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				Saving His Wolf
By Kerry Adrienne

				From USA TODAY bestselling author Kerry Adrienne comes a riveting novella perfect for fans of the Shifter Wars series

				Olivia, born blind and without the ability to shift, yearns to seek her own fate away from her watchful and devoted wolf pack. Vulnerable and stuck in human form, she’s alone and at risk in the forest’s brutal winter when she’s rescued by a park ranger and taken to his cabin in Deep Creek. By the warmth of a crackling fire, she’s comforted by his presence. But it’s his rugged scent that stirs something in her she’s never felt before.

				Bear shifter Powell sensed the instant he held her that Olivia was his mate. He also knew she had the untapped powers to discover her true shifting nature—if only he could convince her to trust in him, and to believe in herself. Now the one thing that stands to threaten their healing mating hunger is Olivia’s distrusting and vigilant pack. A pack prepared to do anything to get her back.

				But there is no danger as strong, no desire so liberating as what Powell is bringing out in her—because Olivia can finally see where her destiny lies.

				This book is approximately 30,000 words

				One-click with confidence. This title is part of the Carina Press Romance Promise: all the romance you’re looking for with an HEA/HFN. It’s a promise!

				Carina Press acknowledges the editorial services of Anne Scott

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				I love paranormal romance, so it was an extra pleasure for me to decide we were going to publish two paranormal romance anthologies and then get to read all of the submissions for them. I’m pleased that these two anthologies, Primal Need: A Sexy M/M Shifter Anthology and Mated: A Paranormal Romance Shifter Anthology, are finally available for purchase this month. Romantic, sizzling and just plain fun, I think you’re going to love them.

				Primal Need features three talented authors of male/male romance bringing together three incredible tales (and tails, I guess? Ha!). In Parker Foye’s “Wolf in King’s Clothing,” collared shifter Kent must steal one final thing before he can be free, but alpha wolf Hadrian doesn’t intend to go quietly when he realizes he’s the thing Kent has to steal—nor does his pack intend to let him go without a fight. In “The Alpha’s Claim” by Holley Trent, quick-witted actor Teddy Gaines is the mate Coyote alpha Jim West’s inner beast craves, but in claiming the very human Teddy, Jim risks inciting rebellion in an already restless pack. Last in this male/male romance anthology is “Dark Water” by debut author K.L. White. Struggling with PTSD, blinded navy veteran Benjamin wades into the ocean to die but is intercepted by a kelpie, a water horse shifter named Rez, who planned to sacrifice him, but their unexpected passion and love may save them both.

				After an accident on her twenty-first birthday, Sam MacTire has to give his best friend, Callie, a quick and dirty education on the ways of the wolf, clan politics and the little problem of their raging hormones before he faces censure for defying clan law and changing her. Check out “Wolf Summer,” debut author Sionna Fox’s addition to the Mated paranormal romance anthology. Returning Carina Press author Shari Mikels joins her with “Drawn to the Wolves.” Wolf shifter and pack alpha Callan Mohan meets his human mate, former sketch artist Kate Ballard, who’s terrified of wolves after witnessing a traumatic childhood incident. And in “Saving His Wolf” by Kerri Adrienne, bear shifter Powell senses the instant he holds her that Olivia is his mate, but the one thing threatening their healing mating hunger is Olivia’s distrusting and vigilant pack—who are prepared to do anything to get her back.

				In addition to these six novellas, we have a full lineup of romance to keep you going through spring and the end of the school year! As FBI agents Aidan “Irish” Talley and Jameson “Whiskey” Walker struggle to separate their professional and personal relationships, the challenging task is made impossibly harder when they’re sent undercover—as basketball coach and sports agent—on an identity-theft case in which all their secrets are ripe for exposure. Layla Reyne’s Agents Irish and Whiskey series is back in Cask Strength, and if you’re not following this male/male romantic suspense series, you’re missing out. It’s not too late to catch up with book one, Single Malt.

				When she agrees to pose as his woman to get details they need for the case, things heat up fast—and it’s not long before the lines between business and personal blur, and they’re both in over their heads. Sarah Hawthorne’s Demon Horde contemporary romance series will keep you turning the pages and this newest installment, Rebel Custody, is no exception.

				Contemporary romance author Jen Doyle is back with her charming and romantic Called Out. Widowed mother of four Lola McIntire did not need a man. Been there, done that, got the broken heart. Even worse? A man who had more drama in his life than she did—like the irredeemable Jack “Ox” Oxford, the major-league pitcher who slept with his best friend’s fiancée. By all accounts, he should be called out. But there’s something about Jack that Lola just can’t shake.

				Jules Court first brought us Hot in the City and now she’s Enticing the Enemy. When passion erupts between police detective Daniel Cruz and defense attorney Erin Rafferty, natural enemies might become something more.

				Last this month is the steamy erotic romance Crave Me by Stacey Lynn. Master Jensen Rhodes was determined to leave the BDSM lifestyle forever, but when he’s introduced to Haley Portsmouth, a new sub seeking her first Dom, he not only decides he’ll train her for submission, he’ll take everything from her—including her heart.

				Pick your poison—or your paranormal or contemporary romance—this month with all these great offerings!

				Coming next month: Rhenna Morgan is back with her latest übersexy hero in the Haven Brotherhood series. Hang on to your hats because Trevor is going to knock your (cowboy) boots off and set your world on fire! Also releasing: our newest anthology offering, a capers and heists collection!

				As always, until next month, my fellow book lovers, here’s wishing you a wonderful month of books you love, remember and recommend.

				Happy reading!

				Angela James
Executive Editor, Carina Press

			

		

	
		
			
				Dedication

				I’d like to dedicate this novella to my mom, Phyllis, who passed away October 2016. Though we had a rocky relationship, she was still my mom and I miss her every day.

			

		

	
		
			
				Author Note

				Dear Reader,

				I hope you enjoy Saving His Wolf. Observing the world through the eyes of a blind heroine was a new challenge for me but I enjoyed it. I’ve gained new appreciation for the gift of sight and all the things I take for granted just being able to see.

				For returning readers, thank you for joining me in the realm of the Deep Creek shifters again. You may recognize a few references to some of the characters from my Shifter Wars series, including Shoshannah, Griff and Amy, and the Green Glen wolves. This novella is completely stand-alone, however. If anyone wants to learn more about the world of alpha-bear park rangers, sneaky wolves and cocky lions, please check out Shifter Wars, which starts with Waking the Bear.

				Love and light,

				Kerry
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				Chapter One

				Streaks of pain seared through Olivia’s ankle as she slipped on the sharp rock. She bit her lip to stifle a yelp, but a weak moan managed to escape. If she didn’t keep quiet, the rest of the wolves would find her. She was already at great risk in human form since she wasn’t able to shift, but it couldn’t be helped. Never had she wished for the ability more than as she trudged down the path tonight. She batted away the snowflakes freezing on her eyelids.

				Being blind hadn’t ever been more dangerous than it was now.

				The icy snow gave way underfoot, and she began to slide down the embankment she’d fallen over when she stumbled off the path.

				Despite the snow, she’d had to leave the pack.

				She grasped for anything within reach that would break her descent, but the slush and ice covered everything in a glaze of slippery wetness she couldn’t hold on to, and she continued to slip down the hill, her ankle twisting loose from the rough rock that had broken her initial fall.

				From what she could tell, the rock was more of a boulder, perhaps one that had sheared off recently and left jagged edges more damaging than a serrated steel trap against her skin. Her ankle pulsed as her boot tightened around it, a sure sign of swelling. She’d be lucky if her ankle wasn’t broken.

				Arms spread-eagled, she tried to slow down. She whimpered, snow edging under the hem of her coat and damming against her abdomen.

				She grabbed at the ground as she slid, her gloves snagging on something twisty and knotted. A root or branch of some sort stuck out from the ground, and she clutched it with both hands, her throbbing ankle now useless as an anchor. Tears burned her cheeks as she dug her other foot into the snow to hold herself steady.

				“I had to leave,” she whispered, laying her cheek on the cold snow for a moment of rest. No choice.

				Staying with the Green Glen wolves wasn’t an option since Alfred had decided to take her as one of his mates. He’d made the announcement, and no one had spoken up in protest, not even those she called friends. Everyone was afraid of him. He was the cruelest creature she’d ever known and she could never love him, even if he was the last wolf on Earth. He’d threatened to force her to mate, and he meant it. Everyone knew it.

				She shuddered.

				Blind and lost in a snowstorm with an injured leg was better than being with Alfred. Freezing to death, alone, was better.

				A long, low howl sounded in the distance, and icy fear slid up Olivia’s spine and gripped her in frozen panic. She clung to the root tighter, her knuckles aching at the tension.

				Alfred.

				No mistaking that howl. Part monster, and part...something else, his howl strangled her soul, and made her wolf want to curl into a ball and hide forever. She pushed her hair from her face and listened. How close was he?

				And more importantly, how long did she have before he found her? Maybe he would stay on the trails while he looked for her. He’d never believe a blind wolf would dare leave familiar ground. Not that she’d planned to, but the snowstorm had messed up her internal map, and she’d gotten off the path and gone right over an embankment. She adjusted her toehold in the snow. She was stable for the moment, but she needed to come up with a plan.

				Alfred howled again, but sounded no closer.

				Other howls answered. One, then another, and another. All different, all long and low and piercing. Deferring to him. They sounded out from different areas of the forest, yet converged as they overlapped and echoed through the snowy tree boughs.

				They’re searching for me.

				And they’d find her on the embankment, as they triangulated her position methodically. Wolves hunted in packs and they always found their prey. They’d drag her back and she’d be Alfred’s forever. Once back at the pack compound, he’d make damn sure she’d never have the chance to escape again—telling everyone it was for her own safety but, in reality, using her blindness to control her.

				Alfred took advantage of weakness and used it to gain and maintain control. That went for anyone the wily wolf came in contact with, be it wolf or human or shifter. She’d scented his modus operandi the first time she met him, and it’d grown stronger as he’d matured. His younger brother, Claude, might be the head of the pack in name, but it was Alfred who reigned.

				She shivered, more from fear than cold, though the slow seeping chill of her damp clothing pressed against her skin and sent goosebumps racing over her stomach and chest.

				She’d be hypothermic soon if she didn’t find shelter and warm up. She almost laughed. She didn’t know where she was or how far she was from Oakwood, so the chances she’d make it to town were slim.

				The snowflakes stung as they hit her cheeks and forehead, and the wind tossed her hair across her face. The shivering had become almost rhythmic and her teeth chattered. Her leg ached from holding her body weight on the snowy hill, and her other ankle had gone completely numb.

				If only she could shift. Then she could run, despite having one gimpy leg. But that wasn’t meant to be. No, she was going to have to get out of this predicament like a human.

				She tried to push herself up with her good leg but couldn’t get traction, and she was growing more tired by the minute. Things could be worse. The wolves weren’t howling, so they weren’t close, and the snow would mask her scent a little.

				At least for a while. Eventually, they’d find her. The question was, would she be alive or have frozen to death?

				I want to live!

				She yanked at the root to readjust her grip and punctuate her feelings. The wood gave way in her hand, pulling loose from the embankment.

				With no time to scream, she covered her eyes and let go, hoping she wasn’t about to tumble off a cliff. Her ankle bumped and banged as she rolled, and snow flew in her mouth and nose as her braid slapped her in the face.

				She hit the flat ground at the bottom of the hill with a thump, the fresh snow cushioning her fall enough to keep her from getting the breath knocked out of her. On her back, she lay still, listening, her heart slamming against her chest wall as adrenaline flooded her system like a warm cappuccino.

				Alive!

				She could’ve just as easily slid down a bank and dropped a couple hundred feet to her death. Her moment of gratitude was short-lived. The wolves howled again, the low voices almost lost on the wind or blocked by the cliffs.

				Alfred wouldn’t give up. Once he had his mind set on something, he kept at it till he had what he wanted. And he wanted her. She’d gone against his wishes and he’d make her pay.

				The snow had picked up, and it bit into her face as it fell faster and the wind whipped it against her. She imagined the flakes as little spears swirling in puffs of air then attacking her bare skin. She had to move before she froze. Willing her legs to move, she lifted them one by one, her injured ankle sending aftershocks of pain up her leg to her thigh.

				She sat up, feeling the ground around her body with her hands. Her wet gloves stuck to her palms, and she mashed her fingertips against the ground, trying to figure out where the ground ended and a cliff began.

				One wrong move and she could fall to her death. She pulled her hood around her face, the faux fur trim tickling her cheek. The flush of adrenaline was wearing off and the shakes set in.

				Do or die moment.

				She slid to the right, dragging her bum ankle, which had numbed to a hard block of flesh. Feeling the solid ground again, she inched a bit more. A few more times, and sweat had formed on her back, though she still shook from the chill of wet clothes and falling snow. She tugged her scarf tighter, trying to keep her neck protected from the elements.

				Hope I’m going in the right direction. If she could get to the embankment she had tumbled down, she could figure out how to climb it. Moving incrementally, she continued to slide toward what she hoped was the hill. The wind whistled as it swept around the cliffs and through the trees.

				The wolves had gone silent.

				Her wet pants, soaked through from sitting in the snow, began to stiffen. Warmth filled her legs and she closed her eyes.

				The darkness was blacker than usual. She yawned.

				She breathed deeply, scenting the pine amongst the snow. Always a peaceful scent, and one that reminded her of her mother. If she were alive, she’d never have allowed Alfred to lay claim on Olivia. She’d have fought him herself if she had to.

				So tired.

				The shivers and shakes were continuous but she ignored them. The embankment had to be close.

				There!

				She touched the incline. Steep at the bottom, it would take a lot of energy to haul herself up. And she was exhausted.

				It’s not so cold any more.

				Was that a wolf howl? Or a bird call? She leaned against the bank and listened to the muted sounds in the snowy forest. The air had warmed. When had it gotten so warm? She could take a little nap before trying to climb the embankment.

				Yes, a short nap. A few minutes.

				The crunch of heavy footsteps sounded, and Olivia struggled to stay awake, her heart picking up speed at the thought of Alfred.

				“You there. What are you doing out here in this blizzard? And all alone at that?”

				The voice, a man’s, was commanding and firm.

				And not Alfred’s.

				“My ankle,” she whispered.

				“What?” More footsteps. “You’re injured.”

				His voice melted over her like warm honey, and she waited to hear him speak again. She could listen to him forever...she took a long deep breath and the world silenced.

				“Oh no you don’t.”

				The voice jerked her back into wakefulness. No longer cold, she couldn’t remember why she’d even worried.

				“I need to rest for a few minutes.” She curled on her side. “I’m so sleepy.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				What the ever-loving fuck was he going to do with an injured wolf? Powell dropped to his knees and pushed a long strand of the woman’s blonde hair out of her face. He yawned and tugged his toboggan over his ears.

				Yawns really are contagious.

				He could use a good nap himself, but he was on patrol duty for most of the month while the other park rangers rested, and of course all the excitement happened on his shift. Finding an injured wolf wasn’t on his agenda for the day. Yet, here she was, and her wolf was so close to the surface; the sensation was almost palpable.

				The scent of her washed over him like a warm wave of summer air, and he breathed her in and savored the feeling for a moment.

				But she was wolf. He scowled and peered closer. Not one of his normal rescues, that was for sure. Wolves were dangerous and conniving.

				Her full lips mouthed something, then her head lolled to the side and she went limp. With skin almost as pale as the snow, save the bluish tint of cold around her pink lips, she might be in serious danger.

				“Dammit.” He scooted closer.

				Was she still alive? He placed two fingers on her neck to check her pulse. Slow, but then again, she was a wolf, so that was somewhat normal. Hypothermic, he was pretty damn sure of that. He wiped the falling snowflakes from her face.

				Why the hell was she out in the woods alone during a blizzard so bad he could barely see six feet ahead of him? And in human form too. The wolves weren’t known as the brightest creatures, but this was a pretty dumb move. Shifters healed more quickly in their animal form, yet here she lay, all human, sprawled in the icy cold.

				He shook her gently, but she didn’t respond. He’d heard the wolves howling—maybe they were looking for her. They’d sounded agitated as their howls reverberated through the snow-laden forest, and that was never a good thing. If they found her with him, injured and passed out, they’d leap to conclusions that could be extremely dangerous for a lone bear. He couldn’t take on numerous wolves at once.

				He sniffed again, pushing through the honeyed warmth that wafted from her, to the deeper scents. Blood. Faint, but he smelled it. She said she’d injured her ankle. The snowstorm obscured most scents from his sensitive nose, but the metallic trace of blood pulsed in the crisp air.

				Fresh.

				If he didn’t get her help soon, she’d die.

				A long lone howl sounded in the distance. The sky was already darkening as dusk approached. It’d get dark more quickly in this snowstorm. He shook her, again, more forcefully. No movement. Her puffy coat was saturated from melting snow, and her body temperature would drop quickly if her skin got wet. He moved her wet scarf from her face.

				Wolf, dammit!

				He fisted his hands. Continuing his patrol and letting the wolves find her would be the right thing to do. If she died, well, that was on them for not keeping up with their own.

				What did he care if there was one less wolf? He was always dealing with them stealing sheep and chickens from farms that neighbored Deep Creek, and they often sided with the lions and lied to the bears. They told people what they wanted to hear then did as they wished.

				A wolf’s word wasn’t worth the breath that it was uttered on.

				Not one good reason he should help her.

				She moaned, almost too faint for him to hear.

				Duty.

				“Dammit.” He’d never live with himself if he didn’t try to help her. As a park ranger in Deep Creek, he couldn’t leave her to die. Maybe he could move her to a more obvious place, like back on the trail she was following. Then, her pack could find her more quickly.

				A compromise.

				After unzipping his parka, he slid it off and over her, then scooped her into his arms, pulling the coat around her like he was wrapping a baby in a blanket. Limp in his arms, he held her close to his chest and headed back toward the path that led around the embankment.

				Why she’d tried to climb the hill when she could’ve made her way out more easily along the lower path, he didn’t understand. The snow must’ve been falling more heavily when she took the tumble down the small hill.

				Maybe she’d hit her head.

				Another howl sounded, this one closer, more plaintive and piercing. Then another. The wolves weren’t happy.

				His breath caught in his throat and he scanned the forest.

				No wolves except the one in his arms.

				His boots crunched with every step and he moved quickly through the forest. Snow muffled most sounds, and the world turned into a peaceful place when Deep Creek was alight with the glistening ice of winter.

				Powell preferred patrolling in winter. He rarely saw another bear. Occasionally, a buck would gallop through the brush or a hare would thump the ground, but mostly he was alone.

				And he loved it.

				He paused on the path, the snow well over his ankles and still piling up. If he was going to leave her on the path, now was the time to do it. The snow had picked up, and a chill settled over him and was working its way into his core. He had to get to shelter soon or he’d also be hypothermic.

				“Shit.” No way he could leave her. If he could carry her as a bear, he would, but she wasn’t able to hold on to him in her current state. She wasn’t heavy, but if they ran into the other wolves they’d be in trouble.

				A screech owl hooted and its echo multiplied through the trees. He crunched over a dead limb and trudged on. He’d take her to his cabin for now. Figure out what to do with her after he warmed up. With the forest on the verge of nightfall, he didn’t have many choices.

				He trudged on, sniffing the air for male-wolf scent and hoping he’d make it home before the forest was completely dark. The female wolf hadn’t stirred. Her long hair, mostly in a braid, swung like a pendulum as he walked. He adjusted her in his arms.

				Not much farther. His arms burned under the effort of carrying the wolf, and his face stung from the icy cold air and falling snow. Most of the bears would be napping now, content and warm under their blankets. Snoring.

				He smiled at the thought. Glad that the Deep Creek bears didn’t fully hibernate, yet happy that the long gray winter was a time of rest and rejuvenation. Much of the park was closed to tourists and only some roads were open. A glorious time to hike and run free.

				A howl, much closer. Then another. Powell sniffed the air, his pulse racing and breath coming in cloudy bursts. Not much range for scenting with the snow heavier than before. Hopefully the wolves were having the same trouble. Sharp yips sounded. Then repeated.

				Too close for comfort.

				He pulled the injured wolf up over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry so he could move faster. Sure the wolves were behind him, he took a big breath of cold air and ducked into the wind, the snow pecking at his face and eyes. His cabin porchlight shone in the distance, like a yellow firefly in a mason jar. Thighs and back burning, he jogged toward home, careful not to bump the wolf’s injured leg.

				Sweat dripped down his back as an icy gust pierced every pore of his exposed face.

				He’d never been more glad that he’d taken the most remote ranger cabin when it became available. Tonight, that decision probably saved his life.

				And hers.

				The snow had accumulated several more inches since he left, and his footprints from the cabin were mere hollows now. He tromped up the steps to the wooden porch, hand on the rail as he fought to maintain his balance on the slippery stairs.

				A lone howl sounded from the forest, this one an octave higher than the last, and farther away.

				Good. The wolves were not following them. He reached into his pocket, grabbed his key and pushed it into the lock.

				Finally, home. The door swung open and a blast of warmth rushed over him. His cat, Narcissus, meowed in protest, fur askew in the chill.

				“Not now, Nar.”

				The cat hopped onto the sofa back and padded his front feet. Powell pushed the door closed with his foot then carried the wolf to the couch and laid her on it. She was still out of it.

				After removing his gloves and hat, he locked the door. They’d made it and the wolves hadn’t caught up with them.

				Thank the gods.

				He moved the fire screen out of the way so he could get a fire going. He’d learned a couple of winters back to prep a fire in the fireplace before he went out on patrol. Coming home and lighting a match was a lot easier than building a fire from scratch. He lit the wadded paper under the kindling and stood back a moment, making sure the fire spread throughout.

				Nar rubbed against his legs. “I’ll feed you in a few minutes, buddy. We have a guest. I need to tend to her first.”

				The cat meowed and purred.

				Powell gave him a quick pat on the head. The cat had kept his loneliness mostly at bay. He’d found Nar as a kitten, flea-infested and scrawny, wandering around the Dumpsters in Oakwood. Taking the little thing home hadn’t even been a choice.

				He couldn’t leave him to die.

				Powell glanced at the couch. Seems like he was developing a habit of rescuing lost and wounded animals.

				This one isn’t staying.

				Powell moved to unwrap the wolf from his parka. Despite having her coat on, he could feel that she was thin and lean, like a dancer. After unzipping and slipping off her coat, he set both coats near the fire to dry. He set her scarf beside it.

				The wolf still hadn’t woken, though she was breathing.

				He headed for the bedroom. Maybe he should call someone, let them know about the injured wolf in case the other wolves made an issue out of it. Griff was likely awake, but Powell hated to take the chance and wake him and Amy both up.

				Powell sighed and dragged some clothes out of the laundry basket of clean clothes he hadn’t gotten around to folding. If she was still around in the morning, he’d let the bears know. No point in making a fuss tonight. Not like anyone would be getting out in a blizzard to come see her. And he could tend to her ankle.

				He quickly pulled off his boots and changed into a T-shirt and flannel pants. After he slid his slippers on, he grabbed an extra pair of socks and padded back to the living room.

				She hadn’t moved.

				She lay on her back, eyes closed, her arms draped over her chest. Powell set the socks on the couch beside her then added some larger branches to the fire. Nar had curled up near the hearth already—warmth replacing food as his comfort.

				He went to take off her boots.

				Which ankle was it she hurt? He sniffed. Though the wound wasn’t bleeding any more, he scented the tang of blood. He unlaced the boot closest to him and pulled it off. Her sock was soaking wet and he peeled it free. He couldn’t reach her other leg as easily, so he kneeled by the couch and reached carefully over her and slid her pant leg up, revealing a long scratch that disappeared into her boot top. The blood had dried but the cut needed attention. He untied the laces of her boot and loosened them.

				He winced as he tugged at the boot. It had to hurt. Her foot had swollen and the boot didn’t budge, so he unlaced it completely then wiggled it to and fro till it came off. She groaned as he pulled the sock down, but didn’t stir. Better that she not be awake while he tended to her ankle and the long cut.

				Examining her ankle, he found no evidence of an open fracture, but she had a lot of swelling and some purplish blue spots forming around the anklebone. The cut ran the length of her shin.

				Powell washed her foot as gently as he could, then put antibiotic ointment and a bandage over the cut. She’d heal quickly as a shifter, but no need to risk infection.

				Her ankle needed compression bandaging, and he wrapped a dressing around it to help support the swelling, careful not to wind the fabric too tightly. When he was done, he pulled her into his arms to adjust the pillow underneath her. Her body stiffened in his arms.

				She awoke and attempted a scream and flail, but he held on. Her voice cracked and she coughed, her body shaking.

				What was he going to do now? His mouth went dry. “I’m trying to help you.”

				She looked up at him, long lashes surrounding pale blue eyes, wide and cloudy with a hazy fog covering her irises.

				“Who are you? And where am I?” Her voice, weak and shaky, shot straight through him.

				No! It can’t be. A warm rush of adrenaline burst through his core.

				Mate!

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Olivia struggled against strong arms that held her tight, but not painfully so.

				“Take it easy. Everything’s okay.” His voice warmed her from the inside out, like a shot of fine, aged whiskey. Smooth with a slow burn.

				Exhaustion gripped her and the day’s tension had tightened every muscle in her upper back and neck. Something about the man comforted her, and slowly she relaxed in his arms until she went limp, unable to hold her own body up or fight against the unseen any longer. If he was the Big Bad Wolf, then she’d not be able to fight him today.

				No, he wasn’t Alfred. Her legs dangled off the edge of a soft chair or couch or something, and her ankle was numb. She’d never been so tired, and so confused. Surely they hadn’t gone all the way to Oakwood. Her luck had never been that good, and there was no reason to think it was going to change today. Besides, even a shifter couldn’t have made it so far in the bad weather.

				The air warmed her, and there was no wind slapping her hair on to her face, no sound of twigs snapping under an icy load. The lack of noise was deafening. He must have brought her inside.

				Somewhere.

				“Who are you?” She sniffed, her breath catching in her throat. No! Sniffed again, scenting bear, not wolf. The chill returned to her gut and she shook. Bears and wolves had a tenuous peace, and she’d heard plenty of stories about what the bears did when they wanted something.

				They took it.

				Not sure whether to be afraid of the bear or happy he wasn’t Alfred, she licked her lips and waited for his response. At his mercy to some degree, she listened for anything that might help her escape if she needed to. An opening door or a piece of furniture she could hit him with if he tried to hurt her. Blind, and with an injured ankle, she was at quite a disadvantage.

				“I’m a park ranger here in Deep Creek.” The man’s voice, strong yet worried, resonated inside her. “You can trust me.”

				“Says who?” Her voice came out weak and uneven. Dammit, the day hadn’t gone as planned.

				“I didn’t hurt you. I found you.”

				“I wasn’t lost.” She pulled from his grasp too hard and fell backward, then quickly sat up. The cushions were soft, like a couch. And there was a fire—she hadn’t noticed it before but as the heated air brushed against her skin, ripples of sensation crawled up her arms. She turned her face to the heat, palms out, closing her eyes for a brief moment to savor the warmth. The room echoed with the crackling and popping of the fire.

				Still so tired.

				The bear harrumphed. “Well, excuse me. What were you doing, pretty much face down in the snow? Checking for buried acorns?”

				She felt his weight lift off the couch then heard his footsteps cross what sounded like a wooden floor. Where was she? A house in Deep Creek, maybe. But where? Could she escape? The mocking tone in his voice set her nerves aflame and tears filled her eyes. She wouldn’t cry in front of this bear. Typically, she held it together well, even with Alfred picking on her.

				This bear was no match for what Alfred could inflict, but she was so exhausted, she didn’t have the strength to continue the banter with him.

				So what if he rescued her? She didn’t owe him. The next thing he’d tell her would be that he’d called Alfred and the wolf was on his way to claim her. Her chin quivered and she couldn’t stop it. Her whole body shook, and her muscles ached.

				Had she planned and escaped only to be turned back to the pack? She’d spent too much time figuring out when to leave—when the wolves were busy and less likely to notice. The only miscalculation had been the weather.

				It may have cost her everything, and she should’ve taken into account that the weatherman was often wrong about how much snowfall Deep Creek was going to get. She should’ve waited till later in the season to leave, but the fear that Alfred might set a wedding date sooner than later had been enough of a catalyst that she wanted out as soon as possible.

				How long had she been lying in the snow before the bear found her? She’d heard footsteps as she closed her eyes. That must’ve been him approaching. She was lucky he’d seen her, or scented her.

				“What were you doing face down in the snow?” he repeated.

				“Obviously, I fell.”

				“So you needed me.” The grin in his voice was as apparent as the scent of masculinity that flooded off him.

				She sniffed again, and the smell of bear, and fire, and wood permeated her senses. No wolves had been in the room in a long time, if ever. Maybe Alfred didn’t yet know where she was. The hope was almost painful in its intensity.

				“I didn’t say that.” She fought against the urge to cross her arms and chew her bottom lip. The last thing she wanted to appear as was a petulant child.

				The ranger poked at the fire—she recognized the sound of metal against wood and the scrape of coals on the hearth. A blast of heat washed over her as the fire was stoked higher. “Well? Why were you out in the snowstorm in the first place?”

				She smirked and crossed her arms anyway. If he was going to prod her, she was going to push back. “None of your business.” Her tears dried on her cheeks.

				“Fine, I’m merely trying to help.”

				“You can help me by telling me where I am. I need to get to Oakwood.”

				“I brought you back to my ranger cabin. Wrapped up your ankle and treated a nasty cut on your shin.” His back was still to her—she could tell by the muffled tone of his voice. His voice grew louder—he must’ve turned around. “I got some warm dry socks out for you, if you want them. I was about to put them on your feet when you woke up.”

				“Yes, thanks.” She nodded, teeth clattering. Once she got warm, she could go back to being perturbed at him for taking her to his cabin without her consent. “I’d like some warm dry socks.”

				“Don’t think you’ll be heading to Oakwood tonight. Not on that ankle and not in this heavy snow. I wouldn’t go out on ranger duty unless it was an emergency.”

				Who did he think he was? The Deep Creek park rangers were always messing in the wolves’ business. She felt beside her for the socks.

				“They’re right there...” His voice held a question.

				Cold dread settled in her stomach. He didn’t know, but he was figuring it out. Quickly. And he was probably pointing to where the socks had landed. Could she fool him? She felt for the socks on the cushion she sat on, acting like she was merely pulling at the hem of her shirt.

				Her hand warmed when he covered it with his own, and tingles shot up her arm at his soft touch. She jerked her hand away like she’d been burned by fire. She could sense his presence, close. He didn’t move away and she breathed in a deep breath, unable to stop herself from scenting his intoxicating manliness. The dread in her gut spread and bile burned the back of her throat.

				She was the enemy.

				Injured or not, he probably didn’t like that she was wandering through the forest on the bears’ turf. The wolves were as territorial. It was as if Deep Creek were divided by magical lines delineating territory. Bears, wolves, lions.

				He towered over her—she felt it. Yet, he didn’t say a word, which made things worse. How could she respond to something when he stared at her without questions?

				She swallowed hard. “What is it?” she whispered.

				The socks were shoved into her hand and she clutched the thick ball of fabric.

				“You can’t see, can you?” His voice was warmer than the fire and low, full of empathy. Compared to Alfred’s shrill whine, the bear was downright soothing. She wasn’t used to anyone feeling sorry for her. Most thought she was a drain on pack resources and were glad she was going to be wed to Alfred, put to use providing heirs. In their eyes, she was finally giving back.

				She was the disabled wolf among a pack of warriors and thieves.

				He cupped her cheek, his rough thumb tracing the line of her jaw, then he pulled away.

				She shook her head. Now what? Would he take advantage of the poor blind wolf? Her heart fluttered in fear, and she tugged the sock on to her good foot in silence, the popping and crackling of the fire the only sound in the room. Maybe she should’ve expected as much. The wolves always did say the bears were barbaric.

				“I’m sorry.” His words no more than a whisper, his fingertips trailing up her arm.

				“Not your fault.” She turned away from his touch, unsure of what to think. He’d felt comforting, not frightening. But that went against everything she’d learned. She eased the other sock over her tender ankle, wincing as it passed over the bandaged area. Surely, her shifter ability was already helping it heal faster.

				Not quickly enough.

				Maybe by morning she could escape.

				“Meow?” Then a bump against her leg.

				A cat? Olivia froze, then sniffed the air. Yes, she should’ve scented it immediately. Sure enough, the bear had a cat.

				How unusual.

				“That’s Nar. As in Narcissus. And I’m Powell.”

				Powell moved away, and she cooled from the loss of his presence. The shivering returned, and she ran her hands along her pant legs—her clothes damp from the wet snow.

				Despite her discomfort, she smiled, though she hid it as much as she could. The idea of a huge bear taking care of a little cat amused her. She didn’t know why. Who was the alpha? Wasn’t the cat usually the one in charge? She ducked her head to suppress a giggle and smoothed the oversized socks. Her feet already thanked her for the fuzzy warmth, though her injured ankle began to throb as feeling returned in the thaw.

				After straightening the other sock over the bandage on her ankle, she tugged her shirt straight. How much should she tell the bear? Sure, he’d rescued her, but that didn’t buy him her trust. For all she knew, he’d take Alfred’s side. “Olivia. I guess I owe you my life. You’re right, I wouldn’t have survived long out there, so thank you.”

				“I thought you wanted to be out in the snow.” His words carried a smile. “I can dump you back out there if you want, but I don’t think you’d make it through the night.”

				“You wouldn’t dare.”

				“Try me. Is that what you want? I can arrange it.” His levity spread.

				“I don’t want to leave right now, but soon. I have to.”

				“You aren’t going to be able to walk for a while. Even with super shifter healing power, it’s going to take some time.”

				“It won’t take that long.” She’d show him. Maybe she couldn’t see or shift, but she’d always healed quickly.

				“We’ll see.” His voice held plenty of skepticism.

				“I heal fast.”

				“So do I, but there’s a massive snowstorm outside to complicate things.”

				“I won’t be here long.” She tugged the elastic hair band from her hair and finger-combed the braided tangles. Yeah, the snow would be a problem, but she’d worry about that when it was time.

				“You can stay here at my cabin while you heal. I’ll sleep on the couch.”

				“I guess I don’t have much of a choice, do I?” She shifted on the couch, rubbing her hands together. Her skin was so dry. “I appreciate you bandaging my ankle.” He must’ve removed her gloves while she was passed out. And her coat and scarf.

				“I could still toss your backside out in the snow.” The humor returned to his voice. “If you don’t want to be here.”

				“I’ll stay inside.” She wouldn’t give him the benefit of a smile. “Where it’s warm.”

				“Let me get you a blanket and some coffee or something to eat.”

				“A blanket would be great. But I’m not hungry.”

				“Maybe later, then.” He walked away and she heard a sound from the other side of the room. The cat jumped up onto something, small thuds followed by claws on wood.

				“Maybe.” If she had her way, right now she’d be sleeping not eating. She yawned.

				“Get down, Nar.” Powell came close, and then she was surrounded by a heavy blanket on her shoulders.

				“Thank you.” She tugged the blanket tight. Whatever had happened—whether she’d hit herself on the head and knocked herself out or what, her current situation could be a lot worse. Would Alfred find her at the ranger cabin? She turned in the direction she assumed Powell was standing. “Where is your cabin located?”

				“In Deep Creek. On the fringe of the southwestern edge of the forest. We’re pretty far from what you’d call civilization now that there’s so much snow, and until it lets up, we aren’t likely to be going anywhere.”

				“We aren’t near Oakwood?”

				“No, not at all. Why? I have plenty of rations. We won’t starve.”

				If she waited for Alfred to show up, he’d kill Powell. Alfred didn’t want anyone to be near her. With Powell alone, he was vulnerable. “I have to go.” She stood then immediately fell back onto the couch, streaks of white pain shooting up her leg.

				She cried out.

				“Silly wolf. Why’d you do that?” His hand was under her elbow, guiding her into position on the couch.

				“I need to get to Oakwood.”

				“Not tonight.”

				“But—”

				“Sit still. You can’t walk yet, much less to Oakwood. Let me get you some coffee and pain medicine. Then you need to rest.”

				She set her mouth in a line and sighed. Staying and waiting for Alfred to come pick her up was not acceptable. She had to be proactive and get away from the cabin, and into Oakwood. The prospect of hiking in the snow wasn’t pleasant, given what had happened already. Still. She needed a plan.

				“Where are my boots?” She asked.

				She heard the tinkling of silverware and glass. He’d walked away.

				“On the floor, but you can’t put them on till that swelling goes down in your ankle.” He bumped around in what she assumed was the kitchen area. “Relax and get some rest. Tomorrow we can call your den. Find someone to come get you if the snow isn’t too deep. If that’s what you want.”

				“You haven’t called anyone?” She tucked strands of hair behind her ears, sure his gaze was piercing through her.

				“No, I’m sorry. I’ve been busy tending to you.”

				The aroma of brewing coffee wafted through the cabin. The cat hopped up beside her and curled against her leg. She stroked his head and scratched under his chin, and he purred. A crack sounded outside, and she whipped her head toward the noise, though she couldn’t see it.

				Was it Alfred? Another burst of adrenaline shot through her. She’d run from Alfred until she dropped dead if she had to.

				“I need to go.” She gripped the edge of the couch.

				Powell was right. She wouldn’t get far in the dark and in a snowstorm. And with a bum foot, it wasn’t likely she’d make it to Oakwood in three days much less one. Staying in the bear’s cabin meant they were all sitting ducks in a game where she was both the target and the prize.

				“Not tonight, you don’t. We can talk tomorrow. Tonight, you rest.” He approached her, his footsteps soft on the creaking floorboards. “Here, take these.”

				He took her hand, opened her palm, and dropped tablets into it.

				“What are they?”

				“Ibuprofen. And I’ve got a glass of water. Let me know when you need it.” His voice soothed her, though she didn’t want to be soothed. She wanted to be away. Out. In Oakwood where she could figure out how to get to Florida where her aunt lived or anywhere but Deep Creek. Anywhere away from Alfred.

				“How do I know you aren’t lying?” She turned her face toward his voice. He could poison her, and that would be it. Or sedate her to turn her over to the pack.

				“I guess you don’t. But I’ve done nothing but help you. Take the medicine and let me get some more wood on this fire. And stop this nonsense about going out in the snow tonight.”

				She held her hand out and the cool glass was shoved into it. She popped the pills then chased them with a gulp of water. Then another. Thirsty, she drank the rest then held the glass out. She felt Powell take it from her hand.

				She listened to him return to the kitchen area and set the glass down then come back and heft a larger piece of wood onto the fire. Lots of sputtering and popping as the wood hit the flames, and a blaze of heat seared her.

				“That ought to last a while.” He sat beside her, but at the other end of the couch. “Coffee will be ready soon. Then we can go to bed.”

				Her blindness couldn’t hide her embarrassment. Powell snickered.

				“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll sleep on the couch.”

				“Fine.”

				“I can tell you’re anxious. I’ll protect you while you’re in my care. I promise.”

				She didn’t respond. What would the bear expect in return for all his kindness?

				“You haven’t told me what’s up with the wolves but the howls didn’t sound happy.”

				“Is it that obvious?”

				“Yes.”

				“Don’t call them, okay?” She hated the pleading tone to her own voice. Nothing worse than sounding weaker than she already felt.

				“If you don’t want me to, I won’t.”

				“I don’t.”

				Nar meowed from somewhere across the room.

				“What does he want?” She turned her head in the direction of the sound.

				“He thinks I’m going to let him out in the snow but I’m not.”

				“It’s too cold outside for a cat.” She fought to stay awake. Her clothes, now dry and warm, plus the heated air, combined to make the day’s exhaustion set in hard. So much more comfortable than being outside in the cold. She yawned.

				“Yes.” He stood. “He can go out when it’s daylight. Are you ready for coffee?”

				“No.” She shook her head. “My ankle aches, and every muscle I have and some I didn’t know I had hurt like crazy. A good night’s sleep will help.”

				“You didn’t hit your head when you fell?” His voice held the serious question. “No chance of concussion?”

				“No, just my ankle. I’m so tired, I want to sleep.”

				She heard Powell yawn. “I am too. I agree. Rest tonight, fresh start tomorrow. Hold on.”

				Arms slipped under her and before she could protest, he’d swept her up and was carrying her...somewhere. Part of her wanted to lean against him and let him take care of things and part of her wanted to punch him in the nose for being so presumptuous.

				Before she could decide, he dropped her on a soft bed.

				“The cabin is small, but adequate. This is my bed. There’s a bathroom right here to the immediate left.”

				She wasn’t sure what to say. The bear was being super nice to her. All the stories she’d ever heard were about how bad the bears were, with few exceptions. “Thank you,” she managed.

				“Lie down.”

				She obeyed and the covers settled over her. He tucked her in all the way around, then laid a heavier blanket or a quilt over her. The bed seemed to sink in and the warmth from the blankets soothed her aching muscles. So comfortable.

				“I’ll be in the next room if you need anything.” His footsteps retreated. “We’ll deal with everything else in the morning.”

				“Okay.”

				He paused at the bedroom door and it squeaked as he started to pull it shut. “You realize how lucky you are?”

				She nodded. She needed sleep, so much sleep.

				“Not much longer out in that weather and you’d not be alive.”

				She yawned. “Thank you, again.” She tugged the covers higher around her chin, and the scent of him washed over her, setting her insides jumbling. Of course a bear would give her a stomachache.

				“I’m going to feed Nar and turn off the coffeepot.” The door squeaked closed after his whispered words. “Stay put till morning. We’ll get you home.”

				She didn’t answer, though. The wind rattled the windowpanes nearby, and she listened as ice crystals pelted the glass.

				Thank the gods, she was inside, safe and warm. Even if it was in a cabin somewhere unknown in the forests of Deep Creek. A good night’s sleep would help a lot before she continued her journey.

				A howl began, far away then seemingly nearer, its purpose and intent clear. Olivia belonged with the Green Glen wolves. She belonged to Alfred. Unless she found a way to get into town with an injured ankle, she’d need to hide out. Shifter healing had already begun, but she’d messed her ankle up and it would take some time for it to heal enough for her to be on the move again.

				She wouldn’t be running the next day unless she had to.

				Alfred bayed again, insistent. Persistent. The sound trilled on the wind and through the bare tree branches, which clicked together like secret code in the icy wind.

				Olivia...where are you?

				My Olivia...

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				How long had he lain awake, thinking about the beautiful wolf in his bed? How many times had he fed the fire in the night? He wasn’t sure when he’d finally fallen asleep, though the pinks and oranges of dawn had lit the room in a pale glow. Now past midday, he needed to get moving. Powell sat up and pushed the blanket away. She was exactly what he liked in a woman. A little sassy, with a sense of humor to match his own.

				And she was his mate.

				Dammit.

				He didn’t want a mate. He’d never wanted a mate. Mates were for other bears like Griff and Derek: bears that wanted to settle down and have cubs and a house in the woods with a split-rail fence and flowers growing along the walkway; bears that were much more emotionally equipped to take care of a female and not screw things up—not forget how to love or what to do.

				He rubbed his eyes and studied the remains of the fire, the embers glowing like crusted lava with feathers of blue and yellow flame flaring up occasionally. He could whip the fire back into a blaze if he wanted—there were enough coals—but it was still plenty warm in the cabin already. Besides, poking around in the coals would mean breaking his reverie, and he was enjoying the quiet reflection.

				Delicate as the fine branches that sprouted from the trees in spring, Olivia had charmed him immediately. Her lips, so pink and wet, begged to be kissed, and he wanted to wrap her hair around his hands and clasp on to her as he moved inside.

				I’ve got to stop thinking about her as a lover. She’s a wolf.

				As long as his mate remained a daydream, he could handle her. Reality was another thing entirely. The risk was getting daydreams and reality mixed up. If he was honest with himself, he’d admit he needed to feel her in his arms. His very essence ached to protect her, hold her, comfort her. And yes, make love to her.

				Muted sunlight reflected off the bright white snow banks into the living room. The sun had definitely climbed to midday, and he needed to get up. He moved to the window and pulled the curtain back to look out. Birds pattered everywhere, enjoying the peanut butter and birdseed logs he’d made for them and set up along the narrow fence that lined the walkway to his porch. Cardinals and a couple of blue jays and tons of little nuthatches and sparrows pecked and bartered over the feast.

				Patchy clouds blotched the sky, and snowflakes swirled and danced on a much lighter breeze than the night before. His snow gauge measured twenty inches, but the snow drifted much higher in places and another round of snowfall was expected in the late afternoon, though the gravid clouds of precipitation hadn’t rolled in yet. He dropped the curtain into place.

				He loved the way winter hugged the forests and mountains of Deep Creek and brought a peace over the valleys. Most of the bears stayed inside even when awake in the cold weather, but he took long hikes in the fresh air to enjoy the blanket of solitude the cold brought to the park.

				Time to wake Olivia. He’d been waiting, hoping the extra rest would help. Her ankle needed to be re-bandaged. The cut was probably already healed, but in case, he’d check it and dress it again if necessary. Maybe the swelling had gone down some, too. He walked carefully to his bedroom and rapped on the door.

				No answer.

				After calling her and knocking louder with no response, he turned the doorknob and pushed the door open.

				An icy blast burst forth, punching him in the face. The room was still dark, as all the shades were drawn closed. Why the hell was it so cold?

				“Olivia.” He used his loudest whisper. He didn’t want to startle her, but something wasn’t right.

				He moved closer to the antique bed and reached to tap Oliva on the shoulder. When his hand hit the lump of blankets, the fabric collapsed onto the mattress.

				Olivia was gone.

				“Dammit!” His yelp was loud enough to be heard in the kitchen. He closed his eyes to breathe through the rage that filled him. Gods, the woman was stubborn as hell.

				Worse than he was.

				What made her think she could travel in the snow that had washed over the forest overnight? Not only was she blind, her ankle was injured. She’d barely be able to move, much less trek through deep snow on one leg.

				Stubborn.

				He checked the window. She’d mostly closed it, but that had been her escape route. The window was close to the ground and it would be easy to slip out. Had she gone out in the snow without shoes?

				Dammit. He’d slept through her escape.

				His bear paced, huffing in frustration. Mate in danger. The urge to shift almost drowned him in nausea. The pull, so strong, to find her and bring her back. Now he understood how Griff had done what he’d done to Evers. Having a mate was nothing to joke about, and a bear would do anything to protect her. Anything.

				Mate is life.

				After slamming the window shut and locking it, he went into the living room and stripped and dropped his clothes on the floor then headed out the front door, sliding into his bear as he pulled the door closed behind him. He paused on the porch, where the icy chill blasted him as his body shifted.

				Breathe.

				His bear fought to surface, pushing aside man with a growl that reverberated through his body. Never had his bear been so eager to take charge.

				Mate.

				Blues and hues of purple swirled in front of his vision as he relaxed and let his body take on its natural bear form. Fur warmed him and long strong legs formed like columns. His head ached with the stretch, and he gnashed his teeth, nipping at the spiraling snowflakes that filled the air. Curved claws raked through frosty air.

				A growl sounded from deep in his gut as his eyesight cleared to a precision unmatched by human vision, and his hearing sharpened. A thousand twitters of birdsong rang in his ears, and close by, the pattering of a rabbit heart sped by.

				He swung his head left then right, scanning his fence where yard met forest. In some places, snow drifted almost as high as the four-foot posts. He growled and loped off the porch in search of Olivia. She couldn’t have gone far in the deep snow.

				He rounded the cabin to the side where his bedroom window perched a few feet off the ground. She’d put on his boots, apparently, and dragged a quilt with her, by the look of the tracks in the snow—though the tracks had filled in a bit, which proved she’d left in the morning. He glanced up at the sky. Gray storm clouds swirled and now covered the sun.

				It’d start snowing again soon.

				Footprints led to the west, and he hurried to follow them out of his yard and into the deeper part of the forest. He paused to sniff a tatter of his quilt that had caught on a branch and torn off.

				Smells of mate.

				His bear heart thumped with the sudden rush of blood. He never felt as alive as he did when he was all bear. Snarling, he moved on. He’d find her and bring her home.

				The wind whistled as it bore down on the forest, tipping ice-laden branches into graceful curves and crystallized evergreen boughs arced almost to the ground like tunnels of magic. In the dim light, the snow sparkled. As soon as the forest thawed, the trees would spring back upright, tall and majestic.

				Resilient.

				Mouth open, he panted then paused to sniff the air. No scent of Olivia or any other wolf. Where could she have gone? The footprints into the forest were less defined, and Powell moved more slowly as he tried to track her.

				The steel-gray sky began to spit snow, and chunks of ice wedged between the pads of his toes and clumped to his claws. Bears knew better than to be out in this weather for long. Though he had a warm coat, eventually the cold would penetrate to his skin. He shook, sending a shower of loose snow flying in all directions. Everywhere he looked it was white, with interruptions of brown and an occasional green.

				No Olivia.

				He reared onto his hind legs and scented, again.

				Pine. Birds. Some small mammals. And a faint hint of frigid water crashing over smooth boulders in one of Deep Creek’s many streams.

				No Olivia. Following the fading tracks was his only option.

				He continued onward, unable to get a fix on how long it had been since she passed through the area. The snow came down hard now, no longer light flurrying action. He picked up his pace.

				Rage fueled his movements and he growled as he ran. What a dumb thing for her to do. She could easily die of exposure. Hadn’t she learned her lesson when she fell down the embankment? Hell, he would’ve helped her get to town if that’s what she wanted. She didn’t need to feel like she had to do it all herself. She didn’t need to run from him.

				Women!

				This type of behavior was the exact reason he had never wanted a woman of his own. Or, if he listened to how Griff or Derek described it, a woman would own him, regardless of what he thought. Sure, he’d still protect her and take care of her, but her wish was always the man’s command. His bear snorted. Either way, it was too much trouble.

				He didn’t need the stress.

				The fur down his back bristled. No, he was a single bear and intended to stay that way. Just because he had met his mate didn’t mean he had to marry her. Besides, she was a wolf and didn’t seem to have any clue that he was her mate.

				Maybe it didn’t work that way.

				Maybe he was wrong.

				Maybe wolves didn’t know who their mate was at all. Olivia had shown no sign that he was anything more to her than a man who’d rescued her.

				And would rescue her again.

				He padded on.

				He shook his head, his ears flapping as the snow went everywhere. Mate. Whoever came up with the idea of a fated mate needed a head check. Commitment was for the birds. Too much trouble, too much work. He slowed his run, tired and achy, and ready to leave Olivia in the woods and hope someone else came across her.

				Serve her right.

				A pang of guilt stabbed him the moment the thought crossed his mind.

				Of course he wouldn’t dare leave her alone in the snow. He wouldn’t leave anyone to die, much less Olivia. He’d only known her a day, and mate or not, she’d consumed about every waking thought and had walked in his dreams.

				His ears pricked.

				Hey, what was that?

				A red round object peeped from beside a large elm tree ahead, and Powell slowed to check. Maybe a woodpecker. Whatever it was, it stuck out like a stop sign in the white snow. No, it was something that he’d seen Olivia wearing—her scarf! She must’ve limped into the living room to get it before she left. Her coat must not have been dry since she had left it behind.

				Or she didn’t want him to notice it was gone.

				Sure enough, it was her. She leaned against the tree, the quilt wrapped around her and a pair of his boots bulky and loose on her feet. He picked up his pace and rushed to her. Why the hell was she in human form? She hadn’t shifted into wolf—and she could’ve frozen to death because of it.

				He nosed her in the side.

				She screamed.

				Dammit! He’d startled her.

				He’d forgotten she couldn’t see. He nudged her again. How scary to be in the woods alone, cold, and lost—and not be able to see. He couldn’t imagine. An all-encompassing urge to protect her washed over him.

				“Powell?” Her voice weak, shaky. She reached for him, taking his head in her hands. “I’m so glad it’s you.”

				He leaned against her, hoping she felt some security in his touch. She trembled with cold. Good thing he’d found her. The quilt was covered in a layer of snow, and the precipitation continued to fall at a steady rate. They needed to get to the cabin.

				She climbed on his back, groaning as she moved her leg, and laid her head on him, her arms around his neck, still clutching the quilt. He waited on her to stabilize herself and turned toward home. Shocked that she trusted him to carry her, he headed back to the cabin, careful to balance her and not let her slip and fall. The warmth of her on his back and the slight weight of her body felt right. His bear hummed in approval.

				Mate.

				The sky had almost completely darkened with clouds, though it was only late afternoon by the time they got back to the cabin, and he eased her onto the porch. She slipped off him and entered the cabin without a word. As he morphed back into his human body, he wondered if she was sneaking out the back door while he shifted. Surely not. She’d seemed genuinely glad to see him. The cold air hit his exposed skin like frozen needles, and he rushed inside to get warm, shutting the door behind him. She wasn’t in the living room. He grabbed his pajama pants off the floor and pulled them on.

				Olivia limped out of the bedroom with Nar in her arms.

				“I don’t know what to say.” She stroked the cat. Her hair lay around her shoulders and down her back in a mess of wet tangles, and her cloudy eyes stared into oblivion.

				He pulled his T-shirt over his head and down over his abdomen. Anger bubbled in his gut, but it was mixed with relief. She could’ve died.

				“Sit.”

				She felt around and hobbled over to the couch then sat. Nar lay beside her, and she pulled the blanket over her legs. “I thought I was healed enough. I could walk, somewhat.”

				“Did you think so?” He poked at the embers and added some small wood and sticks. “Because I thought it was pretty obvious that you weren’t ready. It’s a long walk to Oakwood, and correct me if I’m wrong, you don’t know how to get there from here.”

				She didn’t respond.

				He jabbed the tool at the embers, sending sparks up the chimney. For someone who seemed so damn smart, she had done something pretty stupid. Twice in two days.

				Nar hopped up onto the hearth and swished his tail, eyes questioning the anger in Powell’s voice.

				“Meow?”

				“Yes, I’m working on it.” He petted the cat on the head then scratched him behind the ears. “It’ll be hot in here soon.”

				“Working on what?” Olivia asked.

				He looked back to her. She’d pulled the blanket up to her chin, shivering. It was a wonder she hadn’t caught a cold by now. Or gotten frostbite. If she’d been human, she would’ve, for sure.

				Being a shifter had saved her life.

				“Building a warmer fire.” He grabbed the last log off the hearth, a small piece of wood only about two inches in diameter. “I need to get more wood off the porch. We’re out in here. It’s starting to get dark, so I want to have enough for the night in case the snow piles up more.”

				“I’m sorry for dragging you out in the cold. I didn’t expect you to come after me.”

				He sighed and put his hands on his hips.

				Seriously?

				“Of course I’m going to come after you. I’m not going to let you freeze to death.” He set the log on the fire with the tongs, then moved to sit beside Olivia on the couch. “But I don’t understand why you felt like you had to sneak out.”

				She shrugged but said nothing.

				“Why can’t you wait a couple days? I’ll take you to Oakwood. And why didn’t you shift into a wolf to stay warm? Why stay in human form when you could fight the elements so much better as wolf?”

				She turned her face away. “It’s a long story.”

				She’d tensed up and locked down, her knuckles white from tightly grasping her shirt hem.

				“I’ve got time. Tell me. It makes no sense why you wouldn’t shift. Unless you thought the wolves could track you more easily? I’ve kind of guessed that you’re running from them.”

				She shook her head.

				Nar jumped up between them, and Powell petted him till he purred and flopped onto his back. “I think I deserve to know why you left a perfectly warm house and went out into the freezing cold with an injured ankle. Are you psycho? If you are, I’d like to know it.”

				She smacked him on the arm and smirked. “No, I’m not crazy.”

				“Then why not shift? What reason could you possibly have to go out in the cold by yourself? In a blizzard—blind and injured?”

				She pushed her hair behind her ears. “I’ll give you the short version, but you have to promise not to pity me.”

				“I promise.” He scooted closer, her scent filling his nostrils and wending through his brain. Pity was the last thing on his mind.

				“I’m engaged to Alfred.”

				It was as if she’d given him a lobotomy with an ice pick.

				“What?” Had he heard her correctly? She was engaged to that scrawny asshole? That red wolf without a conscience? What the hell?

				“It’s not by choice,” she added. “The pack thinks it’s what’s best. No one would want me. I’m damaged goods. And Alfred, well, he can have more than one wife since he can take care of more than one and well, they decided I wouldn’t be a burden to him—” Her voice hitched in her throat.

				“That is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard of! Isn’t polygamy illegal? Especially forced polygamy?” Anger surged through him, and the desire to rip Alfred’s head off consumed him like a flash flood. He fisted his hands and tamped down the feeling, gritting his teeth so he wouldn’t scare Olivia. “What the hell is damaged about you? You mean because you are blind?”

				She nodded. “That’s part of it. There’s another reason.”

				“What?”

				She squirmed, her chin quivering. What had Alfred done to her? Powell would kill him.

				“I can’t shift.” She turned her face to him, her milky gaze full of tears.

				“Oh.” He wiped the tears from her cheeks and pulled her to him, her head on his chest. “Why can’t you shift? Did something happen?”

				“I’ve never been able to. It’s probably because I’m blind.” She sniffled. “At first, I agreed with the pack about marrying Alfred. I figured I’d be taken care of. But then I heard about his sexual sadism, and I can’t...”

				He gripped her arm and took a deep breath. “And you won’t have to. I’ll see to it.”

				Not sure whether her inability to shift or her betrothal to Alfred upset him more, he gritted his teeth. No wonder she was scared. Alfred was an asshole.

				“But the pack is strong. They’ll find me and drag me back. I won’t have a choice.”

				A long, low howl sounded outside and Olivia tensed in his arms.

				“Shh. They aren’t close. It’ll be evening soon and they are out hunting, that’s all. They don’t know you’re here, and there’s no reason to think they will find you, especially with the snow piling up and covering scents. I’ll protect you, but you’ve got to trust me and give me the chance to figure out what to do. We’ll handle this together. I need your promise to stay put and let me work up a plan.”

				“Okay.” She relaxed into him.

				He stroked her hair. “Everything will be okay. We’ll get some dinner and rest.”

				A loud buzz sounded followed by a snap—then everything went dark in the cabin except for the orange glow of the fire and the faint light coming in the windows from the setting sun.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				“What was that sound?” Her heart thudded and she gripped him. Was Alfred on the porch? Oh my goddess, no. He’d kill Powell without hesitation, and she’d be back with the Green Glen wolves before she had a chance to do anything.

				“The power went out.” Powell’s voice held a hint of wariness. “That’s all. No need to worry.”

				“I’m scared,” she whispered. And she was. Her palms dampened. Was it possible that Alfred had cut power to the cabin? Would he and the others attack while the power was out and they had the advantage of darkness, killing Powell and taking her back to the pack?

				“It often happens when there’s a storm. It’s gone out quite a few times.” He patted her knee. “The power lines get heavy with snow and ice and snap, or the transformer blows. The cabin is so remote, it doesn’t take much to cause a problem. And we’ve gotten a lot of snow. We have a fire to keep us warm, though. We’ll be fine.”

				“Are you sure that’s all it is?” Her voice caught. She chewed her bottom lip. Nothing worse than feeling helpless. She was so tired of having to rely on others to take care of her. If only she could shift, she could fight.

				“Yes, of course. What else could it be?”

				“Alfred.” Maybe she should return to the pack and stop all the stress. Be Alfred’s wife. Maybe she didn’t deserve more. Who would want to be with a blind wolf who couldn’t shift, anyway? She’d always be a burden.

				“No offense, but he’s not that clever.” Powell rubbed her arm.

				“I wouldn’t put it past him. When he wants something, he’s pretty insistent.”

				“He’s not going to get his paws on you unless it’s what you want.”

				She shook her head. As much as she didn’t know what she’d do, she didn’t want to be under Alfred’s control. “No. Definitely not.”

				“Good. I don’t want you with him, either.” He squeezed her hand and stood. “I need to get more wood from the porch so we can keep the fire going all night. We’ll need it to stay warm since the heat is out.”

				“Okay.” If he could tell how frightened she was, he didn’t show it. “Do you have enough wood set aside?”

				“Yes.” He laughed. “There’s enough wood for a semi-hibernating bear to sleep away the winter by the fire. Not a little fire, either. A roaring bonfire. Plenty of wood.”

				She let out a breath. Maybe things would be fine. “If you say so.”

				“I do. Once the fire’s going, we’ll find some food. I’m sure you’re as hungry as I am. I’ll be back.”

				She pulled the blanket higher, rubbing the softness against her chin. “Please hurry. I don’t want to be alone.”

				“I’ll be right here in the living room stacking the wood as I bring it in. You aren’t alone. Nar is here too.”

				“Meow.”

				The cat rubbed against her, purring. Olivia smiled. She’d never have guessed that she would befriend a cat, ever. Wolves and cats usually didn’t get along. But Nar was different. He wasn’t all scratchy and bitey like the few other cats she’d met scavenging around the pack fringes. Nar liked her.

				She patted him, running her hand down his back. Being a wolf, she’d not had much close-up experience with cats at all, though she’d heard that black cats were even more unlucky than other kinds. A wolf had once told her that the color black was what she saw all the time—the darkness she lived in. It was the absence of color. Surely Nar was different. He was too nice to not have color. One thing was certain, petting him calmed her in a way not much else did.

				Powell made several trips in and out, dropping armloads of wood on the hearth and floor, and she listened to the wood hit the ground and roll or crack as it landed. He brought in a lot, surely enough to last the whole night. She’d not realized it took so much to keep a fire going. With the door opening and closing, the warm air had escaped, and now the living room was freezing.

				Powell hadn’t pushed her about shifting.

				What had he thought about her inability to transition to a wolf? Did he feel sorry for her? More than he must already because of her blindness?

				The blanket wasn’t enough to keep the chill away, and she shivered as she tried to cover herself. As she bent her leg, her ankle ached. So frustrating. She never should’ve tried to go out in the snow. Healing was likely slowed down, and she’d have to wait longer before she could hike to Oakwood, not counting the stupid snow. If she could shift to wolf form, the ankle would heal much more rapidly. She sighed.

				The late day was full of reasons to feel sorry for herself. Powell must take his ranger duties seriously for him to take her in and tend to her injuries.

				She was lucky he had been the one to find her.

				He tugged the door shut with a thump and clasped the lock.

				“That should do it.” He coughed. “I think the snow is letting up. But it’s pretty deep. Good thing we don’t have to get out.”

				Icy air hung in the cabin. Nar walked across her lap, pausing a moment before jumping down.

				“I want to go to Oakwood as soon as possible.” She leaned forward. “You shouldn’t have to take care of me. I know I’m a burden.”

				“You aren’t a burden, and it’s not a problem. It’s my job to take care of people lost in the forest, remember?”

				She heard him toss another log onto the fire and poke at the flames. A burst of heat raced across the room. So that was it. She was a duty. An obligation to Powell. Nothing more than another lost soul in the forest who needed tending.

				The realization made her heart ache, but she didn’t know why.

				“I’m sorry. You shouldn’t have brought me here.” She held her head in her hands. The sooner she could leave the better.

				He sat beside her and pulled the blanket over them both, his thigh warm against hers. “Olivia, what’s wrong?”

				She turned away. How to explain to someone what it felt like to never feel wanted? To never be good enough? To always be the one holding everyone else back?

				It sucked.

				Hot tears filled her eyes, and she set her chin, trying to keep from breaking down. That would be the topper to a great day—crying in front of her twice-rescuer. He surely couldn’t pity her any more than he already did.

				“Olivia?” Powell’s voice, calm and warm, seemed to come from inside her.

				She wiped her eyes. “What?”

				“I don’t know why you’re so upset, but I hope you aren’t mad at me.”

				“No.” She paused. “Why would I be upset with you?”

				The fire popped and crackled, and the scent of pine filled the cabin. He must’ve put a fresh pine bough on the fire.

				“I don’t know. But you are on edge, and I don’t know why. I wondered if I’d done something to upset you.”

				She smoothed the blanket over her legs. “No. I’m sorry. I must seem ungrateful. Thank you for rescuing me. Twice.”

				“You’re welcome. Happy to do it. But please don’t leave, again. The snow has reached dangerous levels out there.”

				“I’m concerned about Alfred. He won’t be happy if he finds me here. And he’s mad that I left. I’m sure it made him look bad that one of his promised wives ran away.”

				Powell took her hand, and she savored the warmth of his palm seeping into her skin. So strong. So firm.

				A man who knew what he wanted. Yet...one that didn’t force his will on others.

				“I don’t understand why Alfred is being assigned wives and in the plural. Since when are wolves polygamous?” He rubbed her hand with the pad of his thumb.

				“They aren’t. He’s taking all the unwanted girls in marriage. It’s supposed to be a mutual thing. He takes care of them and they...take care of him.”

				For once, she was glad she was blind and couldn’t see his reaction. She was ashamed she’d considered the proposal. From the outside, it was absurd. At the time, most pack members made her feel like she was lucky to have Alfred. Now, if she went back, she’d be shunned. If Alfred still wanted her, she’d be punished.

				“How many wives does he have?” Powell’s voice remained low and unaffected.

				“Oh, only two right now. I would’ve been number three.” The fire’s heat warmed her cheeks. “He’s the only wolf that has more than one partner, though. Because his family is in charge, though I think most of us know that Alfred runs the pack. Claude is weak.”

				“That’s ridiculous, you know that?” He squeezed her hand. “Having more than one wife—and not being in love, that’s my assumption?”

				“Oh, he doesn’t love anyone but himself.” She tried to pull her hand free, but Powell held on, gently squeezing.

				“What about true mates? Love? Hasn’t he heard of that?”

				She shook her head and relaxed in his grip. “He doesn’t believe in fated mates.” Her heart pattered at Powell’s proximity. Why did he have such an effect on her? He was a bear, for goodness’ sake. But every time he was close, she broke into a light sweat and her heart did mini flips. And she craved his closeness.

				He cleared his throat. “Unacceptable. True love and fated mates are...essential beliefs.”

				“That’s why I left. I want more. Well, and I don’t want to be a burden.”

				“You deserve more. Much more. You won’t have to go back, I’ll make sure of it.” His voice picked up an urgency she hadn’t heard before. “You aren’t a burden to me, Olivia.”

				Every bit of her essence wanted to believe him. But how could he help her? He was a bear. She was wolf.

				A damaged wolf.

				They didn’t share the same urges. On the cold nights of winter, she ran with the moon and he napped by the fire. She wiggled away, pulling her hand free. Napping by the fire was something she could get used to.

				If only...

				She sensed him before she felt him. Warmth then soft lips touching hers, his hand sliding behind her head and pulling her toward him. Off balance, she inhaled deeply, filling her lungs with his scent and tumbling head over heels in her mind as she reached for something to grab on to. Her wolf howled inside like it had been set free from a trap.

				He tugged her close, planting kiss after kiss on her lips and cheeks till she responded, sliding her tongue along the seam of his lips. He welcomed her tongue and met it with his own, thrusting with a strength and passion she’d not imagined was possible.

				After a moment, she pulled back. He didn’t speak. What was he thinking? What cues would his facial expression provide, if she could see?

				“I’m sorry.” He offered no other words but pushed the blanket away, then stood and walked away.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				Powell shoved the iron poker at the fire, lining up the burning logs with precision. The flames surged and sputtered. What the fuck had he done? He couldn’t bear to look at Olivia. She’d trusted him.

				He’d betrayed her trust. He was no better than Alfred, forcing himself on her.

				Blind and injured, she was his responsibility. Not because he was a park ranger, but because he was her mate. Even though she didn’t seem to sense they were mates, he was sure they were. Hell, maybe wolves didn’t know when they met their mates. Maybe it took longer than a first touch for them to know.

				It didn’t matter. He’d taken advantage of someone in a weaker position and that wasn’t his style. Kissing her when she was in such a vulnerable position had been out of line.

				Dammit.

				Sorry wasn’t enough, but what else could he say? She was stuck in his cabin for the foreseeable future unless they got out the snowmobile and tried to get to town. With her injury, the last thing they needed was to have to deal with an accident. They needed to wait until the snow stopped before snowmobiling, that would be safer. He’d gone out on rescues when the snow was pouring down, of course, but he didn’t want to risk his mate.

				He peeked at her.

				Blond hair splayed across her shoulders, blanket pulled up under her nose—she looked like a child hiding from a scary movie. Yet he knew how strong she was. The fact that she’d set out, blind, not once but twice, into the forest to get away from an unimaginable fate with her pack proved that.

				She’d had a rough couple of days.

				The flickering fire their only light, she was bathed in oranges and yellows, more beautiful than any girl he’d ever seen. Knowing she was his mate cast her in a different light, for sure, but he’d dare say she was gorgeous inside and out.

				He’d kissed her because he couldn’t resist. He’d never been in that position before.

				Way to go.

				Now he felt like a first-class asshole. Never mind that she’d kissed him back. That might have been habit from dealing with Alfred, responding out of fear of repercussion if she didn’t. Anger rose in his gut.

				If that damn wolf had harmed her, he would kill him. It wasn’t an idle threat. The bears had dealt with the wolves before, and Powell already knew what a scheming jerk the red wolf was. He’d used his own injured brother to gain the bears’ sympathy and scope out intel to take to the lions. Probably had been paid well too.

				He breathed out slowly. Getting ahead of himself and letting his imagination run wild wasn’t going to solve anything. He didn’t know the truth about Olivia’s relationship with Alfred, other than she didn’t want to marry him.

				She hadn’t said the wolf had done anything to her or physically harmed her, though clearly he’d been emotionally abusive. Powell shouldn’t leap to conclusions until he knew the whole story. Still, he couldn’t help but want to rip Alfred’s throat out for thinking about touching Olivia.

				His bear reared up inside, pawing and begging to be released to go after Alfred.

				Having a mate was complicated. Being a bear and having a mate that was a wolf?

				Impossible.

				For now, he’d have to make the best of things with Olivia. She’d be staying with him for a little while, until she was healed enough to get around on her own. No more trudging through the snow with a bum ankle though—he’d see to that.

				“How about a sandwich for dinner?” Lame, yes, but practical. Plus, fixing dinner gave him a chance to think and maybe figure out a way to redeem himself. A way to apologize. He had to start talking to her again, somehow.

				“Sure, that sounds good.” She pulled her legs up onto the couch, gently easing her injured ankle onto the pillow. “Thank you.”

				No mention of the kiss. And she was talking. Good signs.

				“Give me a minute to set the table.” He placed the fire poker back into its holder. “Peanut butter and honey sandwiches okay? I know I have both.”

				“Yes, I love peanut butter.” She kicked her legs forward and started to rise then winced and fell back into the couch. “I’m sorry I’m not much help.”

				“You relax and let me fix dinner. You’re injured. I can make sandwiches.” Relieved she didn’t seem mad, he headed toward the kitchen.

				The open-floor plan of the cabin allowed him to keep his eye on her, and he grabbed a candelabra off the bookcase and set it on the table then lit the candles. She leaned back on the couch and closed her eyes, folding her hands under her cheek. She rested a few minutes, and he retrieved the honey from the pantry. When he returned, she was sitting up.

				“Powell?” Her voice rang out, clear and firm.

				“Yeah? What is it?” He grabbed the loaf of bread and pulled the peanut butter from the cabinet.

				“When we’re eating, I want to talk.” She twisted the edge of the blanket with her fingertips, worrying the edges.

				He swallowed and pulled out two plates from the cabinets beside the sink. “Of course. Why wouldn’t we talk?”

				“About the kiss.”

				He paused. “Okay.” He opened the silverware drawer and took out a knife, swallowing down the fear rising in his throat. “Whatever you want to talk about.”

				A woman who’d turned down Alfred wasn’t going to let Powell get away with an unexplained kiss. He couldn’t blame her. If only he knew more about the mating of bears and wolves, he might understand what was going on, because he definitely felt a strong sense of protectiveness when he was around her. He couldn’t fully explain it, but it was something he’d never felt before.

				A need to be near her. An urge to shelter her from anything that might hurt her.

				A desire so white hot and pure, it could consume him if he let it.

				* * *

				Powell watched Olivia take a bite of the sandwich and set it back on the plate in front of her. He’d helped her to the table, letting her lean on him as she limped across the wooden floor. It’d taken every bit of willpower he had not to pick her up and carry her, though she was getting around better than a human would be so soon after an ankle injury. The last thing he needed to do was force her or overpower her. Make her feel weak around him.

				He needed her to trust him. No, more than that, he wanted her to trust him.

				The fire had heated the cabin, but a chill still filled the corners and dark areas, so he had retrieved one of his sweatshirts for Olivia. The gray shirt dwarfed her but provided some warmth, he hoped. She pushed her hair behind her shoulders.

				“It’s good,” she said, mouth full. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was.”

				He pulled the strips of crust off his sandwich. “Me either, though I’d rather be having a juicy steak than a peanut butter and honey sandwich.” He laughed.

				She sipped her water then set the glass down, smiling. “Me too.”

				He ate in silence, waiting on her to start the conversation he dreaded. The fire popped across the room, and occasionally, the wind whistled through small cracks around the windowpanes. Olivia was quiet, eating and seemingly lost in thought. Though blind, it didn’t take her any time to figure out and remember where her food and drink were on the table.

				He wiped his mouth and set his napkin down, his sandwich gone. After a long yawn, he drank another gulp of water. Things had been too exciting for winter. His body was tired, and he was used to napping much of the winter away. Lying awake the night before hadn’t helped. Exhaustion crept through his muscles and he stifled a yawn.

				If he had to stay awake, he would. For Olivia, anything.

				“You kissed me.” She pushed her empty plate away. “Why?”

				He opened his mouth then closed it. Her straightforwardness both shocked and pleased him. Never a fan of games or passive aggressiveness, he was still a bit taken aback. He cleared his throat. “I wanted to.”

				“I see.” She seemed to think about his answer for a minute.

				He stood. “I’m going to put our dishes in the kitchen.”

				“Okay. But we aren’t done talking.” She drank the last of her water. “Aren’t you afraid of Alfred? I mean, that you kissed me. He’d kill you for kissing me.”

				“No, I’m not afraid of Alfred. Are you?” He gathered their plates and set them on the kitchen counter. “Besides, I thought you didn’t want to be with him.”

				“I don’t, and I won’t. But I’m still afraid of him. He’s...mean.”

				“I can handle him. You don’t need to worry. We’re safe here.”

				“I wouldn’t want something to happen to you.” She shivered and rubbed her arms.

				“I can take care of Alfred if I need to. You don’t need to worry. Let’s go back in the living room by the fire where it’s warm.”

				“Yes. Please.”

				He took her by the arm, and she leaned on him as she limped. He breathed her in, trying not to be too obvious. If she’d allow, he’d take her in his arms and kiss her again. But he didn’t get a read on whether she’d liked the kiss or was upset by it. He couldn’t risk another one.

				Not yet.

				She sat on the couch.

				“I’ll be right back. I need to grab something from the bedroom.” He glanced at the fire to make sure the wood situation was okay. The fire blazed, the wood filling the fireplace.

				“I’ll be here.” She yawned. “Not like I can go anywhere. But you know that.”

				“Yeah, we’re stuck. Give me a minute.”

				He headed to his room and grabbed his hairbrush off the dresser then returned to the living room. She had her head leaned back on the edge of the couch, her eyes closed, her neck bare. His pulse quickened at the sight of her exposed neckline, pale and long. He reached out to run his fingertips along the skin, but pulled away.

				Did this mate thing always make bears crazy? It seemed like he was barely in control of his actions. Olivia was like a strong magnet—stronger than any he’d ever been around. And he was pure metal.

				He moved to sit beside her and she turned to face him. “You’re back.”

				“Yes. I’d like to brush your hair.” He used his low and calm voice. “If you’ll let me.”

				She raised her head. “Is it that bad?”

				He smiled. “It’s a bit of a tangle. I thought we could talk while I do it.”

				“Okay. That’d be nice. Thank you. What do you want to talk about?”

				“Turn to the side.” He helped her move. “I don’t know. What do you want to talk about?”

				“Not snow or winter or injured ankles or Alfred.”

				He brushed her hair in long strokes from scalp to end. The pale strands glistened in the firelight as they fell from his fingertips. Maybe she’d relax. His father used to brush his mother’s hair, and Powell saw how much she’d loved it. He never thought that one day he’d use the same technique to try to relax his mate. He took a deep breath and steeled himself against a possible pushback.

				“Let’s talk about your shifting ability. I’m curious to learn more about it.” He stopped to pick at a tangle.

				“You mean my inability to shift.” She winced. “Ouch.”

				“Sorry. That was a pretty tight tangle.” He continued. “So you’ve never been able to shift? Not once? Not even when you were a child?” Shifting had come so easily for him, he couldn’t imagine not being able to change into his bear. In fact, he couldn’t remember a time when he had to think about the process. It was always accessible. A part of who he was. His bear was right there, waiting to come to the surface and take charge. He’d assumed that was true for all shifters.

				“Never. And I’ve tried. Really hard. I simply don’t have the ability.” Her shoulders slumped. “I’m simply not meant to shift.”

				How to respond to her? He brushed another section, detangling the knots and straightening the length. Never shifting? He couldn’t deal with that. Being a bear was such an integral part of who he was—to not be able to shift? He’d want to die.

				“Are there other wolves that can’t shift?” He tried to keep his tone light, but she was bound to feel lonely. Being among shifters and not sharing the ability was a fate he wouldn’t want to suffer. Maybe he shouldn’t push it, but he wanted to know what was going on.

				“Not that I’ve ever known or heard of. I’m the only lucky one.” She turned her face toward him, smirking. “And bonus! I’m blind too. Don’t you think I’m incredibly lucky?”

				A burst of wind rattled the windowpanes, and she turned her head toward the sound. He sensed her fear rising.

				“It’s the wind. Nothing more.” He paused his brushing.

				“I guess I’m a bit jumpy.”

				“Understandable.” He ran his fingers through her hair. “You’ve had a lot of things going on. And Alfred isn’t someone to mess with. You’re right, he’s dangerous.”

				“If I could shift, I would be able to fight him on my own. Or escape without falling down an embankment.”

				“To be honest, I think you can shift. I think you have the ability inside you, somewhere. You’re a wolf, and wolves are strong creatures. Majestic. Maybe you haven’t found your magic yet. But I’ll bet it’s there.”

				“I don’t think so. Otherwise, I would’ve found it by now. It’s not like I haven’t tried.”

				“Maybe you haven’t been looking in the right place.”

				“Maybe. But maybe my being blind keeps me from seeing what I need to see to be able to shift.”

				He placed his hand over her heart. “I think you can see everything you need to see right here.”

				She touched his hand for a moment, her hand trembling. “I don’t know, Powell. I’ve tried everything. Maybe it’s time to accept that I’m damaged and I’m simply not like the other wolves. It happens, right?”

				“You’re definitely not like any wolf I know. You’re better.” He took a deep breath. “If only you could see what I see in you.”

				She moved her hand and ducked her head. “You’re as blind as I am. Maybe more so.”

				He started brushing again, and she closed her eyes as he twisted the silken strands gently. Anguish nearly consumed him. He hurt for her. Yet she was kind and empathetic. She hadn’t turned out bitter and hardened as some people would. She accepted things and made the best of them, and when things happened to her that she didn’t like, she made an effort to change them. Running from Alfred had taken more courage than most people could imagine, much less muster.

				He ran the brush through her hair, teasing out each tangle. Every brush stroke sent an electric impulse skittering up his arm. It was as if her wolf called to him. Her heart beat a rhythm composed especially for him. His bear paced, growling for release.

				And Powell wanted to answer that call.

				He did think she knew how to shift, somewhere deep inside. She needed help. A clue where to begin. How could he help her? There had to be a way.

				The sudden realization made his mouth go dry, and he set the brush in his lap.

				“What about Shoshannah? Maybe she could help you.” Excitement coursed through him. The ancestral spirit might actually be able to help Olivia shift. Healing her would be exactly the type of thing Shoshannah would do. She might cure her blindness, though that was less likely.

				Olivia’s shoulders drooped. “The cave spirit? I thought she was merely a legend until Alfred said she helped Claude when he was shot. But I didn’t realize she helped anyone. Especially someone like me.”

				“She helps shifters. Not everyone, but some. She also offers advice, kind of like an oracle of sorts. You should talk to her. She might help.”

				Olivia tensed. “And she truly heals people? Alfred wasn’t lying about Claude?”

				“She does. She takes care of all the shifters of Deep Creek. Sure, she mainly helps the shifters who guard the cave, but yes, she did help Claude. No one knows how she picks and chooses.”

				“It’s hard to believe.”

				“Yes, I know. But it’s true. I’ve seen her.”

				“What does she look like?” Olivia cocked her head. “I’ve heard she’s very beautiful and pure. Of course, I’ll never see her.”

				He paused. “When I’ve seen her, mostly she’s been a large white bear, sometimes made of smoke or light or rain. White, like the brightest light. She often speaks aloud and occasionally in a person’s head. Sometimes, a shifter might go and meditate all day and she won’t appear. She’s not a simple creature, but she knows when and who she wants to help.”

				“Hmm. Definitely sounds magical. I wonder if she would speak to me.”

				“I don’t know. If she could help you, that would be great. We should go to her and find out.” He moved the brush onto the pillow beside him. “It wouldn’t hurt to ask her, anyway. If you want to, that is.”

				He waited for her response, hoping she would agree though he could tell she wasn’t fully buying the idea of a cave spirit. He couldn’t blame her.

				Nar leapt onto the couch. “Meow.”

				He reached for Nar, but the cat hopped down.

				“When can we go?” Olivia’s voice betrayed her excitement. “If she can help me see, or shift, I don’t want to waste any more time. I want to talk to her. As soon as possible.”

				“Maybe tomorrow if it stops snowing. We can take the snowmobile and be at the cave in no time. If Shoshannah can help, it could be the miracle you need to free you from Alfred’s grip.”

				“Do you think she can? I’m afraid to get my hopes up.”

				“It’s worth a shot. What have you got to lose?”

				Olivia nodded. “Yes, I want to go. I hope the snow stops soon.”

				“Me too.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				Olivia turned over in the bed and pulled the ancient quilt up to her chin. The fabric, softened by years of use, had thinned, but the batting was compressed and warm and the flannel back smooth against her cheek. Powell had to retrieve another one from his cedar chest since she’d dragged the one he’d had on his bed through the snow.

				The air in the room stilled with the chill, the heat from the fire barely radiating to the far corners of the cabin. Still, she’d insisted on sleeping in the bedroom, and they’d propped the door so the warmth could trickle into the room. The couch wasn’t comfortable or large enough for the two of them to rest comfortably, and she didn’t want to be alone.

				Powell snored beside her, his breath rattling in his chest. She’d asked him to lie down with her, both to share warmth and because she was frightened. Though used to the dark, something about having no electricity made the world seem darker and scarier. She worried that Alfred was waiting outside to pounce on them at any moment, though that made no logical sense.

				They hadn’t heard any howls at all, only the gusty wind as it beat against the little cabin and the distant crackling of the fire that warmed the space enough to keep them from freezing to death. Nar lay between her and Powell, curled up in a perfect circle of fuzzy warmth. Olivia stroked him and he purred louder.

				She wiggled her toes and moved her ankle. It felt so much better than when she’d taken off hiking. Such a stupid idea. She’d known she wouldn’t make it to Oakwood, but she’d thought she was protecting Powell from Alfred and the other wolves.

				The bear changed things when he was around. Her dark world seemed to light with color.

				Since he’d first wrapped her ankle she’d known he was different. Initially, she thought it was because he was a bear. Slowly, she’d realized it was more than that. With each gesture to make her comfortable, to help her, or simply listen to what she had to say, she became more aware that the growing spark in her gut was something special.

				And now she was more certain of it. She’d wondered what it was about Powell that made her stomach turn flips when he was around. The feelings were so trite to describe and yet so wonderful to experience. She’d never thought she would have them, being an outcast in her pack. But obviously she’d been wrong because it had happened. Faster than she’d thought possible too.

				Mate.

				It had become very clear when he kissed her but she didn’t say anything or admit the realization to herself, it’d been so unexpected. She’d barely had time to let the possibility form in her mind before he’d pulled away and acted like he’d kissed a frog.

				Why did bears act like wolves had leprosy?

				Had he felt anything when he kissed her? He hadn’t acted like it. Nothing beyond lust, anyway—certainly not that she was his fated mate. Her questioning him hadn’t revealed anything either.

				Surely he’d have said something if he felt they were mates, wouldn’t he? Men were so confusing.

				Not lust, though.

				Lust was a feeling she understood a lot more since Alfred was always sniffing around her. Thank goodness he’d been holding off till marriage to claim her. She shuddered.

				She could never go back to Alfred, that was for sure. Especially since men like Powell existed. Even if he didn’t realize they were mates, the gentleness with which he treated her was enough for her to realize she did deserve more than Alfred.

				She tugged the quilt higher.

				Odd that her mate would show up when she needed a rescuer, but she’d heard the knight-in-shining-armor story a million times.

				He’d agreed to take her out in the deep snow, through Deep Creek, to the ancestral spirit’s cave. She could ask for healing. Olivia tucked her hands under her cheek on the pillow.

				What would she say to Shoshannah? She didn’t feel worthy to speak to something so special. What if the spirit took one look at her and offered her a place in hell, instead? A shifter who couldn’t shift?

				Defective.

				Why would anyone offer to help when there were many who were more worthy?

				That wasn’t supposed to be Shoshannah’s style, but she also wasn’t known as a spirit to simply hand out healing. She might pity Olivia or she might tell her to live with the blindness because wolves were considered evil. No way to know how she would respond or if she’d appear to them at all.

				Anxiety gripped her and burned in her gut. The sooner the sun came up, the better. She’d barely dozed all night, and it was bound to be morning soon.

				Olivia reached for Powell, putting her hand on his side and feeling the rise and fall of his breathing. He seemed to have not a care in the world, and she had the weight of everything on her shoulders. She took a deep breath and began to count backward from one hundred.

				“Liv?” Powell’s sleepy voice broke the silence. “You awake?”

				“Meow.” Nar rubbed against Olivia’s knees.

				“Yeah, I’m awake.” She pulled her hand away.

				He coughed and the bed shook as he moved to turn. Nar meowed then hopped down. “Looks like we made it through the night, but the power isn’t back on yet.” He got out of bed and she heard the curtains rustling. “The snow’s stopped.”

				“Is there a lot?”

				“Oh yeah. It’s beautiful. The woods are white and pristine and pure.”

				“And cold.” She giggled and burrowed into the quilt.

				“Yes, very cold. Glad you’re inside.” He yawned. “I’m going to go toss more wood on the fire. Be right back.”

				“Okay.” She listened to his footsteps. Bare feet on the wooden floor. He had to be chilly.

				She lay still, waiting on Powell to return, hoping they’d be able to go see Shoshannah after breakfast. Hoping she’d be able to heal her. Olivia held more hope than she’d had in a long time.

				And it was all because of Powell.

				“That should heat us right up.” Powell walked into the room and sat on the bed. “How’s your ankle feeling?”

				“Much better today.” She lifted her foot under the cover. “I think I might be able to walk.”

				“That’s great news. You are a shifter, after all.”

				She felt the tone of happiness. Yes, things were looking up. “Are we going to go see Shoshannah today?”

				“I think we can make it to the cave, yes. The snow has stopped, and it won’t take long to get there on the snowmobile. If you’re up to it.”

				She sat up. “Oh, yes. I can’t wait to hear what she has to say. I hope she can help me.”

				His voice lowered. “I hope so too.”

				Olivia licked her lips. Though the power was off in the cabin, there was electricity in the air. Charged with emotion, she wanted to act on her desire. Touch Powell. Have him touch her back. But what if he refused her?

				Nothing would be more humiliating.

				She sighed.

				“What is it?” He scooted closer on the bed. “Are you nervous about meeting Shoshannah?”

				“Sure I am. But that’s not what I’m thinking about.” She rubbed her face.

				“Well, spill it. What are you thinking about?”

				“The kiss—”

				“Not that again.” His voice held a level of exasperation she’d not heard from him. “I’m sorry I kissed you, Olivia. Can you drop it? I didn’t mean to upset you.”

				“It’s not that. I—I wanted you to kiss me.” Her heart nearly pounded loose from her chest.

				For a moment, he didn’t speak. “You did? I couldn’t tell.”

				He didn’t believe her. Did that mean...he had wanted her? For real? “Lean this way.” Surprised at the strength in her voice she reached her hands toward him. “I want to touch you.”

				The bed rocked as he moved close, his knees touching her thigh. She put her hands in the air and felt for his face, and he guided her hands to his cheeks. “Right here,” he said.

				She cupped his cheeks, warm with exertion or embarrassment or merely life, the scruff of a day or two’s beard. Mouth parted, she ran her index finger around the curve of his jawline. Strong and angular, he must be very attractive. His lips were smooth and soft, but she knew that from the kiss. When she ran her finger down the bridge of his nose, he shivered, and she lightened her touch, feeling one eyebrow, the other, then feathering each row of lashes.

				“Mmmm.” He let out a groan. “That feels good. Like your touch is healing or stress-relieving.”

				She didn’t answer but continued to trace his features in the darkness of her mind. She splayed her fingers in his hair, then moved on to his neck and his broad shoulders, massaging and feeling the strong muscles. No wonder he’d been able to carry her so easily. Her breath quickened.

				“Powell?”

				“Hmmm?”

				“Kiss me?”

				He leaned in, his lips meeting hers, and she arched against him, opening her mouth to let him explore and to revisit the magical sensations his kiss had brought to life the day before. She wouldn’t stop and she hoped he felt the same. He growled and pushed her back onto the bed, lying alongside her, his hand in the small of her back and keeping her pressed against him.

				She kissed him back and tugged at his shirt, trying to pull it off and feel him at the same time. He pulled away, and for a brief moment she worried he didn’t want her—then he came back, his mouth crushing hers. She wrapped her arms around him, and her hands found bare skin, hot to the touch. Muscles flexing and moving as he kissed her jawline and down her neck.

				He pulled back again, his breathing ragged. “Are you sure you want this, Olivia? I don’t want to take advantage of you. I couldn’t bear to hurt you.”

				“Yes!” She tried to tug him toward her. “Please. I need you.”

				“Shit.”

				“What is it?” A lump lodged in her throat. Did he not want her?

				“I don’t have any condoms.”

				She smiled. “Wolves know when their fertile times are, and this is not my time. And you know shifters don’t carry human disease. We don’t need a condom.” She tugged at her shirt hem. “I want the warmth of your skin on mine. I want to see you with our touch.”

				“I’ve no argument with that.” He slipped off her shirt and bra, giving a quick kiss to each nipple before pushing her back on the bed and sliding her pants and underwear off. She’d have had to be deaf to not hear his intake of breath. Was he pleased?

				What she wouldn’t give to see him.

				He stood and she heard clothing hit the floor, one piece after another. A louder thump.

				His pants.

				Her legs quivered from excitement, a little fear, and the chill in the room. She held her arms out to him. “Hurry. I need to feel you.”

				“Honey, you’re going to feel me, all right. And you’re going to love it.” He clambered back onto the bed, and it shook under him.

				She giggled. “Is that so?”

				“Have I ever lied to you?” He placed his hands on either side of her hips and slid her toward him.

				“Well, not that I know of.”

				He pinched her thigh gently. “I don’t lie. If I promise you something, I mean it.”

				“Then make me love it.” She let her legs fall open.

				“Not so fast. I need you to be ready.”

				“I am ready.” She tried to sit up but he pushed her down.

				No sooner than her head hit the quilt, his fingers traced her inner thighs and streaks of pleasure raced up to her core. Feather-light touches followed, growing ever closer to her sex, and she panted in anticipation.

				“I want you to enjoy this.” He stroked the fine hair on her mound, dipping inside little by little.

				“I am.” She breathed, her hips automatically responding to his touch and pushing forward, seeking more.

				“That’s it. Relax.”

				Eyes closed, she watched the colors of pleasure swirl in her darkness. When he slid one finger inside her, she cried out and bucked her hips forward. This was what being with one’s mate felt like? Nothing else would ever come close.

				She was sure he was smiling, so she lay still except for her body’s growing need to push against him. He had two fingers inside now, or maybe three, and his thumb pressed rhythmically on her clitoris. She strained to capture the pleasure, pushing against him. Slowly, the snow disappeared then the cabin, the room, the bed...and all that was left was Powell and his fingers.

				The orgasm hit her hard and fast, and she cried out without shame as waves of sensation pulsed through her. Powell wasted no time. As soon as she relaxed he moved between her legs and positioned his cock against her then pushed.

				She breathed in as he entered her. She’d not ever seen stars except in her dreams, but she saw them behind the window shades of her eyes now as he thrust into her again and again. His weight on top of her didn’t give her much room to move, but she tried to meet every thrust with a counter of her own, taking him as deeply as she could, savoring the long strokes as he made love to her.

				How long had they been together? She couldn’t tell. Maybe it was nightfall or a week later. Powell’s lovemaking had made her lose all sense of time.

				He sped, the thrusts shorter and faster. Warmth spread through her, like a puddle of sunshine, and she tipped her head back to savor the sensation. He kissed her throat and nipped at her collarbone and she giggled. With another push, long and strong, he paused and laid his head on her shoulder as he came undone with a long, low groan. She wrapped her arms around him and held him close.

				Was it possible for a bear and a wolf to mate forever?

				If anyone could, it had to be them. Powell felt so perfect. So right.

				She’d ask Shoshannah.

				But not yet. Now, she would enjoy Powell some more.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				Powell zoomed through the woods, the snowmobile gliding easily over the fresh-fallen snow and Olivia clinging to his back. He smiled and took a deep breath of crisp air, scented with pine and ice. The rush of speed, coupled with the natural beauty of the forest, and the knowledge his mate was holding on tight all came together into a happiness he’d not felt before.

				Making love to Olivia had been better than he’d ever imagined it could be, with anyone. He was sure the stupid grin on his face was now a permanent fixture. He squeezed the gas and the snowmobile raced ahead over the path.

				Fortunately, he had two helmets in the basement from riding around with Derek to check out the far reaches of the park when the snow was deep. And thank goodness she had healed enough to be able to walk again and wear her boots. He’d had the snowmobile out recently when he’d scoped out Deep Creek during ranger duties, so it was ready to go.

				“Shit,” he mumbled, his voice lost under the grumble of the engine. He’d not sent in his log or updates on his last check of the park. He’d meant to email before the power went out. Not a big deal, because the other rangers would understand and not worry. Still, Powell would’ve liked to report the brewing issues with the wolves.

				He was sure the bears had heard the wild howls the last few nights and wondered what was up. The howls were definitely echoing each other and not the normal “howl at the moon” crazy shit the wolves usually did when they were bored.

				Most of the bears were likely napping or gorging themselves while bingeing on TV cop shows anyway. With the gates now closed to the public and the one open road impassable because of the blizzard, Deep Creek would be quiet.

				A wonderland.

				He slowed the snowmobile to go over a mini hill between two large oaks that bowed over the path like a tunnel.

				“Hold on tight,” he hollered.

				Olivia clutched him as they sailed over the hill, the snowmobile plunking into the snow on the other side of the hill with a spray of fine particles fanning into the air like sparkling rain. He felt Olivia laugh and he leaned back into her. She squeezed him tighter.

				He held the moment in his mind, savoring it. True bliss—the purity of the snow settled over Deep Creek, the echo of Olivia’s laugh, and the warmth of her body pressed against his.

				He turned the curve on the path that led toward the cave. The woods grew denser and blocked more of the sunlight, but the sun that did get through laid down notched shadows across the crystalline ground—rows of shadow branches like a fractured landscape.

				If he hadn’t been out patrolling, he’d not have found Olivia down the embankment. With her injury and the amount of snow that had fallen, she’d have surely died of exposure. Not much chance the wolves would’ve found her.

				Even if they had, it would’ve been bad for her. Amazing how things seemed to work out the way they were supposed to. Meant to.

				Alfred wanted her as a toy, nothing more.

				Anger pounded in Powell’s temples and he throttled the snowmobile, edging the speed up. If he ever ran into that smarmy red wolf, he’d kill him. The thought that a wolf, anyone, believed he could prey on the disadvantaged for his own pleasure? It enraged him.

				Olivia scooted closer, holding tightly, and he slowed down, willing himself to calm, and edged the snowmobile to turn eastward. They’d be at the cave in no time. He couldn’t meet up with Shoshannah while angry with Alfred. He needed to focus on Olivia. He took a breath of cold air and let it out slowly. Then, he could focus on the mating bond.

				He hoped Shoshannah would help her. If not, Olivia was perfect to him.

				Slowing to cross the earthen bridge over a small stream, he gazed at clear water rushing through an ice dam of snow and leaves and sticks and slippery rocks, creating a cascade of cold beauty. If only Olivia could see it too. A pang of guilt pierced his heart and he hit the gas. He’d figure out how to share the beauty of Deep Creek with Olivia, one way or another.

				She could hear the birdsong and the splash of water. She could touch velvety moss and rough bark and smell the natural composting of leaves. He’d help her feel the beauty in every way he could.

				Maneuvering the snowmobile was more difficult as he eased through the dense copse of trees as he neared the cave entrance. Where were the Sentinels? Even in winter, bears guarded the cave entrance. Powell knew where they stood guard, but he didn’t see them.

				They’d be there somewhere though, hidden from plain sight. With the lions pawing around, the security threat was high.

				He slowed more as they approached the cave, looking for a place to stop. He’d have to leave the snowmobile close but not by the entrance. Ah, there was a Sentinel in a tree stand. He nodded his head, hoping he’d be recognized under the helmet then realized they’d know his snowmobile.

				He drove as near to the cave entrance as he could then killed the engine and unbuckled his helmet. They’d have to traipse through the drifting snow to get into the cave, but it wasn’t far.

				No one shoveled the path. In fact, the bears had covered part of the entrance during winter to keep snow from blowing into the cave, and the snow had piled several feet up the barrier.

				Olivia struggled with her helmet, so he helped her pull it off. He set it on the seat of the snowmobile.

				“We’re here?” She took in a deep breath. “That wasn’t a long ride.”

				“Not too far, but a long way to walk.” He set his helmet beside hers. The freezing air bit at his throat. “It’s always warmer in the cave, so let’s go inside.”

				The cave, like most, stayed at a constant ambient temperature—not warm but not freezing, either. There were some areas deep in the tunnels where warm spring water increased the humidity and warmed the air more, but the main part of the cave where the lake was stayed at around fifty-five degrees Fahrenheit. Winter or summer, it was a tad cool but not cold.

				His teeth chattered as he scanned the woods for signs of anyone besides the Sentinels. Always on the lookout for infringing lions or wolves, he relaxed at the virgin landscape. Apparently no one had ventured out in the snow—even the small animals that usually filled the trees and underbrush with scurrying and scampering seemed to be hunkered down in their dens. The woods lay pristine in their covering except for the snowmobile tracks that led to the cave area.

				“I’m all for warmer. Lead the way.”

				A bright pink flush settled over her pale cheeks from the snowmobile ride, and her hair, in a loose braid when they left, was now in a tangle from the helmet and the wind.

				Goddess, she was beautiful.

				She held out her arm, and he took it in his own and guided her through the deep snow. Knee-deep near the cave, the snowfall had varied from a foot to several feet throughout the park. As much as he loved the snow, his bear loved it more, and he wanted to shift and play. But now wasn’t the time. He didn’t want to make Olivia feel bad that she couldn’t join him, either.

				“I hope she’ll appear.” He guided Olivia into the cave’s entrance, helping her duck under the narrow part that wasn’t blocked for winter. “We may have to wait a while.”

				“Me too. I’d heard talk of Shoshannah before, of course. The wolves never mentioned that she might help me.” She’d lowered her voice to a whisper.

				Powell grabbed a flashlight from the bears’ stock in the anteroom to the lake and then lit a lantern as well, setting it on one of the tables. Though he’d been visiting the cave since he was a cub, he still didn’t feel comfortable being inside in total darkness.

				He’d never be able to handle the world Oliva lived in. She was stronger than he’d suspected.

				“I don’t know what she can or can’t do, but we’re going to find out. Sometimes it takes a bit for her to show up. I’m going to grab a couple of blankets.”

				“You bears are prepared.”

				He chuckled. Yes, that was one word for the bears. Prepared. Well, they tried to be. Speaking for himself, he surely hadn’t been prepared to stumble on his mate in a snowbank on a cold day when he felt like napping.

				He grabbed two dark wool blankets from the chest then closed it, setting the blankets on top.

				“I’m going to need a little help carrying this.” He pushed the flashlight into Olivia’s hand. “Hold this for me and hang on to me. My arms are going to be full.”

				“Okay.” She took him by the waist and turned her face up to him, eyes closed.

				He kissed her on the forehead then hugged her. “Whatever happens in here, don’t forget that you’ll always have me. No matter what. It doesn’t matter to me if Shoshannah helps you. I mean, I hope she will, but if she doesn’t, it does not change the way I feel.”

				“Always?” She laid her head on his chest. “Do you mean that?”

				“Always. That’s what mate means, isn’t it?” He stroked her hair. He’d said it aloud. Mate. A thrilling sensation raced through him and he wanted to shout.

				Mate!

				“You feel it too?” Her voice cracked. “Really?”

				He brushed her hair back and planted kisses on her forehead, cheeks, chin, and finally her mouth. “I felt it the first time I held you in my arms.”

				“I wasn’t sure bears—”

				“Oh, yes. I knew you were my fated mate, even though you’re a wolf. I wasn’t sure wolves knew if their mates were bears.”

				She laughed. “Yeah, but I was afraid to believe it. I mean, of course we know when our fated mates are wolves. But there aren’t many instances of fated mates being other shifter species. We’re in new territory.”

				Her voice echoed in the chamber like a thousand tiny bells, sending shivers up his spine. He’d seen Griff completely smitten by Amy and thought it was all hogwash. Now, he was starting to understand. He was sure Griff and Derek would rag him about it. But he didn’t care as long as he had Olivia in his life.

				The other rangers could tease him all they wanted. He’d still be the winner.

				With a single finger, he traced the sides of her face. “Believe it, Olivia. Since meeting you, I can’t imagine life without you. I can’t explain why things have changed, only that they have. And I don’t know all the details about how we’ll deal with our den and pack, but we will. Whatever it takes to be together.”

				Her smile was so big, he thought he might burst open with happiness. He traced her eyebrows. “I know you can shift. I feel your wolf so close to the surface. She wants to be set free.”

				“I hope you’re right.”

				“Let’s go talk to Shoshannah.”

				“I’m ready.”

				* * *

				Powell stretched, his back aching from sitting on the ground for so long, his muscles stiff from the penetrating cold. Why hadn’t Shoshannah appeared? He looked to Olivia. Her shoulders slumped and her head down, she looked like someone who’d lost a loved one.

				Defeated.

				He’d made a mistake bringing her to the cave. Getting her hopes up. For some reason he’d thought Shoshannah would help. Now what?

				“How much longer should we wait?” Olivia’s voice turned down in despair. “I don’t think she’s coming.”

				He sighed. “I don’t know. I had hoped she’d show up.”

				“I told you I wasn’t worth it.”

				“You are worth it! We never know why Shoshannah chooses to do what she does or show up when she does. I’m sure it isn’t you. I know plenty of bears who’ve sat here for days at a time with no response.”

				“I wish I could believe that.” She propped her arms on her knees and laid her head down. “Tell me what the cave looks like, Powell. Every detail. I want to know.”

				He scooted close to her and put his arm around her back, tugging her close in an embrace. “Okay. Let’s see, where to start. The area we’re in is the largest, I guess you’d call it a room. The cave is open here and in front of us is the lake I told you about. It spans most of this area, though we’re on an elevated part that is somewhat like an entryway.”

				“Okay. Are the walls all stone?”

				“Yes.” He glanced up. “I can’t see very far with only the light of one lantern, but the ceiling and walls were hollowed out a long time ago by the river that ran under the mountain. Water still drips through from above sometimes, especially after a heavy rain and when the snows melts in spring. The rocks are slick with moisture, almost always, and we keep a few boats by the lake in case we want to cross the water or go out to one of the small rocky outcroppings in the center.” He paused. What point of reference did she have for all the information he gave her?

				“Go on. Please. Tell me more.” She turned her face upward, as if she was gazing at the stone ceiling.

				He kissed her on the forehead. “Okay, well... There are a few tunnels in the cave that spoke out from this main room. A few of them are waterlogged and some are on higher ground and dry. We store things deep in select caverns and crannies, and we bury our dead in an area that we use for catacombs. There are many shifters buried there. Bears, wolves, lions, and more.”

				She nodded and laid her head on his shoulder. “When’s the last time you saw Shoshannah?”

				He started to speak but, just as he did, a white light filled the cavern, rippling off the surface of the water and casting bright wavy reflections on the walls.

				“What’s that?” Olivia clasped his arm. “I feel something. Is it Alfred? Did he find us?”

				“No, it’s Shoshannah,” he whispered. “She’s here.” He squeezed her tightly.

				“Oh goddess, I don’t know what to say. Is she wolf or bear?” She sat up, her voice quivering and her eyes wide.

				“I don’t see her yet, only her light.” He stood. “But she’s coming.” His heart raced. Thank the gods, Shoshannah was coming. If only she would help Olivia. Dare he hope? He couldn’t stand the thought of Olivia being let down again. If he could offer his own ability to shift to her, he would.

				A voice called out through the light. “Powell, go.”

				“Don’t leave me.” Olivia scrambled to her feet. “I’m scared.”

				“I need to speak to Olivia alone.” Shoshannah’s voice came from everywhere and nowhere at once.

				He took a deep breath. Shoshannah would not harm Olivia. She would help her or give her guidance. He needed to convince Olivia that everything would be okay.

				“We need to do as she asks.” Powell took Olivia in his arms. “She won’t hurt you. But she won’t help you if I stay. I’ll wait right outside with the snowmobile.”

				“But—”

				“I won’t leave you, I promise. This is a chance that might not ever repeat itself so we need to do as she says.”

				“Go.” Shoshannah’s voice grew louder.

				“I need to go. Will you be okay?” He leaned close. “I will be right outside.”

				“Okay. I can do this.” Olivia trembled.

				“Yes, you can. You are the bravest person I know.”

				“Thank you. I don’t feel very brave.”

				He kissed her quickly on the lips and when he opened his eyes, a twinkling of white lights had locked together to form the shape of a wolf. Larger than life, the creature stared at him, teeth bared. Shoshannah meant business.

				“She’s a wolf, sweetheart.” He kissed Olivia on the head again. “Call to me when you are done, and I’ll come back for you. Don’t try to leave on your own or you may end up in the lake.”

				She smirked. “I won’t fall in the lake. I’m not so blind I can’t sense things other ways.”

				He smiled. She’d be okay. One more quick kiss, and he headed toward the cave exit and the snowmobile.

				As he made his way outside, he prayed to the gods and goddesses that Shoshannah would help Olivia.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				Olivia couldn’t stop the tremor in her body. She shouldn’t be scared. Powell said Shoshannah was a good creature, and that there was no reason to be afraid. Still, the unknown of the situation made her doubt her reasons for being there. What if the ancestral spirit was mad?

				“Shoshannah, are you there?” Olivia called. Powell had said she was in wolf form. That had to be a good thing. Right?

				“I’m here, child.”

				A cool breeze washed over Olivia’s face, scented with lavender and roses. She breathed it in and felt her body relaxing.

				“Why have you summoned me?”

				Shoshannah’s voice seemed to come from inside Olivia’s head and from loudspeakers in the cave too. Olivia crossed her arms and took a deep breath. Where to begin?

				“I hoped you would help me,” she began.

				“If your need is true, I might.” The spirit wolf’s voice was hypnotic, low and soft. Loving yet authoritative. Familiar.

				“I’m blind.” Anxiety almost caused her not to try, but the thought of Powell waiting outside in the cold pushed her onward. “I hoped that you could make me see. I also cannot shift, but I don’t know why. I know it is a great thing to ask, but I feel like my life would be so much more fulfilling if I could be more independent.”

				“These problems are connected.” The voice floated on the scented air.

				“Yes. I’m supposed to be able to shift, but I can’t. I think it’s because I’m blind.” Olivia took a deep breath and waited. “Will you help?”

				Shoshannah paused before replying. “You are partially correct, my child. You cannot shift because your heart is blind, not because of your eyes. Once you remove the blindness you have placed there, you will be able to shift.”

				“What does that mean?”

				“It means I cannot help you. You must help yourself.”

				“What about my eyesight? I can’t fix blindness. It would take a miracle.” Hot tears formed and dripped down her cheeks. Shoshannah wasn’t going to help. The whole day had been a waste and Powell would be so disappointed.

				“I cannot help with that either. Your problem is not so simple, but it can be solved. You must find a way to remove the blindness from your heart, and then you will run as wolf. That’s all I can tell you. I give you the guidance of the gods, and they are never wrong. Trust yourself. You will find your answers.”

				“I don’t know what to do!”

				“Peace be with you, child. If your obstacles cleared easily, you wouldn’t appreciate the gifts you have. Trust yourself.” Shoshannah’s voice trailed off and the scent of lavender and roses dissipated.

				Olivia strained to hear an answer, but the only sound in the cave was the dripping of a fountain or something nearby.

				“Please, won’t you help me?”

				No reply came. Shoshannah was gone.

				Tears streamed down her face unabated. Shoshannah had not helped her. If anything, she’d confused things with her riddles. If the spirit knew her, she’d know how hard Olivia had tried to shift. So many nights, as a cub, she’d stayed up and tried, hiding so that no one would make fun of her. What would she do now?

				Well, time to call Powell. Tell him the bad news. Would he stand by her, knowing she couldn’t shift and would never see? She wiped her tears away. In all the sadness and disappointment, he was the one thing that had been solid, unwavering.

				She had to trust her mate.

				“Powell?” Her voice rang through the cave, echoing off the walls. She waited but he didn’t come. Could he not hear her from outside? They’d come through a couple of rooms on the way in. She called to him again but no response.

				Despite what he’d said, she’d have to go outside herself. She could find her way. He misjudged her ability to navigate. Well, barring snowstorms.

				She felt along the cold stone wall of the anteroom and made her way toward the cave opening, following the rush of frigid air to its source. Had Powell left the lantern and taken the flashlight? It didn’t matter. Tears continued to flow, and she laid her head against the damp cave wall and sobbed.

				She didn’t want Powell to see her crying.

				Broken.

				Unfixable.

				Blind and unable to shift, why would Powell want her as his mate? He’d said those things when he thought Shoshannah was going to fix her. He wouldn’t have been so emphatic if he knew she’d never be able to shift.

				Trust your mate. Shoshannah’s voice sounded in her head.

				What if their pups were also blind and unable to shift? How tragic a life to lead. Shifter babies almost always took on the species of the mother. What would Powell and the bears do with a bunch of blind babies who couldn’t shift and learn all the things that shifters did?

				Would she want to condemn offspring to her fate? Would Powell?

				Trust him!

				She wiped her eyes. She’d surely been a disappointment to her own parents. No one wanted a child as damaged as she was. She should go back to Alfred while he would still take her.

				Her brief moment of happiness with Powell would have to sustain her for her whole lifetime. A time spent in ignorance of the burden she’d become once they found out she wasn’t ever going to be able to shift.

				Somehow, the little bit of hope she’d felt at the possibility of Shoshannah helping her had made her situation stand out in stark contrast to normality. Being with a bear wasn’t possible. She’d been kidding herself. The other bears would never accept a blind wolf into their den. They’d see her as baggage.

				And she was.

				She pushed aside Shoshannah’s voice. This was reality, not some magical spirit wolf’s life.

				No, she was going right outside and telling Powell that she needed to go back to Alfred. He could take her on the snowmobile. They didn’t have to tell Alfred anything about what had happened.

				And she didn’t have to tell Powell anything more than Shoshannah couldn’t help her.

				If she’d known the oracle was as crazy as the lady reading tarot cards at the street fair in Oakwood in the summer, she’d have not bothered. That lady spoke in riddles too. Alfred had stopped by with a group of wolves, and Olivia had listened to the reading. She couldn’t make heads or tails out of it, and the wolves had laughed it all off as nonsense.

				She knew how they felt. Laughing would be as effective as crying, and neither was going to change the circumstance.

				“Hey, you! I saw you come in with Powell.” A voice sounded to her right. A voice she didn’t recognize. “You need to go! Quickly, before they come back.”

				She turned toward the voice. “What’s wrong? Who’s there?” She felt her way closer to the cave entrance.

				“The wolves. They took him. Attacked me too. I’ve radioed for help but I need to get to the lake.”

				“Where’s Powell?” Was that her voice screaming? She didn’t recognize herself. Oh gods, what had happened? Alfred had taken Powell?

				“I told you, the wolves attacked. A tall red one and some smaller greys. I know you’re a wolf, but you’re in danger. I assume they’re after you—they kept asking for a she-wolf.”

				“Yes, they’re after me. Is Powell okay?”

				“I tried to help him, but they injured me badly. I’m losing blood.” The voice headed away from her. “They hurt him, too. He didn’t have time to shift, either. They attacked him beside the snowmobile. There’s blood everywhere. You’ve got to escape now before they come back.”

				“Where are you going?” Her heart thumped in her throat, and her tears dried on her cheeks. She had to get to her mate! Alfred had attacked and taken Powell. Back to the Green Glen den, no doubt. They’d torture and kill him if he didn’t tell them where she was.

				“I’ve got to get these injuries into the lake to heal.” The man paused. “I’ve radioed that we have a man down and that I’m injured. With the snow, it’ll take a while for anyone to get here. I doubt he has a chance unless those wolves need him for something. The big red one was asking for Olivia, but he wouldn’t tell them anything. I assume you’re her. If you can help save him, you’d better do it. Otherwise, he’s a goner.”

				“But, I can’t help him!” She pleaded, “You have to get the bears to come. They can rescue him from the den.”

				“Listen, lady, I don’t know what your issue is that you can’t tell I’m barely standing myself. I’d help him if I could. You’ll have to excuse me though. I need to get to the lake.”

				“I’m sorry I’m not more help. I’m blind.” She chewed her bottom lip. “I’ll be okay till reinforcements get here. You go take care of your injuries.”

				She paced a moment, her heart in her throat. If anything happened to Powell, it was her fault. He’d brought her to the cave. He’d waited outside while she made her plea to Shoshannah. Now, her mate was in peril. And it was entirely her doing.

				My mate.

				Though she was prepared to let him go, and defer to Alfred’s wishes, she couldn’t let Powell suffer because of her. She had to save him.

				But how?

				Energy flowed through her, like a shot of stamina, and she stood a little taller. What was it Shoshannah said?

				Remove the blindness from your heart, and then you will run as wolf...

				What did she mean? And she’d said trust yourself. What did she have to lose? With Powell’s life in the balance, there was no time like the present to give it all or nothing. Failure wasn’t an option, nor was not trying.

				She began stripping. Could it be as easy and clear as it seemed? One way to find out. Push all her energy into the manifestation. This wasn’t for her. It was for her mate.

				She focused inward, reaching back to the warm feeling she had when Powell carried her out of the woods with an injured ankle, the comfort when he dragged her back to the cabin after she crept out his window. Then, she savored the taste of the peanut butter and honey sandwich he’d made her, and Nar’s soft fur and the scent of burning pine logs, ripe with sap and spitting and popping in the fire.

				Socks and pants came off, then shirt. She dropped them where they fell, trusting that she was doing what Shoshannah guided her to do. What she had to do.

				She could almost sense the touch of Powell’s fingertips along her spine, across her cheek, along the side of her breast...and feel the wetness of his mouth, his tongue hot against hers, their climax as they moved together. Chills raced through her, but not from the cold.

				The mating bond was strong. Unlike anything she’d ever felt.

				Her body hummed and she fell into the sensation, lost on the ride of emotion she could only term as love. Love for her mate who needed her now. Love for the man who’d saved her not once but multiple times, with very little complaint—and all of it in the best interest of her well-being.

				It was happening! Her body moved under the thoughts of love and self-sacrifice for her mate.

				Her legs and arms stretched and changed, and her face changed like warm clay sliding down a windowpane, realigning into something new. Olivia fell inside her psyche, over and over, her body struggling not to panic as it moved in ways it was meant to but never had. Shifting didn’t hurt, but the buzz and burn was something new. Strength filled her bones as they lengthened and hardened into wolf bones.

				She sensed paws at the end of strong legs and a long bushy tail.

				She opened her eyes.

				Her vision was so radiant and bright she had to squint. This was the white of snow that Powell had mentioned. She’d never imagined that a color could be so pure and bright. She placed a paw over her nose and eyes then peeked again.

				By the gods, she’d not only shifted, but she could see!

				The world, bright and new, held so much color, she could barely take it in all at once, though she didn’t know all the color names. Pine trees were green, she knew that. But so many shades. Were they all green?

				She shook her head. No time for enjoyment. Her heart thumped wildly, and she breathed faster as her blood pumped through wolf veins. She had to get to her mate. Save him. She sniffed the air, his blood rode the currents like a beacon.

				Injured.

				Alive.

				Running would be the fastest way to reach him. She couldn’t wait around for more bears to show up to help. Her clothes lay in a pile at the cave entrance, and deep snow greeted her feet as she dashed out into the light. Leaping into the air, she stared at the blue sky. All her life wolves had mentioned the blues of the sky. Such a color! With what must be clouds floating across the sunlit sky, the sight was more beautiful than she could’ve dreamed.

				She never would’ve imagined such glorious beauty in Deep Creek. Thank the goddesses that she was gifted the power to save her mate. And thanks to Shoshannah. The sun shining through the trees like bright strips of warmth would lead her west to where the wolves lived. She knew exactly where to go.

				Where she would find her injured mate and save him from the wolves that would surely kill him once they were done questioning him.

				She turned her nose to the air and howled, the sound echoing through her chest and throughout her spirit.

				She was wolf.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				Powell winced. The salty, metallic taste of blood filled his mouth. Ties bound his wrists, and he sat in a chair in the center of a room in the Green Glen wolves’ pack compound. If only he’d had time to shift when they’d attacked, he might not be in this predicament. Shifting now would be difficult, if not impossible. If he could get the bindings off, he’d have a better chance. But as soon as they saw him shift, they’d likely kill him rather than face an angry bear. If only shifting were instantaneous.

				Several pack members stood around, half-interested, half-afraid of Alfred. None spoke up against him. A scraggily bunch, they looked like the scavengers they were. Powell scanned them, looking for weaknesses. He’d figure out how to escape. Thank the gods, they hadn’t captured Olivia. The Sentinels would’ve called for the bears to come, and if he held out long enough, they might make it in time to save him.

				A slap brought him out of his reverie. Alfred stared at him, hand back, ready to strike again.

				“There’s more of that, if you need it. Or if I decide you need it.” Alfred snarled.

				Powell didn’t answer, realizing that the wolf was posturing in front of his pack and nothing he said would help his predicament. He hoped Olivia understood that he hadn’t left her.

				“I’m going to ask you one more time.” Alfred circled the chair. “Where is she? I know she was with you, I scented her.”

				“I don’t know who you’re talking about.” Powell stared Alfred eye-to-eye.

				If Alfred killed him, he hoped that Olivia had learned enough to fend for herself and not come back to the lunatic. And perhaps Shoshannah had helped her. He could only hope at this point that she was safe.

				The punch came swiftly, and his cheek numbed under the blow as his head snapped back.

				“I know you had her at your cabin. I scented her there too.” Alfred bent and inched closer to Powell’s face. “She’s mine. And I want her back.”

				No way was he giving Olivia back to this monster. Hell, Alfred’s own pack was afraid of him. What kind of leader ruled by fear?

				A bad one.

				He spat in Alfred’s face. The wolf staggered backward, and a collective gasp rose in the room. The pheromones of anger wafted through the air. Tension grew, and Powell knew the wolves wouldn’t bother keeping him around much longer.

				Alfred wiped his face and howled a ragged, enraged human howl. Powell laughed.

				“You’ll pay for that!” the wolf screamed, crouching and prepared to lunge. “You bastard! No one gets away with disrespecting me.”

				Powell closed his eyes and waited for the blow to come. He’d gotten in a jab of sorts. And Olivia was safe.

				The door burst open and a blast of icy air rushed in, sending chills over him. He looked, and silhouetted in the doorway was the most beautiful she-wolf he’d ever seen in his life. His heart swelled and his mouth fell open.

				White, with guard hairs tipped in silver sparkles, the wolf practically shimmered like a frozen mirage in front of him. She bared her teeth, fangs long and sharp, her guttural growl setting everyone in the room back a step. She walked into the room, and Alfred remained crouched, ready for combat, though his human form wouldn’t have much of a chance against the she-wolf. She’d tear him to shreds.

				He wouldn’t have time to shift before she attacked.

				Talk about karma.

				She leapt. Powell watched her powerful legs propel her through the air and into Alfred, knocking him onto his back, his head hitting the floor with a pleasing thump and groan. Alfred pushed back against her with his hands, but her bites came fast and strong, and spatters of red dotted her white coat.

				“You bitch!” Alfred screeched.

				Powell couldn’t take his eyes off the gorgeous white wolf and the way she took charge and dominated Alfred. Her strength seemed magical, super powered.

				She tore into his throat, blood gushing from the wound, and a frothy blood-tinged spittle poured from his mouth. She shook him until the life had left his body and he lay limp on the floor. The other wolves stood back, and she panned her head from one to the next, daring any to move.

				None did.

				“Untie me,” Powell called to the wolves, and one young man rushed over and worked at releasing his bindings. Powell pulled free, rubbing his wrists. “Anyone else want to fight? Or are we going to call this a day?”

				Another man lunged toward Powell, and the white wolf snarled, standing between Powell and the others, crouched and ready to leap. After taking a look at Alfred, the man stepped back.

				“Anyone?” Powell repeated.

				The wolves looked down, none making eye contact. Clearly they were a bunch of scaredy-cats who followed whatever leader they had, without thought or regard to what was going on. Disgust filled Powell and he shook his head.

				No matter, this fight was over.

				Powell knelt. “Olivia? Is that you?”

				The white wolf turned to him, her bright and clear blue eyes like lakes or patches of summer sky. His heart warmed and he hugged her neck.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Epilogue

				Olivia panted, her paws still tender from being somewhat new to shifting. She dashed around a thick, heavily scented flower bush and stopped to wait on Powell. He was so slow. Moonlight lit the path almost as well as midday sun, and she glanced up to look at the pocked orb that shone, bright and ever-changing.

				She never tired of seeing the stars and moon sitting in the sky like bright pinpoints of hope on a background of darkness. Ever since her victory over Alfred, she’d felt more alive and more independent. It wasn’t her shifting powers or her newfound love for her fated mate that had opened her eyes to life, though those things helped. No, the catalyst for her metamorphosis was overcoming her fear and finding that she was stronger than she could’ve ever imagined.

				Nothing could stop her now.

				Powell loped up behind her, his bear large and not as graceful as her wolf. She smiled a wolf smile, her tongue lolling.

				A nightly run had become part of her and Powell’s bedtime ritual. The snowfall had melted and the forest had greened under spring’s warmer temperatures and sunshine, and every night, her wolf and his bear ran through the forest together, scenting new things and exploring Deep Creek’s grandeur. She imagined that any park visitor would think the sight of a bear and a wolf running together odd, but she didn’t care.

				He was her bear.

				Her mate, forever.

				She raced ahead, stopping on a large boulder and turning to wait. The scent of night jasmine filled the air, and a lone call of a hoot owl sounded from somewhere deep in the glen. The forest, alive with spring’s rush, sang to her in new ways. Though she was only able to see when in wolf form, it was the most wonderful blessing and she was grateful for every moment of vision in the miraculous world of Deep Creek.

				Powell caught up to her and leaned against her, panting.

				I’m tired. His thoughts were clear to her, though he swore he didn’t hear any of hers. He nuzzled her ear.

				She licked his cheek and nodded her head in the direction of the cabin. Tonight, they’d cut the run short. Soon, she’d need to scale back on the running anyway, and she needed to tell him why.

				Two new little heartbeats thumped their own cadences inside her. Baby girl cubs due by the second full moon. She lifted her snout and howled with gratitude. A long bay of respect for nature, Deep Creek, and the shifter bond.

				Shoshannah had been right.

				Love had broken the barrier that had kept her heart blind to her own power, and now that it was unleashed, nothing could stop her and her mate.

				* * * * *

				To purchase and read more books by Kerry Adrienne, please visit Kerry’s website at kerryadrienne.com.
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