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chapter one







ANY TIME THE strong and mighty Kamari howled, every wolf in Glenn Meadows joined his chorus. That afternoon, he strolled by Hailey, who lay on her belly in the open field, surrounded by her female friends. She was soaking the end-of-summer warmth into her fur like it was water and she was preparing for the dry season. Kamari’s acute yellow eyes took her in with a clear sense of ownership that always had Hailey warring between submission and giving the older wolf a healthy reminder that she had the strength to tear open his throat.

After passing her, Kamari raised his proud head of gray fur and howled. Hailey lifted her snout off the ground and howled along with her group. In the near distance, the rest of the pack could be heard echoing the call. Soon, males were running on four legs into the field and assembling around Kamari.

The rally turned riotous as the males snarled and bit one another, some jumping onto their hind legs to spar with their opponents.

Hailey adjusted her seating for a better view, and Hailey’s friend mimicked her movements to take in the show of friendly male rivalry. Mid-ranking members pinned weaker wolves to the ground and nipped at them until hearing a cry of surrender. Kamari chased after Byron, a strong male Hailey had grown up with and shared a fleeting relationship with the summer past. She considered Byron her last fling, an affair they had carried out mostly in human form. Dalliances no longer held appeal for her, though. Hailey was ready to settle down with a mate.

The two males tore through the meadow. Byron zigzagged through the tall grass, his lips pulled back in a smile as he leapt ahead before Kamari could nip his tail.

Eventually, Kamari caught the younger male by the hind leg. Byron cried, then flipped over on his back in surrender. Snapping and snarling, Kamari straddled the other male until Byron licked his muzzle, signaling the game was over.

Kamari had won. His role as the pack’s alpha male had been undisputed ever since Hailey’s parents willingly relinquished the role two moon phases ago. Her brother Hector had never wanted to be alpha, and her father still held on to the hope that he would find a pureblooded female, join her pack, and have a litter of pups.

What the Glenn Meadows pack needed was an alpha female—a position Hailey felt ready to claim as soon as their soothsayer, Flora, stopped interfering. It was not the way of wolves to consult the alignment of planets and other such nonsense the old woman deemed vital for decisions and matchmaking.

To Hailey, it was an easy choice. With no pureblooded males around for the claiming, she would choose the next best option—an alpha male.

She would choose Kamari as her mate.

The males divided into smaller groups and took off in different directions, some for the forest, others the community center. Hailey yipped at her group to get going and give her privacy with Kamari. The females sprang into action, going after the males.

That left Hailey and Kamari alone in the field together. The older wolf prowled over and brushed against her side. She stood still while he circled her, sniffing at her rear and rubbing along her lean, powerful body before nuzzling her snout and resting his nose above hers.

Mine, his actions said.

Yours, Hailey agreed by allowing his attention.

She crouched down and slid under his chin, pressing against his chest rough enough to push him back a step. Kamari jumped at her and extended his front paws, holding her down, but not pinning her as he had done with the males.

Hailey freed herself from his grasp and licked his muzzle. He pushed his head against hers. She pushed back and they kept at their amorous play until Kamari yipped that they should return to the community center.

Wanting more time with the alpha, Hailey backed against his rear, trying to engage him in further cuddling and play. Her heat was coming, and it was a testament to his self-control that he did not mount her on the spot.

Kamari barked and started toward their village. He stopped and turned his head to see if she followed. When he saw Hailey still standing in place, he barked louder. She returned his bark and started after him. The alpha male’s commanding disposition was one of his many appealing traits.

Once Hailey joined him, they ran side by side through a patch of forest into the next meadow. The land sloped upward slightly, with a narrow stream trickling past large stones. An additional area of woods divided the bowl-shaped meadow from another open field. There were many open spaces in Glenn Meadows, the place their pack had settled while Hailey was still a pup, nipping at Hector to get him to play, exploring under her mother’s watchful eye, and marking the territory that was to become her permanent home.

She had been born a wolf.

Four legs and fur. A predator. A pureblood. A survivor. Wild.

Typical wolf shifters, on the other hand, were born in human form—unable to make the transformation into their animal skin until sometime around their twelfth year.

The urban wolf shifters who had formed a pack with her parents after the pandemic shed their animal forms as though casting off a coat until they were ready to put it back on. Their offspring behaved in a similar manner. They all seemed to identify with their human side first and foremost.

Not Hailey. Hailey’s wolf was always with her, twitching in her limbs and watching the world through her eyes.

“More wolf than woman,” her father was always boasting.

She recognized that same wildness in Kamari, despite his heritage as a shifter from the old human world. His animal instincts were sharp. He spent more time in his wolf form than human. Too bad she would have babies rather than pups with him. Only a pureblooded male, born in his fur form, could give her pups at birth. It was a phenomenon that no one, not even Flora, could explain.

Whatever the reason, it was time for Hailey to let go of that dream. Babies eventually grew into children, then teenagers. Once they came of age, she would nurture their animal side and teach them everything she knew about surviving in the wild as a wolf.

The sun slanted through the next grove of woods, late afternoon light pushing through the trees. Kamari and Hailey stopped at the forest’s edge before a blanket of green wild grass spread into the meadow where their pack’s village was built.

Two sets of deerskin clothing had been left on the ground. Standing beside the skins, the wolves shifted into their human forms simultaneously, grabbing their handmade garments as they straightened out onto two legs. Kamari shook out his pants and fringed leather shirt before putting them on over his thick, muscular legs and broad shoulders.

Hailey did not mind that he was her father’s age. Kamari was a striking wolf who commanded obedience and respect from the pack. In human form, he was robust with a deep, pleasing voice.

While the handsome older male secured his pants, Hailey pulled on a fringed skirt that reached her knees before covering her breasts with a tanned skin halter that left her toned midriff exposed. Blonde hair framed Hailey’s cheeks. She never tucked it behind her ears as many females did, especially when flirting with the males. Hailey liked the feel of her hair on her face when she wasn’t in her fur, but she did keep it short—less washing and combing. She had the lightest hair in the pack, which turned almost white during the summer months and fell into supple waves that had all her friends sighing with envy.

“I think it is time to organize another hunting trip,” Hailey announced.

Kamari rubbed his fingers along the short bristly growth on his chin. “We’ll take Paxon, Ellis, Skeet, and Byron.”

“Good choices,” she said, pleased. Hailey lifted her chest, but Kamari’s brown gaze burrowed into her eyes.

“After the hunt, I wish to claim you as my mate,” Kamari stated.

Heat flushed over Hailey’s skin and tingled along the back of her bare neck. Her heart felt lighter inside her chest, like the sun rising at dawn. She blinked several times while her mind rejoiced at the thought of being bonded to this worthy male.

Kamari stepped in front of her. “Do you want this, Hailey? I know I am older.”

Hailey’s eyes widened. “I want this. I don’t care about age.” The words gushed out of her mouth like breaths she had been holding. “I don’t want anyone else.”

Smiling, Kamari brushed back the hair falling over her left cheek. Her white-blonde strands slid through Kamari’s callused fingers, landing right back where they had started.

“You have such a pretty face,” he said huskily.

Her heart skittered. They had never been intimate—never even kissed, though their wolves had nuzzled. Hailey wondered if Kamari might kiss her now that they had exchanged promises. He touched her cheek, then took a step back.

“I will speak to your father.”

“My parents will support us,” Hailey said.

“I will speak to him nonetheless.”

Hailey pursed her lips and glanced across the field.

“Come,” Kamari said, “the afternoon grows late.”

They walked side by side barefoot through the grass to their pack’s village, which was surrounded by a wall of thorny branches. Nails protruded from a wooden gate that was guarded at all times. Seeing their approach, Seamus, a shifter in his third decade with shaggy brown hair, pulled open the gate to allow them passage.

Kamari nodded at him and Seamus nodded back.

The ground inside was packed dirt, all plant life worn down over the years of their tribe living together in an enclosed space made of crude huts and tents. Within the walls, no shifting was allowed. It was how they kept out rabid wolves and other dangerous beasts. Everyone walked in on two legs, including the chickens that pecked at the earth in every direction. The birds had been introduced over a decade ago when a shifter named Horton stole some from a human’s homestead. A couple of the chickens had escaped several years ago. Hailey still salivated at the taste of those squawking birds when she discovered and devoured them outside the walls of the village. They were supposed to be rounded up and brought back, but she had succumbed to temptation when it came to an opportunity for a fresh kill with new flavor. Hailey believed in rewarding her wolf whenever possible.

They passed a group of elder women seated on blankets, gossiping while working on garlic braids. Multiple sets of eyes took Hailey and Kamari in. The alpha nodded at the women. They smiled, then turned their attention back to the garlic and conversation. Only one remained silent in their party—Sydney, the girl they had taken in from the Wolf Hollow pack. She weaved the pieces of garlic in her lap while continuing to stare at Hailey. There were members of their village who said the girl gave them the willies, but Hailey merely stared back until Sydney dropped her gaze.

Hailey and Kamari were nearly at her parents’ hut when a howl raced across the meadows and through the gates, bringing a hush over their village.

The howl came again. No one answered. It was not one of their own. Hailey cocked her head to the side and listened intently.

Her parents emerged from their hut. As soon as they saw her, they came over and stared at Hailey expectantly. She blinked once and said, “Werewolf.”























chapter two







WITH HER BONE necklace, fringed top, and skirt adorned in fur and feathers, Hailey’s mother, Geraldine, was the image of feminine strength. Unbound, dark blonde hair ended in thick layers that swept over her shoulders. She nodded. “It must be Aden from Wolf Hollow.”

Hailey’s father, Jefferson, growled. “Nothing good ever comes from Wolf Hollow.”

Hailey folded her arms. She had to agree with her parents. The visit her brother and cousin had made to their closest neighboring pack had been interrupted when a rabid wolf attacked the territory in broad daylight. According to Alexa, she and Hector had been treated abominably. They had subjected themselves to Wolf Hollow’s odd masked mating dance only to be mocked the following morning for their concerns about safety.

Hailey pursed her lips, recalling Alexa’s account of the dance. Why would the shifters put a wolf mask over their human faces rather than transform into their true animal forms? It did not make a lick of sense to her.

Beside her, Kamari had turned to oak. Deep gouges wrinkled his forehead when he frowned.

Flora had been the next to visit Wolf Hollow after word reached them that the pack’s prize pureblooded male had returned after a three-year absence. Hailey had thought perhaps fate was intervening to provide her with a pureblooded mate who could give her pups and continue her family’s line.

But even Wolfrik had not passed Flora’s cosmic approval.

It sounded to Hailey as though the fates did not favor Wolf Hollow.

“What do you want to bet he brings bad news?” her father asked.

Bad news or good, the pack’s single females raced from their huts, finger-combing their hair in urgent strokes. Two of the females jogged up to Hailey. Layla tugged her skirt up, showing off lean tanned legs, while Violet pulled her leather halter down to reveal more of her bust.

“How many males are coming?” Violet asked, breathless from her sprint over.

Hailey’s frown stretched into a smirk. “Only one. Sorry to disappoint.”

Violet slapped the heels of her palms over her eyes and groaned.

“Single? Mated?” Layla bounced on her feet.

“It’s the werewolf,” Kamari said gruffly.

Layla stopped springing in place. Her shoulders sagged. “Oh. Why do you think he’s come?”

“Maybe to take the girl back to her family,” Hailey’s mom suggested.

Hailey shook her head. “No. She’s with us for good. He’s here with news.”

Violet stared at Hailey and blinked several times. “How do you do that? You should apprentice with Flora to become a seer.”

“Not happening,” Hailey said with a vehement shake of her head. “One fortune teller is plenty.”

Kamari pressed in closer to her while Hailey’s parents nodded their agreement.

“But who will guide us after Flora joins the spirit pack?” Layla asked.

Hailey looked at Kamari and grinned. It was on the tip of her tongue to reply, “Your alphas will guide you,” when Aden’s howl came louder and closer.

Sighing, Hailey started for the gates. “Someone must answer him.”

“I’ll do it.” Hailey’s mom unfastened her top from her neck mid-stride, then pulled off her skirt, followed by her bone necklace. As she strode past the families and friends emerging from their homes, she let them know who approached.

After Geraldine cleared the gate, she crouched over the earth and shifted. Her proud, unmistakable call filled the blue sky overhead.

Hailey looked over to see that her brother Hector had joined their group. Her father caught him up on their imminent visitor.

“Let us meet him at the gate,” Hailey said.

Her family and friends fell into step with her. The pack members who had begun crowding at the entrance made room when they saw their approach. Hailey’s mother led Aden in. They were both naked and Hailey was struck by Aden’s hulking form. He seemed bigger than the last time he had come to their village. Such a shame he was a werewolf and not a wolf shifter. Coupling in animal form was not impossible, but the act would prove painful to a wolf. The elders said it was the equivalent of a stallion mounting a pony. Hailey did not appreciate being compared to ponies, but the warning had certainly deterred the single females from offering Aden anything other than friendly conversation during his occasional trips to Glenn Meadows.

Aden was difficult to read, with his relaxed stride and neutral expression. Beside him, a massive grin had blossomed over her mother’s face. She looked through the crowd and, finding Hailey, met her gaze with a jump of her eyebrows.

Hailey’s heart skipped a beat, not in the pleasant kind of way but with a feeling of foreboding.

“You can return to your homes,” Hailey’s mom addressed the pack. “Aden has a proposal to discuss with my family, nothing critical.”

That only piqued their curiosity further. Packmates continued to linger and stare as Hailey’s mom led Aden over. “Layla. Violet. Go fetch Flora at once.”

Hailey’s friends took off in the direction of the seer’s hut while Aden was escorted to her parents’ site. Along the way, her mother scooped up her clothing and necklace and put them back on. Four eager faces awaited them. Hailey’s younger siblings arranged furs around a fire that had just been lit outside the hut and laid out a loincloth for Aden to wrap around his waist. Noah jostled the logs around, coaxing the flames to take hold of the dry wood. Luna invited Aden to take a seat on a cushion made of deer hide. After he’d secured the loincloth around his thick waist and settled into the cushion, Luna handed him a mug of water. While the werewolf drank, the family of purebloods settled in around him.

“Cameron, we’ll need another cushion for Flora,” their mother said.

Hailey settled into a spot across from Aden. Her parents flanked her, leaving Kamari to sit beside Hector. As their pack’s unchallenged alpha, Kamari had every right to sit in with her family and hear Aden’s news.

Hailey’s four younger siblings—Luna, Jaxon, Noah, and Cameron—took their places on either side of Aden. They were litter mates, all in their eleventh year. Hailey’s parents had been moon blessed with the birth and continued survival of their second, and final, litter.

Watching her younger siblings sitting tall, attentive, and respectful tugged at Hailey’s womb. She could feel Kamari’s attention on her and for once, she avoided meeting his gaze. Instead, she focused on Aden.

“Is all well in Wolf Hollow?” her father asked.

“Yes, thank you,” Aden answered.

“No recent attacks?” Jefferson prodded.

Aden clenched his jaw and gave him a hard stare—one the older, pureblooded male returned.

“Humans from the city attempted an attack. We took care of them.”

Kamari snarled.

“Humans?” Geraldine frowned. “This is the first time I have heard of them leaving their cradle.” It was her way of referring to the decrepit structures the last surviving humans clung to.

“They were after one of their own,” Aden supplied. He continued with an account of the events, his lips loosening to share pertinent information for their pack’s awareness.

When Aden finished, their circle went silent until Geraldine spoke. “I don’t expect the remaining humans will venture back over the mountain. They can only deduce that their leader and his men are all dead, and they will not wish to follow in their footsteps, especially with no good reason to take such a grave risk wandering into the wild.”

Aden nodded. “Our conclusion as well.”

“What became of the woman they were after?” Hailey asked. The werewolf had failed to mention the fate of the human who had run from her tribe.

Aden folded his thick arms over his muscled chest and sat up taller. “She suffered a blow to the head and has remained unresponsive, though she continues to breathe. The wizards at Balmar Heights are keeping her alive.”

“For what purpose?” Kamari demanded.

“Once she awakens, she will help us infiltrate her brother’s compound and free the wolves imprisoned there.”

On either side of Aden, the mouths of Luna, Jaxon, Noah, and Cameron all hung open. They stared up at the werewolf with rapt attention and awe.

“I want to help free the wolves,” Jaxon said.

Luna nodded beside him. “Me too.”

“And us,” Noah and Cameron said simultaneously.

Their father looked them over before returning his gaze to Aden. “Are there any purebloods in captivity?”

“Wolfrik claimed to be the only one.”

Kamari huffed. “How fares your pack’s pureblooded male? We were told he was too unstable for our Hailey. The poor beast will likely never claim a mate.”

“Kamari.” Hailey spoke his name firmly. There was no reason to be rude to Aden.

The werewolf flashed his teeth in a rare smile. “Wolfrik is happily mated with a child on the way.”

“What’s this?” Jefferson growled and shot to his feet. Glowering across the fire at Aden, he shook his fist. “Our Hailey wasn’t good enough—is that what you’re saying?”

“Sit down, Jefferson,” came the croak of Flora’s voice as the old woman hobbled over to their group. Layla and Violet helped the seer onto a cushion beside Hector. “Thank you, girls, now shoo.”

Violet rolled her eyes before taking Layla’s hand and striding away, head held high as though taking her leave by choice.

Flora leaned to one side and then the other, tucking her legs in with a groan. Father sat slowly and folded his arms.

“Stop your glowering,” Flora snapped. “I told you Wolfrik and Hailey were not meant to be.”

“She is right, my dear,” Geraldine said. She was the only one in their circle smiling brightly. “Aden has come with wonderful news. A pureblooded male has arrived in Wolf Hollow seeking a pureblooded female to claim.” She threaded her fingers and looked into the dimming sky, likely thanking the moon for such fortunate tidings.

Hailey felt the familiar stir inside her womb. A longing, deep in her soul, called out for a mate who could give her pups. Her wolf perked up in the subconscious of her mind. She could feel her heat coming on faster and stronger. It became nearly impossible to sit still. Looking over when she repositioned herself, she saw Kamari frown.

“Who is this male?” Jefferson asked Aden, but it was Flora who answered.

“A wanderer,” she mused, adding, “from southern territories.”

Aden shrugged. “He and his brother have distinct accents and speak to one another in tongues.”

“Brother?” Hailey’s mother perked up. “There are two?” Her eyes gleamed in the dimming light.

“Yes,” Aden said. “Both unmated, though only one expressed interest in a claiming.”

“And you told me he specifically seeks a pureblooded female,” Geraldine rushed in.

Aden nodded. “That is what he said.”

“Hailey, you must leave for Wolf Hollow first thing in the morning and meet this male,” her mother said. Kamari growled, showing teeth. Ignoring him, Geraldine looked to their seer. “What say you, Flora?”

The old woman pursed her weathered lips and stared into the flames. Everyone kept silent, even Kamari, as the seer’s eyes glazed over. Her head looked too heavy for her neck as it listed forward, chin practically touching her chest. If her eyes weren’t open, Hailey would have expected the elder had dozed off. The seconds inched along like the tiny legs on millipedes. Flames crackled steadily from the logs Noah had arranged.

Finally, Flora spoke. “What does this wolf call himself?” she asked, her eyes still fixed on the fire.

“Diego,” Aden answered.

Wood popped and crackled gently.

“And his brother?”

“Rafael.”

Sparks shot out of the burning logs and the flames rose higher. Flora leaned forward and pressed her wrinkled fingers over her lips.

Geraldine stared from the fire to Flora. “What does it mean?” she asked somewhat shrilly.

Rather than answer her question, Flora leaned back and yawned. “Hector, help me up.”

He did as asked, picking the old woman up and setting her on her feet as though she weighed no more than the deerskin dress covering her ailing frame.

“I am tired,” she announced to the circle. Her eyes landed on Hailey. “You should rest, as well. Tomorrow you will go with Aden to meet these males.” With those final words, Flora left their circle at a measured pace.

Mother clapped her hands together and lifted her head to the sky, blinking back tears that glistened briefly over her irises.

“We must send an escort,” Jefferson said.

Hector huffed. “Don’t look at me. They don’t want me back.”

“I will go,” young Jaxon said, standing.

“Why not me?” Luna challenged. “Perhaps the second brother is younger and will want a mate in time.”

“Neither of you are going,” their mother said. “You are too young.”

The siblings shut their mouths and remained seated, waiting to be dismissed. Watching them respect their mother filled Hailey with pride and hope. It was a warmth that spread from her heart to her belly and down to her core.

“I will go,” Kamari announced coolly.

The warmth pulled away from Hailey at the tone of his voice. Kamari would have made a wonderful mate, but even he had to understand this opportunity could not be turned down without exploration.

“Is that wise?” Geraldine asked, looking Kamari over. When she stepped in front of the alpha, it was as an equal. Scrutinizing his face, she frowned. “Can you remain impartial, Kamari?”

“I want what is best for Hailey, same as you, even if it means stepping aside.”

A pained stabbing sensation twisted inside Hailey’s chest as some of her excitement turned to sorrow.

Her father walked over and placed his hand on Kamari’s shoulder. “You are a good alpha, Kamari, and the male I trust most to stay with my daughter until the claim is made.”

The alpha nodded and left abruptly. Watching his retreating form, Hailey chewed on her lower lip. Meanwhile, her youngest siblings dispersed, leaving only Hector behind. He joined her side, staring in the direction that Kamari had disappeared.

“A word of advice, sister. Steer clear of the elder Jager’s moonshine. It could make you do things you later regret.”

She nodded. “Anything else?”

“Good luck.”

She grinned.

After Hector’s departure, Hailey ducked down to follow her mother inside her parents’ hut. The thatched ceiling was low, creating a cozy den of blankets. Geraldine sat down and stretched her legs in front of her, pointing her toes.

Hailey sat beside her, shoulder to shoulder, leaning against her mother. Her throat quivered the tiniest bit and a sudden sadness seeped into her soul. What a strange day. She had awoken thinking Glenn Meadows would be her home for life, and now this could very well be her final night with her pack.

Geraldine put her arm around her daughter, speaking while looking forward, as though it was too painful to stare into her face.

“You will need to form your own pack with your mate.”

Hailey nodded. Glenn Meadows already had an alpha, and it had grown overcrowded.

“Once the claim is made, you can invite some of our pack to join yours,” she continued.

The weight pressing down her shoulders and chest lightened somewhat. Hailey would not be entirely on her own. Some of her friends were itching for a change of scenery and males. Poor Layla and Violet were related to just about every family in Glenn Meadows with the exception of Hailey’s family.

“Find territory not too far away so that we may visit once in a while.”

Hailey’s heart clenched into a fist. Tears rarely appeared on her face, but tonight was an exception. An unfamiliar sensation filled her eyes and spilled down her cheeks. When warm lips kissed her cheek gently, a fresh flow of tears streaked down the sides of her face.

“I am so proud of you, my girl. And so happy. Mother Moon has answered my call to deliver a pureblooded male to give you many pups and protect you and your family with his life.” Geraldine sniffled. When Hailey risked a glance, she saw her mother’s eyes glistening, but she was smiling through the tears. “Tonight, you will sleep in here with me one last time. Your father will spend the night with Hector. In the morning, we will have one last family meal before you head out with Kamari and Aden.”

Hailey stiffened. It was a five-day journey on four legs to Wolf Hollow. The trek would be made entirely in animal form—just her and two unmated males.

There was one rather awkward problem with that.

“My heat has come early.”























chapter three







DENSE WOODS SLOWED Hailey’s pace halfway to Wolf Hollow. Ferns tickled her furry legs as she trotted through the thick foliage, sniffing out the route Aden had taken from his pack to hers. Following the werewolf would have been easier, but Geraldine had spoken with the males before their departure, instructing them to give Hailey a couple hours of lead time.

In animal form, it would be near impossible for the males to keep off her.

Her mother took it as another sign that Hailey would soon be mated and expecting her first litter.

Hailey found it inconvenient. Once reaching Wolf Hollow, she would have to remain in human form until her heat passed. She didn’t plan on inciting a riot among all the single males in an unfamiliar pack. At least the journey would eat up five of the days, leaving her a couple more before it was safe to shift into her wolf.

Her heat was another trait that set her apart from regular wolf shifters. Not all pureblooded females experienced it, but the chances were more likely. The females in Hailey’s family line were blessedly fertile, according to her mother.

When the sun dropped from the sky and the moon reigned the darkness, Hailey sniffed around until she found some nice overhanging brush, then dug through fallen leaves and dirt until she had made herself a nice shallow hole to curl into.

Kamari and Aden would be turning in about then, as well. It had been decided before their departure that the males would shift into human form each evening to prevent their wolves from racing through the night to catch up to Hailey.

“Safer for you to remain in wolf form while sleeping,” her mother had said.

So long as there were no lone wolves around to get a whiff of her, Hailey thought. If any rogues tried to hump her, she’d make them bleed. It was an annoyance she hoped not to encounter en route to meet her future mate. He, Diego, was the only male she wanted on her back.

Diego, she repeated in her head.

He had been searching for her, Aden said. Well, not her specifically, but a pureblooded female. They had both been holding out for one another. That was all that mattered.

Diego’s journey from afar spoke to his superior survival skills.

Hailey looked forward to meeting him very much.
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STOMACH FULL OF rabbit, Hailey raced through the woods on the fifth and final day of her journey. She had gotten used to dodging trees and the numerous roots forming ridges above ground. Sensing her destination in the distance, Hailey slowed her speed. It was time to let the males catch up.

Her steps had slowed, but her heart had not. Tail twitching, she prowled through the underbrush, sniffing the ground one moment, then lifting her head the next.

The sound of an animal crashing through the forest made her pause and hold as still as the mountains. A gorgeous male wolf with gray-and-white fur came to a stop and howled. He appeared distracted and had yet to catch sight or scent of her. That lasted the span of a blink. The moment the wolf lowered his muzzle, his golden eyes landed on Hailey. He jerked in place, then stilled and stared at her openly.

Instead of baring her fangs, Hailey remained poised. Arousal blazed beneath her tail. Her heat permeated the air between them, growing stronger, beckoning the male to answer the call of nature.

The male sniffed the air. He took his first step toward her. Captivated by the stranger, Hailey remained in place as he circled her.

The male moved with a confident ease and strength. He was young, like her, and powerful. He gave off an air of virility and might.

Instinct and attraction brought her wolf to heel, and pleasure swept through her when the male stuck his snout by her rear and remained in place for a good, long sniff, as though drawing her heat out by his lungs.

A warm, wet tongue slid between her hind legs. He lapped at her, testing her sex hormones.

Hailey glanced back at him. When his tongue flicked in and out again, she closed her eyes, her body relaxing as it yielded in a way that was wholly unfamiliar yet felt instinctively natural.

The male moved to her hind flank and rubbed his face against her. She flicked her tail but remained in place. Wasting no more time, the male mounted her. Hailey held his weight on all four legs and paws. She could have easily thrown him off. Instead, she swept her tail to the side and allowed him entry. Nails digging into the earth, she kept upright while the male humped her. Furry front legs grasped her backside and pressed into her lower belly while the male’s hind legs shook with vigor.

The male had latched onto her fully, his soft chest hunched over her rump, muzzle breathing in deep above her back. As his penis swelled, Hailey’s vaginal wall constricted. He could not impregnate her without a full moon, but they could end up stuck if they did not stop soon.

Hailey felt incapable of pulling away. Her wolf wanted this male, wanted his pups, his affection, protection, and loyalty.

Howls in the distance jolted Hailey out of a fervid fog. She lurched forward, freeing herself from the male. He slid from her back, landing seamlessly on his front paws.

The call of Kamari and Aden rose again.

What had she been thinking? She had come to meet a pureblood, not mate with the first new male she encountered in the forest.

More howls arose, these ones unfamiliar and numerous, originating from the nearby pack that made up Wolf Hollow.

Hailey sprang past the blinking male and took off running. She followed the chorusing wolves and her nose, racing westward. The male who had humped her gave chase. She ran faster and faster, not slowing until she streaked into an opening in the woods filled with shifters mostly in human form.

The smell of roasted wild game filled her nostrils.

Several males in wolf form stared at her and began to sniff the air. Hailey growled. She needed to shift before she started a brawl. For several heartbeats, her wolf held on—wanting to fend off the males stalking toward her. A young woman spoke to them in a commanding voice. Hailey was too distracted to pay attention to her words, but the males did, despite her heat. They shifted into their human forms and grabbed clothing from the ground. While the males dressed, Hailey drew away from her animal, taking on the shape of her human half. She stayed low to the ground as her paws morphed into fingers and toes. Fur receded into fair skin. Her ears and snout shrank. Blonde hair fell over her cheeks and the back of her neck.

Hailey stood up and looked around, taking in all the strangers staring at her. Everyone was clothed. She lifted her head and chest in defiance. The cool night air teased her nipples into stiff peaks. She was not about to cover them. All she had were her hands, and such a gesture would communicate weakness.

A phantom ache settled between her thighs where the male wolf had swelled inside her. She wasn’t used to the transfer of physical sensation from her wolf to her human form, and it perplexed her now.

While the shifters gawked at her, Kamari and Aden raced in, coming to an abrupt halt before taking on their human forms. Kamari looked her over quickly, his brows furrowed. She nodded at him to convey her well-being. The trip over had been without incident or harm . . . well, not entirely uneventful, but no one else needed to know of her deviation—other than the other party, whomever he may be. Had the male followed her to the glade? She had a feeling he had. Hopefully, he would keep his mouth shut and leave her alone.

And hopefully her wolf wouldn’t stray again. Meeting new males was exciting and all, but she was here with a clear purpose. Unlike Sasha and Wolfrik, Hailey would not settle for anything less than a pureblooded mate.

“I am Hailey of Glenn Meadows,” she said to the group who had gathered around them. “I was told there was a pureblooded male interested in meeting me.”

The silence that followed felt like a great void. All eyes turned to a tall, tanned, muscular male with dark brown hair down to his shoulders. Beside him was a delicate-looking female wearing a floral cotton dress, her blonde hair secured in a ponytail, watching Hailey with a frown. A forced smile appeared on the male’s lips.

“I am Diego, a pureblood from the south. I am very sorry you traveled all this way, but my interests have landed elsewhere.” He placed his arm around the female by his side. She immediately blushed, setting off whispers and wide eyes among the pack.

Apparently, Hailey wasn’t the only one hearing this news for the first time.

Unsure what to do next, she stared at the pair. This hadn’t been what she was expecting, and she did not appreciate being made to look like a fool.

Kamari grumbled beneath his breath. “I ought to rip out that cur’s throat. He sends for you, then goes after another female. No one in this pack deserves you—especially not their faithless guest.”

Hailey’s heart constricted. How could this be? Why hadn’t Flora warned her? What good was a seer who did nothing to spare her this indignation?

Keeping her head held high, Hailey looked over the males, as though she, too, would sooner pick one among them. All she wanted was to run back home with Kamari, make their claim, and put this nonsense behind her.

The woman with long brown hair who had commanded the wolves to shift walked over with a warm smile. “Thank you for coming. I am Sasha.”

Kamari huffed, but Hailey welcomed the greeting from another pureblooded female—even one who had not taken to her brother. The female had a friendly and diplomatic air about her. She wore a short cotton dress with stripes.

“You are very welcome to stay as long as you like,” Sasha continued. “Diego is not the only pureblooded male visiting our pack. His brother, Rafael, is here as well.”

Hailey followed Sasha’s gaze to a gorgeous naked man with short brown hair. His skin was the color of acorn tops, showcasing muscles as defined as mountains and the valleys that ran between them. He held an air of exotic mystique, sensuality, and defiance.

Sparks went off inside Hailey’s chest the way they had in the fire during her last night in Glenn Meadows when Rafael’s name was spoken before her pack’s seer. The male was staring at her like he had never seen a female before, which was lunacy. In his eyes, she saw lust and anger. His hand covered his genitals, drawing Hailey’s eyes to his fingers. It was as though his palm was gripping her gaze and forcing her focus on his sex organ.

In that moment, she knew with certainty that his wolf had been the one to mount her. Perhaps she had found her pureblooded mate after all. Her wolf approved, and she always trusted her animal instincts above her human ones.

Hailey relaxed her attention, flicking her eyes back up to meet Rafael’s. He narrowed his eyes as though she were his enemy—a peculiar reaction. Was this male at odds with his animal side?

Perhaps he desired a moment of privacy to introduce himself.

Hailey took a step toward the male, only to see his nose wrinkle and lip curl as though he had gotten whiff of a skunk. Spinning on his heel, he stormed off into the cover of the woods.










chapter four



THE GROUND CUFFED the bottoms of Rafael’s feet with brutal opposition as he stamped down the nearest trail. Dark shadows pressed upon him as night swallowed the sun and dimmed his surroundings in cave-like obscurity.

His wolf and his brother were determined to ruin his life. He should have never jumped on that female’s back. There was only one type of female he refused to screw, and that was purebloods. He should have had no problem resisting a mate-obsessed huntress, but tonight his wolf had failed him.

Damn Diego to the moon and back. Just because his brother had willingly allowed a sly female to domesticate him, it didn’t mean Rafael had to accept the same fate. Thankfully, the next full moon was another three weeks out. Females had a frightening tendency to turn fiercely hormonal during that special time of the month when their ovaries howled for procreation.

No way was he sticking around to risk fathering a litter. He would rather roam the earth alone for the remainder of his days.

“Hermano, wait up,” Diego yelled at his back.

Rafael’s hands fisted. He had never wanted to hit his brother before this moment. This is what came of pursing a mate.

Rafael continued his heavy stride away from the glade. Away from the Wolf Hollow pack. Away from her.

Diego fell into step beside him, tucking strands of his long hair behind each ear.

“I should have waited to send word to the neighboring pack.” He shrugged. “I did not expect to find my forever mate so quickly.”

Find her? More like become ensnared.

Rafael huffed in disgust. “I never dreamed that I would see the day that my brother would become a whipped wolf.”

Diego snarled, drawing a grin up Rafael’s cheeks. It was about time the fool got a taste of his rotten mood.

“Lacy is the love of my life.”

Rafael burst into laughter. He stopped to clutch his stomach, pitching forward. Diego narrowed his eyes. Rubbing phantom tears away from his eyes, Rafael straightened up.

“Lacy is a liar. What kind of female that age is still a virgin? She is clever. I’ll give her that. She dangled the bait and you snatched it up like a bloodthirsty hound.”

Diego lifted a fist.

Raising his brows, Rafael watched to see if his brother, his most loyal and constant companion, would fight him over a woman he had met mere days ago.

Just as suddenly, Diego lowered his fist and spread open his palms in a placating gesture. “I don’t expect you to understand, but I am sorry, Raphy. This changes our plans, I know.”

“This changes your plans.” Rafael folded his arms. “I’m leaving—with or without you.”

Diego blinked several times before nodding. “Will you at least stay for my claiming ceremony with Lacy?”

Claiming ceremony, Rafael sneered in his head. It was Wolf Hollow lunacy. If a male wanted a female, and she wanted
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