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To those who love shifters.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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The smoke from the fire swirled and spread above the clearing. Hidden in the brush, Emma Raleigh crouched, hoping she built a fire big enough to mask her scent. Estrus would attract the wolf-shifter's attention before she could put her plan into action, to say nothing of the rank smell of her fear of failure.

She had to stay hidden, or she'd die.

If the stories were true, the man climbing out of the brown truck marked Gifford Pinchot National Parks was her only hope. 

She scraped her teeth over the width of her bottom lip. Her heart rate accelerated, and delicious pleasure spread between her legs. She never dreamed of being so close to a legend. She could almost reach out and touch him.

Dylan Eaton was the wolf-shifter of her dreams. Three times her age, he represented everything she wanted in her life—stability, protection, and companionship. Not to mention, he was sexy as hell.

He was a rare wolf. An Alpha who'd gone rogue.  

Dylan planted his feet beside the scattered branches burning on the ground and surveyed the forested area with a steel gaze. Liquid pooled between her legs and dampened her panties. It was definitely him. Regal power came off him in waves. She bet her plan would work once he caught a whiff of her in heat.

Crawling out from behind the scrub brush, she stayed hunkered down, not quite ready to face him. She stared, afraid she'd lose sight of him if she blinked. A rare lone wolf, he ran alone after being banned years ago after a bitter feud with his cousin. 

The same cousin who had snatched her brother the night her parents were killed.

Dylan stabbed the shovel into the hard ground and used his weight to dig a scoopful of dirt to extinguish the flames. Emma swallowed. Her thoughts strayed to what he'd look like naked. His button-down shirt, the sleeves rolled to the elbows, stretched across his chest, accenting his muscles, his massiveness. He appeared twice her size, a bundle of danger and sex.

Her hormones fought with her good sense. She couldn't deny he was attractive. She'd want him even if he weren't crucial to her plans. The wolf buried deep inside her whined. 

He was the one. She could feel it.

Maybe he was more rugged than she'd imagined, but she liked strong, confident men. She sniffed the air, but the earthy musk of the forest overrode any other smells. She sighed. Soon, she'd catch his scent.

The unknown overwhelmed her. She had no idea how she'd react to him. It was her first heat. All her senses were heightened.

She was a stranger to herself. Afraid she'd lose control and anticipating the wildness left her on edge. She couldn't wait to mate for the first time.

The age difference between them was a bonus. What was a thirty-year difference from a wolf-shifter who lived longer than humans? Besides, once they were mated, they'd stay connected for all time, whether on earth or in the afterlife.

Age meant nothing to her kind.

Thick brown hair sprinkled with the lightest gray brushed his shoulders. She dug her fingernails into the palm of her hand, resisting the temptation to step over and sweep the strands off his forehead. 

Dylan leaned over to toss another load of dirt on the fire. She ran her gaze down the slope of his back to his hard ass and ended on some serious solid thighs. A mew escaped from the back of her throat, and she clamped her lips together. She must be more careful. If he spotted her, he'd kill her on sight, and then she'd never get a chance to tell him the reasons he had to listen to her.

The last time someone from the pack had dared to approach him had not gone well. She shivered despite the warmth of the day. The other wolves in Yale gossiped about how Dylan had bitten out the man's throat and snapped his head clean off his body. Just for trying to speak with him.

What she planned to do was much more than speak.

Out here in the forest, away from the pack, no one was here to defend her. She had only herself. 

She wiggled, trying to curb the itch growing deep in her womb. 

She didn't want her head staked outside his territory to warn other wolves not to trespass on his land. Her hope lay entirely on Dylan's dubious goodwill.

He raised the shovel and put it over his shoulder before stomping on the dirt with his boot. Deprived of oxygen, the flames of her fire died. Emma's heartbeat sped. She was running out of time. 

She stood and brushed the dust off her jeans. A quiver of pleasure coursed over her skin. Even her own touch fed the craving deep inside.

Soon, she'd have the ability to shift. The she-wolf living inside her soul would come out and show herself. Excitement bubbled throughout her. The hair at the back of her neck tingled. The sensation of her spirit emerging from sleep, demanding to show itself, grew every second she stood there, waiting for the right moment. 

She inhaled a shaky breath. The voice, the presence, the stability she'd lived with all her life would come into existence. Her strength would quadruple. Her hearing would become acute, like a canny forest creature. Her sight would almost match that of an eagle.

She'd longed for the transition, but she'd had no idea it would occur under such dire circumstances. She clenched her hands into fists. Her fantasy had always involved meeting Dylan differently. Their relationship would have time to grow and change.

Her fantasy was safer.

What she planned to do could get her killed.

She wanted to ignore the reasons behind her visit, but her goal kept her creeping forward to the legendary wolf-shifter. To her, going through her heat cycle now meant only one thing. A tool she could use in her fight to take back her brother from the one who kidnapped him and avenge her parents' deaths. 

After she mated with Dylan, she trusted that love would come like it always did to her kind.

And that he'd help her.

A twig snapped under her weight. She froze. Dylan turned in her direction. She gasped and hurried to cover her mouth. It would be impossible to change her mind now. 

She couldn't turn back if she wanted to. The draw toward Dylan was too strong.

Dylan seemed to grow in size. She blinked hard a few times. It wasn't her imagination. The man stood at least six-foot-four with shoulders the width of the old cedar tree in her backyard. His nostrils flared and he stepped forward. 

He'd picked up her scent. Her core constricted.

She stepped forward. Every inch of skin prickled under his studied gaze.

"M-may I speak with you?" She moved closer. "Please."

He stared at her face, breasts, and below, to the apex of her thighs. The throbbing in her womb grew and spread throughout her lower stomach. A fresh surge of wetness trickled down to her already damp panties. 

He growled. His upper lip curled.

Her stomach coiled. She panted, losing control of her body. Her time was limited before she completely lost it.

"Please." She stuck her chin up higher. "I'll make it worth your time."

She continued to approach him. She lifted her hand and rubbed her nape to assure her that she possessed her head. The fact that she was still alive and talking was a good sign. 

Maybe he wouldn't kill her.

"Dylan—"

"How do you know my name?" He swung the shovel off his shoulder and speared it into the ground at her feet, stopping her in her tracks.

She flinched but stayed behind the line he'd obviously drawn in the dirt with the tool. 

He snarled. She rubbed her lips together and forced herself not to look at any part of his body except his face. "I—I come from the Yale pack. I need your help."

His eyes turned yellow. "How are you in heat, but no one has claimed you yet?"

"I've saved..." Lightheaded, she pursed her lips and blew out a thin stream of air. It was hard to concentrate being this close to him. "I've saved myself for you."

"Leave. Now." He turned toward the truck and stalked off.

She shook her head wildly. The muscles in her body tensed. He had to listen. He was her only hope.

"Stop! Please." She ran after him and grabbed his arm.

He whipped around and broke away from her touch, backing away. "Don't...touch...me. You should count yourself lucky that you are still alive, let alone still a virgin."

She shivered under the intensity of his gaze. Desire and fear warred inside of her, an alien, confusing sensation. Other girls had tried to explain their first heat to her. But none of them had prepared her for the battle going on inside of her.

They all described the coupling as some monumental moment where her body would finally be free. She was supposed to understand what had driven her to that point.

Nobody told her about the confusion. The pain. The pleasure.

She rubbed her stomach. The urge to touch all the spots on her body that were frantic with new yearnings was too much. Scarcely aware of the line she was crossing, Emma edged forward and planted her palms on his chest. "I need you. I must mate. I need to...my brother. It's time. I've planned...oh God, I need your help."

She stumbled over her words like a fool. The long-prepared speech was forgotten. She sucked in a deep breath and hissed. "I must kill Greggoire Calhoun."
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Chapter Two
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Greggoire Calhoun?

The euphoria of pheromones in the air dissipated. Dylan had refused to speak his cousin's name out loud for years, as though that act would give Greggoire more power.

He masked his shock from hearing this puppy...this beautiful young woman speaks a name he'd rather forget. His skin crawled, and his inner wolf snarled. 

What had Greggoire done to such an innocent to cause so much hatred?

Dylan approached her. Dainty eyebrows arched, and her deep brown eyes widened. He stopped, allowing his gaze to roam over her body, memorizing every curve and valley. Despite the savagery of his reaction to Greggoire's name, his body tuned in to everything about her.

Petite and prettier than any woman he'd ever seen, she'd be stupid to think he'd make a good mate while ostracized from a pack. He locked his gaze on her lips, full and shaded a natural burgundy red. Her mouth opened, and he caught a peek of a pink, wet tongue. His balls drew up in his sac, painful along with his raging hard-on.

He told himself to walk away. 

He stayed.

His lust to mate with her drove him even while he damned his inability to abandon a she-wolf in heat. He was stronger than most.

Her scent pierced him to his very soul. That hadn't happened before.

He'd walked away from many females in heat. Why would it be harder to walk away from her stronger scent?

An arm's length away from her, he paused. Should he take her, teach her a lesson, or walk away and hope she never comes back? 

A soft mew slipped from her mouth, and his wolf pushed him forward. His cock throbbed, straining against the front of his jeans.

He hadn't missed the way she fought her body's compulsion. Little bursts of air escaped between her lips as she struggled for control over a force stronger than she could fight. How had she reached the middle of the forest in such an aroused state?

"Please." She reached out and grabbed his forearm.

His whole body constricted, driving his desire for her higher. He stared down at the slender fingers clutching his skin, her knuckles white with desperation. She wouldn't last much longer, and he'd put her at risk of getting hurt if he let her stay.

"Leave." Somehow, Dylan managed to remove her hand.

She refused to back off. He growled. Not even that scared her away.

"Don't you care?" Her eyes shone bright as if she had a fever, but he knew differently. 

Her wolf was coming out to play. The veins on his arms rose from his skin. Already, he doubted if he could turn her away.

She was fresh. Young. And he hadn't had a virgin before.

"Greggoire kidnapped my baby brother. I can't walk away and let him get away with that. H-he's all I got. My parents are dead." 

He gritted his teeth, understanding her pain all too well.

She dropped to her knees on the ground. Wrapping her arms around her middle, she moaned. "Please...help me make this stop. You, of all people, should know what I'm going through, what I'm up against. I've waited, saved myself, for you. I've heard others in the pack speak of your strength and honor my whole life. I-I've...I-I've dreamed about you when I was alone. Your wolf kept me from doing something desperate until the time was right."

Dylan inhaled deeply and let his head fall back. He closed his eyes. Six years alone, a virgin she-wolf shows up out of the blue before him. One in heat, no less. What the hell was he supposed to do?

He was a lone wolf.

"I-I have a message for you." She scrunched up her nose and moaned. The muscles along her neck rippled. "M-my dad...h-he told me growing up to run to you for help if anything happened to him. He made me promise. He said to tell you to remember the prophecy. You must right a wrong."

The words took his breath away, but simultaneously, an incredible calm came over him. He lowered his chin, breaking eye contact with her. It had been a long time since anyone had reminded him of the past. The protective nature of his wolf howled in his head. His grandfather's face flashed in his memory.

He glanced up at the woman, whose eyes softened. He squared his shoulders and peered off into the distance. The admiration in her expression affected him more than he thought possible. Was it time to go back? Was she his mate? Had his grandfather's prediction been a foretelling that a she-wolf would approach him, seek him?

He brushed a speck of dirt off her cheek with his thumb, realizing she'd gone through hell to get to him and on her own. There were dark circles beneath her eyes, the kind he recognized. They'd come from worry and hardships.

Yet she was the most beautiful creature he'd ever seen, and he wanted to help her. He wanted the fear gone from her face.

"Please..." Her huge eyes begged him to agree to mate with her, help her, and set her life back to normalcy. 

He knew what he wanted to do.

He also knew what he had to do.

"Get in the truck." He turned away, picked up his shovel, and chucked it in the back of the pickup. Walking around the driver's side, he stepped inside the cab and started the engine. 

And waited.

She jumped in the truck. 

"Put your seatbelt on. Keep it on. Do not touch me. Don't even look at me."

The flimsy push button on the belt was easy enough to unlatch, but hopefully, the restraint would serve its purpose, and she'd stay on her side of the cab. He'd witnessed enough she-wolves going into heat to know nothing would stop her from trying everything possible to make him claim her. 

He wasn't the wolf-shifter for someone so innocent. Someone should've warned her against him rather than send her running to him.

Dylan drove to the logging road and pulled out onto the pavement. He had a ten-minute ride to find out exactly what this woman wanted from him besides to have sex with anyone with a dick between his legs.

Thick brown hair swirled around her head in unruly waves, and her pint-sized body appeared to pack some muscle. Her tight jeans and T-shirt tempted him to take what she offered. He'd never denied he lived a lonely life. He shifted into third gear. Damned if he'd go through with her offer, though. The price was too high.

He wanted nothing to do with the pack. The Yale pack had sided with Greggoire even though the proof of Dylan's innocence was right in front of them all. Years ago, he'd left, knowing his leaving would be the least trouble for everyone involved after his banishment. Greggoire had stripped any bond Dylan had felt with the others in the pack away.

"Tell me about this brother of yours. You said Greggoire kidnapped him? Why hasn't he left Greggoire's house on his own?" Dylan slowed down where the logging trucks had dug deep potholes in the asphalt. One bad rut could blow out a tire, and he'd be stuck with her longer in her dire condition.

"He's too young. My brother's name is Liam. He'll be two years old next month."

Dylan slammed on the brakes, pushed the gearshift into park, and turned to stare at her. "A baby? You said your parents are dead, right?"

"Yes. By Greggoire's hand." She shoved her hands between her thighs and squeezed her legs shut. "Oh please, Dylan. I need to mate with you. I can't go after Greggoire without being able to change into my wolf."

She sounded naïve and so very young. But her curves were not those of a young girl, and she-wolves matured slower than humans. She was more than old enough to know her mind.

"How old are you?"

She closed her eyes. "T-twenty-two. I've locked myself in the cabin for the last two months. I didn't know when my heat cycle would happen, but I could feel myself changing." She opened her eyes and laid a hand on her lower stomach, right above her mound. "Here. Every day, it becomes more and more sensitive. I-I want to have sex. I was afraid I wouldn't make it here in time. I don't think I can wait any longer. Will you help me? I need my wolf form if I'm going to take my brother back."

"It doesn't work that way with wolves." He stared out the front window. "Lifemates come first. To mate with someone you don't want will tie you to a miserable union."

"B-but I do want you. I always have. Deep down, I knew you were my mate. I can't explain..." She reached out and touched his leg. 

Her fingers roamed. The blood in his body coursed through his veins. He snapped his teeth in her direction to warn her off, but her touch continued traveling up his leg.

He felt the connection in more ways than one. His grandfather had warned, prepared, and forecasted his life. Dylan had ignored the prediction for too long.

Emma squirmed in the seat, fighting the belt. In her arousal, she only focused on him. Undoing the seatbelt never entered her mind.

"Why would Greggoire take your brother?" He started the truck again and continued down the road. "You said he killed your parents. Why hasn't the pack taken care of him for you?"

"The pack is scared. No one will help or tell me anything. Everything has changed around Yale in the last few years. It's not the same. Greggoire is not looking out for the others but for himself." She rubbed the length of her thigh while stretching her arm across the seat and trying to touch higher on his body. "My father challenged him for the leader position last year, and instead of letting my father back down during the fight for the alpha role, Greggoire killed him in front of everyone. Later that day, I found my mother. She had a silver knife embedded into her heart and Greggoire's scent all over her. When I ran to check on Liam, he was gone." She fisted her hands and hit the top of her legs.

Greggoire had become an even worse excuse for a wolf-shifter since Dylan left. "Why do you think Greggoire has your brother? Do you have any solid proof that he still has the boy?"

"No, but others have heard a child crying inside Greggoire's cabin. When I questioned them further, they clammed up and told me to forget my baby brother. He's better off with someone older to raise him. I've tried entering his house, but he keeps two women with him. A she-wolf and a human. Someone is always there. I don't stand a chance against them until I can shift into my wolf. That's why you must mate with me. I need all the strength I can get to fight Greggoire."

He stopped turning his head sideways to watch her and concentrated on the road. It went against a wolf's instinct to mate with more than one she-wolf. Greggoire had found a way around his natural cravings and coupled with a human. As for Emma's father, it was no surprise that Greggoire killed him for his spot in the pack. 

Dylan rolled down his window. He had to think and couldn't do that with her sweet scent urging him to agree with her crazy plan. Having a mate wasn't something he believed possible. Without a pack to back him up, he led a dangerous life. A she-wolf wouldn't be happy alone without others.

He was a rogue, an outcast, someone he never dreamed he would become until his life in the pack had fallen apart. Having this woman seek him brought new desires to the surface. He sat up straighter. His grandfather had planned Dylan's path, but when he'd left the pack, he'd doubted the prophecy.

How had he become so blind? She'd come for him, like the tale had told. Glancing at the woman, he believed he was needed again. That pleased his wolf. He'd have a reason to return to the pack. He'd right the wrongs done to him and the others. This could be his chance to again rise as alpha and fulfill his responsibilities. 

He'd need to mate with her to gain entrance back into Yale.

It was time. 

The woman, strong and fierce in her belief that he was her mate, was the blatant sign he'd wanted for the last six years. She was the seeker her grandfather predicted would come to him many years ago.

Her determination and drive to see justice done impressed the hell out of him. She was sexier than any she-wolf he'd had the pleasure to meet. Fuck. He'd gone too long without a woman. Six years too long.

It was finally time to reorganize the Yale pack and continue with what his father, and his father before him, had fought so hard for. 

It was time to bring his cousin down.

"What's your name?" He glanced left and right before turning onto another logging road, which took him to the ranger station he called home.

"Emma...Emma Raleigh."

"Well, Emma..." He stretched his arm across
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