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        An outcast from his pack

        Born to a family of wolves, mountain lion shifter Adrian Stone has never fit into the shifter community. He's resolved to live out his days alone, prowling the Alaskan wilderness and hunting down rogues. When he rescues a stunning, determined human who smells like catnip and makes his inner animal purr, he's shocked, because his mountain lion insists she's his mate - even though she claims to be a witch...

      

        

      
        A witch without magic

        Darcy Mae is determined to join her aunt's coven and make up for her mother's mistakes. All she needs is one more ingredient for a potion to cheat the coven's test. But a grizzly attacks her while she's searching for herbs, and her mountain lion rescuer transforms into a man with rock-hard abs and golden eyes she can't resist...

      

        

      
        Witches and shifters never mix, and Darcy is terrified the coven will drive her away. But the coven isn't her only concern. The local shifters believe the rogue outbreak is due to witchcraft.

      

        

      
        And Darcy is the perfect target.

      

        

      
        Reader note: A reclusive shifter, a wanna-be witch, and a whole lot of hot and steamy purring. Intended for mature audiences.
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      Adrian crouched among the cottonwood leaves, claws digging into the bark as he surveyed the dead moose in the clearing below. He’d been waiting here in his mountain lion form for several hours and was eager to move on, but had to be certain the carcass had been deserted before he drew closer to investigate. He’d received numerous reports of abandoned animal kills over the last few weeks, and his supervisor at the ranger station wanted whoever—or whatever—was doing the poaching to be tracked down.

      Scattered throughout the Wrangell-St. Elias Park, the previous sites had been old before Adrian reached them, the evidence around the carcasses obscured by smaller predators and decay. This site seemed fresher, the stench of rot less intense, although flies swarmed over the bull’s hide and stubby, velvet-covered antlers. If the killer was human, they weren’t out for trophies. And they definitely weren’t doing it for meat. Someone or something was killing for fun, and they were slowly moving closer to human-occupied lands.

      Adrian’s tail twitched angrily, and he let out a grunt of resignation before dropping nimbly to the ground. The scent of rotting flesh grew stronger as he approached, and flies rose in a cloud, exposing gashes writhing with fresh maggots.

      He circled the moose, estimating it had been dead slightly longer than twenty-four hours. Clawed paw prints, almost twice the size of his own, scarred the earth around the kill. He lowered his muzzle and sniffed, tail lashing. The familiar musk of a grizzly filled his nose. Shifter grizzly. He released a hiss of displeasure. The last thing the shifter community wanted was a rogue member drawing attention to the national park. Randall, Adrian’s tough-as-nails wolf supervisor, would not like this.

      Fuck, Adrian didn’t like it either. Mountain lions weren’t unheard of in Alaska, but rare enough to cause a ruckus among humans if sighted. The vast wilds of the park were his refuge—his territory in the mind of his mountain lion. The local bear shifters would want to take care of a rogue grizzly themselves.

      Adrian exposed his canines and turned away, prowling through the trees toward his ranger cabin to call his supervisor.

      Just out of sight of his cabin, he shifted and retrieved the uniform he kept in a hollow tree, shrugging into his clothing before emerging into the clearing. His cabin was a small log building nestled next to one of the many rock faces jutting from the mountain, roof covered in thick moss and a small porch screened in from mosquitoes. One of the more popular trailheads started nearby, and a small message board fluttered with notices campers left to each other at the end of his overgrown driveway.

      Inside the two-room cabin, a few small windows shed dusky light over the sparse furnishings. Passing the small front area with a table, a propane fridge, a wood stove, and an old sofa, he moved to the bedroom where a king-sized bed took up almost every inch of space. He retrieved his cell phone from the nightstand and moved to the corner of the front room where he got the best reception. He kept an old ham radio in the shed for when the notoriously spotty cell service didn’t work, but he couldn’t talk to Randall about shifter business over the radio. Thankfully, the phone showed two bars today. He dialed the main ranger office.

      “This is HQ,” a woman’s nasal voice answered.

      “Cherry, it’s Adrian. I need to talk to Randall.”

      “Oh, hi, handsome!” Her voice brightened. “We haven’t heard from you in a while. How’ve you been?”

      Adrian bared his teeth and reminded himself to be polite; Cherry was human. “Doing fine.”

      He hated social niceties, which was why he’d become a ranger in the first place. This remote location suited him well, and he only ventured into town when he needed supplies. Most of his duties allowed him to patrol the trails alone, talking to the occasional hiker and reporting any problems. Several times a year he had to oversee search and rescue operations when a hiker got lost, but more often than not, he found the missing person before a full team even arrived.

      “You doing okay on handouts?” Cherry chirped back.

      He glanced toward the door where a stack of papers had gathered a layer of dust. He was supposed to pass them out to tourists, but since he avoided people, he used very few. “All good. I just need to talk to Randall.”

      “You betcha.”

      The phone clicked. A few heartbeats later, the supervisor’s voice came on the line. “Adrian, what’s up?”

      “I’ve got a lead on the poacher. I found a spike-fork moose abandoned yesterday, and there’s fresh grizzly sign all over the place. Smells like a shifter.”

      “Shit. Don’t tell me the infection’s moved to our territory.”

      “What infection?”

      “Rogues.” The sound of fingernails against beard stubble scratched over the phone line. “Two rogue wolves and a moose were put down in Anchorage over the winter, then a black bear outside Valdez this spring. No rhyme or reason to why. Council sent out a memo a while back. Don’t you read your emails, Adrian?”

      Adrian glanced at the dust-covered laptop under the nightstand. “Not like I have wifi out here, Randall. I’ll catch up next time I go into town.”

      Randall made a frustrated noise over the phone. “Well, if a shifter’s behind these abandoned kills, it’s likely a rogue. File your report then go handle it ASAP.”

      “Me? Isn’t this Den business?” Although the Council oversaw shifter law, local shifter groups liked to take care of their own business.

      “Not this time. A travel blogger already posted about the kills. We need to get ahead of the news before it goes viral. Take your rifle.”

      “I’m a ranger, not a SWAT team, Randall.”

      “This is your territory. I need you to handle it. There could be hikers in danger.”

      “Fuck.” Adrian grimaced. “What if he shifts before he dies?” It was one thing for a ranger to take down a dangerous bear. Quite another if a human body showed up killed by a ranger’s bullet. And in a face-to-face fight, a mountain lion couldn’t stand up to a full-grown grizzly, especially a shifter gone rogue.

      “Make your first shot count.”

      “I hate this shit.” Hanging up, Adrian pocketed his phone and grabbed his rifle before heading back outside. He’d file a report when he got back. Best to get on the trail while it was still relatively warm.

      He started up his ATV, its disused engine letting out a disgusting belch of smoke. The damn thing cut off his ability to hear or smell anything, which made his mountain lion bristle in discomfort. I know, me too. But he couldn’t carry his rifle while in feline form.

      Stowing the weapon in the mounted case on the front of the ATV, he rolled out of the cabin’s clearing toward the trailhead parking lot.
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      Darcy stopped her Subaru and eyed the overgrown path. According to Google, this dirt road should lead to a trailhead parking lot, but it looked like if she drove any farther, she might end up “parked” more permanently. Her all-wheel drive had managed the old, rutted road, but the path was getting narrower, with branches rubbing her door panels. Did I take a wrong turn?

      She glanced in her rearview mirror. There had been a space wide enough to turn around a short way back. Putting the car in reverse, she carefully maneuvered through the brush, backing into a flat area that looked like it would make a nice campsite.

      The overcast sky filtered dimly through the thick canopy of trees, and she hadn’t seen a soul since turning into what had started out as a fairly decent dirt road. She rolled down her window and breathed in the verdant forest air. This looks like as good a place to start as any.

      Her interview with the coven was the day after tomorrow, and she’d come in search of herbs to make an eloquence potion. This would be her last-ditch effort to overcome the stutter that ruined every spell she tried to cast. Poor Aunt Willow still had a patch of white hair behind one ear from one of her lessons. Darcy’d tried to buy an eloquence potion from the local apothecary shop, but it turned out it only worked for the person who made it, and the effects would not be permanent. But she didn’t need to be good at incantations, only steady enough to pass the coven’s apprenticeship test.

      Cutting the engine, she reached over to the passenger seat to retrieve her copy of Wild Edible and Medicinal Plants of the Pacific Northwest. She was more familiar with gardens than wilderness, but her mom had sent her to summer camp every year of her childhood, and the forest didn’t daunt her.

      Tapping her phone, she opened her GPS app and pinned her current location so she could find her way back, then tucked it and the book into a reusable grocery bag alongside a small trowel, a pair of purple and yellow gardening gloves, and a compact rain poncho. She looked around as she stepped out of the car, taking in a circle of stones around an overgrown fire pit. The mossy log seats around it obviously hadn’t been disturbed in quite a while, and knee-high saplings and brush filled the clearing.

      Locking the car even though she doubted she needed to, she headed toward what looked like a trail on the uphill side of the clearing. According to her book, wild rhodiola rosea grew on rocky slopes at high altitudes.

      She set off between the trees, scanning the surrounding plants for signs of fleshy rhodiola leaves. A thick layer of dry leaves and twigs crunched under her feet, birds sang overhead, and in the distance a woodpecker tatted out a rhythm. She let out a contented sigh, running her fingertips over the smooth gray trunk of a quaking aspen as she passed.

      A scraggly thicket of salmonberries crowded the trail, and she sampled a few, letting the sweet juice coat her tongue. A mosquito buzzed her ear, and she reached into her bag for her homemade insect repellant. She wasn’t yet much good at magical potions, but she had a decent grasp of essential oils, and her minty-citrus concoction not only worked, it smelled good. After dousing herself, she tucked the small spray bottle away and continued on.

      The path grew steeper, making her calves burn as she climbed until she reached a sharp turn. To her right, the trail paralleled the top of a rocky ridge, but about fifteen feet below, she spotted a clump of rosette shaped leaves. Rhodiola? She stepped toward the edge to get a better look.

      The ground beneath her feet collapsed. Too startled to even scream, she bumped and slithered helplessly down the incline on her backside, coming to a stop among a rain of pebbles and dust.

      More stunned than hurt, she sat up and pushed her strawberry blonde hair out of her face before struggling to her feet. Other than a few scrapes and a racing heartbeat, she wasn’t hurt, thank the Goddess. Next to her, scaly rosettes of rhodiola crouched staunchly among the rocks. Amidst the dust, her minty-citrus scented insect repellant had become cloying. She pulled the crushed bottle from her bag and wrinkled her nose. Oily residue covered everything inside. She wiped her phone and the book on the leg of her jeans. At least she’d be insect-free for a while.

      Along the cliff face behind her, a scoured swath of dirt and stone showed her path down the steep incline. It was a wonder she wasn’t seriously injured. She peered both directions along the wall. Not one spot looked possible to climb.

      “Fuck,” she muttered. Her stutter never affected her curse words.

      She turned back to the rhodiola. Might as well make the most of the situation before I try to climb back up. She pulled out her book to make sure the photos matched, then put on her gardening gloves and shoved a clump aside to get at the root. The plant seemed to grow directly from a crack in one of the large stones. If she could’ve used store-bought herbs, she would’ve, but for this potion, the rhodiola root had to be freshly gathered within seventy-two hours after a full moon.

      Jabbing the pointed end of her trowel into the crack, she tried to pry it apart, but the tool scraped uselessly against the stone. She tried several angles, but the ground refused to give up its hold on the plant. Standing upright, she glared toward the overcast sky in frustration.

      As if the heavens were laughing at her, a fat raindrop hit her square on the forehead. Great.

      She wiped at the moisture with the back of one wrist, moving on to another nearby plant. All she succeeded in doing was breaking a fingernail down to the quick and snapping a few stems off at ground level. “I need these damn roots.”

      How could this be so hard? Her trowel didn’t give her enough leverage against the rocks. She would have to come back with a full-sized shovel and try again. At least she knew where the rhodiola was now.

      Stuffing her trowel and gloves back into her bag, she pulled out her phone to mark the spot on her app.

      No reception.

      She held the phone overhead and paced a few feet in either direction, waiting for a signal. The app refused to come up. Maybe the rock wall was blocking her. God, what a day.

      Well, as long as she didn’t stray from the wall, she wouldn’t end up walking in circles. Eventually, she’d get reception again. Or at least find a relatively easy spot to climb and get back to the trail.

      Phone in hand, she began walking along the base of the cliff.
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      Adrian stopped his ATV next to a blue Subaru Forester and cut the engine. What was a car doing so far off the road? He dismounted and circled the vehicle. Judging by the tire tracks, it’d only been here a few hours. A single set of footprints—a woman’s, he’d guess by the size—headed straight toward a game trail that led to the moose kill site. He’d need to hurry if he wanted to catch her before she reached it.

      He shouldered his rifle and started off, yearning for the ease of his mountain lion form. Where the trail veered to follow a ridge, a swath of fresh dirt marred the edge. Cautious of an undercut, he edged closer and peered over the drop-off. That landslide was definitely not the product of a controlled descent, but he didn’t see a body. He called out, “Hello, anyone down there?”

      Only wind rustling the leaves responded.

      Sniffing the breeze, he tried to detect if the woman was still nearby. A delicious odor wafted toward him, masking all other scents and making his inner feline wriggle. Catnip? How strange.

      Since the footprints ended here, he would have to investigate. He clambered down using his hands and feet. Descending as a mountain lion would’ve been easier, but approaching a frightened hiker as a predator was never a good idea, let alone one as rare as a mountain lion.

      At the bottom, the strong essence of catnip made his feline instincts claw for attention. Reigning in his desire to shed his clothing and roll around on his back, he found the scuff marks of the woman’s shoes and followed her trail.

      Loose sand and random boulders made walking difficult, but the trail of catnip led him forward even when the footprints weren’t clear. At a large tree, several limbs had been freshly broken, as if the woman had tried to climb up.

      The scent of catnip was stronger here, as well as the delicious scent of female. Floral with a hint of sweet black tea, it reminded him of his early days with his mother, before his mountain lion had emerged, before the pack rejected him. A mountain lion didn’t belong among wolves. He was what they called a “sport,” an offspring with unexpected traits inherited from a long-ago ancestor.

      The female scent in the area made his uniform trousers feel uncomfortably tight. Mate, his mountain lion purred. Adrian’s balls agreed, but his head knew better. The catnip had to be messing with his senses. While he appreciated human females, he’d never met one who made him want to claim her. He was thinking about claiming this one sight-unseen.

      And the heady scent was powerful, driving him forward even more than his duty to protect a hiker.

      Ahead, another tree had four deep gouges staining the papery white trunk with lines of sap. Claws. This was a fresh bear marking. Adrian sniffed the
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