
  
    [image: Misjudged]
  


  
    
      Misjudged

      Shotgun Falls Shifters

    

    
      
        Ava Benton

        LIbby Bernard

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Ava Benton

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Excerpt: Arkon

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      This would be easier to do as his wolf, tracking hunters through the snow, but then Nico had never been one to take the easy way out. Sometimes that choice was to his detriment, but not today. Not with so much at stake.

      The sun was beginning its descent, and he’d been in the snow for hours, but he kept moving, watching. Listening. Breathing deep, searching for the scent of blood. There’d be blood, no doubt about that. Hunters didn’t spend this amount of time in the woods on a day as cold as this one had been without getting what they’d come out for.

      His left foot slipped slightly on snow-covered leaves, slick as ice, but he kept his balance. Even in human form, a shifter’s reflexes were sharp. Besides, he’d tread just about every inch of these woods, these mountains. The idea of slipping and tumbling down the rocky, uneven mountainside was enough to make him snicker. He’d never live it down with the rest of the pack, not that he spent a lot of time with them anymore.

      He didn’t deserve to.

      Shotgun Falls was down there, in the valley, sparkling like a jewel in the late-day sunlight. Amber, gold, shimmering like a mirage. The promise of peace and happiness. That was the thing about mirages, though. They promised a lot but delivered little.

      Some people were happy there, though. Some shifters, too. Maybe even most of them. The witches, all the other supernaturals who lived both in town and on the periphery, they lived their lives and could rest easy at night. Lucky them.

      A whiff of something on the wind tore his thoughts away from his own conflicted past and focused them again. He was out there for a reason, and that reason had nothing to do with his poor choices. The two kill sites he’d found the day before had only hardened his determination to find the hunters responsible.

      They were out there, still. The hunters. He could smell them. Skilled, whoever they were, but then they’d have to be. This wasn’t an everyday situation, a couple of buddies cracking into a six-pack and seeing if they could bring home a stag to their adoring wives or something. That type of hunter would’ve given up and gone home long ago instead of trekking through the mountains for days on end.

      He knew from experience.

      The smell was stronger thanks to the west wind blowing his way. Men. Two of them. He followed that scent, careful not to move too fast and give himself away. The last thing he needed was to stumble over them. Might as well wave and introduce himself and ask if they needed a hand with their latest kill.

      It was the tangy aroma of blood that brought him up short. So they’d already killed. And the blood wasn’t animal, not entirely.

      Shifter blood.

      He saw red, the wolf howling its outrage in his head. Another of his kind lost forever. For one brief, tense moment, Nico had to fight against the wolf’s desire to be free. To tear out of him and crash its way through the woods until it found those hunters and made them pay. Dearly. Slowly.

      He reached out blindly, almost fumbling for something to hold onto. Something to ground him in the present moment, as a man rather than a wolf. He caught hold of a sapling and wrapped his gloved hand around the thin trunk. He squeezed until the wood started cracking from the force. It was almost satisfying, even that small bit of destruction. But it wasn’t enough.

      Another of his kind murdered, and for what?

      He breathed slowly, deeply, until the wolf’s urgent howls subsided, and he could once again hear the sounds coming from the woods. Wind blowing through the trees, branches rubbing together. A few animals moving in their dens. He couldn’t afford to lose control of himself now. No matter how much he yearned to sink his teeth into the flesh of whoever thought they could trek these woods and murder shifters at random.

      The image was strong enough to knock him back a step. How satisfying it would be to tear into the throat of a screaming, murdering—

      He had to move. He had to get eyes on them. He had to stop daydreaming and wasting time.

      His boots crunched the show, breath clouding around his head. The sun would be down soon, plunging the mountainside into darkness. They’d have to head back to wherever they’d come from unless they wanted to spend the night freezing to death. No matter how much he wanted them to. He had to catch up to them now or else come out in the morning and start all over again.

      Finally, he caught sight of movement ahead, only a few hundred yards. He’d caught up to them because they’d stopped moving. They were busy—were they ever, two of them dressed in white camouflage, bent over their work.

      Their bloody work.

      No wonder he’d caught the scent, considering the amount of precious shifter blood spilled over the snow. It was shocking, the sight of so much red against so much white. Sprayed in all directions, puddled here and there. It was almost enough to choke him.

      “Can you imagine being one of these guys?” One of the men looked up from his work, sawing the hind leg off a dead wolf. The wolf’s fur was black as midnight, though it could’ve been the copious amount of blood soaked into it that made it look so dark.

      “Huh?” The other one was busy wrapping the parts that had already been sawed off in plastic before loading them into a large cooler. Like a couple of friends packing for a picnic.

      Nico’s stomach turned.

      “One of these suckers. Not even human. Not animal, either. Not completely. Being both at one time.” The man sat back on his heels, drawing an arm across his forehead. It caused his hood to slip back a little and reveal bright red hair, the color of maple leaves in early November.

      Nico snarled. He knew that hair. He knew this man. And if that was Griffin Pierce, the hunter with him had to be Frank Keller. They considered themselves a dream team, hunters extraordinaire. Nothing could escape them once they set their sights on it. They took their work seriously.

      They were also incredibly full of themselves.

      Like now, the way they joked and snickered over the death they’d caused. Over the life they’d ended, laughing as if it wasn’t a worthwhile life. Like it didn’t matter because it was a shifter they were talking about. A shifter they were hacking to pieces.

      “Abominations.” Griffin shook his head, lifting his lip in disgust. “Why we let them roam free is something I’ll never understand.”

      “It’s fun to catch them, though.”

      Cold didn’t affect Nico the way it did humans. Even now, in the middle of an early winter snowfall, with the sun nearly set and the night chill descending, he was perfectly comfortable.

      The way they laughed over their fun turned his blood to ice, though. The way the coldest wind never could.

      That was probably what led to him taking a false step, sending stones skittering down the slope.

      The hunters stood bolt upright, heads on swivels. It was Griffin who spotted him first, pointing with the tip of the knife he’d just been using to carve the second hind leg from a shifter’s dead body. Nico noticed a drop of blood drip from it. “There.”

      He didn’t have a choice now.

      Nico shifted, the change coming over him all at once, the wolf relieved to have freedom. They wouldn’t recognize his wolf. His human form, on the other hand, they’d know on sight. He’d been too far away for them to see him clearly.

      The wolf ran for them, growling, paws slapping against the snow. Things weren’t so nuanced for the wolf. Nico understood this even with his consciousness in the background. The wolf saw death, saw one of its own lying in pieces in the snow, and it demanded vengeance.

      He skidded to a stop a few yards from them, growling louder than before. “Gotta be a shifter.” Griffin took an offensive stance, knife at the ready, his arm extended. “Come on, then, big boy. Get the same treatment your friend here did. See how far it takes you.”

      It was Frank who lunged, though, counting on Nico’s wolf being distracted by Griffin. He slashed with his own hunting knife, but Nico was too quick, jumping back, so the knife’s blade caught nothing but empty air. Nico snarled at him, snapping his jaws, relishing the fear in Frank’s eyes.

      That’s what it was all about. Fear. Hatred always started with fear, and they were afraid of him. Afraid of what they couldn’t understand. Even the wolf understood that as he advanced on them slowly. Growling a warning. Go away, get back, get out of here while you still can.

      Because he couldn’t kill them. Not both of them at once. Not when they were both armed and had no problem murdering a shifter. He might badly injure one before turning on the other, but even that might be too slow when they both held those long, jagged knives.

      Frank backed away, glancing at Griffin. “Wants to protect one of his own.” He let out a shaky laugh that sounded more like a whimper with a little swagger mixed in.

      “A little late for that.” Griffin sneered at him. He always did believe he was better. Smarter. Stronger.

      Kill. Tear. Break.

      The wolf’s growl filled the air, hackles rising. He advanced, snarling, the smell of blood both infuriating and hungering him. Something about this approach must’ve put true fear into the men, because they began backing away without even taking their cooler. Their treasure.

      Until a shot tore through the air, the crack echoing loudly.

      Nico’s wolf whirled, eyes searching the high ground. Two more men, dressed in the same camouflage. Nico’s awareness surged to the surface. Run. He couldn’t fight four men and a rifle. They’d kill him, and they’d take pleasure in it.

      Except the shooter was too quick. He squeezed off another shot, and an instant later, fire bloomed in his wolf’s shoulder. He faltered, the leg weaker now, and the sound of snide laughter rang out behind him. They were confident again, those cowards. Now that they knew their advantage had grown.

      The wolf turned on them, Nico looking out through the wolf’s eyes to find two men he’d once worked with and even respected somewhat, laughing with glee at his injury. He snarled, wishing he could wipe those smirks off their faces with his claws, but the shooter wouldn’t hesitate to fire again. He snarled at them, angry and frustrated and in pain, before taking off into the woods.

      They didn’t follow, but their laughter and self-congratulations did.
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      The good thing about driving alone was nobody to criticize her terrible singing.

      She loved to sing. She always had. She wasn’t any good at it, was all. Since when did that matter, though? Whenever she went on road trips with Charlotte or Olivia or any of the other girls, they always made her promise not to belt out the music chosen for the drive.

      Charlotte had once gone so far as to put on classical music. “You can’t sing along to that.”

      Now, Megan belted out the oldie on the radio. One of her mom’s old favorites. She’d listened to that era of music all the time, every day. Driving, doing chores, it didn’t matter. There’d always been music playing. And Megan had so few remaining ties to her parents. Why would she miss an opportunity to soak in the memories?

      The horn section blared from the speakers, building until it reached a crescendo. Megan took a deep breath and belted the lyrics straight from her chest. “I love you, baby! And if it’s—”

      The rest of the line was lost thanks to a strong gust of wind that blew snow across the windshield. It surprised her, not to mention the force of the wind knocking her beat-up little Jeep a few inches to the left, forcing her into the oncoming lane. Good thing there was nobody coming her way. She’d been driving an hour down this little two-lane road and hadn’t yet seen another vehicle. Not on a night like this, with flurries promising to turn to a much heavier fall.

      Sure, snow was no big deal in Colorado, but the interstate was the safer bet. Especially at night. Megan had never been one for the safe bet, though. That was probably not a good thing, but she’d managed to stay in one piece so far.

      Besides, in her experience, the real threat in weather like this wasn’t the weather or even the road—the roads were well-treated, covered in brine to keep the snow from sticking, to prevent ice from forming. The threat came from other drivers, especially tourists who forgot how to drive the second a drop of precipitation hit the windshield.

      The snow picked up, the flakes progressively larger. She turned up the wipers so they’d cut through more efficiently and was grateful the trip was almost over. A quick trip through town before heading to the cottage she was renting, and she’d be in for the night. The exit was only a few minutes down the road.

      Another gust of wind, this time strong enough to make her gasp and grip the wheel harder than ever while the Jeep drifted into the other lane. She gritted her teeth and forced the wheel over to the right until she was back in her lane. Maybe she should’ve waited until morning to come up.

      That was the thought going through her head when something darted into the road.

      She screamed, slamming the brakes, but it was too late. Whatever it was had glanced off the Jeep hard enough to rattle her bones.

      She’d hit something. A deer, maybe, or a wolf. Something very big.

      She pulled over to the shoulder before putting the vehicle in park. Her hands shook too hard to unbuckle her belt at first, adrenaline coursing through her veins at the close call. How many pictures had she seen on the news, on websites, of the damage a big animal could do when a car collided with it? There was the story of a stag whose antlers had gone through a windshield and impaled the driver—that was one she’d never forget, one that sometimes came to mind when she drove so close to the woods at night.

      Maybe Route 25 was the better idea, after all.

      Too late now. She finally managed to release the belt and fling her door open, a burst of cold wind taking the air out of her lungs at first. Something was in the road behind her, lying in a heap. Bleeding.

      She ran for it, her heart pounding, legs shaking. It took a second for her brain to catch up with what she was seeing, since at first, it didn’t make sense for anything like it to exist. She had never seen one like it in all her life.

      A wolf. Bigger than the biggest she’d ever seen. And it was bleeding from its left shoulder, probably thanks to the Jeep striking it.

      But it was breathing, sending little clouds of vapor into the air with every exhale. She heaved a sigh of relief, but that didn’t solve anything, did it? She hadn’t killed the poor creature, but she’d maimed it, and now it would die in the cold unless she did something to help.

      She ran back to the Jeep and grabbed the blanket she kept in back for emergencies. That would help warm the poor thing, but it didn’t mean she’d be able to heft something so huge more than an inch or two. Where would she even begin?

      She draped the blanket over the wolf, noting its thick, black fur and how it shone in the glow from her taillights. “I’m so sorry.” Not that it could understand, no more than it could feel her stroking its head. It was unconscious, and that was for the best. She hated to think of a beautiful wolf in pain, especially when she was the reason for that pain.

      The thought of calling down to the sanctuary played on her mind as she looked up and down the road. Brenda might be able to get the van out here, if she was even still there at this time of day. Between the two of them, they might pick up the wolf and get it into the van and back to the sanctuary.

      Headlights appeared in the distance, coming her way. Was her luck turning around? Either that or she’d end up flagging down a passing murderer. It was worth the chance. She waved her arms over her head once the car was near enough for the driver to see her.

      It was a man, thank goodness, and a pretty strong-looking one at that. “Can you help me? It ran out into the road, and I’m trying to get it to the sanctuary outside Shotgun Falls.”

      The man scratched his head, staring down at the blanket-covered wolf. “Ain’t never seen one that big before. You’re lucky your car’s in one piece.”

      “Trust me. I already thought about that.” They shared a chuckle before she opened the door and pushed the passenger seat forward, then joined the man in lifting the enormous wolf and placing it inside. It took a little time and effort, especially with the snow now falling at a heavier clip, but they got the job done.

      “We’ll get you help, poor thing.” Megan patted its head and scratched behind its silky ears before setting out again. Instead of hitting up the grocery store for supplies, she’d go to the sanctuary and make sure her new friend was okay.

      The lights were on in the back office when Megan arrived. She sent up a silent prayer of thanks, putting the Jeep in park before turning to check on the wolf again. Still unconscious, still breathing. There was minimal blood on the blanket, which she chose to take as a good sign. The wound was already clotting.

      Rather than go and knock on the door, she called the office number. Brenda’s wary greeting on answering the call made Megan chuckle in spite of the situation. “I have a wounded wolf out here. He thought it would be a good idea to dart into the road, but my car had other ideas. He’s huge, and I’ll need help getting him inside.”

      Brenda wasted no time running out into the snowstorm. When Megan opened the door to reveal her passenger, the vet gasped. “You said huge, but I had no idea.”

      “Now you see why I need help getting him inside.” As they worked together, she recounted the Good Samaritan who’d pulled over to help get the wounded animal off the road. “I guess there are still half-decent people in the world.”

      “Few and far between, but they exist.” They hauled the wolf into an exam room and onto a table. He was too big to fit entirely, legs hanging over the sides. Brenda took a step back, shaking errant snowflakes out of her auburn hair as she looked the wolf over. “Boy, he’s a beauty.”

      “What would you do if you came face-to-face with this guy and he wasn’t injured?”

      Brenda laughed. “Before or after I wet myself?”

      They shared a knowing laugh before Brenda began a more in-depth exam. Megan took off her coat and hung it on the rack out front. No sense pretending she had any intention of leaving until she was absolutely sure she hadn’t destroyed the beautiful wolf.

      The office, the rooms where the animals were kept and cared for, she knew all of it by heart after volunteering there for years. Most of that time had been spent with her parents, back when she was a kid. If only she’d known at the time how much those memories would mean someday. She would’ve appreciated her time at the sanctuary so much more.

      But that was how life went. Sure, people went out of their way to commemorate the big moments. Holidays, birthdays, graduations, that sort of thing. It was the little, everyday moments a girl remembered when she was alone and missing the people who’d meant the most. Little moments that didn’t seem to mean a thing at the time.

      She returned to the exam room, where Brenda was washing her hands at the sink. “He’ll be fine. No broken bones, no signs of internal bleeding. I honestly can’t understand why he’s unconscious. He’s in great shape aside from the bloody fur.”

      “I’m so relieved.” Megan put a hand over her heart, which still thumped wildly when she recalled first seeing the furry lump in the road.

      Brenda nodded, blowing out a sigh when she took stock of the wolf once again. “I should sedate him for the night. I’d hate to think of him waking up here and tearing the place apart.”

      Megan saw her point. Something as big as the wolf in front of them could do serious damage, both to the sanctuary and to itself, out of panic and fear. Waking up in a new place, still pained from its injury. She wouldn’t be able to sleep knowing what might be going on there.

      “I can always spend the night here, making sure he’s okay and everything.”

      Brenda looked at her in frank surprise. “You sure about that? I mean, I’ve spent the night on the office sofa, and it’s better than a hard floor—not much better, though.”

      “I’ll be fine. And I’ll sleep better here than I would at the cottage. I’d be too worried about the poor thing.”

      “If you insist.” Brenda didn’t exactly look convinced this was the best plan of action, but they’d known each other a long time. There was no point in trying to talk Megan into anything once she’d made her mind up. “You’re so much like… anyway, thanks. I’ll rest easier knowing somebody’s here with this big guy.” They wheeled the exam table into an observation room, where the wolf would be visible through a window and well away from the other animals, before working together to settle him on top of a pile of blankets on the floor.

      Megan smiled through it, struggling inside to ignore what Brenda had been about to say. It was roughly as easy as ignoring a missing appendage. She shooed her friend out of the sanctuary before setting the alarm against possible intruders, even if she seriously doubted anybody would try to break into a place like this.

      Only when she was alone did she let herself relax, her shoulders falling, a sigh escaping her. Not that she wouldn’t have thought about her parents without Brenda’s slip-up, which wasn’t a slip-up at all. More like a colleague missing a couple who’d been ripped from her life with no warning.

      Megan knew all about it. Having them ripped from her life. No warning. Not even a chance to say goodbye. The memories always came back when she visited the sanctuary, fresh and raw as if she’d lost her parents only yesterday. No matter how much time passed, there were still moments when the pain would slam into her like a flaming sledgehammer to the gut.

      Why did she come back, then? The question lingered on her mind as she strolled through the building, heading to the back office where she’d spend the night. Of all places, this was where she felt closest to them. The sanctuary was a symbol of everything they’d cared most about besides her, and they’d spent countless hours there together. When she looked at it that way, the grief was easier to deal with.

      Almost.

      Her buzzing phone was a welcome distraction—until she read the text that had come through. Are you in town yet? Let’s go out for drinks! Lots of hot guys to choose from.

      Amy. She meant well, even if her insistence on hooking Megan up with random men had gone from mildly amusing to irritating. Amy was part of a group of friends Megan regarded as the Shotgun Falls group, not to be confused with her best friends from college who only happened to spend roughly one weekend a month in the area.

      Well, that wasn’t the case anymore. Charlotte and Hope both lived in the area now, having met the loves of their life before settling down in no time flat. It struck Megan as strange, how quickly her level-headed friends had given up their lives and moved in with their boyfriends. Then again, she had never met anybody even remotely amazing enough to make her throw caution to the wind. Not even close.

      Something told her the odds of finding that special someone at a bar in Shotgun Falls were slim, especially when she knew Amy’s tastes, which ran in completely opposite directions from her own.

      At least she had an excuse Amy couldn’t argue with this time. Sort of a crazy night—I’m spending it at the sanctuary with a wolf I struck on the way in. Long story. She added a sad emoji at the end of the text to make it look like she was genuinely sorry when, really, she was anything but.

      Amy’s response took no time. Boo! But you’ll be here a while, right? We have plenty of time to hook you up. She attached a selfie taken in what could only be a bar, lit mostly by neon.

      Megan’s jaw tightened at the sight of it. She did miss the carefree feeling of strolling into a pub with friends and letting loose. Some people could do that without thinking about the consequences, and she had. Oh, boy, had she.

      Amy had no idea how bad things had gotten. Even Megan’s best friends were unaware. If they noticed her ordering plain soda when they got together, they didn’t mention it. They also never made a big deal of her shying away from activities like wine tastings, which left her wondering if they’d pieced together more than they let on.

      Yeah, we’ll see about that. She added an emoji with its eyes rolling, hoping Amy would get the point. What was it about her insistence that triggered Megan so badly? This would all go away if she’d fess up and explain why partying wasn’t in the cards anymore. Why couldn’t she do it?

      Passing the observation room holding the wolf, she couldn’t help but look inside. He was just the way they’d left him, sleeping peacefully. That couldn’t last much longer, though. He’d wake up soon enough… and now she wondered what the heck she was doing, alone in the building with an enormous wolf who was bound to be upset when he woke up. What did she hope to do? Talk sense with him? Even with all her years of experience with the animals, there was no telling what they’d do when they felt cornered or threatened.

      Another text. She didn’t bother reading it this time, knowing it would only aggravate her worse than ever. No sense trying to go to sleep yet either, not until she knew the wolf would wake up and be okay—if upset at its new surroundings. The kitchen sat next to the office, and there was a coffee maker on the counter. That might help her stay awake. She searched around for the coffee can, humming softly and wishing the sense of loneliness wasn’t so strong.
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