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      Welcome to book #4 of Shifter Grove! Remember Vincent’s delivery boy, Cory? You know, the one with the mysterious background that nobody knows anything about? Well he got his own book. And he’s gonna get his own Alpha too.

      

      Don’t forget to sign up for my newsletter for exclusive deals and releases at www.blakerwolfe.com!
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            Liam

          

        

      

    

    
      The pads of my paws were raw as I walked down the shoulder of the road, heading in a generally southern direction. I knew Shifter Grove was out there somewhere. An hour ago, I’d run into the shore of Lake Huron, and I knew the small werewolf sanctuary existed on its shores. I just had to keep going until I found it. Despite the hunger and the pain, there was only one thing that spurred me on.

      Love.

      I hadn’t stopped thinking about him since that night two years ago. He was always on my mind, asleep and awake. We’d planned on mating that night to seal the mate bond between us. But we were interrupted and before we could find one another again, he was gone before the sun came up the next morning.

      There were so many things I wanted to say to him. So many things I wanted to apologize for. But I’d been trapped after he left without a way to contact him or any freedom of my own. And now, after two long years, I’d finally escaped, and I was never going back. The only person in the entire world that mattered was him. I didn’t care if I died trying to find him. I just had to see his beautiful face one last time. My love for him had already cost me everything, so what was a little bit more?

      Anxiety gripped my chest as I wondered if he was even alive anymore. Had my father taken care of him like he claimed? No. That couldn’t be right, and I refused to believe it. Somewhere deep in my gut, I knew he was still alive. I’d know if something had happened to him. We might not have been mated, but there was still a bond there. I was sure of it.

      I just had to keep going south. If I could make it to Shifter Grove, I knew I could get it all figured out. I had to.

      Desperation and sheer stubbornness kept my paws below me as I padded down the road. My tail didn’t wag, but hung limply behind me. I barely even had the energy to keep my ears erect. I wasn’t paying attention to much else besides the road in front of me and that’s why I didn’t smell the bear until I was almost on top of it.

      I froze as the scent hit me. Lifting my head, I scanned the darkness clinging to the edge of the road. It was a full moon, but despite it being early October, the foliage was still dense enough to block out the light inside the trees. I was keenly aware that while I couldn’t see the bear, he could definitely see me.

      Bears were not something I knew a lot about. However, I was keenly aware from a few National Geographic specials that this was the time of year that they were at their biggest and strongest as they prepared to head into winter. That also meant that they were probably very hungry and searching for any food they could get before the cold set in. I just hoped that I was too big to be on the menu.

      Ducking low, I moved to the opposite side of the road, keeping low in an attempt to stay out of sight. However, I’d gone no further than ten yards before I saw something shift at the edge of the woods. My blood turned cold as the biggest black bear I’d ever seen stepped out of the woods. And he was staring right at me, his teeth bared.

      As far as I knew, black bears weren’t known for attacking people. But I wasn’t a ‘people’, I was an exhausted wolf on the brink of starvation. To that massive beast, I probably looked like a Slim Jim just waiting to be snacked on. The only thing between me and becoming a pile of bear shit was my strength as a werewolf. And right now, I didn’t have any. As such, there was only one logical choice.

      Run.

      Without waiting for the bear to make the first move, I summoned up what little energy I had left and took off at a spring, my paw pads tearing against the concrete. Wounds opened up and I could feel the sticky warmth of bloody paw prints left behind me. But it didn’t matter. If I didn’t get out of there as fast as I could, I was gonna be bear chow.

      I sprinted down the road, knowing that I could outrun the creature if I tried. Not only that, but I doubted he wanted to work too hard for his food. If I made myself difficult to catch, he’d just give up and go back to eat berries or something.

      For one brief, wonderful moment, I thought I’d given him the slip. But when I slowed for a moment to glance back, I found him close behind, his lumbering form galloping over the pavement with much more ease than I had. The bear growled and sprang forward, ready to chomp down on me the moment he got close enough. He was gaining quickly, and in a moment, my tail was gonna be his midnight snack.

      With a yelp, I took off again, sprinting as hard as I could. But despite my best efforts, I was going slower than before. My limbs felt heavy and my heart strained to keep up. I was at the end of my energy reserves and already I could see my vision tunneling at the edges. It wouldn’t be long before I went down. And then there would be nothing to stop the bear from eating me alive.

      For a moment, I thought about shifting back into a human, but I knew I didn’t have the energy to do it. Not only that, but I’d been in wolf form for over two weeks, working my way across the country to find Shifter Grove. Even if I was in peak condition, it would still take me at least a couple of minutes to shift back after being stuck in wolf form for so long. Not to mention I was half-starved. I’d probably look even less threatening as a person than a wolf.

      As far as I could tell, I was fucked.

      Jaws snapped near my hindquarters, and with a yelp, I sprinted a few feet ahead. But I couldn’t keep up the speed for long and soon the bear was right on my tail again. There seemed to be no outrunning it.

      Suddenly, a clawed paw caught me in the back leg and I went rolling into the ditch. Weirdly, it was to my benefit. If I’d just fallen on the road, I would’ve been a quick snack for the bear. However, tumbling down into the ditch meant he had to skid to a halt.

      I rolled through the tall grass with a yelp and splashed down into the mucky water stagnating there. But I didn’t wait for the bear to figure out what had happened. Instead, I got my paws underneath me and took off again, this time heading the opposite direction.

      The bear had clambered down into the ditch and was sniffing the grass before he caught sight of me again. By then I was back up on the road and running. But I was slow and wet and caked in mud. If I was lucky, I had maybe a good thirty seconds before he caught up to me.

      Glancing up at the full moon, I whispered a prayer to the moon gods in my mind. That if they had seen it fit to make me a werewolf, one of their chosen children, that they should do something to save me. I didn’t care what it was just as long as I didn’t have to live through being eaten alive.

      And as much as I didn’t believe in gods, moon or otherwise, my prayers were answered.

      Bright lights came around the far curve of the road, flashing through the autumn trees. Just for a moment, their gold and reds were illuminated, giving the car a somewhat foreboding look. But I saw it for what it was.

      That car could save me.

      So, I ran out in front of it, knowing the bear wouldn’t follow.

      And I was right.

      Tires screeched as the vehicle fishtailed dangerously. The horn blared, filling the quiet of the night with its ear-piercing shriek. But I held my ground, staring directly into the headlights that nearly blinded me.

      At the last moment, I realized it wasn’t going to stop in time. So, clenching my eyes shut, I braced for impact. It wasn’t the way I wanted to go, and I still had so much to do. But at least it wasn’t getting eaten alive by a bear.

      I just wished I’d gotten one last chance to see my love again.

      There was a sudden flash of light, a rush of pain, and the world around me went dark and quiet for probably the last time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Cory

          

        

      

    

    
      “Holy fucking shit…” I breathed, my hands clenched around the steering wheel in a white-knuckled grip. “What the hell was that dog doing?”

      I let out a sigh, forcing the tension out of my body. The thunk was unmistakable. I’d definitely hit the dog even though I did everything I could to stop in time. It was almost like he moved at the last second to make sure I hit him. I had no idea what all that was about.

      But I felt a bit responsible as well. I’d just gotten off a long shift at the pizza shop, and I was on my way home from the very last delivery of the night. Animals were pretty prevalent around Shifter Grove, especially at night. Sometimes it felt like a go-cart game just trying to get home without hitting anything. But being tired and sort of zoned out definitely didn’t help. I didn’t see the dog until it was almost too late.

      And I was scared to get out of the car. The last thing I wanted to see was an animal with its guts all over the road. However, there was one saving grace. I felt the bumper hit it, but I didn’t run him over. So, there might be a chance he was okay. At least, I hoped he was.

      Taking a deep breath, I pushed open the car door and stepped out of the vehicle. The moment I stood up and looked down the road, I saw two bright fiery orange eyes glowing in the distance. They were higher off the ground than I expected, and I had to wait for my eyes to adjust before I saw the rest of the bulky figure moving at the edge of the headlights.

      It was a black bear. And a damn big one, too. All at once, the dog’s movement toward my vehicle made sense. He was probably being chased and terrified for his life. And then, being the great person I was, I fucking hit him.

      “Get out of here!” I yelled, making myself as big and loud as possible. “Fuck off, bear! I’ve seen Balto! I know how shitty you are!”

      The bear took a step forward. But I wasn’t putting up with that bullshit. Running forward, I threw my arms wide and let the wolf inside me take over for a moment. My eyes flashed and my fangs extended as I let out a howl of rage.

      The bear was visibly startled at my display and took off in the opposite direction. I stared him down, standing between him and the dog I’d hit, until he disappeared from sight. Even then I waited until the crashing through the underbrush died off and I knew we were finally alone.

      Taking a deep breath, I pulled the wolf back, letting myself become fully human again. Scaring off predators wasn’t something I usually did in human form. And to be honest, I didn’t know there was a bear that size wandering around Shifter Grove. I made a mental note to let Sam know about it so he could inform the other tenants at the hotel. The last thing anyone needed were injuries or a death should that bear get any more crazy ideas. Although, to be fair, he’d probably have a hell of a time taking out a werewolf like me. Even if I wasn’t an Alpha, that didn’t mean I was a pushover in a fight.

      Turning around at last, I held my hand up to block my headlights. I could just make out the form lying in the road, and I braced myself for what I was about to see. But it wasn’t until I put myself between the lights and the dog that I finally saw the creature was whole.

      And it wasn’t a dog.

      The fucker was huge, but half-starved and skinny beyond belief. His fur was matted in places, and he had a large scar running across his nose, cheek, and one eye. Even unconscious, the damaged eye remained partially open. It was still gold, but foggy. Most likely he was blind on that side.

      Of course, a cursory glance was all I needed to realize that this was a wolf and not a dog. But one whiff of him told me he wasn’t that either. He was a werewolf. And not one I’d ever seen in Shifter Grove before. However, there was something about him that smelled vaguely familiar. It would’ve been easier to pick out if he wasn’t also disgustingly filthy. From the torn skin on his pads, his lack of nourishment, and his ratty appearance, it was easy to see he’d been traveling for some time. Most likely, he was another outcast trying desperately to find Shifter Grove.

      He looked a lot like I did when I arrived two years ago.

      I reached down, placing a hand on his side. For a moment I thought he was dead, but then I felt the soft rise of his chest. There was a weak heartbeat in there too. The poor thing was still clinging to life. For how long, I wasn’t sure. But I wasn’t going to leave him there. Sam would know what to do once I got him back to the hotel.

      Before I could pull my hand away, I felt something else. It was a sort of electric jolt between the two of us. And there was this sudden feeling like I had to protect him. Of course, he was safe now with the bear gone, but I still felt it. I was drawn to him, even though I didn’t understand why.

      Finally, I shook my head, forcing the strange sensation away. Whatever it was, it could wait until later.

      “Alright,” I said, scooping my arms under him and lifting him gingerly off the pavement. “You’re coming home with me. We’ll get you fixed up.”

      Pulling open the back hatch of the car, I placed him gently in the back. I already had the seats folded down because I sometimes liked to sit at the beach and watch the stars. Thankfully, there was already a towel there and I threw it over him, hoping it would keep him at least a little warm.

      As I closed the hatch and climbed back into the driver’s seat, I made a small wish that he would stay asleep the entire drive back to town. It wasn’t far, but the last thing I wanted was a half-dead werewolf coming back to consciousness in my car after being nearly killed by a bear. He could be feral for all I knew, and that meant danger for me and everyone in Shifter Grove. But I couldn’t just leave him there. If there was any hope of him recovering, I had to take that chance.

      That’s what Shifter Grove was all about. Second chances.

      Adjusting my mirror so I could keep an eye on him, I put the car in drive and headed for home.

      Ten minutes later, I was walking into the front lobby of the hotel with a werewolf cradled in my arms.

      “Late night, huh?” Sam asked from the front desk, not looking up from his book.

      “You could say that,” I replied, walking over to him. “And I have a bit of an emergency.”

      He finally looked up, his eyes widening. “Who the hell is that?!”

      “No idea,” I sighed. “But he’s in rough shape. He looks like he’s starving, and he was nearly killed by a bear before I hit him with my car.”

      “On purpose?!”

      “Fucking hell, Sam! No! Of course not on purpose!” I huffed at him. “Are you gonna help me or ask stupid questions?”

      “Right, right,” he nodded, dropping his book on the desk. “Bring him into the office. I don’t want him in the kitchen in this state. I’ve got some emergency supplies.”

      “Shouldn’t we take him to the hospital or something?”

      “And tell them what? That this dog is actually a person?” He shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

      “The vet–”

      “Is not open until seven in the morning. We need to do something now.”

      I nodded, figuring Sam knew what he was talking about. He’d been at this for nearly ten years, helping every werewolf that came through town with nothing but the clothes on their back and their name. Although this guy was a special case. There were no clothes, we didn’t know his name, and he was barely clinging to life.

      “Put him on the table,” Sam said, pointing toward the table against the far wall. “Just push that stuff to the side. I need to get an IV in him.”

      “You know how to do that?” I asked, placing the thin wolf down on the table gently. I moved the paperwork and other decor items off onto a chair.

      “Of course I do,” he laughed, walking over to the small fridge at the back of the office and pulling out a saline bag. “He’s not the first one that’s come in here in rough shape. Sometimes people get in fights too or do stupid shit. Usually, it’s up to me to make sure they don’t die while their werewolf healing takes over.” He took more supplies from the bottom of this filing cabinet and came over to stand beside me. “But this guy looks a little too rough to do much healing on his own.”

      “I wish I could get him to eat something… he looks like he hasn’t had a meal in weeks.”

      “Go into the kitchen and grab an apple juice from the cooler. You can slowly drip it into his mouth. That’ll at least get some calories in his bloodstream. He’s gonna need them.”

      I glanced down at the needle as Sam pulled it from the sterile bag, my stomach turning. “Do uh… do you need my help with this?” I swallowed hard. “I don’t really like needles…”

      “I’ve got it,” he replied. “Go get the juice. I’ll be done by the time you get back.”

      I nodded and headed out of the office with a sigh of relief. I’ll admit, I took my time getting back to the cooler and finding a bottle of apple juice. The last thing I wanted to do was come back into that office while Sam was jabbing that poor wolf with a needle. Just the thought of blood shooting across the room had me queasy. So I dawdled a bit before I headed back. Even then, I stopped at the door.

      “Are you done?”

      “Have been for a couple minutes,” Sam called back.

      When I stepped inside, I saw an IV bag hanging from a hook on the wall, a long tube trailing down to the wolf’s front paw. Sam had taped everything up, so the needle was no longer showing. I was thankful for that.

      “Here,” he said, handing me a long dropper. “Fill that with apple juice and squeeze one drop at a time into his mouth. We don’t want to drown him, but his involuntary reflexes should take care of the rest. That should at least get him a little energy to work with so he can start to heal up.”

      “Did I hurt him badly?” I asked, popping open the juice jar and filling the dropper. “He didn’t get run over, but I thunked him pretty good.”

      “Other than a couple bruises, he doesn’t seem to be damaged,” Sam nodded. He reached out, tipping the wolf’s muzzle upward and pulling it open so I could drop juice onto his tongue. “He must’ve had a tough life before he came here, though. That scar on his face is old, and he’s definitely blind in his left eye.”

      “Poor guy,” I said, dripping apple juice one drop at a time into his open maw. “I wonder where he’s from.”

      “I don’t recognize him.”

      “His scent is odd,” I said, shaking my head. “But I don’t know who he is either. Then again, he’s so beat up and skinny, I doubt I’d recognize him, anyway.”

      “You don’t think anyone would wander over here from your old pack?”

      I froze up a bit. “I… I doubt it.”

      “I know you don’t want to talk about it,” Sam added. “And that’s okay. I just can’t help but notice that he’s shown up here in the exact state you were in when we found you.” He paused, not pushing any further. “Are you sure he’s not familiar?”

      “I don’t think so. But I didn’t know everyone in the old pack either. So, I can’t say for sure.”

      “Well,” Sam sighed. “We’ll find out when he wakes up, I guess. It might be a few hours, though. He’s had a tough trip.”

      “I’ll stay with him,” I replied, unsure of why I was so quick to offer.

      “Are you sure? I know you just got off of work…”

      “It’s fine. River is working tomorrow night, so I have it off. I’ll catch up on sleep after this guy is awake.”

      “Alright. But if he wakes up and starts causing trouble, just hit him with something and come get me, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “Well, goodnight then.”

      “Goodnight.”

      Sam left the room and I remained behind, slowly dripping apple juice into the stranger’s mouth. Every few drops, his tongue would move, his reflexes taking over as he swallowed. I smiled, happy to see that he was getting at least a couple calories in his body at last.

      I still wasn’t sure why I felt so drawn to this stranger. Something about him made me not want to leave his side. Maybe it was because we had so much in common already, just by the manner in which we arrived in Shifter Grove.

      And maybe it was something more.

      I wouldn’t know until he woke up. Until then, I would watch over him. The morning would hopefully bring some answers.
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      When I came to, I fully expected to find myself in hell or something similar. I didn’t really believe in religious things, but I also knew that there was no way I’d survived that encounter with the bear and the car. And considering I’d woken up, that had to mean I was in the afterlife, right? Whatever that might be, I figured it probably wasn’t going to turn out good for me. As far as I knew, I hadn’t exactly done what everyone told me was “good” in my life. In fact, just being myself seemed to be the wrong thing to do all together.

      As I opened my eyes and the room became clear, my suspicions were confirmed. All the overhead lighting was on and there wasn’t a single floor lamp to be seen. Clearly, this was hell.

      But then I started to notice other things in the room. A desk covered in paperwork, a filing cabinet, a mini-fridge, and an office chair that was currently inhabited by a sleeping man with his face resting against his hand. The walls were white and everything was fairly stark and straight-edged. It looked like a completely normal, boring office. I caught myself wondering if hell was like the “back rooms” I’d read about online. Just a never-ending series of dilapidated offices and cubicles that were impossible to escape. That truly would be awful.

      I lifted my head, feeling a sudden wave of dizziness. I stilled for a moment until it passed. My paw was itchy, and I lifted it to my mouth only to find that there was an IV on the top of it.

      Why would I need medical care in hell?

      Aches and pains flooded back into my system as I shifted to a sitting position. The rawness of my paws had healed mostly, but they were still sore. However, all my joints and muscles still felt like I’d been hit by a truck. And I guess technically I had been, although it was only a sedan. I was thankful to find I hadn’t been mauled in any way, though. At least the bear hadn’t gotten to me.

      The more my body came back online, the more I realized I wasn’t actually dead like I suspected. I was still close, but not dead yet. And I wasn’t yet sure if I should be thankful for that.

      The scent of werewolves was all around me. Even the man in the chair smelled like a wolf. He wasn’t an Alpha, that was easy to tell. But there were so many scents mixed in the air and my body ached so much that I couldn’t tell much else. All I knew was that I was hooked up to an IV and there were lots of werewolves around. If my father had caught me, I’d be dead. So, there was really only one place I could be.
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