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CHAPTER ONE

Astrid picked up her shirt and gave it a quick shake before pulling it over her head. She cringed as the woolly fabric grated across her nipples. They seemed more sensitive than usual and she began to muse over it, until she realized that she’d forgotten to put on a bra. She shuffled around in the dim light, lifting bed quilts and tossing aside stitched pelts in an effort to find her errant undergarment. 

She could hear Erik and Sten talking in Sten’s living room. When she’d peeked in on them a few minutes ago, they’d both been sitting on the couch. Astrid had made it a point not to look at Sten, mostly because she was mortified. When she’d seen Erik earlier that day, all she’d been thinking of was how much she’d missed him and how badly she wanted him. It wasn’t until some time later, with Erik asleep beside her, his seed still slick between her thighs, that it had occurred to her that Sten’s room—his bed—now smelled like sweat and sex. 

Half of her bra was beneath a pillow, and the other half had somehow made it into a vase in the corner of the room. She hadn’t remembered Erik taking it off, and now she could see why. He’d cut it in three places, slicing the back open and both of the straps. Thankfully, the cuts were clean and she’d be able to sew them up. Her other two bras had not been so fortunate.

Astrid put on her pants and stuffed a piece of bra in each pocket. She had half a mind to storm out of the room and chide the alpha, but she knew it wouldn’t do her any good. Even if, by some miracle, he vowed not to destroy her last bra, he wasn’t exactly himself while he was stripping her naked.

“We don’t have the hunting grounds to sustain them,” Erik was saying as she stepped into the room. “They’d be fools to siege our den. We could easily outlast them.”

After her nightmare, she had fallen asleep on Erik’s chest. She wasn’t sure how long she’d slept. The passage of time was hard enough to discern in the arctic, and with the added element of being underground, she had only her body’s internal rhythms to determine her place in the day. And lately, her internal clock had seemed exceptionally jumbled, probably due to hormones. She found it fascinating, if not a little alarming, that her pregnancy was already affecting her so much.

Astrid figured it must have only been a quick catnap, because when she woke, Erik was still awake and Sten had been standing over them, glowering. He’d tossed Erik a pair of jeans before leaving to slump down onto the couch. Erik was still wearing those jeans. They were bootcut, with distressed legs that appeared to have come from genuine wear and tear. It was obvious that they belonged to Sten, because they were far too tight on Erik. 

At first glance, with his powerful arms stretched out over the back of the couch and his miles of gleaming abdominal muscles, she could have mistaken him for one of the bare-chested Abercrombie models she’d interviewed at the palatial Fifth Avenue store in New York. But with a second sweep of the eyes, she had to crack a smile at that thought. Erik was far too rugged to ever be mistaken for one of those fresh-faced boys. From his sardonic smile, to his calloused fingers, and the faded scars that crisscrossed his chest, he was the picture of unbridled masculinity. 

She was glad that they were both absorbed by their conversation, because it took her a moment to reign in her overzealous libido. Once she was certain she could join them without her broadcasting that she was horny, she walked over to the couch and sat beside Erik. 

“I’m not so sure about that, Erik. Ever since you made the alliance with Siluit, the pack has been raiding the storage as if meat was falling from the sky. Last week they only went hunting once.”

Erik scowled as he listened. His eyes never left Sten, but to Astrid’s surprise, one of his arms dropped from the back of the couch to circle her waist. He pulled her in close, so their sides were squished together. It suddenly felt as though a bird were beating its wings wildly within her chest. She relaxed against him, now trying to contain both her libido and her mirth.

“How much is left?” Erik asked grimly.

“Not nearly enough. They went hunting because all of the good things are gone. At this point it’s mostly tripe and root vegetables. Definitely not enough to last the winter, even if we ration.”

“Why didn’t you stop them?”

Sten winced. “I only just found out how bad it was. Usually Sabine is the one who polices the stores. Well, was the one…”

He cast Astrid an apologetic look, and she wasn’t sure why until she felt the tension in her muscles. Was that happening every time someone mentioned Sabine? She tried to relax again, but this time her limbs felt stiff and mechanical.

Erik crossed his legs, and his thumb began to rub small circles against her hip. She was instantly reminded of the last time he’d rubbed her like that, and she pinched her thighs together as her clitoris began to throb.

“From here on out, no one eats what they don’t hunt themselves,” Erik said, his stern tone and expression at complete odds with his soothing, tantalizing thumb. “And half of all kills go directly to storage, no exceptions.”

“You really want me to tell them that?” Sten asked with a grimace. 

“That, and if any of them complain or are caught hoarding meat, I’ll throw them into the ravine.”

Now, Astrid was grimacing as well, though she felt no less aroused. That probably should have disturbed her.

Sighing, Sten leaned back into the couch. His shoulders slumped, as though his muscles had turned to lead. “They’re going to be pissed. This was the first winter they’ve been looking forward to in years.”

“It’s my responsibility to keep them alive, not happy.”

It suddenly clicked with Astrid that they were talking about something big, something that would undoubtedly affect her. She took a quick mental inventory of what she’d heard, and her brows drew together.

“Wait…” she started. “Why aren’t we going to have any food? I thought we had a deal with Siluit. Did Zane change his mind?”

Erik looked at her for the first time since she’d sat down beside him. His expression was guarded, and it made her nervous. For a few seconds he only stared at her, and she braced herself for him to tell her not to question him about things that did not concern her.

Of course, she’d forgotten that lately, Erik had not been doing anything predictable.

“Siluit is going to fall,” he said bluntly.

She tried to swallow, but her mouth had run dry. She waited for him to elaborate, anticipating that he must have meant something other than the obvious, but it was Sten who spoke up first.

“The bear tribes are out of food. They’re going to be passing through our territory and heading east, towards Siluit.”

“But what makes you think they’ll try to take Zane’s den?” she asked, looking between the two of them. “I mean, there’s plenty of territory.”

“And they’re not about to share it,” Sten told her. 

“Why not? Why does it have to be that way? You’re not animals, you’re all capable of talking these sorts of things out, negotiating borders, and—”

“This isn’t human society,” Sten said patiently. “And up here, even humans wouldn’t be so gracious, not when resources are scarce. Sure, Siluit has plenty of food right now, but once that swarm of bears gets there, they’ll empty the waters of fish and drive off the herds. And when that starts to happen, they won’t be amicable towards the neighboring wolf pack. And all that is assuming Zane would even be open to sharing his territory with them—which he won’t be, especially not while having a mate to protect.”

“My sister,” she said, looking Erik straight in the eyes. “Zane’s mate is my little sister. We have to help them. We promised we’d help them.”

“We will not be aiding them,” Erik said firmly. “Either we redirect the bears to Siluit, or they will come here.”

Anxiety gripped her, making Astrid feel queasy. “No, there has to be another option. It can’t just be us or them. We need to think about this.”

“There is nothing to think about,” said Erik. “I’ve already handled it. If everything goes smoothly, they’ll be on their way to Siluit within a fortnight.”

Astrid’s stomach lurched as she stood. “They can’t defend themselves. You saw it, over half the pack is little kids. And my sister, she’s either pregnant or maybe even has a newborn right now. What are they going to do? They can’t fight, and where would they run to?”

“That is not my con—”

“We have to take them in,” Astrid said, and for once she managed to speak over him. “If we aren’t able to help them defend their territory, then we have to bring them here where they’ll be safe.”

Sten appeared taken aback by this, but Erik’s face was perfectly blank.

“Even if I would be inclined to share my den with another alpha, as you’ve already pointed out, Siluit is nothing but pups and juvenile runts. Weak and useless creatures that are incapable of providing for themselves, that do nothing but consume resources—resources that we do not have to spare.”

Astrid hated that Erik could remain so calm when she felt like she was on the verge of tears.

“Erik, you have to do something. You can’t let Ginnifer get hurt.”

“I am not responsible for your sister. She is Zane’s mate.”

“And my sister!” And I can’t do anything… “If the situation were reversed and it were Sten and Halley, wouldn’t—”

Erik held up a finger to quiet her. It worked, though as soon as she realized it had, she became all the more aggravated with him.

“It does not matter what anyone would do in a different situation,” Erik said. “The situation is what it is, and I will not be compromising the security and wellbeing of my pack because Zane cannot protect what is his.”

The way he spoke was familiar to her. It was his ‘I’m done discussing this with you’ tone, and it morphed her aggravation into fury. Although Erik had given her no shortage of things to enrage her over the past few months, she’d never been quite so angry. She knew it had little to do with what they were fighting over—she could understand Erik’s point, even if she didn’t agree with it. A much bigger part of it stemmed from her own insecurities.

“You really are serious, aren’t you?” she asked, taking a step away from him. “You’d let my sister die… Do you really expect me to be all right with that? To accept that and stand by while Ginnifer’s in danger?”

Erik blinked at her, and for a split second, she felt like she wasn’t looking at the mate she had come to care for—more than care for—but the decisive and merciless alpha that had nearly left her to die out on the tundra two months ago. She’d somehow fooled herself into thinking he had changed, but she realized that he’d been there all along, that her mate was only one small aspect of this brutal man.

As though confirming her hypothesis, he said, “What I expect is for you not to question me. You’re my mate, but you have no right to make any decisions for my pack.”

“Fine,” she said, matching his calm tone, even though her body was trembling. “But if my sister does die, I will never forgive you.”


CHAPTER TWO

“Where do you think you’re going?” Erik snapped as his mate headed for the doorway. 

She pulled up the furs that hung between Sten’s room and the drafty corridor. “Away from you.”

Erik immediately stood, intent on going after her, but Sten mirrored him, blocking his path.

“She’s upset,” Sten said. “Give her some breathing room.”

Erik was getting very tired of people thinking they could order him around. “I’m not leaving her on her own.”

“No one would try to hurt her while you’re in the den, and you don’t have to worry about her getting lost. She can navigate these tunnels better than some of the wolves in our pack. Besides, we really need to finish our conversation.”

Erik reluctantly sat down. In the back of his mind, he set a mental timer: five minutes. Wherever she was going, he would catch up to her first, and they would finish what they’d started. He would make her understand his logic, and once she did, she would take back all of the absurd things she’d said to him.

“This Elena, whoever she is, she could be bluffing. What if the bears are headed here? After all, they must know that they’re going to need a lot of territory if they want to survive up here. It’s not like the south, where there’s forest and ample game.”

“We’ll prepare for that possibility, but I think it’s unlikely,” Erik said. “They can’t afford to take both territories, at least not right now.”

He remembered what Zane had said to him on the night they’d agreed to an alliance. That once the bears were done with Siluit, they’d head for Amarok. He dismissed the thought, deciding that if that day did come, he would be ready.

“They’re going to send scouts,” Erik informed him. “It was agreed that we would take them to Siluit so that they could see the state of the pack for themselves.”

“How do you plan on doing that?”

Erik shrugged. “We will tell Zane that they want to discuss peace.”

“So you’re going to lie to him,” Sten said, appearing uncomfortable. “You’ll lead his enemy right into his den and he’ll have let his guard down. He won’t even have time to prepare for when the bears do attack.”

“Your point?”

Sten looked away. “I don’t know. Maybe a year ago, I would have called that brilliant, but…doesn’t this feel wrong to you?”

“No,” Erik said, feeling his eyes narrow. “As I see it, it is us or them. If you have a better plan, then please, enlighten me.”

Sten shook his head, and Erik found himself disappointed. He hadn’t realized it, but he’d actually wanted Sten to come up with a better plan. While he in no way felt responsible for the fate of the Siluit pack, it frustrated him that his mate was going to blame him for its demise.

“If you are going to go through with this, I think you should at least let me go ahead and try to extract Astrid’s sister,” said Sten.

“How do you intend on doing that?” Erik asked, unfolding his arms. “Zane won’t give her up, not unless you warn him, and even then, he might be too stubborn.”

“Maybe we should let him know. He might leave on his own.”

Erik didn’t dignify that with a response. No alpha would give up his territory without a fight, least of all Zane, as his territory had been passed down through multiple generations. If they warned him of what was coming, he’d do everything in his power to combat the bear shifters. If taking Siluit proved to be too time-consuming, they might look elsewhere-towards Amarok. For the safety of his own pack, Erik was relying on Siluit to be conquered.

“Okay,” Sten said with a frown. “Then, how about I go ahead to inform him that representatives from the bear tribes will be coming to negotiate with him. I’ll advise that he brings Ginnifer to Amarok while everything gets sorted out. I doubt he’ll go for it, but at least then, you’ll have put forth an effort to protect Astrid’s sister.”

And then Astrid wouldn’t be able to blame him if her sister met with an unfortunate end. He liked that idea.

“Fine. But do not give him any indication of our intentions.”

Erik stood, and he felt a slight weight lift from his shoulders as he headed for the door. Eager to go find his mate, he was annoyed when Sten stopped him.

“I feel like you’re projecting yourself onto Zane,” Sten said hesitantly. “Zane isn’t like you. If push came to shove, I don’t think he’d stay to defend his territory. Or at the very least, he wouldn’t let his mate stay there while he did so.”

Erik hung in the doorway for a moment, and then left without responding. He was convinced that none of this was relevant to him—after all, since when did he ever have to concern himself with the welfare of other packs? All that mattered was his own pack, and to think otherwise would jeopardize everything that he’d built over the past decade.

***

Following his mate’s scent down the dark, winding tunnels, Erik had found her not in her room, or in the main room, but in his own room. He paused outside the narrow crevice and listened. He’d half expected to hear her crying, which would have given him a good excuse to wait outside. But all he could hear was the faint sound of her rhythmic breathing. 

He stepped inside, quietly, so as not to disturb her if she were sleeping. Usually, he had no qualms about waking her, but he didn’t feel inclined to talk to her, he only wanted to make certain that she was safe, and perhaps, to get a brief glimpse of her face.

The room no longer smelled like his own. In fact, his scent had faded from it almost entirely. Either that, or hers was covering it up. She was the only female he’d ever allowed into his room, as he preferred that it wasn’t adulterated with the scent of another; particularly the smells of sweat and other bodily excretions that tended to go hand in hand with sharing a bed. 

Now, his room was saturated in his mate’s scent, or at least, what his mate now smelled like. He missed the floral undertones of her scent, which had now become overpowered by the saccharine fragrance of her impending motherhood. 

“You’ve been sleeping in my room,” he said, contradicting his plan to not talk to her.

She was laying on his bed furs, his favorite caribou pelt drawn up over her shoulders. He expected her to be startled when she heard him, after all, he hadn’t made a sound. But she didn’t so much as twitch. Her eyes moved to him languidly, to stare at him blankly.

“Not every night. Only the ones I have trouble sleeping.”

He didn’t like seeing her face devoid of emotion, and for once, he knew what it was like to be on the receiving end of the stoic treatment.

“Why?”

“I guess it makes me feel safe.”

Erik felt himself nodding. That made sense. He had chosen this room, with its narrow entrance and compact space, for the very purpose of feeling enclosed and secure. There where no corners where an enemy could be hiding, and only one entrance to watch for intruders.

He sat down next to her, stretching his long legs out parallel to hers. He leaned back on one arm and looked down at his mate. Since she’d first come to his den, her skin had lost some of its bronze luster, taking on a pearlescent hue. Her hair had also changed, which he attributed to her running out of those unpleasant scented chemicals she’d insisted on using in it each time she’d bathed. What had once been a bushy disarray of curls had smoothed out into large and defined coils with a glossy sheen. 

Erik remembered thinking once, long before he’d ever thought of taking the human as his mate, that she had looked good enough to eat. Though he hadn’t found her to be overly attractive, her body had held a certain appeal to him. Now, however, she looked radiant, even as her soft lips puckered into a petulant frown.

“What do you want?” she asked. “I told you I wanted to be alone.”

She hadn’t said that, not explicitly, but he wasn’t going to debate that with her now. Her anger, which had once been a source of amusement for him, no longer held the same appeal. It was tiring, and he wanted it to be over.

“I came to tell you that I am sending Sten to get your sister.”

His mate shot up so quickly that her head nearly collided with his chin. Rather than thanking him, she flung her arms around him and squeezed him with a force he hadn’t known she was capable of. The corners of his lips tugged as her head nestled into the crook of his neck, but he didn’t reciprocate the embrace.

“You should know that I am not doing this because you threatened me,” he told her. “And if you try that again, I will not capitulate, no matter what the issue.”

She pulled away from him, and he found himself wishing that he’d waited a few more moments before opening his mouth. 

“I wasn’t threatening you, I was—”

Erik refused to be drawn into another argument. “I am not at fault here. Even without my interference, the bear shifters would have moved in on Siluit’s territory, and alliance or no, Zane and I would not have been able to handle them on our own.”

“But you’re leaving Siluit to be blindsided.”

“If they aren’t aware of what is coming, then it is their own fault. I am not their alpha, and I am not your sister’s mate, nor the father of her pup. I am Amarok’s alpha, and my pack, you, and our pup—they are my only priorities.”

She opened her mouth as though to continue, but instead exhaled softly and looked away. Then, she laid her head back down on his shoulder. Her body was slack, as though all of the air had left it in that small sigh.

“I understand that you’re doing what you have to do, and I’m not mad at you, not really. I’m mad at myself, because I can’t do anything. I can’t go save my sister, I can’t even warn her that a bunch of stupid bears are going to come and tear apart her life. 

“I hate this… I should be really happy right now, and I’m miserable because I’m so damn worried about her. It’s like last summer all over again. Did you know that two days before my flight to Canada, I was finally offered a promotion? I worked so hard for that, swallowing my pride every single day for years, and I had to turn it down so that I could chase my little sister across the damn tundra.”

Erik allowed her to rant, his fingers compulsively toying with the coils of her hair. Listening to her talk—and he was listening for a change—he realized how little he knew about her life, or at least, the one she’d had before she’d met him. He had never given much thought to it, and even now it was hard to imagine she’d ever been anything or anyone’s besides his.

“Your sister is a fool,” Erik said. “But this is not her fault. It is not the fault of the bears either—they need a territory and food, and Zane’s small pack happens to be situated in the middle of the only one that can sustain them. You cannot blame her for simply being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

She was quiet for a moment, and Erik thought she might have fallen asleep. But when he looked down, her eyes were wide open, though they were unfocused.

Her voice distant, she said, “You know, the first time I saw you, it wasn’t that night at the camp.”

His brows rose.

“Ginnifer filmed you. Only for a few seconds. She was fascinated by your eyes. I was, too, when I first saw it. Zane was incredibly good-looking, but you…you were so stunning. I must have rewound that clip a dozen times, trying to memorize every detail of your face, and that was way before I ever thought I’d meet you.”

Erik tried to pay attention, but his mind had slunk into dark places when she’d mentioned Zane. If getting her to become supplicant hadn’t been such an ordeal, he would have stopped her right there and ordered her never to speak of the other alpha again.

“I think maybe that’s why I tried to find you. There were other shifters on that map that might have been able to help, but I needed it to be you. I needed to see you in person and…”

When he looked down at her again, her cheeks were flushed. He felt his wolf settle a bit, and although he had no plans of letting her comments about Zane slide, he wouldn’t press the issue for now.

She took a deep breath. “Erik, I… You’re…very important to me.”

“Of course I am. I’m your mate.” Erik couldn’t help his clipped tone. He was the most important person to her.

“Um, no, I mean…” she trailed off, appearing flustered, and something else…shy? “If anything ever happened to you, I wouldn’t know what to do.”

You certainly wouldn’t take another mate, he thought bitterly. 

He knew there was nothing he could do to stop that, and his mind conjured images of Zane sneering down at his corpse, Ginnifer on one arm, and Astrid on the other. Although it was hard, he dismissed the thought, knowing how wildly improbable that would be. 

Then, his mind manufactured another scenario, one that was somehow worse, because it could actually happen. If he died, Sten would likely become alpha—and likely drive Amarok into the ground, but not before claiming Erik’s mate as his own. A growl rose from his chest before he could stop it.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

He ignored the question. “There is no point in wondering what you would do without me, because it’s irrelevant. You would be dead.”

While he would never seek to orchestrate their joint passing, he felt secure in the idea of his mate dying at the same time as him. He certainly didn’t want to outlive her, but he also didn’t want to think about another male ever touching her.

“That’s not what I—wait, what? How can you say that with a straight face?”

“Because it’s true. You’d never survive without me,” he said, giving her a smug smile. “And if you think that another male would be able to protect—”

She shoved at his chest. “And what about our baby? Is he going to die, too?”

Erik had not considered that, and felt an odd sensation spread across his face, as though all the blood was leaving it. 

What would happen to his pup if he died? Who would protect him, provide for him, and teach him the skills he needed to survive? Again, Erik felt the same rash of selfishness he’d had at the thought of another male with his mate, but now, it was different. He didn’t want to think of anyone but himself raising his son, but he also couldn’t stomach the thought of his only progeny dying. His son had to live.

And so did his mother. Who else could feed their pup from her breast? And no one else would be able to nurture him as though he was truly their own. At least, that had been Erik’s experience when his mother had passed. 

Erik gave a slight grimace as acid churned in his empty stomach. All along, he’d been dimly aware of his mate, still rambling in aggravated tones. 

“—a contingency plan. Your world is so dangerous! There are men with guns, giant polar bear shifters, wolverines, you never know what’s going to happen and I—what are you doing?”

Erik had placed his hand on the back of her head and drew her in against his chest. His fingers massaged the back of her scalp while he waited for her to settle down.

“I won’t die,” he told her.

“You don’t know that,” she whispered, her arms coming up to encircle his waist.

He didn’t say anything else, and to his relief, she didn’t press him. Within seconds, he had come to a realization that had him questioning everything he knew to be true. If the bear tribes did attack Amarok, Erik could not fall with his pack. He would take his mate and his son far away from there, and he would not look back.


CHAPTER THREE

“It f-feels like I have no skin,” Astrid moaned. “It’s like the c-cold air is blowing right into my soul.”

Erik glanced at her over his shoulder. He took in her hunched, shivering form, his eyes sparkling with amusement.

“What are you doing, Astrid?”

For a few seconds, she was no longer cold at all. Heat prickled over her skin as her name rolled off his tongue. He’d been using her name a lot lately, and by a lot, it was more like once a day, maybe. But each time, she’d get a fluttering sensation in her midsection and her brain would momentarily turn to mush. She particularly liked the way he said it, with his alluring accent—Ah-strid.

On several occasions, she had tried to tease out where exactly Erik was from. It was always a vague response, “many places” or “east of here”. None of the other wolves had known him for more than a decade, aside from Sten, and Astrid had made it a point to avoid him ever since his…indiscretion. 

Finding her voice, she said, “I’m slowly dying of hypothermia.”

He snorted and turned back around. 

“How is your penis not falling off?” she muttered. “For that matter, how can you even pee without it freezing as soon as it hits the air?”

She thought she heard him chuckle, but another cold wind knifed through the tundra, reducing her to a trembling mess. 

When he finished peeing, Erik stretched out his arms, and then bent down to pick up their unfortunate prey. She and Erik had been hunting since just after daybreak, although to be fair, it was more Erik doing the hunting and her standing around grumbling.

If it weren’t for the cold, the whole experience wouldn’t have been so bad, at least not as bad as she’d thought it would be when Erik had woken her an hour before dawn to announce that they were going to get some meat. For once, she’d been glad for her violent morning sickness, because she’d thought it would get her out of having to go with him. No such luck. The moment she’d been able to take a step without feeling like she was going to puke up her guts, the alpha was dragging her out of the den.

It was the first time he had left the den in the two weeks since he’d returned from his trip to the southern border. Loosely adhering to his new food regulations, he and Astrid had eaten almost nothing but small portions of bland vegetation the first week. She hadn’t complained, and had been glad to help set an example for the others, but after a few days, she’d begun having dizzy spells. Erik had assumed she was being melodramatic, until she’d passed out and almost drowned in the bath. After that, he’d turned into a meat tyrant, forcing everyone who returned with a fresh kill to give up a portion of their rations in order to feed her. None of them dared complain to Erik’s face, but Astrid had caught more than a few resentful looks thrown in her direction.

“When I said we should stop taking other people’s food, this isn’t exactly what I had in mind,” Astrid said. She followed after Erik, who had started off towards a hill with big rocks. 

“They’re not going to like you if you sit inside and wait for me to feed you,” he said. “That’s what you want, isn’t it? Their approval?”

She pressed her lips together. “Well, I’d like for them to at least respect me.”

Erik laughed at that. “Being liked is easy. I doubt you will ever earn their respect.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” she said, kicking at the snow. “And if being liked is so easy, how come I’m the only one that likes you?”

He arched a brow. “You like me?”

“Of course. Don’t you like me?”

He paused for so long that Astrid thought he might be messing with her. When he spoke, he was certain he was.

“I will take your question under consideration.”

Asshole.

She way more than liked him, but every time she got close to saying the words, she’d panic and start to babble. They’d been getting along better than ever lately, which was especially surprising considering Erik rarely let her out of his sight. Every day, she was certain they’d start getting sick of one another, but each day they grew closer and became more comfortable together, which paradoxically made it all the harder for her to confess her feelings. The last thing she wanted was to tell him she loved him and receive nothing but one of his amused looks in return. So she kept the feeling bottled up inside, where she was pretty sure it would stay until she was on her deathbed.

Astrid said, “You know, I only like you a little bit. Like a really, tiny bit. And it’s probably just hormones.”

Erik ignored her, and instead pointed towards a gathering of rocks at the top of the hill. “There are lemming tunnels under those rocks. Wait here. I’ll send them in your direction.”

“Lemmings? Like the video game?” 

Erik was already shifting. Seconds later, the massive black wolf was dashing up the hill, shimmering snow flying up in his wake.

“Wait, aren’t they rodents? We’re not going to eat rodents, are we?”

There was no answer, but she hadn’t really expected one. Sighing, she flopped down onto the ground. The snow had to be almost a foot deep, and her legs were in desperate need of a break. 

Even after her fainting spells, Erik had been apathetic at best to the effects that her pregnancy was having on her body. It was a major point of contention for Astrid, because she’d been looking forward to foot massages, long naps, and generally being treated like a princess. Instead, she had to beg to get him to slow down, plead for even a small break here and there, and yell at him each time he pawed at her insanely tender nipples. 

Erik barked in her direction, and she looked up, shielding her eyes with her hand. He appeared to have dug a hole, tearing through the permafrost and pulling up the earth that lay beneath it. She squinted, catching sight of something moving in the snow.

No, not in the snow, under it. The surface of the snow puckered as something small darted below it, heading in her direction.

The lemming, she thought grimly.

Erik barked again, this time more insistently. Rolling her eyes, she pushed herself up off the ground. 

“You seriously want me to catch this thing with my bare hands?” She was wearing gloves, but still. Gross.

The wolf barked again and then sat, signaling that his work was done.

Oh, what the hell. Here goes nothing.

She trudged towards the lemming, intercepting its path. Right as it reached her, Astrid bent down and plunged her hands into the snow. Nothing. She tilted her head, watching through the arc of her legs as the critter continued burrowing right past her. Her face heated, and she didn’t dare look up at Erik.

Now you’re in for it, you oversized rat.

She ran ahead, cutting it off once more. But this time, it forked to the right, and again narrowly evaded capture. This continued on for several minutes, until the once pristine hill had become marred by piles of upturned snow. Finally, the lemming made the fatal mistake of heading back up the hill, where it all but deposited itself into Erik’s waiting hand. Back in his human form, he held up the lemming, which turned out to be quite cute. 

“You have to be decisive,” Erik told her. “Don’t hesitate, simply grab it. Once you hesitate, you have already lost.”

Astrid was hunched over again, her hands resting on her knees. Once she caught her breath, she said, “I was just about to catch it. And you only got it because I tired it out.”

“The only thing you tired out was yourself,” he said with a smirk. “Here, kill it.”

It was the only warning he gave her before he tossed the writhing rodent directly at her. She instinctively flinched, but at the last second caught it, knowing that she’d never hear the end of it if she let it get away.

The instant it was in her hands, the lemming bit down on her, its little teeth tearing through her glove and sinking into the meaty flesh at the base of her thumb. Astrid shrieked and flung it away. It went hurtling towards a rock, where it fell to the ground, stunned.

Erik walked over and picked it up. 

“Close enough,” he said, before snapping its neck.

Astrid held up her hand. “It bit me!”

She gingerly pulled off her glove as Erik came to stand beside her. He took her hand and held it up, giving it a cursory look. 

“It’s only a scratch,” he said, dropping her hand.

“It’s not a scratch, it’s a bite. You don’t know what kinds of diseases that thing has. Please tell me that we have penicillin back at the den.”

“What is that?” he asked, in the offhanded manner that implied he wasn’t really listening.

“It’s an antibiotic, and this could be serious.”

“It’s a scratch.”

Astrid scowled and shoved her hand back into her glove. “Fine, but you’ll be sorry when I get sick and die. Maybe then, you’ll realize that you did like me after all, but by then it’ll be too late.”

She was grinning despite herself, and her smile only broadened when she heard Erik laugh. 

“Enough,” he said, though his lips were still slanted. He pointed towards the hole he’d dug. “There are dozens of them down there, and we’re not leaving until you catch one on your own.”

All of the humor left her, and Astrid put her hands on her hips and dug her feet in. “No way. The next one will probably take my finger off, and since you seem to have forgotten, I’m pregnant. I can’t be running around, chasing lemmings, or any other animals. You know, where I come from…”

Astrid fell silent as a distant howl echoed over the tundra. It was high-pitched at first, but quickly panned out into a low, mournful sound. When it was over, she looked to Erik, feeling excited.

“They’re calling for you at the den.”

A smile broke over her face as he nodded, both because she was glad to be going home and because she was beginning to recognize what all of the different howls meant.

Appearing impressed, Erik gave her an affectionate pat on the head. He shifted back into his wolf form, and once he’d gathered up their prey in his mouth, she climbed onto his back.

Although they’d been hunting for what seemed like hours, they hadn’t been far from the den at all. Within fifteen minutes, they were within sight of the ravine that sheltered the entrance to the cave. At the top, a slender female was pacing in the snow. She looked up as Erik arrived, but quickly turned her head back down.

Astrid climbed from Erik’s back, freeing him up to shift again. From the lines of strain around his eyes, she could tell that the constant back and forth between forms was beginning to wear on him. She made a mental note to avoid provoking him for the rest of the evening, as his temper was bound to be short.

“What?” Erik asked, making no effort to mask his exasperation.

The young woman appeared anxious, and Astrid could remember when Erik used to have the very same effect on her. She’d gotten over it, but only after she’d realized Erik wasn’t going to kill her.

“I was actually hoping to speak with your mate,” she said, braving a glance at Astrid.

“Me?” Astrid asked, lighting up like a Christmas tree. “Yeah, of course, what can I—oww.”

Erik had clamped a hand down on Astrid’s shoulder. Per usual, he didn’t recognize his own strength.

“What do you want with her?” Erik asked the other shifter.

Astrid jerked her shoulder free and shot him a glare. “I can speak for myself, thanks.” She turned to the woman. “What can I do for you?”

The woman wet her chapped lips. “It’s Torok. He’s not faring well, and I was hoping you might know of something that could ease his discomfort.”

Briefly, Astrid was confused. Then, she remembered that Torok was the name of the wolf Erik had brought back from the bear encampment. She hadn’t seen him herself, but she’d heard in passing that he’d been malnourished, but was getting better.

“What’s wrong with him?” she asked.

The woman shook her head. “We don’t know. Last night, he began trembling and complaining that he was cold, but his skin is burning hot.”

“I thought your kind didn’t get sick?”

“We don’t,” she said. “At least, not when we’re in good physical condition.”

“I see.” Astrid frowned and scratched her chin. “I don’t know if I have anything to make him comfortable, but I do have some Tylenol that might help with the fever. Will you take me to him.”

“No,” Erik interjected, his tone so severe that it sent a spike of adrenaline shooting through Astrid’s veins. Before she could even think to argue, he said, “If he is ill, you will be putting yourself at risk.”

You’ll drag me across the tundra and make me catch rodents with my bare hands, but going near someone with a cold is where you draw the line?

Annoying as it was, Astrid did agree with him. She couldn’t afford to get sick, not when she was pregnant and so far from medical intervention.

Astrid looked between Erik and the female, and then smiled. “Okay, how about this? We’ll all go back to my room and I’ll get that Tylenol for you to give to him.”

***

Erik tensed as Shila pulled his mate into a tight embrace. He didn’t move from his place against the wall, but he did do a mental count, and was prepared to intervene if the she-wolf didn’t release his mate after a fixed number of seconds. Shila released her after five, narrowly avoiding his ire.

In the two weeks that he’d been back, Erik had developed an irrational and almost unmanageable possessiveness of his mate. He thought it might have a lot to do with Sabine’s attempted murder of her, yet keeping his mate constantly at his side had done little to assuage his anxieties. Whenever another female touched her, with the exception of his niece, he had to fight back a growl. And when another male came near her, he didn’t bother with restraining himself.

“Thank you so much,” Shila said. “I’m in your debt.”

“It’s no trouble at all,” his mate said. “Please, anything you need, don’t hesitate to ask.”

Shila thanked Astrid again, and then turned to Erik and bowed her head. “Thank you for bringing Torok home to us.”

“Hm.”

Shila took her leave, and his mate crouched down to dig through her bag. She called out, “It wouldn’t kill you to be a little nicer.”

“Hm.”

She extracted a tube of ointment and slip of beige paper from a crushed box that read “BAND-AID”. His eyes drifted away, scanning the room that she still referred to as her own, but no longer slept in. 

The bed of furs in the corner reminded him of when he’d first brought her to his den. He had brought her back to this room with the intention of breaking her in. He could have never imagined that the frightened and whiny little human beneath him would, in the not too distant future, become his mouthy and whiny little mate. Had he known at the time how profoundly she would change him, he might have made good on his threat to throw her into the ravine.

There was a small stack of neatly folded cloths on the corner of the bed. His gaze lingered on them, as he noticed their odd shape. His mate was talking, though as so often was the case, she seemed to be more talking to herself than him. He didn’t mind, and was quite accustomed to the ambient noise of her chatter.

“…and the doctor said to me, which bandage do you want, the Barbie one or the flesh colored one. How racist is that?”

“What is this?” Erik asked, picking up one of the cloths.

His mate looked over at him, and then a proud smile broke over her face. “That’s a onesie.” 

Which of course told him nothing. 

“What purpose does it serve?”

She waved him over. “Bring it here and I’ll show you.”

Erik handed it to her, and she spread it out on her lap. “It’s for the baby. See? Head goes here, arms go there, and down at the bottom, legs! And this part in the middle, it’s usually buttoned with clasps. I have to figure out how to make some, but I’m not too worried, there’s still plenty of time. What do you think?”

It wasn’t practical to clothe a pup in such a thin fabric. The pup would likely spend its first few months bundled in furs, until it learned to shift, a natural process that the clothing might inhibit. But at the moment, under the weight of her hopeful and expectant gaze, he couldn’t tell her anything of this.

“It is interesting,” he said, and he was relieved when she appeared pleased.

“I can’t tell you how many of these I’ve bought for baby showers,” she said, carefully folding the garment back up. “Now these are mine…”

She beamed at him. “Thank you.”

“For what?” he asked.

She took his hand and placed it over her abdomen, and then laced their fingers together. “For this. With everything that’s going on, I have no business being happy, but I am.”


CHAPTER FOUR

“By my estimate, there is enough to last a month,” Beau said. “Perhaps two, if we ration heavily.”

Erik nodded in agreement. They were standing in the dome-shaped cavern that held their food stores. Row upon row of shelves had been hewn into the walls, holding everything from bundles of vegetation, spices, oils, and salted meats. The room had been Sabine’s responsibility, and she had managed it well. When he’d gone in there two months ago, all of the shelves, save for the two topmost, had been cram packed with food. In the weeks following Sabine’s death, almost everything with protein had been cleared out.

Under Erik’s meticulous watch, the storage room had seen a modest resupply, though nothing close to its former glory. He knew that no matter how hard he pushed the wolves, they would never be able to restock it during the winter months, when the nights were bitterly cold and most prey had either migrated south or had hidden itself underground. 

“Do you think we’ll have to ration it?” asked his mate.

Erik said, “If there is a bad storm, or the winter is particularly long.”

“Or the bears come?” 

He placed a hand on the small of her back. “That won’t happen.”

And if it does, I will make sure you are nowhere near this place.

“You have nothing to worry about,” Beau said to her. “I’m sure you will have first pick of all the tube roots and whale blubber.”

Her nose wrinkled. “There’s no whale blubber here.”

Beau pointed towards a sealed jar that was covered by a thin layer of dust. The liquid inside of it was a sallow color, but the contents were still edible. Probably.

“Whoa, you hunted a whale?” 

Beau’s lips formed a wry grin. “Who do I look like, Moby Dick?”

Astrid laughed. “Moby Dick was the whale, silly.”

“Bien sûr. I was only testing you.”

Erik shot Beau a look that promised pain if the beta male continued to flirt with his mate. Beau read the signal loud and clear. With a small bow, the beta male excused himself. Astrid waited a moment, craning her neck down the hallway to make sure that he was out of earshot. Then, she turned to Erik and folded her arms under her breasts.

“Why would you do that? Do you have any idea how hard it is for me to make friends around here? Everyone either hates me because they think I killed Sabine or they’re terrified of me because you’re always glaring at them over my shoulder.”

Erik raised his chin. “Beau is not interested in being your friend.”

“Oh, come on. He’s obviously gay.”

“He is still a male.”

Instead of getting angry, his mate ruffled his hair and smiled at him. Any inclination he’d had to argue with her vanished. This had been happening a lot lately, and he was starting to wonder if she was learning how to manage him. He decided he wouldn’t think about that. Ignorance was bliss.

Her hand had moved on to stroke the side of his face. “I’m going to take a nap, okay?”

“We still have more hunting to do,” he said.

There was another hour of daylight left, and with the food stores as low as they were, Erik couldn’t afford to waste it. Easily one of the pack’s best hunters, he knew that he was doing his wolves no favors by staying in the den, even if it meant that the various administrative tasks that Sten was usually responsible for fell by the wayside.

“I think we both know that you’re much better off out there without me,” she said, running a finger down his neck. Her blunt fingernails scraped across his jugular vein. “Please, go do something useful and don’t worry about me. Besides, absence makes the heart grow fonder.”

Erik flicked her hand away from his neck, mostly because it was arousing him. “I don’t need to be fond of you.”

His mate frowned. “Wait, are you saying you’re not fond of me?”

Suppressing a grin, Erik guided her to the doorway. "Go. Take your nap. I’ll be back soon.”

Erik started down the tunnel, parting with his mate for the first time in two weeks. Leaving her turned out to be easy, and he was already looking forward to a long and bloody hunt. He only taken a few steps when he heard her call out to him.

“Oh, wait.”

He heard her boots clack against the stone floor and she ran over to him. She placed a hand on either of his shoulders and used the leverage to boost herself up. Her feet left the ground, and she was suspended in midair just long enough to press a quick kiss to his lips.

“Goodbye,” she said. “Be safe out there.”

She didn’t wait for Erik to respond, and he found himself standing in place watching as she headed down the tunnel, disappearing around a bend. He brought his fingers up to his lips where they hovered, not quite touching skin to skin.

His legs kicked into gear and he headed towards the main room. He still yearned for the thrill of a great hunt, but he now found himself wishing that he could be in two places at once.

With the exception of Beau, all of the other betas were already out hunting. Erik passed the main room and headed for the exit, intending on tracking their scents and meeting up with them. He scrapped this plan when he ran into Sylvestre on his way out. 

Erik had not seen much of the younger male since they had returned. While he hadn’t sought Sylvestre out, he also hadn’t been avoiding him. Sylvestre had been channeling his grief over his sister’s death into the hunt, and had rarely been in the den.

“Sten told me everything,” Sylvestre said, forgoing greetings. “I know it wasn’t Astrid that killed my sister. And even if it had been, Astrid would have been justified.”

Erik hadn’t planned on bringing the subject up, but since Sylvestre had started it, he decided to ask the questions that had been on his mind for days.

“Did you know?”

Sylvestre didn’t appear offended. “No, course not.”

“Did you suspect it?”

“Did I suspect that she was going to try to kill your mate? No, I never thought she would do something so rash. But I did know that she cared about you. I just didn’t know how much.”

Outside the mouth of the cave, poor weather had already darkened the late afternoon sky. Snow fell in a benign flurry, but Erik had spent enough of his time on the tundra to sense when a bad storm was approaching.

“If she cared about me, she would not have tried to harm my mate.”

Sylvestre tugged at his ponytail. “You can’t blame her for being fucked up after what we went through.”

“You turned out well enough,” Erik pointed out.

“You probably would’ve said the same about my sister a few weeks ago,” Sylvestre said. “I’m starting to wonder if I’m not just going to snap and fuck everything up one day like she did… Like my father did.”

Erik’s lips twisted with displeasure at the mention of Sylvestre’s father, an alpha that it made Erik himself look like a benevolent and reasonable leader. Erik had done the world a favor when he’d removed his head from his shoulders.

“You are not like your father, any more than I am like mine.”

“But—”

“I have had enough talking for one day. Either come hunting with me, or point me in the direction of the nearest muskoxen herd.”

“The only muskoxen I’ve seen were at least two hours out,” he said, straightening his back. “Are you sure you want to be away from the den for that long?”

“The only thing I am sure of is that hunting lemmings is not an appropriate use of my talents. Let’s get going.”


CHAPTER FIVE

The muskoxen had been much farther out then Sylvestre had predicted, but once Erik had caught their scent, he hadn’t stopped until he’d felled one. Sylvestre had taken one down as well, and then another, and then another, and then another. Eventually, Erik had to intervene and rein in the young beta male before he decimated the herd. They had killed far more than they could carry, but fortunately they had run into several of the other betas on their way back. Erik had instructed Sylvestre to guide them to the dead muskoxen, whose bodies were likely to have been preserved by the snowstorm.

All told, it had been nearly a full day since he’d left the den and his mate. He had no reason to feel guilty. After all, he had been out providing for his pack, providing for her and their unborn pup. He hoped she would see it that way, because no matter how pissed off she was at him, he planned on fucking her senseless.

Erik was greeted by dozens of eager pack mates as he entered the main room. He drugged the juvenile muskoxen to the center of the room and set it down, giving the signal for his wolves to feed. He backed off allowing them to swarm the carcass. His eyes scanned the room for Astrid, but she was nowhere to be seen. Before concern could set in, he reminded himself that this was the time she tended to want to nap each day, and he was certain he’d find her in their room.

He shifted into his human form, not bothering to look for something to clothe himself with. After a day out on the tundra, his den felt sweltering by comparison. He stretched his long arms up over his head and cringed. Usually, he relished the unique range of motion provided by the human body. But after half a day of dragging dead weight through the snow, the muscles in his back had become uncomfortably knotted.

All of the tunnels wove into one another, so he took the one nearest to him, jabbing his thumb into the small of his back as he walked. Within moments, he knew he was being followed, but his pursuer made no effort to hide her light footsteps, and because of that he knew she wasn’t a threat. He tilted his head to the side, just enough so that he could catch Ila’s scent.

He stopped, allowing her to catch up. She was wearing the blue dress his mate had made for her, which Erik found appropriately ostentatious to the histrionic female. Everything else about her appeared off, but in ways that he suspected would not be readily identifiable to most.

Her makeup was poorly done. The dark solution that she always brushed her eyelashes with appeared to have been slathered on, and dry flecks clung to the flaky skin beneath her eyebrows. Her hair, which had always managed to remain perfectly coiffed even after a vigorous fucking, was slightly disheveled, and when she reached up to tuck a flyaway strand back into her bun, he saw that her nail polish was chipped and did not match the color of her earrings.

She was still an exceedingly beautiful female, and if anything, he thought that the imperfections made her look more attractive than usual. If he cared enough, he might have pointed this out to her.

“What do you want?” Erik asked. “Why aren’t you eating with the others?”

“I’m on a diet,” Ila said, her tone unusually serious. “When I saw you in the main room, I noticed that your back was giving you some trouble. I thought you might need a massage.”

This was unexpected. The whole reason he had stopped, was because he thought that Ila was going to tell him something about his mate. The two of them were often together, despite neither seeming to particularly care for one another.

He unconsciously flexed his back as he considered her offer. Ila was too eager to wait.

“Remember? I always used to massage your back after a hunt. I know all of the places that give you trouble. Let me fix them for you.”

He could use a massage. The part of his brain that advocated for his tired body argued that a massage was not sexual, or at least, it didn’t have to be. But he knew that even if Ila did keep her hands off his cock, his mate would not be pleased.

While Ila stared at him with the expectant, hungry eyes, Erik’s line of thinking hit a wall. Astrid was his mate, and she was important to him, perhaps the most important thing to him, but that didn’t mean he had to be monogamous, did it? He imagined that she would think so, because for her, sex always had an emotional aspect to it. 

Erik had known that even in the early days, when their relationship had been entirely physical, at least on the surface. After they’d fucked, she had always wanted him to hold her in his arms. Several times, he had caught her looking at his lips with mournful eyes, clearly wishing he would kiss her, and perhaps do all of the other things that human males did for their lovers.

He doubted his mate would understand that he had no such issues. While there had always been females he had preferred over others, Erik had always enjoyed having multiple partners. When he’d decided to take a mate, monogamy had been the farthest thing from his mind, but he had anticipated that for a certain length of time, he was unlikely to be interested in anyone but his human. Now, he had difficulty wrapping his mind around the concept of having only one female, forever.

“I could also give you a bath,” Ila said, picking at the polish on one of her fingernails. “Clean all of the places you can’t quite reach…”

“That won’t be necessary,” Erik said. He moved to walk past her, but she turned around to follow him, keeping pace at his side.

“Which one?”

“Both.”

Erik had to stop short as Ila stepped in front of him. She looked him directly in the eyes, but there was no challenge on her face, only apprehension.

“When you’re ready, you’ll come to me first, right? You’ll come to me before the other females?”

Erik didn’t say anything, he only stared down at the hand that she had pressed against his chest. She glanced down, and then quickly drew her hand back, as though his skin had burned her.

“I’m sorry,” she said, staring down at the floor. “You’ll never be ready… Will you?”

“I don’t know,” Erik said, as much to himself as to her.

She stepped back, and he could see tears welling up in her blue eyes. For once, her tears were not accompanied by theatrical whining, and he wondered if this was what it actually looked like when Ila cried.

“I liked being with you,” she said. “Not like Sabine did. Never like that. I just liked the way being with you made me feel. Everyone looked at me like I was someone important. I was someone important. I was your favorite. And now, I’m nobody’s favorite person. I’m nobody at all…”

Erik should have walked away right then and there. He sensed that he could get away and that she wouldn’t have followed him if he did. But he also felt a measure of obligation towards her, not only because she had saved his mate’s life, but also because he had been careless with her.

“Everyone begins as nobody,” he told her. “You are at a starting point. Stop wasting time looking back at who you were, and consider who you want to become.”

He left her in the tunnel, feeling more eager than ever to get to his mate. Now, however, he was hoping that she would want to sleep. He was disappointed when he didn’t find her nestled under the furs in his room, but after a short walk, Erik caught wind of her, and followed the scent trail back to her room.

Beau lay sentinel outside her doorway. The slender white wolf appeared to be asleep, but as soon as Erik approached, Beau’s ears perked up. Erik was torn between feeling possessive of his mate around the other male and being grateful to Beau for watching over her while he’d been gone. He settled on an apathetic middle ground, and dismissed Beau with a wave of his hand.

Erik stepped into the room, and there she was. His mate was curled up beneath several layers of furs, sleeping soundly. The clothes that she had made for their pup lay scattered at the foot of the bed, alongside a crumpled pile of her own clothes. As Erik approached he noticed that she had removed the buttons from all of the shirts she’d brought with her, and had sewn them on to all of the pup’s clothing. 

He crouched down and picked up one of the small garments, frowning. Would their pup really be that tiny? Erik didn’t think so. She must have made them wrong.

Poorly made, and impractical as they were, Erik didn’t lay down until he had picked up each one and carefully folded it. After stacking them neatly on one side of the bed, he climbed under the furs with her, pulled her into his arms, and went to sleep.

***

Astrid woke to her whole body trembling. It startled her so much, that her mind hardly registered Erik’s presence beside her. She tried to remember what she’d been dreaming, but nothing really stuck out. It had been days since she’d had a nightmare, and usually with those she woke up screaming, not freezing.

“What is it?” Erik asked, taking hold of her shoulders.

She shrugged out of his grip and then pulled herself into his lap. She wrapped her arms around his torso, hoping to siphon some of his heat.

“It’s so c-cold in here,” she said. “Can we go somewhere with a f-fire?”

Erik pried her from his chest. His critical gaze swept over her. “Your skin is hot to the touch.”

As if suddenly realizing the implications of that, Erik’s eyes widened with alarm. “Tell me you didn’t go near that cesspool of disease?”

Astrid blinked at him. “Huh? You mean Torok? No, I haven’t been anywhere near him.”

“Then it was the other one,” Erik said, scowling. “Shila. You should not have let her touch you.” And then to himself, he muttered, “I should not have let her touch you.”

“It’s no big deal,” Astrid said, gaining some control over her teeth. “It’s only a cold. It’s not like it’s the first time I’ve been sick up here, and I’m sure it won’t be the last. Here, pass me my bag and I’ll take some medicine.”

Erik dropped her bag down in front of her, and she began pawing through it, looking for something to help with the fever.

“I think I gave the last of my Tylenol to Shila,” she said as she dug through the side compartments. “I might have some ibuprofen in here. I don’t think that’s the best thing to take while your pregnant, but I imagine it’s better than running a fever. Anyway, when did you get back? I don’t even remember you coming to bed.”

When he didn’t respond, Astrid glanced up to find herself alone in the room.

“Geez, you could have at least said goodbye,” she muttered. “What I wouldn’t give for you to have a cell phone, or maybe one of those GPS tracking devices embedded in the back of your neck.”

Not finding anything useful, she dumped the contents of her bag out on the bed. No ibuprofen, just a half chewed roll of antacids and an empty box of Benadryl. Why hadn’t she thought to pack more medicine?

Because you had no idea how far from human civilization these packs really were, and you never thought even for a second that you’d be up here for more than a couple weeks.

As reasonable as that argument was, she wished that she would’ve left the makeup and the magazines at home and packed more practical things. Hindsight was 20/20, but there was also common sense.

Eric stormed back into the room, and Astrid’s horror, he was dragging with him a terrified-looking Shila.

“I didn’t mean to get you sick,” Shila blurted. “I swear!”

Astrid rubbed her temple with two fingers. Her head was beginning to pound. “You didn’t get me sick. Eric, why did you bring her here?” 

Eric was sneering at Shila. “She used all of your medicine on Torok, so now it will be her responsibility to ensure that you get better.”

Astrid gave Shila a sympathetic smile. “Shila, you a doctor?”

Shila shook her head.

“Do you have any medical experience at all? No? Okay, what about any personal experience with colds or flues?” 

Shila was shaking her head so furiously she looked like she was having a seizure. “No, that’s why I came to you when Torok was sick. I was hoping that you would have human medicine.”

“It’s just called medicine,” Astrid said. “And this is why you should keep it around. Now, is there anyone in the pack who has any sort of medical experience?”

Both Shila and Eric said nothing.

Astrid fell back on the bed and exhaled softly. “Well, it looks like I’m on my own here.”

While Erik dismissed Shila, Astrid set to bundling herself up in layers of furs. They kept the drafty air out, but didn’t do much else. It felt as though her body was incapable of generating any heat, and she continued to tremble.

Eric sat down beside her. She wanted to ask him to get under the covers with her, but he looked restless and didn’t appear as though he’d be willing to remain sedentary.

“What do I do?” He asked her.

Astrid didn’t remember him being this anxious the last time she’d been sick. Then again, that had been before she was pregnant, before they’d even been mates.

She infused her voice with this much reassurance as she could muster and said, “There’s nothing for you to do; it just has to run its course. Once my fever breaks, we should be in the clear. Chances are, I’ll be better by morning.”


CHAPTER SIX

Her fever had broken by morning, but it gave Erik only a small measure of relief. Malina had been in and out of the room all night, offering Astrid food that she wouldn’t eat and giving her water that she would inevitably retch up. 

He hadn’t stayed by her side all night, but he’d been with her more often than not. Halley had tried to come in several times, but he’d turned her away. If his brother ever did come back, the last thing he needed was Sten blaming him for his daughter getting sick.

The dog had stuck around, and in spite of its smell, Erik hadn’t minded. It lay at the foot of the bed, watching his mate sleep. Whenever Erik looked at it, its tail wagged. A few times, he’d caught himself scratching the space between its ears.

Astrid had woken a few times during the night and early morning. Usually only to express that she was cold or thirsty. Sometimes she’d slip right back into unconsciousness, which Erik preferred, because otherwise she’d be wracked with sickness.

It was early afternoon when her eyes fluttered open again. This time, they were more focused and she looked directly at Erik, giving him a shaky smile.

“You look awful,” she told him. “You should really go take a bath.”

“Perhaps I will,” he said in an offhanded manner. He handed her a cup of water. “How are you feeling?”

“Much better, much better.”

Erik’s eyes narrowed in scrutiny as he watched her take a small sip and then move to set the cup aside. He intercepted her hand, pushing it back towards her face.

“Drink more.”

“Maybe later?”

“No, ‘later’ was last night. You haven’t had anything to drink since before I came back from the hunt.”

“I don’t feel thirsty,” she protested. She tried to push his hand away, but succeeded only in dropping the cup. She grimaced as the water spilled onto the bed. “That wasn’t on purpose.”

Erik ran a hand through his hair. “Are you hungry?”

She shook her head. “I’m still pretty tired, actually. I might just rest for a little while longer.”

“Don’t you at least want to relieve yourself?” he asked.

She paused thoughtfully. “No. I don’t have to pee.”

That bothered him more than anything. Even being dehydrated, she should have had to have gone at least once in the past day. He wished Sten were back. His brother might not have been a healer, but having lived among humans, he knew a hell of a lot more than Erik about sickness.

The dog had snuck its way up the bed to lay beside Astrid. She rubbed its back with a shaky hand, a far-off and troubled look on her face.

“In high school, everyone thought my sister was a lesbian.”

What? “What?”

“It was my fault,” she said. “There was this boy, Justin Delany. He was so handsome, I mean, not like you, but he was cute for a teenage boy. Anyway, he was one of those guys that didn’t let his good looks keep him from being nice to chubby girls like me. I’d had a crush on him since middle school.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

She shot him a look of annoyance. “Got somewhere better to be?”

Erik had a lot of better places he could be, but nowhere he’d rather be, so he remained silent.

“Okay, so I kept my feelings a secret for years, but I had this fantasy that once we were seniors and above the politics of high school, that I’d go to my locker and he’d be waiting there to ask me to prom. 

“Lo and behold, a week before prom, it happened! He was there, waiting at my locker. I remember, I almost tripped over my feet to get to him. He caught me before I fell and it was like something out of a movie. And then, he asked me if I thought that my parents would be okay with my little sister going to senior prom with him.”

Astrid paused to cringe at the memory. “I was so upset. I didn’t cry, I mean, I did later in the girl’s bathroom, but that’s not important. For a split second, I was so angry and jealous of Ginnifer that I told Justin that our parents would probably say yes, but he shouldn’t ask them because they didn’t know that Ginnifer was gay and it would put her in an awkward position.

“I guess he told a few people and rumors started flying around. By the time she started her junior year, everyone thought she was a total lesbian. Other lesbians were asking her out on dates, and when she turned them down, they’d think she was stuck up. She got bullied a lot, guys would come up to her asking for advice on weird sexual things. She had a really tough time in high school because of it, and she didn’t do anything to deserve that. No one deserves that… Anyway, she never knew how the rumor got started, I was always too ashamed to tell her.”

Erik had paid attention to the entirety of his mate’s rambling story, if only because he was glad to hear her awake and alert. Just when he’d stopped questioning what the hell her point was, she slapped him with it.

“When my sister gets here, can you tell her that it was me, and that I’m sorry?”

“That’s what this is about?” he asked, glaring. “You can tell her yourself.”

“Sten and I kissed.”

It was too quiet in the room, and her words had been too clear for him to have mistaken them for anything else. He sat perfectly still, even his mind seeming to grind to a halt.

“Well, it’s more like he kissed me,” she said, refusing to look in his direction. “I didn’t ask him to do it or come onto him or anything, but I didn’t stop him, so…”

“When?”

“I dunno,” she said, appearing surprised by his calm reaction. “Maybe a few nights before you came back with Torok?”

“After you became my mate?” he asked, his voice taking on a hard edge.

Astrid braved a glance at him. Her cheeks were flushed, but the color was uneven and splotchy on her sickly pale skin.

“Yeah, but it wasn’t sexual. He only did it to prove a point.”

“And what point was that?”

His anger was tinged with irony, as only yesterday he’d been contemplating receiving a massage from Ila under the logic that it wouldn’t be sexual, and so his mate shouldn’t be bothered by it. However, there was a huge gulf between him receiving a back massage and his mate kissing his brother. 

“That I love you,” she said, looking into his eyes now. She blinked several times, and then smiled. “There. I said it! It’s out there now, and you know what? No matter what you think, I feel pretty good about it.”

She fell back on the bed and stretched her arms up over her head. “What are you thinking? Did I freak you out?”

Erik was no longer looking at her face. He was looking at her hand, the one that had been bitten. There was a rash on her palm, but what held his attention was the long red line that ran from the bandaged area, past her wrist, and down her arm. It was not the first time he’d seen a line like that, and while he wasn’t sure what caused it, he knew what was going to happen.

Astrid followed his gaze to her arm, and her smile faded. 

“Oh…” she said in a small voice. “That doesn’t look good…”

Erik covered her with a fur and stood, saying nothing as he left the room. She didn’t call out for him, which was good because he wouldn’t have gone back in. He needed to be away from her in order to think straight.

He walked for a few moments, headed nowhere in particular. In his mind, he kept seeing the red line and what it would become—spider webs of darkened blood passageways, as poisoning set in. 

“You’ll be sorry when I get sick and die.”

Erik’s gut twisted. This was his fault. Why hadn’t he taken the bite more seriously? Once again, he had forgotten how fragile humans were, and this time, it could cost his mate her life. 

He stopped and leaned back on the wall, wiping away the sheen of sweat that had gathered on his forehead. He tried to think of a solution—any solution, but kept hitting dead ends. He had never seen anyone recover from a blood poisoning, not on their own. She needed medicine, but the nearest human settlement was days away. Even running as fast as he could and without taking breaks, he wasn’t sure he could get her there in time. And that was assuming, given her weakened state, that the cold didn’t kill her first.

The tunnel echoed with the sound of someone large approaching at high speed. Erik didn’t move, but like a wounded animal, he was prepared to lash out if anyone came too close.

Sylvestre stopped a few meters short of Erik. He was panting for breath and there was an air of urgency about him that managed to momentarily pull Erik from his dark musings.

“You’re not going to believe this,” Sylvestre said. “Sten’s back, and he brought Siluit with him.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

When Sylvestre had said that Sten had brought the Siluit pack, Erik had failed to grasp the sheer scope of what he’d meant. Over the past year, Siluit’s numbers had been whittled down by skirmishes with the bears, and Erik had envisioned their current numbers as being somewhere between one and two dozen. What he found waiting for him ten kilometers outside of his den was a mass of wolves that rivaled the size of Erik’s own pack. He would have thought they’d come to wage war with him, had they not been almost exclusively juveniles and pups.

Zane stood up at the front, his arm wrapped tightly around his mate. Astrid’s sister looked almost as pallid as Astrid had, though this was likely due to the long journey and the fact that she was still very pregnant. 

Sten stood beside them, and was the first to advance when Erik and Sylvestre arrived. His posture was tense and defensive, as though he were expecting Erik to punch him. Of course, Erik had every reason to do so, yet he had no inclination. 

Sten said, “Erik, hear me out.”

Before Sten could take more than a couple steps, Zane stepped forward , stopping him with a shake of his head. “I appreciate everything you’ve done, but I’ll take it from here.”

Zane approached until he was almost toe to toe with Erik. The cold wind whipped his dark brown hair to one side, and snowflakes clung to several days worth of beard growth. Erik looked him in the eyes, or at least, tried to. The other alpha kept his gaze downturned. 

Silence hung between them, and while there were likely hundreds of gears turning in Zane’s head, Erik’s mind was still. He felt nothing, even as Zane fell down to his knees before him.

“One week,” Zane said. “We brought our own food. Let us stay here for one week, and when we leave, Ginnifer stays here until I can come back for her.”

Erik stared down at him, feeling only vexation at how detached he was from this entire situation. He wasn’t angry with his brother and he didn’t feel smug about Zane. He wasn’t even pissed that they were wasting his time, valuable time he could have been using to figure out how to save his mate. If he felt anything, then it was that he felt glad for the distraction this offered, because if he’d been left alone in his own head for much longer, he might have lost his mind.

He must have stared down at Zane for a while, because the other alpha eventually looked up, his eyes blazing with contempt. 

“What the fuck, Erik? Are you going to give me an answer, or not?”

Erik took a step back, his body feeling heavier than usual. He flicked his hand in a vague direction and muttered, “Do what you want.” Then he walked away.

He could hear the crowd of wolves begin to talk at once as he left, heading in the direction opposite the den. There was no point in him going back yet, not when his mate still lay dying and he had no solution. 

Erik didn’t get far before Sten caught up to him. His brother’s eyes were alight with concern. 

“Erik, I’m sorry. I tried to do what you said, but I just couldn’t. All those kids… I had to warn Zane. You can be pissed at me if you want, but maybe when you become a father, you’ll understand.”

He looked at Sten, his throat constricting. 

“Erik, what is it? Are you… Is there something wrong with Astrid?”

What he lacked in leadership capabilities, Sten had always made up for with his intuition. But Erik knew that when it came to dealing with blood poisoning, Sten would be as useless as he was.

“I remember when I was smaller than you,” Erik said. “I followed you everywhere, trying to do everything just the way you did it.”

“I remember as well. When did that change? When you realized you were big enough to kick my ass, or after the thousandth time you saw father do it?”

“I never looked down on you for that. I admired how you always got back up and never let him break you.”

“Thanks…” Sten gave him a pointed look. “Is this a very roundabout way of you telling me that I’m dead to you and that you want me out of the pack?”

Erik would have grinned, but the muscles in his face wouldn’t cooperate. “No… I remember when it changed. After I won my first fight against you, you told me that our father killed my mother because she tried to strangle me.”

Sten stopped walking. His mouth hung open and he looked stricken. “I didn’t think you even remembered that. I only said that because I was ashamed and humiliated. I wanted to hurt you, and it was the only way I knew how.

“I made it up. Your mom would have never done that to you. She was obsessed with you. I remember, she wouldn’t even let me in the same room as you because she was afraid you’d catch my germs. She loved you, Erik.”

It wasn’t a revelation. Erik had always had a sense that Sten had lied, but once the idea had taken root in the back of his mind, it had proliferated like a strain of weeds, almost impossible to completely eradicate.

He turned, looking back towards the den. The Siluit wolves had already been reduced to a speck on the horizon.

“Astrid is sick,” Erik finally said.

“What, like a cold?”

“She was bitten by an animal. It looks like an infection that’s spreading to her blood.” 

Sten slapped his brother on the back. “Then what the hell are you doing out here?” 

“What can I possibly do for her?” Erik asked, his lips setting into a grim slash.

“If she was dying, you could stay by her side. She’s probably scared,” Sten said. “But I don’t think that’ll be necessary, at least not now. It’s a good thing I brought Siluit, because unlike us, they actually have a healer.”

***

“And if I say no?” Zane asked with quiet fury. “Let me guess, you’ll try to take it anyway?”

The members of Siluit—Erik had counted them all—included six capable adults, two elders, forty-eight juveniles of various sizes, three humans, and eighteen pups—none of which belonged to Zane. Who the fuck took in a whole bunch of pups that weren’t theirs? Alphas that wanted to lose their territory, that’s who. Of course, Erik had brought them all back to his own den, but once the week was up, he was not above dumping them outside individually and by the scruffs of their necks.

Erik was in unusually good spirits, despite his mate’s rapidly degenerating condition. That was because according to Indigo, the one juvenile that didn’t seem worthless, Astrid would almost certainly make a full recovery. That was, as soon as she administered the last of Siluit’s course of antibiotics.

They were in Astrid’s room. Ginnifer was crouched down beside her sister, dabbing Astrid’s head with a cool cloth. Astrid had woken when her sister had arrived, but her words had been incoherent and it hadn’t been clear if she’d even been aware that she wasn’t dreaming. She had fallen back into unconsciousness shortly before Indigo’s exam, and had remained there.

Zane stood off to the side of his mate, his arms folded across his chest. On his hard face, Erik saw none of the male that had fallen to his knees only hours before. The moment he’d gotten his brood into the den, he had turned into the same arrogant and entitled asshole Erik had always known him to be.

“I wouldn’t have to try,” Erik said. “You get in my way and our deal is off. You, your pack, and your mate are out the—”

“You didn’t even know we had antibiotics when you let us in,” Zane hotly protested. “Is that how this week is going to go? You’re going to keep lumping demands on me and threatening my pack and my family if I don’t comply?”

“There, it’s done.”

They both looked down at Ginnifer, who was pulling a syringe from Astrid’s arm. Beside her, Indigo cast an anxious look up at Zane.

“Gin… That was supposed to be for you,” Zane said gravely.

Ginnifer was stroking her sister’s hair. “We don’t even know if I’ll need it. Besides, did you really think I was going to sit by and watch my sister die?”

Erik crouched down beside his mate. He lifted her arm to examine it, but the red line was still there.

“It doesn’t work right away,” Indigo told him. “It looks like we got to it before the infection reached her blood. We still need to get fluids into her. I can run an IV if she doesn’t wake up, but I’d rather not waste the supplies if we don’t have to.” 

Over the next few hours, the inflammation went down and they managed to get her to drink an adequate amount. Indigo predicted she’d make a full recovery within a few days, and as the night wore on, the room’s occupants finally cleared out, leaving Erik alone with his mate. 

While his mate wouldn’t die, Erik knew that a part of himself had. He wasn’t sure which part, he only knew that the experience had changed him, and that he would never be quite the same again. And that was not such a bad thing, he thought.


EPILOGUE

Astrid woke to the sight of Ginnifer yawning. They were both lying on their sides on the bed, facing one another. When Ginnifer noticed Astrid was awake, she gave her a megawatt smile.

“Sten brought you,” Astrid said. 

She had vague memories of her sister being there, along with a tall young woman she didn’t recognize. They’d helped her to get up and pee, as well as coaxed her to drink broth. It all had a dreamlike quality to it, and she was amazed to see her sister in the flesh. She reached out to stroke the side of Ginnifer’s face, noticing that her cheeks seemed fuller than usual. Ginnifer’s light brown eyes sparkled with mirth.

“He brought all of us,” Ginnifer told her. “But we can talk about that later. Can I get you something to drink?”

Ginnifer sat up, not waiting for a response. Astrid tried to sit up as well, but the most she could manage was propping herself up on her arm. She still felt shaky, but it felt more like she needed to eat, rather than that she was sick. A glance at her arm revealed that the red line was gone.

“I gave you amoxicillin,” Ginnifer said as she busied herself with pouring a cup of water. “It seems to have worked well.”

“Where did you get that?” Astrid asked, before remembering to add, “and thank you.”

“We have a decent supply of antibiotics and other medicines back at the den. We couldn’t bring everything when we left. We couldn’t bring much of anything, really. But I remembered that, at least. Thank God.”

When she turned back around to offer Astrid the water, Astrid could see that she was still very pregnant. Her belly appeared to have doubled in size since the last time Astrid had seen her, and it was on the tip of her tongue to ask if Ginnifer was expecting a whole litter of puppies.

Astrid took a drink from the cup. “You look radiant.”

Ginnifer snorted. “Give me tusks and I could be a walrus.” She rubbed the top of her oversized belly. A worried frown marred her pretty face. “I was due almost two weeks ago. Every time I have contractions I think it’s definitely time, but then they stop. I’m not even afraid of giving birth anymore, I just want it to be over.”

Her smile returning in full force, Ginnifer said, “I can complain about this to you now, without feeling like a bitch.”

She gave Astrid’s belly a pointed look, and Astrid’s hand moved to cover it. “You know? Do you think everything’s all right?”

“Everything’s fine,” Ginnifer said, giving Astrid’s shoulder a squeeze. “Indigo says that you and your baby should make a full recovery.”

“Who’s Indigo, and how can she be sure everything’s okay with the baby?”

“She’s my little sister,” Ginnifer said, her lips quirking. “And as for the other part… I’m not really sure, but she seemed confident.”

Astrid was about to ask her sister to go find this Indigo and drag her back to the room for a thorough questioning, but from the doorway, a deep voice spoke softly to her.

“She can tell by your scent.” Astrid looked up to see a figure leaning against the wall, just outside the door. She could only make out one shadowed side of his face, but she recognized her sister’s handsome mate. 

Zane went on to say, “The scent of your pregnancy becomes stronger each day. It plateaus eventually, but it’s a very noticeable difference early on. If you’d lost your pup, the scent would have stagnated and then begun to weaken.”

“Oh,” Astrid said, relaxing a little. “Thank you.”

Ginnifer glanced his way, sighing. 

“I guess I’ll let that one slide,” Ginnifer muttered. To Astrid, she said, “I asked him to give us privacy, but he refused to any anywhere with your mate here. As if Rip Van Winkle over there is going to hurt me.”

Astrid’s brows rose, and she turned around, noticing for the first time that Erik was in the room. Her eyes bulged at the sight of him, sprawled out on the floor with one big arm flung over his eyes to block out the lantern light. Only the slow rise and fall of his chest told her that he was sleeping, and not dead.

Astrid heard Zane’s smooth voice from behind her. “Does he always rest like that?”

“It’s like he’s in a coma,” Ginnifer added. 

Feeling protective of her mate, Astrid replied, “Only when he hasn’t slept in days. A lot of days. Any other time, he sleeps with one eye open.”

Astrid grabbed one of the furs from the bed and covered him with it. Even for Erik, it was an unusually deep sleep, and she wondered how long he’d been awake, worrying over her. 

“You said you brought your whole pack?” Astrid asked, suddenly remembering her sister’s earlier words. “Erik let them all in, right?”

Ginnifer’s expression tightened. “For one week. The baby really will be here any day now, so that’ll be long enough for me to have someplace safe to give birth, and then—”

“And then you’re staying here,” Zane said, an authoritative edge to his tone.

Ginnifer blinked rapidly, and then her jaw locked stubbornly. Speaking through her teeth, she said, “My mate doesn’t seem to realize how contradictory it is that he won’t leave me alone for a private conversation, but in a few days he plans on ditching me and our son here indefinitely.”

Zane stepped into the room, and the cold fury on his face had Astrid shrinking back to be closer to Erik. Zane opened his mouth to say something, but stopped short when he saw Ginnifer, who looked to be on the verge of tears. They both stared at one another, neither moving except to blink.

The tension in the room was unbearable, and Astrid was eager to cut it. “Where are you planning on going?”

They both looked at her. Zane spoke first. “There are mountains to the north of here. I’m taking the pack ahead to get settled, and then I’ll be back for Ginnifer and our pup.”

“He doesn’t even know if they’re inhabitable or not,” Ginnifer said, wrapping her arms around her torso. “And even if they are, there’s no food up there, not enough to support the entire pack.”

They looked to be on the brink of arguing again, and Astrid quickly reinserted herself into the discussion. 

“There’s no reason for your pack to go anywhere. You can all stay here, at least until you figure out where you’re going.”

Zane gave her a half smile. “I don’t think that’s your call to make, Astrid.”

“It’s not.”

Astrid gave a start as Erik’s thick arm came around her waist. In the next instant, he’d pulled her down beside him, and was scrutinizing her with his heavy-lidded blue gaze. She was so taken aback by the sight of him that she almost forgot what they’d been discussing.

“We’re not kicking Siluit out,” she said, trying hard to sound stern even as her hands caressed his face and her fingers threaded through his hair. “It’s dangerous out there, and we all need to stick together.”

She would have said more, but Erik already seemed distracted. He paid no mind to the others in the room, his sole focus on Astrid’s arm, which he held up by the wrist. When he responded to her, Astrid was surprised, not because he’d actually been listening, but because he said.

“I did not say that they couldn’t stay, only that it was not your call to make, mate.” At the final word, his lips twitched with a smile that he tried, but ultimately failed to restrain. He let her hand fall back onto the bed and then lowered his head to her hair, inhaling her scent.

As glad as she was to have her sister there, Astrid wished that she and Erik were alone then. Her chest felt like it was going to burst with all of the emotions she was holding back, and there was so much she wanted to say to Erik in private. At the moment, she no longer trusted herself to speak without being weepy.

Casting Zane a glance, Erik said, “Our food stores are already too low to support our own numbers. You are responsible for figuring out how to feed your pack while they are here, and your wolves are to keep clear of our hunting grounds. Aside from that, you manage your own and I’ll manage mine. Stay out of my way, and you can remain here through the winter. Contradict me or challenge me, and you’re out.”

Astrid wasn’t sure if that was a good deal or not, and Zane’s blank expression gave no indication of how he felt about it. Ginnifer, on the other hand, looked like she might have gotten up to hug Erik, if not for her cumbersome belly.

“Thank you,” Ginnifer said emphatically. 

Zane bent to help his mate to her feet. He pulled her into a loose embrace, and she leaned her head against his chest. They were both tall, beautiful, and despite their earlier spat, they obviously cared deeply for one another. 

Astrid couldn’t help but wonder how differently things would have gone if it had been Erik that Ginnifer had encountered when she’d first come to Nunavut. Rather than feel a stab of jealousy, she had to stop herself from laughing at the thought. Her sister was far too stubborn to have ever capitulated to Erik’s domineering nature. Even Astrid had trouble with it sometimes, but she was pretty good at picking her battles.

“We’ll find a new den by spring, then,” Zane said, giving Erik the barest incline of his head. To Ginnifer, he said, “Come on, you need some rest.”

Ginnifer started to protest, but her gaze flickered to Erik and Astrid. She nodded her understanding. “I’ll talk to you in the morning,” she said to Astrid, before letting her mate guide her from the room.

When they were finally alone, Astrid flung her arms around Erik’s neck, pulling herself up to press a kiss to his lips. Erik gave an appreciative growl, but made no effort to deepen the kiss. When she let him go, she could see that he still looked quite tired.

Rolling onto his back, Erik stretched out his limbs, all save for the arm that he had around Astrid, which he used to pull her closer. She rested her head on his shoulder and smiled up at him.

“Thank you for letting them stay,” she told him. “I know you didn’t do that for their benefit.”

“The Siluit wolves are not our enemies, not anymore,” he told her. “Their pack is weak now, but in a few years, if all of their juveniles are properly trained, they will make formidable allies. The balance of power is going to tip in the favor of the bear clans if we don’t come together as they have.”

“Will Amarok and Siluit be able to take them on together?”

“We’ll need Sedna as well. If memory serves me, Senda and Siluit have old ties, though the fact that Siluit is here and not up there says that Zane likely did something to fuck that up.” He shook his head. “You should not be concerning yourself with these things.”

“But they are things that concern me,” she told him. “Even if I can’t do anything to help, it would mean a lot to me if you didn’t keep me in the dark.”

Erik gave her a measuring look, and then said, “Very well. But know that whatever happens in the months to come, I will keep you and our pup safe.”

Astrid cuddled closer to him. “I know you will.” She hesitated, biting her bottom lip. “You know…I meant what I said earlier. I really do love you.”

“Mn. I love you, too,” Erik said mildly.

Astrid blinked in surprise, and then her eyes narrowed. “Wait, just like that?”

“Just like what?” he asked, arching a brow.

“That was the first time you said that you love me. I thought it would be more, I don’t know, romantic.”

“If it displeases you, then I take it back. I do not love you.”

“You can’t take it back,” Astrid said, sounding dismayed. “Love doesn’t work that way. You either love me, or you don’t, so which is it?”

The alpha’s eyes fluttered shut. “I love you. I think.”

“You think?”

Astrid sat up, preparing to smack him, when she felt his chest begin to shake. It took her a few seconds to realize that he was laughing, and then she really did smack him. She’d been expecting him to block her hand, and when he didn’t she hit him so hard that she was certain she hurt herself more than him.

“This is important to me. I wish you would take it more seriously,” she huffed, cradling her stinging hand.

Erik’s laughter subsided. “I am very fond of you. Perhaps it is love, but whether it is or is not, I will say the words, if it pleases you.”

“I don’t want you to say it unless you mean it.”

“I’m not sure if I will ever mean it in a way that suits your definition. I will never give you romance—” his lips twisted with distaste “—and most times, I would much rather be inside of you than listening to you talk. But there is nothing I would not sacrifice to ensure your safety.”

Astrid felt her bottom lip begin to tremble. “Because of the pup?”

Sighing, Erik pulled her back down into his arms. Once she was nestled snug beside him, he pulled a pelt up to cover them both.

“That is part of it,” he said. “But a larger part of it is that I do not want to go back to a world where you don’t exist. You and our pup are the only future I want. Anything else would be unacceptable.”

Astrid put an arm around his broad chest. Two teardrops escaped as she shut her eyes, and Erik’s thumb brushed each away. 

Before she’d met Erik, Astrid had been the type to look both ways down a one-way street. She would have never chosen to give up the security and comforts of her former life to live in the arctic as the mate of an alpha, especially one so imperious and, at times, pitiless. She felt like a stone that had been hurled into the sky. She’d had no control over where she’d landed, but by some miracle, she’d ended up exactly where she wanted to be. 

Erik would never be sweet, or even particularly kind. He could be egregiously inconsiderate and suffered from a dearth of empathy. But in his own way, the alpha loved her, and there was no one she’d rather have watching over her and their pup by day, and keeping her warm during the long, cold nights.


CAPTURING THE ALPHA

While contemplating a marriage proposal from her long-time boyfriend, freelance filmmaker Ginnifer Castillo embarks on the journey of a lifetime—traveling to Nunavut in order to film arctic werewolves.

Zane is the alpha of Siluit, one of the largest and most successful wolf packs in the northern hemisphere. In an effort to cast off the legacy of his weak father, he lets logic guide all of his decision making, even when he chose his mate.

When they meet, the chemistry between them is explosive, but so is the effect that their forbidden romance will have on their lives.
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