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A fair-haired maiden stood before Owen in the great hall. The men of Owen’s clan called Annie bonnie, but the women called her willowy and beautiful, in an otherworldly pixielike way. Owen thought her handsome enough, but it didn’t matter what he thought of her. The only opinion that mattered was that of her potential mate. As the clan chieftain, Owen had the privilege of pronouncing a union for her, since her parents were deceased.

Owen spoke no word from his perch on the dais. Annie’s bright countenance told of her anticipation. Even the youngest maiden looked forward to what the humans called a betrothal.

He wasn’t shocked when Allen leaned over the plaid draped about Owen’s shoulder and muttered into his ear. “It’s time for ye tae choose a mate. Ye should be doin’ fur yerself what ye do fur these maidens.”

Owen straightened in his chair. “Och, I dinnae know what it means tae be in love.” The mutters of his clan members in conversation throughout the room drowned out Owen and Allen’s private exchange. “How do I know I’m choosin’ the right woman? How do I know she’s right for the clan?”

“Ye’ve walked among the humans fur tae long. They’ve put dutiful feelin’s in yer head. Just choose who’s right for ye.”

Owen waved two fingers, dismissing his friend and grabbing the room’s attention at the same time. “Bring in Drake.” 

The men and women overseeing the betrothal gasped.

A guard opened a side door, and a haggard wolf, whose fur was black and muddy, crept into the room. He gnashed at the air with his teeth. Drake must have been on a hunt all night. Specks of blood dotted his muzzle.

Owen shook his head. Drake could have at least jumped into a creek since he didn’t have the common decency of taking a bath. While the entire room watched the girl, Owen held back his laughter over the showy display the near-mad wolf presented. The whole moment hinged on how the girl would react.

Drake approached the girl in a low crouch, as if he were sniffing out prey. Annie bent a little, reaching with one hand toward the creature. The wolf snarled. The girl didn’t flinch, although she paused. She would be patient.

Good, Owen thought. Drake allowed his inner beast to rule him most of the time. This was why most humans avoided him, so it was smart for Annie to advance with caution.

This was also why Drake needed a mate. A mate would mellow him out.

Owen leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees.

As Drake crept toward the girl, his hackles rose, yet the slender girl didn’t bulk at the frightful sight before her. Drake sniffed the maiden’s outstretched hand. He was still in there—barely. The wolf didn’t have complete control.

Drake relaxed, coming to a stop as he scrutinized the daring girl.

Owen smiled. This was the moment.

Annie slid her hand along the wolf’s jaw, extended her other hand, and scratched behind his ear. Won over, Drake bumped her leg with his snout.

Allen slapped his thigh. “Och, she’s tamed the beast!”

Pleased murmurs rolled through the crowd. Heads nodded.

“What’s that look in her eyes?” Owen asked Allen. Her eyes shone with emotion that Owen didn’t understand. Even if he had lived solely as a human for seven years, the humans’ ways were still a mystery.

“It’s devotion, my lord. She knows her place, and she is gladly acceptin’ of her mate”—Allen coughed slightly—“no matter whom, mad as he may be, ye try tae pawn off on her.”

Annie dropped to her knees and wrapped her arms around the wolf’s neck. After she buried her face into the beast’s fur and took a deep sniff, Owen raised his voice loud enough for the room to hear. “I give ye my blessin’.”

After lifting her head, she grinned sheepishly. “Thank ye, my lord.”

Her body shimmered. Her corporeal form rippled as her spirit shifted seamlessly into her wolf. Eventually her shape conformed until body and spirit were one, as a petite, white wolf.

Drake licked her nose, and Owen laughed. “Gaw, get oot of here with ye, before ye breed pups on the hall floors!” The two wolves trotted off shoulder to shoulder, with Drake nipping playfully at his new mate’s leg.

“I’ll never get why ye present the maidens this way—as humans,” Allen said.

“I like tae watch their expressions. A human girl would cower tae be presented tae a wolf, but the shifters understand our ways. Our women are brave.”

“Brave or nae, ye need tae choose a mate. Better start searchin’.”
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Owen strolled through the marketplace. His brow pinched as he sorted his tumbled thoughts.

Allen elbowed him. “Look at their faces. Lots of pretty lasses. Find one ye’d like tae know better.”

While Allen flirted with a girl hovering over an herb cart, Owen ended up at his favorite stall. The aroma of meat pies had drawn him. He leaned over the display, with his face tight, as if he couldn’t decide which pie to buy even though they were all the same. Gaw, he loved them. The smells were so enticing. He usually stopped here once a week.

Brown-haired, hazel-eyed Gwen stepped up behind the counter. “My lord. How are ye this fine dae?”

“Uh...” As Owen caught her eye, a strange awareness settled over him. He had seen her expression before, in Annie a few days prior.

He straightened, somewhat alarmed. Owen often conversed with this human girl each week when he bought his pie. She was kind and smiled shyly while her hair flowed recklessly down her back. Had she been a noble woman, she would have worn her tangled locks in elegant curls. Owen grinned. The wildness of her reminded him of the wolf he hadn’t been for so long.

An ache swam in his gut, and he recognized it as longing, longing for what used to have been before the human’s came into their midst.

“My lord, are ye aw right?” Gwen fluttered her lashes at him. “Would ye like tae come in and sit fur a bite?”

Owen’s mouth watered as she picked up a pie, but the delicate nature of her wrists browned from the sun drew his gaze. She didn’t spend all day indoors. He wondered what she did after the market. He had an urge to run with her through a meadow, on four legs.

Run with or chase?

I’m losing my head.

Gwen held open the stall door, and he followed her into the back where a small table and chair sat in the middle of the room. She gestured for him to sit. When Owen did, she set the pie before him, with a wooden spoon.

Owen lifted his chin toward her face. Och, the same look again. Devotion. Was that what Allen called it? Owen was lord over humans and shifters in his province. Was this loyalty to her lord and naught else?

She put a glass of goat’s milk on the table. Owen scooped a spoonful of pie into his mouth, and Gwen watched him. As savory as the meat was, he had a sudden desire to taste something
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