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I have read all of Cherise’s books (several times over) and never been disappointed, but I have to say that Winter of the Wolf was one of my favorites. Magic and mystery abound with two tortured, lonely bad boys and an equally wounded heart in our heroine

~ You Gotta Read Reviews

After years in foster care, Breanne Gallagher has the stable life she’s always wanted, living with her foster-sister, working as a chef, enjoying her comfortable routines. Then one devastating night, a hellish creature invades her apartment and shatters her fragile existence. Shifting between monster and man, it slaughters her foster sister and assaults Bree. Alone, wounded, her beloved home tainted by gruesome memories, Bree flees to a tiny wilderness town, following her only clue to her past.

Shapeshifting warriors, Zeb and Shay move from one pack to another, hunting the hellhounds which prey on their kind. Assigned to Cold Creek, they take over management of a decrepit fishing lodge for their “human” cover. Their first renter is a pretty human female who trembles at the sight of them—yet stands her ground. Furious at the hurt they see in her eyes, the protective nomads are drawn into helping her. Although no shapeshifter is ever attracted to a human, her scent is oddly compelling, and her ferocious determination to conquer her fears ignites longings neither loner ever expected to face.

Bree is healing, learning to shoot the biggest pistol she can find, and overcoming her fears, especially of the two deadly, disconcertingly attractive hunters. Her life is getting back on track…until she tries to save a little girl from a hellhound and discovers that everything she knows about herself is false.

There are not many authors that know how to write such an emotional story but Cherise Sinclair is a master at it. She brings you into her wondrous worlds, filled with wonderful characters, and never lets the reader go until she is good and ready.

~ Just Erotic Romance Reviews
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Chapter One
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Seattle ~ Dark of the Moon

I won, I won, I won! As Breanne Gallagher drove into the parking lot of her apartment complex, excitement fizzed in her veins like champagne. Her five tiered, chocolate praline cake had taken first place at the competition for Northwest pastry chefs. She bounced up and down, grinning like an idiot.

Even more incredible—two of the finest downtown Seattle restaurants had indicated their interest in hiring her. Not that she’d accept, because, hey, she had everything she needed right here. The restaurant where she’d worked for years was in the top ratings and close to where she and her foster-sister, Ashley, lived. She finally had the stable life she’s always wanted and planned to keep it that way.

But she could certainly hit her boss up for a raise.

After parking near the end of the lot, she opened her car door. Industrial tech music hammered down from one of the three buildings in the complex, overwhelming the traffic noise from the nearby I-5 freeway. Her mood dimmed as she stood, letting her eyes adjust to the darkness. With a couple of lights out and no moon in the sky, the far end of the parking lot was creepy as heck. Pulling her coat closed against the moist winter air, she hurried toward her apartment building.

Nearing the better-lighted area, Bree slowed and glanced around, but didn’t see Ashley’s bright yellow car. But she should be home soon, and then they could celebrate. Because I won! Spirits rising again, she did a victory dance down the center. I rule! As she twirled around, a car entered the lot, the headlights painfully bright. With a squeak of alarm, she jumped out of the way and tripped on a parked motorcycle. She landed hard, scraping her hands and knees on the rough pavement.

Face flaming with embarrassment, she knelt and tried to catch her breath. Blood trickled down her burning palms. Wow, way to crash off the victory pedestal.

“You okay?” Someone took her hand and lifted her to her feet.

“Fine.” Bree looked up. Wow, the man was huge, well over six feet tall, and he smelled like a garbage can filled with rotting oranges and chicken carcasses. Ew. Pulling her bleeding hand out of his, she backed away hastily. “Well. Thanks for the help.”

The doublewide door to the building opened, spilling out a wash of light and a handful of teenaged girls, Bree hastily pushed past them, glancing back as she stepped inside.

He was staring at her, his eyes a brownish-red—the color of dried blood. A chill ran up her spine as he lifted his hand to his face and licked his palm. As she headed down the hallway, she heard his voice, as greasy as cold bacon. “Well, well, well.”
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She made a batch of chocolate chip cookies, the best cure for unsettled emotions. Since Ashley still wasn’t home, Bree pulled out her memento box for company. She smiled at the pictures of the Edwards and Petersons, her favorite foster families, then scowled at one of Mr. Harvey, the pervert. A shame she hadn’t had a black belt then or she’d have snapped his thing off. Turning the picture face down, she moved on to the ribbons from cooking contests.

With a sigh of sadness, she stroked the photo of a short, wiry man at a karate tournament. Sensei had been the closest person she’d ever had to a father. He’d have been proud of her today. I miss you.

Realizing her trip down memory lane wasn’t helping, she gathered up a handful of shelled nuts from a bag in the kitchen. The apartment door was on the left side of the living room. She went the other direction, through the sliding glass door and out to the landscaped grounds. The cold chilled her bare feet as she ran across the grass to a big maple tree illuminated by decorative solar lights. Standing on her tiptoes, she scattered the food along a low branch. “Here you go, Tinkerbelle.”

Chittering happily, the little thing she called a tree fairy scampered down the trunk. Bree had to laugh. It—she—was the size of a Barbie doll, almost ethereally pale, with intense green eyes. No wings though, so it wasn’t really a fairy.

Close enough. Bree laughed as Tinkerbelle tried to pick up an almond bigger than her hands.

“Hey, Bree, are you there?” Her roommate, Ashley Carrigan, stood in the door, the wind whipping her red hair back over her shoulders.

“Over here.”

“Woohoo, girl. I saw on the news. You won!” With her long-legged stride, Ash crossed the yard and gave Bree a jubilant hug. “Congratulations!”

Bree basked in the glow. Nothing was better than having someone to share the good and the bad. “Thanks, sis.”

Ash stepped back and glanced at the tree, obviously seeing the nuts. “Are you feeding that nonexistent thing again?”

“Sure. Imaginary creatures get hungry in the winter.” Bree grinned as her roommate squinted up at the tree. In all the years since they’d met in a foster home, Ash had never seen any of the beings—but she always tried.

“You know, with your imagination, you should write children’s books.”

“Uh-huh. With your blindness, maybe you should get glasses.” Unfortunately, that was a poor defense since no one except Bree ever saw the fairy things that lived in trees and flowers. Or the tiny trolls in the gutters. Or the shimmering beings in Puget Sound that looked like fish with faces. Why, darn it? Why was she the only one to see them?

But it didn’t matter. The little creatures added light and wonder to her world, and had since before she could remember. “So, why don’t—”

Tinkerbelle sniffed the air, dropped the almond, and leaped into the darkness of the higher branches.

Had something spooked her? Bree glanced around but saw nothing. The small grassy area wasn’t a popular place on a damp winter night. “Let’s head back. My feet are going numb.”

As they walked toward the open glass door, Ashley frowned. “How much time did you spend creating that winning masterpiece anyway? You look pooped.”

“Not that long. I’m fine.” Only she wasn’t, and it wasn’t because of the time spent cooking. No matter how much or how little she did, she was always tired. Her doctor thought she had chronic fatigue syndrome, although he admitted that her symptoms didn’t quite fit. “Probably a lack of chocolate. I made cookies, so it’s all good.”

The apartment enfolded Bree in warmth, and she wiggled her chilled toes in the carpet. The room felt cozy, decorated in sunny colors with cheerful flowering plants to offset the Seattle gloom. Tired or not, she had a good life—a wonderful foster-sister, a good job, and a happy place to live.

“I stopped and got a bottle of wine and a couple of movies to help celebrate.” Ash shook her head. “I figured you’d be too tired to want to go out…and what’s the point in taking you out to eat after you spend all day in a restaurant?”

“Sounds perfect. What did you get?”

“For me, Runaway Bride. For you, Lethal Weapon 4.” Ashley narrowed her gray eyes. “But if you start critiquing the karate stuff, I’m turning it off.”

“I’ll be good.” Besides, most of the fun of pointing out the mistakes had disappeared when Sensei had died. The ache of grief squeezed her chest again. After pulling her off the streets, he’d set her on her path to independence. Why couldn’t he have lived long enough to see her flourish? Bree pushed the sadness away. Tonight was about celebration, not mourning.

“Get those cookies, and I’ll put in the movie,” Ash said. “Which one first?”

“Let’s start with the interesting one—the one with action. And I don’t mean sex, okay?”

She fetched the cookies from the kitchen, inhaling the sweet fragrance.

Shriek! Screams and gunshots split the air, and Bree jumped, almost dropping the plate. “Darn that kid! He must have volume at max.” The young man in the adjacent apartment was addicted to slasher movies.

“Men and their loud toys.” Ash snorted. She slid Bree’s mementos to one side to clear space for the food, then nodded at a silver-disked bracelet and a crumpled photo of a couple holding a very young Breanne. “You still got those, huh?”

“Hey, they’re my heritage, right?” Other people got antique china and photo albums and precious furniture, but the picture and bracelet were all she’d possessed when a ranger had found her lost in a forest at the age of three.

Ash tapped the photo. “You know, if you blew this up, you might be able to get an ID on your parents. The Internet has all sorts of customizable search engines now.”

As the noise from next door diminished slightly, Bree sat on the couch and poured wine. “Nah. Either they’re dead or didn’t want me. Why bother?”

“Maybe you just got lost, and they’ve been looking for you. Wanting to take you home.” Ashley’s father was in jail, her mother OD’d, so she’d set her heart on Bree’s parents being wonderful and rich and loving, like out of some Disney movie.

Ash didn’t get it that Disney created fantasies as fake as the idea that Bree’s parents had given a darn about her. “Couldn’t have searched that hard. It’s been over twenty years.” Bree shook her head. “Besides, who needs them? You’re my family. And I have the perfect home right here.”

“Well…I wanted to talk to you about that.” Ashley picked up the glass of wine, spinning it around and around in her hands.

The last time Ash had looked that flustered, she’d confessed to slamming the oven door, causing Bree’s dessert soufflé to collapse. Bree set the remote down. “What’s wrong?”

“My boss talked to me today. They’re opening a division in San Diego.” Ash’s face lit with pride and excitement. “He asked me to head the software section.”

“San Diego? B-but you live here.” I live here.

The glow in Ashley’s face faded slightly. “You’ll come with me, right? We’ll get an apartment and—”

“No.” Move away? Bree rose, wrapping her arms around herself. “This is home. Here.” This apartment. This city. My job.

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, we’ve lived in this building forever. You’ve worked at that restaurant for even longer. You could be a chef anywhere. Don’t you ever want to see or do something else?”

“No.” Bree opened the sliding glass door, breathing in the chill air. “I moved enough when I was little.” Foster home to foster home, new families, new neighborhoods, new schools. Different foods, strange routines, unfamiliar beds. Nothing had ever stayed the same.

“But…” Ashley bit her lip. “I’m tired of the rain. I want to live somewhere sunny. I want you to come too.”

Bree shook her head. The very thought of leaving made her sick. This was her home. “I-I can’t. Moving is your dream.” But how could she survive the loneliness if her foster-sister left?

“Dammit, Bree, you—” Ash’s words were drowned out by a cinematic explosion from the adjoining apartment.

Bree closed the sliding door and paused. Something moved across the landscaped grounds. Four-legged and bigger than a dog. A bear? In Seattle? The tiny hairs on the back of her neck rose.

“What’s wrong?” Ashley joined her.

“I think there’s a—”

The huge black form headed for the apartment, picking up speed.

“Get back!” Bree backpedaled, pulling Ash with her.

To her shock, the animal charged straight at the patio door. It wouldn’t; it did. Glass shattered with a horrendous crash as the beast burst through.

Ash screamed, high and shrill, frozen directly in the bear’s path.

“No!” Bree shoved a chair in front of the bear and darted behind the couch, yanking Ash along. Heart pounding, she turned toward the… That’s no bear.

Oh, God, what is that thing?

Evil red-brown eyes stared at her. The size of a grizzly, but armored like a dinosaur with bony spiked plates. A shark-like head displayed massive pointed teeth. The stench of it was like raw meat left in the garbage for days. Worse.

She stood petrified for a moment, cold chills running down her spine.

It took a step forward.

Her mind screamed: run away, run away. But she wouldn’t—couldn’t—turn her back on it. She took a slow step back. Keeping her gaze on the creature, she slid her hand up the wall and yanked the bokken from the rack. The familiar grip of the wooden practice sword felt comforting in her hands.

Ash had no weapon, no training. “Go get help,” Bree ordered under her breath. “Hurry!”

“But—”

“Go.”

As Ash moved away, Bree jumped forward, waving her sword as a diversion. “Beat it! Get out of here.” Keeping eye contact, she inched backwards. Come after me, beast. Follow me.

The sound of the unlocking deadbolt snicked loud in the room. The creature’s head turned, and it charged toward Ash.

“No!” With all her strength, Bree bashed the sword on its skull. The wooden blade splintered. Broke.

Not slowing at all, the creature shouldered past, knocking her backwards. She slammed into the wall with a hard thud.

Head spinning, she regained her feet and saw it leap at Ashley.

The monster hit, biting Ash’s shoulder, pulling her to the ground, savaging her. Her screams almost drowned out its ghastly snarls.

“Noooo.” Terrified, frantic, Bree flung herself across the room. “Get off her!” She spun, kicking the beast in the stomach. Pain blasted through her foot. The creature barely rocked.

“Ash, run!”

The monster’s massive head whipped around and gore-covered teeth snapped at Bree’s ankle, spattering her jeans with saliva and blood. Ashley’s blood.

Bree jumped back, expecting Ash to stand. To get through the door. Why wasn’t she moving? She darted a glance behind the beast and froze. Unable to move. To think.

Ash’s neck was ripped—ripped away. Blood everywhere. Her gray eyes were open. Blank. Oh Ash. Bree took a step forward. No no no. This can’t happen. Oh please, no. Her breath hitched.

The monster watched her, mouth open as if laughing.

When the creature sniffed at the pool of blood beside Ashley’s body, rage roared in Bree’s head. Kill it, kill it, kill it. Yet terror shook her bones until she couldn’t breathe.

Lapping at the blood, it stood between her and the apartment’s front door.

Get a knife. Her pulse pounded in her ears as she backpedaled quickly into the kitchen. But the monster followed, red-brown eyes never leaving her face. Like thick smoke, the sense of evil choked her. Clicking sounds made her look down. The beast had massive claws—each one bigger than a finger. Oh God.

Can I kill it?

Slimy pink drool dripped from its mouth onto her tile floor as it stopped, trapping her in the kitchen.

Her back bumped the counter. She reached behind her, and her hand found the knife rack. Not that one. Or that. Her fingers closed on the butcher knife. With a deep breath, then another, she tried to push the fear to one side like at a martial arts tournament. Didn’t work.

Hit it where? The wooden sword had splintered in her hand. The spiked plating on its back looked too thick. The neck?

The monster lunged at her.

She dodged sideways, aimed the knife toward its throat—and the blade skidded across the plates, catching in the grooves. The head whipped around. Heck!

She yanked her hand away, and its teeth closed on emptiness with an ugly snap.

Was she stupid? Get help. She screamed, loud and shrill, screamed again. And then the thing was on her. She slashed at its neck. The shock jarred her hand. The blade broke off at the hilt.

“No!” She chopped at its neck with the edge of her hand. Her hand bounced off, bleeding from the sharp points of the plates. She could break concrete—but not this thing? “Why don’t you die?”

Vaulting up and over, she cut her palms on its spiky armor, but landed behind it. She slammed a kick into its leg. A bone in her foot fractured. The sound and the pain were nauseating, and she staggered back.

The hellish creature spun. Jaws clamped onto her arm, and it whipped her around like a land-borne shark. She hit the counter, grunted in pain, and punched at its eyes. Too protected, too recessed in the armor.

The jaws tightened on her arm. Pain burst through her, and her knees buckled. She struggled, a helpless mouse, as it dragged her across the floor to the living room. With a jerk of its head, the monster flung her across the room.

Free. She rolled over and sprang away, one arm limp at her side.

With a savage growl, the animal jumped on her, driving her face into the floor. Claws dug into her back. The rotten stench closed her throat. I’m going to die. The inevitability beat at her.

Its teeth ripped into her flesh, tearing at her shoulder.

It hurts, oh God, it hurts. She screamed, twisting onto her back to kick at it. Her feet hit uselessly, like hammering on a tank.

Suddenly it backed away. She tried to stand and failed. Her hand skidded in the blood soaking the carpet.My blood. She gritted her teeth, tears smearing her vision. Where was—

The beast blurred and turned into a person. A man.

No. She sucked in a breath, trying to get her eyes to focus.

It was the guy from the parking lot. Naked. His thick hairless chest was streaked with gore. Blood dripped from his mouth and chin. He licked his lips. “You are like nothing I’ve ever had.” His voice was oily. “I knew I tasted something…extra in your blood. What are you? Where did you come from?”

His head tilted, and a cruel smile grew on his face. He crooned, “Are there more like you?” Pink-tinged drool rolled down his chin as he stared down at her.

She shuddered. Her fingers curled into the carpet, and she tried to inch away.

“You look human.” He wiped his blood-spattered cheek, sniffed, then ran his tongue over his palm. “Mmm. You don’t smell different, but I’ve never, ever, tasted anything like this before.”

She raised her feet to kick at him, to keep him away. One arm wouldn’t lift, and she was losing blood fast.

He took a step forward.

“Bastard!” She snap-kicked his knee.

He hissed in pain and blurred into the creature. With a vicious snarl, the beast lunged at her. Teeth punched through her jeans, ripping into her thigh, and her screams echoed in the room. Oh God, why did no one come?

Her eyes lost focus and then he was a man again, licking his lips. Laughing. “The taste of you is just—fucking great.” He loomed over her, huge and evil. “Killing you tonight would be a waste.” He glanced at Ashley’s body. “I can feed on her. But first…”

His hand slid down his stomach to his cock—horribly erect—and wrapped around it.
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Ailill Ridge, Rainier Territory ~ Dark of the Moon

Only a few hours remained before dawn, and the small mountain town of Ailill Ridge was silent. Thick clouds had blotted out the stars in the moonless night, but the cold wind off Mt. Rainier brought the stench of evil—rotting flesh mixed with a nauseating tang like molding oranges. The scent came from the front of a one-story house, and Zebulon Damron paused in the shadow of an oak, searching for any movement.

The hellhound was close. Zeb would have his fight tonight even if his patrol-partner Shay reached the demon-dog first. Not even Shay could kill a hellhound alone, though the obsessed idiot would probably try.

He felt the touch of the God of the Hunt. Power poured into his cahir’s body like wine into a glass, gifting him with far more than a normal shifter’s strength.

After skirting the patches of snow that might betray him, he edged around the corner of the house. Thorns from a rose bush scraped across his neck, and he froze, silently cursing all females and their vicious plants. The smell of fresh blood would alert the hellhound to his presence.

He checked his weapons. Sheathed on his right hip: stiletto for the demon-dog’s eyes, double-edged dagger for its belly. Left hip: pistol for the eyes—although bullets were almost worthless. Be nice if cahirs had as few vulnerabilities as hellhounds.

So where was it? He risked a quick check of the narrow side yard. Good evening, hellhound. Its front paws on the planter box, the demon scum peered through the window.

Zeb slid his blade from the sheath strapped to his right thigh. The tiny vulnerable area of the beast’s stomach was exposed. If he could get to it before—

With a heave of its heavily muscled hindquarters, the hellhound smashed through the glass. Fuck.

“Shay. Inside!” Zeb roared to his partner in the front yard. After sheathing his knife, he dove through the window. The splintered glass edging the sides scraped along his leather-covered shoulders. Dammit, just once he’d like to enter a house by the door. Somersaulting to his feet, Zeb pulled his dagger and spun in a circle. Empty living room.

A woman shrieked, the sound so filled with horror that a chill ran up Zeb’s spine. Had my sister screamed like that? He shoved the thought away.

Glass shattered as Shay sprang through the front window, his wolf form as hefty as his human one. His paws scrambled for purchase on the tile floor.

His partner right behind him, Zeb sprinted down the hallway. They burst into the bedroom together, the well-practiced move possible only because Shay always fought as a wolf.

Zeb preferred to have a knife or pistol in hand.

Shay went left; Zeb right. In the center, the hellhound stalked the female cowering to the right of the door. She was a shifter, and the scent of fear poured from her—the demon-hound would gorge on that emotion like a grizzly on a new-killed deer.

The hellhound’s attention turned, and Zeb braced himself. This one was normal-sized—waist-high and bigger than any wolf, wrapped in bulletproof plating like a fucking dinosaur. It snarled, and the bony pointed muzzle displayed razor-sharp fangs.

Zeb snarled back, cursing silently. So much for surprise.

The beast stepped forward, bear-like claws clicking on the hardwood floor.

“By Herne, you are an ugly one.” He checked Shay who would attack from the rear, the diversion allowing Zeb to drop, roll half under his quarry, and slice down the narrow leathery part of its gut.

Sometimes it worked.

Zeb glanced at the female and realized she wasn’t overweight, but pregnant. The knowledge sent his protective instincts skyrocketing. After checking the hellhound, he moved forward a couple of steps, leaving room between him and the wall, then caught her gaze and glanced behind him. Run that way, little female, so I can keep you safe.

Despite her terror, she gave him an infinitesimal nod.

Satisfied, he returned his attention to the demon scum’s eyes. The red in its pupils widened with rage. It would charge soon.

With a loud snarl, Shay darted in. His jaw clamped on the hellhound’s hind leg, jaw working to penetrate the overlapping plates.

The hellhound bellowed and spun

Zeb crouched to spring forward—

Trying to flee, the woman tripped, falling against Zeb’s legs from behind. He staggered, dropping to one knee as she scrambled to her feet and through the door.

From the other side of the room, Shay yelped. His body thudded loudly against the wall. Silence.

“Fuck!” Strategy gone, Zeb charged the creature savaging his partner. His leather tore as he rammed into its spiky shoulder, knocking it back a step. He reached down, trying to stab the gut. His blade scraped over the plating, caught the narrow leathery strip down the belly, and made a shallow slice.

He’d barely scratched the fucking tank. Zeb scrambled away. Too slow.

The hellhound’s jaws ripped a chunk from his right arm in a flash of hellish pain.

Fuck. As it spun completely around, Zeb dove away. The demon-dog charged forward, one hind leg weaker. Shay must have managed to bite through the shallower plates there.

Zeb braced himself as it advanced. Not going to survive this one. One-on-one with a hellhound was suicide. So be it. But the creature would finish Shay off, so he had to kill it. Had to. Maybe the hallway would give him a chance to use his pistol.

He dodged the first attack and risked a glance sideways. His partner’s leg was awash in blood, but the big wolf was trying to rise. Alive, thank the Mother.

Darting for the door, Zeb yanked out his revolver. The hellhound’s claws scraped on the floor as it followed.

Halfway down the hall, Zeb spun. He aimed—the recessed eyes were the only place a bullet was effective—and fired again and again.

But the attacking demon scum tipped its head down, so the bullets splatted off the armored head and ricocheted off the wall.

Useless. He back-pedaled, but the hellhound hit him hard. As Zeb landed on his back, the creature lunged for his throat. Weapons flying, Zeb grabbed its neck to hold the jaws away. He kicked sideways to spin his torso out of reach of the claws.

The hellhound tried to shake off his grip. Twisting and lunging. Over and over.

Fuck. It couldn’t reach his throat…yet…but Zeb couldn’t use his knife. Stalemate, and he knew damn well which of them would tire sooner. If he hadn’t had a cahir’s extra strength from the God of the Hunt, Herne, he’d be dead by now. The muscles of his arms started to spasm.

His death shone in the red-brown eyes.

His stiletto was still sheathed. Could he stab its eye as it tore his throat out? Can’t…can’t let it kill Shay.

The jaws inched closer, the stench foul.

“You know, it really wants a taste of you.” With a lurching movement, Shay pulled Zeb’s stiletto from his hip sheath and buried it in the demon-dog’s eye.

Its roar filled the room, and the creature collapsed onto Zeb, knocking the wind out of him.

Shuddering, it died, changing to human a second later. A very dead, very naked male. Oversized, like all hellhounds.

Zeb shoved the body off and staggered to his feet. The hallway spun around him. He bent, hands on knees to catch his breath. Just taking a breath hurt as if an iron trap had closed on his chest. Must have cracked a rib. His arm bled; his hands weren’t much better and hurt worse.

He waited for his partner’s low howl, to start the song of victory over a hellhound. Over death. Nothing. He painfully straightened. “Shay?”

“Sorry I was slow,” his partner managed before toppling to the floor.

Fuck, fuck, fuck. Throat tight, Zeb dropped to his knees. Still in human form and naked, Shay had bites, gouges, ripped flesh down his right hip and leg. Blood flowed sluggishly over his pale skin.

Gut twisting, Zeb ripped a bed sheet and bound up the worst of Shay’s wounds. His eyes kept blurring with memories of his brothers and sister—his littermates. How their flesh had been torn away from the bones, how blood had pooled around them.

Shay would live. But with no healer in the area, he’d hurt for a fucking long time. Once again, guilt swept over Zeb. My fault. Hadn’t thought ahead, hadn’t dodged the woman, should have moved faster.

Hands shaking, he holstered his weapon and sheathed his knives. With a grunt of pain, he carefully lifted his partner.

The cold night air stung his skin. The starlight blurred and cleared as he staggered down the small street. After a minute, he raised his face to the moonless sky and howled his song of victory and death, of lingering grief for his family. Of loneliness.


Chapter Two
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Seattle ~ First quarter moon

A week after the attack, Bree entered her apartment and snapped the deadbolt. Leaning her forehead against the door, she tried to steel herself to move. Criminy, she hurt. Her leg, her shoulder, her arm—her wounds burned as if the thing’s teeth were ripping at them all over again. As the pain eased, she pulled in a slow breath, smelling the harsh odor of industrial cleaners. Okay, I can do this.

She slowly turned, terrified of what she’d see. But there was no body, no gore, no pools of blood.

The glass door had been repaired. The beige carpet was new. The knots in her shoulders eased. Of course, the landlord had had the place cleaned up, and the police had already told her that the murderer had taken Ashley’s body. The knowledge sent a shudder through her.

Seeing the bloody paw prints, the cops had decided the killer had brought a dog with him. They certainly didn’t buy her story of a monster that changed into a man. Although the detectives, doctor, nurses, and counselors had been very sympathetic, she knew no sane person could possibly believe her. She didn’t blame them, but how could the police find the creature if they didn’t realize what they were looking for?

Hauling in a deep breath, she forced herself away from the door—after rechecking the deadbolt three times. Not that a lock was much use. After all, the sliding door had been closed last week, and the beast had charged right through the glass. Thank God, Mrs. Johnson had been walking her terrier and noticed the shattered glass, or Bree would have bled to death.

But help hadn’t arrived soon enough to prevent Ash’s death or soon enough to keep the monster from… Bree’s stomach turned over, and she barely made it to the toilet. She vomited over and over until she was empty. Bile burned her mouth, and she crumpled on the cold tile like a used towel.

Used—that was the word. She’d been used. She scrambled for the toilet again.

When the dry heaving finally ended, she fell back against the tub, clammy sweat drying on her skin. She’d avoided thinking about it, but she had to face reality. She’d been attacked, savaged, bitten, torn up by a…creature, and then she’d been—She swallowed. Swallowed again. Raped.

After rinsing her mouth, she headed for the kitchen on wobbly legs. A diet cola erased the last traces of sickness from her mouth, and the caffeine refueled her flagging energy. Nightmares had stolen her sleep. She hadn’t been able to eat. A bitter laugh broke from her—at least she was clean, considering how many showers she was taking, day and night. But no matter how hard she washed, she still smelled him on her skin.

She wasn’t pregnant, at least. Living on the street had taught her a few lessons. 1: Life isn’t safe. 2: Having children by accident is stupid. She’d been on birth control pills since she was able to obtain them, and the hospital had given her extra medications as part of the hospital’s post…assault…pro­to­col.

Holding the cola, she sank down on the couch and noticed that someone had picked up her spilled memory box. On top was the photo of her with the people everyone assumed were her parents. “You know, if you blew this up, you might be able to get an ID on your parents.” The memory of Ash’s voice was so clear that Bree looked around, but the apartment was empty. Would always be empty.

All that was left in these rooms was horror. A sob lodged in her chest, hurting, trying to break free. Everything she’d worked for—her beautiful stable world—was shattered. I want it back. My Ashley, my home, everything. Please, God, put it back. With a tearing feeling, the sob broke loose. Pushing her face against the cushion, she cried, the anguished sounds ripping her sore throat.

Eventually, she regained control. Wiping tears from her cheeks, she pulled in a shuddering breath. What’s done was done. Time to deal with it. Taking a determined sip of cola, she straightened her shoulders and started making plans.

First of all, she couldn’t live here anymore. When her lips quivered, she firmed them immediately. No more tears. She’d have to find a different apartment somewhere in Seattle. She could keep everything else the same—her job, her city. Just a new apartment. With luck, she could find a place that was several stories up and that had security.

And if the monster could get through those precautions? A shiver ran through her. She’d used her fists, her feet, even the sword and knife. Nothing had worked. Bree wrapped her arms around herself, gritting her teeth as the movement tugged on the stitches in her arm and shoulder.

If fists, feet, or blades wouldn’t work, she’d find something better. A pistol. Would a bullet go through those bony spikes? Putting her fingers together, she pointed at the glass door. “Bang, bang, bang.”

Even the pretend recoil made her drop the imaginary gun and grab her shoulder. “Ooow.” But…a pistol would work. Her spirits lifted. She could shoot the monster. Over and over. Until it was just bloody bits.

As she leaned back, her arm and shoulder throbbed viciously. Unfortunately, owning a pistol wouldn’t help if she couldn’t shoot it. She needed to find someplace safe to live until she finished healing. Getting out of Seattle would probably be the best idea. With a sigh, she set her finger on the faces in the photograph. The creature had said she was something different, wondered if she were human and if there were more like her.

Are there more like me? No one else ever saw the flower-fairies. What if she’d inherited something from her mother or father? Would they know about this monster? She’d never cared about trying to find her parents—so loving that they’d managed to lose her. But if she had to leave the city while she healed, she might as well try to find some answers as well. Her eyes burned with fresh tears. Look, Ash, I’m going to look for my parents just as you wanted.

She blinked hard and raised her chin. There—she had a recipe for the next few weeks. Get out of the city. Find parents. Heal up. And buy the biggest darn pistol she could lift.
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Ailill Ridge, Rainier Territory ~ First quarter moon

“You’re throwing us out?” Blindsided by the announcement, Zeb stared in disbelief at the Cosantir—Herne’s appointed guardian and ruler of Rainier Territory. When Pete Wendell had summoned him and Shay to his house for a meeting, Zeb hadn’t thought much about it. He’d figured the two-bit local bar owner had griped to pudgy Pete about the chairs he’d busted up in a fight last weekend.

But this… A hollow spot formed in his gut.

“Throw you out?” Pete rested his hands on the kitchen table and widened his eyes in assumed shock. “Of course not. It’s simply that the Cosantir of North Cascades Territory needs cahirs who know how to kill hellhounds. You and Shay are the most experienced here.”

Beside Zeb, Shay made a derogatory noise. “This area still has and will always have hellhounds. So with your usual impeccable logic, you’re sending away your most experienced cahirs?”

Zeb pulled in a slow, painful breath. He’d been doing okay here. Not like in Banff Territory where the alpha and beta had been so aggressive that he’d gotten into fights every few days.

Pete’s hands closed into fists. “My own cahirs can handle any problems here. Since I shut down the fishing camp, you two are out of jobs. There’s nothing keeping you in my territory. You don’t have family or friends, not even among your wolf pack.”

True. Zeb didn’t make friends. Didn’t have family. Didn’t belong anywhere. He tried to ignore the hollowness growing inside. “I can guess why you want me to leave.” He glanced at the beautiful blonde seated in the living room.

Gretchen’s lips turned up in a tiny smirk. She might be gorgeous, but her self-absorption and vindictiveness made her the most unappealing female he’d ever met. He wouldn’t waste his time mating with such as her.

His gaze on her, Zeb said, “I had her once, and she wanted more.” She never spoke to him normally, but when in heat, her instincts ruled. “I didn’t.”

She turned dark red, mouth twisting with anger.

Zeb kept his voice even despite his growing rage. “But why send Shay away?”

Shay leaned back, dwarfing his chair with his oversized frame. His expression turned hard. “Your brother put you up to it, I’d bet. As alpha of the pack, Roger should be able to dominate me, but he can’t.”

Pete reddened at the insult—a Cosantir wasn’t supposed to be swayed by relatives or females. Then his mouth flattened into an ugly line. “You don’t have to move to the Cascades. You two can go where you want. But you’re not welcome in my territory. In my house. At my table.”

Even through Zeb’s fury, he saw the Cosantir clearly. No power glimmered around his body showing that the god, Herne, supported him. This wasn’t a true Cosantir’s Judgment. He and Shay could fight this. If they wanted to. He glanced at his patrol-partner.

Shay’s eyes were the cold blue-gray of a winter mountain lake as he shrugged. “Let the hellhounds have them. I never liked this territory…or house…or table anyway.”

Zeb rose and helped Shay to his feet. As his partner limped from the room, Zeb’s temper slipped. He slammed his fists on the table, splitting the wood down the center.

The sound of it falling and Pete’s cursing accompanied him out the door.


Chapter Three
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Cold Creek, North Cascades Territory

At least packing hadn’t taken long, Shay O’Donnell thought the next day. All their belongings fit in the back of Zeb’s truck. Pitiful.

As Zeb turned into the parking lot of the Wild Hunt Tavern, Shay gritted his teeth. His leg ached as if the hellhound’s teeth were grinding into it, and his skin itched from the long drive. Damn metal. Be nice if they’d invent plastic vehicles.

Fun week. No healer for his wounds, only a few days of recovery, then kicked out of the territory. Unfortunately, they’d probably be back on the road within the hour, especially if their reputations preceded them.

Far too often, he was more dominant than a territory’s pack leader. Even though he’d side-step actual challenges, irritated alphas meant unsettled packs and dominance struggles. Then there was his patrol partner. Scarred. Bitter. Hell, Zeb scared almost everybody—except during Gatherings when the females in heat flocked to the strongest males.

So fine, they’d go through the motions, get rejected, and then figure out what to do. Probably go separate ways since Zeb gave new meaning to the lone wolf designation.

Shay glanced at his partner’s dark face. Rigid spine, tight shoulders, the acrid scent of tension. No shifter could live alone forever, especially a wolf. How many rejections could the male take before he broke and went feral?

How many can I take? But with his bond to the God of the Hunt, he couldn’t turn feral. Just lonely.

Shay slid out of the truck and held onto the door, studying the area as he waited for the pain to recede.

Like Ailill Ridge, the Cold Creek population supposedly contained more Daonain—shifters—than humans. It looked like a pretty place, the town cupped in the palm of the mountains, in much the same way that the forest curved around the two-story log tavern. The air held a frosty bite, sweetened by the fragrance of pine forests and a hint of cedar wood smoke.

“Ready?” Zeb’s black eyes were cynical.

“Let’s get this over with.”

The scent of beer and roasted peanuts filled the dimly lit tavern. Across a wealth of scattered tables and chairs, a long, dark oak bar dominated the back wall like a scene from a western movie. The late afternoon hour meant the room was mostly empty. Two shifter females sat at the bar. One was beautifully curvy, and Shay gave her an appreciative look.

Three humans played pool in an alcove to the right, and upon seeing Zeb, they gathered into a protective cluster like a herd of prey. In the left corner, a cahir-sized man was drinking a beer.

“Where’s the Cosantir?” Shay asked.

Zeb nodded at the black-haired bartender.

“Him?” But damned if the male wasn’t surrounded by the thin shimmer of Herne’s power. The bartender caught Shay’s gaze and tilted his head toward the corner table where the lone man sat.

As Zeb and Shay approached, the beer-drinker stood and held out a hand. “I’m Alec McGregor. Good to see you again, cahir,” he said to Zeb with an easy grin.

The corner of Zeb’s mouth pulled up in his version of a smile. “Likewise, cahir.”

As protectors of the clan, cahirs tended to be huge. Alec was typical—around six-five, heavily muscled, bearing Herne’s blade-shaped blue mark on his cheek. He turned to Shay and held out his hand. “And you’re Shay O’Donnell.”

Shay nodded. Alec’s grip was firm without any testosterone-driven display of strength.

Approaching with a tray of drinks, the Cosantir had the distinctive prowl of a werecat. Only a couple of inches shorter than Shay and slightly less broad of shoulder, he was as muscled as any cahir. And, unlike their old Cosantir, this one’s power flowed in a luminescent aura around him.

“Sit, cahirs.” He set a mug of dark beer by Zeb and a mug of light in front of Shay.

Shay glanced at Zeb and caught the cynical acknowledgement. The Cosantir had done his research if he knew the type of beer they drank—in which case, he’d also know how little he’d want them in his area. Hell.

Well, since Herne wasn’t calling Shay in any specific direction, he could go anywhere. Maybe Zeb would be interested in visiting the Rockies. The hellhounds were thick around there.

“I am Calum McGregor,” the Cosantir said.

“McGregor?” Shay asked, glancing at lighter complexion of Alec McGregor.

Calum nodded. “Alec’s my littermate.” He took a seat and steepled his fingers on the table. “I’ve talked with people about you and have decided—”

Shay held up his hand. Why draw this out? He caught the resignation in Zeb’s black eyes and leaned forward. “Let’s not waste time on amenities, Cosantir. I realize you didn’t know who Pete would send until too late to call us off. We’ll finish our drinks—and I thank you for them—and get out of your territory.”

Alec laughed and shook his head.

“I think not. Be silent, and drink your beer.” The Cosantir didn’t raise his voice, but the order was so compelling that Shay took a swallow before he realized it.

“Cosan—” Shay started. Seeing the darkening of the Cosantir’s gray gaze, he shut his mouth. Zeb had mentioned meeting this guy at some Gathering, said he was deadly. Shay leaned back in his chair.

Zeb’s glance held a hint of amusement.

Alec tilted his glass in apparent approval of Shay’s show of self-preservation, and Shay growled at him.

“I know your Cosantir did not enjoy having you in his territory. You’re both overly inclined to fight. You may not start them, but dominance fights follow you around”—Calum’s gaze rested on Shay before turning to Zeb—” and you frighten humans and shifters alike.”

Shay shrugged and sipped his beer. Nothing like getting lectured before being pitched out on one’s ear.

Calum said mildly. “I doubt those traits will cause a problem in my area.”

Shay blinked, replayed the words, and lowered his glass. Hope glimmered inside him. “You want us to stay?”

“Exactly so. I was pleased when your Cosantir indicated you were leaving his territory. You’re the very ones I’d hoped for.”

“Why?”

Alec leaned forward. “We’ve got at least one hellhound in the area, maybe more. We lost a young male two moons ago, a female last month.” He and his brother exchanged glances, their grief and fury obvious. Protective shifters, both of them. Nice to see.

Alec continued. “Aside from me, there’s only a couple of other cahirs in our territory—Owen and Ben. None of us have experience with finding hellhounds, let alone killing them. You two are the best I’ve heard of.”

A compliment? How long since he’d had one of those?

Alec rubbed his ear and smiled slowly. “My lifemate says there are three words that have an irresistible effect on her.”

Shay stared. By Herne’s antlers, what did his mate have to do with this? “I can guess. She wants the ‘I love you’ words?”

The Cosantir tilted his head, drawing Shay’s gaze back. With a bladelike smile, he said, “No, cahir, not the ‘I love you’ words. These words”—he paused—“we need you.”

The phrase hit Shay like a gut punch and silenced him utterly.

Zeb looked as stunned. He met Shay’s gaze, looking as defenseless as Shay had ever seen the dangerous wolf, but after a second, he nodded.

Shay cleared his throat. “If you need us, then you’ve got us.”

Alec and Calum accompanied them out to the truck. As Zeb opened the door and slid behind the wheel, he felt as if he’d stepped onto a talus slope and lost his footing. Yet, maybe…maybe this would work, at least for a time. Calum was known as a good Cosantir. Open-minded. Fair.

Calum gripped the door before Zeb could close it. “One final detail. While in my territory, you live together. Under one roof.”

Zeb’s jaw dropped open as something washed through him that tasted like fear. “I live alone.”

“You used to live alone. Now you don’t.” The Cosantir leveled a hard stare at Zeb. “I’ve found wolves function better if they’re around other wolves. If you prefer to join someone else, that would be acceptable. Gerhard Schmidt is the alpha in this territory if you need help.”

Shay scowled and said what Zeb was thinking. “This type of decree is made by the pack alpha. For a Cosantir, especially a werecat, to presume is—”

“Presumptuous,” Calum said with a slight smile. “I do know that. Nonetheless, the decree is not negotiable.” Not waiting for an answer, he strode back to his tavern.

“Fuck. I knew this was too good to be true.” Shay hit the back of his head against the neck rest and glared at the bar. “You know, if we both took him on, we’d—”

“Die. Messily.” Zeb was inclined to try anyway. But no. “Even when Pete calls on Herne in a ritual, he doesn’t receive that much power.”

“Yeah, McGregor looks like a walking light bulb.” Shay frowned. “A competent Cosantir would be a change. I liked him except for this living together bullshit.”

“Uh-huh.” Zeb wanted to go further, but the words didn’t come. Words never came. He’d spent too many years as a wolf before returning to civilization. Fuck, he couldn’t do this.

Shay waited a beat, then shook his head. “Okay, asshole, I’ll say it. You think we can share a house? Without killing each other?”

“I’ve never…” He’d been alone since he was thirteen, when his uncle and littermates had died. He blinked away the wash of grief and guilt. By Herne, he didn’t want anyone in his den. Didn’t need anyone.

Shay waited.

It’d been over two years since Shay had been called to Rainier Territory. Two years that they’d been assigned together as partners—perhaps the only decision Pete had ever gotten right.

Zeb clenched the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white. He trusted Shay with his life. Could he make it work? Fuck. His throat tightened, and his raspy voice came out sounding raw. “I’ll give it a shot.”

Shay gave him a keen glance, but said only, “Good enough.”

Zeb started the engine and then turned it off. “Where the fuck are we going?”

Even as Shay barked a laugh, Zeb saw Alec leaning against a truck, waiting for their response to the Cosantir’s ruling.

Now he came over. He didn’t ask what they’d decided, probably didn’t have to. “You two have a place in mind?”

“No.” Zeb barely kept from growling at him.

“Good. Calum and I had an idea.”

“Why am I not surprised?” Shay snapped.

Grinning, Alec motioned to his battered pickup. “Follow me, and we’ll see if you agree.”

Zeb trailed the other vehicle to the road. Less than a tenth of a mile farther out of town, they turned left at a sign indicating “WILDWOOD LODGE” and headed straight into the pine forest.

The dirt road was poorly kept with foot-deep ruts. As the truck bounced, he caught the scent of pain.

Shay had turned pale and was bracing his injured leg.

Zeb slowed, easing around the potholes.

“I’m good.” Although tendons stood out on his square jaw, Shay jerked his chin at Alec’s disappearing pickup. “Keep going.”

Hell would freeze over before the idiot complained of pain.

Zeb scowled. It sucked that Ailill Ridge hadn’t had a healer. Instead, their wounds had had to close up the slow way. Zeb was doing all right, but Shay’s injuries had been ugly. Unfortunately, even if a healer lived in Cold Creek, it was too late now.

A massive two-story log cabin—the design much like that of the tavern—came into sight, and Zeb parked beside Alec’s vehicle. Just past the building, the road narrowed, and tiny lanes branched off to small rustic cabins. The Wildwood Lodge. Good name.

Zeb jumped from the pickup. He hauled in a breath, letting the crisp pine air erase the stench of truck fumes and Shay’s pain-filled sweat. Cold Creek was definitely deeper in the wilderness than Ailill Ridge. Turning in a circle, he caught whiffs of deer and fox and the bitter mineral scent of dwarves. “Your mountains smell good.”

Alec’s voice drifted out the front door of the building. “They’re your mountains now too. Get your asses in here and tell me what you think.”

Zeb slammed the truck door shut, trying to control his temper. He’d liked the werecat when they’d met at a Gathering last fall. But the scent of Shay’s pain had abraded his nerves, his arm hurt, and, fuck it, knowing he’d have to live with someone made him feel like cornered prey.

If McGregor wasn’t careful, he was going to get his face smashed in. Back stiff, Zeb followed Shay into the lodge.

Alec glanced at Zeb, then moved away to lean against a wall.

Pulling in a slow breath, Zeb looked around. Stale air indicated the place had been closed for a time. The lower floor was mostly open with well-polished hardwood floors and large windows. To the left was a small reception desk with an office behind it. Farther down was a sitting area around a glass-fronted fireplace. On the right was another space with couches and game tables and books.

He trailed Alec and Shay to the back. A TV room and a weight room were on the left. The center of the rear was a dining area with assorted tables—obviously, the place could be used as a bed and breakfast. The right held a country kitchen with a round oak table. The scent of lemon and soap indicated someone had cleaned recently, but he spotted no signs of a resident brownie, so the task had been done by human or shifter.

The place felt…good. The muscles in Zeb’s chest loosened, letting him breathe deeper.

Speaking for the first time, Alec said, “The second floor has six bedrooms and three baths.” He pointed to the wide stairs dividing the front from the back.

“Big place,” Shay grunted. His color hadn’t improved, and Zeb took a step toward him.

Alec’s gaze drifted from Shay’s face to his leg, and then the cahir dropped into a leather chair beside the fireplace. “Let me tell you what we were thinking.” He paused, obviously not going to continue until they were seated. Until Shay was seated.

Manipulative werecat. Zeb was starting to like him. He chose one of the couches.

Shay frowned before taking the other couch. His muffled sigh of relief was followed by a scowl at his own weakness. “Talk,” he said to Alec.

“We heard you two managed a small fishing camp for the Rainier clan. Reports are it had lost money until you arrived.”

Zeb nodded. And that asshole Pete had decreased the clan income by closing it down.

Alec continued, “This place made money when it was open. Almost a hundred percent occupancy during the summer. In winter, there are always a few diehard fishermen, and shifters book a day or two when they come into town each month for the Gatherings.”

The Cosantir wanted them to run the place? Zeb could get his teeth into that idea.

“The owner made a good living—not fancy, but good,” Alec said. “James died last fall with no heirs, so the lodge went into the Cosantir’s care. He suggests you give it a shot. Manage it yourselves. The paperwork for the lodge’s bank account is in the office—there’s enough to get you up and running. When you start making a profit, pay ten percent into the North Cascades funds.”

Zeb managed to keep his face impassive, but his hand closed on the couch arm. “We wouldn’t work for you?”

Alec grinned. “Calum says you’re too independent to make good employees.”

“Damn,” Shay said. “Is your Cosantir psychic?”

“Worse,” Alec said soberly. “He was a lawyer.”

Zeb let out a laugh before glancing at his patrol-partner and giving a short nod. Despite Pete’s continual orders, Shay had handled the business end at the Rainier camp; the decision would be mostly his.

“I’m not into long-term arrangements.” Shay frowned, his fingers tracing the scar of the oathbound on his cheek. “I made a vow to Herne to kill hellhounds. When He calls, I go.”

“Understood,” Alec said.

Jaw set, Shay considered. “Fine. We’ll take it and see how it goes.”

“Good.” Alec glanced at his watch and winced. “I’d help you unload, but my shift starts in ten minutes. I’ll be back tomorrow to discuss hellhounds.”

He’d reached the entrance when Zeb asked, “What work do you do?”

Alec’s grin was wicked. “I’m the county sheriff.” He walked out and closed the door.

Staring at the door, Zeb thought about his bar fight not even two weeks ago. And when he and Shay had brawled through downtown Ailill Ridge, busting a street light and a planter. And when he’d tossed a shifter through a window during a Gathering fracas.

Any idiot could avoid human law enforcement. But a werecat sheriff who was also a cahir? “We’re screwed.”


Chapter Four
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Cold Creek, North Cascades Territory

Well, I’m here. After deciding to leave Seattle four days ago, Bree had started her search for her parents. After enlarging the photo, she managed to decipher the sign on a building in the background—the “Wild Hunt” tavern. The only bar of that name in the entire United States was in this tiny town nestled deep in the Cascades.

As she steered her Toyota out of Cold Creek, she stared. There was the bar! Her parents had actually been there. Oh, wow. She braked, then sighed and kept driving. Investigate later. First, she needed a place to stay.

About a block or so past the tavern, she spotted a sign for the Wildwood Lodge. She’d hoped to stay at the downtown bed and breakfast, but it’d closed for repairs during the off-season. Murphy’s Law strikes again. The B&B’s owner said the lodge was newly reopened, and maybe there’d be a cabin available.

Maybe. She pulled in an exhausted breath. If she didn’t find a place to stay, she’d probably break down and bawl like a baby.

She turned left onto a tiny dirt road. As the car squeaked and complained about every muddy rut, her hands tightened on the wheel. Gritting her teeth, she tried to dredge up some enthusiasm. Look at me. Miss Never-been-out-of-the-city was going to stay in a wilderness lodge. Woohoo. But it was impossible to ignore the wailing voice inside her: I don’t want to be here. I want to go home.

After parking the car in front of the lodge, she crossed her arms on the steering wheel and lay her head down. So tired. Her eyes burned. The raw wounds on her arm, back, and leg ached from the jostling and long hours in the car.

She slid out and closed the door, feeling as if she were shutting the door on her past as well. But as she breathed in the icy-scented air and the early afternoon sun warmed her shoulders, her spirits lifted. Patches of snow were melting into miniature streams, as if to please the tiny fairy peeking at her from an overhanging branch. Behind the lodge and the cabins, the slope rose into ever-higher foothills and glacier-covered mountains.

She climbed the steps to the porch. Unsure whether to enter, she tapped on the closed door.

“Hold on.” A man’s voice.

A minute later, the door opened. The guy was huge, well over six feet tall and built like a football player—one who’d taken far too many steroids.

Feeling the blood drain from her face, Bree hastily took a step back. Her stomach twisted uneasily. Yesterday, when she’d picked up her paycheck at the restaurant, she’d discovered that big men now made her…skittish. Way skittish.

And this guy’s appearance went with his size. He had a lean battered face. A hard jaw with a cleft in it. He practically oozed testosterone. She tensed, waiting for him to advance on her.

“Can I help you?” He didn’t move.

Her surge of adrenaline drained away, leaving her exhausted and chilled. “Yes.” She mustered her determination. “I’d like to rent a cabin. Do you have any available, and can I see one?”

His gaze lingered on her body, and she stiffened, until she noticed his attention was on her white-knuckled hands.

His eyes narrowed, but he answered easily, “Yes, we have one available and yes, you can see it.” When he smiled, laugh lines crinkled around his blue-gray eyes, and she relaxed.

He reached back inside the lodge and lifted a key ring off a nail. “The previous owner died a few months ago, and the lodge has been closed. Since we only took over two days ago, we’re not functioning as smoothly as we will be. I’m Shay O’Donnell.” His deep voice was velvet smooth and oddly calming. He nodded his head at the tiny dirt road continuing past the lodge. “There are cabins all up and down the lane, but we’ve only finished setting the first one to rights. How many in your party?”

“Just me.”

“That’ll work then. It’s a one bedroom.” He limped across the porch and down the steps, obviously trying not to favor his right leg.

Well, at least his handicap would slow him down if he tried to grab her. “How’d you get hurt?” She flushed. Nosy. “I’m sorry.”

“No problem. I had a run-in with something large and fast. I lost.” He sounded pretty pissed off about the losing part.

Her mind immediately jumped to a monster. Ah, no, Bree, don’t be stupid. A bear? She glanced at the trees that could hide about anything. Or maybe he’d just had a nice normal car accident.

“How about you?” he asked.

Darn. But fair was fair. “Same thing.” Definitely large and fast; definitely lost the battle. She forced her breathing to stay smooth and ignored his curious look.

They turned onto the lane off the dirt road. Surrounded by forest, the log cabin appeared tiny under the giant trees. “Hansel and Gretel’s place?” she murmured.

“The hu—the fairy tale, right?” His slow smile erased the lines of pain beside his mouth. How old was he? In his thirties? Shaggy brown hair fell over his forehead and curled along his collar in back, but she didn’t see any gray in it. He was pretty beat-up though. A prizefighter’s face. His nose had been broken at least once. Two blue-tinted scars marked a tanned cheekbone—one shaped like a knife, the other a primitive sketch of antlers. Fine parallel scars ran across his jaw. A quiver of unease ran through her. How had he collected so much damage?

He opened the door, motioned her in, and waited as she wandered around.

The style was rustic. She walked through the “living room” which consisted of a brown and green couch and two worn leather chairs by a glass-fronted woodstove. Near the back was a sorry excuse for a kitchen and a small round table with three chairs. The bathroom was at the back left, tiny but clean, with dark green towels.

To the front left, the bedroom had a queen-sized bed with a beautiful handmade quilt, a dresser, and a bedside table. There was no closet to search for bogeymen. One less place to worry about.

The entrance and back doors were heavy oak. The front window was large and…she looked closer. It had metal bars on the inside, hinged so they’d open inward.

Her mind replayed how easily the monster had come through the glass door. She spun, checked the other windows, then went into the bedroom. All the windows had bars. Maybe the landlord really had run into a bear. But she’d prefer bears to monsters any day. She turned. “I’ll take—”

He stood inside the bedroom, his big frame blocking the door.

She choked and backed up so fast her shoulders banged into the wall. Pain flamed across her wounded shoulder and arm, and her legs wobbled. Heart hammering, she raised her fists and squared her stance. Darned if she’d go through life afraid of everything and everyone. Not again. Been there, done that, have the black belt as an answer.

He breathed in, and his nostrils flared as he studied her. “Relax, a leannan. I don’t go around attacking females.” He stepped back and went into the living room.

She huffed out a shaky breath and sagged against the wall. I need a gun. Of course, shooting the landlord would mean no bed tonight, and she really wanted a place to stay.

If he’d rent her anything now. He probably thought she was crazy. She walked out of the bedroom and saw him leaning on the far wall. “I’m sorry. Too much caffeine makes me jumpy,” she said.

“I’ve heard it can do that.” His expression said he didn’t believe a word of it.

“Why do you have metal bars on the windows?”

“When the cabins are empty, critters can be a problem.”

Critters. She shivered.

Eyes the color of a winter sky studied her. “Too much caffeine, huh,” he said in a dry voice.
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She signed the rental papers and handed over a check. God, three weeks sounded like such a long, long time to be away. After taking an ibuprofen—she’d really hit that wall hard—she showered and had to force herself to stop scrubbing. Would there ever come a time she didn’t smell that creature’s stench on her skin? Didn’t feel soiled?

After unpacking, she lay on the bed, trying to relax and failing miserably. This wasn’t her place. It was all wrong. She wanted to go home. Not happening, so get over it, Bree.

Then again, she’d never had a home as a kid, so maybe she’d skipped the homesick stage and needed to go through it now. Her lips curved in a wry smile. Naptime would be good right about now, too.

But she couldn’t keep from staring at the metal bars on the window. They looked easy to open from inside, so could someone—something—open one from outside?

Unable to shake the thought, she raised the window, then went outside. Stretching her arm past the window and bars, she tried to reach the clasp that would let her push the bars open. Couldn’t. She put her face against the glass to check how far her fingers fell short.

“If you’re breaking in, try the door. It’s open.” The man’s voice sounded like gravel.

She spun and bumped into the cabin wall. Pain ripped through her shoulder. Darn it. Bracing her feet, she raised her fists and got a look at the person.

Her spine chilled as if gripped in an icy hand. Willing her lungs to work again, she stared at him. The man was even taller than her landlord, and one cheek had the same knife-like blue mark. Sinister white scars marked his neck. His forearms. His powerful hands. His eyes were so dark a brown they were almost black with a terrifying coldness—like there was no human home in there.

The guy looked like he killed puppies for fun.

“I’m not breaking in,” she said, trying not to act like a petrified rabbit. Slowly, she eased away from the wall and lowered her fists. “This is my cabin.”

Straight black hair reached past his shoulders, and he had the dusky complexion of someone of mixed Native American descent. His brows lifted. “We have a renter?”

We? Please say this cruel-looking character wasn’t her landlord. He wasn’t anything like Shay. Well, other than being seriously huge. Shay’d been pretty nice, all in all; this guy looked like he could rip apart a bear. With his bare hands. “Shay rented me this cabin.” Not you.

“I’m Zeb Damron. Shay and I run this place together.” He loomed over her—far too much like her nightmares—and held out his hand. “You got a name?”

“Breanne Gallagher.” She gritted her teeth. I am fine. I am. I can touch him. She’d been through this fear as a teen after Mr. Harvey tried to force her. She just had to gut it out again. So when his scarred-up, callused hand engulfed hers, she squeezed hard, trying to crush his bones and show him what a tough bitch she was.

His expression didn’t change. “I make you nervous.” There wasn’t a shadow of a doubt in his voice, but no triumph either. Just a flat statement.

She jerked her hand away. “Well—”

“Don’t lie.” His nostrils flared. “Or would terrified be a better word?”

Definitely. Her teeth gritted together. “Maybe I just don’t like pushy guys.” Oh yeah, Bree, piss off the huge landlord.

The corner of his mouth turned up slightly. “Sorry.”

“I—” How had he gone from scaring her to making her feel rude? “You… There’s no one around—” Good going, dummy, point out how isolated this is. “You’re big. And a guy.”

“No male would harm a female,” he said, his wording uncannily like Shay’s. His dark brows drew together, his eyes intent. “You don’t believe that.”

“I know it’s not true.” The weight on her, pinning her down. A shudder ran through her.

He folded his arms over his chest and studied her. The rolled-up sleeves of his flannel shirt displayed wrists as thick as her upper arms. “Little female, if you are bothered by a male, tell me. I’ll take care of him for you.” His cheek creased. “Part of the Wildwood service.”

He was serious. He was really serious. How could a man scare her spitless and make her feel safe at the same time? But he smelled of clean pine forests and nothing like the monster. She managed almost a smile. “Um. Right. Thank you.”

He nodded and moved back into the forest. Silently.
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Zeb walked into the lodge and sniffed. The scent of beef and onion filling the air was enough to make a hungry wolf howl. He found Shay in the kitchen, stirring something in a Crockpot. Every counter was covered with vegetable peelings, meat, and dirty dishes.

Zeb tried not to wince. “Supper?”

“Aye. I found the grocery store. Tiny place in the center of town. And you’re cooking tomorrow, a mhac.”

Zeb growled. Shay’d grown up in one of the more isolated Daonain villages that still clung to the older ways and languages. Over the last two years, Zeb had learned a few words. “I’m not your fucking son.”

Son, my ass. Typical dominant wolf, going all paternalistic. He needed a pack to babysit, not a partner. “You’re not even ten years older than me.”

Shay snorted. “I feel older. By the way, I rented out the next-door cabin.”

“Met her. Pretty little human. Scared though.” She’d triggered every protective instinct in his body—only it had been him she was afraid of. Zeb checked the fridge. Shay had bought dark and light beer. Good male. He grabbed one of each and took a chair at the kitchen table, pushing away the scattered newspapers. Beer or not, having a person in his living space was weird. And this messy mongrel? Fuck.

“Definitely scared.” After putting the lid on the pot, Shay sat down and rested his injured leg on an adjacent chair. “She acted like a trapped mouse when I blocked a door in the cabin.”

The dark malty beer was cold with a smooth bite. “Huh. Figured it was me. I told her that.”

“Zeb, you have all the tact of a dwarf.”

Now that hurt. Dwarves were the rudest of all the OtherFolk, even worse than gnomes. “She said I was big and that the cabin was isolated. At least she didn’t run away screaming.” Zeb sipped his beer. Yeah, he’d seen terror in those big blue eyes, but she’d stood her ground. She’d even raised those little fists. Admirable.

Shay’s brows drew together. “Isolated? Could she be afraid of males?”

“Maybe. She moved as if she was damaged, smelled of fresh blood, and not the moon cycle type. Then again, she’s female—they’re not designed to be understood.” He never spent time with females outside of Gathering night.

“Aye. And human. Their mating patterns are strange.” Shay rubbed his chin. “We should find out if she has a reason to worry. Wouldn’t want some asshole coming here and bothering our first renter.”

“You do the finding out. I’ll instruct the male on manners.”

“I’ll talk, and we both beat the shit out of him.”

Zeb scowled. Shrugged. Whatever. As long as he didn’t have to try to quiz her. Tact wasn’t on his short list of talents.

Shay set his drink down. “Supper’s still got a while to cook. Let’s do some scouting.”

Be good to know what to expect before the next new moon. Most of the snow was gone, but tracks might remain in the wet dirt. Hellhounds were heavy. “Your leg up for it?”

“By Herne’s hooves, do I look like I need a momma?”

They stripped and went out the side door into an area concealed by trees and bushes. The previous owner had been a careful Daonain.

The first quarter moon was high in the black sky. Carrying the chill of snow-capped peaks, the wind swirled the brush and made the bare tree limbs clatter. Zeb trawsfurred to his animal form, feeling the gift of the Mother’s love run through him, hearing the siren song of the wild. He flicked his ears forward to catch the rustling of tiny animals in the dead grass, the slow flapping of an owl overhead. Shay’s scent mingled with the fainter ones of deer and cougar drifting down from the mountain.

Shay shifted as well, turning into a big-boned, heavy wolf with light silver-gray fur.

Zeb glimpsed yellow light through the bushes, showing the little human was still awake. Good thing he’d barred her cabin windows. She’d be safe. Then again, hellhounds preferred shifters to humans, so she’d be ignored as long as it caught a shifter scent first.

Shay barked, getting his attention, and loped into the forest. Zeb followed.
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On Monday, Bree sat on a bench and scoped out Cold Creek. The mountain town was a friendly little place, she decided. The traffic lanes were separated by fancifully landscaped islands that ran down the center of each street. The iron benches, antique streetlights, and tall trees on the rectangular, plaza-like spaces gave the town a sit-down-and-stay-awhile atmosphere.

Life was slower here. No one rushed—they strolled and stopped to chat with friends. And apparently, they walked, since only two or three cars were parked on each block. She shook her head, feeling like a foreigner.

Last night the lack of traffic noise had unsettled her more than the owl hooting and rustling noises outside her window. Then her cabin had been freezing when she got up, even colder than the time it had snowed in the city.

She bit her lip as a solid lump of homesickness settled in her stomach. I want my apartment with my own stuff—my cooking things, my books, my comfy bed piled high with bright pillows and soft, soft sheets. And I want to go to work and create pies and cakes that make people happy.

Wrapping her arms around herself, she rocked back and forth. I want Ashley.
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