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CHAPTER ONE

The slow-locked mountain had a base too steep for even the most agile climber to scale, but it served its purpose just the same, shielding the deep canyon from the knifing wind. Dozens of campfires dotted the basin, spitting smoke into the crisp air.

On a bluff opposite the mountain, Erik and Sylvestre perched, observing the sight below with grim fascination. Though they were downwind, they kept low to the ground, staying in their smaller and more easily concealed human forms.

By Erik’s estimate, there were at least three hundred of them, and that wasn’t including the ones in the sprawling, hide-lined tents. There were enough of them to wipe out his pack three times over, though that shouldn’t have bothered him. 

While he’d yet to face worse odds, he had, over the years, led his pack through many battles that they should not have won. This was achieved due to a combination of strong, decisive leadership and ruthless exploitation of his enemies’ weaknesses. He told himself that this time would be no different.

“They look settled here,” Sylvestre said. Hesitantly, he added, “Maybe we won’t have to worry about them. I mean, I know they’re at our borders, but we never come this far south anyway. We could stand to lose a few kilometers if it means we don’t have to deal with them.”

Erik listened as Sylvestre echoed his own initial thoughts. When the beta male was finished, Erik said, “You have overlooked something.”

Sylvestre just looked at Erik, waiting for him to elaborate. His typically clean-shaven face had sprouted almost an inch worth of silver beard growth in the week since they left the den. Despite being rimmed with dark circles, his amber eyes were bright and alert.

After a full minute of silence, it dawned on Sylvestre that Erik was waiting for him to respond. His eyes widened marginally, and Erik understood why. Even he was surprised at his patience and his desire for Sylvestre to work out the answer on his own. It was, after all, the alpha’s nature to dictate firmly and expect his wolves to follow his logic unquestioningly.

Erik asked, “What do you smell?”

He watched as Sylvestre turned back towards the canyon. Sylvestre inclined his head and his nostrils flared. “Burning wood, leather…” he wrinkled his nose, “…wet bears. A few humans as well, females, probably—no, definitely—mates of some of the more dominant males.”

“And what don’t you smell?”

Sylvestre’s brows drew together in concentration, and then they rose as the answer hit him. “Food. There’s got to be hundreds of them and there are all those fires, but I don’t smell anything cooking.”

Erik nodded. “And that is why they will not stay here. This stretch of territory is the farthest from our den. The reason we don’t come out here is the same reason it has remained uncontested since we acquired it from the Tigia pack six years ago. It’s a wasteland. There are no herds for fifty kilometers in any direction, and not enough game to sustain even a small pack.”

“They can’t stay here,” Sylvestre said, disappointment evident in his voice. “Well then, we’re going to have to fight them, aren’t we?”

“Even if we could return to the pack now and arrange a force to combat them, they won’t be here by the time we come back. And if, by chance they were, we wouldn’t be able to face them all, even with the element of surprise.”

“Then, what? We wait for them to come to us?”

Erik shook his head again. “If they come to us en masse, we will be able to hold out for a few weeks, perhaps a month, but our food stores are insufficient for a prolonged siege. And if we leave the den to confront them, no amount of strategy is going to overcome their sheer sizes and numbers.”

He let out a huff of frustration. “Okay, so we’re fucked then.”

“No,” Erik said, clicking his tongue. “You have thought about this for only a few moments and you are already concluding that we’re doomed? Keep thinking.”

Sylvestre looked as though he was going to protest, but quickly caught himself. This time, as he stared out over the swarm of bear shifters, he thought long and hard, giving the matter careful consideration.

Slowly, and with considerable uncertainty, he asked, “Do we try to negotiate with them?”

Erik tilted his head from side to side. “In a manner of speaking.” He decided that he’d had enough of this training exercise—or whatever it was—and was ready to divulge his plan. “We are going to walk down there and ask to be taken to their highest authority figure.”

Sylvestre’s mouth fell open. “Right now? Just the two of us?”

Erik placed a hand beneath his jawline and cracked his neck. “Any attempt to negotiate will expose our vulnerability. We need to let them know that we are aware of their presence in our territory and we want them gone. And if they don’t leave, it will be at their peril.”

As Erik spoke, Sylvestre gradually leaned away from him, as though needing to distance himself from the idea.

“That… Erik, that’s crazy. You want to go down there and—on the off chance that they don’t kill us on sight—provoke them into attacking our entire pack?”

“It is not crazy,” Erik said, through his teeth. Sylvestre was taking the small measure of liberty Erik had given him and stretching it to its limits. “It is exactly what we would do if we were capable of combating them.”

“So we’re going to deceive them into thinking we’re stronger than we are? It makes sense in theory, but the stakes are too high to gamble like that. They could kill us and follow our trail straight back to the den. They would slaughter the pack—your brother, your niece, Astrid…”

Sylvestre trailed off as he caught the flash of indignation in Erik’s hard stare. 

Of course Erik was thinking of the pack—the pack that included his family, and now, his mate. There had hardly been a moment that he had not been thinking of her since he left. 

The first two nights had been the hardest. Literally. Despite the blistering cold, his cock had remained rigid and there had been nothing he could do to assuage himself. Twice, he had sent Sylvestre off on an arbitrary patrol, just so that he could be alone to pleasure himself. But there was no pleasure to be found, no matter how furiously he’d handled himself, Erik could not find release. His body wanted only one thing, to be back inside of his mate. 

After the first night, it had taken all of his willpower not to turn back and return to his den. He wrestled with the thought of sending Sten in his stead, and at the height of his madness, he had even thought that he would be fine with Sten being killed by the bears, so long as Erik could spend the rest of the thrall with his mate.

Thinking about that now gave him a chill. He hoped that he had managed to give her a pup, if only so that he did not have to go through the thrall again any time soon. He enjoyed losing control with his mate—biting her, marking her with his claws, and fucking her harder than he should. He knew she enjoyed it, too, but the thrall did not make him lose control, it made him lose his mind.

“I am well aware of what is at stake,” Erik said, his tone measured. “Now, this is the point where you stop questioning me and start listening. And listen carefully, because everything that happens from here, whether we live or die, whether my pack and my mate are slaughtered, it is on you.”


CHAPTER TWO

“Okay, fine, I’ll bite. What does it smell like?”

Astrid didn’t look up from the gown she was sewing. She now knew how cunning Ila could be, and if the wolf shifter had even the slightest inkling of how much she was getting under Astrid’s skin, Astrid would be screwed.

“What does it smell like?” Ila repeated in her singsong voice. “Hm… Hm… Hmmmm…”

“I’m sorry, is that some Inuit humming language I’m not familiar with?” Astrid asked through gritted teeth. She still refused to look up, but she could hear Ila lightly tapping her cheek.

Pocahontas tried her hand. “It smells…” She let out a puff of air, and from the corner of her eye, Astrid saw her shrug and look to Snow White for support.

Snow White and Pocahontas were two of Ila’s ‘friends’ that Astrid had made dresses for. They had real names, but seeing as how they were only hanging around Astrid because of some weird, wolf-pack social advantage that she still didn’t understand, Astrid had not bothered learning their names. 

Due to a combination of Erik taking her as his mate and the incident with Sabine, which had been just over a week ago, everyone seemed to want to be her friend. Ila had taken it upon herself to audit Astrid’s new social alliances, basically acting as the gatekeeper for Astrid’s new inner circle. Under normal circumstances, Astrid would have tried making her own friends, but as Ila had so kindly pointed out, Astrid was a horrible judge of character.

“Fine, go ahead and make friends with every ratty-haired, flea-bitten female that comes your way,” Ila had said. “I’ll be happy to take Erik back when one of them succeeds in killing you.”

Astrid considered pointing out that she was no longer desperate for companionship. On the contrary, she’d been so jarred by her experience with Sabine that she would have been content to wait out the rest of her time at the den alone in her room, contemplating her own naiveté. But Ila had steamrolled her when she had been vulnerable, and now she was stuck spending her days with Tweedledee and Tweedledumber. Dressing them as Snow White and Pocahontas had been the only thing that had made their company at least moderately amusing.

Snow White was gnawing on the bottom of her red-lacquered lip. She wore her straight black hair pinned up in a bun on top of her head, and with her big doe-like eyes and full, rosy cheeks, she would have looked adorable if she wasn’t so annoying.

“Effervescent?” Snow White offered.

Astrid was mildly impressed by her vocabulary, even if she was probably using the word wrong. “I smell bubbly?”

Snow White frowned. “No, that’s not it at all.”

They were sitting in a circle, Ila lounging on an overstuffed pillow between Snow White, who was braiding beads into Halley’s long hair, and Pocahontas, who was painting her nails with Astrid’s bottle of “Point of Blue” polish, which she’d helped herself to. 

Sten’s chambers, which were sectioned off into a lounge room with a bedroom in back, had been Astrid’s home for the past week. She wasn’t allowed to leave the room with anyone, even Ila, unless Sten was present. He had offered to take her to the main room a few times, but Astrid always declined. She did not want to deal with the tableau of expressions that awaited her there—anger, accusation, and derision from Sabine’s former friends, and fear from pretty much everyone else.

It still baffled her that everyone believed that she killed Sabine. That had been Ila’s idea, which Sten had unexpectedly supported. Ila had simply not wanted to deal with the social repercussions of killing a beta wolf in such high standing, whereas Sten had felt that if members of the pack believed Astrid had killed a skilled fighter like Sabine, they would think twice before trying to cross her. Astrid suspected that the beta males Sabine had been friends with had their doubts, but Sten had been on patrol at the time of Sabine’s death and the idea of Ila managing to take down Sabine must have seemed even more implausible to them than Astrid having secret kung fu skills—or whatever they were thinking.

“Oh, who cares what it smells like?” Ila waved her dismissive hand at Astrid’s face. “You’re pregnant.”

Astrid’s hand twitched, and the needle slipped, pricking the pad of her finger. A small dot of blood blossomed purple on the blue fabric.

“Uh huh,” Astrid said stiffly. 

“You don’t seem very excited,” said Snow White.

“Why would she be?” Ila cut in. She aimed her finger down her throat and made a gagging noise. “She’s going to get fat—well, fatter—and Erik probably won’t even want her anymore. And then she’ll have a smelly, mewling little pup sucking all the youth right out of her teats.”

Halley arched her head up to look at Snow White. “What are teats?”

Ila reached over and smacked her on the side of her head. “Stop listening to our adult conversation.” To Astrid, she said, “See? This is the kind of thing you’re going to have to deal with.”

“Don’t hit her,” Astrid ordered, with a level of confident authority she thought might rival Erik. She set aside her sewing project and grabbed Halley, pulling the girl into her lap. “Teat is another word for nipple.”

“You’re going to make milk?” Halley asked.

Astrid kept her hands busy in Halley’s hair, picking up braiding where Snow White had left off. 

“Women who have babies make milk,” Astrid said evenly.

“When will you make the milk?” Halley asked.

“Women usually start making milk a few days after they start breastfeeding.”

“Can any pup drink it, or only your pup?”

Pocahontas spoke up, “She’s not going to feed you, kid.”

“That’s not what I was asking,” Halley said defensively, her cheeks flushing.

Ila goaded her. “Why would you even ask that, Halley? You’re so gross sometimes.”

All Astrid wanted was to be invisible and shrink away from their conversation, but she couldn’t sit by while they ganged up on Halley.

“Will you two shut up? She’s a child, she’s entitled to ask whatever questions she wants.”

“Aw,” Snow White said airily. “You’re going to make such a good mother.”

“Why, because I’m the only one here that doesn’t have the maternal instincts of a mop bucket?”

For a moment, Ila’s face looked pinched. Then, her expression relaxed into demure amusement. “You’re no fun today. It must be your hormones.” 

Astrid glanced at her through narrowed eyes. “I’m not pregnant.”

Ila rolled her eyes. “This, again?”

They were now on day two of Ila trying to convince Astrid that she was pregnant. Her first proclamation had come the morning before, when she had brought Astrid’s breakfast. Ila had taken one look at Astrid, wrinkled her dainty nose, and said, “Ugh, you’re pregnant.” Astrid had spent the next hour trying to get her to elaborate on how Ila knew that, but had only gotten the vague answer that her scent was different.

After almost two years of obsessing over her fertility, Astrid probably knew as much as an obstetrician did about the process of conception. If she were pregnant—which she wasn’t—her future child would be nothing but a few cells lodged in some obscure corner of her uterus. 

There was no way Ila could tell she was pregnant, but despite Astrid’s best efforts, Ila could probably tell how much it was aggravating her when she mentioned Astrid’s changing scent. Astrid knew that this was all a cruel joke, probably aimed at getting back at her for stealing Erik away, the other thing Ila would never shut up about.

“You don’t think you’re pregnant?” Pocahontas asked, actually looking up from her toenails.

Astrid tightly replied, “I’m reserving judgment until I have more concrete evidence. You know, something besides a smell that no one seems to be able to describe.”

Snow White snapped her fingers. “I know! It’s a soft, warm scent.”

“Neither of those adjectives describe a scent,” Astrid said with a sigh. 

Ila scoffed. “Maybe not to a human.”

Admittedly, it gave Astrid pause that Ila’s friends seemed to be in on the ruse. Pocahontas was a grade-A bitch, but Snow White was pretty nice. And neither of them seemed all that keen on taking Ila’s lead. Snow White always went out of her way to agree with Astrid, and Pocahontas never looked her directly in the eyes. From the start, they had both regarded Astrid as the leader of their group.

But she had to believe that they were either conspiring against her, or that they were confused. Maybe she did smell a little different, but it could be for any number of reasons. Her scent had changed during the thrall; maybe they’d forgotten what her normal scent was like. She had also run out of her body soap, so her scent had definitely lost its floral undertones. And if it was neither of those, it could have been that her elusive period was about to make its grand reappearance. 

Halley looked up at her. “I can’t describe it either, but I know you smell like my mama did when she was going to have a baby.”

Astrid’s throat closed and she fumbled with the bead she’d been threading onto Halley’s braid. It fell and clicked on the stone floor, rolling over towards Ila, who picked it up.

“Oh, that’s right,” Ila said. “Sten’s mate. I forgot all about her.”

Snow White winced. In a low, conspiratorial whisper, she said, “I heard she had an a-b-o-r-e-s-h-u-n.”

Astrid cocked a brow “A what?”

“That’s not how you spell abortion,” Halley said flatly. The little girl looked back at Astrid. “My papa’s mate didn’t care that he was a wolf, but she wanted a human baby, not pups. That’s why she got rid of the pup and papa took me away.”

Astrid stared at Halley, unable to formulate an adequate response. The story would have been gut-wrenching coming from an adult, but the fact that she was a child made it almost unbearable.

Halley asked, “Do you not want pups either?”

“No,” Astrid said, finding her voice. “I mean, it doesn’t matter to me. I would love my child, no matter what.”

Halley smiled. “That’s good.”

The topic cast a gloomy shroud over the room, and during the hours that followed, even Ila seemed subdued. During her brief time in the pack, Astrid had observed that parents were a sore subject amongst the shifters, and it was not lost on her that Sten was the only father she knew of in the pack, and there were no human mothers. Life in the arctic was too capricious for the bonds of family.


CHAPTER THREE

They waited until daybreak to make their move, not because the light gave them any tactical advantage, but because it was when Sylvestre finally became confident that he was prepared.

Erik knew that Sylvestre would have been ready any time. In spite of being a poor planner, he was adaptive, quick on his feet, and unafraid to take risks. He appreciated all of those qualities.

From their cliff perch, they’d spotted a narrow pathway, and it was the one they used to descend into the basin. Erik’s black pelt was in stark contrast with the white snow, which was now drifting down from the sky like filmy sheets of lattice. 

They made no effort to hide their advance, but they went unnoticed for a considerable amount of time, something Erik made a mental note of. This was the first sign that the tribes lacked any formal delegation or structure. No one ever got remotely close to his den without being spotted.

When they reach the bottom, the path widened, and then emptied into a well-worn thoroughfare. There were no shifters traveling the road, but they were finally noticed a few hundred meters before the first cluster of campsites. Erik found himself wondering how Atka and Torok had ever gotten caught at all. He wasn’t a great believer in luck, but he knew that only supreme misfortune—or ineptitude—would have led them to be uncovered by the bears.

Three shifters approached them in human form: two hulking males in white furs and a small wisp of a female. He kept his eyes on her as they approached, instinct telling him that she was the most dangerous. If anything happened, it would be up to him to defend them, as he was the only one in a position to fight at a second’s notice.

Though the males looked ready to attack, they had all come in human form, which meant they were willing to talk. From his perch on Erik’s back, Sylvestre waved at them.

“Greetings,” he said in a bright tone that Erik would have never been able to pull off. Erik couldn’t see his face, but he knew that the beta male was smiling.

The male on the left spat at the ground. “You have a lot of nerve coming to our pack, mutt.”

Erik inwardly snorted. Their group was not a pack. More like a herd—safety in numbers, but leaderless and disjointed.

“I don’t mean any offense,” said Sylvestre. “We are here on behalf of Erik, alpha of the Amarok pack. We greet you as allies.” 

“We’re not interested in allying ourselves with wolves,” the other male said hotly. 

More shifters had started to gather now, and Erik was aware of each one as it appeared. Most were in their bear forms, but he noticed several scrawny youths in human form. They were all eyeing the three fat rabbits Erik carried in his mouth.

“Oh? And you speak for everyone?” Sylvestre asked innocuously. “Are you the leader here?”

The male’s face flushed. “We don’t have leaders! Unlike you wolves, we’re not mindless drones, serving an alpha.”

And look how well that is working out for you.

“Again, I mean no offense,” Sylvestre said coolly. “But this puts me in an awkward position, as I was sent to propose an alliance.”

“We don’t need any fucking allia—”

The female gave the male a hard shove, causing him to stagger back. “Oh, shut up already.” She turned to look at Sylvestre, but pointed at Erik. “You give me those rabbits, and I’ll take you to our leader.”

Erik didn’t wait for Sylvestre to reply. He flung them in the female’s direction. She caught two, while the male on the right snagged the third. She shot him a look, but didn’t try to take it from him. Then she turned, motioning for Erik to follow.

As they walked through the camp, Sylvestre was on high alert. His powers of his perception allowed him to glance only once at a scene and then commit it to memory as his eyes moved on to the next scene. From what he could tell, his previous assessment had been spot on. The bears had plenty of resources—adequate shelters and an abundance of clothing—but no food. As they passed, the onlookers eyed the rabbits the female carried with open envy.

“I’m Elena,” the female said, glancing over her shoulder at Sylvestre. Whatever she saw on Sylvestre’s face made her eyes twinkle with delight.

“Sylvestre,” he replied. “And my companion here is Otto.”

Asshole.

“Well, Sylvestre, you are very bold to walk into our camp. The last wolves to do so were not welcomed quite as warmly.”

“And why am I so fortunate, Elena?”

She shrugged. “Perhaps they weren’t as charming.” But in a more serious tone, she added, “And they were spying on us.”

“And how do you know I’m not?”

“Oh, I’m sure you are, but at least you’re willing to meet with us, rather than treat us like enemies.”

They stopped outside of a large tent, and Elena passed one of the rabbits off to a group of cubs. A ruddy-faced girl squealed with excitement and ran off, the others chasing close behind her.

“Share it!” Elena yelled after them.

She pulled back the tent, and she waved for them to follow her in. Erik knew that he wouldn’t be able to remain in wolf form past this point, and he could only hope that he was as good an actor as Sylvestre. He had infiltrated packs in this manner before, but usually in a group large enough that he could remain relatively obscure. It was fortunate that Sylvestre was nearly as large as Erik, and hopefully Erik could somehow make himself look smaller. He couldn’t afford to draw attention to himself. If they figured out who he was, they would undoubtedly hold him hostage, but there would be no benefits to ransoming two simple messengers.

Erik shifted, and Sylvestre tossed him a pelt to cover himself. He fastened it around his neck, and then followed the others inside, keeping his head low.

The inside of the tent was warm, and smelled of leather and incense. There was a fire burning in the center of the room, and a small hole in the roof allowed the smoke to escape. There were two males seated beside the fire, their tall shadows framing their hulking forms. One of them appeared to be about Erik’s size, though it was hard to tell with him being in a sitting position. The other was substantially larger, almost freakishly large, Erik thought. They both wore outfits that had been fashioned from a white and slate colored fur that Erik recognized, a rare type of caribou that he hadn’t seen since he’d been a pup.

The female introduced them, and then sat down beside the smaller male. Sylvestre greeted them both, seeming unable to ascertain which male was in charge. Erik already knew.

“So,” Elena said, in a thoughtful tone, “tell me more about this alliance your alpha wants.”

As she spoke, her eyes assessed Erik. He may have been underestimating her, but he didn’t think she had any idea who he was. This assumption was reinforced when Sylvestre quickly reclaimed her attention.

“We’ve heard that your bears have been attacking the Siluit pack,” he said. And to Erik’s surprise, he took it upon himself to approach the fire and sit down across from Elena. The other males immediately appeared defensive, but Elena held out a quieting hand.

“They are not my bears,” she told him, firelight flickering in her violet eyes. “Many of the shifters here trust my judgment, and I have been known to enforce basic human decency from time to time, but I am not the boss of anyone but myself.”

And that is just what you want them to believe, Erik thought, still hanging back.

“You should know,” she continued, “that there are others around here that would consider themselves to be leaders. Many others, and they would not take kindly to your intrusion into our territory.”

“You do realize you are on Amarok territory,” Sylvestre pointed out. 

She arched a delicate brow. “And yet here you are, trying to foster peace when your alpha is renowned for his warmongering.” 

Erik couldn’t argue with that. Aside from the alliance of convenience he’d made with Zane, he had never allied himself with anyone. He had absorbed several packs into his own over the years, and those that were not amicable to such an arrangement, he had conquered in a rather merciless fashion.

“If you think it’s because we couldn’t take you on, well you’re probably right,” Sylvestre said. Erik was impressed that they’d made it this far, but now was when everything could fall apart if Sylvestre couldn’t hold his own.

“So you admit that you don’t have the numbers to fight us, then?” Elena asked, appearing intrigued. 

“We couldn’t possibly sustain a pack that large,” he said. “But I think you already knew that. But then, that is also the reason I’m here. Our territory wouldn’t sustain your tribes, not even for a year. But Siluit’s on the other hand…”

Elena leaned back on one hand and stared speculatively at Sylvestre. She was silent for a moment, but then sighed and said, “My scouts have told me as much. That eastern territory, herds of caribou pass through at least twice a year, and you can hardly throw a rock without hitting a muskox. Not to mention, with a little ingenuity, we could spend our downtime fishing.” Her eyes blazed with frank desire. “Under the right management, it could sustain us all, indefinitely.”

Erik relaxed, knowing that the danger had passed, more or less. They were still in the belly of a herd of bears, but he could see that Elena was warming up to Sylvestre, and that her goals were fixed towards the east, rather than the Amarok den. For once, he was glad he hadn’t conquered Siluit after its former alpha had passed. Even then, intuition had told him that the small stretch of abundant territory would be more trouble than it was worth.

“But still, I’m not the one in charge here,” she said. “And some of the self-proclaimed leaders would just as soon take your pack for themselves, even if it were only a jumping point to Siluit.”

Sylvestre nodded and gave her a mild look. “Understandable, but I would caution them to reconsider. It is true, we don’t have the numbers to combat yours, but we do have many advantages that you don’t, and I think you can guess what some of those might be. If they were to attack us, they might be surprised by how quickly the tides would turn in our favor.”

That seemed to surprise Elena, though she hid it well. Erik knew that she probably hadn’t considered the advantages Amarok had, such as being well fed, battle seasoned, and above all, knowing the territory—the value of which losing sides from time immemorial had underestimated. And with the bear shifters lacking the coordination that the wolves had, they might ultimately win, but not without suffering massive casualties.

“So then, the real reason you’re here is to persuade us to pass right through your territory and head east,” she surmised.

Sylvestre said, “I’m asking you to tell the others that if they’re willing to pass through, we’ll make sure they’re well-supplied with enough food to last them the journey. Once they’re in Siluit, it’s like you said: they’ll have no shortage of fresh meat, and we have inside knowledge that at this very moment, Siluit is nearly crippled. They have maybe a dozen good fighters, and their alpha’s mate is pregnant. If you all show up on his doorstep, he’s likely to flee with her, and you probably won’t have to fight at all.”

Her eyes were cautious, but she couldn’t repress a small smile. “You must know that we can’t act on your word alone, and getting scouts across this godforsaken wasteland is becoming harder, now that winter’s in full swing.”

“Send a small group to Amarok. We’ll make sure they have everything they need to get to Siluit. We can even make arrangements for them to get inside Siluit and see things for themselves.”

“How will you do that?”

Sylvestre gave her a lazy grin. “You’ll have to trust me on that one.”

Her smile widened. “Fair enough. You’ve been very forthright thus far.”

Sylvestre stood and gave her a mock bow. He turned to leave, but Elena motioned for him to stop. 

“Wait here for a moment.” She nodded towards the larger male, and must have given him a signal Erik hadn’t caught, because he got up and lumbered from the tent, shoving Erik aside with his shoulder as he left. Erik kept his cool. 

“I have something for you,” Elena said. “A token of our new friendship. But please understand that if you’re trying to play me for a fool, I won’t hesitate to bring the entire force of this encampment down on your den.”

Sylvestre did well to remain calm, and appeared almost amused as he said, “I thought you said you weren’t in charge.”

“I’m not, but I do hold a great deal of sway over those who are.”

Erik turned towards the tent flap, his nose picking up a familiar scent. Seconds later, the large male stepped inside, bringing with him dirty clumps of snow and Torok, Erik’s scout. He wasn’t dead, as Atka had reported, but he appeared close to it. 

“The other wanted to kill him, but I convinced them to spare him, in case your alpha wanted him back.”

For the first time, Sylvestre seemed at a loss. He ran to catch Torok before he fell to the floor. The wolf appeared to have not eaten in some time, and didn’t seem able to hold himself up. To Erik, he looked only like dead weight.

Unemphatically, Erik said, “How gracious of you.”

Hours later, when they were far from the basin of bears and well beyond and curious ears, Sylvestre let out a long-winded exhale.

“That was fucking crazy. I can’t believe I did that.”

“You did well,” Erik said. He was carrying Torok on one shoulder. Thankfully, his wolf was small, but Erik could already feel his tired muscles beginning to strain. They’d tried carrying him on their backs in their own wolf forms, but the prone shifter kept sliding off. If Erik had his way, they’d leave him there, but then of course, he’d have to deal with Sylvestre’s accusatory stares for the rest of their journey.

“So how are we going to beat them? Wait, don’t tell me—you plan on poisoning the meat you give them.”

They’d discussed a great many things while preparing to confront the bears, but Erik had kept his endgame to himself, knowing Sylvestre wouldn’t have been able to stomach it.

“Where do you think we’re going to get that much poison? Let alone a poison that they couldn’t detect.”

Sylvestre nodded glumly. “Okay, so what’s your plan, then?”

“There is no plan. We’re going to do exactly as we said we would. We’ll give the bears safe passage through our territory and wish them all the best on their way to Siluit.”

“But… What about our alliance with Zane? They’ll kill them all, Erik.”

Erik lifted a shoulder, the one that wasn’t burdened. “Better them than us.”


CHAPTER FOUR

Astrid sat in Sten’s bed with her back propped against the cool, smooth wall. She’d set aside her sewing at least an hour ago with the intent of getting some sleep, but had instead divided her time between sorting through her jumbled thoughts and watching Halley sleep. The wolf pup lay sprawled out across her lap, her Cupid’s bow lips parted as she inhaled and exhaled in soft, sweet-sounding breaths. 

Astrid had finally started to nod off when Sten came in. His steps were as silent as any predatory creature, but between the attack on the camp, which felt like it happened both yesterday and another lifetime ago, and Sabine’s assault, which still had her waking each night in a cold sweat, Astrid was always on alert. 

She considered pretending to be asleep. Astrid had been with Ila and the others all day, and then when they finally took the hint that she wanted to be alone, Halley had stayed behind, loudly tussling with Noona throughout the room. When Halley had passed out, it was the first time Astrid had been able to have peace and quiet all day.

Fabric rustled as Sten moved beside her. Reluctantly, she peeked at him through heavy lashes. He was crouched down, his long arms resting on his knees. For a brief instant, she saw the shadow of his brother in Sten’s face, and it felt as though he had reached into her chest cavity and wrapped a fist around her heart. Then, as though it had only been a trick of the light, Sten was back in all his pale, ethereal glory. The fist only grew tighter.

I miss him so much.

She glanced away from Sten, her eyes stinging.

“How are you feeling, Astrid?”

His voice was like Erik’s as well. She had never noticed it before. It was almost the same deep, rich voice, but where Erik’s hard edge was, Sten had kindness with a touch of melancholy. 

Bluntly, she asked, “Am I pregnant?”

Sten’s back straightened and he regarded her concerned eyes. “How about we talk in the other room?”

She looked down at Halley, still snoozing in her lap, and nodded. Before she could work out how she was going to get the little girl off without disturbing her, Sten hefted her up with confident grace and set her aside. Halley murmured something, but didn’t wake.

Astrid got up and followed Sten into the living room, when she settled down onto the couch. She drew her legs up and pulled a cover over herself, watching as Sten lit two cream-colored candles and set them on the table. 

When he sat down next to her, she was struck by how large he was. She was so used to measuring him against his brother’s height and musculature, but being away from Erik for so long had her looking at Sten with a fresh perspective. 

He leaned his elbow against the back of the couch and propped his head on his hand. His golden gaze was full of warmth and affection that she didn’t feel she’d earned.

“I didn’t want to believe it at first,” he said. “But only because your scent changed so quickly. It’s very early. There’s still a lot that could go wrong, but I think you can be cautiously optimistic. That is…if this is something you wanted.”

She listened to his words with detached interest, still not fully believing what she was hearing. 

“What do you mean?”

“The entire decision, it seems to be impulsive on Erik’s part. He never wanted a mate or children, and now he suddenly has both. I hope that it’s not just him making the decision for you.”

Astrid considered pointing out that prior to becoming his mate, she had been Erik’s prisoner. And regardless of what the alpha believed, even being his mate was a warped extension of that relationship. She wasn’t her own person anymore. She didn’t exist outside of his orbit.

“I wanted it,” she said, her voice thick. The words were even harder to force out, given what she’d been thinking. 

Sten carefully prodded, “Do you still want it?”

“I think so,” she said, working it out as she spoke. “But only because I struggled so much with infertility. If not for that, I don’t think I’d have ever wanted children with him, especially not here. Your world, it’s too harsh.”

“Then why?”

“It’s pretty pathetic, but… I think I wanted to know. I mean, Erik, he seemed so certain that it would work and I knew that if I rejected it—if he would have even let me—then I would have always wondered. Plus that hope, for new life and the infinite possibilities it holds, it’s addictive.” She gave him a sad smile. “See? I told you. I’m pathetic. And selfish.”

As she spoke, Sabine’s words echoed in her mind. Bringing a child into the world is always a selfish act. We condemn them to a life of pain and suffering, all so that we can lessen our own emptiness.

“How is this possible, Sten? I want to believe it—or maybe I don’t—but how? I spent so long trying to have a baby with my ex-husband. We had doctors and fertility drugs. I can’t even remember the last time I had a period, but now I’ve been with Erik for two months and…”

Sten nodded. “My mate—my former mate, she’d had cancer in her youth. She wasn’t supposed to be able to have children either. It was one of the reasons I felt comfortable being with her.”

“You didn’t want kids?”

He looked past her, casting a furtive glance to where Halley lay sleeping in the next room. Once he was satisfied they wouldn’t be overheard, he said, “No. Before I had Halley, I wasn’t even responsible enough to care for myself, let alone a child. I spent most of my formative years languishing in Erik’s shadow.”

Astrid almost laughed, but the sound stuck in her throat when she saw the solemn lines drawn on his face.

“I can’t imagine you competing with Erik.”

He was staring down at his hands, a wan smile playing on his lips. “Is it that hard to believe?”

Her brows rose. “No, not like that. I mean, you’re so much better than him. You’re conscientious, considerate, and way more mature. And I saw you fight, that day, against the bears. Maybe you’re not as strong as Erik, but you’re damn close.”

Sten’s smile twisted into something self-depreciating. “It’s a shame my parents didn’t share your perception of me.”

Now, it was Astrid’s turn to nod. “I know how that is,” she said with a sigh. “It was the same with Ginnifer and I. She walked on water and I was always paddling against the current to keep up.”

Silence fell over the room, and they continued to stare at one another, though they were both lost in their own thoughts. It wasn’t long before Astrid could no longer stand to be inside her own head.

“What am I going to do?” she asked. She knew that he couldn’t answer for her, but it was a small comfort to be able to share her distress.

“You’re going to make a great mother.”

Then why did she already feel like she’d failed?

“And what about Erik?” she asked. “You said it yourself, I don’t stand anywhere with him. I’ll never be anything to him.”

She didn’t fully believe that, not anymore, but she wasn’t sure if that was because there was something growing between herself and the alpha, or if it was only wishful thinking.

“Maybe he’ll surprise us both,” Sten said. “But you shouldn’t worry about that. Our children aren’t just raised by their parents. They’re raised by the pack. Right now, you should focus on building social ties. They’ll be invaluable once your pup is born.”

From threads of gossip and offhanded remarks, Astrid had a basic idea of Sten’s history. She knew that he and Erik had grown up together, but at some point, he’d struck out on his own, venturing into some human town or city. Probably a city, she decided, as his strange colorings would have never allowed him to blend in where everyone minded everyone else’s business.

She wondered what sort of woman had caught his eye. Had he been in love, or had it been like she and Erik—an overwhelming attraction, almost cosmic in its force? Maybe it had been both. Had his mate known what he was, or had he somehow been able to hide it from her? Maybe they had been in love, maybe she had been a blissful new mother, and then maybe one night, just like poor Beau’s mother, she had gone in to check on her baby, to make sure she was still breathing for the thousandth time, only to find that her sweet little girl had shifted into a wolf. 

“Is that why you came back here?” Astrid asked as she wrapped a fur around her shoulders. “So Halley could be raised by the pack?”

“Part of me knew, from the moment my wife told me she was pregnant, that I’d have to come back. I lied to myself for several years.”

Her finger traced the edge of the pelt. “Do you ever worry that you made the wrong choice? I mean, you must be afraid for her every day.”

“I am, but no more than I would have been afraid for her back in Ontario. I’d be afraid every day that she’d forget herself and shift in view of someone. Or that I would somehow lose control and expose us both.”

“Sentiments about shifters have changed a lot in the past few years,” she told him. “I know that in the US, poaching is outlawed and every year there are new protected areas popping up.”

“And that’s how humans want it,” he said in a patient tone. “A place for us and a place for them—but they don’t want to share their neighborhoods with us. And frankly, I don’t blame them. We’re ruled by our instincts, we don’t have the inhibitions that allow humans to cohabitate in an egalitarian society. Just look at what Sabine tried to do to you. In her mind, killing you was the ideal solution to reclaiming Erik’s favor. And if you hadn’t been his mate, no one would have faulted her for it, maybe not even Erik.”

Astrid pulled the pelt more tightly around herself. “What exactly was Sabine’s relationship with Erik?”

She had a right to know, given that Sabine had tried to murder her over it. The question had nothing to do with the vague feelings of resentment and jealousy that still curdled in the pit of her stomach.

“It’s as complicated as you’ve likely already deduced,” he said, uncrossing his legs. “Erik killed her father and most of her pack.”

Astrid’s brows shot up. That hadn’t been what she expected. “What, why?”

“It was back in the early days, when he was expanding his borders,” Sten said. “She and Sylvestre were the only ones to escape. They were only kids. They formed a small pack of their own and ultimately sought vengeance on Amarok and Erik. But on their way across the territory, they ran into a bunch of trouble—storm, poachers, starvation. Erik found them holed up in a cave not too far from here, on the brink of death.”

She listened as Sten recounted the story, her mind conjuring images of a younger, but somehow harder and colder Erik, standing before shorter, lankier versions of Sabine, Sylvestre, and their friends. Erik stared at them and they stared back through sunken eyes.

“Sabine told Erik to kill them, and Erik said he didn’t take orders from her, though it didn’t matter, they’d be dead soon anyway. She tried to attack him, but Sylvestre stopped her. He wrapped his arms around her and held her until she stopped struggling, until she started to cry, and then Sylvestre fell to his knees and begged Erik to take them all into his pack.”

Astrid shook her head in disbelief. “How could he do that?”

“You’d have to ask him,” Sten said. “But my guess is that the journey had been a wakeup call. He accepted that he was weak and incapable of protecting the people he cared about. He recognized that Erik could do what he could not.”

She tried to imagine being in their position, but it was impossible. Erik had killed a group of men who’d been entertaining the idea of killing her, he hadn’t killed her family—that would have been unforgivable. 

“Wait, so are you saying Sabine tried to kill me to get back at Erik for killing her father?” Astrid asked, remembering how Sabine had fondly reminisced about her sire while on the trip to the pool.

“Perhaps,” Sten said, with a measure of hesitation. “But I don’t think so. I believe Erik meant a great deal to her.”

How?

Her head had begun to throb and the question was far too multifaceted to contemplate. Sten had been right, it was complicated.

“Are you in love with him?”

The question made her tense, and for a split second she expected to look up and see Sabine’s feral green eyes. She could still hear Sabine’s venomous diatribe: “You are more important to him than I ever was. I’ve watched the two of you together. I’ve listened to the sounds he makes when he fucks you.”

When she glanced up, there were only Sten’s warm golden eyes, gleaming with an inquisitive spark.

Her voice was suddenly hoarse. “I barely know him, and all of the things I do know about him are awful. How could I love him?”

Astrid knew how easier it would have been to say no, rather than try to rationalize why she shouldn’t love him. The toxic feeling in her stomach turned into nausea as she considered the implication.

“It’s not love,” she said, her hands clenching her kneecaps. “I’ve been in love, I know what that feels like, and this is completely different. It’s totally physical, and—”

Sten kissed her.

It happened faster than she could perceive, one second he was sitting beside her, watching her, scrutinizing her, and in the next instant, his lips were on hers. They were hot and soft, but unmistakably male. There was no beard stubble to prick at her, irritating the area around her lips, only a smooth expanse of inviting flesh. 

Her lips were parted, either from an aborted protest or a sharp intake of breath. His tongue probed along her bottom lip, but he made no attempt to slip past it. His teeth tugged at the plump lip, and her first coherent thought was that he was going to bite her, but he didn’t. It was gentle, teasing, almost friendly.

While his lips danced across hers, Sten brought his hand up to her head. He didn’t tug at her hair or jerk her around. With the backs of his fingers, he tenderly stroked her cheek. His long fingers glided downwards, until his hand was cradling the back of her neck, the pad of his thumb rubbing soothing circles at the base of her skull.

It wasn’t until he pulled back, his offending lips quirked in a mischievous smile, that she realized it had been a very good kiss. It was the kind of light, sensuous play of lips that she often craved from Erik, but the alpha’s brutal mouth often left her delicate lips swollen and bleeding. 

Astrid could imagine a parallel universe, one that probably made a lot more sense than this one. There, she was Erik’s slave, forced to endure his harsh and relentless sexual appetite. And after weeks of the alpha’s cruel treatment, she would find herself here, nestled up beside his kind and beautiful brother, savoring a clandestine kiss—the kind of kiss that turned her knees to gelatin and set loose a flock of butterflies in her belly.

But this wasn’t that place. This was the universe where Sten’s achingly perfect kiss made bile rise in her throat, made tears of confusion prick at her eyes, and made her hand clench and unclench as she debated whether to slap him.

Sten gathered her fists up in one big hand and gave her a knowing look. 

“I’ll admit, I didn’t do that entirely for your benefit,” he said evenly. “But try not to dwell on it. It didn’t mean anything.”

There was a long pause while Astrid struggled to find the words to express her maelstrom of emotions. But as angry as she was at Sten, the feeling could not hold a candle to the distress she felt over what she now knew.

I’m in love with him. I’m in love with Erik.

The thought looped over and over, like the repetitive chorus of a song she couldn’t get out of her head. She tried to compartmentalize it, to put it in a box, to write the words in sand and watch them get washed away by the ocean waves. She couldn’t deal with them, not right now, but they refused to be sidelined.

Sten had returned to his former position on the couch, lounging in casual comfort, as though he hadn’t just flung her into an existential crisis. 

“You’re his mate now,” he was saying. “He can’t treat you the way he did before. You have leverage over him.”

“What leverage?” she heard herself ask. 

Some part of her had taken charge, a new part of her that had been formed in the wake of Sabine. A part that could act as her calm, collected façade, even while her inner-self was floundering in panic.

“He won’t hurt you. He’ll put you before everyone, whether he wants to or not.”

“Because I’m his mate?” she asked doubtfully.

Sten inclined his head. “I know it seems unlikely, but it’s like the thrall, he won’t be able to control it.”


CHAPTER FIVE

A new phenomenon in her life was Astrid’s awareness that she was dreaming. It had begun during the repetitive onslaught of nightmares that had occurred after the attack on the campsite, nightmares that had now been usurped by Sabine, lording over her as Astrid drowned. Only in her nightmares, Ila never came to save her and Astrid never managed to free herself from the death grip of the icy water, because despite knowing that she was dreaming, she was powerless to change anything. In many ways, it made her nightmares all the more terrifying. Until daybreak, she was a hostage, and there was nothing that she could do about it.

Tonight, she didn’t immediately recognize that she was dreaming. She was sitting in Sten’s room, as she did almost every day, in a circle with her “friends.” Halley was braiding the long tuft of hair on the top of Noona’s head. Ila and the other women were staring at Astrid, their lips pressed thin and their faces screwed up as though they’d just bitten into lemons.

She knew she was dreaming when she looked down. Her belly was big and round, not impossibly large, but the cute, shoplifting-a-basketball look that only maternity store mannequins and sitcom mothers-to-be could pull off. Gingerly, she placed a hand right above her puckered belly button and stroked. Something inside of her moved, and she wasn’t sure if it was a baby, or her entire being simply settling into place as a profound sense of contentment washed over her. She looked up at the other women, unable to repress her ear-to-ear grin.

Ila blinked slowly and shook her head. “How many times do I have to tell you? You’re not pregnant, you’re just fat.”

Astrid’s head shot back down, and she saw that Ila was right. The basketball had deflated, and there was nothing except waves of loose cellulite. Astrid brought her hand to her mouth as a low whine escaped.

She heard Pocahontas whisper, “That’s what happens when you start to go through m-e-k-n-o-w-p-a-w-s.”

Halley said, “That’s not how you spell menopause.”

When Astrid looked up again, everything was dark. Faint orange light filtered in through the navy blue walls, and outside, the shadow of a wolf prowled. She was in her tent, the one she’d hauled on her back, through countless kilometers of open tundra. 

It was almost a relief to be back at the campsite. At least this nightmare was familiar to her. In a few seconds, she would open her tent flap and step outside. She would see the dismembered corpses of the human men, and would stand, utterly vulnerable, as the wolves closed in on her. Sometimes, Erik would be with them, and he would rip her apart. Sometimes, he’d be watching from a distant hill, and she hoped it wasn’t one of those nights, because they were the worst of all. Those nights, she always felt a thrill of hope when she spotted him. But when she called out to him, he would only gaze back, no flicker of affection or recognition in his blue eyes. And that hurt worse than the teeth ripping apart her flesh.

But once again, the dream was different. Instead of stepping out of her tent and offering herself up to the wolves, she laid back down and zipped herself up in her sleeping bag. The wolf was still prowling outside, and she suddenly knew that it was Sabine, but that the beta bitch couldn’t hurt her, not while she was inside of her tent and her nice, cozy sleeping bag.

She closed her eyes, and had the pleasant thought that maybe if she fell asleep in her dream, she would wake up in real life. Maybe Erik would be back, and he would smell like crisp air, fresh snow, and sunlight. He would kiss her, not like Sten had, but in his own, hungry, frenzied way that spoke volumes. It said the words that she would never hear from him, but that she thought might be lurking somewhere within him: “I need you.”

Outside, a baby began to wail. Astrid bolted up, as though she’d touched a livewire. She crawled over to the flap, and then paused.

It’s just a dream. It’s not real. Lay down, and it will be over soon.

But she couldn’t lie down. She sat with her finger frozen on the zipper, her mind muddled with indecision. The baby’s wailing pitched higher and higher, until it became a terrible scream that made her feel like she was coming apart on a cellular level. Just when she thought she couldn’t take it anymore, the crying abruptly stopped.

Tears were rolling down her cheeks as she unzipped the flap one inch, and then two. She peeked out, her face burning with shame. There was nothing but an expanse of white snow. Then, Sabine came into focus. Astrid’s heart pounded as she waited for her to lunge, but the wolf sat down a few yards away and stared. The silver fur around her muzzle was saturated in blood.

Astrid spent the rest of the night in the tent, no longer certain that she was dreaming. Sabine sat outside, and Astrid knew why the wolf wasn’t attacking. It felt like her heart had been ripped out of her chest, she was sobbing so hard that she could barely breathe, and all she wanted was for Sabine to come in and tear out her neck so that she could either wake up or just be dead, because anything would be better than this.

When she finally did wake up, she wasn’t greeted with relief. The awful feeling still clung to her bones, and now it was accompanied by the worst nausea of her life. She was already throwing up as she pushed aside her covers and sat up. Her sweat-drenched clothes stung her skin as they hit the cold air.

Tears had clogged her eyes, and it wasn’t until she’d emptied the contents of her stomach that she realized she’d thrown up all over the front of Halley’s nightdress. If being covered in vomit bothered Halley, she didn’t show it. She had her small hands on Astrid’s shoulders, her knuckles white as she shook them back and forth with surprising strength. 

Astrid was dimly aware of Halley crying her name. She pulled Halley’s hands back from her shoulders and patted them, trying to reassure the little girl.

“I’m okay,” Astrid said, but it was punctuated with another retch. She tried to collect herself, but instead devolved into a fit of dry heaving that left her feeling as though she’d been punched in the gut.

While she struggled to breathe, in a manner that was frighteningly reminiscent of her dream, Halley shifted, her dress tearing off as she dashed from the room. When her fit subsided, Astrid called out for her, but the small wolf was gone. 

She lay back down in bed, not because she wanted to go back to sleep, but because she didn’t have the strength to sit up. Not even during the thrall had she felt so drained, and the only time she could remember being so sick was when she’d gotten food poisoning after comfort binging at a questionable buffet. She tried to think of what she’d eaten last, but even as she contemplated the tender slices of only semi-cooked meat she’d eaten for dinner, an insidious little voice in the back of her mind was chanting “morning sickness.”

Astrid curled up into a ball and squeezed her eyes shut. She knew that even if she were pregnant, it wouldn’t already be affecting her like this. Doing a mental count in her head, she determined that it had only been nine days since Erik had left. She probably couldn’t have even gotten a blue line on a home pregnancy test, there was no way she was already having morning sickness.

“Get a grip,” she muttered to herself, but just the act of opening her mouth spawned another wave of heaving, this one not so dry. From some god-awful place in her body, yellow, foul-tasting bile shot up to decorate her pillow. The next wave hit her almost immediately, and she was too worn out to look around for something besides bedding to vomit in.

She had no idea how long it lasted, but when it was finally over, she wasn’t alone in the room. Halley had returned, bringing Ila and Snow White with her. They were all naked, and Astrid could tell from the fine mist that rolled off their flesh that they’d recently shifted.

“Is she going to die?” Ila asked Snow White, sounding more curious than anything else.

Halley started to whimper and Snow White patted her on the head. 

“I’m fine,” Astrid grumbled, casting Ila a dour look. She caught a flash of disappointment on Ila’s china doll face.

“You’re not fine at all,” Snow White said as she thrust a cup at Astrid. Water sloshed noisily. “You’re dehydrated. It smells like you sweat a lot.”

“And she threw up,” Halley offered, gnawing at her lip.

Ila grimaced. “We can smell that, too.”

Ignoring her, Astrid took the cup, downing its contents in three big gulps. She set it down beside her and then put her hand to her head. 

“I also have a horrible headache.”

Astrid started a little as Snow White flung her arms around her, scooping her up in a big hug. 

“Aw, it’ll be all right,” Snow White said, petting the back of Astrid’s head.

Astrid was tense for a moment, feeling rather uncomfortable, particularly when Snow White began slowly rocking her back and forth, and humming softly. Halley was quick to pile on, the little girl wrapped her arms around Astrid’s midsection and repeated, “It’ll be all right, Astrid” although she didn’t sound as confident as the older woman.

The weirdness of it all soon faded after that, mostly because Astrid still didn’t have the energy to hold herself up. She leaned into Snow White—no, Malina, that was her name—Malina’s embrace and let herself relax. Once she felt comfortable enough, she allowed herself to ask the question that had been on her mind since she’d woken up.

“Do I… Do I still smell pregnant?”

She had only just barely began to accept that she could be pregnant, and no matter how many times she told herself that things would be much better if she weren’t, Astrid was desperately hoping that the dream had not be prophetic.

It was Ila who answered first, her nose wrinkled. “Of course. You smell even worse today.”

“She doesn’t smell bad,” Halley said. “Well, accept for the sweat and the throw up.”

Astrid hid her smile behind Malina’s shoulders. 

I’m pregnant. 

The thought was accompanied by minimal excitement, and not because she wasn’t thrilled. The awareness had been bouncing around inside of her for a while, but she was finally allowing her mind to accept what her body had already known.


CHAPTER SIX

Two. Fucking. Weeks. 

Erik should have been glad to see his brother’s silhouette on the horizon, but he knew his aggravation would not even begin to wane until he was back at his den—which was still a fucking hour away. 

Sylvestre shifted first. He wrapped himself in a pelt and then pulled Torok from Erik’s shoulder. Erik saw the younger male wince, and he didn’t fault him. While the bears hadn’t killed Torok, they hadn’t been inclined to part with any of their limited food for a prisoner. Torok had been severely malnourished, and despite receiving several good meals, often at the expense of Erik and Sten going hungry, the beta wolf’s strength had not returned enough to make the journey.

The practical thing would have been to stop somewhere safe and rest until Torok recovered. That had been Sylvestre’s idea, and in the past, Erik would have made a similar call. But Sylvestre wasn’t in charge, Erik’s wolf was, and the wolf wanted—needed—to get back to its mate.

And so, the trip back had involved trading Torok back and forth like a heavy carcass, all while barely eating and getting only minimal sleep. Erik was fucking exhausted.

But not too exhausted to fuck.

It was the one thing keeping him going, the thought of shoving her up against a wall and slamming into her until he didn’t know where he began and his mate ended. Then, they would collapse in his bed and he would sleep for a full day. And when he woke up, he’d eat, and then fuck her again. Perhaps not in that order.

A sneer was fixed on Erik’s face when he shifted. Sten approached them, flanked by Beau and Nasak. They regarded Torok with varying degrees of wonder.

“He’s alive,” Beau blurted.

Sylvestre grunted in response, before hefting Torok into Beau’s arms.

“What happened?” Sten asked his brother.

Erik didn’t particularly care to recount the details of their journey, or their encounter with Elena. Had they been alone, he would have told Sten as much, but with the expectant gazes of Sten and his pack mates, he couldn’t bring himself to admit that all he wanted to know was how his mate had fared in his absence. 

He gave them the bare facts of what had happened, and grit his teeth each time one of them asked him a follow-up question. He couldn’t help noticing that Beau kept glancing back nervously at Sylvestre, or that Sten seemed to be making it a point to keep Erik talking.

“So what is your plan from here?” Sten asked. “Are we going to head to Siluit to—”

Erik stopped walking. “What is it?”

“What are you talking about?” Sten asked, his expression guarded.

“What aren’t you telling me?”

Sten cast a quick glance at Sylvestre, and then said, “We should talk about it back at the den.”

Erik folded his arms across his chest. “No, we’re going to talk now. What happened?”

“There was an…incident,” Sten said hesitantly.

Looking at Sylvestre, Beau said, “Your sister attacked the human.”

Something in Erik’s chest constricted, and before he could stop himself, he’d grabbed Sten. One large hand fisted the pelt at Sten’s neck, and the other remained clenched and ready to strike at his side.

“Why weren’t you with her? Tell me what happened, now.”

Sten arched his head away from Erik, but made no other effort to escape. “She’s fine,” he prefaced, as if he knew that that had been the first question Erik had wanted to ask. 

Sabine was so strong, much stronger than Sten, and in some ways, a more capable fighter than even her brother. Where Sylvestre had brute strength on his side, Sabine was calculating. Unless she was toying with her prey, she didn’t make a move until she knew she’d make a kill. Meanwhile, Erik’s mate was woefully weak and he knew from experience that he could restrain her with a single well-placed hand. And so, from the instant he heard that Sabine had attacked her, his mind had drawn the only logical conclusion: his mate was dead.

He loosened his grip on Sten, but didn’t remove his hand until his brother finished speaking. He only half listened, as it took a significant portion of his focus to keep himself under control, to keep himself from showing how…not right he was.

“She got a bump on her head, but that’s all, and it’s already healed,” Sten continued. “And you have to realize the position you left me in. I couldn’t possibly have stayed with her all day when she was smelling like that, not unless you wanted your pups to have questionable paternity.”

Erik took a step back, even though he wanted to throttle his brother all over again. Even the insinuation that Sten would touch his mate made him sneer, but the others were looking at him speculatively. He shot a glare in their direction, and they averted their gazes, all except Sylvestre, whose face was lined with tension.

Sten said, “I didn’t think Sabine would hurt her. It’s one thing for me to not trust her with my kid. She was negligent, sure, but I never thought she would try to kill one of our own.”

Sylvestre stepped forward, arms open and palms upturned. “Erik, please, this had to be some sort of misunderstanding. You have to hear her out before you…” He trailed off as he saw Sten slowly shake his head.

“I’m sorry, Syl. She’s dead.”

Not since the death of his father had Erik processed so many strong emotions all at once. His first thought was ‘good riddance’ but it was immediately followed by a small pang of grief. Despite knowing that he would have killed Sabine himself, she had still been someone with whom he shared a companionship—something that was exceedingly rare for him. 

For a few years, their relationship had been intense and highly sexual. But unlike the others, once lust had faded, something else had been left in its place, a sort of friendship. Sabine had always had an uncanny knack for reading Erik, and there was no one he’d ever enjoyed hunting with quite so much. There had been jokes that had been only theirs, and she had been a vault for their shared memories, oftentimes recalling and reminding him of things that had long since become hazy in his own mind. Now all of that was gone.

Why?

He didn’t realize he’d asked the question aloud until his brother answered. Scratching the back of his neck, Sten said, “I can only speculate. Astrid was as blindsided as I was, but she said that Sabine was ranting about, well, you. We think she was jealous.”

Sylvestre cursed and fell to his knees. Erik watched, feeling both disapproval and envy as Beau fell to the ground beside him and put an arm around his shoulder. He still had no idea what had transpired between Sabine and his mate, but he recognized how easily the tables could have been reversed. His mate could be dead in Sabine’s place, and if that had been the case, Erik would have either lashed out in a truly unpredictable way, or worse still, he might still be standing there, holding himself together by a tenuous thread while he watched his vision of the future fade to grey, and then turn to ashes.

Sabine was his past, and while a small part of him would now be gone from this world, Astrid was his future. He wasn’t sure exactly when, but at some point, even before he’d decided to make her his mate, he had stopped imagining a future in which she did not exist. Perhaps that was why he’d decided to make her his mate in the first place.

“Let’s go,” Erik said to his brother. “I want to run. We’ll discuss this further at the den.”

They shifted and bounded off in the direction of the den, leaving the others behind to deal with Sylvestre and Torok. While it felt wrong to leave them, the cold, logical part of his mind was back in control, and it reasoned that there was nothing he could do for them anyway.

Erik and Sten cleared the hour-long stretch in forty-minutes, both of them out of breath as they finally reached the ravine. Erik took his time going down the narrow pathway, and allowed his muscles to have a brief reprieve.

Once inside the den, they shifted back into human form. The air felt colder than usual, and Erik had to repress a shiver. Even in human form, their bodies were highly tempered against the harsh temperatures of the arctic, but when exhaustion and hunger had sunk its claws in, their bodies diverted resources to more essential functions.

“How is she still alive?” Erik asked.

Sten was cracking his neck. He looked over his shoulder, and then, in a lowered voice, he said, “You’re not going to believe this, but Ila saved her. She caught Sabine off-guard and managed to stake her on a stalagmite.”

It took Erik a moment to process his shock. He blinked at his brother, and then repeated, “Ila?”

“I know, I can still hardly believe it. But you should know, we’re letting the pack think it was Astrid. Then hopefully they’ll think twice before trying to attack her.”

“They shouldn’t even think once about attempting to harm her, because she is my mate,” Erik said darkly.

Sten lowered his head. “I know that, but they don’t, not really. They know you’re mating with her, but they don’t—”

“Where is she now?” Erik asked, cutting his brother off. He wasn’t particularly interested in what Sten was saying, and they had almost reached the main room and he’d yet to catch even the faintest whiff of his mate’s scent.

“She’s with Ila and Halley. Malina and Lusa might be there as well, they’ve been spending a lot of time with her…” Sten tapered off as he caught sight of his brother’s narrowed eyes. “I couldn’t stay with her all of the time, Erik. You left me in charge of the whole pack and with Sabine gone, I… I’m sorry.”

“I don’t need your apology,” Erik said. “I need you to be better, because I can’t do everything that I used to. Not yet. The thrall threw me off, and it’s going to take a while before I can regain my equilibrium.”

Sten gave him a tight smile. “You’re not going to get it back. You’ll never be who you were before, and that’s not necessarily a bad thing. But you will have to adapt to the new normal. In the meantime, I’ll do my best.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

“I’m so pretty!” Halley exclaimed, twirling in front of the mirror, much the way Ila often did. The only difference was that when Halley did it, it was cute.

“You certainly are, but don’t let it go to your head,” Astrid cautioned. “There are more important things than beauty, like intelligence, empathy—”

Halley piped, “Knowing how to hear a rabbit under the snow, and being able to track a caribou herd. My papa’s going to actually let me hunt one, once I lose my baby fangs.”

Astrid smiled and shook her head. She’d been with Halley in Sten’s room all morning, working on what would probably be her final dress, at least for a few weeks. Her fingers were on the verge of blistering, but she still had every intention of sewing. Her hands were flat-out itching to cut up what was left of the fabrics she’d pilfered from Ila into small squares and begin making baby clothes.

She had no way of knowing what her baby’s sex would be, but she hoped like hell it would be a girl, because she’d accidentally used the very last of the blue fabric on Halley’s Cinderella dress. She still had a decent amount of green, but most of it was a heavy velvet texture that she thought probably wouldn’t be suitable for a baby.

“Do you think you can make me a tiara, too?” Halley asked.

“If your papa has any spare diamonds lying around,” Astrid said, still sifting through the fabrics. She found a plain but serviceable grey pillowcase and put it in her to-chop pile.

At first, it had seemed strange that within the span of a week, she’d gone from denying she was pregnant to feeling the obsessive need to prepare for what was, at present, still a little bundle of cells. But somehow she knew that making the clothes would help to make her impending motherhood seem more real. Because right now, aside from her violent morning sickness that was—thank God—completely isolated to only the hour before daybreak, she had no real evidence of the life that was growing inside of her.

“Papa, do you have any spare diamonds?” 

Astrid smiled a little, but she didn’t turn around. She’d heard Sten approaching, but she’d been making it a point not to interact with him since the previous week when he’d stolen a kiss from her. He had insinuated that he’d only done it to make a point, but she had felt the purpose in the way his lips had moved, and she suspected that if she’d been more receptive, he might not have stopped.

“I’m afraid not, but you already look spectacular. Did Astrid make that for you?”

“Uh huh,” Halley enthused. In a markedly more subdued tone, she added, “Oh, hi Uncle Erik.”

Astrid’s fingers froze in midair, and suddenly she could feel eyes boring into her back. She had to remind herself to breathe, and then to breathe normally so that no one would notice how much she was freaking out. All she could hear was the sound of blood pounding in her ears.

“Go.” Erik’s voice cut through all ambient sound, as if he’d spoken right into her mind.

Go where?

“Come on, Halley,” Sten said, sounding annoyed.

“Bye, Aunt Astrid.”

Astrid blinked several times. Erik had been telling them to go, not her. Which meant…they were alone.

She stood, her back still to him. For two weeks, she’d been awaiting his return in earnest, but with each day that passed, she had become more anxious about what would happen when they were finally back together. Would it be awkward? They were, after all, practically strangers who only shared a bizarre and twisted attraction to one another. And worse still, what if Sten was wrong? What if, now that the thrall had passed and she was pregnant, that elemental pull that had drawn them together had become frayed?

Only one way to find out.

She turned to find Erik leaning in the doorway. He was so much bigger than she remembered, and his towering form filled half of the large entrance. There was a casual air about him, as though he’d never left and had been there all along, waiting for her to notice him.

But when she looked past the surface, she could see the lines of fatigue on his face, particularly around his tired eyes. His posture was slumped, and she realized that he wasn’t leaning in the doorway, he was leaning on it for support.

For a moment, his expression was maddeningly inscrutable, and then he smiled, a small slanting of the lips, but it was all she needed. At once, she felt herself being drawn back into his orbit. Her feet began moving of their own accord and she was going to him, her giddiness making her feel nothing like a woman fast approaching thirty, but rather a schoolgirl, seeing her idol in the flesh.

“You’re back,” she said as she threw her arms around his neck. She had really wanted to say, “I missed you so, so, so much” but the vulnerability in that statement was enough to deter her. 

Erik’s strong arms enveloped her, and she welded herself to his chest while he bent to nuzzle the top of her head, the only part her short body that he could reach without being an acrobat. He made that strange and delightful purring sound. It sent a shock of tiny shivers through her body, and for the first time in weeks, they were the hot kind of shivers, the kind that made her body tingle in all of the right places.

She wanted him to say something, anything so that she could hear his voice again. But he was silent as he hooked his hands under her bottom to hoist her up, and then carried her into the room. She nearly protested as he laid her down in Sten’s bed, but as soon as he was on top of her, she could feel his hard length beneath the pelts he wore, pressing against her with urgent need and her body liquefied.

Erik leaned down, and she thought for a second that he might kiss her, but his head went to her neck. He opened his mouth to hook his canines onto the marks that were now permanently embedded in her flesh, much the same way he was now an inexorable part of her. She expected—almost anticipated—him to bite her, but he only gave her skin a small tug before swiping the region with his tongue. 

His mouth moved on, tasting and sucking other parts of her neck and leaving small marks wherever he went. And as he lavished her neck, his hands worked to strip her of the clothes she’d been wearing. When she was fully naked beneath him, her hands moved to take off the supple black pelt that he was wearing. Erik nipped at her, a gentle warning to stop, and her fingers fluttered back up to lace in his thick hair.

She figured he wanted to undress himself, rather than deal with her fumbling over how to remove the massive pelt. But seconds later, he had pulled his bulging erection from the mass of black fur and was rubbing it against her, his blue eyes glazed with lust. A needy sound escaped her lips as the tip of him brushed against her clitoris. He responded with a soft, almost pained growl as he nudged the head of his cock against her slick entrance. 

Her fingers tightened in his hair as she braced herself for the onslaught that would come. But once again, he surprised her. This time, he entered her slowly, and she saw his lips part and his eyes close as he sunk into her, inch by hard, thick inch. It turned out to be a great relief, because in the weeks that he was gone, her body had seemed to have repaired itself from the damage he’d done, and in spite of how wet she was, it burned as her sensitive flesh stretched to accommodate him. 

Even after he was deep inside of her, he continued his slow pace. They had sex like this once before, but it had seemed to require a great deal of restraint on the alpha’s part and after a few minutes, he’d reverted back to his hard and fast ways. But this felt different, and she knew that he wasn’t going to suddenly start slamming into her. It seemed as though he was savoring every stroke and relishing each second inside of her. 

His body lay over hers as he moved inside of her, leaving just enough space between them for her to breathe. The fur on his pelt was constantly rubbing against her, each soft hair activating a corresponding nerve ending. It felt particularly good against her breasts, and had brought her nipples to stiff peaks. She ran her hands across his fur-encased chest, experiencing a flash of exuberance as she was reminded what he was: a wolf, and not her boyfriend, lover, or husband—he was her mate.

Now she felt stupid for ever thinking that things would be awkward between them, or that he would outright reject her. She realized that while she didn’t know his past, she was part of his present and would be a part of his future as well. She may not have known where he’d been, or the events that had made him the alpha he’d become, but she knew how he made her feel, and for now, that was enough.

For once, when she came, it wasn’t like falling off Mount Everest. Pleasure came to her in slow, rich waves, deepened by emotion and closeness between them. A great shudder ran through Erik as he climaxed, but before she could see his expression, he’d buried his face in the top of her head.

After a few moments with nothing but the sound of their heavy breathing, Erik slumped to the side. Only his hand remained on her, and it was pressed flat against her midsection. The giddiness returned, and she waited for him to say something, anything, but her utter disappointment, the only sound that escaped him was soft snoring.

Lips twisted by displeasure, she glanced over at him. Her sour expression faded as she took in his face in repose. Finally resting, some of the weariness and all of the tension had vanished. He looked perfectly content, and so damn gorgeous.

With the tip of her finger, she traced his strong brow and prominent nose, and then her fingers curved along his striking cheekbones, down to run along his hard jawline. She tried to imagine what their child would look like, but each time she mashed her features together with his, she kept coming up with a tiny version of Erik, perhaps with slightly darker skin and a bit of curl to its hair. He was such a dominant figure that she thought even his genes would overpower hers, and she kind of hoped they would. That was, so long as their children inherited her temperament.

Children?

In the early days, before her infertility had had her praying “Just one child, and I’ll never ask for anything else, God, please”, she’d imagine herself having three kids, all daughters that looked just like her, except with her husband’s perfectly straight hair.

She didn’t dare hope for more children now, not when one was already complicated enough, and said child wasn’t even considered a fetus yet. She kept her thoughts on having a single, healthy baby, even if it was a chubby little girl with bushy hair and a fiery temper. 

***

To Erik, the advantages of having a mate did not seem to outweigh the detriments. He had a weak and vulnerable female to constantly be responsible for, and soon, an even weaker, and even more vulnerable pup to match. And she constantly fucked with his head. He hadn’t been himself since the night they’d met, and it had all gone downhill from the moment he’d first stuck his cock inside of her. But all of that felt more like a challenge than anything else—the ultimate test of his capabilities as an alpha. There was something else about having a mate that drove him to the brink of insanity.

But this morning, he wasn’t thinking of that. He was thinking that if there was one advantage to having a mate that was entirely unique to him, it was that she was rapidly turning him into a light sleeper. 

Erik could tell by the still-fresh scent of their mating that it had only been a short while since they’d fallen asleep. His tired eyes glanced towards his mate, expecting to find her awake and urging him to get up. But she was still asleep, her body damp with cold sweat. Unsure what had woken him up, he unfastened his pelt and pulled it over her chilled body and then pulled her close.

She gave a strange cry. Her mouth never opened, but he still heard the cry ring out from somewhere inside her chest. Brows drawing together, he put a hand between her breasts and gave her a gentle shake.

“Astrid. Wake up.”

She was asleep, wasn’t she? Her eyes were closed, but she was still making sounds, now pained whimpers, and her body kept twisting in his hold. He recognized that she was having a nightmare, but no matter how hard he shook her or how loudly he called for her, she wouldn’t rouse.

He glanced around the room for some water to douse her with, but found nothing. After shaking her once more and to no avail, Erik grasped a handful of her hair and forced her head to the side. He lowered his mouth to her neck and bit her. 

It was hard enough to draw blood, but he’d sunk his teeth into her farther on several occasions. Still, she awoke with a sharp scream, and he felt hot pain slash the side of his arm. He jerked back to find that she’d also drawn blood and had left four red lines across his forearm. Her fingernails were stained, and as she rubbed her eyes, they left red smudges on her face.

He knew that she was going to start complaining, and he was already preparing his retort when she sat up and threw her arms around him, burying her head in his chest. His arms closed around her reflexively, and her small body trembled in his hold.

“I keep having these horrible dreams,” she said against his chest.

Erik remained silent, not wanting to indulge her too much. It felt strange comforting a grown female over a bad dream, but he decided that he should just be thankful that she wasn’t crying. Besides, holding her was his own indulgence, something that he enjoyed far more than he’d ever admit.

“I know they’re only dreams,” she said. “But they feel so real.” She noticed her fingers, and then gasped. “I’m bleeding!”

Erik closed a hand over hers and lowered it. Flatly, he said, “It’s not your blood.”

She pulled away from him, her eyes assessing his body. When she spied the scratch on his forearm, her mouth dropped open. Then, her chin began to tremble, and Erik felt something inside of him sink.

“I’m fine,” he said quickly. 

But it was too late. She started to sob.

“I could have…could have h-hurt you.”

That almost made him laugh. “If I ever die in my sleep, it will not be by your small, ineffectual hands.”

He thought that might cheer her up, or make her angry, but she didn’t seem to hear him over the sound of her own crying. With each second after that, Erik grew more and more uncomfortable, as the need to soothe her built up inside of him. 

This was the worst part of having a mate. With any other female that was behaving like this, or having a problem that he didn’t care to solve, he could simply walk away. And with Astrid, he often did walk away—but he could never stay away. No matter what, he was always drawn back to her, over and over, like a dog returning to its master. He hated that, and he hated how nothing else in his life now gave him the sense of fulfillment that she did. 

“I really think there’s something wrong with me, Erik.” Her sobs had subsided now, but there were still tears rolling out each time she blinked.

“There’s nothing wrong with you.” Aside from how emotional you’re being right now.

She wiped at her face. “You have no idea what I was like before all of this happened. I haven’t been right since the night…the night at the camp. I thought I was doing better, but after what happened with Sabine, I just… I feel like I’m not in control of anything and I’m afraid all the time.”

“Stop crying,” he ordered, pulling her back against his chest. In a gentler voice, he added, “You have nothing to be afraid of. I’m here, and I won’t leave you alone again.”

He had already decided that while on the run to the den, and that was before he’d known about the pup. Now he couldn’t possibly leave her alone again, and it wasn’t just an instinctual urge to be by her side. He didn’t want her out of his sight again. From now on, she would go everywhere he went, and if she protested, he’d find a way to chain them together.

She turned her head to the side, so that her cheek was against his chest. “Maybe it’s hormones messing with my head.” Her eyes appeared bigger than usual as she looked up at him. “You still haven’t said anything about me being pregnant. Are you happy?”

Happiness was not an emotion Erik often associated with himself, but he was definitely something close to that. He had been wondering whether she’d conceived since the night he’d left the den, and had been managing his expectations ever since. He’d briefly forgotten about it after finding out about Sabine’s assault on his mate, and by the time they’d arrived back at the den, he’d assumed that Sten would have already told him if it were the case.

When he’d first caught his mate’s scent, it had felt as though he’d stepped into a different reality, and in many ways he had. He was going to be a father, and he began to understand what his brother had meant when he’d said that things would never be as they were before. And no, that was not such a bad thing.

After some consideration, wherein his mate looked increasingly anxious, he said, “I’m pleased. How do you feel?”

He asked more because he sensed that she wanted to talk more, and that was fine by him. He would talk about anything with her, so long as she didn’t cry again.

“I’m happy,” she said, but then shook her head. “I’m deliriously happy, but that’s another reason why I’m so scared.”

“You’re scared because you are happy?” he repeated dryly. That had to be one of the dumber things she’d said.

“Haven’t you ever been so happy, had so many good things in your life, that you feel like something bad could happen at any moment? It’s almost like the more you have, the more you have to lose.”

“That’s absurd,” he said, his hold on her unconsciously tightening. 

She kept babbling. “I mean, this could be my only shot at motherhood. What if I lose the baby? And then other times I think, what if I have the baby? When I pictured being a mom, it wasn’t anything like this. Your world is so dangerous.”

Erik lay back down and brought her with him, resting his mate in the crook of his arm. “If you lost this one, I would give you another. I would do it as many times as it took until you got your pup. And once that pup is here, I will make sure that nothing happens to it.”

Because much like his mate, he would not let that pup out of his sight.

“I already told you,” he said. “You have nothing to be afraid of. I will never leave you again.”


PART SEVEN

Erik is determined to protect his pack and his mate, by any means necessary. When Astrid finds out that he plans to do this by sacrificing her sister, she realizes she’s finally going to have to stand up and assert her dominance over the alpha.
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