
        
            
                
            
        

    


    
      Red’s Wolf

      Bundle Volumes 1 - 5

    

    




      
        Amber Kallyn

      

    

    
      Dragonheart Books

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Red’s Wolf (Shifted Fairy Tales)

        Copyright © 2012, 2018 Amber Kallyn

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved. All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      

      

      
        
        Excerpt Bloodstorm

        Heart of a Vampire, Book 1

        Copyright © 2012 Amber Kallyn

      

      

      
        
        Cover art by: Amber Kallyn

        Copyright © 2012, 2018

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To my beta readers. I couldn’t do this without you.

      

        

      
        And to you, who spent your hard earned money to live in my worlds for a while.

      

        

      
        The master, Stephen King, calls his peeps "Constant Reader". I like it, but perhaps less presumptuous of someone who's not him, LOL, you all are my dear readers.

      

        

      
        I appreciate each and every one of you—those who stuck around during my hiatus. Those of you just now finding me.

      

        

      
        Here's to wishing us many years, and many, many books, ahead.

      

        

      
        Thanks for reading!

        XOXO

        Always, Amber Kallyn

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Volume One: Beginnings

          

        

      

    

    
      Most know of me or at least have heard my tale. Certainly you would recognize my crimson, hooded cloak. You've been regaled by the story of my battle with a wolf.

      But as with most stories, that was only a small part of my life. And legends discard certain truths.

      Forgotten with each retelling was how the wolves I fought could also become men. My beloved Jonah, too, remains shrouded in the mists of time. Nothing is mentioned of all we meant to one another. Of the family we created and sent out into the world. No one speaks of the bonds we shared, or how he changed my life forever.

      If you are truly curious, then sit for a while. Join me and discover for yourself the complete tale.

      The truth behind the woman with the dark red riding hood.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Bright, bold blue colored the sky, an endless expanse broken only by rare, puffy clouds. Afternoon sunlight warmed the late autumn day. A fragrant snap of pine, and the softer bloom of wildflowers, scented the air.

      Yet, even with such beauty all around her, Samantha Grant found herself stuck somewhere between an itching nervousness, and the absolute certainty that she’d come to the correct decision.

      Was it not the only decision she could possibly make?

      Sami strode faster along the wide dirt lane leading away from her cottage, a bit distant from the nearby village. She carefully avoided uneven ruts, cut deep from recent rains and one of the sporadic caravans of traders.

      If the buzzing along her nerves wasn't enough, another distraction demanded her attention. Because this road—the only one leading to her destination—skirted far too close to the edges of the Dark Forest.

      Her grip on the handle of her woven picnic basket tightened.

      Thickly overgrown trees, drenched by heavy shadows, irresistibly drew Sami's apprehensive gaze again and again.

      All her life, she'd heard the warnings from the villagers.

      To never stray near this horrid place. Strange beasts supposedly roamed inside. Terrifying creatures who would creep out in the dark of night. Steal away naughty children. Or, tear an unwary adult to pieces.

      Just like the nearby killings this past spring and summer.

      However, Sami reminded herself, there was nothing to fear.

      Not really.

      Monsters didn't actually exist.

      Disregarding logic, her free hand rose to rest on the small dagger at her belt. Her face warming at such silliness, Sami forced a light laugh. She released the dagger, then tugged absently at a lock of auburn hair, come loose from the braid hanging down her back.

      Stories of the Dark Forest were merely that.

      Pure nonsensical tales.

      When it came down to it, not even the locals truly believed in beasts hiding nearby, or sneaking near the village to eat people.

      As for the dead these past few seasons, well, everyone seemed certain it must have been the work of normal wild animals. And the villagers mostly agreed that, surely, such animals were gone by now. After all, people continued to assure one another, nearly a month had passed since the last gruesome killing.

      Sami never bothered to point out the weeks of quiet between the previous deaths. Her place here was... unusual. The locals really only accepted her because of Gran, she knew.

      Healer and wise woman, story teller and bard, Gran had demanded nothing less than respect from others.

      Familiar pangs of sad fondness rippled through Sami's heart at thoughts of the woman who'd raised her, after her parents' deaths.

      Gran had been gone over a year now.

      People said the pain would fade with time. That the feelings of loss would ease. She'd yet to find any truth in such words.

      But the villagers remained friendly enough, even if they believed Sami quite odd. Just as Gran had been.

      So when they shared gossip about the brutal killings, she just nodded, giving none of her own private thoughts.

      A slight breeze scurried along the edges of the forest, pulling her attention back to the shadowed trees. Sami found herself once more reaching for the hilt of her small dagger.

      Blowing out a deep breath, she reminded herself, yet again and with some annoyance, there was nothing to fear from old tales. Nothing to fear from the forest.

      Besides, today wasn't a day for grim thoughts.

      And her destination wasn't far now.

      Butterflies rose in her stomach, her nerves hummed louder, as she turned her mind to more pleasant thoughts. Of the daydreams she'd had for months.

      A sizzle of determination raced through her. She clutched the picnic basket tighter.

      She'd made her decision.

      Today was the day. Sami would make her recent dreams come true, now that her love had recently returned from his long travels.

      The main road forked. A smaller path branched away.

      She followed the narrow offshoot, even if, in certain places, it curved far too close to the dark, gnarled trees. She ignored the hints of fear prickling the hairs on the back of her neck.

      Though she did pick up her pace and hurry on.

      The destination would be well worth the trip. Hadn't she been eagerly looking forward to this day?

      A picnic lunch with her love.

      Jonah expected the usual, food and conversation. Sami planned to make today different from all the others they'd shared. Because she was done waiting.

      She'd made her decision, after all.

      Today, she and Jonah would consummate their love.

      She wasn't sure why the idea stirred an almost girlish giddiness within her. At nineteen, she'd passed the usual marrying age a few years ago. Finding a man who was worth losing her security, the sanctity of her privacy, her very autonomy for, wasn't easy.

      Most men's boorish attitudes left much to be desired. Over the years, some of those overbearing ruffians had come to the village, hoping to convince local young women to accept their proposals.

      None interested Sami.

      Luckily—or not, depending—alongside Gran's love of wild stories, the old woman had also been somewhat of a black sheep. She'd raised Sami to think for herself. To make her own decisions, rather than obeying the whims of anyone else.

      So while, one by one, Sami's few childhood friends had married—some already had babies of their own now—no one had captured her attention.

      Until Jonah.

      The narrow dirt path took a sharp turn. A short distance ahead, a line of wide, towering boulders jutted stately from the earth.

      She was nearly there. Sami walked faster.

      Closer to the large boulders, a hint of spice and musk and male grew on the cool autumn breeze. And sent shivers down her spine.

      He'd already arrived.

      Just as he always managed to beat her, no matter if she left early.

      Sami's pulse tripped. Raced. Warmed. She hurried to the tall rocks. Rounded the end of the long row. Then, slightly breathless, stopped short.

      Mesmerized, she could only stare.

      Jonah stood in dappled shadow, his back to her, wearing his usual simple white tunic and black trousers. He stared out at the twisted trees crowding the edge of the too-close forest. His dark brown, slightly wavy hair fell just past his shoulders. At the moment, a leather tie captured it at his nape.

      Tall, strong, Jonah projected an aura of power.

      When they first met, he'd reminded Sami of some dashing pirate from one of Gran's tall tales. With or without his attention focused on her, Jonah emanated strength. Yet, contradictorily, there was a great protective gentleness inside of him.

      Early this past spring, temperatures had risen without stopping. Sami ended up spending hours at the river, along the edge of her and Gran's land, in order to cool off.

      During one of those trips, she’d come upon Jonah.

      He’d been crouched at the water's edge. Even hunched over and bent down, his largeness was apparent. At first, she'd been shocked into silence. Worry, and a hint of fear, had her debating between slipping away unnoticed, or daring to find a stick or something to use as a weapon, if necessary, and order the stranger from her home.

      Until she spotted what he held in his large hands.

      A small, injured animal.

      A puppy, she'd thought at first. But drawing closer, Sami sensed the wildness within.

      Not a dog's pup.

      A wolf's.

      He was cleaning its matted, muddy fur while helping it drink.

      Before she could decide on a course of action, he stood. Turned as if he'd known she was there all along. “I'm sorry for intruding. He needed help.”

      She met his direct gaze. Eyes a deep, pure gold held such intensity it pierced straight through Sai. Her lungs tightened. Her throat locked. She tried to breathe. Only managed to draw in his tantalizing scent, a bit woodsy, smoky, spicy.

      For long, long moments, they merely stared, studied one another.

      Then, slowly, he approached, stopped directly in front of her, and held the wolf up for inspection. Sami barely noticed, captured, and captivated, by the sparks snapping at the air. Heat flushed her veins. Brought a blush to her cheeks.

      Gathering her self-control, she hastily looked down at the pup. Concentrated on the animal. Gray splotches lightened dark fur.

      It yipped. Stared back at her. Soft brown eyes melted Sami's heart.

      As if reading her precisely, the man laid the pup in her arms, then stepped back to bow with a gentlemanly flourish. “Jonah Talbot, at your service. I apologize for disturbing your place.”

      Sami gave a half-shrug, while struggling to contain the suddenly energetic ball of fur in her arms. Still, from the corner of her eye, she continued to study him.

      His simple dress. Dark hair held back. Stunning golden eyes constantly on her. Appraising. Appreciating.

      The baby wolf yipped again. Stretched to lick Sami's face eagerly. The little one soon had them both laughing, breaking the heated tension. They'd ended up talking away most the afternoon. Though she hadn't gotten her daily swim, it was the most enjoyable time she'd spent since Gran had gone.

      Thinking back on it now, Sami realized she never did find out where the wolf pup came from. Jonah had tracked down its den and taken it home.

      She studied him now, in the shadows of the towering boulders, as intently as she had the day they’d met.

      The contrast of power and gentle kindness inside of him was something she'd never before come across. Even with her limited experience, she knew how rare a man he must be. Just like Gran, he respected her thoughts and ideas. And like Gran, he enjoyed telling her stories. His were usually about the huge world out there, all around them. The many captivating, sometimes dangerous, places he'd seen.

      With her distracted musings, it took Sami a moment to realize Jonah still hadn't noticed her arrival.

      Unusual. Something must weigh heavily on his mind.

      She'd take care of that soon enough. For she was determined to have her way today.

      Glancing down, she loosened the ties of both her overdress, and the long chemise beneath—revealing a hint more cleavage. It wasn't indecent, but when she cleared her throat and Jonah turned, his sweeping gaze brought a blush to her face.

      In shadow, the angles of his face appeared fierce. Until he smiled. His golden eyes lit with pleasure. “Sami.” His deep husky voice shivered over her.

      Her pulse spiked at thoughts of her plans. “I'm here.” She jerked the basket up. Let her hand drop again.

      “Nervous?” His grin widened. “Whyever for?”

      Sami was never quite certain if she enjoyed—or was slightly irritated with—the way he always read her so easily.

      She merely shrugged. Continued towards him.

      Jonah met her halfway, towering over her slight form. Like a raging bonfire, warmth billowed from his large body. It wrapped her in his woodsy-smoke scent. Tantalized her senses. Woke a needy heat within her.

      The sparks of a strong, deep connection between them had only grown since that first day. Being near him, and the intensity of everything he made her feel, yearn for, beckoned. As always, he brought her a sense of happiness, of welcome, of... belonging.

      Only Jonah had managed to capture her heart. Her very essence.

      He settled large hands lightly on her shoulders. Bent near and brushed his lips chastely on her cheek.

      The urge to turn her head, to meet his mouth with her own, hit.

      But a lingering shyness stopped Sami. Constant lessons of properness and decorum repeated by adults in the village since her childhood. Such things weren't for a woman to begin. Men were supposed to take the lead.

      She wasn't certain how much longer she'd be able to resist.

      Every moment spent with Jonah made the strings of emotion he'd wrapped around her heart tighten. Made the yearnings waking inside her burn brighter, hotter.

      She knew Jonah wanted her as a woman.

      But his approach was far too slow for her liking.

      He cupped her chin, his slightly calloused palm warming her skin. Jonah’s direct, golden stare questioned. Demanded answers. “What's wrong? You're thinking so loudly I can practically hear the mumbles.”

      “Nothing. I'm fine.”

      He crooked a brow.

      With a forced chuckle, Sami swung away—before she lost all control and gave in. Leaned against that large, gorgeous body of his. She swallowed through the tightness in her throat. Managed to ask, with only a small squeak in her voice, “Ready to eat?”

      “Always.” A husky rumble deepened his voice.

      Fire licked up her spine. Pooled in her belly. She glanced back at Jonah, only to be blasted by his piercing stare.

      What almost looked like red flames flashed in his golden gaze.

      Flames like the same desire growing within her? She wanted nothing more than to fully belong to him—and he to her.

      Jonah tensed. Shook his head roughly. The rush of heat in his eyes faded to a slower simmer. Taking a deep breath, he plucked the wicker basket from Sami’s clenched hand, then turned to set it near the base of the boulders. From near the same spot, he picked up a paper-and-twine-wrapped bundle. Grinning charmingly, he held the package out. “For you.”

      “What is it?” Pleasure sparked through Sami.

      The man certainly enjoyed giving her things. Beautiful, amazing, sometimes seemingly magical things he'd found during his travels around the world.

      “Open it.” His grin widened, his mouth curving seductively.

      Anticipation stirred as she tugged on the string. She pushed a layer of thick paper back. Stunned, Sami ran a hand over the softest cloth she'd ever felt. “It's beautiful.”

      She shook out a long crimson cloak.

      Jonah draped it around her shoulders. Surprisingly weightless, and warm, the cloak settled along her body like a cocoon. He tied the long strings at her throat, his hands hovering just above her chest, so close she could nearly feel his touch.

      His palm grazed the tops of her breasts. Sami inhaled sharply, her skin tingling, her heartbeat stuttering. His molten stare made her fear she'd burn right up.

      For a long minute neither of them moved. Ever so slowly, Jonah drew back. Away. With a slightly strangled voice, he asked, “How do you like the cloak?”

      She struggled to form a coherent sentence. “It's truly lovely. Thank you.”

      Shadows darkened his expression with a new kind of fire. “Promise that from now on, you'll wear this cloak any time you must travel outside your home.” His gaze once more appeared to flash a strange, deep red.

      The same crimson as her new cloak.

      Wear it always? The man was overprotective, but she didn't see how a simple cloak would help. Her thoughts quickly faded in the face of his darkening, worried, expression.

      Huskily, he asked, “Please?”

      There was no harm in it, so why not? That she didn't understand his reasoning didn't matter. He'd share with her eventually. “All right. I promise.”

      At her agreement, Jonah's tension melted away. He pressed a too-fleeting kiss to her temple, before putting additional distance between them. “Lunch, you said. A promise to feed me.”

      His quick teasing smile revealed an almost youthful handsomeness, a peek of the young man he must have once been. He'd yet to speak of his childhood much, but no matter.

      They'd get to everything—leaving no secret between them—in time.

      With a flourish, Jonah drew a larger basket from the shadows beside the boulders. He pulled out a thick, fluffy blanket and spread it over the ground. Then he bowed. “M'Lady?”

      Laughing, Sami curtsied. “Thank you, kind sir.” She pushed off her slippers. Barefoot, she took his outstretched hand. Let him draw her onto the blanket. Tucking her skirts beneath her knees, she knelt on the thick cloth.

      Jonah handed over the basket of food she'd brought.

      In the distance, somewhere deep in the Dark Forest, came a loud, reverberating crash. Goosebumps prickled up Sami's arms and neck. They both stared at the trees, now silent.

      Finally, she asked softly, “What was that?”

      When another long minute passed and no more strange sounds came, Jonah shook his head dismissively. “Nothing to worry about.” But his shoulders remained stiff, tense. He glanced up at the sun, still high, if easing closer toward the horizon. “Nothing at all.”

      He sat down facing Sami, so close his knees brushed hers. Heat was a growing ball of pressure in her belly. Tension fluttered along her nerves. Her heartbeat picked up to gallop against the cage of her ribs.

      Taking a steadying breath, she opened her basket and started pulling out the food.

      Bread she'd freshly baked that morning. Thick slices of pork from her previous night's dinner. Freshly picked berries and fruit from her orchard. A few bits of cheese she'd traded for in the village.

      When the basket lay empty, Sami looked up, only to find Jonah staring.

      Her breath caught in her throat. She trembled at the intensity of his golden gaze. His expression burned with an inner fire. A consuming hunger that was nearly frightening.

      Except this was Jonah.

      Sami licked suddenly dry lips. “What would you like?”

      His eyes flared brighter. A low rumble rose from his wide chest. His stare pinned her. Until he abruptly shook himself and glanced down at the food. “You do far too much for someone such as me.” Deep loneliness, along with a powerful yearning, tinged his words.

      Such sounds could break her heart.

      She'd recognized the darker feelings inside of him long ago. Didn't she have the same depthless canyon within her heart? Her soul?

      And yet, since meeting Jonah, hadn't that loneliness shrunk for them both?

      Sami laid a comforting hand on his knee.

      He stiffened at her touch.

      She told him softly, “Never could I do too much. Not for you.”

      Gratitude and pleasure eased the sharpness in his expression. The heaviness faded from those warm golden eyes. “Then tell me of your time while I was gone.” He picked up a slice of bread, placed a piece of meat, then cheese on it, and took a bite. His enjoyment was impossible to miss.

      Thrilled by the simple act of caring for him, Sami nibbled, while describing the few distractions from boringly normal, repetitious days. With the end of autumn getting so near, her time consisted of all the winter preparations to complete—including caring for Gran's orchard.

      The highlight had been a rare caravan of travelling traders.

      Trying to hide exactly how much she'd missed him, Sami asked lightly, “And how was your trip?”

      “Excellent all around. Profitable to say the least.” Jonah picked up blackberry and popped it in his mouth. After a quick glance at the sky, he added, “The sea is truly stunning this time of year.”

      “One day, perhaps, I'll see it.” He'd described it to her once. Such an endless body of blue and green water must be a sight to behold.

      “One day, perhaps, you'll let me show it to you.”

      Without thinking, Sami spoke simply, from her heart, “Yes.”

      Jonah froze. Studied her intently. Something flickered over his face, too fast to read. He reached to take one of her hands in his. “Yes?”

      “Yes.” She leaned close enough to brush her lips to his. Then her mind caught up to her emotions. Embarrassment heated her face. She jerked back, flustered.

      But Jonah's gaze blazed fierce. His voice dropped roughly. “You undo me.”

      Surprised, Sami asked, “How could I do such a thing?”

      He shook his head. “I don't know. That's the hell of it.”

      The heat rising between them didn't fade, but as always, only continued to grow. She yearned to know more. To explore everything he made her feel. Made her want. Sami ignored the flickers of shyness. The thoughts that she shouldn't be so bold.

      Right now, she didn't much care—if she ever really had.

      Because all of this, with him, felt right.

      She leaned forward and kissed Jonah again. This time, she lingered. His warm lips were soft, a contrast to the hard, muscled chest beneath her hesitantly exploring fingertips.

      Jonah didn't move, not even to breathe.

      Sami eased closer. Tasted him. Drew her hands up his chest, along broad shoulders, teased the hair at his nape.

      Groaning roughly, Jonah wrapped his strong arms around her. He held her tight, but with the always present undercurrent of gentleness.

      As if she were something precious to him.

      When he traced his tongue over her lower lip, Sami couldn't contain a gasping moan, or her shivers of pleasure. Jonah skipped his fingers along her spine, to her neck. Cupped her head. He dipped her back and kissed Sami with a passion that set her on fire.

      His tongue slipped along hers in a delicious dance. She moaned at the tantalizing pleasure, tentatively matched his stroking movements, tasting berries and wild male.

      Urgent needs, to get even closer, drove her nearly into his lap. Such building hunger might consume her. Consume them both.

      And would be worth it.

      But Jonah eased away.

      She hated the concern cooling his expression.

      “You're so innocent, you don't realize what you stir in me. Unfortunately,” he cleared his throat, “now isn't yet the time for us to explore such things.”

      “Why not?” Confusion nipped the edges of her tangled emotions.

      Jonah's gaze flickered. He tensed, as if fighting the same needs as her.

      All Sami wanted was for him to pull her close once again.

      Instead, he took a deep breath. Inched away a little more. Finally answered, “There's much I must tell you. About myself. My past. Long before what is between us can be taken any further.”

      Frustration drenched Sami in a cold wave.

      Before today, she'd tried hinting that she was more than ready to take things further. The man was either a bit dense in some areas, or was ignoring her. She figured he was too smart for the first option.

      He inched back even more. Picked up a handful of berries. Offered her one.

      Thinking hard, she ate it, pleased when his gaze lingered on her lips.

      They continued to eat, to talk. While Sami usually loved listening to Jonah’s stories—especially those of his travels—today her mind dwelled on the question of how to make him see.

      Innocent?

      She might be younger than he, but she was an adult.

      One capable of making her own decisions. She'd been doing so for a long time.

      Now, she was done waiting.

      Done letting Jonah think of her as some young, fragile thing.

      When they finished the meal, he helped her clean up and repack the few leftovers back into the basket.

      It was time, but Sami’s nerves hummed loudly. Her stomach fluttered. She'd made up her mind, so why did she feel so unbalanced?

      Again, Jonah’s gaze crossed the sky. Pinpointed the sun on its usual descent toward the horizon.

      Absently, she asked, “Waiting for something?”

      “I merely wish to ensure you have ample time to return home before dark.”

      She didn't understand Jonah’s constant need to have her home before the sun set. It wasn't like there were real monsters lurking about.

      Today, however, Sami was quite certain she wouldn't make his silly deadline.

      Gathering her courage, she stepped closer.

      His eyes widened. “What?”

      She didn't know what he saw in her expression, her posture. But she definitely enjoyed pushing him off balance for once.

      Sami closed the remaining distance.

      Refusing any hesitation, she rested her hands on his wide chest. Rose on her toes. His lips were warm, but stiff. Unyielding. She leaned into Jonah, loving the feel of his long, hard body pressed to hers.

      Again he stepped away, if slowly, reluctantly.

      But this time, she refused to give up.

      She followed, matching him step for step, until his back hit one of the tall boulders. With nowhere else to go, she trapped him at the rock.

      “Why do you run?” she asked.

      He wanted her. Even inexperienced as she was, Sami could tell that clearly. Desire was plain in his eyes, in the bulge at his groin.

      But he only settled his hands lightly on her shoulders. “We need to take things slow—”

      “Why? There's nothing stopping us.” She paused. “Unless you plan on leaving.”

      He shook his head, hard. “Of course not—”

      “Then nothing else matters.”

      “There are many things I must tell you.” He avoided her gaze to study the sky. “Before I may ask you to be mine.”

      Silly man.

      She cupped his face in her hands. “I know everything I need. You're brave. Strong yet gentle. You care about others, without looking for self gain. You're kind. Loving. Nothing else matters.”

      Had she not watched him—both with herself, and his gentleness toward others, from villagers to strangers, old to young?

      He rubbed her arms, doubt filling his eyes. “You don't know—”

      “I do. I do know. And I know I want you, Jonah.” She'd fallen in love with this man over the past few months. Now she wanted, needed, all that being his would entail.

      Bolder than she'd thought possible, Sami tugged at the ties to her new cloak. The crimson cloth fell to the ground with a bare whisper of fabric. She drew the ribbons of her overdress, then her chemise, apart, baring her breasts.

      Hot desire leapt in Jonah's gaze. He stared at her naked chest. Frozen. Silent. Barely breathing.

      So she reached for his hands. Brought them up and placed them on her bare skin.

      He shuddered, his roughened palms cupping her breasts. His thumbs lightly brushed her nipples.

      Bolts of need struck, making her knees weak. A building, consuming need.

      But doubts continued to shadow his face. “You can't be certain you wish to become mine for the rest of our lives.” A tender unsuredness laced his voice. “Not yet.”

      Repeating herself, Sami replied gently, “I know all I need to, Jonah. You are who I want. Who I love.” She wrapped her arms around his neck. Rose to kiss him.

      As if unable to continue resisting, he pulled her close.

      Possessively. Nearly... desperately.

      A groan rumbled up his chest. He deepened the kiss. Stroked her mouth. Nipped at her bottom lip. Sami moaned in complete surrender. He crushed her against him. Kissed her with molten passion. No longer was this some sweetly innocent touch.

      Flames licked over her skin. Deep inside, a pulsing hunger rose. She grew slick, damp, from a building, aching neediness.

      Something inside her demanded more.

      Running her hands up his sides, over his back, Sami found the play of muscles beneath her touch fascinating. The press of his chest, the roughness of his shirt on her bare breasts, teased. Left her trembling. Anticipating. For what, she didn't know.

      As long as it was more.

      More of him.

      Jonah devoured her mouth, plundering, then caressing. “You've no idea how badly I hunger for you. How long I've wished to taste you like this.”

      Sami met his fierce golden gaze. “Perhaps as long as I've wished for you to hold me. To touch me.”

      He shook his head. “Not possible.”

      “Then show me all you feel. Show me now, and let me show you.”

      Jonah spun them around, reversing their positions. The rock was cool on her back, even through her clothing. His stare burned for long moments before he dipped to trace his lips over her jaw, down her throat. So gently, his touch lighter than the breeze, he danced his fingertips across the tops of her breasts.

      Desire, need, love, all flared bright between them.

      Jonah placed soft kisses over the swell of her breasts. Took one of her tight nipples into his hot mouth. Unbelievable sensations coursed through Sami. She reached for him. Knocked the leather tie out when she ran her hands through his thick, silky hair.

      His wicked touch filled her with such pleasure she'd never imagined existed. Licking, nipping at her breasts, Jonah brought to life longings and urges that Sami didn't quite understand, but which rose to consume her.

      Guided by instinct and desire, she slipped her hands between them. Jerked the hem of Jonah’s shirt from his trousers. She slid her fingers underneath the cloth. Explored the expanse of burning skin. His groan encouraged her boldness.

      Slowly, he traced his lips up her neck, whispering, “My darling heart. You'll surely undo me.” In a swift move, he scooped Sami up into his arms, making her catch her breath.

      Jonah headed to the thick picnic blanket. Gently, he laid her down. Knelt beside her. Capturing her hand, he kissed her wrist. Lapped his tongue over the rapid thumping of her pulse point.

      Thrills raced through Sami. She couldn't move, could barely draw in enough air to breathe. He bent closer, his soft hair brushing the tops of her bare breasts. Her back arched at the teasing touch. Jonah kissed her exposed neck, his mouth a brand on her skin. He nipped with a prickling gentleness she found highly arousing.

      She'd never imagined the press of teeth could turn her blood to fire.

      But then Jonah suddenly leaned back with a mysterious, hooded gaze. His lips curved in a satisfied grin. “See. Slow can be fun.”

      Frustration swirled. “You play with me.”

      “We play with each other.” In a blink he cupped one of her breasts and suckled her nipple into his mouth with deep strokes.

      She fell into a spiral of pleasure beneath his assault. His mouth and hands moved over her, caressing softly, then sharply, leaving her barely able to form a thought.

      He glanced at her wickedly. “See?”

      “Perhaps.” A sweeping boldness possessed her and Sami added, “Why don't we see how much you truly believe that.” She turned the tables, pressing a kiss to his neck.

      His pulse beat as fast as her own.

      She licked his skin, tasting salt and male. Drew her tongue down his throat. Felt the vibrations of his nearly silent groan.

      Body and soul, she burned. From desire. From love. The feelings welling inside her suddenly became too much.

      Too strong. Too overwhelming.

      As if sensing her disturbance, Jonah watched her with a cautious gaze. When she found and forced a smile, his expression turned to wonder. “You are truly made for me.”

      “We are made for each other.”

      “You are perfection,” he whispered. “And I'm not sure how well I can control myself.”

      “Silly man. Must I tell you again? My patience is running thin.”

      “I refuse to harm you.”

      His protective worry usually made her laugh, but now, Sami replied to his seriousness with her own. “You would never harm me.”

      She knew that truth down to her soul.

      Jonah buried his face against her neck, inhaled a few deep breaths. “For fear of repeating ourselves too often, you, my darling heart, undo me.”

      She traced her hands over his back in soothing strokes. “And you are talking too much.”

      He glanced up, fire flashing in his eyes, once more giving the illusion of gold turned crimson.

      Done talking, Sami reached between them and pushed his shirt up, baring his smooth, taut stomach, his muscled chest. He cooperated, letting her whip it up and over his wide shoulders, his head.

      She flung it away. Splayed her hands over his bare chest, losing herself in the feel of his skin. How the few dark crisp hairs sprinkled over his chest teased and tickled her palms. He stared down at her with a look of amazement and hunger.

      “Well?” She demanded a bit huskily.

      His expression tightened, fierce. Then a smile teased his lips. In a blink, Jonah pulled her chemise and overdress up her body, and off. Tossed them away onto the ground as well.

      For the first time in her life, Sami lay naked in front of a man. One in a state of half undress himself, none-the-less. But she felt no embarrassment, no hesitation.

      For this was no ordinary man.

      Appreciation lit Jonah's gaze. Curved his lips. He moved back, rose to his feet.

      The air chilled Sami's heated skin. Left her shivering as she watched him pull the ties of his straining trousers.

      Draw them apart. He pulled off his pants, his thick member springing free. She stared in awe at his large shaft. His skin was lighter than the rest of his body, with bluish-purple veins along a rigid underside.

      Without thought, Sami reached out to touch, but then stopped, unsuredness sweeping through her.

      A hesitant note tinged his voice. “Would you like to touch me?”

      “Can I?” Her question made him shudder.

      Jonah groaned, “Only if you wish.” His strained voice made it sound like such a thing would give him either the greatest of pleasures, or of tortures.

      She didn't know exactly what she wanted, other than to please him. Sami reached up and traced the thick underside, startled when his shaft throbbed against her hand. Silkily smooth, hot. She slid her fingers along the hard length.

      His muscles flexed. His hips jerked. With a rumbling groan, Jonah dropped to his knees beside her. He kissed her with a demanding passion that she met. Matched. Every thrust of his tongue. Every nip of teeth.

      When he pulled back, both of them needing to catch their breath, his expression was so tense, so fierce, so full of emotion, that Sami's heart expanded in her tight chest.

      Jonah traced his hands down her sides, her hips. Crimson light seemed to streak his intense gaze. He nuzzled between her breasts. The dark scruff on his jaw prickled her skin. Her nerves sizzled. The growing neediness demanded more.

      Taste him, touch him, be one with him, a voice whispered deep inside.

      Sami splayed her hands over his wide shoulders. Danced her fingers along the ridged muscles of his back.

      He cupped her breasts, his lips and tongue blazing over her skin. Captured one of her nipples lightly between his teeth. Gasping, she tangled her hands in his silky hair. Urged him closer. Wanted, needed more.

      Jonah’s insistent tugs drew her deeper, more firmly into his mouth. Fire shot through her. Damp heat grew between her thighs. He rubbed and kneaded her breasts. Lightly pinched her nipples between his fingers.

      Her heartbeat thundered. Her pulse spiked. The strange newness of her growing hungers sent her reeling.

      He trailed kisses down her ribs, over her stomach. Sami couldn't breathe, couldn't think, when he moved between her thighs and lapped his tongue over her heated flesh, nibbled gently.

      Unbelievable sensations crashed through her, forcing whimpered moans from her.

      She shook uncontrollably at his unrelenting touch. Jonah teased her with his hands, his mouth. Tension built. Became a coursing pleasure. She trembled, her cries softening.

      Slowly, Jonah eased a finger inside her, then another. The tight uncomfortableness made her muscles tense, but almost instantly, she relaxed.

      This was Jonah, after all.

      He nipped at her with his teeth. Soothed with his tongue. Began to move his fingers within her. Pressure grew, eased, built once more, sending pulsating pleasure from her head to toe. His mouth covered her, his wicked tongue pressing and thrusting and tantalizing, driving her higher.

      The growing storm swept over her. Sami cried out at the overwhelming sensations, gasped for air, shuddering. He continued to drive her wild. The inner storm rocked, tilted her world. Mindless ecstasy swirled, sucked her down, spun her around.

      All she could do was cry out Jonah's name.

      His voice was rough, urgent, needy. “My darling, my heart.” And still he moved over her, kissing and caressing, prolonging the pleasure to amazing lengths.

      Certain she could take no more of this shocking sweetness, she was swept up in the crashing release once again.

      When she finally caught her breath, Sami found Jonah watching her with a satisfied grin, his golden gaze still dark with hunger. He pressed a soft kiss on her lower belly. Moved up to tease and tantalize her breasts. He nuzzled her throat before brushing his lips along her jaw, her cheek, to her mouth. He rolled his hips, rubbing his hard length over her throbbing flesh. Instinctively, her hips rose.

      He reached between them to position himself, the tip of his thick shaft slick. Gently, he eased inside. Pleasure warred with tightness. Sami felt stretched a bit painfully.

      A flutter of panic and fear began to rise. She froze, muscles stiff.

      Jonah stopped moving. Whispered against her lips, “It will only hurt for a moment. Then, never again.” He waited, letting her choose the next step.

      Sami stared into his beautiful golden gaze. Started to relax. He kissed her neck, licked along her throat, building the heat to overcome the rest. When she drew him closer, he eased deeper.

      The ache mixed with sharp prickles of pain, but she fought the urge to pull away. He sensed it though and stilled once again. He concentrated on her mouth, his kisses stunningly distracting.

      When the pressure between her thighs started to lighten she raised her hips the slightest bit. He met her gaze as he continued to slowly slide deeper. Pain occasionally twinged, but tolerably, until she took him in fully, held him close.

      With a deep, husky groan, Jonah rested his forehead on hers. A wellspring of emotion blazed across his face.

      Her heart ached with the same sweet feelings.

      They were now connected on a special, intimate level. For the first time in her life, Sami felt whole. Complete.

      And no longer alone.

      She was Jonah's, now and for always. So too, did he belong to her.

      His heart, he called her.

      “I love you,” she whispered, unable to contain the precious feelings bursting inside.

      Jonah's gaze glowed with radiant joy. “My darling. My love has been yours since the day we met.” He captured her lips, their tongues entwined in a heated battle.

      As the last of the pain disappeared, something primal rose. Sami didn't think, only followed the desire driving her. She raked her nails lightly over his skin.

      He flexed his hips, drew back, filled her again. The sweetness of it all nearly undid her.

      Then he moved faster, harder. Started building the storm of pleasure once again. Sweat slicked their skin as they slid against one another. He drew out, teasing, thrust. Pushed Sami higher.

      Pleasure rioted over her senses. His scent, his taste, his touch, all enflamed her. And she couldn't get enough. She met his demands with her own, touching every inch of him she could reach, reading his body, his movements.

      His husky groans, her light moans, their panted breaths, made a sweet music. The emotion clear on his face, bursting in her heart, pushed her over. Pleasure raged, pounding ripples that made her tense and tighten, then explode.

      Jonah groaned, her name on his lips. She tangled her hands in his hair. Forced his mouth down to meet hers. The pulsing heat pushed them higher, faster.

      Her cries of release seemed to spur Jonah on, until his heavy groans joined in. After long, delicious moments, he sighed against her lips. Their chests continued to rise and fall in rapid, matching rhythm.

      Jonah kissed her with a sweet warmth, then stated a bit gruffly, “You are mine now.”

      “Yes.” The word was simple but full of love.

      Jonah stretched alongside her, tucking her to his chest. Watched her with an expression Sami couldn't entirely read. She could barely think past the liquid relaxation of her body, but saw in him the same emotions thrumming through her heart. In her very soul.

      “Thank you for what you’ve shared with me,” he whispered.

      She reached to trail her fingers over his jaw. “I could say the same.”

      But shadows returned to flickered in his gaze. His voice deepened, halting with a hint of nervousness. “I didn’t hurt you?”

      “Of course not.” Sure she was a bit tender, but that was only natural after what they'd just done. Even that was faint.

      “And yet, I might still.” He lightly kissed her cheek, holding her tighter. “I'd hoped to take things slower. Until you knew the entire truth of me.”

      “You doubt me still.” Sami sighed. “I know who you are inside. I told you, nothing else matters.”

      He was quiet for so long, her stomach began to flutter.

      How could she convince him? She stared at the stars faintly appearing above. On the horizon, hints of the coming moon lit the edge of the skyline though the sun hadn't fully set yet. Trying to distract them both, Sami said, “The moon will be beautiful, won’t it? Tonight it is full.”

      Jonah froze. The angular planes of his face sharpened. Fear and horror filled his widening eyes. So too did impossible flecks of crimson.

      Scrambling to his feet, he stared at the horizon with tightly drawn anger. “I let things go too far. Too long. You were supposed to be home by now.”

      His urgency, the emotion darkening his expression, sent pangs of worry through Sami's stomach.

      But...

      It was merely night. She'd faced many of them in her lifetime.

      She tried to lighten the mood, stretching languorously. His gaze dropped to caress her body and she laughed softly. “Jonah, I'm not going home yet. And certainly not alone.”

      His face sharpened, darkened with terror. “You must. You have to go now. Put on the cloak. Then hurry. Away from here. From me. Run if you must, but go now.”

      The fear in his voice sent Sami’s heartbeat doubling. This didn’t seem like just his usual overprotectedness.

      Suddenly uncomfortable, she looked around. Crossed her arms over her naked chest. “Why? What's wrong?”

      “The cloak.” He grabbed her hand. Jerked her to her feet. Swept his gaze over the ground until he spied the piles of discarded clothing.

      Jonah dragged her over and picked up the cloak. “Keep this on. Take it off for nothing. No one.” He hesitated, then added, “Not even me. You must hurry home.”

      She ignored the commands to study him closely. He'd never acted like this before. “Tell me what's wrong.”

      With a hard shake of his head, Jonah replied, “There's no time. Put this on. Go.” The fear lacing his voice continued to grow.

      She took the cloak, holding it to please him.

      Jonah groaned roughly. Hunching over, arms across his stomach, he groaned louder, shaking and in obvious pain. “You... Sami. Cloak. Run. Before it's too late.”

      As if she'd desert him when something was wrong. “Come, lie down for a minute.” She laid a hand on his shoulder. Worry expanded at the feverish heat rolling off his skin.

      Jonah shook harder, shuddered violently. His groans turned to breathless wheezes of agony.

      Sami dropped the cloak at his side and ran to the picnic basket. Rifled for a canteen of water, then hurried back. Pressed it to Jonah's lips. “Drink.”

      He swallowed once.

      Then screamed a cry of pure agony. He shook so hard he fell. Curled up on the ground. “Leave me. Before I hurt you.”

      “Never.” She spilled water into her hand and rubbed it over his forehead.

      The moon crested the horizon. Its brilliant light struck Jonah's face.

      Sami gasped. Nearly fell back.

      His forehead and jaw twitched unnaturally. His lips spread in a grimace. And his eyes...

      They shone bright in the moonlight.

      A bright bloody crimson.

      “What’s happening?” she cried.

      He tried to crawl away. “Put the cloak on. It should protect you.” His voice deepened into an animalistic growl. “Even from me.”

      Suddenly frightened down to her marrow, Sami grabbed the crimson cloth and tossed it around her shoulders, willing to do whatever it took to make him feel better.

      And because, inside, a voice cried out a warning. That she might not be prepared, might not be ready, for whatever heavy darkness she could suddenly feel barreling their way.

      Jonah wasn't just sick.

      His face...

      Sami rushed to tie the cloak.

      He screamed, hoarse, agonized. His back arched unnaturally.

      His skin... rippled...

      Fur grew over his naked body.

      Jonah averted his face, but not before she saw his nose and mouth bulging outward. Long, sharp teeth glistened between snarling lips.

      She wanted to run.

      Fear held her frozen in its grip.

      When the night fell silent, a massive beast from the forest stood in Jonah's place.

      A dark reddish colored wolf. Huge, twice as big as any wolf she’d seen before. His furred shoulders would come up past her waist.

      Her heart stopped. Her lungs burned. Her legs shook.

      Run.

      She must run.

      Crimson eyes assessed her. Fired with the hunger of a predator catching sight of easy prey.

      Sami raised a trembling hand. Held it out, as if that would stop such a large, fearsome creature.

      The wolf growled, a low vibration on the still night air. His gaze pinned her. He took a stiff, stalky step away. Dipped his head, hunching low to the ground, as if trying to appear smaller.

      “Jonah?” The squeaked whisper of terror was all she could manage.

      He raised his muzzle to the sky. Howled, a sorrowful sound, but she barely registered the sadness.

      Fear shook her. Sami screamed, crouching down into a ball, gripping the cloak in clenched fists.

      At her cry, the wolf fell silent. He padded a little closer, his movements slow. Cautious.

      She couldn’t stop from shaking, or the whimper that crawled up her throat. “Jonah?” Her voice came low, nearly non-existent.

      Red glowing eyes stared straight at her. She clearly saw the pain and terror of her oncoming doom.

      And yet...

      Sami's heart cautioned her. Stayed the worst of her panicky fears.

      Because, beast though he may appear, this was still Jonah.

      Wasn't it?

      And her Jonah would never bring harm. Sami knew that down to her soul. Not even a terrifying, confusing change like this could dim such strong certainty.

      He stalked a circle around her, the fur on his shoulders and back bristling, standing on end.

      Red eyes flashed anger. Pain? But not mindlessness.

      Sami couldn't move. Couldn't look away.

      Stepping further away, he howled, long, loud, once more.

      The sound drove deep into her head. Her heart. Inflamed her fear.

      Other howls echoed from the darkening night. Other wolves. Responding to Jonah's call. Thankfully from a distance, even if the sounds came from the depths of the Dark Forest.

      Except for the harsh growls suddenly rising directly behind Sami.

      Before she could fearfully look, Jonah exploded into action. Howling, a vicious sound full of challenge, he leapt over her.

      Frozen, muscles locked by shock, fear, she finally managed to turn her head.

      Jonah faced a second wolf, this one light gray. Both were far too huge to be ordinary wolves. Both were terrifying.

      Were they both beasts from the Dark Forest?

      The calls and cries of other wolves were getting closer. More beasts approaching.

      Fear deepened into terror. Sami had to wonder if these creatures were the ones responsible for the gruesome deaths around the village.

      Would they do the same to her, now?

      The gray wolf chuffed. Stared straight at Sami. Blood red eyes swirled with predatory hunger. There was absolutely no hint of awareness of her as a human, a person. No familiarity, not even a speck, as had been in Jonah's crimson gaze.

      The gray wolf's eyes, its sharp, toothy grin, revealed nothing but hunger. A driven, animalistic hunger of a predator on the hunt. She was helpless against such a creature.

      She could absolutely see this beast attacking the villagers. The others, baying in the forest as they raced closer, were probably huge monsters, too.

      Fear rocked her gut.

      The idea of a group of these terrible beasts descending down on the village...

      Jonah yipped, drawing the gray wolf's attention. He stepped between the animal and Sami, blocking her from its view.

      A loud, grumbling growl shook Jonah's massive, furry chest.

      She swallowed against a too-tight throat at Jonah's curling upper lip, and the sight of glinting canines.

      Side-stepping, the gray beast shook its head and growled right back, challenging, as he once again glared straight at Sami.

      It howled, loudly.

      Answering calls echoed from the forest, closer still.

      Jonah didn't back down, but glanced at her, tilted his head and jerked his muzzle.

      Commanding her to run away?

      The gray beast growled, anger mixing with its challenge. Crimson hunger washed over Sami. Kept her pinned, frozen.

      Again Jonah moved to block her from its view.

      And she realized, it didn't matter if he were man or beast. Jonah would always protect her. The thought helped her find a tiny sliver of strength from somewhere deep inside.

      Shaky, terrified, panic vibrating her nerves, she managed to rise to her knees.

      The gray wolf yipped. Tried to dart around and reach her, but Jonah blocked him with a few hard bites every time.

      Sami grabbed her clothes to her chest. Jerked the crimson cloak tighter around her naked body. Caught Jonah's glance, protective, worried, fearful.

      All for her, she knew, even if it was him facing down the gray beast.

      His yip commanded her, once again, to run as fast as she could.

      She raced down the dirt path, toward the village, and home. Sami risked one last look back. Found Jonah watching after her, such sorrow in his gaze, she trembled. Nearly faltered.

      But the gray one leapt to chase, spurring her on.

      She didn't dare turn back again, even as howls rent the night. Growls of fury echoed. The still air vibrated with loud thunks, from two large creatures slamming into one another.

      She ran faster.

      Yips of pain mixed with the growls. The wolves fought fiercely.

      Sami pushed herself even faster, panic giving the gift of added speed.

      The quickly rising full moon brightened her path enough to see larger sticks and rocks. Smaller ones lay unavoidable, scratching, cutting the bottom of her feet. She didn't dare take the time to stop and put on her shoes.

      Her heart raced from the flight. From a crushing worry for Jonah. And the confusion of it all.

      In the distance, the other howling beasts grew louder. They'd nearly closed in on the fighting wolves.

      Moonlight couldn't reach the thick, heavy shadows of the Dark Forest stretching alongside the path.

      How many more creatures waited in there?

      Sami's stomach twisted sharply. What would happen to Jonah if the others wolves were coming to fight him?

      Such huge creatures. So fierce. Terrifying.

      Jonah...

      She struggled to ignore her building fear. The stealthy thoughts of returning, helping Jonah—protecting him—shouted loudly from her soul.

      But he'd told her to run.

      So Sami raced on. Pounded along the path, ignoring the growing pain in her feet. The metallic tang of her own blood scenting the air. Tried to ignore the forest looming at her side.

      Snarls and growls and yips from the fighting wolves continued to fall further behind. Even as other baying, howling creatures got louder.

      And Sami realized she'd started to slow down. The urgency in her heart, her soul—the screaming cries from within, demanding she go back, ensure her love was all right—were taking control.

      But what could she possibly do, naked and weaponless, against such fearsome creatures? Beasts who, for all she knew, were responsible for taking down grown men from the village.

      The vicious sounds of the raging battle followed her, as if no matter how far or fast she ran, she'd never stop hearing the cries and howls mixing fury and agony.

      One yelped in pain.

      The other howled triumphantly.

      Silence descended.

      What if the gray wolf had won? What if Jonah was injured and needed her?

      Far, far ahead of Sami, came the flickering light of a candle in a distant window, marking the edge of promised safety.

      Except, the need to help Jonah, assure he was well, continued to grow into a heavy weight, slowing her further.

      Did she keep running? Or go back?

      A huge shadow bounded from the Dark Forest and collided with Sami.

      Sent them both tumbling over the rough ground. Rocks and sticks poked at her painfully. The cloak tangled around her limbs. Thankfully it somehow kept the ground—and the wolf's deadly claws—away from her bare skin.

      A muzzleful of sharp teeth snapped only inches in front of her face.

      She desperately shoved her bundle of clothes between her and the attacking beast, letting the frenzied animal bite at that.

      They stopped rolling.

      The pitch-black wolf jumped away. Shook itself.

      Ignoring her aching cuts and bruises, Sami unsteadily got up, too.

      The immense creature stared at her with blood red eyes, dark with something she couldn't name. This one wasn't just some animal overcome by predatory hunger, as the gray wolf had been. Instead, it was like Jonah.

      Aware. Alert.

      Sami gripped her cloak tighter. Tried to control her ragged breathing. And the panic rattling around inside. She forced herself to think, while she searched the ground for anything that would work as a weapon.

      The wolf howled. Darted for her. At the last second it dodged away.

      Playing with her?

      She grabbed the nearest rock. Scrambled back, watching both the terrifying wolf and the forest. Just in case something else came out.

      The black beast circled, growling low. It darted around, nipping and snarling, but never actually touched her. Sami turned, keeping it in her sight, though she hated putting her back to the forest. But the creature in front of her was the immediate threat.

      It lunged again.

      She stumbled back. A sharply pointed rock sank into her heel. Pain shot up her leg, making her windmill to keep on her feet. She stepped on the edge of the cloak. Sent the ties sharply pressing into her throat, cutting off her breath.

      Sami grabbed at the ties. Released them.

      The cloak tumbled from her shoulders and fell to the ground.

      With a howl that sounded strangely joyful, the wolf leapt. Slammed into her side. Sharp claws raked her ribs. Fangs sank into her shoulder.

      Agony spread through her arm and chest.

      Its teeth sank into her, again and again. Sami screamed as pain blocked out the world, but for the wolf trying to tear out her throat. An endless eternity washed the world into a haze of red as she fought. Hoarse screams became pitiful whispers.

      Until the black wolf abruptly disappeared.

      Ripped away by Jonah's auburn-furred form. He tossed the black beast aside. It crashed against a tree and slumped on the ground, wheezing. Jonah grabbed the crimson cloak in his jaws and shoved it at Sami.

      Hurt, shaken, barely able to move her arm, she tried to pull it over her shoulders. Cried out in pain at the attempt.

      Sharp white teeth flashed by her face.

      She flinched, froze.

      Jonah nipped the edge of the cloak. Helped her pull it on. He whimpered worriedly, nudging her in the direction of her home.

      For a moment, his crimson eyes faded to near gold.

      Then he was gone, driving the black beast away until they were both lost in the dense shadows of the Dark Forest.

      Sami huddled beneath the cloak, chilled to her soul. Agony left her thoughts sluggish. Pain and exhaustion made moving impossible, but for the constant shuddering and twitching—which she couldn't stop, thought it intensified the hurt and the dizzying fog in her head.

      Somewhere in the nearby darkness, wolves continued to fight. Growling, howling, shrieking, snarling.

      Time faded from Sami's existence.

      When she came back to herself, the moon was high above.

      The red-furred wolf lay at her feet, muzzle on his paws. Bright crimson eyes watched her. Dirt and blood matted his fur, making him look darker. Nearly as dark as the black one.

      The beast who'd attacked her.

      Whispers came from somewhere deep inside her. The urge to run, for this wolf too must be a beast.

      A beast from the forest.

      Sami shivered, unable to look away from his crimson gaze.

      The wolf flinched. He scooted closer on his belly, then ever so slowly stretched his neck to lightly lick her hand.

      She pulled back, a sudden flash of panicky fear clawing up her throat. Moving sent a spike of hot agony through her shoulder. She couldn’t hold back cries of pain.

      The wolf lowered his head to his paws. Whimpered mournfully. Her fear obviously disturbed him. He blinked and behind the flush of red came another glimpse of gold.

      “Are you going to bite me, too?” she whispered past her raw throat.

      He shook his head, whimpers turning more miserable.

      Sami couldn't find the terror from earlier. Beast or not, she sensed only compassion and kindness from him.

      He might be a wolf, but he was still Jonah.

      As she stared into his eyes, her heartbeat calmed. Her stomach grew less queasy.

      Reading her easing tension, he again inched closer. After a moment of studying her, waiting for a reaction and getting none, he nosed at the cloak covering the bites on her shoulder.

      “It hurts terribly.”

      He licked her shoulder, careful not to touch the actual wounds.

      Strangely, they, and the ragged gashes along her side were no longer freely bleeding. She’d not die from blood loss, at least.

      After a few long moments, he slowly stood. Took a few steps toward home. Then he looked back at her with a low woof.

      “I don’t know if I can stand.”

      Cautious not to frighten her, and gentle as possible, he eased under her arm. Using his strength, she finally found her feet. The wolf grabbed her clothes in his jaws and brought them to her.

      “Yes,” she said, still a bit foggy. Sami gripped the bundle of shredded, bloody clothing tight to her stomach. “I should probably dress.”

      He shook his head no, daintily grasped her hand in his mouth and pulled her down the path. She followed him on shaky legs. They slipped through the night until they reached the river bordering Gran's land.

      Near the same spot they'd first met.

      The wolf nudged her toward the cool water. Washing the dirt and blood and grime off sounded blissful. Sami reached to untie the cloak.

      Jonah yipped, stopping her.

      “It will be ruined if I get it wet.”

      He shook his furred head.

      “All right.” She didn’t understand. Started to shrug but the pain bit deep. So she waded into the water, the cloak floating out behind her.

      The coolness soothed her torn, heated skin. Chilly water slid over the scratches on her ribs, the bites on her shoulder, numbing them a little. Further down the bank, Jonah slipped into the water to wash his fur. He kept an eye on her though. Soon, he returned to his spot on the bank. Woofed low at her to hurry.

      After she got out and retrieved her dirty, ripped up bundle of clothes, they continued on to her empty cottage, nearly hidden by groves of trees.

      For the first time since Gran had gone, Sami felt a soul-deep emptiness radiating from her home. She didn’t want to be alone right now. Not even in the cottage she'd grown up in, the rooms full of so many good memories.

      Jonah helped her up the porch steps. But she hesitated after opening the door. Until Jonah padded inside. She glanced at him gratefully. Shut the door, closing out the rest of the world behind them.

      His claws tapped a strange beat on the wooden floor. Stranger still, the crimson cloak was already perfectly dry. And kept her warm.

      Now that she was safe, panic and fear and the strangeness of everything this night rose to engulf her. She stumbled to the nearest chair. Sank down onto it. Gripped her hands in her lap to try and stop them from shaking. Then she stared at nothing, struggling for a tiny bit of calm.

      Jonah padded over to sit at her feet, leaning against her legs. His warmth, his very presence—even as he was now—comforted her.

      When she'd stopped shaking enough to light some candles, she got up and brightened the room, then built a fire in the large hearth.

      She, and Jonah, settled in front of the flickering flames. Silent. Lost in thought. Eventually they shared a quick dinner of cold meat and bread. Hours passed, the flames mesmerizing as Sami circled a rabbit hole of confusing, frightening thoughts.

      When sleep started to steal over her, she rose and headed for her bedroom. As she walked, she realized the pain in her shoulder had lessened. Jonah silently watched her tug the cloak back.

      She could only gape. The bites were nearly healed. The teeth marks had shrunk to mere dots on her skin. The large ragged gashes along her side had closed.

      Suddenly, certain pieces of Gran's old stories slammed together.

      Men—obviously far more than only Jonah—who turned into wolves beneath the light of the full moon.

      Her next thought wasn't such a leap.

      She'd been bitten.

      Would she now become like them?

      Sami didn’t know if such creatures were evil or not. Gran’s tales, while extensive, never discussed the morality of those who roamed the dark of night.

      She sat on the edge of her bed, thinking of Jonah and the wolves.

      When Gran had told her stories, Sami always scoffed that such things couldn't truly exist. She glanced over at Jonah, standing in the doorway, watching her with worry, and his own fear.

      Well, she supposed now she had proof such things existed.

      He was a man. Yet he was also a wolf.

      It was nearly unbelievable. If not for the aching remains of the bites and scratches, she might well think she’d imagined the entire night.

      Sami tugged her cloak tighter.

      Even after hours of uselessly circling thoughts, all she had were more confusing questions and not a single answer.

      Jonah settled on the floor at the side of her bed. She lay along the edge, her hand hanging down, her fingertips grazing silken fur. A feeling of peace, of being with one she loved, overcame her. Finally, her eyes drifted closed. She relaxed, knowing he was near.

      Wolf. Man.

      Whatever he might be, Jonah held her heart. Her soul.

      She didn't think she could ever stop loving him. No one had, or ever would, be able to touch her as he had.

      She whispered, “Goodnight, my love.”

      He nuzzled her hand, his breath warm on her skin, with a soft, low answering woof.

      Sami might not know what tomorrow would bring, but she and Jonah would face it.

      Together.
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      Most know of me or at least have heard my tale. Certainly you would recognize my crimson, hooded cloak. You've been regaled by the story of my battle with a wolf.

      But as with most stories, that was only a small part of my life. And legends discard certain truths.

      Forgotten with each retelling was how the wolves I fought could also become men. My beloved Jonah, too, remains shrouded in the mists of time. Nothing is mentioned of all we meant to one another. Of the family we created and sent out into the world. No one speaks of the bonds we shared, or how he changed my life forever.

      Yet, after becoming his, tumultuous times lay ahead.

      If you are truly curious, then sit for a while. Join me and discover for yourself the complete tale.

      The truth behind the woman with the dark red riding hood.
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        * * *

      

      Samantha Grant woke with a start, a dark ominous feeling jerking her from deep sleep. Her mind was slower to follow. Her thoughts spun in hazy circles, leaving her foggy, confused. Strangely apprehensive.

      Sami looked around her room. Safe and sound in her own bed.

      But something...

      It felt as if there was something she needed to remember.

      A rush of fear, tinged with panic, zipped along her nerves. Brought goose bumps prickling up her arms. Something seemed terribly wrong. Her heart thumped, banging against the cage of her ribs. She sat up. Shoved back the tangle of her long red hair. Studied her bedroom more thoroughly.

      Nothing seemed amiss, other than the sunlight—shining bright through the curtained window, but slanted at an early afternoon angle. She never slept so late.

      The small room remained as always, decorated long ago by her Gran. Paintings—from the stories Gran always told—of amazing creatures right out of magic and myth. Wondrous dragons, stunning unicorns.

      Sami’s apprehension, the tinge of fear, began to dissipate.

      It must have been from some fleeting, easily forgotten nightmare.

      That was all.

      Calm returned the longer she studied the paintings. Travelled down the lane of memories, some painful, with Gran gone now.

      Until more recent happenings came to mind.

      Yesterday afternoon.

      Jonah.

      Her love... and now her lover. His hungry kiss. His sweet touch.

      More memories rampaged.

      Fear and panic returned sharply. A building storm roiled in her stomach. Sami trembled as the previous night replayed in her head with terrifying clarity.

      Men. Changing by the light of the moon. Into huge, vicious wolves.

      A ferocious black beast, attacking.

      Biting her.

      Though sunlight warmed the room, Sami shivered, clutching the blankets tighter to her throat.

      Another massive wolf, one with dark reddish fur and crimson eyes that glowed in the moonlight.

      He hadn't harmed her, but rather, protected.

      Stiffening, Sami rolled to the side of the bed. Stared down at the floor.

      It was empty.

      Jonah had already woken and left.

      Disappointment twisted her churning stomach. At the same time, a half-crazed laugh of hysteria bubbled up. After last night, she supposed Jonah was a much bigger, far deeper mystery than she'd imagined.

      Sami took a few long moments to control her breathing. Forced her nerves to settled. Unclenched her grip on the blankets.

      Whatever had happened, whatever was coming, there was no choice but to stand and face it. Gran had taught her there was no avoiding life.

      Or one's fate.

      She could never deny the truth that, no matter what else, her and Jonah's lives had connected. Entwined in ways that could never be undone.

      Slightly settled, Sami rose. Waited for her legs to steady. Her knees to stop shaking.

      The bright crimson, exquisitely soft cloak Jonah had given her caught Sami's eye, from where it lay at the foot of her bed. She couldn't help but almost pet the thick—yet, strangely warm, and light as air—velvet.

      A deep yearning made her heart ache. She wished Jonah was here now. To take her in his comforting arms. Tell her that the things she'd seen the night before...

      What?

      Didn't exist?

      She doubted that was possible at this point.

      But, at least, if he were here, he'd hold her tight. Assure her she wasn't going crazy.

      Wasn't imagining monsters right out of Gran's tall tales. Usually stories of horrid creatures. Like ravenous beasts skulking in the Dark Forest, not far from the village.

      Stories Sami had never believed.

      Until last night.

      Seeing Jonah change from man into a huge wolf, the others he'd fought—to protect her—had certainly shoved the truth of such extraordinary things into Sami's reality.

      The black wolf. Dagger fangs glinting in the moonlight as it attacked her.

      Sami stumbled to the bathing room. Stared into the mirror at her naked body. Studied her shoulder, where the black beast had bitten her. Along her ribs, where sharp claws slashed and scored.

      With the wounds already begun to heal before she'd headed to bed—even if she had stayed up until the wee hours of the morning, with useless worries, and too many unanswered questions—it shouldn't surprise her to now find only ragged pink lines, and slightly puckered skin, from what had been vicious wounds. If not for the discolored scars, she'd have to believe it all nothing more than a fantasy turned nightmare.

      Her head spun with strange, unbelievable questions. Impossible ideas. Her throat suddenly tightened. Burned. Her heart pulsed with rabbit-quick beats.

      Hadn't some of Gran's tales warned of things like this?

      How a person bitten by one of those beasts could be...

      Well...

      Tainted?

      Like some sickness. Forced into becoming a monster as well.

      Would she become one of them now? One of the creatures of the Dark Forest? And what of those beasts?

      Knowing they truly existed made Sami wonder. Were they the ones really responsible for the villagers' deaths the past few seasons?

      She desperately needed to speak with Jonah. Too many worries raced through her mind. Ignoring her remaining shakiness, the way her hands wouldn't quite stop trembling, Sami straightened stiffly. She turned back to her bedroom and dressed to face the day. She expected her injuries to hurt, but not a single muscle twinged.

      When she stepped out into the main room of the cottage, the smell of food was a punch to her senses.

      Cramps struck, tightening her stomach as it growled demandingly. A rush of heat filled her limbs. Hunger made her itch from head to toes.

      On the kitchen table lay a plate, covered by a thin cloth.

      From Jonah?

      The scent of food controlled her. Pulled her in. Her stomach grumbled louder.

      Beneath the napkin lay a hearty breakfast of eggs, next to thin slices of venison, and a hunk of soft bread. All of it still warm.

      He hadn't been gone that long. An hour or so at the most.

      Her stomach gurgled and growled, almost painfully. At the first bite, a ravenous haze compressed the world to nothing more than hunger and food. When Sami blinked and glanced around, once more aware, the plate was spotlessly clean.

      Greatly disturbed, she shuddered.

      She needed to get out of there. Away from the suddenly enclosing confines of the cabin.

      Though she had plenty of water, she grabbed one of the few empty buckets, and hurried to the door. Opened it to a welcoming cool autumn breeze.

      Before she could step outside, Jonah's voice rose, like a whisper in the back of her mind. His request for her promise to never go outside without the crimson cloak he’d given her the day before.

      Had he said something about it being protection?

      She couldn't remember for sure. Not that she needed to.

      She’d promised.

      Besides, there were enough strange happenings lately to do as he wanted. In this regard, at least. She slipped the red cloak over her shoulders and pulled the ties into a bow across her chest. Returning to the crisp air outside, she headed down the porch. Took a meandering path through Gran’s orchard toward the river.

      But it wasn't the fruit trees she saw.

      Instead, her imagination brought terrifying memories of the Dark Forest springing to life around her. Forced her to remember clearly the huge wolves from last night.

      Her thoughts endlessly circled in a useless scramble. She reached the river, then simply stared into the flowing water, wishing the walk had calmed her frazzled nerves at least a little. Finally, Sami knelt at the riverbank. Dipped the bucket in the water. Though the current wasn't all that fast, the bucket was easily torn from her unsteady grip.

      Last night's events washed over her insistently, taking her through time until she could once again feel the immense fear, the pain, as the black wolf attacked.

      She stumbled back. Her legs weakened and she fell to her butt on the grassy bank.

      Panic blossomed, a sizzle along her spine. Tight bands compressed around her banging heartbeat and aching lungs. She felt hot, cold, hot.

      Memories refused to leave her alone.

      The attack.

      Fangs and claws ripping at her skin.

      Until the auburn wolf had come.

      At first, he'd terrified her as well. But he'd also saved her from the other beasts. Guided her to the safety of home. Stayed by her side through the night.

      Tumultuous emotions whipped and raged through her. Confusion. Fear. Worry for the village. Worry for herself. And for Jonah.

      Sami lay back on the grass, welcoming the cooling breeze on her flushed skin. She struggled to control the terrifying memories. To calm raging fears, soothe ragged emotions.

      Finally managing to force her mind to still—mostly—she stared up at the blue sky, stretched out above the tree tops with nary a cloud to be seen.

      The perfect, peaceful late autumn day.

      So unlike everything currently rampaging inside of her.

      And where was Jonah?

      She didn’t know if he was still safe. Her throat tightened. Her chest ached.

      Part of her felt like she no longer knew who, or what, he was. Yet, equally strong, was all Jonah made her feel, down to her very soul. Sami might be confused about a lot of things, but not that.

      Her love for him continued to burn bright and strong.

      He was the only man to stir her heart. To claim her soul. To make her feel as if she’d found home—away from the pain and loneliness saturating the rest of her life.

      Such things could not be undone.

      She didn't think she wanted them to be, even with her newfound knowledge.

      Behind her, nearby within the orchard, fallen leaves crunched.

      Sami’s pulse spiked. Flutters of panic returned. She jumped up. Spun around. And caught his scent—spiced wood smoke and earthy male.

      Jonah usually walked without a sound.

      Was he deliberately making noise to announce his approach?

      When he appeared from behind some trees, her heart tripped, stuttered. The immediate need to go to him, let him enfold her in his embrace, was strong. Nearly overpowering.

      But Jonah stopped almost as soon as she saw him, keeping quite some distance between them. He remained mostly in shadow, hiding his sharp features, his expression.

      Still, she could sense he didn't want her to approach. At least, not yet.

      He'd left his longish dark hair unbound. The slight breeze blew strands around his strong face, his wide shoulders. A hint of a beard shadowed his jaw, giving him an enticingly rakish look. It didn't help he stood there shirtless, leaving the darkly tanned skin of his wide, muscled chest to full view. His trousers were stained, ripped.

      Had he gone back to their picnic site, retrieved their things, then?

      It melted her heart to see his feet, vulnerably bare in the grass.

      Sami's fingers curled. She itched to close the distance. To touch him. Assure herself he was real. That he was unharmed.

      But after last night, there was also uneasiness, an unsuredness that made her, too, suddenly hesitant.

      Jonah finally took a few more steps from beneath the heavy shadows. Sami studied his face. Discomfort was obvious. She'd never seen his eyes so dull.

      He looked, almost... defeated?

      A soul deep weariness tightened his expression. “Sami,” he whispered roughly.

      She swayed towards him, hating the pain she heard, saw clearly in his usually bright golden gaze. She wanted to go to him. But she couldn't. A small inner whisper cautioned her, not yet. She finally replied, “Jonah.”

      “Last night...” He trailed off, looked away, but then, angrily, straightened. Met her gaze head on. He drew a little closer, though he didn't lose his stiffness. Or the waves of sorrow emanating from him. Abruptly, he clasped his hands behind his back.

      Perhaps, he too, had to stop himself from closing the rest of the short distance.

      Except...

      Why did it feel as though something else was growing wide between them? A deep gulf, pushing them apart?

      His voice remained hoarse. “There is much to discuss. Much I must tell you. But I swear, once I'm assured of your well being...” He cringed. “If you wish it, I will go. I'll leave and never bother you again.”

      The idea was a near crushing weight.

      Jonah continued, “By now you've probably figured most of it out. I am... both man and wolf. Those who attacked us last night are the same. Our beasts were called from within by the force of the full moon.”

      She didn't ask why he hadn't told her this before. Would she have believed it? “I've shared many of Gran's tales with you. Including her stories of beasts from the Dark Forest. Is that what you and the others are?”

      “The others, I don't know, but I'd suppose so. I told you the truth of being born in a distant land. Though I have entered your forest on occasion.” Jonah glanced away, his expression etched by a piercing loneliness. His companion, she knew, for far too long.

      It drew Sami with hard tugs on her heart. Unable to continue looking at him, and yet keep her distance, she turned to stare out at the river.

      Silence stretched, growing uncomfortable, until Jonah softly asked, “Do you wish me to leave you now?”

      Pain clenched her gut. “You wouldn't be so cruel to me, would you, Jonah?”

      She heard his deep shuddery breath. After another long moment, he hesitantly asked, “How are your wounds?”

      “How do you think?”

      “Healed?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I am truly sorry.”

      She sensed him move. Come up behind her, ever so slowly.

      Giving her time to tell him to stop?

      Or fearful that she would say such a thing?

      Finally, though he didn't touch her, his constantly radiating heat enveloped Sami, warming the deepest parts of the fear.

      And yet, though he was so very close now, it still felt as if they remained far, far apart.

      Jonah spoke soft and low, “I swear to teach you all you must know. Or if you prefer, I'll bring someone else who can help. I'll keep my distance. When you're ready I'll leave—”

      Icy shards ripped at her. She faced him. “I don't want you to go anywhere.”

      “Why...” He swallowed tightly. “I'm surprised you'd speak to me. Why would you wish me to stay after what you've learned?”

      She gave him the simplest, and truest, of answers. “I love you.”

      “Do you still?”

      “I do. I don't believe that will ever change.”

      He grimaced, his gaze darkening with hints of fear. “Then, tell me all that has changed.”

      “Quite a bit else, it seems.”

      “You are my love. You have become my heart.” The sincerity in his voice soothed her. His fear wounded her.

      Was love enough to conquer the distance somehow stretching between them?

      Deep inside Sami, a strange, new voice cried out. Something—almost primal—rose within her. The world around her became a sudden assault on her senses. Autumn colors flashed jewel-like. The rush of the river at her back was a musical serenade. And Jonah's scent was intoxicating. Her blood heated.

      A voice inside continued to shout, getting louder with each second, demanding an answer to the burning question of this distance. To get rid of it and never feel such separation again.

      They could talk later.

      Right now, she needed to feel the connection between them. Strengthen it. A connection which had sparked from their first meeting, yet had dimmed after last night.

      If he'd only hold her, she'd know everything would be all right.

      Her heart hurt. The voice cried out, commanding her to go to him. To go where she belonged.

      Hope rose and clung tight.

      Following the voice, Sami stepped towards him.

      Jonah opened his arms wide.

      She fell into his embrace. His strength filled her, eased her ragged nerves. The terrible yawning distance which had sprung up, began to dissolve away into nothingness. The raggedness of the voice inside of her calmed.

      Her love.

      For always, protector of her heart. Her soul.

      Just as his belonged to her care.

      The man she wanted at her side for the rest of their lives. Even after all she'd learned. All that had happened.

      There was no more hesitation.

      Because this was her Jonah, after all.

      Tipping her head back, Sami rose on her toes to meet his mouth. He kissed her softly, still hesitant and unsure. Sami slid her hands through his hair, drew him closer. She traced her tongue over his lips, eager to taste him. With a rumbling groan, Jonah held tighter, devoured her mouth with an almost desperate hunger. She matched his heated, frenzied movements.

      She needed this.

      The feel of him. His warmth, his taste, his touch.

      Jonah pulled back, his gaze bright with intense hunger. It made her think, for some strange reason, of the wolf he'd become last night. Though his animal's eyes were the same crimson as her cloak—far different from this hot gold—she sensed the predatory intent still, perhaps always, within him.

      His harsh groan preceded a rough whisper, “Are you certain you want this... Want me?” The sound of loneliness, the depth of emotion, nearly broke her heart.

      Though she yearned for the right words to assure him, Sami found herself instead trying to lighten the mood a little. “Ask me that too often and one of these days I’ll say perhaps not right now, just to be contrary.”

      His fierce expression eased slightly. “I don’t wish to take advantage of you—”

      She kissed him again, silencing his words. Hoping to silence his doubts. The flames building inside flared, along with a strange, new wildness that embraced the heat. The matching voice within Sami demanded more.

      Jonah shoved the cloak over her shoulders. Lowered his lips to her neck.

      She tipped her head back, offering herself.

      He stilled. His golden eyes glowed with hints of crimson. He started at her, almost reverently.

      “What?” she asked.

      His voice came gruff, nearly growled, yet with an underlying tenderness. “Have you ever watched wolves interact?”

      “Since I'm not much for hanging around the Dark Forest all that often, no.”

      “When one wolf bares their throat to another, it is a sign of ultimate trust. Especially if the wolves are mates.”

      “I trust you.” She tilted her head back further.

      Mates.

      She loved the very sound of the word.

      Another growl rumbled up his wide chest. He rubbed his scruffy jaw over hers with a delicious prickling. “Gods, Sami. You amaze me.” He licked her throat, nibbled her skin.

      She amazed him? Funny, as it was her wobbling on limp legs, with wild heat flickering through her veins.

      Slow, so slow it was nearly unbearable, Jonah undressed them both. He left the cloak around Sami's shoulders, falling in a wave down her back. When she reached for the ties, he stopped her. “No. Leave it.”

      The nearly weightless cloth was barely noticeable. She stood before Jonah naked, unashamed, as the warm afternoon sunlight bathed her skin.

      Jonah worshipped her body with his hot, hungry gaze before he cupped her breasts in slightly calloused hands. Her blood rushed with need. He flicked his thumbs over her nipples, drawing a breathy moan from her.

      Instinct drove Sami to lean into his touch. She whispered, a bit huskily, “This feels as if it should be wicked, but it's far too lovely to be so.”

      “Nothing between us can ever be wicked.” He bent down and sucked one tight, aching nipple into his mouth.

      Sami cried out at the pleasure. Arching her back, she pressed into his touch. The stubble on his jaw raked her skin, made her shiver. She tugged at his hair in a demand for more.

      And yet, the heady sensations firing her blood were nothing compared to the sweet depths of her feelings for this man. It wasn’t just physical desire, or this strange new animalistic awareness, urging her on, but also the heat of their tangled emotions.

      The connection once more thrumming strong between them.

      Dropping to his knees before her, Jonah wrapped his arms around her waist, his cheek pressed to her belly. “My beautiful darling. My heart.”

      Sweet intensity swelled her heart. Time slowed to a slight trickle. When Jonah looked up, met her gaze, his eyes shone with such raw love, it left Sami stunned.

      She couldn't contain her soft reply, “I love you.”

      “I don’t know why. But I am grateful for fate bringing me to you.” He rubbed his cheek against her stomach, sending more shivers along her nerves. His hands trailed over her back. His whisper was full of awe, “You'll still have me?”

      “I will,” she replied.

      Crimson flushed his gaze. “If you accept me, here and now, I doubt I'll ever again find the strength to try to let you go, as I probably should.”

      Tenderness filled her. Destroyed the aches brought by the idea of his leaving. “Jonah, you are my heart, as I am yours. You are my love. My life now.” She raised a brow. “And if you even think of trying to leave me, I shall ensure you pay dearly.”

      He buried his face against her stomach with a mix of groan and muffled laugh. The tight tension in his shoulders finally started to release. “I love you so much, my darling heart.”

      Sami traced a hand over his hair.

      Met his burning gaze when he tipped his head back. With a rough growl, he said, “I need you, so badly. I must taste you, now.” Jonah nudged her legs apart. Dipped his head between her thighs.

      Flames surged through her veins. Her body jerked. Her limbs weakened, trembled, at the exquisite shocks. Effortlessly keeping her steady with one hand, he slid a thumb over her sensitive flesh. Whimpers of need escaped her.

      He teased and tantalized, moving over her eagerly. Forced Sami to grab his shoulders, lean on his strength to stay upright, until the sensations exploded. Pleasure crashed over her.

      The new, urgent voice inside cried out for more.

      She wanted all of him.

      He laid her down on the soft grass. Moved over her with a piercing, hungry stare.

      Joining with him made Sami's heart complete. There was no pain this time, only immense pleasure as he filled her. Kissed her gently. Then, slowly, tortuously, drew out. Jonah captured her gaze as he moved faster, with the same urgent needs expanding inside of her. Her breathless cries of delight seemed to only urge him on.

      The fierce, new wildness within her continued to grow. To strengthen.

      Yes.

      This.

      This was what she'd needed.

      Time, the world, everything, lost all meaning, but for the two of them. The love and desire consuming them both. Jonah rocked forward, left her moaning his name. The sound of sweat slickened skin on skin, of their rapid breaths, mixed with groans and sighs of ecstasy.

      Sami dragged her nails down his back, gripped his flexing behind. Held tight. She never wanted to let Jonah go. He drove deep, his golden gaze flashing wolf crimson.

      The haze of overwhelming pleasure swept her away. Jonah teased his mouth along her jaw, down her throat. She tipped her head back for him once more, trusting him to her soul.

      He gently clamped his teeth on her skin. “Mate.” His growl held a wealth of love and promise.

      When he crushed his lips to hers, devouring her mouth, Sami responded with the same frenzy.

      He filled her, thrusting hard, making her cry out, again and again. Pleasure played over his face at the sounds he wrung from her. Jonah's sweet touch, his hungry kiss, pushed her higher. Tremors quaked, exploded in a rush of release. She shouted into his deepening kiss, her body snapping taut. He didn't stop, held her in the raging storm, the haze of pleasure, until they were both pulled under.

      When her breathing calmed enough to be useful, she smiled, blissfully satisfied.

      He rested his forehead on hers. “My darling. My heart.” Easing to her side, Jonah tucked her tight to his chest. They fit perfectly, two halves of a whole. Made for one another.

      This was where she belonged. For the rest of her life.

      Mates.

      Nothing else mattered. Nothing else would ever matter. She didn’t care what he was. What she might be, now, as well. She could never turn Jonah away.

      Captive in his arms, his hard, heated body stretched along hers, Sami drifted, surrounded by his woodsy, smoky scent.

      Time inched past but, unfortunately, refused to stop.

      Far too soon, Jonah rose, leaning on one of his elbows. He lightly kissed her temple. “We still must talk.”

      She knew it. But she hated to disturb the peace settled around them. Right now, she wanted a little longer to merely enjoy being with him. Later, there would be plenty of time to ponder everything about the night before. And everything the future held.

      “In a little while,” she cajoled with a small smile.

      He raised a stubborn brow.

      Ignoring it, Sami got to her feet. Grabbing his arm, she pulled Jonah up as well, and dragged him to the river. “Let's swim.”

      They waded into the cool water. She barely noticed the cloak, floating out behind her. Jonah drew her close and continued in deeper until the water rose to their waists. He scooped some in his hands. Spilled it over her shoulders, her breasts.

      Sami shivered at the chill on her still heated skin. She moved into him.

      He automatically wrapped his arms around her. Brushed his mouth over hers. Drawing back to study her, Jonah traced his fingers down her cheek, along her jaw. “How is it you continue to amaze me?”

      “I don't know.” Feeling her face warm with a blush, Sami bit her lower lip.

      His attention snapped to her mouth. He bent to trace her lips with the tip of his tongue. Desire, still awake within her, sprung higher, hotter, in an instant.

      And he wanted to know how it was that she affected him?

      It was the other way around.

      This desire. All the fiery emotions he made her feel. His strength and gentleness, intellect and humor. It was he who amazed.

      And somehow, thanks be, he wanted her.

      Deep inside, the strange wildness continued to stir, to grow. Love and lust twined together, impossible to resist. Flames so hot they'd never go out.

      He pressed a light kiss to her lips, another to her forehead, then stepped back. “Time's fleeting, and we have much to speak of today.” At least he sounded regretful. Then again, his desire remained apparent. And enticing.

      They washed one another in the sparkling river. She couldn't keep her hands off Jonah. He obviously felt the same. By the time they tumbled from the water and onto the bank, desire was once again a bright fire. But one Sami could do nothing about.

      Yet.

      When they were both clothed, he checked the ties of her red cloak. His fingers teased over the tops of her breasts. Forced a shuddery breath from her lungs.

      He distracted her, saying, “It's good you've kept this cloak on. It will protect you from harm.”

      Sami started to mention it hadn't done much good the night before. But her memory focused on how the pitch-black wolf had seemed to toy with her until the cloak fell. Only then had it attacked.

      She ran a hand along the light, incredibly soft—and already dry—cloth. It was certainly unusual. “Magical?”

      “Yes.” His voice dropped a notch with self-recrimination. “It should even protect you from me, if the need arises.”

      Before she could argue with the weight of his guilt, Jonah grabbed her hand and headed into the orchard. They slipped beneath fragrant, interlaced branches of the fruit trees.

      They were nearly halfway to her cottage when growls rose around them.

      Sami gasped. Clutched his hand tightly.

      Jerking to a stop, Jonah stared at the rows of shadowed trees surrounding them.

      “Wolves?” Sami's voice cracked.

      “Yes.” He pulled her closer. Looked around, searching for the source of the sounds. “After they show themselves, I'll tell you when to run. Get home as fast as you can and bar the door.”

      She stiffened, watching the thickening, late-afternoon shadows for any sign of the growling beasts. At the same time, the new, growing voice inside her cried out, refusing his command. “No.”

      Jonah’s expression hardened with a scowl. “You are in danger. I will not allow it to be for long.”

      She'd not accept leaving him to danger, either. Not again. “If you stay, so do I.”

      His eyes bled fully crimson. “You will get to safety.”

      The growling wolves crept closer.

      Sami picked up on two distinct tones. And the different directions from where they came. One hid to their left, the other to their right. She wasn't quite sure how she knew, was so certain.

      Something inside of her—the same voice now shouting in refusal of ever leaving mate?—just knew.

      She grabbed a thick, broken branch from the ground. “If you stay, so do I. We fight together.”

      He glared at her piece of wood. “I am your protector.”

      Sami arched a brow at his stubbornness. “I thought that's what this red cloak was for?”

      “I'd rather not put it to the test again so soon.”

      Emotion tangled in Sami's heart, but couldn't diminish the strength in her voice. “I left you last night, though it was one of the hardest things I've ever done. I was scared. Terrified. And I let it rule me, turning me into a coward.”

      The growling got louder as the wolves continued to draw near. Sami didn't know why the animals toyed with them, rather than just attacking. But she'd take all the time they could get.

      When Jonah tried to speak, she shushed him. “I cannot, I will not, allow fear to control me. It's not who I've been. It's not who I want to be.” She forced a wry grin to her lips. “We will protect each other. Besides, one can’t easily fight against two.”

      His gaze filled with admiration. And determination. “I will not allow you to fight. The cloak will protect you, but it's never wise to rely heavily on magic. Your safety is only fully assured inside your cottage.”

      The voice inside, the growing feelings of wildness, continued to refuse any thought of leaving Jonah. Her love. Her mate. “I stay and fight by your side. Or we run home. Together.”

      His eyes narrowed, the thought of running not sitting well. But the rumbling, echoing growls kept coming ever closer.

      Jonah finally nodded sharply. “Keep your branch and hold tight.” He gripped her free hand and they made a break for it, dashing through the trees, between the approaching wolves.

      Growls turned to furious howls. Predators on the hunt. Ready for a chase.

      Sami and Jonah careened through the orchard. He moved so fast, she felt swept along.

      The wolves didn't fall behind, but neither did they get any closer. It increased their frenzied snarls and baying howls.

      Long minutes later, they'd nearly reached her cabin. Just a little further and they'd see it. Surely the beasts wouldn't follow this far.

      A different, piercing howl reverberated through the orchard. So very, very close. Another wolf appeared from the shadows to block their path.

      Huge.

      Pitch black.

      Blood red eyes seemed to stare right at Sami. Through her. She gripped the thick branch so tight splinters dug into her palm.

      Jonah stopped, pushing her mostly behind him, but she couldn't look away from the huge wolf.

      Like the wolves from last night, it was nearly twice the size it should be. Except this wasn't just some normal animal. It, and the others quickly gaining on them now, were creatures from the Dark Forest.

      Her mouth went dry. Her chest tightened until she could barely wheeze a breath. Her heart struggled weakly to beat, then suddenly pounded in a rapid, uneven tempo.

      Because this wolf looked exactly like the one who'd bitten her.

      It snarled, growling louder until the vicious sound hurt her ears. Blood-red eyes pierced her. Aware, intelligent, angry.

      The beast took a stiff, threatening step toward them.

      Fear iced Sami's veins.

      Jonah growled back. A low, dangerous rumble that made the hair stick up on Sami's neck.

      The black wolf snarled in warning.

      Around them, the two others closed in with intense howls.

      Jonah aggressively stepped forward. He glared at the black creature. His voice came harsh, commanding, when he spoke in a strange, guttural language Sami didn't understand. Then he said, “This is not your place.”

      He continued moving toward the wolf, keeping Sami close.

      The black beast growled louder. Its eyes flashed bloody fury. Lips peeled back to bare sharp canines.

      Two more wolves darted from the underbrush.

      One, a dull brown, slightly smaller than the rest of the enormous creatures.

      The second, varied shades of browns, and, incongruously, four bright white paws. They circled her and Jonah and the black beast. Their muzzles wrinkled, flashing deadly teeth. Both stared at Sami with red-eyes glowing an animalistic possessiveness that made her shudder.

      Fear ate at her.

      They were surrounded.

      A tight ball of nausea roiled her stomach. Tremors rattled along her nerves. She and Jonah were no match for three huge beasts. They had to get out of there. Get away. Otherwise, they'd certainly be killed.

      The two circling wolves continued to yip and growl, but didn't close the last twenty feet between them. In front of her and Jonah, the black wolf refused to stop staring with it's cold gaze. Until suddenly, it howled—long, loud, terrifying.

      Terror coldly swept through her, forced her to drop her gaze.

      And she knew, without a doubt, this was certainly the wolf who'd attacked her.

      The beast continued to howl triumphantly.

      Calm and quiet, Jonah ordered, “Stare him down. Looking away is a sign of admitting his dominance over you.”

      No.

      Sami wouldn't allow this wolf—any of the three—to think such a thing. She fought past the weakening nausea. Clung to the thick branch she held. Drawing strength from Jonah's hand enveloping hers, she forced her head up.

      Met the demon-red gaze of the black wolf—with barely a flinch—once more.

      The beast's lips pulled back in a snarling grin.

      The sight of all those sharp teeth twisted Sami's nerves. Without thinking, she started to look away again.

      Jonah's grip on her hand tightened. Taking half a step forward, he shouted, “This is not your place and you are not welcome here. Leave. Now.” His strong, harsh voice dipped when he again spoke in that other, guttural language.

      The dark wolf flinched. Retreated a few feet. Jonah tugged Sami forward to claim the surrendered space.

      The two circling beasts quieted, stopped. Watched the huge black one.

      With how instinctual animals were, Sami supposed its backing away could be taken as a sign of weakness. She might not know how wolves acted, but she knew people.

      When two males tried preening with dominance and one backed away, the results were obvious.

      So she drew on more of Jonah's strength. Caught the fragile hope filling her heart.

      It these beasts were afraid of him, they could get out of this alive.

      Probably.

      The black wolf stiffened. Stalked closer, trying to regain his lost ground. Howled again, then pierced her with its glare. The other two yipped in response, once more circling, faster than before. Their snarls and growls louder.

      Were they working themselves into a frenzy?

      Her flickering hope cooled.

      In a blink, Jonah let go of her hand. He took the thick branch she held. Faster than humanly possible, he rushed the black beast. A sharp crack rang out through the orchard when he slammed the wood against the wolf's head.

      The animal crumpled to the ground.

      Silence descended.

      For a long moment, no one moved. Then, slowly, the two brown wolves raised furious stares to Sami and Jonah. They snarled aggressively.

      Jonah stared them down. Softly told her, “Let's go.”

      Dazed, she glanced at the brown wolves, the unconscious black one. Hurried to Jonah and reclaimed his hand. He led her around, past, the fallen creature.

      As soon as there was some space between them, the brown beasts hurried to its side, sniffing, snarling, growling.

      Jonah commanded them, “Do not return to this place. Tell him, when he wakes.” He added more in that other language.

      The dull brown wolf whimpered a little, cowering beside the fallen black one. The larger beast didn’t back down, but watched them go.

      Just before Jonah pulled her between the trees and blocked the wolves from view, Sami felt the heat of another intense stare.

      Compelled, she couldn't help but look back.

      The brown wolves stood protectively, watching her with eyes of red fire that nearly burned. So too did the black one's furious gaze. Awake, he glared at her and Jonah.

      She spun forward. Walked faster.

      Straining, she listened for any sound of the wolves coming after them again. When her cottage finally came into view with nothing else bad happening, they hurried inside to the peace and sanctuary.

      At the table, Sami collapsed into a chair. Stared unseeing at the wooden floor.

      Jonah knelt by her side, taking her cold hands between his warm ones. “It will be all right, I swear to you.” He looked her over. “How are you feeling?”

      She struggled to focus, to meet his gaze. Managed to answer, “I don’t know.”

      He kissed the back of her hand. Slowly stood and moved around the room.

      The night before, the wolves had attacked Jonah. Attacked her. But that had been near the Dark Forest. Far outside the village.

      This time, today, they dared come to her home?

      To Gran's home?

      Sami needed to check the old protections scattered around their land. Charms and such. She didn't know if they worked or not. Like Gran's tales, she'd never really believed in magic.

      But, it was at least something she could do.

      Later though.

      She took a shaky breath.

      Much later. After they were certain the wolves were gone.

      Warmth drifted over her. Sami shook her head, finally able to clear some of the confusion and numbing fear.

      Jonah had started a fire roaring in the stone hearth. Now, he hooked a cooking pot, filled with water, over the flames. Silently, she watched him move about, taking a bit of her small supply of meat and adding it to the pot, then cutting up a variety of vegetables and tossing them in, too, the exact way she usually made it.

      Soon, delicious smells filled the room. Stirred something beneath the dull roar of Sami's numbness. Her belly clenched. She cried out at sudden jolts of pain. Wrapping her arms around her stomach, she hunched over, wheezing.

      Jonah hurried to her side. “Eat this.” He handed her a hunk of yesterday's bread.

      Uncontrolled, she grabbed it. Ripped with her teeth, chewed vigorously, devoured the food.

      Jonah stepped to the cooking pot and scooped out a few pieces of not-quite-done meat. Brought them to her. “This will help.”

      At the sight, and overpowering scent, of the meat, she salivated. Her stomach tightened with more sharp pains. Spasmed with hunger. She ate, uncaring about anything but the need for food.

      When she was done, Jonah sat down on the chair next to her. “Better now?”

      She didn't trust herself to speak, so only nodded.

      He said softly, “I never wanted this for you. Never for you, my darling heart. But it is a part of you now.”

      “What is?”

      “You'll need more food than before. A lot more, sometimes, such as after changing or being injured—like the healing of your wounds overnight. Even times of high stress, or high emotion, can make your hunger surge. It's the part of you that's becoming magic and wolf.”

      She wasn't quite ready to discuss that. Instead, she waved at the cottage door. “What was all of that out there just now?”

      “Wolves.”

      “I can figure that much.” Anger rose to edge over her swirling confusion, beat back some of the fear. “Why did they come here?”

      Jonah's mouth tightened. Fury flushed his cheeks. “They shouldn’t have.”

      “Well they did. Why?” Her fists clenched at her sides. “This is my home. Why did they come?”

      He pulled her into a tight, warming hug. “For me. For you.” His touch helped dissipate the last of her lingering numbness.

      “What do they want?” She refused to allow her voice to tremble.

      Jonah's answer shouldn't have been a surprise. “A few things, primarily. As they have lived here for quite a long time, they claim the area as their own. When I arrived, I petitioned the local wolves. They granted me permission to remain for a short time. I'm no longer welcome.”

      “Well, now you'll just stay here. With me.”

      His eyes darkened. He rubbed her back. “Unfortunately, it's not so simple. They claim a very large territory. Your home is in theirs.”

      Anger continued to inch over her confusion and fear. She lifted her chin determinedly. “It is my home. I will say who can be here.”

      His grin, the flash of appreciation in his eyes, gave her even more courage. But before she could continue, her stomach returned to growling loudly. A blush heated her face.

      Jonah brought her a bowl full of steaming stew.

      Once she’d taken her first bite, it was again as if all manners disappeared. She shoveled spoonful after spoonful into her mouth, barely taking time to chew.

      Hunger drove her.

      She took another large bite, but something tasted... off. Until she spat out the vegetables, though she usually enjoyed them. Right now, her appetite was for something else.

      She only wanted meat.

      More meat.

      Her spoon clattered to the table. She used her fingers to scoop out the chunks. Devour them. When she was finally done, Sami realized her actions. She glanced at Jonah, embarrassed.

      Silently, he refilled her bowl, this time with mostly just meat. When he sat down beside her, he dropped his own spoon onto the table. Raised his bowl to his lips, and with a wink, ate as she had—if quite a bit more sensibly.

      With something already in her stomach, hunger became bearable. Sami managed to continue eating with some self-control.

      Jonah's halting voice filled the cottage. “The wolves who live in the nearby forest are like none I’ve encountered before. They work together, live together. Protect one another.”

      “Why is that strange? Most animals herd together.”

      He shook his head. “Animals, yes. Pure wolves live in packs. However, every place I've travelled, when I’ve encountered those like myself—part wolf and part man—we've always avoided each other.”

      “That sounds lonely.”

      “It was life. Yet now, I’ve seen that it's possible for people like me—” he paused and met her gaze, “like us—to live together. Help each other.”

      “Except they want you gone. Why?”

      “Because I took you,” he replied simply.

      Confusion filled her.

      “George. The black wolf who leads the others...” Jonah checked her bowl. Stared silently until she resumed eating. “There have been... Whispers. Talk of a beautiful woman in the village. One George planned to make his wife.”

      “Me?” she squeaked.

      “Yes.”

      “But I don't know any George. I don't know him.”

      “Actually, I believe you do, but that's not important at the moment. And I'm not sure he'd care, either way. He wants you for himself. That is why he bit you. To turn you into one of us.”

      “B-but... I love you. He can’t do anything about it.”

      Jonah sat straighter, a sharp snap of power crackling around him. “I spoke to one of his wolves earlier today. George claims you, since it was he who bit you.”

      Comprehension dawned.

      The fearsome black beast. Last night near the Dark Forest. Today in her orchard. Far too close to her home. To Gran's home.

      Shoving her chair back, Sami rose to her feet. “Well, he can’t have me.”

      “Never. You are mine.”

      “So we’ll just tell him that.”

      Jonah's chuckle was humorless. “That’s not how things work.”

      Slumping back onto the chair, she mumbled, “Rules, rules, rules.” The silence stretched until she asked, “How can such things like... us...” The word felt strange on her lips, but she was now like Jonah. And like the one who'd bitten her. “How can we exist?”

      “You know I've been all around the world. I'm much older than I appear. Most of us are. I've found many things out there which do exist, but are dismissed, called superstition or myth. Yet, all myth has some basis in truth.”

      Sami thought of Gran’s stories. The hair on the back of her neck prickled at other, terrifying creatures from a few of those tales. “But how?”

      “While I don’t have every answer, I will share all I do know.”

      “And how were they able to be wolves? It’s day. The stories limit monsters to the dark of night.”

      “As I said, all myths contain some element of truth. But not everything claimed is correct.”

      She finished eating. Feeling warm and full, she waved away Jonah's offer of another bowl. He quickly cleaned up, then led her to the couch in front of the blazing fire. Sitting down, he drew her onto his lap. Back into the sweet embrace of his strong, comforting arms.

      Into the place that felt like home.

      Sami laid her head on his shoulder, flushed by his heat and the fire's warmth. Her every breath was filled with Jonah's woodsy, spiced scent.

      And finally, for the first time since facing the wolves in the orchard, she fully relaxed.

      When Jonah returned to her questions, his voice echoed, rumbled beneath her ear. “What we are relies on a magic not necessarily tied to the moon. With time and strength and practice, any of our kind can change from man to wolf as they choose.”

      “Then why did you change last night? It didn’t look like your choice.”

      “There are three nights each month, those of the full moon, when the magic of what we are takes over. Forces the shift.”

      Tension swiftly returned to stiffen Sami's spine. “Tonight there will be a full moon.”

      He brushed a hand over her hair. “Yes.”

      “Am... am I going to change?” The question came out nearly silent.

      “Perhaps, my darling heart. Your cloak is special, and I hope...” His voice deepened with an emotional growl until he cleared his throat. “I hope its magic will prevent such a thing.”

      She rubbed her cheek against his shoulder, thinking it over. “Even if the cloak stops it for me, you will still change?”

      “Yes.”

      Her mind spun with so many things.

      Fear at becoming a wolf.

      Of Jonah changing, but leaving her during the night, as he most likely would, for her safety. Thoughts of him being out there, alone, while other wolves hunted him.

      And what would happen if she ever lost the cloak? If it was the only thing keeping her as she had been...

      Something deep in her gut reminded Sami there was no avoiding fate.

      Or the future. Their future.

      She told Jonah, “I want to be with you. In all ways.”

      He straightened. “The other wolves will be watching for me. For us.”

      “Two are stronger than one alone.” Tipping her head back, she met his crimson-flecked gaze. “We can protect each other. Besides, I'll have to figure it out eventually, won’t I?”

      He kissed her, so sweetly, his touch soft as the lightest breeze. Sami melted against him, inhaling his scent, let him comfort her.

      When Jonah drew back, his features were sharp with determination. “I will not allow them to harm you.”

      She smiled softly. “I know, my protector.”

      The slow burn of hunger, of need, built inside her. For this man, with such intense love brightening his gaze.

      Her life had certainly turned upside down. Confusing and startling, with mythical monsters suddenly turned real.

      Yet, if she was now a wolf—part wolf?—like Jonah, perhaps it would make being together easier. She didn’t know what to expect once the moon rose, but he would help her handle it. That much, at least, there was no doubt.

      He would be with her. Guiding her.

      Sami took a deep breath, refusing to worry until night came.

      Right now, all she could concentrate on was how much she wanted him. It was as if her emotions, her senses, continued to heighten until she could feel such controlling, primal needs—hunger, fear, lust—to the depths of her bones.

      The burning brand of desire flushed through her. The new wildness within took control.

      She rose, led Jonah into her small bedroom, and pushed him inside.

      Need filled her.

      Was consuming her.

      To feel him against her. Inside of her. To feel the softness of his heart, his soul. The completeness of joining together as one.

      Sami reached up and untied the cloak. Let it fall to the floor.

      The crimson sparks in Jonah's eyes became a flood of hunger. He grinned wolfishly. As if he, too, couldn't resist the mesmerizing desire snapping between them, he grabbed her chemise and overdress. In one swift move he dragged them up and over her head.

      His red-gold stare was a caress over her naked skin. He traced slightly calloused palms over her shoulders, down her arms. “Do you have any idea how beautiful you are, my darling heart?”

      Sami reached for the buttons of his trousers. Flicked them undone. His thick length sprung free. She trailed her fingers over him, enthralled at his groan. The way his hips jerked because of her touch.

      Jonah quickly shed his clothes. Bent to capture her mouth. The taste of spice and male and him drove through her. He eased her legs apart, pressed between her thighs.

      She rubbed against him. Thrills of pleasure raced through her. Eager to explore more, she traced his muscled back, his tight butt. Slipped a hand between them so she could curl her fingers around his shaft.

      “Slowly, darling. I need you badly and I'm not certain how gentle I can be.” The huskiness in his voice set her trembling.

      The wild fire inside her didn't care for such things. Didn't want gentle. Didn't want slow. “Then don't be.” Grabbing handfuls of his hair, Sami jerked his mouth back to hers. “I need you.” Her voice came out hoarse. Almost a growl. “Now.”

      He cupped between her thighs. Groaned. “So slick and hot and ready.”

      Boldly, she replied, “For you.”

      Jonah backed her to the wall. Pinned her with his large, strong body. Wickedly, he stroked between her thighs. His mumble was urgent, and not only for her, “I will not harm you.”

      “You would not. Ever,” Sami agreed without reservation.

      Jonah's eyes flooded crimson. He growled, a rumbling vibration of need and possessiveness. He positioned himself. Filled her, hard, fast, deep.

      Sami cried out at the pleasure. Her head fell back against the wall. She took him in, held him tight. Jonah captured her mouth, demanding more. She'd willingly offer whatever he asked of her.

      He gave no quarter when her cries and moans intensified. He filled her, again and again. Heat licked over her skin. Along her nerves. She welcomed him in to every last hidden corner of her heart. Of her soul.

      His relentless movements built a spiraling ecstasy.

      With every heavy breath, Sami dragged in Jonah's scent. There was an urgency between them, a matching hunger. She kissed him, relishing his taste, his touch. Jonah moved faster, near frantic with need. His rumbling growls and groans were nirvana.

      Pleasure flooded her senses. Pushed her higher until it all overwhelmed. She gasped for air, crying out, shuddering at the release.

      Jonah kissed her, giving her more, demanding more for himself. He kept her suspended at the height of the exquisite sensations until his hoarse shout joined her softer cries.

      He slowed, then tucked her tight to his chest and carried her to the bed.

      Laying down, Jonah stretched alongside her, cocooning her from behind. “Gods, Sami, you have truly blessed me with much I thought never to find. Or to ever deserve.” His whisper filled her heart with such fierce love it was startling.

      She burrowed back, closer. Drew one of his hands to her chest, next to her thundering heart. “I love you, Jonah. And everyone deserves such things.”

      He stilled for a long, pensive moment. Kissed the back of her neck with a sigh that seemed lighter, happy. “My darling heart. You do realize, don't you, that wolves mate for life?”

      “Good.” Although a brief thought flitted through her mind.

      Sami wasn't certain that even a lifetime with Jonah would be enough.

      Dreamily, she rested in his arms, relishing the languidity. The comfort of his warmth. His protection. Here, she felt safe. She felt loved, cherished.

      The other wolves didn't matter.

      What Jonah was—and she, now, too—didn't matter.

      Because they were together. They always would be. They'd get through this, figure it all out.

      Of that much, at least, she had no doubts.
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        * * *

      

      Night had nearly arrived.

      Shadows crept longer. Closer.

      The bruising hints of twilight cast a dark pall over everything.

      After napping a little, she and Jonah had eaten a dinner of meat, cheese and bread. The food satisfied the burning in Sami's belly. But a short conversation, and Jonah's long list of warnings, only increased her worry.

      With the dark of night and the full moon drawing near—seemingly faster with each quickly ticking moment—her nerves began to riot.

      Especially when Jonah took her hand and led her outside, onto the wide, wooden porch.

      “When you first change, it can be painful.” His face tightened with sorrow. Regret. He shook his head. “I wish I could spare you that. But it will get better, easier, with time. Remember my warning. You must hold onto control. Follow me away from the village.”

      Earlier she'd asked why.

      His answer continued to frighten her all the way down to her bones. So new, your wolf will see people as prey. I'll take you to a safe place. Somewhere we can hunt. Deer, rabbits.

      Now, beneath the darkening sky, a tingling sensation swept over Sami's skin. It was as if she could sense the moon, about to rise. Jonah removed his clothes, folding them before he laid them neatly on the wooden porch.

      Sami stared at his masculine beauty, revealed by the edge of starlight. He was a sight to behold beneath the sun, but in the soft light of night, he seemed to almost... well... glow with strength and power.

      He cupped her chin, tipped her head back, studied her intently. “Are you truly certain you wish to do this? We can still try to prevent it with the magic of the cloak.”

      Sami was certain she was confused, afraid, worried, of so many things. What was and would happen. What she'd become. But above it all, one thing remained clear and in focus.

      This was Jonah.

      Now was now.

      All that had happened, well, it had already happened.

      They couldn't go back and change anything.

      So the only possible action she could take was to learn about who, and what, she now was.

      Sami rose on her toes. Brushed her lips over his. “I go where you go.”

      Jonah untied her cloak. Let it slip from her shoulders. He removed her overdress, then her chemise. Folded, then set them beside his neat pile of clothes.

      The gentle curve of the moon slipped above the horizon, brightening the shadows of the night.

      As the light washed over her, Sami felt its call.

      Strong.

      Irresistible.

      Taking Jonah’s hand in hers, she pressed against him, calming a bit at the feel of skin against skin. Together, they looked to the sky.

      A slow hum built in the air. Tiny flashes of light sparked around them.

      “Magic,” Jonah said, his voice deepening.

      “It didn't look like this last night.”

      “The magic isn't here for me.”

      A sharp tingling rush pulsed over her skin. Became a burning brand that seared her veins, tunneled deep into her bones. Sami couldn't stop her scream of surprise, then of increasing pain.

      Jonah's voice came, muffled, distant, but there. “I'm here, my heart. Right by your side.”

      Cramps hit. Filled her stomach with fiery daggers. Sami wrapped her arms tight around her middle, doubling over. Pain consumed her like a ravenous bonfire.

      Jonah's voice called, but she couldn't translate the strange sounds into meaningful words. Not over the agony eating her from the inside out.

      Dimly, she realized she was falling. Jonah caught her, gently laying her on the wooden porch. She continued to shake. Couldn't stop.

      Pain intensified. White-hot sparks that took over her world. Became all she could feel. Could focus on.

      Too great to bear.

      Agony swept from her stomach. Up her chest, to her arms. Down her legs. Her body twisted. Contorted in ways not humanly possible.

      The pain, the fire, consumed her.

      Nothing could stop it.

      Her hands tightened. Bones crunched. Her fingers shortened. Deadly claws sprouted from her fingernails. Fur grew to cover her prickling skin. Her shoulders popped. Her spine curved.

      She screamed.

      Her head, her face began to shift. Her jaw stretched. Her teeth lengthened into a mouthful of fangs.

      Pain. So much pain.

      Sami fell into a whiteness where nothing existed but for the burning rush of hot agony.
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        * * *

      

      When she came back to herself, her entire awareness of the world had changed.

      Everything looked different. So clear. Even in the night, she could make out individual leaves on far away branches.

      And the smells! Fragrances rose from the dirt. Rich, moist. A sharper tang of sap, the earthy scent of leaves. Prey huddled nearby.

      Sounds came from everywhere. Flutters and squawks up in the trees. Tiny footsteps scurrying over fallen leaves, beneath bushes, into burrows deep within the ground.

      Behind her a wolf howled.

      She spun, clumsy on four paws.

      His scent hit, kindled inside her.

      Mate.

      Wobbling to his side, she licked his muzzle. He nudged her, directing her away from home, from the people she could scent in the direction of the distant village. She hesitated.

      Hunger rose.

      Those bodies in the village were soft, weak. Unable to protect themselves against her strength. She snapped the air, tasting hints of anticipation, of the hunt.

      A dark ball expanded through her. Hunt and hunger were what mattered.

      Easy prey mattered.

      But once again, mate nudged her, ordered her to go his way.

      She trusted him.

      With a low woof, she padded to his side.

      He nosed the scruff of her neck affectionately. Nipped gently at her ear. Then he pushed her away from the village and toward the trees in the opposite direction. She happily followed.

      They would hunt. They would protect each other.

      Together.

      Now and for always, no matter what might come or what they might face.

      Because together was where they belonged.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Volume Three: Obsessions

          

        

      

    

    
      Most know of me or at least have heard my tale. Certainly you would recognize my crimson, hooded cloak. You've been regaled by the story of my battle with a wolf.

      But as with most stories, that was only a small part of my life. And legends discard certain truths.

      Forgotten with each retelling was how the wolves I fought could also become men. My beloved Jonah, too, remains shrouded in the mists of time. Nothing is mentioned of all we meant to one another. Of the family we created and sent out into the world. No one speaks of the bonds we shared, or how he changed my life forever.

      Yet, after becoming his, tumultuous times lay ahead. Like my love, I became a wolf, tugged by the call of the moon. I learned the tales Gran told long ago were all too real. That there were others, like Jonah and I, living in the Dark Forest just outside my village.

      And one of them wished to destroy the bonds of our love.

      If you are truly curious, then sit for a while. Join me and discover for yourself the complete tale.

      The truth behind the woman with the dark red riding hood.
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        * * *

      

      Beneath the bright and heavy moon, two massive shadows ran side by side. Wolves—yet, not merely wolves—darted across a grassy, rolling meadow. Though neither appeared so, both were human, even if they now wore the shape of their animals, commanded and unleashed by the full moon above.

      The larger, dark auburn wolf stopped suddenly. Peered around the hills. A slight breeze ruffled his russet fur. He sniffed the air. Ears perked when he caught a scent. He ran again, moving near silent on soft paws.

      The smaller wolf's fur glinted a lighter red in the moonlight. She ran with mate, though her movements were slower, unsure. The newness of this first shift left her unbalanced. But mate never ranged far from her side, no matter how awkward she remained.

      He slowed and nosed her neck fur. Danced in circles around her with soft teasing yips. She spun to keep him in sight. Lost her footing. Fell on her rump.

      She woofed sharply. Nipped at his ear.

      He grinned, tongue lolling out. With a softer, rumbling woof—almost a laugh—he nudged her back onto wobbly feet.

      For hours they played, chasing one another, dodging after small prey. Eventually she began to figure out all the newness. And the wildness filling her.

      They reached the edge of the meadow, and the start of a thick forest. Mate darted into the shadows. Yipping joyfully, she followed, becoming more surefooted on four paws, rather than two feet.

      Mate jumped onto a broad fallen log. Tipped his head to the moon above. His howl called to her. To join in. She looked at the glowing orb in the sky. Silvery light filled her with a humming warmth.

      Their voices rose and twined together.

      In the far distance came echoing calls. Fierce howls of others, beasts on the hunt. But not for small prey. They hunted for her and mate. Still, they were far.

      And obviously didn't concern mate at the moment. He shoved his nose in the ruff at her neck again. With a playful woof, he dashed off. She chased, staying close.

      They slipped deeper into the colorful, autumn drenched forest. Dodged around trees and bounded over fallen logs. Her heart was a rabbit-beat in her chest. Her blood pumped hot and fierce through her veins at the thrill of this faux hunt. Laughter bubbled inside her.

      Once more mate abruptly stopped, this time, directly in her path. Her claws scrabbled, but she slid clumsily over the leafy ground. Thumped against his side. They tumbled over the forest floor in a tangle of limbs.

      Mate rolled to his feet, grinning. She woofed softly as she stood. He nudged her in front of him with a low yip. It was her turn to run. To play the prey.

      And he would be hunter.

      Anticipatory thrills shot through her. Raised the ruff of fur on her back. At his low, signaling howl, she was off.

      She couldn't outrun mate, but she could be canny. Even if his second howl came far too soon. She hadn't gained nearly enough distance between them.

      But the wildness inside was a growing voice, telling her what to do.

      Instantly diverging from her first plan, she ducked into a dense copse of trees, where shadows darkened the ground and thick underbrush tangled at her fur. She crisscrossed a wide area to spread her scent. Taking advantage of her smaller size, she crept into a small hollow at the base of a tree, hidden by leafy bushes.

      Once mate passed her hiding spot, she'd run back the other way. Calmly, she laid her muzzle on her paws and settled down to silently wait.

      His scent hit first.

      She tensed. The urge to rush out, to greet him, was a loud, instinctive call from within.

      Mate.

      She resisted, enjoying this game of hide and seek, even as the primal voice called louder.

      His scent sharpened. Flowed around to envelop her.

      An antsy itch shivered down her spine. Before she could react, jaws tightened on the back of her neck.

      She tensed.

      Trapped. Caught.

      And so easily.

      But she'd learn.

      With a whimper, she rolled over. Gave him her belly, her throat, in surrender. Mate gently nosed her fur before stepping back, chuffing.

      He led her from the trees, returning to the wide, grassy meadow. They flushed rabbits and sleepy birds from burrows and nests. When the first rays of the sun began to lighten the far horizon, mate led her toward the scent of fresh water.

      Birds woke. Began to chirp. The air crackled with the sharp scent of a new day soon to come. They reached a small lake and drank deep, then found a large depression beneath the greenery of overgrown bushes.

      She curled, nose to tail. Mate lay at her back, his head resting on her shoulder. He stared out from their hollow, watchful for any danger.

      Always and ever, she knew that mate—her love, her protector—would keep her safe.
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        * * *

      

      Sami woke slowly to the day. The ground prickled against her naked skin. A hot, hard body cupped her from behind. Jonah's earthy, smoky scent cocooned her. Soothing, comforting. Her muscles felt languid, if a bit sore. The same as after putting a long day of work in Gran's orchard.

      A glance around told her this wasn't any place familiar.

      Where exactly were they? Just how far had they come from her home?

      Sami realized she couldn't remember how, or when, they'd gotten here. What they'd done during the night. Small flashes of the past few days flickered through her mind. How the previous evening had ended with the call of the moon.

      The wolf now within her had emerged.

      She recalled pain. Then nothing except dark blankness. Only the sense that Jonah had stayed with her, by her side. Watched over her without fail.

      Sighing softly, Sami let the creeping tension wash away. Now wasn't the time to worry, or fret.

      Nothing could be changed. Nor did she want anything to be different. Not if it meant losing Jonah.

      Her musings scattered as other things started to snag her attention.

      How strange, unusual, she felt. She'd felt a little off yesterday, but nothing as powerful as now. Had her first time as wolf changed so much about her?

      Her senses snapped wide open. Exploded.

      Sami smelled not just Jonah, but the crisp scent of autumn leaves. The sweet-bitterness of tree sap. Freshly churned dirt. Even a furred hint of small animals—prey, a voice inside whispered—nearby. Their musky odor left a trail that growing instinct said could be followed to a meal.

      And the colors! The world had never appeared so vibrant.

      Brilliant hues of stunning jewels she'd only seen in books now filled her vision. A sapphire sky peeked between the trees, their interlaced branches covered with citrine and ruby. Emerald bushes circled their sheltered resting spot.

      Sounds, too, were everywhere. Crackling leaves, scurrying feet, whispered chatters, birdsong. All echoed around them.

      Behind her, Jonah stirred, rising on one elbow. His feather light touch drifted along her bare hip. Sami shivered, the sights and scents and sounds fading. She rolled onto her back, and looked up at him, studying the man who'd become her world.

      Dark, just past shoulder-length hair swept the sides of his angular, masculine face. Set off golden eyes currently bright with tender emotion. “Good morning, my darling heart.”

      His husky voice made her shiver again.

      As did the realization they were both completely naked. At her hip, she felt the hardness of his desire. Watched the flare of it darken his gaze. Heat rushed to kindle in her heart, and her soul. To pool in her belly.

      Jonah was her love. Her lover.

      The growing voice deep inside whispered, her mate.

      Soon, he'd be her husband.

      Such knowledge made her heart sing. Emotion and desire entwined in an volatile combination. There was no hesitation. Only the push of instinct and need. Sami dragged her fingers through his dark silky hair. Tugged his head down. Pressed her mouth to his.

      Jonah took control, kissing her with the heat of overwhelming love and passion. The taste of exotic, spicy male left her reeling. And hungry for more.

      He suddenly drew back a little, leaving her skin chilled, her inner world on fire. Sami tried to pull him closer, but the stubborn man refused to budge an inch.

      Instead, he stared at her intently for long moments. Finally crooked a dark brow. “How are you feeling after last night?”

      “Just fine.” She was impatient to taste, to touch, but her answer didn't appease him.

      “Do you remember anything of the night?” He tucked a lock of her long auburn hair back behind her ear, his touch pure gentleness.

      “I don’t remember much of anything after we went outside and the moon rose.” Nothing clearly, anyway. A few flashes, here and there, of running alongside him as if they were one. “Do you remember what happens when you’re a wolf?”

      “Yes. It takes time to get used to all the changes. It will come.” He danced his fingers down her cheek, along her jaw.

      Wolf crimson flickered in his golden eyes. Sparks of desire flared between them. He let his gaze slowly travel down her body. The simple act left Sami trembling. The lusty need that had conquered her while in his arms yesterday was nothing compared to the blazing hunger currently zinging through her.

      Was her desire, like her senses, intensified because of the wolf now awake inside of her?

      Driven, Sami pushed herself up on her elbows to kiss him again. “As I said. I am fine. I'd be even better if you'd come here.”

      His eyes colored ruby. Pleasure washed over his face. He brushed his mouth over hers, gave her a predatory grin. “What have I unleashed in you?”

      She lightly raked her nails down his arm. “I want you. Now.”

      “Soon, my darling. It is ever sweeter for the waiting.”

      She growled, then stilled at such a sound coming from her. And at such goading impatience. Heat flushed her cheeks. Her actions, her reactions, would be called inappropriate by most.

      But how could she ignore, or deny, her rising emotion, the need, when everything felt so right between them?

      Sami's thoughts scattered when Jonah trailed hot kisses down her neck. Instinct had her tipping her head back. Baring her throat to him.

      Yesterday, he'd told her it was a sign of ultimate trust for those like them.

      He paused, pressed a small kiss just below her ear. The scruff on his jaw prickled her skin delightfully. Tracing a hand along her ribs, he flicked his thumbs over the bottoms of her breasts in light, teasing strokes. Something hot and insistent built within Sami, demanding more. More of him.

      Being with Jonah was beyond anything she ever could have dreamed.

      He kissed her throat. Moved lower. Circled her pebbled nipples with his tongue, one, then the other. Instinctively, Sami arched her back, rising higher toward him. With a greedy groan, he drew her into the hot, wet cavern of his mouth. She cried out at the shocks of pleasure, the spreading heat. He lavished her with attention until she could hardly draw a breath through her moans.

      Jonah splayed his hands over her stomach. Nudged her thighs apart. Pressing soft kisses along the same trail, he knelt between her legs. Continued to stroke her stomach, her hips. His tantalizing touch left her trembling.

      The scruff on his strong jaw rasped her skin when he lapped at her with soft, quick licks. Sami gasped, writhed beneath him at the exquisiteness. The consuming desire. Calling his name, she fell back. Clutched his shoulders with rising urgency.

      Watching her expression, Jonah slid his thumbs over her sensitive flesh. Her every exhale mixed with soft cries. He gripped her hips and dragged her higher.

      A vortex of sensations spiraled though Sami. She was barely aware of insistently tugging on his hair, demanding more, as pleasure crashed through her. Jonah continued his onslaught, suspending her in a place where she could do nothing but accept the coursing, heady rush.

      She loved it.

      Loved him with an intensity that, perhaps, should have frightened her, but instead comforted. Because the same depth of emotion inside of her also shone fierce and true in him.

      Rising over her, Jonah rubbed his chin along her jaw. His breath caressed her ear. “My darling heart, you are incredible.”

      “You complete me, Jonah.” Everything, all of this—what he made her feel, the love he so obviously felt, all for her—were things she'd never imagined she'd find. Not for herself.

      Yet, here he was.

      Jonah adjusted himself. His thick shaft brushed over her sensitive, slickened flesh. He kissed her, hard, hot, hungry. She met his demanding mouth, caressing his shoulders, his strong arms, trying to pull him closer.

      The dusting of hair on his chest brushed over her skin. Made her nipples tighten, ache. A growl rose in Sami's throat. This time, it didn't startle her. Instead, she embraced the wildness.

      Its command to take control. To take what she wanted. What she needed.

      The play of Jonah's muscles, his strength and power—all hers at the moment—enthralled Sami. Following instinct, she grabbed his butt. Ground hers hips to his.

      “Gods, Sami. How I love you.” He thrust deep, filling her. His guttural groan rose over her welcoming cry.

      The zap of the connection, the emotion, exploding, expanding between them, nearly overwhelmed her. She fisted her hands in his hair and jerked him closer. Nipped at his mouth. Kissed him with everything building inside of her.

      He matched her eagerness, her hunger. His passion, the softness burning in his crimson-flecked gold eyes, shoved her higher into the swirling sensations. Her cries and mewls spurred him on. He growled heavily against her lips.

      Sami took him in, fully, completely. Was greedy for more. Guided by instinct, she tilted her hips to meet his thrusts. Wrapped a leg around his hips.

      “Gods, yes,” Jonah gritted out. He kissed along her jaw, her neck. Lightly bit her shoulder.

      Hot pleasure captured her. Spun her wildly. She wavered on the brink for an instant, then, the exquisite haze pushed her over the thin edge. Jonah kissed her again, his touch urgent. His frenzy increased the sweet intensity, until his hoarse groans joined her softer cries.

      Jonah slowed, breathing heavy. He softly kissed her temple, then moved to lay beside her. He drew her back, tucked her to his wide chest. His erratic, racing heartbeat thumped in time to her own. He swept a hand down her hair. Held tight.

      A slight breeze found its way through the brush around them. Began to cool her sweat-soaked skin. She sighed, so full of contentment it astounded her.

      Just a few months ago, she’d thought to be alone, untouched by love forever. Now, she’d been blessed by this man, holding her as if he’d never let go.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever been this happy,” she murmured.

      “I know I have not. But now, we've found each other, my darling heart.”

      They drifted, relaxed, enjoying the quiet autumn morning.

      Unfortunately, Sami's thoughts and worries refused to stay away. If only shadows didn't continue to darken the edges of her mind, of their life.

      Shadows—other beasts, wolves—she didn't want to remember, especially here and now.

      Eventually, there was no choice. Her thoughts intruded, crashed about. Along with the realization the day was ticking away. There were many things that needed to be attended to.

      Agitated, Sami morosely left the comfort of Jonah's arms. She sat up, brushing her fingers through her long red hair until most of the tangles were gone.

      He watched her with an enigmatic, hooded gaze. “Talk to me, my heart. Something disturbs you greatly.”

      “Must we speak of it now? Can't it wait?” she pleaded.

      His expression tightened with fear for a moment, before relaxing. “Then come. Let us enjoy the lightness of this beautiful morning a little longer.” Taking her hand, Jonah led her from the shelter of trees and bushes.

      Though they were both naked, and she should probably be embarrassed by it, Sami felt unconcerned.

      Out here, it was just the two of them, after all.

      They emerged from the forest near a fairly large lake. Water reflected the sapphire sky and bright sunlight from above. The shoreline where they stood was horseshoe shaped. In the distance, land jutted out into the water from both sides, turning this into a small, peaceful cove. It was truly beautiful. Taking a deep breath of the cool morning air, she smelled water and trees and prey. And Jonah.

      “Where are we?” she asked.

      He slipped behind her. Nuzzled her neck. “Don’t worry. We’re not all that far from your home.”

      “Our home now,” she reminded him. “How have I not seen this wonderful place?”

      “You’ve not been much outside your village. Until we met.”

      “True enough.” Especially after losing Gran, Sami had stayed even closer to the cottage.

      “There's also some hard terrain to cross in order to reach this area. It's harsh and deters most people.”

      “But we can get home all right?”

      “We will be fine, I promise.” He nuzzled her neck. “Though I do wish you had your cloak. We must return to your cottage soon.” His breath tickled her ear. “But first, do you wish to swim?”

      She couldn't stop a smile. He knew her well. “Of course.”

      He hugged her close and for an instant, Sami felt a deep worry radiating from him.

      All of a sudden, she too wished for the crimson cloak. She hadn't been able to wear it while changing into a wolf. The magic of it... Well, there was quite a bit about the hooded cloak she still needed to figure out.

      But they were perfectly safe, here and now.

      Sami pushed back the darker thoughts. Concerns—fears—of other beasts running around near the village. And her home.

      Problem was, each time she managed to shove the worry away, it got a little harder.

      To distract them both, Sami grabbed Jonah's wide shoulders. Rose on her toes to kiss him until their breathing came hard and fast. As if knowing she strained for lightness, when she stepped back, Jonah smacked her bare bottom.

      She squeaked, whirled around and raced to the water's edge. His laughter trailed after her. Filled her with joy. Sami waded into the surprisingly warm water until it lapped at her waist. She turned to the bank, but Jonah was gone.

      When she called his name, he rose from below the surface, right beside her. Water slicked back his hair, making his masculine face appear more angular, almost harsh. Golden eyes held the gentleness and love of his true self. Radiant droplets clung to darkly tanned skin. Slid down his chest.

      The wildness inside Sami leapt. Shouted. Howled.

      Heated desire hummed along her nerves. Though they'd just made love, she hungered for him again already. As if she couldn't, would never, get enough.

      His golden gaze flashed with streaks of crimson hunger. He felt it too, this fiery urgency, this consuming rush. But instead of coming to her, the man winked, and dipped below the lake's surface.

      She started to move to the same spot, but he grabbed her from behind. Sami laughed as she was drawn back to his chest.

      Jonah wrapped strong arms around her. “Ah, my darling heart. Ready for that swim?” He gently nipped her neck, before sinking beneath the water once more.

      If he'd given her a chance to reply, all she could have managed was an animalistic growl of fierce emotion and hot need.

      He reappeared far from the bank, out in dark, deeper waters. He waved, caught the kiss she unthinkingly blew him, then began swimming in long laps with impossible speed.

      Sami swam, much slower, and alongside the bank. She loved the water. Got in it every chance she could—as Jonah well knew. But she didn't dare go far from shore. She'd not yet shared with him all of her fears of deeper waters.

      Besides, while she enjoyed swimming, she was slow.

      Unfortunately, without Jonah close by, the heavy, darker thoughts returned, and this time, refused to be shoved away completely. She moved closer to the bank. Tried to enjoy the morning sun. The way it warmed the autumn air. How it lit the water with a rainbow hue.

      Out in the depths, Jonah continued to swim as if something chased him. Lost in his own worried thoughts, then? He abruptly stopped. Treading water, he scanned the area until he spotted her. With a grin and another wave, he resumed those long, fast laps.

      Soon, Sami's stomach began to rumble, drawing her attention to a growing hunger. A yawning pit of flames beginning to rise in her stomach.

      She remembered yesterday. She'd need to eat soon, or face the pain of her new, uncomfortable hunger. When they reached the cottage, she'd make some stew—heavy on the meat. Her stomach seemed to prefer that since she'd been bitten. Changed.

      One thought led to another, reminding her of the need to visit the village for supplies soon.

      How would people react when they saw her? Would they sense something different about her? Would they finally act on the unease they'd always felt? Or would nothing be different?

      It wasn't as if the way she looked had changed.

      At least, not until the full moon came out.

      With the deaths the past few seasons—villagers gruesomely torn to shreds by wild animals—Sami hoped people didn't find out what she'd become.

      The other beasts, those living in the Dark Forest near the village, hunted her and Jonah. Were they responsible for the villagers’ deaths?

      Another thing she needed to discuss with Jonah.

      But it confused her. Because the villagers had all been killed on nights of the full moon.

      And now, she knew that people like them, those who could change, gained strength as time went by. They didn't necessarily need the full moon to change. Hadn't she and Jonah been attacked near home in the middle of the day?

      So then why had the villagers only been killed during the full moon?

      Too many questions continued to revolve around her mind. Would she ever be able to find all the answers?

      Loud splashes and a short, gruff shout came from somewhere far down the bank. Sami stood, turning with a smile, anticipating Jonah playing around again.

      Only distant ripples on the surface of the water met her gaze. Something stirred in the pit of her tightening belly. “Jonah?”

      Perhaps he'd swam out and around the bend of shore. A fish could have made the splashes. But not the shout she'd heard. Apprehension crawled from her stomach to her chest.

      Long, silent minutes stretched.

      Then more.

      Jonah didn't appear. Not from the curving shore. Not from the water.

      Worry twisted her gut into knots. Sami assured herself she was being silly. He'd just been there, and must be there still.

      Just playing with her.

      He had to be.

      So why did her nerves buzz with anxious fear? With dark apprehension?

      Sami called his name, again and again. Received nothing but the sound of nature in response. Wading backwards, heading for the shore, she studied the cove, and further, the water stretching beyond their protected inlet.

      “Jonah!”

      Her only reply was the shrill cry of a bird somewhere in the forest at her back.

      Finally, another splash came. Directly behind her.

      She spun, ready to yell at Jonah.

      Except it wasn’t him.

      Two strange men leered at Sami from the bank. A small circle of ripples sprung up around the rock they’d tossed to get her attention.

      She stumbled back. Dipped below the water, covering her breasts with her arms. “My husband is nearby,” she hurried to say, straining to appear unafraid.

      Inside, a small voice echoed Jonah's earlier sentiment, and Sami found herself heartily wishing for her crimson cloak.

      Magic that would protect her?

      Perhaps, perhaps not. Most certainly not from men.

      But still...

      The huge guy on the right—taller than the other by a good few feet, and wide enough to pass for two people—threw back his shaggy, bearded head and let out a rumbling laugh. “Husband? I think not, lassie.” His words blended together, his deep, booming voice rolling and burred. “Besides, he won’t do you much good at the moment. Or anytime soon.”

      The fear in Sami's gut spiked with worried anger.

      Just what did he mean by that?

      She glanced around, hoping Jonah would appear. That he was all right. When not even her straining will made it happen, Sami demanded, “Where is he?”

      Neither stranger answered. The shorter man swung a satchel from his back. Rifled through it. He pulled out a thick white cloth, nearly long enough to be a bed sheet, then shot her a glace that made Sami's skin crawl.

      He blinked, finally looked away with a shrug. “This is all I got.” He dropped the cloth on a dry rock along the bank.

      Both men stepped back until they were about thirty feet from the water's edge.

      The giant of a man studied her, not sexually, or even creepily, but with an immense interest she didn't understand.

      His dark eyes flashed wolf crimson.

      Instantly she knew who—and what—he must be.

      One of the wolves after her and Jonah.

      He gruffly ordered, “Put it on. We’ll turn around, but only if you don’t try to get away.”

      She wasn't about to believe them, even when they did both turn and give her their backs. And yet, Sami felt frozen. She couldn't move an inch.

      What was happening?

      Where was Jonah?

      They'd done something to him. Otherwise he’d be at her side. She glanced at the opposite shoreline.

      Far, but she could most likely swim to it. The fact that the darkness of the deeper waters made her uneasy and afraid were things she'd just have to get over. She glanced back at the two strangers. Besides, they were a lot more terrifying.

      The giant called out, “Hurry up, or I’ll come in and get you, naked or no. And lassie, you won't outswim me. I'm as fast as your lad.”

      So they'd watched her and Jonah? For how long?

      She trembled, anger burning away some of her fear.

      What to do?

      She didn't know if the huge stranger spoke the truth or not about anything—Jonah or swimming—but she was slow. A child could outpace her in the water. This man, both most likely, were more than just men.

      They were monsters.

      How could she possibly get away?

      “Hurry up, lassie,” the giant crooned with that lilting burr. “We won't harm you, I swear to that. But you will come with us. So make up your mind. I guess a swim'll cool me off, so's I won't mind one.” The conviction in his voice spurred Sami to slowly ease from the water.

      True to their word, they didn’t look. In fact, both men relaxed at the sounds of her acquiescence.

      Good.

      She might be slow in the water but not on the land. Sami grabbed the sheet and tugged it around her body. Then she dashed along the bank, racing away from the strangers, toward the direction the shout and splashing had come from.

      She had to get away.

      Had to find Jonah.

      “Ach, lass.” Footsteps thundered behind her.

      Sami risked a glance back. And was startled at how quickly the giant of a man was gaining ground. She pushed harder, faster. Searched the edge of the trees for a good spot to disappear into. Let them follow her there. She'd lead them on a chase they wouldn't win.

      Because she couldn't bear to lose.

      A break opened up. Sami dodged between the trees and brush, ducking beneath a thick limb and scrambled forward. A thump and shout came from behind her. Large calloused hands gripped her ankle. Sent her crashing to the ground.

      The giant dragged her from the safety of the trees. Standing, he jerked Sami to her feet. Spun her around.

      She slammed into him, the impact forcing out her breath. But she wasn't done. Not yet. She punched and kicked, managed a bite to his meaty forearm, before his arms clamped around her.

      “Shush now. I told you we don't mean you harm. But keep this up and you might hurt yourself. I don't want to tie you up, but I will if need be.” His gaze, nearly pure crimson, burned with the seriousness of his intent.

      When she forced herself to still, he finally eased up on the pressure of his hold.

      Gasping, fear and worry snaking along her spine, Sami swallowed hard. She had to find Jonah. Help him if needed. She forced herself to ask, “What do you want?”

      He chuckled, his red-streaked eyes twinkling as if he'd enjoyed the chase. “Why, we want you.”

      But why?

      Not that she needed an answer at the moment. All she needed was the chance for freedom. She forced herself to relax even more.

      The big guy nodded approvingly. “Aye, lassie, that's right. Come now.” He finally unwrapped his huge arms from around her and let her go, but for the tight grip on her arm.

      Sami walked with him for a few more steps until his hold loosened enough.

      Jerking away, she ran again. Didn't care about an easy opening. She dove between trees, beneath prickly brush, wiggling her way through tight areas she fervently hoped they couldn't follow.

      Still, they chased her, crashing loudly through the forest.

      Staying close. Too close.

      Rocks and twigs and sharp branches scratched and poked. Sami scurried on, trying to see some way to turn this around. To stop being the prey.

      She moved faster. Angled away from them. Shouts rose. Their progress still got closer.

      A flash of memory struck.

      A she-wolf playing hide from her mate.

      But he'd found her.

      Sami could only hope these two wouldn't. She turned further away from the thunderous, clumsy pursuit. Ducked beneath a low hanging branch. Then skidded to a stop, somehow right in front of the shorter man.

      No matter how hard she fought, he managed to get her arms behind her back and tied tight with rough, biting rope. Then he shouted, “Got her.”

      The loud clumsy progress of the giant, far opposite from where she stood, suddenly quieted, though he must be on his way.

      They'd tricked her. Trapped her.

      Sami told the short man, “There's no reason for this. You don't even know me.”

      “Doesn't matter. The master wants you, he gets you.”

      Sami fought a sudden roiling in her gut. “No one gets me.”

      He just sneered.

      Taking a chance before the other one showed up again, she dodged away. Ducked beneath a low branch. She'd run again and who cared if her hands were tied.

      This time she'd make it.

      She had to.

      But the stranger was fast. Moving almost before she did, he easily caught her. “Enough running,” he growled. “I'm tired of chasing you.”

      Something hard slammed into her temple. A dizzy fog washed over Sami and dragged her into darkness.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When she woke, she’d been slung over a horse that currently clopped along a shadowed dirt trail. Her hands had been retied and now uselessly dangled by her head. The lake was long gone. She couldn’t even smell water. She squirmed, trying to look around at the multitude of dark trees.

      A hand fell lightly on her back. “Careful. Don’t want you falling, lassie.” The gruff, burred voice brought back her worry.

      And her anger.

      Sami twisted and bucked for release. “You can’t do this. Jonah will come for me.”

      The giant effortlessly pulled her up into a sitting position in front of him, and clamped ungiving arms around her waist. “He might. But not ‘til after we get where we’re going. Then it won’t be no use.”

      They rode in silence. Sami studied the unrecognizable forest around them. How far were they from the lake? From her village? They could be anywhere, in any direction.

      The giant cleared his throat. Concern tinged his voice when he cautiously asked, “You all right from that bump on yer head?”

      “What's it to you?”

      “I told you, we don't mean you any harm.”

      She bit her lip, thinking of the way the other man had made her feel. Wary. Uneasy. He wasn't here, at least. Then again, it was crazy not to completely fear this larger, gruffer man, even if he might not have been the one to hurt her.

      Or not yet, anyway. Like she'd believe his words.

      But there was the question of Jonah. Sami demanded an answer from the giant. “Did you hurt Jonah?”

      Surprisingly, the man just chuckled. “A little tap on the head like you, only his was a bit harder, due to his stubborn nature. You're fine, ain'tcha?”

      Since he seemed so chatty, she continued to ask questions. “Where are we going?”

      “I've orders to bring you to meet someone at home.”

      Home? Sami grunted. Nervously tugged at the sheet she wore. Someone, the giant behind her, she hoped, had rigged a thin rope around her chest and waist, ensuring she'd remain covered. “Who wants to meet me? The other guy said something about a master—”

      A weak, strangled cry of desperation rose from deepening shadows that stretched around them.

      The forest they rode through had quickly changed. Darkened. The trees becoming twisted, gnarled, the area filled with shrieks and cries of the unnatural.

      This didn't look like any normal forests.

      Instead...

      Sami swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. “Where are we?”

      “You already know,” the giant replied softly. “We're in the forest.”

      “The Dark Forest? The one outside my village?” Her heart skipped a few long beats.

      “That's the one,” he replied cheerfully.

      Panic flushed her nerves. She tried to jerk away, to jump down. To run from this place as fast as she possibly could.

      His grip didn't budge.

      Some of the more terrifying creatures from Gran's tales flashed through her mind, drawn vividly by Sami's imagination. Her voice came out a bit pleading, “We can't be in here. There are monsters in here.”

      Like the black wolf. The one who'd bitten her. He'd come from this place. These men who'd captured her had eyes that flashed crimson. They must know the black beast.

      The giant only chuckled at her increasing fear. The rumbling made his large belly shake, bouncing her around. He leaned closer. “From what I hear, you're one of those monsters too now.”

      She craned her neck to pierce him with a glare.

      The man was grinning, though it was hard to tell behind his bushy beard. His dark eyes twinkled merrily.

      Instantly furious, Sami turned around, crossing her arms over her chest.

      How to get away... and get out of this terrifying place? There had to be something, some opening, some way.

      Obviously still amused, he teased, “Ach, now. Don’t worry. I’ll protect you if anything tries to eat us.” The man guffawed again.

      She ground her teeth stiffly. “Just be quiet.”

      “That’s no way to speak to someone who’s going to keep you safe.”

      “If you hadn’t brought me here, you wouldn’t need to keep me safe.”

      “True, lassie, true. But I’ve orders to follow.”

      The man had, as he claimed, knocked Jonah unconscious. He'd captured her, to take her to some master who wanted to meet her. But he acted like no abductor she'd ever heard of.

      He shocked her even more when hurt tinged his lilting voice. “Would an apology help?”

      “You can't be serious. You can't apologize for knocking me out and carrying me off. A true apology would be turning around and taking me back to Jonah.”

      He sighed. “Can’t.” After a long moment, he whispered a nearly silent, “Sorry.”

      The strangest thing was, Sami almost believed his regret.

      But he had a choice.

      He could let her go if he wanted.

      The path widened, flattening out and straightening. Dark twisted trees became slightly sparser. Sunlight brightened areas in larger patches, making it at least slightly less forbidding. The giant nudged their horse into a faster trot, then a gallop. The animal's uneven gait had them both bouncing on its back until Sami stayed seated only due to the tight arm around her waist.

      Eventually they reached a split in the path, with three directions to choose from. All of them creepy, overgrown and dark.

      Fear spread. Tried to become panic. No matter how hard she struggled, the man refused to loosen his grip. She fought for some control. Wrapped her fear in hot anger until her nerves steadied a little. Let her words sharpen. “You better know where you’re going.”

      He guided the horse down the far left path, slowing to a walk on the rockier trail. “Don’t worry ‘bout that.” Humor tinged his voice. His body shook.

      The man was laughing again?

      “I understand now.” She pushed uselessly at his thick, unbudging arm. “Your wits are completely addled. That's why you're doing this.”

      “Aw, don’t be so grumpy.”

      Her mouth fell open and she craned her neck to meet his gaze. “How is it you are so cheerful?”

      “Can’t help it. What’s wrong with you?”

      Her stomach growled. Sharp pains knifed her gut.

      He raised a brow. “Ah. Hungry you are.” He pulled a piece of jerky from a saddle bag and handed it over.

      Startled, she took it, then faced forward, incredulous.

      Was this giant of a man truly stupid?

      He’d stolen her away and hurt Jonah, yet thought her temper came merely from hunger.

      But she bit down on the jerky, gnawing at it, unable to resist. Her stomach rumbled again and she ate faster until it was gone.

      “Want some more?” the giant asked.

      “I don’t want anything from you,” she replied perversely. Hunger continued to cramp her belly.

      The odious man handed her another large piece she couldn't turn down. And, stubbornly, continued to feed her until she could finally ignore the way her mouth salivated, her stomach ached, at the sight and scent of food.

      The sound of a distantly galloping horse echoed through the trees. Grew louder as the rider drew near. Up ahead, another fork in the path appeared. The coming rider must be on one of those trails.

      Sami straightened, staring hard, hoping it was Jonah. Then this crazed man holding her would be sorry.

      A spotted gray horse turned a curve.

      Disappointment sank Sami's heart. The rider wasn’t Jonah, but the shorter man who’d helped capture her.

      He saw them. Trotted over.

      The giant she rode with called, “Egan. ‘Bout time. News?”

      “We’re good. Our real trail won't be easily found.”

      They continued through the forest, mostly silent, though every now and then the giant would point out something he thought interesting.

      Sami ignored him, refusing to look. Instead, she'd lift her chin and pretend to stare in the opposite direction. But really she studied everything. Plotted and planned. Waiting, watching for an opening. Any possible way to escape.

      Her biggest obstacle was the unmovable arm around her middle. Her captor didn’t just have the size of a giant, he had the strength, too. Not that he'd used it to hurt her.

      Yet.

      Just to trap and force her along.

      Finally, Sami resigned herself to waiting until they stopped and had to dismount.

      A short time later, they reached a large clearing. An immense wooden cabin, twice as wide as Gran's cottage, stretched far back between crowded trees. She could barely see the other end. To the left of the cabin sat a squat, much smaller hut.

      In the center of the clearing, a huge ring of rocks lay with smoldering logs inside. Near the edge of the fire pit, close to the hut, a spit currently roasted what looked like a whole cow.

      Sami blinked at the sight. The breeze brought the delicious scent of sizzling meat. Her mouth watered. Her stomach rumbled, loud and urgent. Cramped painfully.

      “Dinner'll be ready soon,” the giant answered.

      She ignored him to scan the area and map out possible escape routes. She'd be ready the moment he let go. He finally pulled the reins to stop, then swung off the horse, carrying her easily. Allowed her to stand but continued to grip her tied hands.

      After a second of disbelief that he'd managed all of it while keeping his hold tight, Sami jumped into him, kicking and hitting and biting.

      Startled, he shouted, “What the hell?” and finally let go.

      She ran—away from the men, away from the cabins.

      Only moments passed before the air rushed close. Someone tackled her, driving her to the hard ground. Her forehead slammed against the rocky dirt. Pain spiked across her face. Air exploded from her lungs. Rocks and sticks scraped her legs. Poked painfully through the cloth.

      “Egan! Get the fuck off her,” the giant shouted.

      The heavy weight disappeared from her back. Someone grunted, then Egan landed in a heap about fifteen feet away.

      Sami's jaw dropped at the realization that the giant of a man had just picked up the smaller guy, and thrown him so far.

      Pain continued to roar, strong and fiery, through every part of her body. She'd been knocked around quite enough today. When she sat up, her head spun dizzily.  Something warm dripped down her forehead to sting her eyes. She tried to blink it away.

      Gentle hands lifted her. Her captor eased her into his arms, carefully cradling her to his chest, then hurried toward the small hut. “Silly, lassie,” he mumbled.

      She could only stare at him in a daze.

      He glanced over her face. Shot Egan, still laying prone on the ground, a glare. “Damn overeager pup.”

      As they neared the hut, the rickety wooden door swung open. A sweet, sing-song voice came from the doorway. “What’s all the shouting about?”

      A woman stepped out. Long black hair swept down her back in a thick braid, reaching past her knees. Her skin was burnished with dark tones. Bright blue eyes, rimmed with thick black face paint, pinned Sami. Eyes widening, the stunning woman glared at the giant. “Kaleb! What happened to this poor thing?”

      “Egan, the idiot.”

      “Bring her in.” She turned and strode back inside the hut.

      Ducking through the doorway, the giant followed into the tiny room. He set Sami on the bed, then hunched down, rubbing his hands nervously. “Are you all right?”

      The woman bustled over with a cloth and a bowel of water. “Of course she isn’t.” She wet the cloth. Lightly dabbed at Sami’s forehead.

      When the dizziness started to disappear, Sami managed to ask, “Who are you people?”

      “My name is Nadia,” the woman replied. “You’ve met Kaleb. And Eagan.”

      “But, who are you?” she repeated.

      Nadia lowered the washcloth. “We’re people. Just like you.”

      Kaleb stood and paced the length of the hut in only two of his huge steps, then turned and headed the other way. “Why’d you try to run? You’re not in any danger from us.”

      Nadia continued to wash the wound on Sami's forehead.

      Between trying not to wince, and gritting her teeth against the aches and pains rushing from head to toe, Sami replied shortly, “Normal people don’t go around grabbing and taking others. They don’t drag naked women into the Dark Forest so they can be eaten by monsters.” Her eyes burned. Not just from pain, but the whispers of fear creeping into her soul since she'd first turned around and saw the strange men.

      Nadia softly patted her hand. “It will be all right.”

      “No. It won’t.” A lump spread in Sami's throat. She hated the way it thickened her voice, allowed wild emotion to seep out.

      Kaleb stopped his lumbered pacing to look Sami over.

      Pinning the giant of a man with a glare, Nadia jerked her chin to the door, motioning him to leave.

      He watched her obtusely.

      Nadia snapped, “Kaleb. Go get us something to eat. She'll need her strength.”

      “The lass is stubborn,” he muttered. “Doubt she'll eat much, if at all.”

      Nadia's glare hardened.

      Sami forced herself not to cringe when crimson streaked through the woman's bright eyes.

      Another one? So that's what Nadia meant by people just like her.

      Did it really surprise her at this point?

      Kaleb cleared his throat, a ruddy flush working up his face. “Oh. Go... Uh, all right.” He ducked out. Hastily closed the door behind him.

      Nadia shook her head, clucking her tongue. “You poor thing.” She began washing a deep abrasion on Sami’s arm. “Kaleb can seem frightening at first, but he’s a good man. He’d never harm you.”

      Pushing past the tightness in her throat, Sami replied, “Then why did he hurt Jonah and bring me here?”

      Nadia’s eyes darkened. Her hand trembled. “We all take orders from our leader.”

      “And who’s that?”

      After a small, uncomfortable second, Nadia replied, “George. Our master.”

      George?

      Jonah had mentioned that name.

      Shock oozed coldly into Sami's veins. Her stomach quivered, roiled, forgetting all about hunger. So she'd been right. “He’s the black wolf. The one who bit me.”

      Nadia bit her lower lip, nodding.

      Sami thought of the rest of what Jonah had said. How this George wanted her. Claimed her as his, since it had been his bite that turned her into a wolf, like them. “He can’t keep me from Jonah,” she whispered.

      “You don't yet understand the way things work here. The way it must work for those like us. But you will.” In uneasy silence, Nadia finished cleaning Sami's wounds. She bandaged the worst, then stood and set the bowl of water and the cloth on a table near the door. She started to say something else. Stiffened, her eyes widening, her nostrils flaring.

      The air filled with a prickling static that set the hairs on the back of Sami's neck to quivering.

      Nadia whispered urgently, “Whatever you do, just don't make him too angry.”

      The door slammed open with a resounding crash.

      Another man strode inside. Tall. Handsome. With an aura of confident strength. He stopped just inside the door. Stared at Sami in silence. Crimson-flecked, green eyes shone with pleasure. Sunlight filtered in to streak his light blond hair nearly white.

      Startled, Sami couldn't move. Couldn't speak. She recognized him, but not as George.  He’d called himself Gregory Vulhund while relentlessly trying to court her this past spring.

      She'd cut him short. Something had seemed off about the man. Nothing she could pinpoint, though she'd tried.

      And Sami never understood why he'd occasionally made her think of one time when she and Gran had encountered a rabid raccoon.

      A vicious little creature.

      It appeared Gregory hadn't improved since they'd last met and she'd turned him down yet again.

      For the final time, she'd thought.

      Nadia squeaked, “George. Sir.”

      The man's eyes hardened as he took in Sami’s cuts and bruises. “Who touched you?” he growlingly demanded.

      Ignoring his question, she stood. Faced him directly. “I thought your name was Gregory?”

      “Who hurt you?” he shouted. The green of his eyes bled full crimson.

      Behind her, Nadia laid a gentle but firm hand on Sami’s back. The woman had said not to overly anger him.

      Seeing the twist of his scowling lips, the fury eerily brightening his eyes. He’d certainly never looked like this while in the village. Sami bit her tongue and backed off a bit. “No one hurt me. I fell.”

      He glowered at her for a long, endless moment, before he turned and stomped outside. “Bring her,” he ordered without a backward glance.

      “I’m sorry.” Nadia lowered her head. “We must follow.”

      “And if I don’t?” Sami asked.

      “It will not go well.” The woman shivered with clear fright.

      It must be contagious. Fear leapt inside Sami. Her heart sped up. Her palms grew clammy. Standing stiff, her head high, she left the hut as if nothing bothered her in the slightest. Thankfully, Nadia followed close to her side.

      An enemy?

      Maybe. Probably.

      But Nadia didn't terrify her.

      Outside, a crowd of people had gathered around the stones ringing the large bonfire.

      Gregory—or George, or whatever his name was—stood near the roasting cow. Anger twisted his face. Washed away all hints of handsomeness, leaving only maddened rage behind.

      The rag-tag group around him encompassed all sorts of people. Men. Women. Young. Old. From blond and light skinned, to darker than Nadia. Behind one woman’s skirt, a dirt-faced child of six or seven years peeked out, sucking his thumb.

      George screamed, “Kaleb! Egan!”

      Almost as a whole, the group of people violently twitched at the loud bellow. Most stared downward, hunching over, as if afraid such wrath would turn to fall on them.

      It was a few moments before the giant of a man stepped out of the huge cabin. “Aye?” Kaleb surveyed the clearing, and everyone in it, his expression blank of all emotion. Briefly, he met Sami's gaze.

      “Where’s Egan?” George’s voice was low, but unmistakably furious.

      “I sent him to gather more wood,” Kaleb replied smoothly. Too much so, as if he'd rehearsed. Clearing his throat, he asked, “Is there a problem?”

      George motioned at Sami. “What happened to her?”

      Moving forward, she stared between the men. Fear warred with her own anger. She gritted through clenched teeth even though it hurt, “I told you. I fell.”

      Kaleb’s face twitched before he blanked his expression once more. He didn't speak.

      George glared at them both in clear disbelief. “Kaleb. Retrieve Egan. Now.”

      Tension tightening his shoulders, the giant nodded slowly. He lumbered across the clearing and disappeared into the trees on the other side of the cabin.

      George stared at Sami with equal parts fury and fascination. She refused to flinch, but couldn't quite stop a small shudder. Jonah had told her that looking away was a sign of weakness to wolves. A sign of submission. So she stared straight back at the man.

      He'd get nothing from her.

      She did ask, if a bit dryly, “So what am I supposed to call you?”

      “My given name is Gregory, but I tend to go by George these days.” He grinned and the white heat of crazed anger receded a little from his gaze.

      So easy to diffuse? Sami felt a wariness, as if traps lay all around her.

      Smiling broadly, he took her hand and bowed over it. “Call me what you wish.”

      She wished to call him a few choice names she’d rarely uttered before, but cautioned herself. Hidden dangers lurked within this man. So she didn't allow him to see the revulsion crawling up her arm from where he continued to touch her.

      Instead, she stated as neutrally as she could, “You had me forcibly brought here.”

      “I did,” he replied.

      “Why?”

      He grinned again.

      At one time, she’d found his smile pleasing. Yet she'd never felt much for him when he’d courted her. He left her cold, unlike her beloved Jonah.

      “We shall discuss that soon. But, while we wait for my men to return, we shall talk of other things.” He tugged on her hand, pulling her toward the bonfire.

      Sami jerked from his hold. She might concede some things to keep him partially placated, but he was taking much for granted. She wasn't here willingly or as some guest. She crossed her arms over her chest. “You want me to chat with you? Now?”

      His smile disappeared. His right eye twitched. “Why ever not?”

      Nadia jumped between them. “Sir, she's not dressed. She’s uncomfortable wearing only a piece of cloth tied by rope.”

      George glanced at Sami’s covering as if seeing it for the first time. “Oh.” His eyes narrowed. Barely leashed violence leapt to thread his voice. “Where are your clothes?”

      She started to snap at him, out of her own anger, but instinct rose. Held her tongue. She answered only, “Your men came upon me while I was bathing.”

      There had to be a way she could turn his wild anger to her advantage.

      There had to be.

      His eyes bled crimson with fury. “They saw you naked?”

      “No.” Sami didn't know where the urge to defend Kaleb came from, but it wouldn't be ignored. “Your men turned away while I left the water.”

      The back and forth inside this man did tell Sami one thing clearly, at least.

      He was insane.

      His emotions bounced up, down, high and low, all seemingly on a whim.

      So, for now, she'd heed Nadia's words and keep him—at least as much as she could—placated. It went against her idea of logic. Even her instincts shouted to run, as fast and far as she could.

      Unfortunately that course of action wasn't open to her at the moment. Didn't meant it wouldn't happen eventually.

      Preferably soon.

      The man finally calmed himself. Tonelessly, he commanded Nadia, “Take her to the lodge for appropriate clothing.”

      The woman bowed her head, clasping her hands together in front of her waist, then beckoned Sami toward the large cabin.

      Behind them, George shouted at the others to prepare for a celebration feast.

      Sami wanted to argue. To ignore his orders.

      She wanted to escape.

      But now wasn't the time.

      And she really could use some actual clothes.

      One of Gran's favorite sayings came to mind, Pick your battles, darling. Not every conflict is worth an immediate fight.

      Better to save her strength and contrariness for a real opportunity.

      So she followed Nadia inside the large, stretching cabin. Through a huge great room overflowing with numerous tables, chairs and couches. To an arched doorway along the back wall. On the other side lay a long, narrow hall, with dozens of closed doors lining the sides. At the far back was an open, spiraling staircase, leading down into darkness.

      “Wait here.” Nadia slipped behind one of the doors. A moment later she returned carrying a brightly lit torch. She scurried to the staircase and headed down.

      Below ground, tunnels spread out in all directions from a large, circular room. Dirt walls had been reinforced with wood and stone. Only a short way down each tunnel, away from the flickering light of the torch, shadows spread into thick, impenetrable darkness.

      Nadia hurried down one narrow, winding tunnel. They passed multiple, widely-spaced doors, before finally stopping. The woman opened one of the doors to reveal yet another large, long room.

      Sami followed her inside.

      After lighting a couple lanterns hanging along the walls, Nadia settled her torch in a wooden holder near the door. Light dazzled over bolts of cloth in a multitude of colors, stacked from floor to ceiling along the walls. Scattered wooden trunks, some piled two or three high, created a squat but winding maze that stretched through the center of the room.

      Nadia studied Sami for a long moment. “Come.” She proceeded to a group of trunks halfway down, then opened one heavy, squeaking lid. Pointed to a selection of garments. “These trunks hold extra clothing we've gathered from different places. It's a communal thing, they belong to all, as those like us tend to go through clothes fairly quickly. The trunks in this area are near your size.”

      Falling silent, the woman searched the trunk and came up with a long, cream colored chemise. She held it out.

      Sami took it, surprised at the soft texture.

      “Dress.” Nadia turned to give her privacy.

      Happy to, Sami loosened the rope holding the sheet up and let them both fall to the ground. The silken, formfitting underdress slid over her like a second skin. Slits along the sides rose past her knees, letting her move freely. “Thank you.”

      The woman tipped her head in response, then pointed Sami to another group of trunks. “Take your pick.”

      Sami looked through a selection of overdresses for something that would fit comfortably... and not hinder an escape attempt. While she finished dressing, Nadia sat on a lone trunk near the door, silent, her dark brows drawn together worriedly.

      Feeling slightly better, Sami joined her. “What exactly is wrong with your George-Gregory fellow?”

      “I don't know.” The woman wouldn't meet her eyes. It was clear she knew something but refused to speak.

      Sami had to push. To understand more about everyone here. About the man who'd ordered her captured and dragged to this place. Her freedom might depend on knowing more. “Is he always so...” She broke off, unsure how to put it politely.

      Nadia finished for her. “Wildly emotional? Angry? Yes. For a while now.”

      “Are you a prisoner too?”

      Nadia jerked back. “No. This is my home.”

      Tilting her head, Sami appraised the woman, then asked, “Why do you stay with a man like that?”

      “And where would I go?” Sadness dropped her voice a notch.

      “Anywhere?”

      Nadia sneered, but Sami caught fear in the back of the woman's eyes, even as her shoulders tightened and her piercing stare flashed crimson anger. “There is no where else to go. No place of safety. Not for us.” She jumped to her feet. “You know nothing. Listen and hear the stories of what many here have suffered before unleashing your stupidity.”

      Grabbing the torch, Nadia slammed out through the door and into the tunnel. Sami hurried to follow, but the woman was fast, leaving her behind in spreading shadows. There was no way she wanted to be alone, in the dark, down here. But Nadia, and her torch light, quickly disappeared.

      By the time Sami reached the circular room, everything lay in black and dark grays. Barely a hint of light filtered from upstairs. Not enough to tell her where the opening sat. She stumbled around a bit searching for the stairs.

      From the darkness behind her, someone clamped tight fingers around her upper arm. Dug in painfully. A hand slapped hard over her mouth.

      Pain exploded. The metallic taste of blood returned. Sami was dragged backwards into one of the winding tunnels. Deeper into the dark.

      “Bitch,” a man hoarsely growled against her ear.

      She bit the hand covering her mouth. Tried to scream.

      He slapped her again, a glancing blow, but dizziness spun her already tender head once again.

      Sami blinked, unable to see anything except for hints of gray creeping at the edges of her vision. Biting her tongue, she willed the confusion to go away.

      “Your fault,” the man mumbled, his words harsh and gritted, nearly too fast to understand. “You hadn’t run, I wouldn’t've been forced to do it.”

      Prickles of familiarity hit. She knew that voice. “Egan?”

      “He’s gonna kill me now. All because of a bitch like you.” He jerked her forward.

      Sami slammed against an ungiving dirt wall. Agony ratcheted through her abused ribs, forcing her to inhale shallowly.

      “Your fault made me do it.” His words came faster, running together.

      Trying to catch her breath, Sami said, “I told George I tripped and fell.”

      He didn’t seem to hear her, continuing his mantra. “Your-fault-have-to-bitch-don’t-wanna-die.”

      “Egan!” She strained against his hold.

      He finally stopped rambling.

      She repeated slow, soft, “I told him I fell.”

      “Doesn’t matter. You were in my care. Me and Kaleb. We’re both dead.”

      “Sami?” Nadia shouted from a distance.

      “Nad—”

      Egan slapped her, cutting her off. For a short, skinny guy, he was strong. Her cheeks and lips throbbed. She tasted more hot blood.

      “Bitch-bitch-bitch-don't-wanna-die. You or me—me or you.” A flat note entered his voice, killing the hints of his panic and fear. Replacing it with cold, cruel certainty. “I don't know you. He'll find another pretty bitch to fuck.”

      “Sami?” Nadia called again.

      Two large hands clamped around Sami's throat. Cut off her breath. She raked her nails over any exposed skin she could find. Jerked and twisted. Kicked as hard as she could. Her foot rammed into what felt like his knee.

      A soft pop echoed into the darkness.

      Egan screamed.

      Sami followed it with a knee to his groin.

      He let go. Stumbled away.

      She turned and raced toward Nadia's voice.

      Behind her, Egan bellowed, “Get back here, bitch!” Heavy footsteps pounded after her.

      Light appeared far, far ahead.

      Nadia’s torch.

      Sami felt a sense of unreality as she once again raced through the dark, running toward the safety of light, while a monster chased her. She crashed into Nadia, the woman running to come help.

      The torch fell. Their light gone.

      “Come.” Nadia took her hand and dragged her through the darkness.

      Behind them, Egan hoarsely screamed, chasing after them.

      They finally reached the circular room. Nadia pushed Sami ahead until wooden steps jammed against her shins. She climbed, the other woman right behind her. They burst out of the stairway and into the long, dim hallway.

      Then they both stopped short.

      Gregory-George froze in mid-step, just below the arch leading to the large main room. “What took so long—”

      Primal, furious screams echoed up from below. “Bitch-bitch-I’ll-kill-you.”

      George’s eyes narrowed. His gaze snapped to Sami’s face.

      She licked her tender lips. Continued to taste fresh blood.

      Fury spiked through the air, like the static that came right before a lightning storm. Rage mottled her captor's face. His fists clenched. His expression turned cruel, blanking out any softness. He stomped towards them.

      There was nothing of the Gregory who'd courted her left in this man.

      He was pure monster.

      Pure George.

      Terror zipped along Sami's nerves. She ignored it. Steeled herself. Turned her injured side from his view. And repeated as calmly as she could, “I fell.”

      “You fell?” Cold viciousness dripped from his words. “Again?”

      She shrugged, gingerly wiping her chin. Her palm came away with wet crimson. Nadia grabbed her other hand. Squeezed tight with worry, and warning. She pulled Sami away from the stairs and away from George. Hurried toward the arched doorway on the far wall. Where escape lay.

      George ignored them. Glared at the stairs.

      Egan jumped the last few feet and landed in the hall.

      George moved so fast, Sami barely saw him hit the smaller man. Egan flew across the hall. Plowed into the wall. Wood splintered. Burst apart. He plummeted through the hole. Glass crashed. More wood thudded. Sunlight leaked in through holes that led all the way outside.

      Slowly, George made his way down the hall and to the doorway. Reached them once more, beckoning for them both to come along. Sami gave Nadia a reassuring glance that didn’t help quell her own fears. They dutifully followed him back through the main room.

      In contrast to the dimness of the building, outside, bright late afternoon sunlight blinded Sami for a moment. She blinked to clear her vision.

      Approaching Egan, where he lay dazed in a mess of broken wood, George snatched him up by his long, thin neck.

      The man's face mottled, purple, horrified

      George simply glared at him.

      Egan coughed, his face turning a darker bluish-red.

      Before Sami could say something—was there even anything to say?—George turned to the people huddled around the fire pit.

      They watched, silent, unmoving.

      George's voice came out rough. Growling. “All know the penalty for touching what belongs to me. Egan forgot.” He jerked his wrist.

      Bones cracked, snapped.

      The sharp sound of death echoed through the clearing.

      George tossed the crumpled body onto the ground in front of an older man. “Finish taking care of this trash.”

      The old man quickly nodded.

      Dusting his hands, George turned to Sami with a wild grin. “Let’s eat, shall we?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After the most stressful, uncomfortable meal she could remember suffering through—walking on egg shells around the insane left her exhausted—George finally turned some of his attention to the others crowding around the bonfire.

      Sami inched closer to the warm blaze, struggling to force the image and sounds of a man dying, because of her, from mind.

      With the swift passing of afternoon into evening, the air had quickly chilled. This place, the Dark Forest, was terrifying any time of day. But stories said when the sun fell, and the moon rose, the monsters in the forest came alive.

      Of course, the cold inside of her had less to do with the approaching night, and everything to do with who she found herself next to.

      How was she to deal with George and his wildly swinging moods? His temper seemed to be getting hotter, more sensitive, as darkness cloaked the surrounding trees in deep shadows.

      To Sami's left, Nadia sat small and quiet.

      Quiet while they ate. Quiet now as George interrogated others, or ordered them about. Nadia kept her arms and legs crossed. Her head bowed. Her hands, and her gaze, in her lap.

      On Sami's other side, George stayed close. Far too close for comfort. He gnawed on a cow bone, and even though she'd protested numerous times, kept trying to hand Sami choice pieces of beef.

      Yet again she refused, “I'm not hungry.”

      “You'll change your mind.” He sent a couple people off under orders to cut more firewood. Pausing, he held a bone up for inspection. Gnawed the last piece of flesh from it, sucked out the last bits of marrow, then tossed it into the flames.

      Leaning close enough that the stink of too much mens perfume—which didn't hide his unwashed odor—nearly made her gag, George poked her upper arm. “You need to eat more. Fatten up.”

      “Am I an animal, being bred for slaughter then?”

      He chortled. “Not at all. I merely don't like my women so skinny.” In an instant, hard edges leapt into his crimson-flecked stare. “They break too easy.”

      Sami shuddered. Bit her sore lip. Struggled not to snarl, both from terror, and rage. She inched away, closer to the fire. Stared at the dancing flames.

      What was she going to do? Surrounded by all these people—and how many of them were wolves? All?—there was no way she'd escape. Certainly not with George's possessive, predatory gaze constantly pinning her.

      And what of Jonah?

      Kaleb had said he’d not been badly hurt, but then, where was he? Sami couldn’t imagine him not coming for her. Not if he was truly all right.

      Assuming he could find her in this horrid place.

      A small, older woman bent near with a platter of meat, offering it to George. He glanced at the tray with greedy hunger. Devoured the food.

      Time passed slow. A miserable hour or so later, with night quickly spreading, a sweep of energy filled the clearing.

      As if one, each person tipped their faces up to the darkening sky.

      Sami, too, felt the call. She stared up at the burgeoning twinkle of stars.

      When the spell broke, George appraised her with hot intensity.

      Shards of ice formed in her veins, making her gut twist nauseously.

      He abruptly stood. Gripping Sami's arm, George jerked her to her feet. With a leer, he crooned, “Come. The moon is soon to rise.”

      She stumbled, wanting, but not yet daring, to refuse to go along. She did however pry her arm from his tight hold. “I don't need assistance walking.”

      Inch by inch, George stiffened. Ruddy anger flushed his face. Turned his crimson eyes wild. His deep voice dipped harshly, “You will accept my touch.”

      Drawing on some hidden place of inner strength, Sami straightened. Stared him down. “You, sir, are far too familiar with me.”

      After a sizzling few seconds, George's mouth curved. His gaze softened. “I suppose I did appreciate your charming shyness and guile while courting you. However, make no mistake.” His grin widened. Hardened. “You will be mine, Samantha.”

      Never!

      She hid her disgust. Refused to let it show.

      And didn't budge.

      Numerous people around them had stopped to watch.

      Sami ignored them, too.

      George growled, a dark, angry sound that had her biting back a gasp of fear, shivers edged with returning panic. He grabbed her upper arm again, his fingers digging painfully, and dragged Sami across the clearing. Pulled her around the side of the log cabin. Away from prying eyes. He slammed her against the hard, wooden side.

      It hurt a little, but more was the shock that left her struggling to breathe.

      George shoved close. Slapped his hands to either side of her head.

      Trapped.

      His gaze dipped to her breasts. The way her chemise twisted, exposing more skin than usual. George grinned cruelly. “You let him have you.” The man moved closer, inhaling loudly as he sniffed the side of her neck.

      She felt suddenly weak with a deep, icy fear.

      “But that won't ever happen again. You're mine now. Never his.”

      Sami wasn't prepared for the assault of his greasy, fetid mouth descending bruisingly onto her still swollen and cut lips. She cried out at stabs of pain. Beat her fists against his chest.

      He jerked back. Raised a hand to strike her.

      Then he blinked, crimson clearing slightly from his furious gaze. He looked over her bruised, puffy face. Lowered his fist. “I didn't mean to hurt you. However, I've waited long for what is mine. My patience is running thin.”

      Trembling, staying upright only by sheer will—and the support of the cabin at her back—Sami silently watched him. She feared anything she said would set him off again.

      Right now, she had to do what she could to appease him. Within reason.

      At least until she found a good opening to escape. To get back home. Get back to Jonah.

      George shook his head and stepped away. But he took her hand in a fierce, unbreaking hold. “Let us go. Tonight, you and I will shift together. You will see then that I am the one you belong to.”

      He stomped into the forest again, dragging her along.

      Sami heard others moving around them but saw no one. Good. Things would be easier if there was only one to run from.

      Her instincts were rising. A hum vibrated along her nerves. The knowledge of the near rising moon. The wild voice inside shouted of the need to flee.

      She would not shift with this, this... monster. She would not run with him as wolf.

      That was mate's place.

      Only Jonah.

      As they moved deeper into the forest, the sounds of the others faded. She didn't think it would get better than this.

      She slowed her steps. Deliberately stumbled over roots and rocks in their path.

      George grumbled under his breath, but other than carry her, which she’d fight, his only choice was to slow as well.

      Just ahead of them, the forest broke open into another, smaller clearing. In the middle of the treeless area, tall boulders jutted from the ground in a circle. Each rock was twice the height of a person, and a good eight or so feet across. Between the stones, narrow paths led inside the circle.

      Someone had already been here. Recently. Sconces, attached to the stones, held brightly flickering torches.

      George slowed. Glanced at Sami, then the circle of stones. “Can you feel the magic?”

      She felt something. A harsh buzz along her spine. Needles prickling at her skin.

      He continued, “This is one of our sacred places. One that embraces the beast within us. You'll see, once we've changed inside the circle. The bond between you and I will grow. Helped along by the magic.”

      “Magic?” Warning flared. “The magic of this place will make a bond between us?”

      “Absolutely.” George grinned as if pleased she understood. Pulling her along, he headed for the nearest opening between boulders.

      Stunned, Sami said, “You're trying to force a bond?”

      His smile dimmed slightly, frightening. “Force? I suppose, if need be.”

      The wildness inside of Sami erupted. Howled in denial, rejecting such an idea. A plan half-formed in her mind.

      She didn’t know if it would work.

      It had to work.

      When George turned sideways to slip through the gap between stones, Sami jerked to a stop. Dug her heels into the leaf-strewn ground.

      He yanked at her arm, trying to force her along and into the circle.

      She struggled harder for freedom.

      George glanced back, his features red and ugly with anger.

      Sami's free hand burned. Spasmed painfully. Instinct roared. Without thought, she struck, clawing at his face. Four bloody furrows ripped down his forehead, his cheek.

      He screamed, covered his face with one hand, but refused to completely let go.

      Frantically looking around, Sami's gaze landed on the nearby torch. She grabbed it. Shoved the burning end at George.

      He roared, a louder scream of agony. Finally dropped her arm.

      She caught a glimpse of his face. With growing horror, Sami realized she'd shoved the fiery torch into the man's right eye.

      Terrified, and nauseous, she stared at his ruined face. Her fingers continued to cramp, itch and burn. She glanced at the hand she'd used to claw his face bloody. Though her fingers remained normal, her nails were no longer human, but sharp wolfy claws.

      To rip and tear at an enemy, a wild voice whispered urgently.

      Instinct?

      The wolf now within her?

      Did it matter?

      Fire ripped through her veins. The voice shrieked, run. The moon was coming. She must be away from here. From this monster.

      Sami pushed at George, a strange, new strength filling her. She hit him, shoving at his chest with all her might. And somehow sent him stumbling, falling away, into the circle of stones.

      Alone.

      The metallic tang of blood welled in the air from deep slashes across his chest. His remaining red eye pierced her with fierce, demented fury. With the need to hunt her down. To repay her for the injuries she'd caused.

      To kill her?

      Sami feared so. Cradling her wickedly changed hand tight to her belly, she raced away from the insanity.

      She ran faster than any human could possibly move. Easily leapt over bushes and fallen logs in her way. Not even the shadows of this evil, haunted Dark Forest could stop her any longer. They were nothing to the growing wildness within.

      For though she remained upright and human, like her hand, more of her had changed.

      The call of the wild voice no longer sounded... different.

      She knew it came from her own soul.

      The wolf inside her had almost fully awakened. Desperate to get away from the beast behind them. Eager to emerge with the coming moonrise.

      Falling further behind, George bellowed, the sound full of pain. And fury. “You little bitch. Run, but you won’t get far. You belong to me.”

      Sami ran as if her life depended on it.

      She feared it just might.

      With no idea where to go, her only hope was to either outrun George, or find a place to hide. Neither of which she'd had much success with, so far.

      Her thoughts scattered when a vicious howl rent the evening air.

      He'd changed.

      Shifted.

      Become a terrifying monster.

      She ran faster, ignoring the pain spreading along bruised ribs. In her lungs. It was getting harder to breathe, as if a great weight compressed her chest. Each time she drew in air, stabbing sharpness pierced her side.

      Like too many times today, her head was beginning to spin.

      Behind her, a wolf snarled. Howled.

      Getting closer.

      Far too close.

      She’d never be able to outrun a wolf.

      Branches whipped at her face. At her long red hair. Cuts ripped open over her skin, warm blood oozing from them. The growing raw, metallic scent made her stomach lurch.

      Her next jump didn’t quite clear the fallen tree. She tumbled, skidded across the forest floor. Agony exploded through her battered body as she rolled over the bumpy ground. Sami finally stopped. She lay still for a long moment, panting heavily, waiting for her head to clear.

      The wolf howled, kept coming.

      Voices of other beasts joined in. Hoarse baying echoed through the forest as if the hounds of all the hells had been unleashed.

      Sami struggled to stand. Finally managed to make it to her feet. Her left ankle gave out when she tried to put weight on it. A white hot flash streaked up her leg, down to her toes. She bit back a cry, but couldn't contain the whimpers wrenched from her every hobbling step.

      Only a few yards later, distracted by the strumming pain, the chasing beasts, Sami tripped again. Fell.

      With a sob she rose, but could only manage to reach her hands and knees.

      Even so, she began to crawl.

      Howls filled the night. The rise and fall of rough, furious growls pierced her ears. Drove into her head, spikes of more agony.

      Time was nearly up.

      The black beast was almost upon her. And the rest didn't sound far behind.

      Terror mixed with a dark fiery anger. She might not be able to run. But she could still fight. Sami scrambled for anything to use as a weapon. Found a thick fallen branch small enough to hold. She grabbed it and put her back against the nearest tree.

      Then she stared out into the shadowed forest, waiting for the coming threat.

      A single pinprick of glowing blood-red appeared first.

      Straightening, Sami gripped the branch tighter. Prepared to use it when the dark wolf drew close enough.

      But he stopped at a safe enough distance, still in inky shadows. Bright fury leaked from his very essence, yet he merely sat on his haunches. Shot her a wolfy sneer.

      Silvery light crept across the forest.

      Softened the darkness.

      Swept over Sami.

      Pain intensified beyond all imagining. Cramps wracked her entire body. Doubling over, she struggled to keep hold of her branch. Horrified, trying to bite back the screams, she stared up at the sky.

      The full moon had appeared.

      With a sharp bark, the wolf watched her fiercely.

      Sami fought the rising pain. But the moon wouldn't be slowed.

      Magic swirled. Her body began to change. Agony spread, a fire in her bones. There was nothing she could do to stop it.

      But none of this was right.

      Jonah wasn't here with her.

      Instead, George slunk a few feet closer. Low angry growls rolled from his huge chest. He turned his head and Sami gasped.

      The right side of his face, where she'd clawed him, then hit him with the torch, was blackened and burned. His eye was a milky white, unseeing and... shrunken.

      He sat again, stiff and intent and furious.

      The change kept coming.

      Hot waves turned molten. The last of Sami's strength failed. The branch clattered to the ground. Cramps drew her to hunch over, curling into herself. Moonlight bit at her from head to toes.

      Wracked by violent shaking, she fell to her hands and knees. The pain worsened, a buzz that cut, slashing and jabbing.

      The clothes she wore constricted her body. She jerked and pulled at the overdress and chemise. It didn't help. She couldn't bend her arms the right way to drag them off. As if by unconscious will, her fingernails sprouted once more with long, sharp claws.

      Sami ripped and shredded the clothing, in too much pain to care about her nakedness.

      Still the black beast didn't advance. Only spread his lips, displayed dagger teeth, and growled menacingly. From his remaining good eye, she saw her own death.

      She crumpled to the ground, shuddering. Her insides seemed to melt, reform. Her arms and legs snapped, changed. A sweep of miniscule daggers plunged into every inch of her skin as fur erupted. She didn't remember it hurting this terribly before. Screams came as the excruciating fire dragged her into blank nothingness.

      When she came to, she was wolf.

      And she was hoarsely whimpering.

      Her earlier wounds seemed intensified. The pain amplified. The sharp smell of air just before a rainstorm enveloped her. She blinked again and the world resolved itself in brilliant colors and smells and sounds. She lay spent, trembling.

      The black beast continued to keep his distance, watching her curiously, as if waiting for her change to be complete. His musky stench oozed through her senses.

      Her fur prickled and stood on end. She yipped loudly, tried to scramble away, to run, but was too weak to move.

      And he knew it.

      The beast's muzzle split in a predatory grin.

      She flashed her own fangs. She could bite. She could claw.

      Another vicious howl rent the air. A huge, dark auburn wolf flew over her head. Landed between her and the black beast. The scent of wild woods and spicy smoke blocked the enemy's stench. Filled her with a soothing warmth. With energy and strength.

      Mate.

      He risked a quick glance back at her. Crimson eyes wide with a chilling fury. He growled and barreled at the other wolf.

      They both howled into the night. Murderous intent blazed through the forest.

      Two males intent on fighting to the death, instinct cried.

      The enormous wolves clashed, fighting with teeth and claws. The forest filled with the sounds of their furious growls and snarls. They slammed into each other, a rattling of huge bodies that nearly shook the ground. Threw one another against trees, cracking bark, sending leaves raining down.

      She tried to rise, but her four stocky legs still wouldn't hold. Her injuries pained her less, so she must be healing. But it was taking too long.

      Their angry growls buzzed in the back of her head. She could do nothing to help, only watch this deadly fight between mate and enemy.

      Mate's wickedly sharp canines sank into the other's neck.

      The black beast yelped. The sound turned into a snarling cough of a growl. He spun, trying to pin mate, but couldn't get a grip. Again and again, mate slammed the dark enemy into the ground, ripping sharp claws through fur and skin.

      Eyes flashing, the beast rolled away. In a blink, he stood, ran at a tree and leapt off its trunk. He landed on mate's back, brutally biting at his neck and head.

      Ignoring her pain and weakness, she somehow found a surge of strength. Managed to rise. Before she could try to help, shadows stirred in the forest all around them. She yipped in alarm.

      More wolves.

      More enemies.

      Mate flung the black wolf away and onto the ground. Once more pinned him.

      The dark beast yelped, snarled. Jerked free. Blood spilled from deep wounds. Still, he rose on his hind legs and slashed his own sharp claws over mate's side. More crimson splashed onto the dirt and leaves. The cloying scent tainted the air. With a furious howl, mate rammed into the other wolf. Again they tumbled over the ground in a furry heap.

      In the surrounding shadows, the shapes of other beasts came clearer. They belonged to the dark one. Would do as he commanded.

      She and mate were no match for such a large group.

      One of the enemies darted in. Bigger than all the rest, this newcomer was shades of brown, with four white paws.

      A hint of a memory flashed. Her and mate as human, in the trees of their home. Wolves attacking.

      This one had been with the enemy that day.

      He looked at the fighting males, a low growl emanating from his massive chest. Then he rushed mate.

      Smaller, swifter, she managed to dart between them.

      The much bigger wolf blinked when she hit his side. He stumbled back, saw her. Then froze.

      They both paused when he didn't attack.

      His scent tantalized her memory. She knew this wolf. And from more than just her orchard.

      Instinct prickled, flashed an image of her lakeside captor. A large man with kind, dark eyes. A manner that was protective. Strangely soothing.

      For some reason, this wolfy gaze reflected the same deep protectiveness.

      Toward her.

      Unmoving, the white-pawed newcomer watched the fighting.

      She remained stiff, blocking him from interfering, or helping the dark beast.

      Not that he tried to pass.

      As she stared at him, ever so slowly he tucked his tail. Lowered his head a little, looking down in submission at his front paws.

      He wouldn't fight her.

      Behind them, the black wolf howled, loud and clear.

      A compelling command.

      One she felt down to her bones.

      He called on the others. Ordered them to attack mate.

      To kill.

      She spun, shaking at the power, the command invading her senses like the buzz of angry wasps.

      The surrounding wolves charged in. All ignored her to pounce on mate.

      Her blood fired with the need to protect. Flushed away the last of the lingering pain, leaving only an unending strength of will.

      Must protect mate.

      Before she could surge forward, white paws dodged, blocked her. His posture remained submissive while at the same time, it was now he who refused to let her pass.

      She barked, growled, bit his ear.

      He flinched but continued to hold her back. Shoving by his bulk wasn't an option. She feinted left, but went right. He read her easily. So she ducked and scrabbled beneath his belly with plenty of room to spare. Rising, she launched herself at the black wolf, forcing him away from the pile on top of mate.

      The enemy snapped at her, but he was slowing. Injuries from the fight with mate finally taking their toll.

      She bit his muzzle, leaving more ragged, bloody gashes.

      His good eye reddened to the dark depths of a hellish fire. Murderous, mindless fury blasted her. The only thing he wanted at the moment was to see her dead at his paws.

      Mate flung away wolf after wolf, spinning and snapping and clawing his way free. He leapt between her and the monster, snorting at her to back away from them all.

      The enemy snarled viciously, limping toward them, but his wounds slowed him further. Sapped his strength.

      A shining beacon of hope for her and mate.

      And most of the others were, while not down, hurt enough to show caution. Especially with the shape their leader was in.

      Except for the one with four white paws.

      Though he still didn't try to stop her. Nor did he move to prevent mate from shepherding her away.

      After gaining a little distance from the wolves, she and mate didn't hesitate. Together, they plunged into the deep shadows of the forest. Ran from those who wanted their blood.

      But a deep, hot anger blazed inside of her.

      For the black beast. For his followers. For his demand that she become his.

      Never.

      She moved close enough to brush up against the auburn wolf racing at her side. Her heart and soul were his.

      She'd already chosen her mate.
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        * * *

      

      Sami woke to the brightness of day. At her side, a long, hard—and naked—body kept her warm.

      Nameless, panicky fear rose.

      She jerked away with a cry of terror.

      Jonah’s eyes snapped open. He jumped up to a crouch, searching the trees around them for danger. “Sami?”

      “It... it’s all right. I thought... I don't know.” Shudders wracked her from cold memories of yesterday.

      Understanding, he pulled her into his arms. “You’re all right now. You’re safe.”

      She groaned when his hand fell on her upper arm. Purple-green bruises stood out against her pale skin. Where George had grabbed her while dragging her through the forest.

      Jonah latched onto the bruises. His eyes darkened, flashing wolf-crimson anger. “He did this to you?”

      “Yes. He’s mad.” She shuddered.

      George. The now dead Egan.

      For some reason, thoughts of the giant Kaleb didn't agitate her like the rest. Another memory came. A brown wolf with four white paws, watching her with protective reverence. Refusing to fight her, or stop her escape. Nor had he tried to stop mate from running with her.

      Not that she could figure out why.

      Jonah slowly examined her. He muttered curses at the lingering—if fading and near painless—bruises and cuts covering her body. His voice deepened with a repressed growl, “What in the hells did those bastards do to you?”

      Sami replayed the previous day. Slowly answered, “Most didn’t hurt me.”

      “I failed to keep you safe.” He trailed his fingers over her cheek. “I am sorry, my darling heart.”

      She tried to grin though her lips were still a bit sore. “You rescued me in time. It's the only thing that matters.”

      Regret kept his expression sharp. “No. It is not. But I swear, they will not get their hands on you again.” The hardness in his voice would've made Sami shudder if she didn't know him so well.

      Jonah pressed a light kiss to her temple, then rose to rummage in some nearby bushes. He pulled out a bundle of clothing. Her new red velvet cloak was easily recognizable.

      “Where’d those come from?” she asked.

      “When I woke after being attacked, I went to your home first, praying you were there. You were not.” His voice caught with thick emotion. “I brought the clothes because I promised myself I would find you.”

      “And you did.” She gently took the bundle from him and began to dress. At least the pain was mostly faded, only a few small aches remained. “Jonah?”

      “Yes, my heart?”

      “How is it the original wolf bite healed so quickly, yet I’m still bruised and cut and such from last night?”

      He helped tie the long cloak over her shoulders. Dipped his head and softly kissed the corner of her mouth. “The bite changed you. Forced your body to accept its magic. But, though we are long lived and most injuries heal, not all wounds do so as quickly as others.”

      He led her through the trees while continuing his explanation. “The longer one is... like this, the more our power grows. Injuries—” he waved at her, his eyes blazing with anger before he could dampen the emotion, “—will fade faster, usually when you shift forms. Yet, during the actual shift, we are weak. An attack during that transition time tends to heal slow. Sometimes, it never heals well at all.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. There are, unfortunately, many things about us that remain a mystery. It's one of the questions I've been searching for an answer to. In addition, some things can harm us greatly, no matter if we are human or wolf.”

      “Like what?” And could they get some to protect against George?

      “Silver can prevent healing, or even be deadly. The stories get that right. Fire can be just as dangerous.”

      Sami thought of George's ruined right eye, milky and shrunken and horrible. She'd hurt him with fire.

      There were so many things to think over, to wonder about, and too few answers to the endless questions racing through her mind.

      A short while later, they reached the river near home. A bit of ease started to return as they walked through Gran's orchard. Once inside the safety of the cottage, Jonah started a warm, crackling fire. Sami soothed her lingering, tense jumpiness with the normal routine of cooking breakfast.

      The smells made her stomach rumble, tighten in anticipation. Hunger quickly turned into streaks of ravenous pain. She couldn't help herself, and started wolfing bite after bite of partly cooked pig. By the time the edge of animalistic hunger faded, she'd eaten nearly the entire platter she'd meant to cook. And her hunger was barely appeased.

      Blushing, she started over, managing to get most cooked and on the plate this time.

      Jonah helped her carry everything to the table. They sat across from one another, Sami barely hanging on to control as she ate.

      Both were quiet. Lost in their own thoughts, she supposed.

      For her part, she couldn't stop from constantly replaying the evening with George and the others. The fury lingering in Jonah's eyes disturbed her greatly as well.

      Worse was the deeper instinct, a knowledge this wasn't over yet.

      She waited until the food was gone and the dishes cleaned. Stood aimlessly in the middle of the main room. Asked, “He'll try to get to me again, won't he?”

      “Yes. But next time I’ll be ready. I’ll destroy them all if they dare lay another hand on you.”

      She thought of Nadia’s fear. Of Kaleb’s kindness. He’d kidnapped her, but had seemed truly sorry. He hadn’t done it by choice, but orders. Remembering the way George terrorized them, Sami said, “No. They're not all responsible.”

      Jonah scowled in disbelief. “They are. They do as he says.”

      “But they do it out of fear.”

      Nadia’s voice whispered to her, saying there was nowhere else to go. Sami stated, “They need a home. Somewhere safe. A place to belong, where others can help drive away loneliness. Doesn't everyone need that?”

      Jonah scratched at his scruffy cheek. “I suppose such things are important for all.”

      She nodded. “George gives them that, even as they live in terror of him.”

      “They still follow his command.”

      “They're not as strong as you.” She met his gaze. “I spoke with a woman who hides away from the world. She thinks George is the only one who can keep her safe, yet she trembles when he is near. They need to be rescued from his madness. Not punished more than they already suffer now.”

      “I have only seen a couple of his men. Most struck me as honorable. But George Vulhund is not.”

      She didn't doubt it. But at the moment, her mind was starting growing fuzzy from exhaustion. She'd slept as the wolf, but didn't know how long. Between fear and her injuries, she probably needed to rest.

      Not that rest was the only growing idea on her mind. She held out a hand. “Come.”

      Jonah took her hand and kissed her cheek softly, almost hesitantly.

      She led him to her small bedroom. The warmth he always brought had soothed her ragged nerves. Now, her blood hummed with something hotter.

      A primal undercurrent of emotion and desire.

      After everything they'd faced yesterday, they'd returned to the safety of home. They were alive, a thought that brought a hotter rush to her veins. They were together, in the sanctity of each other's arms.

      The wildness inside howled.

      Sami rose on her toes. Kissed him, rubbed her cheek against his dark scruffy jaw.

      “You've been injured. You need sleep. To recover.” He started to pull back, but Sami refused to let him go.

      She leaned close, kissed him again.

      He murmured against her lips, “I don't want to hurt you further.”

      “You won’t,” she replied softly. “The only thing I need right now is you.” She needed to feel him close, to be surrounded by his essence. To know that no matter what, this was no dream.

      Still, he hesitated.

      She felt his worry, his fear. His lingering anger at those who dared take her. Harm her. “That's over for now. We're here. Together.” The wild heat inside her flared. “I need you, Jonah.”

      Crimson flashed in his golden gaze. With a deep sigh of surrender, he kissed her sweetly, trailing his hands up her arms, to her shoulders. They undressed one another in the soft afternoon sunlight shining through the curtains.

      Groaning, Jonah drew her against him, chest to chest, groin to groin. They fit, two pieces of a whole. Desire and love overwhelmed Sami. She trembled at the power of all he made her feel. A bit weak, she wrapped her arms around his neck, relying on his strength.

      Jonah plundered her mouth, drank her in. She kissed him back with all the passion building within her.

      When he pulled back, his golden gaze was filled with awe. “That you could want me, and so much.”

      Want him?

      She'd never get enough. Sami tugged his head down, let him feel everything flushing her veins. She lost herself in his taste, his touch. Giving, taking, demanding more and more.

      Raking her nails over his muscled back, she bit his lower lip. Jonah growled roughly. Sweeping his tongue teasingly over her lips, he delved into her mouth. She took him in, took everything he gave, and clung tight.

      He traced his fingertips along her sides, cupped her butt. Dipped a hand to caress between her thighs. She cried out softly. Jonah nipped at her neck. His heavy groan was nirvana. He traced his lips along her collarbone.

      Sami tipped her head back, giving him her throat—and her trust. Loved the pleasure lighting his face.

      “My little she-wolf. I can see the wildness in your eyes.”

      Did hers now streak with the same crimson as his?

      Primal need coursed through her. Intense, more animalistic than before. Sami embraced it.

      She didn't know what he read on her face, but Jonah raised a brow. “So fierce.” He kissed her hard. “Tell me what you want.”

      The word came out rough, a near-growl. “You.”

      “Well, then, my darling heart. I'll give that wildness inside you what it wants.” Jonah slipped behind her. Jerked her back to his chest, her butt to his groin. His whisper was a caress at her ear. “If anything pains you, tell me immediately.”

      With Jonah pressed harder from behind, his thick shaft between her thighs, the primal heat inside cried out in anticipation. Ignoring his question, Sami rubbed against him, skin on skin, his scent filling her quick breaths, his touch a hot caress.

      “You'll tell me if anything hurts, my darling?”

      She couldn't speak, could only revel in the driving desire.

      Cold air shocked her when he suddenly stepped away. “Yes?”

      “Yes, yes, I'll tell you,” she managed. Her reward was his return.

      His hard body slid against hers, his skin slightly damp from the heat between them. Fingers tickling her ribs, Jonah traced her stomach. Drew his hands higher to cup her breasts. Her head fell back against his shoulder.

      Jonah grazed her neck with his teeth. “My darling heart.”

      “Always,” was her husky reply.

      “My little she-wolf.” This time, he wasn't entirely gentle when he sank his wicked teeth into the curve of her neck.

      Thrills shot to her core. Desire raged out of control at the mix of pleasure and a hint of pain that didn't really hurt, but was instead, delicious.

      His rough words were overwhelmed. “My miracle.” He moved a hand up to cup her chin, drew her head back further, devoured her mouth. When she could barely breathe from the pleasure coursing through her, Jonah murmured against her lips, “You are my heaven, Samantha Grant.”

      He'd become her life. Her heart. Her world.

      All she could manage to put into words was a soft, “I love you, Jonah, so much it amazes me. You amaze me.”

      His eyes flared crimson. Took on a wilder touch. He grinned. Stepped her forward, closer to the bed. Then he shocked her by gripping her hips tight, keeping her butt tight to his groin, but leaning her over the bed. Automatically, she rested her hands on the blanket, glancing back over her shoulder curiously.

      He gave her a wolfish grin and winked.

      “What—” Her words dissolved at the feel of his hot mouth trailing along her spine.

      “Trust me.”

      “I do.”

      “Don't move.” He knelt behind her. Eased her legs apart.

      Shock and pleasure speared to her curling toes when Jonah covered her with his mouth. His tongue teased, making her cry his name in delight and ever rising need.

      He cupped her with his palm, rubbed in tight circles, continued to tantalize with his mouth. Friction rose from his slightly calloused skin, from the prickling scruff on his jaw, until wave after wave of torturous ecstasy shuddered through Sami.

      Pleasure dragged whimpers from her throat. Trembling, she collapsed, crossing her forearms on the bed and let her head fall, resting on them.

      With his every roughly intensifying touch, the storm inside Sami raged higher, harder. He continued to whip the storm into a frenzy.

      “Jonah,” she cried out, shoved to the edge.

      “That's right, darling.” He drove slickened fingers inside her.

      Boneless, strengthless, Sami shook from his touch. Spasms rocked her as he forced the pleasure higher, near unbearably sweet.

      Rising, Jonah held her hips tight. Eased his steely length between her thighs. Bending over her back, he kissed her ear, her neck. “My darling heart.”

      He plunged deep. Sami's breath stuttered. The pleasure that had recently captured her returned, hovering just at the edges, ready to crash down once again.

      The connection between them—her and mate, the wild voice whispered—brightened, strong and sure. The roiling storm built faster. Her breath came on panted whimpers of greedy need. She pushed back to meet Jonah's thrusts. He filled her, slamming home hard. The sound of sweat slickened skin slapped skin. Exquisite sensations raked her.

      Sami glanced back, met his crimson and gold gaze.

      “Mine,” he growled.

      “Yes,” she cried in response.

      Just as he was hers.

      Mate.

      His movements increased until pleasure ripped through her. A scream built. The torrential spiral of his love, his need, took her over. Jonah groaned. Pulled her closer, lightly clamped his teeth on the curve of her neck.

      Holding her. Marking her as his.

      Mate, the voice inside cried out again, in joy and welcome.

      The heat of emotion, the strength of the bonds between them, wrapped them both tightly. Jonah moved faster, pushed Sami over once more. His shout rumbled hoarsely. Then he slowed. Licked the sting on her neck away. When he drew back, she feared she’d fall from the quivering in her legs.

      He swept her into his arms and climbed on the bed, laying alongside her. Tucked her close in the curve of his arms, with her head on his shoulder. She watched him, unable to push the dreamy haze from her mind.

      “Mine,” he whispered again, the hint of a satisfied growl deepening his voice.

      The possessiveness made her shiver in delight. The man certainly seemed to enjoy asserting that claim. “Yes,” she replied once more.

      As she always would.

      Sami turned her head to lightly kiss his chest. She repeated another truth. “You are also mine.”

      “I am.” He swept a hand over her hair. “Sleep, my darling heart.”

      Infused with warmth, her body languid and limp, with Jonah's arms around her, the connection between them—heart and soul—flared wide.

      They were together. They were safe. Nothing else mattered.

      Nothing, no one, would ever keep them apart. Because nothing could break such strong bonds. Nothing could ever sever the ties between mates.

      After all, like Jonah said, wolves mated for life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Volume Four: Revenge

          

        

      

    

    
      Most know of me or at least have heard my tale. Certainly you would recognize my crimson, hooded cloak. You've been regaled by the story of my battle with a wolf.

      But as with most stories, that was only a small part of my life. And legends discard certain truths.

      Forgotten with each retelling was how the wolves I fought could also become men. My beloved Jonah, too, remains shrouded in the mists of time. Nothing is mentioned of all we meant to one another. Of the family we created and sent out into the world. No one speaks of the bonds we shared, or how he changed my life forever.

      Yet, after becoming his, tumultuous times lay ahead. Like my love, I became a wolf, tugged by the call of the moon. I learned the tales Gran told long ago were all too real. That there were others, like Jonah and I, living in the Dark Forest just outside my village.

      And one of them wished to destroy the bonds of our love. A monster willing to do anything to force me to become his.

      Jonah and I refused to let anyone harm the love so precious to us. Yet, neither of us knew just how far he would go...

      If you are truly curious, then sit for a while. Join me and discover for yourself the complete tale.

      The truth behind the woman with the dark red riding hood.
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        * * *

      

      “Tell me another story of your past,” Samantha Grant cajoled her lover.

      Firelight flickered over Jonah's deeply tanned skin, still damp from their recent lovemaking. Longish dark hair framed his face, softening sharp, masculine features. His piercingly intense golden gaze mesmerized.

      Nestled against him in a cocoon of blankets in front of the hearth, Sami burrowed closer. She crossed her arms on top of his muscled chest and rested her chin on them, staring into those expressive gold eyes.

      Jonah brushed back a lock of Sami's long red hair, tucked it behind her ear, then grinned. “Aren't you tired yet, my darling heart? You've about worn me out.”

      She smiled at his reference to the insatiable, wild heat growing inside of her recently.

      Everything seemed so domestic—this night, the two of them. Here. Like this. Safe and sound in the cottage Sami had grown up in.

      Even if Gran was no longer here.

      But this same scene could be found in any other home around the nearby small village. Most likely, in any village or town around the great wide world.

      And yet, she and Jonah were not like everyone else, though none looking upon them would guess what they hid so deep inside.

      Jonah could change from man to wolf. Mostly by choice, but for the three nights of the full moon, when the animal came unbidden.

      A little over two weeks ago, during the last full moon, Sami herself had been bitten.

      Not by Jonah.

      But instead, a dark monstrous beast.

      One who wanted her for himself.

      She shuddered, thinking of the evil insanity of George. The last night of the full moon, he'd had some of his men kidnap her. He'd nearly killed both Jonah and Sami. Thankfully, they'd escaped.

      Ironically, it was partly due to the help of one of George's wolves, the white pawed Kaleb. Why the giant of a man hadn't stopped Sami, she still didn't understand, even after days, weeks, of hard thought.

      Time during which she and Jonah had remained alert, wary for another attack. For something.

      Surprisingly, danger hadn't come around.

      At least, not yet.

      In fact, those after Sami and her love had mysteriously, completely, disappeared. The day after their escape, she'd badgered Jonah until he agreed to sneak back into the enemy camp. Check on the others' safety. There was no telling what an insane monster like George would do to his people.

      After all, Sami had wounded the man greatly.

      Her hands shifting to slashing, slicing claws. A fiery torch shoved into the man's eye.

      Only later had she learned how badly fire could hurt those like them.

      Then, Jonah fought the black beast to free Sami.

      They'd won.

      Escaped.

      Yes. George must be furious.

      Sami could only hope his people, like the giant of a man Kaleb, were still well.

      So Jonah finally—after securing Sami's promise not to step foot outside the cabin until his return—headed out to the Dark Forest. A forbidding place only a short distance from both her home, and the village.

      A dark place where, she now knew well, monsters really did roam.

      Hours later, Jonah had returned, thankfully safe and well. Except his strained expression made her fear the worst.

      Only, it hadn't been horrid.

      More... confusing.

      After living in the same area of the Dark Forest long enough to erect a huge communal cabin, and other, smaller structures, George apparently up and moved his people. Jonah couldn't find even one paw print or wolf hair to give clue to where they'd run off to.

      Considering George's people were numerous enough to be a small village unto themselves, their ages ranging from children to the elderly, such a fast, secretive move left Sami with an ominous roiling in her gut that wouldn't go away.

      Jonah voiced the hope they'd left the area. Perhaps for good.

      Sami couldn't believe it.

      She remembered too clearly not only the possessive hunger, but later, the killing fury, in George's crazed wolf-crimson glare. His twisted expression turning from possessive lust to murderous rage.

      She had a feeling the man wouldn't give up.

      Only, she wasn't sure he continued to want her as mate.

      More like he wanted her head.

      Jonah's too.

      And yet, they'd had almost two weeks of peace. Sami could at least find some hope that it lasted. With no sign of the evil wolf—or any of fighters, most merely browbeaten people forced to follow his command—she'd slowly begun to relax. To ease into the newness, the instinct, the wildness, and yes, the insatiable heat and need of the bountiful love she and Jonah shared.

      A log in the fireplace popped, sending a wave of warmth over them. Sami's attention was once again captured by Jonah's stunning stare.

      He lightly traced a finger along her temple, down her cheek. “So many thoughts running through that beautiful mind of yours tonight.” Cupping the back of her neck, he drew her forward. Lifted his head to kiss her softly. “What sort of story would you like me to tell this time?”

      Settling back onto his chest, she replied, “Anything.”

      Jonah's chuckle filled her with a special tenderness. “All right then. You'll enjoy this one. A few decades ago, I set sail on a cargo ship, only to find it manned by pirates. The crew had a habit of leaving port and heading out a ways into deeper ocean, then stripping the few passengers and tossing them in the water. Made them swim to shore in naught but their own skin.”

      Sami shivered. “How awful.”

      “True enough. When my turn came, I refused. Now, I wasn't the first one to do so, but unlike most, I managed to put up a hell of a good fight. The captain watched the whole thing. After I knocked out the first dozen men who tried me, he called a halt. The man swaggered down the stairs to the deck, looked me up and down, and asked if I wanted to sign on to his crew.”

      She studied his expression, trying to gauge if he was putting her on. “What did you do?”

      The corners of Jonah's wide mouth curled up slightly. “Considering I was running from a wolf hunter at the time, I told him yes. Well, the captain looked me over again. Then he said, 'I guess you'll do, but I'll most likely kill any one of you in the morning.' “

      “You were pirate?” The idea didn't fit the Jonah she knew.

      His gaze darkened with seriousness as he hurried to add, “I'm not a good man, darling. I've killed people. Too many to count in my long lifetime. But I can promise you, I have never killed an innocent that I am aware of.”

      She blinked. “I know you're a good man. That was never in doubt.”

      His grin returned, wide and full with hints of joy. His gaze held stunned disbelief. He kissed her hard.

      Settling back, Jonah continued to colorfully describe some of his pirate escapades, from learning to dive into deep ocean, to recovering sunken treasures and boarding ghost ships. Of amazing creatures in the sea, some quite terrifying. Fish big enough to swallow a man whole. Monsters large enough to destroy a ship.

      Snuggled on top of his hard chest, with his arms tight, comforting around her, Sami listened to his amazing, amusing stories, while thinking of the one and only ship she'd ever seen.

      Gran had taken her to a distant town when Sami'd been around four or five, to get some special medicine their village needed. The place had been huge. Houses and shops crammed together in tall, staggeringly crooked rows. Streets wound through them all, leading to a large lake, and eventually, to the even bigger sea.

      The huge ship had towered over even the tallest buildings on land. They hadn't gotten close, but Sami'd still been left awestruck.

      Jonah told her of other things, beautiful groups of huge whales and smaller porpoises that followed their ship everywhere. And of stunning, mysterious island paradises, lush and vibrant and achingly beautiful.

      He fell silent, brushing a hand over her hair, down her back.

      A bit hesitant, suddenly conscious of how much more... worldly he was, Sami said, “I've never been anywhere like you have.”

      She was a simple girl, raised by Gran near their small, isolated village.

      Few strangers travelled here, for fear of the forbidding, Dark Forest nearby, other than the few traders and caravans.

      Usually.

      Sami shivered as her thoughts were once more pulled back to George and his people. His wolves.

      The realization of how much truth had been in Gran's wondrous—sometimes terrifying—tales continued to both stun and worry her. Monsters really did live in the nearby forest. And for over six months, those monsters had been stalking the local villagers.

      Jonah tugged her closer. “What deep thoughts keep agitating you, my darling heart?”

      The way this man could read her never failed to amaze. Sami swallowed past her tight throat. “George. He's going to come after me again. Why hasn't he yet?”

      “Perhaps he's waiting for the next full moon. While it's true that those older, and therefore stronger, can shift to their wolf whenever they choose, our true power comes with the growing moon. These darkest of nights we are at our weakest.”

      “You think, if they're still around, he'll wait two more weeks?”

      Jonah's golden gaze darkened, flickered crimson. “Perhaps not. But it's useless to worry over such things until we must.” He brushed a hand down her back, over her bare hip, nudging the light blanket—her only covering—a little lower. Fanned the flames in her veins, flushing away some of her apprehension.

      Jonah was right. There was no use in letting such things get to her.

      She traced a finger lightly over his chest in small circles, turning her mind to other, more practical things. Like running through her list of nightly chores to ensure she and Jonah could remain here, by the fire, for as long as possible.

      As she planned what to make for a very, very late dinner—which would have to be soon, with her new, near painful, hunger—Sami realized she'd need to visit the village soon for food and other supplies they were running low on. Luckily, tomorrow was the start of the season's market.

      Two days when outlying farmers travelled to the village to sell their wares. Usually, they had one or two travelling traders show up. If Sami was lucky, some of her rare annual purchases could be made tomorrow.

      With the seasons changing from fall to winter—October was halfway over—there were a few rarities that should be brought in soon.

      Sami smiled in anticipation of surprising Jonah, softly saying, “I need to go into the village tomorrow for supplies.”

      He nodded. “We can go in the morning.”

      But hesitation stirred in her stomach, even though it was market time, at the unease in the village lately. With the animal attacks and killings the past few seasons, locals had been tense. Suspicious.

      It was partly why Jonah stopped staying in the village. When Sami found out he'd been sleeping in the normal forests near Gran's land, she'd forced him to move into the cottage.

      Not that it had been a hardship.

      The villagers didn't know it wasn't wild animals behind the killing.

      Instead, it had been George and his men.

      And Sami realized that, perhaps, she could find a bit of hope that he'd taken the people he controlled and left the area.

      Because that would mean the village would be safe.

      Which, unfortunately, wouldn't quickly ease the high tensions strumming through the locals lately.

      So she asked, “Are you certain you should come? With how things have been, people may still be discouraging strangers to hang around, even during market.”

      Jonah shrugged lightly. “It doesn't matter. It's not safe for you to go alone.”

      She smiled at his overprotectiveness. “It's only the village. I'll be fine.”

      He stiffened. “I don't want you going anywhere without me.”

      Sami eased higher on Jonah's chest to kiss his chin, then met his stubborn stare, full of tight worry. “It is merely the village. And it's most likely not safe for you to be seen. But we need supplies.”

      He tried to speak.

      Sami pressed a finger to his lips. “Therefore, I will go get supplies. You can do some hunting while I'm gone, as we need more meat than we can get from the butcher.”

      He tried to argue, but she refused.

      While she agreed that right now, it might not be entirely safe for her to travel the normal woods between Gran's land and the village, alone, Sami also knew Jonah would keep an eye on her, while staying hidden himself.

      She laid her chin back on his wide chest. The whooshing beat of Jonah's heart lulled her into a soothing, peaceful bliss.

      Until he snorted lightly. “Stubborn.”

      “No more than you,” she replied.

      He traced his fingers along her spine, making her shiver in delight. Sparks caressed her skin. Warmed her heart. They drifted in comfortable silence, Sami relaxed, at peace, as Jonah could always make her feel.

      When her stomach began to growl loudly, Jonah brushed her auburn hair from her forehead and kissed her softly. “Food, my darling. Food is what we both need at the moment.”

      They cooked dinner together, a meal heavy on the meat as Sami's body now preferred. Once satiated, Jonah led her back to the fireplace, the flames dimmer, but still glowing warm.

      After they settled back into the nest of blankets, Jonah's arms secure around her, he asked, “Shall I tell you another story?”

      Sami hadn't mentioned it before. She didn't want to push. But the words flowed out before she could stop them. “Would you tell me of your childhood?”

      Jonah rarely mentioned his younger years and her curiosity was strained with a deep yearning to know more.

      At her question, he stiffened slightly, something she might not have noticed before. The new animal instinct alive within her was always awake, alert, as if it were melding and becoming a part of her very soul.

      He whispered a kiss across her temple, then turned his head to stare into the fire. “I...” He grimaced.

      The tension singing along his taut muscles agitated Sami.

      And the wildness growing inside. She snuggled closer. “You don't have to talk about it if you don't wish to.” She regretted asking. Had known it must be painful, or else he'd have spoken of it before now.

      Jonah chuckled, hoarse and bitter this time. “No, my heart. You have a right to ask me anything. And to hear the answers. It's just...” He sighed. Pain drenched the sound with sadness. “There's not much to tell. And what there is, well, it's not pleasant.”

      Which she'd already figured out. And why she hadn't asked directly before now. Like her, Jonah was an orphan. That much she knew.

      He turned onto his side, spooning her from behind and holding on tight. “I was born in the isles far to the west. Like your Gran, my parents were of nature. Druids some called them.”

      Sami startled. “Like Gran? She wasn't a druid.” She'd been wise, a storyteller and healer, but not a mystical, secretive druid.

      Jonah chuckled again, this time to her relief, there was actual humor in it. “Yes, my darling heart, she was. The signs are on the protective stones she used to encircle your land.”

      “Truly?”

      “Yes. All the stories your Gran told and she never mentioned the druids?

      “Sometimes she told stories of their wonder and unbelievable way with nature's magic, but she never said anything personal about them.”

      “That's interesting. I wonder why not.”

      Sami didn't know. Even now, after all she'd seen, she wasn't certain she believed in such magics. For one thing, the supposed protective stones didn't work. She reminded Jonah, “George and two of his wolves came all the way into the orchard.”

      “Your Gran is no longer here to request the assistance of nature, or her power.”

      The usual sharp sadness tightened around Sami's heart. Prickles of pain from the loss that time continued to refuse to lessen.

      Changing the subject, she wondered out loud, “If you were a druid, then can you make them work?”

      “I am no druid.” Whisper soft, Jonah returned to his tale. “My parents loved to travel. We didn't have a traditional house, but rather the forests, the world was our home.”

      “It sounds lovely.”

      “It truly was.”

      “What happened?”

      His arms tightened. Sami pressed back against his chest, sharing as much warmth and comfort she could.

      “When I was six, we stopped in a small village for supplies. The few things we couldn't find, make or grow ourselves. My mother...”

      A sharp spike of shared agony ripped through Sami—Jonah's pain coming staggeringly sharp and clear.

      “My mother was beautiful. Long dark hair, blue-green eyes like the sea. She was soft, loving, kind... And the men in that village saw it. They wanted it. And they took it.” He gritted his jaw so hard his teeth audibly ground. “When my father objected, they killed him. Two adults and one child, against a mob of armed men.”

      “They killed both your parents?”

      Bitter fury filled the air, growled in his voice. “After keeping my mother alive for days, yes. Then they took me to the nearest large port town and sold me into slavery.”

      His agony penetrated Sami—slashing and burning and piercing. It made her gut roil, her stomach cramp, her heart cry.

      She turned in his arms and hugged him tightly. “I am so very sorry, my love. Such horrors to go through.”

      Silence filled the cabin but for the crackling fire, and Jonah's muffled, hitching breaths against her neck. She caressed his shoulders, his back, holding him close.

      After a little while, Jonah stilled, as if shoving away such drowning pain, struggling to think of better times. Eventually, he drew back, rising to one elbow, and stared down at her. “Later, it wasn't all terrible. I escaped easily, and soon, I happened to be taken in by a nice family, living on their farm.” His voice slowly strengthened, becoming more sure.

      She, too, knew well how to push the pain far away. How to lock it up tight. Even if the intensity only faded, but never went away completely.

      One couldn't live with such overwhelming sorrows constantly ripping at their heart.

      But she welcomed the new topic, and continued trying to ease the mood. “That doesn't sound like you—settled and stationary.”

      He flashed her a quick grin, though it couldn't touch the sadness lingering in his golden gaze. “As soon as I was old enough, I set sail. I've been travelling the world ever since.”

      Sami cupped his cheek with her palm. “That sounds like the Jonah I've come to know.”

      The hints of pain radiating from him stirred not just Sami's compassion, but a need to soothe. To heal.

      Unfortunately, she knew such wounds never fully went away.

      All she could do was hold him, comfort as much as possible. Bring joy into his life, just as he'd brought to her.

      Her inner wildness stirred.

      It, too, needed to give comfort, to soothe mate.

      Love overflowed Sami's heart, overpowered her every last sense. Fire flashed in her veins.

      A matching heat sparked in Jonah's eyes, streaks of wolf-crimson in gold.

      She kissed him. Showed him the heat spreading through her like a wildfire.

      His groan came hoarse, growled. Jonah nipped her lower lip, then softly kissed her cheek, her jaw. “What a lovely idea you have, my darling heart. Again.” The intense emotion, the love, clear in his expression, in his every touch, blasted Sami. Took her breath away.

      Jonah made her feel so... wanted.

      And somehow, so powerful at the same time.

      As he made her yearn from such consuming desire, so too did he seem to need her.

      She traced indistinct patterns over his tight, tanned stomach and chest. His eyes flared deeper ruby. The molten heat between them was a caress, if hungry. Demanding.

      The wildness inside urgently needed to show him both the softness of her never-ending love, and the wild strength deep within her soul. That which would always protect.

      Boldness swept through Sami. She sat up next to Jonah. Ripped the blankets away.

      He always gave her so much when they made love.

      Tonight, she would turn the tables. Give something back to him.

      When Jonah started to rise on his elbows, she shoved him back down. He lifted a curious, questioning brow, but didn't object. She smiled wickedly, making his eyes widen.

      Leaning over him, Sami traced her tongue along the length of his throat. His pulse tripled beneath her touch. Jonah tipped his head back, making her breath catch. Her heart overflow.

      The growing animal instinct within her howled at this sign of ultimate trust, and all Jonah had told her that such a position meant to those like him.

      Like them, now.

      Because it was also a sign of his capitulation, telling her he was giving her control.

      Not that she hadn't already grabbed it.

      The wide, hard expanse of his chest beckoned her to explore. Sami eased down, tasting his skin. His nipples tightened, drawing her interest. As Jonah had done to her, she flicked the tip of her tongue over one, wondering if it would give him pleasure.

      His rumbling groan told her everything she needed to know.

      And spurred her on.

      Sami traced further down his chest, along his sides. His skin, dark and velvet soft over such strength, tasted of ambrosia. His spiced, musky male scent invaded her senses.

      Slowly, she caressed his tight stomach. Followed the path of her hands with her lips and tongue.

      As she moved lower, Jonah tensed.

      His long, thick shaft throbbed. Irresistibly, Sami reached for him. Wrapped her fingers around his hard length. She was amazed to feel the rapid, pulsating heat beneath her palm.

      Jonah growled soft, shuddering. But other than to fist his hands in the blankets they lay on, he didn't move. Just watched her with half-closed, semi-unfocused eyes. She traced her tongue along the thin trail of dark hair running down his lower stomach.

      At the same time, she tightened her fingers on his shaft. Jonah groaned roughly. His hips jutted up into her touch.

      Surprised, and suddenly unsure, Sami began to pull away.

      He gritted out, “Please, don't stop.”

      But before she could touch him again, Jonah rolled over and rose to his knees. He drew Sami up to face him, kneeling as well.

      “Come closer,” he whispered hoarsely.

      She inched forward on her knees.

      He covered her breasts with his palms, drew one nipple into the heat of his mouth. Sami whimpered at the hot sensations spiking through her.

      His teeth scraped her skin lightly. Tantalizing. She pressed into his delicious touch. He traced his tongue up her throat, softly kissed her.

      Then Jonah drew back, his stare capturing Sami completely. He slowly drew her hand back to his shaft.

      When he curled her fingers around his thick length, he shuddered, a growly groan rumbling up his chest. He captured her mouth. Kissed Sami with a greedy, demanding passion.

      She caressed him, trailing her fingers along his hot, hard shaft. Cupped his sac, feeling the tickle of crisp hairs on her palm.

      And matched the heat of his kiss, meeting every thrust of his tongue, every nibble of teeth.

      He slipped his free hand along her hip. Between her thighs. Flicked his fingers over her slick, sensitive flesh.

      Trembling, Sami could do nothing but accept the pleasure coursing along her veins. Her hold on his large erection tightened. Jonah's deep groans sent satisfied thrills straight to her heart.

      He slid his fingers over her, playing and teasing. At the same time, he gently captured her hand. Showed her how to pleasure him, by rubbing the length of his shaft, changing her touch from soft to rougher. His guided movements matched the way he stroked between her thighs, gentle, then harder.

      Though she was kneeling, her legs shook weakly. Her breath came in ragged gasps from the pleasure swamping her senses. Emotion and passion guided Sami's movements, until Jonah's head fell back. He growled, a long, rolling sound of pleasure. His fingers quickened over her, urging her higher.

      Exquisite sensations vibrated through her. With a rush, she exploded, ecstasy igniting every inch of her. She moved her hand over Jonah's shaft faster, in instinctual response, but he captured her.

      Drew her away with the softest of kisses. “Not for me. Not yet.”

      She didn't quite understand his meaning, but was perfectly content to continue floating in the lingering haze. When he lay her down, rising above her, Sami opened her arms wide and welcomed him.

      His touch, his taste, the sensations of heat and wildness and wolf, overwhelmed her. Overwhelmed them both. She reveled in the closeness, the pleasure. Connected to him like this was as blissful as the sparks of love between them.

      The wild instinct, too, embraced everything Jonah made her feel, from her heart to her soul. The emotion. The passion. And all the delicious pleasure.

      He moved over her hungrily, his gaze capturing her own. Every thrust of his hips, every caress of his hands, his mouth, forced Sami higher into the stunning storm. His kiss was ambrosia. His shaft, filling her, was bliss. He nuzzled her throat. Sank his teeth gently into the crook of her neck.

      Possessive. Claiming. Loving.

      Jonah's rough, rumbling growls, his hungry groans, mixed with her breathless cries. He pierced her with his heated stare, thrusting deep again and again, driving her higher.

      Caught in wonder, she watched the play of love and desire over his sharp features. The glow of wolf crimson in his gaze. Pleasure captured them both in shuddering release. The heat of Jonah's love strummed through Sami as she was swept away.

      His erratic movements slowed. He rested his brow to hers, his whisper wrapping around her tightly. “My love. My heart. Mine.”

      He kissed her temple, then eased to lay along her side. The look of primal satisfaction in his crimson-streaked golden eyes, curling his sensuous mouth, made Sami smile.

      “I am yours.” She would never have a different answer for this man. “As you, too, are mine. Always.”

      “My darling heart, you can't imagine the happiness you bring to me. Such amazement in my life that I'd never thought to have. To hold. To keep for myself.”

      She kissed him softly. “I love you, Jonah.”

      And still, even now, such words from her left him stunned. She kissed him again, curling tight to his chest. He automatically tightened his arms around her, drawing her further into the safe, warm haven of his embrace.

      As if he'd never let her go. Nor did she want him to.

      Mate, the wild voice inside her preened. Mine.

      Nothing would ever change that.

      Sami refused to let anything, anyone—or any beast—tear them apart.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Early the next morning, after a hearty, filling breakfast to help control the pains of her increased hunger, Sami slipped on the long crimson cloak Jonah had given her.

      The velvety cloth cocooned around her. Strangely warm. Protective. She still didn't understand its magic.

      Did that matter, as long as it kept her safe from those like the dark beast, George?

      She rose on her toes and lightly brushed her lips to Jonahs, then whispered, “I'll return shortly.”

      He grunted, grabbed her close with a heady passion and kissed her breathless. A heated eternity later, Jonah stepped back, looked her over, and nodded decisively. “You certainly will be back soon. Stay alert, my darling heart.”

      Part of her yearning to already be on her way home to him, Sami hurried through Gran’s orchard. The chilly morning air held hints of the nearing winter. Even the trees showed the turning of the seasons. Leaves, near complete jewels of ruby and citrine, had mostly abandoned the branches to carpet the forest floor. Layers of color crunched cheerfully beneath her every step.

      Sami hurried northeast toward the village. While there was a rutted road for wagons to take that passed Gran's land, it curved sharply to the southeast—in the direction of the Dark Forest—and was too far out of her way.

      Luckily, the trees she currently walked through were normal. Simple trunks and limbs, not twisted and dark. And hopefully, no monsters hiding in the shadows.

      The shortcut made the trip into town only about a half hour's walk. Along the way, the usual sounds of birds, insects and furred animals scurrying across the ground serenaded her.

      Nothing seemed out of place or worrisome. Even if she never heard the slightest hint that Jonah followed. Watched over her.

      Not that Sami needed to hear him to feel his presence. His attention, his protection. Her mate would never leave her alone. A sizzle of pleasure at the thought curled warmly in her belly.

      Eventually, she connected to the wide, rutted dirt road that wound through the trees on its way to the village. The closer she got to town, the sparser the trees became, until clear rolling meadows stretched out to her right. Farms and fields belonging to people who lived just outside the village.

      Trees continued to grow in thick clusters along the left side of the road for awhile longer. After a bit, the forest stopped, butting up against a long wooden fence. In the distance, horses, oxen and mules wandered secured fields that eventually connected to the stables, marking the edge of town.

      Sami drew her cloak tighter. Slowed as she left the comfort of the forest, knowing it would be harder for Jonah to follow her. But then she shook her head and forced a light laugh at her apprehension.

      It wasn't as if anything bad would happen to her in the village.

      Even if George showed up, attempted to harm her, she'd be surrounded by those who had known her most of her life. People who, even if some didn't particularly care for her, would still help, if it came down to it.

      So why did shivers of apprehension continue to sneak along her spine?

      The sun had fully cleared the horizon when Sami reached the huge, barnlike stables, and the outer large town well.

      Smoke billowed from wood fires warming homes and cooking the day's food. Just past the stables, darker smoke thickly clouded above the blacksmith's. She bypassed them both, to slip between neat, orderly rows of small, wooden thatched houses, and larger shop buildings.

      Unsurprisingly, the few people she saw this early were all locals.

      No strangers.

      And sure enough, tensions were apparently still running high. Even with it being a market day, people shot her suspicious glances. Sami drew the crimson hood back away from her face.

      She slipped along the wide walkway between the tavern and the butcher's shop. The scent of bloody meat snagged her attention, but she ignored the hunger pangs in her belly. She'd stop at the butcher's last, on her way back out of town.

      Along the sides of the stretching, oval-shaped, grassy center of the village, storefronts, stalls and carts were already being set up for the first day of market.

      Sami hoped to get some delicacies she didn't grow in her own gardens, but which should have—hopefully—recently arrived. From the far south, a strange green-striped melon with sweet, watery red fruit inside, that Old Mister Humberly said he'd ordered.

      Some cocoa Eleanor Raindell, the village baker, stocked up on this time of year, for her own delicious wares, and to sell at a premium to others.

      Perhaps something else, new and interesting, brought in.

      Sami continued along the edge of the village center, toward Old Humberly's shop. Thankfully, the area remained quiet, mostly uncrowded. For now. She slowed to browse through the stalls being set up with troves of treasures.

      Another trader must've stopped nearby sometime in the past couple weeks, while she and Jonah played reclusive lovers at home.

      Smiling softly, Sami wondered if Jonah had ever seen such things, or tasted the strange, new fruit she hoped to bring home. With a silent giggle, she decided he probably had.

      He'd experienced so many things. Travelled to so many places.

      Through increasing crowds, Sami at last approached Mister Humberly's shop, wide-eyed at the large green fruits on display. But she slowed to a stop, still a short distance away.

      Old Humberly's lined face appeared somber as he listened to the village head, Jeremy Rakentel. Their discussion was quiet, but Sami's heightened senses picked up every word.

      Rakentel, short, round, bald, and always scowling as far as she knew, uttered urgently, “There's got to be something we can do. Someone we can call for help. Too many of us are dying. And now we have a missing woman, too?”

      Sami startled, stiff and alert.

      What missing woman?

      Humberly replied angrily, “You really think it's time for that? You barely gave us village men leave to increase our watch group. Give us more than a few days to fix the problem.”

      Rakentel shook his head and started to reply, but spotted Sami. His eyes widened. Flickered with suspicion. Clenching his jaw, he stated, “We'll finish speaking of this later.” The man shot Sami one more dark glance before he spun and strode away.

      Old Mister Humberly chuckled, but the sound was weary. “Why if it isn't little Samantha Grant. I've those melons for you.”

      Sami shoved her unease away and concentrated on the elder farmer. “I see. They look lovely.”

      “I saved some of the best, just for you.” He pulled out a basket from underneath the table and handed it over.

      She glanced at the two large, heavy oblongs, not really seeing the green striped fruit she'd been so excited to get. “What was Mister Rakentel talking about? A missing woman?”

      Humberly grimaced and shook his graying head. “Don't worry yourself over it. You should be fine out there on your Gran's land. The bastards behind this have mostly stayed to the areas north of town. And besides, your Gran had a way with making sure her land stayed safe. Us village men will take care of things around here, short and quick.”

      She bit back a sigh and nodded dutifully. Accepting the fruit, she continued on to the bakery, through heavily swelling crowds. As she listened to the hushed, frightened whispering around her, she finally found out what had recently happened.

      Two more men had been killed in the last four days. And now, a woman had been taken from her farmhouse. All in the dead of night.

      Her stomach twisted, sunk. She desperately wanted to believe otherwise, but perhaps George hadn't been as inactive as she and Jonah thought.

      They'd remained at Gran's cottage the past couple weeks, since escaping George and his men, certain the dark wolf would come after the two of them.

      Instead, it appeared he'd gone after the villagers.

      After all, who else could it be?

      Damn it.

      Guilt was a growing row of molten knives digging deep into her gut.

      What all had she and Jonah missed?

      There was a short line at Eleanor's bakery, so Sami claimed a spot and waited. Two women in front of her, farmers' wives from north of the village, whispered to each other of dead men and the missing woman.

      Tension sang along Sami's nerves. Stormed her gut. Prickled the growing animal instinct that demanded they protect what was theirs.

      The village, the people, belonged to them.

      There had to be something she and Jonah could do to stop this.

      There must be.

      She got the cocoa, then turned back toward the butchers, and the stop she wished to avoid.

      But she needed meat.

      Between her lover, and her own new hunger, they'd been going through a lot, even with the deer Jonah brought home.

      The center square was now swamped with people, in from miles around for the market. Sami edged to the side, heading back the way she'd come, her progress slow. Finally, she reached the end of the rows of stalls and carts and the crush of people, and pushed free.

      As she stepped into the butcher's shop, frission shot down her spine.

      The butcher, Hans Peters, was a tall, thin man. With his near white hair and pale skin, he could appear ghostly. Until he pierced you with his pitch black glare. Today, he stared at Sami with hard suspicion, as well as his usual distrust. One of the few people in the village—a fair newcomer at only fifteen years here—who'd never liked Gran.

      Or Sami for that matter.

      Hans stayed at the back of the shop, but followed her every move with that black glowering glare, while Sami placed her order with his son. Bertrand, about her age but seemingly years younger, eagerly scurried about the shop to pack her large order.

      Hans slowly wandered closer. His stare never softened. Never wavered.

      With not much to do, Sami forced the appearance of calm disinterest, holding her fruit basket and other packages tightly in front of her. No one could see how her fingers clenched in a white-knuckled grip.

      Hans stopped next to the door, his glare still unfaltering. His thin lips drew into a grimace. Suspicion was clear and bright in his dark, hard gaze, his tight expression.

      Suspicion for what, though?

      He didn’t know of the guilt burning her right now. Nor could he possibly know of the beast growing inside of Sami.

      Bert returned with her meat packaged in a large box. Sami paid, then headed for the door, ignoring the way Hans hovered nearby. He didn't say anything as she left the shop, but she felt his stare, like an itch between her shoulder blades, as she retraced her path toward the blacksmith's and the stables.

      At least most people she passed had a kind smile, calling out greetings, asking after her health. One elder woman reminded Sami how much Gran was missed, and ensured she continued to keep Gran in her heart.

      It was lightening, knowing so many remembered Gran fondly. The old woman would never be forgotten.

      Sami slipped along the busy walkway between buildings and soon, finally reached the wider, open dirt area that stretched between the blacksmith, the stables, and the large, outer village well.

      Relieved to be in a slightly less crowded place, Sami was more than ready to make her full escape.

      In the distance, a rumbling grew. A wagon barreled down the rutted lane at dangerously high speeds, coming straight towards them. It shuddered to a stop right in front of the large, outer well. Men shouted, jumping out from the back of the wagon.

      The crowd fell silent as those nearby turned to watch the spectacle.

      Sami hesitated, curious, but also past ready for the silence and peace of home. For Jonah.

      Then she spotted the girl huddled in the back corner of the wagon. Dark brown hair fell over a face Sami could only partly see, but knew very well.

      She and Verity Harrison had grown up close. Long ago, her mother Ashley apprenticed for Gran as an herbalist for a while, so they'd been great friends when young. Sami supposed they still were, even if the chance to talk was rare nowadays. After Verity's father passed a couple years ago, the two women had worked hard to keep up with their farm.

      Some of the men who'd jumped out of the wagon carefully helped Verity down.

      The tiny, waiflike woman immediately sank to the ground onto her knees. Loud sobs wracked her, made her shiver and shudder.

      Whispers shot through the crowd like the flickering flames of a fire soon to be out of control.

      Sami forgot everything except for her friend, and the dark pain emanating from Verity. She shoved through the growing crowd, dropping her basket and packages by the wagon, as she fell to her own knees and gathered Verity in a hug.

      Verity's sobs turned wretched. She cried shrilly, “Mama! Where's mama?”

      Bands clamped around Sami's chest, her heart. She couldn't breathe. Couldn't think. Wasn't even sure her heart beat for long moments.

      Ashley, missing?

      Anyone knew the woman would never leave her daughter. The two had a bond that was immense, unbreakable. But...

      The men from the wagon huddled away from Sami and Verity, whispering harshly. The distance didn't stop Sami from hearing—how three of the men, from outlying farms and ranches, had found another farmer dead in his home.

      Like the others the past few seasons, he'd been ripped to pieces.

      “Obvious wolf bites,” one of the men stated.

      The village head appeared, demanding details. Rakentel's face paled, then hardened, as the men spoke.

      They were part of the increased watch group led by Old Humberly. Their task had been to check the farms near their own, on their way in for market.

      They'd found a mess at the Harrison place.

      Ashley gone.

      Verity cowering in a closet, unable to do anything but scream for her mama.

      Rakentel replied, “That's three dead men, and two missing women, in less than a week. What the hell is going on around here?”

      Old Mister Humberly reached them, shaking his head as he took in the scene. He, too, demanded the details, forcing Sami to hear them all yet again.

      Women, gone from the safety of their homes in the dead of night.

      Men, mauled and killed from obvious wolf bites.

      But everyone knew wolves couldn't steal someone right out of their homes.

      Or so they thought.

      Sami knew better now, didn't she?

      Her heart sank, her nerves shivered, her thoughts spun uselessly.

      One of the men from the wagon shouted a bit hysterically, “Wolves don't open doors, do they? Cause old Menton was killed in his locked house, sleeping in his very own bed. How's an animal gonna do that?”

      No one replied.

      The man continued louder, panic tingeing his voice. “Are the wolves stealing off with our women too, now? These killings've been going on for months. The two have to be connected.”

      After a sharp look from Rakentel, another man grabbed the speaker and led him from the crowd.

      Old Mister Humberly shook his head. “Paranoia is running rampant. Next people will be blaming fairies and devils. Perhaps from the Dark Forest, hmm?”

      Those nearby overheard and laughter, if uneasy, drifted sporadically through the crowd. At least it dispelled some of the fear.

      But not all.

      How could people push away such terror?

      Sami couldn't. Nor could she ignore the expanding bitterness of guilt.

      If George was behind all this...

      Verity stirred. Whimpered softly.

      “It's all right, sweetie,” Sami crooned. “You're safe now.”

      Slowly, Verity looked up. Met Sami's gaze. She trembled, whispering hoarsely, “Sami. Mama's gone. Monsters took her.”

      Rakentel and Old Humberly noticed Verity was alert and talking. The village head ripped Verity from Sami's arms, ignoring both their protests.

      Humberly laid a hand on Rakentel's arm. “Come now. How can you treat the girl thusly?”

      The village head froze, glanced at the watching crowd, then took a deep breath and straightened. He released Verity, who flew back into Sami's tight embrace.

      Sighing angrily, Jeremy stared at them both. “Miss Harrison. You need to come with me and Humberly to the doctor's. He'll look you over.”

      Verity shook her head vigorously against Sami's shoulder.

      Old Humberly broke in again. “What's this? She doesn't know the new doc yet. Bring her to my shop. My daughter is there, helping with the market. Verity, would you feel safe with Grace?”

      Before she could answer, a large group of women—including Humberly's daughter and his wife—bustled up. They surrounded Sami and Verity. With awws and oohs and other soothing sounds, they neatly gave comfort to both, while at the same time, they scooped Verity up and hustled her away.

      From the crowd. And from Sami.

      As a group, they moved toward the sanctity of the buildings. Only Grace Humberly held back, waiting.

      For a long moment, Sami could only watch the women go.

      Perhaps it would be for the best if she kept her distance. If she was in any way responsible for the things happening recently in and around her village, then she should stay far away from everyone.

      These people weren't prepared to face off against the monsters that really did exist out there. Some of them in the very forest Humberly had made light of.

      Along with the pain of guilt, though, came a rising fiery fury.

      She didn't know exactly what to do. But she knew for certain that she and Jonah could no longer merely wait for George to come to them. To come after her.

      Not anymore. Not after all of this.

      She couldn't bear for more people to be killed, to go missing, while she stayed safe and hidden.

      Guilt whispered how she should have prevented this.

      Somehow.

      The wild voice inside cried for revenge against anyone who dared harm those who were theirs.

      Rakentel scowled, also staring after the group of women. “Enough. We can't take any more of this. I'm calling in someone to hunt these wolves. Or whatever is doing this.”

      Humberly clapped the man on his shoulder. “I told you. Give my villager watch more than only a few days. We'll figure this out. These are our friends dying. No one else wants the culprits as much as we do.”

      His daughter, Grace, helped gather Sami's basket and packages, then linked arms, and drew Sami away from the men, and the crowd.

      “Come with us,” she said. “We'll take care of Verity.” Grace tugged her back toward the neat rows of buildings.

      Sami walked in a stupor. All she could see was the devastation on Verity's face. The terror. The desperation at her mother being gone.

      All she could feel was a growing bitter, furious guilt, cramping and burning and stabbing at her insides.

      She needed to talk to Jonah.

      Because a prickling idea was engulfing Sami.

      With the strength, the magic, Jonah—and she now too—had, perhaps it was their... duty?... to track these killers down.

      This was Sami's village. Her people.

      Once Grace had drawn her further from the crowd, along one of the shadowed walkways between buildings, Sami slowed. She patted Grace's hand, then stepped back. “I don't think I'd be of much help with so many caring for Verity. But I'll stop by tomorrow, all right?”

      Grace looked her over, concerned and slightly confused. “Are you sure?”

      “I am. Too many people for me, you know that. Besides, there might be something Gran left at home that could help Verity. I want to look.” There wasn't, but it was a good excuse as any.

      If Sami told anyone in the village her real reasons, they'd not understand. In fact, she knew they'd respond with terror of the beast now inside of her. She watched Grace hurry off, then turned, again, to head home.

      But her path was abruptly blocked by Hans Peters. The butcher stared at her coldly. Accusingly. “Not going with your friends?”

      “Verity has enough help right now.”

      “Heard you talking to Humberly's daughter. So that Gran of yours left some of her strange things behind.” A dark note in his voice sent a shiver along Sami's spine.

      “So?”

      Hans didn't answer, instead, he stated gruffly, “What 'bout all the food you've been buying? All that meat? Certainly is a lot for just you.”

      Sami shrugged. “I've been hungry. Is there something wrong with that?”

      His white brows rose, nearly invisible against his pale, sharp features. “Really?”

      With no answer she cared to share with the man, Sami merely shrugged again.

      “All that meat you been orderin' ain't going to feed some murdering wolves, is it?”

      Horrified heat rushed to Sami's face. She vehemently denied it. “Never!”

      His gaze darkened, piercing. “I seem to recall stories about that Gran of yours and a strange, witchy way with animals.”

      “Gran was no witch. She was a healer, a helper. Ask around. People will tell you.”

      “What about that strange man you were with recently? He up and disappeared too.”

      Keeping a blank face, Sami lied, “He left a long time ago. Travelling, he said.”

      “Hmmm.” His stare bored into Sami, as if he tried to search her very soul for the truth of it all.

      Humberly rushed up, a bit of worry in his expression as he darted between them, blocking the overbearing butcher from Sami. “My dear, why aren't you with the other women and Miss Verity?”

      Hans inched to the side to continue glaring at her, but with Old Humberly there—and on her side—Sami could ignore his suspicious anger.

      She repeated the story of looking at home for something left by Gran.

      Humberly's face lit. “Yes, yes. That would be absolutely wonderful.” After a bit more encouragement, he laid a hand on her shoulder and asked cautiously, “Now, my dear, have there been any signs of wolves out around your land?”

      “No, none.” Somehow, lying to the old man wasn't as easy. But she had no choice. She added, “I make sure not to go out night.”

      At least not lately, since the moon wasn't calling her wolf forth.

      One of the men who'd been with the wagon hurried up to them. “Hans, Edward, both of you need to come. A rider just arrived. Some of the men sent out to hunt whoever's behind this are nearly back to town. They found a stranger skulking about near the Dark Forest. They got him and are bringing him in now.”

      The men ran off, leaving Sami frozen with terror.

      Jonah wasn't exactly unknown in the village—she certainly didn't like how intensely Hans remembered him—but farmers living further out wouldn't know him.

      They could mistake him for a stranger.

      He shouldn't have been near the Forest, but instead, at the edge of town waiting for her. Still, her heart stuttered at the thought that he might have been captured.

      She raced after the men.

      They broke free from the rows of buildings. A wagon, drawn by a straining, moth-bitten donkey, sedately stopped in front of the stables.

      Hans and Old Humberly reached the wagon driver and began shouting over one another, both demanding details.

      Three other men sat in the back of the wagon, staring down at a large, canvas covered lump at their feet.

      The driver jumped down. “We found us something out near them evil woods.”

      The men in the back struggled to lift the canvas.

      A tied sack holding something very, very large.

      As they pulled, it twisted and bucked vigorously. They tipped the huge bundle over the side of the wagon.

      It hit the ground, with a distinctive male, “Oomph. Ye, bastards!” and jerked about harder.

      The driver grabbed a rope trailing from one end of the canvas and yanked.

      The cloth unraveled, revealing a giant of a man, covered in mud, leaves, twigs—as well as cuts and bruises and blood. He looked up at the surrounding people, his face lumpy, one eye black and swollen mostly shut.

      Strangely, some of the bruising appeared darker, older, than the rest of the freshly bleeding scrapes and scratches.

      The bottom half of his face was hidden by a dark scruffy beard. Lank dark hair fell over his forehead. His equally dark gaze swept over the growing crowd—more people drawn by the commotion, swift and sure.

      He saw Sami.

      Emotion flickered in his gaze. Then blanked.

      He continued on, scanning the rest of the area as if he'd not recognized her.

      Kaleb.

      A giant of a man... and a wolf, with four white paws.

      While he'd recently helped kidnap Sami, and taken her to George, he'd also kind of helped her and Jonah escape.

      Emotion warred inside of her.

      Anger, along with the strange protectiveness she felt for this man. And, she knew, Kaleb returned the feeling.

      Why they had this connection, so different from her and Jonah, but there all the same, Sami didn't understand. But she couldn't ignore it.

      The growing wildness within wouldn't allow her to.

      The crowd continued to swell, people pushing forward. Not to devour what, to them, would usually be entertainment. Most faces darkened with suspicion. A need for answers. Worrisome was the ache for revenge Sami sensed from more than a few, including the village head, and Hans Peters.

      The men from the wagon tied Kaleb tight to one of the wheels, then gathered with Rakentel, Humberly and Hans.

      Old Humberly demanded of the returning men, “Tell us all.”

      One spoke up, “We were looking for any suspicious characters, like we was told. Found this one creeping along the edge of the Dark Forest. When we called to him, he tried to run. Looked guilty to us.”

      Sami wanted to rail.

      Anyone would run from a group of men shouting and chasing them.

      At the same time, she didn't understand how mere people from the village could have caught someone with the speed that came from also being wolf.

      And strength.

      Ropes couldn't hold Kaleb.

      So how had villagers captured him? Contained him?

      Another man from the wagon stated harshly, “He hasn't said a word to us. Not answered any questions. Not even to tell us his name.”

      Rakentel looked Kaleb over. “He certainly appears dangerous. And the man is a stranger.”

      Hans interjected, “He's big enough to get to the men, or take the women. But it was animals that did the killin'.”

      Rakentel replied, “Perhaps he has trained wolves to help?”

      Sami's heart pounded hard, loud, a whooshing at her aching temples. Part of her wondered if the village head was where Hans got the fanciful idea of Gran being able to train animals to do her bidding.

      Worse, these men were speaking as if Kaleb had already been found guilty.

      And why did the giant of a man just sit there, hunched and... accepting? Why didn't he argue? At the very least, break free and get away?

      Worry was a sharpness burrowing in her gut.

      Humberly glanced at the scruffy, roughed-up man. “Have anything to say for yourself?”

      Kaleb's dark gaze briefly flickered to Sami, then down to his lap. He refused to respond.

      She eased closer, trying to figure out some way to help.

      Hans noticed her and scowled darkly. “You're still here?”

      Uneasy at the suspicion—almost accusation—in his gaze, she forced herself to ask, “What's going on?”

      Old Humberly moved to her side, turning her from the others, and the wagon. “Never you mind about the goings on here. We're taking care of the problems plaguing our village lately.”

      Stiffening in the face of his blatant dismissal, Sami replied, “I understand this man is a stranger. But that's no reason to automatically assume he's responsible for everything, is it?”

      Hans glared at her, muttering under his breath, “As prideful and nosy as her witchy Gran.”

      Humberly shushed the man with a harsh word, then turned back to Sami. “Never you mind Mister Peters, either, my dear. Some of us know you merely have a large heart. Nothing will happen to this stranger without him being judged, of course.”

      Sami slowly nodded.

      But, though she could see Humberly meant every word to assure her, the expressions of the others, from the village head to Hans, spoke otherwise. Because most already obviously thought him guilty. There was no way any judging could be a fair one at this point.

      Kaleb was in trouble.

      And by the dark, resigned cloud coming from him, he wasn't planning on doing a damned thing to help himself.

      Which made no sense. Why would he possibly just sit and accept this?

      She certainly didn't accept that he could have anything to do with the killings.

      Not this man. Even the wildness inside of her was certain.

      Sami started to defend him some more, but the giant prisoner minutely shook his head, telling her with a shadowed stare not to get herself in trouble. She bit her lip, suddenly realizing how tense the day was.

      Tempers were running high from, not just fear, but also pain—those who'd lost someone, or someone they knew, happened to be near every single person in the village. People didn't just want to find those responsible. They needed to.

      The villagers also needed them to pay dearly. As dearly as they themselves had paid.

      Varity's tear-streaked, hollow stare came to mind.

      Yes, people were on edge.

      And Sami couldn't blame them.

      But, she also realized, that if she stepped forward and announced she knew Kaleb, a stranger to the rest of them, those suspicions could fall on her. The few who either hadn't liked Gran, or those who'd come more recently and never knew her, listened to the handful of rumors about the woman. Rumors that had transferred to Sami when she'd come as a child.

      She'd been welcomed because of Gran. But, she'd always known, down to her soul, that neither she nor Gran had ever been truly accepted as one of them.

      Not by everyone.

      It had caused the old woman much heartache.

      After the way Hans reacted to Sami today, she had no doubts the man would most likely take great joy in accusing her of anything he could think of. He already suspected she knew more than she was telling.

      It hurt. All of it.

      She was torn between the village and Kaleb, with no good choice to make. A newfound knowledge settled over her. This place where she'd grown up, full of people she'd known all her life, might not be a safe haven anymore.

      And, she might not be safe for them.

      Not because she was now other. But because of the sinking thought of George being behind all of this. Blinking back tears, Sami silently watched the men heft Kaleb to his feet and drag him into the stables.

      After Old Humberly turned to follow, Hans shot Sami a glare that sent shivers skittering down her spine.

      They all disappeared behind the stable's smaller barn door.

      Finally, Sami hurried away from the village. Once out of sight, she broke into a run.

      She had to get to Jonah.

      He'd know what to do.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sami burst through her cottage door, surprised she hadn't come across Jonah long before reaching home. But the rooms were empty. She dumped her basket and packages on the table, then rushed back outside, into the orchard, calling Jonah's name.

      It didn't take long for him to arrive—not in his human form, but as a dark auburn wolf, immense, muscled, powerful. So huge, his back came up to her waist.

      “Where have you been?” she demanded. “Kaleb's been taken by the villagers as a murderer. He needs our help.” The words tumbled from her in near panic.

      The sharp biting smell of a coming storm rent the air as Jonah took a few moments to change back, from wolf to man. It was slightly horrid, the sounds of bones and flesh unnatural. Fur receded, and Jonah's features came through. He stood up on two legs, shaking himself.

      As he approached, his nakedness called to the unceasing wild heat inside of her. Molten desire flashed through her veins.

      But now wasn't the time. There were great worries on her mind.

      “Slow down, darling heart.” Jonah took her hand. “Who is this Kaleb?”

      “The huge man of George's. He's the white-pawed wolf who helped us escape.”

      Jonah scowled, golden eyes flashing crimson. “You mean, one of the men who knocked me out and kidnapped you?”

      Sami sighed uncomfortably. “Well, yes. That too.”

      “Did it occur to you he may well have also helped with the murders and the kidnapping of other women?”

      She understood his point. But... “He wouldn't. He couldn't. Not like this.”

      “And you know this how?”

      “I just do.” Then she raised a brow, staring hard. “So you were close enough to hear everything.”

      “Of course I was nearby.”

      “Then where were you when I left the village?”

      “Unfortunately, hiding from the view of far too many groups traveling between us. I could still hear you, never fear.”

      She shrugged as if it was no concern, but truly, it warmed her heart. “So?”

      “So... what?”

      “What are we going to do?”

      His lips twisted slightly. “We're not going to do anything.”

      Sami pulled her hand from Jonah’s and glared at the man. “Um, actually, yes, we are.”

      “No, darling. Strange as it may be that he allowed himself to be captured like that, the man will escape when he wishes to. I'd think you'd rather be more concerned with him harming the villagers.”

      Her words came from not just the growing wildness, but a strangely warm spot within her soul. “Kaleb would never do the things that have been done. And he wouldn't hurt innocent villagers.” The wolf inside growled and added to the expanding apprehension in her gut. “He wasn't trying to get away. I don't think he's planning on escaping at all.”

      Jonah stilled. “That's ridiculous. Why would he do that? And why are you so sure he'd not harm innocents? He is a wolf after all.”

      Wide-eyed, as if it were obvious, Sami stared at him. “Because he's so much like you.” The sudden, subconscious idea settled around Sami, feeling so very correct.

      Both men were honorable and caring. Warriors true, but they used that strength and cunning to protect those they cared for, not to dominate.

      Not like others they knew.

      Jonah watched her with a strange expression.

      Sami asked again, “So what are we going to do?”

      “There's nothing to do. The whole situation is far too volatile.”

      She spun and strode away, heading toward the cottage, disbelieving Jonah would simply dismiss it all.

      Even the wolf inside of her agreed.

      They had to help the village.

      They had to save Kaleb. The wildness claimed him as theirs, like a brother or cousin, just as it claimed Jonah as mate.

      And what of George, and his spread of terror?

      She and Jonah had the strength—well, all right, Jonah did, and she would eventually—to stop this.

      To protect themselves, and the villagers.

      And George's people...

      Her wolf demanded she save them. All of them. Not just Kaleb. But all the rest.

      Save them from the black monster that was George.

      Sami stormed into the cottage. Ignoring Jonah, at her heels, she dropped her crimson cloak on the couch, then put away her purchases. He slipped into their bedroom, soon returning with trousers on.

      With nothing else to do at the moment, Sami dazedly stood in the kitchen, staring out the sink window, at rows of fruit trees. She didn't understand Jonah's reaction. Sure, she'd expected some concern for her safety, but based on the man she'd come to know, she'd also expected him to feel the same urgency to help others.

      Jonah eased behind her, rubbing her arms. “Do you understand the full danger of these things you speak about?”

      “Yes. Do you think I care when lives are at stake?”

      He snorted, wrapped his arms around her middle, just below her breasts, then drew her—near crushing—back to his chest.

      “All the stories you told me,” Sami asked, “Your adventures and such. They were all true?”

      “They were.”

      “Then I don't understand why you wouldn't want to help Kaleb and the other wolves. Help the villagers.”

      He stiffened, his embrace becoming almost painfully tight. With a slow, soft sigh, he relaxed. “You.”

      “What?”

      “It's because of you. My darling, my heart. I've never before had something so precious, something I can't bear to lose.”

      “You won't lose me. It's not possible.”

      Jonah turned her around. His stare blazed pure fiery crimson. “Yes. I could. The danger around us is immense and it is only growing.”

      There was no argument to that.

      He grated, “George will never stop.”

      Again, she agreed. “So help me save Kaleb. He can tell us where George is now hiding. We can stop all of this.”

      “I will not have you putting yourself in greater danger.”

      Sami cupped his face in her hands and rose on her toes to softly kiss him. Then she whispered, “You have no choice, my love. For I will not sit back in safety while others are harmed.”

      His eyes darkened. She read clearly his need to wrap her up, perhaps in some distant, secured tower, where nothing would ever disturb her.

      But if Jonah knew anything about her, he shouldn't be surprised by her stance on the issue.

      He sighed. Scooping Sami up in his arms, Jonah walked over to plop down onto the couch, keeping her curled across his lap. “First, we don't know with certainty Kaleb is in immediate danger. They won't just kill him tonight.”

      “You don't know that.”

      “The odds are long. Let me continue.”

      She shrugged, mimed locking her lips closed.

      Jonah flashed her a small, if still uneasy, grin. “First, I want to check out the most recent murder sites. See what I can.”

      “All right.”

      He hesitated. Braced himself as if preparing for an argument. “Alone.”

      “But—”

      “I can shift to wolf and be there, pick up anything there is to find, then return, long before your two legs could traverse the way to the first farm.”

      After a long moment, and a silent internal war, Sami finally replied stubbornly, “Fine.”

      But one day, she'd be strong enough to shift at will, rather than this newness of only being called by the moon.

      “If it was George,” Jonah sounded as sure as she felt, “then perhaps he also left a trail to his new hiding place.”

      She sat up in his lap, glaring. “You will not confront any of them alone.”

      “I'm neither stupid, nor reckless, darling.”

      Mollified, she kissed him in apology.

      Jonah continued, “Still, the idea of you, I and this Kaleb, trying to go up against George and all his people, is foolhardy.”

      Sami shook her head. “Not all his people want to fight.”

      “It doesn't matter when your leading wolf calls and commands.”

      She remembered well George's howl. The power and magic of it that had spoken even to her, while in her wolf form. The demand to follow his orders. “Then we have to get George alone. If it's a fair fight, we'll win.”

      “The odds of forcing that one into a fair fight are also long.”

      She playfully scowled at him. “How about some optimism instead?”

      Seriously, he replied, “Neutral is about the best you'll get from me at the moment. Sorry.”

      Sami snuggled into him, curling against his strong chest. “I love you, Jonah Talbot.”

      He squeezed her tight, surrounding her with the soothing warmth of his love. “My darling heart, you have my soul.”

      They made plans for that evening. Jonah would go and check out the farms most recently attacked. As a wolf, his senses would pick up so much more than people could.

      Sami both feared confirming it was George, but also, finding the possibility it was not.

      If there was a second monster running around, harming villagers, they were in worse trouble than they thought.

      That afternoon, before the dangers of night came, Sami packed a wicker basket with a large, cold dinner. She led Jonah through the orchard and to the river at the edge of the property. They ate quietly, lost in their own worried thoughts, she supposed.

      The more she ran through the idea of Jonah going alone, the more a panicky terror built inside her heart. Fear for him was fierce, forcing her to understand all too well his concerns for her safety.

      Because she knew she couldn't go with him.

      She'd slow him down. Make things harder. It angered her that she wasn't strong enough yet. And Sami promised herself she'd do whatever it took to ensure she never needed to be left behind again.

      When they finished eating, she put away what was left, then turned to Jonah.

      With a smile that hinted at the passion within her, Sami seduced her man. Pushing back the magical, protective cloak he’d not let her remove, not out here, Sami tugged her chemise and overdress off in one swift move. Standing before Jonah, essentially naked, and very much wanting, made the wild need growing within her explode.

      Desire for him, to connect with him on an intimate, primal level, overwhelmed her.

      Especially with so much trouble around them. All headed their way.

      When he approached, fire in his crimson-streaked gaze, Sami held her ground. He didn't touch her but for his mouth on hers, kissing her with a sweetness that made her melt.

      She wanted so much more. Wanted all of him. Wanted this to last forever. But there was also a playfulness sparking inside of her.

      Watching Jonah from beneath her lashes, Sami traced a finger down his chest, to his abs. Flicked the button of his trousers. Greediness filled her at the way his hard shaft strained against the cloth. She shot Jonah a flirty glance, a teasing laugh, then spun and raced to the river.

      The water was cool, but couldn't dampen the fire roaring inside. Jonah quickly shucked his shoes and pants, then came after her with a gleam in his hot gaze.

      She ran, but he easily caught her, grabbing her hips and turning her around. She wound up pinned to his hard chest. He kissed her, hard, fast. When he let go, she playfully splashed him, then darted through the water. She kept Jonah away by splashing him until he was drenched—and his laughter, true and joyful, filled the area.

      Except, the moment she paused, his eyes flared, his grin widened. Jonah lunged forward, through her futile sprays of water, and tackled her beneath the surface.

      Sami came up spluttering, shoving her long red hair from blocking her view.

      And came face to face with Jonah's smug expression. His bright, crimson-streaked eyes, his sexy smile. “Swim time is over,” he stated, a bit gruff and growling.

      Sami gasped, giggling when he scooped her high to his chest and strode from the river. Her cloak, already drying, fluttered out behind her.

      On the grassy, leaf-strewn bank, he abruptly sat down. She held tight, her arms around his neck. And found herself straddling his lap, her knees to either side of his hips. Most startling about it all was the feel of his hard, thick shaft, tantalizing as it pressed against her, inflaming the neediness pulsating between her thighs.

      Jonah nipped and nibbled her mouth. He cupped and caressed her aching breasts with soft, teasing strokes. And he drove her wildness into a frenzy of desire, twined with the softer side of their love.

      He traced along her ribs. Down her belly. With a wicked flash in his gaze, Jonah flicked his fingers over her sensitive flesh. Made her shudder against him.

      He eased his hips forward, rubbing his hot shaft over her wet heat. Tremors of delight curled her toes. When he rhythmically teased his hard length over her, Sami fell into instinct, and need. Her hips rolled. Her back arched.

      Jonah clasped one of her nipples between his lips. Positioning himself, he thrust up with a jerk of his hips. She bit back a cry of pleasure as he filled her. It was all so new and different from before, even without the exploding sensitivity of her senses. The things he did to her, the way he made her feel, was always so intense. So encompassing.

      He slipped his hands around her waist, held tight. Met her gaze.

      Heartbeat thudding, Sami fell into desire, heat, the love branding them both. Into those gorgeous golden eyes and the hints of crimson in their depths.

      Pressed skin to skin, his hard angles to her softer curves, they were as close as two people could get. Not even a hairsbreadth of distance remained between them—not between their bodies, not between their souls.

      Even his rapid heartbeat, thumping from behind his ribs, matched her own. The staccato beats were synched, his heart to hers.

      The wildness inside rose. Urged her on. Sami kissed him, drinking in his taste.

      Jonah gripped her hips tight. Guided her to rise and fall.

      And Sami realized that in this position, she held all of the control. With it came the demand that she explore such a thing much, much further.

      She nipped at Jonah's scruffy jaw. Licked his bottom lip.

      He growled lightly. His stare burned with emotion and lust. But he let her play as she would. When she moved her lips to his throat, Jonah tipped his head back, baring his skin to her.

      Sami's breath caught at the offering, the trust. She lovingly traced her tongue over his throbbing pulse point. Pressed her lips to the rapid beat.

      Entranced, she splayed her hands over his shoulders, traced down his chest, to his hard, flat stomach. Watched pleasure tighten his expression when she undulated her hips.

      He groaned, muscles straining as if he fought against taking over.

      Thrills shot through her. A headiness rose. Sami embraced the power. She jerked her hips, faster, slower, partly playing, but also exploring, learning. Soon, she found a rhythm that drove them both wild.

      Needing to taste him, she dragged her hands through his dark, shoulder-length hair. Pulled his mouth to hers.

      He followed willingly.

      Like Sami, his breathing came ragged. Like Sami, his heartbeat thumped fiercely.

      It was amazing, thrilling, to know it was all because of her.

      Jonah could turn her into a raging inferno of desire. And she could do the same to him.

      Staring into his crimson-flecked eyes, she lowered her head. Nipped at his lower lip again. This time, it was she who spoke the words first, her voice a near growl. “Mine.”

      His eyes flashed with possessive satisfaction. “Yes.” He ravaged her mouth as he took over, thrusting his hips hard, fast. “Mine,” he repeated.

      Pleasure was a spiraling storm blowing around her. She cried out her answer. “I am.”

      The welcoming abyss of release inched closer. Sami lost all coherent thought. Her every move was dictated only by desire and love. Pressure built. Flooded her in a rush as pleasure turned almost unbearably sweet.

      Jonah bit her neck. Sucked at the aching spot. He held her hips, slamming into her again and again. She could do nothing but accept the overwhelming sensations pounding through her. Then his cry echoed her own. He crushed her to his chest, and legs tangled together, lay back, drawing her with him.

      Stretched over him, Sami rose and fell with his erratic breathing. She held on just as tight, loving the way they were still as one. And drifted on the lingering, dreamlike haze. Her cloak softly settled around them warmly.

      Eventually, Jonah began to stir a bit.

      Sami mumbled, “I don't ever want to move.”

      Relaxing, he replied, “You don't have to yet. Not for a while.”

      “Good.” She reveled in the comforting heat, in his strong arms around her, him still inside her.

      Sadly, it seemed like only a blink when Jonah roused her. “The day is going, and there is much to prepare.”

      She rubbed her cheek to his chest. Peeked at him. “Must we?”

      Inside of her, Jonah was growing hard and ready once more. Her desire also stirred, her cravings still burned. A wiggle of her hips made him tense. Heat flashed in his eyes. He drew her close for a kiss that would have melted her, had she not already felt boneless.

      Then, before she could react, he somehow had them both up to their feet.

      When she started to grumble, he bowed, twirling one hand. “A bath before heading home, M'Lady?” Naked, with a few jewel-toned leaves stuck here and there, his shaft proudly stiff and waving, he made a sight.

      “I don't know.” Her voice came a bit breathy. “Think we'll actually manage it?”

      With a surprisingly lighthearted grin, Jonah grabbed her around the waist and spun them around in circles, until they plunged back into the river.

      This time, he stayed a few feet away from her and they quickly managed to clean up.
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        * * *

      

      The sun set. Night fell.

      The ominous sense of danger creeping about made Sami tense. Kept her on edge.

      She could sense hints of the night's magic, even though the moon was at its halfway point and dark, providing no light. Probably best with Jonah sneaking about. She stood on her porch and watched his auburn wolf disappear into darkness. Then, she slipped back into the silent, empty cottage, built up a blazing fire, and sat to await his return.

      Hours later, thumping steps on her porch jerked Sami from her dazed thinking. She hurried to the door and looked out the window.

      Once more naked from his shift, Jonah approached. She opened the door, then threw herself into his arms, thankful he'd returned unharmed.

      After dressing, Jonah told her of what he'd found. “Two wolves are responsible for all. It appears they followed the same pattern each time, hitting the farmers and killing them first, then taking the women. One of them was definitely George.”

      Sami's guilt blazed, cramped.

      So.

      She'd pissed the man off. Rather than coming after her, he was harming her people. She shouldn't be surprised at the cruelty such a dark monster carried within him.

      Jonah hugged her. “Perhaps you're right, and we can stop him. But it will take cunning and planning to get around all of his wolves.”

      Then that was what they'd do. “You said two. Who's the other?”

      “I don't know his human form or name, but do you remember the large gray wolf who attacked me on the night you were bitten?”

      “Yes.” She'd still been reeling at seeing Jonah change for the first time, at finding out how different he was, when the gray wolf appeared. He'd injured Jonah, even if her love had won the fight and come for her, rescuing Sami from the black beast that was George.

      She asked, “It's helping him kill people?”

      “He's helping George, yes.”

      Relief swept through Sami, having proof, rather than just feelings, that Kaleb hadn't been a part of it. “We can't let Kaleb be hurt if he's not guilty.”

      “No. I suppose we can't.”

      “So what do we do?”

      Jonah nuzzled her temple, worry in his voice as he answered, “That is the question, my darling, isn't it?”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, after stuffing herself with an abundant breakfast to keep up her strength and energy, Sami chafed to head back to the village. To check on Kaleb, and Verity—and everyone else.

      At the door, Jonah stopped her. He adjusted the ties on her crimson cloak, worry in his golden eyes, tightening his sharp features.

      Sami softly told him, “I'll be fine. There's no danger for me in the village.”

      “Perhaps. Perhaps not. Only time will tell.”

      She raised a brow. “What's does that mean?”

      Jonah shook his head and looked away, but not before she caught the wolf-red streaks in his gaze. He stated softly, “You yourself have told me the locals accepted you only because of your Gran. But not all accept you, do they?”

      She ignored her own recent thoughts along those lines, and her uneasiness while in town yesterday. “Well, perhaps, but—”

      “Samantha, do not put anything past a mob of frightened people. Ever.” When he turned back to her, such misery was etched on his face, Sami could do nothing but take him in her arms and hold on tight.

      She thought back to his story of his parents and their deaths. The group of villagers who'd committed such horrendous atrocities. “The people here would never turn so harsh.”

      Would they?

      Could they?

      People she'd known her entire life?

      Sami didn't believe it. Not in her heart.

      When Jonah's tension eased a little, she drew back to look him in the eyes. “My love, even if something should go wrong, I can't be afraid. You will be watching over me. Nothing can harm me when you're there.”

      “I can't watch closely enough when you're in the village,” he grumbled, then sighed and shook his head. “I'd rather keep you safe here at home.”

      Sami grinned, not only at his stubborn protectiveness—which wasn't entirely bad—but at his calling this their home. Finally. “Come. Let us go so that we can return as you wish.”

      He chuffed at her lightness, but kissed her cheek softly, then stripped out of his shirt and trousers.

      Instantly, heat caressed her veins, pooled in her belly. Sami let her gaze greedily roam his strong, tanned frame.

      “Be safe,” Jonah demanded, then turned away.

      He groaned rough, loud. The scent of thunderstorms sharply cut the air. Sami didn't really remember her own shifts. He'd told her that would come with time. But his was shorter, and less painful, than the first time.

      When he'd fought the call of the moon. For her.

      Jonah groaned again as he fell to his hands and knees. Dark ruddy-red fur sprouted along his back. Flowed down his limbs. Something snapped, cracked. He howled, the sound filling and echoing through the cottage.

      Then his wolf stood before her, enormous, fierce, but with gentle love in his glowing crimson eyes.

      Sami opened the door. “Let's go.”

      The trip to the village was as uneventful as she'd expected. The few people she passed continued on their way without a second look. Of course, no one saw the giant wolf hounding her every step from the trees alongside the rutted dirt road.

      The air chilled with blasts of the coming winter. This time of year often brought snow flurries in the days leading up to All Hallows Eve, only a couple weeks away.

      On the horizon, a bank of clouds promised perhaps such a storm, later in the day. Sami wasn't certain how she felt about that, if it would help or hinder anything.

      When she reached the village, regret was a bitter taste, knowing she must leave Jonah further behind. She avoided the storefronts and the market crowds, hurrying between buildings and back ways, headed for Old Humberly's shop. Knowing his daughter Grace, she'd most likely managed to bring Verity to the small upstairs living area above the shop. And if not, well, someone there would know where Verity had been taken.

      She slipped to the back door of the shop and softly knocked.

      The door creaked open and Humberly's wife, Mary, peeked out. Her blue eyes lit.  “Come in, dear. Come in. Grace has been hoping you'd arrive soon. They're all upstairs.” She rolled her eyes, making Sami smile a little.

      “Everyone's still here?”

      “Won't go home. But with you here, Grace will be able to finally clear some of them out.” With a kind smile, the woman waved Sami to the stairs.

      Above, in the loft-style area, sections were separated by cloth curtains hanging from the ceiling. Most had been drawn back, opening the room up. On the far side, Verity lay pale and wan, and far too small, in the bed. Village women filled the area, tending and watching over her.

      Grace Humberly spotted Sami first. Her face brightened as she hurried over. “Oh, good you're here. Verity woke up asking for you. She'll be so glad to see you. Did you find what you were looking for in your cottage?”

      Guilt at the lie—and everything else—prickled Sami's chest. “No, I didn't. I'm sorry.”

      Grace shrugged. “It's all right. You're here and that will help.” She drew Sami through the others and to one of the chairs at the bedside.

      Then she gently shook Verity's shoulder.

      The pale woman stirred, sluggish, but waking.

      Grace shooed everyone else out and downstairs. “Rest, eat. We'll make sure she's taken care of.”

      Thankful to be alone with just the two women, Sami took Verity's hand, gripping tight.

      Verity woke fully with a hoarse, whimpered scream.

      Sami drew her into a hug, mumbling nonsense. “It's all right. You're safe. I'm here, we're all here.”

      “Mama!” Verity wailed.

      Sami met Grace's gaze. Felt the same misery etched on the other's face.

      Determination surged.

      She and Jonah would find George. Stop him. And, she prayed to any gods who might be listening, hopefully return the missing women.

      Would that even be possible?

      She'd not know until they tried.

      Step one was finding out if Verity could tell her anything that would help. Two, later, would be securing Kaleb, and any information he might have, for their side.

      They'd stop George if it was the last thing they did, she silently swore to herself.

      Verity never talked, just lay in Sami's arms, until she eventually drifted back to sleep. Grace helped lay her down, then Sami tucked her in tight, holding back the sorrow heavy in her heart. They slipped out as a few of the other women returned to take up vigil.

      Outside, Grace hugged Sami tight. “I don't know how to help her.”

      “I don't either.”

      “At least my dad's hunting party found that odious man near the Dark Forest. He'll pay for everything he's done.”

      Tension snaked along Sami's spine. “What do you mean?”

      Grace's eyes widened. “You haven't heard? Another farmer was found dead this morning, killed overnight. And Eleanor Raindell, the baker, is missing. Right from her shop in the middle of town.”

      “What?” Again, already? But... “This man was captured, and in custody, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then how could he have done all that last night?”

      Grace blinked at the logic that obviously hadn't occurred to her—or by the sound, anyone else in the village. “Hans Peters says the man must have partners, along with trained wolves.”

      Jonah's words whispered through her mind, of an uncaring mob. The butcher would certainly love to bring pitchforks to such a group. He'd be leading them.

      “They're burning the murderer tonight,” Grace continued, forcing Sami's heart to stutter to a stop.

      Terror skittered through her gut. “What?” She looked around wildly, as if there would be help forthcoming from somewhere, anywhere.

      “The village head announced it this morning, after word came of the newest killing and the baker missing. A lot of the men were up all night, either questioning the prisoner or discussing what to do.”

      “And everyone's just decided this man is guilty? Because he's a stranger, here during market time?”

      Grace flushed a bit at that, but she eyed Sami strangely. “He wasn't in the village shopping. He was out by the Dark Forest. Only deviants would be near a place like that.”

      People had always been fearful of the forest.

      Sami hadn't realized just how deeply afraid some were.

      For the first time, she saw it clearly. And she could see how such terror was spreading with the deaths the past months. Was speeding up, just as the killings were happening faster. Add in missing village women and things were becoming a massive, horrid mess.

      She and Grace said their goodbyes, then Sami hurried back through town. Her thoughts spun as she wondered just how she and Jonah would ever be able to save Kaleb.

      It wasn't like she could speak to the village head—even if Rakentel would deign to listen to her.

      She couldn't tell any of them that her lover—and by the way, yes, he happened to change into a wolf, like the very ones doing the killing—had scented only George and a second wolf responsible for the recent deaths.

      That second wolf hadn't been Kaleb, tied up and locked away and questioned—tortured?—all night long.

      Sami pushed through the crowded town square. The bakery window had been shattered. Glass sparkled across the ground in the weak morning sunlight.

      People whispered of murders and missing and a burning of the guilty that night. Of how some were still questioning him inside the stables, even as he'd yet to speak a single word. That no matter what tortures they'd tried, the stranger refused to answer.

      Sami's heart hurt.

      When she finally reached the edge of town, she tried not to stare at the stables where Kaleb was being held.

      One of the smaller doors in front slammed open. The butcher strode out, scowling. Hans looked up and spotted Sami. His scowl turned fiercer. “What're you doing here?”

      Thankful she had a completely non-suspicious answer, Sami replied, “I was just visiting Verity, and Grace Humberly.”

      He grunted, turned and strode off.

      But Sami felt him continue to look back at her as she walked on.

      And she wondered if he was about to go check on her story.

      Tension frazzled her nerves. Made her jumpy. She hurried from the village, toward the edge of the normal forest nearby, eager to reach Jonah. She was still far from the trees when a wagon barreled down the road towards her.

      Only to stop a good fifty or so feet away, blocking the path. The driver jumped down, stood in the middle of the road, hands on his hips, and stared at Sami, goading her to come closer.

      She wasn't certain she dared approach George Vulhund. The black wolf who'd bitten her. The dark monster behind the killings and the missing women.

      But no matter how badly she wanted to run—fast and far and to Jonah—the wild voice inside whispered that she couldn't pass up this opportunity.

      Perhaps learn some of his secrets. Figure out how to stop him, once and for all.

      It did surprise Sami that Jonah hadn't appeared yet. She scanned the area, also looking for any sign of George's wolves, but the man seemed to be by himself.

      Not that she believed it.

      At heart, she figured him for a coward. He'd not risk coming across Jonah while alone. They all knew who'd win in a one-on-one fight.

      And it wasn't the bastard currently gloating at her.

      Tightening her fists, Sami slowly approached. She stopped a good twenty feet from George. Refusing to show any hint of submission to him, she stared him down.

      Weak sunlight barely glinted from his blonde hair. Lines etched his face harshly. He turned his head to give her clear view of the right side of his face. The black patch covering the eye she'd rammed the torch into. Beneath the patch, angry red welts ran from his forehead to chin—courtesy of her wolf's claws.

      Fury and murderous intent still shone from his one green eye. But, so too did an even more fiery possessiveness. And desire.

      Had her actions made him want her all the more? What kind of man got off on something like that?

      She strained for any hint—sight, sound, scent—of Jonah nearby. The only thing that helped her keep hold of a slight calm was the knowledge that he wouldn't be far.

      Then panic tried to reach up and claw her throat.

      What if George's men had already found Jonah? Harmed him?

      No. She had to trust. To believe.

      Otherwise, she'd lose her tenuous grip on false strength and bravado.

      The trees nearest her rustled. She'd never been so happy to see anything as that large, dark auburn wolf.

      Jonah growled at George.

      The man didn't seem concerned as he called to them both, “I only wish to speak with my sweet Samantha. And I guarantee,” he crooned at her, “that you want to speak with me, as well.” He hit the sideboard of the wagon.

      Muffled cries came from inside the back.

      George held someone in there. And his implication was that she'd care. But who? Was this merely a trap and the wagon held only one of his own wolves?

      Jonah growled louder, taking stalky steps in George's direction.

      “Stop. Or I leave now and sweet Samantha doesn't get to see the present I brought her.”

      Jonah glanced at Sami.

      She didn't know what she wanted to do, but there was only one choice on what to actually do. She waved at Jonah. “Let him talk.”

      Jonah snorted, snuffled, and continued to draw closer, but he angled more toward Sami's side, rather than preparing for an immediate attack.

      George remained silent.

      Sami's unease grew until she couldn't hold back the demand, “What do you want?”

      George grinned, his face crinkling with deep lines. “Oh, my sweet. Many, many things.” He raised a brow. Flashed her sharp teeth. Turned the ruined half of his face more clearly towards her. “See what you've done to me?”

      Sami could only nod. Her tight, burning throat refused to allow speech.

      “Would you like me to show you more?”

      She wanted to shake her head.

      Couldn't move as he raised the patch covering his injured right eye. What he revealed was white, milky, blind, and covered by thick, ropey scarring. “Are you proud of yourself?”

      “You were attacking me. Trying to force me to bond with you.”

      George snarled. “And I will make that happen. Very soon.”

      “Never,” she cried.

      He hit the side of the wagon, drawing more hoarse, muffled cries. A woman's cries.

      “Who is in there?”Confusion and worry continued to surge.

      “Wouldn't you like to know.”

      Halfway between them, Jonah growled.

      George scowled. “Oh, shut up. There's nothing you can do right now. Isn't that right, my sweet?” He smiled at Sami with predatory, lustful hunger.

      She held back a shudder, but couldn't stop the rising anger. “Actually, there's everything that he can do right now. I doubt you're alone, but Jonah's closer than any of your men right now.”

      George didn't seem the least bit concerned by the fact. “Only if you wish to see my present die. Their blood splashed at your feet. Is that what you wish? Because I have more presents I'm hiding at home that I can gift you with, nice and dead and gutted. Perhaps even a bit chewed on.”

      The fiery glint of insanity in his crimson-streaked gaze jerked Sami back from the edge of her anger.

      She'd forgotten the need to deal with him cautiously.

      Jonah continued his angled approach, if slower. He never took his piercing gaze away from George.

      Sami wasn't quite certain how to successfully make him tell her who was in the wagon. So she changed the subject for the moment. “Have you only come to antagonize me, or are you here to save Kaleb, too?”

      George's eye widened. He chuckled softly. “Kaleb? That traitor? The bastard should be dead. And he needs saving? No. I think not.”

      Stunned—if unsurprised—at his callousness, Sami replied with a partial growl, “He's one of your people.”

      George's crazed grin dimmed. “He was. Then he disobeyed my laws. Not only in letting you go, but the bastard dared interfere when I wished to slake my anger—and some of my lust, since you'd disappeared—on our beautiful little Nadia.” He licked his lips, his gaze a bit dreamy, then clucked his tongue and shook his head.

      Heat flamed Sami's face. Fury burned in her veins. Nausea twisted her stomach.

      So.

      This monster had taken his anger out on both Kaleb, and poor Nadia.

      She shot Jonah a glance, willing him to understand that this was part of why she wanted to save all of the people under George's control.

      But now was the time to concentrate on a different challenging task. Freeing whoever was whimpering in the back of his wagon without inflaming the monster's temper, or his insanity.

      “Who's in the wagon?” she asked, but then couldn't help another growled demand from escaping, “And where are the village women you've taken?”

      Thankfully, her anger merely washed by George this time. He raised a smug brow at Jonah before turning a charming grin to Sami. Then he teased, “Wouldn't you like to know?”

      A growl curled up her chest, a threatening sound when it escaped. “Yes. I would.”

      “Call off your dog, and perhaps we'll chat.”

      Without a word from Sami, Jonah slowed further still.

      “Satisfied?” Sami bit out.

      “Not even in the slightest.”

      “Tell me who's in the wagon.”

      George cocked his head, his eye flashing crimson. “What will you give me if I do?”

      Sami gritted her teeth. There was only so far she'd go to try to rein in his insanity. “Not a damned thing. But if you don't, you'll have to fight the two of us.”

      “No, my sweet.” His humorous sneer only made her angrier. “I may give you this present as a token of my desire. A promise that we are soon to be bonded.”

      The nausea in her stomach roared at such thoughts.

      “However,” George's voice dipped with hints of the crazed rage she had hoped would stay far away. “I'll tell you this. Until you come to me, and agree to me mine, your little village will suffer. I will take the life of one man, and steal away one woman, every single night that you continue to refuse me.”

      Jonah growled.

      So did Sami, a strange sound coming from a person. Fury—perhaps as hot and intense as George's insanity—flooded her, spurred by the wildness inside.

      Attack. Defend what is ours.

      George continued, “If you come to me, every woman I currently hold will be released.”

      “They're safe and well?” Desperation barely thickened her voice.

      “Oh, don't you worry. We only played with them a little.” His wicked smile shot an itch along her neck, down her back. “My wolves prefer playing with... more tender prey.” He tilted his head again, showing the eye patch clearly. “Perhaps I should add some children to the mix, hmmm?”

      With a roaring howl, Jonah's rage was unleashed. He attacked.

      Sami didn't care. If she could, her own fury would be driving her to help, to attack.

      But she had another mission first.

      As Jonah reached George, snarling and snapping his jaws, the man shouted hoarsely. His cry turned into a howl.

      Faster than Sami would have believed, George shifted into an enormous, pitch-black wolf.

      She wasn't certain how long it took her to change to wolf. Jonah was half a minute or so.

      George, though, changed from screaming man to howling wolf in the time she needed to blink. She hadn't known such was possible.

      He howled again, a command for others to come, to help him fight.

      Jonah reached the black beast. The two enormous wolves slammed together with a smack of muscled bodies. Claws and teeth strained to shed blood. Jonah managed to knock the black wolf back, driving him away from the side of the wagon.

      In the forest, numerous howls answered their leader's call.

      George had brought help.

      Of course he had.

      At the moment, it didn't matter. Jonah had given her an opening.

      Sami reached the wagon and scrambled into the back, jerking a thick, rough-spun cloth off a wiggling lump. Seeing the tiny brunette, with bright green eyes so like her daughter's, made Sami nearly weep with joy. Ashley Harrison. Verity's mother.

      Safe. Here.

      She was bruised and scratched up. Her arms had been tied behind her back. She wore only a thin cloth and bit of rope as a covering for her nakedness. She stared at Sami, dazed, unseeing. Unrecognizing.

      The fighting wolves howled loudly. The woman's whimpers turned to screams of terror.

      Growls and snarls echoed from the nearby trees, getting closer. Jonah and the dark beast fought fiercely, loud and vicious.

      From the village, shouts rose. People could hear the fighting and howling. They'd be here soon and with weapons in hand.

      There was nothing Sami could do right now for Ashley. She certainly didn't want to be caught without an explanation on how she'd found the woman.

      The villagers would reach the wagon. They'd take Ashley to her daughter. Keep them both safe.

      Sami stared after the fighting wolves, rolling and tumbling closer to the trees, then jumped from the wagon and hurried into the forest herself, just as yelling villagers came into view. Sure enough, all were armed.

      The men ran closer, those firing stopping in teams, with one holding the hand cannon, and the other lighting it. Booms echoes through the area. A few men carrier newer, longer rifles, matchlocks they were called, which could be fired by only one person easier. Then they dropped back while another line of men rushed forward, stopped, and repeated the line of firing.

      A couple men headed to the wagon. Unfortunately, the rest of the large group, led by Hans Peters, raced for the fighting wolves.

      Guns rose. Shots fired. Bullets whistled in the wind. Ricocheted from tree trunks. Somewhere close a wolf yelped.

      Jonah and the black wolf ignored everything, intent on their bloody battle. Until more shots zinged through the air, punching up tufts of dust from the ground at their feet.

      As one, both still snarling and growling, the two wolves parted and dashed into the forest, quickly hidden by the trees.

      Guns blazed again and again. Metal pinked on bark, showering some to the ground with soft patters. The blast of gunfire continued as the men shot, then reloaded, in waves.

      Sami's cloak caught on a brambling bush and she reached back to free it. A hot brand slashed across her left bicep as a bullet ripped her skin. She cried out in surprise and pain.

      Another wolf yelped, the sound turning into a squeal of agony.

      The shots continued to rain into the forest, whistling through the trees, ricocheting against trunks and branches. Leaving Sami to wonder just how much ammunition the villagers had on hand.

      Then the huge auburn wolf was at her side, his crimson eyes streaked with warm gold. He nudged her to run. Together, they fled both the monsters, and the angry, armed villagers.
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        * * *

      

      Sami and Jonah stumbled into the safety of the cottage. As soon as she shut the door, Jonah growled, an expansive, angry sound that vibrated to her bones.

      He changed, shifting from wolf to man. After jerking on a pair of trousers, he paced the long main room in heavy, stalking steps. “What in all the hells just happened?”

      Shaking a bit, heat streaking through her arm and her shoulder, Sami gently sat down on the couch, feeling slightly dazed. “I'm not sure.”

      “A simple trip to the village. Merely checking things out.” He spun on her, raised a brow. “And yet here we are.”

      She started to shrug, winced at the pain.

      Jonah sighed deeply, then froze, sniffing the air. “Why do I smell fresh blood?”

      Sami blinked. “Because I was shot?”

      Pure ruby fire colored his eyes. He rushed to her side. “You were what? Where?”

      She drew back the crimson cloak, revealing her torn overdress. Jonah ripped the sleeve off at the shoulder seam to inspect the grazing wound.

      “Those bastards,” he spit out.

      “They were only trying to protect the village.”

      Jonah stomped to her bedroom. Shortly, he returned with soap, a bowl of water, a towel, and a bandage. Though dark fury continued to boil from his very essence, his touch was gentle, calm and assured.

      “The villagers are afraid,” Sami said softly. “People have been dying, and now, some are going missing. All they knew was that wolves were at the edge of town. What would you expect them to do?”

      He mumbled something incomprehensible and bandaged her wound. “At least they're not likely to be using silver.”

      “See? I'll be fine, soon enough.”

      His scowl returned. “You never should've been harmed in the first place.”

      Outside, the storm that had been building all day announced its arrival with a loud, thunderous crash. The wind picked up, whistling through the cracks in the eaves and walls.

      Jonah started stacking wood in the hearth for a fire.

      She could almost hear the whir of his heavy thoughts. “I'm going to go finish cleaning up.”

      He nodded, stiff. “Do you need help?”

      “No, I've got it.” She paused, then added, “I will be all right.”

      When he didn't answer, she headed to the back of the cottage. In their bedroom, Sami carefully removed the torn overdress and tossed it onto the bed. The chemise was fine, so she slowly drew another dress on.

      Back in the main room, a fire roared. Jonah sat on the couch, elbows on his knees, hands fisted, his knuckles near white. Most wouldn't be able to tell by his sharp features alone, but she realized he was beyond furious.

      Sami couldn't blame him.

      What had George been doing? What was the monster thinking?

      She sat next to Jonah, pressed to his side, welcoming his warmth. His spiced male scent that always soothed her raggedness.

      He drew an arm around her, careful to avoid the gunshot, and tucked her close. They sat in silence, lost in thought, as the storm outside blew closer, it's booming thunder soon loud enough to shake the cottage.

      Sami finally asked, “Why do you think George would deliver one of the kidnapped women to me?”

      “As he said. A present. He knows you a little, I'd say. He knows how to tug your guilt, your sense of responsibility. He knows how to play things to try pushing you into doing as he wants.”

      Even before George's confrontation today, guilt and worry had been constant pressures, an uneasy nausea that never left.

      But Sami shuddered at the thought of ever belonging to that monster. “Does he truly believe returning a woman, who he took in the first place, will make up for everything? He stood there and admitted to beating and violating his own people like it was nothing, an everyday occurrence.”

      She thought of Nadia, such a tiny thing.

      For George to harm her...

      “Sometimes,” Jonah said, harshness deepening his voice, “for some people, violence like that is a way of life.”

      Sami shuddered again.

      At least Verity had her mother back now.

      It didn't fix everything. Repayment could never be complete.

      But it was a start.

      And, rather than frighten her, or turn Sami from her chosen path, seeing and talking to George today only had hardened her resolve. Not only to save her village—and those taken—but to rescue the people he ruled and abused.

      Rain began to fall, pelting the roof and windows with hard spatters.

      Sami snuggled closer to Jonah, thinking and worrying over so many things. “We'll have to deal with George and everything else. But right now, Kaleb's in the most danger. The town plans to burn him tonight.”

      The rain lashing at the cottage wouldn't likely stop it. Not with the terror, the need for revenge, thickening the atmosphere of the village.

      A knock pounded at the door, jerking Sami alert.

      She met Jonah's worried gaze.

      The knock came again, with a call from Old Mister Humberly. “Miss Samantha, you home? We really must speak with you.”

      “Just a moment,” she called back, continuing to stare at Jonah with wide eyes.

      What were the villagers doing all the way out here?

      Fear rose. Her thoughts spun. Panic kicked in.

      She jumped to her feet, dragging Jonah along. “You've got to hide.”

      “Hide? Me? Why?”

      Sami hadn't told him how some of the villagers had looked at her with suspicion, and she didn't want to fill him in now, either. She shoved him into their bedroom. “They may remember you from staying in the village, but I don't want to take any chances. Or have any complications.”

      Besides, they'd never understand her relationship with Jonah.

      Gran would have.

      “Hide,” she hissed, closing the door. In the main room, she hurried to the front door, easing it open, then slipped outside. Only to be stunned at the large group on her porch. “What's going on?”

      Men from the village spread out beneath the covered roof, protected from the drenching, slushy rain. Directly in front of her, stood Humberly.

      And the butcher, Hans. Of course he glared at her with suspicion bordering on hatred.

      Taken aback, Sami couldn't help but take a small step from him. She looked to Humberly. “What is this?”

      “Miss Samantha.” The old man shook his head sadly. “We must speak with you.”

      “All right. About what?”

      Thunder boomed, nearly overhead, making Sami jump.

      Humberly took her arm, drawing her closer to the door and away from the rest. Except for Hans, who followed close.

      The old man patted her hand. “Now, Samantha. You were in town earlier today.”

      “I was. I wanted to visit Verity.”

      “Of course. My daughter Grace filled us in.”

      So, they had checked up on her, then?

      Humberly continued, “What you may not be aware of is the attack on our village right around the time you left.”

      “What?” she demanded, striving for a shocked look.

      Hans broke in, his voice gritty with disbelief. “You saying you know nothing about wolves trying to attack us?”

      Standing straighter, she pinned him with a glare, and lied through her teeth. “What would I possibly know about such a thing.”

      “For starters, you should've still been close enough to at least hear the wicked animals. Beasts they were. And how about that Gran of yours? She'd a way with animals that was near unnatural, just like everything else about her.”

      Fear clutched at Sami's throat. “There was nothing unnatural about it. She simply took the time to study and get to know animals, that is all.”

      Hans snorted. “And yet, not only do we have wolves attacking the outlying farms, and taking our women, we followed wolf tracks right to your land. How do you explain that?”

      Sami gasped, her surprise unfeigned this time. Jonah's tracks, or another's?

      “W-what?” she asked.

      “You heard me,” Hans replied harshly.

      Humberly gently patted her hand again. “Come now, Hans, let's not jump to conclusions. We're here to speak to Samantha, not accuse her.”

      But Sami read the smallest hints of fear, and sadly, even suspicion, in the old man's kind eyes. “I-I can't explain it. I don't know anything about it.”

      “Yeah?” Hans demanded. “How do we know you ain't hiding attack wolves somewhere around here?”

      Sami drew herself up. Stared the man down. “Now look here, Mister Peters. I would never harm anyone in the village. You are my people.”

      “Not all of us,” he whispered beneath his breath.

      “Why would I train wolves to attack you?”

      He replied shortly, “I dunno, missy. Why would you?”

      The man obviously wouldn't listen to anything she had to say. He didn't like her, hadn't liked Gran. And would apparently take any opportunity to try causing her trouble.

      Sami turned to Humberly. “Maybe the animal or animals were going to the river at the southern edge of the orchard. You know how much wildlife the water attracts.”

      Looking relieved, Humberly considered it. “That is true.”

      She grabbed onto hope and pushed on. “You're all welcome to look around the land.” She returned Hans' glare. “Any place you wish to. I don't want monsters on Gran's land. Or anywhere near it.”

      At least that was the full truth.

      The fact her definition of monster would be pretty far from theirs didn't need to be considered.

      Humberly raised a brow at Hans, as if saying, I told you so. “Well now, that's mighty kind of you to volunteer, Miss Samantha. We truly appreciate it.”

      Hans didn't seem mollified at all. Her words had tightened his expression with even more anger, somehow. “Oh, don't you worry, missy. We'll look. We'll be looking everywhere. And then we'll be heading back to the village for a burning tonight.”

      Sami bit back a caustic statement. Now wasn't the time. Instead, she replied, “Then thank you for helping to keep me safe.”

      This time, she enjoyed how her words sparked his fury. Sami smiled slightly.

      Hans grumbled, but turned and stomped down the stairs. The other men followed, except for Old Humberly.

      He drew her aside, saying softly, “I don't know what that man has against you and yours, but be wary, Samantha.”

      “I am.” She stared at him. “You don't think I had anything to do with all this, do you?”

      “I don't want to. I can't imagine a kind soul such as yourself doing such things.” He shook his head sadly. “But more than just Hans have brought stories to the village. And to Rakentel, the village head.”

      Shocked, Sami stared at him. “What kinds of stories?”

      Humberly shook his head. “Never you mind. There are plenty in the village who discount the strange tales. I just want you to be cautious, all right?” He walked away and rejoined the others.

      The group disappeared beneath curtains of rain, and into the rows of fruit trees, ostensibly to check the river bank for wolf tracks.

      Not that they'd find much with this weather.

      Finally, she turned and went back inside. Then abruptly stopped at the sight of Jonah sitting on the couch, scowling.

      He growled, “What in all the hells was that about? Since when are you having problems like that with the villagers?”

      She shrugged, winced at the pain in her arm from the gunshot—still there, if already healing. “Not all of them. I've told you before the butcher doesn't particularly care for me or my family.”

      His sharp features turned harsh. “My darling heart. I didn't have to see him to know that wasn't uncaring. That was hate.”

      “Well, there's not much I can do about it, is there? We live in the same village. Besides, it's never been this bad before.”

      Jonah grunted, “The older man was right. You need to be very careful. Especially with everything happening around here lately.”

      Tight bands clamped around her chest. “I will not fear my own village, or the people in it. This is my home.”

      He came to her side, took her hand, and led her back to the couch, in front of the blazing warmth of the fire.

      But it could no longer quite reach the deepest, coldest part of her soul.

      Neither could Jonah's embrace.

      Not this time. Not completely.

      Stiffly, Sami stated, “I don't want—I can't—think about this right now. We need to concentrate on saving Kaleb before he's killed.”

      “After everything that happened today, and now seeing the suspicion from the villagers, you must realize the danger in freeing the man is increased a hundredfold.”

      Sami folded her arms across her chest and stared at him stubbornly. “I don't care. We can't just give up. Besides, he can help lead us to George. He can help us stop all of this.”

      “It's not safe for you. Even this afternoon—which wasn't supposed to be dangerous—swung wildly away from plan.” His voice deepened with a harsh growl. “You were injured. And it could have been so much worse.”

      Sami cupped her palms on his cheeks and stared into his crimson-streaked golden eyes. “I love you Jonah. But I cannot put my safety ahead of so many others.”

      “I cannot let you put yourself in danger.”

      “My love, you don't have a choice.”

      He blinked at that, his expression going blank.

      She added, “You can either help me plan a rescue, or watch me do it myself.”

      A wild, protective fury built, emanated from within him. His features tightened, his muscles stiff, as if he waged an inner battle. Crimson bled through his eyes, softly glowing. He started to speak, bit back the words.

      Then he shuddered. Closed his eyes. Gritted his jaw. After a tense, silent moment, Jonah sighed. His tension eased, but didn't quite go away. Leaning in, he pressed a soft kiss to her lips. “I will not allow you to be harmed again. So this plan of ours better be good.”

      Sami kissed him back, joy growing in her heart.

      They might face immense problems. But together, she had no doubt, they would succeed.

      They would free Kaleb.

      They would take down George.

      And they would keep everyone safe.

      Then, they could settle in. Make the home both had always dreamed of—had always yearned for.

      Because, together, she and Jonah could never be defeated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Volume Five: Rescue

          

        

      

    

    
      Most know of me or at least have heard my tale. Certainly you would recognize my crimson, hooded cloak. You've been regaled by the story of my battle with a wolf.

      But as with most stories, that was only a small part of my life. And legends discard certain truths.

      Forgotten with each retelling was how the wolves I fought could also become men. My beloved Jonah, too, remains shrouded in the mists of time. Nothing is mentioned of all we meant to one another. Of the family we created and sent out into the world. No one speaks of the bonds we shared, or how he changed my life forever.

      Yet, after becoming his, tumultuous times lay ahead. Like my love, I became a wolf, tugged by the call of the moon. I learned the tales Gran told long ago were all too real. That there were others, like Jonah and I, living in the Dark Forest just outside my village.

      And one of them wished to destroy the bonds of our love. A monster willing to do anything to force me to become his.

      Jonah and I refused to let anyone harm the love so precious to us. Yet, neither of us knew just how far he would go...

      Nor did I understand how the wolf within me, ever growing, had claimed others as our own. Jonah as mate. Another as brother. And his life was in danger. We had to stop it, somehow without risking more harm coming to the innocent. And without my village, the only home I'd ever known, becoming our enemy.

      If you are truly curious, then sit for a while. Join me and discover for yourself the complete tale.

      The truth behind the woman with the dark red riding hood.
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        * * *

      

      The storm, building all day long, turned thunderous.

      Icy rain pelted the roof and windows of the small cottage. Samantha Grant watched her love pace in front of the blazing hearth.

      Jonah's loose, shoulder-length brown hair glinted in the firelight with hints of gold and auburn. Since his earlier, recent shift from huge wolf, back to man, he wore nothing but a pair of trousers. His gorgeous, muscled chest—and adorably, his feet—remained bare.

      He muttered low, growling to himself. Strode faster, stalking like a predator on the hunt. From the sharpness of Jonah's features, tight and taut, and his golden gaze streaked with wolf crimson, to the tension radiating from each stiff-legged step, his every move revealed the depths of his frustration and worry. His fear.

      Fear for her, she knew.

      He continued to persist with the argument that she should stay home. In safety.

      For hours, this discussion had gone nowhere. Hours since a group of men from the village followed wolf tracks—and not Jonah's—straight to Gran's land. Then demanded to search for any signs of the beasts who'd been murdering local farmers and kidnapping women, as if Sami might be hiding such monsters.

      Unfortunately, Hans Peters was one of the men who stopped by. The butcher hadn't hesitated to bring his seeming hatred of Sami right to her cottage door.

      And now, Jonah knew of the additional tension running through the village, somehow pointed at her. He didn't understand that the men who disliked her were few.

      Besides, there were very important things to do tonight.

      She couldn't lose this argument.

      Outside, the storm picked up. Thunder boomed and rumbled across the sky.

      With a sigh, Sami glanced to the front window. Not even weak, late afternoon sunlight managed to seep in from behind the curtain. Surely, the villagers were done searching the area by now and had returned home.

      Or, at least, to their captive—and innocent—prisoner.

      The impatient, angry villagers would need to prepare for the ridiculous burning scheduled for this night, after all.

      Sami nearly growled at the thought.

      Speaking low, commanding, Jonah drew her from her own worries, saying, yet again, “You cannot come into the village with me tonight. It's far too dangerous for you.”

      Sitting straighter, Sami pushed her long auburn braid back over her shoulder, and stared him down. Repeating her own argument felt like a waste of time at this point, but she'd not back down. Not from this. “Attempting this rescue without backup is foolhardy. It'll take more than one person. Even for you. We both know it.”

      Jonah grumbled again, his golden eyes flashing deeper ruby from the agitation of his inner wolf.

      Just like the wolf now within her.

      Not that it would help them this night. With all of this so new, and Sami so weak, her change only came on the three nights of the full moon.

      Which was still a couple weeks away.

      Even if they could see the sky outside, past such pressing storm clouds, it would be dark with only stars to twinkle down on them. So the only way Sami could actually help with the rescue she insisted on, would be to enter the village as she appeared now.

      A familiar face all knew.

      Since a few of the villagers, like the butcher, seemed to want to cause her trouble lately—not that she could begin to guess their reasoning—someone, anyone at all really, seeing her, would be bad.

      Being in the village, on the same night their prisoner escaped—hopefully—and certainly some blame would be cast in Sami's direction.

      At least by those few.

      She'd no real reason to be there, after all.

      Sami doubted any would believe Kaleb escaped on his own, whether she was spotted or not. None knew of the wolf he, too, carried within him.

      He wasn't bound to change only from the magical call of the full moon.

      Not that he'd used his greater strength or speed to escape. Another thing Sami couldn't fathom.

      But it wasn't just her who'd be in danger.

      Tensions had been rising to a furor in the village.

      Too many murdered farmers, and now for the past week, with the addition of missing women, emotions were turning explosive.

      Any stranger would be immediately suspect.

      Just look at what the village men had done to poor Kaleb.

      Even if a local recognized Jonah from his recent stay, everyone thought he'd left weeks ago. Hadn't Sami herself confirmed it? His sudden appearance, and on this night no less, would be as damning as her own.

      The growing wildness within her surged, chafing and impatient at it all.

      At this back and forth that solved nothing. At the wait to rescue, to save, to claim, he who was theirs.

      The last confused Sami a little.

      Theirs?

      She took another deep breath, letting Jonah's spiced, woodsy scent bring what comfort it could.

      Impatience dug deeper, bringing the wish that this night would quickly be done and over with. A successful rescue. She, Jonah, and Kaleb, already home and in the safety of this cottage.

      It was a sanctuary for Sami, after all. Full of memories from growing up here. Full of the love and laughter she'd shared with Gran.

      Wind pelted the icy rain harder against the windows in ceaseless spatters. Thunder rumbled, long and loud, promising the storm overhead was merely getting started.

      She didn't know if such a storm would be help, or hindrance, tonight.

      Jonah tried again, his voice a stubborn near-growl. “You were already shot once this day, and by the very villagers we'll be around. Worse, the storm and darkness will make them only more frightened. There's no telling what they'll do.”

      “It was only a graze and is nearly healed,” she reminded him gently, knowing his gruffness came from a protective need to keep her safe. “How do you expect to handle those surely inside the stables, interrogating Kaleb, even now?”

      Sunset wasn't far. The burning would take place shortly afterward. But the village men would most likely continue torturing Kaleb for information until the very last moment.

      She added, “I know you won't harm them, but there will be far too many people for only one to safely deal with.”

      The crimson streaks in his stubborn gaze flared. “I'll figure out something. Surely.”

      The rising wildness within Sami agreed with her. Refused to consider leaving either man behind, or alone, to face the coming dangers. At the same time, she understood Jonah's caution. His overprotectiveness. Didn't her inner wolf intensely feel the same for him?

      Mate, the wild voice silently howled.

      Yet, she'd been unable to fully explain to Jonah her growing need to save Kaleb. Or the connection she felt to him. But she wouldn't—couldn't, even if she wanted to—ignore such things simply because she didn't understand them herself.

      Besides, Kaleb was innocent of the crimes which the narrow-sighted villagers planned to burn him for.

      Sami shook her head. Tried to collect her thoughts. Struggled to find the words to convince Jonah she was coming.

      No matter what.

      She just had to get past his stubborn protectiveness. Breathing deep, in and out, she let Jonah's spiced male scent wrap tighter around her, invade her senses. She relaxed a little, settling back on the couch. It shouldn’t have been surprising that as her tension eased, so too did Jonah's.

      She sighed again, a bit morosely.

      All of the many changes in her life these past few weeks should have been more than enough to try to handle.

      Finding out men who turned to wolves—just like in some of the dark tales Gran had told—were real.

      That Jonah was one.

      Being bitten by a monstrous black beast. Becoming partly wolf herself. Attempting, learning to deal with the wildness now constantly clamoring inside of her. Other differences, speed and strength, all her senses enhanced.

      Quick healing was certainly a nice benefit.

      But, must she also be forced to contend with the tinge of hysteria creeping through her village?

      Sami fully understood the rage people felt at the murders, happening around each full moon for months. Seasons.

      Far too long. Too many dead.

      With the monster behind it recently beginning to kill nightly, and now, stealing local women away, people's fear and pain and fury were rising to fever-pitch. And... turning a bit frightening.

      She bit the inside of her cheek, hard.

      Relished the flush of pain that jerked her from that troubling thought.

      The villagers, the very people she'd grown up around, had frightened her the past couple days. Their willingness to jump at blaming a stranger—any stranger—for everything. Their need, not for only justice, but a darker hunger for revenge. A near rage simmering just under the tense surface of it all.

      A wild, wolfy voice silently whispered, Hadn't some of the village men reminded her of the insanity she'd faced in the murderous beast behind the killings? The dark monster who carried such demented insanity deep within his twisted soul?

      But such things weren't contagious.

      Surely.

      Once she and Jonah stopped the murders, the kidnappings, her village would return to the peaceful easiness it once held.

      Wouldn't it?

      Thunder boomed loudly, again and again, close enough to rattle the cottage.

      Jonah strode to the front window and pulled back the thick curtain, staring out past the empty porch. “I don't like any of this.”

      Standing, Sami crossed the room. Laid a hand on his hard, tense arm. “It will be easier, and safer for all, if you have my help.”

      He gritted his jaw, unable to deny it.

      “Do you really believe I'll allow you to face this danger alone?”

      Jonah swung his slightly glowing, hot stare to her. His angular features were sharp with anger. And shadows of concern.

      Cupping his strong, slightly scruffy jaw, Sami rose on her toes and kissed him softly. “One of these days, you'll get used to the idea that I refuse to stay home and let you face danger without my help.”

      The wolfy fire in his eyes dimmed, though the tight tension in his shoulders didn't ease. “It's not only the villagers to be worried about.”

      George Vulhund.

      The dark beast.

      She shivered at thoughts of the enormous black wolf who'd bitten her. An insane man who demanded Sami become his—while wanting Jonah destroyed, and very much dead.

      She asked softly, “George said Kaleb is no longer his. That he has no interest in the man anymore. Why would he show up tonight?”

      “Have you not learned just how much the beast enjoys causing trouble?”

      At that truth, cold apprehension shuddered down her spine.

      George's last threat continued to linger heavy in her soul. His boast that he'd continue killing one man, and taking one woman, every single night, until she agreed to become his.

      Then he'd threatened to start on the children.

      Fury locked Sami's jaw painfully tight.

      Her wolf's emotions—primal and fierce—stormed through her veins. Strong. Clear. The wild voice grew louder with the demand they save Kaleb.

      And then take the murdering beast down.

      Urgency nipped at her, a sizzle along her nerves. Because outside, hidden by the ceaseless storm, night crept ever closer. And with it the growing danger to Kaleb.

      Sami traced her fingertips along Jonah's prickly jaw. “No. I will not stay here.”

      He let out a heavy sigh and shook his head, then drew her close to kiss her cheek, her jaw, her mouth. Taking her hand, he pulled her into their bedroom.

      From beneath the bed, Jonah slipped out one of his smaller trunks. Ornate golden scrollwork decorated dark leather.

      He unclasped the three fastenings. Opened it.

      Some sort of thick padding lined the lid. A velvety cloth hid whatever lay in the shallow bottom. He drew it away to reveal twin pistols.

      Like the case, the firearms were black, with shiny golden scrolls and swirls. Sami couldn't help but gasp at the beauty, and the immense value of such weapons. She'd seen these new kind of pistols before, though rarely.

      Jonah lifted one out. “You know how to shoot, but have you used a wheellock, like this?”

      “No. I've seen some travelers practice with them though.” Unlike hand cannons, or matchlock weapons, both of which the villagers usually carried, these appeared delicate.

      Most firearms required a flint to be lit and then applied to the primer pan of gunpowder in order to fire—sometimes requiring a second person's help, like the very common hand-cannons, which needed one to hold the long weapon and another to light it.

      These newer pistols used a clock-like gear at the top to strike a spark, and could easily be fired by a single shooter.

      Jonah told her, “These are custom built and loaded with silver.”

      Sami's jaw dropped. She looked at the guns again, this time with some worry, as well as increased interest. “You carry around the very weapon that can kill you?”

      Though, on the other hand, her inner wolfiness approved, thinking of the enjoyment that would come from shooting George. Taking him down and stopping his murderous rampage.

      Permanently.

      Jonah shrugged. “We do what we must to survive. George isn't the first wolf I've come across terrorizing some small village.”

      He showed Sami how to load the pistols, packing the right amount of powder and the ball of silver into the muzzle. Then, on the top, he spun the striker, a serrated gold wheel, until it clicked into place. “Prime the flash pan with a bit more powder, close the pan cover. Now you're ready to go. Before you shoot, place the striker in position. When you pull the trigger, the wheel turns on the striker, and lights the pan. It only takes a few seconds to fire. A minute or so to reload.”

      It took Sami more than a couple minutes when she tried.

      “Practice will help,” he told her. “For now, just remember your shots are limited.”

      She had to ask, “You're not planning on shooting any of the villagers. So?”

      “Of course not.” His tension had mostly disappeared while he showed her the guns. Now it returned in full force, a blast of emotion. His voice dipped with a low growl. “I'm not the one taking the pistols. They're for you. It's the little I can give you to protect yourself.”

      Sami looked from Jonah to the beautiful weapons. “I'm not shooting any of the villagers either.”

      His lips quirked into a near grin, but the fire quickly overrode it. “George might show up. Or some of his wolves.”

      The wild fierceness within Sami again surged at the idea of facing the murderous beast. Perhaps even taking him down tonight. And saving everyone else in the process.

      Jonah lifted a partition from the bottom of the shallow case, revealing a leather belt with two holsters. He sized it around her waist, then waved her to take the guns.

      The shiny black grips were cool to the touch as she holstered the deadly weapons.

      “Try for any vital spots you can hit. That'll take a wolf down for a little while, at the very least.” Jonah double-checked the fit of the heavier, loaded belt.

      Though Kaleb was wolf, and healed quickly, Sami packed a kit with bandages, just in case it was needed. More importantly, she added as much cooked meat as would fit in her bag.

      She was learning well the intense, immense hunger that came from being like this. Unlikely the villagers had fed Kaleb since his capture.

      An hour before sunset, she met Jonah by the front door.

      He looked her over with a hooded gaze. Checked the ties of the long crimson cloak around her shoulders, tightening the bow. The warm magic of the cloth surrounded her. Slightly eased her zinging nerves.

      Then Jonah pulled Sami tight to his hard, ungiving chest, crushing her in his strong arms. He captured her mouth with hot intensity, a taste of the hunger that never fully left either of them anymore.

      She leaned into him, reveling at the love in his touch, his kiss. He allowed her to feel the depths of his turbulent emotions. She soothed him the best she could, knowing the only resolution was having this evening over and done with.

      Jonah cupped her face in his slightly calloused palms. Teased her mouth, nipping at her lower lip, caressing his tongue over hers. And let her drown in all the sensations he always made her feel.

      All too soon, he drew back. But he couldn't hide the heat, the fire, flickering in the back of his piercing gold stare. “Ensure you keep yourself safe. If there is any problem at all, call for me. Promise.”

      “I swear it.”

      He kissed her again, hard and fast.

      But it was time to go.

      Pulling away, Jonah undressed, uncaring at his hard, randy nakedness. Unceasing desire flickered along Sami's veins. Her inner wolf wished they had time to explore his beautiful, strong body.

      Jonah studied her face for a long moment, before decisively nodding.

      Then, the sharp, tangy scent of a spring rainstorm flooded the room. Magic flared. The air shimmered. Features sharpening in pain, Jonah grimaced. Hunched over with a deep groan. Fell to all fours.

      The snap of bone made Sami’s jaw clench.

      His body twisted unnaturally. Dark auburn fur grew. Flowed from muzzle to tail. The prickling bite of magic faded, and he shook himself.

      A wolf looked back at her with glowing, ruby eyes. A huge, muscular wolf, his shoulders reached Sami's waist.

      He padded to her side.

      She lay a hand on his soft, furred head. Rubbed his ear. “Let's go.”

      Together, they stepped out into the icy rainstorm.

      Jonah's fur would keep him warm. Though Sami wore a thick woolen dress over her thinner chemise, plus long woolen stockings, the chill bite of winter tried to snatch her breath away. But the magic of her crimson cloak warmed. Even as they strode from the covered porch, and icy rain fell on her hood, Sami remained dry and mostly comfortable.

      A good thing. The trip to the village was a half hour's walk, even taking the shortcut though the normal woods nearby. Though tonight, pacing herself, Sami used her new strength and speed to keep up a fast jog. Jonah remained at her side.

      As they ran, worries intruded. Returned to circle in her mind.

      Fears for Jonah and herself. For Kaleb, about to be murdered for crimes he'd not committed.

      At what was happening to the kindly village she'd grown up around.

      Questions of whether or not their enemy planned to show up—attacking her and Jonah, or worse, someone else. Locals who couldn't defend themselves.

      Because even if the dark beast didn't come for Sami, his threats loomed heavy.

      Someone could die tonight.

      And she had no way to stop it.

      Her wild inner voice, growing ever louder, spoke up, soft, yet bracing, Focus on what lies immediately ahead. Save the white-pawed wolf. Save Kaleb.

      Her breathing hitched. Sweat beaded at her temples. She ran faster.

      Soon, they reached the rutted wagon road that led the way to the village. She and Jonah remained hidden in the shadowed forest. Not that many would dare brave this stormy weather unless it was an emergency.

      Eventually, the forest fell away from the right side of the road, replaced by cleared fields and rolling meadows. Shortly, the thick tress on the left also, abruptly stopped, giving way to large fenced pastures—holding mules, horses and oxen—that connected to the stables.

      Sami paused, staring as far into the slushy, snowy rain as possible. Which sadly wasn't far.

      Beside her, Jonah snuffled, rubbing his immense girth against her side. Absently, she rubbed his ear one last time, then with a bracing breath, stepped from the cover of the trees and out onto the open road.

      Jonah woofed low, quiet. A comforting sound, but also one of warning. Cautioning her to remember her promise to stay safe.

      She didn't want to leave his side, but now was the time to put their plan into motion. She started along the road, following the fence running alongside it. Jonah fell behind, lost to the forest and its shadows.

      Ignoring her aching lungs, the stitch in her side, Sami pushed on. She listened, cautious and careful, for any sound of travelers, since visibility remained at a minimum.

      Sounds from the village reached her long before the first outer buildings came into view, even if only as bulky shadows. Staying close to the fence line, Sami hurried on. Soon she spotted the large, barnlike stables.

      Where Kaleb was being held.

      And hurt, the wildness growled.

      She bit it back, shoved it away. Now wasn't the time.

      Nor could she fully blame the villagers. She felt the same pain, and the need for justice, for all those recently slain.

      Only, she wanted those truly responsible.

      At the large, outer town well, Sami slowed, hunching down low. Attentive to any sign of others moving about, she slunk toward the side of the barnlike building, until she reached the darkness of a covered storage area along one side.

      Hiding where no one would stumble across her, Sami tightened her grip on the bag she carried.

      Then she waited.

      Though she made no signal, Jonah somehow knew nonetheless when she was ready.

      In the distance, from inside the fenced fields, came a loud, ominous howl. The fierce sound pierced the storm. Rang through the night.

      Animals panicked with shrill neighs, brays, and bellowing moos.

      Shouts rose from in the stables.

      Another howl rent the air.

      The frightened squeals and cries of prey animals, who faced a large, hungry predator, rose. Not that Jonah would harm them, but it made for a good distraction.

      Good enough, Sami hoped, that every last villager deserted the barn. Left her to free Kaleb with harm to none.

      Especially since her second promise to Jonah had been to do everything possible to not be seen or recognized.

      A third howl rang out.

      Furious. Hungry.

      Panicked bleating gave way to thundering hooves.

      Someone inside shouted, “Stampede?”

      One of the barn's smaller doors slammed open. Men flooded out, yelling at each other. The smell of fear—and gunpowder—filled the air.

      Sami gently patted the guns on her hips. At least the villagers didn't have silver shot. Even if Jonah were hit, he'd surely be fine.

      Surely.

      The thought didn't ease the tension roiling in her gut.

      She doubted the village men could hear the crack of wood in the distance as Jonah broke down some of the fencing. With another deep, dark howl, he set the animals to running faster.

      Hooves pounded loud enough to mimic the rolling storm overhead.

      A large group of men hurried around the stables. Tried to stare out into the fields. The butcher, and Old Humberly, both stood at the front of the group. Both were armed with long, rifled firearms.

      After a short discussion, they led the group further into the icy rain, keeping close to the fence as she'd done.

      Howls mixed with snorts and stomps and cries of animals. Pounding hooves raced away.

      As soon as the villagers disappeared behind thick sheets of slush, Sami slipped alongside the building, to the back, and through a different small door.

      Inside the warm barn, the musty scent of hay tickled her nose. This part of the large building was only partially walled off. Left for storing tack—saddles, bridles, packs and yokes for the oxen—on one side, stacked hay bales filled the rest of the partitioned area.

      Sami smelled the villagers.

      Kaleb.

      And blood.

      She pinpointed the direction it was strongest and headed that way, weaving a bit between mazelike bales of hay. And listened close for the sound of anyone left behind to guard the prisoner.

      Chains lightly clanked in the distance.

      Kaleb had been tied by rope last time she saw him.

      Had they upgraded?

      The scuff of boots on the ground made Sami slow. Someone was walking around near the man she'd come to rescue.

      At least one guard left.

      She crept closer, hidden by the tall, stacked hay bales, making little sound herself.

      Outside, another howl crashed through the night.

      Kaleb's chains jerked. Clinked and rattled louder.

      “What is that?” a young man harshly demanded, fear tightening his voice.

      Something thudded. A boot striking flesh.

      Kaleb grunted.

      The scent of fresh blood reached Sami.

      Inside, her wolf howled fiercely. She hurried closer. Anger warred with caution. And something that felt like regret. Because she'd recognized that voice.

      At an opening in the half wall separating the storage from the stalls, she peeked into the main area of the stables.

      Her nose had led her perfectly. Just across the hay-strewn aisle, a stall door stood open. From where Sami crouched, she could just see large, bare, bruised and bloody feet. With thick chains around the ankles, tight enough to cut into flesh.

      Anger rose higher, tinged with a wild fury Sami wasn't certain she could control.

      A man paced, crossing behind the open stall door.

      Sure enough, Sami knew him.

      Bertrand Peters. The butcher's son.

      Like Hans, Bert was tall, thin, pale. His white hair reflected the light from lanterns hung along the walls. It gave him a creepy look overall, reminding her sharply of his father.

      Or perhaps she was merely projecting her own anxiety—and anger. Anger at Hans, suddenly carrying to Bert. For helping to torture Kaleb.

      For the most part, she'd always liked the son.

      But her slight regret was a tiny shadow compared to the rising wild fury. Sami drew one of the pistols. Rather than aiming it, she tightened her fingers around the barrel, with the heavy grip ready to be used as a club.

      Bert continued to pace in the stall, hugging himself tightly, shooting wide-eyed glances in the direction of the pastures. His fright was palpable.

      She didn't dare get closer yet. There was no cover in the long, empty aisle between her and the rows of stalls. If Bert turned even a little, he'd spot her immediately. And while she didn't hear anyone else inside, others could still be here. Or return at any time.

      Kaleb's chains rattled, drawing Bert's attention once again.

      The young man stiffened. False bravado sharpened his words. “If that's one of your wolves hoping to save you, my father will take care of it.”

      Kaleb grunted something indiscernible.

      Bert kicked him again.

      The wolf inside Sami surged.

      Intense. Hot. Wild.

      She lost all control over her actions

      Dash across the aisle. Lift the weapon. Strike.

      The butt of the pistol slammed against the back of Bert's head. With a squeak that turned into a sigh, the tall, thin man collapsed into an ungainly heap on the floor.

      Sami's wolf receded just as quickly, giving control back. Leaving her shaky.

      Not only at what had just happened, but also, guilt at harming Bert. Seeing him unconscious.

      Unconcerned, the wolfy voice replied, Not harming. Saving our own from danger.

      Hopefully fast. And without further issue.

      Sami turned to Kaleb and looked over the scruffy, giant of a man.

      His face, the little not covered by a thick blindfold, or his lanky dark hair and bushy beard, was mottled purple and red. Bruising and cuts, some dried, others oozing freshly, covered near every inch of exposed skin. From the blood seeping through his tattered clothing, there must be unseen wounds as well.

      Out of fear, Sami assumed, in addition to long loops of rope, the village men had wrapped thick chains around Kaleb's legs, his waist, arms and chest. Links even chokingly encircled his neck and throat.

      Rage spiked through every inch of her. Helping her keep control was another, stronger emotion.

      A protective wildness.

      Her wolf howled in fury, but also joy at seeing this man, silently calling, Brother.

      Kaleb took a deep breath, then jerked sharply, muttering her name behind the gag tied over his mouth.

      She dropped to her knees beside him and gently removed the blindfold.

      Warm brown eyes widened. Narrowed. Blazed with protective worry. He didn't care about his own plight, she knew, or else he'd not have gotten caught in the first place. Just as easy, for him, would have been to escape on his own.

      For a short second, Sami internally debated leaving the gag until last. She already knew what he'd say, and right now wasn't the time to argue. But she went ahead and removed it.

      Then she turned to figuring out how to remove the chains which, thankfully, weren't silver. And ignored Kaleb as he blasted her.

      His lilting, burred voice came slurred, and a little hard to understand, due to the swelling and other damage to his mouth. “Is that your wolf out there? What are you doing? Trying to get yourself killed? Do you even know how angry these people are? What they'll do to you if they catch you helping me?”

      She found a complex lock the blacksmith must have made. Didn't have a clue how to release it. “Hold still,” she commanded.

      Kaleb froze, as if compelled to follow her order, though she hadn't meant it as such. Not wasting the opportunity, she used his stillness to grab the chain itself and jerked hard.

      Links popped as metal gave way to wolfy strength.

      “What are you doing?” Kaleb's voice sharpened. “I'm here for a reason you know. I'm not going anywhere.”

      Continuing to ignore his stubborn scolding, Sami removed the chains, starting near the break at his feet, then moving up.

      As she worked, Kaleb's voice faded into the background.

      Her wolf was rising once more, inspecting the damage done to their own.

      Along almost every single fresh wound—from Kaleb's feet to his head—she scented Bert's father, Hans. The butcher's scent was distinct. As was the man's rage. His terror.

      Surging, wild fury worried Sami.

      The silent voice promised, He will pay. That man is not ours. Is enemy.

      Another worry to deal with.

      Later.

      At the moment, time was ticking past quickly. She had to get Kaleb out before anyone returned.

      He also needed to keep up his strength, and energy for his body to heal. Once his hands were freed, she pulled out the meat she'd brought, setting it in Kaleb's lap. “Eat.”

      He turned away from the food, though his stomach grumbled loud and long.

      Sami didn't push, knowing hunger would get the better of him, sooner or later. Sure enough, only moments passed before he began devouring the food.

      Finally, she finished unchaining—then untying—him. Rising, she said, “Come. We're leaving.”

      The stubborn man looked up. Crimson flecks glowed in his dark stare. “No.”

      She scowled, though his answer wasn't exactly a surprise. He'd allowed himself to be captured, held and tortured, after all. She replied, “No is not an option.”

      Kaleb's face held only shadows of pain and sadness. Resignation. “You can't stop me from doing this.”

      “Doing what? Throwing your life away?”

      Ruby anger flickered in his gaze, giving her a touch of hope at the sight of strong emotion.

      Then he gritted, “What life? I've nowhere to live. No one to accompany. I've been kicked out of my home. My family. Forced to desert those I've sworn to protect and care for.”

      “So you're just giving up?” Sami demanded, her own anger rising. Her wolf wanted to smack him.

      “No.” Kaleb took a deep breath. Settled back. Deep, dark futility swept over him like a heavy weight. “Through me, this village will be able to release some of their pain and anger over what's been happening. It may save some of those George refuses to let leave him.”

      Logic didn't seem to be anyone's strength lately. “Perhaps. Until tomorrow morning when the villagers find another man dead, and another woman gone.” She hesitated, but then told Kaleb of the monster's most recent threat. “George said he'll start on the children next. You think any of the villagers' rage will be dampened after that? This is useless. Your actions are a waste.”

      At the threat to the children, Kaleb's eyes widened. His lips curled into a furious sneer. A growl rose in his huge chest. His lilting burr thickened. “He wouldn't. George has never harmed a child.”

      “Just everyone else?” she replied wryly.

      Shame darkened Kaleb's craggy features. Perhaps another reason he was willing to die tonight. Though George hadn't been as murderously insane until recently—so she'd heard. Yet, Sami knew, there were other reasons George's people followed him.

      He'd given them a place to belong.

      A family.

      Kept them safe from the dangerous fears and superstitions of normal people.

      Slowly, she continued, “George said he nearly killed you. For trying to protect Nadia.”

      Kaleb looked away. Shrugged.

      “How much of his insanity have you seen since I hurt him?”

      “You took one of his eyes,” Kaleb stated, a slight note of awe in his tone. “I've never seen him so furious or out of control.”

      “Yet you don't think he'd harm the village children to get back at me? To try forcing me to become his?”

      Kaleb's expression darkened. His eyes flashed pure, glowing crimson. For an instant, his craggy features wavered, started to turn a bit wolfy. Then he sighed. Settled back into his resignation. “There's nothing I can do to stop him.” He waved at himself. “I'm obviously no match for him.”

      Sami replied with the obvious—at least, to her, “Was it a fair, one-on-one fight, or yet another of his group attacks?”

      “It doesn't matter when I cannot disobey his commands, anyway.”

      It would have been the latter. The dark beast didn't fight fair if he could help it. But she turned the discussion to Kaleb's other issues. “As for nowhere to go, nonsense. You'll come home with me.”

      He jerked his head up and stared intently. “Your man would never allow such a thing.”

      She ignored his statement. “As for what to do, you're going to lead Jonah and I to George's camp. You'll help us find him, and put a stop to this insane murder spree. We'll save Nadia, along with all the rest of his people. Your people.”

      Interest—with something else, perhaps hope?—flickered in his stare. Alertness returned to his expression, driving some of the depressing shadows back a little.

      Impatience filled Sami.

      So she used her most compelling argument against the man who'd shown protectiveness toward her, as if he, too, felt this familial connection between them.

      She sat down next to him on the hay covered floor, her back to the wall. Settling in, she crossed her arms over her chest, then stared Kaleb down.

      Silence drew over them, but for the storm pounding outside.

      Kaleb fidgeted, looking around the stall, until he finally broke. “What are you doing? You need to get out of here before that kid wakes up or someone comes back.”

      “If you won't come with me, there's nothing left to do but wait for the villagers to return.” She glanced at the man sprawled on the ground. “Bert's father doesn't like me much. I suppose seeing I knocked his boy unconscious isn't going to endear me to him at all.”

      One of the stable doors opened, letting in the loud sounds of whistling wind, spattering rain, and distant, still panicked animals.

      The door slammed closed.

      Silence fell. There were no sounds of anyone moving about.

      But someone must have entered.

      She gave Kaleb a pointed look.

      The giant of a man rose to his feet in one swift move. He grabbed her and shoved her to the safety behind the bulk of his body, then faced the doorway.

      When the spiced, musky scent reached Sami, she relaxed.

      Kaleb grunted as she moved up beside him.

      Jonah stood in the open doorway, a huge, wet and muddy wolf. He stared at them pointedly, his glowing ruby eyes asking what was taking so long.

      She answered, “The stubborn idiot refuses to leave. I just barely got him to his feet.”

      Jonah jerked his muzzle to hurry them along. Sami moved to his side, resting a hand on his tall, furred shoulder. Then she faced Kaleb, who'd followed her, again seemingly against his will. She laid her other hand on a small, unwounded area on his arm, so as not to hurt the man.

      As Sami became a central point connecting the three of them, a strange hum built in the air. A sizzle raced up her spine. Set her hair to stand on end.

      Beneath her touch, Jonah shuddered. Kaleb gasped, his eyes flashing pure ruby.

      Magic shimmered in a flashing circle around them.

      Heat consumed Sami.

      Flowed over her. Through her. And to both men.

      The bonds she'd previously sensed within, the connection to Kaleb, expanded. Strengthened, hard and unbreakable.

      Similar bonds flared between the men.

      The three of them were family, as if they'd always meant to be together.

      Her wolf silently howled again, in pure joy. Brother.

      Beside them, Jonah raised his muzzle to the roof and let out a deafening howl, full of acceptance and welcome.

      The magic abruptly dampened, though it continued to lightly tingle along Sami's nerves. The bonds, strong between the three of them, remained a warmth inside.

      She felt the other two all the way to her soul.

      Kaleb staggered back.

      Fell to his knees.

      He stared at Sami and Jonah with wonder. Amazement.

      Abruptly, he straightened. Bowed his head formally. A bit strange with his scruffy, beaten appearance. Head down, he continued to watch them from beneath his brow. Growing hope lit his crimson-streaked gaze. Hoarsely, he asked, “You would truly accept me?”

      Sami replied with an unfamiliar inner strength. With an unshakeable confidence that things would surely work out. “My wolf has already claimed you, Kaleb. You have no other choice.” The persistent hum of magic increased sharply for a moment. She couldn't stop from proclaiming in a rough, wolfy growl, “Brother.”

      Kaleb looked further shocked, but the crimson light in his eyes held acceptance. And hope that continued to grow. “Both of you truly accept me?” He stared between her and Jonah's large, auburn wolf.

      Sarcasm slipped into Sami's voice. “We're here to rescue you, aren't we?”

      Jonah yipped softly in agreement, but then jerked his muzzle toward the door with some urgency.

      With him no longer outside to distract the villagers, at least some were sure to return. And quickly, after the howl from inside the barn.

      They needed to get out of there.

      She asked Kaleb, “Can we leave now? Before we're all caught?”

      The hum of magic still tickling her senses sharpened once more. A pressure to hurry filled her with fire.

      For the second time, unbidden by conscious thought, Sami moved.

      She grabbed Kaleb's arm and dragged him toward the stall's open door. Jonah followed. Together, the three of them slipped across the thankfully still empty aisle, and into the maze of hay bales.

      With only moments to spare. One of the doors at the front of the stables slammed open. Shouting rose as village men rushed into the building.

      Jonah's wolf led the way through tall stacks of bales. He must've been retracing Sami's earlier steps, following her scent trail most likely, because they came out near the covered storage area outside where she'd originally hid.

      Thick, blinding slush continued to pour from the sky, helping hide their escape as they raced away from the village in the direction of safety. The villagers were left searching the stables for a prisoner long gone.

      But not quite yet safe, her wolf cautioned.

      Behind them, a familiar voice cried out in fury.

      Sami's blood chilled.

      Hans Peters must've found his son. Not that there was permanent damage to the boy, as He’d learn as soon as he bothered to check.

      The village fell further and further behind, until the ruckus was finally drowned out by the raging storm.

      She and the men stayed close together, running fast. Soon they reached the blessedly dark cover of the forest stretching alongside the muddy, rutted road. Grateful not just for the trees hiding them further from easy view, Sami also appreciated the thickly interlaced branches overhead, lessening the falling rain.

      But only a short distance from the road, Kaleb stopped.

      Sami noticed firs, and stopped as well. Turned to watch the giant of a man. “What now?”

      Kaleb waited for Jonah to meet his gaze, then asked in his crooning lilt, “You, both of you, are truly certain you wish me to come along?”

      The overgrown auburn wolf, near black from his wet fur, nodded with a low snuffle-snort.

      “All right,” Kaleb replied, sounding not entirely convinced, but he continued to follow them home.

      Though the trees protected them from some of the storm, icy rain remained a deluge everywhere the branches thinned. Somehow, they managed to find those spots quite often.

      If not for the magic of her red hooded cloak, she'd be freezing.

      The wind picked up. Swept through the trees, swirling drenched, colorful leaves over the ground, whipping branches, snatching at their clothing and hair.

      Her cloak continued to keep Sami warm and dry where it could, but by the time the cottage appeared—a beacon in the stormy night—her feet were soaked through and the front of her dresses hung heavy and wet. The wind had tugged some of her hair from her braid and dragged it from beneath the hood. Drenched locks hung tangled down her chest.

      She sighed in relief when they stumbled into the dry safety of the cottage.

      Sami pointed Kaleb to choose a seat. He uncomfortably took a chair at the kitchen table, while she started a fire in the large hearth.

      Jonah headed for their bedroom. The hum of magic, still in her veins, flared when he shifted, from wolf back to man. He returned, fully dressed in a thick, homespun shirt, dark trousers, and boots, carrying a bundle of towels and clothing.

      He handed Sami and Kaleb the towels to dry off, then told the giant of a man, “I've not much that will fit you, but what I do have, you're welcome to.” He held out a couple shirts. Then, to both Sami and Kaleb's surprise, Jonah shook out a long plaid cloth in dark forest greens and blues, with lines of red running through it. “Most likely not your clan. However, I figure you'd prefer this, rather than my far too small trousers.”

      Kaleb's mouth quirked slightly. He looked Jonah over with growing interest, then bowed his head. “You have my thanks for many things this night.”

      Jonah started preparing a meal for the three of them to share. Sami showed Kaleb to the other bedroom in the house. Gran's old room.

      She opened the door. Let Kaleb walk inside.

      It hadn't changed since Gran had been here, though Sami made certain to keep it clean and dusted. The wardrobe still held her clothes. The bed was covered with thick quilts Sami remembered making, times of storytelling and laughter, during long winter nights. Paintings and drawings, like those in her room, decorated the walls. Creatures right out of Gran's tall tales.

      Stories Sami used to think were only myth.

      She filled a large wooden bowl with water, ensured Kaleb had enough towels, then left him to clean up and change. In her bedroom, she did the same, drawing on a clean, dry chemise, and thick woolen overdress. Untangling and rebraiding her hair didn't take long. Sami returned to the main room. Joined Jonah, cutting up meat and a few vegetables for a hearty stew. Once the pot was hooked above the blazing fire, they sat on the couch, welcoming the warmth of the flames.

      Sami also greatly welcomed the soothing comfort of Jonah's heat, his spiced scent wrapping around her. Yet she couldn't help but constantly glance at Gran's closed bedroom door.

      Kaleb hadn't run off. She heard him still moving about in there. But something was giving him pause.

      Even if it hadn't been obvious by the way he stayed in the room, Sami would have known through the hum still vibrating along her senses.

      When Kaleb finally came out, his chest was bare, but for a part of the long plaid cloth rising over one shoulder. The plaid then wrapped around his waist, hanging to just above his knees.

      The man moved slow, hesitancy in every step, on his way to the hearth. When warmth washed over him, Kaleb slowed. His expression softened, eyes half closed, as he enjoyed the fire for a long moment.

      Then he turned to Jonah with a strange look. Confusion warred with hope in his crimson-flecked eyes.

      On the couch beside Sami, Jonah stiffened, meeting the giant man's piercing stare.

      Tension rose in the cottage. Goosebumps prickled along her arms.

      A low growl rumbled up Jonah's chest.

      Kaleb abruptly dropped his gaze to the floor. His voice came grated, strained. “What exactly are your intentions?”

      Jonah asked, “Regarding what?”

      “Why did you rescue me?”

      It was Sami who replied, “I had to.” Trying to find words to explain was complicated so she simply said, “You felt the magic. The connection between the three of us. Don't you feel it still, as I do?”

      The hum remained steady. Her awareness of the two men on a primal level.

      “I...” Kaleb shook his head. When he looked at them once more, his tightly drawn expression held a mix of fear and hope. His gaze glowed bright wolf crimson. “Are you saying the both of you want me to stay? Here with you two?”

      Sami hadn't really thought it through. She'd just known she had to save the giant of a man. But every time he'd brought it up, there was no hesitation. “Yes.”

      Kaleb turned to Jonah. “As proven before, and again just now, you are stronger than me. Therefore, like George Vulhund, you would have control over me. My wolf.”

      Sami shuddered at the mention of the murderous, crazed monster after them.

      All three of them, now, she supposed.

      Surprise widened Jonah's eyes. “Don't know if I'm ready for all this responsibility suddenly being thrust upon me.” After a long moment, he swallowed tightly. In a flat, too-even tone, he finally replied, “I suppose so.”

      Kaleb took a step further away. Intently studied the fire. “George wasn't always as he is now. You both must understand. No matter what, I'd not follow someone with such cruel intentions.”

      Evil was the word Sami would have used, but she didn't interrupt.

      “He is insane.” Kaleb sighed, his shoulders hunching. “Those he once protected and cared for, they now suffer greatly. They've not the strength to leave, to go against him.”

      Sami had experienced the feel of George's controlling, commanding howls—magic and power that demanded her wolf comply. She'd been able to refuse, but those who couldn't...

      And part of her briefly wondered if Kaleb had finally followed her from the stables, not just to protect her, but also because she'd shared her intention to save the rest of George's people.

      Kaleb straightened, stiff and formal. “It concerns me. Daring to put my life in another's hands again. I do not know you.”

      “You do not. Nor I you,” Jonah replied softly.

      They stared at one another, tension again rising in the cottage.

      Sami's growing, inner wildness spurred her to act. She rose, spreading her arms wide. “I know you both. My wolf says you both belong to me. So good luck escaping.” She'd hoped to lighten the mood a little, as well as warn the men of her truth. The feelings expanding through her heart. Her soul.

      The magic that had snapped to life between them in the stables spiked.

      Sparks lit the air.

      Even though they were indoors, a warm, gentle breeze ruffled her still-damp hair. The hem of her overdress.

      The voice that burst from her held power, full of the magic flickering around them. “We are now family. This is where the three of us belong. Home and safety.”

      The sparks dimmed. The hum lessened. It continued to remain within her—and she assumed, the men too—even as it again faded to a comforting whisper.

      Jonah shuddered. Closed his eyes. Breathed deep gulps of air. When he opened his eyes again, they blazed fierce wolf red. He asked Kaleb, “You ever felt or seen anything like that before?”

      Awestruck, the huge man shook his head. Studied Sami in wonder. Finally announced, “It's her.”

      “Me?” she squeaked, her face heating under two intense, piercing stares.

      Kaleb continued, his lilting, burred voice soft with surprise, “I've been bonded with other wolves before, though not to George.”

      “Why not?” Sami asked.

      He replied wryly, “That's a long story. One, perhaps, for another time.”

      Jonah abruptly stood, hovering over her a bit protectively. She caught the slightest of tremors in his tightly fisted hands. “What do you mean, it's her?”

      Kaleb pierced Sami with another intense look. “There's some strange magic about her. Different from most wolves I've known.”

      Sami raised a brow. “How many have you known?”

      His lips twisted with slight humor. “I believe I'm quite a bit older than Jonah, if that answers your question.”

      Of course, Jonah nodded as if it did.

      She repeated, “How many?”

      The two men replied in synch, “Many.”

      Kaleb's intensity didn't fade as he continued to watch her, his crimson stare almost... desperate? The hoarseness in his voice gruffly deepened his burr. “My wolf thinks all is well. He believes in these bonds we feel. That this could be our new home. But I still must ask. If you say I can trust your mate, then I shall do so.”

      The weighty mantle of responsibility that had covered Jonah turned to settle over Sami as well She welcomed it. And the fierce protectiveness rising from deep within. “I trust Jonah with my very soul.”

      Kaleb nodded. The glow in his eyes faded. He turned to Jonah and bowed. “I must help the others left behind.”

      “Good,” Jonah replied lightly. “That's our intention as well.” His tone turned to a grumble when he added, “My preference is to do so with Sami remaining somewhere safe. Since that's not an option, the next best thing is to ensure no harm comes to her.”

      “I will guard her with my life.” Devotion drifted over Kaleb's face, hardened his tone.

      Through their bond, Sami felt primal emotion coming straight from his wolf.

      A promise of his new, chosen position, the wildness whispered, honored. Always a soldier, now her guard.

      Slightly unsettled at the idea, Sami breathed deep. Tried to compose herself. Her whirling thoughts. The scent of cooking meat had grown thick in the air, so she used the excuse of directing everyone to the table, and feeding them, to take needed time.

      After first, and then second, large helpings, hunger quieted. They began to talk between bites of meaty stew. It soon became apparent that Nadia was Kaleb's main concern, especially after the way George had recently treated her.

      He stated tonelessly, “She may have already been killed.”

      Jonah prompted, “So. Whereabouts is George camping?”

      “I can show you. He's travelled deeper into the Dark Forest.” Kaleb shook his head, his face lined with worry. “He doesn't care that it's a difficult hike for some of our people.”

      “Take us as soon as possible,” Sami said.

      Both men nodded, while Jonah glanced at the curtained porch windows.

      Not that any of them needed to see outside.

      The storm continued to rage. Icy slush pelted the roof and windows. Thunder grumbled and growled overhead. Lightning flashes peeked around the edges of the curtains every now and then.

      “There's no point in trying to find him in this storm,” Jonah finally stated the obvious.

      No one liked the idea of waiting.

      But what choice did they have?

      After they'd cleaned out the dinner pot, the men helped wash up. They retired to the hearth and settled in front of the fire, Sami and Jonah on the couch, Kaleb taking a nearby chair.

      They continued to plan. If the storm was gone by morning, they'd head out—stocked and supplied—into the Dark Forest. Kaleb would lead them to the last place he knew George, and the others, were camping.

      Worry and apprehension twisted in Sami's stomach. What would happen if they found George tomorrow?

      She wasn't concerned about a one-on-one fight between the monster and Jonah, or even Kaleb, though he professed his wolf was weaker. There was enough anger burning within the giant of a man, she figured he'd overcome any shortcomings.

      As long as things were fair.

      Except, George didn't do fair. Not if he could help it.

      The men continued to talk, to plan. Sami curled against Jonah, feeling near exhausted. It was as if her energy had bubbled high from hearing of Kaleb's capture, but now, with the three of them home and safe, the energy fled.

      She drifted in the warm comfort of the evening. The cadence of their voices—Jonah's sharper, faster tone, and Kaleb's slow, lilting burr—soothed her.

      Until a heavy, rapid banging came at the front door.

      Hans Peters furiously shouted, “You in there, girl?”

      A shiver zapped along Sami's spine. She jerked to her feet. “They're here.”

      Banging sounded again, impatient and demanding.

      “Miss Grant?” Old Mister Humberly called a bit quieter. “We really must speak with you.”

      Sami glanced at Kaleb's pale, drawn face.

      His worry over bringing trouble to her and Jonah shone clear. Only, he hadn't been the one to bring it. All of this could only be laid at the dark monster's feet.

      Hans continued pounding on the door. “We know you had something to do with it. You gonna try denying everything again?” he practically screeched.

      Her wolf started to rise, angry at the memory of Hans' scent all over Kaleb's wounds. Protective fury exploded. A growl escaped, the sound full of the retribution her wildness wanted to return to the butcher.

      Luckily, the village men couldn't hear it.

      Clenching her hands into white-knuckle fists, Sami shoved her emotions under some tiny semblance of partial control. She called out loudly, “Just a moment. I'm coming.” In a soft whisper, she told her men, “Hide. Now. And don't come out until they're completely gone.”

      Thankfully, Jonah didn't protest.

      This time.

      The two men hurried to Gran's old room. Sami gave the open main area a quick look, to ensure nothing screamed the fact she was harboring a prisoner.

      One she'd helped to escape.

      As soon as Jonah and Kaleb disappeared, she headed to the front door and unlocked it. Before she could pull it all the way open, the door was shoved wide.

      Hans stomped inside. Wet and muddy, he carried a long, rifled firearm, gripping it tight across his chest.

      Sami's wolf silently howled. It wanted release. To be free to inflict on this man even a small part of the pain he'd caused Kaleb.

      Protect family.

      She took a couple deep breaths, wrangling the wild fury. Her wolf receded a bit, but only after promising that soon, they'd have retribution.

      Drawing herself up, Sami stared the butcher down. “Excuse me? I didn't give you leave to enter.”

      Rather than his usual ghostly pale, Hans' face was dark red-purple. He intently stared around the room, throwing suspicious glares at the two closed bedroom doors.

      Old Humberly gave her an apologetic look, but also came inside. He kept the other village men out on the porch, at least. He too was armed.

      The scent of unwashed male, oil, and gunpowder nearly made Sami sneeze.

      Hans swung around to glare darkly at her.

      She matched his anger. Was starting to understand a bit of his hatred—not the why's of it, but the feeling itself—for her wolf felt some of the same towards him. It continued to be an internal fight, but Sami kept the primal instincts shoved down.

      Enough, anyway.

      Playing obtuse, she asked, “So, did you all finish searching Gran's land? Ensure it's monster free?”

      Hans' face colored a darker, raging purple. He lifted a hand to strike her, but Old Humberly grabbed his arm.

      After a brief struggle, Hans finally stepped back, turning away.

      Humberly let him go and looked at Sami. “My dear girl, surely you realize we must have finished our search long ago.”

      “I'd assumed so until you showed up back here,” she replied wryly.

      Hans demanded, “Were you in the village tonight?”

      She let her eyes widen, surprise color her expression. “Not since this morning, when I visited Grace and Verity.”

      Hans raised a pale brow. “Not even to come watch the burning? The justice for our fellow, dead villagers?”

      She widened her eyes innocently. “You mean the stranger you all were planning to burn without knowing if he's actually guilty?”

      Old Humberly managed to look bashful.

      Sami narrowed her gaze at Hans. “I've no interest in such things, and besides, the village is far. It's dangerous to travel at night. You've told me that yourselves.”

      Humberly shook his head sadly, readjusting his hold on his rifle. “While that's true, someone was certainly out and about tonight. They helped our prisoner escape.”

      Hans grumbled, “We followed wolf tracks from the stables all the way to the edge of your land. Again. How do you answer for that, huh?”

      Shock rushed along her nerves.

      They'd made sure to leave no trail or tracks.

      Which left only one culprit possible.

      The dark beast. He must be trying to trap her. Turn the villagers against her.

      Well, the damned man's plan appeared to be working.

      Even kind Old Humberly looked at her with nearly the depth of suspicion, and even some of the anger, that burned so fiercely in Hans' glare.

      Sami shivered. Finally, she slowly responded, “I don't know what to tell you.” Her mind latched on part of the accusation. “Wait, up to Gran's land? Not actually on it? Not coming here to the cottage?”

      Hans gritted his teeth until they audibly ground.

      Humberly cleared his throat. “Well, um. Actually, no. They didn't. It was just to the edge of your land.”

      Anger spiked hot in Sami’s veins. “I've no control over what anyone else does. I've no way to prevent people, or murdering animals, from wandering outside Gran's land. No tracks were found on this land, yet you accuse me of turning against the village?”

      Old Humberly dropped his gaze. His face reddened with something akin to shame.

      Hans' features sharpened stubbornly. His near hatred of her didn't come from what had been happening around their village. Even if had been only recently that Sami found out just how much he'd despised Gran, calling her things like a witch.

      It almost seemed like the man wanted Sami to be guilty.

      How could he hate an old woman, gone over a year now, and herself, so much? For what reason? Neither she nor Gran had ever harmed any, certainly not him or his.

      Before she could continue, far distant in the storm, came a long, beckoning howl.

      Sami stiffened. Shot a look at Gran's closed door. She recognized that howl. Jonah. But he was supposed to be in the bedroom.

      Humberly and Hans stilled, tense, stiff, as they stared out the front door. The men on the porch mumbled loudly.

      One of them stepped just inside the doorway. “Hear that?”

      Though Sami felt a bit ornery about Jonah leaving and, once more, playing distraction to get the villagers away from her, it appeared to be helping.

      As the wolf howled again, from a great enough distance he was most likely not on her land, the suspicion on the villagers faces began to clear.

      Except for Hans'.

      Humberly ordered most of the men to follow the butcher and go after the howling wolf. Once they'd hurried off, he turned back to Sami. “It's worrying these wolves seem to be coming around your land so much.”

      “Surely you don't believe I had anything to do with these horrible murders, or the missing women?”

      He hesitated, but his tone held only partial belief. “Of course not, Miss Samantha. Why, I've known you since you were a girl. Didn't you play in my home often, and with my own daughter?” He smiled kindly, but it didn't quite reach his eyes.

      “I don't know why they're hanging around Gran's land. But I certainly don't want them here.” The last, at least, was full truth.

      But this wasn't something the villagers could handle. Not that she could explain to anyone how she and two other wolves—the good guys, really—would take down the bad.

      Humberly nodded to himself, then straightened, as if coming to a decision. “I don't like it at all. They may be coming after you next. Being out here, alone with no protection, isn't good. I'll stay with some of my men tonight. Keep watch. I don't like hearing at least one of these wolves still so close to you. We'll ensure your safety.”

      Sami hastily tried to demure.

      The old man replied, “My wife and daughter would never forgive me if something happened to you.”

      There was really no argument she'd be able to use against that. Besides, she didn't want to spark the man's suspicion again. Anyone else would be glad of the protection. So she nodded. “Thank you. It's warming to know how many care about me.”

      He patted her hand. “Of course we do. You're one of us.”

      Hans Peters' scowling face came to mind.

      Not everyone thought so.

      Though she worried over Jonah's safety out there while men hunted wolves, he should be able to slip back to the cottage without being seen. What Sami didn't know was how things were going to work tonight, with the villagers hanging around outside.

      And, though she didn't want to make the offer, protocol was protocol.

      Gran had never denied hospitality to guests, even uninvited ones.

      Hesitant, Sami forced herself to voice the standard offer. “With your men keeping watch, you're welcome to stay inside, where it's dry and warm.”

      Thankfully he shook his head. “I'll be keeping watch with the others, my dear girl. But the kind offer is appreciated.”

      She nodded when he walked out through the door, closing it softly behind himself. Sami was grateful all the curtains were drawn. No one could see her hurry to Gran's bedroom and slip inside.

      The curtain snapped furiously from the wind.

      Kaleb sat out of sight from the window, on the bed, tense and stiff. Boiling anger filled the room. Turned his burred voice from soothing to harsh. “They are already suspicious of you?”

      “Yes.”

      “We made certain not to leave any trail leading to this place as we left the village. It must be George. He will try to take everything from you. When you have nothing left, he believes you'll have no choice but to accept him.”

      “Then George is an idiot.”

      Kaleb's lips twitched at that, but humor couldn't compete with anger, or concern. “This is a dangerous path ahead.”

      “Perhaps. But is there anything else to do?”

      “Aye.” Kaleb studied her. “You could walk away. Even being wolf now, like us, this isn't your problem. Nor your fight.”

      “No. I couldn't just walk away.” She sat on the bed next to Kaleb, laying a light hand on his arm. Inside, her wolf's fury began to calm, having him safe at her side. “Besides, George made this my problem when he came after me. After my village.”

      Kaleb shrugged indifferently, but the flaring crimson in his gaze, full of emotion, belied his nonchalance. “I suppose some people are kinder, more tenderhearted, than others.”

      Sami didn't know if it was being kind or soft. She just knew she couldn't leave the villagers, or George's people, to his murderous insanity.

      And her wolf agreed wholeheartedly.

      When Kaleb didn't appear to have any more to say on the subject, Sami asked, “Did Jonah say how long he'd be gone?”

      “No.”

      “All right.”

      They waited quietly, listening to the storm, and the villagers, outside.

      Soon enough, a dark auburn wolf jumped back in through the open window. He took a few moments to shift, then hurriedly jerked on trousers and a shirt.

      Pacing the small room, he threw dark glances at both Sami and Kaleb. “George planted wolf tracks to lead the villagers straight back to you.”

      “It appears so,” she replied softly.

      “I won't have any more of this,” he growled. “I'm not waiting for the morning. Kaleb, show me where he is. Tonight. Now.”

      Sami's heart stopped for a very long moment, then finally resumed in a staccato rush.

      Before she could say anything, Kaleb stood. “Aye. That's for the best.”

      “Now wait just a minute.” Sami jumped to her feet. “We agreed the three of us would go together. Tomorrow, during the day. I can't leave right now. Not with the villagers right outside the cottage. They might want to talk to me again.”

      Satisfaction filled Jonah's expression.

      But she wasn't done. “Besides that, it's too dangerous. Men are out hunting. If they spot any wolves near the Dark Forest, they won't hesitate to shoot.”

      Jonah drew her close, cupping her cheek gently. “I'm not planning a fight. But we need to find this bastard. If we spot his camp, we can see what there is to see.”

      Kaleb interjected with a mumble, “If he's not there, we might be able to get at least some people away, and to safety.”

      But the heavy thrumming beat of danger hit Sami hard. Apprehension sizzled along her nerves. Roiled in her gut.

      Jonah tried to assure her, “That's if we can even find him. The odds of George remaining where Kaleb knew he camped are long. If so, we don't have time to wait before we begin searching for his new place.”

      She knew it was true, no matter how much she disliked the idea of not being there to protect her men. But she had no valid argument to make, so only hugged them both, then quietly watched them shift.

      Jonah took less time than Kaleb, proof he was stronger. He shook himself. Sat at Sami's side.

      Soon enough, Kaleb, too, stood, a huge furry wolf nearly as dark as Jonah, if brown rather than red. Incongruously for such a huge, wicked looking creature, were the four, adorable, white paws.

      They nuzzled her gently before checking outside for watchers. Assured it was clear, the overgrown wolves jumped out into the night.

      Sami didn't go to the window, or watch them disappear into the storm. Instead, she turned and left Gran's room.

      Trying not to mope—or fall into the spiral of dread and terror—she bustled about the main room, stoking the fire, starting another pot of stew for the men when they returned. The hunger of their wolves was intense normally. It seemed increased after one changed from wolf to man, or back. Jonah had already done so multiple times today.

      But she felt useless. At odds. Couldn't settle.

      Eventually, she put on some tea. Then wandered aimlessly some more. Finally, Sami settled on the couch in front of the hearth. Stared into the flickering flames, mesmerized by reds and oranges and yellows.

      Loneliness was a creeping pang, unavoidable with the overwhelming unease that refused to go way. At least, until Jonah and Kaleb returned to her.

      When the tea was ready, Sami prepared two cups, then headed outside.

      Humberly sat on the far end of the porch, on the long, swinging bench, looking out at the stormy night.

      Sami approached. “Do you need anything? I've blankets. And I just made some hot tea.”

      The old man glanced at her kindly and took a steaming mug.

      All around them, slushy rain streamed from the porch roof like a curtain, holding the rest of the world, and its worries, at a blurry distance.

      Sami took a chair next to Humberly, cupping her hands around her own hot mug, relishing the warmth.

      Though there were many questions she wanted to ask—such as if he could truly believe her responsible, even the tiniest bit, for the deaths of those in their village—she let the old man set an easygoing, unworried tone.

      He praised the tea. The upkeep around the cottage. He spoke a little of Gran, and the friendship the two had shared, before turning the topic to his daughter, Grace. “She's been tending to your friend Verity, and her mama, since the woman was returned to us.”

      Poor Verity.

      George, the vile beast, had attacked her farm and taken her mother, leaving Sami's friend in a near-catatonic state.

      As Sami supposedly hadn't been in the village since prior to Ashley Harrison's release, she asked, “Ashley's back?”

      The surprise in her voice didn't sound feigned.

      “Yes. She was left tied up in a wagon just outside the village.” He studied Sami, more of his tension easing. “Dunno why they brought her back. But it was when those monstrous wolves attacked earlier.”

      Of course people would correlate Ashley's return with the wolves, especially when the animals had been seen fighting at the wagon. Sami yearned to tell him, to assure the whole village, that the kidnapping, murdering beasts would be taken care of.

      Hopefully soon.

      But not even Old Humberly would understand the recent changes in her life.

      Gran would have.

      “How are the Harrisons?” Sami wanted to know desperately. Though she and the women hadn't seen much of each other lately, bonds from childhood never fully disappeared.

      “Well enough. Verity's improving quickly. Her mama... well...”

      “Did Ashley say what happened?”

      Humberly shook his head sadly. “Hasn't spoken a word. She just clings to her daughter.” He talked of how the new town doc was completely useless. Voiced the wish Gran was still around. “She always knew how to help someone. Whether the malady was in their body, or their soul.” He continued to muse over the shortcomings of the new village doctor, giving Sami time to rein in her emotions.

      The chasm of hurt in her heart, at everything her village was suffering, cracked wider. Deeper.

      The constant ball of molten fury in her soul blazed with the conviction they must quickly stop George.

      Concern for Jonah and Kaleb, somewhere out there without her, intensified.

      They'd promised to be careful. She had to rely on their strength. Have faith in their determination—burning as hot and steady as her own.

      Humberly's chattering slowed, came to a stop. He glanced at her strangely. Shook his head, sipped the quickly cooling tea. With a deep sigh, he met her gaze straight on. “Your Gran was a good friend.”

      “I know.”

      “You've been part of our village—even my own daughter's life—since you were no more than knee high.” He tried to smile. Failed.

      Apprehension twisted Sami's gut. She came alert at Humberly's manner. Cautious, she replied, “This is the only home I remember.”

      “I feel some sense of obligation to watch over you. I hope you know that.”

      She hadn't, and wasn't sure how to respond.

      Old Humberly hesitated again. Drank down the rest of the tea, then held the empty cup on his bouncing knee. The tightness in his shoulders came back, tension strung taut. He stared out at the curtain of slushy rain, speaking soft and quiet. “It's hard to believe Hans' conviction that you're part of any of this.”

      “I'd hope so,” she couldn't help but say.

      “Partly for you, part for your Gran, I feel the need to warn you, my dear girl.”

      “I'm aware Hans doesn't like me. He never liked Gran, either. Not that I know why.”

      But Humberly shook his head. “If that were all, I'd not say anything. You've handled him well enough on your own up 'til now.”

      Her stomach twisted tighter. Uneasiness shook her nerves. “Then what?”

      “There have been rumors.”

      “Such as?”

      “A while back, talk came in from some outlying farms.” His jaw tightened. Humberly lifted his mug to drink, realized it was empty, and set it back down to rest on his bouncing knee. “Talk of that stranger who was here a while back. The two of you spent quite some time together, as I recall.”

      Jonah?

      Humberly continued, “That man supposedly left the village. But even as recently as this past week, some claim to have seen him.” His tone fell. “Out by that evil forest.”

      “What?”

      The old man's expression hardened. “Some claim to have seen you with him, too. After he was said to have left.”

      Sami didn't know how to respond.

      Luckily, Humberly didn't seem to need a reply. “There's one person who claims to have also seen someone out walking with a giant wolf. Someone in a long red cloak, like the one you've worn recently.”

      Well, damn. Scrambling, she finally muttered, “And am I the only one around with a crimson cloak?”

      His eyes widened. “Well, only that we know of, certainly. Which is what I've reminded some lately.”

      Softness stirred at the old man's defense of her.

      He fidgeted with his empty cup. Bounced is knee even faster. “I just figure you should be aware of recent talk and rumors. With everything else going on around here lately, it makes things harder for you. There aren't many naysayers in the village, but the few there are tend to be loud.”

      Hans Peters, she knew.

      The village head, Jeremy Rakentel.

      But those were the only two people Sami could think of who's dislike of Gran, and now her, bordered on something concerning.

      Humberly started to say more, but this time, shook his head. Abruptly stood. “It's back to watch I should be getting. And you need your rest. Time's growing late.”

      The feeling there were more, possibly worse, rumors flying through the village prickled at Sami. But she wouldn't push if the old man was done. “Can I get you anything else before I head in?”

      He smiled kindly, the concern in his gaze undimmed. “I'm fine, my dear. You go rest.”

      She took the empty cups and returned to the warmth inside.

      But the dread twisting through her refused to cease.

      Had people really seen her and Jonah?

      Knowing the dark monster after her, she wouldn't put it past George to spread false tales. He'd obviously love to turn the village against her—at least, the people he hadn't killed.

      It would be in line with his type of cruelty.

      After cleaning up a bit and banking the fire, Sami headed to her bedroom.

      Sleep, however, remained the furthest thing from mind. Anxious for her men to return, she paced the length of the small room, thoughts busy, unrelenting.

      It was the middle of the night when a tapping came outside her window.

      Sami jerked around and stared at the drawn curtains.

      Then, two muffled thumps sounded from the other bedroom. Jonah and Kaleb jumping back in through Gran's open window? She hurried from one room to the other, swinging Gran's door open. Her breath caught at the freezing room, from the window being left open to the storm through the night.

      She barely noticed.

      Her heart shuddered with relief at the sight of the two wolves—one pure auburn, one darker brown, with his four white paws.

      Neither appeared injured in any way, though it was hard to tell with their fur wetly plastered to their bodies and decorated with ice crystals.

      But she didn't smell blood.

      Most importantly, the humming connection between them assured Sami they were fine.

      She turned, to give Kaleb privacy, as the two changed from wolves to men.

      Jonah quickly jerked on pants, a shirt, closed the window, then pulled her into a tight hug. He inhaled deeply, drawing in Sami's scent. “All was well while we were gone?”

      “Of course. Though the villagers are still keeping watch. Humberly's out on the front porch.”

      “Aye,” Kaleb replied, moving from behind her to the middle of the room, once more wearing his borrowed plaid. “We avoided them all easily.”

      Jonah brushed a soft kiss to her temple, then led Sami to sit beside him on the bed. His hip and thigh were warm against hers. His spiced outdoorsy scent wrapped tight, comforting.

      Kaleb bravely took the room's lone, spindly chair and sat across from them. Wood creaked, but held his mighty weight. “George was gone,” he stated without preamble. “Sure enough, he already moved the group. No surprises there.”

      Still, disappointment strummed a heavy beat in Sami's heart.

      Jonah had more encouragement. “This time, however, he made a mistake.”

      Kaleb grinned, but it was dark, predatory. “George, or perhaps someone in the group, wasn't careful. They left a partial trail.”

      Jonah curled warm fingers around Sami's hand. “We followed it a ways, though the storm didn't make it easy.”

      “There was probably more signs left, but already washed away by this nasty rain.” Kaleb laid his hands flat on top of his legs. “Still, based on the direction they headed, I may know about where George took everyone.”

      Hope sparked. Sami asked, “Where?”

      “You know the river along the southern end of your land runs into the nearby lake?”

      “Yes.”

      “Part of that lake is surrounded by the Dark Forest, so few go there,” Kaleb continued. “But the river continues on from the lake, all the way through forest.”

      “All right.”

      “There are some beautiful spots hidden in there. A couple smaller lakes. Even some waterfalls.” He described craggy cliffs with rushing water and small grassy valleys, all hidden deep within the twisted forest.

      While it sounded beautiful, Sami was fairly certain it wasn't worth braving the Dark Forest merely to see such places. Surely the same things existed elsewhere, too.

      She held back an ironic snort.

      Not that she'd ever traveled much. It didn't matter if they existed elsewhere in the world if she'd never see them.

      Kaleb said, “The storm's been picking up for a while, and besides, the trail to the area I'm thinking of is better traversed in daylight. So we'll head out at first light.”

      Sami nodded. “I'm going with you this time.”

      Jonah gripped her hand tighter. His jaw tensed. But he didn't argue.

      First light didn't give them much time for rest. Especially not after they all wolfed down the stew she'd prepared, and then took the time to ready their gear and supplies for the morrow's hunt. Jonah double checked the silver loaded pistols, eyeing Sami with a disgruntled look at her continued insistence at joining them.

      Ignoring him, she settled Kaleb in Gran's warming room.

      It didn't leave her with any sort of feeling of intrusion, but only of peace. Gran would like having someone finally fill the space she'd left behind.

      Sleepiness crashing into her, Sami led Jonah to their bedroom, to get as much sleep as possible. They undressed, moving wearily.

      As always, the sight of Jonah's long, hard body sent heat sparking in her veins.

      But they were both exhausted—and surrounded by people—and tomorrow would be a long, vigorous day. The heat settled into a comforting, soothing warmth.

      On their bed, Jonah laid behind her. Pulled her back to his chest, holding tight. “I know there's no changing your mind,” he stated gruffly. “But I wish you'd rethink it all. Stay here.”

      Sami rolled to face him, using his arm as a pillow.

      His eyes were bright, gold streaked with wolf crimson.

      She kissed him softly, before saying, “Tonight I had to stay behind. Tomorrow I refuse to do so.”

      Resignation dampened the fierceness of his gaze, though fear and worry remained.

      He didn't keep arguing, but, with a quiet growl, captured her mouth and kissed her fiercely. All too soon, he drew back. Imperceptibly shaking his head, Jonah sighed. Brushed her hair from her face and settled more contentedly at her side. It took awhile, but his tension began to leave, until he relaxed beside her on the soft bed.

      Finally, the twisting in her own gut eased, and she too was able to settle.

      Exhaustion became a heavy weight pulling them both into sleep.
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        * * *

      

      When Sami woke, the cottage was silent. No rain fell. No wind whistled along the eaves. Sunlight peeked from behind the curtains, if it remained weak, dim.

      She breathed deep, relishing Jonah's spiced scent. The way he still held her tight, had refused to let go all night long. She nudged his neck. Kissed his jaw.

      He stirred sleepily.

      Reluctantly, Sami slipped from his embrace and rose.

      Today would be a long one. She could only hope it was successful, too.

      Whatever that meant at this point.

      She readied for the day. While Jonah dressed, she headed to the main room to cook a quick, hearty breakfast. Her new wolfy hunger was already cramping her stomach.

      The sounds of Kaleb stirring reached her. Soon, both men appeared.

      She refused their help, citing too many cooks in the kitchen area, especially with Kaleb being giant sized. He settled at the table, easy but alert.

      Jonah moved from window to window, cautiously checking outside, while ensuring that he, himself, couldn't be seen. “Looks like your village watch has gone.”

      “Good.” She hadn't needed their protection. The village itself did. Now the men would return home and keep the people there as safe as possible.

      They ate quickly, filling themselves. To control the wild hunger for a while. To keep up their strength, the energy they'd need this day.

      The men rehashed the path they'd take, and ideas on how they might handle finding George's group, or the dark monster himself.

      Soon, they finished the meal. Gathered their things. The only bag left to pack was food, which Sami took care of. While she did, Jonah slipped outside to ensure every last villager had really left.

      He returned with a nod of confirmation. Paused to double check the pistols, loaded with silver shot, in the holsters at Sami's hips. Then he tightened the ties to her magical, crimson cloak.

      Finally, with only slight resignation at Sami joining them, Jonah said, “Let's go.”

      Outside, thick gray clouds hovered moodily overhead, promising the storm wasn't over yet. Sunlight barely managed to filter through.

      They walked side-by-side through Gran's orchard, the plan being to follow the river, then the lake, into the Dark Forest. So far south, they'd hopefully avoid any villagers out hunting for murdering wolves.

      When they reached the water, Jonah took the lead in a fast-paced jog. Sami and Kaleb kept up easily enough. Surprisingly quick, they reached the lake. Rounded it, and, after only a short hesitation, entered the Dark Forest.

      Trees, old and immense, towered over them. Dark, bare branches twisted, glistening wetly. Undergrowth tangled across the ground. Hid roots waiting to trip the unwary. Even close to the lake shore, they were forced to a slower walk.

      Wind whipped through crooked, gnarled branches overhead. Whistled sharply. Shadows blanketed the ground.

      Distant, an animal screamed, shrill and loud. The sound turned to a choking cough before it abruptly cut off.

      A shiver raced down Sami's back. She inched closer to Jonah. At her back, Kaleb kept thankfully close.

      This place seemed darker, more ominous, than the last time she'd been here. Ironically enough, it had been with Kaleb, though she'd sort of been his captive then.

      It took another hour to reach a large open area, protected on all sides by cliffs and impenetrable crowding trees, but for one narrow path that snaked between immense trunks. In the clearing, water fell down one rocky wall, to form a crystalline clear pool.

      Naturally protected, and with critical resources at hand, it wasn't surprising to also find signs of a recent large camp.

      Abandoned now.

      In the center lay a ring of rocks. Wood smoke still tainted the air. Ashes from a campfire remained inside, if turned to mud from the recent storm. Bones from some large animal were scattered near the rocks.

      There were disturbances along the ground here and there. Where temporary tents or other structures were hastily erected? A few interfering tree branches had been recently cut back, the scent of sap strong.

      But other smells overshadowed the rest.

      Decay. The metallic tang of blood. Both hung uncomfortably in the air.

      Kaleb searched the area, scouring nearly every inch. Eventually, he drew Sami and Jonah to a slight mound of churned dirt, far off to one side of the clearing, opposite the pool.

      It didn't take long to dig it up.

      Kaleb's relief at finding only one body was countered by loss. “Marcus,” he hoarsely whispered, his lilting burr deepening. His faced darkened angry red.

      The elderly male had obviously been beaten harshly before being beheaded.

      None needed to guess out loud who must be responsible.

      Only the dark beast could have done this. Someone else, however, had cared enough to bury the man neatly.

      Along one of the cliff faces, far from the narrow opening into the clearing, they found more blood.

      But this hadn't come from any of George's people.

      The scents were far too familiar to Sami. Women from her village—women taken by the monster.

      Rage welled inside of her.

      If he'd harmed any of them...

      They continued searching. Found nothing else damning. Thankfully. On the other hand, any hint of a trail leading wherever George had taken everyone next was nonexistent.

      Kaleb knew of another good camping spot nearby, so they hiked out once more.

      Overhead, the thick clouds swirled and darkened. In the distance, lightning flashed a warning. Thunder rumbled promises of another oncoming storm. The weak sunlight continued to dim further, leaving them in near-dusk, though it wasn't yet noon.

      The path to the next known sheltered area was rougher, full of steep, rocky climbs. They ate while they hiked, not wanting to waste time stopping, but needing to replace the energy used.

      By the time they reached the campsite, Sami was huffing and sweaty, even in the biting cold air.

      This place was smaller than the first, and without running water. A dirt clearing, obviously man-made, encircled by clusters of twisted trees. Three paths led in, or out. The other two looked more difficult, certainly much rougher, than the one they'd used.

      Like the first camp, the smell of blood was strong here.

      Fresher.

      Kaleb stiffened as he crossed the clearing. He stopped at one unremarkable spot. Glared at the ground.

      Sami and Jonah reached him. She looked at the large, dark discoloration in the dirt.

      Blood.

      Lots of it.

      The scent seemed somewhat familiar to her.

      Not George. His stench was sour, crazed, and decayed.

      Kaleb hoarsely whispered, “Nadia.”

      Something sharp plummeted through Sami's chest.

      The woman came to mind. Tiny, with dusky skin and dark hair. Exotic with her kohl decorated eyes. Nadia had been kind to Sami, cautioning her, helping keep her safe.

      George already admitted to beating and raping the woman—he'd nearly killed Kaleb when the giant man objected.

      But this...

      Blood spread across the dirt in such a large area, there must have been so very much of it.

      Could anyone—even a wolf like them, with their ability to heal—survive such a thing?

      Kaleb's breathing turned rough. A low growl rumbled up his barrel chest.

      Sami laid a gentle hand on his arm.

      Tension strummed through in his body.

      She tried to assure him the only way she could. “George will pay for everything he's done.”

      He shook his head. Doubt shadowed his craggy face.

      Sami could only hope causing Nadia's death wasn't one of George's crimes.

      The problem with justice was that it never fixed the issue. She could never fix the deaths come to her village lately. Or to those who had no choice but to follow, be abused by, an insane monster.

      Finally, Kaleb turned to study the rest of the clearing, more contained, though wide crimson streaks didn't leave his gaze.

      In the very middle of the area lay another ring of rocks and leftover campfire. Again, Sami caught the scent of smoke beneath the other, stronger, odors.

      Kaleb's lilting burr made his harsh, growled voice barely decipherable. “More recent, this one. May've been here this morning.”

      A further search along the other two paths gave up no sign of George and his wolves leaving. They continued to look further afield, to no avail, until the threatening clouds overhead opened up and began to dump thick sheets of snow.

      At least it wasn't the icy, slushy rain that had fallen yesterday and through the night.

      But with nothing to go on, and now the storm cutting visibility to almost nothing, it became a struggle to continue on. Finally, Jonah stopped, pulling Sami and Kaleb beneath some thickly interlaced branches that kept most of the snow away.

      He rubbed Sami's arms through her thick clothing. “We're not getting anywhere.”

      Kaleb grumbled but didn't disagree. The dread emanating from him was only growing worse.

      Sami glanced at the scruffy, giant of a man. “There must be somewhere else we can look?”

      He shook his head. “These are the only two permanent camps, other than the cabins. They could be anywhere in this forest right now.”

      Jonah looked around at the snow curtaining them, then sighed. “There's nothing more we can accomplish at the moment.” He glanced at Sami. “You need rest and warmth. A good meal. We all do. Once we figure out some sort of plan, we'll return.”

      Kaleb gave Sami a once-over. She wasn't sure if she looked tired, or if it was just the mens' overprotectiveness, but he nodded decisively. “Aye, you're right. She needs to return home and rest. Eat.” Kaleb stood taller, staring at Jonah. “However, I don't. I'll stay and continue the search. I... can't stop. Not now. Not yet.”

      Sami understood, but... “What else are we able to do right now?”

      Kaleb started to say something, snapped his jaw shut and shook his head. “I don't know. But I cannot stop. If there's any possibility of finding out where they went, where they are, I must keep going.”

      Jonah nodded, as if he too understood the man's compulsion.

      Looking them both over, Sami realized the worry in Kaleb's eyes matched the way Jonah sometimes looked at her. “Then we'll keep looking, too.”

      Jonah's sharp, “You will not,” mixed with Kaleb's, “No, you shall return home.”

      While her heart warmed at their concerned caring, she wasn't who needed it right now.

      Not that she won the short argument.

      Leaving their extra supplies—just in case—they separated. She and Jonah headed back toward the cottage, while Kaleb continued the search. He'd meet them at home in a few hours or so. After a filling dinner, they could together return to the Dark Forest. Hopefully hunt the monster down before he brought any more harm.

      As they left, Sami's wolf howled mournfully at the parting.

      The snowstorm remained overhead for a while, but soon, she and Jonah managed to get just ahead of it. Their paced jog became easier. When they reached the cottage, they paused a moment to look around, but no one waited nearby.

      Inside, Sami took off her warm, wonderfully dry cloak and set it on the couch, then turned to the stove to make lunch with Jonah’s help.

      At the table, they ate quietly, neither needing to voice their worries.

      When Jonah urged her to their bedroom to rest for a little, Sami didn't resist, even if she was tired, but not sleepy.

      They undressed and slipped into bed.

      Sparks of heat rose in her veins, flashes of desire. Overshadowing it came a concerning, and intense, blast of emotion from Jonah.

      Fear.

      For her.

      He held her tighter.

      Sami cuddled as close as she could get, resting her head on his shoulder, and studying his tense, sharp features. “Things will work out, somehow. They have to.”

      “My darling heart.” He softly kissed her temple with an apprehensive sigh. “If only I could find such optimism.”

      Meeting his crimson-streaked, golden gaze, Sami replied, “You could trust in the same fate that brought us together.”

      His grin was small, but true. “You make a good point.” Then he shook his head. “But we are up against many. It seems impossible to keep you safe.”

      She tapped his chin with a finger. “You're not the only one worried, you know. I have you, and now Kaleb, to think about.”

      “We'll both be fine.”

      She barely kept a straight face. “Since you have no optimism, I'll assume that's pride speaking.”

      He arched a brow, then winked. “Perhaps I have found some hope, after all.”

      But as they fell into silence, the disquiet she felt over all they faced only grew. A weight that would crush her if she allowed it.

      Instead, she focused on Jonah. Breathed deep of his musky-male scent. Wild, chaotic thoughts mixed with heavy emotion. A rushing wave ready to overwhelm.

      From deep inside, her wolf's simpler soul came through, strong and clear.

      It was strange, the contradiction between them.

      The wolf felt things on a slightly different—and much more primal—level. Fear wasn't entirely the same, but rather, mixed with the knowledge that they must be strong and protect theirs at all costs.

      Her wolf's constant needs were more primal, basic. A hunger for food that never fully left.

      Desire, always burning, for mate.

      Even now she wanted him.

      Yet, unlike her usual urgent, needy hunger, what filled her now was a calmer, soothing simmer. A need to take comfort, as well as to feel the bonds between their hearts, their souls, on the closest levels possible.

      Sami nuzzled Jonah's throat lightly, joyful when he tipped his head back, so trusting, so loving. She pressed her lips to his pulse point.

      The beats quickened. He opened his eyes, flecks of crimson still sparking honey-gold.

      Before he could speak, Sami traced her hand from his chest to his groin. Cupped his already hard shaft.

      “Resting?” he asked with a soft growl.

      “Not right now,” she whispered in reply and kissed his chin.

      Jonah's eyes flared hot. In a flash, he rolled Sami onto her back. Rose over her. He stared at her for a long moment, love softening his sharp features. Then he bent to capture her lips in a soft, sweet kiss.

      Sami reveled in his touch, in his taste. In the contrast of his hard body pressed to her softness. The sprinkling of hair on his wide chest tickled her skin, made her nipples tighten. She ached for more of his touch.

      The way Jonah always seemed to be able to read her continued to amaze. As if following the yearnings of the wildness inside of her, he traced his hot mouth down her throat.

      As he'd done for her, Sami tipped her chin back, baring her throat. Showing him all the trust and devotion within her.

      Holding himself up on his elbows, Jonah cupped her breasts together, then pressed his face to them with a low groan. He inhaled as if trying to capture her scent. His tongue warmed her. His lips clamped onto one of her nipples.

      Desire fired hot and fierce. Encompassed them both.

      Jonah lavished attention on her breasts, nipping, then soothing with his tongue. She traced the muscles rippling across his back. Danced her hands over his satin skin, burning to the touch.

      When he moved his hot mouth up, along her throat, and back to capture her mouth with a demanding kiss, Sami drew him closer.

      Love exploded in her heart. She cupped his face, kissed him back, showing him what she wanted—needed—most.

      Guiding him to her wet heat, Sami welcomed him in. One thrust of his hips joined them together. The bonds between them flared.

      Need continued to rise. Still not the usual rush of overwhelming, and insatiable, desire, though the heat in her veins remained molten.

      Instead, a softer, sweeter passion flowed.

      Jonah drew her lower lip between his teeth and tugged, forcing a husky moan from Sami.

      His answering growl sent shivers along her spine. He began to move in a rhythm that made her blood rush.

      She wrapped around him, drawing him closer, deeper. The soothing heat flared, as if somewhere deep inside, they each needed the comfort of having one another here, safe, away from the blast of danger circling all around.

      This time, right now, could hold no fear, or worry.

      It was for her and Jonah alone.

      Because together, her wolf whispered, we are strong.

      The flames flickering through Sami's veins rose higher, hotter. Jonah's piercing thrusts jerked sharp gasps and soft cries from her.

      His mouth and hands were hot on her skin. His fierce expression shone with such love, it stole her breath away. A growl rumbled through him. Possessive. Hungry. He kissed her, hot and hard, his movements quickening.

      Overwhelmed, Sami took him in, again and again, until he sent her tumbling over the edge of blissful release. He captured her cries with another heady, demanding kiss.

      Unrelenting, he slammed home, suspending her in exquisiteness. Then, his growl mixed with her gasping cries and he slowed. Kissing her once more, soft and sweet, he rolled to her side, his arms still tight around her.

      Pleasure continued to shiver through Sami. Even the caress of Jonah's breath on her sensitive skin was enough to nearly send her back over the edge.

      Eventually she drifted, partway between wakefulness and sleep. The strength of their love brought with it an unending hope.

      The wildness inside assured her, Mate will protect. And so shall we.
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        * * *

      

      Sami woke, still drowsy. It took a moment to blink the lingering effects of her dreamless sleep away.

      Little light seeped in from behind the curtains. Not that it meant much, what with the recent heavy storms.

      It didn't feel like full night, though. Surely she hadn't slept so long.

      She did, however, find herself alone in bed.

      Rising, she quickly washed up and dressed, then headed out into the main room.

      Jonah bustled about the kitchen, preparing food. At her entrance, he turned with a heated glance and swept her from head to toe. Apparently satisfied, he nodded.

      “Is Kaleb back yet?” she couldn't help but ask, though she already knew the answer.

      If he'd returned, she'd smell or hear him. The slight, lingering scent she did detect was from that morning.

      “Not yet.” Jonah didn't seem concerned.

      She probably shouldn't be either, but couldn't seem to help it.

      With a soft sigh, she let Jonah lead her to the table. He pulled out a chair. Resigned, she sat down.

      When he placed a platter of cooked meats and a hunk of bread in front of Sami, her stomach rumbled loudly. Trying not to blush, she told him with gratitude, “Thank you.”

      He kissed her softly. “Eat. Kaleb will return shortly. You'll see.”

      Warmed by his concern, she glanced at the food. Hunger surged, cramped her stomach, until she was gulping the meat down in great bites.

      For the most part, she felt she'd gained a slight control of certain new and wild aspects of herself with each passing day. But still, not nearly enough yet.

      Plate cleaned, she got up and tried to help Jonah pack for the coming night's search.

      He waved her off. “Relax, darling heart. Rest.”

      Aimless—and still anxious—Sami wandered to the front window. Peered out from behind the thick curtain.

      Storm clouds remained overhead. At least the snow had stopped falling. For now.

      The world was covered in a pristine blanket of glittering white. She yearned to spot Kaleb's great bulk traipsing a path through the snow, on his way safely back to them.

      Had he found something—anything—that would lead them to the dark monster, and the people they hoped to save?

      But nothing moved in the orchard.

      Not even a wind lingered to stir the branches.

      Weak sunlight refracted from the world of white, casting glittery rainbow hues over the bare fruit trees. Such a joyful sight.

      So opposite the dread tightening her gut.

      Returning to her chair at the table, Sami strained to settle as she watched Jonah prepare their bags, then start on dinner for Kaleb's return.

      Returned safe and unharmed, her inner wildness demanded.

      Jonah shot her an assuring grin, somehow suddenly lightening her tension and concern, before he turned back to prepping dinner. His shoulder-length hair was loose, sweeping the sides of his angular face. Concentration enhanced the sharpness of his features. He wore his usual long-sleeved shirt and trousers.

      The sight of his bare feet made her heart skip a little, like always.

      She sighed softly.

      He glanced over again. The heat in his golden gaze melted Sami's insides into a ball of near-sappy emotion. To distract her musings, she watched the knife fly over the cutting board in his strong, long fingered grip.

      A flashing memory, of those hands on her naked skin earlier, had her temperature rising even more.

      But as time continued to tick past and Kaleb still didn't return, the unease in her gut only strengthened. What ifs spun through her imagination with disturbing clarity and detail.

      Sitting still didn't help.

      Edgy, she rose. Straightened up around the already clean sitting area. She kept finding herself checking the windows, again and again, for signs of Kaleb returning home.

      Ignoring Jonah's protests, Sami went through the kitchen behind him, cleaning, securing the bags of food and supplies for the search ahead.

      Too soon, everything was done. Jonah joined her wandering through the cottage and checking the windows, revealing his own anxiousness.

      When heavy footsteps thumped on the porch, joy hummed through Sami. A hard knock rapped on the front door.

      She hurried over, reaching for the lock.

      Then hesitated at Old Mister Humberly, calling, “Miss Grant? Samantha? You home?”

      Her heart thumped heavily. Worry spiked in her veins. Why were the village men back, yet again?

      Sami sent Jonah a sharp look.

      He understood, though based the glare he shot back, he didn't like it one bit. It appeared he was getting tired of this. Nonetheless, he slipped into their bedroom, to remain unseen.

      When Sami opened the door, Humberly hunched close.

      A handful of other men from the village waited, spread out below the porch steps. Thankfully, she didn't see the horrid butcher.

      Humberly's expression was tight and drawn, as it had been the night before. Prior to their discussion, anyway. But now, new suspicion hardened his dark gaze. “You're home.”

      “I am. Did something else happened?”

      The older man glanced past her to look through the cottage. “Where were you earlier?”

      “What?”

      He met her stare. “We stopped by earlier. Before the storm hit. To check on you. But no one answered. Where were you?”

      Sami thought fast. “Working out in the orchard. You know it needs daily tending. I wanted to check for any damage, and do as much as possible, before more storms come through.”

      His suspicion dimmed, but didn't disappear. After a long moment, he shook his head. “Perhaps you should stay home until these troubles are gone.” Though he added, “For your safety,” it sounded like a command.

      Unease roiled through her stomach. Something must have happened for Humberly to once more regard her with distant suspicion. But there was nothing to do about it at the moment, other than continuing their plan.

      Once they dealt with the dark monster, the villagers, and everyone else, would be safe.

      Sami softly replied, “I can't abandoned Gran's land.”

      Finally, Humberly's features softened. “The land can be replanted if need be. If harm comes to you, that may not be repairable.”

      It helped to know most of his pushing came from concern for her.

      Still...

      “I promise to be in at night. Otherwise, I'll continue to be cautious. All right?”

      He didn't like it. Wouldn't agree. But he and the other men soon left. Sami went back inside, settling on the couch as Jonah left their bedroom.

      Of course, her lover didn't waste the opportunity to jump on the opening he spotted from Humberly's visit. “Perhaps you should stay home while I and Kaleb search tonight. If the villagers return and you're gone again...”

      Sami glared at him darkly. “Nice try. No.”

      He sighed, but there was no surprise at her refusal.

      Half an hour later Kaleb finally returned. Relief swamped Sami, seeing him safe and unhurt.

      They settled down to dinner, while Kaleb told them of what he'd found. “It wasn't George, but one of the group. It's almost like someone deliberately left a sporadic trail.”

      “Did you find where it led?” Sami asked between bites.

      Kaleb shook his head. “It took hours to piece together. By the time I figured out the most logical place for it to go, it was long past time to come back.”

      Good. They had something to start with.

      Though she didn't look forward to returning to the creepy Dark Forest, especially at night, the anticipation of stopping George outweighed all else.

      Keep safe those who are ours, her wolf agreed.

      They finished eating and loaded up. Jonah checked the silver-loaded pistols before helping her to belt the holsters around her hips.

      The magic of her crimson cloak would keep her at least mostly dry and warm if the storms returned. They all wore thick layers, but for some unfair reason, the men weren't as affected by the cold as much as her.

      With packs full of food, warm clothing, medicine and bandages, they were as ready as they'd ever be.

      Outside, sunset was a weak golden ruby filtered through dark clouds. As before, they settled into a quick jog, moving south to the river that bordered Gran's land, then east toward the Dark Forest.

      Hopefully they didn't come cross any villagers.

      It would only be another complication Sami didn't need.

      They reached the lake without incident. As they approached the shadowed forest, thunder growled overhead with ominous threat. The three hurried forward, into the twisted, grasping trees. They continued at an easy jog, making good time. There was no path to follow, but most of the ground was clear this far from running water. Every so often the trees crowded close and tangles of undergrowth crept in, but it only hampered their speed a little.

      A short while later, Kaleb brought them to a stop, holding a finger to his lips with the caution to be quiet. Sami looked around but didn't see anything out of place—if such a thing was possible in this strange place.

      “We're close. I don't know if they're there, but...” The rolling burr that deepened Kaleb's voice eased Sami's nerves.

      She and Jonah nodded in understanding. Letting Kaleb set the pace, they followed close, careful and silent.

      The smell of wood smoke and water reached her.

      But faint.

      Unease stirred in Sami's stomach at the idea of being too late, yet again. Of finding another empty campsite.

      They moved a little faster until reaching the area George and his people had camped.

      A narrow stream bounded down large boulders, curving along the ground to disappear further into the forest. There wasn't much of a clearing around the water. Notches and lines in the bark on some of the trunks told of shelters put up to hold back the storms.

      At least this time, there was no overpowering smell of blood, other than the animals eaten for dinner.

      Sami found where the kidnapped village women had been kept. It angered her to catch a new female's scent.

      So.

      George had kept his word.

      Last night, he'd taken another woman. Surely, he'd killed another farmer as well.

      Which explained Old Humberly's returning suspicion.

      After all, how much more could her village take?

      Jonah and Kaleb began to carefully check the perimeter for signs on where next to look.

      Sami searched the camp, unsure what she was looking for exactly, pushed on by the wildness inside of her.

      When she'd covered the entire area George's wolves appeared to have occupied, a shrill howl echoed in Sami's head.

      And it hit her.

      She couldn't find Nadia's scent anywhere at all.

      Fear and nausea cramped her stomach.

      Leaves crackled behind her. Sami turned, pondering whether to mention the woman's missing scent or not.

      Only, it wasn't her men she faced, but an enormous gray wolf.

      One Sami recognized as the beast who'd attacked her and Jonah on the first night she'd found out what he was.

      Which meant this was also the wolf helping George kill the villagers.

      He stood far too close. Blood-red eyes glowed, a wild piercing stare. The beast's muzzle curled to reveal teeth sharp as daggers. He growled menacingly, striking icy terror in Sami's veins.

      Screaming for Jonah and Kaleb, she scrambled away, while jerking one of the pistols from the holster at her hips.

      The wolf's muzzle opened in a wide grin, as if he laughed at her weapon.

      Sami flicked the primer pan lid open. Spun the golden wheel.

      Sparks ignited.

      In a puff of dark smoke, a booming shot rang out.

      Her aim was true.

      She struck him, if only low on one leg—not even close to a mortal wound. But it was enough to shatter bone.

      The enormous gray beast howled, screaming, and staggered back a few steps.

      Numerous answering howls of fury rose all around them.

      This wolf was far from alone.

      He straightened, his movements barely reflecting the pain he should be feeling. He held his broken front leg closer to his chest. With a vicious growl promising retribution, he bunched his hind legs. Prepared to spring.

      Sami fumbled the used pistol back into the holster. The second firearm caught on leather, slowing her down.

      Too slow.

      The gray beast launched himself at Sami.

      A large brown wolf—with his four white paws—darted between them. Kaleb slammed against her attacker, his weighty muscle driving it away.

      Snarls and growls continued to rise around them.

      Jonah's scent surged, mixing with the sharp smell of a coming rain storm. Then he too stood protectively at her side, an enormous, dark auburn wolf.

      From the dense trees encircling them, a handful of huge, angry wolves stepped into view. For the moment, at least, they all stayed back, close to the trees, and drenched in dark shadows.

      Directly in front of Sami, George revealed himself, close enough she could see him clearly.

      He was handsome enough, she supposed.

      At least, she'd once thought so.

      His light blond hair was dull without any reflecting sunlight. While his clothes were usually impeccable, today he appeared disheveled, and gaunter than even just a day ago.

      Were they having at least some adverse effect on the monster?

      Good.

      Her wolf silently howled. Fierce. Happy at the thought.

      The man still wore a black patch covering his right eye. An injury she'd caused with a fiery torch. But the claw marks running from his forehead to chin were fainter. Of course he was already healing. His eye would soon be fine as well, even if it took longer due to damage by fire.

      She silently stared at the murdering beast.

      George's smirk fell when he spotted Kaleb. “Traitorous bastard. What are you doing still alive?”

      Kaleb tipped his shaggy head back. Howled at the stormy sky in defiance.

      George scowled, but turned the scary blast of his full, intense attention to her. “My sweet little Samantha,” he growled with pleasure. Then his good eye flashed crimson. “You didn't come to me last night.”

      She didn't reply. Only watched him. His wolves.

      Strength and confidence came to her from Jonah and Kaleb, protective at her sides. Plus, there was always the remaining shot in the second pistol.

      Silver would harm George worse than fire had.

      She held back the sly, satisfied grin from her growing predatory side. Unobtrusively, Sami slipped her hand beneath her crimson cloak. Worked to untangle the gun from where it had caught on the holster.

      George's expression faltered. All too quickly, crazed anger flooded his tightening expression. He shouted harshly, “Why did you not come to me?”

      Jonah growled, deep and low and threatening.

      Sami laid her free hand on his tall, furry shoulder. “I will never come to you.”

      And she was fairly tired of telling the demented man so.

      Going on the defensive, she demanded, “Where is everyone? The village women and your camp?”

      “Wouldn't you like to know?” he taunted.

      At least he came across as a simpleton. Easy to read and repetitive.

      As long as his insane rage isn't sparked, her wolf cautioned.

      She didn't see any way to avoid that at this point. But if she could get even the smallest bit of information first... “Where's Nadia?” The question refused to be held back.

      George raised a blond brow. He glared at Kaleb, then back to her. “What do you care? Or is it really this traitor who wishes to know?”

      “I care because she's a person. I care because she was kind to me.” Only part of the answer, but Sami didn't need to share anything else.

      “Then what will you do if I tell you she's dead?” A sly grin twisted George's mouth. His good eye burned bloody red. He stared at Kaleb to see the effect of his words.

      He didn't have to long wait.

      Kaleb launched himself through the air, fanged jaws wide open, leaping for George's throat.

      But the dark monster was powerful. In the time it took to blink, he changed from man, to a black wolf even larger than Kaleb's giant bulk.

      The two huge wolves met, slamming into one another with biting teeth and ripping claws.

      Lightning briefly flashed overhead, brightening the forest. Booming thunder sent vibrations through the air, rattled the very ground beneath their feet. The wind picked up. A light snow began to fall.

      The huge gray beast rushed at Sami again.

      Jonah blocked him, but the wolf only swerved, as if he'd been expecting the action. He dodged around them both, forcing them to turn, to put their backs to Kaleb. And George.

      The surrounding wolves growled louder. Done keeping their distance, they began to emerge from the trees.

      Rushed to join the fight.

      More than a handful, though they moved through the shadowy night so quick, it was hard to keep track of exactly how many.

      Jonah moved in front of her, stiff and tall. His fur rose, a thick ruff around his neck and shoulders. He raised his muzzle. Howled so loudly that Sami nearly had to cover her ears.

      His commanding voice somehow stopped most of the rushing wolves.

      But not the gray beast. He snapped and growled, circling them, hobbling on three legs, but uncaring, as if he still felt no pain. He kept darting closer, keeping away from Jonah's deadly teeth and claws. Spun about, trying to bite Sami.

      Jonah blocked him every time.

      Trusting him, Sami ignored the rest of the wolves. She steadied the second pistol in a tight grip.

      Then turned towards Kaleb.

      And the monster responsible for all of this.

      With fury building in her gut, her wolf raging, demanding they make this man pay, Sami lifted the pistol.

      Aimed.

      Kaleb and George tumbled over the ground, fur and blood flying. She couldn't tell who growled and who yelped in pain.

      Then the black wolf staggered to his feet, staring down at Kaleb, prone on the ground.

      Sami lined up the shot. Took a deep breath.

      Held it.

      Fired.

      The boom echoed sharply against the trees, sending animals screeching, fluttering.

      The dark beast managed to turn a little. Rather than the middle of his throat, she hit low on the side of his neck, closer to his shoulder.

      Sami wasn't sure how much damage she'd done, but the shot didn't drop the monster.

      George staggered back with a screaming howl. Whipping his head up, he glared, growling harshly. Shook his head. Stumbled. Took a wobbly step toward her.

      He howled again. This time, the sound held a command to those he controlled.

      Attack. Kill.

      Even Sami's inner wolf felt compelled, though she could resist.

      George's legs shakily collapsed out from under him. He fell heavily onto the snow-dusted ground. Hoarse whines burst from his chest as if he suffered a fiery agony.

      Inside, her wolf grinned.

      The murderous beast let out another whimpering whine, the sound piercing, pained.

      And a part of Sami suddenly hoped she never found out, firsthand, what silver felt like to their kind.

      The approaching wolves faltered for a split-second.

      Changing course, they rushed to George's side. A couple hurriedly changed from beast to man. Not as quick as George could, but fast nonetheless. Sending dark glares at Sami and her men, they easily lifted their injured leader. Guarded by the rest, the group ran off, fleeing to safety.

      Sami hurried to Kaleb's side.

      The white-pawed wolf remained sprawled on the ground, panting heavy, his barrel chest rising and falling rapidly. As she drew closer she caught the strained wheeze of his every breath.

      Thunder boomed high above, drowning out the sounds of the forest. As the rumbling faded, shrieks and squawks rose to replace it.

      From a distance, George howled. The sound turned to a scream—he'd shifted back to a man. “How dare you, you damned bitch!” Rage strained his voice. “I won't put up with much more of this from you.”

      Silence stretched so long she wondered if they'd left, but then George screamed again, from about the same distance.

      She didn't know if his wolves were removing the silver before it did further damage, or if, hopefully, the monster was at this very moment on the brink of death, by her hand.

      At the moment, she only had energy to worry about Kaleb.

      Jonah hurried to her side after changing back from his wolf. He checked Kaleb over, running his hands through thick brown fur, over limbs and paws.

      Thankfully, though Kaleb’s wounds still bled, they were already beginning to close.

      With him watched over, Sami took the few minutes needed to carefully reload both pistols.

      Finally, Kaleb stood and shook himself. He was bitten and cut in too many places to count. When he tried to move, he wobbled and had to stop, shaking his head dizzily.

      George's cries had ceased, but now, he shouted in clear rage, “I suppose the village women I hold will suffice to appease my anger, which you always insist on pricking.”

      His group of wolves made hardly a sound as they once again ran away. But they weren't quiet enough. Certainly not fast enough, carrying their injured leader.

      Not for white-pawed Kaleb, ignoring his own bloody injuries, or Jonah, naked but for hastily thrown on trousers and unlaced boots, sans socks.

      The fleeing beasts weren't quick enough to outdistance Sami.

      She pushed herself for more and more speed, flying through the forest faster than she'd ever run before.

      The murderous beast wouldn't be allowed to get away. To harm the village women he held.

      Nor would he escape retribution for poor Nadia.

      They chased the fleeing wolves through the darkening forest, and a worsening snowstorm. Until the group split into multiple directions, three of the trails heavy with George's scent. False leads to throw off pursuit.

      Jonah refused to split up, but left it to Kaleb to choose the most likely path they should follow.

      The white-pawed wolf took off down the scent trail on the far right. They followed him, soon reaching a narrow stream. And a disappearing trail.

      It took precious time to search the banks of the water for where the scent resumed. But find it again they did, after it once more.

      Only to end up back where the trail had originally split.

      Kaleb howled angrily at the trick.

      The thickening snow storm was beginning to wipe away all traces. Deepening cold colored Jonah's skin with hints of icy blue.

      Every moment they took gave George time to get further away. To return to his camp and make good on his horrible promise.

      They couldn't make another mistake.

      “Pick another,” Sami told Kaleb. To Jonah, she chided, “And you, put some clothes on before you freeze.”

      But he shook his head. “I'll be fine. I'll need to change again when we find the bastard. Don't want anything tripping me up.” He instead pulled out some strips of dried meat, feeding all three of them to keep their energy up.

      With wariness in his crimson eyes, Kaleb decided on their course of action. They were off again, running through thickening snow.

      Soon, the trail they followed began to dip, as if the narrow path had been worn out, leaving them in a deepening depression. On both sides, walls of dirt, tangled roots and felled trees rose, until forming walls that crept far over their heads.

      The sides of the deepening ravine soon turned into towering, vertical, and near sheer rock.

      Little light found its way down where they walked.

      At least little snow spilled into the crevice, too. And none of the howling, whistling wind that whipped at bare, creaking branches far, far above them.

      Yet, the further they went, the more unease stirred in Sami's stomach.

      Hints of suspicion flashed over Jonah's face. Even Kaleb hesitated.

      But there was nothing to do but continue on.

      None were willing to abandon this chase.

      The rocky ravine widened enough they could walk side-by-side. It curved, winding as it cut through the rock. Then the path abruptly stopped at a dead end.

      A towering wall of felled trees blocked the way.

      Freshly cut trees, based on the bite of sap in the icy air. The storm had hidden the scent until they drew closer.

      Sami didn't need her wolf's silent growl to understand.

      Trapped.

      George's harsh voice rebounded from the cliff walls, refusing to be traced. “Did you truly think I'd flee? That I'd just leave you, my sweet Samantha? Why would I do such a thing? There's no need.” His shout of crazed, maniacal laughter made her shiver.

      From seemingly all around them, growls rose from thick shadows. Bounced off the cliffs to echo ominously.

      So. The dark beast had run only to lay a trap?

      Jonah didn't wait, but stripped his trousers and boots, taking the moment to changed into his enormous auburn wolf. Then he growled back at their attackers.

      Sami's wolf rose with a matching growl.

      A smile stretched her lips and she knew it must be fierce. Her wolfy wildness was ready to hunt the prey that had stupidly come right to them.

      Some of George's wolves bounded down along the tall dam of felled trees, flowing from the shadows with glowing red eyes and muzzles full of sharp teeth. With claws to rip and tear.

      On two feet, George appeared from the ravine behind them—along the trail they'd followed in—four wolves at his sides.

      One of which was the huge gray beast. It didn't look like Sami's earlier shot had done much damage—certainly not enough—as he walked on all four paws, not a limp to be seen.

      George looked down at his wolves, then glowered at her with a possessive, hungry gleam. “I'll rid you of your protectors here and now. Then, together, you and I shall return to our home.”

      “Never,” she replied.

      Her men—well, wolves—pushed her back until her shoulders hit the sheer rock wall. They moved in front of her, protective, menacing.

      Sami drew the first pistol, but waited. At this distance, with George's focus solely on her, the odds of hitting an immediately vital spot were long. Best to watch for an opening. There was no point in merely wounding him, and repeating the chase they'd just finished.

      His crimson gaze flickered with insanity and interest. He raised a light, unconcerned brow—as if she'd not already shot and damaged him once this night. “Such a dangerous beauty.”

      He jerked a hand up. The wolves at his sides surged forward to attack.

      Jonah and Kaleb rushed to meet them.

      Enormous, muscled bodies slammed together with near ground shaking force. Growls and howls and yelps rose.

      The dark beast watched gleefully.

      Taking advantage of his distraction, Sami ignored everything else. She leveled her pistol at George. Closed as much distance as she dared, then pulled the trigger, keeping her aim steady as the striker wheel turned.

      Powder lit, hissed.

      George glanced up, saw the barrel of her pistol and, just as the booming shot sounded, darted into the shadows.

      Damn it. She doubted she'd hit him. And she didn't have ammunition to spare.

      Perhaps it would at least make him more cautious.

      The gloating bastard.

      George angrily yelled, shrill and loud.

      The four fighting Jonah and Kaleb renewed their vigor. Those racing down the dam of trees bayed louder, leaving the cover of shadow to move faster.

      Sami stuffed the empty gun into the holster. Drew the second.

      This time, she aimed and fired at the group scrambling down the dam of trees. She hit one.

      With a howling cry, it lost its footing and fell, tumbling down until, with bone-crunching force, it rammed into a spiky trunk. The others hesitated, drawing back into shadows she couldn't penetrate. The sounds of their rush faded to slightly more cautious steps.

      Sami grabbed the supplies from her bag and hurriedly began to reload. A glance at Jonah and Kaleb, and their attackers—two each—had her breath catching in her throat.

      Two against one wasn't fair.

      But then, when was George ever fair?

      One of the beasts gripped the back of Kaleb's neck in his jaws. He shook mightily, tearing flesh. Spilling blood. Kaleb yelped a piercing cry.

      Jonah spun from the two he fought and jumped at those near Kaleb, ripping them away. He shoved Kaleb back, towards Sami. But the giant, white-pawed wolf refused, and waded back into the fray.

      Jonah's attackers took advantage of his distraction. One jumped on his back. The other slipped beneath him, trying to claw and bite at his vulnerable belly.

      With the first pistol reloaded, Sami didn't hesitate, but waited for a definitive opening. She'd not risk harming hers.

      Jonah bucked like a stubborn mule. The wolf on his back went flying, crashing against the cliff face near Sami. She turned and pulled the trigger.

      The wheel struck. Powder hissed. The boom made her temporarily deaf as it ricocheted from the rock.

      The wolf silently staggered back a step. Turned a bloody muzzle to Sami, sneering with pain and fury. Blood dripped from a hole at his temple.

      He collapsed.

      The wolves all around them howled in unison.

      From the shadows, George screamed with insane fury.

      Hands trembling, both at the demented screeching—and the realization she'd just killed someone—Sami fumbled to reload again.

      The wolves coming at them from the tower of felled trees picked up speed, no longer caring about staying hidden. The ravine filled with hoarse, baying howls.

      The last wolf attacking Jonah yelped. Blood and fur flew.

      The smaller beast rose, trying to claim higher ground. Failed as Jonah bit his ruff and threw him to the ground, hard enough to break bone. Whimpering, the wolf scrambled away, panting with hoarse, pained breaths. Tail between his legs, he ran off as fast as he could move.

      Jonah turned to those fighting Kaleb and evened things up.

      Behind them, close but safely hidden, George's howling rose.

      Commanding. Demanding.

      The wolves rushing down the wall of felled trees found even more speed, ignoring all danger.

      As soon as the pistol was ready, Sami shot into the group.

      Another wolf yelped and fell behind.

      But their mindless fury didn't fade. Survival instinct never kicked in, or at least, not stronger than the distant, commanding howls of their cowardly leader.

      Nor did the two still fighting her men, including the murdering gray monster, give up.

      And with them fighting one on one now, it was near impossible to shoot in their direction with any safety.

      She concentrated on the baying group descending upon them.

      It became rote.

      Shoot.

      Feel regret at the pained howls.

      Better than silence, her wolf replied.

      Reload.

      Keep part of her attention on the fighting wolves beside her.

      Cloying scents of blood and fury tainted the air. The baying wolves, the strident commands of George's howls, brought a headache to pound at Sami's temples.

      With a sharp, pained yelp, the wolf Jonah fought broke and ran away, back down the trail. Jonah turned to the gray beast and ripped him away from Kaleb.

      The wolf snarled, but was no match for Jonah. Sami felt a growing satisfaction each time he took the murderer to the ground beneath him.

      Roaring a howl, Jonah gripped the gray wolf's neck in his jaws.

      Jerked.

      Bone snapped.

      Even with a broken neck, he continued to whimper. His paws flailed as he tried to keep fighting, in answer to the commanding howls echoing through the ravine.

      Jonah finished removing the gray beast's head from his shoulders.

      Life at last left his eyes.

      Without a second look, Jonah rose. With Kaleb at his side, they faced the group mindlessly rushing down the dam of trees—fewer, thanks to Sami—and growled in deadly warning.

      Far distant, George howled again.

      This time, it was a call. For his remaining wolves to abandon the fight. Rejoin him.

      For a long moment, Sami stared at the shadows where the wolves quickly disappeared.

      Why had they run again?

      They'd still outnumbered her and her men.

      Were more reinforcements getting close enough to join the fight? Or was it because they'd been winning?

      Time ticked past, without any sound of their attackers returning.

      Finally, Kaleb relaxed, lifting his muzzle and sniffing deep. Then he chuffed. Jonah checked Sami for injuries.

      “I'm fine.” She pushed his ice-cold nose away, then asked, partly disbelieving, “Did George run away again?”

      Kaleb nodded before tipping his head up to triumphantly howl at the stormy sky. Turning back the way they'd come, he set off at a gentle lope, once again ready to go after the dark monster and his men.

      Sami called him back to check over his many wounds. Blood-matted fur couldn't hide a few deep gashes and bites. “You're in no condition to fight, or even chase them.”

      Jonah had fared better, but not by much.

      Both wolves ignored her and continued down the ravine a little, before turning to look at her, as if asking if she were coming too.

      She reloaded first.

      Then, grabbing their bags and slinging them over her back, Sami joined them. They were who they were, after all, with the magic to heal quickly.

      As well as being beyond stubborn.

      Back at the entrance to the rocky crevice, they quickly picked up the scent, and tracks, of fleeing, injured wolves.

      Snow fell in thick, blinding sheets. The storm had become a near blizzard while they'd been fighting. Without the cover the ravine provided, travelling was difficult.

      Easier for the men on four paws, she ruefully realized.

      But not even the storm could hide the thick blood trails they followed.

      A short time later, Jonah stiffened. Using his furry bulk, he pushed Sami behind a thicket of trees.

      Kaleb growled low, facing in front of them. His warning abruptly cut off, changing into a yelp of inquiry.

      He wagged his tail once, then darted forward.

      Jonah relaxed slightly, but moved Sami further behind the trees. With a look that asked her to stay put for the moment, he changed from wolf to man.

      She didn't understand his strange actions until, through the blinding snow, a group of shadowy figures appeared, walking toward them.

      Led by a tiny woman they'd been told was dead.

      Sami's heart thumped with cautious happiness.

      Beaten, bruised and bloody, Nadia stumbled closer. Her long black hair was tangled. Her dress tattered and torn. As she came closer, Sami read exhaustion—giving way to hope at hearing Kaleb's yelp—on the woman's soft features.

      In her hands, she held a thick rope, leading the group of cloaked and hooded people. Tied together, none could accidentally wander off in the blinding storm.

      When Nadia spotted Kaleb, she froze. Then, with a cry of near desperation, she fell at his paws, still clutching the rope.

      He moved to stand over her, his furry bulk keeping back the snow, and whined loudly.

      Sami started forward, but Jonah held her back. “No. Stay out of sight.” He grabbed some clothes from one of the packs and quickly dressed. Taking another bag of supplies, he strode out to meet them.

      Just as the newcomers' scents reached Sami.

      Heart thundering with such immense, grateful happiness she thought it would burst from her chest, she studied the group, straining to see clearly through curtains of snow.

      Though, with their hooded cloaks, it made it impossible to pick out the faces of each woman stolen from her village.

      It did surprise Sami they hadn't run from Kaleb's huge wolf.

      But then, she realized, while they'd been hostages of George, the crazed monster had most likely shown them all sorts of things.

      One more giant wolf would be nothing, at this point.

      Jonah reached them. Knelt by the fallen Nadia. Kaleb reluctantly stepped back so he could look her over.

      After a brief examination, he told the wolf, “She's hurt badly. And she's exhausted.”

      The tiny woman stirred. Looked up at Jonah. Screamed.

      Kaleb scrambled to her view.

      She was slow to calm, but finally, Nadia said in a scratchy, damaged voice, “I'm sorry. I didn't recognize you. I thought...”

      Jonah covered the uncomfortable silence. “You're fine. What happened? How are you here?”

      Clearing her throat, Nadia kept a hand in Kaleb's fur, her eyes on his, and in a strained voice, told them, “George. He came back to camp earlier. So furious, talking about killing those bastards hunting him like a dog.” She started coughing.

      Jonah held her up a little. Helped her drink from a water bag.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, turning to lean against Kaleb for support. “Before George left this last time, he forgot to secure the chains he's been using to keep us locked up.” She shook her head, stared at Kaleb with wonder. “He said you were dead.”

      Jonah replied, “If you're Nadia, he told us the same thing about you.”

      Kaleb shuddered.

      Nadia gripped his neck ruff tighter. “The past few days, he's been angry, talking about people following us, looking for him. Just in case, I tried leaving tracks everywhere he took us.”

      Jonah told her, “Kaleb found some of them.”

      She closed her eyes, breathing shallowly. “I'd hoped it was you, until George crowed about killing you.”

      Kaleb curled around her protectively, warming her with his furry bulk.

      The tiny woman continued in a hoarse rush, “Even so, not knowing who I might find out here, when he accidentally left us free today, I took the chance and ran with the village women. We lost his trail long ago. But then I heard you. Fighting.”

      Jonah asked with some bitterness, “Did none of George's other wolves come?”

      “They're too terrified of him to try fleeing.”

      He raised a dark brow. “Yet, you did. And you even saved others.” His tone held faint praise.

      Nadia shook her head. “What is there for me to be afraid of at this point? My master has already come close to killing me. More than once. It's not long before he loses the final shreds of control and finishes me off.”

      She sounded so matter of fact, so resigned, that something inside Sami's chest cracked. Pulsed achingly. Nadia's heart held the same defeat that had been in Kaleb when she'd rescued him from being burned to death.

      George had done his best to break the people he should, instead, care for and keep protected.

      That was the job of an alpha, a leader, her wolf whispered. Protect. Cherish. Family.

      Sami yearned to go to them. To hold Nadia. Assure the village women they were now safe.

      But she knew why Jonah had held her back. Didn't want her to be seen.

      There was no valid reason to be out here in the Dark Forest—and alongside fearsome wolves, at that. Nothing the villagers would understand, anyway. Not even rescuing the kidnapped women would answer the many questions certain to arise.

      So she stayed back. Hidden.

      Jonah sent Kaleb to her, to change, while he watched over Nadia and the others.

      Sami kept her back turned until Kaleb had dressed.

      Then, the giant of a man swept her up into a suffocating hug. “She's alive,” he whispered, hoarse, emotional.

      Letting Sami go, he rushed back to Nadia's side.

      Keeping the women tied to prevent anyone from getting lost, Jonah led the group in the most direct path toward the village. Kaleb carried Nadia, holding her ever so gently. Sami followed, staying out of sight, and alert for any sign of George or his wolves returning.

      She was immensely relieved to reach the village without mishap.

      As soon as the buildings came into sight through the storm, Jonah pointed the women forward. “We'll keep watch until you are all completely safe. But there is nothing for us over there.”

      With grateful thanks, the women stumbled away. At the first house, they started pounding on the walls, raising a ruckus, until they were surrounded.

      Cheers of thanks went up through the village as word spread.

      Sami didn't know what people would make of the women's stories. What would come of it all.

      But for now, at least, they were safe.

      And the villagers were all on alert. Hopefully no more would be taken. No more farmers killed.

      If they could hunt George down quickly...

      Thoughts lingering on all they still needed to accomplish, Sami was grateful for the comfort of the men, and Nadia, rejoining her.

      To finally be heading home, for at least a little rest.

      It didn't take long, with the fast pace Jonah set. Inside the warmth and protection of Gran's cottage, Sami waved Kaleb and Nadia to the table. While Jonah built up the fire in the hearth, she started water to boil, then pulled out food for a large, quick cold meal. After eating, she checked the mens' wounds. Thankfully, most were nearly healed. Then she turned her attention to Nadia.

      The water was ready, so she drew a bath in Gran's room, figuring Kaleb wouldn't mind giving it up to the woman.

      The men took the opportunity to flee.

      Jonah pointedly glanced from Sami, to Nadia, then back. “We'll give you some privacy. Go keep watch outside.”

      He and Kaleb hurried back into the blizzard.

      Leading Nadia to Gran's old room, Sami studied the tiny woman.

      She barely managed to stay on her feet. Her face was drawn with pain and exhaustion.

      Soft and soothing, Sami told her, “It's all right now. You're safe.”

      She gently took Nadia's hand. Where she touched the tiny woman, skin on skin, came a tingling rush of warmth. Sparks lit the air around them. Something within Sami's soul shifted.

      Settled.

      Her wolf howled happily, Family. Sister.

      Nadia shuddered. Jerked away, nearly falling.

      Sami grabbed her as gently as she could and helped her stay on her feet. “I'm sorry. I don't know why this keeps happening.”

      The woman shook her head slightly. “It is all right.” But the tight tension in her body branded her words a lie.

      Trying to ignore the discomfort suddenly in the room, Sami only said, “Come.” She helped the woman undress, then slip into the warm bath.

      Nadia didn't speak a word.

      Neither did Sami. Only gritted her teeth at a pure, mindless rage surging inside of her.

      Bruises and cuts and even bite marks—human and wolf—covered the woman's body. After helping Nadia bathe, Sami brought in some clean clothes, far too large, but the drawn, silent woman didn't seem to mind.

      Once they returned to the warm main room, the men mysteriously reappeared. Kaleb stayed back, but his gaze kept landing on Nadia, where she sat in a chair close to the blazing hearth.

      Jonah took a spot next to Sami on the long couch and settled in with a tired sigh. “There's not much more we can do tonight. We might as well recover and rest.” He glanced at Nadia. “Tomorrow is soon enough to figure out where George chose his last camp. Though he's surely packed up and moved on by now.”

      Nadia and Kaleb both nodded in agreement.

      The men briefly spoke of plans for the morrow, of trying to pick up George's trail again.

      Sami asked, “The other wolves are terrified of George, forced to do his bidding. But not all go with him to fight, or to kill. Why?”

      “Most of us,” Nadia said haltingly, “are not fighters. Once, not long ago, we were just a group of wanderers who cared for and protected one another. This recent crazed fury of his is something none of us know how to handle.”

      Jonah told them, “I've heard of something like that happening to other wolves. Old ones, usually. Very old. Something within them snapped, as if losing their connection to humanity. As if the base needs of the primitive wildness inside us all completely takes over.”

      Kaleb quietly said, “A wolf has few needs. Food. Shelter.”

      “Mating and fighting,” Nadia added, biting her lower lip hard.

      Silence, but for the snap and crackle of the fire, filled the room.

      The slight humming warmth—coming from her blood, her soul?—brought not just the feel of Kaleb's whirling emotion, and Jonah's deep worries, but also, Nadia's exhaustion. Her fear.

      Sami's wolf wanted nothing more than to wrap the woman in a tight hug. Hold her warm and safe, until Nadia was soothed.

      Yet again, she faced the results of the darkness George brought to those around him.

      Nothing would help but to take the murderous beast down.

      Nadia started shivering, tiredness increasing her other raging emotions.

      Sami's wolf rose. Guided her. She stood, announcing time for bed.

      The tiny woman's shoulders drooped with relief.

      Sami tucked her into Gran's old room. Kaleb moved out to the couch. With the others settled, she took Jonah's hand and headed to their bedroom.

      They undressed and lay down, both too tired to feel more than flickers of comforting desire.

      Cuddling into his warmth was sufficient for Sami. And her wolf.

      The knowledge they'd begun to rescue their family, defied and begun to take down the enemy, was enough to allow her to fall into a deep, restful sleep.
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        * * *

      

      A week later, Sami sat alone on the swinging bench that hung on the far end of her front porch.

      She enjoyed the beauty of the clear, bright sunset streaking the sky above the orchard. A cold winter breeze blew softly from the south. She wrapped the warm crimson cloak tighter around her shoulders, then resumed playing with the tail of her long auburn braid.

      She relished this bit of aloneness. Though she welcomed the others being there—wouldn't give them up for anything—everyone needed some alone time.

      Even if only to get lost in their thoughts.

      At least a few things had changed since they'd rescued Nadia.

      George had no longer tried kidnapping women in the dead of night. No more farmers had been mauled and murdered.

      But the dark monster's sudden quiet, disappearance left Sami with a pending unease.

      Because she knew he'd not gone far, even if they hadn't been able to find a single sign of him or his wolves. Each time they did trace a campsite, the group had already moved on.

      It felt like playing cat and mouse in the dangerous Dark Forest.

      What was the crazed beast waiting for? The true, complete power of their kind that came on the nights of the full moon?

      It was only a week away, falling on All Hallows' Eve.

      Sami's wolf didn't like this pause either. The wildness constantly strained and stirred, keeping her on edge. As if something distant, but looming ever nearer, was building. Ready to crash down over her and hers.

      Jonah. Kaleb. Now Nadia.

      The tiny woman fit in seamlessly, a constant warm presence, though she remained quiet and withdrawn. Her outer wounds had mostly healed, thanks to the magic of her wolf. It also left her tired. Even now, she napped inside, while Sami kept watch.

      Her thoughts continued to spin with hopeful possibilities of ending things with George, but also, with worries over all the many problems they still faced.

      At least tensions in the village were... well... slightly?.. eased since the evil stopped.

      The returned women had helped in one way.

      Hurt in another.

      A few had recovered enough to speak coherently. As Sami feared, they'd spread their tales to every last person living within miles of the village. And spread terror with the fearsome stories.

      How men lived in the Dark Forest—perhaps even among them—who could change shape. Turn into monstrous beasts.

      Whispers had risen.

      Questions of whether normal wolves were responsible for the recent horrors, supposedly led by their escaped prisoner. Or, some asked, were the guilty, instead, nightmarish beasts roaming their land?

      Humberly had stopped by a few times. The old man's suspicions had cleared, and he was once more the friendly, grandfatherly person she'd grown up knowing.

      The colorful sunset was beginning to fade when Jonah returned from the river. He strode purposefully through the orchard, carrying two full water buckets. Brown hair, loose and flowing, brushed to just past his shoulders. Though he wore a simply spun shirt and trousers, from his strong, sharp expression to the dark scruff on his chin, he appeared hard, dangerous.

      Lost in thought, his features shone fierce. Protective.

      Even from here, Sami sensed the wellspring of his emotions—from abundant love, to bone-deep terror of losing her.

      He spotted her. Hurried faster, love and happiness brightening his golden gaze. Heat rose to twine with heavy, primal feelings in Sami's heart.

      All she felt for this man was sometimes overwhelming. Always encompassing.

      Always welcome.

      When she smiled in invitation, Jonah set the pails by the front door, then joined her on the bench swing. He brushed a kiss to her temple before drawing her to his side, enveloping her with his comforting, spicy scent. He asked softly, “Are you worrying again?”

      “I tried not to,” she assured him.

      Jonah grunted, tucking her closer. “Kaleb should be back in an hour or so. Perhaps he's finally found something for us to follow?”

      She doubted it.

      None of them, no matter how long they'd trekked the Dark Forest, had found much of anything. Certainly not the monster they hunted.

      Jonah cupped Sami's cheeks and tilted her head back. He studied her, his features tightening, until suddenly, his expression cleared and he grinned widely, true humor in his smile. “Come. There's something I wish to show you.”

      She glanced at the cottage door. “We can't leave Nadia—”

      “It's not far. We'll be able to ensure she remains safe.” The growled undertone in his voice was proof he, too, considered the tiny woman theirs to protect.

      “All right.” She let him take her hand and draw her to her feet.

      He leaned down to press a soft, tender kiss on her lips, enflaming her blood. Emotion and desire blazed an immediate, heated course through her veins.

      Jonah led her down the porch steps, across the small yard, and into neat rows of fruit trees. “I spotted them on my way back. Thought you might enjoy seeing them.”

      “Them?”

      He shot her a sly grin. “You'll see.”

      True to his word, they didn't go far from the cottage.

      Jonah stopped at one of the older trees, its trunk thick and wide. Dry, yellow winter grass clustered around the base. Something had made a sort of burrowed nest, tangling the grass with twigs and jewel-toned leaves.

      At their approach, quiet, but still disturbing the few crunchy leaves remaining scattered over the ground, small mewls rose from the burrow.

      Sami glanced sharply at Jonah.

      He nodded.

      She approached, cautious and slow, then knelt for a better look.

      Inside, cloaked in shadow, furry babies moved, mewed. Sami gasped, looking around for signs of their mother, while scooting back a bit, not wanting to leave her scent too close, or to disturb anything.

      Briefly, she wondered how the mama would react to not only the scent of human, but of the wolf now within her.

      Probably not well.

      She watched the bundles of fur tumble over one another, barely open eyes glinting now and then. “They're precious. But how did they get out here?”

      Jonah shrugged, kneeling beside her.

      Cats weren't all that common in the area, as far as Sami knew. She watched the kittens, memories bombarding her.

      Gran.

      A little black ball of fluff they'd had when Sami was small.

      Jonah's voice dipped softly, “I told you of my time spent on the pirate ship.”

      “Yes.”

      “We had cats. Most ships do, to help keep the vermin under control.”

      She told him of Gran's black cat. How it had slept with Sami every night, from her first evening here. “I don't know if she sensed my sadness, the confusion at my parents being gone, and then finding myself in this strange village. But Gran was here, so it wasn't all bad.”

      Jonah rubbed her shoulders to give comfort. He knew those feelings too, having lost his own family to violence when he'd been young.

      An icy wind blew through the trees around them. Sami shivered. She knew the babies were fine with their thick fur and warm nest. Still, she couldn't help but ask, “Will they be all right? It's only getting colder day by day.”

      Jonah nuzzled the side of her neck, the scruff on his jaw tickling her skin. “You truly wish to save the whole world, don't you?”

      She laughed lightly, but there was little humor inside of her lately. “If we manage to save those we can, I'll be happy.”

      “We shall.” His tone held only assurance and belief. “I've no doubts your stubbornness will allow nothing else.”

      She tipped her head back to look at him, catching a teasing spark in his expression. “I'm all right with that.”

      “As am I, my darling heart.” Heat flared in his eyes. Flecks of wolf crimson returned, darkening his gaze with hunger.

      Never-ending desire sprung high within Sami. Only this man could affect her like this. Only this man held her heart, and her soul.

      He kissed her, soft, sweet.

      Her wild side wanted more. Wanted all. And right now.

      She slipped her fingers through his hair. Cupped the back of his neck. Jerked his head down, showing him every last bit of the passion burning in her veins.

      Jonah's groan nearly undid her. He pulled her closer, his demanding mouth possessive, hungry.

      Sami drew her hands down his muscled chest, over his rough shirt. She daringly traced the waist of his trousers before dipping lower, to cup his hard shaft through the straining cloth.

      He growled, the sound full of need. “You undo me.”

      “I want you,” she huskily replied, rubbing him through his pants.

      Jonah closed his eyes, breathing deep as he tipped his head up to the sky. Sami used the opening to press her mouth to his throat, tasting his salty skin, tracing her tongue over his throbbing pulse.

      His harsh groan made her shiver in delight.

      She rubbed his shaft harder. Jonah's control broke. With a low, rumbling growl, he stood and drew Sami to her feet.

      His desire held a wild tinge that set Sami's own wolf to howling in happy anticipation. In joy at their closeness.

      She didn't hesitate when Jonah pushed her crimson cloak back and off her shoulders—though he'd not remove its protective magic unless they were in the safety of the cottage.

      He trailed his burning mouth along her neck, to the edge of her bodice. Sami shivered, her limbs going weak. He shocked her when he took the ties to her chemise between his teeth and tugged them open.

      Groaning, Jonah shoved down the cloth and bared her breasts. The icy air was a shock, making her nipples pucker tight. Then his hot mouth was on them. He cupped her breasts, tasting first one, then the other, leaving her moaning.

      And hungry for more.

      Sami tugged his shirt from his waistband. Jerked at the button of his trousers.

      As if the urgent need pressing upon her transferred to Jonah, he grabbed her shoulders and pushed her gently back against one of the trees—far from the burrow and mewling kittens.

      The bark was only slightly rough against her back, through the layers of clothing. Sami barely noticed. Didn't care.

      Because his mouth and hands were everywhere, turning her blood molten. A throbbing pulse intensified. Need rising. She jerked his trousers open and dipped her hand beneath the cloth.

      His velvet shaft was hot and hard beneath her touch.

      The wildness inside of her rose, voiced a needy growl. Sami commanded Jonah, “Now.”

      Above all else, she desired to feel the depths of this passion always between them.

      Jonah's eyes flared bright. He shoved her skirts up, baring her to the waist, and dipped a hand between her thighs, then groaned. “Always so ready.”

      “For you,” she whispered.

      With a wicked grin, he dropped to his knees before her. He nudged her legs further apart. Gripped her hips. Then plundered between her thighs with his greedy mouth.

      Pleasure swamped her every sense. Shot through her like lightning, hot and intense.

      The exquisite ecstasy he made her feel never ceased to amaze, to drive her wild. He tasted, nipped, licked, flicked his fingers teasingly over her, shoving her higher into the pulsating storm.

      His rumbling growl was one of hunger only begun to be satisfied. He moved over her, his hot hands and mouth making her shake weakly.

      Sami drowned in pleasure until the storm he brought rocked through her. She shuddered against his touch.

      With a satisfied look in his crimson streaked gaze, Jonah rose.

      She took hold of his thick shaft and guided him to her.

      He drove home. Her cries echoed through the orchard. Jonah gently bit the side of her neck. She tipped her head back, showing the love and trust she held for him, down to her very soul.

      He filled her, deep, hard, completely. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, his hair tickling her wrists. Then she kissed him, a dueling battle of lips and tongues as he thrust again and again, driving them both wild.

      Jonah's growled groans were ambrosia to Sami and her wolf. Matching growls rumbled up her chest. He pushed her higher into the exquisiteness of being one with him.

      The entrancing storm raged through and between them, until, together, released exploded. Jonah's hoarse roar overwhelmed her softer cries.

      Breathing rough, he stared into her eyes. “My darling heart. My love.” His voice dropped a growly notch. “Mine.”

      “Yes.” Sami kissed him lightly, holding tight, her legs too weak to support her.

      As if Jonah felt the same, he scooped her up into his arms, then slid to sit on the ground, holding her in his lap.

      He stared at her bare breasts. Licked his lips with still-hot eyes.

      Slowly, as if fighting himself, he drew her chemise back over her bare skin and tied it closed. “As beautiful the sight may be, I don't want you to freeze.”

      She shivered, not from a chill, but at his husky tone.

      Jonah drew her crimson cloak around them both, its magic warmth a cocoon.

      While he kept watch, Sami drifted in the peaceful easiness of his strong embrace. She wasn't certain how long passed before a branch cracked somewhere nearby. She started to jerk alert.

      Jonah shh'd her, keeping her still and quiet.

      A large ball of dark fur slunk cautiously through the orchard on its approach to the burrow.

      The kittens mewled louder, tugging at Sami's heartstrings.

      Their mama slowed. Stopped. Glared at her and Jonah.

      Sami held her breath for long moments.

      Finally, the cat continued to the nest and darted in with the babies. From the safety inside, it peeked out, keeping an eye on them.

      They remained still as the mews turned to purring, contented suckling.

      Such peace Sami felt, here and now.

      She only wished it was permanent.

      One day, soon, it would be.

      Silent, moving slow, they cleaned up and straightened their clothing. Jonah took her hand. They left the feline family in their own kind of peace.

      Walking back to the cottage, Sami couldn't stop her thoughts from once more returning to the many worries in their lives.

      Above them, the moon had risen in the evening sky. A near three-quarters disc, shining bright.

      It called to the magic within her. Filled Sami with a feeling of strength. Power.

      Anger suddenly rose, spiking into a fierce rage.

      Her wolf strained for release. Wanted to taste the blood of the demented monster out to get them. The dark beast refusing to allow them a permanent peace.

      Soon, her wolf promised. Soon.

      Sami tightened her grip Jonah's hand, wishing she could believe such assurances. Yet, with the full moon less than a week away, perhaps the building fight would be over soon.

      One way or another.

      As she and Jonah neared the cottage, to the sight of Kaleb sitting on the porch and Nadia coming outside, confidence returned to flow through Sami's veins.

      Not just from her strengthening wildness.

      But, also, from the connection she shared with all three of these people.

      She and Jonah, together, were unbeatable.

      Now, their family had grown.

      The crazed, murdering beast didn't stand a chance against the loving bonds between the four of them. Connections that held Sami's soul in a gentle, comforting embrace.

      Her wolf's continued assurances finally began to soothe. A whisper echoed joyously in her mind. Family.

      A family she'd do anything to protect.

      The rising fierceness forced a growl from her tight throat.

      Jonah drew her closer, tucking her against his side. They walked up the stairs and onto the porch, safe and secure, for the moment.

      And Sami knew she and her wolf were in perfect agreement.

      They would ensure nothing harmed those who belonged to them.

      Nothing, and no one.
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        * * *
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      As Shane Spencer finished the last of his beer, his deputy, Chase Campton, strode by, slapping him on the back.

      “Another re-election year well done, Sheriff.”

      The small crowd in the bar cheered and the waitress, Rae, slipped another bottle onto his corner table.

      Shane tipped his cowboy hat politely and plastered on a fake smile, unable to join in the spirit. All day, something dark had been hanging over the town. Not that anyone else sensed it. He needed to go to his childhood home. On the edge of town, the house sat at the borderline of the Apache reservation and Moss Creek.

      His father, head shaman and seer, would know what the signs meant. Once again, doubt crept up inside Shane. How did the Fates pass over the eldest in their family and choose him as their father’s successor? It had never before happened in their tribe’s history.

      He nursed the beer, deep in thought.

      The door banged open, a cold autumn breeze swirled the smoky air. A woman followed it in, stopping just inside the bar. The air vibrated with unseen power. Even the deepest shadows shivered. Everyone in the bar fell silent, turning as one to look her way.

      She held her head high, long black hair curling over her shoulders like silk. Her bright green gaze scanned the tables. She passed over Shane without pause, only to snap back to him.

      Magic filled the room and the hair on his forearms rose. The other people in the bar were forgotten. Only the two of them existed.

      His heartbeat slowed, skipped a beat, sped up like a race horse barreling down the track.

      The doorframe towered over her slight form. Yet her body was ripe, lush with curves. The tight blue jeans emphasized her hips, the narrowness of her waist. And the sleeveless white tank showed her breasts off to perfection.

      He swallowed, though his mouth was dry.

      Her eyes widened and even over the distance of the room, he heard her soft, feminine gasp. Palms slick, he shakily set the bottle back on the table.

      His blood screamed primitive urges... demanding he drag her off to his cave.

      It wasn’t like him.

      Women, even the most beautiful, had never affected him this way. He’d met with the rich and beautiful, models and actresses galore during his time in the city. Gathering the remaining shreds of his willpower, he closed his eyes calling on the magic of his ancestors. The spirits of the earth responded and power surged through him. Magic raised the hairs on his arms and the back of his neck as the whispers of the spirits of the nearby forest filled him. Ignoring it to concentrate on what was here and now, he reopened his eyes. Colorful hues surrounded everyone in the bar.

      Her aura struck him like a punch to the gut. A deep maroon, with flecks of black, revealed exactly what she was.

      Vampire.

      And not local.

      He blinked again, letting the sight fade.

      The woman finally looked away and took another step into the bar. As quickly as it had hit, the power surging through the room dissipated. People once more talked and laughed, raising their glasses in toasts.

      What the hell kind of vampire was she, to cause such a raging lust?

      The woman strode to the bar, her glare shouting ‘Don’t mess with me’. Though she didn’t look old enough to drink, let alone be in a bar in the first place, the bartender immediately poured her a shot of whiskey.

      Shane would be talking to Henry about it later.

      First, he needed to figure out what this vampire was doing in Moss Creek. Sure, the small mountain town was a hub of paranormal activity, with the local vampire clan and the shifter pack taking advantage of the surrounding nature. But rogues generally tended to stay out of places dominated by orderly clans, knowing the structure and politics were handed down by the Magic Council.

      And the Council didn’t like Rogues.

      Cupping the shot glass in her hands, the woman leaned towards Henry before the older man could move away.

      Shane tensed in his seat. If she was looking for a meal...

      Henry murmured something. The woman nodded, downed her shot and laid some money on the bar before turning and striding out.

      Shane tried to relax, but he still yearned for the stranger, to touch her, smell her, nearly as badly as when she’d been staring at him, as if she could see down to his very soul.
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        When duty forces a shaman to stop a vampire from her revenge, love doesn’t just burn... it bites.
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        After centuries alone, can a vampire king trust the woman who's woken his heart?

      

      

      
        
        “These vampires are so HOT, and their lives are so intertwined with the need for a mate and family, that you can’t help but feel everything with them....”

        ~ Lyssa Reviews

      

      

      
        
        “There is love, doubt, betrayal and action in the 2nd book of the Heart of a Vampire series.”
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        What happens when a dragon falls in love with a fireman? Someone's bound to get... Burned.

      

      

      
        
        “Intense and incendiary...I recommend this for all of the dragon lovers out there...”

        ~ Whipped Cream Erotic Romance

      

      

      
        
        “Ms. Kallyn takes the paranormal world and adds a dangerous twist of dragons, fires, and a mysterious past to make this an intense read...”
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        ~ Romance Junkies
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