there	this	way.”
“I	didn’t	bring	you	along	to	think,”	Garrick	sneered.	“Now	hurry	up—

and	 take	 that	 blindfold	 off	 him.	 We’ll	 move	 a	 lot	 quicker	 if	 he	 isn’t
tripping	over	every	tree	root.”

A	 shaky	 hand	 removed	 the	 blindfold	 from	 Tabor’s	 face.	 Sunlight
blinded	him	and	stars	were	replaced	by	black	moons	orbiting	rapidly	in
front	of	his	eyes.	Before	his	vision	had	 time	 to	clear,	Zack	had	him	by
the	 bicep,	 yanking	 him	 forward.	 Tabor	 stumbled	 and	 righted	 himself,
looking	 from	 the	 ground	 to	 the	 trees.	 They	 were	 heading	 to	 the
Manama	River.

“If	 you	 attempt	 to	 shift,	 Zackary	 and	 I	will	 put	 on	 fur	 and	 tear	 you
apart.”

Garrick	missed	the	glares	Tabor	shot	at	his	back	as	he	 led	the	way.
Tabor	ignored	Zackary	at	his	side.	He	couldn’t	bare	the	sight	of	the	thug
steering	him	bound	and	gagged	through	the	forest.



This	day	kept	getting	better	and	better.
Rage	for	Garrick	and	Zackary	warred	in	his	mind	against	his	anger	at

Wolfrik	and	Sasha.	Gutless	swine,	all	of	them.	Dog	was	too	kind	a	word
for	shifters	who	could	betray	one	of	their	own	pack	members.

While	 Tabor	was	 led	 off	 to	 his	 likely	 doom,	 Sasha	was	 rubbing	 up
against	Wolfrik.	Energy	seared	through	his	blood	and	crackled	along	his
veins,	but	without	the	use	of	his	tongue,	his	powers	were	no	use	to	him.

The	 farther	 away	 they	 got	 from	 the	 glade,	 the	 rougher	 the	 trail
became,	zigzagging	around	boulders	and	dense	shrubs.	Shifters	usually
took	this	route	on	four	 legs,	not	by	foot.	Wayward	branches	scratched
at	Tabor’s	arms	like	nails	clawing	at	his	skin.

Maybe	an	hour	passed	before	Zack	 stopped	and	Tabor’s	 footsteps
stilled	beside	him.	Zack	no	 longer	had	 to	direct	him,	as	 though	Tabor
had	unwittingly	become	one	of	the	brute’s	limbs.

“We’re	going	in	the	wrong	direction.	Balmar	Heights	is	north	of	the
hollow	and	we	keep	heading	south.”

Garrick	turned	around,	his	look	of	annoyance	morphing	into	a	smirk.
“Change	of	plans.	The	wasteland’s	more	suited	to	this	scavenger.”

“But	he’ll	just	follow	us	right	back,”	Zack	said.
Tabor	watched	and	 listened,	barely	 feeling	 the	ground	beneath	his

feet.	 Despite	 his	 throbbing	 nose	 and	 exhaustion,	 he	 felt	 like	 he’d
floated	away	from	his	body	and	was	seeing	himself	as	though	through
the	fog	of	a	dream.

“That’s	 why	 we’ll	 dump	 him	 someplace	 the	 humans	 will	 find	 him.
Ford	 and	 I	 have	 been	 tracking	 their	 movements.	 They	 have	 several
campsites	between	the	city	and	suburbs.”

Garrick	 started	 walking	 again	 then	 stopped	 when	 he	 noticed	 Zack
hadn’t	moved	from	his	spot.

“What	now?”	Garrick	demanded.
“I	don’t	think	this	is	a	good	idea.”
Garrick	 stormed	 up	 to	 Zack,	 stopping	 a	 foot	 away.	 His	 upper	 lip



curled.
“I’m	not	letting	this	mongrel	come	between	Wolfrik	and	Sasha.	You

saw	 what	 he	 did	 to	 those	 vulhena	 with	 his	 sorcery.	 Imagine	 what	 his
children	could	do—take	over	the	hollow,	and	there	wouldn’t	be	a	damn
thing	we	could	do	about	it.	We	need	more	purebloods,	not	half-breeds,
not	sorcerers,	and	now	that	Wolfrik’s	back,	the	only	thing	standing	in	his
way	 is	this	miscreant.	You	saw	that	Wolfrik	was	willing	to	fight	for	her,
and	 Sasha	 didn’t	 stay	 behind	with	 Tabor,	 she	 ran	 after	Wolfrik.	Good
thing	we	caught	up	to	Tabor	before	he	had	a	chance	to	 interfere.	We
have	a	duty	to	do	what’s	best	for	the	pack.”

“Then	let’s	take	him	to	be	with	his	own	kind.”
“Don’t	be	a	fool,”	Garrick	snarled.	“What	do	you	think	will	happen	if

we	 leave	 him	 outside	 the	 gates	 of	 Balmar	 Heights?	 He’ll	 only	 come
back,	or	worse,	bring	along	his	wizard	friends	to	attack	us.”

Zack’s	eyes	widened.
If	 only	 they’d	 remove	 his	 gag,	 Tabor	 would	 tell	 them	 he	 had	 no

intention	 of	 returning	 to	 the	 hollow.	 In	 fact,	 he’d	 travel	 straight	 to
Balmar	Heights	on	his	own	and	ask	for	a	home	among	the	wizards.

No	one,	besides	Heidi,	would	miss	him.	Sasha	would	feel	bad	at	first,
but	eventually	she’d	forget	him	and	move	on,	like	she	had	after	Wolfrik
disappeared.	There	was	nothing	left	for	him	in	Wolf	Hollow.

Tabor	tried	to	speak,	but	it	came	out	in	a	muffled	garble.
Zack	gave	a	 little	 jump	as	though	Tabor	had	been	sleepwalking	the

entire	time	and	just	awakened.
“Don’t	 bother.”	 Garrick’s	 eyes	 snapped	 to	 Tabor,	 face	 contorting.

“You’re	done	casting	 spells.	You	better	not	 try	when	 the	humans	 find
you	or	they’ll	shoot	you	dead.”	Garrick	pressed	his	fingers	together	and
mimicked	pointing	a	gun	between	Tabor’s	eyes—the	same	spot	where
he’d	punched	him.	It	could	have	been	Zackary,	but	Tabor	had	no	doubt
Garrick	had	 landed	 the	 crushing	blow.	 “Now	 let’s	get	moving.	At	 this
rate	 it	 will	 take	 us	 three	 full	 days	 to	 make	 it	 to	 the	 campsite.	We’ve



already	lost	precious	time	while	I	went	to	his	cabin.”
Tabor	could	only	 surmise	as	 to	what	Garrick	had	been	doing	at	his

cabin.	 Maybe	 he’d	 gathered	 up	 his	 meager	 possessions	 and	 buried
them	hoping	to	make	it	look	as	though	Tabor	had	packed	his	things	and
left	the	hollow.	There	were	many	shifters	in	Wolf	Hollow	who	would	be
happy	to	believe	Tabor	left	for	Balmar	Heights.

But	how	would	Garrick	explain	his	absence,	along	with	Zack’s?	Once
they	disposed	of	him,	Garrick	and	Zack	could	shift	and	make	quick	time
on	four	legs,	but	they’d	still	be	gone	four	or	more	days.	Wouldn’t	that
look	suspicious?

Their	lack	of	conversation	on	that	topic	told	Tabor	that	Garrick	must
have	worked	something	out	to	cover	his	tracks.

Zack	gave	him	a	slight	shove	to	get	him	moving	again,	but	stopped
shortly	after	and	looked	over	his	shoulder	in	the	direction	of	the	glade.

Garrick	whipped	around.	“Eyes	forward.”
“I	don’t	 like	 this,”	Zack	said.	“You	didn’t	say	anything	about	 taking

him	into	the	wasteland	or	leaving	him	with	humans.”
Garrick’s	 eyes	 pinched	 together.	 He	 stomped	 over,	 getting	 up	 in

Zack’s	 face.	Being	shorter,	he	had	 to	 stand	on	 the	balls	of	his	 toes	 to
get	in	closer.

“This	 is	 the	 last	 time	we’re	going	to	have	this	conversation.	 I	chose
you	because	 I	 thought	you	were	up	for	the	task.	Thought	you	had	the
stomach.	Looks	like	you’ve	gone	soft	since	your	old	man	went	rabid.	No
one	around	to	smack	sense	into	you	anymore.”

Zack	snarled.
Garrick	merely	shoved	his	face	into	Zack’s.	“Don’t	you	growl	at	me,

boy.”
“You’re	 not	 my	 father.”	 Zack	 ground	 out	 the	 words,	 not	 backing

away	either.
“I’m	 the	 closest	 thing	 you’ve	 got,”	 Garrick	 snapped.	 “Don’t	 wimp

out	on	me	now;	 it’s	 too	 late	for	that.	You	want	everyone	knowing	you



carried	 Tabor	 out	 of	 the	 hollow	 unconscious?”	 He	 leaned	 back	 and
laughed.	“They’d	banish	you	for	sure.	Where	you	gonna	go,	Zack?	Think
Glenn	Meadows	will	take	in	a	stray?	Gonna	join	up	with	your	mad	wolf
father?”

“Fine,”	 Zack	 ground	 out	 from	 between	 clenched	 teeth.	 “Let’s	 just
get	this	over	with.”

“Attaboy,	Zack.”
Sun	glinted	off	Garrick’s	teeth	when	he	grinned.	He	took	a	step	back

before	 turning	 to	 continue	 the	march	over	uneven	ground.	Tabor	was
glad	Zack	had	agreed	to	move	forward,	if	only	to	be	spared	the	sight	of
Garrick’s	ugly	mug.	Soon	he’d	never	have	to	see	it	again.

The	 rough	 terrain	 jarred	 Tabor’s	 already	 aching	 muscles	 as	 he
stepped	over	rocks,	roots,	and	brush	while	straining	against	the	murky
light	 as	 dusk	 took	 hold	 of	 the	 sky.	 Rather	 than	 proceed	with	 caution,
Garrick	picked	up	his	pace,	snapping	“keep	up”	over	his	shoulder.

Night	descended	before	they	reached	the	Manama	River.	The	moon
dominated	the	sky,	beaming	down	on	them,	a	mocking	reminder	of	the
upcoming	 full	 moon	 and	 his	 faithless	 would-be	 mate.	 Tabor	 silently
cursed	the	moon.	It	only	caused	him	grief.

Beside	him,	Zack’s	stomach	rumbled,	but	 it	did	nothing	to	slow	the
beast	as	he	barreled	through	the	brush	as	though	he	were	made	out	of
granite.	Although	 exhausted,	 Tabor	 had	 always	 been	 light	 on	 his	 feet
and	managed	to	keep	pace.	He	wasn’t	about	to	let	Zackary	push	or	pull
him	along.

As	 soon	 as	 the	 gentle	 rush	 of	 the	 Manama	 River	 could	 be	 heard
through	the	trees,	Garrick	slowed	his	steps,	turned,	and	waited	for	Zack
and	Tabor	to	catch	up.

“There’s	 enough	moonlight	 to	 continue	 up	 the	bluff,	 but	 first	we’ll
eat	and	drink.	You	go	first,”	he	said	to	Zack.

Wordlessly,	 Zack	 stepped	 over	 to	 a	 level	 area	 of	 bare	 earth,
crouched,	and	slowly	shifted.	Fur	spread	down	his	arms	to	his	palms	and



over	 his	 fingers,	 which	 retracted	 as	 they	 morphed	 into	 paws.	 A	 tail
emerged	 and	 his	 ears	 lifted,	 brown	 eyes	 turning	 golden	 as	 the	 final
stages	of	his	 shift	 took	hold,	 leaving	a	wolf	 in	place	of	a	human.	Zack
stared	at	Tabor	with	a	look	of	curiosity,	as	though	he	were	a	wild	animal
who	had	 stumbled	upon	an	unusual	 scene—one	he	 stood	apart	 from.
Just	as	quickly,	Zack	blinked	and	took	off	into	the	trees.

“Try	anything	and	I’ll	rip	out	your	throat,”	Garrick	threatened	before
getting	to	the	ground	and	beginning	his	shift.

Tabor	 stood	 his	 ground,	 relieved	 to	 be	 alone	 in	 human	 form	 for
however	 long	he	had.	Upon	completing	the	shift	 to	wolf	 form,	Garrick
snarled	then	sat	on	his	hind	legs,	yellow	eyes	locked	on	Tabor	and	fangs
on	display.	Tabor	could	only	glare	back,	which	made	Garrick’s	ears	go
back	as	he	growled	in	warning.

A	rabbit’s	scream	cut	off	Garrick’s	growl.	His	head	gave	a	jerk	and	his
ears	flickered	as	he	licked	then	smacked	his	lips.	Tabor	would	have	had
a	 similar	 reaction	 if	 he	were	 on	 four	 legs,	 but	 listening	 to	 the	 rabbits
screeching	with	human	ears	wrenched	his	heart	out	of	his	chest,	leaving
behind	 a	 gutted	mess	 in	 its	 place.	 Garrick	 had	 threatened	 to	 do	 the
same	to	him	if	he	shifted.	Tabor	had	faith	in	his	beastly	abilities	to	go	up
against	the	mongrel,	but	if	he	attempted	to	take	on	two	it	could	easily
be	him	having	the	 flesh	and	 fur	 ripped	from	his	bones.	He	didn’t	care
enough	to	try	it.	There	was	nothing	left	to	fight	for	other	than	his	own
neck,	which	hung	in	defeat.

Zack	 returned,	 blood	 staining	 the	 fur	 on	 his	muzzle,	 and	 licked	 his
chops.	Garrick	got	to	all	fours	and	snarled	at	him.	Zack	glanced	at	him
before	walking	 over	with	 languid	 steps	 and	 taking	 his	 place	 guarding
Tabor.

Tabor	braced	himself	for	another	round	of	gut-twisting	screams,	but
the	silence	stretched	on,	broken	only	by	the	fan	of	muffled	wings	as	an
owl	 swooped	 down	 from	 a	 nearby	 tree	 and	 crushed	 a	 mouse	 in	 its
talons	before	returning	to	a	branch	high	above	their	heads.



Garrick’s	 lack	of	progress	made	Tabor	smile	to	himself.	The	big	 lug
was	probably	out	of	practice—too	used	 to	hot	meals	being	 served	 to
him	 in	 a	 bowl.	 As	 much	 as	 he	 wanted	 to	 avoid	 Zack’s	 gaze,	 Tabor
caught	 the	 amused	grin	on	Zack’s	 lips.	He	 looked	a	 lot	 friendlier	 as	 a
wolf,	 but	 it	 didn’t	 make	 Tabor	 hate	 the	 beast	 any	 less.	 A	 cowardly
menace	dwelled	behind	those	golden	eyes.

If	Tabor	had	the	use	of	his	tongue,	he	would	have	told	Zack	he	was
doing	him	a	 favor.	The	hollow	was	 too	 small	 for	 the	 two	of	 them	and
Tabor	would	 revel	 in	 his	 absence—just	 as	 soon	 as	 he	 freed	 his	 hands
and	got	the	damn	gag	out	of	his	mouth.	It	didn’t	matter	that	he	couldn’t
eat	or	drink;	at	the	moment	he	wanted	oxygen.	His	broken	nose	wasn’t
making	it	easy	to	pull	in	fresh	air—the	gag	even	less	so.

A	 squirrel	 chittered	 angrily	 in	 the	 distance	 followed	 by	 an	 abrupt
snarl.	Enough	time	passed	that	Tabor	found	himself	taking	on	Garrick’s
frustration.	 The	 sooner	 they	 dumped	 him,	 the	 sooner	 he	 could
backtrack	to	Balmar	Heights.	Even	with	his	wrists	bound,	he	could	use
his	fingers	to	get	the	gag	off	and	call	up	a	spell	or	go	right	into	the	shift
and	 easily	 step	 out	 of	 the	 binding.	 Unlike	 regular	wolf	 shifters,	 Tabor
had	 two	 options	 to	 choose	 between	 when	 protecting	 or	 defending
himself.

Zack	sensed	Garrick’s	return	before	Tabor.	He	stood	on	all	four	legs,
lifting	 his	 head	 high	 as	 he	 listened	 to	 the	 elder’s	 approach	 from	 the
woods.	Garrick	emerged	slowly,	 jaw	moving	as	he	crunched	on	bones
and	 continued	 to	 chew	 as	 though	 to	 prove	 he’d	 managed	 to	 catch
something—even	if	 it	was	a	small	rodent.	Tabor	would	have	smirked	if
his	 tongue	 didn’t	 feel	 like	 a	 wadded-up	 piece	 of	 cotton	 saturated	 in
blood	and	saliva.

Garrick	 finished	 chewing,	 swallowed,	 and	 shook	 slightly	 as	 his	 fur
thinned	and	disappeared	altogether,	replaced	by	wiry	brown	body	hair
on	 his	 arms,	 legs,	 and	 chest.	 Ever	 the	 lemming,	 Zack	 followed	 the
elder’s	 lead,	shifting	back	 into	his	offensive	human	 form.	He	remained



crouched	 on	 the	 ground	 as	 he	 glanced	 Tabor’s	 way	 and	 said,	 “We’d
make	 faster	 time	 if	 we	 all	 traveled	 as	 wolves.	 You	 could	 stand	 guard
while	 he	 and	 I	 shifted	 then	 tie	 his	 gag	 loose	 around	my	 neck	 to	 take
with	us.	Once	we	got	there	one	of	us	could	shift	and	gag	him	again	the
moment	he	comes	out	of	the	shift.”

Garrick	 sniffed	dismissively.	 “Nah,	we’d	waste	 too	much	 time	 if	we
had	to	chase	him	down	making	a	run	for	it.”

Zack	frowned.	“He	hasn’t	made	any	trouble	so	far.”
“Of	course	not,	he’s	waiting	to	take	us	off	guard.”	Garrick	leered	at

Tabor.	“Not	gonna	happen,	so	might	as	well	save	your	strength.”
Tabor	 rolled	 his	 eyes.	 Garrick’s	 face	 went	 red	 right	 before	 he

stormed	 over	 and	 thumped	 him	 between	 the	 eyes,	 causing	 blinding
pain	 to	 shoot	 back	 into	 his	 skull	 and	 burn	 down	 his	 nostrils.	 Tabor
hissed,	but	it	came	out	more	like	a	gurgle	through	the	gag.

“You	 never	 were	 any	 good	 at	 respecting	 your	 elders.”	 Garrick
sneered.	 “Lucinda	 coddled	 you,	probably	made	 you	believe	 you	were
something	 special	 rather	 than	 the	 piece-of-shit	 reject	 nobody	 else
wanted	around.	Maybe	the	humans	will	have	better	luck	keeping	you	in
line.”

Rage	jolted	Tabor	like	a	punch	in	the	gut.	It	flamed	up	his	spine	and
turned	the	saliva	in	his	mouth	to	burning	acid.	Garrick	might	be	able	to
get	away	with	 talking	 to	Zackary	 that	way,	but	Tabor	would	 rather	 rip
out	his	own	tongue	then	let	the	insult	go	unpunished.

He	 launched	 himself	 at	Garrick,	 ramming	 him	 in	 the	 chest	with	 his
head,	 jumped	back	 and	 threaded	his	 fingers	 to	 form	one	 tight	 fist	 he
used	 to	 smack	 him	 against	 the	 side	 of	 his	 face.	 Garrick	 bellowed	 in
outrage	and	 lowered	his	head	before	charging	at	Tabor.	Without	time
to	move,	 Tabor	 took	 the	 brunt	 of	Garrick’s	 thick	 skull	 in	 the	 stomach
and	 fell	 backward.	 Dick	 move,	 copying	 him,	 but	 no	 surprise.	 Garrick
made	the	mistake	of	coming	at	Tabor	while	he	was	on	the	ground.	They
hadn’t	 bound	 his	 legs	 together—something	 Tabor	 took	 immediate



advantage	of	when	he	kicked	Garrick	in	the	knees.	This	time,	the	elder
bellowed	in	pain	and	kept	his	distance.

“That’s	 it,”	 he	 roared.	 “I’m	going	 to	 teach	 you	a	 lesson	 right	 now.
Zackary,	hold	him	down.”

Zack	 looked	 up	 from	 picking	 dirt	 out	 of	 his	 fingernails,	 shooting
Garrick	and	Tabor	a	dismissive	glance.	“This	is	your	fight,	not	mine.”

Garrick	huffed	then	turned	a	withering	gaze	at	Tabor.	“Stop	trying	to
waste	my	time.	Get	up.”

Tabor	pulled	his	legs	into	his	chest	and	rested	his	arms	over	his	shins
languidly,	relaxing	his	expression	into	one	of	idle	boredom.

Zack	 gave	 his	 nail	 one	 last	 flick	 then	 came	 over	 and	 lifted	 Tabor
roughly	to	his	feet.

A	smile	gleamed	over	Garrick’s	lips.	“Good.	Now	let’s	go.”
Zack	 pushed	 Tabor	 forward.	When	 he	 slowed	 to	 keep	 his	 balance

over	a	stretch	of	rocky	terrain,	Zack	gave	him	a	 little	shove	against	his
back	shoulder.	Being	unable	to	curse	the	mongrel	or	punch	him,	Tabor
was	 left	with	only	his	 imagination,	which	 involved	biting	off	 the	meaty
hand	that	shoved	him.

As	they	approached	the	river’s	edge,	the	rush	of	water	filled	Tabor’s
ears	 like	wind.	 The	 surface	 glimmered	 in	 the	moonlight	 and	wrapped
around	Tabor’s	ankles	 in	a	cool	embrace	the	moment	he	stepped	 into
the	chilly	current.

They	waded	 across	 carefully	 then	 stepped	onto	dry	ground	on	 the
other	side.	When	Garrick	and	Zackary	weren’t	looking,	Tabor	took	one
last	look	over	his	shoulder	before	walking	away	from	the	hollow	forever,
moonlit	shadows	chasing	him	every	step	of	the	way.



chapter	twenty-one

SASHA	 COULDN’T	 GET	the	 crude	 stench	 of	 vulhena	 out	 of	 her
lungs	or	nostrils.	The	acrid	smell	of	burning	bodies	spread	through	the
forest	all	 the	way	 to	 the	glade	where	den	mates	had	gathered	to	 find
out	what	had	happened.	A	mix	of	males	and	females	paced	the	glade—
all	naked	and	ready	to	shift	at	a	moment’s	notice.

Sasha	jerked	her	head	from	side	to	side,	but	she	didn’t	see	Tabor.	He
hadn’t	 been	 at	 the	 bluff	 when	 she	 went	 back,	 but	 Emerson	 told	 her
she’d	sent	him	away.	On	the	way	back,	Sasha	checked	her	cave	thinking
he	would	be	waiting	for	her	there,	but	there’d	been	no	sign	he’d	passed
through.	 Between	 Garrick’s	 outburst	 and	 Wolfrik’s	 challenge,	 he’d
probably	gone	 to	his	 cabin	 to	 cool	 off.	Charred	 vulhena	wasn’t	doing
anything	 to	help	Sasha	 sniff	 him	out,	 and	before	 she	had	a	 chance	 to
pass	through	the	glade,	Peter,	Flynn,	and	Devan	rushed	over.

“What	happened?”	Devan	demanded.
The	 talking	 around	 them	 stopped	 as	 nearby	 shifters	 craned	 their

head	to	listen	in.
Sasha	 stared	 into	 his	 eyes	 unblinking.	 “A	 group	 of	 vulhena

attempted	to	attack	the	hollow.	Tabor	stopped	them.	He	saved	us	all.”



Devan	sucked	in	a	breath.	“How	many	were	there?”
“Around	sixty.”
Devan’s	 eyes	 rounded.	 “Sixty!	 How	 could	 Tabor	 possibly	 stop	 that

many?”
Back	straightening,	Peter	jutted	his	chin	high	in	the	air.	“I	don’t	care

how	Tabor	did	 it.	He	protected	 the	hollow.	He	kept	our	 families	 safe.
Where	is	he,	anyway?	I	want	to	thank	him.”	Peter	looked	at	Devan,	eyes
narrowing.	“We	all	do.”

“I’m	 just	 on	 my	 way	 to	 find	 him,”	 Sasha	 said,	 buoyed	 by	 Peter’s
support.	Tabor	needed	to	come	out	of	his	cabin	and	be	recognized	for
the	bravery	he’d	shown.

Flynn	cleared	his	throat.	“Did	anyone	die?”
“Only	the	vulhena,”	Sasha	answered.	“The	bodies	are	burning	as	we

speak.”
“Anything	we	can	do	to	help?”	Flynn	asked.
Sasha	threw	her	shoulders	back.	“Yeah,	stand	by	Tabor’s	side	when

Garrick	attempts	to	vilify	him	for	using	his	powers	to	protect	the	pack.”
Jager	cleared	his	throat.	“Sasha,	a	word,	please.”
She	hadn’t	seen	him	hobble	beside	her.
Jager	 inclined	 his	 head	 toward	 the	 copse	 beyond	 the	 glade.	 She

nodded	and	went	from	following	to	leading	him	down	one	of	the	paths.
The	din	from	the	glade	soon	faded	behind	the	dense	forest.	Sasha	kept
a	 steady	 stride,	 aware	of	 Jager	 casting	 sidelong	 looks	her	way.	 “Am	 I
walking	too	fast?”	she	asked.

Rather	 than	answer	her	question	he	 said,	 “Garrick	 came	by	my	hut
not	long	ago	and	told	me	what	happened	at	the	bluff.”

Sasha	gave	a	snarl.	“He	wasn’t	 there	when	 the	attack	happened	or
even	right	afterwards.	Ask	Raider,	Aden,	Emerson,	Jordan,	or	Hudson	if
you	don’t	believe	me.”

Jager’s	 head	 lowered.	 “Of	 course	 I	 believe	 you,	 Sasha.	 You’re	 the
most	honest	shifter	in	all	of	Wolf	Hollow.”



Her	 shoulders	 relaxed	slightly,	but	 she	kept	her	chin	 lifted,	 leery	of
what	Jager	might	say	next.	He	kept	silent	for	several	heartbeats	before
speaking	 in	a	curious	voice.	“You	 really	 love	him,	don’t	you?	The	half-
breed,	I	mean.”

Sasha’s	eyes	narrowed.	“You	mean	Tabor?”
Jager’s	 shoulders	 dropped.	 “Did	 he	 really	 put	 down	 sixty	 vulhena

with	the	use	of	a	spell?”
Sasha	 slowed	 her	 pace	 enough	 to	 face	 Jager,	 fire	 in	 her	 eyes.	 “I

wouldn’t	be	standing	here	if	he	hadn’t.”
Jager	nodded	and	they	continued,	ducking	by	branches	that	reached

into	 the	 narrow	 trail.	 “I	 should	 have	 encouraged	 him	 in	 his	 practice
when	he	was	a	boy,	observed	what	he	could	do.”	 Jager	 stopped	and
sucked	in	a	shuddering	breath.	Sasha	was	alarmed	to	see	tears	glisten	in
his	murky	eyes.	“We	might	have	prevented	the	first	vulhena	attack	that
claimed	so	many	lives.”

The	 old	 man’s	 emotion	 tugged	 at	 Sasha’s	 heart.	 Standing	 in	 the
fading	 light,	among	the	silent	 trees,	 she	 faced	Jager	and	 took	hold	of
his	 hands,	 grasping	 them	 in	 hers.	 As	 he	 sucked	 in	 a	 breath,	 she
wondered	how	long	it	had	been	since	anyone	had	touched	him.

“You	mustn’t	think	that	way,”	she	said	kindly.	“Leave	the	past	behind
where	it	belongs.	Isn’t	that	what	you	always	told	me?”	She	remembered
Jager	speaking	the	words	soothingly	to	her	on	two	occasions—after	her
parents	were	killed	and	when	Wolfrik	took	off.	“They	are	not	of	this	life
any	longer,”	she	continued,	thinking	of	her	parents.	“It	does	more	harm
than	good	to	disturb	their	memory	with	our	longing.”

Jager	squeezed	her	hands	and	 lowered	his	head	solemnly.	“Yes,	of
course.	 Forgive	 an	 old	 man’s	 nostalgia.”	 As	 he	 let	 go,	 he	 looked
skyward	 to	 the	 stars	 beginning	 to	 brighten	 overhead,	 whispering
reverently,	“May	they	run	forever	free.”

“May	they	 run	 forever	 free,”	Sasha	 repeated.	She	pulled	her	hands
gently	out	of	the	elder’s	leathery	grasp.	“I’ll	get	Tabor	and	see	you	back



at	 the	glade.	 I	expect	your	 support	 if	Garrick	brings	up	banishing	him
for	using	sorcery	to	defend	the	hollow.”

Jager	 chest	 lifted	 and	 fell.	 “You	 have	 a	 respite	 for	 now.	 Garrick
informed	 me	 that	 he	 and	 Zackary	 were	 following	 the	 vulhena’s	 trail
while	it	was	still	fresh	to	see	if	it	led	them	back	to	a	den	and	any	young
they	might	have	left	waiting	behind.”

“Not	a	bad	idea,”	Sasha	admitted	reluctantly,	“but	they	could	have
also	left	behind	females	to	guard	their	young.	Are	two	shifters	enough
to	go	after	them?”

“If	 there	 are	 too	 many,	 Garrick	 has	 instructions	 to	 return	 to	 the
hollow	for	reinforcements.”

Sasha	nodded.	She	doubted	he	would.	Garrick	probably	felt	left	out
of	the	killing	and	was	after	his	own	piece	of	the	action.	He	and	Zackary
wanted	to	prove	they	were	still	tough	fighters.

“Hopefully	that’s	the	last	we’ll	see	of	the	vulhena	for	a	while,”	Sasha
said.

Jager	nodded,	 turning	back	 the	way	 they’d	come.	Sasha	continued
the	 remainder	 of	 her	 walk	 in	 somber	 reflection.	 Silence	 greeted	 her
when	she	reached	Tabor’s	cabin.	Pushing	past	the	wave	of	unease,	she
nudged	 the	 door	 open	 and	 stepped	 inside	 the	 small,	 square	 space.
There	was	a	sleeping	pallet	and	blanket	folded	neatly	against	one	wall,
a	 wood	 table,	 two	 cupboards,	 and	 a	 bookshelf,	 but	 no	 Tabor.	 A	 pit
formed	 in	her	 stomach,	widening	with	each	passing	second	 they	were
apart.	Something	wasn’t	right.

She	 tried	 to	 chase	 her	 growing	 panic	 away	 by	 coming	 up	 with
alternatives.	 He	 probably	 went	 to	 the	 den	 to	 tell	 the	 others	 that
everything	was	okay.	He’d	want	Heidi	 to	 know	 she	and	her	 kids	were
safe.

Sasha	frowned.
But	 the	 den	 mates	 hadn’t	 mentioned	 seeing	 Tabor—they’d	 asked

where	he	was.



Chewing	on	her	lip,	she	looked	around	the	cabin.	She’d	never	been
inside	until	now	and	it	pierced	at	her	like	dozens	of	sharp	thorns	tangled
around	her	heart	to	be	able	to	smell	Tabor	but	not	see	him.	She	circled
slowly	 around	 the	 table.	 The	 surface	 was	 empty	 except	 for	 a	 single
piece	of	parchment	with	writing	and	a	rock	on	top	to	weigh	it	down.

Sasha	 took	one	 last	 look	 around	before	 stepping	 toward	 the	door,
intending	 to	 check	 the	 den.	 Perhaps	 Tabor’s	 wolf	 took	 a	 direct
approach	through	the	woods,	missing	the	shifters	from	the	den	as	they
ran	down	the	main	trail.	She	was	about	to	leave	when	a	nagging	sense
of	doubt	brought	her	to	a	dead	stop.	Slowly,	she	turned,	walked	back	to
the	table,	and	lifted	the	rock,	squeezing	it	in	her	hand	before	setting	it
aside	and	snatching	up	the	piece	of	paper.	She	stared	down	at	the	lines
written	across	and	down	the	paper,	her	forehead	creasing.

Everyone	knew	Sasha	couldn’t	read,	and	shifters	didn’t	write	notes	to
each	other.	Still,	she	folded	it	in	half	and	carried	it	with	her	just	in	case.

As	with	 the	glade,	 shifters	 crowded	around	Sasha	 the	moment	 she
stepped	 foot	 in	 the	den.	Tiny	 faces	 appeared	 in	 the	openings	of	 huts
and	 from	treehouses	above.	Heidi	 stepped	out	of	her	hut	and	hurried
over.

“What	happened?	Is	anyone	hurt?”
Sasha	 assured	 the	den	mothers	 that	 the	danger	 had	passed	 and	 it

was	okay	for	the	children	to	come	out,	keeping	a	brave	face	as	her	heart
sank	seeing	that	Tabor	wasn’t	in	the	den.

All	 around	 them	 female	 shifters	 and	 their	 children	 emerged	 from
their	dwellings	to	join	the	crowd	in	the	clearing.	The	families	who	lived
in	treehouses	took	longer	to	climb	down	rope	ladders.	Impatient	to	join
the	 fray,	 some	 of	 the	 children	 leaped	 down	 once	 they	 were	 five	 feet
from	 the	 ground	 and	 rolled	 to	 a	 stand	 before	 running	 to	 join	 the
gathering.

Even	Kallie	 limped	out	of	 a	 small	 hut.	Melissa	 rushed	over	 and	 slid
under	Kallie’s	arm	to	help	her	hop	over	to	join	everyone.	It	was	good	to



see	Kallie	on	her	feet	for	the	first	time	since	the	injury.
The	 faces	 that	 surrounded	 them	 reflected	 a	 mixture	 of	 relief	 and

curiosity.	 The	 only	 animosity	 to	 be	 seen	 appeared	 in	 the	 eyes	 of
Francine,	 who	 stormed	 over,	 newborn	 swaddled	 in	 a	 sling	 that	 hung
around	her	neck.	At	least	she	held	her	tongue	long	enough	for	Sasha	to
tell	 den	members	what	had	happened	up	 to	 the	point	of	 the	 vulhena
being	burned	on	pyres	in	the	valley.

Kallie	ground	her	 teeth.	“May	 their	black	ashes	blow	 far	 from	Wolf
Hollow.”

Melissa	rubbed	Kallie’s	upper	arm	in	a	soothing	gesture.
Some	of	the	male	den	mates	who	had	run	to	the	glade	re-emerged

and	joined	their	mates’	sides	as	though	standing	guard	against	invisible
threats.

“Unfortunately,	 that’s	 not	 the	 end	 of	 it.”	 Sasha	 sighed,	 feeling
exhausted.	 She	made	 eye	 contact	with	 as	many	 den	members	 as	 she
could.	 “Once	 Garrick	 returns	 he	 wants	 to	 call	 a	 council	 meeting	 to
decide	Tabor’s	 fate	 for	stopping	 the	vulhena	by	using	his	natural-born
powers.	I	say	we	open	the	meeting	to	everyone.	It’s	time	the	entire	pack
had	a	say.”

Kallie	nodded	vigorously.
Garrick’s	 temporary	 absence	 gave	 Sasha	 a	 head	 start	 speaking	 to

pack	members.	 Despite	 her	 fatigue,	 it	 was	 an	 opportunity	 she	wasn’t
going	to	let	slip	away.

Heidi	planted	her	hands	on	her	hips.	“What	does	 it	matter	how	he
stopped	them?	It	would	have	been	far	worse	if	he	had	a	way	to	save	us
but	didn’t.”

All	the	female	shifters,	save	for	Francine,	nodded	their	agreement.
“Our	children	are	safe.	That’s	all	that	matters,”	Dana	said.
The	 men	 stirred	 in	 place,	 staying	 remarkably	 mute	 on	 the	 matter.

Sasha	 supposed	 they	 didn’t	 want	 to	 oppose	 the	 elders,	 but	 they
certainly	didn’t	wish	to	oppose	their	mates.



The	 screams	 of	 Francine’s	 baby	 pierced	 the	 air.	 Sasha	winced	 and
her	eardrums	rang.

Somehow	Francine	managed	to	screech	louder	than	her	infant.	“This
is	 mutiny,”	 she	 hollered,	 eyes	 blazing	 with	 rage.	 “How	 dare	 you	 go
behind	the	council’s	back?”

Flynn’s	 mate,	 Chloe,	 snorted.	 “That’s	 rich	 coming	 from	 you	 when
your	mate	went	sneaking	around	behind	your	back.”

“That	matter	 already	 got	 discussed	 and	 approved	 by	 the	 council,”
Francine	snapped.	“I	stand	by	my	mate	and	what	he	did	for	the	good	of
the	hollow.”

“And	I	stand	by	mine,”	Sasha	said,	voice	rising	above	Francine’s.
“He’s	 not	 your	 mate!”	 Francine	 yelled.	 “You	 were	 promised	 to

Wolfrik	and	now	that	he’s	back	you	have	a	duty	to	him	and	the	pack.”
Every	muscle	in	Sasha’s	body	ached.	Every	nerve	pulsed	with	anger.

Her	temples	throbbed.
Silence	 settled	 over	 the	 den.	 Even	 Francine’s	 babe	 had	 stopped

crying,	as	though	her	mother	had	done	enough	hollering	for	the	two	of
them	combined.

Sasha’s	 fingers	 curled,	 one	 set	 of	 fingers	 crinkling	 the	 forgotten
parchment	in	her	hand,	the	other	biting	into	her	palms,	straining	to	turn
into	claws.

Before	 she	 could	 lash	out,	Heidi	broke	 the	 silence.	 “How	dare	 you
say	 such	a	 thing?	Tabor	and	Sasha	agreed	 to	claim	each	other.	That’s
their	decision,	not	yours	or	anyone	else’s.	And	need	 I	 remind	you	that
the	den	is	a	democracy?	With	the	exception	of	Trish,	you’re	our	newest
member,	 Francine.	 One	 might	 even	 say	 our	 lowest-ranking	 den
member.”

Francine’s	face	screwed	up	into	a	nasty	scowl,	but	before	she	could
retort,	Heidi	thrust	a	hand	out	to	silence	her.	“Sasha’s	right.	It’s	time	we
had	 a	 say	 in	 pack	 matters.	 At	 the	 very	 least,	 we	 should	 nominate
members	of	the	den	to	represent	the	interests	of	our	families.”



“I	second	that,”	Melissa	said,	nodding	along	with	the	rest	of	the	den
mates.

Francine	alone	turned	a	blistering	shade	of	red.
“Palmer	cares	about	the	den,”	she	said	incredulously.
“Palmer	cares	more	about	his	own	interests,”	Chloe	said.
Although	 Chloe	 spoke	 the	 words,	 Francine	 glowered	 at	 Sasha.	 “Is

this	 what	 you	 want?”	 she	 demanded.	 “To	 turn	 the	 pack	 against	 our
three	remaining	elders?”

Sasha’s	back	straightened.	“What	I	want	is	tolerance.”
“What	would	your	parents	think	 if	 they	could	see	you	now?	Mating

with	 a	 half-breed	 and	 turning	 on	 your	 elders	 and	 fellow	 council
members.	I’m	sure	they’d	be	real	proud,”	Francine	said,	nostrils	flaring.

Before	Sasha	could	snap	back,	Francine	 turned	on	her	heel	 stating,
“Trish	 needs	 me.	 She’s	 been	 unwell,	 and	 the	 earlier	 scare	 certainly
didn’t	help.”

As	 Sasha	 gnashed	 her	 teeth	 in	 frustration,	 Heidi	 placed	 delicate
fingers	on	her	shoulder,	softly	saying,	“Peter	and	I	stand	by	you.”	And
though	Heidi’s	mate	had	yet	 to	 return	 from	the	glade,	Sasha	believed
her.

Sasha	took	in	a	breath	and	released	it.	“Thank	you.”
“As	do	Flynn	and	I,”	Chloe	chimed	in.
“And	 me,”	 Kallie	 spoke	 up,	 her	 voice	 pushing	 through	 the	 crowd

when	her	body	could	not.
“Me,	as	well,”	Melissa	said.
One	by	one,	the	pack	members	of	the	den	voiced	their	support.
Heidi	placed	her	hand	on	Sasha’s	 shoulder	and	steered	her	 toward

her	hut.	“Why	don’t	you	sit	down	a	moment	and	have	some	tea?”
Sasha	 was	 grateful	 to	 get	 away	 from	 the	 crowd.	 The	 elders	 were

good	 at	making	 speeches,	 never	 her,	 but	 just	 now	 she	 felt	 like	 she’d
done	 her	 best	 convincing	 fellow	 pack	mates	 to	 extend	 their	 interests
outside	the	den	to	the	hollow	as	a	whole.



“What	 a	 load	of	 dog	 shit,”	Heidi	 grumbled	once	 they	were	 out	 of
earshot	of	 the	others.	“Garrick’s	not	 right	 in	 the	head.	He	would	have
never	made	 council	 if	 the	 other	 elders	 were	 still	 around.	 I	 sure	 hope
Raider	doesn’t	turn	out	like	him.”

“I’m	not	worried	about	Raider,”	Sasha	said,	ducking	down	to	enter
Heidi’s	hut	behind	her.

The	quiet	and	coolness	of	the	space	was	a	welcome	respite	until	little
Amy	launched	herself	at	Heidi,	who	caught	and	steadied	her	as	she	fired
off	questions.

Heidi	patted	her	head	and	answered	her	questions	patiently.
“Where’s	Tabor?”	Amy	demanded,	staring	outside.
Heidi	 glanced	 at	 Sasha	 and	 the	 weight	 of	 the	 paper	 felt	 like	 a

boulder	crushing	her	fingers.	There	must	have	been	a	pained	expression
on	Sasha’s	face	because	Heidi’s	lips	parted	in	silent	dismay.	She	gave	a
stern	look	that	was	enough	to	shush	Amy	on	the	spot.

“Go	pick	some	fresh	chamomile	by	the	garden,”	Heidi	said	gently.
“Come	on,	Eric,”	Amy	said	as	she	walked	to	the	door.
Sasha	hadn’t	noticed	him	crouched	against	the	far	wall	of	the	hut.	He

got	 to	 his	 feet	 gingerly,	 trailing	 after	 his	 big	 sister,	 but	 not	 before
pausing	in	the	open	doorway.

“It’s	okay,	sweetie,	it’s	safe,”	Heidi	said.
“Take	my	hand,”	Amy	said,	already	grasping	her	brother’s	fingers.
Tears	 prickled	 behind	 Sasha’s	 eyes	 as	 a	 sense	 of	 foreboding	 came

over	her.
“What	is	it?”	Heidi	asked.
“Can	you	read?”	Sasha	asked.
Heidi’s	eyebrows	furrowed.	“Yes.”
“I	found	this	in	Tabor’s	cabin.”	Her	grip	tightened	on	the	paper,	not

sure	if	she	was	ready	to	know	what	it	said.
Heidi	glanced	down,	waiting	patiently	for	Sasha	to	hand	it	over.
Forehead	 creased,	 Heidi	 unfolded	 the	 paper	 and	 stared	 down,



strands	of	raven	hair	falling	over	her	cheeks.
Sasha	held	her	breath.
Heidi	shook	her	head.	“This	can’t	be	right.”
“What	does	 it	 say?”	 Sasha’s	words	were	barely	 audible.	 She’d	 had

difficulty	getting	them	out	with	her	throat	tightening.
Heidi	 kept	 staring	 at	 the	 paper	 then	 began	 reading	 aloud	 in	 slow

disbelief.	“Sasha,	as	much	as	 I	 care	 for	you,	 I	don’t	 fit	 in	here.	 I	never
have	and	never	will.	 I	have	gone	 in	 search	of	my	 father.	Do	not	 try	 to
find	me.	It	will	only	make	things	harder	on	both	of	us.	The	pack	needs
you,	as	does	Wolfrik.	And	I	need	to	be	with	my	own	kind,	wizards	who
will	understand	my	powers	better	than	anyone	in	Wolf	Hollow	ever	will.
Goodbye.	Tabor.”

Sasha’s	hand	flew	to	her	chest	as	her	heart	fractured	into	millions	of
pieces,	 splintering	 and	 shredding	 everything	 inside	 her	 into	 tiny
fragments.	 It	was	Wolfrik	all	over	again,	but	 infinitely	worse.	This	 time
her	heart	would	not	recover.	She’d	never	love	again.

If	 Heidi	 hadn’t	 been	 standing	 in	 front	 of	 her,	 Sasha	 might	 have
crumpled	to	the	ground	and	broken	into	sobs,	but	she	wasn’t	about	to
break	apart	in	front	of	another	shifter.	She	switched	focus	to	the	raging
fire	burning	up	the	pit	of	her	stomach.

How	dare	Tabor	 leave	her	 in	 such	a	 cowardly	 fashion—with	 a	note
she	 couldn’t	 even	 read?	Was	 it	 not	 enough	 to	 abandon	 her	 after	 the
pain	she’d	experienced	with	Wolfrik?	He	had	to	take	it	one	step	further
and	 humiliate	 her	 with	 a	 letter	 she	was	 forced	 to	 have	 someone	 else
read.

With	a	snarl,	Sasha	tore	the	note	from	Heidi’s	fingers	and	ripped	it	to
flecks	that	fell	to	the	ground	like	pieces	of	broken,	brittle	leaves.

Heidi’s	eyes	expanded	and	her	mouth	fell	open.	“He	wouldn’t	leave
you,”	she	said	in	disbelief.

But	he	already	had.
Choking	on	a	sob,	Sasha	rushed	for	the	door.



“He	should	have	let	the	vulhena	kill	me.”



chapter	twenty-two

TABOR’S	STOMACH	GROWLED	as	they	traversed	the	outskirts	of
the	suburbs,	but	Garrick	and	Zackary	ignored	him.	The	brutes	had	taken
turns	gorging	 themselves	on	a	weakened	deer	who	hadn’t	made	 it	 to
safety	 with	 the	 rest	 of	 her	 herd	 when	 they	 came	 across	 the	 animals
nibbling	on	clovers	at	the	bottom	of	the	hills	at	dawn.

The	clear	sky	and	nearly	full	moon	had	allowed	them	to	trek	over	the
hills	and	into	the	wasteland	through	the	night.	Tabor’s	muscles	ached	in
places	 he’d	 never	 felt	 before	 and	 without	 the	 shade	 of	 trees,	 the
blinding	sun	felt	like	it	would	melt	off	his	face.

At	 least	 he	 wasn’t	 the	 only	 one	 experiencing	 the	 discomforts	 of
being	 exposed	 to	 the	 elements.	 Sweat	 poured	 down	 Zackary’s
forehead.	Every	couple	of	seconds	the	mongrel	had	to	swipe	his	meaty
fists	 over	 his	 eyes	 and	blink	with	 the	 rapid	 speed	of	 a	 hummingbird’s
wings	in	flight.

The	 blood	 and	 saliva	 had	 dried	 up	 inside	 Tabor’s	 mouth,	 leaving
behind	a	mouth	full	of	fuzzy	cotton.	He	constantly	had	to	fight	the	urge
to	gag.	If	he	started,	he	might	suffocate	himself	before	he	had	a	chance
to	get	away.	Tabor	was	damn	near	ready	to	trade	in	his	own	tongue	for



a	single	drop	of	water.
Garrick	 set	 a	 brutal	 pace,	 charging	 across	 the	 dusty	 land	 with	 a

crazed	 determination	 that	 bordered	 on	madness.	 It	 wasn’t	 as	 though
stopping	would	provide	relief,	nor	could	Tabor	complain	.	 .	 .	out	 loud.
He	 kept	 expecting	 his	 body	 to	 reach	 the	 point	 of	 collapse,	 but
somehow	 he	 continued	 trudging	 forward,	 hunched	 over	 in	 a	 feeble
attempt	to	hide	from	the	sun.

The	sky	rippled	above	decaying	rooftops	as	heat	rebounded	off	gray
shingles.	Old	human	dwellings	had	always	filled	Tabor	with	foreboding,
but	 right	 then	 the	 shade	 beneath	 those	 disintegrating	 roofs	 was	 the
most	inviting	sight	he’d	seen	in	hours.

Garrick	 kept	 clear	 of	 the	 homes,	 leading	 them	 along	 the	 outskirts
with	 its	desert-like	terrain	of	dry,	cracked	earth	and	stringy	weeds	that
formed	haggard	patches	and	petite	wildflowers.	A	gentle	breeze	blew
over	them	and	Tabor’s	body	sighed	with	relief	until	the	air	went	still.	He
could	 practically	 hear	 the	 drip	 and	 patter	 of	 Zackary’s	 sweat	 as	 it
splattered	 over	 the	 sunbaked	 dirt.	 There	 was	 no	 more	 conversation
between	 Garrick	 and	 Zackary—only	 stillness	 as	 vast	 as	 the	 open
wasteland.	 Tabor	wouldn’t	 have	 had	 the	 energy	 or	 saliva	 to	 spare	 for
speaking	even	if	he	were	able	to.

That	 day	 lasted	 longer	 than	 any	 Tabor	 had	 ever	 known.	 He	 was
beginning	 to	 think	 the	 sun	 had	 gotten	 stuck	 at	 its	 pinnacle	 or	 turned
territorial	like	a	bitch	who	had	kicked	the	moon	out	of	the	sky	for	good.

As	the	day	inched	on,	Tabor	began	hallucinating.	First,	he	saw	a	wolf
running	in	the	distance.	His	heart	had	lurched	with	hope	that	Sasha	had
come	after	him,	but	his	wish	withered	to	dust	when	he	realized	she	was
advancing	 from	 the	 wrong	 direction.	 After	 that	 he	 began	 seeing
shimmering	 lakes	 in	 the	 distance	 with	 blue	 waters	 that	 glistened	 and
beckoned	his	feet	forward	with	false	assurance.	He	even	saw	his	mother,
waving	to	him	from	the	east.	Rather	than	run	from	him	as	the	wolf	had
done,	 or	 evade	 him	 like	 the	 lakes,	 his	 mother	 ventured	 closer—close



enough	 to	 stick	 her	 tongue	 out	 at	 Garrick.	 For	 the	 first	 time,	 Tabor
wondered	if	he	was	going	to	die.

Trees	sprang	into	view	in	the	near	distance—another	mirage	angling
for	 his	mind.	 The	 island—made	 of	 foliage—became	 taller	 and	 denser
with	each	 step	and	managed	 to	 remain	 in	place.	Soon	he	could	make
out	a	 large	pond	encased	in	the	greenery	unlike	the	 lakes	 in	the	sand.
Maybe	Tabor’s	body	was	giving	up	and	slowly	easing	his	consciousness
into	the	great	beyond,	a	lush	landscape	of	water	and	shade.	Would	the
wolf	 be	waiting	 for	 him	 there?	Would	 his	mother?	 Perhaps	 they	were
one	and	the	same.

Zack	panted	beside	him	and	gaped	at	the	distant	pond	longingly.
No.	 No.	 No.	 Zack	 and	 Garrick	 weren’t	 allowed	 in	 Tabor’s	 utopian

afterlife.
“We’re	almost	at	the	first	campsite,”	Garrick	announced	with	pride,

as	though	he’d	discovered	a	new	continent	rather	than	stumbled	upon	a
parcel	of	land	that	had	likely	been	an	urban	park	at	one	time.

Garrick	 kept	 the	 same	 brisk	 pace	 Tabor	 and	 Zack	 now	 matched.
Tabor	was	 ready	 to	 pitch	 himself	 into	 the	 pond	 headfirst	 and	 suck	 in
whatever	water	he	could	through	the	gag.	He	wanted	to	submerge	his
entire	body.

Step	by	 step	 they	 neared	 until	 the	 first	 stretch	 of	 shade	 slid	 down
their	bodies	and	grass	cushioned	the	soles	of	their	blistered	feet.	Tabor
could	 have	 hugged	 the	 trees	 if	 his	 arms	were	 free	 and	 he	weren’t	 so
intent	on	the	pond.	Ten	paces	from	the	water’s	edge,	Garrick	stopped
and	stared	at	the	trunk	of	a	tree.

Zack	made	to	move	past	him	to	the	shoreline.
“Wait,”	Garrick	said.
Halting	 his	 plodding	 footsteps,	 Zack	 folded	 his	 arms	 and	 dropped

them	heavily	across	his	chest.	Tabor	kept	walking	toward	the	pond.
The	 two	oafs	 could	 stare	 at	 tree	 trunks	 until	 they	were	blue	 in	 the

face;	he	had	his	own	priorities.



But	with	only	eight	paces	left	to	go,	Zack	snatched	Tabor’s	upper	left
arm	and	yanked	him	back.

“What	 is	 it?”	Zack	demanded.	He	squeezed	Tabor’s	 shoulder	while
glaring	at	Garrick.

The	elder	continued	inspecting	the	tree	trunk	and	vines	with	clusters
of	three	leaves,	pointed	at	the	tips,	clinging	to	bark.

Tabor’s	mother	re-emerged—this	time	inside	his	head,	her	singsong
voice	trilling,	“Leaves	of	three.	Let	them	be.”

Garrick	 glanced	 over	 his	 shoulder	 at	 Zack	 and	 Tabor	 once	 before
reaching	out	and	yanking	several	leaves	off	the	vine.

“Dummy,”	 Tabor	 thought	 right	 before	 Garrick	 lunged	 at	 him	 and
jabbed	 his	 fingers	 under	 the	 gag,	 stuffing	 the	 leaves	 inside	 Tabor’s
mouth	before	he	had	a	chance	to	react.

“What	are	you	doing?”	Zack	bellowed,	his	eyes	rounding.
“Hold	him,”	Garrick	yelled,	but	Zack	let	go	and	stepped	back	with	a

wide-eyed	expression	of	horror.
Having	his	arm	released	didn’t	matter;	 the	bitter	 leaves	were	 inside

his	 mouth,	 plastered	 to	 his	 tongue.	 Tabor	 gagged	 and	 stumbled
backward.	His	bound	wrists	flew	up,	fingers	clawing	at	the	gag	which	he
pulled	loose	enough	to	yank	down	to	his	chin	and	spit	out	the	noxious
plant.	 They	 fell	 in	 a	 wet	 clump	 at	 his	 feet,	 covered	 in	 saliva	 and	 old
blood.	He	attempted	to	spit	out	every	last	trace	of	the	toxic	leaves,	but
his	mouth	was	drying	back	 up	 and	Garrick	grabbed	Tabor	 roughly	by
the	chin	in	one	hand,	while	jerking	the	gag	back	in	place	with	the	other.

Tabor	gagged	and	rasped	for	breath,	certain	he	was	going	to	choke
to	death.	Garrick	pushed	him	to	the	ground.

“Stay	 with	 him	 while	 I	 rinse	 off	 my	 hand,”	 he	 said	 with	 cool
detachment.

Tabor	 no	 longer	 saw	 him	or	 Zack.	His	 eyes	were	 closed	 as	 though
shutting	out	the	light	would	cause	less	interference	to	his	nostrils	as	he
wheezed	in	breaths.	His	throat	was	scratchy.	It	tightened	as	though	the



leaves	had	 taken	 root	upon	entering	his	mouth	and	 formed	vines	 that
were	squeezing	off	oxygen	before	consuming	him	altogether.

“What	 the	 fuck	 is	 wrong	 with	 you?”	 Zack	 demanded	 after	 Garrick
returned.

“Your	turn.	Go	rinse	off	while	I	watch	him,”	Garrick	answered.
“What	about	him?”
“With	any	 luck	he	won’t	be	able	to	speak	 for	a	while,	which	means

we	 can	 dump	 him	 here	 and	 save	 ourselves	 another	 day	 and	 a	 half	 of
walking.”

“I	thought	you	said	he	might	follow	us	back	if	we	left	him	too	soon.”
“Don’t	worry	about	that,”	Garrick	answered,	a	smile	in	his	tone.
Silence	 followed,	 or	maybe	 Tabor	 blacked	 out;	 he	 couldn’t	 tell	 for

sure	until	he	was	jolted	upright,	onto	his	feet,	and	into	consciousness—a
state	of	mind	he	was	finding	highly	overrated.

“Follow	me,”	Garrick	said	as	 flashes	of	 light	appeared	over	Tabor’s
vision.

He	 blinked	 away	 the	 remaining	 haze,	 noticing	 angry	 red	 welts	 on
Garrick’s	right	hand	as	his	fingers	curled	in.	The	rash	covered	the	brute’s
wrist	and	spread	down	his	arm.	If	only	it	continued	south,	straight	down
to	his	hairy	balls	and	limp	prick.	Too	bad	the	thing	wouldn’t	fall	off	for
the	buzzards	to	pick	apart.

Zack	 walked	 behind	 Tabor,	 giving	 him	 a	 push	 when	 he	 stopped.
After	 the	 first	 shove,	Tabor	didn’t	 stop	because	he	didn’t	want	Zack’s
hand	on	 him	 again.	As	 they	passed	 the	pond,	 Tabor	 looked	 from	 the
water	 to	 Zack	with	 a	mind	 clouded	 in	 rage.	 Although	 his	 look	wasn’t
enough	to	cause	Zack	to	combust	on	the	spot,	he	had	enough	sense	to
lower	his	head	and	stare	at	the	ground	to	avoid	Tabor’s	scorching	glare.

The	cooling	shade	did	nothing	for	Tabor’s	burning	throat.	He	never
imagined	 it	could	feel	worse	than	before,	but	now	it	was	 like	trying	to
breathe	through	a	thin	reed.

His	wolf	howled	for	release.	Water!	Food!	Oxygen!	The	beast	within



would	provide	him	with	all	his	immediate	needs.
Tabor	pitched	 forward	and	 took	several	 stumbling	steps	away	 from

Zack	and	fell	to	his	knees.	They	throbbed	from	the	earlier	impact	they’d
taken	 from	Wolfrik,	but	pain	was	nothing	 to	 the	 lack	of	oxygen	 inside
Tabor’s	lungs.	Usually	he	was	faster	than	most	shifters,	but	that	required
focus.	His	body	quivered	and	arm	hairs	rose,	turning	to	fur.

Garrick	 whipped	 around,	 eyes	 expanding	 in	 alarm.	 “Pick	 him	 up!
Now!”

Tabor	 tried	 to	 hurry,	 urging	 his	 face	 to	 elongate	 into	 a	 muzzle—
imagining	 the	 easy	 flow	 of	 oxygen	 between	 his	 fangs	 and	 down	 his
throat.

His	 jaw	and	 teeth	began	 to	 transform	until	he	abruptly	 lost	hold	of
the	shift	when	Zack	yanked	him	off	 the	ground.	Tabor’s	growl	was	cut
short—a	fleeting	moment	of	release	that	made	Tabor	twist	out	of	Zack’s
grip	and	land	on	the	ground	in	an	attempt	to	try	again.

Garrick’s	fist	was	on	him	like	a	lightning	bolt,	striking	his	left	eye	from
above.	This	 time	he	didn’t	blackout,	but	 it	was	enough	 to	 temporarily
stun	Tabor	as	the	bastard	loomed	over	him	like	a	storm	cloud	edged	in
black.

Light	faded	as	Tabor’s	left	eye	swelled	shut.
Garrick	ground	his	teeth.
“Try	and	shift	again	and	I’ll	punch	out	your	right	eye.	You	want	to	be

mute	and	blind?”	He	stuck	his	face	inches	from	Tabor’s.	“That	what	you
want,	boy?”

Tabor’s	left	eye	throbbed	too	much	to	narrow.	Instead,	he	glanced	at
the	 blazing	 red	 rash	 on	Garrick’s	 hand	with	 his	 good	 eye	 and	 smiled
through	the	gag.

Garrick’s	 eyes	 flashed.	 “You	 little	 shit.”	He	 struck	 Tabor	 again,	 but
this	 time	 he	 was	 prepared	 and	 jerked	 his	 head	 sideways,	 taking	 the
blow	against	his	right	temple	rather	than	his	eye.	Rather	than	try	again,
Garrick	scooped	him	up	from	beneath	his	arms.	“It’s	time	to	get	rid	of



you	once	and	for	all.”	Once	Tabor	was	on	two	feet,	Garrick	latched	his
arm	around	his	and	dragged	him	forward.

It	was	one	 thing	 to	get	 the	occasional	 shove	 from	Zack,	another	 to
be	 yanked	 along	 by	 Garrick—the	 prick’s	 fingers	 digging	 into	 Tabor’s
bicep.	Tabor	jerked	out	of	Garrick’s	hold	only	to	be	snatched	by	Zack,
who	latched	on	to	his	other	arm.

“Not	much	further,”	Garrick	said.
Light	 flickered	 over	 Tabor’s	 one	 good	 eye,	 sun	 poking	 at	 him

through	 the	 branches.	 He	 should	 just	 go	 along	 with	 them—let	 them
ditch	him	so	he	could	shift	and	be	on	his	way.	His	swollen	throat	meant
no	spells	until	it	cleared,	but	his	wolf	had	no	use	for	words.

A	 worn	 trail	 appeared	 ahead	 through	 the	 tall	 grass.	 An	 area	 had
been	cleared	and	a	fire	pit	dug	about	a	foot	and	a	half	around.	Charred
branches	 sat	 in	 the	 bottom	 and	 five	 stumps	 were	 arranged	 around
stones	circling	the	fire	pit.

As	 they	 passed	 the	 dormant	 fire,	 Tabor	 twisted	 and	 shoved	 at
Garrick	and	Zack;	it	wasn’t	in	his	nature	to	go	along	quietly.

It	 was	while	 he	 thrashed	 against	 Zack’s	 hold	 that	Garrick	 stopped,
bringing	them	all	to	a	halt.	Zack’s	attention	flicked	away	from	Tabor	and
was	 quickly	 followed	 by	 a	 sharp	 inhale.	 “What	 is	 that?”	 he	 asked	 in
horror.

Two	feet	in	front	of	them	the	ground	gave	way	to	a	small,	deep	pit
the	length	of	two	tall	men.	The	earthen	floor	at	the	bottom	had	barely
enough	room	for	three	humans	to	 lay	down	side	by	side.	Hundreds	of
claw	marks	lined	the	lower	walls—they	raked	across	Tabor’s	soul.	 If	his
throat	 could	 have	 tightened	 any	more,	 it	would	 have.	He	 took	 a	 step
back,	but	Garrick	still	had	his	arm	crushed	in	his	grip.

“He	won’t	be	following	us	home,”	Garrick	said	proudly.
The	 sound	 of	 his	 arrogant,	 unfeeling	 voice	 and	 the	 sight	 of	 the

sickening	pit	made	Tabor’s	stomach	roil	and	twist.	He	felt	like	vomiting,
but	his	 stomach	was	empty,	his	 throat	closed,	and	his	mouth	gagged.



With	 no	 food	 in	 his	 belly,	 he	 felt	 acid	 trying	 to	 rise	 up	 his	 blistered
throat.

“We	can’t	 leave	him	 in	 there.”	Zack	 spoke	 from	beside	him,	barely
audible,	as	though	his	own	throat	had	swollen	shut.

“It’s	 too	 late	 now,”	 Garrick	 said.	 “You	 know	 what	 would	 happen.
Banishment.	Possible	death.	This	one	would	try	to	hunt	us	down.	Sasha
might,	too.”

Hearing	Sasha’s	name	sent	a	spear	ripping	through	Tabor’s	heart.	He
silently	cursed	ever	falling	for	the	proud	she-wolf.	Loving	her	had	been
the	worst	mistake	of	his	life.

“I	won’t	do	it;	I	won’t	put	him	in	there,”	Zack	said	stubbornly.
“Then	I	will,”	Garrick	said.
The	next	moment	Tabor	was	flung	forward,	sailing	through	the	air	.	.

.	 then	 he	 dropped	 like	 a	 stone.	 He	 landed	 feet	 first	 before	 falling
sideways.	Unable	to	 fling	his	arm	out	with	his	wrists	bound,	he	 landed
roughly	on	his	right	shoulder	with	a	crushing	force	that	made	his	bones
shriek.	Stunned,	he	lay	on	his	side	trying	to	determine	if	any	bones	were
broken.	He	didn’t	think	so.	A	lifetime	of	living	in	the	woods	had	trained
him	 to	 protect	 both	 his	 human	 and	 wolf	 body.	 This	 wasn’t	 the	 first
tumble	Tabor	had	taken,	and	he’d	managed	to	bend	his	knees	and	take
the	 initial	 impact	 on	 the	 balls	 of	 his	 feet	 before	 angling	 his	 body
sideways.	The	drop	wasn’t	terrible,	but	without	a	rope,	he	wouldn’t	be
climbing	out	on	his	own.

He	 remained	 on	 the	 ground,	 eyes	 closed,	 exhaustion	 and	 despair
overtaking	 him.	Now	 that	 the	 cursed	 journey	 had	 reached	 its	 end,	 he
wanted	 Garrick	 and	 Zack	 to	 go	 away	 so	 he	 could	 shift	 and	 heal	 the
wounds	Garrick	had	inflicted	over	him.

“Is	he	okay?”	Zack	asked	from	above.
Tabor	 wished	 Zack	 would	 quit	 acting	 like	 he’d	 developed	 a

conscience.	It	was	too	late	for	that.	It	had	been	too	late	the	moment	he
agreed	to	help	Garrick	abduct	him.



“It’s	a	short	drop;	he’s	fine,”	Garrick	replied.	“Probably	playing	dead
to	try	and	lure	one	of	us	down	there.”

“We	can’t	leave	him	in	there.”
“Buck	up;	it’s	done.”
“He	hasn’t	had	food	or	water.”
“The	humans	can	take	care	of	him.”
“The	way	they	took	care	of	Wolfrik?”	Zack	demanded.
“We	don’t	know	that	humans	did	that	to	Wolfrik.”
Zack	made	no	 response.	 Silence	 tunneled	down	 the	pit,	 circulating

through	the	confines	of	dirt	and	stone.	Cool,	soft	earth	pressed	against
Tabor’s	cheek.	The	floor	of	the	pit	wasn’t	as	compact	as	he	would	have
suspected,	but	moist	and	airy,	as	though	it	had	recently	been	dug	up.	In
his	 mind,	 he	 saw	 the	 claw	marks	 etched	 into	 the	 earthen	 walls.	 How
many	wolves	had	tried	to	escape	this	pit?	How	many	had	tried	fruitlessly
to	dig	their	way	out?

Tabor’s	 chest	 rose	 and	 fell	 with	 labored	 breaths.	 Had	 Garrick	 and
Zackary	finally	left?	Despite	the	silence,	he	sensed	them	still	standing	at
the	 edge	 of	 the	 pit,	 staring	 down.	 He	 wouldn’t	 give	 Garrick	 the
satisfaction	of	looking	up	from	the	depths	of	the	shadowed	pit.

Tabor	waited	and	soon	heard	Zack’s	voice	drift	down.	“I	won’t	leave
him	in	there.”

There	was	a	scuffle	above	and	a	shower	of	clumped	earth	and	small
pebbles	rained	down.	Garrick	snarled.

“You	either	 leave	him	down	 there	or	 join	 him,	but	decide	 fast.	 I’m
going	home.”

Tabor	 didn’t	 hear	 Zack’s	 answer—if	 there	 even	 was	 one—only
Garrick’s	satisfied	response	of,	“Wise	choice.”

Retreating	 footsteps	 alerted	 Tabor	 they	 were	 truly	 leaving	 him
behind.	It	wasn’t	 long	before	the	scent	of	smoke	wafted	into	the	pit—
Garrick	must	have	started	a	fire	to	signal	the	humans.

Son	of	a	bitch.	Bastard.	Swine.



Tabor	 hated	 Garrick	 with	 glacial	 force.	 Hunting	 him	 down	 wasn’t
such	a	bad	idea.

First,	Tabor	had	to	get	free	of	the	hell	pit.
He	 rolled	 onto	 his	 back	 and	 pulled	 the	 gag	 down,	 rasping	 out	 a

breath	that	provided	small	relief	through	his	scratchy	throat.	He	pulled
at	 the	 dirty	 fabric	 until	 the	 tight	 knot	 reached	 his	 fingers	 and	 he	was
able	to	tug	it	loose	enough	to	untie.	The	binding	on	his	wrists	would	be
easy	 to	 step	out	of	once	he	 shifted,	but	 he	hadn’t	wanted	 to	 risk	 the
gag	biting	 into	 him	 any	more	while	 his	 body	 rearranged	 itself	 into	 an
animal.

Free	of	the	cursed	gag,	Tabor	shifted	without	further	interruption—
his	claws	sinking	 into	the	rich	soil	and	pressing	against	the	pads	of	his
paws.	Air	flowed	into	his	 lungs.	His	throat	and	chest	relaxed.	He	could
see	out	of	both	eyes,	bringing	the	loamy	confines	of	the	pit	into	sharp
focus.	The	scent	of	old	wolf	urine	and	feces	surrounded	him.	It	coated
the	walls	and	mingled	with	the	smell	of	fire	and	smoke.

The	 fur	 rose	 along	 the	 ridge	 of	 Tabor’s	 back	 as	 instinctual	 panic
overwhelmed	his	wolf’s	senses.	No	longer	plagued	by	aches	and	pains,
his	immediate	concern	shifted	to	his	earthen	imprisonment.	As	a	human,
he	could	have	laid	still	and	tried	to	work	on	a	plan,	but	his	wolf	walked
in	circles,	growling	in	frustration,	never	stopping	even	as	the	day	wore
on.	 It	 wasn’t	 until	 night	 fell	 as	 deep	 and	 dark	 as	 the	 pit	 that	 Tabor
shifted	into	human	form	in	order	to	lay	still.	Immediately	his	entire	head
throbbed	and	throat	ached,	his	breath	wheezing	out	 in	scratchy	rasps.
He	had	trouble	deciding	which	form	was	worse.

Definitely	human.
In	addition	to	the	exhaustion,	aches,	pains,	and	respiratory	problems,

his	 mind	 seethed	 out	 of	 control—hatred	 consuming	 him	 for	 Garrick,
Zackary,	Wolfrik,	and	Sasha.	Two	days	ago	he	wouldn’t	have	believed	it
possible	to	loathe	her	with	such	lethal	passion.	He	would	have	sacrificed
himself	to	save	her—he	nearly	did.



Now—while	 he	 lay	 at	 the	 bottom	 of	 a	 dark	 pit—Sasha	might	 very
well	be	lying	with	Wolfrik.

Some	rational	part	of	his	brain	argued	that	she	wouldn’t	immediately
lay	with	Wolfrik	after	 learning	Tabor	had	gone	missing.	No,	she’d	wait
an	acceptable	length	of	time.	Certainly	not	three	years.	Maybe	not	even
three	months.

Teeth	gnashing,	Tabor	decided	 it	was	 time	to	shift	again.	Better	 to
be	a	wolf.

But	would	 the	wizards	at	Balmar	Heights	allow	him	 to	 shift	 into	his
animal	form	once	he	joined	their	community?	Tabor	laughed	mirthlessly
right	before	beginning	the	shift.	Trapped	in	that	abyss	there	was	a	good
chance	he’d	never	find	out.



chapter	twenty-three

AN	 OWL	 SCREECHED	irritably	 from	 the	 branches	 above.	 Sasha
snarled	back.	The	bird	of	prey	could	find	another	tree	to	hunt	from;	this
evergreen	belonged	to	her	parents	and	had	become	an	anchor	as	her
world	rocked	off	 its	axis,	teetering	on	the	edge	of	a	cliff	 in	which	half-
starved	 vulhena	 screamed	 and	 waited	 for	 Sasha	 to	 fall.	 This	 time	 no
spell	could	save	her.

A	 dark	 cloud	 loomed	 over	 the	 hollow,	 making	 everyone	 uneasy.
Jager	had	gone	so	far	as	to	cancel	the	full	moon	ceremony	and	no	one
had	complained—besides	Camilla.

The	moon	hung	heavy	and	full	of	false	hopes	in	the	black	sky.	For	the
first	 time	 in	 her	 adult	 life,	 Sasha	 had	dodged	her	 duties	 to	guard	 the
den	 during	 the	 crucial	 hours	 of	 procreation.	 She	 should	 have	 been
mating	with	Tabor	 that	 night	 instead	of	 skulking	around	 the	Forest	of
the	Ancestors	on	four	legs	trading	insults	with	owls.

After	 Heidi	 had	 read	 Tabor’s	 heartless	 farewell	 aloud,	 Sasha	 had
avoided	 the	 pack	 by	 staying	 in	 wolf	 form	 and	 keeping	 clear	 of
communal	areas.	Sasha	couldn’t	handle	being	around	other	shifters	and
had	no	desire	to	set	foot—or	paw—in	the	den	ever	again.	After	hearing



of	Garrick	 and	Zackary’s	 return	 that	 afternoon,	 the	glade	was	 likewise
off-limits	 because	 she	 had	 no	 intention	 of	 seeing	Garrick’s	 smug	 face
after	 he	 learned	 that	 Tabor	 had	 left	 her.	 The	 opinions	 of	 the	 pack
ranged	from	guilt	to	mild	relief	to	pity	that	she’d	chased	away	another
mate	before	she	had	a	chance	to	claim	him.

What	a	fool	she’d	been,	gaining	support	for	Tabor	while	he	took	off
in	 search	 of	 Balmar	 Heights.	 He’d	 chosen	 strangers	 over	 her	 and	 all
because	of	his	damn	pride.	She’d	seen	the	hurt	 look	on	his	 face	when
she	 ran	 after	Wolfrik.	 She	wished	 she	 could	wash	 the	 image	 of	 those
haunting	green	eyes	from	her	memory	forever,	but	even	her	wolf	paced
restlessly,	mourning	the	loss	of	her	would-be	mate.

The	owl	finally	took	off	with	a	shrill	and	waft	of	wings.
Her	 ears	 twitched,	 but	 it	 was	 her	 nose	 that	 alerted	 her	 to	Wolfrik

first.	He	prowled	through	a	low	opening	in	the	bushes	and	stalked	over
to	her	with	eyes	reflecting	in	the	moonlight.

Sasha	 watched	 him	 with	 disinterest,	 blinking	 once	 before	 averting
her	gaze	to	the	darkened	forest	beyond.

Wolfrik	shifted	and	rose	to	his	feet	slowly,	eyebrows	lifting	when	he
glanced	down	at	her.

“Sasha.”
She	refused	to	meet	his	eyes.
“Sasha,”	Wolfrik	said	more	forcefully.
Her	growl	had	Wolfrik	 folding	his	arms	over	his	chest.	He	stared	at

her,	as	still	and	solid	as	a	deeply	rooted	tree.
Slowly,	Sasha	shifted,	remaining	crouched	on	the	ground	as	her	head

lifted	and	she	glared	at	Wolfrik.	“What?”	she	demanded.
Wolfrik	 shouldn’t	 be	 bothering	 her	 here	 of	 all	 places,	 so	 close	 to

where	he’d	stormed	off	three	years	ago	leaving	her	sobbing	in	the	dirt.
Her	 heart	wailed	 at	 the	 horrors	 he’d	 suffered	 afterward,	 but	 he	 never
should	have	 left	 her	 in	 the	 first	place.	Males	were	 such	 cowards,	 such
infantile	mongrels—such	faithless	curs.



Wolfrik	studied	her	a	moment	longer	before	speaking.	“I	overheard
some	 of	 the	 den	 mates	 talking	 earlier.	 Heidi	 doesn’t	 believe	 Tabor
would	leave	willingly,	despite	the	note	he	left	behind.”

“She	 wasn’t	 at	 the	 bluff	 two	 days	 ago.	 You	 wounded	 his	 pride,”
Sasha	answered	irritably.

Wolfrik	 sniffed	 indifferently.	 “If	 his	 feelings	 are	 that	 delicate,	 good
riddance.	You’re	better	off	without	that	mangy	half-breed.”

Sasha	snarled,	but	Wolfrik	didn’t	react	to	it,	instead	leaning	closer.
“Perhaps	he	went	to	cool	off—same	way	I	did.	I	can	search	for	him.”
“Don’t	bother,”	Sasha	snapped.
“If	you	think	he	truly	 left,	you	need	to	let	go	of	him	and	move	on.”

Wolfrik	lowered	his	head.	“You	did	it	once	before.”
Tears	blurred	Sasha’s	vision.	She	blinked	rapidly,	firing	an	accusatory

look	at	Wolfrik.	He	hadn’t	stayed	away	by	choice,	but	she	was	the	one
who	had	been	left	behind	without	a	clue	as	to	what	had	become	of	him.

“Sasha,”	Wolfrik	said	sadly.	His	chest	rose	and	fell.	“I	don’t	say	these
things	to	be	cruel.	It	is	simply	a	fact	of	life.”

“I’m	 well	 aware	 of	 life’s	 cruelties.”	 Sasha	 cast	 a	 bitter	 look	 at	 the
ground	beneath	 the	evergreen	before	 snapping	her	 attention	back	 to
Wolfrik.	“Don’t	go	looking	for	him.	I	don’t	want	you	disappearing	again.
He	said	his	goodbyes	on	paper.	We	already	know	where	he	went	and
he	made	 it	 clear	 that	 he	doesn’t	want	me	or	 anyone	 else	 going	 after
him.”	A	 lump	formed	 in	Sasha’s	throat	making	 it	hard	to	swallow.	“He
made	his	choice.”

Wolfrik	 tapped	 his	 fingers	 against	 his	 biceps	 and	 stared	 at	 Sasha
cryptically.	She	narrowed	her	eyes.

“I	want	to	be	alone.”
Wolfrik	 stood	 in	 place	 for	 a	 long	 while.	 Sasha	 wanted	 him	 gone

before	the	first	tear	managed	to	fall.	She’d	been	holding	it	in	for	so	long
that	once	it	started,	she	feared	she	wouldn’t	be	able	to	stop.

Wolfrik	gave	a	slight	nod	then	relaxed	his	arms	and	bent	his	knees	to



the	ground	to	shift.	After	his	body	turned	furry,	he	disappeared	the	way
he’d	 come—into	 the	 bushes,	 low-growing	 leaves	 rustling	 in	 the
direction	of	the	bluff.

Sasha	 listened	 and	 waited	 for	 as	 long	 as	 she	 could	 before	 sobs
wracked	her	body.	She	sank	to	the	ground	and	stuck	her	face	between
her	knees,	wrapping	her	arms	around	her	legs,	and	thought	enviously	of
her	 parents	 laid	 peacefully	 to	 rest	 in	 the	 earth	 beneath	 her.	 They’d
loved	one	another	unconditionally	and	been	together	until	the	very	end.
Perhaps	their	story	wasn’t	so	very	sad—not	as	sad	as	Sasha’s	history	of
loneliness	and	heartache.

Sasha	 lifted	her	head	and	sobbed	 louder.	She	no	 longer	wanted	to
hold	it	in.	No,	she	wanted	to	rid	her	body	of	this	feeling—this	sadness.
Tears	streamed	down	her	cheeks	and	flooded	the	ground	beneath	her
thighs.	She	bathed	in	her	sorrow;	a	storm	below	the	sky	with	its	never-
ending	 stars	 clustered	 together—each	 of	 them	 so	 very	 alone	 in	 that
infinite	space.	Sasha	cried	until	 there	was	no	sound	 left	 in	her	besides
the	last	trailing	sniffles	that	eventually	died	out,	leaving	her	empty.

“What	do	you	want?”	she	asked.
Zackary	 stood	 frozen	on	 the	path,	 staring	awkwardly	at	 the	ground

one	moment,	then	at	the	trees	the	next.	“I	didn’t	mean	to	disturb	you.”
The	moment	their	eyes	met	he	looked	away.

“Clearly	you	did,”	Sasha	felt	like	snapping	at	him,	but	the	distress	on
his	face	made	her	pause.

He	wrung	his	hands,	head	bent.
“There’s	something	I	have	to	tell	you.”

A	hot,	festering	day	passed.	The	full	moon	came	and	went	on	a	farewell
of	moonbeams	that	stretched	through	the	trees	but	couldn’t	quite	reach



Tabor	 at	 the	 bottom	 of	 the	 pit	 where	 his	 wolf	 paced	 restlessly.	 He
shifted	 from	time	 to	 time,	only	 to	 test	his	 throat.	As	soon	as	he	could
speak	in	a	low	rasp,	he	whispered	the	words	of	a	levitation	spell,	but	his
body	didn’t	rise	an	inch	off	the	ground.

Tabor	shifted	back	and	returned	to	circling	the	pit.	Voices	halted	him
in	his	tracks.	Humans.	The	fur	rose	on	his	back,	his	ears	went	back,	and
his	lip	curled	in	a	silent	snarl.

“What	have	we	got	over	there,	Casey?”	a	man	yelled.
“Footprints	 coming	 in—all	 male—and	 paw	 prints	 going	 out.	 Looks

like	shifters	came	through,”	a	voice	answered	from	farther	off.
“And	left	behind	a	burning	fire?”	a	third	male	voice	asked.
A	 long,	 narrow	 head	 appeared	 and	 disappeared	 above	 the	 pit,

reappearing	with	lightning	speed.	The	male’s	mouth	gaped	open	as	he
looked	down.	Tabor	growled.

“Uh,	guys?	There’s	a	wolf	in	the	pit.”	He	continued	staring	at	Tabor
with	his	bloodshot	eyes	and	blistered	nose	and	cheeks.

“A	wolf	in	the	pit?”
Soon,	four	faces	were	peering	down	at	him.
“How	did	he	get	in	there?”	a	tall,	younger	man	asked.
“He	certainly	didn’t	climb	down	on	his	own,”	the	shortest	man	of	the

bunch	snapped.	He	was	also	the	oldest	and	the	 loudest.	He	reminded
Tabor	of	Garrick,	which	made	him	jerk	his	face	up	snarling	and	snapping
at	 the	human.	The	man	didn’t	even	blink.	“He	 looks	strong.	Hawk	will
be	happy.”

“Hawk	wants	us	to	find	Cujo.”
“Yeah?	Well,	this	 is	the	next	best	thing	and	we	didn’t	even	have	to

trap	him	ourselves.”
“Why	would	someone	leave	him	here	and	signal	us?”
“Two	someones	from	the	look	of	the	tracks.	Three	came	in	and	two

went	out.”
“Maybe	he	did	something	to	anger	his	pack.”



Their	 conversation	 whipped	 by	 in	 a	 flurry	 that	 Tabor	 strained	 to
follow.

The	first	man	to	stumble	upon	Tabor	rubbed	his	hand	over	his	chin,
fingers	brushing	over	his	bright	red	cheek.	“Maybe	he’s	dangerous.”

“We’re	dangerous,	dude,”	the	tall	one	said,	lifting	a	small	firearm	off
the	ground.

Tabor’s	fangs	snapped	together,	which	was	exactly	what	he	wanted
to	do	once	he	got	the	man’s	wrist	between	his	jaws.

The	oldest	man	smiled,	eyes	glinting.	“We	want	the	dangerous	ones.
Put	 that	 gun	down,	Duke.”	 The	 young	beanpole	 of	 a	 human	 lowered
the	weapon.	The	older	man	leaned	his	head	over	the	edge,	never	taking
his	eyes	off	Tabor.	“Hey,	wolfy	wolf.	Why	don’t	you	show	us	your	human
side	so	we	can	have	a	little	conversation?”	Tabor’s	 lips	drew	back,	but
the	 man	 continued	 his	 cool,	 calm	 speech.	 “Clearly	 your	 pack	 mates
don’t	value	you,	but	we	do.	You’re	just	the	kind	of	shifter	we’re	looking
for,	and	in	return	for	your	services	we	offer	food	and	shelter,	in	addition
to	the	opportunity	to	make	something	of	yourself.”

“And	bitches,”	the	tall,	younger	one	said	eagerly.	“Don’t	forget	the
bitches.”

The	older	man’s	smile	widened.	“You	like	bitches,	wolf?”
Tabor	growled.
“I	 don’t	 speak	wolf,	 but	 I	 think	 that	was	 a	 ‘yes,’	 wouldn’t	 you	 say,

boys?”	 The	 older	 one	 looked	 at	 the	 others,	 who	 grinned	 back.	 The
youngest	nodded.	“Now	how	about	you	man	up	and	show	us	what	you
got	beneath	all	that	fur?”	Tabor’s	answering	snarl	merely	made	the	man
laugh.	 His	 eyelids	 pinched	 together	 as	 his	 chest	 shook.	 “You’re	 not
coming	 out	 of	 there	 until	 you	 shift.	 Boys,	 looks	 like	 we’re	 setting	 up
camp.	Casey,	keep	a	lookout	on	the	desert.”

“Roger	that.”	One	of	the	heads	disappeared.
“Rusty,	check	the	snares	and	see	what	we’ve	got	for	lunch.”
The	one	with	the	red	nose	and	cheeks	nodded	and	left.



The	older	man	glanced	down	one	 last	time.	“When	you’re	ready	to
come	out,	give	us	a	shout—in	English.	Until	then,	no	food	or	water.”

“And	no	bitches,”	the	tall	one	taunted,	eyebrows	jumping.
Once	Tabor	heard	all	four	men	move	far	enough	away	from	the	pit,

he	 shifted	 and	 sat	with	 his	 back	 against	 the	 compact	wall	 and	 took	 a
moment	to	process	the	swarm	of	words	swimming	across	his	mind.

One	thing	he	knew	for	certain:	he	was	in	deep	shit.
He	needed	his	voice	back,	and	not	to	call	out	to	the	humans,	but	to

get	himself	the	hell	out	of	there	and	back	to	the	wilds.
“What	 a	 delightful	 bunch	 of	 pricks,”	 Tabor	 whispered,	 testing	 his

voice.	Words	still	scraped	up	his	throat	and	rasped	through	his	lips.
He	 looked	 forward	 to	 talking	 with	 the	 humans.	 His	 words	 would

knock	them	right	over.	Perhaps	he’d	throw	them	all	in	the	pit	while	they
were	 unconscious	 and	wait	 for	 them	 to	wake	 so	 they	 could	 have	 that
conversation	they	were	so	intent	on.	They	wouldn’t	know	what	hit	them.
Were	they	even	aware	of	wizards?	Tabor	would	make	sure	they	didn’t
live	long	enough	to	spread	the	word.

Tabor	 shifted	and	was	able	 to	 sit	 still—patient	 and	alert—now	 that
his	wolf	had	switched	to	hunting	mode.

At	midday,	Tabor	smelled	fire	soon	joined	by	roasting	rabbit.	Saliva
gathered	 in	his	 throat	and	dripped	onto	 the	ground.	Half	 starved	and
cranky,	 he	 resumed	 pacing,	 throwing	 angry	 glances	 at	 the	 opening
above.	When	footsteps	approached,	he	snarled	 in	warning.	The	young
one	looked	down	as	he	chewed	loudly	on	a	chunk	of	roasted	meat.

“There’s	more	if	you	want	it.”	He	spoke	with	his	mouth	full.	“All	you
have	to	do	is	ask	nicely.”

Tabor’s	 growls	 rose	 up	 the	 pit	 like	 a	 tsunami	 exploding	 from	 the
depths	of	an	ocean.

The	human	took	a	step	back,	gaping,	then	swiftly	disappeared	only
to	 return	 moments	 later,	 dangling	 a	 dead	 rabbit	 over	 the	 opening
above	the	pit.	The	animal	had	been	dead	for	several	days	and	stank	of



rot,	but	Tabor	would	have	gladly	eaten	it.
“You	want	it?”	the	young	man	asked,	shaking	the	rabbit	by	the	neck

over	the	edge.

“Why	don’t	you	step	closer?”	Tabor	thought	with	a	gleeful	smile.
“Duke!”	the	older	man	bellowed.	“Leave	him	alone.	He’ll	 talk	to	us

when	he’s	ready.”
Duke	lowered	the	rabbit,	letting	it	hang	limp	at	his	side,	and	looked

down	with	a	scrunched	face.	He	stuck	out	his	tongue	then	walked	away.
As	 the	 day	wore	 on,	 Tabor	 became	more	 restless.	What	 if	 Garrick

had	caused	permanent	damage	to	his	throat?	He	growled	in	frustration,
keeping	his	shifts	to	a	minimum	to	preserve	his	senses	and	home	in	on
the	humans’	activities	throughout	the	day.

During	 the	 short	 times	 Tabor	 did	 shift,	 he	 tested	 his	 voice	 in
whispers,	sitting	with	his	back	pressed	against	the	earthen	wall.

“Ferus	matangi.	Ferus	vonku.	Na	veigacagaca	alle.	Khob	formella	cov
lus	no.”	Tabor	repeated	the	spell	 in	his	head	over	and	over	again	until
he	was	certain	he	could	say	it	in	his	sleep.

While	 he	 paced,	 the	 fire	 burned	 out,	 taking	 with	 it	 the	 tantalizing
scent	of	roasted	rabbit.

Someone	burped	and	laughed.
“Rusty,	go	check	on	Casey,”	the	older	man	said.	“Duke,	help	me	set

up	the	tents.	We	might	be	here	a	while.”
The	 men	 didn’t	 talk	 a	 whole	 lot	 while	 they	 moved	 around	 and

waited.
On	the	next	shift	into	his	human	form,	Tabor	noticed	with	excitement

that	his	throat	felt	a	lot	better.

“Ferus	matangi.”	This	time	there	was	no	rasp	 in	his	whisper.	“Ferus
vonku.”	Still	no	rasp.	“Na	veigacagaca	alle.	Khob	formella	cov	lus	no,”
Tabor	said	louder.	He	grinned	to	himself,	got	to	his	feet,	and	called	out.
“Hey,	dickheads,	I’m	ready	to	talk.”



Muffled	 voices	 were	 followed	 by	 a	 sharp,	 piercing	 whistle	 then
silence.	Soon,	footsteps	came	crashing	through	the	forest.

“He’s	ready	to	talk,”	the	older	man	said.
The	group	circled	the	edge	of	 the	pit	and	four	pairs	of	eyes	stared

down	at	Tabor.
The	older	man	wore	a	pleased	smile	as	comfortably	as	an	old	shirt.

“Tall	and	muscular,”	he	noted.
“And	I’ve	got	a	big	cock	too,”	Tabor	said,	swinging	it	around.	“You

said	something	earlier	about	bitches.”
The	one	called	Duke	snorted.	“I	think	I	might	actually	like	this	one—

as	a	human,	that	is.	I	don’t	much	care	for	his	wolf	snapping	at	me.”
The	oldest	one	held	up	a	rope,	coiled	in	his	fist.	“I’ll	toss	down	one

end,	but	here’s	how	it	works.	If	you	shift,	we	shoot.”	He	nodded	at	the
one	called	Casey,	who	lifted	his	firearm	for	show.

“I	won’t	shift.”	Tabor	grinned.	“Promise.”
“A	wise	decision,”	 the	oldest	one	 said.	 “Glad	 to	be	dealing	with	a

shifter	whose	got	brains	for	a	change.”
Tabor’s	grin	widened.	He	had	a	brain	all	right—and	spells	swarming

inside	it,	ready	to	be	unleashed	on	these	miserable	wretches.
The	 older	 man	 loosened	 the	 rope,	 allowing	 it	 to	 unravel	 to	 the

ground	 at	 his	 feet	 above	 Tabor’s	 head.	 Tabor	 moistened	 his	 lips	 in
anticipation	 and	began	 reaching	 his	 hands	 out	when	 a	 shout	 stopped
him	cold.

“Tabor!”
Sasha’s	voice	echoed	through	the	forest	and	tunneled	down	the	pit,

nearly	knocking	Tabor	off	his	feet.
The	men	glanced	at	one	another	quickly.
“The	desert	was	clear	a	moment	ago,”	Casey	said.
“Probably	 just	 some	 loony	 woman	 who	 got	 separated	 from	 her

man,”	Duke	offered.
“Maybe.”	The	older	man	chewed	on	the	inside	of	his	cheek,	staring



down	at	Tabor	thoughtfully.	“Or	maybe	she’s	come	for	him.”
Casey	 frowned.	 “Doesn’t	make	 sense	 that	 she’d	wander	 in	 on	 two

legs	if	she	has	a	set	of	four.”
“True,”	the	old	man	said,	shoulders	relaxing	slightly.	He	glanced	at

Tabor.	“Hang	tight	there,	champ,	while	we	take	care	of	the	lady.”
Duke	rubbed	his	hands	together.	“Sorry,	bucko,	we	got	dibs	on	the

real	women.”
Tabor’s	throat	tightened	in	dread	as	the	men	disappeared	from	view.

What	 the	 hell	was	 Sasha	doing	 here?	Couldn’t	 she	 leave	well	 enough
alone?

No,	of	course	not,	the	stubborn	pure-blooded	female	always	had	to
do	 what	 she	 felt	 was	 right	 even	 when	 that	 meant	 throwing	 herself
directly	 into	 danger.	 Unlike	 the	 vulhena,	 these	men	 could	 take	 Sasha
down	from	yards	away	with	a	single	well-aimed	bullet.

With	no	time	to	spare,	Tabor	rushed	out	the	words	of	his	 levitation
spell	 and	was	 thrown	back	 against	 the	opposite	wall	 of	 the	pit.	Upon
impact,	the	air	was	knocked	out	of	his	 lungs	and	he	fell	 face	first	onto
the	ground,	muscles	groaning	in	misery.	He	tried	the	spell	laying	down
and	was	lifted	upward,	but	halfway	up	the	pit	he	whooshed	back	down
and	hit	the	ground	with	a	whomp.	At	least	he	was	making	progress.

The	 small	 forest	 park	 had	 gone	 silent.	 If	 the	 humans	 hadn’t	 heard
her,	 too,	 Tabor	 would	 have	 thought	 he’d	 imagined	 Sasha	 calling	 for
him.	There	had	been	no	shouts	or	gunshots.	He	still	had	time	to	get	out
and	find	Sasha	before	the	heathens	did.	Maybe	if	he	jumped	up	at	the
same	 time	 he	 said	 the	 spell	 he’d	 have	 better	 luck.	 Even	 if	 he	 didn’t
make	it	all	the	way,	he	just	needed	to	get	high	enough	to	grasp	hold	of
the	ledge.

Tabor	bent	his	knees,	preparing	to	jump	when	a	soft	whisper	tickled
his	ears.

“Tabor.”
His	head	shot	up	and	eyes	found	Sasha’s,	crouched	naked	at	the	pit’s



edge,	leaning	over,	concern	wrinkling	her	forehead.
“Quick,”	she	said,	tossing	over	the	end	of	the	rope.
Tabor	caught	it	and	rushed	at	the	wall,	bare	feet	scraping	against	the

packed	 dirt	 and	 bedrock	 as	 his	 fists	 gripped	 the	 rope	 and	 he	 pulled
himself	up	one	step	at	a	time.	Adrenaline	fueled	him.	It	was	all	he	had
left	 after	 three	days	without	 food	or	water.	His	 arms	 strained	and	 the
thick	rope	bit	into	Tabor’s	palms,	rubbing	them	raw,	but	he	didn’t	pause
in	his	climb	to	freedom	and	the	she-wolf	waiting	above	ground.	As	his
head	breached	the	opening,	Sasha	grabbed	his	arms,	helping	pull	him
out	 the	 rest	 of	 the	way	with	 surprising	 strength.	 She’d	 tied	 the	 other
end	of	the	rope	around	the	trunk	of	a	nearby	tree.

As	 soon	 as	 Tabor	was	 on	 his	 feet,	 Sasha	 reached	 for	 his	 hand.	He
snatched	it	away	before	her	fingers	could	touch	his.	Sasha’s	mouth	hung
open	and	she	blinked	at	him	in	confusion.

“What	 are	 you	 doing	 here?”	 Tabor	 demanded,	 keeping	 his	 voice
low.

“Zackary	told	me	what	happened.	I	ran	here	as	quickly	as	I	could.”
“Why?	 ’Cause	 you’re	 in	 a	 hurry	 to	 get	 back	 to	 Wolfrik?”	 Tabor

clenched	his	jaw.
“Now’s	not	the	time,”	Sasha	hissed.	“I	came	here	for	you	and	if	you

can’t	see—”
“Well,	well,	well.	Look	at	what	we	have	here.”
Sasha’s	sentence	was	cut	short	by	the	sound	of	the	tall,	gangly	guy’s

amused	voice.
Tabor	 cursed	 himself	 for	 wasting	 precious	 seconds	 lobbing

accusations	 at	 Sasha.	 It	 wouldn’t	 have	 mattered	 if	 he’d	 kept	 his	 trap
shut	anyway.	Duke	must	have	been	waiting,	crouched	patiently	behind
the	nearest	bush.

The	 color	 drained	 from	 Sasha’s	 face	 as	 Duke	 took	 slow,	 cautious
steps	 toward	 them—a	 slight	 limp	 in	 his	 left	 leg,	 and	 firearm	aimed	 at
Sasha.	 Tabor	 stepped	 in	 front	 of	 her,	 but	 Sasha	 moved	 to	 his	 side,



narrowing	her	eyes	at	the	approaching	human.
“I	thought	I	was	wasting	my	time	when	Boss	said	to	double	back	and

keep	 an	 eye	 on	 the	 pit,	 but	 looks	 like	 it’s	 my	 lucky	 day.”	 His	 eyes
narrowed	to	slits	and	the	hand	holding	the	gun	shook.	“I	want	the	rest
of	my	thigh	back,	bitch.”

Tabor’s	 heart	 thudded	 against	 his	 chest.	 He	 looked	 from	 Duke	 to
Sasha,	his	mouth	gaping	open.

One	 brow	 raised,	 Duke	 grinned	 maliciously.	 “She	 didn’t	 tell	 you
about	 the	 time	 we	 tussled?	 She’s	 got	 nice	 tits,	 I’ll	 give	 you	 that,	 but
she’s	 one	 nasty	 bitch.”	 Duke	 spit	 on	 the	 ground,	 eyes	 still	 glued	 to
Sasha,	gun	aimed.	“She	the	reason	you	ended	up	here?”	Duke	asked.
“Yeah,	 I	 bet.	 She	 looks	 like	 trouble—the	 kind	 that	 will	 get	 a	 man
maimed	or	killed	.	.	.	or	thrown	into	a	pit.”

When	Tabor	made	no	answer,	Duke’s	smile	stretched.
“Where	I	come	from,	the	bitches	know	how	to	bend	over	and	submit

to	a	man’s	cock.	Hell,	they	beg	for	it.”
“I’m	going	to	enjoy	killing	you,”	Sasha	said,	leaping	toward	Duke.
The	gun	exploded	and	Sasha	screamed.	At	first	Tabor	thought	he’d

been	hit—why	else	would	it	feel	as	though	his	heart	had	ruptured?	But
it	 was	 terror	 that	 blasted	 through	 him;	 the	 gun	 had	 been	 aimed	 at
Sasha.

Her	teeth	were	gritted	and	her	eyes	squeezed	closed	as	she	pressed
her	 palms	 against	 her	 thigh.	 Blood	 slipped	 between	 her	 fingers	 and
streaked	 down	 her	 leg.	 It	 filled	 Tabor’s	 eyes	 the	 way	 storm	 clouds
covered	a	blue	sky,	turning	it	dark	with	threats	of	lightning	and	ground-
shaking	 thunder.	 Despite	 the	 tempest	 building	 inside	 him,	 Tabor	 had
never	felt	calmer.

He	 walked	 toward	 Duke,	 feeding	 off	 the	 boy’s	 sudden	 wide-eyed
look	of	fright.

“Formella	lavita.”	Tabor	spoke	in	a	calm,	even	voice,	flicking	his	wrist
at	Duke’s	hand.



The	gun	flew	out	of	the	boy’s	 fingers	and	 landed	twelve	feet	away.
Duke	scrambled	to	get	to	it	but	was	halted	in	his	tracks	by	the	next	spell
that	rolled	off	Tabor’s	tongue	like	a	tornado.

“What	the	fuck?”	Duke	said	in	alarm.
Howls	rose	from	the	treetops,	followed	by	vicious	snarls	and	human

screams.	Tabor	glanced	at	Sasha,	who	kept	both	hands	pressed	to	her
thigh.

“I	didn’t	come	alone,”	she	said	between	her	teeth.
It	didn’t	take	long	for	the	screams	to	die	off	and	triumphant	howls	to

go	up.	These	died	down,	replaced	by	an	uneasy	howl	that	called	out	for
answer.

Tabor	raised	his	brows.
“Keep	him	still	a	 little	 longer,”	Sasha	said.	She	winced	and	lowered

her	 body	 to	 the	 ground	 gingerly.	 The	moment	 she	 let	 go	 of	 her	 leg,
blood	gushed	from	the	open	wound	and	flowed	past	her	knee.	It	would
close	 up	 once	 she	 shifted,	 but	 they’d	 need	 to	 dig	 it	 out	 when	 she
returned	to	her	human	form.

Duke	watched	 transfixed	 as	 she	 got	 on	 her	 hands	 and	 knees	 then
started	to	shake	as	she	shifted.	His	eyes	flew	to	Tabor.

“Please,”	he	begged.	“Don’t	let	her—”	Duke	screamed.
Sasha	cut	off	his	words	with	her	snarl.	In	two	swift	leaps,	she	knocked

him	onto	his	back	and	tore	out	his	throat.	Duke’s	body	went	limp	mid-
scream.	Giving	the	body	one	final	violent	shake,	Sasha	released	Duke’s
neck	as	though	his	flesh	were	poisoned.	Blood	dripped	from	her	fangs,
glistening	in	the	sun.

Spots	appeared	over	Tabor’s	vision	and	he	rocked	unsteadily	on	legs
that	bowed	 like	branches	 carrying	heavy	 fruit.	His	head	 felt	 too	heavy
for	his	body	and	his	throat	was	too	dry	to	swallow.

Stumbling	 toward	 the	 pond,	 dizziness	 overcame	 Tabor,	 but	 he
pressed	 on.	 He’d	 made	 it	 this	 far.	 He’d	 gotten	 out	 of	 the	 pit	 and
disarmed	 the	 human.	 Sasha	 was	 hurt,	 but	 he	 couldn’t	 help	 her	 if	 he



fainted.	She	 trotted	beside	him,	giving	a	 little	whine	of	 concern	as	he
staggered	along	the	trail,	feet	dragging	over	the	cracked	and	compact
earth.

As	 soon	 as	 Tabor	 reached	 the	 pond’s	 edge	 he	 fell	 in	 face-first—a
terrific	 splash	 spraying	 water	 on	 either	 side	 of	 his	 body	 before
swallowing	him	whole.



chapter	twenty-four

SASHA	SAT	ON	her	haunches	at	the	pond’s	edge	and	whined	as	she
waited	for	Tabor	to	resurface.	The	seconds	plodded	along	like	foraging
ants	on	the	long	march	back	to	their	nest	until	the	moment	Tabor	broke
through	the	surface	in	a	cascade	of	droplets	raining	down	from	his	nose,
chin,	and	wet	hair.

Sasha	wagged	her	tail	and	watched	him	dunk	his	head	under	again.
He	 rose	 up	 and	 splashed	 more	 water	 over	 his	 face,	 exhaling	 with
pleasure.

The	 howls	 of	 her	 pack	 mates	 sounded	 closer,	 but	 Sasha	 didn’t
answer—they	 found	her	 soon	enough.	Aden	whipped	 through	 the	 tall
grass,	slowing	to	a	trot	when	he	saw	her.	He	was	followed	by	Emerson,
Peter,	and	Zackary	bringing	up	the	rear.	One	by	one	they	shifted	as	they
reached	the	water’s	edge.	When	Zackary	stood,	Tabor’s	head	snapped
up	and	his	muscles	corded.	“You	son	of	a	bitch,”	he	bellowed,	pointing
a	finger	at	Zackary.

Water	 sloshed	 against	 Tabor’s	 legs	 as	 he	 rushed	 for	 the	 shore.
Zackary’s	eyes	went	wide	right	before	he	jumped	behind	Peter.

“Wait	a	minute,	Tabor,”	Aden	said,	holding	out	his	arms.	“You	have



every	right	to	be	angry.	We	all	know	what	Garrick	and	Zackary	did,	but
the	only	 reason	we	 found	you	 is	because	Zack	did	 the	 right	 thing	and
told	Sasha	what	happened	and	led	us	to	you.”

Tabor	 stopped	 short,	 gnashing	 his	 teeth	 while	 Zackary	 cowered
behind	Peter.

“He	should	be	banished	right	here,	right	now,”	Tabor	said.
“The	 pack	 will	 decide	 his	 fate—his	 and	 Garrick’s	 once	 we	 return

safely	 to	 the	 hollow.”	 Aden	 straightened	 his	 back	 and	 shot	 Sasha	 a
curious	glance.	“Why	isn’t	Sasha	shifting?”

She	 turned	 her	 head	 and	 stared	 into	 Tabor’s	 eyes.	 His	 shoulders
dropped.

“She	was	 shot	 in	 the	 leg	 before	 killing	 her	 attacker.	 Are	 the	 other
three	humans	dead?”

“Yeah,	they’re	dead,”	Aden	answered.
Emerson	 nodded.	 “I	 think	 we’ve	 all	 had	 enough	 action	 to	 last	 us

several	patrol	cycles.	We	should	get	back.	Everyone’s	worried.”
“Especially	Heidi,”	Peter	said,	walking	forward.	“She’s	been	worried

sick	about	you.”
With	 Peter	 taking	 steps	 toward	 Tabor,	 Zackary	 darted	 behind

Emerson,	who	gave	a	huff	of	disgust	and	rolled	her	eyes	skyward.
Aden	released	a	deep	breath,	glancing	at	Sasha	again.	“Well,	I	guess

her	wound	will	hold	until	we	return	to	the	hollow.	The	bullet	will	need	to
be	dug	out	as	soon	as	she	shifts.”

“Let’s	 get	 out	 of	 here.	 This	 place	 gives	 me	 the	 creeps.”	 Emerson
squinted	at	the	treetops,	frowning.

As	 the	others	 crouched	down	 to	 shift,	 Tabor	 remained	 standing	 as
though	he	had	no	 intention	of	 joining	them.	Sasha	gave	a	 low,	 forlorn
howl	then	pushed	her	animal	aside,	pain	stinging	her	leg	as	she	shifted.
Blood	 flowed	 fresh	 and	 hot	 from	 her	 thigh	 and	 the	 sight	made	Aden
and	Emerson	hurry	to	her	side.

Sasha	 shook	 her	 head.	 “I’ll	 be	 fine.	 I	 need	 a	 moment	 alone	 with



Tabor.”
Aden	and	Emerson	looked	at	one	another.
“We’ll	catch	up,”	Sasha	insisted.
Emerson’s	nose	wrinkled.	“You	should	really	shift	back,	Sasha.”
Sasha	growled	in	answer.
“Hey,	it’s	your	blood,”	Emerson	said,	lifting	her	hands	in	front	of	her

shoulders.	 She	 looked	at	 the	males	 standing	around	and	 flipped	back
her	blond	hair.	“Let’s	get	going.	If	Sasha	and	Tabor	don’t	catch	up	soon
we’ll	come	back	and	drag	them	by	the	scruff	of	their	necks.”

Peter	 sniffed	 in	 amusement	 and	 crouched	 over	 the	 ground—his
actions	mimicked	by	Zackary.

Emerson’s	 irises	pinged	between	Sasha	and	Tabor.	“Try	not	to	take
too	long,”	she	said	with	a	sultry	wink.

Aden	shifted	last.	The	others	waited	for	him,	except	for	Zackary	who
inched	 his	 way	 toward	 the	 tall	 grass	 like	 he	 couldn’t	 get	 away	 from
Tabor	 fast	 enough.	 They	 all	 trotted	 off	 with	 Aden	 casting	 one	 last
glance	back	before	disappearing	into	the	grass.

Water	 dripped	 down	 Tabor’s	 chiseled	 torso,	 glistening	 in	 the	 late
afternoon	 sunlight.	 He	 folded	 his	 arms	 over	 his	 chest,	 which	 made	 it
impossible	for	Sasha	to	do	what	she’d	imagined	the	entire	run	down—
throw	 her	 arms	 around	 him	 and	 never	 let	 go.	 It	 would	 have	 been
difficult	with	her	palms	pressing	firmly	against	her	thigh,	but	she	could
have	managed	with	one	arm.

“You	didn’t	bring	Wolfrik	or	Raider	along?”	Tabor	asked	moodily.
“They’re	guarding	Garrick	back	at	 the	glade.”	Sasha	 lifted	her	chin

northward	 and	 locked	 her	 eyes	 on	 Tabor.	 “Now	 you	 want	 to	 tell	 me
what’s	bugging	you,	besides	the	obvious,	before	I	bleed	out?”

He	hadn’t	left	her	as	she’d	first	believed—hadn’t	broken	her	heart—
but	he	soon	would	if	he	kept	treating	her	with	such	cold	indifference.

Tabor’s	 eyes	 flicked	 over	 her	 thigh,	 arms	 remaining	 folded.
“Emerson’s	right;	you	should	shift	back.”



“I’m	 not	 shifting	 back	 until	 you	 explain	why	 you’re	 behaving	 like	 a
coldhearted	mongrel.”

Tabor	hissed	at	the	last	word,	arms	dropping	roughly	at	his	sides.	“I
saw	 you	 with	 Wolfrik	 after	 the	 attack	 at	 the	 bluff.	 I	 overheard	 you
making	plans	to	discard	me	so	you	could	be	with	him.”

Anger	 sparked	 like	a	 solar	 flare	 inside	Sasha’s	 chest.	 “I	don’t	 know
what	you	heard,	but	it	couldn’t	have	been	that.”

“He	 asked	what	 you	were	 going	 to	 do	 about	me	 and	 you	 said	 I’d
understand	right	before	flinging	yourself	into	his	arms.”	Tabor	sneered.

Sasha	groaned	in	frustration	and	pain.	She	rocked	in	place,	her	head
beginning	to	feel	woozy.	“I	told	him	I’d	be	there	for	him—as	a	friend—

that	you’d	understand.	What	you	saw	was	a	brief	hug	between	 friends
before	we	parted	ways.”

Sasha’s	 chest	 rose	 and	 fell,	 hot	 air	 pushing	 through	 her	 nostrils	 in
rapid	bursts.	She	wanted	to	grab	Tabor	by	the	shoulders	and	shake	him
for	 assuming	 the	worst;	 she	wanted	 to	 smash	 her	 lips	 against	 his	 and
kiss	away	 the	past	 three	days.	Most	of	all,	 she	wanted	him	to	 join	her
side	and	show	her	they’d	be	okay.

Tabor	hung	his	head,	shaking	it	slowly.	“I	thought	I’d	lost	you	again.
Twice	in	one	day.	I	didn’t	know	how	much	it	could	hurt.”	He	sucked	in	a
breath.

“I	thought	I	lost	you	too,”	Sasha	said	softly.	“I	thought	you’d	chosen
to	be	with	the	wizards	rather	than	claim	me.”

“Never.”	Tabor	looked	up,	eyes	flashing	bright	green.
“What	a	fine	mess	we	got	ourselves	into.”	Sasha	sighed.	“Our	wolves

wouldn’t	 have	 been	 so	 easily	 deceived.	 Let’s	 promise	 to	 always	 be
honest	 with	 one	 another—to	 ask	 if	 there’s	 ever	 any	 doubt	 about
anything.”

“In	that	case,	 tell	me	what	happened	with	that	human	back	there.”
Tabor	took	a	step	toward	her,	arms	still	folded.	“He’d	seen	you	before.”

Sasha’s	laugh	held	no	humor.	What	were	the	chances	she’d	run	into



the	 same	 group	 of	 humans	 who	 had	 accosted	 her	 that	 day	 in	 the
suburbs?	It	had	turned	out	to	be	her	lucky	day,	but	it	could	have	just	as
easily	gone	all	wrong.	When	Zackary	 stopped	 their	group	 to	 shift	 and
explain	 the	 bit	 of	 parkland	 and	 campsite	 in	 the	 distance,	 Sasha	 had
devised	 the	 plan	 of	 going	 in	 first	 in	 case	 humans	 had	 seen	 Garrick’s
smoke	 signal	 and	 gotten	 to	 Tabor	 first.	 She’d	 worried	 they	might	 be
keeping	watch	the	way	they	had	in	the	suburbs	and	didn’t	want	to	alert
them	 to	 their	 whole	 group.	 She	 would	 go	 in	 first,	 on	 foot,	 so	 they
wouldn’t	know	for	sure	that	she	was	a	shifter.	If	she	got	in	without	being
seen	or	surrounded,	she	would	yell	Tabor’s	name	to	signal	to	the	group
they	could	 join	her,	and	 to	distract	possible	humans	 to	go	 looking	 for
her	 while	 she	 circled	 round	 stealthily	 and	 found	 the	 pit	 Zackary	 had
described	to	her.

She’d	 been	 shot,	 but	 they’d	 been	 lucky.	 It	would	 have	 been	much
harder	 to	get	 to	Tabor	 if	 there	had	been	men	on	 lookout	 shooting	at
them	before	they	could	make	it	into	the	parkland.

Sasha	inhaled	sharply,	trying	to	ignore	the	sting	in	her	leg	as	she	told
Tabor	that	the	men	in	the	parkland	were	the	same	that	had	come	upon
them	in	the	suburbs	during	their	failed	supply	run.	She	told	him	the	foul
things	they’d	said	to	her,	especially	the	one	named	Duke.

“I	should	have	killed	him.”	Tabor	grit	his	teeth	together.
“He	was	mine	to	kill.”	Her	lashes	fluttered.	“Let’s	go	home	now.”
Tabor	dropped	his	arms	and	looked	at	her	hands	covering	her	thigh.

“I	can	try	and	get	that	out	now.”
Sasha	shook	her	head.	“We’ll	clean	it	back	at	the	hollow.”

For	the	remainder	of	the	journey	back,	Sasha	stayed	in	wolf	form,	along
with	Tabor	and	the	rest	of	their	group.	They	paused	only	 long	enough



to	drink	water	where	they	could	find	it	and	for	Tabor	to	devour	a	rabbit
as	it	attempted	to	reach	safety	beneath	a	wall	of	thorny	bushes.

Upon	 reaching	 the	 hollow,	 they	 split	 into	 two	 groups—Aden,
Emerson,	 and	 Zackary	 headed	 for	 the	 glade	 while	 Sasha,	 Tabor,	 and
Peter	continued	directly	to	the	den	where	Sasha	waited	patiently	on	her
hind	legs	beneath	the	shadow	of	a	tree.	Tabor	disinfected	a	sharp	knife
in	a	fire	made	outside	the	medical	shed	and	Peter	kept	everyone	back—
telling	 them	 there’d	 be	 time	 for	 questions	 once	 Sasha’s	 wound	 was
treated.	They	still	crowded	around	as	close	as	they	dared.	Senses	alert,
Sasha	picked	up	on	their	agitation,	along	with	Tabor’s	concern	for	her.
He	 didn’t	 need	 to	 say	 it	 out	 loud.	 Once	 they’d	 both	 shifted,	 he’d
remained	 near	 her	 every	 step	 of	 the	 way—sometimes	 running	 at	 her
side,	sometimes	behind,	and	often	running	ahead	to	make	sure	the	path
was	safe.

He	moved	in	and	out	of	the	shed	briskly,	his	eyebrows	furrowed	and
lips	turned	down.	While	he	prepped	everything,	he	stole	quick	glances
at	 Sasha	 that	 deepened	 the	wrinkles	 on	 his	 forehead	 until	 everything
had	been	laid	out	and	he	spoke	gently	to	her.

“Sasha,	it’s	time.”
She	 followed	 him	 inside	 the	 shed,	 shifted,	 and	 took	 Tabor’s

outstretched	hand	as	he	helped	her	rise	to	her	feet	and	lay	on	a	blanket
that	had	been	placed	on	the	table.	She	bit	down	on	the	piece	of	wood
he	gave	her,	nearly	biting	it	in	half	when	she	felt	the	searing	hot	pain	of
the	blade	 through	her	 thigh.	 Shot	 and	 stabbed—two	experiences	 she
hoped	 never	 to	 repeat,	 though	 it	 was	 a	 relief	 to	 have	 the	 bullet
removed	from	her	body.

Heidi	 came	 in	afterward	 to	keep	pressure	on	 the	wound	with	 fresh
rags	while	Tabor	 set	 the	knife	and	bullet	aside	and	scooped	out	 salve
from	 an	 open	 jar.	 Once	 the	 wound	 was	 cleaned	 and	 wrapped,	 Heidi
handed	Sasha	a	sundress	and	a	pair	of	jeans	and	a	top	to	Tabor.

As	 Sasha	 pulled	 the	 dress	 over	 her	 head	 she	 asked,	 “Where’s



Garrick?”
Heidi	frowned.	“Raider	is	still	guarding	him	in	the	den.”
Sasha	pushed	herself	off	the	table	and	smoothed	the	dress	down	to

her	knees.	She’d	have	 to	walk	 the	whole	way	 to	 the	glade	 in	order	 to
avoid	 reopening	her	 leg	wound.	 Ignoring	 the	ache	 in	her	 thigh,	Sasha
left	the	shed	only	to	run	into	eighteen	of	the	den’s	adults.

Farley	stepped	in	front	of	the	group	and	announced,	“We’re	coming
with	you	to	make	sure	justice	is	served.”

“Garrick	and	Zackary	should	be	banished!”	Melissa	yelled.
“Yeah!”	the	women	around	her	cried.
Ford	 stood	 at	 the	 back	 of	 the	 group,	 arms	 folded	 over	 his	 chest.

“That’s	for	the	council	to	decide.”
“Sure,	 that	would	be	 fair	with	his	 son	and	 two	other	elders	making

up	the	majority,”	Melissa	scoffed.
“We	can’t	afford	to	lose	any	more	elders,”	Ford	insisted.
“Save	your	breath	for	the	pack	meeting.”	Farley	huffed.
As	 soon	 as	 Tabor	 stepped	 out	 of	 the	 shed,	 dressed,	 the	 group

quieted	and	stared	at	him.	The	silence	continued	until	Farley	broke	it	by
walking	over	and	slapping	him	on	the	back.

“Good	 work,	 Tabor.	 It’s	 great	 to	 have	 you	 back	 home	 where	 you
belong.”

Dana	pushed	her	way	through	the	group	to	get	to	Tabor,	fanning	her
face	with	 both	 hands	 and	 blinking	 back	 tears.	 “Thank	 heavens	 you’re
unharmed.	We’ve	all	been	 imploring	 the	moon	and	stars	 for	your	 safe
return.”

Tabor	 rubbed	 the	side	of	his	nose	and	moved	his	weight	 from	one
foot	to	the	other.	“Thank	you.”

Sasha	was	glad	to	see	members	of	the	den	supporting	Tabor,	but	it
was	 time	 to	 deal	 with	 Garrick—and	 Zackary,	 though	 she	 felt	 their
punishments	 should	 be	 different.	 She	 walked	 up	 to	 Tabor	 on	 steady
legs,	ignoring	the	throb	in	her	right	leg	with	every	step,	and	reached	for



Tabor’s	hand.	His	eyes	met	hers	and	locked	at	the	same	time	his	fingers
closed	around	hers	in	a	firm	hold	that	made	her	chest	bloom	with	hope
that	after	finding	their	way	to	one	another,	nothing,	and	no	one,	would
ever	keep	them	apart	again.

They	led	the	way	down	the	trail	to	the	glade	with	the	group	breaking
into	 twos,	 keeping	 to	 human	 form	 for	 the	 walk	 over	 as	 though	 in
solidarity.

When	 they	 reached	 the	 glade,	 the	 unmated	 shifters	 were	 there
waiting,	standing	around	in	groups	of	three	or	more	speaking	in	hushed
voices	 that	 died	 out	 when	 they	 saw	 the	 procession	 from	 the	 den.
Garrick	 sat	 on	 a	 tall	 stump	 with	 his	 feet	 touching	 the	 ground	 on	 the
opposite	end	of	the	clearing,	sitting	tall	and	proud,	watching	everyone
as	though	the	rest	of	the	pack	was	on	trial,	not	him.	Raider	stood	alone
on	one	side	of	Garrick,	jaw	shifting	from	side	to	side	while	Aden	stood
with	 Jager	 and	 Palmer	 on	 the	 other.	 Francine	 stood	 near	 her	 mate,
hands	on	her	hips.	There	was	no	sign	of	her	newborn,	whom	she	must
have	left	at	the	den	with	Trish.

Zackary	sat	on	a	nearby	log,	shoulders	hunched,	staring	miserably	at
the	ground.	No	one	stood	around	him—not	even	his	supposed	friends.
The	 bonfire	 had	 been	 built	 up	 to	 a	 smoking	mass	 and	 burned	 like	 a
reckoning.

Once	they	were	near	enough,	Jager	nodded	at	Sasha.	“Aden	told	us
everything.	 It’s	 good	 to	 see	 you’re	okay.”	His	 eyes	 searched	her	bare
legs,	coming	to	a	rest	at	her	thighs	where	he	squinted	as	though	trying
to	see	through	the	sundress’s	peach-colored	fabric.

Sasha’s	 lips	 drew	 back.	 “I’m	 not	 the	 one	 you	 should	 be	 worried
about.”	 Her	 attention	 snapped	 to	 Garrick	 as	 she	 turned	 her	 body	 to
face	him.	“Your	life	should	be	forfeit	for	what	you	did	to	a	fellow	pack
mate,	but	I	suppose	we’ll	have	to	settle	for	banishment.”

Garrick	had	the	nerve	to	raise	his	brows	slightly	and	shrug.	“What	 I
did,	I	did	for	the	safety	of	the	pack.”



“No,	what	Tabor	did	was	for	the	safety	of	the	pack,”	Sasha	snarled.
She	rarely	lost	her	temper,	but	she	felt	her	face	heat	as	though	her	head
had	been	shoved	into	the	bonfire’s	flames.	“What	you	did	was	personal,
but	 you	 won’t	 have	 a	 chance	 to	 harm	 another	 pack	 member	 ever
again.”

Jager	 cleared	 his	 throat.	 Sasha	 ground	 her	 teeth	 and	 faced	 him,
heart	turning	to	stone.

“You	better	back	me	on	this	one,	Jager.”
His	shoulders	dropped	and	that’s	when	Sasha	noticed	how	very	old

and	tired	he	looked.	Jager	shook	his	head	sadly	before	speaking.
“Humans	 are,	 without	 question,	 the	 cruelest	 of	 the	 species.	 Our

wolves	 are	 killers,	 it’s	 true,	 but	 we	 live	 in	 harmony	 with	 nature	 and
loyalty	to	our	pack	just	as	our	ancestors	did	before	us	and	continue	to,
to	 this	 day.	 It	 is	 a	 sad	 day	 when	 a	 shifter	 turns	 on	 another.”	 Jager
sucked	in	a	shuddering	breath.	“A	sad,	sad	day.	As	sad	to	this	old	man’s
heart	 as	 the	day	we	 lost	 so	many	 to	 the	 vulhena.”	He	blinked	 several
times	before	continuing.	“Loyalty	is	what	separates	us	from	humans.	To
lose	that—”	He	swallowed	loudly.

Moments	before,	Sasha	had	been	impatient	to	run	Garrick	out	of	the
hollow	 immediately—and	 to	 lead	 the	charge—but	 seeing	Jager	 choke
up	put	a	temporary	freeze	on	her	temper.	This	was	a	shocking	blow	that
would	affect	every	member	of	their	pack.

Jager	cleared	his	throat.	“I	would	like	to	propose	putting	Garrick	and
Zackary	on	probation.”

The	fire	roared	back	up	Sasha’s	throat	and	steamed	out	her	ears.
“And	punishment	as	well,”	Jager	said	quickly.
“Unless	the	punishment	involves	a	deep	pit	without	food	or	water,	I

don’t	want	to	hear	it.”	Sasha	snarled.
“We	 cannot	 afford	 to	 lose	 any	more	pack	mates,”	 Palmer	 said,	 his

voice	 lifting	 as	 though	 to	 address	 the	 birds	 nesting	 in	 the	 branches
overhead.	He	looked	around	at	the	pack	mates	who	had	gathered,	his



gaze	sweeping	over	Sasha.
Typical,	she	thought,	grinding	her	teeth.	Her	jaw	ached	from	all	the

pressure	she	was	putting	on	it.
Palmer	shook	his	head.	“Nor	can	we	let	such	treacherous	actions	go

unpunished,	 which	 is	 why	 Jager,	 Raider,	 and	 I	 would	 like	 to	 propose
Garrick’s	 immediate	 removal	 from	council—for	 life.	 For	Zackary’s	part,
we	propose	 the	gravest	of	all	punishments,	 that	he	may	never	claim	a
mate.”

There	was	 a	 collective	 gasp	 and	 sidelong	glances	 cast	 in	 Zackary’s
direction.	A	shiver	of	despair	went	through	Sasha.	To	be	denied	a	mate
for	 life	 was	 considered	 the	 worst	 punishment—short	 of	 banishment—
but	it	would	serve	as	a	strong	and	lasting	reminder	of	his	actions	and	a
powerful	 warning	 to	 others.	 Garrick’s	 proposed	 punishment,	 on	 the
other	hand,	wasn’t	nearly	grave	enough.

“I	agree	with	Zackary’s	punishment.”	Sasha	 looked	over	at	Zackary,
but	 his	 eyes	 were	 still	 focused	 on	 the	 ground.	 “He	 must	 suffer	 the
consequences	 of	 his	 actions,	 but	 I	 believe	 he	 still	 has	 a	 place	 in	Wolf
Hollow	after	coming	to	me	with	Tabor’s	location	and	leading	our	group
there.	But	Garrick	shouldn’t	be	allowed	on	the	council	or	in	the	hollow.
We	should	not	give	asylum	to	unprincipled,	disloyal,	vulgar,	vile,	gutless
mongrels.”	 The	 insults	 rolled	 off	 Sasha’s	 tongue	 with	 many	 more
fighting	to	get	through	her	teeth.

Garrick’s	eyes	narrowed.
“It	doesn’t	matter	that	Garrick’s	not	on	council;	he	can’t	be	trusted,”

Hudson	said.
“That’s	why	we	suggested	probation,”	Palmer	said.	“If	he	steps	out

of	line	again,	the	council	will	take	actions.”
“We	don’t	 feel	the	current	council	 is	representing	the	whole	pack,”

Heidi	 fired	at	him.	She	glanced	back	at	her	den	mates,	most	of	whom
nodded.	“Which	is	why	we	insist	on	adding	at	least	two	shifters	from	the
den	to	the	council.”



Watching	 Heidi	 address	 Jager	 and	 Palmer,	 Sasha	 thought	 how
refreshing	it	would	be	to	have	another	woman	on	the	council	with	her.
Heidi	would	be	a	wonderful	addition	if	she	didn’t	mind	taking	time	away
from	 the	 den	 for	meetings	 and	 announcements.	 Sasha	 wouldn’t	 have
thought	about	it	before,	but	seeing	the	way	Heidi	spoke	up	and	rallied
the	other	pack	members	made	her	an	excellent	candidate.

Palmer	 put	 his	 hands	 on	 his	 hips.	 “I’m	 a	 member	 of	 the	 den	 and
council.”

Heidi’s	 lip	curled	when	she	looked	at	him.	“We	want	members	who
care	 more	 about	 the	 well-being	 of	 the	 pack	 then	 their	 own	 personal
interests.	The	council	needs	fresh	blood.”

Garrick	 cracked	 his	 knuckles	 and	 glowered	 at	 Heidi.	 “The	 council
decides	council	business,	not	you.”

Peter	growled.	“And	the	pack	has	every	right	to	run	you	out	of	the
hollow,	so	I’d	keep	my	mouth	shut	if	I	were	you.”

Sasha’s	 fists	 tightened.	 If	 there	 wasn’t	 such	 a	 large	 audience,	 she
would	have	charged	Garrick	and	punched	him	repeatedly	in	the	face	for
doing	the	same	to	her	chosen	mate.

Beside	her,	Tabor	remained	silent,	as	he	had	in	the	den.	She	hated	to
think	he	felt	he	didn’t	have	a	voice	in	pack	matters	after	everything	he’d
been	through.

Jager	 limped	 his	 way	 in	 front	 of	 Garrick	 and	 held	 his	 arms	 out	 as
though	beseeching	the	pack.

“It’s	 understandable	 everyone’s	 on	 edge	 after	 everything	 that’s
happened.	We	will	 discuss	 the	matter	 after	we’ve	 all	 had	 a	 chance	 to
calm	down.”

“Why	wait?”	Heidi	swept	back	her	dark	hair.	“We’re	here	now.”	She
glanced	 at	 the	 other	 den	 members	 in	 attendance.	 Collectively,	 they
gave	a	nod	of	consent.

As	 if	 realizing	 the	 issue	 couldn’t	 be	 put	 off,	 Jager	 squared	 his
shoulders.	 At	 first	 his	 jaw	 shifted	 from	 side	 to	 side.	 Then	 he	 spoke.



“Very	well,	 I	 call	 to	 session	a	public	meeting.	All	 council	members	are
present.”	 He	made	 a	 point	 of	 looking	 at	 each	member	 individually—
with	 the	 exception	 of	 Garrick—before	 continuing.	 “It	 has	 been
proposed	 that	 two	 members	 from	 the	 den	 be	 added	 to	 the	 council.
That	would	bring	our	 council	 to	 six.	As	 you	 know,	we	 require	 an	odd
number	 in	 case	 of	 a	 tied	 vote.	 Therefore,	 I’d	 like	 to	 propose	we	 add
three	new	members	to	the	council.”

The	pack	exchanged	loaded	glances.	Whispers	of	“three”	arose	like
steam	from	the	cauldron.

Clearing	his	 throat,	Jager	continued.	“I	propose	the	council	 include
two	members	from	the	den,	and	that	we	include	Wolfrik.”

An	 ugly	 grin	 crossed	 over	 Garrick’s	 lips,	 an	 expression	 about	 as
pleasant	as	his	scowl.	Eyebrows	jumping,	he	looked	at	Sasha	as	though,
despite	everything,	he’d	managed	to	pull	a	win	over	her.

The	man	was	both	vile	and	stupid.	Sasha	had	no	problem	accepting
Wolfrik	 on	 the	 council,	 especially	 when	 taking	 an	 active	 role	 in	 pack
matters	was	an	ideal	way	to	reintegrate	him	into	the	hollow	and	would
help	occupy	his	time.	Wolfrik	knew	more	about	the	outside	world	than
any	 of	 them	 and	 his	 parents	 had	 been	 members.	 It	 was	 his	 rightful
place.	As	such,	she	was	happy	to	be	the	first	council	member	to	support
Jager’s	motion.

“I	 second	 Jager’s	 proposal,”	 Sasha	 said	 with	 a	 challenging	 gaze
directed	at	Garrick.	She	had	to	hope	that	Tabor	would	understand	her
support	of	Wolfrik	was	as	a	friend	and	faithful	pack	mate.

“I’m	in	favor,”	Raider	said	without	hesitation.	He	leaned	back	slightly
as	 though	 resting	 against	 an	 invisible	 trunk,	 and	 looked	 surprisingly
subdued	for	someone	whose	father	had	committed	an	unforgivable	act
of	betrayal.

“Well?”	Jager	asked	Palmer,	a	brow	lifting	in	question.
Palmer	folded	his	arms.	“Seeing	as	it’s	already	three	against	two,	I’d

say	 the	matter	 is	 decided	whether	 I	 agree	 or	 not.	 Seven	members	 of



council.	Very	well,	 then	 I	propose	Francine	 take	 the	extra	 seat	 for	 the
den.”

Outcries	arose	at	once,	chorusing	like	howls	on	a	full	moon.
“Preposterous!”
“She’ll	vote	the	same	as	him.	What’s	the	point?”
“Next	he’ll	propose	one	of	his	daughters	take	the	third	spot.”
“You’re	joking?”	Chloe	thundered	from	beside	Heidi.
Melissa	 stepped	 forward,	hands	on	her	hips.	“And	who	would	 take

care	of	Francine’s	newborn	pup	if	she	were	to	sit	on	council	meetings?”
she	demanded.

Sasha	would	bet	 the	moon	 the	 female	shifter	wasn’t	about	 to	offer
despite	her	reputation	as	den	mother.

Francine	kept	surprisingly	quiet,	but	her	glower	spoke	volumes.
“Trish,”	 Palmer	 said,	 tilting	 his	 head	 and	 speaking	 in	 a	 tone	 that

conveyed	it	ought	to	be	obvious.
Amidst	the	low	chuckles	and	grunts	there	were	louder	grumbles.
“I	hear	Trish	is	sick	all	the	time,”	someone	said.	“She	can’t	take	care

of	herself,	let	alone	an	infant.”
“He	has	no	shame,	does	he?”
Even	 Devan	 crossed	 his	 arms	 unhappily.	 “Mates	 aren’t	 allowed	 to

serve	on	council	together.”
Picking	up	on	his	words,	Jager	lifted	his	head.	“With	rare	exceptions,

as	 in	 the	 case	 of	 pure-blooded	 mates	 like	 Sasha’s	 and	 Wolfrik’s
parents.”

“I	nominate	Ford,”	Garrick	said,	speaking	the	name	of	his	nephew.
“You	 don’t	 get	 to	 nominate	 anyone,”	 Peter	 reminded	 him	 at	 the

same	time	Chloe	grumbled,	“Sure,	put	two	more	men	on	the	council.”
Flynn	joined	her	side	and	patted	her	arm	in	a	gesture	of	comfort.
Feeling	alert	to	everyone	around	her,	Sasha	had	listened	with	sharp

focus	 to	 the	 pack’s	 comments.	 The	 time	 had	 come	 to	 voice	 her
thoughts.	The	sooner	they	nominated	members	for	council,	the	sooner



their	new	members	could	decide	Garrick’s	fate.
“I	nominate	Heidi	to	the	council,”	Sasha	said.
Heidi’s	eyes	widened	in	surprise.
Bracing	 herself	 for	 protests,	 Sasha	 drew	 in	 a	 breath,	 preparing	 to

defend	her	choice.	But	as	quiet	settled	over	the	clearing,	pack	members
turned	 to	 one	 another	 in	 quiet	 discussion.	 Peter,	 who	 had	 been
standing	near	Devan,	walked	over	 to	his	mate.	 “Is	 this	 something	you
want	to	do?”	he	asked	in	a	low	voice.

“I	don’t	know,”	Heidi	said,	pressing	her	hands	to	her	cheeks.
“You	 would	 make	 an	 excellent	 council	 member,”	 Chloe	 said.

“Wouldn’t	she,	Flynn?”	she	asked,	turning	to	her	mate.
Flynn	nodded	on	cue.	“Yes,	yes,	she	would.”
“The	perfect	choice,”	Melissa	said	with	an	approving	smile	directed

at	Sasha.
“Heidi?”	Peter	asked,	stepping	in	front	of	his	mate	to	give	them	a	bit

of	privacy.	Several	seconds	later,	he	moved	aside.
With	 a	 stoic	 nod,	 Heidi	 released	 a	 deep	 breath.	 “If	 the	 pack	 is	 in

agreement,	 it	would	be	my	honor	 to	 join	 the	council	on	behalf	of	 the
den	and	all	of	Wolf	Hollow.”

Raider	shrugged	and	Palmer	sniffed,	but	neither	of	them	protested.
Garrick	could	do	nothing	beyond	glower.

“Are	we	in	agreement	then?”	Jager	asked.	“Heidi	on	the	council?”
“Yes,”	Sasha	said.
“Yes,”	Raider	echoed.
Palmer	nodded.
Jager	lifted	his	chin.	“Is	the	pack	in	agreement?”
“Yes,”	came	the	collective	response.
Jager	 nodded.	 “Then	 it	 is	 settled.	 I	 officially	 proclaim	 Heidi	 as	 a

council	member.”
Den	mates	surged	forward	to	congratulate	Heidi,	some	offering	her

advice,	while	others	wasted	no	time	putting	in	requests.



Jager	cleared	his	throat.	“Unless	there	are	any	objections	to	Wolfrik,
I	propose	we	swear	him	in	as	well.”

“I	want	nothing	to	do	with	the	council,”	Wolfrik	said.
His	 voice	 jolted	 Sasha—she	 hadn’t	 noticed	 him	 until	 he’d	 spoken.

Now	 he	 prowled	 out	 from	 the	 shadowed	 trees	 and	 stood	 apart	 from
everyone	with	cool	detachment.

“And	what	of	your	pack?”	Jager	asked.	“Do	you	want	nothing	to	do
with	us?”

Vacant	eyes	drifted	over	 the	gathered	shifters	as	 though	they	were
another	 pack	 Wolfrik	 had	 happened	 upon	 in	 the	 woods.	 That	 brief
moment	of	 vulnerability	Wolfrik	had	 shown	her	 felt	 like	a	dream—one
she’d	never	experience	again.	Even	if	he	did	open	up	to	her	again,	he’d
never	allow	another	pack	mate	to	get	too	close	to	the	truth.	Wolfrik	had
always	 been	 proud	 and	 considered	 anything	 less	 a	 sign	 of	 weakness.
Chills	ran	up	and	down	Sasha’s	spine.	She	had	an	urge	to	wrap	her	arms
around	her	abdomen.

Finally,	he	answered	in	a	faraway	voice.	“Wolf	Hollow	is	my	home.	I
will	not	leave	it	again.”

Those	words	should	have	brought	Sasha	some	comfort,	but	they	did
not.	They	were	spoken	with	no	sentiment,	no	heartfelt	sense	of	 loyalty
or	belonging.	She’d	hoped	that	after	sharing	what	he’d	been	through	in
captivity,	he	could	begin	to	heal.

As	 though	 to	 confirm	her	worst	 fears,	Wolfrik	 trained	his	 hardened
gaze	on	her	and	Tabor.	“So	long	as	everyone	leaves	me	alone,	we	can
all	live	together	in	peace.”

Sasha	swallowed	back	her	disappointment.
“That’s	not	how	a	community	works,”	Jager	said.
Wolfrik’s	 eyes	 narrowed.	 “I	 know	 better	 than	 anyone	 how	 things

work	in	the	hollow,	and	I’m	not	bending	over	for	anyone—certainly	not
for	the	council.”

“Your	pack	needs	you,”	Jager	tried,	one	last	time.



A	 bitter	 smile	 formed	 over	 Wolfrik’s	 lips.	 “Tabor	 can	 protect	 you
better	than	I	ever	could.	The	pack	doesn’t	need	me.	All	I	need	is	a	place
to	sleep	and	hunt.	The	hollow	will	do.”

With	 those	 last	 haunting	 words,	 Wolfrik	 stepped	 back	 into	 the
shadows,	which	appeared	to	swallow	him	whole.

Like	 a	 flame	 snuffed	 out	 by	 the	 wind,	 Sasha’s	 hopes	 for	 Wolfrik’s
involvement	in	pack	matters	died	out.	She’d	be	there	for	him	as	a	friend
if	he	ever	needed	her,	but	she’d	never	run	after	him	again.	 It	was	now
up	to	Wolfrik	to	rejoin	the	pack—not	just	in	body,	but	in	spirit.	After	the
horrors	he’d	been	 through	 it	would	 take	 time,	but	 she	had	 to	believe
that	one	day	his	heart	would	find	its	way	back	home.

“I	would	like	to	volunteer	myself	for	council,”	Ford	said,	bringing	the
attention	back	to	the	glade.

A	silent	growl	scratched	up	Sasha’s	throat.	Ford	himself	didn’t	bother
her	 so	 much	 as	 his	 relation	 to	 Garrick.	 Then	 again,	 Raider	 was	 the
bastard’s	son	and	she	was	happy	to	have	him	on	council.	Maybe	Ford
wouldn’t	be	so	terrible.

“I	think	Ford	would	make	a	great	addition	to	council,”	Palmer	said,
“and	he’s	a	den	mate.”	He	raised	his	brows	as	if	to	say,	what	more	do
you	want?

“Works	for	me,”	Raider	said.
“I	have	no	issue	with	Ford	on	council,”	Jager	said.	“Sasha?”
She	was	already	outvoted	and	since	no	one	around	them	had	raised

any	objections	she	nodded.
“I	suppose	Ford’s	relation	to	Garrick	shouldn’t	prohibit	a	placement

on	council,	though	he	would	be	wise	to	learn	from	his	uncle’s	mistakes,”
she	said.

Unlike	Garrick,	 Ford	 didn’t	 shoot	 her	 a	 nasty	 glare,	merely	 gave	 a
curt	nod	of	understanding.

“Since	we	need	a	seventh	member	of	council,	I’d	like	to	nominate	my
eldest,	Emerson,”	Palmer	said.



“Knew	it,”	Melissa	muttered.
“I’m	fine	with	 that,”	Sasha	said.	She	wouldn’t	mind	another	woman

on	 council	 and,	 again,	 didn’t	 hold	 parentage	 against	 other	 shifters	 so
long	as	they	had	a	mind	of	their	own,	and	Emerson	had	already	proven
her	loyalty	to	Tabor	twice	now.

“As	am	I,”	Jager	said.	“Raider?”
Surprisingly,	Raider	clenched	his	 jaw	and	made	 it	appear	as	though

they	would	have	to	pry	his	answer	from	his	lips.	Garrick	smacked	his	fist
against	his	thigh,	staring	intently	at	his	son,	but	Raider	refused	to	look	at
him.

“Raider?”	Jager	asked	again.
“Fine,”	Raider	said,	teeth	still	clamped	together.
Jager	 brushed	 his	 palms	 together	 and	 smiled.	 “Good.	 It’s	 settled.

We	have	our	new	council.”
“Nothing’s	settled,”	Sasha	reminded	him	and	all	the	shifters	around

them.	 “A	 traitor	 still	 sits	 among	 us.	 Removing	 him	 from	 council	 isn’t
enough.”

“I	vote	that	he	stay,”	Ford	said.
“You	 haven’t	 been	 sworn	 in	 yet,”	 Sasha	 growled,	 “and	 I	 see	 my

warning	 has	 fallen	 on	 deaf	 ears.	 Perhaps	 we	 should	 rethink	 your
inclusion.”

“I’m	with	Sasha,”	Heidi	said.	“Garrick	is	a	danger	to	the	hollow.”
Ford	folded	his	arms	across	his	chest.	“However	misguided	Garrick’s

actions	were,	he	believed	he	was	acting	in	the	interest	of	the	pack.	And
he’s	not	the	only	one	with	concerns.	He’s	just	the	first	who	took	action.”

“Against	the	shifter	who	saved	the	hollow,”	Heidi	said,	stomping	her
foot	on	the	ground.

“Heidi’s	 right,”	 Peter	 said.	 “We	 wouldn’t	 be	 standing	 here	 having
this	conversation	if	it	hadn’t	been	for	Tabor’s	heroics.”

“I	think	the	pack	should	decide,”	Chloe	said.
“Yeah,”	Hudson	hollered.	“How	many	in	favor	of	banishing	Garrick?”



He	raised	his	hand.
Other	arms	went	up	and	more	followed	until	over	half	the	hollow	had

their	arm—or	both,	in	Hudson’s	case—above	their	heads.
With	a	smile	of	vindication,	Sasha	faced	Garrick	and	said,	“Looks	like

the	pack	has	decided.”
“Wait	 a	minute.	Wait	 a	minute,”	 Jager	 said,	waving	his	hands	 then

lowering	 them	when	Patrick	 snickered	and	 said,	“Look,	 Jager’s	 raising
his	hands	too.”

Jager	 snarled,	 a	 sound	 that	 shut	 Patrick	 up.	 Seconds	 later,	 Jager
clasped	 his	 hands	 together	 and	 turned	 beseeching	 eyes	 at	 Raider.
“Surely	you	wish	to	speak	up	on	your	father’s	behalf?”

Raider	mimed	one	of	his	 father’s	shrugs,	giving	his	dad	the	briefest
glance.	 “If	 the	majority	 of	 the	 pack	 wants	 him	 gone,	 I	 wouldn’t	 think
he’d	want	to	stay,	but	if	we	did	give	him	a	second	chance,	we	need	to
reiterate	the	terms	of	his	probation.	It	should	be	agreed	upon	that	any
offense,	no	matter	how	minor,	would	result	 in	 immediate	and	absolute
banishment.”

“Yes.	Yes.	Yes.”	Jager’s	head	bobbed	eagerly.
“No,”	 Sasha	 said.	 When	 she	 turned	 to	 Tabor,	 all	 the	 animosity

whooshed	out	of	her,	replaced	by	a	well	of	sadness	drowning	her	vision
and	 turning	 the	 forest	 into	 a	 blur	 both	 beautiful	 and	 blinding.	 How
could	she	call	this	place	home	if	Garrick	stayed?	He’d	almost	taken	away
the	 love	 of	 her	 life.	 Tabor	 had	been	willing	 to	 sacrifice	 everything	 for
her.	 It	was	her	turn	to	do	the	same.	The	greens	of	his	 irises	came	into
sharp	focus,	but	before	she	could	speak,	Tabor	opened	his	mouth.

“Let	him	stay.”
A	collective	hush	fell	over	the	glade.	Sasha’s	head	jerked.	She	must

have	heard	Tabor	wrong.
He	spoke	louder.	“If	he	left	he’d	just	find	another	pack	to	bully	and

betray.	 Let	 him	 stay	 and	 face	 judgment	 for	 what	 he	 did	 for	 the
remainder	of	his	 life	under	 the	watchful	 eyes	of	 shifters	who	know	his



true	nature.	Let	him	stay	and	know	what	it’s	like	to	be	an	outcast.”
Garrick’s	face	turned	beet	red	as	his	eyes	locked	on	to	Tabor’s.	They

stared	each	other	down,	neither	looking	away	even	when	Jager	jumped
in	to	say,	“I	think	that’s	fair.	Wouldn’t	everyone	agree	that	sounds	fair?”

“Fair	would	be	beating	him	unconscious,	marching	him	through	the
wasteland	without	 food	or	water,	 and	 throwing	him	 into	a	pit,”	 Sasha
said.	“Lucky	for	Garrick,	Tabor	is	more	tolerant	than	I.”

Tabor	steepled	his	fingers.	“My	charity	only	extends	so	far.”	His	eyes
narrowed	on	Garrick.	“Try	and	touch	me	again	and	I’ll	make	what	I	did
to	 the	 vulhena	 look	 like	 a	 kindness	 compared	 to	 the	 punishment	 I’ll
inflict	on	you.”

Garrick	 had	 the	good	 sense	 to	 avert	 his	 eyes	while	 the	 rest	 of	 the
pack	held	their	tongues	at	the	blatant	threat.	Not	even	Ford	protested.



chapter	twenty-five

THE	 SUN	 SET	swiftly	 that	 evening,	 though	 the	 voices	 of	 the	 pack
rose	 and	 circled	 the	 clearing	 like	 the	 chatter	 of	 birds	 early	 in	 the
morning.	 As	 light	 faded,	 the	 bonfire	 blazed	 and	 the	 smell	 of	 onion,
turnips,	and	a	hint	of	rabbit	infused	the	air.

Tabor	stood	off	to	one	side,	arms	folded,	as	Jager	swore	in	the	new
members	of	council.

Stepping	forward,	Jager	went	before	Heidi	first.	“Repeat	after	me,”
he	said.	“I,	Heidi	of	 the	Wolf	Hollow	shifters,	swear	upon	the	moon	 in
the	sky	that	I	will	serve	the	council	on	behalf	of	my	pack.”

She	repeated	after	him.
And	 so	 it	 continued	 until	 Jager	 declared	 Heidi	 a	 member	 of	Wolf

Hollow’s	 council	 as	 witnessed	 beneath	 the	 moon.	 He	 repeated	 the
proceedings	with	Ford	and	Emerson.

At	the	conclusion	of	the	ceremony,	Jager	spread	his	arms	and	said,
“The	council	welcomes	Heidi,	Ford,	and	Emerson.”

Tabor	 watched	 Sasha	 congratulating	 the	 new	 members	 with	 her
head	 slightly	 turned,	 stealing	 glances	 at	 him.	 They	 hadn’t	 gotten	 a
moment	 alone	 since	 she’d	 told	 him	 that	Wolfrik	was	 just	 a	 friend.	No



matter	what	their	relationship,	Tabor	was	relieved	the	brute	wouldn’t	be
serving	on	council	with	Sasha.	But	still,	where	did	that	leave	Tabor	and
Sasha?	 As	 friends?	 Lovers?	 Soulmates?	 Or	 had	 Garrick	 succeeded	 in
driving	a	permanent	wedge	between	them?

Betrayal	still	burned	in	Tabor’s	gut	like	stubborn	coals	long	after	the
fire	had	been	put	out.	He	wished	he	could	tear	out	the	memory	of	her
and	Wolfrik	embracing	with	his	fangs.

He	 stared	at	Sasha	and	wondered	how	 long	 it	would	 take	 them	 to
find	a	way	back	to	what	they	once	were,	or	if	it	were	even	possible.	Her
lips	parted	slightly,	making	Tabor’s	 throat	go	dry.	He’d	knocked	out	a
horde	of	vulhena	for	her—and	she’d	run	naked	into	a	human	camp	and
taken	a	bullet	 for	him.	 If	 they	 could	 survive	 vulhena,	mad	wolves,	 and
humans,	 they	could	move	past	Garrick,	Zackary,	and	Wolfrik.	No	force
could	keep	them	apart.

Realizing	this,	Tabor’s	lips	parted	in	silent	beckoning	and,	as	though
reading	his	thoughts,	Sasha	started	toward	him.	Before	he	could	take	a
step	to	meet	her,	Tabor’s	heart	began	to	beat	wildly,	not	with	the	wave
of	affection	from	seconds	ago,	but	in	fear	and	forewarning.	Jerking	his
head	up,	he	sniffed	the	air	and	listened.

Sasha	stopped	and	stared	at	him	uncertainly.
Nothing	 seemed	 amiss,	 but	 Tabor	 could	 feel	 the	 warning	 ringing

inside	 him	 like	 an	 electrifying	 tempest	 raising	 the	 hairs	 on	 his	 arms.
There	was	magic	in	the	air,	and	it	wasn’t	his.

In	 the	 next	 instant,	 a	 thunderbolt	 cracked	 across	 the	 sky,	 though
there	 were	 no	 clouds.	 The	 bonfire	 blazed	 to	 life	 in	 full	 flame,	 sparks
shooting	out	and	rising	into	the	air	like	stars	returning	to	the	sky.

These	 hadn’t	 been	 the	 tiny	 sparks	 that	 he’d	 played	 around	with	 in
quiet	whispers	to	add	a	bit	of	flourish	when	shooting	his	bow;	this	was
advanced	magic.

The	small	groups	that	had	huddled	together	broke	apart.	All	shifters
present	 turned	 their	 backs	 to	 the	 fire	 and	 jerked	 their	 heads	 around,



searching	 for	 the	 reason	behind	 the	mystical	 interruption.	Garrick	shot
Tabor	 an	 accusatory	 glare,	 but	 everyone	 else	 seemed	 to	 know
instinctively	he	wasn’t	the	source	of	the	anomaly.

Sydney	 screamed	 and	 scrambled	 back	 as	 a	 tall,	 cloaked	 figure
emerged	from	the	woods.	A	silver-and-gray	haired	man	strode	into	the
clearing.	He	was	as	old	as	Jager	but	moved	with	light-footed	grace.	He
had	 a	 close-shaved	moustache	 and	 beard	 the	 same	 silver-gray	 as	 the
thick	hair	on	his	head,	swept	stylishly	to	one	side.	The	same	coloring	did
not	 extend	 to	 his	 eyebrows,	 which	were	 a	 thick,	 lush	 black	 accenting
sharp	 green	 eyes	 that	 were	 piercing	 without	 ever	 looking	 directly	 at
anyone.

Wizard,	Tabor	realized	with	a	mixture	of	apprehension	and	awe.
Flynn	 got	 to	 his	 hands	 and	 knees,	 shifted,	 and	 lunged	 toward	 the

wizard,	whose	expression	showed	amusement	rather	than	fear.
“Down,	 boy,”	 the	 wizard	 commanded,	 lifting	 a	 finger,	 which	 he

pointed	to	the	ground.
Flynn’s	wolf	whimpered	and	crouched	on	his	belly.

“Lupus	 formella	homo	animalis,”	the	wizard	bellowed	 in	 a	 voice	 as
fierce	as	thunder.

With	a	gasp,	Flynn	 turned	back	 into	a	human,	curled	on	his	 side	 in
the	dirt.

Tabor’s	 heart	 momentarily	 stopped.	 It	 thundered	 a	 second	 later.
How	dare	this	wizard	waltz	in	and	force	a	shift	on	a	pack	member?

“Stand	down,	wizard,	or	answer	to	me,”	Tabor’s	voice	boomed.
Slowly,	 the	 wizard	 turned,	 a	 delighted	 grin	 twitching	 in	 the	 silvery

bristle	beneath	his	moustache.	He	had	a	prominent	nose	 set	 in	a	 face
still	handsome	despite	his	weathered	skin.

Those	steely	green	eyes	found	Tabor’s	and	seemed	to	light	up.
As	Tabor	started	toward	him,	the	wizard	opened	his	mouth.

“Formella	la—”
Before	the	man	could	finish	his	spell,	Tabor	screamed	it	out,	finishing



before	the	older	wizard.

“Formella	lavita!”
The	stranger’s	cloak	billowed	behind	him	as	 though	caught	up	 in	a

gust	of	wind.	The	man	took	several	steps	back	but	managed	to	keep	his
footing.	After	his	cloak	drifted	back	to	his	ankles,	he	lifted	his	hands	and
applauded,	grin	widening	as	he	walked	toward	Tabor.	“Well	done,	my
son.”

Yet	again,	Tabor	was	jolted,	but	not	by	magic.
The	whispers	began	at	once.
“Son?”
“That’s	his	father?”
“He’s	the	one	who	bewitched	Lucinda.	What’s	he	doing	here?”
Tabor’s	heart	crashed	against	his	rib	cage.	So	this	was	his	father,	the

great	 and	powerful	 Lazarus,	 the	man	who	 had	 abandoned	 his	mother
with	child.	Who	hadn’t	bothered	to	help	after	she	became	ill	and	hadn’t
had	 the	 courtesy	 to	 attend	 her	 sky	 ceremony.	 Now	 here	 he	 was
throwing	magic	around,	upsetting	 the	pack	after	Tabor	had	bent	over
backward	to	be	accepted	by	them.

Dear	 old	 Dad	 had	 ripped	 a	 chasm	 in	 that	 plan	 with	 his	 first
thunderbolt.

Tabor	stopped	five	feet	 in	front	of	the	wizard	and	placed	his	hands
on	his	hips.	“Son?”	he	asked	 in	a	sneering	voice.	“I’ve	never	seen	you
before	in	my	life.	Even	if	you	had	proof,	it	wouldn’t	matter.	As	far	as	I’m
concerned,	I	have	no	father.”

“He	has	his	father’s	eyes,”	Sydney	whispered	loudly	to	Camilla.
Tabor	scowled.	Someone	really	needed	to	put	a	muzzle	on	Palmer’s

youngest	daughters.
Smile	never	wavering,	the	wizard	answered,	“I	am	your	father,	Tabor,

and	I’ve	come	to	take	you	home.”
“I	am	home,”	Tabor	growled.
He	was	 so	 focused	 on	 Lazarus	 he	 didn’t	 notice	 Sasha	 join	 his	 side



until	she	stood	against	his	shoulder.	Tabor’s	stomach	twisted	with	worry
to	 have	her	 in	 the	wizard’s	direct	 line	of	 sight.	 If	 the	old	man	 lifted	 a
finger	toward	her,	Tabor	would	rip	him	to	shreds,	family	or	not.	Lazarus
wouldn’t	be	able	 to	 force	him	out	of	his	 shift	as	easily	as	he	had	with
Flynn.

“This	 is	not	a	home,”	Lazarus	said.	“The	hollow	 is	 fit	 for	one	 thing:
animals.”

Tabor	lifted	his	chest.	“Then	it’s	a	good	thing	I’m	part	wolf.”
“Indeed,”	 Lazarus	 said,	 smiling	 again.	 “And	 I’ve	 allowed	 you	 to

explore	 that	 part	 of	 your	 heritage	 long	 enough.	 Now	 it	 is	 time	 you
learned	what	it	means	to	be	a	wizard.”

Tabor	 felt	Sasha	tense	beside	him.	When	he	stole	a	glance,	he	saw
the	hatred	in	her	eyes,	as	though	she	were	staring	down	a	vulhena	and
would	like	nothing	more	than	to	rip	off	its	head.	Tabor	tried	to	step	in
front	of	her	so	 the	wizard	wouldn’t	notice	her,	but	Sasha	adjusted	her
position,	never	taking	her	eyes	away	from	her	enemy.

However,	 the	wizard’s	 gaze	moved	 to	 Sasha.	 Before	 Lazarus	 could
get	a	good	look,	Tabor	placed	a	hand	on	his	hip	and,	in	a	taunting	tone,
said,	 “I	 already	 know	what	 it	 means	 to	 be	 a	 wizard.	 Self-taught.”	 He
puffed	up	his	chest.

Lazarus	chuckled.	“Yes,	I	am	aware	of	your	victory	over	the	vulhena.
Very	impressive.”

Tabor’s	eyes	narrowed.	 Is	 this	why	he’d	come?	Had	his	wretch	of	a
father	considered	Tabor	unworthy	until	now?	Had	he	been	waiting	 for
Tabor	to	prove	himself?

Bitter	feelings	swelled	inside	his	chest—the	rejection	he’d	felt	all	his
life	resurfacing	like	a	river	trout	breaking	the	surface	to	snatch	a	mayfly.

Lazarus’s	eyes	 lit	up,	as	 though	seizing	upon	 the	emotions	building
inside	Tabor’s	body	and	mind.

“At	 Balmar	 Heights	 your	 powers	 will	 be	 revered.	 You	 will	 learn	 to
strengthen	 your	 abilities.”	 As	 he	 looked	 around	 the	 glade,	 his	 nose



wrinkled.	 “Why	 would	 you	 want	 to	 live	 among	 these	 animals	 in	 this
filth?”

Growls	 arose	 but	 they	 had	 no	 effect	 on	 Lazarus.	 A	 satisfied	 smile
stretched	up	his	face	as	though	the	shifters	helped	prove	his	point.

From	the	left,	Jager	limped	over	to	the	wizard	until	they	were	three
feet	apart.

“Hello,	Lazarus.”	Jager	hissed	the	name	disdainfully.	“Why	not	admit
the	real	reason	you’ve	come	for	Tabor?	You	just	want	to	drag	the	boy
into	your	feud	with	the	Bear	Mountain	shifters.”

Lazarus	 looked	 Jager	 over	 carefully,	 eyebrows	 lifting	 when	 he
addressed	the	elder	shifter.	“Jager,	old	boy,	you	are	looking	worse	for
wear.”

“Age	ravages	us	all	eventually,”	Jager	returned.
Lazarus	 laced	his	 fingers,	 eyes	 alighting	on	 Jager.	 “Indeed,	 though

some	more	cruelly	than	others.	I	can’t	imagine	the	elements	are	kind	on
your	aches	and	pains.”

“Nothing	a	shifter	can’t	handle,”	Jager	retorted.
Lazarus	smirked.	“And	when	was	the	last	time	you	shifted?”
A	growl	ripped	between	Jager’s	teeth	before	he	answered.	“None	of

your	damn	business,	wizard.”
“No	need	to	be	uncivil,”	Lazarus	said.
Not	 backing	 down,	 Jager	 took	 a	 step	 forward,	 now	 inches	 from

Lazarus.	“You	are	not	welcome	here.	You	never	have	been.	Leave	and
do	not	bother	us	again.”

“Certainly,”	Lazarus	said	quickly.	“I	don’t	care	to	linger	in	this	hovel
longer	 than	 necessary.”	 His	 chin	 jerked	 up,	 green	 eyes	 locked	 on
Tabor’s	the	moment	he	 lifted	his	gaze	away	from	Jager’s.	“Tabor,	 it	 is
time	for	us	to	go.”

Before	Tabor	could	formulate	a	response,	Jager	roared.	“The	son	of
a	wolf	stays	in	Wolf	Hollow!”

The	ground	beneath	Tabor’s	 feet	 felt	unstable.	His	mind	spun.	This



isn’t	 what	 Jager	 had	 said	 days	 before.	 He’d	 claimed	 that	 nobody
wanted	 a	 half-breed	 raised	 with	 the	 pack.	 Had	 it	 all	 been	 lies	 to
dissuade	him	from	Sasha	and	to	test	his	commitment?

Tabor’s	 heart	 pounded	 all	 the	way	 up	 into	 his	 head.	He	 felt	 Sasha
take	his	hand	and	squeeze.

Lazarus	glared	at	Jager.	“You	kept	me	from	my	son	once,	old	man.	I
won’t	stand	for	it	a	second	time.”

Soft	 gasps	 arose	 around	 the	 clearing.	 Sasha’s	 fingers	 slipped	 from
Tabor’s	 as	 though	 hit	 by	 the	 same	 shock	 he	 felt.	 Had	 Jager	 really
stopped	Lazarus	from	taking	Tabor	away	when	he	was	younger?

Lazarus’s	voice	lifted	above	the	clamor.	“I’ll	remind	you	again	that	he
is	also	the	son	of	a	wizard.”	He	stepped	around	Jager	and	started	slowly
toward	Tabor.	“That’s	right,	boy,	your	elders	kept	me	from	you	against
your	mother’s	own	wishes.	I	came	for	you	after	the	birth.	I	came	to	take
you	 home,	 but	 this	 one	 intervened,”	 he	 said	with	 a	 sneer	 directed	 at
Jager.

Tabor’s	heart	seemed	to	freeze	in	his	chest.	None	of	this	made	him
feel	any	better.	At	first	it	made	no	sense.	His	father	had	wanted	him	all
along.	 Shouldn’t	 that	 have	 made	 him	 happy?	 But	 something	 else
Lazarus	said	bothered	him.

Against	his	mother’s	wishes	.	.	.
His	mother	had	wanted	to	give	him	up?

Memories	 flooded	 his	 mind.	 His	 mother’s	 words.	 “Your	 father	 is	 a
great	and	powerful	wizard.	The	others	are	just	jealous	that	he	chose	me.
One	day	your	father	will	come	for	you.	One	day	you	will	go	to	Balmar
Heights.	You’re	too	good	for	the	hollow.”

Lazarus	 nodded	 as	 though	 her	 words	 echoed	 in	 the	 air	 between
them.

“I	promised	Lucinda	I	would	return	for	you	once	I	received	a	sign	that
you	were	ready.”

“And	where	were	you	when	she	got	sick?”	Tabor	demanded,	finding



his	 voice.	He	crossed	his	 arms	and	glowered	at	 the	 smug	man	before
him.

Lazarus	gave	a	sad	shake	of	his	head.	“I	didn’t	know	your	mother	was
ill.	I	wasn’t	even	aware	she’d	passed	until	I	sensed	your	wave	of	power
defeating	 those	 creatures.	 Afterward,	 I	made	 inquiries	 and	 learned	 of
Lucinda’s	death.”

“Some	wizard	you	are,”	Tabor	muttered	bitterly.
“We	are	powerful,	not	all	seeing,”	Lazarus	said.	“You	have	much	to

learn.”
“I	 think	 I’ve	done	pretty	well	on	my	own,”	Tabor	 said,	 squaring	his

shoulders.	 “Where	 I	 go	 isn’t	 up	 to	 you	 or	 Jager.	 Wolf	 Hollow	 is	 my
home,	and	this	 is	my	pack,	my	true	 family.”	Three	days	ago	he	hadn’t
believed	 it,	but	he	felt	the	truth	of	his	words	as	they	 left	his	 lips.	Even
though	he	had	an	opportunity	 to	 live	among	wizards	 in	 the	mountains
and	 get	 to	 know	 his	 father,	 he	 knew	 in	 his	 heart	 that	 he	 still	 wanted
Sasha,	 pups	 of	 their	 own,	 and	 to	 live	 in	 the	 lush	 green	 wilds	 of	 the
hollow.	Just	the	thought	of	 leaving	behind	his	pack	sent	a	silent	cry	of
anguish	echoing	through	his	soul.	He’d	been	home	all	along.

As	though	moved	by	his	words,	over	a	dozen	shifters	began	to	move
in	cautiously,	surrounding	Tabor	against	Lazarus.

“That’s	right,”	Heidi’s	voice	rang	out.	“Tabor	is	one	of	us.	You	can’t
make	him	leave.”

Lazarus	ignored	her.	His	eyes,	Tabor	was	alarmed	to	see,	had	settled
on	Sasha.	He	stared	at	her	curiously,	an	amused	little	half	grin	forming
over	his	lips.	“Is	this	the	reason	you	want	to	stay?”	he	asked,	not	taking
his	eyes	off	Sasha.

“As	I	said	before,	Wolf	Hollow	is	my	home.”
Lazarus	smirked.	“She	is	a	pureblood.	Well	done,	son.”
Magic	 sparked	 and	 crackled	 in	 Tabor’s	 veins.	 He’d	 had	 about

enough.	So,	apparently,	had	Jager,	who	moved	 forward	so	quickly	his
limp	turned	into	more	of	a	hop.



“You’ve	 fulfilled	 your	promise	 to	 Lucinda.	You	 returned.	You	made
Tabor	your	offer,	and	he	has	chosen	to	remain	in	Wolf	Hollow	with	his
pack.	Now	be	gone	from	here	and	never	return.”

Lazarus	 leaned	 back.	 His	 eyes	 narrowed	 and	 nose	 lifted.	 “I	 will
respect	my	son’s	decision	to	live	where	he	wants	but	should	that	change
he	knows	where	to	find	me.	The	gates	of	Balmar	Heights	will	always	be
open	to	him.”	His	teeth	gleamed	white	in	his	mouth	when	he	turned	his
attention	to	Sasha.	“And	that	goes	for	my	future	grandchildren	as	well.”

A	chill	slithered	down	Tabor’s	spine.	He	snarled,	but	Lazarus’s	smile
only	widened.

“Part	pureblood.	Part	wizard.	Your	offspring	will	be	great	indeed.”
Somehow	the	compliment	felt	more	like	a	threat.
“Before	 I	 take	my	 leave,	 I	have	one	 last	 request.	 If	you	won’t	come

with	me	to	develop	your	powers,	I	only	ask	that	you	welcome	your	sister
into	the	hollow	and	teach	her	how	to	be	a	wolf.”

Sister?	Tabor’s	mind	cried	out.
“This	 is	preposterous,”	 Jager	barked.	 “Lucinda	never	gave	birth	 to

another	child.”
“Half-sister	from	another	wolf	shifter,”	Larazus	clarified.
Jager’s	nostrils	flared.	“How	many	females	have	you	forced	yourself

on?”
Lazarus’s	 face	darkened	and	his	eyes	 flashed.	“Do	not	provoke	me,

Jager.”	He	looked	at	Tabor,	face	softening.	“Your	sister’s	name	is	Elsie
and	 she	 is	 waiting	 for	 my	 summons”—Lazarus	 frowned—“unless	 you
want	me	to	tell	her	you	refused	to	take	her	in.”

Tabor	ground	his	teeth	and	glared	at	his	father.	He	didn’t	like	being
manipulated	 or	 feeling	 like	 he	 was	 being	 outmaneuvered,	 but	 how
could	he	possibly	 refuse	to	meet	his	half-sister—a	half-breed	 like	him?
Tabor	knew	too	well	what	it	was	like	to	feel	like	an	outcast.	What	must	it
have	 been	 like	 growing	 up	 among	 wizards	 suppressing	 her	 animal
instincts?	Had	they	feared	her?	Treated	her	as	beneath	them?



“This	is	a	matter	for	the	council	to	decide,”	Ford	dared	speak.
That	settled	it	for	Tabor.
“My	 sister	 is	 welcome	 in	 Wolf	 Hollow	 anytime—so	 long	 as	 she

follows	our	rules.”	Tabor’s	chest	lifted	and	he	met	his	father’s	eye.
Lazarus	grinned.	“You	are	a	testament	to	your	mother,	son.	We	shall

meet	again.”	His	eyes	clouded	over	in	the	next	instant	and	he	muttered
the	words	of	a	spell	Tabor	had	never	heard.

The	 bonfire	 exploded,	 sending	 flaming	 logs	 in	 every	 direction.
Screams	 filled	 the	 clearing	 as	 shifters	 ducked	 and	 fell	 to	 the	 ground.
Gray	smoke	clogged	the	air,	reducing	visibility	to	nothing.

Shouts	arose.	There	came	a	muffled	cry.	Alarm	filled	his	lungs	thicker
than	 smoke,	but	as	 it	 cleared	he	 saw	 that	Sasha	was	okay,	 along	with
the	other	members	of	the	pack.	Some	had	dove	to	the	ground	and	were
now	dusting	themselves	off,	and	 in	the	haze	Lazarus	had	disappeared,
replaced	 by	 a	 petite	 brunette	 in	 a	 long,	 flowing	 white	 dress	 that
touched	her	ankles,	with	daisies	circling	her	head.	She	had	sky-blue	eyes
and	 long,	 light	brown	 lashes	 that	 fluttered	when	 she	 looked	at	him,	 a
warm	 smile	 lighting	 her	 cheeks.	 She	 had	 a	 childlike	 quality—innocent
and	 fragile—despite	 her	 age,	 which	 Tabor	 would	 guess	 was	 three	 or
four	years	younger	than	himself.

Everyone	stood	frozen	in	place	staring—all	except	Zackary,	who	rose
from	his	 log	and	stared	at	Elsie	as	 though	 in	a	 trance.	He	 took	a	step
toward	 her,	 and	 although	 he	was	 nowhere	 near	 her,	 Tabor	 snarled	 in
warning	and	stepped	in	front	of	his	sister.

“You	see	why	I	did	what	I	did?”	Garrick	shot	to	his	feet	and	pointed
at	Tabor.	“How	can	we	protect	ourselves	from	such	witchcraft?”

“And	we	all	thought	Zackary’s	father	was	the	dangerous	one,”	Devan
chorused.

Jager	 spun	 around	 and	 gazed	 into	 the	 clearing	 with	 stern	 eyes.
“Settle	down,	everyone,	Lazarus	is	gone.”

“What	if	he	comes	back?”	Sydney	asked,	quivering	in	place.



“He	won’t,”	Jager	said.
“You	 have	 nothing	 to	 fear	 from	 Lazarus	 or	 the	 other	 wizards	 at

Balmar	Heights—nor	me,”	Elsie	said	with	the	musical	voice	of	an	angel.
Tabor	put	his	arm	around	his	sister	and	steered	her	away	from	Jager,

Palmer,	 Garrick,	 Zackary,	 Ford,	 Devan,	 and	 all	 the	 other	 cowering
shifters	 who	 surrounded	 their	 elders	 looking	 for	 direction.	 He	 guided
her	 to	a	quiet	place	beneath	a	 tree,	careful	not	 to	press	 too	 firmly	on
the	softness	of	her	skin.

Sasha	 stood	 rooted	 in	place	watching	Tabor	with	 sad,	 soulful	eyes.
His	heart	gave	a	little	lurch,	but	Sasha	could	handle	herself	whereas	his
sister	had	 literally	been	 thrown	 to	 the	wolves.	What	kind	of	 father	did
such	a	thing?	Oh,	right,	Tabor’s.

“I	am	so	happy	 to	 finally	meet	you.”	Elsie	hugged	Tabor	and	gave
him	a	tender	squeeze	before	pulling	back.

He	wondered	that	she	could	 look	so	calm	at	being	 left	 in	 the	wilds
with	strangers.

Tabor	 swallowed.	 “I	 never	 knew	 I	 had	 a	 sister.	How	 long	have	 you
known	about	me?”

“All	my	life,”	Elsie	said,	“and	I’ve	been	asking	to	meet	you	for	just	as
long.”	She	gazed	up	at	him	with	such	sincerity	and	warmth.	Tabor’s	own
mother	had	never	 looked	at	him	the	way	Elsie	did—and	with	such	 joy.
Her	smile	could	brighten	the	stars.

Awareness	 illuminated	Tabor’s	mind	as	he	stared	at	his	sister.	“You
were	the	one	who	wrote	my	name	inside	the	journals,	weren’t	you?”

Nodding,	 Elsie’s	 grin	 widened.	 “I	 copied	 the	 spells	 and	 did	 the
drawings	 too.	 Once	 I	 wrote	 you	 a	 note	 and	 slipped	 it	 between	 the
pages,	but	Father	found	it	and	took	it	out.	He	told	me	your	mother	was
fragile	and	it	would	upset	her.”

Relief	replaced	Tabor’s	moment	of	disappointment.	Lazarus	was	right
about	Lucinda—she	would	not	have	reacted	well	to	the	knowledge	that
Tabor	 wasn’t	 the	 man’s	 one	 and	 only	 offspring.	 Then	 again,	 Lazarus



could	have	made	an	effort	to	visit	Lucinda	and	explain	things	to	her.
“Why	did	the	journals	stop	coming?”	Tabor	asked	curiously.
Elsie’s	lips	parted	and	a	frown	appeared	so	briefly	Tabor	might	have

imagined	it.	“There	were	more	pressing	matters	that	took	up	my	time,
but	 now	 I	 can	 teach	 you	 more	 spells—along	 with	 the	 right
pronunciation.”	Elsie	grinned.

“I	 did	 enjoy	 your	 drawings,	 but	 in	 person	 is	 vastly	 better.”	 Tabor
returned	her	grin.

Elsie	 gave	 him	 another	 hug.	 “Thank	 you	 for	 allowing	me	 to	 spend
time	with	you.	I	promise	I	won’t	be	too	much	trouble.”

“How	could	you	be	any	trouble?”	Tabor	asked,	shaking	his	head.
A	secretive	smile	curved	up	Elsie’s	cheeks.	“You’d	be	surprised.”
Looking	 at	 her,	 Tabor	 couldn’t	 help	 smiling	 back.	 “I	 think	 we’re

going	to	get	along	just	fine.	And	I’m	sure	there’s	plenty	you	can	teach
me—like	that	spell	Lazarus	performed	before	disappearing.	Was	he	able
to	conjure	you	up	from	hundreds	of	miles	away?”

Such	a	feat	would	be	remarkable	and	open	up	a	world	of	possibilities
for	 the	 pack.	 Just	 imagine	 if	 Tabor	 could	 travel	 great	 distances	 to
abundant	 hunting	grounds	 in	 a	matter	 of	 seconds	 then	 reappear	with
dinner	or	supplies?	Incredible!	And	much	safer.

Elsie	gave	 a	 sweet	 chuckle.	 “He’d	 like	 your	pack	 to	believe	he	has
that	kind	of	power,	but	no,	we	walked	here.	We	used	a	spell	 to	mask
our	smell	and	footsteps	to	approach	your	gathering	undetected.	Father
manipulated	 the	 elements	 for	 his	 grand	 entrance	 .	 .	 .	 and
disappearance.	We	simply	traded	places.”

Tabor	raised	a	brow.	“You	mean…?”
Elsie	nodded,	her	grin	 lifting	up	her	 cheeks.	 “He’s	walking	back	 to

Balmar	Heights	as	we	speak.”
Tabor	barked	out	a	 laugh,	 tears	 forming	 in	 the	corners	of	his	eyes.

Elsie’s	vivid	blue	eyes	shone	with	humor.
“Are	you	hungry?”	Tabor	asked	as	soon	as	he’d	regained	his	breath.



“Oh,	 yes.	 Tell	 me	 that’s	 deer	 I	 smell	 cooking	 and	 I	 might	 never
leave.”

“You	don’t	have	meat	at	Balmar	Heights?”	Tabor	asked.
“Mostly	brook	trout.	We	eat	it	so	often	I’m	surprised	I	haven’t	grown

gills.”
Tabor	chuckled,	which	made	Elsie’s	eyes	light	up.
How	 could	 he	 teach	 such	 a	 lovely,	 fragile	woman	 to	 hunt,	 kill,	 and

defend	herself?	She	didn’t	belong	in	the	hollow,	but	now	that	he’d	met
her,	he	couldn’t	 imagine	 letting	her	out	of	his	sight.	Someone	needed
to	protect	her	from	the	world	and	the	monsters	in	it.

But	that’s	not	what	Lazarus	had	asked	of	him.

“Teach	her	how	to	be	a	wolf.”
Tabor	 knew	 all	 too	 well	 he	 couldn’t	 protect	 the	 ones	 he	 loved	 at

every	moment.	Sometimes	survival	came	down	to	the	 individual	and—
with	Sasha’s	help—he	intended	to	teach	Elsie	to	master	her	wolf	senses
until	they	became	second	nature.

He	looked	to	the	last	place	he’d	seen	Sasha,	but	she	was	no	longer
there,	 nor	 had	 she	 joined	 any	 of	 the	 groups	 gathering	 near	 the
cauldron.	 She’d	 disappeared	 from	 the	 glade	 more	 suddenly	 than	 his
father,	and	without	the	smoke	cloud	to	show	she	was	ever	there.



chapter	twenty-six

AS	SHE	WATCHED	Tabor	guide	his	sister	away	from	the	buzz	of	the
pack,	 Sasha’s	 body	 weighed	 her	 to	 the	 ground	 like	 an	 avalanche.	 Of
course	he	wanted	a	moment	with	the	sister	he	never	knew	he	had,	but
she	couldn’t	help	the	twist	of	envy	as	he	gazed	with	open	adoration	at
the	 beautiful	 young	 half-breed	 like	 he	 would	 protect	 her	 above	 all
others—including	Sasha.

“Frail	thing,	isn’t	she?”	Camilla	said.
Sasha	hadn’t	noticed	her	and	Rosalie	until	 they’d	enveloped	her	at

both	sides.
“Pretty,”	Rosalie	said,	fingering	her	hair.
Camilla	 snorted.	 “The	males	 certainly	 think	 so.	Good	 thing	Tabor’s

too	engrossed	to	notice	all	the	gawking.”
“Yeah,	especially	Zackary.”	Rosalie	nodded.	“Poor	guy	looks	like	he

fell	head	over	tail	right	after	being	denied	a	mate	for	life.	Tragic.”
Camilla	 rolled	 her	 eyes.	 “Zackary	would	 never	 go	 for	 a	 half-breed,

and	it’s	not	much	of	a	punishment	when	you	really	think	about	it.	It’s	not
like	he’d	ever	attract	a	mate,	anyway.”

Rosalie	sucked	in	an	exaggerated	breath.	“You’re	so	mean.”



“Why	 do	 people	 always	 call	 me	 mean	 for	 saying	 what	 they’re	 all
thinking?	Zackary	is	a	bully	and	a	brute—no	female	would	ever	want	him
and	 he	 knows	 it.”	 Camilla’s	 head	 jerked	 to	 the	 side	 and	 she	 huffed.
“Look	at	Emerson	getting	all	up	in	Raider’s	business	just	because	she’s
on	 the	 council.	 I’m	 going	 to	 rip	 this	 at	 the	 roots	 before	 she	 gets	 her
claws	 in	 too	deep.”	Camilla	 lifted	her	 chest	and	 strode	over	 to	where
Emerson	 was	 leaning	 into	 Raider,	 flashing	 her	 most	 charming	 smile.
“Emmy!	Congratulations!”	Camilla	shouted.	When	she	reached	her	big
sister,	 she	 flung	her	 arms	around	her.	Raider	 took	 that	opportunity	 to
slink	away.

Rosalie	chuckled	beside	Sasha.	“Oh,	she’s	good.”
Sasha	 inched	 back	 before	 Rosalie	 had	 a	 chance	 to	 notice	 she’d

slipped	 away	more	 stealthily	 than	Raider,	meandering	past	 clusters	 of
shifters	making	their	way	to	the	line	forming	at	the	cauldron.	Immediate
threats	having	been	averted,	 the	pack	now	followed	their	stomachs	to
the	smell	of	boiled	meat.

Sasha’s	stomach	ached,	but	it	wasn’t	for	food.
Heidi’s	head	turned	as	Sasha	took	even	steps	toward	the	forest	path

leading	to	her	cave.	Sasha	averted	her	eyes,	not	wanting	to	make	eye
contact	and	risk	more	banter	when	all	she	wanted	was	to	be	alone.

Even	that	wasn’t	true.
She	was	tired	of	being	alone;	she	wanted	to	be	with	Tabor—to	finally

claim	him	and	start	 their	own	 family,	but	now	that	he’d	been	 reunited
with	family,	would	he	still	be	eager	to	start	one	with	her?

The	waning	moon	slipped	along	the	trees	beside	her.	She	could	feel
it	 receding	 at	 her	 core	 like	 a	 tide	 sweeping	 back,	 sucking	 away	 the
dream	of	their	own	happy	family	joining	the	den.

There	was	always	 the	next	moon—and	the	next—but	after	years	of
waiting,	 it	 felt	 as	 though	 she’d	 missed	 a	 planetary	 alignment	 or
something	 equally	 extraordinary—a	 comet,	 meteor	 shower,	 or	 total
solar	eclipse.



The	muscles	 in	Sasha’s	 leg	 throbbed	as	 though	her	heart	had	 sunk
down	 to	 her	 thigh	 where	 it	 pounded	 incessantly	 now	 that	 it	 had	 her
undivided	attention.	No	more	distractions.	Shifting	would	risk	reopening
her	wound	and	definitely	mess	up	the	bandaging	Tabor	had	so	carefully
secured,	but	only	 if	 she	shifted	back	out	of	wolf	 form.	Her	wolf	would
also	help	the	wound	heal	faster,	especially	with	the	bullet	removed.

Done	with	 being	 human,	 Sasha	 removed	 her	 dress,	 crouched	 over
the	shaded	ground,	and	let	her	wolf	take	form—diving	forward	at	a	run
the	moment	she	had	four	legs.	Every	root,	rock,	and	shrub	came	rushing
into	sharp	focus.	She	cut	through	the	forest	like	a	moonbeam—soaring
to	the	mossy	knoll	where	Tabor	had	first	openly	stared	at	her	like	he’d
just	 opened	 his	 eyes	 and	 seen	 her	 for	 the	 first	 time.	 She	 inhaled	 as
though	reuniting	with	Tabor	was	simply	a	matter	of	sniffing	him	out.

The	hairs	on	the	back	of	Sasha’s	back	lifted,	not	forgetting	that	this
had	also	been	the	location	of	a	vulhena	attack.	She	growled	and	looked
around,	 but	 even	 the	 shadows	 appeared	 permanently	 stuck	 in	 place.
The	trees	only	moved	when	she	did.	Sasha	raced	down	the	hill	and	back
into	 the	 forest,	 running	 free	 and	 running	 fast.	 After	 a	 quick	 drink	 of
water	 at	 Skyler	 Falls,	 Sasha	 ran	 to	 the	 Forest	 of	 the	 Ancestors	 and
whined	at	the	canopy	overhead,	inviting	her	family’s	spirits	to	cross	out
of	 the	 shadow	 realm	 for	a	 run	with	her.	She	didn’t	wait	 to	 see	 if	 they
answered,	instead	flying	forward	as	though	racing	a	phantom	wind.

The	 shadows	 tilted	 with	 the	 moon	 as	 the	 great	 glowing	 orb
wandered	westward	across	the	sky.

Tired	of	running	with	indifferent	spirits,	Sasha	chased	the	moon	for	a
time	before	 losing	 interest	and	heading	south	 to	 the	bluff.	 It	wouldn’t
have	been	her	choice	destination	on	two	legs,	but	her	wolf	now	led	the
charge.	She	slowed	and	trotted	along	the	path	and	up	the	short,	steep
incline	to	the	bluff.

Cool	night	air	slid	over	Sasha’s	fur.	A	white	rabbit	nibbling	on	clovers
lifted	 its	head	and	 froze	 in	place.	The	 rabbit	wasn’t	 fooling	Sasha,	but



she	had	no	appetite	and	walked	past	the	critter—even	ignoring	it	when
it	took	off	running	for	cover.

The	shadows,	which	had	felt	so	solid	before,	were	now	slipping	into
the	 void	 between	 night	 and	 day.	 Paws	 lifting	 the	 fine-powdered	 dirt,
Sasha	 approached	 the	 bluff—a	 place	 laden	 with	 passion	 and	 joy,
anguish	and	heartbreak.

As	she	approached	the	bluff’s	edge,	a	howl	 rose	up	her	 throat	and
parted	her	 lips—echoing	across	the	horizon.	 It	died	out	and	the	world
went	silent	until	an	answering	howl	cried	in	the	distance.	Fire	sizzled	in
Sasha’s	veins	and	danced	in	her	eyes.	She	howled	louder	and	was	again
answered—this	time	from	much	closer.	Her	tail	twitched.

Tabor	repeated	his	howl,	and	this	time	Sasha	answered.	They	called
back	 and	 forth	 until	 Tabor	 reached	her	 side,	 setting	 her	 tail	wagging.
She	went	still	as	he	walked	directly	up	to	her	and	licked	her	face.	Sasha
closed	her	eyes	briefly,	smiling	between	wolf	lips.	She	pushed	her	nose
into	the	ruff	around	his	neck,	snuffing	at	him	joyfully.

Together	they	lifted	their	heads	to	the	moon	and	howled.

Sasha	 led	Tabor	 through	 the	 forest,	down	 the	path,	 and	 to	 their	 cave
where	 she	 carefully	 shifted.	While	 she’d	 run	 around	 in	 fur,	 her	wound
had	scabbed	over,	holding	the	blood	in.	She	pulled	Tabor	down	into	a
soft	 patch	 of	 mossy	 earth	 and	 sat	 by	 his	 side.	 The	 quiet	 felt	 like	 a
soothing	 balm	 over	 her	 blistered	 soul.	 While	 the	 sun	 rose,	 they
remained	silent,	seated	peacefully	as	daybreak	cast	a	hazy	glow	above
their	heads.

As	 light	 seeped	 through	 the	 foliage,	 Sasha	 spoke.	 “Where	 is	 your
sister?”

“Heidi	took	her	in—better	she	sleep	in	the	den.	You	know	what	the



unmated	males	are	like	around	new	females,	especially	after	you	made
it	appear	acceptable	to	be	with	a	half-breed.	And	Elsie’s	never	slept	a
night	of	her	life	in	the	outdoors.”

Sasha	shook	her	head.	“I	can’t	imagine.”
She	 tucked	 her	 hair	 over	 her	 ears	 and	 watched	 Tabor	 closely.	 He

scratched	his	chin,	staring	into	the	trees.
“My	 mother	 never	 knew	 about	 Elsie—or	 the	 other	 female	 shifter

Lazarus	 impregnated.	 I’m	 glad	 she	 didn’t.	 It	 would	 have	 broken	 her
heart.”

Sasha	had	never	given	any	consideration	to	Lucinda’s	anguish	over	a
wizard,	but	after	 falling	 for	 Tabor	 her	 heart	 ached	with	 understanding
and	empathy.	She	only	wished	she	could	have	gotten	to	know	Tabor’s
mother	better	before	illness	took	her.

“Did	 Elsie’s	 mother	 give	 her	 up	 to	 the	 wizards?”	 Sasha’s	 throat
tightened.	 Could	 a	mother	 wolf	 really	 do	 such	 a	 thing?	 According	 to
Lazarus,	 Lucinda	 had	wanted	Tabor	 to	go	 to	Balmar	Heights.	 Perhaps
the	 female	 didn’t	 deserve	 her	 empathy.	 Whatever	 her	 reasoning,	 it
didn’t	change	the	fact	that	Lucinda	had	loved	both	Lazarus	and	Tabor—
perhaps	to	the	brink	of	insanity.

“Elsie’s	mother	 died	when	 she	 was	 still	 a	 baby.”	 Tabor	 bowed	 his
head	as	though	in	silent	mourning	for	both	his	and	Elsie’s	mother.	“All
she’s	 ever	 known	 is	 life	 at	 Balmar	Heights.	 She	 assured	me	 that	 she’s
been	well	treated—doted	on,	even.”

Sasha	had	no	 trouble	believing	 that,	but	seeing	Tabor’s	deep	relief
brought	back	the	stab	of	uncertainty.

“Are	 you	 sure	 you	 don’t	 want	 to	 go	 to	 Balmar	 Heights	 with	 your
sister	 and	 see	 it	 before	 you	 decide	 where	 you	 want	 to	 make	 your
home?”

“Sasha,	you	are	my	home.”	Tabor	turned	to	her,	eyes	shining	green.
Sasha’s	heart	thudded	inside	her	chest.	“Do	you	mean	that?”
Tabor	took	her	hands	in	his.



“I’ve	wanted	to	spend	my	life	with	you	from	the	moment	you	called
me	a	fool.”

Sasha	snorted	and	rolled	her	eyes,	but	Tabor	caressed	the	top	of	her
hand	with	his	thumb,	not	masking	the	affection	in	his	gaze.

“You	were	right,”	he	said.	“I	was	a	fool—repeatedly—but	I	will	never
love	anyone	as	much	as	I	love	you.	Nothing	can	change	that.”	He	placed
her	palm	over	his	heart	and	breathed	deep.	Tabor	gave	a	slight	shake	of
his	head.	“I	do	not	want	to	 live	behind	stone	walls.	 I	want	you,	Sasha,
and	I	want	our	children	to	be	wild	and	free,	born	under	the	stars	and	the
moon.”

Sasha	nodded	and	blinked	back	tears,	but	somehow	they	leaked	out.
Her	heart	expanded,	filled	beyond	capacity	with	love	for	this	half-breed,
this	shifter,	wizard,	wolf—her	one	true	mate.

“Elsie	claims	Lazarus	isn’t	a	danger	to	the	hollow	and	that	we	don’t
have	to	worry	about	his	conflict	with	the	Bear	Mountain	shifters—some
kind	 of	 ongoing	 land	 dispute	 that	 began	 before	 we	 were	 born.	 My
sister’s	 assurances	 aside,	 I	 would	 never	 let	 Lazarus	 hurt	 you	 or	 any
children	of	ours,”	Tabor	said.

Sasha	sniffed	and	blinked	her	eyes	clear.	“It’s	our	children	he	should
be	afraid	of.	We’ll	raise	them	to	be	the	strongest	shifters	the	hollow	has
ever	seen.	If	they	have	any	magical	abilities,	you	will	work	with	them	to
strengthen	 their	 gifts.	 I	 will	 teach	 them	 to	 hunt,	 track,	 and	 defend
themselves	and	the	hollow.”

“A	family	of	our	own,”	Tabor	murmured	happily,	leaning	against	her.
“There’s	only	one	thing	left	to	do.”	Sasha	eyed	his	neck.
“You	 mean—?”	 Tabor	 raised	 his	 eyebrows,	 the	 corners	 of	 his	 lips

lifting.
Grinning	 back,	 Sasha	 bent	 forward	 and	 bit	 into	 the	 soft	 skin	 of

Tabor’s	neck	until	she	tasted	blood.	Tabor	sucked	in	a	breath.
After	 she	 released	his	 neck	 and	 swallowed	his	blood,	 Tabor	 sat	 up

taller	and	stared	into	her	eyes



“You	didn’t	want	to	wait	for	the	new	council’s	blessings?”	he	asked.
“Screw	 the	 council,”	 Sasha	 said.	 “We’ve	 waited	 long	 enough.	 I’ve

claimed	you;	you’re	my	mate.”
Tabor’s	smile	 reached	his	 lips.	“It’s	not	quite	official	 .	 .	 .	 yet.”	With

eyes	that	flared	with	the	brightness	of	twin	moons,	he	leaned	forward,
inhaled	the	skin	above	Sasha’s	lower	neck	and	bit	down.

As	soon	as	he’d	bitten	hard	enough	to	pierce	through	her	skin,	Tabor
let	go	and	grinned.

“Now	why	didn’t	we	do	that	sooner?”
Sasha	smiled	and	shook	her	head.	“Because	we	were	both	fools.”
“Right.”	Tabor	chuckled.	“And	how	soon	until	the	next	full	moon?”
Sasha	 threaded	 her	 fingers	 through	 his	 and	 sighed	 happily.	 “Not

soon	enough,	but	 I	have	 it	on	good	authority	 I’ll	be	with	child	once	 it
cycles	back	around.”

Giving	 her	 hand	 a	 loving	 squeeze,	 Tabor	 grinned.	 “Now	 that’s	 a
promise.”

Get	your	free	guide	to	surviving	the	apocalypse	(a	how-to	for	humans)
from	the	Wolf	Hollow	Shifters	when	you	become	one	of	Nikki’s	V.I.P.

newsletter	subscribers

https://nikkijefford.com/newsletter/


Thank	 t	the

pack’s	 ok	2.
Ava e.



chapter	one

JORDAN	 TROTTED	ALONG	the	 shaded	 forest	 path,	 not	waiting
for	 her	 patrol	 partner,	 Hudson,	 who	 had	 stopped	 to	water	 a	 bush.	 A
flash	of	brown	caught	her	eye	as	a	rabbit	ran	out	from	a	thick,	tangled
brier.	Leaping	to	action,	Jordan	dashed	through	the	woods	in	pursuit.
The	rabbit	darted	beneath	another	thicket	of	prickly	brambles.	If	it	had
remained	 hidden,	 it	 might	 have	 had	 a	 fighting	 chance,	 but	 the	 furry
critter	scampered	out	 the	other	side,	where	Jordan	quickly	caught	up
to	it.	The	rabbit	managed	to	avoid	her	teeth	when	it	suddenly	changed
direction	and	headed	back	to	the	path,	where	it	took	off	straight	down
the	trail.
A	second	wolf	came	crashing	out	of	the	forest,	as	Hudson	caught	the

scent	 and	 joined	 in	 the	 pursuit.	 The	 gleam	 in	 his	 eyes	 mirrored	 the
excitement	 thundering	 inside	her	chest.	They	 ran	after	 the	 rabbit	 side
by	 side	 and	 were	 about	 to	 capture	 the	 little	 bugger	 when	 Wolfrik
streaked	 ahead	 of	 them	 and	 pounced	 on	 their	 quarry.	 The	 rabbit’s
scream	was	 cut	 short	 when	 the	 ferocious	 pureblood	 locked	 onto	 the
creature’s	neck	and	shook	until	it	went	limp	in	his	jaws.	Bones	crunched
beneath	Wolfrik’s	fangs.	Noticing	Jordan	and	Hudson	watching	him,	he
growled	in	warning	and	took	his	kill	off	the	trail	to	devour	all	by	himself.
Wolfrik	tore	through	fur	to	get	to	the	rabbit’s	meaty	flesh,	almost	as

though	having	an	audience	made	it	taste	better.
With	her	hackles	 rising,	Jordan	slunk	 toward	 the	beastly	male.	That



rabbit	 should	 have	 been	 hers—hers	 and	 Hudson’s.	 The	 pureblood
needed	to	be	reminded	that	this	was	their	turf.
Hudson	 followed	 her	 lead,	 stalking	 down	 the	 path	 alongside	 his

partner.	Wolfrik	was	one	of	 the	hollow’s	biggest	and	strongest	males,
but	he	was	outnumbered.
They	might	have	gotten	the	rabbit	 from	him,	or	at	 least	chased	him

away,	 if	 they	 hadn’t	 been	 interrupted	 by	 the	 threatening	 crack	 of
splitting	wood	from	the	edge	of	the	trail.
Jordan	 yipped	 in	warning	 as	 a	 tree	 came	 crashing	 down.	 She	 and

Hudson	leapt	aside	in	time	and	avoided	being	smashed	into	furry	bits
of	pulp	by	the	falling	trunk	and	branches.
As	 the	dust	and	 flecks	of	debris	 settled,	Jordan	shifted,	 jumping	 to

her	feet,	her	heart	still	hammering.
“Holy	 Mother	 of	 Moonshine,”	 she	 said	 with	 a	 gasp,	 searching	 the

ground	for	Hudson.
He	 popped	 up	 on	 the	 other	 side	 of	 the	 tree,	 staring	 wide-eyed

through	 the	 thick	 branches	 to	 the	 opposite	 side	 of	 the	 path	 where
Jordan	stood	naked,	same	as	him.	“You	okay,	Jord?”
“Yeah,	 no	 thanks	 to	 Wolfrik,”	 Jordan	 grumbled	 and	 glared	 at	 the

pureblood,	 who	 hadn’t	 even	 bothered	 to	 look	 up	 from	 his	 meal.	 It
could	have	been	a	twig	that	had	fallen	to	the	trail,	 for	all	 the	attention
he	gave	them.
Hudson	grumbled.	“We	nearly	had	that	rabbit	before	Wolfrik	butted

in,	 and	 now	we’re	 stuck	 taking	 care	 of	 this.”	He	 scowled	 at	 the	 fallen
tree.	“Damn	thing	couldn’t	wait	two	more	days	to	fall.	Wonderful	way	to
end	our	patrol	duties.”	He	huffed.
Jordan	 smirked	 at	 him.	 “At	 least	 the	 hollow	will	 get	 fresh	 firewood

out	of	it.”
Hudson	rolled	his	brawny	shoulders	and	swung	his	arm.	“That’s	what

the	mated	males	are	for,	swinging	the	ol’	ax	around.	Not	like	they	have
much	else	to	do	besides	hump	their	mates	and	lick	their	paws.”



Jordan	rolled	her	eyes.	“Just	wait	until	you’re	a	father,	Hudson.	They
do	 more	 than	 sit	 around	 licking	 their	 paws.”	 But	 she	 didn’t	 like	 the
thought	of	spending	the	next	day	hacking	apart	the	tree	any	more	than
he	did.
There	wasn’t	anything	they	could	do	until	 the	next	day.	Dusk	would

soon	 replace	 daylight,	 and	 they	 had	 a	 claiming	 ceremony	 to	 attend.
Maybe	 that’s	 why	Wolfrik	 had	 his	 tail	 all	 up	 in	 a	 twist,	 seeing	 as	 his
former	friend	and	lover	had	chosen	another	mate	after	he	disappeared
from	Wolf	Hollow	for	nearly	three	years.
Hudson’s	 eyebrows	 jumped	 as	 he	 grinned	 over	 the	 fallen	 tree	 at

Jordan.
“Looks	like	you’re	on	the	wrong	side.”
“No	problem,”	Jordan	said	with	a	smug	smile	as	she	dropped	to	her

knees	and	shifted.	Even	though	there	was	enough	room	to	crawl	under
the	tree,	doing	so	as	a	wolf	felt	more	dignified.
Once	clear	of	the	tree,	she	shifted	again,	catching	Hudson’s	intake	of

breath	 upon	 seeing	 her	 naked	 on	 her	 hands	 and	 knees.	 Without
intending	 to,	she’d	given	him	a	provocative	view	with	her	ass	sticking
up,	practically	shouting	“mount	me!”
Standing	 on	 her	 knees,	 Jordan	 swiveled	 around	 in	 time	 to	 see

Hudson	with	his	mouth	gaping	open.	It	made	her	laugh.	“Want	to	give
me	a	hand	here?”
Hudson	 took	 three	 swift	 steps	 over	 and	 reached	 down,	 tugging

Jordan’s	hand	as	she	rose	to	stand.	They	stood	staring	at	one	another,
grasping	hands,	breath	quickening.	Desire	shone	lambent	in	Hudson’s
eyes,	as	noticeable	as	the	full	moon	on	a	clear	night.
They	 had	 coupled	 as	 wolves	 a	 few	 times—it	 wasn’t	 uncommon

between	patrol	partners.	Nor	was	 it	uncommon	 for	partners	 to	 take	a
tumble	in	human	form,	but	Jordan	and	Hudson	hadn’t	bumped	bones
as	humans…	yet.
The	sharp	echo	of	a	gong	signaling	the	end	of	day	patrol	hummed



across	the	forest.	Jordan	pulled	her	hand	out	of	Hudson’s.
With	 a	 lift	 of	 his	 chin	 and	 a	 wide	 grin,	 he	 regained	 his	 naturally

buoyant	 demeanor.	 “The	 fun	 and	 games	 are	 just	 getting	 started,”	 he
said,	moistening	his	lips.
“Not	 quite.”	 Jordan	 groaned,	 remembering	 the	 commitment	 she’d

made	to	join	her	family	in	the	den	for	dinner.	“Palmer	wants	our	family
to	eat	together	before	the	ritual.”
The	full-moon	ceremony	had	been	canceled—for	good	reason—after

two	of	 their	packmates	abducted	Tabor—a	half-breed	they	didn’t	want
mating	 with	 Sasha,	 a	 pureblood—and	 tried	 to	 dispose	 of	 him	 in	 the
human	wastelands	outside	one	of	 the	 crumbling	 cities.	 Luckily,	 Tabor
had	been	found	unharmed	and	returned	to	the	hollow.	The	abduction
had	been	the	worst	betrayal	in	the	hollow’s	history.	To	try	and	make	up
for	 it,	 the	pack	 had	organized	 a	 special	 claiming	 ceremony	 for	 Sasha
and	Tabor	with	 the	usual	drumbeats,	erotic	dance	performance,	and—
Jordan’s	favorite—generous	helpings	of	Jager’s	mind-bending	brew.
But	first	she	had	to	get	through	dinner	with	her	family.
Hudson’s	eyes	bugged	when	she	said	as	much.	“Your	entire	family?

Even	Trish?”
Jordan’s	 face	 heated,	 and	 her	 lips	 curled	 like	 the	 edges	 of	 a	 leaf

caught	in	a	hot	flame.	She	didn’t	 like	thinking	about	Trish.	It	had	been
humiliating	enough	when	her	father	claimed	Francine,	a	shifter	around
the	 same	 age	 as	 Jordan.	 Palmer	 had	 barely	 waited	 two	moon	 cycles
following	her	mother’s	death	before	sniffing	out	a	new	mate.	And	now,
he’d	 claimed	 a	 second	 she-wolf	 barely	 older	 than	 Francine.	 He’d
already	knocked	her	up,	too.
Disgust	 swirled	 inside	 Jordan’s	 stomach,	 leaving	 behind	 a	 bitter

aftertaste.
A	grin	lit	up	Hudson’s	face.	“If	it	were	anyone	else,	I	might	feel	sorry

for	him.	Poor	guy,	surrounded	by	so	many	women.”
“Emerson,	 Camilla,	 Sydney,	 and	 I	 are	 self-sufficient,”	 Jordan	 said,



narrowing	her	eyes.	 “He	brought	Francine	on	himself,	 along	with	 that
squalling	 newborn.	 With	 Francine	 for	 a	 mother,	 who	 knows	 how	 the
pup	will	turn	out.”
“Such	 sisterly	 devotion.	 I’m	 touched,”	 Hudson	 said,	 pressing	 his

hands	against	his	heart.
Jordan	gave	him	a	light	smack.	“I	already	have	too	many	sisters.”
Hudson	returned	her	smack	with	a	playful	push,	and	soon	they	were

shoving	one	another,	laughing	until	Hudson	picked	Jordan	off	her	feet,
his	fingers	brushing	against	her	breasts	as	he	got	a	firm	hold	on	her.
“What	 are	 you	 doing?”	 she	 asked,	 still	 laughing.	 She	 had	 to	 grab

Hudson	around	the	neck	to	keep	from	falling.
“Carrying	you	to	the	den,”	he	replied,	jostling	her	to	get	a	better	grip.

“You	look	ready	to	faint	at	the	thought	of	dinner	with	your	family.”
“I	can	handle	them,	and	I	can	walk	on	my	own	two	feet,”	Jordan	said.

She	bit	his	earlobe	gently.	Hudson	sucked	in	a	breath	and	stopped,	and
Jordan	broke	 free.	 The	moment	 her	 feet	 touched	 earth,	 she	 sprinted
down	the	path.
She	 could	hear	Hudson	panting	behind	her	 as	he	 caught	up.	 They

were	nearly	at	the	lake	path	when	she	stopped	and	bent	over	to	catch
her	breath.	Hudson	stopped	beside	her	and	did	the	same.
“Phew!”	 Hudson	 said,	 lifting	 his	 head.	 “I	 swear	 you’re	 the	 fastest

female	in	the	hollow,	Jordan.	Be	sure	to	save	some	energy	for	tonight.”
Jordan	grinned.	“So	long	as	you	save	me	some	of	Jager’s	brew.”
“Consider	it	done,”	Hudson	said,	teeth	gleaming.
She	fanned	her	face	and	glanced	at	the	lake	path.	“You	go	ahead.	I’m

going	to	rinse	and	cool	off	before	dinner	with	the	banshee.”
“Want	company?”	Hudson	asked,	his	brows	rising	suggestively.
“Right	now?	No,”	Jordan	answered,	moving	away	from	him.	“Ask	me

again	when	the	family	dinner	is	over,	and	I’ve	thrown	back	a	few.”
Hudson’s	grin	reached	his	eyes.	“You	can	count	on	it.	Don’t	keep	me

waiting	too	long.”



Jordan	flashed	him	a	smile.	“I’m	speedy,	remember?”	She	tossed	her
arm	 up	 and	 waved	 before	 jogging	 down	 the	 path.	 “Catch	 you	 later,
Huds.”
With	the	long	summer	days	at	their	peak,	the	shade	of	the	trees	felt

cool	as	they	slid	over	her	naked	body.	She	jogged	the	entire	way	to	the
lake,	which	was	really	just	a	pond	fed	by	the	Manama	River,	south	of	the
hollow.	 It	was	 the	hollow’s	 largest	body	of	water.	Most	pack	members
preferred	 rinsing	 off	 in	 the	 Sakhir	 River,	 for	 its	 proximity	 to	 the
communal	 gathering	 spaces	 north	 of	 the	 glade	 and	 den.	 But	 Jordan
loved	 swimming	 almost	 as	 much	 as	 running.	 She	 felt	 freest	 with	 her
body	in	motion.
The	glassy	surface	of	 the	pond	beckoned,	 lit	up	by	 the	waning	sun

overhead.	Perhaps	another	half	hour	remained	before	the	sun	dipped
below	the	tree	line	and	dimmed	out	the	lake	as	it	shadowed	the	sky.
Jordan	passed	a	large	boulder	where	the	trail	ended	from	the	west

side.	With	its	smooth,	flat	surface	on	top,	the	boulder	made	for	the	best
diving	spot	into	the	lake.	But	Jordan’s	favorite	place	to	enter	was	from
the	narrow	stretch	of	sand,	where	she	could	wade	in	gradually.
Skirting	 the	 lake,	 she	 walked	 swiftly	 to	 the	 softened	 earth	 on	 the

southeast	 side.	 She	 didn’t	 pause	 for	 a	 second	 but	 continued	 to	 the
water’s	edge	and	kept	going.	Cool	water	caressed	her	ankles,	filling	the
spaces	 between	 her	 toes.	 Gentle,	 rippling	 waves	 lapped	 against	 her
thighs	 as	 she	 sank	deeper	 into	 the	 refreshing	pool,	 relishing	 the	way
the	water	surrounded	her	completely.
With	 a	 soft	 splash,	 she	 pushed	 off,	 dog-paddling	 her	 way	 to	 the

center	of	the	pond.
A	burst	 of	 joyful	 glee	 filled	 her	 lungs	despite	 the	 obligatory	 family

dinner	awaiting	her	in	the	den.	Just	as	Jordan	felt	free	running	as	a	wolf
through	the	woods,	she	felt	unhindered	as	she	bobbed	around	in	the
lake.	 Floating	 on	 her	 back,	 she	 stared	 into	 the	 clear	 blue	 sky	 and
allowed	her	mind	to	go	deliciously	blank.



The	blissful	tranquility	lasted	perhaps	a	minute	before	a	loud	splash
interrupted	her	reverie.
Jordan	 dropped	 her	 legs	 and	 spun	 around,	 treading	water	 to	 stay

afloat.	 Annoyance	 churned	 inside	 her	 like	 air	 bubbles	 rising	 to	 the
surface.	Had	Hudson	turned	around	and	followed	her	 to	 the	 lake?	He
knew	better	than	that.	It	didn’t	matter	who	it	was.	They	were	disturbing
her	peaceful	retreat.
Ripples	spread	across	the	pond	from	a	spot	near	the	boulder.
Jordan,	waiting	for	the	offending	party	to	reemerge,	held	her	breath

as	though	she	too	were	underwater.
She	waited	and	waited,	finally	releasing	a	huff	of	frustration.	Was	this

shifter	half	fish?
She	 scanned	 the	 water’s	 edge.	 The	 intruder	 finally	 emerged	 in	 a

shower	 of	 droplets	 as	 he	 burst	 through	 the	 pond’s	 surface,	 spraying
everything	within	five	feet	of	his	massive	body.	Jordan	happened	to	be
within	 that	 radius,	madly	 blinking	 through	pond	water	 as	 Raider	 rose
above	 the	 surface	 like	 a	 tidal	 wave	 of	 tanned	muscles	 and	 firm	 abs,
forged	 to	 perfection.	 The	 last	 of	 the	 sunrays	 rushed	 forth,	 gleaming
over	his	mighty	chest.
If	 only	 it	had	 been	Hudson	 raining	 on	 her	 parade.	 A	 scowl	 spread

over	 her	 face	 as	 Raider	 shook	 the	 water	 from	 his	 thick	 brown	mane,
scattering	 droplets	 across	 the	 pond’s	 surface.	 The	 movement	 of	 his
body	 sent	 a	 current	 of	 water	 drifting	 across	 Jordan’s	 body	 in	 a	 cool
caress	below	the	surface.	He	slicked	his	hair	back	with	both	hands.
Facing	Jordan,	eyes	now	open,	Raider	nodded.	“Good	evening,”	he

said.
“Good	until	 you	 showed	up,”	 Jordan	muttered	beneath	her	breath,

wasting	no	time	paddling	away	from	him.
She	 had	 never	 had	 a	 problem	 with	 Raider,	 not	 until	 a	 few	 days

before,	when	her	father	suggested	that	she	or	one	of	her	sisters	marry
the	 barbarian.	 That’s	 what	 Raider	 reminded	 her	 of,	 with	 his	 thick,



massive	 body	 and	 the	 way	 he	 swaggered	 around	 camp.	 The
indignation	was	enough	to	make	Jordan	choke	on	her	own	breath.
Their	fathers	had	cooked	up	the	idea	together.	Shameless,	the	two	of

them.	 The	 elders	 already	 dictated	 enough	 of	 their	 lives,	 and	Garrick,
Raider’s	 father,	 had	 nearly	 been	 banished	 after	 kidnapping	 and
brutalizing	another	packmate.
Raider	said	nothing	more	as	Jordan	swam	toward	shore.	He	glided

across	 the	 pond	with	 surprising	 grace	 for	 a	man	 of	 his	 build.	 By	 the
time	she	reached	land,	Raider	had	claimed	her	earlier	spot,	floating	on
his	back	in	the	center	of	the	pond.
The	 sight	made	 her	 glower	 one	 last	 time	 in	 his	 direction	 as	 water

droplets	streaked	down	her	body.	She	stormed	out	of	sight,	squeezing
the	excess	water	from	her	long	brown	hair	as	she	walked	along	the	lake
path,	returning	to	the	trail	she	and	Hudson	had	patrolled	earlier.
Swiping	 her	 face,	 Jordan	 tried	 to	 wipe	 away	 the	 mental	 image	 of

Raider	floating	on	the	pond’s	surface,	legs	spread,	basking	in	the	sun’s
last	rays.
Thickheaded	brute.
His	head	wasn’t	the	only	part	of	him	that	was	thick.
Jordan	squeezed	her	eyes	together	tightly,	but	it	did	nothing	to	blot

out	the	image	implanted	in	her	mind.	Shifters	saw	each	other	naked	all
the	 time,	 but	 that	 was	 the	 closest	 she’d	 ever	 been	 to	 Raider	 bare-
skinned.	Too	close	for	comfort.

###



author's	note
The	 idea	 for	 these	 characters	 (an	 underdog	 and	 a	 “noblewoman”)	 came	 to	 me	 over	 a

decade	 ago,	 only	 it	 wasn’t	 a	 dystopian	 landscape	 with	 paranormal	 creatures	 but	 a	 historical
romance	with	a	fancy	masked	ball.	The	masked	part	of	the	story	stayed,	everything	else	got	a	bit
.	.	.	primitive.

The	first	draft	of	Wolf	Hollow	was	written	almost	entirely	outdoors	on	a	 laptop.	The	book
spent	another	year	running	through	beta	readers	and	editors	before	I	felt	ready	to	unleash	the
beasts.	 Along	 the	 way,	 I	 began	 scribbling	 notes	 in	 a	 journal	 playing	 matchmaker	 for	 more
packmates.	Their	initial	resistance	made	it	all	the	more	satisfying	to	watch	as	couples	finally	gave
into	temptation	and,	in	the	process,	formed	lasting	bonds.

If	 you	 enjoyed	Wolf	 Hollow,	 and	 want	 to	 help	 other	 readers	 discover	 the	 series,	 please
consider	leaving	a	review	wherever	you	purchased	the	book.

Thank	you	for	reading.
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