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    To readers who love fated mates with emotional depth, enemies-to-lovers heat, pack politics with real stakes and heroines who are strongest when they stop running from what they are.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Sometimes the most dangerous thing in the wilderness isn't the wolf at the edge of the trees. It's the choice to walk toward it anyway  and the discovery that it was always walking toward you.
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Chapter One: The Dead Wolf and the Stubborn Woman
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Nora Callahan arrived in Ashveil, Montana on a Tuesday afternoon in October, with a cracked windshield, three boxes of field equipment in the back seat, and absolutely no intention of staying longer than six weeks.

Six weeks was all she needed. She would collect her soil samples, document the anomalous botanical die-off on the federal land at the edge of the Ironwood Forest, file her report with the National Parks Service, and leave. Clean, professional, efficient. That was how Nora operated.

She had no patience for beautiful places that made you want to stay.

Ashveil was one of those places, unfortunately. The town itself was small enough to fit in a snow globe a main street with a diner, a hardware store, a gas station, and a post office that looked like it had last been renovated in 1987. But the land surrounding it was extraordinary. Rolling hills bled into dense old-growth forest to the north and west, the kind of forest that felt alive in a way that made the air taste different. Cleaner. Older. Like breathing something the rest of the world had forgotten.

Nora rolled her window down and inhaled deeply. She couldn't help it. It was a reflex.

She found her rental cabin without trouble a squat wooden structure set back from the main road by about three hundred feet of gravel path. The key was under the mat, as promised. The inside was plain and clean: one bedroom, a narrow kitchen, a small living area with a wood stove. A back door that opened onto a stretch of wild grass ending at the tree line fifty meters away.

She made coffee and stood at the back window with her mug, watching the forest breathe.

It was when she went out to begin her initial perimeter walk that she found the wolf.

It was lying at the edge of the tree line, half hidden by long grass and fallen leaves. At first she thought it was sleeping. The size of it made her stop it was massive, larger than any wolf she had ever seen in photographs or documentaries, its fur a deep iron-grey that caught the late afternoon light like something precious. But it was too still. That terrible, absolute stillness of a thing that would never move again.

Nora crouched beside it, keeping professional distance out of habit. No visible wounds. No signs of a fight or predation. She pulled on a latex glove from her jacket pocket and carefully parted the fur at the neck, at the ribcage, along the flank. Nothing. No trauma. The animal looked, as far as she could tell, perfectly healthy except for the fact that it was dead.

She took photographs. She noted the location. She noted the date and time. She wrote in her field notebook: Large grey male wolf, deceased, found at perimeter of Ironwood Forest, north boundary of study site. Cause of death: unknown. No signs of external injury. Possible toxin exposure consistent with die-off pattern. Will need necropsy.

As she straightened up, notebook still open in her hands, she had the distinct and unshakeable feeling that she was being watched.

She turned slowly, scanning the tree line. The light was fading fast, the shadows under the pine canopy already thickening into something close to dark. She saw nothing. Heard nothing but wind and the distant call of a bird.

And yet.

There were eyes in those trees. She was certain of it. Not animal eyes or not only animal eyes. Something else. Something that watched with intention.

Nora closed her notebook, tucked it under her arm, and walked back to the cabin at a steady, unhurried pace. She was a scientist. She dealt in evidence. And until she had evidence of something to be afraid of, she would not be afraid.

But she locked the back door when she got inside. And she did not go to the window again until morning.

Two miles into the forest, standing motionless against a pine tree with the shadows wrapped around him like a second skin, Calder Voss watched the woman take photographs of his dead pack member and felt his jaw tighten until his back teeth ached.

She was young. Late twenties, maybe. Dark auburn hair pulled back in a practical braid, her jacket already streaked with mud from where she'd crouched in the grass. She moved with the quiet, focused confidence of someone who spent a lot of time outdoors not recreational outdoors, but working outdoors, the kind that made people unsentimental and observant. She had noticed the surveillance around her. He could tell from the way she'd paused, the way her head had turned. Most humans never noticed at all.

That was interesting. And inconvenient.

Marcus was the third pack member they'd lost in two months. All of them found at the same stretch of forest boundary. All of them dead with no visible cause. Calder had been patrolling this edge of his territory every night for three weeks, searching for answers, and instead he had found something far more complicated: a human woman with a field notebook and eyes that missed very little, setting up what looked like a long-term research camp directly in the center of everything he needed to keep secret.

He watched her walk back to her cabin. He watched the light come on inside. He watched until she locked the door.

He could handle one human scientist. He had handled worse. He would speak to her in the morning, explain that the area was dangerous, and encourage her to relocate her study site. Firmly. With the kind of certainty that most people didn't argue with.

It would be simple.

It had to be simple. Because the alternative that she stayed, that she kept digging, that she got anywhere near the truth of what was dying in his forest and why was not something he could afford.

Calder shifted back into his wolf form and ran, silent and swift, back toward the heart of Ironwood.

She had found a dead wolf with no wounds and no answers. What she had not found yet was the man who had been watching her and what he was about to demand she do.
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