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There was a full moon tonight, hanging low and heavy in the sky. The shifters always got restless around the time of the full moon, even though we hadn’t been slaves to its phases for centuries. The werewolves were the ones who shifted along with the moon, and they’d died out long ago.

We were different. We were stronger.

Wolf shifter.

I tried to remind myself of that strength, my people’s strength, when we were ambushed.

It happened quickly.

Patrick and I were running in the woods. He was a good kid, though he had the arrogance of any other twenty-year-old human boy. As his mentor, I’d taken it upon myself to teach how to tame the animal side of our nature, and tonight’s run was to show him how to be wild...while still being human.

I let Patrick run ahead of me, his naked back glistening with sweat. Sometimes it felt good to feel the moonlight on our skin, even in our human bodies. On nights like this, we felt safe and whole, our powerful bodies ensconced in an ancient forest, our sacred wolves ensconced in our powerful bodies. We were connected to the earth, and we were in control.

Everything was perfect, so far.

Patrick grunted as he vaulted over a felled tree. As I copied his maneuver, he sniffed the air loudly.

“Do you smell something, Alex—” he began before the first shadow leapt out of the trees.

I was up in the air, mid-leap, when the scent hit me, too. Unlike Patrick, I knew exactly what that smell was.

It was the smell of a Denali wolf.

I landed hard on the other side of the log, my feet hitting the ground at the same exact time Patrick was knocked onto his back. The shadow from the trees turned out to be a black-furred wolf, and it had its paws on Patrick’s chest.

Instinct rippled through my body. Save. Protect. My lips rose into a snarl. The Denali wolf on top of Patrick snapped his jaws.

“Patrick! Shift!” I shouted.

Instantly, I followed my own advice.

I reached into my core, calling forth my wolf. It exploded out of me with the force of a geyser. My skin prickled as fur sprouted all over my body, and my skull cracked open and reshaped itself as a rush of fangs filled my mouth.

Patrick was struggling to shift while wrestling the wolf on top of him. I had to have his back. Now fully wolf, I crouched, ready to attack.

There was movement to my right. Suddenly, pain bloomed in my shoulder as my body whipped to the side. I slammed into a tree, and the wind was knocked out of my lungs. Slightly dazed, it took a few seconds for me to be able to stand back up on four paws.

After shaking off the pain, I raised my snout to see a human Denali standing just where I’d been standing, waving a baseball bat in his hand.

My eyes narrowed. I recognized him. The sneering idiot was Joe Denali, which meant that the wolf on top of Patrick was probably his twin brother, Liam.

“What did I tell you mutts about coming around this town?” Joe said as he continued to swing his bat. He was barefoot, wearing nothing but a pair of faded, ripped jeans.

I growled. If I had a mouth, I would’ve reminded him that although his family owned half the real estate in Echo Valley, the surrounding forest belonged to all. That was shifter law.

Spoiled frat boy, I thought viciously. Just like Patrick, Joe was an arrogant kid, but an incredibly infuriatingly arrogant kid, because he had the added bonus of having the typical rich-daddy entitlement issues.

And there’s two of them, I thought, tilting my head to fix one eye on Patrick and Liam. At last, Patrick’s wolf finally seemed to be surfacing as his wolf pelt began prickling up all over his skin.

Good. Two wolves against one human would be an easy match. All we had to do was take care of Liam first. Luckily, Joe and Liam had the combined intelligence of an old boot.

Tongue lolling, I danced forward. Just as I predicted, Joe reared his bat, taking aim for my skull. It whistled as it arced through the air, and I sprang back at the last possible moment.

Joe cursed when his bat connected with nothing, throwing off his center of balance. He tripped forward, correcting his stumble in two steps.

My ears swiveled like satellites. I could hear Patrick snarling and snapping somewhere behind me, fully wolf now. Liam growled back, overcompensating and loud, giving away his position.

I lowered my head, fixing Joe with my golden wolf’s eyes, slowly backing away, and coaxing him forward. Like a puppet dancing on strings I controlled, Joe followed me, sweeping the bat back and forth before him.

Patrick and Liam continued to spat behind me. Joe swung his bat, over and over. My ears pricked forward and back as adrenaline trilled through my veins. My mind raced as I strategized.

Then, everything seemed to click into place. Patrick grunted and Liam cackled behind me, locking their positions in my mind. Joe gave his bat one last swing.

My instincts surged. I leapt to the side, the bat barely whizzing by my ear and connecting with another wolf, the wrong wolf.

Liam yelped shrilly as the bat struck the side of his head. Joe’s expression slackened, bafflement giving way to horror as he finally realized he’d missed me and hit his twin instead.

I landed on four paws once again, sliding to a stop. Patrick in his pepper gray wolf’s pelt took one look at Liam’s shivering, broken form and howled.

The battle cry flooded my mind. I felt the entire world sharpening into one point as my muscles twitched with newfound power. Joe, dumb and confused, barely had two seconds to register what was happening before Patrick and I finally attacked.

Patrick went for Joe’s legs while I launched myself at the bat. My teeth locked around hard, lacquered wood, and my momentum drove me forward. His fist still wrapped around the handle, Joe screamed as I twisted his arm back. Eventually, he toppled backward and slammed across the ground on his back.

Meanwhile, Patrick tore into Joe’s pantlegs, shredding them to ribbons and exposing vulnerable human flesh.

Why isn’t he shifting? I wondered as I wrenched the bat out of his grip. After spitting it out, I turned around just in time to find my answer.

Joe was reaching into his pocket while trying to kick away from Patrick. Patrick managed to reach Joe’s shin and pierce the skin. I smelled iron in the air. By the way Patrick’s pupils widened, I knew he tasted blood.

Hungry for more, Patrick committed every cell of his body to tearing the meat from Joe’s bones. His excitement distracted him from what Joe eventually pulled out of his pocket, but not me.

The sight of it was enough to make every hair on my body stand on end.

Its scent stung my nostrils. Metal, oil, gunpowder. Joe had pulled a handgun out of his pocket, and he was pointing it right at Patrick’s face.

Not a gun. Not in these woods, I thought. Not shifter law.

I watched Joe taking aim at Patrick, and I saw red.

With a mighty roar, I exploded like I was the bullet exiting the gun. I knew I didn’t have much time, so instead of going for the gun in Joe’s hand—

I went for his face.

Joe released a mortal cry that would’ve horrified me if I were human, but I was a wolf. Instead, I heard the gargle in his throat as it filled with blood, and my brain sizzled like I was on drugs. I tasted and smelled the inside of Joe as my teeth crunched down through layers of flesh, bone, and cartilage.

Save. Protect, I kept telling myself. Meanwhile, my jaws continued to scissor through Joe’s soft face. Save. Protect. Save.

I could still smell the gun in Joe’s trembling hand, still see it even though my eyes were coated in his blood. Its mere presence betrayed the forest. How dare he bring it here, how dare he point it at my packmate—

“Alex. Alex, stop!”

My ears pricked up. Patrick was speaking to me with his human mouth. The fog of anger dissipated from my mind. Licking my chops, I stepped away from Joe’s body to see what I’d done.

His stillness disturbed me. Patrick had shifted back into his human form. He was crouched at Joe’s feet, his own mouth flecked with blood. As my jagged heartbeat finally slowed down, my eyes scanned up Joe’s empty, unmoving chest to what remained of his face.

The shell of his skull was cracked like a melon rind, his brains and soft tissue forming a vibrant pink soup with floating white teeth. I’d swallowed his eyes and his tongue.

I gulped.

Patrick suddenly planted his hands on the ground and retched. The sour smell of his vomit mingled with the sharp, coppery stench of human blood as I began my shift back to man.

“What are we going to do?” he said weakly. He wiped his mouth, his face sickly pale under the fringe of his dark hair.

“He brought a gun into the forest and pointed it at you. I have a duty to protect my pack. I had no choice,” I said. “The others will understand.”

“And him?”

Patrick turned his head, pointing his nose toward Liam’s body. Knocked unconscious, his body had gone into defense mode and shifted back to man on its own. The rise and fall of his back confirmed that he was breathing and still alive.

“Leave him to find his brother with the gun in his hand,” I said.

Patrick spat and dusted off his hands, finally rising to his feet. “Well, what now, then?”

I took a moment to assess our surroundings. The forest was still, and as far as I could smell, there were no other Denali packmembers nearby. I turned my gaze to the sky, to the glassy moon. If I closed my
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