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      The Witch’s Curse…

      “For the crime of trying to force me into an unwanted bond, I doom you to a life without your mate!”

      A spell cast by a powerful witch and meant for one brother strikes all five alpha leaders of the Wolf-Haven Sanctuary, dooming them to a life without mates. Only the spell didn’t work quite right. Separating mates is a crime against the natural order, and nature will fight back when provoked.

      

      Book 1: Damaged Mate

      Lock felt the moment his mate died, which is why he’s both shocked and elated when she shows up on his doorstep. Only problem is she’s lived in her wolf form for two hundred years and has forgotten how to be human.

      

      Book 2: The Witch and the Wolf

      Rush has been searching for a way to break the witch’s curse so his brothers can find peace with their mates. Instead, he finds his own witch mate, one who is determined to make him pay for hunting her family for generations.

      

      Book 3: Wolf’s Eternal Bride

      Keenan is doomed to fall in love with his human mate and then watch her die over and over again each time she reincarnates. In order to give his mate the life she deserves, he must find a way around the witch’s curse.

      

      Book 4: Protected by Her Mate

      Lennox lives and works in the modern world of the humans. When he discovers his mate is his new human police partner, he must do everything he can to protect her from a bomber set on restarting the Human-Shifter War.

      

      Book 5: The King’s Mate

      Fallon spends centuries searching for his mate, a witch who is cast into another realm as punishment for her crime against the natural order. When he finds her, he will follow her into the shadows and reclaim his mate. This time, he won’t give her the opportunity to escape him.
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            The Human-Shifter War

          

        

      

    

    
      700 YEARS AGO

      LOCK

       

      I watch from the ridge above the battlefield as the human army retreats, having conceded victory to the shifters. It was our final battle before a truce was brokered between the humans and shifters, ending the wars.

      Thirty-two years of war. 

      I wasn’t very old when it started; only thirty-four, practically a pup in immortal shifter years. 

      Through persistence and prowess, I rose through the ranks of my brethren to achieve the posting of General to the wolf-shifter army. We’re only a few hundred strong, minuscule compared to what the humans had thrown at us, but our numbers were more than enough to put up a fierce resistance when the humans decided to purge their world of shifters. 

      Unfortunately for the humans, we were unwilling to roll over and give up, thus kicking off a three-decade long war. There were losses on both sides, but the human losses were far greater. They outnumbered us fifty to one, but they didn’t have our strength or longevity. For every shifter taken out in battle, the humans lost dozens. As their losses piled up, their determination to win the war waned. Some would argue the war ended years ago, but the humans were unwilling to negotiate, instead throwing live bodies at us shifters as fodder for their twisted beliefs. 

      Now, the day of reckoning has arrived. 

      I feel my brother, Fallon, approach long before he arrives. Our familial telepathic bond is strong. I turn to watch the big black wolf loping toward me, shifting to human as he takes the last few steps that brings him to my side.

      “General,” Fallon says, halting beside me to watch the retreating army. “I see you’ve received the news of our victory.”

      “Hardly a victory,” I reply grimly. “We lost too many lives to this pointless war.”

      We remain silent for a moment, our thoughts turning to our greatest losses. Our parents. They were killed at the beginning of the war, when humans overran shifter populations, surprising them and killing them before the shifters could organize themselves. Once we realized what was happening, we retaliated, striking back hard and often. 

      At the beginning of the war, I’d fought alongside my four brothers, seeking vengeance for the deaths of our parents. I’d achieved the rank of general through my bloody persistence in pushing the enemy back and making sure we paid back every loss on our side through the blood of the mortals. But as the bodies piled up and the war dragged on, I lost sight of my reason for fighting. I became another soldier in a war none of us understand. 

      This end to the war is a relief. I’m through seeking vengeance. I’m weary and want nothing more than to retreat to the wolf shifter territory of Wolf-Haven for some much needed rest. Wolf-Haven is the one place where only wolf shifters are welcome. It consists of a castle, which is surrounded by the gated city of Wolf-Haven, which, in turn, is surrounded by the countryside and territory of Wolf-Haven, which all rests on the continent of Lupinia.

      “We’re being summoned to the capital to celebrate,” Fallon says, giving the reason for his presence on my battlefield. As the child of a well-known and powerful alpha shifter family, he’d taken on the role of diplomat, working to liaise with the humans to negotiate a cease-fire. 

      “All five of us?” I ask, assuming he means all my brothers. 

      While I became a military general and Fallon a diplomat, Keenan and Lennox remained behind, shoring up the defences of our capital city. Our fifth brother, Rush, is a lone wolf. He’s never played well with others, though he’s closer to Fallon than the rest of us. In order to do his part in the war, Rush became a runner. He took on the dangerous job of passing messages between the shifter factions, sometimes infiltrating the humans when it was necessary to pass messages onto our spies entrenched in enemy territory. 

      “Yes, they want all of us. The Wolf-Haven Council of Elders has a proposal for our family,” Fallon confirms. “We’re to go to the Capital immediately. We’ll hear the proposal, then join in the victory celebration.”

      I nod. “Give me a half-hour and I’ll join you for the trip home.”

      Fallon waits for me as I search out my second-in-command, Jango, and transfer the might of our military into his capable hands. Once this is accomplished, I make my way back to Fallon, who’s speaking with a few of my soldiers and eating a bowl of venison stew. 

      I strip and together we shift, taking off at a run. In this form, we can cover ground much faster than we could as humans. We race toward Wolf-Haven, which is situated in a mountainous region to the northeast of our continent. The battle front I’d been overseeing is closer to the lowlands, but not so far from Wolf-Haven that a pair of shifters in prime condition can’t run.

      We cover the ground in two days, arriving in the city in time for a parade being thrown in our honour. I snigger while still in my wolf form as I catch sight of shifters in their human forms, screaming our names and wearing masks of our faces. It’s an odd feeling seeing a misshapen version of my big black wolf face staring back at me as I pass through the crowd. 

      Eventually we’re recognized and the crowd presses in on us as people attempt to touch our fur and pass on their well wishes and accolades. We shift to human and accept the handshakes and back slaps until the castle guards come to escort us the rest of the way. 

      I look up at the massive stone structure as we’re taken inside. A fortified seat of power, built on top of a mountain, imposing and difficult to penetrate when attacked. I’d spent my formative years in the city of Wolf-Haven. Though my family hadn’t lived in the castle, they were alphas to our pack and my parents often entered through these massive gates to speak with the council on behalf of the city sprawled out in the valley below. 

      It feels strange entering a building, especially one as important as the castle. I barely remember the rules of polite society, having spent the better part of three decades in the muck with my shifter army. 

      “You’ll do fine,” Fallon says, reading my anxiety. He slaps me on the back in encouragement as we enter through the portcullis and into the castle’s courtyard. Shifters in both their wolf and human forms, in states of dress and nakedness, surround us.

      “Fallon.” A man in court finery approaches us, his hand out. Fallon shakes it, then the man turns to me. “General.”

      I nod and take his proffered hand, shaking it once before dropping it.

      “Your brothers are inside.”

      The three of us head toward the nearest door. 

      “Rush?” Fallon asks. 

      The man shakes his head. “Rush was too far afield to pull in. A messenger was sent, but neither has returned.”

      I hope Rush hasn’t killed the messenger. It’s entirely possible. His perpetual bad mood is legendary and, from all accounts, hasn’t improved with the war. Rush was born a loner. Quite literally. Fallon and I are firstborn twins, only minutes apart. Rush was born in the middle. Keenan and Lennox, also twins, were born a few years after him. It’s not unusual for wolf shifter females to have multiples when they birth.

      As we walk, we’re greeted by our younger brothers. The four of us stop in the entryway to the great hall, embracing and catching up with each other. Except for Fallon, who occasionally travels to the battlefront, I haven’t seen my brothers in a decade. They look bigger, stronger, more serious. I can read the stress of the war on their faces, but the jubilation of our greeting erases the years. 

      “Sirs, if you’ll follow me,” the castle steward says, bowing his head. “The Council of Elders will see you now.” 

      The four of us are led into the great hall and lined up before the Council, a group of elder wolves, all handpicked to represent the different wolf packs living within the territorial borders surrounding Wolf-Haven. There used to be only a trio of council members, but as the war progressed, shifter packs from all over the world poured into the territory. Clashes between different packs became common and the council was expanded to keep the peace between the packs.

      As I half expected, we’re congratulated on our success in protecting our kind, the wolf-shifter brethren. We accept their praise, but I sense an underlying reason for our summons. After several long minutes of speech from the elders, we finally get to the reason. An elder steps forward. 

      “You four, and your brother, are, in large part, the reason this war is coming to its conclusion. You have proved yourselves both fierce.” His gaze meets mine, then shifts to Fallon. “And fair. Fallon, your tireless diplomacy has led to the end of a war that has cost many lives. General Lock, you kept the humans from exterminating our kind and taking what is rightfully ours, sacrificing much in the process.” His gaze shifts to Keenan and Lennox. “You two are responsible for the security of Wolf-Haven. You’ve kept the enemy at bay and reassured our people that the strength of our defences will never again fail them.”

      Another elder stands and approaches us, climbing carefully down from his throne, his frail body moving slowly. I recognize him as the representative of the Nomad Pack, a fierce pack with many warriors in my army. I nod respectfully as he stops in front of me. He’s one of the oldest of our kind. Many in the human world believe since we’re immortal, we cannot age, which is close to the truth, but we can age if we so choose. Life can get long, and some shifters choose the path of aging, especially if they’ve never found their fated mate. 

      “Through the peace brokering, we will be enacting a series of laws that all wolf shifters must abide,” he explains, looking at each of us. I’d figured this would be the case but wonder what it has to do with me and my brothers. “To appease the fear that drove humans to attack us in the first place, we have agreed to several concessions. First, we must never shift in front of humans.” I let out a snort, but quickly swallow it when Fallon gives me a shut-the-fuck-up look. “Second, we cannot mate with humans. Third, we register with the nearest human town council if we choose to live among or near them.”

      I’m not surprised by the new laws, but I am disappointed. They show a fundamental lack of understanding of our kind. I feel Keenan beside me, shaking his head in annoyance. A few years ago, he was told by a witch who’d had a vision that his future bride was human. As is usual with our kind, his plan was to wait for her birth, then watch over her until she grew old enough to claim. He didn’t choose a human as his mate, but he’s come to accept that one day she’ll be part of his future. 

      As always, Fallon the diplomat speaks on Keenan’s behalf. “We can’t choose who our fated mates will be. If a mate is human, then the humans must accept our claim. It’s the natural order.” The highest law for our kind. We’re driven by instinct, which is dictated by the natural order.

      “They refuse to accept any shifter claims on their kind,” the elder says, though his gaze is compassionate. “They’ve seen the brutality of a claiming and have seen some of their people disappear to our traditions and they now fear us. This was something they refuse to compromise on. We’re no longer allowed to mate with humans.”

      “But…” Keenan shakes his head in disbelief. “We’re supposed to just ignore the mating bond? Many of our brethren, me included, find our fated mates among the humans. It’ll be agony if we’re forced to know they exist and we can’t claim them. It’ll lead to the deaths of many good shifters.”

      Lennox places his hand on Keenan’s shoulder and squeezes. 

      “I understand,” the elder says, stopping in front of Keenan to speak in a low voice. “But these are the concessions we’ve had to make to stop this war and all the carnage that has come with it. Perhaps one day the humans will come around to understanding our way of life and our need for fated mates, no matter where we find them. Unfortunately, today is not that day.” The elder steps back from Keenan and looks at all of us. “As you four and your brother, Rush, have emerged heroes in this war, and you descend from a long line of Alphas, we wish to put forth a proposal. We want you to continue your work as protectors of our kind.” He lifts his arm and waves it around the room. “This castle will be turned over to you, as well as the security of the city and countryside of Wolf-Haven. All that we ask is that you continue to advocate for our kind as you have done for the past thirty-two years.” He looks at Fallon and says, “Fallon, we’re asking you, with your brothers at your back, to lead the Wolf-Haven pack in our post-war time of need. Do you accept?”

      It seems to take Fallon several seconds to find his voice, but when he does, he says, “I’m honoured to accept this responsibility.” Then he looks at the three of us expectantly. Lennox and Keenan nod their agreement, but I hold his gaze, silently communicating my reservations through our brotherly bond. Finally, I accept his plea to take on the role of leader with me at his back, the military at my command. I nod. He looks at the elder and says, “We all accept. I will also take on the responsibility of accepting for Rush.”

      I hide a snort of humour. No way is Rush going to want any part of this. He’ll turn up eventually, find out about his new role, then run for his solitary stretch of the mountains. Rush is a lone wolf. Always has been, always will be. 

      Within the next weeks, our roles are made official and the castle, the city of Wolf-Haven and the surrounding territory of Wolf-Haven are handed over into our care. A heavy responsibility, but a noble one. The council is dissolved and the elder wolves return to their individual packs within the largest pack of our kind.

      We, the five alphas of Wolf-Haven, will serve our people until the end of our immortality.
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      200 YEARS AGO

      LOCK

      “General Lock!”

      I turn as I hear my name shouted across the distance of my training field. I hold my hand up, halting the combat practice. As my brother, Rush, approaches, I say to my man, “Work on that knee, you’ll need to crouch lower than that if you’re going to launch an effective attack at a larger target.” I demonstrate by crouching low to the ground, my fingers splayed in the dirt. The moment I feel Rush closing in, I twist and fling myself at him, hitting him in the chest and sending him flying through the air. He lands on his back and I land on top of him. Shifting to my wolf, I set my teeth against his throat.

      “Fucking get off me!” he snarls, punching me in the side of the head, then shoving me away. 

      If the fight had been real, I would’ve ripped out his throat before he landed the first hit. I shift to human and jump to my feet, accepting the leather trousers my man holds out to me. I put them on, along with my boots. An overcoat is thrown over my shoulders. 

      Rush climbs to his feet and shoves me away when I try to brush the straw from his back. “Touch me again and I really will kill you.”

      “Try it,” I tell him with a wolfish grin. 

      I’m taller and broader than all of my brothers, which has given me the advantage whenever we play fight. I make a formidable foe and not one of my brothers can take me down. It’s how I rose to the rank of General during the Human-Shifter War and it’s why I’ve overseen the Wolf-Haven military for the past five hundred years. 

      “Why did you come out here if not to fight?” I ask him, following as he turns on his heel and strides back toward the castle entrance.

      “There’s a security situation in the great hall.”

      I shake my head. “Let me guess, her witchiness is throwing another tantrum?”

      Rush looks at me grimly. “That woman wants nothing to do with Fallon.”

      “She’s his fated mate,” I say, as if that explains everything. And to our kind, it does. There’s no older and more important tradition than that of the fated mate bond to our kind.

      Fallon found his a few months ago. Unfortunately for all of us, the King’s mate turned out to be a witch. Not just any witch, but one of the most powerful of her kind. It’s an unusual pairing. Wolf shifters usually find their mates among other shifters and occasionally humans, though the human-shifter pairings have been forbidden for almost five hundred years.

      Much to Keenan’s dismay, his fated mate, a full human, was born a few years ago. He’s watched over her as she has grown from child to woman, knowing she can never be his. He’s gone from my fun-loving, carefree brother to a man of whom nothing and no one can please. 

      “She’s threatening to turn Fallon into a toad,” Rush says of Fallon’s witch mate. “I fucking hate witches.”

      I chuckle and shake my head. “Perhaps it’ll do him some good if she does. His ego has been getting away from him for years.” 

      Though our brother was widely considered the best man to take control of Wolf-Haven after the war ended, centuries of ruling has changed him. He’s less tolerant of those who disagree with his policies and has driven some of our kind from our lands. 

      Rush, Keenan, Lennox, and I have tried to rein him in, but he’s stubborn, even threatening to remove us from our positions. I’ve become weary of his arrogance, but short of turning the military against him, a drastic action that I refuse to take, there’s little I can do. 

      “Don’t forget, the witches helped to turn the tide of the war. Without their support, we would’ve lost a lot more of our brothers and sisters to the humans,” I remind Rush.

      “Doesn’t mean we have to mate with them,” he grumbles belligerently.

      “That’s exactly what it means if a fated mate happens to be a witch.”

      “I’d rather die than fuck a witch.”

      I grunt my disapproval at his bigotry. “It’s a good thing you aren’t the one trying to marry a witch then.”

      “Fucking witches,” Rush grumbles, striding through a door held open by a servant. 

      I follow him inside and immediately hear the commotion. 

      As we enter the great hall, I spot the witch right away. She’s standing on top of Fallon’s throne chair, her hands held out, her fingers curved as she chants. I feel the pull of her bond with my brother like a gentle tugging just beneath the surface of my skin. There’s a desire to protect and care for the fragile woman as she’s now part of my family, despite her extreme dislike of anything and everything wolf, particularly Fallon. 

      Her dark hair flows like liquid night over her silky green cloak, her red gown peeking through the gaps. Her eyes, which are fixated on my brother, are ablaze with a combination of deep fear and anger. 

      “Get your ass down here, Lyra!” Fallon shouts, pacing beneath his own throne, anger coming off him in waves. 

      “Only if you release me!” she shouts back. 

      “That will never happen!”

      I shake my head. It’s been like this from the moment Fallon discovered his mate. He had her brought to the castle against her will and now woos her with commands and arrogance. It’s any wonder he’s angered the witch. 

      “I thought you’d say that,” she says, lifting her hands higher. As I near their position, I can feel the crackling energy of magic rippling through the air. We stop next to Lennox and Keenan who are standing at Fallon’s back. 

      Lennox looks at me. “She’s created some kind of force field around herself. We can’t get near her.”

      “What did he do?” I ask grimly, looking up at the pissed off witch.

      “He tried to forcibly mate her.” When Fallon glances back at us, I see four long, bloody marks down his face. Lennox continues, “The witch fought back, probably surprising him into releasing her, which was when she bolted toward the great hall.” 

      “You’ll never touch me again!” The witch screams from her perch. 

      She waves her hands and a blue flame erupts over her head. As she holds her arms up, I can see a jagged tear along the sleeve of her gown and a sense of impatience goes through me. My brother has gone about wooing his bride in the worst possible way, attempting to force her hand and bullying her every time she resists. Even worse, he’s underestimates her, seeing her only as the small and soft woman she appears on the outside. 

      Most wolves know better than to upset a witch, but my brother’s arrogance has blinded him to her true abilities. 

      Naturally wary of magic, every wolf in the room tenses, while Fallon takes a step closer to her. 

      “You’re my true mate, Lyra,” he says in commanding voice. “We’re fated to be together. You must feel it like I do.” He thumps his fist against his chest. “Come down from there and take your place at my side, where you belong.” 

      “You mean under your boot!” she hisses back. “What I feel is your desire to dominate me, King Fallon. And I’ll allow no man to treat me as you have treated me.”

      Rather than dig deep for the diplomacy that Fallon was once known for, the diplomacy that landed him the position of King of Wolf-Haven, he unleashes, shouting at his mate, “You’re my wife and you will obey me! I will punish you for this defiance!”

      She lets out a cackling laugh, then concentrates on her spell, spinning and weaving the blue fire over her head until it takes on the shape of a thorny wreath. I watch in both fear and fascination having never seen anything like it before. 

      Fallon turns to me. “Do something, brother. You’re my General. Arrest her and force her to comply.”

      “I’m not your personal General, but leader to the Wolf-Haven military, which belongs to the people,” I remind him coldly. He’s tried before to pervert our connection, attempting to use the military to his purposes. I’ve resisted, which has caused tension between the two of us. “You need to speak with her, give her the chance to choose you as her mate.”

      “She doesn’t have a choice!” he snarls, glaring up at the witch. “If you won’t help, then I’ll do it myself.”

      I reach for him, but he shakes me off and leaps toward Lyra, shifting into his wolf as he launches himself at her. He hits the force field and rebounds, landing on the stone steps beneath his throne. Tension thrums through each of my brothers. Like me, they don’t know what to do. Fallon is our brother, and our bond drives us to protect him, but we also feel his mate-bond, which has us sympathizing with the witch. We can sense what she feels and she’s frightened by Fallon, by all of us. 

      “Don’t you dare touch me!” she screams furiously, the blue flames of her spell leaping into her eyes, giving her an ethereal look as she stares down at Fallon. She lifts the swirling ball of energy high over her head. “For the crime of trying to force me into an unwanted bond, I doom you to a life without your mate!”

      Fallon leaps for her again as her force field falls. As she says the word ‘mate’, she brings her hands down and points at Fallon, sending the blue fire rushing toward him.  

      “No!” Lennox shouts as the flame smashes into Fallon, throwing him backwards into me. As I grip my brother, both of us falling to the stone floor, a lightning bolt goes straight through us, bursting outward and hitting everyone in the vicinity, all five of us brothers. I look up at the witch in confusion, but the blue fire has returned to her, spinning around her, wrapping her tightly in a cocoon. I can tell from the look on her face, one of terror, that she doesn’t know what’s happening. 

      “Fallon!” she screams in agony as the fire penetrates her chest, slicing through her. “Help me!”

      “Lyra!” Fallon bellows, shifting to human again while pushing himself off the floor and running for her. 

      I’m too dazed to follow him. I watch helplessly as he tries to pull his witch mate from a spell of her own making, a spell apparently gone rogue. The spell attacks him, striking him with the force of a thousand lightning bolts and throwing him off his feet. As he flies through the air, the witch is lifted up, the thorny cocoon of her spell holding her captive. Her screams split the air until, with a boom that shatters both eardrums and glass, she disappears. 

      “Lyra…” Fallon gasps, crawling toward the throne, reaching toward the last place he’d seen her before he succumbs to the battering his body took from battling the magic and collapsing to the floor, unconscious. 
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        * * *

      

      FIVE MONTHS LATER

      “Let me pass.”

      Rush stands opposite me, his arms crossed over his broad chest, his wild hair hanging down past his shoulders. Two wolves are just visible through the fog, flanking Rush. Lennox and Keenan. 

      My three brothers are trying to stop me from leaving Wolf-Haven. I’d made the decision in private, turning the military over to my second-in-command before packing a sack and heading for the border. But before I can cross, I have to face three of my four brothers. Only Fallon is absent. But then, Fallon has been absent from the moment his witch disappeared.  

      In the months since she cast the spell, it has become apparent that the witch’s spell did far more damage than we expected. Fallon has become a different man and Lyra has disappeared. 

      We brought in a senior witch, paying her a chest of gold to tell us what happened with the spell and where Lyra had gone. She listened to our accounts of the event and then set up a re-creation spell, in which she’d watched the action unfold. 

      She’d nodded to herself as she watched. “Lyra’s spell went against the order of nature. She tried to end the fated bond between a wolf and a witch. Her spell turned on her, attacking her for her crime. Your brother interfered, touching her as the spell was cast. Lyra was either killed or sent to a place where she can no longer do harm to the natural order.”

      “What about the rest of us?” Lennox asked. “We felt something when Fallon was struck by the spell. A surge of energy that passed through all of us.”

      “As the spell was miscast, it’s impossible to know the consequences,” the witch said. “But it’s a fair guess that her spell rebounded onto all five of you. Perhaps nothing will happen and perhaps her original spell will stick to each of you. Only time will tell the extent of this mess.”

      The witch then took her chest of gold and made her way back to the swampy lowlands where most of the witch factions reside. 

      Lennox and Keenan were convinced that the old witch was correct, that the wording of Lyra’s spell, a spell meant only to affect Fallon, has bound the four of us as well. I doom you to a life without your mate. My brothers believe this means none of us will be able to claim our mates. 

      I don’t know what to believe, except that I need to leave. For the sake of our kind, I must go. As General to the military, I’m the second most powerful alpha shifter in Wolf-Haven. After the witch’s spell was cast and Lyra disappeared, Fallon changed. He’s become vindictive, paranoid, reclusive, and unsympathetic to the plights of our people. 

      Whispers have arisen that a new alpha should take over and my name has been tossed around. Many believe that I should be next in line for the position, but it was never written into the treaties and there’s no way Fallon will give up his power without a fight. A war between brothers could mean the end of our kind if the packs split loyalties. 

      Sadly, my brother is now referred to as the Lunatic King due to his erratic behaviour and his relentless search for a mate who no longer exists. He’s terrorized his own people, created rifts among his top advisors and has seized more power than he was originally given at the end of the war. 

      His descent into madness has left me with only two choices. I can turn the military against my own brother and depose him or I can leave. If I use the military against him, I risk restarting the war. At the moment, a delicate truce between the world of the humans and the shifters exists. If I upset the balance, I’ll have to accept the consequences, and possibly be responsible for more death than I can stomach. 

      Perhaps I’m choosing the coward’s path by leaving, but I can no longer watch as my brother destroys everything we’ve worked so hard to create. Nor can I move the military against him. I’d rather go lone wolf. 

      And… I have another reason for leaving. Fifteen years ago, I felt the birth of my mate. Like an awareness of a spark of life nestled deep in my soul. I’ve held her close to my heart over the years, determined to find her as the spark grows brighter. Now that I’m forced to leave my home, I’ll set off in search of my future wife. Keep her safe until she’s ready to accept our mating bond.  

      “You know why I’m leaving,” I say, desperate to make my brothers understand. 

      “We need you,” Rush says, disapproval heavy in his voice. “With each passing day, the King becomes less manageable. He’ll listen to you.” 

      “He won’t listen to me,” I argue. “He’s already making strides to lessen my power within the castle and among our citizens. There are rumours that he intends to have me jailed and replaced. I can do no good for our people while locked up in a prison.”

      “You have the might of our military,” Rush snarls in frustration. 

      I shake my head. “What good is that if the people still want Fallon as King? He’s all they’ve known for five hundred years. If I attack him, I’ll be the guy who overthrows the King, upsetting the balance created at the end of the war. The citizens of Wolf-Haven will revolt against me and I’ll be forced to suppress any uprisings.”

      I can see from Rush’s face that he knows what I’m saying is true.

      “It’s safer for everyone if I disappear.”

      “But then the might of our military will fall… to him.”

      My gut burns as I imagine what Fallon could do with the military. “My soldiers are still loyal to me, whether I leave or not. They won’t allow Fallon to use them for destructive purposes. They’ll disband first.”

      Rush nods, looking mildly relieved. His gaze searches mine and finally he steps to the side. “Do as you must.”

      I walk toward him, pausing only to wrap my hand over his shoulder. I squeeze, then, without another word, walk away from him. Howls of grief and despair follow me into the mist as I disappear.
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      SARINA

      My chest is on fire and my heart is threatening to explode, but I can’t stop running. He’s right behind me. I can feel the heat from his body as he nears, feel his breath on my neck. If I turn my face, I’ll be looking into the hellish teeth that have torn out dozens of throats. 

      I’m too scared to shift, but if I don’t, he’ll kill me. I’m too weak in this form to fend off a full-grown shifter male. 

      He’s herding me, playing with me as he nips at my legs. I know what he’s doing, but there’s nothing I can do to stop him. Sobs burst from my throat and tears run unchecked down my face, mixing with the rain that pelts my skin. The tatters of my skirt wrap around my pumping legs, nearly sending me to the ground. If I fall, he’ll be on top of me. 

      Who am I kidding? He can take me down any time he wants. My efforts to elude him are nothing. My human legs can’t carry me fast or far enough to escape. I’m a dead woman running, I just don’t want to admit it. 

      As I hurtle forward, I see where he’s driving me. The edge of the cliff is frighteningly close. I try to veer away, but he’s persistent, this time sinking his teeth into my ankle and snapping the bone.

      I go down with a scream, unable to continue running. My long hair wraps around me like a protective cloak, but the soft strands will do nothing against him. He stops running, pacing in front of me, snarling.

      The pain in my ankle steals my breath and convinces me that this is the end. I have defied the Lunatic King, and it’s his right to put me down according to the laws he created.   

      I crawl away from him, toward the edge of the cliff. He watches me with piercing yellow eyes, knowing there’s no escape. Sure enough, as I peer over the edge, I see the river raging far below. I won’t last longer than a minute in the icy waters, especially injured. 

      I whisper to myself, “If you must die, then die with dignity.” Turning back to face him. I lift my chin and shout, “Do it then, you ugly dog. Tear my throat out like you did the others!”

      The chill wind and the icy rain bites through my dress and stings my skin. The King’s pack brought me to Wolf-Haven two months ago. They were sent to bring back the King’s mate and I was the one they chose. A ridiculous lie. He’s not my mate. I would have felt a shifting in my soul, the magic binding that occurs when mates meet for the first time. 

      I’ve never felt it myself, but I’ve seen it and heard my family speak of it in terms of awe and acceptance. I’d waited with anticipation for the day my fated mate found me and we would forge a bond as strong and consuming as the bond between my parents. Instead, all that appeared was the Lunatic King with a cage and a cruel idea of wooing his false bride. 

      Before my eyes, the King shifts, going from his massive wolf shape into a human. He is unabashedly naked as he continues to pace, his shaggy black hair ruffling in the breeze, the muscles of his body bunching and releasing as he walks. 

      He points at me and shouts, “I would have given you everything!”

      I’m so frightened, I take a moment to form a reply. What I say doesn’t matter anyway. He announced my death in front of everyone, then released me into the wild so he could chase me down and administer the sentence himself. “I don’t want anything from you,” I reply to him. “You stole me from my home and tried to force me to mate.”

      “You are my mate!” he roars, his hands curling into fists at his sides. He thumps his chest. “I can feel it.” 

      My hand slips over the edge of the cliff as I flinch. I catch myself, gripping the precipice and trying not to look over my shoulder at the river below. I can hear the crashing of water against the boulders, feel the occasional drops of the spray against my back as the force of the river propels it upward. 

      “I’m not your mate,” I say defiantly. “You’re mistaken.” 

      I know I’m not his mate. I can’t be. When I was presented to the King, I felt nothing. No shifting of my soul, no desire to love and protect the man standing in front of me. I felt only disgust that a shifter would do as he had done. Dragging innocent women to his kingdom to judge them worthy of becoming his mate. The unworthy were killed instantly by the King himself, who is a jealous man. He’d had the most beautiful, the most cunning and intelligent shifter women brought to him. Though he’d decided they weren’t worthy of him, he couldn’t bring himself to share them with anyone else. They became a sacrifice in his evil quest for a bride. 

      Then I was brought before him. Young, even by human standards. Only seventeen years old. The streak of black that mars my otherwise white-blond hair struck the King’s soldiers. I looked exotic, so they took me from my home and forced me to journey into Wolf-Haven, where I was presented as a gift to the Lunatic King. 

      I had heard of his quest before I was taken. 

      Rumour had it that the King had once been married to his fated mate, a witch. He’d taken her by force and she’d retaliated by casting a spell on him, but the spell had rebounded and killed the witch.  

      Losing his mate had driven him insane, as it would any shifter. Most don’t live long after a fated mate dies. The King’s mind twisted and his moods became darker. He now rules his kingdom through fear and brutality.

      Dozens of women were brought before him, and dozens of women were rejected.

      Until me. 

      When I was paraded before the King, he was struck. He stared at me like he’d never seen a female shifter before. He approached slowly, his menacing form towering over me. He touched my face with one giant finger, running his claw down my cheek. Unable to hold in my fear, I’d shuddered. 

      He’d seen my reticence as charming. I was to become his innocent bride, his new fated mate. The woman who would sit by his side as he ruled his kingdom. I would bear his children and raise them into fierce warriors, like their father.

      He tried to woo me. As the weeks passed, he presented me with gifts of finery, jewels, spices, and servants. But nothing changed my heart. He was not my mate and I wanted nothing more than to go home. 

      Eventually, I opened up to a servant, a shifter girl by the name of Talia. I told her of my heart’s desire to see my homeland again. She held me as I cried, then helped me bathe, brushed my hair, and put me to bed. Then she went to the King and told him what I’d confided. 

      In a rage, the King sent an army of his men to the far-off land of my birth. When they arrived, they slaughtered my people, making sure to kill every member of my family so I would have no one to go home to.  

      He took great pleasure in telling me the tale of his cruelty. I wept and begged him to deny the truth of his words. He watched in satisfaction, believing now that I had nothing to go home to, that I would turn to him for comfort. How he was wrong.

      I hated him with a burning passion I hadn’t known myself capable of. I refused every invitation to sit at his side and every attempt to woo me. As far as the King was concerned, my heart was stone. 

      Until finally, the day came that he tried to marry me by force. In front of his people, I refused him. I proudly told him he would have to kill me because I would never agree to become his mate. 

      Which is how I now find myself trapped between the Lunatic King and an icy, watery grave. 

      The King drops to his knees before me. He takes a fistful of my hair and wraps it around his hand, dragging my face to his. I try to resist, but the pain in my scalp forces me toward him. 

      When his lips are inches from mine, he speaks, “I would have loved you, Sarina, if you’d given me a chance.”

      I shake my head as much as I can in his grip. “I was never yours to love. You stole me and you murdered my family.”

      The hollowness that I feel every time I think of my family threatens to crush my beating heart. Perhaps this is why I drove the King to announce my death. I don’t want to live anymore. The pain of knowing I’m the only surviving member of my pack is too much. I would rather have a quick death at his hands than the slow agony of crushing loneliness. 

      “Perhaps you’re not my fated mate,” he admits.

      I’m shocked. In all the time he’s kept me at his stronghold, he’s never once admitted that I might not be his mate.

      “But I would have given you anything. I would have loved you until the end of time if only you’d let me.” I’m surprised by the pain in his voice. “You’re one of a kind, Sarina. So beautiful and so unique.”

      He allows my hair to sift through his fingers; the strands falling in a wave of ebony and silver. His eyes catch on my face and he touches my lips with a shaking hand, his expression filled with awe. I flinch away from him. 

      “Beauty means nothing,” I say bitterly, reaching out to touch his chest directly over his heart. “It’s your actions and your intentions that matter and you’ve shown me nothing but evil. You’re not my mate, Fallon. You’re my enemy.”

      I say the name that is forbidden to pass the lips of his subjects. He’s known only as the Wolven King or, not within his hearing, the Lunatic King. It doesn’t matter anymore. My life is to be sacrificed to his doomed hunt for a mate. 

      Ignoring my words as if he can’t hear them, he continues, “All these years I searched for you and when I finally found you, I thought I could be whole again. Why did you have to reject me? Why couldn’t you accept me as your mate?”

      I stare at him, at the Lunatic King. There’s nothing I can say to him that he’ll hear. This cliff top is to be my fate. My family is gone and I will never know my true mate. 

      “Finish it!” I shout at him, shoving his chest with the flat of my hand. 

      Though my words are brave, I’m shaking with fear. I don’t want to die, but if I must, then I’ll do it with the bravery befitting a wolf shifter. I close my eyes, summoning an image of my family in my mind. 

      He releases his hold on my hair, and I feel the magic in the whipping wind as he changes into his wolf. 

      I wait. 

      Then I feel the air shift again as he leaps at me. Involuntarily, I jerk and his teeth sink into my shoulder rather than my neck. We’re both flung backwards as his weight lands against me. I open my mouth in a soundless scream as we tumble over the edge of the cliff. 

      Finally, I open my eyes. I see him above me. Falling. His expression shocked. 

      I smile. 

      If I must die, then I’m pleased he’ll die with me.
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      PRESENT DAY

      LOCK

       It’s raining again, but then, it rains a lot in this part of the world. 

      I stride through the woods toward my cabin, today’s catch of two rabbits held in my fist. I’d hunted as a human, though my wolf clambered at me to let him free. He loves the hunt, but he’s no good at waiting. As soon as he catches his prey, he devours the creature, bones, fur, feathers, and all. Then the asshole leaves me to deal with the indigestion. 

      I prefer to cook my meat and eat like a civilized creature. My wolf paces and grumbles inside, knowing I won’t give him the chance for a run. I can feel him curling up and tucking his nose against his tail, grumpily turning his back on me. 

      The cabin comes into view, smoke from the chimney steaming as rain hits the pipe. I’m pleased the wood stove is still hot. My supper will be ready sooner than I’d anticipated.

      I shove the door open and stomp inside, leaving my muddy boots on the mat next to the door. Dropping the game on the wood floor, I shrug off my raincoat and hang it on a hook. As I turn, I catch a whiff of something, or someone, that shouldn’t be there. I growl my annoyance and twist around, scanning the shadowy interior of my cabin. 

      I spot him right away, perched on top of the door leading into my bedroom. He ruffles his feathers at me and lets out a soft hoot of greeting. 

      “You shit on my floor.”

      He twists his head around and looks down, then screeches at me. 

      I’m lying, of course. Thorny would never do something so uncouth as shitting indoors. Even in his owl form. 

      The air sparks with energy, and I watch in fascination as he flies off his perch and lands gracefully on the floor in his human form. Thorny is short and round with a serious face and a head full of steel grey hair. He’s naked as the day he was born. 

      “You could’ve called first,” I grumble, turning my back on him and setting one of the rabbits in the sink before tucking the other into a bag in the fridge. I’ll take care of it later.

      “Nowhere to put a phone,” he replies as he sits in the chair by the wood stove and stretches his feet toward the heat. 

      I shake my head and pick up a skinning knife as I reach into the sink.

      “You gonna share your supper?” he asks curiously, his round eyes on the rabbit.

      Of course I’ll share my supper. Thorny is an old friend. We’ve known each other for nearly a century and he’s always come and gone from my territory as he pleases, making himself at home for a few days, then leaving without a word. I’ve grown used to his taciturn ways. 

      “Fill the pot with water and put it on to boil and I’ll consider feeding your feathered arse,” I say to him. 

      I cut the rabbit meat into chunks and toss them into a pan, which I put on the stove. I’ll sear the meat, then add it to the stew. 

      While Thorny fills the pot and sets it to boil, I chop an onion, carrots, potatoes, and parsnips, all from my garden out back of the cabin. I toss them into the water with a few dried bay leaves and turn to look at my friend. He’s sprawled in my chair once more. 

      I shake my head and go into the bedroom where I find a T-shirt, which I toss toward him as I re-enter the living area. “Put this on.”

      He glares at the fabric as though it might wrap itself around his neck and strangle him. “I hate wearing clothes.”

      “And I don’t love seeing your balls touch my chair,” I say, leaning against the counter and crossing my arms. “Put on the shirt and I’ll offer you a whiskey.”

      His eyes light up and he drags the shirt over his head, inside out and backwards, then looks at me expectantly.

      I grab two mismatched glasses from a shelf and pour a shot into each, then add a splash of water to his and hand it over. He leans back in the chair and sips delicately while I swallow mine in one go. The smooth fire of a good whiskey settles into my belly, warming me and calming my pacing wolf. 

      “You’re restless,” Thorny observes, eyeing me. “When did you last shift?”

       I shrug. “Don’t remember.”

      “You’ll stay human if you keep that up,” he says drily. It’s not true, of course. One doesn’t lose the ability to shift when they remain human for a while. It’s an old wives’ tale — if you make that face for too long, it’ll stay that way — but Thorny likes to tease me. He lives most of his life in his owl shifter form, only turning human for moments like this. To reconnect with an old friend. 

      “My wolf is a messy asshole who likes to get himself into trouble with the local humans,” I say gruffly, dragging one of the kitchen chairs to the stove and settling down where I can keep an eye on the stew. “He’s like having a bad roommate with terrible manners and no sense of hygiene.”

      Thorny lets out a hooting laugh and shakes his head. “Maybe you should embrace him more often. Let him loose on the locals. Shake up the humans.”

      I frown at him. This is one area where Thorny and I have never seen eye to eye. During the brokering of the peace-treaties at the end of the Human-Shifter War, he believed shifters conceded too much. Many shifters believe that ‘might is right’, and though there are fewer of us, we can rule through sheer strength. We have many advantages that the humans don’t have. 

      But our greatest strength is also our greatest weakness, which the humans used against us during the war, forcing their conclusion. Shifters are immortal, or close to it, and the longer we live, the more attached we become to living. Shifters fear death, whereas human life is over in a blink, making them more willing to sacrifice themselves for a cause. For the most part, we now live in harmony, but once in a while, there are whispers of another uprising. So far, nothing has come out of the rumours.  

      “I prefer not to have my neighbors coming after me with fire and pitchforks,” I say drily, pouring myself another whiskey, which I sip instead of gulp this time. “They come in useful when I need something from civilization.”

      “What can you possibly need from them?” Thorny pushes, waving his arm around the room. “You have everything right here. Game in the forest, a garden out back, wood in the shed for burning on chilly nights. Don’t know why you would ever leave.”

      “Some of us enjoy human companionship,” I say to him gruffly. 

      “Like a lady companion?” His eyes gleam with the desire for gossip. I ignore him, but he persists. “Don’t see a mate around here, which means you’re free to seek the carnal pleasures of a female body.” 

      The subject of mates is a sore
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