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      A lone alpha wolf with nowhere to call home.

      

      When his brother leaves their pack, Aries’s life forever changes. He has no desire to lead them, especially not the way his father does. So, he packs a bag and walks out the door without looking back. Years later, he’s still wandering. Or maybe he’s finally on the right path.

      

      A shifter without a pack.

      

      Little does Cassie know that she’ll find her mate in the gorgeous, unattached lone wolf while she’s running an errand. She feels his call on a primal level. Now that they’ve met, there’s no turning back.

      

      Two souls intertwined.

      

      A local alpha threatens Aries and Cassie, causing them to leave. They form their own pack. However, the enemy is never far away.

      

      Fate may have brought them together, but it’s also vigorously testing their bond. They must fight for their survival.

      

      The battle has just begun.
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      Please note that this book contains the following: descriptive violence, abuse, anxiety, and assault. If any of these are triggers for you, please proceed with caution.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Author’s Note

      

      

      

      If you’re new to my Avynwood world, this is a great place to start. In terms of the timeline, this is the first book on it. No, it’s not the only book in the Avynwood world. I wrote the other books then decided to go back in time and write the origin stories. This is book one. I hope you fall in love with these paranormals as much as I have. Now skip the next paragraph and begin the first chapter. Happy reading!

      

      If you’re familiar with this world, welcome to where it all begins. You’ve read bits and pieces of the pack’s history sprinkled throughout the other books. Please keep in mind while reading this that it’s not the book as Lealla would have written it. The timeline won’t be the same. The details won’t either. Lealla writes fiction based on real life events, filling in spots from her imagination as need be to make the books more entertaining. This book and the others in the series are the events as they happened and my telling of their stories. I hope you enjoy the series. I’m having a lot of fun writing it. Welcome back to the pack!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          ARIES

        

      

    

    
      “What do you mean he’s leaving?” I stare at my father.

      “He said he’s tired of being in a pack and wants to head out on his own.” His jaw ticks, clearly angry at what’s happening. His nearly black hair falls over his forehead when he leans forward, bracing his hands on the back of the chair in front of him.

      We’re in his office in our pack house. The place where he conducts his business. I’ve never known any other home. And I’ve never been without my brother before.

      My father has been running this pack for over five hundred years. It’s taken a toll on him. As it has on my brother and me. Everything we do is for the pack. Every decision. It comes down to what’s in the best interest of all of us. That’s what my father always says when sacrifices must be made.

      Scorpius steps into the room and comes to a halt when he sees us. He’s tall, an inch more than me. He inherited our father’s black hair and our mother’s crystal blue eyes.

      My brother frowns, his mouth mostly covered by his thick beard. “You told him then?” I don’t miss the bite in his tone.

      Father turns toward him. “I didn’t think you were going to. He needed to know.”

      “He’s my brother. Of course, I would have. He should have heard it from me.”

      I watch my father’s hands ball into fists at his side as his eyes flash emerald green. His wolf is right below the surface. “This is my pack, Scorpius,” he says harshly. “You’d do well to remember that.”

      Scorpius drops his head back and laughs loudly before focusing on our father again. “Who could forget?” he yells. “You rule this pack like you’re king of all the country. Everyone is to bow to your command.” My brother does a sweeping bow to punctuate his point.

      A low growl emits from my father. His alpha power ripples through the air.

      “You’re not the only one who can shift, old man,” Scorpius goads. His eyes flash the same green.

      “Enough!” I shout and step between them. It’s not the first time I’ve done so, but maybe it will be the last if Scorpius is truly going. “What’s wrong with the two of you? This isn’t helping the pack.”

      “That’s one of the reasons I’m leaving,” Scorpius states as he takes a step back. “I can’t keep doing this. Three alphas are one too many, as far as I’m concerned. I’m done with the constant battles in our family.”

      It’s rare for a female to give birth to two alphas. My parents thought they’d have one alpha son. But when I was born and started shifting, coming into my power as an alpha, they thought fate looked down on them. Two alpha sons often spelled trouble.

      There have been a lot of fights between my brother and me throughout our lives. Not because it was assumed he would lead since he was the firstborn, and I wanted that right. I always thought it would be him. We fought because we’re both strong males, who have alpha power exuding from us in spades. I never bow down to my brother, just like he doesn’t to me. My father is a different story. He’s our alpha. I do as he wishes.

      Looking at my brother now, and his resolute anger, I wonder if I wasn’t paying enough attention all these years. My brother leaving wouldn’t be a quick decision done lightly. He must have thought it through.

      “What of the pack?” my father asks.

      “You have Aries. You don’t need me.”

      “You were the one who was going to take over.”

      “I never wanted it. You knew that, yet you kept pushing me, prepping me, making me learn everything I had no interest in.”

      Anger comes off my father in waves. He lets the shift wash over him, turning him into a massive white wolf. His four paws hit the floor and with a low, long growl, he passes by Scorpius with his lips peeled back before leaving the room. Neither Scorpius nor I move until we no longer hear him in the house.

      Scorpius steps over to me and holds my gaze. “You don’t have to stay here, brother.”

      “What do you mean? Of course, I do. We stay with the pack. That’s what we’re supposed to do. We’re here for them.”

      “Father is continuing to run the pack the same way it was done before him. It should be changing, moving with the world out there and how things evolve.”

      “Then do something about it, Score. You’ll be alpha soon enough. Father is nearing a thousand years old. Make those changes when you take over.” The pack has been in our family for generations. The thought of my brother not being the next in line to lead doesn’t sit well with me. I never considered it any other way.

      He shakes his head. “The pack won’t be open to it. If you think about it, you’ll see I’m right.”

      “So you’re just going to leave? That’s your solution?” I can feel my wolf stirring inside me, reacting to my brother abandoning us. That’s how it seems. Like he’s running away, leaving me to deal with the pack’s problems. I’m not the one who is ready to lead.

      Neither of us are mated. We don’t have anyone to lean on but each other. And he’s choosing to go rather than to stay by my side.

      “You knew I didn’t want to run the pack, Aries. I don’t like being surrounded by other shifters. I was never meant for this, but you are.” He’s told me before. I thought it was a phase. Something he was going through. Not that it would lead to this.

      “I’m meant to have my brother in my life.”

      “I’m not leaving you, just the pack.”

      “It’s the same thing,” I growl, barely able to keep my wolf inside. If I didn’t have such a good relationship with him, I don’t think I’d be able to.

      “I don’t want to leave things between us like this.” I can see the sorrow on his face. The way tears build in the corners of his eyes. I hear the emotion threaded into his words. But he’s fully in control of this situation. Not me. I’m not the one about to walk away.

      “You’re choosing the unknown instead of your family.”

      “I wish you’d understand. I have to do this. I can’t stay here any longer.”

      “Go then,” I growl. “Leave!”

      “Aries,” he whispers.

      “No! You made your decision.”

      Scorpius gives me one last look before turning and going to his room. With my exceptional hearing, I pick up every sound he makes. He takes a bag from his closet. One I know he keeps near the back. It’s the same one we took when we used to camp on the pack property when we were younger and wanted our independence.

      Once he’s done packing, his soundless steps bring him to our parents’ bedroom where our mother is quietly crying.  Her soft sobs are nearly my undoing. They speak in hushed whispers. Her cries get muffled, no doubt they’re hugging.

      My brother makes his way back to the doorway of the room I’m in. As much as I want to go to him and beg him to stay, my body won’t move; my gaze out the window. He lets out a breath then leaves through the front door. His retreating back, the last I see of him.

      That’s where I continue to stand, rooted in the same spot, as time ticks by. My father doesn’t come back. My mother doesn’t leave her room. It feels like there’s an aching chasm in my chest. I can’t believe he left.

      He was all I had. I don’t have a good relationship with my father. At best we tolerate one another. I don’t agree with how he runs the pack either, but I know better than to question him. He doesn’t want me to run it after he’s gone. He’s made that clear. It’s always been my brother who he wanted. The firstborn.

      Now with Scorpius gone…

      I finally move. One foot in front of the other until I’m out the door and running through at least six inches of new fallen snow. It’s that time of year in Colorado, where our pack is based.

      The shift washes over me. I don’t want to be in charge anymore. My wolf takes over and runs. I’m not sure how long he keeps going and I don’t care. I’m too upset, broken over the loss of Scorpius. My anger fades to sorrow.

      I miss my brother, my best friend.

      There are things I said in anger. Words I wish I could take back and put others in their place. But what’s done is done. There’s no changing the past.

      I let my wolf stay in charge long after the sun sets. Eventually he wants the warmth of the pack home again. He wants his family by his side, even if the most important member to him is gone. Yet, when I shift and enter the house, it’s the coldest the home has ever felt.

      My pack brothers, my father, they’re sitting at the table drinking fae wine and laughing like nothing happened. Like my world isn’t crumbling down around me.

      “There he is!” my father calls, clearly having had too much to drink. “Come sit with us, boy. Learn the ways of real males.” I guess Scorpius isn’t a real male in my father’s eyes anymore. Father spreads his arms wide. “This will all be yours someday.”

      Instead of walking into the room, where I’ll be embraced for the first time as the next pack alpha, I go up the stairs to my bedroom and shut the door. Everyone in the pack will know if the sob building in my throat is set free.

      I sit on the edge of my bed before lying down on my side and curling into a ball. I can’t cry but I can allow myself to feel everything internally.

      How could Scorpius leave me behind? I’d never do that to him. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. But he’s gone and I’m left to wonder where I go from here.
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      The memory of the day my brother walked out of my life runs like a movie in my head. I’m thinking of him more today for some reason. It’s been years since I’ve seen him. Months since I’ve thought of him.

      Yet, something inside me is reaching out for him, hoping he’s okay wherever he is.

      Maybe it’s because I’m sitting on a mountain ridge in North Carolina, while the setting sun beats its last rays of the day down on me, and it’s nothing but peaceful. I miss my brother. But the anger I felt at him for leaving stayed brewing in me for a while.

      After Scorpius left, I was with my father and his pack for two years until I couldn’t take it anymore. I tried. I really did. I wanted to learn how to lead, but his pack… the way he did things with no interest in change… I couldn’t stay. I couldn’t be the leader he needed. Because no matter what I suggested, he didn’t want to listen.

      I’ve traveled a lot over the past eight years. In my journey, I’ve tried to find myself. Who I really am. What I want out of life. I’m only eighty years old, very young for a shifter. Scorpius is older than me by thirty years. Our parents waited until they were older to have us, so we’d be young and ready to run the pack for a long time. Too bad none of that worked out in their favor.

      Last I heard, Father’s beta’s son took over about five years ago. He’s an alpha though not as strong as Scorpius or me. I’m not sure if my father is dead or alive. Hell, I’m not sure if Scorpius is either. But the difference is, I really hope my brother is still out here somewhere, living a great life. My father became a mean old son of a bitch. I wouldn’t shed a single tear if he’s gone.

      My mother, I do miss her. I hope she’s doing well. She never saw anything my father did as a problem. The love she has for him is unconditional and I can’t fault her for that. Shifters mate for life. In the end, I had to get out of there though.

      I’ve learned to let the anger at my brother go. It won’t get me anywhere. He did what was best for him. Didn’t I do the same thing after he was gone? I didn’t stay for long. I didn’t help. I fled with a packed bag, a very padded bank account that I made sure no one had access to but me, and the knowledge that I no longer had anyone to answer to.

      Enough reflecting for tonight. Time to get moving. I have no destination in sight and need to find somewhere to sleep. I keep hoping I’ll know my new home when I get there. I’m not sure if it will happen. Years have passed and nothing.

      There have been some shifter packs I’ve run into throughout my travels. Wolves, bears, even a cat pride. Last I knew, there was only one wolf pack in North Carolina, and I intend to stay away from them. I haven’t heard good things and don’t want any trouble. Being a lone wolf, I have no one to watch my back so I need to be careful. I didn’t come this far only to be killed because of my stupidity.

      The night wears on and I keep walking. I could have driven when I left the pack. Drove all over the country, but there’s something better about doing it on foot. Brings me back to nature, makes me appreciate what this world has to offer.

      I stay as a human every day until I sleep, then let my wolf take over since his hearing and eyesight are superior. Plus, he hunts much better than me. That’s not to say I haven’t stopped at restaurants when near a town to get a bite to eat. Being a wolf is easier. Instincts rule. Life is simple.

      North Carolina is a beautiful state. And where I’m walking now is a thick forest with tall trees, blocking out the moonlight. The only sounds I hear are small animals scurrying out of my path. They recognize the predator in me, even if I want nothing to do with them. When my wolf hunts, he’s after much bigger game.

      There’s a slight breeze, which brings with it the scent of woodsmoke. Not strong like a big fire is nearby but something faint an ordinary human might not pick up on. I start walking in that direction, wondering if there’s a campground nearby.

      The closer I get; I hear a sound that has my wolf taking notice and the hair on the back of my neck standing on end. The low rumble of a bear tearing into its prey. I start to edge farther out, not wanting to interrupt its meal when a whimper catches my ears.

      Something inside me tells me I need to get closer, not farther away. I take careful, quick steps, thankful for the soundless way shifters move even in our human form. The nearer I get; the whimper turns to a cry that’s obviously a human and I start running. Humans and bears are not a good combination.

      I dart through the woods, my bag on my back jostling against me every time my feet connect with the ground. A small cabin comes into sight. I toss my bag to the ground and move to the back of the cabin where the sounds get louder. Claws slicing into flesh, a sickening sound. A gasp of strangled breath. Cries that become quieter and gurgled before stopping altogether.

      Then I see the bear. He’s hovering over the human, not feasting but destroying. There is no bear clan here that I’m aware of. I’m a second from shifting when I make a critical mistake. I’m not watching where I’m going and step on a stick. All the soundless steps in the world won’t stop a stick from breaking when it’s met with force.

      Snap!

      The bear’s head turns my way. Bright, ruby red eyes meet mine, telling me it’s a shifter. This isn’t a regular bear either. This is a fucking grizzly and he’s attacking a human.

      I let the shift take over, allowing my wolf to rise to the surface. I’m strong as a human but against a bear shifter, my wolf has a much better shot. Bears aren’t to be taken on lightly. They’re very strong and know how to fight. Wolves are more agile though.

      My wolf growls as he approaches, but the bear goes right back to shredding the human while keeping his eyes on me. The bear dips its head to take the human’s arm into its powerful jaws and with a few shakes, severs it from the body. Blood coats the ground around them. The bear has it dripping from its jaw. My wolf lunges, not wanting to wait another moment. It’s probably too late for the human, but the bear needs to be taken care of. A human never stands a chance against a paranormal.

      A brief thought enters my mind. Is the person on the ground a paranormal? No, they can’t be. They would have shifted or done something else, depending on what they were. A vampire is much too strong to let a shifter kill them like this. Fae would use magic. The bear wouldn’t get within feet of them. The person on the ground has to be a human.

      My wolf’s teeth sink into the bear’s hind leg, causing it to turn and swipe its meaty paw down along my wolf’s side, its claws slicing through flesh. He lets go of the bear but goes back at him at another angle, ignoring the pain of the open wound.

      The bear tries to shake my wolf off once he gets a good grip. But the bear is focused on disemboweling the human. Blood coats its fur where my wolf is latched on as the metallic taste registers with me. Everything my wolf feels, tastes, senses, I do too. My wolf has a good grip on the bear’s spine. It’s enough for him to momentarily focus on us instead. The human is dead at this point. I didn’t get here in time to save him.

      Finally shaking us free, the bear spins and comes after us. My wolf decides to run, hoping the bear gives chase to get him far away from the human and the cabin. He comes for us, must be satisfied that the human is dead.

      Shifters can fight through a lot of pain and broken bones. Our tolerance is high as the bear proves still after us with his damaged section of spine.

      When my wolf thinks we’re far enough away, he turns and faces the bear head-on. The bear and my wolf go round for round. We’re bleeding and so is he, squaring off, panting. My wolf shredded the bear’s shoulder and hind leg, plus the damage already done to its back.

      A quick flash of brown takes over the red eyes, and then the bear turns and runs off the best he can in the opposite direction of the cabin. He knew he wasn’t going to win. It was either leave now or fight to the death. My wolf doesn’t move. Simply breathes through the pain until he’s sure the bear is gone. Neither of us will shift if we’re still in danger.

      The shift comes and I cry out in pain. It’s not the shift that hurts but the mending of the injuries. With every shift, I can heal my wounds unless they’re mortal, which they aren’t. It takes a lot to kill a shifter and my wolf never let the bear near his most vulnerable areas.

      When I’m satisfied my injuries are healed, I stay in my human form and walk through the forest to where I left my bag. Luckily, shifter magic keeps our clothes in place when we shift from an animal to a human. That doesn’t mean when I fell as a human to the forest floor in pain that I didn’t get blood from my wolf on me.

      After finding my bag, I locate a large enough puddle from recent rain to clean off my hands. There’s nothing to be done about my clothes. I change into a different pair of jeans and long-sleeved shirt then stuff my bloody clothes into my bag to be disposed of later. Leaving them out here where anyone walking through the forest could find them isn’t a smart move. Humans would think there’s a murderer on the loose and go looking for a body. Paranormals don’t deal with things the same. Fighting, blood, death, it’s a part of our world.

      I walk back to the cabin to verify what I already know—the human is dead. And he is. The only way to recognize him as a male is by the scruff on his crimson covered jaw.

      A sound from inside the cabin has me stepping back into the depths of the forest, away from the openness of the clearing. Another sound, a quiet snore and if I’m not mistaken, the sound of a fan whirring. There’s someone inside.

      Can I keep going on my way and leave whoever is in there to fend for themselves tonight? No, I can’t. The bear could come back. Something else could show up. I drop my bag and shift back into my wolf before taking up a spot near the clearing to wait for the person inside to wake.
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        * * *

      

      Four days have passed since I listened to the female’s heartbreaking cries when she found her dead loved one behind their home. Four days where I tried to move on but kept getting pulled back in the direction of the cabin, wanting to watch over her. Ensuring nothing else approached.

      I haven’t left the area since finding the bear. I’ve stayed in the shadows, making sure the female was safe. I witnessed the burial of her husband. His name was Charles. I listened to the priest say a few words at Charles’s burial behind the cabin, closer to the tree line. There was no other family there. Only the female, whose name is Lealla from what I gathered from her conversation with the priest. He said a prayer over her husband’s buried remains, which Lealla herself put into the ground while tears ran down her cheeks and her shaky hands patted the last of the loose dirt over him.

      It tore my heart out to not go to her and help but I haven’t seen hikers come through here. I would have scared her if I just appeared and offered my help.

      When I think about the pain I felt when my brother left and when I also decided to leave my pack, it was nothing compared to the agony this female has been going through while dealing with the loss of her husband.

      I stay in my wolf form as I watch over her for another evening. I can’t explain the feeling I have about her. Like she’s family—pack—even though there’s no way she is. And she certainly doesn’t call to me like a potential mate would. I’m protective over her. Maybe it’s because I witnessed her husband’s death. I’m not sure.

      When morning comes, my wolf is startled awake by something. He stands quickly and looks around. He sniffs the air and scents nothing but bacon. Delicious, smoky, mouthwatering bacon. No one is immune to that scent. Even if it’s burnt.

      Muffled curses reach us, and curiosity gets the better of my wolf. He walks around the cabin until he reaches the front of it. The door is slightly open, smoke coming from inside. He gets closer, hearing Lealla cough. She needs help and he wants to make sure she’s okay just as much as I do.

      Shifters protect females and children above all others, and while no, we’re never supposed to reveal ourselves to humans, my wolf can’t seem to force himself away from checking on the female inside, nor let me take over so at least she’ll see a human instead of a massive wolf, which is far bigger than wolves who aren’t shifters.

      When his paws hit the front step, Lealla wrenches open the door to rush from the cabin, coughing, as my wolf backs up quickly. He doesn’t have time to get away before she sees him. A startled gasp leaves her lips as her hand flies up to cover her mouth. She starts to tremble but doesn’t try to run away. My wolf doesn’t move, unsure of what to do.

      She looks to be in her mid-twenties, if I had to guess. Lealla coughs a few more times before finding her voice. “Go away. I don’t have anything for you. The food is burned. That’s what happens when you’re so lost in your thoughts that you don’t pay attention to what’s going on in front of you.” She shakes her head. “Go, wolf. There’s nothing for you here.” The defeat in her tone has my wolf falling to the back and letting me come forward.

      I could stop the shift. Force my wolf to remain in his form, but he’s as aware as I am that we can’t stay hidden any longer. We’re not leaving this female.

      Where once stood a wolf, now stands a man.

      Lealla blinks a few times. Her mouth drops open then closes. She starts to walk backward toward the cabin. “How… What…”

      “I don’t mean to startle you,” I say.

      “Startle me? More like scare the hell out of me. I meant it when I said there’s nothing here. It’s a small cabin. Not much money inside.”

      “My name is Aries.” I try not to roll my eyes. What do you say to a human you just shifted in front of? I have no damn clue. “I don’t want your money.”

      “I must have inhaled too many fumes in the house,” she mutters then whips her gaze back toward the cabin. “Shit!” Lealla rushes inside. I watch as she starts opening the windows that face me to let the smoke outside.

      I’m not sure what to do, so I simply stand in her yard—in the middle of the forest—and wonder what the hell I’ve gotten myself into.

      Lealla emerges a few minutes later, tentatively sticking her head out to see if I’m still here. There’s no longer smoke but the scent of burned food hangs heavily in the air coming from inside. She stops in the doorway. “You’re real.”

      I can’t help the small smile that forms on my lips, hoping it does a little to ease her worry. “Last time I checked.”

      “But you were a wolf and now you’re not.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I wasn’t seeing things.”

      “No, unfortunately, you weren’t.”

      “Do you want to come in for some coffee?”

      I cock my head. “You want to invite me inside, even though I’m a wolf who shifted into a human.”

      “Are you here to kill me?”

      I shake my head.

      “I didn’t think so. If you were, I’d be dead already.” She drops her gaze. I imagine she’s thinking of her husband. “Yes, I’d like you to come inside and have coffee with me. Preferably with a hefty dose of liquor in mine because what the fuck is going on right now?”

      We step inside and I take a seat at the small table in the quaint kitchen that smells like horribly burnt bacon. I try to make myself look smaller and not intimidating, though I’m a big male. Shifters are taller and more muscular than average humans.

      The warmth of the home calls to me, makes me feel settled in ways I haven’t in a long time. Lealla is no threat to me. Plus, I owe her an explanation not only about why I’m a male who’s also a wolf, but I also need to tell her I was here that night Charles was killed and how I’ve been watching over her since.
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      “Sugar or cream?” Lealla asks, setting a mug in front of me.

      “Both?”

      “Is that a question? You sound unsure.”

      I scrub a hand over my face, feeling my beard coming in. I need to shave. I’ve never been one to like facial hair the way my brother does. I don’t want his full beard. A little scruff I’m okay with. “I’m sorry. I’m just trying to figure out how you’re okay with all of this.”

      “Oh, I’m not, but this week has been a steaming pile of shit, so at this point I’m just waiting for something else to happen. It almost feels like a wolf showing up at my door and turning into a human is right on point.”

      “I’m sorry about your husband.”

      Tears start to fill her eyes at the mention of him and she quickly looks back down at the sugar bowl in her hand. “How did you know about Charles?”

      “Come sit and I’ll tell you.”

      She brings the sugar to the table as well as the cream and her coffee mug. I take a moment to use both then take a small sip of my coffee.

      I’m not sure how to say this, so I start at the beginning. “I was walking through the forest when I smelled the scent of woodsmoke.” I go on to tell her what I saw, how I fought with the bear, and how I eventually chased him off. I was sure to leave out the sounds I heard her husband make as he was dying, and what I saw as he was being killed. She doesn’t need to hear any of that. It was bad enough she discovered his body.

      Looking back, I could have moved him. Could have cleaned it up like it never happened, but then what? She’d be left to wonder if her husband left her or just up and disappeared? At least the way it was gave her some closure. Nightmares I’m sure as well. I wish none of it had happened. That the male she loved was still here and alive.

      She sits still for a moment, her gaze on a far-off point I’m sure she isn’t really focusing on. “I didn’t hear anything that happened,” she mutters. “Charles liked to sleep with a fan on. The sound from it plus the fact that I’m not a light sleeper… I woke up that morning and it was so cold in here. We use the fireplace for our heat. The flames were out, and the front door was wide open. He must have gone out to get more wood. I didn’t see him until I walked around the cabin.” Her breath hitches as she tries to blink back tears. She looks at me. “I could have saved him. Charles keeps a gun here.”

      “No, this wasn’t an ordinary bear. Your husband’s gun wouldn’t have been enough unless you got the bear in the perfect spot.”

      “I’m not a good shot. I’ve only practiced a handful of times.”

      “If you had gone out there, the bear would have likely killed you too.”

      “There was another bear about a week before… before Charles was killed. We’d seen them in the forest from time to time. They never bothered us, so we left them alone. But this bear, it threw its body at our front door. It smashed its paw through one of the windows. It wanted to get inside so badly. Charles grabbed his gun. He wasn’t a hunter but living out here in the middle of nowhere, he wanted to be able to protect us. He killed the bear. Could it have been a shifter, too? It took the two of us to drag it to the woods. The next day it was gone. We had no idea where it went.”

      “Did you see the bear’s eyes?”

      She nods. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Almost like they were glowing red.”

      “It was a shifter. And if I had to guess, the bear your husband killed was a family member of the one I fought. They retrieved the body. He was probably exacting revenge for the death. Our animals run on instinct. That doesn’t mean what happened was right. It wasn’t. Not at all. Charles was protecting you both when he killed the other bear. I’m not sure what the shifter the other night knew, but to kill a human…” I shake my head.

      On the one hand, if my theory is true and they were related, the bear might have seen the killing as justified. On the other, regardless of what happened, the bear still killed a human who was no match for it. Humans don’t think like us. They don’t have an animal inside them waiting to be set free, driving our instincts. The whole situation with Lealla, Charles, and the bears is tragic. Something I wish had never happened to them.

      “How is this real?” she asks. “What I saw you do, it’s not something that happens, except in my imagination. Sometimes, when I can’t sleep, I write. The stories are out there in terms of reality, but it soothes me to put pen to paper. I’ve been doing it since I was a child.”

      “I can assure you, this is very real, but paranormals keep their real identities secret. If humans found out what we can do, they’d experiment on us. We can never let that happen.” Even the thought of it has my stomach turning.

      “I would never say anything.”

      I give her a small smile. “I didn’t think you would, or I wouldn’t have revealed myself.”

      “Do you live near here?”

      “No, my parents are in Colorado. I had to get out of there. After my brother left, I was expected to take over the pack. My father didn’t run it like I would have and no one in the pack wanted to change. I decided it was time to leave.” Does she even want to hear this?

      Glancing up from my mug, I notice her watching me curiously. The sadness still lingers but the change of subject has helped.

      “All your family are shifters?”

      I nod. “There are other species out there who can shift as well. Bears, which you’re aware of now. Foxes and big cats like jaguars and cheetahs. There are also other paranormals like fae and mages. Vampires too.”

      She swallows and I don’t miss the slight tremor in her voice when she asks, “Vampires?”

      “Like shifters, they’re not all bad. Most of the paranormals just want to live their lives and love their families. They’re not out to do harm. Vampires don’t typically go after humans and drink them dry.”

      “There are books which state otherwise.”

      “Those are fiction.”

      “Obviously based on some form of reality.”

      “I’m not sure the authors are aware they are, but I can’t say for certain.”

      Lealla leans back in her chair. “This is a lot. When I was cooking breakfast, I thought my biggest problem of the morning was burnt bacon and how to get the smell out of my house.”

      I smile. “Then a wolf showed up on your doorstep and shifted into a human.”

      She lifts her hand
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