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      Ava Calloway had almost finished answering her client’s email when she went back to the last line. I hope you’re not disappointed in me.

      The woman had decided against the binding agreement they’d been preparing. Ava was glad she’d spoken up before they cast it, but the rest of the message was full of apologies. She seemed more worried about upsetting her attorney than about committing to something she didn’t want.

      Ava deleted the formal opening of her reply. You haven’t disappointed me. I’m glad you told me. We won’t go ahead with the binding.

      Before signing off, she added that her client could call if she needed to talk anything through. She wanted the woman to sleep tonight instead of lying awake rehearsing another apology. Ava had spent enough nights doing that herself. Her clients weren’t going to lose her kindness because they changed their minds.

      She sent the email, then reached for the courier mailer she’d set beside her keyboard. It had come from the firm handling her grandmother’s estate. She drew out the cream envelope inside and found her name in Evelyn’s tidy cursive.

      The familiar handwriting made her smile before her eyes began to sting. Her grandmother had thought about her and set something aside for her. For a moment, she could enjoy being remembered instead of having to remember.

      She held the envelope between her hands. It couldn’t contain another afternoon together, but there might be a letter, something Evelyn had wanted to tell her. She wanted that badly enough to put the envelope down and reach for a tissue before opening it.

      With the letter opener, she slit the flap and opened the envelope. Several papers were inside. She reached in for the top sheet. Magic locked onto her.

      She jerked her hand back, letting go of the paper. It slipped back inside the envelope before she could read it. The magic didn’t release her. It took control of her right hand, forcing it toward the black pen beside her legal pad.

      She clamped her left hand around her right forearm before her fingers could latch onto the pen. The feel of the control was something she’d hoped she never had to experience again.

      Her family had made her swear the blood oath when she was too young to understand what she was agreeing to. Later, they used it to force her to use her magic when she refused.

      The oath had been dormant for years. Ava knew better than to believe leaving home had broken it. Binding-and-oath magic was her specialty and a large part of her legal practice. She had tested the old oath herself, more than once, and no one in her family had been able to reach her through it until now.

      Fear came with the recognition. Her family had taught her that love and approval disappeared when she refused to obey or use her magic for them. She had left rather than keep living that way, even though some part of her had never stopped wanting a family who would love her without conditions. Now, after years free of their control, the blood oath was forcing her hand toward the pen again.

      Ava tightened her grip on her forearm and concentrated on what the magic was doing. Someone had regained access to the blood oath. That didn’t change how her binding magic worked. Her family could force movements and words she already knew, but a binding still required her intent to take hold. They could make her begin a spell. They couldn’t make her choose its purpose.

      She loosened her hold on her forearm enough to see what the compulsion would make her do. Her right hand closed around the pen and moved toward the legal pad. As soon as the pen touched paper, she recognized the opening strokes of a boundary binding, a spell used to keep a person, object, or magical influence from crossing a defined line.

      She refused to allow anyone to force her to direct a spell she didn’t want to. Those days were behind her.

      The oath forced her hand across the page, and her magic followed the familiar form. She pushed back, refusing to let the spell take hold. The working weakened, but the oath kept trying to complete it.

      She dragged her arm back against her body, and the pen fell onto the desk. She had kept the spell from taking hold. It was something, even if it wasn’t enough.

      But it didn’t tell her which family member had reactivated the oath or how they’d done it.

      The envelope remained open beside her. She could see the edges of the other papers Evelyn had sent, but she had no idea what was on the sheet she had touched or what else was inside. Curiosity pulled at her almost as strongly as the need for answers, but reaching into the envelope again while the oath was active would be reckless.

      Whatever Evelyn had wanted her to know would have to wait.

      Ava closed the envelope, carried it to the small safe in her office, and locked it inside. The magic still didn’t release her.

      The pressure changed as she stepped away from the safe. The oath stopped trying to force her hand through the spell’s movements and replaced it with one clear urge: go west.

      She stayed where she was and paid attention to the compulsion. It didn’t move her body for her, but the urge kept pressing her to leave the office and head west. Whoever controlled the oath wanted her to go somewhere specific.

      Staying in her office would keep her physically safer for the moment, but it would leave her with no more answers than she already had. Going west might tell her what they wanted.

      Acting on the compulsion carried its own risk. She had spent years refusing family orders, pressure, and every attempt to make her do what they wanted. Going where the magic wanted her felt too close to obeying them.

      Still, she needed to know what they were trying to make her do.

      Driving while the oath could seize her right hand was out of the question, so she ordered a car instead.

      During the ride west, Ava kept her right hand in her lap and gave the driver directions as the compulsion guided her through Blue Mountain, Colorado. The urge grew stronger as they left the central business district and crossed the western neighborhoods toward the foothills.

      Her directions took them to an older industrial area at the western edge of the city. An old brick cannery complex sat near the base of the foothills, with converted buildings around a loading yard and forested slopes rising behind it.

      The compulsion pulled her toward those trees.

      She had the driver let her out on the public road near the compound. Once the car pulled away, she followed the urge past the cannery and uphill into the forest.

      By then, she was already on Blue Mountain Pack land. The wolves owned the old cannery complex and the foothills rising behind it.

      Being on pack land wouldn’t normally have worried her. She represented shifters as well as witches and had never considered wolves more dangerous than her other clients. Witches weren’t forbidden from pack land, either. But she hadn’t come here of her own free will.

      The magic had led her toward wolf territory while trying to make her cast that same boundary binding. If the oath forced the spell here and she couldn’t stop it, she would not merely look like an attacker; she would become one.

      She stopped near the tree line and considered going back. The safer choice would be to return to her office, call in outside help, and investigate from a distance.

      The compulsion strengthened, urging her farther uphill.

      If she left now, she’d still have no idea where her family wanted the binding cast or what they intended it to block. The next time they invoked the oath, she might not get this much warning. Someone could be caught on the wrong side of the line before she could stop it.

      She continued uphill along the outer edge of the property. When she glanced back, she could still see the cannery smokestack and loading yard below, with the western neighborhoods beyond.

      Twice, the magic tried to force familiar casting words from her. Ava kept her mouth shut. Even if the oath forced her to make the spell’s movements, she would fight to keep the binding from closing around anyone or anything.

      Ahead, the pines thinned around a small clearing. The compulsion drew her straight into it.

      The moment she stepped into the clearing, the compulsion changed. The urge to keep walking stopped, and the oath took control of her right arm again. It yanked her hand toward the ground, pulling her off balance before she could retreat. She caught herself on one knee and grabbed her wrist before her fingers reached the soil. “I do not consent to this binding.”

      The oath kept forcing her arm downward. She couldn’t keep fighting the movement and still concentrate on controlling what the spell did. She eased her grip on her wrist, ready to fight the spell itself.

      Her fingers struck the dirt. Her magic followed the familiar movement, beginning the same boundary binding. Ava stopped resisting the movement and focused on the spell instead. The spell pushed outward through the ground and reached the edge of pack territory before she stopped it.

      A bright flare burst along the boundary.

      The light vanished almost at once, leaving Ava with her fingers pressed to the soil and the oath still trying to force the spell farther. She concentrated on holding the line at the boundary, refusing to let it spread any more.

      Her forearm burned from the strain. She shifted her weight, braced herself better, and kept fighting as the oath tried again and again to complete the binding.

      Minutes passed that way. Each time the line brightened, she held it at the boundary. Her fingers began to ache against the dirt, and sweat dampened the back of her neck despite the cool air.

      She could hold it. For now.

      Something crashed through the underbrush deeper in the trees.

      She looked toward the sound, but kept her fingers pressed into the dirt and her control locked on the spell.

      A large dark-brown wolf burst through the trees at a run and headed straight for the clearing.

      Every muscle tightened as she prepared for whatever happened next. Still, she didn’t lift her hand. If she released her control now, she had no idea what the oath would do with the spell.

      The wolf slowed several yards away, its attention shifting from Ava to the glowing line spreading from the dirt around her fingers. From where it stopped, she had to look like a witch attacking its territory.

      Then the wolf shifted, and a naked man rose from the change.

      He was tall and heavily built, broad through the shoulders and chest, with brutally short black hair and dark stubble. Ava’s attention dropped before she could stop it, traveling over hard muscle and narrow hips, then lower. He was very much naked, and she registered all of him in one quick, involuntary sweep before forcing her gaze back to his face.

      Pale blue-gray eyes were already fixed on the unfinished line of magic at her hand.
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      Dakota Underwood held the west service gate steady while one of the newer patrol wolves tightened the hinge. The young man had offered him the wrench twice. Both times, he’d told him to keep going.

      “Try it now.” Dakota released the gate and stepped back.

      It swung closed without scraping the concrete. The younger wolf opened it again, then shut it with a grin that made the extra few minutes worthwhile.

      “Check the bolt again at the end of your shift,” Dakota said. “Come find me if it loosens.”

      “Thanks. I will.” The young man put the wrench away, then checked his phone. His grin softened as he read the message.

      “Everything all right?”

      “My mate. She saved me a seat for dinner.” He tucked the phone away. “She keeps telling me she could eat at home, but she comes over before every night shift.”

      “Then don’t keep her waiting.” Dakota squeezed his shoulder before letting him go.

      The younger wolf gathered the tools and hurried toward the old cannery that housed the Blue Mountain Pack’s main building. Dakota watched him go, smiling despite the unexpected ache of wanting someone to be that impatient to see him.

      His own workday was over. He’d started before dawn, and the food smells drifting across the yard were enough to make him hungry all over again. There would be friends inside, room at a table, someone with a story he wanted to hear. He loved that about living here.

      It was leaving afterward that had begun to bother him. Lately, he stayed over dinner until the conversation thinned and people started gathering their things. He could be tired enough to fall asleep in his chair and still wish someone would sit down for another few minutes.

      He wanted to go home with someone. To put his arm along the back of the couch and have a woman settle against him because that was where she liked to be. He wanted to hear about her day, including the parts she wouldn’t bother telling anyone else. When she asked about his, he wanted to be able to admit he was worn out and have her draw him closer.

      He could tell his friends he was tired and they would understand. But understanding wasn’t the same as having someone reach for him when he finally lay down.

      He rubbed the back of his neck and turned toward the building. Tonight, he’d eat with his pack and enjoy their company. He just wished the evening didn’t have to end with him going home alone.

      A burst of light caught the edge of his vision.

      He spun toward the western foothills as another glow flickered through the trees above the compound and vanished. He knew exactly which section of the boundary it had come from. Outside magic had pushed hard enough against the pack’s protection to make it flare.

      He unclipped the radio from his belt and switched to the pack’s security channel. “Nathan, possible breach at the western boundary. I’m checking it out.”

      The pack’s Beta answered almost immediately. “Copy. I’ll alert the patrols.”

      Dakota stripped beside the gate, dropped the radio on top of his clothes, and shifted. The western boundary was about ten minutes uphill on foot. Four legs would get him there faster.

      He ran for the trees.

      The ground rose fast behind the compound. Dakota ignored the trail and took the more direct route through the pines, using his wolf’s speed and balance to jump over roots and loose stone.

      A pale glow flickered through the trees and faded, confirming whatever had touched the boundary was still active. His wolf surged forward, driving harder up the slope.

      The repeated flare was too familiar. For an instant, Dakota remembered another perimeter, another threat he hadn’t understood quickly enough, and two pack members who had been hurt because he’d waited to be sure before acting.

      He’d been running full out for several minutes when he caught an unfamiliar woman’s scent among the pine and damp soil.

      His wolf surged toward it so sharply Dakota nearly stumbled. He had never felt that reaction before, but there was no mistaking it.

      His mate was somewhere ahead.

      Like most wolves, he’d always known he might recognize his mate someday. He just hadn’t expected someday to be now.

      Apparently, fate had decided to introduce her while he was running toward a possible attack on pack territory.

      The boundary flashed again through the trees. Dakota kept running.

      The scent grew stronger as he reached the last rise before the western boundary. Dakota broke through the final stretch of trees at a run and found a woman kneeling in the clearing ahead, already looking at him. One hand remained pressed into the dirt despite the way her body had tensed at his approach.

      His wolf wanted to go straight to her, but Dakota slowed several yards away as his attention shifted to the glowing line spreading from the ground around her fingers to the edge of pack territory, where it brightened against the pack’s protection.

      He had expected an unfamiliar shifter. Instead, his mate was a witch. No witch had ever been part of the Blue Mountain Pack as a mate, and for a moment he had no idea how to feel about that. He didn’t doubt what his wolf had recognized, he just hadn’t imagined it.

      Once the surprise stopped taking up all his attention, he registered the woman herself. Dark-auburn hair framed a lean face scattered with freckles, and gray eyes stayed on him even while she fought whatever was happening beneath her hand. She was beautiful. Under different circumstances, he would have taken his time looking.

      But from what he could see, she was trying to lay a spell across Blue Mountain Pack land. Mate or no mate, until he knew otherwise, he had to treat the casting as a threat.

      Her right arm pulled toward the boundary. She caught her wrist with her other hand and dragged it back as the glowing line brightened without crossing onto pack land.

      She was fighting the spell.

      That didn’t mean she was safe, but it changed what he’d first thought. Dakota shifted back to human so he could talk to her.

      Her gaze dropped as he straightened, sweeping over his naked body before returning to his face. The look registered despite the danger, and he liked that she had looked.

      Then the magic brightened again, pulling his attention back to the problem at her hand. “Take your hand off the ground.”

      “I can’t.”

      Her voice was controlled, but strain roughened the words. She kept one hand locked around her right wrist, as if fighting to hold it back from the boundary.

      He glanced toward the weatherproof locker beside the nearby patrol post. His team checked the clothing caches during their regular perimeter rounds, and this section had been restocked during the most recent check.

      He crossed to it, pulled out a pair of drawstring sweatpants, and stepped into them before returning his attention to her. At six-three, Dakota was one of the tallest in the pack, so the sweatpants rode a little high at his ankles, but they’d do. “Are you casting that spell?”

      “Not willingly.”

      “Who’s forcing you?”

      “My family.” She shifted her grip as her right arm pulled toward the boundary. “They’re using a blood oath.”

      He knew enough about witch magic to understand, but not enough to know how to break an oath or what would happen if he interfered. His first instinct was still to get her hand off the ground and remove her from the boundary. But he hesitated. “What happens if I pull you away?”

      “I don’t know.” She looked down at the glowing line. “Don’t cross it.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m keeping it from moving onto your land. I don’t know what happens if you step through while the oath is forcing the spell.”

      He looked at the ground between them. The glowing line stopped at the pack boundary, brightening where it met the protection. Sweat dampened the hair near her temples.

      The last time he’d faced a threat he didn’t understand, he waited too long because he was afraid of choosing wrong. He wouldn’t make that mistake again, but grabbing her without knowing what it would do wasn’t the answer either. “What’s your name?”

      “Ava Calloway.”

      “I’m Dakota Underwood. Senior Enforcer.” He kept his eyes on the line at her hand.

      “Then you understand why I need you to stay off that line.”

      “Not completely, but I understand enough not to cross it.”

      Some of the tension left her expression, though her grip on her wrist didn’t loosen.

      “How much longer can you hold it?”

      “I don’t know.” She scoffed at herself. “I don’t seem to know much at the moment.” Her arm pulled toward the boundary again, and she fought it back as the glowing line brightened where it met the pack’s protection.

      He moved closer.

      She sucked in a quick breath. “Stay on this side.”

      He adjusted his position, careful not to cross the glowing line, and came within a few feet of her. Up close, the strain was harder to miss. Her fingers were dug deep into the dirt.

      Her scent was stronger this close, unmistakably the same one that had sent his wolf surging toward her in the trees. His wolf wanted closer still, and he understood the impulse. Up close, Ava was even more striking, despite the exhaustion showing in her face and the strain of fighting the spell.

      He lowered himself beside her without touching her or the magic. “Tell me what you need me to do.”

      Ava looked from his hands to the line at the boundary. “Hold my right forearm. Keep my hand where it is. Don’t pull me away unless I tell you to.”

      He put one hand above her wrist and braced the other near her elbow. Her skin was hot despite the cool air. The next pull dragged against his grip, strong enough to make the tendons stand out along her forearm. He took the strain without lifting her fingers from the dirt, and she drew a quick breath.

      “Too tight?” he asked.

      “No. Something changed.” She pressed her left hand against the ground for balance. “Keep doing that.”

      He wanted to know what had changed, but she had closed her eyes in concentration. He could wait for an explanation.

      The glow at the boundary dimmed. He watched it shorten across the ground toward her hand, then flare as another pull came through her arm. She made a small sound between her teeth. He shifted closer, bracing his knee in the dirt so the force went against him instead of dragging at her shoulder.

      “It’s weakening,” she said.

      He could see that much, but he couldn’t feel the spell or distinguish her part in it from the magic forcing her hand. All he had was the disappearing light, the tension beneath his palms, and the woman beside him fighting for ground she had no reason to protect except that people might be hurt if she stopped.

      Her breath broke on a gasp. He eased the pressure of his fingers without letting her arm move. “What else can I do?”

      “Nothing. Just keep holding me here.”

      “Tell me if that changes.” He moved his supporting hand closer to her elbow and took more of her weight against his side. She leaned into him. Under other circumstances, having her this close would have occupied every part of his attention. Now he wanted the pain out of her voice before anything else.

      The line shortened again. She opened her eyes and followed it, her mouth set with the effort. A
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