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        Exiled. Alone. . . except for the shifter hunting her.

      

        

      
        Exiled.  Into a world of humans.

        She has no survival skills.  No knowledge of humans.

        She’s never even met a human before.

        Her one hope…

        A shifter who’s loyal…

        To the alpha who exiled her.

        He intends to drag her back

        Against her will.

        The alpha has plans for her.

      

        

      
        So does the hunter who captured her.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Fight Hard. Love Harder.

        Loyal Wolf is a wolf shifter, stand alone romance with steamy scenes, heartache, discovery, and a very happy-ever-after.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        HUNTER

      

      

      “I’m not going!” the buxom blonde shouted at the alpha.

      Did she have a death wish? Hunter had heard she wasn’t the brightest of the Brenner line, but seriously, no one defied the alpha and got away with it.

      “What type of alpha are you? You’re supposed to protect us!” the young woman continued, even as the alpha towered over her.

      Jacob Novak, alpha of the pack also known as the White Wolves, appeared to stand twice her size, without even straightening his torso, which of course he did as she placed her hands on her hips.

      Hunter’s cock stirred at the sight of May and how she stood up to the alpha, her back straight, chin lifted, and blue eyes sparkling with defiance. The female showed no fear.

      She should. That might appease the alpha.

      The alpha’s bones moved beneath the skin of his right arm and hand. Not his back where a typical shift began. The alpha had his wolf under control, but not his temper as he shifted his fingers to claws, a partial shift and the sign of a very strong shifter. The alpha could kill her with one slice across her throat or disfigure her permanently if he sliced too deep for her wolf to repair.

      A shiver of fear wracked Hunter’s body as his bones began to move. His wolf wanted to defend the female against a male who outweighed her, a male who could and had taken down several wolf shifters at once, but this was their alpha. Hunter could not interfere.

      “You will not defy me!” Jacob roared as his claws retreated and instead he seized her throat, lifting her straight off the ground.

      She grabbed at the hand around her throat, scratching at him, gouging his skin, trying to escape his hold. Jacob could snap her neck like a twig. Many of the females in the crowd that had gathered turned away, unwilling to watch her death. No one would speak up against the alpha, not even to save her life.

      Hunter’s wolf kept pushing him, biting and clawing, which made no sense. Hunter had no connection to May Brenner, had never even spoken to the female. But she was in trouble.

      “Alpha,” Hunter called out. What the fuck was he doing?

      Jacob turned his head, without releasing May or loosening his grip. “Are you interfering, Hunter?”

      Fuck, there was no good answer. “My sincerest apologies, Alpha. It’s hard watching a female die. I thought perhaps there might be another choice.”

      “Leave, Hunter. Before you take her place.”

      Don’t do it, don’t do it! “Is that an option?” Fuck, he did it.

      The alpha released his hold on May. She dropped to the ground, crumpling into a heap. Whispers flooded the area. He’d fucking challenged the alpha. Not smart, not smart at all!

      Hunter fell to one knee and lowered his head. It was the only move he could think of that would save him.

      The shadow overtook him as worn boots appeared directly in front of him. Seconds later, boots tipped over, empty, as a wolf stood where the alpha had been. The white wolf, larger than any other in the pack, bared his teeth.

      Bones shifted up and down Hunter’s back as his wolf rose up, ready to confront the alpha whose hot breath fell on Hunter’s neck. The alpha’s teeth neared Hunter’s throat. Hunter pushed his wolf down.

      “I spoke without thinking, Alpha. I did not intend to challenge or question your authority. I thought perhaps whatever she’d done could be rectified. I offer my services, that’s all.”

      Pain shot through Hunter’s body as teeth clamped over his throat. Fear wasn’t an option. Fear had no place, especially since his alpha would smell it on him. Jacob Novak detested weak shifters, or worse, cowards.

      You ran, coward. Abandoned them. Left them to die.

      The taunts had only increased over the past six months since Hunter had returned to the pack. Surely his alpha had heard them by now.

      Hunter held completely still and remained silent. He’d erred. Never challenge the alpha. Never speak out against the alpha. His father had told him this numerous times. Hunter should have listened.

      “I’m sorry, Alpha,” came the sweetest voice Hunter had ever heard. May fell to her knees beside them. “Please don’t kill him. He’s not the one who refused. I am.”

      Jacob shifted and moved away from Hunter, dragging May by her upper arm. He shoved her against a tree, hard enough that she yelped in pain as her head struck the bark.

      Hunter remained where he was. The alpha hadn’t dismissed him and leaving at this point would not improve his situation. If ever there was a time to leave the pack, to leave without being released of his oath to the alpha, this was it. Yesterday would have been better, before he’d foolishly opened his mouth to save May.

      Except, he’d had no choice. To stand there and do nothing, to watch a female die for no good reason, horrified him.

      If he survived the next few minutes, he’d have to give serious thought to leaving. Nothing tied him to the pack, not since Valko’s death. These shifters here, they didn’t know him, didn’t care about him. Nothing here felt like home even though he’d been born here. That damn oath he’d sworn to the alpha upon his first shift at thirteen and nothing else kept him here.

      Thoughts of escaping hounded Hunter every day. Jacob would send his best tracker after him, well, second best. Hunter’s skills exceeded those of the pack’s official trackers as well as the alpha’s personal guards, the ones usually tasked with chasing a shifter who left without permission.

      Hunter couldn’t take his eyes off of May. She’d risked herself to save him. No one had ever done anything like that for him before. Except Valko, but he’d been a trained guard and a second father to Hunter. May was a young woman whose head barely reached the alpha’s chest.

      “You’ll take this mission,” Jacob ordered her.

      A mission. That’s what this was about? Damn. Slater, the alpha heir, had been missing for two weeks now and his brother Nathan had been going crazy searching for him. Without Slater and Nathan around, Jacob had fallen back to his old ways. Did the pack need money again? Doubtful. Hunter had helped carry in the last shipment of supplies. The quartermaster had purchased everything on his list, a first in decades from what the shifter had told Hunter. Nathan’s plan of using spies in the human world, of selling information, paid quite well.

      Then what type of mission was Jacob pushing May to do that she refused?

      “Answer me!” Jacob’s voice boomed.

      The crowd behind Hunter thinned further. Everyone knew to avoid their alpha when he lost his temper. The shifters who remained consisted mostly of the alpha’s personal guard.

      The wind tossed May’s straight blonde hair into her face, but she didn’t move to push it away. The female was shaking, too scared to speak. Her eyes lifted, but not toward the alpha, toward Hunter.

      Hunter nearly fell flat on his face at the softness swirling in those clear crystal blue eyes. Sweet, gentle, an angel. . . an angel up against a monster.

      “You will do as ordered,” Jacob bellowed.

      She tore her gaze away from Hunter to face their alpha. She clenched her jaw, straightened her spine, and with a calm voice said, “No, fucking way.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        MAY

      

      

      May had trouble tearing her eyes from Hunter. She’d never said two words to the tracker, but he’d stood up for her. He’d nearly died for her. She wished she could thank him, but she had a definite feeling she wouldn’t make it out of the clearing alive. Jacob had nearly choked her to death. Her throat still hurt despite how hard her wolf worked to repair the damage. No, May would be dead soon, and she would not tie Hunter’s fate to her own.

      Her wolf clawed at May, hoping to be freed, to run from the threat, the alpha. May tried to soothe her wolf, the panic she felt, to forget healing her throat as this would be over soon.

      May had a talent for making her mother and sisters angry, but never had she gone up against a male like she had their alpha. It wasn’t in her nature. At least it hadn’t been. Until today.

      Her older sister April had told her the horrors of what had happened to her—what would have happened to May had April not taken her place on the last mission. May would rather die here by her alpha’s hand, surrounded by the pack than let herself be used in his sick deals.

      With a quick glance, she looked Jacob Novak in the eyes. Black pools of fire bore through her. “You will do as ordered!”

      “No, fucking way,” she said, the words spilling forth without thought. Not smart, May. Not smart at all!!

      His eyes flared.

      May slammed her eyes shut, waiting for the death blow. She didn’t want to see it coming. Instead, she pictured being at home with April and their younger sister June, sitting at the table, playing cards. Their mom would bring in steaming cups of cocoa while peeking over their hands and making subtle hints at what cards to discard. May was never sure who exactly her mom was helping as she seemed to take turns with her comments like she wanted them all to win. Life didn’t work that way. Not everyone could win. Not everyone got to live either. They’d all learned that one the hard way. May still suffered through the nightmares.

      Hot breath fanned over May’s face. She squeezed her eyes shut tighter. Suddenly, she pictured Hunter’s warm dark brown eyes. He was one of only a few white wolves who didn’t have black eyes, and they stood out. He stood out. She’d seen Nathan talking with him on multiple occasions, but she’d never had the chance to speak with him. Today had been the closest she’d ever come.

      “May Brenner,” Jacob said, “You are hereby exiled.”

      May’s eyes flung open. “Exiled?” she repeated, her voice cracking.

      “You have two minutes to disappear from my sight. And two hours to be off my land, or my guards will rip you to shreds.”

      Exile? The word bounced around in her head. She couldn’t comprehend the idea. She’d been prepared to die, but exile? That was worse than death. Where would she go? Fend for herself without pack? Her mom. . . her sisters! She couldn’t leave without saying goodbye.

      “Go!” Jacob shouted.

      May ran, as fast as she could, heading east. The wind was wrong. They’d catch her scent soon. Upwind. She needed to be upwind of the guards the alpha would send after her, or they’d catch her for sure.

      Her dad had taught her how to use the wind to her advantage, to hide, to scent her enemy. Only there hadn’t been any wind that day. They’d never seen the humans until it was too late.

      South, she needed to head south to stay upwind. April and Nathan lived south! Perfect. Nathan could help her. No, he’d left the pack to search for Slater. April would know what to do, even if she couldn’t protect her from Jacob’s guards.

      May changed direction and headed south. Branches swiped at her face and arms as she pushed through. She wasn’t on a trail even. How did that happen! She wasn’t thinking clearly. Howls sounded behind her. No, she couldn’t go south. That would lead her deeper into the pack’s territory. East, toward Slater’s home. Maybe she could hide there. No one would bother the alpha heir.

      More howls.

      Shit!

      Had it been two minutes already? She wasn’t moving fast enough. She needed to shift. May stopped long enough to strip and bundle her shoes, jeans, socks, bra and panties in her shirt. She shifted relatively fast, for a shifter of medium strength. Times like this, when every second counted, she wished she’d been born with her father’s strength. Or her mother’s ability to keep her mouth shut. Maybe then she wouldn’t have been exiled.

      Exiled. How was she going to do this?

      May’s wolf picked up the clothing in her teeth and took off running. She’d always been a fast runner, but the guards Jacob would send after her had a longer stride and greater stamina. They ran the territory for hours each day. They knew the trails, and they were good trackers, at least some of them were.

      Her dad had taught her some basics, but tracking was an undertaught skill in the pack. Scenting came naturally to shifters, but tracking involved more than catching a shifter or animal’s scent. Slater had recently convinced the alpha that the pack needed to start educating the teen shifters, male and female, how to track. Educating the females of the pack had never been high on Jacob Novak’s priority list.

      Focus, May! she chastised herself when she realized she didn’t recognize where she had run. Was she even heading in a straight line? A straight line would get her out of the territory, eventually.

      Howls, two this time. They sounded closer than before. May pushed her wolf. Paws pounded the dirt. Her lungs strained against the need for more air, but she couldn’t let go of her bundle. She’d need her clothing when she shifted back to human form.

      May leapt over a stream, barely making it to the other side. As she climbed the embankment, she heard the sounds of paws striking the ground. They were close. May dropped the bundle and poured all of her remaining energy into one desperate sprint.

      She darted through the densely wooded area, ignoring the smell of bears nearby. Nothing would be worse than letting Jacob’s guards catch her. They wouldn’t simply kill her, they’d use her first. Avoiding them had been one of the main reasons for defying Jacob and refusing to go on the mission. He had a select group of guards he used for his dirty work, guards he gave permission to use the females on missions.

      She glanced back, spotted the white wolf closing on her. Her wolf yelp inside as May pushed her harder. She had to escape, but he was gaining too fast!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MAY

      

      

      The massive male slammed into her, taking her down. Her wolf landed on her back, the white wolf standing over her. He’d trapped her, but he hadn’t attempted to tear out her throat. The wolf leaned in exceedingly close and inhaled her scent along her neck. Hell, no! She knew what that meant. He wanted to claim her.

      May’s wolf squirmed and snapped at the white wolf who’d pinned her. She wasn’t going down without a fight.

      A growl erupted from him, scaring the hell out of her. Then another growl, more controlled than the last. The tone told her to be still, to stop fighting him, and damn it, her wolf listened!

      Above her, fur retracted as bones and muscles moved, reshaping into the form of a man. She knew those soft brown eyes, but the way they looked at her, with anger, caused her to still.

      “Shift, May. Now,” Hunter said, with another growl to drive home how serious he was.

      Without thinking about if she could trust him, May shifted. That was her biggest problem in life, acting without thinking. The second biggest problem, actually. Being exiled had moved to the top of the list.

      She now lay completely naked under Hunter, a very large and very naked male, with a very hard cock pressing against her pussy. Okay, that moved up the list to her first biggest problem, ahead of exile and impulsiveness.

      “Y-you won’t hurt me?” she asked, her words shakier than she’d hoped to muster.

      Never show weakness, her dad had always said. Up until he died and left a house full of females to fend for themselves in a pack full of males who thought a female’s only function was to serve males and breed.

      She wanted to make her dad proud, but she wasn’t like April or even June. They had all the courage in the world. May had impulsiveness and big breasts that always attracted the wrong attention. Like that guard Miller who’d come close to raping her three months back. She’d made it away from him with one lucky kick and then Nathan had taken care of him with a beating that had taken the guard’s wolf days to heal. That had sent a message to the other guards to stay away from her. Miller had been stalking her for four years, since her sister April and Nathan blood-bonded. She had no one to defend her now, not in exile.

      “I won’t hurt you,” Hunter said.

      May didn’t know Hunter very well. He’d grown up in the outskirts of the pack and had only recently moved into a cabin with other unmated males in the center of the pack. But he’d risked his life to save her. . . someone he didn’t know.

      He held himself above her with his hands planted in the ground on either side of her head. A silver bear’s tooth dangled from a silver chain around his neck, causing an oddly titillating sensation as it scraped over the skin between her breasts.

      “That’s good,” she said, wondering why he hadn’t gotten off of her altogether. His lower half remained pressed against her, with him between her legs. “Can you get off of me now?”

      “Nope.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t fully have control of my wolf yet.”

      “Oh.” She really wished she could ask April what that meant exactly when it came to a naked shifter having his fully erect cock nestled up against her private parts. Quite frankly, it sounded like a line to her, but he hadn’t tried to claim her either, so she was inclined to believe him for now.

      That didn’t mean she needed to stay trapped, waiting for him to get off of her.

      May tried to squirm out from under him. She stopped moving as his cock slid into her folds, nudging against her entrance. Soft and hard at the same time, that member of his felt incredibly good against her. . . too good.

      An electricity traveled through her, fashioning a deep moan she barely recognized as her own as he moved back and forth in her folds. That felt soooo good!

      Damn him, he was moving!

      “You’re moving. . . against me.”

      “Not much,” he said, sweat beading on his forehead as the huge muscles in his arms shuddered from the strain. The strain of what? Holding himself there instead of plunging himself into her as she sensed he wanted—hell, as she wanted—or was he truly fighting his wolf? She never fought with her wolf, over anything.

      “You moved first,” he said, still slowly grinding against her.

      She didn’t want him to stop. No, she wanted to open her legs further and push up against him. What the hell was wrong with her?

      “Stop moving,” she forced the words out, trying to steady her breathing that had turned into shallow panting.

      “Soon,” he said, his face straining as that beast of a cock of his slid back and forth twice more!

      May couldn’t help herself; she inhaled long and deep, taking in Hunter’s scent. Clean, like grass and spring air wrapped by a definite male musk.

      “Ah, fuck, why did you have to do that?” he said, as he rested his forearms on the ground, and pressed the entire length of his body against her, fully pinning her. He dragged his nose along her neck, taking in her scent.

      As he stretched to scent from her neck and jaw up to her ear, his cock moved higher in her folds, striking her clit. May lifted her hips to grind against him. Impulsive, stupid, and yet it felt too good to stop.

      “Sweet, sweet, May,” he said as his lips found hers. His tongue thrust into her mouth. Gentle, firm, and slow, he tasted her, even as his hips started to move again, slipping through her very wet flesh.

      She’d never tasted anything like him or felt so wanted. Her legs parted for him. She’d never done anything like this before, didn’t really know what she was doing, but everything about it felt so easy with Hunter. As she lifted a leg and wrapped around his very hard ass, the tip of his cock slipped into her core. Every part of her throbbed with need.

      Hunter lifted himself on his hands again and looked down at her with that same strained look on his face. He balanced on one hand as he stroked the side of her face with the other. “I so want to fuck you, May. But not here. Not like this.”

      His words jolted her back to reality. Exiled. She had to flee before the guards found her. Hunter rose fully, his face a mixture of regret and fear now.

      “I lost control there,” he added as he offered her a hand to rise.

      He wasn’t the only one, and yet it didn’t bother her. Not in the least. She didn’t know him very well, but what she knew she liked. Out of the dozens of packmates that had witnessed her fight with the alpha, only Hunter had stepped forward to help her. And he could have claimed her, but hadn’t, despite her willingness.

      Why hadn’t she taken the time to meet him before now?

      Because she’d been trying to lie low, avoid Miller and the other asshole males in her pack. With no father or brother at home, the males considered her easy prey. The alpha thought that too. That’s what got her into this mess.

      That’s what landed her beneath a very fit shifter who could have easily claimed her. She let her eyes wander down his form, from his handsome face and broad chest to the toned abdominal muscles that she wanted to run her hands over to see if they were as hard as they looked. Speaking of hard. . .

      He cleared his throat. Busted!

      “Sorry,” she said, dragging her eyes back up to his face.

      “Nothing to be sorry for. I’m doing my fair share of looking too,” he said with an adorable grin.

      She blushed, suddenly feeling very exposed. He pulled her to her feet.

      “Come with me,” she said, yet again speaking without thinking. She didn’t know anything about him, and here she’d not only practically let him fuck her, but she was asking him to go with her, abandon their pack, become a lone wolf on the run. She had no right to ask that of him, no matter how drawn she was to him.

      “You know I can’t.”

      “I know,” she said, her voice crestfallen. She didn’t have time to try to convince him, especially when she didn’t have any good reason he should leave. Unlike her, he hadn’t gotten himself exiled.

      Jacob guards would find her soon if she didn’t get moving, but they wouldn’t pursue her past the border. If Hunter broke his oath to the alpha and left without permission, however, the alpha would send his guards to track him down and kill him. They wouldn’t stop at the border. They’d hunt as far and as long as necessary to find and kill him.

      Hunter backtracked a few feet and retrieved the bundle he’d dropped. “I found your clothes. Hurry! You don’t have much time.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        HUNTER

      

      

      Hunter lifted himself off the lush woman beneath him. He shouldn’t have pinned her, but she would have fled, and he needed to stop her, to steer her away from the guards hunting her.

      God, he still couldn’t believe he’d nearly thrust into her. May’s silky skin, her full breasts, the warmth of her pussy had lulled him into forgetting where he was and why he was here. Some pocket of sanity in the back of his mind had held him back, even as he began to lose himself in her.

      Without even trying, the female had gotten him so damn aroused, and that was before he’d tasted her lips, before she’d begun to slide against his cock, enveloping him in her sweet warmth. And then she’d inhaled his scent, triggering that need to reciprocate, to take in and memorize her scent as if she were his mate, which she most definitely was not. Letting his wolf push him, scenting her without her permission or without first thinking through the consequences. . . That had been his biggest mistake of the day, no, the decade.

      Damn, her scent, like honey infused with rosemary, mixed with the smell of her arousal, acted like a drug. His whole damn body wanted her. Pulling away, resisting the instinct to claim her had been unbelievably hard, and it hadn’t resolved anything.

      Even now, his cock stood fully erect, painfully erect in fact. He wanted, needed, to sink into her, and more than the tip of him. He needed to be balls deep inside this female, claiming her until she screamed his name, telling every other male in a hundred-mile radius that she belonged to him. But she wasn’t his. She was a goddamn fugitive on the run.

      The fucking alpha hadn’t even given May two minutes before he’d ordered Hunter and three of his personal guards to chase her down and end her if she was still on Novak land. Of course, she was still on Novak land. The center of their pack was hours from the border no matter which direction she fled.

      He’d soon learned that the female wasn’t simple-minded despite what the unmated males in the pack said about her. When he and the guards had struck out in pursuit, she’d headed east but soon after, she’d changed direction with the wind, staying downwind this time, making it harder for Hunter and the three guards to track her. Well, harder for them, not for him. He knew how to track without relying on scent. He’d found her trail immediately while the others headed east.

      Hunter hadn’t had time to figure out what he’d do if they’d caught her. He was the pack’s top tracker, not a guard. Oh, he could fight, but the guards trained day and night. And while he would survive an encounter against two guards, May wouldn’t. These guards were trained to be brutal.

      Hunter had seen the excitement in their eyes when Jacob had sent them after her. The guards in the pack had orders not to touch any female under pack protection. As an exiled shifter, May was no longer under the pack’s protection, which meant they’d do what they wanted with her before ultimately carrying out the alpha’s orders and killing her.

      Very few shifters of his pack had scruples. Hunter should have fled long ago, before the alpha recalled him to the center of the pack, before he and his guards had Hunter’s scent.

      Hunter would switch places with May if he could be free of this pack and save her too. Hell, right now he’d be overjoyed if he could just get her safely over the border even if he remained stuck with the pack.

      “I found your clothes,” he said, handing the bundle to her. “Hurry. You don’t have much time.”

      “I had to drop them. They were slowing my wolf down.”

      That’s what he’d feared. She’d tried everything to stay ahead of him. Even with her lead, he’d still caught her. She was no match for the guards Jacob had sent after her. And it wouldn’t take them long to realize they had headed in the wrong direction.

      “I’ll try to divert the guards as long as I can. Where are you going? Do you have a destination in mind?”

      “South? I thought I’d hide at my sister’s place, but I’m guessing they’ll find me there.”

      Hell. She had no idea what she was doing. He couldn’t fault her. She hadn’t had time to prepare physically or mentally.

      “You have to cross the border, get off Novak land or they’ll kill you.”

      She turned in a circle, confusion overtaking her sweet face.

      Hunter pushed his wolf down. The damn beast was growling, whining, exceedingly unhappy with the idea of letting her go off on her own when males were hunting her. He needed to think.

      “You don’t have much choice. Devil’s Peak is cut off to you at this point. The fastest way off Novak land is the highway bisecting our territory. You can hitchhike out of here. Do you know how to hitchhike?”

      She bit her lip. “I read a book once where a woman lifted her skirt to get attention.” May looked down at her naked torso. “I guess if I don’t dress first, that would work. I get the impression humans don’t ignore a woman when they’re naked like shifters do.”

      He groaned, remembering the feel of her beneath him. Male shifters didn’t ignore naked females after they shifted. They simply knew better than to comment or make a pass. Talk about inappropriate behavior. Maybe it was different with female shifters. All shifters were taught to only look at a naked shifter’s face, not lower, but didn’t the females sneak peeks at the opposite sex when they could? The males certainly did.

      Ouch! His wolf bit him. Hard. This wasn’t the time to ponder the question.

      “Humans will definitely react if you’re naked.”

      “Good. Then I’ll keep my clothes off until someone picks me up.”

      She’d get someone to stop and pick her up alright. And rape her too. Maybe even kill her if she didn’t know how to hide who she was. There were too many anti-shifters in the human population and they were crafty sons-of-bitches. What had happened to Slater and his team a few weeks ago proved as much. Anti-shifters had killed Zane and disappeared with Slater. Hell, half the guards were still out with Nathan searching for the alpha heir.

      Hunter scrubbed his face, all while his wolf continued to press. They were running out of time.

      “From your expression, I take it hitchhiking naked is not a good idea.” May flashed a nervous smile as she clutched the bundle of clothing to her chest. “I’ve never met a human, Hunter. Are they really that different? I mean, if I just ask for a ride, won’t that work?”

      She stood there, naked, gorgeous, and too innocent. The humans would take advantage of her. A female shifter would be stronger than most human males, but she’d never met a human. She probably had never left Novak territory. She didn’t know how duplicitous humans could be.

      By keeping the pack’s females isolated, Jacob hindered them. They were unprepared for the human world. In the case of a lone female, exile was as much a death sentence as if Jacob had crushed her throat. Fucking alpha.

      “You can’t trust humans any more than you can trust shifters.”

      “I trust some shifters. I trust you.”

      Hell, she wasn’t making sending her off alone easy. “Don’t trust anyone.” He scrubbed his hand through his hair again. “Strike that. You’ll have to use your instincts. Trust your wolf too. Work together as much as possible.”

      Hunter toyed with the idea of leaving with her, ensuring she not only made it off of Novak land but found a safe place to live. If he didn’t return in a few hours, however, Jacob would send his remaining trackers and personal guards after him. He could evade them for a while, but the odds of outmaneuvering them forever weren’t good. Once May cleared the border, she’d be safe from Jacob’s wrath.

      If she went to another pack, they might accept her. Females of childbearing age were more readily accepted than males.

      “Forget the highway. Go east for roughly two hours and then head north for another three or so. That’s Greyson’s territory. His patrols will find you and bring you to their alpha.” I hope. “Wolf shifters, May. Your best chance is with another pack. Tell them what happened. Ask for sanctuary.”

      “Why would they let me in?”

      “I don’t know that they will. But it’s the best I can think of. Be honest with them. You’re not a dangerous shifter. I’m hoping they’ll see that and accept you.”

      She started walking, giving him a terrific view of her ass. He hated that he was lusting after her at the same time he was sending her off alone into the unknown. It went against who he was. He should be helping her, not thinking of what it would be like to touch her again, feel her soft skin beneath him as he slid his cock through her pussy.

      May turned, blonde hair swinging forward, fanning over her very full breasts. “Can you give a message to my sisters and my mom for me? They’ll be worried.”

      “I’ll tell them you love them and you’ll be fine.”

      She nodded, and then blue eyes clouded over with tears. “No, just tell them, I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry?” he asked, confused.

      “For defying Jacob. He might hold my behavior against them.”

      Damn. She was facing the unknown, literally running for her life into a world she didn’t know, and she was worried about her family, apologizing for standing up for herself because she didn’t have anyone else to stand for her. Her brother-in-law Nathan, the alpha’s middle son, would have stood in her defense had he been there, but he was off searching for the alpha heir.

      “The alpha won’t punish them for whatever it is you did,” he said with a confidence he no longer had in the alpha. Hunter would say just about anything to her right now to keep her in the right frame of mind. She needed to stay positive, to focus on getting away, not what might happen to her family.

      May dropped her bundle and raced back to Hunter. She pulled him into a fierce kiss. Lush breasts pressed against his hard chest as a very sensuous tongue invaded his mouth, caressing him, giving him one last taste of the female he’d never fully get to know.

      A fire traveled through his entire body at the same time his wolf howled within him. Hunter wanted this female, more than he ever wanted anything in his life. But if she didn’t leave now, the guards would capture and kill her.

      Hunter broke the kiss and held her face in his hands. Confusion lined her face for a brief moment as he stared into her lovely eyes.

      “Go, May. Don’t let them catch you. Bite, scratch, do whatever you have to, but don’t let them catch you.” He pressed his lips to hers one last time before stepping back.

      She shifted into the most gorgeous white wolf he’d ever seen. Shiny white fur with a large bushy tail. . . the type he could envision flagging him during a run. Oh, how he’d love to let his wolf chase her through the woods, then pin her to the ground and have her shift to human form beneath him. . . similar to earlier, except without having to stop from claiming her.

      Hell, he was fantasizing about her again. Hunter knelt down to her wolf’s level and ran his hand down her fur. Her wolf was as soft as she was, and in great shape too, though her shift hadn’t been the fastest he’d ever seen. Nonetheless, she’d shifted without any pain or issues. That gave him a slight sense of relief. She wasn’t a weak shifter, which meant she had a decent chance of getting away.

      That’s what he chose to tell himself as her wolf picked up the bundle in her teeth and disappeared into the woods.
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      Hunter stood in front of the class of teens, distracted. Last week, the alpha had ordered him to take over for Carrick until he returned from helping Nathan track down the anti-shifters who’d captured Slater. Carrick’s tracking skills paled in comparison to Hunter’s, which reaffirmed Hunter’s theory that the alpha didn’t trust him yet. He’d rather have a mediocre tracker like Carrick, a male who had grown up in the center of the pack, than a top-notch tracker who’d lived along the border, too close to Oskar Black’s pack.

      Having sworn an oath to the alpha years ago apparently didn’t mean much. Hunter needed to prove his loyalty before Jacob Novak would trust him with important tasks. Not that teaching the teens how to track wasn’t important, but it felt like a waste of time compared to what he could be doing.

      Hell, it didn’t matter what the alpha thought of him or his skills, or what tasks he’d assign Hunter. Nothing would feel right, not as long as May was out there, alone, vulnerable, possibly dead. Three days ago, he’d watched her leave, unable to do anything but point her in the right direction and lay false trails down to mislead the guards.

      He’d breathed a sigh of relief when the guards had returned to say she’d left the territory. From their pissed-off demeanor, Hunter knew they hadn’t caught her. But that didn’t mean she was safe. Far from it.

      Hunter took a quick count of the teens. Ten males and eight females. He’d lost one. Another glance and he could picture the mousy girl with dark brown hair and pale blue eyes. Jenny, Jen, Jennifer. . . something like that. She tended to fade into the group of girls, didn’t like to talk much. No matter, it wouldn’t take him long to find her. Better yet, he could make the hunt a teaching moment.

      “Okay, settle down, shifters. We seem to have lost one of the females in our group. Split off in pairs and use what you’ve been taught to find her.”

      Patrick, the youngest in the group at fourteen, raised his hand. “She’s not lost. She left.”

      “Left?” It’s not like Jacob educated the females on much around here, but tracking was one skill he insisted the females learn since they were in charge of watching over the kids and hunting small game. A student leaving without informing the instructor was blatantly rude. If Hunter had ever walked off in the middle of one of his training sessions, his dad would have whipped his backside raw.

      “June said she couldn’t focus. I guess she’s still upset about her sister.”

      “June?” he repeated, wondering why he should know that name. It was a J name; he’d been close.

      “Yeah, her sister got exiled a few days ago. She disrespected the alpha, called him names and threatened to kill him.”

      Hunter clenched his fists. That wasn’t what happened. The alpha was spreading lies to ensure loyalty, no matter what it did to May’s or her family’s reputation. The urge to correct Patrick, to let the teens know their alpha was a bastard, was becoming too damn strong.

      “Your assignment is to start at the alpha’s house and find a set of prints. Shoe, foot, or paw, it doesn’t matter. Follow the prints, but no scenting. Once you lose the trail, keep going for at least thirty minutes.”

      “What makes you think we’ll lose the trail?” Devon asked.

      “Because half of you weren’t paying attention to today’s lesson. Tomorrow, you’ll report to the group on what methods you used pick up the trail. If you don’t pick up the trail again, that’s fine. We’ll discuss tactics you could have used at that point. Class dismissed.”

      The teens scattered in all directions, clearly not all heading to the alpha’s house to get started on their assignment. He had no motivation to call after them, not when he faced east, toward an empty section of woods.

      He’d let something really good slip through his hands by letting May leave alone. No, she hadn’t slipped through. She’d been forced out and going with her would have gotten them both killed.

      “Hunter?” a male called from behind.

      Hunter spun around, displeased that he’d been so distracted that he hadn’t heard anyone approach. Nathan stood there, hair disheveled and looking like he hadn’t slept in weeks. Hunter had met the alpha’s middle son a few times but hadn’t had a chance to get to know him yet. From what he’d heard of Nathan and his brothers, they were fairly decent shifters, not at all like their father. Regardless, the shifter looked pissed.

      “I didn’t realize the rescue party had returned. Did you find the alpha heir?” Hunter asked. The guards had scrambled in the middle of the night under Nathan’s direction to raid an anti-shifter camp.

      “We just got back. Slater’s home now. He needs to heal.” Nathan stepped closer, with a definite scowl on his face. “You’re not blood-bonded are you, Hunter?”

      “No.”

      “Then you don’t know what it’s like to be away from your mate, to feel her worry when you’re gone. I feel that every time I leave our pack. It’s unpleasant feeling that fear, that constant worry, but a blood-bonded mate doesn’t have a choice.”

      “I imagine not.”

      “You can’t comprehend the horror I felt three days ago. I was hours from here, scouring the woods looking for the assholes who took my brother, only to feel a sudden searing pain through the bond. I raced back here as fast as I could, thinking one of my sons had been killed since nothing else would make my mate panic like that.”

      “May,” Hunter said, knowing where Nathan was going. Then he winced. He hadn’t delivered May’s message to her family. He’d wanted to, but if word had spread that he’d caught May and let her go, the alpha would kill him.

      “Our alpha exiled her,” Nathan said, his disdain for his father clear in how he spat out the word alpha. “The reason I was given doesn’t make sense. May would never threaten anyone, let alone the alpha.”

      “That’s the latest version of what happened floating through the pack,” Hunter cut in, hoping Nathan would understand things weren’t as they seemed.

      Nathan’s eyebrows narrowed. “You were there. Tell me what happened. Everything. Including which direction she went, and why you and the other guards couldn’t find her. I heard they were told to track her, to ensure she left the territory, but they took a while to return. Did—” Nathan swallowed hard. “Did they catch her?”

      Nathan suspected.

      “I don’t believe so. They were rather pissed-off when they returned.”

      Nathan’s entire body eased. “Good. Now, tell me what happened, what got her exiled.”

      “I wasn’t there to see how the argument started. I only know she refused to go on a mission.”

      With one solid step forward, Nathan got in Hunter’s face. The shifter matched him in size but Nathan looked like he’d been raised to fight. Of course, he had. He was an alpha’s son.

      “There comes a time in every shifter’s life,” Nathan began with a darkness to his voice, “when a shifter must decide who his friends and who his enemies are. Usually, the shifter doesn’t have the luxury of time to decide either. He needs to trust his instincts as well as his wolf’s. Now is that time. And if you know nothing else about me, Hunter, there’s one thing you need to know. I’m not Jacob. What you tell me, you do so in private and out of loyalty to me, not him.”

      Hunter nodded. His own father had once said something very similar, about needing to make decisions, to listen to his instincts about knowing whom to trust. And yet his father had always taught him that unquestioned loyalty to the alpha would remain paramount, above all else, including one’s personal interests. That’s the part Hunter had been questioning of late. If only his father were here to guide him.

      Hunter’s instincts said to trust Nathan. And he didn’t have much choice, really. No one else had shown any interest in helping May. One moment she’d been here, and the next moment, exiled. Life in the pack continued, without anyone objecting or trying to talk to the alpha about reversing his decision. It was as if May had never existed.

      Except she had, and Hunter couldn’t forget about her. What’s more, he didn’t want to.

      If there was any way Nathan could help her, Hunter needed to take it, despite the risk of his alpha finding out.

      “I caught her, going south.”

      “And?” Nathan stood there, stoic, frowning, waiting for a full report as if he owned Hunter now. Had Hunter’s loyalty shifted so easily, so quickly to another alpha in the pack?

      Hunter tucked the question aside for later and glanced in all directions, to make sure no one was listening. “I set up a false trail, to, ah, misdirect the guards. I sent her toward Greyson’s pack. I didn’t get the impression she’d survive among the humans.”

      Nathan exhaled a long-held breath. “Thank you for giving her a chance.”

      “She’s sweet,” Hunter added, not sure why except it was nice having someone to talk to about her. He hadn’t really had a chance to get to know her, but he felt as if he’d lost her just the same.

      “May’s innocent, but she’s not dumb,” Nathan said rather defensively, as a big brother might.

      “I meant no offense,” Hunter quickly added.

      Nathan nodded. “Jacob and his damn missions. I thought we had put an end to this madness.”

      “Where the fuck are you, Nathan?” Jacob called in the distance.

      “Damn. I’ll have to make this quick,” Nathan said, talking fast and in a whisper now. “I’m under orders to watch over Slater until he’s fully healed. Jacob’s threatened my mate and children if anything else happens to Slater. I can’t leave here to track May.

      “I’m asking you as a personal favor to me. Find May and deliver an envelope to her. I have a secret account and safehouse for such an emergency. Gather what you need and meet me at my house in an hour. If I’m not there, April will give you the note with the safe house and a bank account.”

      “What about your father?” Hunter asked before Nathan hurried off.

      Nathan cringed. “That shifter in the big house, our alpha, is a bastard with whom I have the misfortune of sharing genes. He’s not my father, never has been. Slater and I will cover for you. If anyone reports you missing, I’ll tell them the truth. I sent you on a mission to test out your tracking skills. That will be your cover story, Hunter. Tell them you have orders from the alpha heir.”

      “And if they ask who I’m tracking and where?”

      “Tell them to see me. I’ll fill in the remaining details once I figure it out.”

      This shifter was going to figure it out? Hell, that didn’t sound good, but Hunter had to do this, for May.

      “Agreed,” Hunter said, eager to leave the pack and find the woman he hadn’t stopped thinking about since he’d first seen her standing up to the alpha.
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      “This can’t be right,” May mumbled as she broke through the expanse of trees only to see the same mountain. Every time she ran up against another rock face, she veered north, thinking she’d find her way around the damn mountain. A mountain that stretched on and on.

      And if two weeks of endless walking weren’t enough, catching small game to eat without a knife to skin and cook it over a fire—not to mention the means to make a fire—was simply gross. Her wolf gladly took over when it came to meals; she preferred her meat raw. Again, gross.

      Hunter had told May to work with her wolf, and he’d been right. Unfortunately, her wolf didn’t have a better sense of direction than she did. After three cloudy days, it was quite possible she’d been walking in circles. This was Colorado for Pete’s sake. They had more sunny days than cloudy, except now, when she needed the sun to guide her.

      At least the daytime was still warm enough for her jeans and sweater. If she didn’t find Greyson’s pack in another few weeks, she might have to consider staying in wolf form for more than short bursts to hunt. Her fur would keep her warmer but she’d never stayed in wolf form for more than an hour. She wondered what the longest was that a shifter had ever stayed in wolf form.

      She sucked at this whole survival bit. She should have listened to her father’s lessons better. She didn’t have a game plan, other than going east and then north, which she’d mangled thanks to the mountains and her having no sense of direction. Spending half her time daydreaming about the handsome shifter she’d left behind certainly didn’t help her focus.

      Remembering the feel of him naked on top of her made her entire body quiver, which is why she had to put the memory aside.

      Hunter was smart, not like those idiot guards who hounded her. He had stood up to the alpha, but in a way that hadn’t gotten himself killed or exiled. She wished she had done the same. She wished he were with her.

      Dreaming had no place in her new reality. Hunter had done what he could for her. He and her pack—her family—were part of her past now. Her stomach twisted at that thought. How could she simply move on and forget about April, June, Mom, and her nephews? And Hunter. The way his eyes followed her, the way he kissed her. . . Fate had a cruel way of showing her what life could be like only to snatch it away.

      A twig snapped up ahead. May froze. The smell of shifters stirred her wolf who tried to howl until May pushed her down. Perhaps she’d made it to Greyson’s territory, but she needed to be cautious. Hunter had told her to expect patrols. She’d stay hidden until she got a chance to size them up.

      A hand covered her mouth from behind as a cold steel blade bit into her throat. “I got her, Gerald. I told you I saw a female out here. And she’s full-grown. We’re gonna have fun tonight!”
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