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Deegan Volkov is a curse-born werewolf and the alpha of the Volkov pack. The color of his wolf is midnight-black, the traditional color of all the Volkov curse-born.

Eva Ivanova Azoulf is a curse-born werewolf and the last of the Azoulf bloodline. Her father was Ivan Azoulf; her grandfather was Drako Azoulf. The color of her wolf is white, the traditional color of all the Azoulf curse-born.

Andre is a curse-bitten werewolf and Deegan’s second in command, the beta leader of the Volkov pack. He was bitten by Stephen Volkov, Deegan’s brother. The color of his wolf is gray.

Jerrod is a curse-bitten werewolf and the Volkov pack’s healer. His deepest wish is to become a doctor. His wolf is brown.

Roland Reed is a curse-born werewolf. His father was bitten by Eric Volkov, Deegan’s father. He is the best tracker in the Volkov pack. His wolf’s coat is so dark gray that sometimes it appears black. 

Lorenzo Reed is a curse-born werewolf. His father is Roland. He was raised by his father and the entire Volkov pack. He is the pack’s fixer. His wolf coloring is so similar to his father’s that often it is hard to tell the two apart.

Ferris is an eighteen-year-old adolescent who has survived a werewolf attack and now finds himself living in the Volkov manor.

Waverly is a curse-bitten werewolf. He was bitten as a child and has spent most of his life as a member of the Volkov pack. He is the pack’s jokester. His wolf is a motley shade of brown, gray and tan. 

Christopher is a curse-bitten werewolf. He survived an attack as a young man. The rogue who tried to kill him was never found, though Deegan and his pack searched. Christopher’s wolf is mostly gray.

Brian is a curse-bitten werewolf, bitten by his partner, Christopher, despite Deegan’s objections. The two share a deep bond and are never far from each other. Brian’s wolf is a handsome combination of brown and tan.

Robert Dimas is a curse-born werewolf of Greek descent. He was born into the Zorbas pack but has traveled extensively to chronicle the histories of the six werewolf bloodlines. He has lived with the Volkov pack for many years and is its historian. 

Seif Volkov is a curse-born werewolf. He is Stephen Volkov’s son and Deegan’s nephew. He is the pack’s heir. Like his uncle, Seif’s coat color is the traditional Volkov black. By choice, he has lived with the Gorsky pack since he was seventeen.

Rhiannon is the goddess of sovereignty and the horse. She is the acknowledged leader of a supernatural community known as the Pale. Lugos owes her a debt, and so he finds himself occasionally aiding her in settling problems within the Pale.

Lugos is a god who, over the centuries, has been known by many names. In Ireland, he is known as Llew or Lugh (also pronounced Lou). In the Mediterranean, he is Apollo. In the far north, he is Thor. His most frequently used titles include Light-Bringer and God-Killer.

The Pale is a collection of supernatural communities that live on the fringes of modern society. The few earthbound gods who remain in this realm acknowledge Rhiannon as its leader. The communities include the scheming witches, who adore Lugos’s estranged mother; the power-struggling shifters; the temperamental dragonkin; the elusive but decidedly dangerous fae; the deeply misunderstood demon clans; the cursed werewolf packs; and the occasional pissed-off demigods with parent issues all their own.

Intentions shape it, emotions feed it, and from the caster’s hands it is set free. To disregard these basic laws of magick is the difference between manifesting a dragonfly or a dragon, a blessing or a curse.

Conceived in anger, bound to the moon, and carried by blood, the five men were cursed for all time. The sixth was an accident, an innocent, and the first ever curse-born.
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Bigger, stronger, and faster than any natural wolf, the werewolf is thought to be the stuff of nightmares, of myth. It is not.

When still in control of itself and not blinded by madness, the werewolf is the perfect killing machine. But this...this was the work of one of their own, one who had surrendered all traces of his humanity.

It was not yet dawn, but Deegan’s enhanced eyesight took in every detail. The trunks of the bare hemlocks, white pines, and balsam firs that circled this once damp and sleepy campsite were now splattered like a Jackson Pollock painting with blood, bits of intestine, and ripped flesh. Two tents lay in tatters on the still-frozen ground, their green and orange coloring barely discernible amid the blood-slick leaves and gore. No one had grabbed a rifle; no defense had been made. The attack had been too sudden, too unimaginable. Deegan stepped carefully through the kill zone, his boots as silent as the dead.

Deegan Volkov counted two dismembered campers. No, three bodies, he decided after a hasty assessment, and one boy, who had been badly bitten and was still bleeding profusely. This lone survivor had lost control of his bowels. Deegan’s heightened senses easily detected the foul stench of shit mixed with the prevalent scent of death.

When Jerrod ran up to stand beside him, Deegan aimed a finger at the boy. “Do it. And then sedate Dax so Roland can change back into his human form. Waverly and Lorenzo will be here in a moment to help us.”

The boy was all but catatonic, crouched in a ball and shivering at the base of a red-soaked maple tree. He was half covered in dirt and leaves. Earbuds still hung from his ears, although their cord was no longer attached to anything. This group of humans had made the fatal mistake of setting up camp on pack lands. It was too early for the beginning of turkey season here in northern Vermont, but even poachers, if that was who they were, hadn’t deserved such a gruesome end.

Obeying his alpha’s command, Jerrod approached the survivor. He looked very young. Though as Deegan, too, moved closer, he realized that he’d misjudged; the boy was closer to eighteen. Deegan didn’t want to add to the boy’s terror, so he remained a short distance away but close enough to aid Jerrod should he need it.

Jerrod eased into a crouch beside the teen. The boy flinched defensively, but he was in no condition to flee. He’d lost too much blood and looked on the verge of passing out. Deegan listened as Jerrod muttered assurances that they were the good guys and that the boy was now safe. Out of Jerrod’s pocket came the needle; the dose was delivered, and the boy was allowed to escape into unconsciousness. Jerrod then wasted no time field-dressing the worst of the wounds.

Roland was in his wolf form and had Dax subdued, but his struggle to hold the young werewolf was not without effort. Deegan had been aware of this from the moment of his arrival; he’d heard the muffled growling but had needed those few precious moments to watch Jerrod’s healing work before confronting the inevitable. With a sigh, Deegan now turned toward the sounds of defiance. It took only one look at Dax for Deegan’s heart to break.

The wolf’s black eyes were rolled back in his head. Saliva and blood dripped from the long muzzle and razor-sharp teeth to mix with the leaves and mud. Though pinned by the neck against the ground by the larger Roland, Dax continued to fight. Roland’s massive jaws tightened into the younger wolf’s blood-matted coat, but the mad snapping and snarls did not abate. Roland had managed to save one out of four campers, for which Deegan was grateful, but this fact did little to balance the scales. Dax was out of chances. The pack knew it. Deegan knew it; he’d just hadn’t wanted to face it.

Deegan silently approached and laid a hand on Roland’s coarse fur. “Thank you, old friend.” Roland didn’t move, but Deegan felt Roland’s heartbreak through the link they all shared. As he’d fought with Dax, Roland had managed to force the younger wolf past the ring of trees and into a natural depression that was not quite a creek bed but damp with mud from earlier rain.

“Hurry up, Jerrod. I need you down here,” Deegan barked, his eyes not leaving Dax. Dawn was coming. They didn’t have much time. Confident that Roland’s grip would not slacken, Deegan took a few steps back up the slope, pausing in partial view of the campsite. He tore his eyes away from the black wolf and scanned the area. A few crows had gathered, but the rest of nature remained still, as if shocked by the violence done in this place.

Deegan had felt Waverly and Lorenzo’s arrival even before he’d seen them. Lorenzo had dropped the bundle of clothes he held near the boy and had run back toward the truck. Jerrod had abandoned his patient and now came to Roland’s aid. Sliding on the wet leaves the last few feet, Jerrod brutally jabbed the tranquilizer’s needle into Dax’s haunches, then scrambled back, his boots heavy with mud. Deegan watched and waited, as helpless as the others. He could no longer reach Dax’s broken mind. He had tried. His son was beyond him now.

“It looks like it might be a family group,” Waverly called out. He held aloft a set of drivers’ licenses. His job had been to search the campsite for personal effects.

The pack would dispose of the bodies, clear the site, and then deal with the campers’ vehicle. Later in the day, Lorenzo would lay a false trail in the event a search party was formed. The trail would lead away from the Volkov lands to eventually peter out, leaving those who might follow it no clear understanding of what had happened. These dead campers would be just another unsolved disappearance. The authorities would never find any remains—Deegan’s pack would make sure of it. His job as alpha was to protect them all, no matter the cost to others or himself. Maintaining the safety of the pack always came first.

By the time Lorenzo returned with the tarps, Dax’s wolf body had stilled. Deegan realized that they were becoming far too good at this. There were three humans to dispose of, one more than last time. It would be more complicated this time, for there was a survivor to consider. Through no fault of his own, the boy was now one of them.

Roland’s position had not wavered as the tranquilizer took effect; his teeth remained buried deep in Dax’s fur. Only his eyes moved, asking the silent question of Deegan.

“The boy’s been laid in the bed of the truck. Lorenzo has started the transfusion,” reported Andre, Deegan’s second, who had just arrived at the godawful scene.

The sound of bones cracking, so familiar to all of them, filled the silence as the pinned wolf’s bones began to reshape themselves into something more human. Dax’s unconscious body was beginning the transformation process. Eventually, a boy not much older than the surviving camper would be lying at Roland’s feet. The jaws of the larger werewolf remained in place, his eyes once again asking the question of his alpha.

“It has to be done,” Andre said. His tone was as grim as his expression.

He was right, of course. The expedient solution would be to allow Roland to break Dax’s neck, to bite clean through the fragile, emerging human flesh, but Deegan didn’t want his son to die that way. He didn’t want the last memory of Dax to be as the bloody monster lying at Roland’s feet. With a wave of his hand, Deegan motioned his old friend to release his hold.

The order was immediately obeyed. The werewolf gave Deegan a sorrowful glance and limped off toward the bundle of clothes that had been brought for him.

“I will not ask it of Roland, Andre. I’ll do it. It’s my responsibility.” There was no argument from the others. Deegan knew there wouldn’t be. He held out his hand to Jerrod. “Give it to me.”

Jerrod swallowed, the only sign of his unease, but then the syringe of morphine was produced and given over. “His heart might stop before we get him home,” Jerrod warned.

Deegan knelt beside his naked son and nodded. Then, just as the sun kissed the horizon, he inserted the needle into the smooth pink flesh and depressed the plunger.
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Mind and body numb with exhaustion, she stood alone in the stranger’s room. Her wolf had driven her here, to this place, to the stranger’s territory. Soaked to the bone and shaking hard with cold, Eva had put on the first bit of clothing she’d found. The discarded gray t-shirt still carried the smell of him, of both wolf and man. And of something else. She inhaled the scent deeply into her lungs, and her human mind settled and began to work again.

Somehow he had reached her in his agony and pain—his loss too dear, too unimaginable to shoulder alone. Her wolf had instinctively answered his call, a stranger’s touch upon her mind and senses, fleeting but as real as a brand. The unexpected connection, wholly unwelcome and unwanted, had compelled her inner wolf into action. And so, in the form of her white wolf, she’d traveled for weeks across frozen land until that land had begun to turn green, then traversed still more miles, skirting populated areas where possible, eating wild rabbit and whatever small creatures she could hunt along the way, until she’d reached this place, this man-made fortress, this house, this room.

Eva had no idea where here was—Canada, or some American state farther south. She knew only that her wolf was finally quiet, at peace, having reached his domain. How long the tenuous truce between the two halves of herself would last, she did not know. Her human half had never had much say about when her wolf would rise, clawing and snapping its way to the surface. Maybe it was because of her sex that she lacked control. All werewolves were male, whether bitten or born; she was an anomaly, a strange, twisted sort of magick. She shouldn’t exist. And so Eva had rightly chosen isolation, afraid of what could happen—to humans should her wolf unexpectedly rise, and to herself should the packs learn of her existence.

Eva hugged herself and tried to stop her teeth from chattering with the cold. At present, both halves of her being—the woman and the wolf—wished for nothing but a thick blanket and the oblivion of sleep. A century of sleep might not be long enough to ease the weight of exhaustion that pulled at her limbs and mind like a chain, but her human half knew that the rest she craved as desperately as her next breath would have to wait just a little while longer. She needed to tend to her wounds first, to guard against infection as her body healed itself.

Eva stoically worked her way to the bathroom that lay just beyond his bedroom. After being trapped in her wolf form for so long, the best she could manage was a jerking, halting kind of step, and bloody footprints marked her slow progress. The palms of her hands were just as badly abused as the balls of her feet, and they, too, dripped blood, laying a trail upon the rug and the wooden floor. What would happen when the one who’d called to her wolf returned to his house? Would she meet the wolf first, or the man? 

The cabinet over the sink was well stocked with supplies. Gathering what she needed, Eva gratefully lowered herself to the edge of the porcelain tub and dabbed the hydrogen peroxide onto the balls of her feet. Then, rather clumsily, she bandaged them and the pads of her hands as best she could with gauze.

Why he or his pack weren’t here now was a mystery she couldn’t quite wrap her tired mind around. Entering his domain undetected should have been impossible. She’d come from the north, across his territory, onto his front porch, and up the stairs to his bedroom, leaving a clear blood trail. Her wolf had simply followed the route his mind had left behind after that initial contact. At moments during the journey, her human half feared it had been all a mistake on his part, completely unintentional, for the contact had occurred only that one time. How did he even know she existed? Eva had shared these doubts with her white wolf, but her wolf half had refused to be reasonable, and so it was now going to be up to Eva’s battered human half to deal with whomever or whatever found her scent trail first.

It took Eva a good fifteen minutes to summon the will to rise from her cool porcelain perch. During that time, she contemplated the likelihood that she would be dead by nightfall. She was the very last of her ancient bloodline, but that might not be enough to save her. She’d been taught about the packs. She knew it was an act of war to trespass on another pack’s territory. Her grandfather had warned her just how dangerous the male pack would be should they ever find her. He had not been the kindest of men, always quick to anger and sparing with his affections. Only Eva’s grandmother had looked forward to his visits. Unfortunately, Drako Azoulf was the only alpha Eva had ever known; as such, he had ruled her absolutely.

Stay away from the packs. Stay away from humans if you can. Stay hidden at all costs. These had been his laws, and they had guided her life as long as Eva could remember. Now, because of this stranger, by day’s end she would have broken all her grandfather’s commands.

The horrible thought that the one who had compelled her might deny what he had done—or worse yet, might be totally ignorant of the act—buzzed inside Eva’s mind like a fly. If he didn’t find her first, or if he wasn’t near enough to vouch for her, then she was utterly and completely screwed. Eva braced one hand against the bathroom wall. She was no stranger to death. She knew the scent of it, the taste of it.

With a slow but steady shuffle, Eva Ivanova Azoulf stubbornly worked her way to the corner of the neatly made bed. Rest was what she needed. Just a few hours of oblivion, and then perhaps she’d be able to confront the unknown. Her bandaged hand gripped the wrought-iron footboard just as a wave of dizziness hit her. Darkness fogged the edges of her vision, and then she crumpled and dropped like a hanged man cut free from his noose.
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Once again, the memory played out as nightmare, a hopeless terror that Eva’s mind would not let fade. With blood and screams swift at her heels, she struggled through the white, spitting cold. She was a child again, too tender an age and the wrong sex, yet the curse had come for her anyway. Her father’s comforting scent suddenly penetrated her confusion. The warm musk of Ivan’s skin was a brief haven too soon lost. All Eva now recalled of his face was this frozen memory of remorse and regret, and even that small bit of comfort was fleeting.

Abruptly she was flung into a snowdrift, left to live or die alone. Her too-sensitive ears filled to overflowing with new screams, sharp with alarm. Then the sickening taste of terror coated her tongue as her father took revenge upon those who would dare capture his heir. Eva struggled to the surface of the snow-packed grave as her dreaming self ran on unfamiliar paws, each stride straining to escape the nightmare, until a pair of callused hands snatched her from the snow’s grip, all snapping teeth and bristled fur.

It took far too long for Eva to wipe the memory of her grandfather’s stormy face from her sight and focus on the dark-bearded man who was forcibly shaking her awake, his enormous hands in a bruising grip on her slender human shoulders. She blinked to clear away the familiar terror and concentrated on the new one. Reading clarity in her eyes, the dark mountain of a man abruptly rose from her bedside and departed the room. A bolt was thrown home, leaving Eva in abandoned silence and a cloud of his unfamiliar wolfness.

***
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“I DON’T KNOW WHAT SHE is,” Roland replied.

“She has to be a shifter of some sort. There’s no such thing as a female werewolf.”

Roland held up the ring. It was a man’s ring, made of heavy Viking gold, a black onyx stone at its center, the symbol of the Azoulf crest skillfully worked into its face. “Then how do you explain this?” The filtered afternoon light lent the ring a glow that the cold metal could not.

Andre shrugged. “Coincidence. That bloodline died out nearly a century ago. Even if by some remote chance it didn’t, and she carries Azoulf’s blood, it doesn’t explain the scent trail or her wounds, or why she’s here. Or why a shifter,” Andre emphasized the word to press his point, “would cross into our territory. She obviously didn’t arrive in any shape to attack us.”

They both chuckled at the absurdity of such an idea. No shifter, let alone a woman, could hope to wage war on their pack. Werewolves and shifters didn’t see eye to eye on much. If the shifters or skin-changers were the blessed light side of magick, then the werewolves were every bit the cursed and twisted afterbirth of that same magick. The universe loved to maintain balance, even if it required spawning monsters to keep angels in check. At least that’s what Andre had come to believe—but then he had been bitten, not born to this world like Deegan, their alpha, or Roland and his son Lorenzo.

Roland’s sigh was long and low, a soft whine of unease. “I don’t like not having answers for Deegan. That look of disappointment he gives makes me want to.” He let the statement die and shook his head like a wet dog to dislodge the recent memory.

Andre was Deegan’s second, the beta of their pack. “Neither do I; a look like that is enough to make you want to do something stupid to regain his approval, but he’s the one who said to do nothing but keep her from leaving. Rest easy, Roland.” Andre held out his hand to his brother, for they were all brothers under the curse. “I’ll hang on to it.” With a nod, he indicated the ring Roland had been rubbing like a talisman between his meaty fingers. “Go tell young Ferris it’s his turn to keep watch. Impress upon him not to speak to her, just to sit and do that adolescent ignore everyone thing he does so well.”

Reluctantly, Roland obeyed and handed over the ring.

Andre caught his brother’s arm in a grip that could break bone. “She’s not to leave that room. I think it’s time we offered her some food.” He let his eyes deliver the rest of his message.

“Of course, Andre. I’ll get Jerrod to determine the dose.”

Long after Roland had left to do his bidding, Andre stared at the ring. Apparently, it was her only possession. They’d found it attached to a long cord around her neck. Roland had removed it and her from Deegan’s room to what they quaintly referred to as the surgery, a room their alpha had yet to enter since Dax’s death. Andre slipped the ring onto a finger for safekeeping before texting Deegan another update.

She woke up. Keeping her secure until you arrive. Wounds are healing almost too quickly.
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Rhiannon, goddess and leader of the Pale, had just excused herself from their yearly meeting to take a pressing call, when the text message reached Deegan Volkov. The message did not ease his mind, though perhaps it should have. Deegan glanced around the sparsely populated coffee shop, and then found his eyes drawn again to his cell phone and the text. Andre’s idea of “keeping her secure” could have many meanings. He reread the text and tried not to grind his teeth. He should have been on the road by now, but Rhiannon had kept him waiting for days. The need to get back was almost overwhelming, but he’d been stuck here.

Too much had gone wrong of late. He’d been on edge with worry before Dax—but afterward, the knot of conflicting emotions, a symptom of his grief and guilt, had been almost unbearable. Then, yesterday Roland had called with the news of this woman. Andre had sent a picture of her face in case Deegan could readily identify her. Sadly, he could not; he had never seen her before. And yet, he’d felt a deep and inexplicable link to the image and had found himself staring at it again and again. His thumb caressed the image as if he somehow knew her, had a right to her. Though her hair was still damp in the photo, he could tell that she was probably a brunette, though how light or dark a brown, he could not say. Her eyes were closed, her lashes long and dark. In his imagination, she had blue eyes, pale and haunting. Her features were delicate but defined, with high cheekbones. She had a pleasant mouth, though her lips looked almost blue in this picture and her skin quite pale.

Deegan glanced across the coffee shop at Rhiannon. The goddess had stepped outside to take her call, just under the awning, for it was raining yet again, a typical Vermont spring. He well knew the importance of this meeting between the two of them; it could not be missed or hurried. It would ensure that funds from the trust that supported the remaining five werewolf packs would continue to flow for yet another year. Each current alpha had the duty to give a detailed report on the size of his pack and the whereabouts of its members; Deegan and the Volkov pack were no exception. He also had to explain to Rhiannon why he’d been forced to put down his only son and heir, Dax.

Deegan had managed to get through the ordeal without losing control of his temper or other emotions he’d rather not address. Rhiannon, in turn, had provided him with the information he needed to find his nephew, Seif, the last remaining heir of the Volkov bloodline. It was now Deegan’s duty to bring the boy back into the fold—no easy task, for it was Deegan who had ripped out the throat of the boy’s father. Pack politics were a bloody business, and no one understood that better than Deegan. He’d overthrown his own father to become alpha, fought his brother Stephen as an act of self-preservation, and buried his only son to protect the pack. His nephew would just have to accept his fate. Otherwise, upon Deegan’s death the Volkov curse-bitten would be hunted down and killed. The few curse-born, such as Roland and Lorenzo, would be allowed the opportunity to join one of the four surviving packs. If they declined, they, too, would be terminated.

After one last glance at the picture on the screen, Deegan put his phone away. “I hope all is well,” he said, hearing Rhiannon’s footfalls approach their table. The forced pleasantry had rumbled up from somewhere deep inside his chest, so it came out as a bit of a growl. His impatience was showing. He’d have to do better.

Rhiannon just smiled.

He’d never felt comfortable in Rhiannon’s presence, and the serene smile she offered only added to his discomfort. Visually, she was a large woman, red-headed and pretty. Beneath the surface, she was a commander, confessor, and fixer for a host of supernatural beings who were collectively known as the Pale. The five werewolf packs, based entirely on bloodlines, made up only a small portion of that bizarre world.

“Everything is as it has ever been,” she replied, arching an eyebrow. The goddess then smiled again and resumed her seat across from him. “Perpetually in motion,” she added with a disturbing twinkle in her green eyes.

He nodded, not trusting himself to respond appropriately. He hated dealing with the gods. Their logic was usually serpentine, twisting back on itself until you lost the point of it or it drove you mad.

Rhiannon reached across the table to lay a hand as cold as marble on his wrist. “I am sorry for your loss, Deegan. Truly I am.”

He nodded again, accepting her show of sympathy before slowly sliding his hand out from underneath hers. He didn’t want to dwell on Dax right now. “Is there anything else we should discuss? I need to get back.”

“Pack matters?” she asked, her voice all honeyed smoothness.

Deegan’s eyes narrowed. “Always.” Then, to soften his biting reply, he added, “The full moon is coming, and as you are now aware, it will be a first for Ferris. I need to be there to prepare him.”

Rhiannon’s attention seemed to turn inward for a moment, focusing on something he could not sense. Even with his enhanced senses on full alert, he could only guess at what the goddess might be thinking. Her smile then widened, and once again her attention was on him. “Of course.” Abruptly, she moved her chair back and stood, effectively ending their meeting.

“If you have need of anything, Deegan, call me. I am always here for you.”

His eyes narrowed to slits. He had never reached out to the goddess in the past, and he had no intention ever to do so in the future. What was she up to? His lingering suspicions must have shown through his carefully maintained façade, because when they finally did part, in the alley behind the coffee shop, she left him with a warning of sorts.

“Prophecies and expectations tend to confuse the issue, Deegan.”

Without warning, she disappeared right before his eyes, leaving a fleeting wisp of perfume soon lost among the raindrops.

***
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EVA WAS SO HUNGRY SHE’D eaten nearly half of her hamburger before realizing her mistake. The beef was heavily seasoned, which was why she hadn’t detected the strange chemical aftertaste until now. She pushed the plate aside. This simple act of rebellion instantly gained the dark-bearded one’s attention.

“Eat it.”

Eva shook her head defiantly.

In a deep yet chocolate-smooth voice, he growled, “Consume the light sedative willingly, or I’ll happily strap you down and inject a more potent tranquilizer.” He then abandoned the chair he’d been occupying and took a step toward her bed.

Eva tried to suppress her surge of fear. She wasn’t exactly chained to the bed, but she was far too weak for a fight.

Perhaps scenting her fear, he halted, his manner and voice suddenly softening. “We only want you to rest and heal.”

At that point, Eva almost made her second mistake by laughing at the absurdity of his claim, but then her natural caution saved her. She really wasn’t in a position to argue right now. She would just have to play along until she was stronger. She pulled the plate back into her lap and, after a moment’s hesitation, took another bite. Only when the last crumb had been consumed did he take the empty dishes away and leave her alone in the cell-like room—alone, that is, except for the adolescent left behind to guard her. The teenager refused to speak to her, though she’d tried to befriend him. There might not be chains present, but her own body’s weakness and the additional drugs were just as effective. She wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.

Eva didn’t know how long she’d been kept thus. In all honesty, she was surprised to be alive. She could only assume that it was because the one who had called her had yet to arrive. Why? Where was he? And what would they do with her when he did return?

Eva burrowed deep into the blankets and let the pull of the chemicals in her system drag her away from her uncertain future and into the oblivion of sleep. But the problem with sleep is that it never lasts as long as you want it to, and a drug-induced sleep leaves you completely muddle-headed. And so, when she finally did awaken from the time-stealing void, it was to confusion and a familiar scent that she longed to take deep into her lungs. 
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His very presence captured her inner wolf’s complete attention. Eva blinked and then rubbed her eyes before managing to pull herself up into a seated position. Time slowed, or at least it seemed to, as they stared at one another. His prolonged silence gave her precious seconds to push a few more clouds from her muddled mind.

Her first impression was that the mantle of command was an inherent part of this man. He was older than her thirty years, perhaps as much as ten years her senior. He was handsome, dangerously so, but in a wildly unkempt sort of way. His black hair was unbound, shoulder length with a touch of gray at the temples. The shadowed jaw was strong and clenched, despite his practiced pose of ease. This, then, was the one who had completely upended her life. The pain—his pain—that had brought her to this place was deeply stamped into the small lines on the wide brow and in the depths of the light-gray eyes. All this information Eva absorbed as naturally as breathing. But it was the pain that she saw in his unblinking stare that kept her from speaking first.

“Tell me about this.”

The command was softly given, but it was a command nonetheless. Eva’s gaze left the study of his face to find him holding her grandfather’s ring. It was very similar to the ring he wore on his own right hand. His hands were those of a workman, strong and callused. He was dressed in worn jeans, scuffed boots, and a black t-shirt.

“It was my grandfather’s.” Her voice was strangely steady, steadier than she felt. Her gaze lifted from those capable hands and her ring to his jaw, to his expressive lips, and then to those unblinking eyes, which had darkened to a stormy gray. Did he believe her? So much rested on his believing her.

“Do you know where you are?” he asked as he palmed her only possession.

“No,” Eva admitted. She’d been traveling south for nearly a month, but then she couldn’t be sure. If her wolf had gone as much as thirty miles a day, then she could be anywhere along the Canadian-American border. “You called me. I came.” She hadn’t meant her declaration to sound so accusatory.

He cocked his head to one side, his eyebrows coming together. His expression remained thoughtful as he studied her, but the storm that raged in the gray eyes seemed to clear a little at her words. 

She waited for him to say something, to acknowledge what had happened, to deny knowing anything about her, something. But he remained silent, and inexplicably that hurt her more than outright denial. Eva’s heart rate accelerated until it became loud to her own ears. Without thinking too much about it, she focused on his pleasant scent to calm herself. The very need to do such a thing frightened her far more than she wanted to admit—but she needed to remain calm, and so she breathed him in until her heart started to regain its normal rhythm.

“I had Ferris find something for you to wear. I’m assured that it’s clean, but I doubt it will be a good fit. Dress, then Roland will bring you upstairs. We’ll talk more fully there.” He rose from the chair, scraping it along the stone floor as he moved it away from her bedside. “Do you have a name?” he asked, glancing back at her over one well-muscled shoulder.

It was only then that Eva realized he hadn’t begun their conversation with something so obvious. “Ivanova...Eva,” she replied, stumbling over her own name in her distress.

He nodded, digesting the information as if she’d confessed to more than just her name. “Deegan Volkov,” he replied. “For now, you are my guest, Eva.”

A faint smile crouched at the corner of his lips and then disappeared. It happened so fast that Eva wasn’t sure whether she’d seen it or just imagined it.

Only after Deegan quit the room did Eva notice that her young guard remained perched at his station by the door. In Deegan’s presence, she had forgotten the boy. She’d only seen the man. That wasn’t like her. She’d never before been so careless as to forget her surroundings.

Eva took a long, slow, shaky breath and ran her hand through her hair. It caught. Running her fingertips along the length of it, Eva realized that someone had attempted to braid her hair while she slept. As she worked to unravel the messy braid, her mind gnawed on the problem at hand. She didn’t know where she was or how much time she had been allowed to recover. Her hands and feet were no longer bandaged. The skin was pink and nearly healed.

The neatly folded clothes at the foot of the bed drew her attention next. She held up the drawstring flannel pants experimentally and then sniffed them. What she really wanted was a bath, but that was not going to be possible. She was in a subterranean room. One small, rectangular window near the ceiling allowed a little natural light but not escape. The floor was sloped slightly to drain into a small grate about the size of her arm. The room itself was practically bare, except for her bed, the wooden chair Deegan and the bearded one had used, a metal cupboard, and her guard, who only had the use of a crude wooden bench.

The clothes were probably her guard’s pajamas. Ferris’s pajamas, Eva amended silently. She would need to remember names from now on. Ferris was leggy and towered over her by a good four inches. The blue flannel reeked of store-bought detergent, overly perfumed but not entirely unpleasant. Using her blankets for cover, Eva slipped the pants over her hips and tugged the drawstring tight. She then gingerly stood, her feet touching the cold stone floor for the first time in probably days. She rolled the pant legs up as best she could. Realizing that the fabric was too soft to stay that way, she sat back down and managed to knot the bottom of each leg. Keeping her back to Ferris, whose embarrassment had begun to sweep up his neck to spot his pimple-marked cheeks, Eva whipped off Deegan’s t-shirt and tugged on the new one. It, too, hung low, but it was much closer to her own size than Deegan’s castoff.

As soon as she was dressed and had regained her feet, the bearded one appeared in the doorway. Roland, Eva noted to herself.

“Well, come on then,” Roland grumbled, not waiting to see if she’d follow.

Eva’s first few steps were unsteady as her mind tried to acclimate once again to walking on two legs and not four. If Ferris noticed her temporary struggles, he didn’t show it. Nor did he offer her aid. But by the time she reached the doorway, Eva had almost mastered the art of walking again.

Her two escorts were in no particular hurry as they led her down a long narrow hallway. After passing several closed doors, they reached an even narrower wooden staircase, which led upward. Roland didn’t pause but began climbing immediately. Somewhat shakily, Eva followed. Behind her, Ferris’s booted footfalls took up the rhythm of the climb.

To have both males so close and in such a tight space was unnerving. Roland’s wolf scent drifted down to her, and it was spicy in her nose like some herbal brew her grandmother used to drink, while Ferris’s scent seemed more human than wolf. Eva had not been in such close proximity to other werewolves since her early childhood, and those werewolves she’d called family. These were dangerous strangers to her.

Whether it was the closeness of the stairwell, the nearness of the unfamiliar wolves, the lasting effects of the drug they’d given her, or the unknown awaiting her at the top of the stairs, Eva’s anxiety began to grow once more at an alarming rate. In response, her inner wolf leaped forward to prowl near the surface.

“Can we speed the pace up?” There was a touch of desperation in her voice that Eva didn’t bother to disguise. She knew that if her wolf managed to seize control, someone was going to die, and that someone would probably be her. A chill ran down her spine, and her skin grew cold.

A deep, rolling tide of amusement was Roland’s first response, but after glancing back over his shoulder he acquiesced, and his large frame trotted up the last few remaining steps.

Escaping the stairwell into the openness of the main floor helped Eva wrestle control from her wolf. Scenting his nearness helped more. After a few deep breaths, Eva could feel her wolf reluctantly settle into an alert but quieter state. Neither Roland or Ferris moved or spoke while she composed herself. Perhaps they’d been told not to, or maybe they’d realized just how close her wolf had come to erupting. Eva didn’t care what the reason was. She was simply glad to have gotten this far unscathed.

Still under the guise of composing herself, she hastily scanned the main floor. Though the basement was constructed of stone, the upper level was mostly wood. It was far from a simple cabin. It was built entirely of logs, but on a massive scale. The open spaces were dressed in paneling, darkened by age. The timber beams above her head had been designed to mimic an oak canopy, something her wolf found familiar and soothing. The whole effect reminded her of a cathedral she’d once seen in a book.

The furniture, what there was of it, had been grouped in three distinct areas. All were covered with leather of either dark burgundy or shades of brown. Overstuffed bookshelves ran the length of two of the walls. A massive stone hearth dominated a third. Oriental rugs lay haphazardly over the gray slate floor. Several large windows were framed in a dark russet fabric. The heavy drapes had been drawn back to let in the dying light of a wet spring day.

So, it was still daytime, Eva thought. But what day? Her mind was turning at a feverish pace, taking in as much information as it could, knowing that her life depended on it. The front door lay within sight, but Roland’s solid bulk now stood between her and possible freedom.
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With escape out of reach for the moment, Eva’s gaze tracked back to the enormous fireplace and Deegan, whom she knew stood waiting, his hand resting on the back of an empty chair. Animosity wafted from the blond male with the gray-green eyes to Deegan’s right. Another pack member unknown to her smelled strongly of disinfectant. The sandy-haired male was busy tossing a blanket over the arm of a chair, the leather having at some point been slashed by a set of claws. They hadn’t wanted her to see that, so Eva didn’t let her eyes linger on the evidence of violence done there.

“Come, join us.” Deegan’s finger tapped the top of the empty cowhide chair pulled close to the fireplace.

Eva steeled herself for the ordeal and for the questions and the violence to come. Roland and Ferris fell away as she moved forward to accept the invitation that was anything but. The group of males had gone to some trouble to appear less threatening than they were, but Eva hadn’t been fooled by their show of civility. She could sense the readiness of the pack to act. There was tension in the air, a hushed sort of excitement that remained hidden behind their expressions. If they attacked, it would be as one and at Deegan’s command. She possessed a few key advantages over the males in the room, but if the command were given, Eva knew she’d fight hard and not survive. There were simply too many of them.

With her grandfather’s warnings echoing in her mind, Eva moved forward until she was mere inches from Deegan. She was close enough, now, to take in the smallest nuances of his scent, and he, hers. They weren’t exactly eye to eye—more like her eyes to his chin—so she peered up at him. He had called her, and she had answered. He owed her his protection. It was that simple. It had to be.

“I think I prefer to stand for this.” It was a small challenge to his alpha authority, a very small challenge, but a show of strength was demanded in such situations, especially when he made her feel so small and far too feminine next to his larger frame.

Deegan gave the merest of shrugs, a subtle shift of muscle. The gesture and his nearness sent an unexpected wave of butterflies fluttering in her stomach.

A hint of amusement pulled at the corner of his lips. “Then you don’t mind if I take the chair,” he replied.

The beginning of that smile quickly vanished when he moved around her. He did it slowly, and close enough that Eva felt his body heat radiating from all that muscle like a stove. He then casually settled himself into the seat that she’d refused to take.

“Roland and Ferris you know.” Deegan pointed to the pair who had escorted and guarded her.

The pack now blocked all routes out of the room. Eva acknowledged the information Deegan gave and stepped closer to the fireplace. His brushing past her had left her feeling strangely bereft, which was as unsettling is it was illogical. She kept her back to the flames and did her best to ignore the blond standing to her right.

“That’s Andre, my second, beside you,” Deegan said, going on with the introductions as if this were some sort of party.

A low growl vibrated through the pack enforcer’s body, and Eva filed his scent away in her mind under the heading “threat.” She would strike at him first, before he could transform, she decided. She gave Andre a curt nod, which he did not return. His gray-green eyes held no warmth, no welcome. He was dressed more expensively than Deegan, in dark slacks and a light blue dress shirt, whose top two buttons remained undone to expose a pale neck. Despite the ropes of muscle that surely lay beneath the pristine clothing, and the fact that he was a werewolf, Eva had no problem picturing Andre inside an office or bank. If this hadn’t been his life, he’d surely have lived in some busy city.

“And there on the couch is Jerrod, our pack doctor.”

“Medic,” Jerrod corrected with a lopsided grin. “Can’t exactly finish med school now, can I?”

A note of agreement rumbled through the others. Normal wasn’t an option for any of them, not when you had to worry about losing your temper and killing friends, classmates, and co-workers.

“You will get there...eventually,” Andre encouraged.

The warmth in Andre’s remark surprised Eva and drew her gaze to him for just a moment.

Jerrod didn’t argue with the pack’s beta. Instead, he shrugged and then addressed Deegan. “We should keep this short if we can. She still needs rest and should take in a good deal more protein to regain her strength. The markers are there.” When Andre started to argue, Jerrod held up his hand to forestall any objections. “I’ve seen her blood, Andre, and blood doesn’t lie.”

Andre grunted and turned all his attention to Deegan. “She can’t be.”

Though Deegan had to be well aware of the dilemma she’d brought to his pack, he’d shown no sign that he was concerned by it. The intensity of his attention was for her and her alone. And if Eva were honest with herself, she was more aware of his presence, his mood, and his scent than that of the others. In her mind, Eva had already decided who she’d take out next: the big werewolf, Roland, should she make it past Deegan. Then a dash to the door and freedom. Her gaze traveled over the room and each male’s position, weighing her chances. There was a door behind Jerrod, but she didn’t know where it led.

Deegan gave a weary sort of
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