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Chapter 1
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Insomnia has struck once again, and after hours of contemplation, I finally succumbed to the need to get up and leave the comfort of my bed.  Creeping from the house in the darkness, I stole into the night, a shadow unseen by the sleeping village.  

Slowly, I made my way to the path which led to the beach.  It was a long path, steep and arduous so I walked slowly in the darkness, navigating the rocky outcrops along the way.  When I reached the end of the first pathway, the moon appeared before me, illuminating the beach below.  Pausing to stare at the place I called home, I revelled in the beauty of nature.  Three Cliffs beach stretched out before me, it’s golden sands wide and pale.  Beyond was the sea, still and calm, no breeze at all this early morning.  The best part of all was the cliffs-the three distinct triangular cliffs, which lined and dominated the view. I’d spent much of my time here recently because I found my peace in this place.  Somehow, the setting calmed me, made me breathe a little more easily, and I appreciated that.  With so much to worry about, and concerns filling my head, sometimes the only happiness I could focus on was the fact that I lived in this wonderful place, where I could just be.

I loved it down here first thing in the morning, before anyone was awake.  I felt like the only person in the entire world, and like it was mine.  Walking down to the sand, I stepped out into the expansive beach and breathed the fresh, salty air into my lungs.  Letting it still my body and mind, I slowly began to walk down the sand, my bare feet sinking into the soft, grainy mass with each footstep.  Glancing back, I smiled at the path I made...the footsteps on the beach.  Only mine, I mused.  It had been untouched, perfect, empty.  Now it was mine.  Turning towards the sea, I started my walk down the golden sand.  

Downwards I strode, until I reached the cliffs that my home was named after.  Standing below them, I looked up, taking in their majestic beauty and sighing at the feeling of magic which rushed through me.  Of the three cliffs, there was one large triangular shaped cliff and to its right, a second smaller one followed by a third, even smaller than the other.  In the middle of the three, a small hole, just big enough to walk through.  It had been eroded by the waves, years of water making the hole bigger and wider until the time when it was large enough to walk through.  

My pack had taken on the ancient cliffs as part of our backdrops for ceremonies, rituals and celebrations.  The Therafrax pack of Three Cliffs was now small, but our community important and customs steeped in history.  

I stood for a moment, enjoying being here on my own, before walking through the gap in the cliffs and onwards down to the sea.

The moonlight was beautiful, and I smiled to myself as I walked down the sand.  By the shore, I paused, letting the water lap over my feet and chill my cold body.  Staring at the moon, I tried to keep my mind positive and focused, but too many worries were plaguing me.

Expectations and responsibilities were being thrust upon me, and I felt the pressure building to give into what my family were demanding.  As I was of age, and unclaimed, it was seen as abnormal that I hadn’t tied myself to another wolf, as was our custom.  The truth was that I had no desire to tie myself to any of the single members of our pack.  There was no-one who made my heart flutter, and I was determined that any match would be a true connection rather than forced.  My mother and brother were of the opposing opinion.  They were adamant that I put myself forwards as the next claiming ceremony and tied myself to another.  It was also expected that I started churning out cubs as soon as that happened.  I wanted neither, nor saw no prospects for it happening either.  My mind was in turmoil, and I wasn’t sure what to do.  Thankfully, I knew we had an impending gathering first, so that would prove a good distraction.

Sinking to the sand, I sat down and watched the world go by, lulled into a sleepy feeling by the sound of the waves crashing on the shore.  Here, I found some peace.  At home, I was lucky if I managed to sleep two hours a night. 

Time ticked by, and the dawn slowly arrived.  I didn’t move from my cold spot on the sand, I just let the atmosphere of this special place wash over me, calm me, restore my sense of serenity.  

I was quiet and peaceful when a sound alerted me to the fact that I was no longer alone.  It was the heartbeat I heard first, and then the paws on the sand.  Turning, I saw a flash of white and as fast as lightning, another wolf shot down the beach, heading for the shore like a firecracker was chasing its tail.

I gasped, shocked at the sheer agility the wolf displayed.  I knew I didn’t know her-I was well acquainted with all the wolves in my pack, and this one was a stranger for sure.  Standing up, I shifted quickly, unsure whether she was friend or foe.  Adjusting my stance, I prepared myself to run, knowing that while she may be fast, I would be faster.

Lifting my head, I howled at the moon, alerting her to my presence.  I heard her heartbeat falter as she stopped, turned, alert and ready.  Watching her from a distance, we stared each other down, both curious, confused and a little baffled that we’d interrupted each other’s peace here when we’d both assumed we were here alone.  

Slowly, I stalked towards her, cautiously approaching the unknown wolf.  As she wasn’t pack, she was an unknown entity, and that was cause for concern.  Even in our sister pack, who were due to arrive in the next few days, there was not this wolf.  I would have known her, I was sure.  She was unique; too distinctive.  Large for a female, pure white with glossy fur, as I got closer, I saw her eyes were almost translucent blue, shining in the moonlight.  

I growled a warning to her.  She was on my territory, how dare she? She steeled herself, waiting for my move...my attack.  When I didn’t move forwards to hurt her in anyway, she cocked her head at me in question and then I heard her words flit through my mind, spoken telepathically.  

‘Chase?’

I stared at her in confusion.  This stranger wanted me to chase her? Was she serious? Before I could react or respond, she bounded off down the sand, so fast that I couldn’t move fast enough to stop her from gaining a lead.  

Following swiftly, I quickly rushed after her, determined to catch her and not lose this race.  It was a point of pride to me that I was fast.  My athleticism had been noted from many of my pack, and at the games we held each year, I always prided myself in the activities I won.  No-one in the sister pack could beat me either, and that always gave me a sense of satisfaction.  

Today however, I found myself struggling to catch up.  This wolf was fast! And I couldn’t catch up with her.  Her long limbs thundered along the shoreline; her grace effortless while I panted my exertion at the extra push I needed to even close some of the gap between us.  

Determined, I rushed her, taking advantage of the fact she’d slowed to look behind her to see where I was.  Taking her down and tumbling along the sand with her in tow, I revelled in my capture.  

Unwilling to be caught, she sprang back up and we faced each other, our stances both tense and ready.  The chase was on.

I moved first this time, and I headed up the beach.  I could hear her just behind me, dogging my every step and as I neared the three cliffs, she took me down, taking me to the sand from behind, having caught me fair and square.  We tumbled over and over, her attempts to pin me to the sand being fought at every move.  I wrestled away, constantly moving to avoid capture and once up, shot off again, up through the gap in the cliffs and then towards the back of the beach, where the forested area lay beyond.  

If I could get to the forest, then I could surely lose her, I mused.  I knew every nook and cranny, every cave and crevice.  I kept going, my limbs straining under the effort it took to stay ahead. She was fast, and I knew we were so evenly matched that it was somewhat of a challenge to stay ahead.

Rushing into the forest, I darted this way and that, in and out of the trees and as I reached a clearing, she took me down once more, landing on me heavily and knocking the air out of me.  We tumbled through the undergrowth in a mass of limbs, her heavier frame able to hold me down far easily than I could maintain dominance over her.

‘No!’ I objected, telepathically.  

She held me fiercely, as I struggled beneath her, fighting with her to release me.  The trouble was, she was so, damn strong and at this proximity and there was another major issue.  Her scent.  Suddenly, it invaded my every sense.  It surrounded me.  It made my head grow dizzy.  I made me yield.  Succumbing beneath her, I allowed her to win, her strong body holding mine captive.  My mind was in turmoil, and I felt bewildered and confused, her invasive scent messing with my head.  

‘Got you,’ she murmured, in her head.

That had me waking back to my alert mind.  Annoyance flooded me and I struggled once more, getting away from her and darting away at speed, knowing she’d chase.  I fled for the beach, down the sand and through the cliffs, all the way down to the shoreline.  When I reached the sea first, I was exhausted but happy.  I’d won, at last.

‘Great chase,’ she said, panting by my side, moments later.

I looked at her, still breathing hard.  ‘Who are you?’ I wanted to know, my wolf and human interested beyond measure.  

‘Who are you?’ she repeated back.

I stared at her, intrigued but wary, nonetheless.  ‘Who are you?’ I said again.  

‘I’m the one who is going to beat you at the games,’ she replied, her wolf’s eyes intent on mine as we communicated through our minds.

Her words pissed me off, and I growled a low warning sound.  ‘No-one beats me,’ I told her, angrily.

‘Wanna bet?’ she replied, sounding pleased with herself.  Turning, she shot off, heading for the forest.  I watched her go, feeling confused.  What had just happened? And why was my heart beating out of my chest like a drum?

I walked slowly to the rocks by the cliffs and then slumped to the sand, utterly exhausted from the chase.  The light was beginning to come up, but I was so, so tired. Curling into the safety and shelter of the cliff, I bent my head to the sand, closed my eyes and went to sleep.  Blackness consumed me, and I became lost in a dream world of beautiful, white wolves and glimmering, blue eyes.

When I woke, it was to sounds coming from various areas on the beach.  Getting up, I quickly dressed as I’d shifted back in my sleep.  Standing and stretching, I saw a few people I knew, clearly beginning preparations for the gathering that was happening in a few days.  I hurried up the beach, trying to stay unnoticed and made my way up the paths which led back to the village.  When I reached home, I attempted to slip in unawares, but it was to no avail.  The damn woman was on me the second I walked in.

‘Caliopia! Where on earth have you been?’ she demanded.  

‘Oh hey, Mum,’ I murmured, unwilling to engage in a confrontation at this time in the morning.

‘Don’t you ‘hey mum’ me!’ she exploded.  ‘I’ve been calling around for ages in search of you! Where have you been?’

‘Down at the beach,’ I told her.  ‘I was practicing for the games.’

‘Ridiculous!’ she scoffed.  ‘I don’t know why you put so much time and effort into something so worthless.  It’s entertainment, that is all Caliopia.  Your focus should be elsewhere,’ she said, clearly.

‘Mum, please...we’ve been over this.’

‘No, I won’t, Caliopia.  You are twenty-eight years old, for goodness’s sake! It’s time you settled down and take on your responsibilities.  I want grand cubs before I die, and I will damn well cut you off if you don’t claim someone at the next ceremony.  I’ve had enough, Caliopia.  Your father would be ashamed,’ she said bitterly, before turning and stalking off.

I watched her go, feeling sadness coarse through me.  She always threw him back in my face when she was angry, and I hated her for it.  It wasn’t fair, and she knew how much the memory of him affected me.   

‘Hey Callie,’ my brother said, coming into the room.

‘Oh, hey Cam,’ I replied.

‘You just got in?’ he frowned.

‘I couldn’t sleep,’ I told him.

‘You went and trained again?’ he asked.

‘Yeah...down the beach,’ I replied.

‘You know Mum’s on the warpath,’ he said, eyeing me carefully.

‘Oh, I know. bloody woman just told me she’d cut me off if I don’t claim someone at the next ceremony.  Who the hell does she think she is to demand that I tie myself to someone? There’s no-one in the pack I want to claim! I’d be miserable!’ I ranted.

‘I know,’ he sighed.  ‘I’m the same though, Cal.  She’s said the same to me,’ he sighed.  ‘But I’m more screwed that you are,’ he said, walking over to the sofa and sinking down on the soft couch.

‘Yeah? Why? I thought we were in the same boat,’ I said, going over to sit beside him.  ‘I mean, neither of us date any of the single pack members, do we? How is that different that we have to choose from them?’ I asked him.

He sighed, looking over at me.  ‘Cal...’ he murmured, in warning.

‘No, tell me! I want to know!’ I exclaimed.

‘It’s just...more difficult for me...’ he said, cautiously. 

‘Why? Why is it different?’ I demanded.  ‘We’re only a year apart, we both don’t date and there’s no-one single we’re attracted to in the pack! What’s different?’

He sighed.  ‘I just...well, I want different things, Callie.’

‘Like what? I mean I want different things! I want to fall in love-or at the very least be attracted to my partner! Is that what you’re talking about?’ I questioned.

‘Uh, no,’ he said, looking uncomfortable.

I frowned at him.

‘I do date, Cal,’ he told me then, ‘But I go out of town to do it...away from here...away from pack,’ he explained.

‘Oh! You’re seeing someone?’ I wanted to know.

‘No,’ he denied.  ‘But I’ve dated. I’ve dated enough to know what I like and know what I’m looking for.’

‘Yeah?’ I prompted. ‘Which is what?’ I asked again.

He looked more than a little unsure about telling me, but then finally did, flooring me.  ‘A guy,’ he said, quietly.  ‘I prefer guys, Cal.’

My eyes widened to huge orbs as I took in this knowledge.  ‘You like...guys? You’re gay, Cam?’ I asked, needing to know.

‘Yeah,’ he nodded, his eyes scanning mine.  ‘Do you hate me now? Are you disgusted?’ he asked.

‘What? No!’ I cried, shaking my head.  ‘I’m just shocked! You’ve never given any indication that was how you were thinking! You hid it so well! Oh my God, Cam! You just came out to me!’ I cried, launching myself at him and hugging the hell out of him, warmly.

‘You still love me?’ he asked, against my shoulder.  

‘I love you so much,’ I said, kissing his cheek and cupping his face, ‘And nothing will ever change that.  All I want is for you to be happy, and if that’s being with guys, that’s amazing.  God, I see what you mean though? It is harder for you-people expect you to settle down with a woman and produce cubs!’

‘I know,’ he sighed.  ‘And it’s never going to happen.  I’d be beyond miserable, Cal.  I can’t do it, even if it means being shunned by Mum.  I have to be with a guy.  If I tie myself to a woman, I’d spend the rest of my life being depressed and repressing the part of me which is so desperate to come out.’

‘Why don’t you do that then? Just come out?’ I asked.

He sighed.  ‘You know why, Cal.’

‘Mum,’ I nodded.

‘Yeah.  She’s old fashioned.  She doesn’t understand it.  Remember when Ernistaz and Krighton claimed each other in the ceremony a year ago? She was disgusted, do you remember? She called it unnatural.  She was repulsed.  How can I be honest with her and expect a positive reaction?’

I shook my head.  ‘I don’t know,’ I murmured.

‘She’s demanding both of us put ourselves up there at the next claiming ceremony too,’ he said, gravely. ‘You know that’s just under a month away.’

‘Look, we don’t have to do it,’ I told him, ‘But we might have to accept that moving out is the right choice instead.  I mean, we’re both able to stand on our own two feet,’ I murmured.  ‘We both have jobs and are earning.  We could even club together and move out. If it gives us the freedom to live our lives the way we want, I reckon we go for it.’

‘So, we’re standing strong?’ he questioned.

‘Hell yeah! I’m not marrying some dope who I haven’t got the slightest bit of interest in!’ I exclaimed, frowning.  ‘God, I’ve never even met anyone I want to date longer than a few months, let alone tie myself to for the rest of my days!’

His eyebrow quirked and he studied me with interest.  ‘Why do you think that is? I mean, you’re right.  You’ve always moved on pretty quickly when dating guys.’

‘It’s just boring...and none of them have smelt right,’ I sighed.  ‘Maybe I’m just not destined to mate.  It sure as hell doesn’t seem like it anyway,’ I murmured.

‘You’ll get there,’ he consoled, reaching over with his hand laid on mine.  ‘Sometimes it just takes longer,’ he added.

‘I don’t know...I mean, as our pack stands, choice is limited.  There’s literally no-one I would even consider, quite frankly.’

‘Talking of packs though, did you hear the news from the north?’ he asked.

‘No?’ I frowned, ‘What news?’

‘The sister pack are under fire from a hybrid clan apparently.  They’ve been attacked on three occasions I was told-and these hybrids even killed a whole group of wolves from a neighbouring pack of theirs.  The massacre was so bad that the Nritang took on the remaining members-just five of them, I was told.’

‘Who did you hear this from?’

‘Tramant; my friend from the Nritang,’ he told me, gravely.

‘Wow,’ I breathed.  ‘That’s awful,’ I murmured.

‘Yeah, it sounds pretty bad.  I know there was talk of a move...’

‘What do you mean?’ I asked him.

‘Well, their home is dangerous now.  Apparently, they’re considering moving their entire pack elsewhere,’ he explained.

‘How sad,’ I murmured.  ‘So, they won’t be our sister pack anymore?’

‘I have no idea.  I guess we can ask them when they’re here,’ he considered.

I thought of the female wolf from earlier.  ‘Do you know if any of them have arrived already?’ I asked him.

He frowned.  ‘No, I don’t think so.  They’re due in two days so I can’t imagine anyone is here. Why?’ he asked.

‘I just...well, I couldn’t sleep, right? So, I went down to three cliffs.  I was just enjoying the peace of the place when this wolf appeared.  She wasn’t anyone I knew so I wondered if she was with the sister pack or something.’

He shrugged.  ‘How weird.  Are you sure it’s not just one of the sister pack who you don’t know very well?’

‘No, definitely not. I’ve never seen this wolf before.  She was pure white, Cam! She had the brightest blue eyes! She was also fast...she chased me, we kind of played a bit for a while, and I had to actually put some effort in.  She beat me once, actually, I’m ashamed to say,’ I chuckled.

‘Wow,’ he murmured, scanning my face. ‘This wolf made quite the impression on you?’ 

‘No,’ I denied, frowning. ‘I was just not sure who she was.  Perhaps she’s just someone who is passing through or something. It doesn’t matter, anyway,’ I said, feeling uncomfortable.  The truth was she had made an impression on me, but I didn’t want to admit that.

‘Well; the next week will be fun at least.  There’s always a load of fun when we get to have the sister pack here for the games.’

‘I know,’ I smiled.  ‘I’m looking forward to it.  I’m going to train more this afternoon with Leda and Jom.’

‘No work?’ he questioned.

‘Yeah, I’m going in this morning, but I’ll put in the training too.  That wolf this morning made me think I’m out of practice!’ I exclaimed.

‘What? You? You’re the most athletic member of the pack!’ he laughed.  ‘That’s ridiculous.’

‘I’m telling you; she was better...I can’t have that! I might be losing my edge!’ 

He laughed, shaking his head.  ‘I should get going,’ he said, standing and stretching.

‘Yeah, same,’ I nodded, standing.  ‘Cam?’ I stopped him, my hand on his arm.

‘Yes?’

‘I’m so glad you told me,’ I told him, emotionally.  ‘It means a lot that you shared that with me and if you ever need anything-support, back up, even just an ear to listen, I’m here for you.  I love you, okay?’

‘I love you too, Cal,’ he said, pulling me into a hug.  ‘And thank you.  That means a lot,’ he told me, softly.

I squeezed him back before he released me, kissing my cheek before he waved his hand goodbye.  I watched him go and then turned to head to my room.

After a shower, I got dressed, grabbed my bag and headed out to work.  In town, the offices were quiet.  Although we had the central base, many of the staff would be out and about working.  My role in the pack was based in housing.  Trained as an interior designer, it had seemed an easy switch to become the leader of everything based around our homes.  The building was all arranged by myself, repairs and installations were booked by me and any design work got completed by me too. I was in charge of a large group of wolves including plumbers, electricians, decorators and gardeners, and on the whole, I enjoyed my work.  The only regret I had, was that I was yet to complete my own home-and had stayed based in my childhood home rather than moving on as I should have years before.

Sighing to myself, I turned to the work at hand and lost myself in it for hours, forgetting lunch and only remembering when my stomach growled at around 2pm.  Getting up, I headed out and bought a sandwich before going back to put in a few more hours in the office.  When 4pm rolled around, I packed up and locked up before heading to the beach to meet with my friends.  

Leda and Jom were already there when I made my way down the path to the sand.  They were already spread out on the beach, sunbathing in the glorious sunshine and laughing at something that Jom was saying.

‘Hey guys,’ I said, arriving by their side.

‘About time!’ Leda smiled.

‘Yeah, we’ve been here hours!’ Jom told me.

‘I’ve been working!’ I objected, putting my towel down to spread out.  ‘Anyway, I already did one run earlier this morning when I couldn’t sleep.’

Leda scoffed. ‘Not that you even need to! You’re fitter and faster than all of us, Callie.’

‘Not fast enough,’ I muttered, under my breath, as I thought of the wolf from earlier that morning.

‘What was that?’ Leda asked.

‘Oh nothing.  What are we doing then? Chilling?’ I said, removing my shoes.

‘Yeah, for now.  We thought we’d top up our tans before Thursday,’ Leda grinned.

‘What? Why? Why do you need a tan for the games?’ I asked.

‘Oh my God, you’re like a Martian sometimes, Callie,’ Leda complained.  ‘It’s not about the games, it’s about the attention and sex on offer!’ she laughed.

‘Leda!’ I exclaimed.

‘What! We don’t get to mix with other wolves that often! I’m taking advantage of the fact! I hooked up with that cute guy, Huntaz last time.  He was hot!’ she grinned.  ‘I need to be looking my best just in case he’s not gone and tied himself to a female already!’ she laughed.

‘You’re so bad!’ I said, shaking my head.  ‘The games are meant to be about showing athleticism and prowess, not getting laid!’

‘What can I say?’ she grinned.  ‘It’s a perk...right, Jom?’

‘Right,’ he nodded.  ‘I met a guy last time.  We messed about,’ he told us, shrugging.

‘Yeah?’ I frowned.  ‘Why didn’t I know about all this sex people are having during the celebrations?’ I asked.

‘Because you weren’t getting any!’ Leda laughed.  ‘You never even seem interested, either,’ she commented.  ‘What’s that all about?’

I frowned, shaking my head.  ‘Oh, I don’t know...they just all smell so bad.’

‘You know that’s not normal, Callie,’ Leda told me.  ‘You’re meant to be drooling over at least a few of them, but you seem completely ambivalent.’

‘Maybe it’s just not for me,’ I shrugged. ‘I don’t even want to be claimed, anyway.’

‘What about some really good, hot, sweaty sex though?’ Jom asked, mischief dancing in his eyes. ‘Surely you want some of that out of this next week?’

I wrinkled my nose and gave him a dirty look.  ‘I’ve never had any, so no...’

‘Callie!’ Leda giggled, shocked by my statement.  

‘What? It’s all a huge disappointment so I don’t know why I bother.  Maybe I’m just not a very sexual type of person.  I mean, the few men I’ve been with have been vastly forgettable!’ I told them, shaking my head.

‘God, Callie!’ Leda cried.  ‘We so should have talked about this before!’ she told me, eyes wide and blazing. ‘You know, we need to put this right! During this trip, we have to find someone to rock your world! Cos the two guys we know you’ve been with, clearly didn’t have any clue how to achieve that.’

‘No,’ I said, curling my lip.  ‘I’m really not interested,’ I said, stripping my t-shirt off.  ‘I’m sticking with the single life,’ I said, dispensing with my shorts, which left me in my bikini to tan in.

‘You’re ridiculous! Look at you! You’re totally gorgeous, Callie, but you’re holding back! Any guy would be lucky to have you.  Maybe just try putting yourself out there a little bit more?’ she suggested.

‘I don’t want to talk about this,’ I muttered, getting to my feet.  ‘You two running?’

They both screwed their faces up.  ‘We’re sunbathing, Callie! Relaxing!’ Leda complained.

‘I’m just going to run off a bit of steam,’ I murmured, looking down at the sea.

‘More like pent up sexual tension!’ Leda laughed.  ‘I’d be running all the time if I got as little action as you do!’ she chuckled.

‘Hey! I thought you were meant to be my friend!’

‘I am!’ she exclaimed. ‘Which is why I’m determined to get you some when the sister pack is here! We’ll find someone hot for you, don’t you worry.  We’re on it, aren’t we, Jom?’

‘Absolutely,’ he grinned.  ‘Hot wolves for all of us,’ he smiled.

‘You two are ridiculous!’ I said, stretching.  ‘I’m off,’ I said, and set off down the sand.

I ran all the way to the shore, my legs pumping beneath me in quick succession as I made my way to the water.  When I reached the water, I turned and ran down to the left, making my way all along the wet sand, warming my body up by increasing my speed steadily as I continued. 

As I ran, I got the strangest feeling of being watched and I turned as ran, scanning the beach.  Seeing no-one, I continued, reaching the end of the shoreline where the cliffs blocked off the beach before turning and running back along the other way.  

As I continued, I felt more and more aware of myself.  Eyes were on me; I just couldn’t see where they were coming from.  Ignoring the unsettling sensations of being watched, I ran up and down, five more times before slowing at the centre of the beach and then stretching my body out.  Deciding I was done, I began walking back up the beach, towards the gap in the three cliffs.  When I neared the rock formation, my eyes fell on a woman who was sat leaning against a rock.  The breath caught in my throat as I neared, because she was staring at me, intently.  It had been her who was staring at me.  I was sure of it.  Frowning in confusion, I tried to ignore her, but my eyes somehow drifted back as I walked closer and closer.  The woman was staring at me, blatantly, her gaze wandering freely over my body. I became aware of how little I was wearing, the tight, close fit of my blue bikini and the strange response of my body as her eyes followed me.

Reaching speaking distance, I opened my mouth.  I couldn’t help it, as I felt pissed off.  ‘Can I help you with something?’ I demanded, none too politely.

She smirked at me, damn well smirked.  ‘Just enjoying the view,’ she smiled, and winked my way, seemingly amused.

I bristled with anger, my body becoming tense and frustrated.  Knowing I couldn’t call her on it, as she’d say the view was the beach, not me, I rolled my eyes at her and walked on.  Stupid woman, ruining my run.  As I made my way through the gap in the cliffs, I had the distinct feeling of eyes following my every move.  It was more than a little disconcerting.

Back up at the beach, I sat down with Leda and Jom.

‘Good run?’ Leda asked.

‘It was fine,’ I muttered, still affected by the woman who’d been watching me throughout. 

‘We were just talking about that rumour going around,’ Jom told me then, distracting me from thoughts of the annoying woman.

‘Rumour? What rumour?’ I asked.

‘You haven’t heard?’ Leda questioned.  ‘About the Nritang?’

‘No, what about them? They’re arriving in two days, right? Annual games?’ I frowned.

‘Well, yeah, but there’s more to it than that,’ she said, leaning towards me and speaking in a conspiratorial tone.  ‘I heard that they’re thinking about moving...’

‘Oh yeah, I did hear that,’ I nodded. ‘Cam said earlier that there’s been attacks in the north? That a hybrid clan have been threatening them, right?’

‘Yes, that’s the reason for the move, but it doesn’t concern you?’ she questioned.

‘Why would it?’ I asked, confused.

‘Because we’ll be more than doubled! It’ll change around here if it goes ahead!’ she exclaimed, clearly rattled.

‘Hang on a minute,’ I said, confused.  ‘What are you talking about? Why would it change around here?’ I asked her.

‘Because the joining of two packs would make our whole lives alter, surely!’ she said, cocking her head at me.

‘What?’ I exploded.  ‘Joining the packs? They’re thinking of coming here? To three cliffs? Please tell me you’re joking!’ I requested, wide-eyed and fearful. 

‘No, that’s the rumour going around,’ Jom said, seriously.  ‘They’re considering a move to here because we’re small now, there’s space to live and build more homes.  It’s quite possible, apparently.  I heard the Alphas talking about it at the house earlier.’

I gaped at him, stunned.  ‘But...but...I don’t want them to join us!’ I exclaimed.  ‘It’s one thing coming here to have a celebration or two once a year, but that doesn’t mean they should live here! Who on earth came up with this idea?’

‘I think your mother was part of the council who discussed it, actually,’ Jom replied.  ‘Ask her...I think you’ll find it to be true.’

‘But how can anyone think that’s a good idea! We’re family! Bonded! I don’t suddenly want a whole new group here! Do you?’ I asked them, eyes scanning theirs.

‘I don’t know,’ Leda murmured.  ‘I mean, I get what you’re saying-there are possible problems with the idea, but there’s positives too.  I feel like it could be good on some levels.’

‘How?’ I exclaimed.

‘It would bring more choice for us single wolves,’ Jom murmured, thoughtfully.  ‘I mean, what’s our main concern with allowing ourselves to be claimed? Lack of choice,’ he said, holding my eyes.  ‘At least if the Nritang joined us, we’d all have more of a chance to end up with someone we actually want to be with.’

‘But we’ve met them all!’ I cried.  ‘And I don’t know anyone there that I’d allow to claim me!’ I told them, heatedly. ‘Do you?’

‘Well, there was that cute guy I hooked up with last summer...’ Leda murmured.

‘Yeah, and I had that fling with Maitay,’ Jom added.  ‘He was super cute-closeted, but cute.  With a little encouragement, I could get him comfortable with being with a guy, I reckon,’ he smiled.

‘So, you two think this is a good thing? Our home, forever changed, by strangers?’ 

‘Their lives are being threatened,’ Leda told me seriously.  ‘Something needs to be done.’

I huffed, annoyed and frustrated.  ‘I’m not happy about this,’ I said, gathering up my stuff. ‘I’m going to go and speak to my damn mother.’

They both watched me go, clearly bemused by my reaction.  

‘I’ll see you two later!’

‘Bye!’ they both called, as I made my way up the beach.

Striding up the sand, I reached the path, making quick work of the climb, even though it was steep, rocky and difficult to navigate.  As I reached the second part of the path, I saw the woman from earlier, stood at the top where you could stand and stare at the view of three cliffs beyond.  She was watching me climb the path, not the beach itself.  Huffing in annoyance, I stomped up the rest of the way and paused, aghast. ‘Can I help you?’ I demanded, frustration lacing my tone and my stance.

‘Just enjoying the view,’ she smiled, and let her eyes drift slowly down my nearly naked body before slowly sliding up again.

I felt heat rush through my body at her blatant appraisal of me.  My heart picked up its pace and my fists clenched in annoyance.  ‘How dare you!’ I exclaimed.

‘What? The view,’ she said, lifting her hand and indicating the beach beyond.

I seethed with anger.  ‘Next time, take a picture...it’ll last longer.’

She surprised me then by throwing her head back and laughing at me, inciting my fury even more.  ‘Fucking dick,’ I muttered and walked away, leaving her standing there still laughing, which made my system burn with a fiery passion which stayed with me the whole way back to the house.  
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Chapter 2
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‘Mum!’ I yelled, as I slammed the door to the house.  ‘Mum, where are you?’ I demanded.

‘Why are you shouting?’ my mother exclaimed, walking through the kitchen to where I stood angrily.

‘I’m not shouting!’ I almost yelled.

‘Yes, you are! Calm down! I will not have such rudeness in my house.  What on earth has got into you?’ she questioned.

‘Why didn’t you tell me the news about the sister pack?’ I questioned, hands on hips and more than a little annoyed with her.

Realisation dawned on her face.  ‘Oh! Well, that was not a concern of yours,’ she said, dismissively.  ‘Besides, we have no indication whether it’s going to happen or not yet,’ she told me.

‘Well, there’s talk! Apparently, they’ve suffered attacks from hybrids? They need to move? Someone said you’re on the council discussing whether or not they move here! What the fuck, Mum!’ I exclaimed.

‘Don’t you dare swear in this house, Caliopia!’ she frowned.  ‘How dare you be so rude!’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ I demanded.

‘It is none of your concern,’ she scoffed, ‘And quite frankly, if it goes ahead, it’s in your best interest,’ she told me.

‘And why is that?’ I asked, frowning with suspicion.

‘Because!’ she exclaimed. ‘A new pack means more males. More males mean more choice for you come the claiming ceremony.  You are going to mate, Caliopia and I know you’ve expressed your distaste for the men in our pack so you should think of this as a blessing! You’ll have your choice of more wolves now!’ she said, gleefully.

‘I don’t want to be claimed!’ I said, for what felt the millionth time.

‘It is expected of you,’ she said, sternly.  ‘And I will cut you off if you do not abide by my wishes.’

‘Well, do it then! I can stand on my own two feet!’ I told her, hotly.

‘Not if your job is at risk,’ she warned. ‘And let’s just say, if you made a rash move, you might not have the support of the other pack members to remain in your role.  No money means no home.  No money means no food.  No money means no life.  Think about it,’ she said, eyes stern and intense.

‘Are you threatening me?’ I asked, aghast.

She smiled, wickedly. ‘Let’s just say I’m reminding you of your duties...the expectations I have of you.  If we welcome the new pack as part of us, you may even meet a wolf that you can abide.’

I frowned at her.  ‘When is this being decided?’

‘During the week of the games. Consider it a trial run when they’re here.  If we all agree and think it works, chances are the move will be very rapid.’

‘Oh my God,’ I exclaimed, shaking my head.

She brightened, straightening her already ramrod shoulders. ‘Chances are, I’ll have both of you claimed and wed before the year’s end.  Life is good!’ she declared, smiling.  ‘Now, go and put something on, dear.  You’re nearly naked! Goodness me and you should stop running so much! Your body is so muscled you look almost manly! Not a pleasing look, Caliopia.  You must eat more and put some flesh on your hips ready for childbearing.’

I stared at her, my mouth dropping open in shock.  I was about to tell her where she could fuck off to with her comments about childbearing and my manly look when she turned to leave.

‘Dinner is at seven!’ she called.

Grumbling and bitching under my breath, I marched off into the sanctity of my quarters.

Slamming the door of my room, I walked to my bedroom and stood in front of the full-length mirror.  My body was that of an athlete.  I was muscled, and especially after my running escapades, the definition was clear to see.  My stomach was tight and toned, a six-pack adorning my rippled torso.  My legs were toned to perfection, muscles bunching as I tensed, and my arms were lean and hard, strong and ready.  The rest of me was feminine though.  I didn’t consider myself to have a manly look and I stared at myself, struggling to see what her complaint was about.  My mind slipped back to the beach, at the woman’s eyes on me, at the way her gaze had flickered down my body and back up again, clearly liking what she saw.  I had never had a woman look at me in that way before, but I found it was unsettling, and made my stomach tighten with tension.  She’d certainly looked appreciative of my body, even despite its ‘masculine’ appearance.  I sighed and headed to my bed, lying down on the soft duvet, still clad in nothing but my bikini.

Spreading out, I thought about the news about the new pack.  The thought left me feeling unsettled.  Even though others thought it was a good idea, and they had genuine reasons for that, I couldn’t reconcile myself with the proposition.  More members did mean more choice, but I didn’t want to settle down and choose someone, so it presented even more of a problem. Losing myself in my reverie, I didn’t know what to think or how I could affect this from happening.  It seemed almost futile to think that it wouldn’t happen with everyone already pretty much decided that it was a good idea. Rolling over onto my side, my mind ran with possibilities and none of them were what I wanted for my life. 

Two days later, I was still seething at the idea about the joining of the two packs.  With the Nritang arriving that evening, everything was being done to ensure we were ready for the celebrations and that the temporary homes were prepared for them.  My role was to ensure accommodation was sorted and organised, so most of my day before the arrival was spent dealing with the preparations.

Halfway through the afternoon, they arrived en-masse.  Along with the others in my team, I showed them to the group of housing where they could settle and did my best to maintain a smile and welcoming demeanour when I felt completely opposed to allowing these people into my life.  Every male I met was greeted with wary eyes, as I could feel their interest, watched their noses flicker as they tried to inhale my scent, but I just scowled at them all and showed them to their quarters before moving onto the next each time.

I was almost done when a familiar shock of blonde hair appeared before me, startling me.

‘Hey,’ she said, smiling at me widely.

My eyes widened in shock.  ‘You!’ I exclaimed.

‘Me,’ she replied, her eyes scanning my face with interest, her own nostrils attempting to scent me like the males before her had done.

‘What are you doing here?’ I demanded.  

‘I’m here with the Nritang,’ she told me, nonplussed by my attitude.

‘No, you’re not.  I know all of the pack from previous years.  You are not one of them,’ I said, clearly.

‘Maybe not last year, but things change,’ she said, sighing.  ‘I joined the pack six months ago,’ she explained.  

A memory dawned...five new members had joined, I realised, because their pack had been wiped out.  ‘Oh!’ I exclaimed.  ‘You’re one of the new members?’

‘Yes, I am,’ she said, nodding my way.  ‘I’m Akashi Klay,’ she said, extending her hand, ‘But everyone calls me Kash,’ she added.

I ignored her hand and stepped back.  ‘Your accommodation is this way.’

She followed me closely behind.  

‘And you are?’ she questioned.

‘Busy,’ I replied, ignoring her request.

‘Oh! Well, nice to meet you Busy,’ she joked, chuckling to herself.

I stopped in my tracks, annoyed, but caused her to walk into me as she was following so closely behind.  ‘What the hell!’ I exclaimed, frustrated.  ‘Don’t touch me!’ I cried, stepping back.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, lifting her hands.  ‘I wasn’t expecting you to stop like that!’

‘Well, if you would give me the slightest bit of space then you wouldn’t have had to run into me.  fuck’s sake, take a step back, would you?’ I said, her scent making me dizzy.  ‘You fucking stink!’ I said, without thinking.

She chuckled, surprising me.  ‘Well, nice to meet you too, Busy,’ she murmured, shaking her head.  ‘Full of compliments, you are!’

I looked up and met her eyes.  Her scent was making my head swim and there was something in the way she was looking at me which made me want to turn and flee at the first opportunity.  ‘This is your room,’ I said, ignoring her comments.  ‘You should find everything you need here,’ I informed her.

She tilted her head and smiled at me.  ‘Do you come with the room too?’ she asked, huskily. ‘For company?’ she continued.

My eyes widened at the suggestion and shock filled me as realisation filled me.  My heart started pounding in my chest and I gaped at her.  ‘What did you say?’ I exclaimed, shocked.

‘You heard me,’ she said, her eyes sliding seductively downwards as she seemed to check out every inch of me with her sultry eyes.

I felt like I was being undressed as her eyes moved over my lithe frame before returning up to my eyes.

‘You done?’ I asked, seething with anger.

‘What?’ she laughed.

‘If you’re finished eye fucking me, I have work to do,’ I told her, my voice angry and unrestrained.

‘Eye fucking?’ she laughed.  ‘I’ve never heard that phrase before,’ she pondered.

‘Well, it describes what you were up to perfectly.  Excuse me,’ I said, backing off.  ‘I’m going to go and help anyone who is not you,’ I told her clearly.

‘Look, Busy...we’ve got off on the wrong foot...’ she began, advancing towards me.

‘My name is not fucking Busy!’ I told her, yelling in her face.  The others around us stopped and stared at the altercation happening between us.

‘Well, if you had told me your name, then I wouldn’t have to call you Busy,’ she said, grinning at me, as if my anger amused her.

‘Go to hell,’ I told her, seething.

‘I’d rather stay here,’ she murmured, dropping her eyes to my mouth.  ‘With you...’ she added, silkily.

‘Oh, fuck right off!’ I said, taking two clear steps back.  ‘You need to stay away from me,’ I told her, in no uncertain terms. ‘I don’t like you,’ I told her, bluntly.

She frowned at me.  ‘Well, that’s a real shame, Busy,’ she said, advancing on me until she was standing right before me, in my personal space once more.  ‘Because I really like you,’ she told me with a smug smile.

I bristled with anger, feeling shaky under the intensity of her stare.  ‘You stay away from me,’ I warned her.  ‘Two minutes in your company and I’m done,’ I stated, stepping back.  

She went to say something else, but I interrupted her.

‘I’m done,’ I repeated, turning. ‘And leaving,’ I added, stalking away.  I started walking away and didn’t stop until I had left the housing settlement.

Back at the house, everyone was preparing the evening feast.  The two packs were meeting at three cliffs for an evening of celebrations, feasting and socialisation.  I, however, was in no mood to socialise.  I was pissed off, and all because of that damn woman who had annoyed me from the moment she had opened her mouth.  How dare she, I raged, stomping around my bedroom, angrily.  She was so blatant in her appraisal of me, and I found it more than a little unsettling.  No woman had ever taken an interest in me like that before, and although I wasn’t opposed to same sex relationships, I’d never sought one either.  The fact that this woman seemed to assume I might be interested in her annoyed me, especially when her scent was so pervasive.  Something about her lingering aroma had me rattled, but I couldn’t quite figure out what it was.  

Moving around quickly, I showered and changed before adding a little make up and styling my short dark hair.  Once I was done, I stood in front of the mirror and tried to decide if I looked okay.  My mother’s comments about looking masculine echoed through my mind but I didn’t want to change from my black trousers into anything more feminine.  The curve of my shirt showed off my lithe frame yet hid some of my more womanly attributes, which I was determined to do after being undressed so obviously by that damn woman’s eyes.  I didn’t want to encourage that to happen again, so resolved to stay away from her this evening.

Sighing deeply, I headed out to meet my mother and brother to head to the celebrations.

‘Oh, Caliopia, no! Go and put on something nicer! More feminine!’ my mother cried when she saw me.

‘No,’ I said, bluntly.  ‘I’m not putting on something which will make me both uncomfortable and cold. I’m fine like this.’

‘You’re meant to be attracting males tonight, Caliopia!’ she exclaimed, ‘Not worrying about whether or not you’re comfortable in your clothes.’

‘I think she looks great,’ Cam added in, supportively.

‘Thanks Cam,’ I murmured.

‘No, no...a nice dress,’ my mother frowned.  ‘Something far more feminine...’

‘I’m not changing,’ I said, resolutely.

‘My goodness you are frustrating!’ my mother said, shaking her head. 

‘Can we just go and get this over and done with,’ I muttered.

‘Over and done with?’ my mother frowned.  ‘This is meant to be enjoyable! A chance to meet new people and enjoy their company! For goodness’s sake, Caliopia, put a damn smile on your face and be polite!’

I huffed at her, but she turned from me, striding from the room.  

‘This is going to be interesting,’ Cam murmured, wrapping an arm around my shoulders.

I looked up at him.  ‘I reckon you could be right,’ I smiled, falling into step beside me.

As we left the house, we headed out into the night and along the road to the path which would lead us down to the beach.  Our mother walked ahead of us, joining up with some people she knew while Cam and I followed behind, his arm still wrapped around my shoulders.  

‘You feeling apprehensive about tonight?’ Cam asked, as we walked.

‘Yeah...just a bit.  I feel like there’s a lot riding on this,’ I told him.

‘Well, there is.  I feel like the Nritang will be scoping us all out, trying to figure out our pack and deciding whether this is the right place to settle,’ he said, as we walked down the rocky path.

‘I really hope they decide against it,’ I replied, thinking of the woman from earlier.  ‘I’ve already met one of the pack who I detest!’

‘You have? Really? Who is that?’ he asked, curiously.

‘Oh, I don’t know...she said she was new,’ I told him.

‘New? Oh, you mean one of the new members of the pack?’ he asked.

‘I guess so,’ I shrugged.  ‘Anyway, I won’t be getting to know her...she annoyed the fuck out of me,’ I said, bitchily.

‘Yeah? Why’s that? You’re not usually so discerning of people straight off the bat!’

‘Yeah, well, she’s fucking annoying.  Said some things...looked at me funny...’

‘Callie, can you hear yourself!’ he laughed, his infectious laughter filling the air around us as he stumbled and cackled, grabbing me and hugging me.  

As he messed about on the path with me, footsteps from behind alerted us to the fact that we were no longer alone-as there was only one path down to three cliffs beach, and a lot of wolves were headed that way, it was pretty likely that we would come across more attendees to the celebration.

‘Oh sorry,’ Cam laughed, straightening up and turning to the people behind who had stopped as we’d blocked their path.  ‘Hey!’ he exclaimed, his voice changing as he looked at who was standing there.

I looked behind us and saw that there were two new faces-annoyingly, one was the woman from earlier and the other was a young male with bright blonde hair and an ethereal looking face, very handsome and striking, hence Cam’s immediate interest.  ‘Who are you?’ Cam asked, enigmatically.

While I struggled with social interaction and larger groups, Cam was in his element when faced with people.  He was larger than life, fun to be around and always knew what to say.

‘I’m Tommei,’ the guy said, extending his hand to Cam.  ‘I’m with the Nritang now. This is Kash, she’s my cousin and Alpha-we’re two of the newbies,’ he said, scanning Cam’s face with interest.

‘Oh, that makes sense then,’ Cam commented.  ‘I would have remembered you for sure,’ he said, holding onto his hand for way longer than necessary before moving on to Kash.  ‘Nice to meet you, Kash.’

‘And you.  I’ve actually met your friend before,’ Kash told Cam, nodding towards me.

‘Oh really? When did you meet Callie?’ Cam asked.

‘Callie!’ she exclaimed, happily.  I scowled at her, grumpily.  ‘Well, Callie and I met on the beach the other day and then earlier she showed me to my accommodation, where we hit it off immediately,’ she laughed, eyes on me.

‘Really?’ Cam questioned, knowing me well.

‘No, not really,’ Kash replied, chuckling.  ‘She called me a fucking dick, told me to stay away from her and decided I was annoying instantly.  It wasn’t the best of all first meetings in all honesty,’ she grinned.

‘Oh dear...well, our Callie here struggles socially sometimes, but she’ll warm up to you, I’m sure.  She really is the best sister I could ask for.’

‘Sister? You’re brother and sister?’ Tommei asked.

‘Yep,’ Cam nodded.  ‘What-you didn’t think we were together did you?’ he laughed, a great booming sound erupting from his lungs. 

‘I don’t know,’ Tommei shrugged.  ‘But it’s good to know, right?’

‘Right,’ Cam said, heading to Tommei’s side.  ‘How about we walk down together?’ he said, draping an arm around his shoulders as if they were familiar with each other.  ‘Get to know each other a bit?’ he suggested.

‘Sure,’ Tommei smiled, and I watched as their eyes met and held for a second too long to be a friendship they were establishing.  ‘Let’s go.’

I watched them in shock and horror as they waltzed off down the path, arm in arm.  How the hell was it that easy for him? And how dare he leave me with the annoying woman from earlier?  Turning back to face her, I scowled in annoyance.

‘So!’ she began. ‘Looks like it’s just you and me then...Callie,’ she added, pleased with herself.

‘No,’ I replied, bluntly. ‘You can make your own way down.  I’m not walking with you,’ I said, turning and heading off.

She fell into step beside me, walking along as if I had said nothing.  ‘At least I know your name now,’ she murmured, looking over at me. ‘And your brother seems nice!’ she added.

I stopped, turned and huffed at her in annoyance.  ‘Is there any part of me which is giving you the impression that I want to engage in any sort of conversation right now?’ I demanded, ‘Because I can assure you, I don’t!’

‘Okay...not a talker...that’s fine,’ she shrugged.  ‘Can I at least walk with you down? This is much harder to find in the dark.’

‘Oh my God, you just follow the path,’ I complained.  ‘It isn’t that difficult!’

‘Yes, but it’s far nicer with company for the journey,’ she told me.

I rolled my eyes at her words.  ‘It takes about five minutes from here,’ I muttered.

‘I know, but nicer with company, right?’

I huffed, frustrated.  ‘Look, I’ve tried saying it nicely, but you’re clearly not hearing me.  I have no desire to chat, get to know you or spend any time with you, okay? That clear enough?’

She seemed to ignore my words.  ‘This is such a beautiful area.  I’ve been really taken with it since I arrived,’ she told me.

I kept walking, ignoring her completely.  

‘Our chase was fun, right?’ she added, clearly trying to get my attention.

I stopped and turned, stunned at her words.  ‘That was you?’ I exclaimed, shocked.

‘Yeah,’ she smiled.  ‘You’re fast,’ she told me.  ‘Really fast.  I was impressed, and that takes a lot.  I’m the fastest in my pack, you see.’

‘Oh yeah? Well, I’m the fastest in my pack, so you’ve got some competition now,’ I said, fiercely.

‘Hmm,’ she murmured, ‘I don’t know.  I think I could still outrun you,’ she said, confidently.

‘Oh, you do, do you?’ I replied, hands on hips.  

‘Yeah-you were easily distracted by a bit of play.  Although it was fun, if we competed for real, I’d find ways of distracting you and made sure I won.’

‘You’re full of shit,’ I said, rudely. ‘I wasn’t distracted by anything!’

‘Sure, you were.  I got you pinned because you were more interested in the play than the chase.’

‘Fuck you,’ I said, angrily.  I was focused and fast.  I knew I was.

‘Well,’ she murmured, cocking her head at me, ‘I mean, that’s another option for sure.’

I growled at her.  ‘You are the most annoying wolf I have ever met,’ I told her, before striding off down the path.

‘You were the one who mentioned fucking!’ she said, catching up and falling into step beside me.

‘I wasn’t talking about doing anything with you!’ I raged.

‘No? Who with then?  I don’t see a claim on your neck? Single, I’m hoping?’ she asked.

‘None of your goddamn business,’ I exploded.  ‘And don’t look at my neck! In fact, don’t look at anything! Not one little part of me!’

‘My, my, you are a testy little thing, aren’t you?’ she mocked.

‘I am not a thing! And I am not testy! You’re just fucking annoying! Get out of my life and fuck off,’ I finished, angrily, ready for this conversation to be done.

‘Not going to happen, little one,’ she said, testing my patience once more.  ‘It looks like we’re on the move-and this is such a beautiful home that I’m convinced it’s going to happen.  With such interesting characters around too, I’m sure I won’t mind moving down here,’ she smiled.

‘But...but...you can’t!’ I blustered.  ‘And if you think I’m even the slightest bit interested in whatever it is you’re suggesting, you can go fuck yourself! I am not and will not ever be claimed-especially to someone like you!’ I yelled.

‘Oh no? And why is that? Because I’m a woman?’ she asked.

I huffed.  ‘I have no problem with you being a woman,’ I told her.  ‘I have a problem with you being the most aggravating pain in my arse I’ve ever met!’

‘Don’t hold back now,’ she chuckled.  ‘Say what you really mean.’

I made a sound of frustration.  ‘You’re insufferable!’

‘And you’re the most gorgeous wolf I’ve ever met,’ she said, dropping her voice to husky tones and taking a step closer to me.

I backed off, instantly, my heart hammering in my chest. ‘Don’t!’ I said, lifting a hand to ward her off.

‘Why?’ she questioned, ignoring my attempt to make her back off, and advancing more.

‘Get away from me,’ I told her, my voice low and controlled even as I shuddered inwardly at her heady scent.

‘You know what? I was dreading this move...this occasion...this trip.  Now I’m more intrigued than anything, Callie.  I’m looking forward to getting to know you-and despite what you say, I know there’s a glimmer of interest in your eyes because I felt it when we played on the beach that morning.  You’re interesting to me, Callie-and you telling me to fuck off is not going to do much good.  I’m captivated by you-and that never happens,’ she revealed.  ‘So, for now, I’ll leave you alone, but I’ll catch you later, okay? We could...spend a little time together...’

I stared at her for a moment, shocked into silence.  When I’d gathered my thoughts, my response was harsh.  ‘I am not interested,’ I told her coldly, ‘So fuck off and find someone who is,’ I retorted, before turning to head down the path.  Despite the dark, I knew this journey like the back of my hand, so I hurried off ahead of her, past other people making their way down so that I could get away from her.  I didn’t stop until I’d reached the end of the path, and the beach was opening up in front of me widely.  Stepping onto the sand, I headed over to the celebrations.

The party was in full swing by the time I arrived, and my mood was a stark contrast to the happy group of people I encountered.  Heading for the food, I got myself a plate of delicious looking items and headed for the rocks, to sit down and watch from afar.  I was halfway through my plate when my annoying shadow appeared again.

‘Here you are! I’ve been looking all over,’ she said, sitting down beside me on the rock which had enough space for two of us.

I turned to one side, moving my back in a sign of disrespect, a clear indication I didn’t want to speak to her.

‘Great spread, isn’t it? It was so kind of your pack to put on such a grand feast-and I hear the high priestess is going to attend too! It’s very exciting.’

I continued to ignore her, hoping that if I did, she would lose interest and go away.

‘I really like this place too.  It holds magic, I’m sure,’ she mused.  ‘These cliffs must have stood here for thousands of years while generations of your pack have lived in these surrounds.’

I rolled my eyes, turning even more so I didn’t have to listen to her.  

‘You have a very unique scent, you know? It’s like...I don’t know...sometimes I get a waft of this incredible, unique aroma but then it’s kind of masked sometimes as well...what’s that all about?’ she asked.

I got up, walking away, plate and all.  I was intent on ignoring the constant questions she fired at me and wanted nothing more to do with her.

I ate everything I’d picked up and then after dumping my plate in a bin, headed for the back of the gathering.  I didn’t want to converse with people, let alone socialise and get to know new pack members.  Unfortunately, my mother seemed to have different ideas, and soon after accosted me with a young wolf in tow.

‘Caliopia! There you are!’ she said, shaking her head in despair.  ‘This is Timus! He’s keen to be introduced to you, aren’t you Timus?’

‘Oh sure,’ he smiled, stepping forwards.  ‘Lovely to meet you, Caliopia.  You are very beautiful, as your mother told me.’

I rolled my eyes, wanting to go anywhere else in that moment.

‘Timus is unclaimed, Caliopia.  He works as an accountant and has his own sports car!’ my mother told me, wide eyed, as if to say, this is a catch-don’t let him get away!

‘Wow,’ I murmured, somewhat sarcastically. ‘His own sports car! Really! Let’s talk then!’ I joked.

‘That would be nice,’ he nodded, missing my tone and thinking I was serious.

‘Brilliant, I’ll leave you two lovebirds to get to know each other,’ my mother grinned, looking pleased with herself.

I gaped as she left and then looked over at the unattractive male stood before me.  He was not someone who I would even consider getting involved with, but he hadn’t seemed to get that hint whatsoever.

‘So! This is nice! Great party!’ he said to me, looking enthusiastic about the affair.

I tried not to be as rude as I wanted to be and leave straight away.  ‘Mmm,’ I murmured, unwilling to engage in conversation.

‘Your mother was telling me you’re in charge of housing around here,’ he began.

‘That’s right,’ I nodded, ignoring eye contact.

‘And you’re yet to be claimed?’ he asked.

This time I did look at him.  ‘I’m not looking to be claimed,’ I told him, bluntly.

‘You’re...not?’ he asked, apprehensively.

‘No, I’m not.  You’re wasting your time.  See you later, dude,’ I said, and turned and walked away.

I didn’t glance back to see his stunned expression, which I knew would be there. Instead, I headed past the woman who seemed to be everywhere I turned and stalked past her, ignoring her call of my name as I passed.  Heading down to the shore, away from the gathering, I took a little time for myself, to breathe and to gather my thoughts.  I was stood watching the sea when a voice sounded from behind me.

‘Hey,’ she said, a few feet behind me.

I sighed, shaking my head.  ‘Can’t you leave me the fuck alone?’

‘You don’t like crowds?’ she asked, coming to stand beside me.

I glanced up at her, she was very tall, so I had to lift my head to look at her, but her eyes stared straight ahead, out to sea.  ‘No, I don’t.’

‘Me neither,’ she replied.  ‘Too much going on.  I prefer the quiet...peace...’

I released the breath I was holding.  ‘If you appreciate that, then could you please leave me alone?’ I asked her, clearly.

‘Sure,’ she nodded, ‘If you answer one question for me.’

‘What question?’ I frowned.

‘Why can’t I scent you clearly, Callie?’ she asked.

The sound of my name on her lips had my stomach clenching with tension, which I didn’t understand.  ‘I mask my scent,’ I told her, finally meeting her eyes.

Her eyebrows rose in surprise and as her face was illuminated in the moonlight, I found myself captivated by her eyes, and how intense they were as they watched me.

‘You mask it? How?’ she questioned.

I lifted my hand to my neck and held the vial up a little.  ‘This,’ I told her.

‘What is that?’

‘Titum Arum,’ I murmured.  ‘It smells like rotting flesh, and is a good deterrent for unwanted admirers,’ I explained.

‘Unwanted admirers...you have a lot of unwanted admirers, Callie?’

I shrugged.  ‘That’s a second question.’

‘It is,’ she nodded.  ‘Alright, I’ll go,’ she said, and true to her word, turned and walked away.

I watched her leave, surprised, and slightly unsettled by her interest.  I’d never experienced the dizzying sensation I got when she lingered near me, and I didn’t like the way it made me feel one bit.  

Heading back to the celebrations, I saw Cam to one side of the group, still chatting with Tommei.  His whole body leaned in towards him with interest and their eyes held each other’s captive.  I realised in that moment that I had never seen him with a woman like that before, had never looked at a female with the hungry, attentive look he was giving Tommei.  It amazed me I’d never considered it before, that my brother might be gay.

‘Cute couple, huh?’ a voice said beside me.

I turned in annoyance, knowing exactly who I’d find beside me once more.  ‘You don’t get the message, do you?’ I exclaimed.  ‘Fuck off! I don’t want your company!’

She ignored my comment and continued.  ‘Is your brother gay? They’d look good together, right?’

‘None of your damn business,’ I said, turning towards her.  ‘Look, I’ve tried being blunt, I’ve tried being rude, what is it going to take for you to fuck the hell off?’ I questioned.

She shrugged.  ‘I’m not going to fuck off.  I like you,’ she said, scanning my face. ‘You interest me,’ she said, huskily, the heat of her intense eyes boring into mine.

I gaped at her.  ‘Well, take your interest and get the hell away from
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