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      Whoever controls the pack, controls the virus that can kill humanity…

      
        
        Traitor. Outcast. Predator.

        Those are the names he hears whispered in the shadows.

        They don’t understand what happened with his former pack.

        Neither does he—not entirely.

      

        

      
        Here, in his new pack, he goes above and beyond,

        Trying to prove his loyalty, his worth.

      

        

      
        Now, she’s here.

        The beautiful shifter who’s their only hope for developing

        A lasting vaccine against the shifter virus.

        She accepts him for who he is,

        Despite his past—and hers.

      

        

      
        To save her, he must return to his former pack

        And challenge the alpha. . .

      

        

      
        The brother who cast him out years ago.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Fight Hard. Love Harder.

        Hayden’s Haven is a steamy wolf shifter romance where appearances are deceiving and love truly conquers all.
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            THE PATH TRAVELED THUS FAR…

          

          (An overview of the shifter world if you haven’t read prior books in this series)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In today’s world, humans know of and fear shifters—with good reason.  Shifters have better hearing, sight, and sense of smell compared to humans. They also run faster and can self-heal, making them harder—but not impossible—to kill.

      

      

      
        
        Shifters can blend in with the human population.

      

      

      
        
        In the 150 years since shifters came into being, humans and shifters have developed a strained coexistence and understanding.  Humans don’t interfere with shifters’ lives, and shifters stay away from humans.

      

      

      
        
        Not everyone abides by that unofficial stance.

      

      

      
        
        Humans lead their lives, happily ignoring the presence of the packs who inhabit the mountains and forests throughout North America, Europe, and various isolated regions.  Wolf shifters, meanwhile, tend to congregate in packs.

      

        

      
        Those wolf shifters who live and work alongside humans usually do so in secret. A pack offers safety, whereas being a lone wolf means having no support, no backup. And shifters do not have rights.  Period.  They are viewed as less than human, even though they are feared and hated for their superior abilities.

      

        

      
        There is no overriding law or council that rules over or controls shifters or packs. Each pack has its own rules, traditions, and goals, though the structure of packs tends to be consistent from one pack to the next.  Only one rule is universal among all wolf shifter packs: No one may break a blood-bond, the sacred bond that links two mates.

      

        

      
        For now, the U.S. Government remains quiet on the ‘shifter issue’, not interfering with the activities of the WSSO and other anti-shifter hate groups. Without legal protection against the anti-shifter hate groups that target them, shifters have developed ways to combat their enemies. Many packs form alliances, while others take unique approaches including espionage and blackmail.

      

        

      
        Those methods have proven effective. . . until now. One anti-shifter organization has developed a genetic weapon, one that will ensure shifter genocide.

      

      

      
        
        Shifters’ Origin

        Over 150 years ago, anthropologists dug up several wolves from the ice in Antarctica and shipped them to various museums to be prepped for display. When the wolves were thawed, the taxidermists and other staff became exposed to a virus that spread like wildfire.

      

        

      
        Thousands became sick. Most died before doctors isolated the infected people and stopped the spread of the virus. Those who survived the illness started shifting. They were seen as monsters. Even in their human form, the first shifters were hunted until they were killed or ran off. The wolves in them soon took over, driving them to form packs for survival. Packs formed mainly in North America and Europe, where the virus spread the fastest. The survivors of the virus were not human or wolves, but a new species—shifters

      

        

      
        That original virus is now referred to as SOV, Shifter Origination Virus. When the virus jumped species from wolf to human, it took a copy of the wolf’s genome, the DNA that is unique to a wolf. The virus spliced the wolf’s DNA with the human’s DNA by creating a genetic ‘bridge’ between the two. It is this bridge that enables shifters to shift between human and wolf.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        This story follows the lives of male and female shifters in three packs.  All of these shifters are broken in one way or another, but they never give up. They do more than fight to survive… they fight for the ones they love.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Packs

        In the mountains of Colorado, west of Boulder, three wolf shifter packs rule near Devil’s Peak. Each pack has its own territory and laws. Very few rules are universal between the packs, except the laws of nature. . . and these shifters like to defy nature.

      

      

      
        
        Black pack (alpha: Damien Black)

        Novak pack (alpha: Drake Novak)

        Greyson pack (alpha:  Liam Greyson)
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        HAYDEN

      

      

      Four men, clad entirely in black, moved down the street, darting between doorways and alleyways. Mercenaries perhaps, but they only had handguns, no rifles, or tactical gear. Hayden glanced back at Kate and Mila. The three of them, along with Callen, had been stuck in the outskirts of Medicine Bow, Wyoming for four days, while Kate continued to heal. Her injuries and subsequent infection had taken a toll on her and her wolf, leaving her weak and not ready to travel home.

      Hayden still couldn’t believe his cousin was alive, that she had escaped the WSSO, the World Shifter Suppressor Organization. Presently, she was sitting on the floor, slumped over, her head resting on her bent knees. Dr. Mila Evans, the beautiful green-eyed shifter from Montana, had saved Kate’s life, for which Hayden would forever be grateful. Maybe one day he could thank the lovely doctor without her trying to bite his head off.

      The men were closing in. Hayden no longer had a choice. “Time’s up, Doc. We have to move,” he called over his shoulder in a half-whisper.

      “One more minute,” Mila said, as she flew by, rushing to the back of the abandoned storefront to finish packing up her medical supplies.

      The scent of lilac, her scent, washed over him for at least the sixth time in the last hour. He and his wolf were already on edge, and now Mila’s scent wrapped around him, distracting him. He had to get both women out of there and back to Damien’s pack.

      With his foot, Hayden nudged Kate’s calf to get her attention. Her skin was pale and sweat moistened her brow. The damn infection. Sepsis. Mila had had it under control until this morning.

      “Hey there, kiddo. Ready to go?”

      Kate flashed him a weak smile. “Not a kid. I’m a full-grown woman. Just ask Callen.” The ends of her mouth lifted despite how shitty she felt.

      Despite the short pixie cut and those large, expressive, dark eyes of hers, his cousin was indeed very much a full-grown woman. “Yeah, well, I’d rather not think about that, if you get my drift. You’re like the little sister I never had.”

      His cousin had already been to hell and back. Running from a few mercenaries was nothing new to Kate. She would do whatever Hayden asked of her, though from how she slumped against the wall and closed her eyes, he would probably end up carrying her sooner rather than later. He preferred having his hands empty in case of attack, but he’d do whatever was necessary to get them to safety.

      Mila’s bright green eyes caught him. She had returned with a heavy backpack weighing her down. Another woman who was as stubborn as she was beautiful, Mila, with her long dark hair and large expressive eyes, grabbed hold of him every time he spoke to her. As for those luscious lips that he desperately wanted to taste, they hid the tongue of a viper when he pushed her the wrong way.

      He had pushed her the wrong way several times already. He wasn’t even sure how precisely, not that pushing her was a bad thing. When he irked her, her eyes grew wide and defiant, showing a fire within that challenged him, made him want to get to know her better. Then again, she had a barrier around her that he couldn’t seem to get past. Even after four days in this abandoned space, he knew very little about Dr. Mila Evans.

      Mila dropped the bag with a definite thud. Green eyes practically challenged Hayden as she waited for him to protest. They had already argued over the bag.

      “It’s still too heavy,” he said, as he leaned back against the desk, arms folded across his chest. That was to keep his hands to himself. He didn’t trust himself at the moment, not with how her defiant gaze stirred him.

      “It’s not your problem. I’ll be the one carrying it.” Mila cinched the top closed and hoisted it over her shoulder, schooling her features. Anyone could see it was too heavy for her.

      “Dump eighty percent of the weight.”

      “I’d rather dump you.”

      He inhaled sharply, mockingly. “Harsh. And here I was considering carrying it for you.”

      “I don’t need any favors from anyone, especially you.”

      Hell, this conversation wasn’t going the way he wanted. He sounded like he hated her. So much for being good at talking to women. Then again, it’s not like the women at camp had ever been attracted to him. None of them understood him, or his needs. They only saw him as Damien’s second, a strong shifter who could give them two things; social status and the chance at becoming stronger for the shifter he’d blood-bond one day. In turn, the women he dated often gave him what they thought he wanted: sex. There was more to life than sex. And she was standing in front of him, bright green eyes, a body that was made for him, and a wit that challenged him like no other.

      “Not a favor,” he replied. Not really, but he’d dug this hole already, so he might as well carry on. “You can help with Kate while I carry the bag. I need to be able to shift fast and I’d rather drop the bag and not Kate.”

      Mila glanced down at Kate. The doctor’s worry for her patient pulled at Hayden. This was a woman who genuinely cared about others. He wanted to know her.

      “That will work. Just say when,” she said, rather civilly, nice in fact. Not even the slightest bite to her words.

      Hayden threw her a smile, not one of his usual ones meant to charm the ladies. That would have felt disingenuous, especially considering the situation. He smiled just enough to ease her worry. He and Callen could handle the mercenaries in a fight if need be. If Callen was okay, and there were only four assailants out there.

      Callen was late, which wasn’t like the enforcer at all. He had every incentive to return. Not only would Callen never abandon a packmate, he had blood-bonded Kate, and he’d do anything to ensure her safety. That was what worried Hayden. If Callen had taken an unnecessary risk. . .

      Hayden shook his head. This wasn’t the time to think about it. He had to stick to the plan. Callen would catch up to the three of them when he could. The enforcer wasn’t easy to take down in either his shifter or wolf form, though a gun could certainly do it.

      Hayden subconsciously rubbed the slight scar near his heart from where Kate had shot him six weeks ago. His wolf had fully healed him, but the area still felt tight.

      “Sorry,” Kate whispered. She had seen him rubbing his chest. Mila’s eyes moved from Kate to him, brows furrowing in confusion.

      “Ready to go?” Hayden asked them.

      “Callen’s not back yet.” Kate’s voice wavered as she stared at the back door.

      What Hayden wouldn’t give to have someone worry about him the way Kate worried about Callen. “I’m sure he’s fine. He’ll catch up to us.”

      “What if he’s injured?”

      “That won’t stop him. Nothing will stop him from getting back to you.”

      “I know, but—”

      “We’re leaving now, Kate. That’s an order.”

      Mila glared at Hayden while she slipped her arm around Kate to help support her. “It wouldn’t kill you to be a bit nicer. Or can’t you tell she’s worried?”

      “You ever live in a pack before, Doctor?” Hayden asked, his muscles tensing.

      “Yes, but—”

      “Then you know how to take orders, I presume. If not, you can stay here. But if you plan to come with Kate and me to our pack, then you’ll learn to keep quiet and follow orders, at least until we’re out of danger.”

      Mila’s eyes lowered to the floor. It was so uncharacteristic of her to give in to him like that. Where was the biting remark, the defiant look in her eyes? He had been harsher than he should have been, on both Mila and Kate, but this wasn’t the time to debate who was in charge or to question orders.

      Hayden had a responsibility to Kate and to his new charge, but especially to his adoptive pack. They needed Dr. Evans. With Alex gone, she was their only hope of developing a vaccine against SEV-2, the damn Shifter Eradication Virus that had already wiped out entire packs. At last count, nearly twelve hundred shifters had died from the virus and countless more were unable to access their wolves.

      The thought of not being able to shift or access any of his shifter abilities sent a chill down Hayden. He’d seen the torment Tess had gone through, and he couldn’t imagine being so helpless. He’d been a strong shifter his whole life. Even when his brother had. . . No, he wasn’t going to think about that. He would focus on getting Mila to Damien’s pack so she could develop a working vaccine. The vaccine Alex had developed was no longer effective. The virus had mutated, and it was only a matter of time before the virus reached his pack.

      Hayden scooped up Mila’s backpack. It was heavy, full of who knew what, but they didn’t have time to go through it now. He had to trust that she needed the contents.

      “Let’s move.”

      The back exit and alley behind the old bakeshop were clear. Hayden led the way, with the women at his side. After only a few minutes of walking through the woods, the women were falling behind. Traveling over uneven terrain was too slow in human form, and his wolf itched to be freed.

      Hayden dumped Mila’s backpack on the ground and started stripping out of his clothes. “We need to shift, at least until we’re a few miles deeper into the woods. Shifter or human, whoever those men are, they’ll catch up too easily at the rate we’re moving.”

      Kate pulled away from Mila, ready to strip and shift. Mila put a hand on her, stopping her. “She’s too weak to shift, Hayden.”

      “I can do it,” Kate piped up, even as she sagged against a tree.

      Mila gave Kate a soothing smile. “Shifting’s too much of a strain for you right now.”

      “It’s better than a bullet between her eyes,” Hayden said.

      Mila’s face hardened. “Are you always such an ass, or just when you’re under pressure?”

      Kate put her hand on Mila and immediately Mila’s expression softened. “He wouldn’t suggest it if it weren’t necessary,” Kate said.

      “I don’t need you defending me, Kate.” Hayden walked up to Mila, stopping only inches from her. At that moment, he realized what a foolish move that had been. He had meant to intimidate her into following his lead, at least until they put enough distance between them and the men searching for them.

      Her scent, lilac and morning dew, filled his lungs, distracting him in a most inappropriate way. His cock stirred and Hayden realized he enjoyed fighting with her, trying to get the upper hand and riling her in the process. Seeing her cheeks flush when she was overwhelmed was downright sexy and something he wanted to see more often—but alone, in private. Now was not the time to even ponder what having her in his bed would be like, not with their lives at risk.

      “This is the last we’re having of this conversation, Doctor. Your safety, both of yours, is my responsibility.” He glanced at Kate to make sure she was okay. She was in mid-shift, having already stripped and shoved her clothes into her small bag. It wasn’t the backpack she had taken with her when she went to hack the WSSO, but from the look of it, it was fairly stuffed, though considerably lighter than Mila’s. Kate’s shift was flawless and fast, despite the fever she was running.

      “See, she’s shifted. No problem.”

      “I know what I’m talking about,” Mila said.

      “I’m sure you do. And when we have a medical crisis, I’ll defer to you. But keeping us alive and getting us out of here, all of us, is my responsibility. You’ll defer to me, understand?”

      She hesitated. He reached out and let two fingers glide along her jaw. He had never touched her before, but at that moment, with her fear filling the air, he wanted—needed—to calm her. He glimpsed a frailty in Mila, one that unsettled him.

      “Please, Mila,” he whispered to her, hoping she’d understand he was being serious and not trying to aggravate her. “You need to trust me on this.”

      She nodded slightly, green eyes suddenly looking scared but not panicked. He didn’t think she’d panic. She was a trooper. She had risked her life taking care of Kate. Then, she had stood up to him and Callen when they’d first arrived, and she hadn’t known who they were.

      “I won’t give you any trouble,” Mila said, though she still looked nervous.

      “Leave the backpack,” Hayden ordered when Kate’s wolf grabbed the lightweight bag between her teeth.

      Kate bared her teeth without dropping the backpack. Was this his lot in life, to be defied by obstinate females? “Kate—”

      Voices boomed off to their left. Eyes wide, Mila looked at Hayden, finally trusting him to lead. He pushed Mila’s backpack behind some bushes. He’d retrieve it later after he got the women some place safe. Eyes and ears turned in the direction of the voices. Hayden shifted. Immediately, he gave a low growl, ordering the female shifters to follow him.

      Hayden dug in and started running. Even as his paws struck the dirt, he rotated his right ear, listening behind him. The men’s voices faded into the background. Kate’s untrained gait was heavy on the ground, breaking branches and crushing leaves beneath her paws, but she was keeping up. Mila was completely silent. That was the difference between a shifter raised as a shifter. They learned from an early age how to move through the woods quietly. Kate hadn’t had that advantage, but Hayden was sure Callen would teach her in time.

      God, Hayden hoped Callen was okay. The enforcer should have caught up to them by now. If anything happened to Callen, after they’d finally found Kate. . . No, Hayden wouldn’t allow his thoughts to go there. He had to stay strong for Kate. She was already fighting an infection, and Callen was everything to her. Hayden would keep his thoughts to himself, make sure Kate stayed focused and optimistic. If anything, he needed a plan to keep the women safe while he doubled back to find Callen.

      “Hayden!”

      Kate’s shout stopped him. She had shifted back to human form for a reason. He shifted as he turned around. Mila was nowhere to be seen.

      “Where is she?” he yelled back to Kate, even as his wolf clawed at him to find Mila.

      “I don’t know. I thought she was behind me, but when I looked back, she was gone.”

      “Shit.” He had to go find her, but Kate was breathing heavily and looked ready to pass out. She had her bag with her still. That would have slowed her, not accounted for how pale she looked. At least she still had that gun of hers.

      “Get your gun out and wait here as long as you can. And for goodness’s sake, Kate, don’t shoot me when I return.”

      “I’ll try not to.”

      That made him feel so much better as he shifted and retraced their steps. It was a good mile before he picked up Mila’s scent. Some leader he was. He had lost her further back than he realized. Hell, he wasn’t even the one who had noticed. Kate had. It was little wonder so much of his pack didn’t have much, if any, faith in him. They only tolerated him as Damien’s second because of Damien.

      The pack respected Damien, not that they shouldn’t. Their alpha was strategic, smart, fair, and strong. A true alpha. Hayden didn’t have Damien’s desire or strength to lead. Oh, he could fight with the best of them, had nearly taken Damien down during several sparring matches, but he had always yielded, too worried that he had hurt Damien. If he put his full effort into fighting Damien and ended up injuring the alpha, then Hayden would be stuck with leading the pack, something he never wanted to do.

      Hayden would take over as alpha if anything ever happened to Damien, but he had left that destiny behind long ago when his uncle Logan had murdered Hayden’s father and then taken Hayden’s younger brother Drake to raise as his own. It was clear then and there who would follow in Logan’s footsteps. And given what being alpha had done to Logan and ultimately Drake, Hayden didn’t want anything to do with the position.

      Hayden heard movement up ahead. He dropped into a crouch and waited. The noxious scent of fear filled his nostrils as the human came crashing through the trees. No, not human. Mila. Still dressed and carrying the heavy backpack. She had gone back for the damn bag.

      Hayden’s wolf leapt into her path. She gasped at the sight of him and in her desperation to get away from him tripped over a root and fell face-first onto the packed earth. Immediately, Hayden shifted and bent down to lift her.

      “Get away from me!”

      The bitter scent of her fear tripled even though he had shifted back to human form and she could see who it was. Hayden backed away.

      “I was only trying to stop you from running in the wrong direction. I came back for you.”

      “That was your second mistake.”

      “Second?” What the hell was she talking about? And did they really have to talk about this here and now? He had no idea where the men were, and he had left Kate by herself, with just her gun to protect her. Granted, she was a dead shot, but not if she passed out. “Never mind. Tell me later. We have to get going.”

      “I’m not going to shift. I need my bag, and it’s too heavy for a wolf to carry.”

      “I’ll come back for the bag.”

      “When? In a week? A month? Whoever’s after us might take it. And I can’t leave it here for the weather or animals to destroy. All my research and samples are in here. I need this if I’m going to continue my work.”

      Hell. That backpack was now more valuable than he and Kate combined. Hayden hoisted the pack over his left shoulder and extended his hand to pull her up. She didn’t accept.

      “I don’t bite.”

      “Are you sure, white wolf?”

      Damn family history was going to follow him everywhere. “We’re allies, which means you have my protection whether you want it or not, Doc.”

      Green eyes softened slightly, though enough suspicion remained there to remind him that he would never be rid of his past, even with a woman he had just met.

      “I thought scientists were supposed to be less prone to making snap judgments.”

      She eyed him curiously, as if she couldn’t figure him out. He hoped she’d give him a chance, a real chance, unlike the majority of his adoptive pack. If it weren’t for the close-knit circle of friends he had among Damien’s top shifters, Hayden would have left Damien’s pack years ago.

      Mila finally took his hand, allowing him to help her up. It was a sign of trust, despite how hesitant she was. Hayden held in the need to smile, for fear of spooking her further. He could work with hesitant. At least she had given him an opening.

      Eager to reach Kate, Hayden clasped hold of Mila’s hand and started walking.

      “Must you?” she whispered.

      He followed her eyes to where his hand held hers. His thumb had been lightly caressing the back of her hand. That had not been intentional.

      “Sorry.”

      Mila was a distraction, no doubt about it. She had been since he first spotted her coming and going to the bakery when he and Callen were observing the place, waiting for the elusive Dr. Evans they were sent to escort. Hayden had never imagined the beautiful woman was the doctor, or that she had been caring for his injured cousin.

      Kate. Hell, he’d left her practically defenseless.

      Hayden picked up his pace. He was practically pulling Mila along as he dodged low tree branches and leapt over knotted roots. Despite her heavy breathing beside him, she was keeping up. Her hand was soft, so perfect in his that it was no wonder he started stroking her smooth skin again.

      As soon as he realized what he was doing, he stopped and released her hand. Fortunately, she hadn’t minded him caressing her. If she had, she would have pulled away for sure this time. Mila was no coward; she had stood up to him several times now. He just wished she didn’t fear him.

      Instincts told Hayden someone was near. He ground to a halt and listened for the enemy. The distant hum of voices heading away from him and Mila put him at ease, but not enough to be complacent. His wolf was edgy because they weren’t in their territory, surrounded by pack.

      “You can call me ‘Mila’,” she said, between heavy breaths as they continued hiking toward Kate.

      “Are you sure? Sounds rather personal, considering how much you fear me.”

      “I’m not afraid of you.”

      Her scent had said otherwise, but he wasn’t going to call her a liar. “Kate’s a white wolf too.” He didn’t know what made him say that, except that Mila liked Kate. She had gone out of her way to help Kate, risked her life for her even.

      “I know. But she’s not one of them.”

      “Them?”

      “The pack of crazy white wolves to the South.”

      Drake’s pack. Hayden’s birth pack. “Being a white wolf doesn’t make a shifter crazy,” he bit out, trying to keep from sounding defensive. She didn’t know him yet. She had no real reason to trust him.

      “You look like their alpha.”

      “You’ve met Drake then. Where?”

      “Yes, that was his name. Drake Novak.” She shuddered again, and his heart sank. Not that he ever expected a good reaction when Drake’s name was mentioned, but still, this was his brother. If she knew of Hayden’s connection, then she’d never give him the time of day once he got her back to Damien’s pack.

      “It’s been a few years, but yes, I met him. He attended a summit between alphas from four states about three years back.”

      Hayden remembered that summit. Damien had left Hayden in charge of the pack, taking Callen with him to the summit. Damien had said Hayden was needed at the pack, but the truth was that Damien avoided having Hayden at his side—where a second should be—anytime Drake was involved. Not that Hayden didn’t understand Damien’s reasoning. Drake lost any and all sense of reason and civility every time Hayden approached, and nothing could get accomplished when Drake was in one of his moods. Nonetheless, being left behind—being the only second excluded from such meetings—never sat well with Hayden, and it made the pack question his true worth.

      For all of his strengths and insight, Damien couldn’t see the damage he did to Hayden’s reputation each time he left him out of high-level meetings. Damien was Hayden’s best friend and his alpha, but that didn’t mean they always saw eye to eye.

      “I wasn’t at the summit, but I heard there were a few hunters that had stumbled across the site and started shooting. Slipped right past the patrols.”

      “Our enforcer back then wasn’t exactly on the ball,” Mila said. “Poor management when it came to the guards. He’s since been replaced by an enforcer that. . .”

      She shuddered again. Hayden wondered if she was getting sick.

      “Never mind,” she said with a wave of her empty hand. “You don’t want to know the gritty details of that train-wreck of a shifter. In any case, I was called in after the massacre.”

      He raised a brow. “To treat the humans?”

      “No, there was nothing left of them. They hadn’t killed any shifters, but they tried. With six alphas there. . . Let’s just say I couldn’t even be sure how many hunters had been killed. They were beyond shredded.”

      “I hadn’t heard that part.”

      “Your alpha had gone with two others to run a perimeter when the melee started, to ensure there weren’t any others approaching our pack. It was the white wolf, Drake, that went berserk.” She shivered again.

      Ok, then, not sick. It’s just Drake that terrifies her.

      “I kept my head down and worked on the two alphas that had been shot. I’m an expert at removing bullets these days.”

      “Good, because we’re getting close to Kate, and she likes to shoot me.”

      That made her laugh. God help him, Mila’s laugh held such light that Hayden felt invigorated, like he was twenty-three again, before everything went to shit at his birth pack. Eight years he had been with Damien’s pack, and sometimes it felt like decades. Not today, not with Mila.

      “I’m serious,” Hayden said, giving her one of his famous grins, the one Tess accused him of using to woo the female shifters back at camp. He suddenly couldn’t even picture any of the girls he had dated in the past year.

      Mila suppressed her smile. “You can’t be serious.”

      “You can ask Kate yourself, Doc, I mean Mila.” Her name rolled right off his tongue, but using it also seemed too familiar.

      He had never had trouble approaching women, flirting, even asking them out on a date after just meeting, but this one, this doctor who was willful at times, she would run from him the second she learned the truth. Staying formal would be the smart thing to do, even if he loved how gentle her voice was or how the waves of her rich, dark hair cascaded over her breasts, tempting him to step forward and ease her hair behind her, maybe even steal a kiss.

      He held out his hand again. This time, she accepted without hesitation. Progress. A few minutes later, he stopped and surveyed the area, looking for Kate. The air was thick with her scent, despite the lack of wind. This was definitely the spot he’d left her. She was probably hiding.

      “Kate, it’s me. Don’t shoot.”

      Kate didn’t answer. “Stay here,” Hayden said, trying to ignore the rising panic within him.

      “Mila!” he yelled when he found Kate unconscious behind a felled tree.

      Mila raced over, dropped her pack beside him, and bent down. She moved quickly, taking Kate’s vitals and then tearing into her bag as she mumbled to herself, cursing.

      “What’s wrong? Why won’t she wake?”

      “Shifting strained her, but it’s possible the infection spread.” Mila tore open an IV bag. “I have to start a line. Do we have time?”

      The doctor was finally deferring to him. “Do what you need to do. Tie the bag to her to make her mobile. I’ll carry her.” Hayden rooted around in the muddy snow until he found her gun. He brushed it off, ejected the clip, and checked the chamber. He wasn’t an expert on guns, but it seemed to be in good shape. He snapped the clip back in place.

      “Here’s the safety.” After showing her how to remove the safety, he handed her the gun. “Point, aim, shoot. Don’t worry about hitting your target. Shoot if anyone other than me gets close. I’ll hear it and you’ll scare them off long enough for me to return.”

      “You’re leaving?”

      Was that a note of worry in her voice? It was nice to think so. He flashed her one of his usual smiles, hoping to keep her calm. Given her wide eyes—beautiful eyes that he could stare at all day—she either saw right through him or she’d picked up on the scent of shifters nearby, just as he had.

      “I’m going to run a perimeter to find out where those men are so I can adjust our course. Just make sure everything’s packed and ready to go, especially Kate, in case we have to run. I want to be able to grab her and go. Understood?”

      Mila nodded. For the first time since he had met her, she didn’t argue with him. Maybe all hope wasn’t lost. Maybe this one shifter would look past his dark family history and how he had killed to get where he was today.
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      Mila watched as Hayden shifted into a gorgeous white wolf. Hayden’s shift was wicked fast. Three times she had seen him shift, and each time was an amazing and impressive display of strong shifter genes. She had never seen such a fast shifter, except for Vance, but he was an enforcer and enforcers’ strengths and skills often rivaled those of an alpha. On the other hand, her alpha, Truman, couldn’t shift that fast despite how good a fighter he was. Neither Vance nor Truman could hold a candle to Hayden’s strength and speed, not from what she had seen of him.

      She still couldn’t get over the fact that Hayden was a white wolf. White, of all colors. . . She would simply have to get past her fears, push them aside instead of letting them prejudice her against him. After all, he had never done anything to her, aside from being a bit demanding.

      Each time she watched Hayden shift, she had the desire to sit back with a bowl of popcorn and simply enjoy the show. And it was a show. . . a tantalizing, hold-onto-your-panties show. His shifts were a thing of beauty, as was that deliciously muscled back of his. She had yet to see his front. Not that it was polite in shifter culture to stare at a nude shifter before or after a shift. She’d been taught from an early age to keep her eyes on the shifter’s face at all times until the shifter could dress.

      Maybe Hayden had thought her uncomfortable with the idea of having a naked male nearby outside of the safety of a pack. He always turned his back to her when he stripped and shifted, though she couldn’t imagine he was modest. Most male shifters had no problems with being naked in front of women. Some even made a point of flaunting their manhood, even when not erect. Yes, indeed, that eyes-on-the-face social grace didn’t always come into play, at least not among single adult shifters.

      From what she had seen of Hayden’s muscular, well-formed backside and powerful legs, she couldn’t imagine he had anything to be ashamed of. Corded muscles covered every delicious part of him. She’d love to let her hands glide across his broad shoulders and down his back until she reached that very fine ass of his and squeezed.

      Mila shook her head. Her thoughts would get her in trouble like the last time she had admired a shifter’s body. Getting involved with Vance had definitely been a mistake, one she wouldn’t be repeating with Hayden.

      As soon as Hayden bounded into the woods, Mila started another IV line on Kate. She only had one bag of antibiotics left, but it would have to do until they got to a town and she could find a medical supplier or a hospital. She hated stealing supplies, but sometimes it couldn’t be helped. In the past, she had sent funds after the fact. Stealing still felt wrong.

      “How long?” Kate asked, her voice raspy.

      Mila smiled down at her patient. It wasn’t the first time Kate had passed out in the two weeks Mila had been treating her for sepsis following the knife wound to her kidney. “Maybe ten, twenty minutes this time. You’re pushing yourself and your wolf too hard. You shouldn’t have shifted.”

      “But Hayden said—”

      “And if he said to jump off a bridge—pardon the cliché—would you? He’s just a second.” She hated the words even as they spilled from her mouth. She knew she shouldn’t be pushing her feelings about Vance on Hayden. She hardly knew Hayden, but still. . . white wolf.

      Kate’s expression dimmed. “You don’t think much of Hayden, do you?”

      Mila had met enough shifters like Hayden to know he wasn’t her type. “He’s pushy, unreasonable, and a white wolf.”

      “I’m a white wolf,” Kate said, looking offended. “I still don’t understand what it is about white wolves that makes everyone look like they want to run and hide.”

      “I didn’t mean to offend you. I should have specified the males. You don’t count because you’re female.”

      “Yay, girl power,” Kate said, her tone dry.

      “That’s not funny,” Mila said, her jaw tightening. Kate couldn’t understand. White wolves didn’t prey on their own. “It doesn’t matter which birth pack a female shifter comes from. It’s not like we have a lot of power compared to the males. And white wolves are. . .” Mila took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Violent. Quite violent. ”

      “I don’t know what made you so jaded against white wolves, but you can’t assume they’re all bad based on one.”

      More than one.

      “And Hayden’s not like the others. At least I don’t think he is.”

      “You don’t know him well, do you?” Mila asked.

      “Honestly, no, but he’s easy to get along with. He’s always been fair to me.”

      “He looks so much like that asshole Drake.”

      Kate closed her eyes, looking relaxed again. “That explains your dislike of white wolves. My cousin doesn’t have a good reputation, with good reason, though I don’t think anyone gives him a fair shake half the time.”

      “Cousin?” That startled Mila. She knew there were very few white wolves left in the world, but even so, to be Drake’s cousin. . . How unlucky could a shifter get?

      “I found that out last month when I discovered I’m half-shifter. I’m still learning to shift. Sometimes it happens fast, other times I feel like I’m trying to pick up a wet beach ball with one hand.”

      “Ahh. That explains a lot then.” Mila smiled at Kate, which was easy to do. Kate was quite likeable. At twenty-six, she was only two years younger than Mila and had been fighting to survive, although in a different way than Mila.

      Mila couldn’t imagine what it would be like to find out in her mid-twenties that she was half-shifter, let alone related to one of the most vicious alphas she had ever seen.

      “That explains what?” Kate asked, the worried look on her face deepening. Making Kate feel bad about having a psychopath in the family while she was already stressed about Callen wasn’t the way to keep her patient calm.

      “I didn’t realize you’re half-shifter. It explains why you’re healing slower than expected. On the other hand, you’ve blood-bonded Callen, so I’m sure that’s helping you.”

      “I’m lucky he’s a strong shifter then. Not that I would have known the difference when I met him.”

      Strong shifter. Those were words Mila hated.

      “To me, a shifter was a shifter,” Kate continued as she stared into the darkness, no doubt waiting for Callen to return. “There are so many nuances I have yet to learn about being a shifter.”

      “He’ll be fine, Kate. He’s an enforcer, and alphas don’t just give that job to anyone.”

      “Callen would do anything for his pack.”

      “For you, you mean. He’d do anything for you, Kate. I’ve seen how he looks at you, touches you.”

      I want that one day. A man who will look at me the way Callen looks at Kate, as if she’s the center of his universe.

      Kate smiled. “Callen never gave up on me. From the moment we met, he always watched out for me, but it took me a while to trust him. I grew up with humans, hadn’t even seen a shifter before, let alone ever imagined I was half-shifter. My first shift was last month, after we blood-bonded. It’s a long story.”

      “I imagine we’ll have a lot of time to talk back at your pack. I won’t know anyone else there. Just you and Callen.”

      “And Hayden.”

      Mila fell quiet. She had learned a long time ago not to say anything that would get her in trouble. She had let her guard down around Kate and said too much, insulting Kate and disclosing her hatred of white wolves all at the same time. What if Kate told Hayden? Mila didn’t want to offend him, especially since he was working so hard to get her to the safety of Damien’s pack.

      “Why don’t you like Hayden?” Kate asked, sounding defensive again, as if Hayden was hers to protect.

      “I never said I don’t like him. He’s. . . I don’t know, rather pushy.” White wolf. White wolf. White wolf.

      Kate’s expression eased. “I don’t think it’s fair judging him under these circumstances. He’s worried about us and Callen. Wait until you see him back at our pack. I mean, I don’t know him too well myself yet, but he’s always been fair and rather easy-going from what I’ve seen. Even after I shot him.”

      “You really shot him?” Hayden said something similar before they found Kate passed out, but Mila thought he was joking. “Care to fill me in?”

      “It’s a long story.” Kate’s eyes began closing even as she stared off toward the woods.

      Mila patted her shoulder. “Never mind. Rest for now. You can tell me later when we reach your pack. Sleep while you can. I promise to wake you when Callen returns.”

      Mila finished taping the IV bag to Kate’s arm in case Hayden returned before it finished. She reached into the backpack and withdrew the pouch holding the mylar blanket. She ripped it open, forgetting how obscenely loud the crinkling would be. She already had it out, and Kate needed to stay warm.

      After she spread the blanket over Kate, Mila scooped up the gun and searched for an area with some cover to relieve herself. There was no telling when Hayden would return.

      Despite what Kate thought, Mila liked Hayden. Too much. Every time he approached, her heart raced. Then the old fears surfaced, strangling her ability to be herself. Inevitably, she’d say something biting, irritating Hayden and sending any chance of getting to know him better into a downhill spiral.

      After answering nature’s call, Mila fastened her belt and slipped the gun into the back of her waistband. The foul scent of another shifter nearby reached her nose just as her arm was wrenched behind her.

      The male with bad breath slammed her against a tree as he leaned in and whispered, “I finally found you.”
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      Fear coursed through Mila as the man’s foul breath raked over her neck. He grabbed her arm and forced it high up her back, nearly dislocating her shoulder in the process. After taking her gun, he secured her wrists behind her back with a plastic zip tie. If she could put some space between them, she’d kick him in the balls, but he kept her trapped against the tree as he sniffed along her neck.

      “You smell nice. Be a shame not to taste you before turning you over, but I have my orders.”

      Mila’s body tensed as his hand drew down her chest to cup a breast. As much as it repulsed her to do so, she took a deep breath and drew in his scent. He smelled like raw sewage boiling in the summer sun. Nothing at all like Hayden, who smelled like spring water rushing through a glen. There was no doubt in her mind though. This guy was definitely shifter. He’d be impossible to overpower, even if her hands were free.

      He grabbed her by her shoulders, turned her around, and slammed her against the tree a second time, only this time she felt the impact in her bound hands and the back of her head.

      “You like my scent, doll? You can taste me. That wouldn’t break any rules, would it?”

      “Hayden!” she shouted at the top of her lungs.

      The male punched her in the face. Her knees buckled as she tasted the coppery flavor of blood from her split lip and blackness filled her vision.

      He kicked the back of her knees. Pain riveted outward from where her knees struck the ice-packed snow that felt as hard as cement. Another backhand to her face had her swaying before he grabbed her hair and violently yanked her head back. Mila clamped her mouth shut as the shifter unzipped his pants, pulled out his erect dick, and shoved it into her face.

      “Open or I’ll cut you, deep. Too deep for your wolf to heal.”

      When she turned her head to the side, he struck her again, sending her crashing into the snow-packed ground. Branches and rocks bit through her shirt and the cold sliced through her jeans. His hand grabbed her by her throat as he began to pull her onto her knees.

      That’s when she caught a flash of white fur in the corner of her vision. A deep angry growl filled the air as the white wolf slammed into her attacker, causing her to fall back against her right side again. The white wolf sank his teeth into her attacker’s throat and squeezed until all she could hear was the faint wheezing, then none at all. The shifter never had the chance to shift. His death was swift and vicious, and well-deserved, though not easy to watch.

      Mila’s vision grew hazy. With an odd detachment, as if she were watching the world through a glass, Mila struggled to stay conscious. The sleek white wolf circled the area one last time, securing the area, and then shifted.

      Hayden, in all his glorious nakedness, squatted before her, cursing under his breath as he gently brushed a finger over her cheek, easing blood-matted hair aside. She tried focusing on his face, but the trees were spinning. Concussion most likely.

      “Bloody hell,” Hayden said when she closed her eyes. There was something dark and possessive in the way he hovered over her, touching her with a softness that seemed surreal after the violence she had just witnessed. And yet his touch instantly calmed her.

      She fought to stay conscious. As if being a weak shifter wasn’t enough, not being able to access her wolf’s ability to heal sucked. She could really use her wolf’s help right now, or at least some acetaminophen for the pain spreading through her body. Visions of Vance entered her head, and she jerked when Hayden touched her bound hands behind her.

      “Only me, sunshine,” Hayden said with a calm voice.

      She had called out to him, and he had come. He hadn’t left her, as Vance would have. Hayden had come for her.

      He ran the pad of his thumb down her cheek. “Stay with me, Mila. I’ll get you warmed up soon.”

      Warmed up? She could feel the snow melting through her clothes, soaking her. Strange how she hadn’t noticed her body shivering before he had said something.

      Hayden cursed again as he pulled at her ties. She let out a stifled yelp as pain radiated up her arms, but she said nothing. She was wet, cold, and battered. He was trying to free her.

      Her hands sprang apart as he finally cut through the ties. Then she was being lifted. Her head lobbed against a hard but very warm chest. She snuggled, trying to wrap herself around that source of heat. That heavenly scent of spring water returned, except she didn’t hear any water nearby. Why was she so cold?

      Wait. She should know this. Years of medical school and years working at the free clinic in town had given her the information she needed to figure this out, except her brain simply wasn’t working right.

      The crinkling of foil caught her attention as she was laid down on a bed of dried pine needles above the snow. Why was someone wrapping her in tinfoil? Oh, she could really go for some grilled ribs right now. She was starved. Her stomach lurched again. Okay, no ribs. Toast maybe. Her stomach rebelled, and she threw up.

      She was turned on her side. Someone was holding her hair back and lightly rubbing her back. After her stomach emptied itself, Mila tried to lean back. Strong arms lifted her, moved her a few feet into the air and set her down again. She opened her eyes, long enough to see Hayden’s black eyes watching her, with a definite frown riding his square jaw. Such a handsome shifter, too handsome to frown like that. She preferred his quirky, flirty look, the one she had caught a glimpse of back in the bakery once or twice. Even that frustrated look of his when she had resisted his directions earlier was preferable to the dark, crushing scowl he now sported.

      How had she thought he looked like Drake? Sure, they both had dark hair and dark eyes and the same jaw, but they were nothing alike. Hayden’s eyes held genuine concern even though she was nothing to him. Ah, but she was judging him by his wolf’s color again, assuming all white wolves had that sadistic, aggressive streak in them.

      She had to start thinking of him as Hayden, the shifter who had done more than save her. After all, not many guys would hold a woman’s hair back while she threw up.

      Mila closed her eyes, trying to withstand the wave of pain emanating from her ribs. The bastard had definitely bruised, maybe cracked, a few ribs. Every breath brought new pain.

      Ah, there was that scent again. Water and grass. A sweet scent that reminded her of a valley of wildflowers. Hayden. She tried to smile at that, except her lip hurt too much.

      She needed to forget about Hayden and how he had held her hair back. She was making too big a deal out of that small kindness. Damien had sent Hayden here to escort her to his pack. She was nothing more than a job to him. For all she knew, Hayden was no better than Drake. After all, Hayden’s wolf had shredded her attacker quickly and without mercy. . . like Drake had done to those hunters at the summit years ago.
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      Ten fucking minutes. Hayden had been gone ten fucking minutes, and a shifter had found Mila, brutalized her, and nearly raped her. Hayden had misjudged the situation, believing he, Kate, and Mila had lost the men hunting them. One had slipped by, unnoticed, but that was all it had taken. Leaving the women alone, with only a gun to protect them, was beyond foolish. A gun was only good for distance. Once a shifter got close enough, got his hands on a person, survival, dominance, came down to brute force.

      Mila lay on the ground with Kate bent over her, trying to assess the doctor’s injuries. Fucking hell. Mila was the doctor here. Hayden didn’t have a clue what to do for her and from the expression on Kate’s face she didn’t either.

      When Hayden had carried Mila over to where Kate had been resting, she cried out in pain. Hayden was sure she suffered bruised, maybe broken ribs on her right side. Add to that the extensive damage to her face and wrists and Mila’s wolf had a lot of work to do to heal her.

      His poor Mila. . . Hayden still couldn’t get the image of the shifter with his dick pressed up against her face, and his hand wrapped around her throat, choking her, trying to force her to open. A deep growl escaped Hayden’s throat before he realized what he was doing.

      Kate looked over her shoulder at him. “You okay?”

      Hayden didn’t deserve her concern. Kate should be resting, but now she was up, tending to Mila’s injuries while he guarded. Hell, Mila shouldn’t have any injuries.

      “Just help her,” Hayden ground out the words. He couldn’t handle talking right now, not given the shape Mila was in. He and his wolf needed to guard, scent the air, listen for any other intruders, be useful for once in his fucked-up life.

      Damien had been wrong all those years ago when he had made Hayden his second. Hayden failed to instill any sense of confidence in the pack, and now he had failed as a protector. His uncle Logan had seen his weaknesses early in life; that’s why Logan had groomed Drake to be the pack’s alpha one day. Logan had seen no qualities of an alpha in Hayden. Who was Hayden when he couldn’t even protect the two women who were counting on him?

      “I cleaned her cuts. Not much else I can do,” Kate replied, her sweet voice sounding rather despondent as she adjusted the mylar blanket over Mila. The sound of the foil crinkling made Hayden’s wolf howl in protest. That sound carried through the woods. The others would hear it. They’d come. Try to steal Mila and Kate.

      Hayden stared at Mila lying prone on the ground. The bruises on her cheek and neck, the split lip, her bruised ribs, and the cuts around her wrist. . . No, he wasn’t going to move her or deny her the chance to get warm and rest so her wolf could heal her.

      Let the bastards come. He would not fail her again.

      “Her wolf will heal her, right?” Kate asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Then I’ll keep her warm.”

      “Do that.” Hell, now he was being short with Kate who didn’t deserve it. Mila didn’t deserve what had happened to her either.

      “You like her, don’t you?” Kate asked.

      “Hell of a question to ask when she’s lying there unconscious after what that asshole did to her.”

      “Just wondering.” Kate fell silent.

      Where was Kate’s usual resilience? The Kate he had come to know was headstrong and didn’t give up.

      “You’re worried about Callen and you’re trying to take your mind off of him by engaging me in idle chit chat when I have a job to do,” Hayden added as he moved away from the women.

      Kate didn’t reply. Hell, hell, hell! He really was fucking up everything lately. “Sorry, Kate. Talk about whatever you want to.”

      “No, you’re right. Focus on your job.”

      He shifted to his wolf and circled the women in ever-increasing circles. The silence in the woods, and especially from Mila, was chilling. He took in her scent, resisting the urge to howl at the other male’s scent mixed with her blood. She was still unconscious, and her wolf was slow to heal her. More damage had been done than he had realized.

      Hayden shifted and pulled his shirt and jeans on. “Any medicine in that bag of hers?”

      Kate was stroking Mila’s hair. He found himself jealous of Kate, wanting to touch Mila, to soothe her, even as she lay there unconscious. Hayden kept his hands to himself. He didn’t have the right to touch her, especially not after he had failed her.

      “Lots, but they all have long medical names. Nothing I recognize. Can’t chance giving her something without knowing what it is.” Kate stopped stroking Mila’s hair for a minute. “She’ll be all right, Hayden.”

      “I know.”

      “This isn’t your fault.”

      “Never said it was.”

      With a sigh, Kate slipped her hand in Mila’s, careful to avoid the bandage Kate had wrapped around Mila’s injured wrists. The bastard had tied the zip tie so tight the plastic had ripped into her flesh when Hayden had cut it off.

      “Callen’s fine,” Hayden said, trying to ease Kate’s worry.

      “You’re not worried about him?”

      “Of course not,” he lied. It was the least he could do at this point, give Kate a sense of security. They were worse off than they were earlier. They needed to move, away from the scent of the dead shifter, but no matter where they’d go, it wouldn’t be fast enough, not with Mila out cold and Kate barely able to walk on her own. Mila had been right. Kate wasn’t strong enough for this journey. Hayden had made them leave the safety of the bakery, safety being a relative term. With the glass front, nothing would have kept the enemy from pouring in and overwhelming them. The only smart thing he had done since they’d left is return the gun to Kate. She was a crack shot and at this point, he didn’t care if she shot him again. He deserved it.

      “You didn’t answer my question earlier,” Kate said, a smile tugging at her lips. “Do you like Mila?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “I mean like-like, Hayden, as in more than a casual friend.”

      “We’ve only just met.”

      “I’ve been watching how you look at her, how she looks at you.”

      “She’s gorgeous. Of course, I’m going to look at her.” There. That should get Kate off his back. Let her think Mila was just another ‘piece of tail’ to him as Callen had said a few days ago.

      “I wouldn’t mind her in my bed,” he added. Might as well lay it on thick. It wasn’t like Mila would ever have any interest in him. She didn’t like white wolves, and who could blame her after she had seen Drake in action. She still didn’t know he was Hayden’s brother. Knowing that little fact would send her running from Hayden even faster.

      “That doesn’t sound like you, Hayden. I mean, that’s rather crass.”

      He glanced back at Kate, who was watching the rise and fall of Mila’s chest. Yeah, his cousin didn’t like to see the bad in anyone, despite how much of it she had experienced in her life.

      Hell, she still saw good in Drake. It had been a long time since Hayden had seen any good in his brother. Kate had created a fantasy world for herself when it came to Drake’s role in her life. Maybe that stemmed from how she had been raised. Abused, unwanted, foster sister killed in front of her practically. Kate needed to believe in Hayden and Drake, to hold on to something of her birth family that she could claim as her own.

      In time, she would realize what a disappointment their family was, but she had Callen to turn to. If Callen returned.

      Hayden certainly wasn’t one she should associate with too closely, not if she intended to make a place for herself in Damien’s pack. The other shifters would hold it against her. When they looked at Hayden, they saw Drake and everything the alpha had done over the years.

      Hayden’s adoptive pack was full of some wonderful shifters who risked their lives for one another, shared what little they owned, and truly welcomed those they felt worthy. That was the hitch right there. A shifter had to be worthy of them. Hayden had entered with too many black marks against him, unlike Blade who they had accepted immediately.

      Damien had made Hayden his second soon after Hayden arrived, but that had only made matters worse. The pack didn’t trust him, and they resented him being Damien’s second. Kate, too, had had trouble being accepted. Mating Callen had granted her some immunity against their wrath. Ultimately, it was how she had fought for the pack, risked her life exposing the Wolf Shifter Suppressor Organization to the government, and uploaded a program that hid the pack’s location from the WSSO’s satellite that won them over. They’d welcome her back, even if Callen didn’t make it. Hell. . . Where was his enforcer?

      “Hey there, sleepyhead,” Kate said amidst a wash of foil crinkling.

      Hayden rushed over. Mila’s bright green eyes stared up at him, making it very hard to look away. He forced himself to do just that, though his eyes didn’t fully leave her. No, they had to move over her bruised cheeks, split lip, to the ring of bruises on her neck, down to her bandaged wrists. And he couldn’t see what damage lay hidden beneath her ripped blouse and torn jeans beyond the bruised or broken ribs he was sure she had. The shifter had been brutal, and somehow this brave woman managed a smile for him. God, she had spirit!

      “You heard me call you,” Mila said, her voice cracking as if she hadn’t spoken in days. Kate promptly held a bottle of water to her lips. Mila took a small sip, then pushed it away as she pulled herself up onto her elbows, her face twisting in pain, and her eyes locked on Hayden.

      “I’m sorry, Mila. I shouldn’t have left. I didn’t go far, but. . .” He stopped talking. It didn’t matter what he said, it wouldn’t change what had happened, or the fact that he had failed her.

      Her sweet face eased as her eyes grew wide. “You didn’t leave me unprotected, if that’s what you mean. I had the gun, and I know some self-defense. I, well. . . He caught me off-guard.”

      Nice words, nice sentiment, but she was wrong. It had been his job to protect, his responsibility. And they were far from safe. They still had several days before reaching northern Colorado. The closer they got to Damien’s territory, the greater the chance they’d cross the trail of one of Damien’s scouts out on recon work. He needed backup, to get Kate and Mila home safe.

      “Can you walk?” he asked.

      “My legs are sore where he kicked me, but I think I can walk.”

      Mila winced, and she sucked in air as he slid his arm around her waist and slowly helped her stand. As he steadied her, with his arms still around her mid-section and her sweet scent filling his lungs, his wolf howled a song Hayden had never heard before.

      It startled him, and he unintentionally released his hold on her. That stopped the howl and opened Hayden to a bit of scratching from his wolf, the type that said his wolf wasn’t pleased with him for releasing her.

      When Mila started to waver, he caught her and scooped her off the ground. Her eyes flew open. She was stuck in his arms, and she knew it. Or maybe she simply didn’t want him touching her. Fierce green eyes glanced at his hand curled up under her knees and then the other on her side before seeking out his face.

      She simply stared into his eyes without saying a word. Damn, he wished she’d fight him on this like she had fought him about leaving the bakery. At least then he’d know she really was okay. This lack of fight from her worried him.

      Kate shouldered both packs and stood beside him. “Which way?”

      “Toward the interstate,” Hayden said, his eyes still on Mila as he answered.

      “Hitchhike?” Mila asked as she slipped her arms around his neck to balance herself.

      Damn, he liked having her in his arms, her hand around his neck
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