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            Chapter One

          

          Chase

        

      

    

    
      More than a whim, stronger than desire, my need to run was a compulsion. I had to run. It started as an itch, a nagging feeling that only grew the longer I ignored it. Until I could no longer ignore it. Until I gave in.

      The pebbles and underbrush of the mountain forest floor dug into my paws as I plunged into the darkness. Cool air filled my lungs as I leapt over fallen logs and crashed through scrub bushes, their branches scraping against my thick fur. It didn’t matter which path I took or where I was going. These woods were my home, my sanctuary. The pack house had never offered me the same comfort. Not as a child, not as an adult.

      As the only son of the alpha, my fate had always been determined, my every action analyzed. But that wasn’t the case out here. In the forest, I was just a wolf, a part of nature. And I could just be.

      The end of my pack’s territory was fast approaching as I raced along the game trail. A few more feet and I’d reach Barlow Pass. The deer path turned, heading deeper into the forest, but I didn’t.

      I slowed to a walk as the trees gave way to a glorious open sky. With the visual ability of my golden lupine eyes, night turned to day and I bathed in the cool light of the full moon and countless stars. I moved forward and looked over the edge of the cliff, to the forest below and the twinkling town beyond. This was a truly magical place, a locus of spiritual energies. Nowhere on earth did I feel more connected to my primal ancestry—

      “Chase.” The whisper was loud and clear to my wolf ears, his human footsteps resounding and clumsy compared to his wolf form. Even if he hadn’t spoken, I still would have recognized my cousin’s scent as he approached me from behind.

      “You know how I found you?” Ethan asked. “I went to the one place you weren’t supposed to be.”

      Attention fixed on the cloudless sky above, I let go of the wolf. Bones cracked and muscles tore as my body reshaped itself to human form. When the transformation was complete, I was bare-skinned in the cold night, grieving the fur and freedom I’d cherished moments before.

      “I’m still within the pack’s territory.” I turned to meet my cousin’s gaze. He was a near spitting image of me—short-cropped dirty-blond hair, hazel eyes, and the same thin lips we’d both inherited from our mothers. Ethan was shorter than me though, and a bit less bulky. He worked out twice as much as I did and I still had twenty pounds of muscle on him. That, I got from my father.

      “You’re in the territory, sure,” he said. “But just barely.”

      “Did you come all the way out here just to lecture me?”

      Ethan gave a small smirk and shook his head. “No, dumbass, I brought you these.”

      He held out the shoes, jeans, and black t-shirt I’d shed by the edge of woods by the house.

      “Thanks.” I accepted them and started to dress.

      “So what’s the big emergency? What has you walking all the way out here in human form?” I slid the shirt over my head as I waited for him to answer.

      “It’s your dad.”

      Of course it was.

      “What’s the problem?” I asked. “I know it isn’t because someone saw me up here.”

      “No.” Ethan raked his fingers across his head. “It’s the Tribunal.”

      Shit.

      “They aren’t here, are they?”

      “Not yet. Your dad got the call, though. Your interview’s in an hour.” Ethan offered me a sad smile. He knew how much I hated the idea of working for the Tribunal. My dad wouldn’t take no for an answer. To him, all that mattered was my training, absolute discipline, so one day I could take his place not only as alpha but as liaison for all of Montana’s wolf shifters. Me having to take on my father’s duties was still decades away. He was still young for a shifter, and healthy.

      “Ready?” Ethan asked as I finished pulling on my jeans. He was already walking back toward the woods.

      “You go on ahead. I’ll catch up.”

      He stopped and furrowed his brow, wordlessly calling me out on my bullshit. But I wouldn’t miss the interview, even if I wanted to. I just needed a little more time alone first.

      “Really, I’ll be there.”

      “All right.” The skepticism in his narrowed eyes told me he wasn’t convinced. “I did my part.”

      “You did,” I agreed. “Thanks for letting me know.”

      He turned around and raised his hand in a casual wave as he walked back into the woods.

      His form faded into the darkness, and I waited until I could no longer hear his footsteps before setting out. I would be back in plenty of time. I knew better than to defy my father, my alpha—but I’d take the scenic route. No reason to show up earlier than I had to.

      The edge of the territory followed the cliff of Barlow Pass. I followed the jagged line southwest, back into the forest. Trees in every direction. I kept a safe distance in from the Mountain Peak Ranch. The old barbed wire fence at the edge of the treeline marked the cattle fields of our neighbors. I could follow along as far as the towering hundred-year-old oak, then head west until I reached the manor. The diversion would offer me an extra twenty minutes or so alone.

      Even with my limited human-form senses, the forest was serene. Crickets chirped and moonlight broke through tall branches illuminating the way. The trail here was thicker than the one I’d used to reach the pass, offering plenty of space for a casual stroll.

      The crisp scent of mountains and forest filled my lungs. And something else.

      I slowed to a stop.

      Something was wrong.

      I inhaled and was struck by something familiar, something metallic—blood. In and of itself, the scent of blood wasn’t cause for alarm. This was nature after all, full of life and death.

      Another step farther, I filled my lungs with a deep breath, and with it, the scent. It wasn’t just blood. It was human blood, and it was fresh.

      I followed the scent off the path, pressing between saplings and brush.

      A pained cry cut through the quiet night, that of a man.

      Then there was silence.

      Slow careful steps, I watched the forest around me.

      The closer I came to the human, the stronger the scent of blood grew.

      My skin prickled, like tiny needles stinging my bare arms.

      The air grew stagnant. Cold.

      Eyes burrowed into my back. It was the feeling of being watched, though there was no sign of anyone around. I tried to shake it.

      With a deep breath, I sucked in icy air. On exhale, a stream of steam escaped my lips.

      Nothing like this had ever happened to me before. Something was wrong.

      I considered turning back, but someone was hurt. I couldn’t leave him. I had to help.

      I pressed forward, following the scent of blood, until I saw something.

      A few feet ahead, near a rocky outcropping, there was a form on the ground, unmoving. I approached slowly, watching the forest and sniffing the air for signs of predators. Something had caused those wounds. There were the occasional sightings of mountain lions in the area, but there was no sign of anyone but the man on the ground.

      A few steps closer, I was able to make out not only the puddle of blood pooling around him, but also his features. He appeared to be in his mid-fifties, dressed in coveralls. A hunter perhaps, though his face was vaguely familiar. A gash crossed his neck, a deep and wide wound.

      He was breathing, but just barely. No way he could have done this to himself. But whatever had been here was gone.

      I knelt beside him, tore the sleeve from his shirt and tied it over the wound on his neck.

      Short gray beard, the color drained from his face. Where did I know him from? His eyes were closed—likely he was unconscious.

      That was it—the coveralls. He wasn’t a hunter, but a farmer.

      I knew him, at least in passing—Mitch Wainwright, the owner of Mountain Peak Ranch. What the hell was he doing out here in woods? This was pack territory.

      It didn’t matter. I had to get him to the hospital. Now.

      “It’s going to be okay, Mr. Wainwright.” I slipped one arm under his knees, the other under his back, and I lifted. His body hung limp. Fuck. “I’m going to get you some help. You’re going to be okay.”

      It was a promise I wasn’t certain I could keep. But I sure as hell was going to try.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Harper

        

      

    

    
      Storm clouds gathered over the distant mountaintops, like black cotton candy piled on top of sherbet. Morning light had hardly broken over the horizon before dark shadows had overtaken the sky.

      There was still time left for chores before the rain would start, but not a lot.

      With a toss of the bucket, I scattered dried corn across the ground beside the coop. The chickens flocked toward the sound, with bobbing heads and a chorus of clucks. Willy, the miniature goat that stayed in the fence with them to keep foxes away, also came forward.

      I rushed for the gate before the birds completely surrounded my legs, sparing a glance for the blanket of white and brown feathers behind me.

      Then I returned my gaze upward. The clouds were on the move, slow and steady.

      Heading back up the hill toward the farmhouse, I stayed to the center of the path. Dense greenery grew high on either side, wild blackberry bushes and brambles.

      Nearly to the porch, I caught a hint of movement from the brush. I froze.

      A wild animal this close to the house in broad daylight could mean trouble, but I had a suspicion I knew who it was.

      “Riblet, is that you?”

      More rustling, a snapping twig.

      I pulled an apple from the pocket of my coveralls and knelt down. For occasions just like this, I always tried to be ready, so when I knew I’d be out here, I kept a fresh apple handy.

      There was the sound of sniffing, and a snort. Yep, it had to be Riblet.

      Leaves and branches parted for a massive brown body that charged forward, bursting from cover.

      I rolled the apple across the ground to her, and she scooped it up as quick as a cat. Her curly tail whipped back and forth as her heavy jaw crunched and munched the apple, core and all.

      “I knew it was you.” Slowly, I stayed where I knew she could see me and I stepped closer. Riblet bobbed her head as she crunched down on her snack. Her tail flicked back and forth happily, so I reached down and gently stroked the rough hair between her shoulders.

      Wild pigs were dangerous. I knew it, which was why I was always cautious around her. But I never felt threatened with her. We’d been fast friends ever since I’d found Riblet four years ago.

      When I was a kid, even a teenager, I liked to go for long walks in the wooded parts of the ranch. I always found something new to explore—little creeks and ponds, overlooks with views of the countryside, and every kind of animal that lived here on the mountain. I’d seen rabbits, mostly, but also deer, and once a mountain lion from afar.

      One afternoon I heard a tiny sound coming from a patch of sticker bushes. It was a cry for help, a little wail, one I couldn’t ignore. I’d lain flat on the ground to peer under the vines. There, I saw a little mass of light brown fur with an itty-bitty snout and wide, terrified eyes.

      Just a little piglet, lying on her side, breathing heavily. One of her hind legs was bleeding from what looked to be a bullet graze.

      In nature it was always best not to touch a baby. The mother could abandon her young with one whiff of human scent. Or equally as terrible, momma might attack.

      I looked for the mother, first just by the baby. Then I searched a little farther, cautious that I might actually find her. I didn’t, but what I did find was worse. Not far from the piglet, there was an area where the underbrush had been torn and the dirt kicked around. And there was blood. A lot of blood.

      Lines in the dirt trailed away from the scene. I knew what had happened. Hunters had taken her mother and had wounded the piglet, but left her to die when she escaped into the sticker bushes.

      My father didn’t allow hunters on the ranch, but that didn’t always stop them from coming.

      I went back to the bushes and laid down as close as I could without getting stuck. I couldn’t reach her. So, I pulled myself into the brush by grabbing hold of the thickest trunks and branches. There was barely enough room, even for my tiny frame. The thorns tore at my back and legs, but I was determined to reach her.

      Her fur was thick and softer than I’d expected as I reached out. She didn’t flinch, didn’t move.

      I scooped up the little piglet and shimmied back out, fighting against the stabby vines. By the time we escaped the bushes, I looked worse than she did.

      When I brought her home, Dad wasn’t happy. He didn’t want me to keep her. While he’d never kill one, he was prepared to recite all the reasons wild pigs were dangerous. So, I promised I’d only keep Riblet until she could take care of herself, and that’s exactly what I did. I kept her wound bandaged and clean and bottle fed her with the calf formula we had in the barn.

      After a few months she was big enough to eat anything, and she ate everything. I knew it was time. I knew it was the right thing for her to return to the forest where she belonged.

      After a tearful goodbye, I’d watched as Riblet made her way into the woods. I didn't have to miss her for long, though, because a few weeks later she was back at the screen door waiting for snacks. Now I always kept a veggie or piece of fruit in my pocket, just in case.

      I looked up from Riblet to gaze down across the valley and over to the mountains. About a mile down I could see the cattle moving, and fast. At this time of day, they should have been grazing. When they ran like that, something was wrong. What had them so riled? A mountain lion, maybe. Or a loud noise, like a gunshot. But if that were the case, I would have heard it, too.

      I looked farther along the cattle’s path, toward the mountain gate. It was shut, of course it was. Still, I squinted to check. It wasn’t easy to make out, but it definitely wasn’t closed and chained like it was supposed to be.

      Fuck.

      Riblet made a startled sound as I jumped up, but she shrugged it off in favor of chomping what little remained of her apple core.

      I raced down the hill toward the barn where we kept the ATVs. There used to be horses stabled beneath the roof instead of farm equipment, but that was a long time ago, when the ranch actually made money instead of teetering on the edge of bankruptcy.

      With a tug, I threw open the barn doors, jumped on my ATV, and slammed it into gear. The wheels spun hard as I peeled out, kicking up earth and rocks as I headed out into the pasture.

      I glanced back and found Riblet waddling down the hill as fast as she could, chasing after me. Sorry girlfriend, we’ll have to postpone our brunch.

      This was bad. Really bad.

      The throttle hit the threshold as I held it steady. Long grass whizzed past while stones kicked up from under my wheels. The wind whipped my blond hair over my eyes and snapped at my cheeks.

      That’s when I realized—I’d forgotten my helmet. Stupid. It wasn’t the first time, and I was sure it wasn’t going to be the last. It was reckless as hell, but I couldn’t turn back now.

      I had to cut the herd off before they reached the gate.

      Dark clouds boiled overhead, and the first drops of rain fell. The cattle needed to be back to their run-ins before the worst of the storm hit. Add booming thunder to the already startled herd, well, there’d be no bringing them in by myself.

      The tires slipped on wet grass, and I couldn’t see how close the cattle were to the gate from the valley floor. The mountainside curved ahead and blocked my view. They couldn’t be far.

      Not long after, the path turned and opened to wide open grass.

      I was most definitely closing in. The stragglers of the herd were only about one hundred feet ahead. I had to swing wide and get the cows in the lead to turn first. If I spooked the ones in the middle, they’d break off and I’d never stop the rest from getting out. I moved left, riding way too close to a short rocky ridge. It was only a few feet down, but at this speed if I made a mistake, I’d be dead.

      Finally, I could see the front of the herd. Just a few more feet. There. I swerved right again, driving straight for the ringleaders, yodeling as loud as I could. It did the trick, and the cattle turned right, heading back toward the safety of the sheds and away from the gate. Letting the throttle loose, I slowed my pace and turned toward the opening in the fence. The ATV rumbled as I pulled to a stop and hopped off.

      Wiping the wet hair from my face, I stared a moment at the gate. It wasn’t open just a little, it was all the way open, like Dad hadn’t closed it at all last night.

      It wasn’t like him to forget his duties. I’d have to ask him what happened when he got back from the feed shop. First of the week, he was up well before sunrise to get to the farm store and back. He was probably waiting for me back at the house by now.

      Thunder boomed, with it came flashes of light in the oncoming clouds. I had to get back. First, I had to deal with the gate.

      The massive piece of steel groaned as I pushed it against its ancient hinges. I slammed it shut with a clang that echoed through the valley and I slumped to the ground. I let go of the deep breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding and ran my hand through my hair, pushing it away from my face.

      Then I hopped back on the ATV and started back the way I’d come.

      The herd was lazily making its way back toward the barnyard. Today’s crisis had been averted. There was always an emergency to deal with on the ranch, and that was just the way I liked it. But I would have liked it even better if we could afford to rehire some help. Running Mountain Peak Ranch was a lot for just Dad and me.

      My phone vibrated in the pocket of my coveralls. I pulled the ATV back in the barn and slid the phone from my pocket. The number was local, but I didn’t recognize it.

      “Hello?”

      “Harper Wainwright?”

      “Yes. Who’s calling, please?”

      “This is Officer Ward with the Springvale City police.” My stomach was suddenly sick. The open gate—Dad never would have forgotten to close it. Something had to have happened to him. I could feel it coming, news of something terrible, and I was filled with a sense of dread.

      “Your father’s at the hospital. He was brought in last night.”

      I recounted the night in my head, trying to recall when I’d seen him last. I’d done my chores and gone to bed. It must have been dinner. I hadn’t seen him since dinner. What happened?

      “Is he all right?” I asked, panic rising in my voice.

      “You should come to Springvale General as soon as you can.”  For all the panic I felt, the officer sounded completely emotionless.

      “Okay.” I ran my hand through my soaking wet hair. “But is he—”

      “Have a nice day, ma’am.” With that, the line went dead.
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          Chase

        

      

    

    
      Hospitals made me uneasy. It was the smell—my shifter nose caught everything. The air was filled with medicine and disinfectant, disease and death, distress and suffering. I hated it, but still I stayed.

      Mitch Wainwright was my neighbor, even though I barely knew the man. It didn’t seem like anyone else was coming, so I took it as my duty to remain by his side. I tried to talk to the police officer who came in to file a report, ask him if Mr. Wainwright had anyone that they could call. With the size of the ranch, there had to be at least some farmhand who knew him better than I did. But the officer wouldn’t tell me anything. He just asked his questions, scribbled down the answers, then he was gone. There wasn’t much for me to tell him—I didn’t know what had happened.

      I knew when I returned to the manor, there’d be hell to pay. By staying out all night, I’d missed my interview with the Therion Tribunal. It was a bittersweet pill to swallow. I’d never wanted to join the Tribunal, yet I had intended to be there in time to accept my fate. I had meant to fulfill my father’s wish, but now I’d have to face his wrath instead.

      The machines that kept Mr. Wainwright alive beeped and hummed, the numbers on the screens varying slightly but mostly holding steady. I didn’t know what any of it meant, but I’d caught most of what the doctors had said. It seemed like the old rancher would pull through. Still, I didn’t want him to be alone when he woke. And, if I was being honest, I wasn’t looking forward to returning home to face my father. So I spent the long sleepless night in the hard plastic chair in the corner of the room, into the better part of the morning.

      My eyelids grew heavy and I started to doze.

      Something changed in the air, a pleasant scent that overshadowed everything else. I sat up a little straighter, my tiredness all but forgotten. Gentle and sweet like baked pears, a beautiful scent under so many layers of tragedy. And she was coming closer.

      Her footsteps echoed down the hall, and I rose from my seat. My breath caught when she stepped into the room—destiny.

      In lace-up brown boots, short denim shorts, and a fitted white tank top, the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen lingered in the doorway. Her skin was tan, her long legs thick with muscle. Platinum blond curls cascaded over her bare shoulders and framed her face. I was completely enchanted. Then I noticed her eyes—dull blue orbs of despair.

      She spared me only a questioning glance before moving to Mr. Wainwright’s bedside.

      “Daddy.” She took his limp hand and held it tight.

      I had no idea Mr. Wainwright had a daughter, but our families had always kept to themselves, so it could have been that he lived with his parents, a whole slew of kids, and even grandchildren. It was a reminder that this man was a stranger to me.

      Flicking my gaze between the two, I wasn’t sure what to do, so I remained still. Tears began to stream down the woman’s rosy cheeks, and my heart ached. I had to console her—I had to do something.

      “They said he’ll be all right, in a few days.”

      She looked up from her father, eyes wide, as if she had forgotten I was in the room.

      “Who are you?”

      I’m Chase and we’re meant to be together.

      “Chase Lennox,” I replied.

      She looked me up and down, then stepped around from her father’s bedside.

      I admired the curve of her breasts peeking from the top of her shirt, the flare of her wide hips. Her blue eyes narrowed with accusation, and I wished I could backpedal to start our first meeting over again, even though I didn’t know what I’d done wrong.

      “Okay, Chase, better question: why are you in my dad’s room?” She wiped the tears from her cheeks and crossed her arms.

      Fair question—I should have led with that. Her closeness set my nerves on edge. I wanted to touch her. Her sweet scent enveloped me, obliterating every negative thing I’d felt before she arrived.

      “I brought him in last night. I found him just over the fence of your ranch, in the woods,” I said.

      She let out a deep breath, letting her guard down, letting me in. “Thank you, thank you so much.”

      We stared into each other’s eyes for I didn’t know how long before she reached out and took my hands in hers.

      Her touch was warm and gentle. It was as if I was feeling for the first time, as if I’d been living in a fog waiting for her, waiting to truly see. It was crazy, and it was wonderful.

      I had heard older members of the pack talk about the mating instinct before. That when you know, you just know. But I’d always been skeptical. No more. This feeling was beyond anything I had ever imagined. I had to have her.

      Even though she was human.

      Humans didn’t bond like shifters. She couldn’t feel the pull like I did, could she? I knew that if she rejected me, my shot at happiness was over. This stranger, this human, was my mate. And without her, I would never be whole.

      She cocked her head and furrowed her brow. “But why’d you ride in the ambulance with him?”

      “We didn’t ride. I carried him.”

      “You carried him?” She let go of my hands, and I grieved the loss, though I didn’t let it show. “Why didn’t you just call 911?”

      “I found him all the way up near the hundred-year-old oak. They would have had to call in a chopper to reach him. I didn’t have my phone, and I knew he wouldn’t make it that long if I didn’t do something. So I carried him, and ran here.”

      “That’s at least fifteen miles, there’s no way you did that faster than the medivac could have gotten here.”

      You’d think she’d be glad I saved her dad. I had to be careful how I answered her questions so I didn’t reveal anything about my other nature. She had a sharp mind.

      “Only a couple miles if you take Barlow Pass.”

      “Barlow Pass? That’s nearly a straight drop. Through the rockiest terrain in the county.”

      “I’m used to it.”

      “Carrying a hundred eighty pounds?” She put her hands on her hips.

      “I do Crossfit.” I shrugged.

      “In the dark?” Her eyes narrowed further, and I wondered how she could even see out of the tiny slits.

      “I eat a lot of carrots.”

      She made a sound of disbelief.

      Why did it matter how I got her dad here? He was safe. It was like she was looking for a fight, with her firm stance and combative tone. It was both infuriating and hot as hell.

      “When did you find him? What were you doing out there?”

      More questions. How many would she ask? If this was what we were doing, I was going to ask her a few questions, too.

      “Around midnight, I was out for a walk. Helps me think. And I was on my family’s land, that’s where I found your dad, unconscious, and hurt.”

      She looked surprised.

      “What was your dad doing out so late?” I asked. “And what’s your name? I’ve told you mine.”

      She dropped her arms and let the tension in her shoulders go. The scent of distrust still clung to her, but the gesture suggested we were getting somewhere.

      “I’m Harper.”

      Harper. I nodded.

      “After dinner he went out to shut the gate and check the fence,” she said. “Sometimes deer break through the wire, and it has to be patched. We’ve seen a few wolves lately. They’ve been spooking the deer and the herd.”

      I looked down at my hands. Was it me they’d seen? I’d been careful, or at least I’d thought I had. Was I not the only one running on that side of the property? I was sure I hadn’t been near the cattle. No one in the pack would do that.

      “Maybe that’s what got Dad,” she said. “Wolves.”

      I shot my attention back to Harper. “No, no way.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “How can you be sure?”

      What the hell was I supposed to say to that? I met her gaze and kept my mouth shut.

      She stared back at me, and the silence was palpable.

      One of the machines beeped, and Harper turned.

      “It does that,” I said. “It’s nothing.”

      She sighed. “All right, Mr. Crossfit, thanks again for rescuing my dad. I think it’s time for you to go.”

      I nodded and turned for the door. I should have been home hours ago, and though I couldn’t avoid it any longer, I wished I could. And as I walked away, I clung to hope that I’d see Harper Wainwright again. Maybe next time, she’d actually trust me.
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          Harper

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t until a silhouette filled the doorway that I realized I’d been staring. I’d been standing there staring since Chase had left. I shook the fog from my head and looked up to the woman in a white coat who stepped into the room with me.

      Her hair was pulled up in a tight bun. She wore a floral dress beneath her long coat and a stethoscope around her neck. She took her clipboard in one hand and offered me the other.

      “Hi, I’m Doctor Metcalf. Are you Mr. Wainwright’s daughter?”

      “Yes.” I took her hand and shook. Her fingers were cold, but her eyes were warm. “Harper Wainwright.”

      “I can see the resemblance.” Her smile was friendly. I tried to push down the mix of emotion swirling in my gut and mirrored her gesture.

      “Do you happen to be his medical power of attorney? His closest relative?”

      “What?” Panic rose through my gut, leaving a sour taste in my mouth. “Yes, it’s just me and him. Why does he need...is he going to be okay?”

      “Your father’s prognosis is hopeful,” she said. “We expect him to make a full recovery. But he’s lost a lot of blood and his wounds are significant. He’s been through surgery, so what’s left is time. We need to monitor his vitals, watch for infection. He’s lucky that man found him and brought him in so quickly. Had it taken any longer, we’d be having an entirely different conversation.”

      Chase. He really had saved Dad’s life. I should have been nicer to him. He was the reason Dad was still alive.

      “What do you think happened?” I asked.

      “I’m not in the business of making guesses,” the doctor said. “But the lacerations are consistent with an animal attack.”

      Animals—wolves. It had to be. That or a mountain lion. Dad shouldn’t have been out there alone. He should have brought me along. And he shouldn’t have strayed into the woods beyond the fence. What could have made him wander? He had to have seen something.

      “A nurse will be by with papers for you to sign,” the doctor said. “And your father could wake up any time now, but rest is what he needs. If he stays asleep, that’s okay, too.”

      “Thank you, Doctor Metcalf.”

      “That’s just what we do here.” She smiled one last time, then she left.

      The thin mattress gave as I sat beside my dad. He looked too pale, with dark circles under his eyes, and white lips. I should have been there.

      “Hey, Daddy. It’s me.” I touched his hand, but he didn’t respond. “I’m sorry this happened to you.”

      His lips flattened into a line, and his closed eyes wrinkled up.

      He was in pain. Of course he was in pain.

      I followed the needle in his arm up to the bags that hung over him. I hoped one of them was pain medication.

      “Harper…” His voice was a whisper, broken and hard to hear, and it filled me with hope.

      “I’m here.”

      His fingers wiggled against my palm.

      A smile spread across my lips—he was waking up.

      “Harper, what happened?” His eyelids flickered and opened.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Where am I?”

      “You’re in the hospital.” I squeezed his hand. “They say you were attacked by an animal.”

      He rested his arm over his stomach and winced, then slowly moved his hand back to his side.

      “I don’t remember.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “What about the cattle? I need to...I need to…”

      “I’ll take care of everything. You just focus on getting yourself better. Everything’s under control.” Except it wasn’t. The ranch was too much for the two of us. There was no way I could do it alone.

      His eyes fluttered shut, and I sat there watching the slow rise and fall of his chest.

      There was no time to waste. I had to get home.

      I signed everything the nurse at the desk wanted me to sign, and then I drove back to the ranch, threw on my coveralls, and got to work. I cut the grass around the farmhouse, collected the eggs from the chicken coop, and gathered the ripe vegetables from the big garden. All the while I was thankful that the morning storm was gone, and the midday summer heat had returned.

      Clouds rolled over the valley, but the determined sun broke through. I tossed grain in the cattle troughs and ran the hose to fill the water. As I turned on the spigot, the hiss of rushing water carried over the stomping and chomping of the cattle.

      I stood and watched the water, waiting for it to rise. And all the while, my mind was somewhere else. Part of me was still back in that hospital room, and not even thinking about what I should have. I wasn’t thinking about my Dad. Instead, I was thinking about him—Chase Lennox.

      Too pretty. He had that all-American look, like a college football star. Those types didn’t know anything about a hard day’s work. He was probably privileged, used to having girls throw themselves at him, with those massive biceps, those broad shoulders. He had the kind of face that dropped panties—not mine. He had a whole sexy,  gorgeous nice guy thing going on—not that it affected me. I could still feel his thoughtful hazel eyes as he looked at me, knocking down every barrier I hadn’t realized I’d built. He seemed so genuine. And he had helped my dad. Maybe he wasn’t so bad. Maybe he was more than not so bad.

      I didn’t have time for fantasies.

      A snort pulled me back to the present, to the water that overflowed from the trough.

      Fuck. I turned the knob and wound up the hose, and sighed.

      When I turned around, there stood Riblet. I blinked hard. How had she crept up on me? Probably the same way I’d let the water spill.

      I reached into my pocket and found it empty. I hadn’t remembered to grab her a treat before I’d left the house. To be fair, there was a lot going on.

      “Sorry, girl, you cleaned me out earlier.”

      She lifted her chin up and snorted louder.

      “You’re telling me.” I shook my head. “You’ll have to catch me later. I’ll get my shit together and next time I’ll be prepared.”

      Her attention went past me. Was she watching the cows?

      I looked.

      Just beyond the fence, in the forest of the Lennox property, I saw what Riblet was looking at. Thick gray coat, graceful movements—it was a wolf. I stood staring—it was beautiful, and somehow familiar. That didn’t make any sense.

      Fucker could have been the one that attacked Dad.

      Riblet grumbled and started running. I backed away.

      She burst through the fence, heading straight for the wolf.

      Cattle scattered in every direction as the sow crashed through the herd.

      “Riblet!” I held my arms out and slowly approached the hole in the fence, herding the cattle away from the breach.

      Across the field, Riblet rammed through the fence on the far side of the valley. I was afraid for her, worried that the wolf could hurt her, but instead, she chased the wolf away from sight.

      Now I had two holes in the fence to fix, and no one to help me do it. This day just kept getting worse and worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Chase

        

      

    

    
      Since my dad wasn’t home, I’d thought I could go for a run. I hadn’t planned on going to the edge of the Mountain Peak Ranch, but that’s still where I’d ended up. I hadn’t counted on seeing Harper, even if I’d wanted to. And I hadn’t counted on the boar.

      Sharp tusks scooped upward behind me. I could stand my ground and fight, or I could run. The sow was thrice my weight, easily. And I didn’t actually want to hurt her.

      She seemed to be Harper’s pet, following her around while she completed her chores. The strangest part of the whole predicament was the fact that boars didn’t chase down wolves. Defend their young? Sure. But race through the center of a herd of cattle, charge through two wooden fences, all just to reach a lone wolf who was minding his own business? Never.

      Until now.

      When we were safely clear of Harper’s line of sight, I looked for a place to make a stand. The last thing I needed was Harper chasing after us so she could shoot the monster of a wolf who threatened her companion. The two of us needed a fresh start. How the hell was I supposed to convince her that we were meant to be together if she thought wolves were the enemy and that I had harmed instead of helped her father? With the way we had left things, I wasn’t sure what she thought.

      With a quick turn, I darted off the path. Low branches and thick brush tore at my fur, but for as hard as it was for me to traverse, it had to be harder for the sow. The distance between us grew, as she slowed but I didn’t.

      Still, she charged forward, plowing down and uprooting small bushes.

      I could stay and fight. I would win, but boars were stubborn. She wouldn’t stop until I injured her enough that she couldn’t go on, or I trapped her. Neither option was what I wanted, so I chose a third.

      Knowing the landscape as well as I knew myself, I tore toward the fissure I couldn’t yet see. With a small turn, I raced forward, picking up as much speed as the forest would allow.

      There. The ground met an abrupt end, soil and brush replaced by a rocky cliff. Using all of my strength, I sprung from my back paws and dove over the pit.

      Sunlight broke through the trees, the breeze rustling through branches. With my front legs extended, I reached for the bank of the other side. My paws slipped along moss-covered rock as I landed, and I slid to a halt safely on the other side. I turned and watched the sow behind me.

      She slowed as her hooves slid on loose stones. Then she stopped at the edge of the fissure and lowered her snout. She stomped her frustration.

      I left her there, content that she wouldn’t follow, then returned to the edge of the forest where I’d left my clothes. My father would be home by now. I liked my chances better against the sow, hell, against ten boars.

      Leaving behind the trees and abandoning wolf form, I shifted and dressed.

      Nestled in the center of a clearing stood the home I’d grown up in, completely secluded from the outside world. It was a massive cabin built of local wood and bearing large windows. There was space for a huge vegetable garden and an open field where Ethan and I had chased each other around growing up. Three of the pack’s youngest shifters ran across the field now, kicking a soccer ball and giggling as they went.

      I crossed the field, giving the kids a wide berth, and made for the door. But I didn’t get that far before I felt his presence—my father, the alpha.

      “Chase.” His voice was all command as he approached from the driveway.

      I turned and met him halfway, my inner wolf torn between submitting to the alpha and challenging him. The urge to defy him had grown every year since my first shift. Being in the same room was difficult, living under the same roof harder. I knew he felt it, too. He showed it in the way he talked to me, in the distance he put between us.

      “Father.” I nodded.

      “Where the hell were you last night?” His jaw twitched beneath his golden beard.

      “I was—”

      “Don’t bother answering. You weren’t here.” He crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes.

      There wasn’t anything I could say to make things right with him, even though I knew I’d done the right thing.

      “You missed your interview. Do you know how that looks, Chase? Do you even care how that reflects on me?”

      I took a deep breath and kept my voice even. “It won’t happen again.”

      “That’s right it won’t. You need to be strong and disciplined to defend this pack. The Tribunal will teach you that, because you sure as hell aren’t listening to me.”

      I clenched my teeth and kept my mouth shut.

      “I don’t even know if I can get you another chance at an interview after the stunt you pulled. That means joining the ranks at the bottom. It’s shit work. And with the way you’re acting, it’s what you deserve.”

      “Is that all?” I asked.

      “You think you deserve more?” His laugh was wicked and unforgiving.

      “I mean, is that all you need to say?”

      “You want to go back up to your room and play with your guitar? Go right ahead. But you miss the next interview and I’m sending your ass away and I’ll tell them to give you the worst job. Maybe scrubbing prison toilets.”

      I didn’t say a damned thing. Best way this could go was me leaving before it got worse. If I said anything, it would be worse.

      “Nothing, huh?” he said. “Fine, go.”

      I took his dismissal and I walked away. Fury coursed through my veins, and I tamped it down as best as I could until I was inside my room, guitar in hand. Only when I was alone did I let  go of the tight control I held over my emotions. Only when I was alone did I let my anger show.
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      When night fell, I took to the woods. My mood was still sour as I shifted and followed the game trails out into the darkness.

      Usually being here was all it took to ease the disquiet I felt after I was forced to interact with my father. But not this time.

      There was something off, and it wasn’t just me. It was something in the air.

      The fur on the back of my neck stood on end, and I felt a chill bite at my skin. The forest was wrong, just as it had been the night before, just as it had been when I’d found Mr. Wainwright.

      I hadn’t come out here searching for whatever was disrupting the natural order of the forest, but now that I was here, it was all that I could think about.

      Questions flickered through my mind. What happened to Mr. Wainwright? Who or what attacked him? And what was wrong with
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