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Chapter One

“Only ten miles to Sheridan,” her Aunt Ruby
murmured.

Anais rolled her head along the headrest to
stare out the front windshield. During the entire trip, as they had
steadily traveled north, the changing landscape fascinated her. The
Rocky Mountains had enthralled her as soon as she saw them in the
distance, the lush foliage as foreign as an alien world. Having
grown up in the Chihuahuan Desert of New Mexico, she was used to a
flat panorama covered in dust and sand. Creosote bushes, ocotillo
plants, and saguaro cacti had long ago adapted to the merciless sun
burning the terrain.

She discovered she preferred the cooler air
of the North. Loved the fragrance of rain lingering in the
atmosphere. Loved being free of the dust devils that plagued much
of the Southwest. As a natural blonde, she was better equipped for
Colorado than New Mexico.

“You really think he can help me?” she asked
softly.

“Absolutely. He’s the only person I know of
who not only survived wolfsbane poisoning, but managed to reclaim
his Alpha status.”

“Something other than bedridden is my
goal.”

Her aunt gave a harrumph, causing Anais to
grin. She loved nothing more than teasing her beloved aunt. She was
the only family left, and there was nothing she could do to repay
that love and acceptance. Except get better, of course.

Anais had survived the initial exposure to
wolfsbane, and she was damn lucky she’d only ingested a fraction of
the toxic plant. If she hadn’t tripped over discarded shoes, she
wouldn’t be in the car about to find the alpha of the Sheridan Pack
and convince him to help her recover faster.

“Maybe we can ask for asylum,” she murmured.
“There’s about a snowball’s chance in hell I’ll return to my
father’s pack.”

“From what I learned about Alpha Jericho,
he’s fair and compassionate. He’s also beloved by his people.”

“He sounds too good to be true.”

“I guess we’ll soon find out.”

The town of Sheridan charmed her
immediately. Cute little cottages looking like they were out of a
travel brochure for Switzerland. People walked leisurely up and
down the sidewalks where potted plants hung from the old-fashioned
streetlamps. In fact, many buildings were of the typical Swiss
design characterized by clean, asymmetrical lines, widely
projecting roofs, and facades richly decorated with wooden
balconies and carved ornaments.

No traffic lights hung over Main Street.
Instead, each intersection consisted of a roundabout. Most of the
stores on each side of the road catered to the tourism trade. In
the center of it all, a diner seemed to be the hub, and her stomach
let out a rumble to remind her she hadn’t eaten since dinner the
night before.

“Sounds like you could eat something,” Ruby
observed.

“Oh, yes,” Anais said. “Something light, at
least. I don’t want to throw up my food like last time.”

Ever since her poisoning, food had been
difficult to keep down. She’d come to discover that eating small
meals spread over the day was better than anything heavy in one
sitting.

Ruby followed one of the carousels and
pulled into the diner’s parking lot. They found a handicapped slot
and Anais placed the placard around the rearview mirror. Her aunt
hurried over to help her get out of the car then grabbed the
crutches. The doctor had suggested a wheelchair, but Anais had
absolutely refused. It was bad enough her legs weren’t working
properly, and she refused to be the poor pitiful woman unable to
even go to the bathroom by herself. Besides, all the research she’d
done said the only way to build muscle tone was to exercise.

Anais placed her weight on the forearm pads
and carefully maneuvered around the car and into the diner. Ruby
followed closely behind. The dining room was packed. The din of
voices was one of laughter and happiness, and it immediately
settled her soul. A sense of belonging fell into place, and for the
first time in over a year, ever since the nightmare had begun,
Anais felt safe.

Ruby placed a comforting hand on her
shoulder, and they looked at one another. Even her aunt felt it.
Ruby nodded to her and smiled. She reached up and wiped away the
lone tear streaking down her cheek.

“Hello. Are you all right?”

Anais turned around and saw one of the
servers, and the woman’s concerned gaze pulsed with power. She knew
at once that this woman had to be the Luna of the pack. Kneeling,
however, was impossible with her debilitation, so she bowed as low
as she could get.

“Stop,” the woman said, looking around.
“We’re mostly shifters, but there are some humans around. It’s the
beginning of tourist season.”

“It’s an honor, Luna,” Ruby said. “My niece
and I humbly ask for permission to stay in Sheridan.”

“Please, my name is Payton, and you both are
welcome with open arms.” She gestured to a nearby table. “Have a
seat. Coffee?”

“Um, sure,” Anais replied. “Thank you.”

While Payton moved quickly toward the
beverage bar, Ruby helped Anais to sit. The forearm crutches were
propped against the table.

“This turned out better than I could
imagine,” Anais said. “Hopefully, the Luna can get us an
introduction to the alpha.”

“She seems friendly, at least. I was
expecting a little more resistance.”

Ruby eyed her apprehensively, as if Anais
was going to break down and cry, or cower in shame. However, she’d
come too far to give up. She’d survived too much to let a
little fear consume her. Payton came back with two coffees and two
menus. Instead of leaving them and walking away, the Luna sat down
with them.

“Are you passing through, or did you come to
Sheridan for a reason?”

Ruby shifted, but Anais met the Luna’s gaze
straightforward.

“I came here hoping to talk to Alpha
Jericho,” she replied softly. “I heard he cured himself from
wolfsbane poisoning.”

Payton glanced at the crutches, and then
down at Anais’s legs. “You?”

“Yes.”

Understanding softened her gaze. “How
long?”

“Little over a year.”

“We’ve been searching for a cure,” Ruby
said. She covered Anais’s hands. “My niece has overcome so much,
and I’m very proud of her for surviving the initial fever. But I
don’t want her to go on living half a life. Not after what she’s
endured.”

“It sounds like you have quite the story,”
Payton said, compassion in her tone. “I’m sure my husband could
help. Where are you staying?”

“We just got into town,” Ruby replied. “If
you can recommend a nice hotel, we’d appreciate it.”

Payton cocked her head. “I may have a better
solution.”

“Oh?”

“Our pack lodge has rooms available. They’re
for when Alphas and Lunas come visiting, only we haven’t had any
visitors for a while. You’re more than welcome to stay there.”

“Um, I don’t think we should impose…”

“Nonsense,” Payton replied. “You are
precisely why it’s there. For friends, when they come visit.”

Anais gave a pointed look at her aunt. Ruby
smiled and nodded. “If you’re sure, then we accept.”

Payton smiled. “I’ll call Jericho to come
talk to you and escort you to the lodge.”

The words took a load off Anais’s shoulders.
Part of her feared that Alpha Jericho was a myth. That his journey
and recovery over wolfsbane a simple hoax. The idea had lingered
fearfully in the back of her mind, because if it was made up, where
did that leave her? Any hope she harbored would shrivel up, yet it
didn’t stop her from seeking the truth. If there was a way to get
her legs back, she had to exhaust every possibility.

“Thank you, Luna,” she said, tears close to
the surface. She took a deep breath. “I can’t tell you how much
this means to me.”

Payton patted her on the arm. “Now, what
would you like to eat?”

****

About twenty minutes later, a wave of power
rolled over her, and Anais turned to see a heavily muscled man
cross the diner threshold and head toward Luna Payton. She smiled
up at him and he bent to kiss her. They talked for a moment before
the alpha turned to look at her. He nodded at Payton, linked
fingers with her, and then headed over to her table.

“Hello,” he greeted.

The man was huge, and a little intimidating,
but all she sensed from him was sympathetic understanding.

“H-hello,” she whispered, then cleared her
throat. She bowed her head and bared her neck in deference. “Thank
you for meeting with us.”

“Of course,” he said, smiling. “Mind if we
sit?”

“Please,” Ruby said quickly.

“I’m Jericho,” he said as they sat. “My mate
said you came here to talk to me about wolfsbane poisoning.”

Ruby took a deep breath. “Well, here goes
nothing. My niece was deliberately poisoned a little over a year
ago.”

“Do you know from who?” he asked.

Her aunt looked at her, as if asking for
permission, and Anais nodded.

“It was her sister.”

Payton gasped.

“Your sister?” he asked, in complete
disbelief. “Did she not know the repercussions?”

“She knew exactly what she was doing,” Ruby
muttered. “Spoiled little cunt is what she is.”

“Aunt Ruby!” Anais admonished.

“We’re all thinking it, I just said it.” She
shrugged. “I blame my brother for this. An absolutely horrible man
and alpha, who thinks the only place for a female is to be seen and
not heard.”

“What’s his name?” Jericho asked.

“Renfield Arnauld.”

His eyebrows rose. “I know of him. I’ve
heard…” His voice faded, clearly not sure how to describe him.

“It’s okay,” Ruby supplied dryly. “You’ve
heard he’s not honorable? A good man? A good alpha? Yeah, all that
describes my brother. My other niece is following very well in his
footsteps. A regular chip off the old asshole block.”

“Auntie,” Anais whispered. She looked at
Jericho with mortification. “Alpha Jericho doesn’t need to know all
our family drama.”

“He needs to know what happened,” Ruth
argued. “You were betrayed in the most horrific of ways.” She
turned back to Jericho. “As we’ve established, our ex-alpha wasn’t
the greatest of men. After years
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