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Chapter One

 


Billy Gallagher peered up at the mountains
and inhaled the crisp air. Spring had come to Kentucky, but the day
was still cool. Birds trilled their songs, and a crow cawed his
annoyance. In the distance, a small animal rustled a bush as it
hurried by. Leaves were unfurling, the woods coming awake after
their winter nap.

He loved being outside. Always had. It was
his good fortune that he’d grown up in the middle of a wolf pack
just outside of Salvation, North Carolina. He’d literally run wild
with the wolves.

He veered off the path and into the
surrounding trees, as at home here as he was in his living room.
His stepfather, Elias, had taught him how to survive in the
wilderness, how to track and find food, how to mark his trail.

The incline grew steeper, but it didn’t slow
him down. He kept up the punishing pace for almost an hour, pushing
himself to his limits. His lungs were sucking in air when he
finally stopped and sat on a moss-covered outcrop that gave a
beautiful view of the countryside below. It was peaceful and
quiet.

Exactly what I need.

He opened his knapsack and pulled out a
bottle of water. As he took a long pull, he let his gaze travel
over the landscape. Something about the rustic countryside settled
the slight dissatisfaction that had crept into him as of late.

He loved his life and living on Salvation
Pack land, but it wasn’t always easy being one of only two people
there who were full human. The rest were either pure werewolf or
half-breed. Having to keep such a large secret meant he didn’t have
any friends outside the pack. Sometimes it got lonely.

Every now and then, he just needed to get
away.

He dug into his backpack and found an energy
bar. Since it was chocolate, it wasn’t half bad. But it wasn’t
nearly as tasty as whatever was being whipped up at home for
lunch.

Pack life was communal. He’d spent his
childhood running in and out of all the homes in the compound. He
rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. But he wasn’t pack. Not
really. He was human.

He stuffed the bar wrapper back into his bag
and pushed himself upright. The restlessness that had plagued him
was back in full force. He was determined to silence it one way or
the other.

Leaving the pack was an option, but not one
he really wanted to consider. They were his family. And if he went,
his mother would be the only human among wolves. The alternative
was to do what he was doing—spending time alone in nature, soaking
up its peace and tranquility. And if that didn’t work, he’d sweat
his restlessness away, pushing himself harder.

Billy swung his knapsack onto his shoulders
and continued the climb. He’d hike for another hour or so and then
set up camp. Being early May and with him so far off the beaten
track, he wouldn’t run into anyone else.

And that was exactly how he wanted it.

****

Addie Fuller glanced over her
shoulder, not slowing her pace. Hurry! Her paws barely made any sound as they
landed on the forest floor, cushioned by moss and downed pine
needles. Adrenaline pumped through her veins. Her heart pounded.
She dug deep and pushed herself to go faster.

Even in her wolf form she was tiring. She’d
been running flat out and hiding for what seemed like hours. Simon
should have given up by now. He had to know if he did, she’d sneak
home and keep her mouth shut about what he’d done.

If she told her daddy, he’d feel honor-bound
to fight Simon. And he’d also never let her out of the house on her
own again. She’d be basically a prisoner until she allowed herself
to be mated.

But Simon Jones and Jude Gordon didn’t care
what she wanted.

Her options were severely limited.

Addie stopped beside a large overgrowth of
bushes and listened. She was panting so heavily it took a couple of
minutes for her to be able to hear anything above the pounding of
her heart.

The woods were silent.

The birds had stopped singing. The squirrels
and other small animals were still.

Damn! She
hadn’t lost him.

“Come on, Addie. I was only kidding
around.” Simon sounded both condescending and cajoling. He was also
much closer than she was comfortable with.

She hunkered down low to the ground, barely
daring to breathe.

“Let’s go home.” Jude was obviously
trying to talk some sense into his friend. “Addie doesn’t want you,
man.”

Jude was right. She wouldn’t mate with Simon
if he was the last man on the planet. Too bad he couldn’t seem to
get that through his thick skull. What had started out as a
friendly outing with packmates had ended up with her running to
keep from being mated by force.

“She will.” The certainty in Simon’s
voice sent an icy shiver down her spine. This was not a man ready
to give up. She was tempted to take a peek to see how close they
were but didn’t dare. She shifted her weight and a leaf crunched
beneath her right paw.

“There she is!” Simon
yelled.

“Come back!” Jude called after his
friend.

She took off, running harder than she
thought possible, but Simon was a male werewolf, several years
older than her. He was bigger, stronger, and faster.

He’s going to catch me.

It was only a matter of time until he
overtook her. There was only one thing to do. There was a clearing
up ahead, and she went straight for it. It would be easier to fight
if she wasn’t hemmed in.

This morning had started like any other
normal day. When she’d had breakfast with her folks, she’d never
dreamed that hours later she’d be fighting for her life.

Because there was no way she was going to
allow any wolf to claim her. It would be her choice or none at
all.

She skidded to a stop and turned. Growling,
she showed her fangs, warning both men she was prepared to fight.
Simon remained a wolf, but Jude was in his human form.

“We don’t have to do this,” Jude
began. But Addie was very much afraid they did. Simon’s brown eyes
gleamed with determination and lust.

****

Something is wrong.

The woods went silent. The birds stopped
singing, and a squirrel that had been entertaining him with its
antics suddenly fled up a nearby pine tree.

It was an unnatural quiet.

Billy sat up on his sleeping bag and
listened. He’d been lying back, relaxed, watching the late
afternoon sky and enjoying the sounds of the mountain. He hadn’t
bothered to bring a tent. The weather was forecast to be decent,
and he loved sleeping under the stars, even when there was the
possibility it would dip down close to freezing overnight.

Something rustled in the bushes nearby. He
pushed himself upright and quietly moved in the direction of the
sound. A bear? The smaller animals wouldn’t have been as spooked by
a deer or a fox.

When voices filtered through the trees, he
relaxed. It was just some fellow hikers. Although, he really was
off the beaten track, far from humanity or any trails. One of the
voices sounded distressed. He knew his way in the wilderness, but
not everyone else did. Best to make sure they weren’t lost.

He took the time to roll his sleeping bag
and attach it to his pack, just in case he had to guide them
out.

So much for my quiet afternoon and evening
in the woods.

Some sixth sense made him creep quietly
toward whoever was out there. This wasn’t a likely spot for
anything illegal, but stranger things had happened. There could be
hunters out there, in which case the last thing he wanted was to
get his ass shot by startling them.

He might be human, but he’d been trained by
werewolves from the time he was a kid. It was as natural as
breathing for him to stay downwind and watch where he put his
feet.

A deep growl made him stop in his tracks.
There were wolves out there. And since there weren’t any regular
wolves around here, they had to be werewolves.

He did not need to be caught in the woods by another
pack. There was one in Kentucky, but he’d figured the odds of him
running into any of them were slim to none. Looked like slim had
won.

But they didn’t know he was out here. The
best thing to do was walk away to avoid any possible conflict. He’d
turned to do just that when a woman spoke.

“Make him go home, Jude. I won’t mate
with him.”

Billy’s blood ran cold. Silently cursing
himself as an idiot for getting in the middle of a fight between
werewolves, he slowly lowered his gear to the ground and strode
forward, making no attempt to silence his approach.

They all stared as he walked into the small
clearing. His gaze went from the naked woman—and wow, was she
gorgeous—to the very large wolf glaring at him. There was another
man, also naked. He had no idea where the naked guy stood in all of
this, but the wolf was obviously the biggest problem.

He held his hands out in front of him.
“Don’t mean to barge in, but I’m afraid I can’t let you claim an
unwilling female.”

The wolf growled, showing plenty of teeth.
The other man frowned and spoke. “I don’t know who the hell you
are, but this isn’t any of your business. Walk away.”

Billy tilted his head to one side, studying
them both. “Sorry, can’t do that. I’ve heard stories about forced
matings. A real man protects his friends and family, helps where
he’s needed. A real man never forces a woman.” He shook his head.
“So sorry, but I’m not going anywhere.”

****

Who is this guy? Where the heck did he come
from?

There was no time to get answers. The tall
stranger sauntered forward to confront Simon and Jude, as though he
didn’t have a care in the world.

Even more shocking, he knew what they
were.

He wasn’t the least bit taken aback by
seeing two naked people and a wolf. Obviously, he’d been listening
to them if he knew about the claiming. He was a stranger, but he
had to be a wolf or at least a half-breed if he knew so much about
their kind.

“You need to leave,” Jude repeated.
“While you still can.” His voice was so low it was almost a growl.
The stranger didn’t back down, but stood taller and tilted his chin
up slightly in an obvious challenge.

Addie took a deep breath and caught the
stranger’s scent. Shock rippled through her. He was totally human
and no match against two male werewolves. As much as she
appreciated him coming forward on her behalf, she couldn’t allow
him to be hurt. And that’s what would happen if he stayed.

“He’s right.” She looked the stranger
right in the eyes. “You should go.”

The human hooked his thumbs into the front
pockets of his jeans and shook his head. “Not unless you tell me
you’re ready to mate with that wolf.” He jerked his head toward
Simon.

There was something about the man that made
her unwilling to lie. She shook her head. “No, I can’t tell you
that.”

“Then I guess I’m staying.”

Simon began to shift, his bones and body
contorting and reshaping, fur disappearing and turning to skin.
Back in his human form, he spat on the ground. “This is none of
your business, human.” He made the last word sound like a curse and
took a menacing step forward.

But the stranger didn’t back away. Nor did
he seem the least bit shocked by Simon’s transformation. Human he
might be, but wherever he’d come from, this was not his first
encounter with her kind.

She didn’t know if this newcomer was brave
or stupid.

“But since you’ve seen what we are,
you have to die,” Simon added.

The man cocked his head to one side. “I knew
what you were before I stepped into the clearing.” Then he turned
his attention to her and inclined his head. “Billy Gallagher.
Pleased to meet you.”

It was embarrassing to be totally naked in
front of a complete stranger. Even with her hands strategically
placed, there was no hiding her nudity. She always changed and
shifted before joining the others. She wasn’t ashamed of her body,
but she was modest, and there was no need to make the situation
regarding her unmated state even more volatile by parading around
in nothing but her bare skin.

At least she knew his name now.
Billy Gallagher. It suited him. He
was just a shade over six feet tall with blond hair and eyes as
blue as a summer’s sky. He wasn’t heavily built, but from the way
he moved, there was a lot of lean muscle under his
clothing

“Addie Fuller.” It should have felt
ridiculous to be acting like the situation was normal, but she
honestly didn’t know what else to do.

Simon gave a menacing growl. “You don’t look
at her. She’s mine.”

Enough was enough. “I’m not yours. I’ll
never be yours. I thought we were friends, but right now, I don’t
like you. I don’t know who you are anymore.” And that was the
truth. They’d all grown up together, playing and running wild as
children. Everything had changed these past few months.

She turned to Jude, appealing to his common
sense. “You need to take Simon home. We can pretend this never
happened.”

“She’s right.” Jude held his hand out
toward his friend, but he was having none of it.

“No, she’s mine. And I’ll claim her as
soon as I get rid of the human.”

Billy’s affable demeanor disappeared in the
blink of an eye. “You might want to rethink that. If I don’t turn
up at home on time, people are going to come looking for me.”

“Let them come.” Simon threw back his
shoulders and gave a cocky grin. “They’ll have to find your
body.”

An icy chill ran through her. She’d never
once thought Simon was capable of cold-blooded murder. Of course,
she’d never thought he’d try to force her to mate with him
either.

“Oh, they’ll find it.” Billy tapped
the side of his nose. “Werewolves have an excellent sense of
smell.”

Brow furrowed, she cocked her head to one
side, totally confused. “Werewolves?”

“Didn’t I mention I’m part of the
Salvation Pack out of North Carolina? No? Well, I am. So unless you
want to bring a whole heap of trouble down on your pack, you’ll
walk away.”


Chapter Two

 


Billy was taking a huge gamble, but it was
the only chance he had. Simon seemed intent on not only mating with
Addie but also killing him.

He wasn’t sure which side Jude would come
down on in a fight, but he wasn’t expecting help from that quarter.
He hoped the threat of the wrath of another pack would be
sufficient deterrent to end this.

Simon sniffed the air and glared. “You’re
not a half-breed.”

Once again, he tried not to feel lacking
because of his heritage. “No, I’m not. I’m full human.”

“How is that possible?” Addie
asked.

She really was lovely. It wasn’t just that
she was naked, but she was and there was no denying it was a
distraction. She was tall and lean, her long hair falling in waves
around her shoulders in a curtain of chocolate, chestnut, and ash
brown, her eyes a lovely shade of dark honey.

“My mom is mated to one of
them.”

“Your mom?” she repeated.

He nodded. “Yup. I was just a kid at the
time. Elias adopted me after they mated.”

“But she’s fully human, not a werewolf
or half-breed?” Addie seemed shocked by his admission. So were the
other two. The best thing he could do was to keep talking, maybe
give the two men time to rethink what they were doing.

“She’s fully human. When I was a
teenager, I asked her why she hadn’t been turned into a wolf when
he’d bitten her. I mean, she has a mating mark on her neck.” He
tried not to think about what had been happening when his mother
had gotten it. Yeah, as much as he loved Elias, he didn’t want to
think about his mom and dad having sex.

He hated sharing such personal details with
the men, but if talking kept them from attacking, it was worth it.
Strangely enough, he didn’t mind sharing with Addie.

“She told me that Elias had been
careful, barely sinking his teeth into her. Only enough to mark
her. In order to be turned, the bite has to be vicious and
life-threatening.”

“That’s bullshit.” Simon took an
aggressive step forward. “If a werewolf attacks a human, they die.
Pure and simple. There is no such thing as conversion. That’s just
a folktale.”

He could have disputed that. The details
might have been kept from him, but there were females in the pack
that had survived such an ordeal.

Simon growled and took another step toward
him, obviously finished listening to anything he had to say. “You
should have minded your own business.”

Why were some people so damn stubborn? This
wolf wasn’t going to walk away.

With a sigh, he took in the beautiful meadow
that might be his burial place. “A man has to die sometime, and
this is as nice a place as there is.”

“You’re out of your mind.” His
adversary stared, as if trying to figure out if he truly meant what
he’d said.

He shrugged. “Maybe, but I’d never be able
to live with myself, look at myself in the mirror, if I left her
here. Just as important, I’d never be able to face my father or
pack again.”

He rubbed his hand over his jaw and sighed.
“I’m not going anywhere. So what do you say, you leave and no one
gets hurt?”

Addie had been quiet for some time, but now
she spoke up. “I won’t tell anyone.”

Billy looked into her eyes. As she stared
back, something clicked into place, a deep connection forming
between them. It was so strong it almost seemed physical rather
than emotional. She was telling the truth, meant what she said. And
for good reason.

He tried to reason with Simon. “She’ll get
restricted if she tells her father or alpha what you tried to do.”
For all he knew, her father or alpha might not think anything wrong
with the situation. Some wolves wouldn’t.

He glanced at the man standing silently next
to Simon. Jude seemed to have a bit more sense than his friend.
“What do you say?”

Jude glanced from Simon to Addie to Billy
but kept his mouth shut.

Great, no help there.

Simon smiled and began to shift. As many
times as he’d seen a member of his pack change from human form to
that of a wolf, it never got old.

As the male began to transform, so did
Addie. Spellbound, he watched her morph from tall, gorgeous, brave
woman to multi-hued, sleek, powerful wolf. Her body contorted—bones
reshaping, forehead flattening, and jaw elongating.

It was pure magic.

She growled, prepared to fight, but it was
an uneven battle, lost before it even began. Two full-blooded
werewolf males against a female werewolf and a human? Yeah, the
odds weren’t in their favor.

He made one final attempt at peacemaking.
“You’ll be the reason your pack ends up in a war with the Salvation
Pack. I don’t know all the details, but our packs have history.”
Probably not the best time to mention his pack had walked away the
winners from the last clash. Simon was the type who would take that
as a personal challenge instead of seeing it as a deterrent.

“They must be weak if they allow full
humans in their midst,” Jude pointed out.

Why did people always think that being
open-minded and sensible meant being weak? His mom was the
strongest person he’d ever met. She’d been a single mother raising
him by herself until she’d met and fallen in love with Elias. If he
didn’t survive, at least she wouldn’t be alone.

He didn’t want to die. There was still so
much he wanted to do. In spite of the obstacles facing him, he’d
still hoped to one day have a wife and maybe kids.

Without warning, Simon leaped into the
air.

Instinct kicked in, and Billy dropped flat
on the ground. Not expecting such a move, the wolf sailed right
over him. He was already rolling to his feet before Simon
landed.

He glanced at Addie and made a split-second
decision. “Run.”

****

Billy’s order shocked her. It was appalling
and unconscionable how far Simon was willing to go to get what he
wanted. The Jones family was known for being ruthless to the point
of recklessness. She’d thought he was different from the rest.
Smarter.

Her assessment had been way off.

Simon growled, stalking his prey, flaunting
his powerful form. He wanted Billy to run.

She growled at Jude, but he held up his
hands and backed away. “Not my fight.”

Coward. The
man was an absolute coward to allow this to happen.

She hurried around the perimeter of the
clearing, always keeping Simon in sight. She wouldn’t put it past
him to try to mark her while she was distracted.

Billy jerked his jaw toward the woods.
He honestly wanted her to leave. He’s way
braver and more protective than my own packmates.

He was willing to die to protect her. No way
could she run and leave him to fight alone. Taking up a position
beside him, she growled. If Simon wanted a fight, he’d get one.

Simon leaped toward her. Billy shoved her
aside and went on the attack. He ducked beneath a massive front paw
and punched Simon right in the jaw. The male wolf gave a yelp and
fell, but not before raking his claws over Billy’s arm. Blood
seeped from the shallow wounds.

This is crazy.

Mind racing, she searched for some solution,
some way to end this without anyone dying. But she couldn’t think
of any way to make that happen.

Totally beyond reason, Simon growled and
bared his fangs, saliva dripping from them. The scent of blood was
goading him. His need for revenge was a thirst to be quenched. He
was a primal werewolf male, and he’d been struck by a human.

There’s no way to stop
him. Terror gripped her, making her stomach
churn.

Billy kept his arms loose by his sides and
his knees slightly bent. He never took his eyes off his opponent.
“You need to run, Addie, or my death means nothing.”

Torn, she froze. If he was willing to die
for her, shouldn’t she honor his sacrifice?

The wolf charged. Billy jumped aside but not
fast enough. Several claws raked his torso. The metallic scent of
blood clogged her nose.

This can’t go on much longer.

He smiled and curled his fingers toward
Simon in a come-get-me motion, taunting him.

He’s buying me time to run.

Disappearing into the underbrush, she
circled around, careful to keep downwind. Not that it mattered with
the three men intent on the fight. Jude might not be actively
involved, but his attention was glued to the scene.

Hunkering down, she waited for her chance to
attack. Her soul screamed that she’d regret it for the rest of her
life if Billy died.

Simon hit hard and fast, taking his prey to
the ground. Man and wolf rolled in the dirt. The muscles in Billy’s
arms bunched and strained as he tried to keep the wolf’s sharp
teeth from taking a chunk out of him. And he succeeded … for about
thirty seconds. No matter how strong he was, he was no match for a
werewolf.

Sharp fangs clamped down on his shoulder.
He’d managed to turn at the last second to protect his throat, but
it hadn’t saved him from injury. As he cried out in pain, claws
raked over his body, sharp nails ripping into his human flesh.

Something inside her snapped. Spurred on by
the scent of his blood and the sound of his cries, she burst from
her hiding spot. Leaping on top of Simon, she clamped her teeth
around the back of his neck, braced her hind paws on his back, and
yanked with all her might.

He released his prey, and they both tumbled
to the side. He swiped his big paw at her. She jerked back, but his
sharp claws caught her soft belly. The smell of blood was followed
by pain. It radiated outward to her limbs, the shock weakening her.
Outside the inevitable injuries that came from tussling and playing
with friends while growing up, she’d never been attacked.
Especially not by a packmate.

“Stop it!” Jude yelled. The stench of
his fear permeated the air. He kept glancing at the woods, as
though he didn’t want to attract attention, which didn’t make any
sense since they were the only ones around. Maybe he finally
understood just how far Simon was willing to go. This was no longer
a game. This was life and death.

Apparently, he didn’t care about the human
but drew the line at Simon killing her.

Standing over Billy’s prone body, she
growled a warning.

Simon shifted back to his human form, his
brown eyes dark and mean. Keeping his gaze on her, he licked
Billy’s blood from his mouth and spat it onto the ground at her
feet. “Human blood. You’d protect him against me.”

She shifted back to her human form and faced
her attacker. “I’ll protect him as long as there is breath in my
body. You’ll have to kill me to get to him.”

He stared at her as though he’d never seen
her before. And maybe he hadn’t. She’d never stood up to him in
such a direct manner. Then he glanced at Billy and finally over at
Jude.

“Come on, man,” he pleaded. “Let’s
just go.” Jude obviously wanted no part in this. A forced mating
was one thing, killing her quite another. Maybe it was finally
sinking in with Simon that his friend might not keep his silence if
he murdered her.

“You’re not worth the trouble.” Simon
motioned to Billy. “And neither is he. He’ll be dead before
morning, probably sooner.” He turned to leave. “Better hope no
hunters find you with his body. They’ll shoot you in your pretty
little head. And even a werewolf can’t recover from splattered
brains.” He laughed as he sauntered away.

The bastard was walking away free and clear
from what he’d done. Secure that no matter what happened, she
wouldn’t tell her alpha about this, couldn’t be sure he’d take her
side. Not over the death of a human. Addie thought he would, but
she couldn’t afford to take the risk.

But she could go to the Salvation Pack. It would never
occur to Simon that she would do such a thing. Because what Billy
had told them was true. Their packs had clashed in the past. Not
that she knew many details about what had happened. Only that some
members of her pack had died, all of them killed by one member of
the Salvation Pack. The older wolves sometimes spoke of it in
whispers when they thought they were alone. But however bloody
their history, they deserved the truth. And if it started a war
between the two packs, she’d be sure to point out exactly who was
to blame.

She silently pleaded with Jude for help. He
shook his head, turned away, and followed Simon.

Uncaring of her nakedness, she fell to her
knees and pressed her fingers against his neck. “Billy.” Was he
even breathing?

It was a shock to find his eyes open and him
staring at her. “Addie.” The word was little more than a breathy
sigh, but she heard him as easily as if he’d shouted. He wasn’t
dead yet. There was still a chance she could save him.

“I’m here.” She needed supplies. His
chest and arms were bleeding, the long gashes from Simon’s claws
leaving open wounds. But it was his shoulder that was the worst.
The skin had been ripped away, and a chunk of muscle was gone. She
pulled away the shredded remnants of his shirt, wadded up the
material, and pressed it against the wound, trying to staunch the
bleeding.

So much blood.

He flinched at the pressure and gave a moan
of pain, but didn’t tell her to stop. He had to know just how bad
the situation was. He licked his lips, his breathing labored.
“Gear.” His fingers uncurled and pointed to the right.

She jumped up and raced in that direction,
inhaling deeply to find his scent. His knapsack was partially
hidden under a short pine tree. With shaky hands, she grabbed it
and hurried back.

“I’ve got it.” Adrenaline pumped
through her veins, allowing her to focus past her own pain. She
ignored the gashes in her stomach. Her werewolf metabolism was
already working to heal them. They weren’t as deep as they could
have been. He wasn’t so fortunate. She opened the bag and dug out a
long-sleeved flannel shirt. It would do for a makeshift bandage.
She ripped the arms off and then folded the rest into a thick
padding.

I don’t know how to do
this. This was beyond anything in her experience.
Werewolves healed naturally, for the most part, and she’d never
been around anyone who’d been this seriously injured.

I have to clean the wound
first. Fear was making her sweat. She swiped her
forearm over her forehead.

You can do this.
She didn’t have a choice. The alternative was to just let him
die.

There was a bottle of water in a holder on
the side of the pack. She opened it and poured the cool liquid over
the wound. He clenched his teeth against the pain, his back bowing
off the ground.

“I’m sorry. I know it hurts. I’m
sorry,” she chanted. She pressed the folded pad against his
shoulder and used the sleeves to bind it in place. “That should do
it. I hope.” She chewed on her bottom lip and studied her
handiwork.

“So, do you always apply bandages on
the first date?” His voice was low and shaky.

Her mouth dropped and she stared. Here he
was possibly dying, had to be in sheer agony, and he was making a
joke.

She swallowed hard. For some reason, his
attempt at humor, at making them both feel better, made her heart
hurt. She had to clear her throat several times before she could
respond. “I didn’t know I was going on a first date, or I might
have brought a big box of bandages with me.”

His chuckle turned into a low cry when he
jostled his injured body.

Heart racing and hands trembling, she dug
through his pack and found a small first aid kit. She used every
butterfly bandage to close the worst of the gashes on his chest and
arms. Then she used a thick roll of gauze to wrap around his torso.
It was easy for her to get him to sit upright, given her werewolf
strength, but it was pure hell for him.

When he passed out and went limp in her
arms, she felt utterly alone.

“Billy.” She eased him back down and
pressed her fingers against his neck, barely breathing until she
caught the slightest fluttering. He was still alive.

But for how long?

She sat on the ground and shivered, not from
cold as much as fear. Still, she was naked, and the sun was almost
gone.

She dug through his things and came up with
another shirt. This one she pulled on and buttoned. It fell to
mid-thigh and made her feel not quite so vulnerable.

What should she do?

A branch snapped in the distance. She sprang
to her feet and growled a warning. Whatever curious animal was out
there retreated.

“Think, Addie.” She rubbed her hands
over her thighs, absently noting she was getting blood on her legs
and on the shirt. It was a combination of his, hers, and Simon’s,
because she’d drawn blood when she’d attacked.

Blood. She
needed to get them somewhere safer, or she’d be fighting off
predators all night long.

Moving Billy would be next to impossible.
She was stronger than any human, but shifting and fighting had
exhausted her, not to mention she’d run for hours. The adrenaline
dumped into her system was dissipating, leaving her weakened, even
as her body worked overtime to heal her wounds. She was also
hungry, not fueled enough to function at peak strength.

As she tried to figure her next move, she
tossed things back into the knapsack. When her gaze fell on the
sleeping bag, it gave her an idea.

With as little jarring as possible, she
maneuvered him into the sleeping bag. It wasn’t easy. He was
deadweight, unable to help. She cursed and sweat but kept going
until the task was done. If he hadn’t already been unconscious, he
likely would have been by the time she finished.

Being wrapped up would keep him warm and
offer him some protection when she moved him. It would also give
her something to grab onto so she could pull him.

She’d been running wild in these woods since
she was young and knew them well. There was a small cave not too
far from here.

With the knapsack on her back, she bent down
to brush his hair away from his face. It was silky and soft, the
color so light. “Everything will be okay. I’ll get you somewhere
safe,” she promised.

She waited for several heartbeats, but he
didn’t stir. That was concerning, but there was nothing she could
do about it. Safety came first, and that meant moving.

“Get going, Addie.” She went to his
head, grabbed the ends of the sleeping bag, and tugged. It slid
easily over the needle-covered forest floor. A low moan escaped
from his lips. His eyes scrunched, creating lines on his forehead.
Even passed out, he couldn’t escape the pain. She almost stopped,
but delaying matters would only make things worse.

Don’t die before I get you to the cave.

She didn’t want to be pulling an actual
deadweight. Shoving that thought from her head, she kept going. It
seemed as though she walked forever, small sticks and rocks biting
into her bare feet.

Her arms were like lead. The muscles in her
thighs burned. She was panting, sucking air into her lungs. The
weight on her back grew exponentially with each step. Her fingers
began to cramp.

Gritting her teeth, she cried out and
pulled. “I can do it. I can do it.” She stumbled and went down on
one knee. Head bent, she took several deep breaths before shoving
her hand to the ground and pushing herself upright. She’d crawl if
she had to, but she prayed it wouldn’t come to that. Swiping her
hair out of her eyes, she trudged on.

Just as despair crept in, when she thought
she might not make it, their destination loomed before her. “Thank
God.” She dropped the corners of the sleeping bag, leaving him long
enough to ensure the cave was empty of any occupants before pulling
him inside.

“Fire.” She didn’t need one, but he
did. There was a small stream not far from here, too. That gave
them water.

They should be safe. It wasn’t likely Simon
would come back later tonight. As far as he was concerned, he’d
won. That was fine with her. She’d be happy if she never laid eyes
on him again.

What would her parents think when she didn’t
return home? All she’d told them earlier was that she was going for
a run. She couldn’t worry about them now. There were bigger
problems to deal with.

There was a flashlight in his pack. She
retrieved it and set it aside. She could see perfectly fine without
it, but if he woke before she got a fire going, he’d find comfort
in it. Most full humans were uneasy in the dark, their eyes unable
to adjust the way hers could.

Whoever Billy Gallagher was, he was an
experienced camper. He seemed to have everything she needed,
including matches in a small protective metal canister.

Staying nearby in case he stirred, she
gathered twigs and branches and piled them at the entrance of the
cave. When the first flames flickered to life, she looked toward
him. Still flat on his back tucked inside the sleeping bag, he
hadn’t stirred.

She placed her hand on his forehead and
swore. He was burning up.

Humans died from werewolf bites. She was
facing a battle she couldn’t possibly win, not out here in the
middle of nowhere with very limited supplies.

It would be so easy to give in to the
inevitable.

Then his eyelids fluttered and opened. When
their gazes met, something inside her settled. “You’re back,” she
whispered, relief making her hoarse.

He blinked several times. “Was I gone?” His
voice was incredibly weak. If it wasn’t for her superior hearing,
she wouldn’t have heard him unless she’d had her ear right to his
lips. One corner of his mouth quirked up slightly.

Was he seriously joking?

He coughed and followed it with a moan. She
stroked his arm until he regained control and took several deep
breaths.

“You’re okay,” she assured him. At
least he was for now.

“Where—” He broke off and
shivered.

“You’re safe in a cave.” She dug into
his pack, this time to find something to use as a cloth. A clean
pair of socks would have to do. She moistened one of them with
their dwindling water supply and rubbed it over his forehead and
cheeks.

He sighed and angled his head toward
her.

The next shiver shook his entire body. He
was burning up, but he was shivering. If the fever spiked too high,
it would kill him. The human body could only withstand so much.

She brought the bottle of water to his lips.
“Drink.”

A werewolf bite was always fatal. That’s
what her daddy always said. But there were stories, folklore that
spoke of the rare person who survived, who became something more
than human, who became like them.

“That’s just myth,” she whispered. But
what if it wasn’t? What if there was even the tiniest
hope?

She rubbed the cool cloth down his face and
upper body, avoiding his wounds. As she did so, she began to
pray.

****

“So what are we going to
say?”

“About what?” Simon looked over at
Jude’s fingers where he tapped them nervously against the steering
wheel of the truck. They were almost home. They’d stopped along the
way for him to clean the blood away. It wouldn’t do for anyone to
smell it on him.

“About Addie.”

“Nothing. We’re going to say
nothing.”

“But what if someone asks? What if
someone saw her leave with me earlier?” Jude could be a pain in the
ass, but he did have a point.

“We say she wanted time alone so we
left.” Simple and straightforward. Nothing to screw up.

“I don’t know, Simon.”

He clamped his hand over his buddy’s
shoulder, squeezing it harder than necessary. “There is nothing to
know. If you’d helped me earlier, I’d be mated to her—and that
human would be dead. You’ll keep your mouth shut if you know what’s
good for you.” He’d wanted Addie for years and was tired of waiting
for her to come to her senses. He was the obvious choice, the best
single male in the pack.

Jude swallowed several times as he pulled
the truck in behind his house. “Sure. No problem.”

“Good man,” he praised. “Now let’s get
something to eat.” He needed to refuel and rest, because he was
heading out first thing in the morning to check on that human. This
time he was going alone. And if Billy Gallagher was still alive, he
wouldn’t be when Simon was done with him.

As for Addie … well, he’d find a way to make
her his yet. It was only a matter of time.

 



Chapter Three

 


Billy woke in the midst of a fiery hell.
Fire crackled; the smell of smoke clogged his nostrils. There was
no escaping the inferno.

But even through the despair, something
nagged at him. There was something important he was forgetting,
something he needed to do. Thinking was almost impossible. The pain
ate at him, like a monster trying to devour him from the inside
out.

“You’re safe.” The promise was
followed by a cooling balm across his forehead.

He tried to pry his eyes open but couldn’t.
Panic swept over him, through him, making him sweat. It was as
though someone had placed anvils on his eyelids.

More cooling on his body. This time on his
neck and one of his shoulders. The relief was a welcome
respite.

Shards of agony pierced his other shoulder.
Why was this woman with the angel voice both soothing and torturing
him? Surely, he’d done nothing to deserve this.

“Billy? Can you hear me?”

She called him by name. That had to mean
something. He had to see her. Sweat poured down his temples. He
gritted his teeth and pushed. It was harder than bench pressing two
hundred pounds, but he managed to crack his eyelids.

And closed them just as quickly. Too much
light. And why was it flickering?

Fire. I’m on fire.

He was also outside.

“Please open your eyes.”

Her desperation and fear reached inside him,
giving him the strength needed to force his eyelids to follow
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