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CHAPTER 1
 
LUKAS
 
Lukas felt more than a little guilty for abandoning his entire family for the Christmas holidays. After all, everyone would be there: his parents, siblings, cousins, grandparents, aunts and uncles—everyone. Except for him. 
He turned the Christmas music station off and put on NPR. News about plane crashes and dry conversations about economics filled the small cab of his Ford truck as he climbed deeper and deeper into the mountains. He needed something that wouldn't remind him of his Christmas betrayal. 
The buzz of Jingle Bells jolted him back to reality and he quickly put his phone on silent. It was his cousin Ben calling again, probably to heckle him some more about ditching the family for their yearly celebration. 
Lukas knew that Ben would be there with his newfound mate, Gerard—the muscular and handsome insurance salesman with a thousand-watt smile. Just the thought of that stupidly attractive man with his arms wrapped possessively around Ben’s slim shoulders made Lukas sick. 
Then there would be his youngest brother, Adam the adored, and his mate with their brand new baby girl. Not to mention that even old Uncle Albert, who smelled like pickled herring and Lukas assumed would be single forever, was bringing his new flame to the gathering.
Everyone there would have someone to bring with them to the Christmas festivities. Everyone except for Lukas, who was now officially the oldest—and only—unmated Omega of the bunch at the ripe age of twenty-seven.
 As he broached the uncomfortable topic in his mind, Lukas pushed the bridge of his square-framed glasses back up his nose with a grimace. Come on, didn’t lots of shifters find their mates after the age of thirty?
Lukas had always thought that he had plenty of time to find a mate, and didn't feel the need to rush into anything. Until now.
The falling snow should have lifted his spirits—all reindeer shifters love the snow—but for the first time in his life, Lukas knew what it meant to have the holiday blues. Once again, winter was here and he had no one to warm his bed and no family to call his own.
Reindeer shifters were known to keep to themselves most of the year, and Lukas was no exception.
He worked from home as a financial consultant and rarely went out or met new people. He had always thought that working hard was what it took to be successful, and so he had poured his whole life into his work. So why didn't he feel all that successful?
That question had plagued him as of late, and when the usual ornate Christmas invitation had arrived in the mail, Lukas knew that he couldn't face one more extravagant family get-together alone.
So, he was skipping the big-fat Christmas celebration this year and heading to the mountains to do a little soul-searching instead. 
Although he would miss seeing his big, crazy family for the holidays, there were quite a few things that Lukas realized he wouldn't miss, like his grandmother’s rice porridge that he pretended to love, or having to sit in the sauna between Uncle Albert and Aunt Charity.
No, for once he wouldn't have to endure his drunk brothers’ Christmas carols or Ben’s teasing.
No questions about finding a nice mate to take care of him from his nosy aunts, no cooing over newborn babies, and no embarrassing amounts of PDA from his happily-mated family members. 
He certainly wouldn’t miss the pitying looks of his herd when they all shifted together to play what his great-grandfather half-jokingly called the ‘reindeer games’.
Poor little runt, they would whisper. His antlers haven't grown a bit since last winter. Or worst of all: Look at those ears. It's no wonder he hasn't found a mate yet. Who ever heard of a reindeer with ears the size of his head? Was he a reindeer at all?
And maybe they were right, Lukas thought with a heavy heart. Maybe an Omega like him didn't deserve a mate. Maybe that was why he was still alone.
Shaking off the last thought as quickly as it came, Lukas turned up the radio to drown out the false endearments and family gossip that crept into his brain.
Yes, this vacation was exactly what he needed right now. He didn’t need the negativity and reminders of his loneliness. He knew it all too well himself. And who knew, this might actually turn out to be his best Christmas yet.
A smile crept onto his face as plans of spending the holiday galloping through the snowy mountains filled his mind and soothed his guilt over bailing on his family. The monotone voices on the radio and the curving road carried him farther and farther away from the party, and Lukas finally started to relax. 
Who needed a mate when you could have a cabin in the woods waiting for you? This vacation was going to be just what he needed—a long, relaxing disconnect from work, from his family, from everything.

Continuing to drive in the light snowfall, Lukas finally came to what he thought was the road to his lodging. As he made the turn to the small, snowy road, something caught the corner of his eye.
A lone, grey wolf stood tall on a hill against the snowfall.
A sudden feeling of dread filled Lukas at that moment and shivers crept along his spine—a reminder from his animal half that he was prey, not predator, and that the creature outside was very much predator.
Fearing the wolf might jump out in front of his truck, Lukas slowed down to a walking speed as he approached the hilltop where the wolf stood. His heart pounded in his chest and his eyes were fixed on the creature before him.
The wolf watched him just as closely as he passed by, never bothering to move as the truck inched over the top of the hill. 
There was something almost startling about the wolf’s amber eyes—it was as if they looked right through him somehow. The wolf never flinched as Lukas drove past, his vehicle mere feet from the beast. 
Had Lukas had the courage, he could have rolled down the window of his car and almost reached out to touch the soft, snow-covered fur on the back of its neck. But as the proud creature disappeared in his rearview mirror, Lukas began to re-think his little getaway. After all, he couldn’t run freely through the woods with wolves in the area.
Still, he thought, if he changed his mind and chose to go to the family Christmas party, Ben and the others would never let him hear the end of it. It was too late to turn back now, and one lone wolf wasn’t going to stop him from enjoying his vacation.
After a minute or two of driving on the narrow road, a stone chimney came into view, smoke steadily rising from it into the grey-white sky. Lukas soon passed an old-fashioned wooden sign that read “Wolf Lodge” on his right, and the name made him wince a little.
It was just a name, he chided himself. Nothing to get all worried about.

The climb up the mountain got even steeper, and the road was so narrow and lined by a deep ravine on one side that Lukas had to constantly watch out. He drove extremely carefully, nervous that even the slightest wrong move would send him careening off into outer space. 
Another sign warned him of the danger in large, black letters: “Black Rock Ravine.” 
In his reindeer form, Lukas felt confident that he could make the leap from one side of the ravine to the other, but in his car? He didn't exactly want to test it.
Soon, he came to a small, gravel-filled parking lot at the top of the mountain. Tucked into a small grove of evergreen trees was the Wolf Lodge: a two-story cabin that overlooked the stony peaks below.
Still a little hesitant to enter a place called “Wolf Lodge,” Lukas rolled his shoulders back and tried to shake off the feeling of uneasiness.
If he wanted to spend his vacation hiding out in a cabin in the middle of nowhere, he had to get the keys first. And that meant entering the Wolf Lodge.
Taking a heavy breath, Lukas grabbed his small travel bag from the passenger seat and walked up to the large wooden door.
A lantern light shone on a carved wooden sign that was hanging above the lodge. The image of a wolf howling at the moon made Lukas shiver involuntarily, but he pushed himself to open the door and waltzed confidently inside—or, as confidently as he could, with the prickle of a warning still on his neck.
Inside the lodge was exactly what Lukas would have expected: beautiful wooden eaves, rugged leather furniture, bear rugs, and a bone-chilling chandelier made of antlers that hung from high up in the ceiling. A huge fireplace blazed in the center of the room, warming Lukas despite the frightening decor.
A tall, bulky man stood with his back to Lukas behind the counter, dusting a lamp in the corner. When Lukas cleared his throat to catch his attention, the man turned around to greet him and all of that forced confidence and bravado crumbled away like snow sliding down a mountain. 
The man had the same amber-colored eyes as the wolf from the mountainside. 
Lukas struggled to contain a gasp of horror as the man casually tossed the rag onto his shoulder and leaned over the counter with a strange look on his face. The man was smiling at him, his rugged features welcoming, but there was just something odd about the air around him that Lukas couldn’t quite place.
Adjusting his glasses, Lukas looked the man up and down. Surely, this wasn’t the same creature he had seen earlier. No, it had to be a trick of the firelight. Some kind of an illusion. But every single thing about the man before him screamed predator, and the likeness to the wolf could hardly be a coincidence.
As their eyes met, the air between them became charged and electric like the sky before a thunderstorm. Lukas felt his heart thump loudly in his chest as he looked at the other man.
He felt oddly like a shard
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