
  
  [image: ]




  
  Copyright © 2021 by Sophie Davis 
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.


ALL INTERIOR ARTWORK BY SAMAIYA BEAUMONT
www.Samaiya.com








  
  For the Vella Vixens and Villains-
Thank you for embracing this story








  
  [image: ]




  
  
      
        
          Eve of Eternals: Wolf Rising

          
		      
          Sophie Davis

        

        
          [image: ]

          Dabber & Baehr

        

      

    


  
  [image: ]




  
  Chapter 1
If You Can Dodge a Wrench, You Can Dodge a Wolf


The scent of blood flavored the air with copper. My nostrils flared as my heart thundered in my chest. 
“Zara, Zara, Zara.” The chant was a low hum in my sensitive ears. “Zara. Zara. Zara.” While the tempo increased, the volume didn’t.
I exhaled through my nose and tilted my head back to bask in the glow of silver moonlight. Adrenaline coursed through my body, masking the icy wind that blew my hair and the cold ground beneath my bare feet. I called forth the magic necessary to fuel the shift from human to animal form. My efforts met only resistance. I could feel the magic, I just couldn’t access it. It was annoying but not unexpected; I always had trouble shifting under pressure.
“Push through it.” I heard my father’s voice in my head instead of my own, coaching me through the shift.
On the opposite end of the metal bridge, my opponent pawed the ground and snorted. Frozen chunks of dirt flew from his sharp claws. He stared at me, a challenge in his wolfish gaze.
My heart hammered against my ribs.
Come on. You’ve got this.
The chanting stopped, replaced by a low, collective howl from the gathered crowd. The earthy scent of elemental magic mixed with the much headier scent of bloodlust, both calling the wolf inside me to the surface.
My eyesight was the first of my senses to sharpen, followed closely by scent. I surrendered to the animal, the wolf that was just as much me as its human counterpart.
The cries from the spectators on both sides of the bridge reached a crescendo. By the time my hands hit the ground, they were paws, and the items of clothing that I hadn’t shed lay in tatters at my feet. Through wolf-vision, I stared at my opponent across the metal beams, still slick with the spilled blood of previous competitors. A smile crossed his wolfy face, but his keen eyes glowed yellow in the darkness.
A shrill whistle pierced the air, and we both charged. The bridge swayed dangerously. We collided in a tangle of fur and gnashing canines. His jaws closed around my back leg. Weak. I went for his throat. He shook me off before my teeth broke skin. My paws skidded on the slick metal, claws scraping the cold, wet surface for purchase.
My opponent was on me before I regained my footing. This time, he went for the jugular. Literally. I dodged his attack, rolling out of the way and landing neatly on my feet. Teeth bared, a deep growl started low in my throat. The black wolf spun to face me, eyes glowing like fireflies in the darkness.
Boos went up from the crowd. They wanted to see bloodshed. That was what they’d paid money to see. The spectators had placed bets on the outcome, and no one wanted a draw. Including me. Win or lose, I still got paid, though the champion’s purse was worth a lot more.
Switching to the offensive, I used my superior speed and reflexes to lunge first. My opponent was good, though. He dodged to the left, and my jaws sank into his shoulder instead of his throat. This time, I tasted the blood of my enemy.
Ah, the sweet flavor of victory. But I was getting ahead of myself. Just because I was the first to draw blood, it didn’t mean I would be the last wolf standing.
My opponent batted at my head like he was dribbling a basketball. I bit down harder, receiving a pained yowl as a reward. Claws extended, he responded with a brain-rattling slap across my face.
I released his shoulder and staggered backward several paces. Which was a mistake. I knew better.
The other wolf leapt, and I reared up on my hind legs to meet his attack. My opponent was twice my size and knocked me flat on my back. He landed on all fours over me.
The crowd went wild. Finally, we were giving them their money’s worth.
But I wasn’t that easily defeated. I was the daughter of an Alpha, after all. Trained since birth to defend myself and my pack. Unfortunately, Liam also had an exalted lineage as second-in-line to his father’s shifter throne. It was a fair match, though I knew I’d win.
I kicked my hind legs up into his soft underbelly, hard enough to knock him off balance. He stumbled as I rolled to my feet. Not wanting to waste my opponent’s momentary weakness, I attacked again.
One large black paw smacked my head. Snarling, I aimed a hit at his bloody shoulder. The other wolf reared up and howled. I did the same.
We both lunged, crashing together midair before falling onto the hard metal bridge. I landed on my side with bruising force, but barely registered the pain through my adrenaline.
Liam lay beside me, his yellow eyes focused on something over my head. I didn’t look. It was an old trick, almost too petty for such a good fighter. Then the night lit up like someone had flipped a light switch.
A familiar voice bellowed louder than the crowd. “What the hell is going on up here?”
We both jumped to our feet. Our eyes locked, an unspoken message passing between us.
Bystanders scattered into the woods, leaving the two of us to deal with the consequences.
“This had better not be what I think it is!” my Uncle Buck hollered.
Liam’s yellow eyes never blinked. Not even when he dipped his head and rammed my shoulder. Surprised, I skidded backward, nails grinding against the ground.
Just as my hind legs slipped over the side of the bridge, I dug my teeth into the shiny black fur covering his throat. For good measure, I looped a front leg around his neck. If I was going over the edge, it wouldn’t be alone.
Locked like lovers embracing, we plummeted toward the icy water below.
My flank hit first. Liam’s much heavier form landed on top of me, forcing me under the surface. Water filled my nose. The shock of the cold water started an immediate shift. By the time I resurfaced, the change was complete.
Two feet away, Liam’s head popped above the surface. His yellow wolf eyes still glowed in a very human face, and he flashed me a toothy grin. I smacked the water with my open palm, sending a wave of it straight between his parted lips.
Spotlights shone down from the bridge. Silently, we both slipped beneath the water and started toward shore. Once I arrived at the beach, I darted into the surrounding woods. Liam followed a beat behind. We both shifted, our animal forms better equipped to deal with the sub-freezing temperature.
He was larger, but I was faster and more agile. Though Liam fell behind a few lengths, he always caught up. We broke into the clearing together, yet I edged ahead again at the entrance to Arcane Falls Cemetery. I finally slowed at the Tomb of the Alpha and rounded on my opponent. He pawed the ground, challenge returning to his canine eyes.
Breath turning white in the frigid night air, I barreled toward him, leaping so that all four paws left the ground. Unlike up on the bridge, he didn’t meet my advance. Liam laid down and literally rolled over. My front paws landed just above his shoulders, the back straddling his hips. He shifted beneath me, and I noticed the skin on his shoulder had already knitted back together.
I shifted and dipped my head until my lips were just above his. “That was close, asshole.” I swatted his chest. “Too close.”
Liam laughed, tendrils of dark, wet hair curling into his eyes.
“You liked it,” he said, tone teasing.
I glared down my nose at him. “If my uncle had caught us—”
His lips captured mine, cutting off the rest of my sentence with a kiss that left me wanting more. With great reluctance, I pulled away.
“I have to go,” I whispered against his mouth.
“Five more minutes,” Liam mumbled, inhaling my breath as I exhaled. His palms slid up my ribcage. “Just five more minutes. It’ll be worth it. I promise.”
It would be. I didn’t doubt that. Skilled as he was with his hands, Liam could do a lot for me in five minutes. Sadly, with my Uncle Buck already on the prowl, even a quick interlude was off the table.
“Can’t.” I stole another quick kiss. “I need to get back in my bed before anyone misses me. And if I get caught with you, we’re both dead.”






  
  Chapter 2
I’ll Take Technicalities for 1000


“Zara Ann Snyder, it’s time to wake up!” 
The voice blared inside my head, interrupting a dream where I was an extra on a streaming show about to kiss the leading superhero.
“Shh. Five more minutes,” I grumbled into my pillow, drifting back to the sweet sight of the newest iteration of America’s Ass.
“Now, Zara!”
This time I heard my mother’s voice both internally and with my ears. Even as an adult, I still paid attention when her tone drifted between annoyed and pissed.
“Coming,” I muttered, stretching my arms and rolling my neck to ease my sore muscles. The night before, scratches and cuts from the fight and our run through the woods had zigzagged across my skin. Fading bruises had peppered my face and body when I got home, including a nasty one on my calf.
Thanks to my shifter genes, I’d healed while I slept. My body was still achy, but nothing like it should’ve been.
“Zara!” Mom shouted.
“I’m coming!” I hollered back, immediately regretting it. Despite twenty-two years of conditioning, my mouth still moved faster than my brain.
The day wasn’t off to a stellar start.
In the bathroom, I splashed water on my face and did quickly brushed my teeth. I’d showered twice the previous night to wash away the scent of the other wolves from the fight. Particularly Liam’s.
My reflection wasn’t looking too hot. Shadowed circles hung beneath my bloodshot eyes, and my blue-black hair stuck out in every direction from my head.
The whole family sat at the kitchen table when I finally made it downstairs. My parents wore casual clothes. Zach, my twin brother, hadn’t bothered to change out of his flannel pajama pants and old ratty t-shirt. Scratching his armpit, he grinned up at me with a mouthful of waffle.
“Good morning,” I muttered as I slid into my seat.
My father lowered his newspaper several inches and narrowed his dark blue eyes. “Buckley said he broke up a fighting ring last night. Up at Arcane Quarry.”
I feigned surprise. “Another one? Wow.”
Zach snickered into his breakfast. My mother set a plate down in front of me, jaw clenched. Dad’s eyes—my Alpha’s eyes—never wavered.
“Is there something you want to tell me, Zara?” he asked in the calm, even tone he reserved for situations like this one.
“No, sir,” I said.
Pack loyalty being what it was, lying to the Alpha was physically impossible. Long ago, Zach and I had learned to circumvent the system with careful phrasing. Dad had asked if I wanted to tell him anything, which I did not.
“These fighting rings are illegal, Zara,” Mom said as she slammed a bottle of syrup down next to my plate.
“They go against pack law,” my father added. To wolf shifters, it was more important than human law. Though our laws were more lenient in many aspects, the punishments were harsher.
“I know, sir,” I said.
After a full minute of his hard stare, I exhaled when my father finally raised the newspaper again. “Good. Nothing can interfere with the visit this week. This alliance will happen. Know that, Zara.”
Across from me, Zach’s cocky attitude dried up. He offered a commiserating smile. We were as different as twins could be, but we agreed on this one point. As the children of the Alpha, we put the pack above all else. No exceptions. That included our acceptance of arranged mates. We would marry partners of the pack’s choosing, and we would do so without complaint. Neither of us liked it, but our opinions on the matter counted for absolute shit.
“Yes, sir,” I said, playing my role as the good, obedient daughter.

      ***Two hours later, I had the honor of sitting in the front row while my father made his weekly address to the Gemini Pack. It started out with the usual boring stuff, followed by the rundown of patrol assignments, which changed each week.
Clamping my mouth shut, I suppressed a groan when I received the graveyard shift. Not only was my father forcing me to entertain the entourage of fae invading Arcane Falls, but patrol duty would deprive me of sleep for the entire visit. My brother, who hadn’t been on patrol in six months, was once again left out of the rotation. We were both children of the Alpha, but he was the only one who received the perks of the position.
“This day just keeps getting better,” I grumbled.
Zach fought a smile.
On the bright side, my patrol partner was Brooke Duvall. She’d been my best friend since we were in diapers, so at least my misery would have company.
When it was time for new business, I expected my father to spend the rest of the meeting going over plans for the fae visit. Well, first I expected him to announce the visit, since only the Elders and our family knew about it. Rumors had run rampant for weeks, but no one knew when or if it was even happening.
Unfortunately, our Alpha didn’t lead with the forthcoming guests. No, he started closer to home.
“Last night, the sheriff’s department broke up a second illegal fighting ring,” he began in a grave tone. “Gambling on a blood sport is far beneath us. Taking part in a blood sport is more shameful still.” My father’s dark gaze paused on me.
That could’ve been my guilty conscience projecting things.
“Any member of the Gemini Pack found in violation will face the maximum punishment, no matter who they are.”
The mental echo of my Alpha’s declaration left little doubt he meant the words for me. Sitting up straight, I donned an expression of innocence and looked directly at my father. In a battle of wills, I could never defeat him—pack hierarchy wouldn’t allow it. But I had always been his favorite. Zach was his heir and the golden prince, but Dad had a soft spot for me. It was the only reason he was giving me the gift of a final warning.
“We don’t have time for this,” he continued. “Let’s turn to the other matters for today.”
My shoulders sagged with relief, and I slouched back in my chair again.
“Many of you have heard the rumors regarding the Leo Fae and their upcoming visit to Arcane Falls.”
I tuned out after that since I’d heard it all before. Too many times over the past several months while my parents planned the visit. Twenty-five delegates were coming to discuss a potential alliance with our pack.
Their visit would be a week-long, stress-filled, boring as hell party. Complete with formal dinners, cocktail hours, and all the wining and dining the fae expected. Personally, I thought the entire thing was a big sham and rather degrading.
In the past, my parents had fawned all over visiting diplomatic envoys. My mother acted like we needed the fae. Like shifters were beholden to the magic users. In reality, the reverse was true. Fae wielded magic. But shifters were magic. We were stronger, faster, and all around better equipped to fight the evils of the world. The fae need us way more than we would ever need them.
Not that anybody cared about my opinion.
“Tonight’s Challenge will be a free-for-all to determine the escorts for our visitors,” Dad said in summation, snapping my attention back to the meeting. He gestured to a woman standing against the wall. His younger sister, Tamlin, held a minor position on the Pack Council. Appointed by my father, like everyone else with a title, my aunt was in charge of the weekly challenge. It was the only opportunity to advance in the pack’s hierarchy, and a wolf could usually only contest the one directly above them. A free-for-all meant all bets were off.
During a typical pack meeting, there would be a handful of challenges. Around the full moon, when our inner wolves grew feistier, there were as many as a dozen brawls. But when Aunt Tamlin asked for a show of those wishing to fight, at least forty people stood.
Zach and I exchanged annoyed glances, knowing exactly what our father would say next.
Our Alpha nodded once. “Tonight, all fight for position.”






  
  Chapter 3
What’s Up with Your Pants?


“You didn’t tell me they were coming so soon,” Brooke hissed as she fell in step with me outside the clubhouse. 
“I didn’t tell you they were coming at all,” I pointed out.
Zach frowned his disapproval.
“What? I didn’t tell her,” I protested. Because I hadn’t. Brooke asked, and I declined to answer. Honestly, I didn’t understand the secrecy, but Dad had been very clear when he made me and Zach promise not to say anything.
“And we have night patrol, too? Gaia must hate me,” Brooke continued, oblivious to everything but her woes.
“Don’t forget that we all have to fight tonight,” I said. “I’m happy to kick someone’s ass. It’s just annoying that it’s mandatory.”
Brooke averted her hazel gaze, winding a long piece of blonde hair around her index finger.
“Wait, you stood for a challenge?” I asked, arching an eyebrow. “Do you want to advance?”
My best friend was the smallest in the pack. Next to the other females, she was scrawny. Compared with the male wolves, well, she was a twig. Brooke wasn’t a terrible fighter, though, nothing like that. She just didn’t enjoy bloodlust the way most of us did, and it showed. As a result, Brooke was routinely at the bottom of the pack rankings, which had never bothered her before.
“It wouldn’t hurt to be at the top for once,” she mumbled.
Zach spoke up before I could reply. “Wanting to advance is normal. Don’t let Zara make you feel bad for it.”
Her eyes cut from me to my twin. “Thank you. At least one of you is supportive.”
My eyes rolled so far back that I could see my own thoughts. “I promise you, escorting fae is not as glamorous as it sounds. It sucks. You spend an entire week smiling and inhaling bullshit.”
Zach scoffed. “Careful, Zara, someone might think you’re serious.”
“That’s the point, I wouldn’t know if it sucks.” Brooke jumped into the conversation before I retorted with something that would inevitably start a fight with my brother.
“I’ve never held a conversation with a fae. I’m curious.” A rosy flush infused Brooke’s cheeks. “There must be one interesting person in a group that size, right? They aren’t from Arcane Falls, which already makes them more interesting than anyone I usually talk to.”
I grinned. “Now that part, I get.” With an offhand wave toward my brother, I added, “These guys are stale. Fresh eye candy is desperately lacking here.”
Zach worked his jaw back and forth, eyes darting between Brooke and me. His expression darkened. “Seriously, Zara?” He glanced pointedly from left to right for eavesdroppers. “That is how rumors get started and alliances crash. You need to at least pretend you are marriage material. And you….” He scowled at Brooke. “There are plenty of perfectly nice wolves in Arcane Falls. You don’t need to concern yourself with fae.”
“Beneath me?” Brooke’s hands were on her hips, eyes flashing yellow in a rare display of anger.
Two of Zach’s friends stopped at the sound of her raised voice. Wynn Traber cocked an eyebrow. “Watch your tone, stray,” he snarled. “Don’t forget your place.”
“Don’t forget yours, jackass. This doesn’t concern you,” I snapped.
“Zara,” Brooke and Zach groaned in unison.
I looped my arm through Brooke’s and started leading her away from my brother’s idiot friends.
“I can’t believe you let her talk to you like that,” Lars Cofilin said, not bothering to keep his voice down since he wanted Brooke to hear his comment.
I experienced Zach’s anxiety spike through our bond, though his tone was calm and stable when he spoke. “Brooke is my sister’s best friend and a Gemini. Same as both of you.”
A smile tugged at the corner of my mouth until I saw Brooke’s distraught expression.
“Fuck them.” I gestured behind us. “They’re just jealous.”
“Doubtful. My position isn’t exactly enviable,” she mumbled.
I shrugged. “Depends on who you ask. You get to pick your mate, which makes me green with envy. And Wynn is so desperate to kiss my brother’s ass he hates anyone with better access. Like you.”
Her eyes strayed to where Zach still stood with Wynn and Lars.
“Seriously, forget about them. They aren’t worth your energy. Focus on tonight.”
Brooke frowned. “I thought you said escorting fae around sucks.”
“Oh, it totally does.” I flicked my hair over my shoulder. “But with you there, it will suck a little less.”

      ***My parents spent the afternoon triple checking last-minute arrangements for the fae visit and getting the clubhouse annex ready for Challenge night. Zach went for a run up to Howler’s Rock to clear his head and calm his nerves; it was his ritual on the rare occasion he had to fight. That left me with several hours to kill and only one way I cared to spend them.
I dialed Liam’s number from memory as soon as I was alone in my room. It rang three times and then I hung up. Five minutes later, I received a message from a blocked number.
Grover Cave. Leaving now.
My smile stretched from ear to ear. Stolen moments during daylight hours were extremely rare, since no one could see us together. Ever. With Liam, the reward was always worth the risk.
I texted my parents to say I was going to Brooke’s house to practice sparring. With so many fires to put out before the fae arrived, it did not surprise me when neither answered my message.
I left my cell in plain view on the kitchen counter to look like I’d accidentally set it down and forgot to take it when leaving. Slipping through the back door, I jogged to our property line on two human feet. Under the cover of the trees, I shifted and set off into the woods for an afternoon tryst.
I detected Liam’s earthy scent well before I arrived at the entrance to the cave. Wolves from other packs usually made my nose twitch and hackles rise, like an ingrained biological response to potential danger. It was one of many qualities that made us superior to other supernaturals.
Not Liam’s, though. His aroma was intoxicating, all wolf and testosterone. Normally not my favorite combination, but Liam was an exception to just about every rule I’d ever known.
That scent drew me in from the first time we crossed paths outside the cave nine months ago. When I first learned the pack council started proceedings to vote on my future mate, I’d gone for a long run to feel sorry for myself in peace. What I found instead was longing for a wolf from a rival pack.
The cave entrance was dark in the shadows of the afternoon sun. Slowing my pace, I slinked into the damp passageway beyond. My paws moved over the smooth stone as dripping water sounded in the distance. When I concentrated, I also heard the soft thump of a beating heart.
Even in human form, Liam moved with silent grace. His broad-shouldered outline appeared, tapering in at the waist. I shifted mid-step and walked directly into his waiting human arms. His mouth found mine as though our lips were magnets, unable to be kept apart.
Long, sure fingers closed around my waist and walked me backward until my spine hit the side of the cave. Liam trailed his lips down my neck and along my collarbone, pausing every so often to nip gently with his teeth. My throaty moan echoed throughout the stone passageway.
Sharp teeth caught my earlobe, and Liam whispered, “It’s been too long.”
My only response was to slide down the zipper of his jeans and work the denim over his hips. He hoisted my ass and wrapped my legs around his waist, pressing my back harder against the stone. Our eyes met in the darkness. His normally green irises glowed gold around the edges, showing a hint of his animal side.
Liam’s grin was wicked. “There is no bigger turn on than you and the possibility of getting caught.”
Our bodies joined as one. I threw my hands over my head and dug my fully extended claws into the stone behind me.
This was definitely worth dying for.
Like always, my time with Liam ended too soon. While I wasn’t exactly the cuddling type, it was never an option. Neither was a second round. We both always had pack business to get back to, and an understanding that our sexy meetings could only continue if no one noticed us missing. That was far more difficult to achieve during the day.
We barely had time to discuss our near-miss the previous night and reassure each other that no one could prove we’d been up at the quarry. Strictly speaking, that wasn’t true. My Uncle Buck and his deputies were all Gemini wolves, and our scents were all over the bridge. I’d also left behind my ruined clothes when Liam and I went for a swim.
Neither of us voiced these potential issues, nor the consequences if caught.
It didn’t occur to me until I was halfway back to my house that Liam was wearing pants when I arrived at the cave. We always met up in animal form; the terrain around our cave was difficult to navigate on human legs. It was possible he’d carried the jeans in his mouth or had a stash of clothes hidden inside the cave.
But why?
Modesty and shifter culture didn’t mix. Besides, Liam and I had seen each other naked more often than clothed. Had he met with someone else before coming to the cave? Other than our physical encounters we knew little about one another, so I didn’t dwell. There was no point.
Before I got too close to Gemini Pack territory, I took a brief detour to the lake to swim and wash off Liam’s scent. If there was even a hint of another wolf, my parents or Zach would notice. In an abundance of caution, I also made use of the outdoor shower in our backyard when I got home.
“There you are,” my father said when I walked inside wearing only a towel. His eyebrow arched.
“Yeah, I was with Brooke. We went for a run to stretch our legs, and I stepped in something gnarly. So, I did like you asked and showered before coming in.” I rambled, my mind still buzzing with thoughts of Liam’s body pressed against mine. His ragged breath in my ear. The way he shuddered when he climaxed.
Should’ve stayed under that cold water a little longer, I thought to myself.
“Good of you, thanks,” Dad said, his tone and expression suggesting he hadn’t listened to my words. “Listen, Zara, there is something we need to talk about.”
The mental replay of my tryst ceased in an instant. In fact, my entire body stopped functioning for a heartbeat.
He knew. He knew I was with Liam.
“It’s about tonight,” Dad continued.
Water dripped onto the hardwood from the ends of my tangled hair.
“You know the structure of a pack tournament differs from a normal challenge night, yes?” My father pursed his lips as he looked up at me from his recliner. “The highest ranked member automatically fights the lowest ranked.”
I crossed my arms and hugged myself, suddenly freezing. “I know how it works.”
“With Paly’s departure, you will face Brooke in the first round tonight.”






  
  Chapter 4
The Road to Shame Is Paved with Good Intentions


Fighting Brooke for pack placement wouldn’t typically be an issue. She was my first sparring partner, and we still squared off occasionally for fun. Nine out of ten times, I beat her. The tenth time, it wasn’t so much that she won as that I lost. 
But we’d never faced each other as genuine opponents. Our matches were never for a prize, just practice. And Brooke wanted this prize very much. She had everything to gain and nothing to lose. I had everything to lose and nothing to gain.
Since we were the first fight of the night, I shifted before entering the clubhouse annex. The bleachers were a little more than half full, populated by both those who weren’t in the pack hierarchy system—either too young or too old—and the competitors waiting for their turn in the spotlight. Some spectators were already at the outdoor ring. All night, fights would happen simultaneously in the two spaces, with the more exciting ones inside.
Brooke was already in the ring, her gray fur gleaming in the overhead lights. As we stood opposite each other, I saw the hunger in her yellow eyes. My best friend wanted the win more than I’d wanted anything in life. Maybe she really wanted to have some fae-style fun before settling down with someone we’d known for our entire lives. Or maybe Brooke wanted to prove she was better than anyone thought. Better than the whispers and comments that had followed her like a shadow her entire life.
Either way, the wolf across from me was ready to fight.
The whistle blew, and she sprang immediately. With Brooke’s smaller wolf form, she smacked my snout and spun away before I could react. The moment her paws hit the dirt ground, she lunged again with her teeth snapping toward my jaw.
Ready for the attack, I stepped back and batted her nose away. Brooke grunted as her bite found only air. Pressing my advantage, I knocked her backward with a bent shoulder drive to her chest.
Spectators cheered us on, calling out our names.
I dropped back, giving us both time to catch our breath. Brooke didn’t take the bait. Instead, she went on the offensive, turned, and launched a spectacular hind leg kick at my midsection. My ribs smarted. When had she gotten so strong?
“Come on, Zara! Stop holding back!” someone shouted.
Brooke’s next hit glanced off my temple. Suddenly feeling like my chances of winning weren’t nearly as high as I’d expected, I panicked. My first retaliatory hit was sloppy and narrowly connected with Brooke’s shoulder.
“You’ve got this! Focus!” Zach’s voice rang out above the others. Our bond told me he was close.
Brooke doubled her efforts. I had been in much worse situations against much larger and fiercer opponents. A comeback was possible, but I was already down and showing clear freak out signs. If I gave in to my instincts, the ones that screamed to stop hurting my best friend, the match would end in a disqualification.
I caught my father sitting in the front of the stands, with my mother beside him. Neither cheered. She wore the expression she typically reserved for foul smells, while Dad’s jaw was tight. His eyes were already judgmental, but it was too late.
Suppressing my instincts was too hard when my adrenaline was running so high. Once I stopped trying, the shift took hold. The kick Brooke had aimed at my thigh smacked me in the side of my human head.
“Disqualified!” Aunt Tamlin blew her whistle. “Duvall, you advance.”
The look of pure elation on my best friend’s face made the ire in my father’s eyes totally worth it. Until he stood and ordered me to go home directly after the match. His reaction was so abrupt that I didn’t even get the chance to congratulate Brooke.
Though I knew I’d face my father’s full wrath when he returned from challenge night, I had a smug satisfaction that I’d bucked his system. My best friend had an excellent chance of ranking high enough to escort a fae with the points she gained in her victory over me. It was a selfish thing, really, since it meant I’d have her nearby during the hell week of their visit.
Back at the house, I showered yet again and curled up in my bed with the newest thriller-detective book on my shelf. I was on chapter three before I realized the words weren’t sinking in. My mind and heart raced inexplicably. Each breath I took was shallower than the last.
I was not a nervous person; that was Zach’s department. In times of great stress, his anxiety often leaked into me. It had taken years to understand the crippling bouts of nerves were not my own.
My twin handled the pressures of being heir to our pack with more grace than I could have ever managed. Zach was the model child. The best heir my father could have asked for. Everyone complimented his manners and social graces, though if those same people saw what a slob he was at home, they might change their minds.
But I understood the doubt Zach carried. When it reached the heights he went through in that moment, the uncertainty paralyzed both of us.
It was natural for his anxiety to run high during a forced challenge fight. He was the toughest fighter in our pack—the strongest, the most skilled. Not the quickest, but he moved faster than most. That made the older, more seasoned pack members want to tear him down. If he wanted to lead the pack one day, Zach couldn’t let anyone see him as weak. He was the best, because that was his only option.
You’ve got this, big bro.
Our twin bond didn’t include telepathy, but we perceived each other’s thoughts as emotions. As odd as it seemed to me, Zach always performed better with my support.
My cell buzzed on the nightstand with a text from a blocked number: Tuesday. Midnight.
I typed back one word: Where?
AL Pier.
I hesitated. Arcane Landing Pier was a good two-hour run on four legs. The round trip alone would take half the night. And I had patrol duty.
Shit.
I’ll see what I can do, I responded before immediately deleting the text thread.
There were so many reasons I should have said no. The fae were arriving on Sunday, and I had the graveyard shifts. Time away wouldn’t go unnoticed. Arcane Landing Pier was also farther away than our usual fight nights. I’d already pissed my parents off, so they’d be extra vigilant in the coming days.
But I craved Liam. It had only been hours since our last tryst, but I already ached to feel the sense of abandon that came with our time together. He was the only part of my life that was mine and mine alone. Our secret, our defiance of both his pack law and mine, kept me from falling into a pit of despair. The pack set my future, and I couldn’t change that. Knowing that one decision in my life was my own was enough.
Then, of course, there was the money. Each purse I won at an illicit fight night added a healthy chunk of cash to my rainy-day fund. While I probably wouldn’t ever need the money, I preferred having it just in case.
“What is wrong with you?”
My bedroom door burst open, and my mother stomped inside. She stood at the end of the bed, hands on hips, and glared daggers.
“How could you, Zara?” she demanded.
I sat up, unnerved by her flashing yellow eyes. My mother rarely shifted anymore. As wife to the Alpha, she didn’t run patrols or take part in challenges. The day she married my father, she cemented her place in the pack hierarchy. Once my mother produced an heir, she became untouchable. Mom only let out the animal inside when the wolf wanted to stretch her legs. Or when her temper flared.
“I lost, Ma. Calm down,” I said.
Her brows shot up. “Lost? No, Zara. You didn’t lose. You let Brooke win with the entire pack watching. You have brought shame on this family. I don’t understand what has gotten into you lately. And right before the fae visit? What were you thinking?”
“I’m not Zach,” I shot back. “No one expects me to be the best fighter or the perfect alpha kid. I doubt my future fae husband gives a shit about my skills in the ring as long as I can give him little hybrid babies.”
“Watch your mouth, young lady.”
“Enough,” my father’s quiet voice declared, his enormous frame filling the doorway.
Swallowing hard, I bit back my retort.
There was an eerie calm in my father’s demeanor that was much scarier than his anger.
“I am disappointed in you, Zara.” He clasped his hands behind his back. “What you did tonight shows your immaturity. You let your emotions govern your actions. You know better. I expect better. The pack deserves better from you. You will redeem yourself with the fae visit.”
It was an order. Not from father, but from my Alpha. I received the weight of his words, my inner wolf unable to protest.
“Yes, sir,” I said.
My father gave a curt nod and left.
Mom huffed for a good twenty seconds like she wanted to say something else, but ultimately left without another word.
Shame. Shame. Shame.
The word played on repeat as I curled beneath my blankets. It wasn’t a word either of my parents used lightly. Neither had ever used it with so much vitriol. It wasn’t the first time my mother said that my behavior was shameful, but it was the first time she’d used it to refer to me, myself. Never had she accused me of bringing shame on our family.
That was just for throwing a fight. How would she feel if she ever learned about Liam? The knowledge would break her heart. I already knew that. The thought of leaving him broke mine.
My phone vibrated with an incoming message from Brooke: I did it! I advanced enough to be an escort!
I could practically hear her excited voice. While I’d let my emotions dictate my actions, was that really such a terrible thing? It meant a lot to Brooke.
It wasn’t a decision I could make until I faced the full brunt of the consequences. And they were coming.






  
  Chapter 5
What Is Dead May Never Shift


Like every Sunday, our extended family gathered for brunch. Cousins, aunts, and uncles piled into our house for Mom’s home cooking. I wasn’t in the right head space for socializing, and the pointed remarks from my cousin Dixon about my “tough loss” didn’t help. 
Neither did my Uncle Buck talking loudly about the illegal fight ring he’d broken up at the quarry. He didn’t look at me directly, but Zach kept glancing over from his conversation with Aunt Tamlin. I’d never told my brother about the late-night fights, but Zach knew. That was both the blessing and the curse of the twin bond. I never had to tell him anything. Zach just knew.
Instead of hiding out, which I did frequently on family Sundays, I stayed downstairs with my family. After last night, my behavior had to be stellar. I had to prove I was trying, so I hung out until the last stragglers gave up on dinner invitations and went home to their own houses.
I met Brooke at the end of my street just before midnight and headed out to relieve the evening shift. In animal form, pack members could connect their minds for communication. Brooke didn’t waste time before launching into a blow-by-blow of her subsequent fights from the previous night. She even defeated Alby, one of the pack’s best fighters.
Seriously, when did she get so good? I wondered.
Maybe all those afternoons she’d said she was going into the woods to paint, she’d really been training. Though I couldn’t think of a reason to hide it from me.
Not that I’d been around lately.
“It was super close. Alby injured his shoulder in an earlier round, so I know the win doesn’t really count,” Brooke said inside my head, via our pack link.
“It counts. You get to be an escort. That’s what you wanted.”
She grew quiet as we reached the perimeter of pack land. “Did you get in trouble?” she asked at last.
“Not too much. You know how Mom is.”
Mom hadn’t spoken to me all day, which was the best I could’ve hoped for. My father barely looked at me. That one hurt. But I wasn’t about to tarnish Brooke’s victory with my family's drama.
“We get our assignments tomorrow. I hope I get someone good. Someone fun and exciting.”
“Me too,” I said. “For both of us.”
“You don’t know who you’re with?” she asked.
“I do,” I admitted. “Prince Hayden. He’s one of King Evander’s grandsons.”
This escorting arrangement was the point of the royal fae visit, so the prince and I could get to know one another under the watchful eyes of his family and mine. Not that it mattered to my parents or the Gemini council whether I got along with Hayden. They’d already determined an alliance with the Leos was advantageous for the pack. The only thing left to do was hammer out the details.
“So, are you going to be Princess Zara soon?” Brooke teased.
I pretended to shudder. “Can we please not talk about it? I’d like to enjoy my last few weeks of freedom.”
“Come on. He can’t be that bad.”
“Even if he sucks, I can’t say no to the marriage. That’s the bad part.” I leapt over a fallen tree in the path, Brooke on my heels.
“Yeah, but he can, right?” she asked, her mental voice sounding ragged and winded.
I slowed my pace to let Brooke catch her breath.
She had a point. I couldn’t refuse the marriage, but the prince could. If I just acted like myself, chances were high he wouldn’t find me wifely material.
Why did I not consider this earlier? I wondered, a little disappointed in myself.
A tree branch cracked in the distance. My head snapped toward the sound, and I inhaled the night breeze. We stopped and exchanged glances.
“I don’t smell anyone,” she said, nerves audible in her voice.
The pack ran regular patrols, but it was rare we encountered intruders. We rarely saw anyone other than an occasional stray wolf.
“Me neither,” I agreed.
Except, after a second whiff, that wasn’t entirely true. The scent was faint. Clean like laundry fresh from the dryer. Familiar yet not. Adrenaline kicked in, sending my pulse into overdrive.
“Should we check it out?” Brooke asked.
“That’s why we’re out here.” My tone was more flippant than intended.
“Yeah, but maybe we should get backup.”
I scanned the area and sniffed the air again. “We don’t need backup. I’m sure it’s nothing we can’t handle.”
As though the universe was intent on proving me wrong, a pained howl pierced the air. Brooke’s shorter legs could barely keep pace as I broke into a dead sprint. The next cry sounded like a plea for mercy. An iron tang flavored the air—blood. Lots of it. I inhaled the fear of a wounded wolf. I pushed my legs to move faster.
The blur of motion was almost too fast for even my shifter eyes to see. Almost. Pale white skin glowed brighter than the moon. The guy was shirtless and barefoot, despite the snow blanketing the forest floor. He looked like Michelangelo carved his torso from marble.
Vampire, I thought, skidding to a halt. I’d never seen one up close, only from a distance, yet there was no mistaking his true nature. Nothing with a soul moved so fast. Nothing alive appeared so deadly. And only evil wore a face so sinfully gorgeous.
The bloodsucker stopped dead in his tracks thirty yards ahead. Haunted eyes stared at me through the trees. Our gazes locked.
Time stopped moving. Brooke’s screams through our link were little more than echoes played at half speed. The vampire’s crimson irises flashed bright bluish green, sending a shiver along my spine that made my fur stand on end. There was something so familiar, so inviting, about the creature’s eyes. Like I’d lost myself in their depths before.
Another howl shattered the moment, reality crashing down around me. An enormous gray wolf lay at the vampire’s feet, blood matting its gorgeous coat. My paws were once again in motion. Even though Brooke had a head start, I overtook her as the vampire dropped to the snowy ground and shifted into a giant white wolf.
What the fuck?
I blinked several times to make sure my eyes weren’t deceiving me. Because what I’d just seen wasn’t possible. Vampires couldn’t shift, even if they’d been wolves prior to joining the ranks of the soulless undead.
My steps faltered. Brooke narrowly missed colliding with my hindquarters, my shock mirrored in her eyes. The vampire-wolf’s jaws clamped around the dying shifter’s throat. A sickening crunch nearly made me lose my dinner.
The vampire didn’t take the time to drink the wolf dry. He spared one last bloody wolfish grin before disappearing into the woods. I knew it was pointless, but I still gave chase. I needed to know whether I’d hallucinated. A vampire-wolf hybrid wasn’t a real thing.
“Zara! No!” Brooke screamed in my head. “We’re outside the boundary!”
I skidded to a stop. Not because of her pleas, though—I’d lost sight of the night walker. The wolf’s blood was on him, so I could have followed the scent. Part of the problem was that I recognized that scent. The dead wolf was Virgo pack. Just like Liam.
Brooke knelt in human form over the bloody wolf when I joined them. Her thin fingers reached out to touch the wolf’s forehead.
“He’s not one of ours,” she said. “A Virgo wolf.”
I shifted and stood on two legs a few steps behind Brooke. “I know. This is not good.” I hesitated. “You saw the vampire shift into a wolf, right? That wasn’t just me?”
Brooke shook her head, hazel gaze fixed on the dying wolf. “I don’t know.”
I blinked. “You didn’t see the great big white wolf with the inky black tips on his fur? That was just me? I hallucinated it?”
Her gaze remained on the collapsed figure as she answered. “I’m not sure what I saw. It doesn’t matter right now. We need to get your father. A dead Virgo wolf in neutral territory, a vampire on the loose—he needs to know right away.”
The air around the injured wolf shimmered, and I sensed the change as much as I saw it. He clung to life, though barely.
“No, save your energy,” Brooke soothed.
The gray fur receded. Glowing yellow eyes darkened. Joints cracked and bones popped as they reconfigured. Not since my first shift had I seen such a slow, painful transformation. But that wasn’t the reason I backed away, even as Brooke leaned closer and smiled at the human face peering up at her. I knew that face.
Dark hair. Intense green eyes. Features that came together to form an image too perfect for a mortal.
“My name is Brooke.” She continued to stroke his hair.
Blood poured from the wound in his neck. Bite marks covered his bare torso. The vampire had broken one of his legs during the attack. For an instant, I thought the dying man was Liam.
My heart rate sped up.
No. Not him. It’s not him.
My head knew what my heart took longer to accept. I saw the victim before he shifted back to human. Liam’s wolf was black, not gray. The man’s features were more refined than the face I could pick out from any crowd.
I’d never met Liam’s family. Not his twin sister, Sasha. Or his older brother, Nate.
Until now.
A deep guttural sound came from the dying wolf, and then Nate’s eyes fluttered shut.
“We have a big problem,” I said.
A few tears fell from Brooke’s long lashes.
“This isn’t just any wolf.” I gestured to the dead man. “That’s Jonah’s oldest son. The Virgo pack’s heir.”
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