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        A fated mate, a werewolf among monsters…

      

      

      

      Rebecca Logan has spent her long life hunting monsters, ensuring humanity remains safe from nightmare creatures created by a vengeful god. Cursed by the same god, but promised a way out by another, Becca never expects to find her fated mate, the one person who can save her, her destined love…just as she uncovers a new monster on a killing spree. A monster with weapons that strike directly at her Family. Duty demands she hunt and destroy the monsters. But that duty endangers her mate. And if she can’t convince him they’re meant for each other, they’ll both suffer.

      Adam Walsh left his werewolf pack a disgrace, becoming a dreaded rogue. Alone, and without the security and structure of a pack, Adam knows he doesn’t have much longer before his animal nature takes over, turning him into a killing machine that will destroy everything in his wake. So when the beautiful monster hunter drops into his life, he knows he has to resist her. Impossible when she looks at him with her beautiful brown eyes, offering hope he hasn’t had in years. But he has nothing to offer Becca in return except exile and danger.

      As they hunt the new monsters and fend off a hostile werewolf pack, Becca and Adam resist the pull of the consuming passion building between them. Their secrets loom, an impenetrable wall. And if they can’t learn to trust each other, their natures will destroy them both.
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      Rebecca Logan crept through the woods, studying the ground, the lines barely visible in the dirt. With the night covering the ground beneath the pines in shadows, she needed every ounce of her heightened eyesight to follow the faint trail.

      The monster was close.

      She’d been following it through the mountains for two days now. Rumors of mysterious cattle deaths just the other side of the mountain drew her here to the Cascades. Then trails of dead deer, their bodies torn apart in ways that some accounts tried to write off as bear or wolf killings. One story tried to blame a coyote for the slaughter.

      But little details had crept into the news accounts. Little signs of “something not right” with the excuse of ordinary animals, even packs of animals, being responsible for the weird slaughters. Things like the dead carrion birds found near the bodies. The bulging round injuries that looked almost like suction cup burns. The fact that none of the teeth marks could be matched to any of the local predators.

      And then, the stories of people seeing a “monster” started to show up in less reputable magazines and newspapers. Seeing something with tentacles moving around the edge of property. Something with huge teeth scurrying through the yard.

      No humans believed those stories. They were nightmares. Fictions. Things you found in horror books, not in real life. Must have been weird shadows. Something ordinary looking strange in the dark.

      But Becca knew better.

      Monsters were real. And it was the job of her family to hunt and kill them.

      She’d been fighting monsters her whole life. Almost two centuries training and then hunting them down. Destroying them so they couldn’t harm En’s precious humans. The job was ordained by old gods and came with a lot of responsibility.

      A lot of potential danger as well.

      The faint trail she followed started to widen. Signs of something large moving through, pushing down the undergrowth, scrapping pine needles into unnatural lines. The smell hit her next. Faint on the wind, but there. An almost salty scent, mixed with the metallic tang of blood, and a faint hint of something like animal feces. She wrinkled her nose. Not only did the fucking things have to be dangerous. An inordinate number of them stank.

      She let out a long, slow breath, settling her shoulders. There was a clearing ahead. A good place for an ambush.

      Pulling her sword from the scabbard across her back, and dropping the pack she carried from her shoulder to rest against the thick base of a fir tree, she inched silently through the trees, her full attention now on the very faint snuffling noise ahead. So faint, if she’d been an ordinary human, she would have missed the sound. Maybe confused it for a breeze or the ruffle of a night bird’s feathers.

      Autumn in these mountains was already getting cold enough to feel the approaching winter. Though it was still early in October, a bite of sharp chill kissed her cheeks as she slipped silently to the edge of the clearing.

      She took her sword in a two-handed grip and stared at the beast.

      An irgotoc. She could hardly believe it. She’d really hoped she was wrong.

      Tiny blade-like talons flicked out from the tips of two dozen brown tentacles covering the thing’s scaled sides. Its bat-like wings rose and fell, shrunken and useless for flight, but the movements created a wisping sound, like canvas shuddering in an ocean wind. Its four thick crocodile-like legs were squatted down low, putting the monster’s belly close to the ground. From her angle behind a tree, she couldn’t see the beast’s tail, but its flat snout was buried in the remains of…something. Hard to tell what that something used to be.

      Two humans had gone missing over the mountains before she’d been able to get here. Their bodies hadn’t been found. She very much hoped that wasn’t one of them.

      Settling her sword more firmly in her grip, she moved out of the trees, approaching the monster at an angle. If it was occupied with its meal, she might be able to get close enough to cut off its head before a real fight erupted.

      But irgotoc weren’t so easy to sneak up on.

      The beast spun, faster than it looked like it should move, whipping its tail around with a snap, the wicked six-inch barbs covering the tail tip hit the ground only a few inches from Becca’s leg.

      Okay. Fight it was.

      The tentacles along its side flailed toward her, forcing her to swing wildly at one before jumping to one side and slashing through another. The creature’s acid blood leeched into the ground, making the dirt sizzle.

      She hated irgotoc. Acid blood was such a pain to deal with.

      Another slash along its side drove it back a few feet, but then it charged again, fast on those squat crocodile legs, two side tentacles flicking at her as its barbed tail swung around again. She leapt back a foot, took a swipe at the beast’s side, and scrapped her sword over the rock-hard scales.

      Those were tricky to get past. But she didn’t need to get her sword through its side. She needed to get her sword through its neck.

      Getting at the neck with all those flailing tentacles and that spike-barbed tail wasn’t a simple ask.

      She dove close again, swinging in wide arcs to dislodge the tentacles. The irgotoc screeched and spun, those short squat legs swinging it around faster even than a crocodile. Moving fast enough to push her into moving faster as well. Her enhanced speed would make it obvious to a human she wasn’t entirely human herself, but there were no witnesses this deep in the mountains.

      Fortunately. Because she didn’t want any humans in danger.

      A blur of movement from the side, and she flicked her sword out without looking, the metal tinging against the hard talons tipping the tentacle. Then she dove away as the beast’s tail whipped over the top of her head. The whistling sound of those sharp barbs passing close to her hair made her wince.

      Coming to her feet a few yards away didn’t give her any breathing space, though. The irgotoc charged forward. She took out a tentacle, the severed limb dropping to the ground with a wiggling thud, the blade shaped talons on its tip churning up the dirt.

      To her horror, the severed tentacle started to grow back.

      What the hell? Irgotocs didn’t have limbs that regenerated.

      The beast’s little vestigial wings beat the air. And while they were small and useless, the movement sent the noxious smell of its blood and natural shit stench over the top of Becca. She gaged and snarled. One of the times her sensitive sense of smell was a drawback.

      She slashed and cut at flailing limbs again and again. Diving beyond the beast’s tail. Spinning and lunging forward again. Always aiming for the neck.

      Two of the severed tentacles regenerated, but a third remained a lumpy, bleeding stub. The anomaly in the irgotoc’s physiology was distracting.

      Irgotocs weren’t new monsters. The species had existed for millennia. They weren’t the oldest of the monsters, but they were still old enough that the Families had all their traits and dangers well catalogued.

      But the Families had also managed to drive the irgotocs to near extinction. She hadn’t personally fought one in…a very long time. In fact, they’d started to believe irgotocs were actually extinct.

      Then she’d started seeing those reports of dead animals and the two missing people. She’d expected to find some sort of monster in these mountains. When she’d seen the scat evidence of an irgotoc, though, she hadn’t quite believed her eyes.

      But there was no denying the monster still existed, when it was right in front of her. And it looked like it had evolved.

      Which really really sucked.

      She dove to the left as it charged, tail swinging, the wicked six-inch barbs covering the tail’s tip barely missing her head again. She took two tentacles in one swing, leaping back to avoid the talons as the limbs flew away from the beast.

      A piercing screech erupted from the irgotoc. Wincing, she jumped over more flailing limbs, and used a tree trunk to boost herself in a high jump that landed her several feet behind the monster.

      She sucked in a deep breath. Sweat trickled down her back beneath her sweater, despite the cold air kissing her cheeks.

      The irgotoc spun again, but this time, instead of charging toward her, it lunged into the darkness beneath the trees.

      Shit.

      Her most basic instincts urged her to race after it. But her training checked the charge. She opened her senses, listening, scenting the air. Irgotocs were fast monsters, and more graceful than might be expected for that collection of body parts, but they weren’t naturally suited to moving easily in the undergrowth.

      A shadowed movement to her left. The sounds of scrapping over dirt and detritus.

      She rushed toward the sound, the scent of shit and monster getting stronger in that direction.

      But another smell, something weirdly familiar, weirdly nice, brushed her senses. Made her stumble a step. Blinking.

      What the…?

      Before she could analyze the new smell, the irgotoc rushed out of the trees at her, forcing her into defensive sword swings and retreat to gain some ground. Fuck.

      She tripped over a branch, dropping hard onto her ass. With another curse, she stabbed her sword toward the irgotoc’s face as it raced to overwhelm her. She skewered one of the tiny black eyes above its bloodied snout.

      The beast screeched again and stopped the headlong charge. Giving her enough time to roll back to her feet.

      Then a second huge shape lunged between her and the monster.

      And that weirdly familiar scent brought her up short again.

      Oh no.
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      Becca had a full second to register the stranger standing between her and the monster, one single second to take in the large shadow of him. The blackness under the trees, hid any distinct features. But she got the impression of wide shoulders and height.

      Then the large shape leapt away again.

      The irgotoc spun, following the moving shadow, its bloodied snout snuffling the air, its vestigial wings fluttering as it shuffled on its crocodile legs to face the stranger.

      A weird sort of panic she wasn’t used to filled Becca. Panic that the monster would reach the newcomer before she could kill it.

      The odd fear, that pulse of terror, was a distraction she couldn’t afford. She hadn’t felt panic in a fight with a monster since her early years. Why now? Where was the throat-clogging terror coming from?

      Whatever it was, the emotion sent her charging toward the irgotoc, desperate to get its attention back on her and away from the stranger.

      The monster’s distraction worked for her, though. She went right for its neck, able to slide through the still flailing tentacles, slipping past tiny blades, to slice her sword across the thick neck at the base of the monster’s round head. No scales here. Nothing to stop the honed edge of her sword.

      The monster spun around, tentacles swiping at her, tail a blur of movement. Its acid blood sprayed out with its wild movements, forcing her to leap away, to pull her sword free too soon.

      Damn it. Hadn’t gotten the head off. And the fuckers just kept moving so long as their heads were attached. Even if only barely.

      The shadow that had distracted the monster before charged behind the beast. The irgotoc swung around, its head lolling sickeningly to one side. Becca cursed, pulled the dagger from her boot sheath, and charged the irgotoc again.

      Dodging deadly tentacles, slashing at them with both dagger and sword, she tried to work her way back to the monster’s neck, looking for an opening. From the corner of her eye, she saw the shadow dart past the back of the beast again, watched the irgotoc’s tail whip toward that shadow. She might have screamed a warning. She couldn’t be sure. But her own distraction cost her.

      A tentacle hooked her ankle and brought her down hard on her ass again.

      The irgotoc lunged for her, its snout open to reveal shockingly thick, sharp teeth. Instinctively, she dropped her weapons and reached with both hands to hold the monster’s head back.

      She realized in that moment, the neck wound she’d already issued was healing. No more acid blood spit out. Good given her position underneath the monster as she struggled to hold the snout and sharp, snapping teeth away from her face. Bad because she still had to get the head off somehow.

      And she’d had to drop her sword and dagger.

      Desperately, she reached one-handed for her sword, keeping one hand on the irgotoc. But every time she released her hold, the monster pushed forward, and she had to quickly use two hands to hold it back again.

      She was stronger than a human woman, by a lot, but the irgotoc was her match. It pushed those sharp teeth at her, making a high-pitched sound like a snuffle and a whine combined. The sound pierced her sensitive ears, breaking up her concentration.

      As she struggled, one of the blades tipping a tentacle cut through the thigh pocket of her cargo pants, only missing skin because the pocket carried a water flask.

      Her lungs burned and she realized she wasn’t breathing through her gritted teeth. She sucked in a breath, gulping foul-smelling air. The creature’s rotten smell coated the back of her throat. And where its acid blood had sizzled the soil, that sharp acrid stench stung her nostrils.

      She reached for her sword again, only to have to swing back to keep both hands on the snapping beast’s head. She needed purchase and a better position. She didn’t have any leverage like this. But the irgotoc gave her no room to move, to stand up. And no space to reach her weapons.

      A high howl rent the night air.

      Suddenly the monster jerked back a few inches. Pulled off of her. Giving her some room to move. Its head swiveled to look at its tail.

      And Becca took those precious seconds.

      Without looking, she snatched up the closest weapon to hand. Then she thrust her dagger up under the irgotoc’s chin into the soft flesh of its neck.

      It reared back, releasing another piercing whining screech.

      Scrambling away as acid blood sprayed out, Becca snatched up her sword and stood in one movement. Spun. And brought the sharp blade down across the monster’s neck. This time severing its head in a single swing.

      The head bounced along the dark soil, rolling a few feet away. The body continued to thrash for several seconds, the remaining tentacles groping wildly at the air. Then it collapsed and dark acid blood seeped from its neck to soak the ground.

      Becca took a breath. Fucking irgotocs.

      She scooted away from the pooling blood and turned her attention to the monster’s tail to see what had pulled it off her.

      And she realized why the scent she’d caught earlier seemed familiar.

      A wolf, twice the size of a normal animal, held the creature’s tail in its massive jaws. Black blood dripped from the wolf’s mouth, but it didn’t let go until the final tentacle lay still.

      “Drop it,” she said, a little panicky. “Drop the tail. Acid blood. It’s burning you.”

      The wolf dropped its hold and took a step away from the irgotoc. Shook its snout a little, as if to dislodge the blood. Then looked up and met her gaze. Intelligent, glowing yellow eyes stared steadily at her.

      There was more awareness in those eyes than there should have been in an ordinary wolf. And that glowing yellow…not just a trick of the night.

      She stepped around the monster, approaching the wolf slowly and deliberately. Worried about the acid burns he must have gotten. She didn’t want to send him running away without first assuring herself the injuries were survivable. Especially since the wolf had helped her.

      She wanted to scan the trees for the human man who’d jumped into the mix earlier—had he been wounded? Had he run away? Had the wolf hurt him?—but with the huge wolf standing only a few feet away, possibly severely injured, she had to focus on him first. And something about the sheer size of the animal, and the color of his eyes…

      “That wasn’t a very good idea,” she said, keeping her voice low and soothing. “This thing’s killed a lot of animals. Probably a couple of humans, too. They’re very dangerous. You could have been killed.”

      The almost sardonic tilt of the wolf’s head made Becca certain he understood her. And that he was absolutely more than a wolf.

      The absence of the human man who’d first jumped between her and the irgotoc started to make sense.

      “Thanks for the help,” she murmured.

      The wolf dipped his head in acknowledgement. Which confirmed her suspicions.

      “No ordinary wolf, then.” Not like her either. But not just a wolf.

      The instant she voiced the realization out loud, the wolf started to change. His body convulsed and expanded as he rose onto two legs. Hair receded. Tail disappeared. Paws turned to hands. Muzzle retracted. Within minutes, the wolf had shifted. And a human man stood in the woods before her.

      Wow.

      Becca blinked. He was…not what she’d been expecting.

      His eyes were still a little yellow, though not as bright as the wolf’s had been, and for some reason, she was insanely curious what his eye color without the shifter glow might be. His hair was a shaggy dark brown, almost black, crowning a ruggedly handsome face. Not pretty, but compelling. The sort of face that would make her miss a step if she passed him on the street. Sharp, wide features. Shadows cutting beneath his high cheekbones. A hard mouth that kept drawing her attention—just to reassure herself the irgotoc’s acid blood hadn’t done him any serious damage, though, she told herself. That was the only reason she couldn’t seem to pull her attention from his mouth.

      He was naked after his shift, of course, and was nicely muscled. At least in the parts of him she allowed herself to peek at. She knew shapeshifters didn’t worry about nudity the way humans often did. But since he’d helped her in the irgotoc fight, she felt like she should afford him at least a little discretion. Keeping her gaze from dipping lower was more difficult than it should have been, though. Something about him…drew her.

      So much so, she took another step toward him.

      His scent washed over her then. Not just wolf this time, but…him.

      Recognition hit like a hammer. The panic earlier in the fight after he’d appeared… That distracting terror that had filled her…

      Shocked realization left her breathless for several long seconds. Her heartbeat pounded hard in her chest. Her pulse throbbed in her veins. Was this real? Could this be possible? Here? Now?

      She met his gaze.

      After all these years. One hundred and ninety years of knowing this moment would come. Hoping this moment would happen. Holding the god En’s promise in her heart. That this would come before one of the monsters killed her.

      And here he was. Just…standing in the woods with her over the carcass of an irgotoc.

      He was the one.

      The one man who could save her from the curse that haunted very member of her Family—haunted all of the Families. A curse En had promised would be broken when they found their Nam-tar. Their true love. Their destiny.

      After almost two centuries, she stood face-to-face with the one person who would change her life forever.

      The overwhelming reality crashed down on her, leaving her speechless. Breathless.

      A slight movement from below and to her left caught her attention. She reacted instinctively, jumping backward to escape a last, spasmodic thrash of the dead monster’s tail. But she wasn’t fast enough.

      One of the spiked barbs sliced through her leg, tearing open her pants and thigh muscle in one painful cut.

      Cursing under her breath to offset the pain, she stared at the wound. Blood oozed down her leg, but thanks to her instinctive reaction, the spike hadn’t buried itself in her thigh or caught a vital artery. Still, she needed to bind the wound. Soon.

      Amateur move. Letting a dead monster injure her. Not exactly the first impression she’d hoped to make when meeting her Nam-tar for the first time.

      She opened her mouth to say something, though what she wasn’t sure. Then her vision started to cloud. Black spots danced in front of her eyes. Numbness seeped up her limps. All of it too sudden and pervasive. Not shock. Not just blood loss.

      Her heartbeat stuttered, then pounded hard. She sucked in a ragged breath. Glanced at the man.

      He took several steps closer, reached for her.

      “Oh, this isn’t good,” she said.

      And darkness closed around her.
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      Adam Walsh lunged forward, catching the woman seconds before she hit the ground. Cursing as graphically as she had, he lifted her into his arms. He hurried through the trees to his home, leaving the carcass and her weapons for later, a little rueful at having to cross the rough, needle and rock-strewn ground on his more tender human feet rather than well-toughened paws.

      He had had shoes on when he left the house, of course. He’d had clothes, too. But once he’d seen the creature attacking the woman up close, he’d stripped fast and shifted. His wolf form was more agile, and the wolf’s enhanced night vision seemed like a better option in the moment.

      He’d been less happy with his sensitive sense of smell in his wolf form. Whatever that thing had been, it smelled like shit, literally. Worse. It smelled like death. Had tasted pretty horrible, too. He glanced down at the unconscious woman in his arms. She’d said the blood was acid. He’d wondered why the hell his mouth burned when he bit down on the thing to drag it off her. Fortunately, the shift back to his human form had healed the burns.

      Not that he’d have done anything different.

      Taking the back steps to his two-story cabin two at a time, he elbowed open the door—which he hadn’t taken the time to lock—and passed through the kitchen to the living room. He’d take the woman up to his guest bedroom later, if she survived, but all his medical gear was on this floor.

      The thought of her not surviving buried something painful and sharp into his chest. He ignored it.

      After he laid her on the couch and removed the scabbard still strapped across her back, he retrieved his First Aid kit along with an armful of towels from the bathroom. Gently arranging one of the towels beneath her wounded thigh, he studied the injury through the rip in her pants. A deep gouge in her thigh muscle that luckily seemed to have missed any important arteries. A puncture where the spike had gone in, and a trail of torn skin where the spike had ripped back out.

      Not pretty. Needed stitches. And she’d probably have a scar. Nothing he could do about that. But he could suture it and make sure it was clean at least.

      He set a compress to the puncture to staunch the bleeding, only then realizing her wound wasn’t bleeding as much as it should have been. Frowning, he released the pressure and carefully cleaned around the cut with sterilized wipes. The bleeding had slowed to barely a trickle.

      Ordinary humans didn’t heal from injuries like this that fast.

      So. No ordinary woman.

      Since she’d known the wolf hadn’t been an ordinary wolf, and he’d shifted in front of her, that was probably for the best. He had enough problems as it was. Last thing he needed was a mundane human knowing he was a shifter.

      Though, given the way she’d fought that thing, whatever it had been, and the speed she’d moved during the fight, he should have known she was something more even without the fast healing. What exactly…? Well, that would have to wait until she woke up.

      He cleaned around and inside the puncture wound. While the ragged edges of her injury still looked red and swollen, the muscle beneath didn’t look quite as damaged as it had earlier. He carefully pulled the wound closed and covered it with butterfly stitches. While she was obviously healing much faster than a mundane human, it never hurt to aid that healing.

      He’d learned a lot about fixing up wounds on fast healing shifters under a previous alpha, before his brother had taken over the pack. The previous alpha loved a good fight, was a bully, and didn’t have the care for his pack to ensure the ones wounded during the fights got proper help. A broken bone that heals fast but not properly aligned could cause a shifter a lot of pain. And usually had to be rebroken and reset. Shifting with broken limbs only made things worse, even though shifting for most injuries healed them faster.

      So he and his brother and sister had taken on the task of medic to the pack out of necessity. At least for a little while.

      A tightening in his chest made him shake his head. Even after more than three years, he had a hard time thinking about his family. Hard not to wonder how they were doing. What they were doing. He wondered if Siobhan’s boutique in Eirene was growing. How the pack was faring under Gabriel. If Siobhan had finally hooked the wolf she’d been in love with for years. If Gabriel had gotten his own head out of his ass and looked for a mate. So much he was missing out on.

      He and Gabriel occasionally snuck in a phone call, and Gabriel insisted on putting money into Adam’s bank account regularly, even though Adam wasn’t sure the pack could afford it. But for the most part, Adam had had to break all contact with his siblings. And even years later, that still bit deep.

      That was even before he considered the loss of his pack.

      The panic came on suddenly, predictably, curling in his chest and stomach. His skin tingled and a light sweat broke out on his brow. He tightened his jaw and let out a slow breath, then relaxed his jaw. Closed his eyes briefly and steadied his hands. Other things to think about just then. Like not fucking up the butterfly stitches.

      Once he’d finished, he studied the unconscious woman on his couch. The puncture hadn’t taken her out like this. He was sure of that. Given the creature had acid blood, he was guessing those spikes had more to them, too. Poison? Possible. He’d never seen anything like that…whatever it was before, even though he’d seen some of the dead animals it had killed—including a fucking black bear. There’d been a smell on those carcasses, which could have been poison. He’d given them a wide berth, not knowing what he was up against. But poison was a real possibility.

      Would her ability to heal fast take care of the poison, too? He had nothing here to treat her for a mysterious venom or poison, and he had to assume taking her to a hospital wasn’t an option. Not that there was one anywhere near here. The drive to reach one would take hours. And from the animal evidence, he wasn’t sure they’d have hours if there was poison involved. Besides, human doctors would probably be more trouble than help.

      Still, as he watched, her face tightened and relaxed, sweat beaded her forehead, her breath fluttered in and out of her, faster now. Too fast. None of that seemed good.

      The thought of her dying bothered him far more than the death of a stranger should have. Hitting him hard in his chest again. Not that he wouldn’t feel sympathy for anyone dying on his couch. But the idea of this woman’s death hit a nerve.

      Strange.

      He shook off the weird feeling and contemplated how he’d bandage her wound. He could do that for her at least. Her pants leg had to come off. Would she be pissed if he ripped the material out of the way, since it was already torn? Or would she be more upset if he removed her pants altogether?

      He studied her face as he considered his options. She was an attractive woman. Maybe not stunning, but still the kind of woman who’d have made him turn for a second look. Her long dark hair was pulled into a braid that was falling apart. Her face had interesting angles at her cheekbones and chin, though her skin was probably whiter than normal, given her injury. She was tall, with a curvy figure beneath her cargo pants and black sweater. When she’d looked at him in the woods, her eyes were as dark as her hair. Brushing a strand off her cheek, he found himself hoping to see those eyes again in better light, to see if they were really as dark as they’d looked.

      Her scent was as interesting as her face. There was the smell of the monster and fight and sweat on her clothes of course. The blood from her injury was there. Some of that bitter scent he’d gotten from the monster’s previous kills—that he didn’t like at all. There was also a faint wolf scent, but he assumed that was from him carrying her. But under that, where her natural scent signature was, he picked up an earthy, citrusy smell that made him want to breath deeper, try to pull that scent in so he could better analyze it. Maybe even memorize it.

      And her lips… Up to that very moment, he would have considered himself a breast man. But her lips absolutely captivated him. Perfectly shaped, full and lush, beautiful and—he ran a thumb across her bottom lip—naturally rose colored.

      When he realized he was gently rubbing her bottom lip, he jerked his hand away. The woman was a stranger and unconscious and possibly dying. He had other things he needed to do for her right now that did not involve falling into an obsession with her mouth and acting like a creep while she was unconscious.

      Jesus, he’d been on his own for too long.

      With a quiet curse, he returned to the problem of whether to remove her pants or not. Acutely aware that he was still naked, and with the memory of the heat in her eyes when she’d seen him in human form, he decided it best not to remove her clothes. Instead, he ripped away her pants’ leg from the tear down, and promised himself he’d replace the pants when she recovered.

      As he bandaged the cut, he kept sneaking glances at her face, kept trying to catch the illusiveness of her scent better. Definitely more than a mundane human woman. He could sense the difference, even if he hadn’t seen her move with a speed far faster than the average human. Her skill with a sword had been undeniable. And, from her scent when he arrived, he knew she’d had no sense of real fear in the fight with the monster, just frustration.

      Until he’d entered the fray. Then there’d been a spike of fear.

      But she wasn’t a shifter. He’d be able to smell that, sense that. He considered that hint of wolf clinging to her again. Now that he focused on it, he realized that wasn’t his wolf. It wasn’t strong enough for that even if the smells had been the same. This was a lot fainter. Something else. Mingling with her scent signature. A hint of canine, that was a part of her, but also not. His own wolf had a hard time parsing it out. Yet he was certain, in the background of that earthy citrus that was her…the smell of wolf.

      A mystery he’d have to solve later. If she survived. And he really hoped she survived.

      When he finished wrapping her injury, he left to get dressed. He still had things to do before he could rest.

      Most importantly, he had to burn the carcass. The animals he’d encountered that had been killed by the monster had needed to be burned. What was left of the carcasses had festered with the unidentified poison, and he’d worried they’d infect anything that got near them, especially after he’d found a few dead carrion birds near the bodies. He had to assume the monster’s body would do the same. Especially those barbed tail spikes.

      He was no chemist, but he wondered if he should keep a spike. See if there was a way to test the poison and maybe even create an antidote? If there were more of those monsters around, having something to counter the poison seemed like a good idea. He didn’t know anyone who could help with that, though. Maybe if he still had his pack…

      Adam cut the thought off with a sharp curse. Jerking his t-shirt down over his head, he forced himself to breathe. The panic rose again, before he could stop it, and it took long moments to get his pulse back under control. Damn it.

      He’d made his choice. And he didn’t regret it. But being without a pack… He understood viscerally now why lone wolves went feral.

      Shaking off the moment, he padded back downstairs. He paused at the couch, looking down at the woman. He had to remember to collect her sword and dagger, too, after he disposed of the monster. They’d looked like good weapons and he didn’t want to leave them just sitting around. If she survived, she’d want them back.

      If she survived.

      That thought had him hesitating to leave. He had to get the monster’s carcass destroyed and buried, but he didn’t want to leave her alone while she was still in such a precarious state. Not that there was anything more he could do. If she’d been poisoned, it would either kill her or it wouldn’t. He didn’t know what she was, just that she was more than human, and he hoped whatever that more was helped her heal. But outside of waiting and hoping, the recovery was now entirely in her hands.

      And standing around staring down at her, willing her to live, wouldn’t accomplish anything. Still, he hesitated a few moments longer. Actually found the effort to leave physically difficult.

      He touched the back of his hand to her forehead. She didn’t seem to have a fever. She was resting more peacefully than she had been when he’d gone to get dressed. Still unconscious, but not restless or showing signs of distress anymore. She wasn’t sweating. Her breathing seemed normal. Maybe her body had already taken care of the poison.

      Brushing his fingers across her brow, tucking some stray strands of hair behind her ear, he let out a quite grunt. He couldn’t leave the carcass any longer. The last thing he needed was some midnight hiker or a group of kids on a camping trip stumbling across the thing and killing themselves on its still poisonous extremities, or burning themselves with its acid blood.

      He grabbed a shovel from beneath his deck and headed back into the woods, ignoring his discomfort at leaving the woman alone. The pull to return to her side immediately almost overwhelmed him. But this wasn’t the first time he’d had to ignore his instincts to do what was necessary.

      He made quick work of the process, though.

      When he was gathering wood for the fire, he discovered a backpack leaning against a fir tree near to where the monster had been. A quick inspection confirmed the pack belonged to the woman. Her New York driver’s license revealed a surprisingly unflattering picture given how attractive she was in real life. And her name. Rebecca Logan. If she lived, he’d have to ask what a New Yorker was doing all the way across the country in Washington. In the Northern Cascades. With a sword. Fighting a nightmare monster.

      Again the thought if she lived had his gut tightening. And the urge to rush back to her side nearly got the better of him. He forced himself to be thorough, though. He hacked off one of the tail spikes with her sword, used his shovel to set it to one side, just in case it might be useful for analyzing the poison. He cleaned her sword and dagger in the ferns under the trees, using the leaves to rub off any remaining monster residue. Then he threw those leaves into the fire with the carcass.

      The stench was overwhelming. The monster itself had been bad enough—a sort of sewer left to rot kind of stink. Shit and horror that made him gage. But take all that and burn it… One of the few times he regretted his keen sense of smell.

      He waited, upwind to minimize the effects, ensuring the carcass burned completely. When it was down to ash, he buried the remains and all evidence of the fire. Hard, dirty work. But when he was done, no sign of the monster, or the fight, remained except for the single spike he’d kept.

      That, he carefully wrapped in the t-shirt he’d left behind in the woods before shifting. Then, because he wasn’t sure how much poison was in the thing and if it would leak or not, he wrapped the pair of jeans he’d left in the woods around the spike, too.

      By the time he got home, replaced the shovel under his back porch, and settled the woman’s backpack, sword, and dagger against a wall in his kitchen, it was nearly four in the morning according to the clock on his microwave. He set the clothing wrapped spike in a cooler he had tucked under the sink to keep it isolated, leaving the cooler next to her backpack and weapons. Washed his hands thoroughly.

      Then he hurried to the living room to check on his patient.

      She was still alive, but she was thrashing around on the couch and sweat soaked her clothing.

      “Damn it.” He didn’t even have to touch her to feel the heat radiating off her skin.

      With another more graphic curse, he lifted her into his arms and carried her upstairs to the guest bedroom. After settling her on the mattress he got a bowl of room temperature water and a washcloth. He didn’t dare give her any drugs, even if he’d been able to get them into her, for fear of their reaction with the poison. Obviously, his hope that her ability to heal would neutralize the poison quickly was in vain.

      He mopped her face and neck with the cool water, murmuring nonsense under his breath in the hopes of soothing her. As she continued to thrash and her clothing tangled around her body, he worried about her comfort. She wasn’t exactly dressed in pajamas or something soft and comfortable. And her clothes were soaked with sweat now, too.

      Giving in to his need to make her as comfortable as possible, he quickly stripped her down to her panties and bra then pulled a loose sheet across her overheated body. That seemed to settle her a little, taking some of the struggle from her movements, but heat still pumped from her skin, the fever turning her pale skin a splotchy red.

      He continued to stroke cool water over her forehead and neck, occasionally drawing the washcloth along her arms, refilling the bowl when the water got too warm. Her color went from splotchy red to a sickly white, almost translucent. Her breathing turned shallow and harsh.

      For the next two hours, he sat vigil, attempting to cool her fever and sooth her distress. But doubts about her survival plagued him.

      Should he just try to get her to a hospital? It wasn’t a short drive. He might have wasted too much time already. He wouldn’t want to be taken to a human hospital in her condition, because he had something to hide—mundane humans didn’t know werewolves existed and he had no intention of given them the proof that shifters were real by going to humans for help. He had a feeling the woman—Rebecca according to her i.d.—Rebecca wouldn’t be keen on human help either.

      Still, he couldn’t just sit here and let her die.

      The helplessness made him growl. And his wolf raised its head. Fiercely insistent this woman live. He’d have to think about that impulse later. Something there bothered him. But mostly, he just wanted to do something to help her and consequences of that be damned.

      He started to rise, intent on getting her into his truck so he could get her to a hospital, when movement under her skin froze him in place. He watched in horror as the flesh across her cheek distorted, like something beneath pressed against the barrier of her skin. Her color went from deathly white to nearly gray. And the movement beneath her skin spread over her entire body, unnaturally stretching areas as what looked almost like paws tried to push out.

      And then the movement stopped. Her skin settled. After a few moments, the gray faded back to pale white.

      “What the hell was that?”

      He leaned closer but was almost afraid to touch her now. Could the monster have released a parasite into her body? None of the other animals he’d seen killed by the creature had shown any signs of parasites. None of them had looked to have something under their skin trying to get out.

      He shuddered at that idea. And for some reason, he thought of newly made werewolves, the ones made and not born to it, who didn’t get proper training, who didn’t have a pack to support them. The ones who didn’t know how to control their shift and got stuck mid-way through the process.

      Another shudder racked his shoulders.

      When several minutes passed without the movement returning, he ran his hands along her torso, searching for evidence of something invasive crawling through her insides. Nothing unusual. Nothing obvious.

      But he no longer thought taking her to a human hospital would work. Even if she survived the trip—and that didn’t seem likely given how pale she was now—whatever the monster had done to her might spread. He couldn’t take that chance.

      A third hour passed as he kept vigil, waiting for that movement again. It never returned. After half an hour more, her color turned to a more ordinary pale, losing the translucence.

      By the end of the fourth hour, he started to wonder if he’d imagined the whole thing. Her fever-induced restlessness had stilled. She was no longer pumping off so much sweat and heat. Sunrise peaked through the closed curtains, casting a strange dim light through the room. Had that been why she’d looked gray? Strange light as the dawn broke? Possible. He’d been so focused on her fever he hadn’t really noticed the light in the room changing. He hadn’t turned on any lights—he didn’t need them to see clearly in the dark. So maybe the natural light filtering through the blue curtains and his own worry had conspired to get his imagination working overtime.

      The memory of paw-like things pressing against her skin, pushing it out like the paws intended on breaking through, rose again. But…she wasn’t a werewolf. She wasn’t shifting and she wasn’t stuck mid-shift.

      That was one of his worst nightmares, one of the things he’d had to bear witness to and never ever wanted to experience. He was probably just projecting his personal fear onto Rebecca and his fear for her had him imagining the worst thing he could think of. But she wasn’t a wolf shifter. So she wasn’t trying to shift.

      By the time the gray dawn rolled into mid-morning, filling the small room with muted light, her fever had broken. Her breathing settled into an even rhythm, and the strain around her mouth and forehead eased as she sighed and rolled onto her side.

      The signs of recovery, of peaceful sleep rather than unconscious distress, had Adam dropping back onto his haunches, letting his head sag forward. He rolled his shoulders, releasing the tension coiled in his neck and back. Then he stood and pulled the quilt at the foot of the bed over her shoulders.

      He watched her sleep for another hour, making sure the fever didn’t return. Fatigue pulled at his eyelids. More than once he found his head bouncing as sleep tried to overwhelm him.

      Finally, he allowed himself to leave her bedside for his own rest. Questions about Rebecca Logan followed him down to the pillow, but answers would have to wait.

      Sleep took him instantly.
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      Becca woke with the sun warm on her face and the sound of quiet movement shuffling around her. She blinked at the sunlight a few moments, trying to reorient herself. She was on a strange bed. In a strange room. Not sure how she got here. Not sure where here was. Her body ached, like she’d been fighting a dozen monsters at once for over a month. But she was alive. That had to count for something.

      The sunlight spilled into the room through thin white curtains, the thicker blue curtains in front of them pulled back to let the light in. The bed under her was well-cushioned and comfortably cozy. She was warm, tucked under a soft quilt. And the sheets covering her smelled clean and faintly of… Wolf?

      The night before came rushing back to her. The irgotoc. The fight. The werewolf who’d helped her. The barbed spike through her leg after she’d killed the fucking monster because she’d been distracted.

      The reason she’d been distracted…

      A wash of adrenaline-fueled fear and excitement rushed through her blood. Rolling onto her back, she tried to clear her throat and discovered she was parched. She could barely muster enough spit to dampen her mouth.

      “Here, drink this.”

      A hand holding a plastic cup appeared in front of her face. She sat up and took the proffered cup. A quick, subtle sniff, confirmed it was ordinary water, so she gulped the entire contents in one go. When she was done, she sighed and looked at the helpful water-provider.

      The man, the werewolf, who’d joined her fight with the monster stood by the bed staring at her with a slight frown, worry lines creasing his brow and bracketing his mouth. He looked just as handsome in full daylight as he had in the dark. That sort of rough handsomeness that wasn’t pretty but still arresting. Dark shaggy hair. A mouth that drew way too much of her attention. And without the yellow shifter glow, his eyes were blue. Very deep blue, rimmed by dark lashes.

      Her Nam-tar. Standing right there in front of her. Close enough to touch.

      She could hardly believe it.

      She swept her gaze over him and another, more heartfelt sigh escaped. “Shame,” she muttered.

      His frown deepened. “What?”

      She waved a hand toward him and said, “You’re dressed now.”

      His sudden laughter filled the small room, startling them both, but making her grin crookedly. He had a good laugh. Deep and easy. A sound that left her breathless.

      “Not exactly the first thing I expected you to say, Rebecca,” the man said as he sat on the edge of the bed and took the empty cup from her hands.

      “Found my pack?”

      He nodded.

      “I don’t suppose you…”

      “I burned the…whatever it was, and buried what was left, including the remains of the…prey it had been eating—”

      “Human?” she asked, wincing at the possibility.

      “No. It was
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