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Chapter 1

“Ms. Adare?”

At the sound of her name, Ellie turned away from the attendant stacking her
luggage. She eyed the large man with black hair and green eyes before her gaze moved
to his shorter companion, noting what a contrast they presented. His lithe build and
tamed brown curls looked strange next to the large one’s wild hair, barely contained in
a short ponytail. “Doctor,” she corrected.

The larger one shrugged. “Doctor, your visa has been revoked.”

Her eyes widened. “What? On whose authority?”

“Anca Draganescu, the ruler of Corsova,” the shorter one said. He seemed faintly
apologetic, but his voice was just as firm as his partner’s.

Ellie shook her head. “But why? I filled out the proper paperwork weeks ago.”

“Yes, ma’am, but you're required to fill it out honestly.”

“Sorin,” the shorter one said in a low tone of voice.

Sorin continued, ignoring the warning. “If you had been honest about your reasons
for visiting Corsova, you'd have been saved a long trip.”

Her hands settled on her hips as she glowered at him. “A social anthropologist does
their best to blend in when the opportunity is presented to them. I may have omitted
part of the reason for my visit, but I've done nothing wrong.” She tried pasting a
coaxing smile on her heart-shaped face as she glanced at the shorter one. “Couldn’t we
work this out?”

His eyes widened. “You can’t bribe us, Doctor.”

She sighed. “Fine. I want to see your ruler. I'm certain she’ll be reasonable.” After
all, from what Ellie had been able to determine in her initial research, their current
queen was a native New Yorker. She should be able to use the career-woman approach

to get her visa reinstated.
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Sorin crossed his arms. “That isn’t possible. Lucian.” He inclined his head.

Lucian extended a folder of documents to Ellie. “You'll find a ticket for the train
leaving in a few minutes, along with the documents you submitted when you applied
for entrance.”

Sorin walked over to the employee who had been unloading her bags. “Load these
back on the train. Dr. Adare will be returning to Constanta.”

“Leave them right there,” Ellie snapped. “You can’t do this to me. Just let me—"

Sorin turned to her, towering over her. “It would be unfortunate if we have to
physically restrain you during your return to Romania.”

Her eyes widened. “You can’t threaten me.”

“It isn’t a threat,” Lucian hurried to say. “It would be temporary custody, for the
duration of the train ride. However, we have no wish to restrain you. If you'll join us on
the train, we’ll see you back to Constanta.” He gave her a small smile. “There isn’t any
need for unpleasantness.”

Ellie grasped her carryon case, resisting the urge to swing it at both men and make
a run for it. That wouldn’t be the best way to start her three-month stay in Corsova. No,
she would have to outwit the brutes. She took a deep breath and gave them a charming
smile. “Of course not. I'll be happy to return to Romania. There are interesting groups
there too.”

Lucian nodded. “Excellent. We'll see you back—"

She frowned. “Excuse me?”

“We've been assigned to see you returned to Constanta,” Sorin said, crossing his
arms. “I must insist you board the train, Dr. Adare. It will be leaving shortly.”

She swallowed down her protests and walked to the stairs, conscious of them
shadowing her steps. She pushed down her seething anger and tried to accept the
situation. She would ditch the goons in Constanta and rent a plane. She hadn’t spent
two years earning her pilot’s license just because it was a fun hobby, and she hadn’t

spent the last year studying the Corsovan language just to turn back now.
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Once she returned to Corsova, she would have to keep a low profile. Studying one
of the mountain groups would be ideal. She could gather her data about the modern-
day culture that chose to live at an early twentieth-century level of technology, put
together a paper to publish, and win the position as chair of her department at
Columbia before Dr. Ludlow. Being denied legitimate entrance into Corsova was a

minor inconvenience, but it wouldn’t stop Ellie.

Ok H X X

Ellie huddled deeper into the parka she had purchased in Constanta and squinted
out the windshield of the small Cessna she had rented with her expense account from
the university. She knew she would have to reimburse accounting for a three-month
plane rental, but that was the least of her worries right now.

She was lost in the mountains, in the middle of a blizzard. One moment, tiny
snowflakes splattered against the windshield, falling from a moderately overcast sky,
with the sun still visible. The next, she was flying into wind gusts, with snow so thick
she couldn’t see. Even her equipment was no help. It had stopped working within
minutes of crossing the Corsovan border.

“Just calm down, Ellie,” she whispered to herself. She had enough gas to backtrack
to Romania. She could attempt to fly in later, once the storm lifted. There wasn’t any
reason to panic.

With careful movements, she began turning the plane, intent on heading back the
way she came. She tried to keep the plane level, but it dipped down on the left side,
seconds before she heard a cracking sound that drowned out the noise of the wind and
blinding snow. The plane shuddered at the impact, and it took all her strength to hold it
steady.

She let out a small yelp of alarm as the Cessna nose-dived. She no longer had any
idea of her altitude and feared crashing into the side of the mountain. She struggled to

slow the plane’s descent, but it smashed into a barrier much too soon.
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The collision threw Ellie forward against the seatbelt. It snapped loose under the
force of her body, and she went flying toward the instrument panel, striking her head
on the hard surface. She was vaguely aware of the rocking motion of the plane tapering
off as she lay against the panel, attempting to keep her eyes open.

Waves of blackness flickered behind her eyes, and her head was a throbbing mass
of agony. Ellie tried to lift her arm to examine her forehead, where she could feel warm
blood flowing freely, but couldn’t find the strength to move.

She blinked as the darkness behind her eyes expanded, obscuring her vision. She
knew slipping into unconsciousness would be signing her death warrant, and tried
focusing on the pain to stay alert. It had the opposite effect, making her want to sleep to
escape the anguish.

Ellie tried once more to move, and succeeded in putting her palms against the
control panel and heaving herself backward into the bucket seat. She could feel the
buckle of the belt digging into her back and, as her eyes closed, made a mental note to
demand a refund on a portion of her deposit. She tried to fight off the darkness, but it
crashed over her and swept her away.

The sound of wolves howling nearby brought Ellie back to a state of semi-
consciousness. Shivers racked her body, and her head ached so badly she could barely
open her eyes. She knew it was important to wake up, or she would become dinner for
the wolves she heard getting closer. Her head didn’t feel like cooperating, and she lost
consciousness again.

It might have been minutes or hours later when she awakened again. Ellie groaned
when she felt something soft against her face. She blinked open her eyes and would
have screamed if she’d had the strength. A large brown wolf lay across her lap, with its
muzzle pressed against her cheek.

Her eyes blurred, and she thought she saw the countenance of a young woman
appear on the wolf’s head as it drew away. “Remain calm. Help is on the way.”

She couldn’t help noticing the wolf had a thick accent, and its English wasn’t

perfect. Oh, yes, she was about to die or already had. Ellie closed her eyes again,
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surrendering to sleep. It seemed preferable to hallucinating or experiencing the agony
of the wolf tearing into her.

When she next awoke, it was to the din of raised voices. She blinked open her eyes,
stunned to find herself in a small room, nestled under a mound of blankets. She was
warm and dry. Her head still ached, but she could manage to keep her eyes open.

She turned her head, and a groan escaped as pain flared with the motion. She saw a
fireplace, complete with a roaring fire. It provided enough illumination to make out the
room’s contents —a small table, a dresser, and a closet with the door partially opened.

Ellie cautiously touched the wound on her forehead, finding a thick bandage
covered it. Someone had found her, but the question was, who? “Hello?” She winced at
the raspy quality of her voice. The angry voices didn’t diminish, so she assumed they
hadn’t heard her. She cleared her throat and tried again. “Is someone there?”

The shouting ended abruptly, followed by two or three seconds of silence before
footsteps approached the room. When the door opened, a beam of light arced into the
room, catching Ellie in the face. She winced and shielded her eyes. She waited for the
person to speak, but they stood in the doorway silently.

The light backlit their frame, which she believed was a man’s. Surely, few women
got that tall and broad. The long hair she saw flowing down his shoulder might have
caused her to doubt her original conclusion, except it didn’t seem feminine. The ebony
shade gleamed in the light, but it didn’t have that fussed-over quality of most women’s
hair.

Although he hadn’t moved forward or spoken, a chill of fright darted up Ellie’s
spine. There was a menacing air about the man, and she found herself recoiling into the
soft mattress of the single bed.

She couldn’t find her tongue to break the quiet. Ellie resisted the urge to fling back
the covers and run screaming from the room, simply to break the eerie silence. Her
heart raced as he continued to stand there, not moving except to cross his arms over his

chest.
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She didn’t know how much longer the silence would have lasted if someone hadn’t
pushed open the door and walked past the man. As she got closer, Ellie recognized her
as the woman from her hallucination. She must have been the one to find her. Ellie
didn’t know why her mind had added the touch about the wolf. Who could fathom
what images an injured brain might produce?

“How are you feeling?” Her English was as stiff and accented as it had been before.
“Miss?”

Unexpected tears welled in her eyes as the woman reached out to stroke her arm.
She looked down and realized she was wearing her own pink flannel gown. She was
touched that they had gone to the trouble of retrieving her luggage when they rescued
her. “O-okay,” she finally said.

The woman touched her bandaged forehead. “Nasty.” She clicked her tongue. “You
were asleep for a long time.”

“How long?”

“Two days.”

The hairs on Ellie’s neck prickled, and she knew the man had stepped into the room
even before she turned her head and saw him walking toward her. She tried to smile,
but her lips were as numb as the rest of her when fear seized her. She held her breath.

“You're better now.” He nodded. “You can leave.” His pronunciation was better
than the woman'’s, but his accent was just as thick, with the trace of a growl.

Ellie gasped at the same time as the other woman, although she suspected for
different reasons. Hers sprang from the surprise of discovering how attractive he was
when he stepped into the light. His well-formed features gave him more than a hint of
masculine beauty. He could be a statue, carved in stone, but it would have been the
perfect marble favored by the Greeks. His high forehead denoted intelligence, and his
sharp cheekbones highlighted his round, dark-blue eyes.

His scowling eyes, she realized. A frown drew his thin lips downward. She didn’t
doubt he was annoyed, but she didn’t know why. She watched his muscles bulge as he

shifted position, and she knew he could hurt her easily. However, the image that
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flashed through her mind was one of pleasure, rather than pain. She blinked it away,
attributing the brief thought of having him cradle her against his chest to the aftereffects
of the concussion she must have sustained.

“Rica,” the woman said, and her tone held a note of reproof. “The miss is not yet
well enough—"

“Davinia.” He glowered at her before his gaze turned back to Ellie. “You'll
understand we don’t like outsiders.”

She nodded.

“My people chose to rescue you,” his tone left no doubt his choice would have been
different, “but now you are well enough to leave, yes?”

She shrugged, and pain fanned down her spine. “I don’t know where I am.”

“Necheau,” Davinia said. “High in the Bulgain Mountains.” She glanced at Rica,
and her eyes held a mixture of anger and fear. “Rica knows you can’t leave, miss.”

Her eyes widened. “What?”

“The pass.”

Ellie frowned. Was that supposed to answer her question? “Huh?”

“We are snowed in until the spring thaw.”

Rica growled, and the menacing sound echoed through the small room. “You will
fly back the way you came.”

Ellie shook her head, immediately regretting doing so as pain flashed through it. “I
can’t. The plane crashed. I don’t know the extent of the damage, but I doubt it'll fly
anytime soon.”

“No, it won't,” said Davinia. “It is a miracle you survived, miss. You can’t fly that
contraption.”

“I don’t care if you walk out. You will leave tomorrow morning.”

She shuddered at the conviction in his harsh tone. Ellie inclined her chin a notch
and tried to paste on a charming smile. “Please, sir, let me stay until I recover.” That'll

only take three months. It will be a long recovery.
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She bit back a delighted giggle. Who would have guessed a plane crash could be
serendipitous? She had the perfect excuse to stay and observe these people, at least for a
few days. If she could ingratiate herself with this man, who seemed to be their leader,
she might even be able to stay the full three months. Three months would be a cinch
compared to the two years she lived with a small tribe in Africa, or eleven months in the
rain forests of Brazil with another tribe.

His scowl deepened. He glared at Ellie, and then Davinia, before turning on his heel
and striding from the room. He slammed the door, and the sound reverberated through
her aching head.

“Ignore Rica’s temper, miss,” Davinia said in a whisper, after shooting a glance at
the closed door. “He is too used to getting his way, with everyone kowtowing to him.
He is sometimes like a little boy.” She let out a little giggle before clapping her hands
over her mouth. She looked alarmed by her revelation.

“Who is he?”

“He is the Alpha.” She hesitated, before adding, “He leads us.”

“Thank you for saving me, and for sticking up for me.” Ellie smiled at the brunette
when she sat beside her on the bed. “It couldn’t have been easy to contradict your
leader.”

Davinia shrugged. “It is the way of women, to watch out for each other.” A sad
expression flitted across her face. “Of my people, anyway. The Pack is different about
such things.”

Ellie’s eyes widened. ““The Pack’?”

She busied herself straightening the quilt, seeming to be avoiding Ellie’s eyes
deliberately. “The villagers call themselves this.” She stood up quickly. “I should let
you sleep, miss.”

“I'm not really tired,” Ellie said, as a yawn tried to free itself from her. “Well, maybe
a little.”

She nodded and turned to the door. “Sleep well.”

“Oh, Davinia?”
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“Yes, miss?”

“Call me Ellie.” She didn’t try to keep in the yawn. “Thanks.”

“Of course.” With a small curtsey, the woman left the room, closing the door
behind her with a soft click.

Ellie smiled at her thoughtfulness. If the others in the Pack were as welcoming as
Davinia, she wouldn’t have any trouble integrating into their culture and getting a
firsthand point-of-view for her study. Her smile faded as she realized how difficult it
would be to get them to warm up to her if the others were like their leader. Surely, no
one else in Necheau was that cold or unyielding.

Or that attractive, a sly voice whispered in the back of her mind as she slipped into

sleep once more.



Kit Tunstall Blood Lines Book 2: Blood Challenge 13

Chapter 2

When Ellie next awoke, the headache had gone. She stretched in the small bed and
pushed back the covers, shivering at the chill in the air. She eyed the primitive log room
with interest. Instead of electricity, oil lanterns stood on the table and above the mantle
of the fireplace. No fire burned now. Ellie padded to the closed drapes, wincing at the
coolness in the wood floor against her bare feet. She pulled them open and cried out
with shock, stepping backward.

Four children had their faces pressed against her window. When they saw her, they
too fell back into the snow. Three scattered in various directions, but the smallest
stayed. She couldn’t have been more than four. She cautiously approached the window,
sniffing like a dog. A smile blossomed on her face, and she waved before darting off to
catch up with her comrades.

Ellie grinned as she watched the little one run away. Her eyes were still on the
window when she heard the door open. She turned and smiled at Davinia as the other
woman entered with a pail of water, soap, and a towel. “Good morning.” She ventured
a guess of the time based on the sunshine streaming through the window.

“Good morning, Ellie.” Davinia set down the pail. When she did so, her dress
pulled taut over her stomach, revealing she was far into a pregnancy. “Did you sleep
well?”

Ellie nodded. She walked over to join the woman, glancing down at her stomach.
“When is your baby due?”

“Three weeks.” A fleeting glimpse of sadness darted through her eyes.

Ellie frowned. “What's wrong?”

Davinia shrugged. “Nothing. I'm excited, but worried. I had hoped my aunt would

be beside me during the delivery, but she died last year.”
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It was instinctive to reach out and pat the girl’s hand. Ellie guessed Davinia was a
few years her junior, but it wasn’t a mothering instinct that had her reaching out for the
girl. She just seemed so lonely and lost. “I'm sorry. What about your mother?”

“She died when I was very young. I was a late baby.” Davinia seemed to make a
determined effort to push away her sadness. “Viggo has given me permission to name
our daughter after my aunt.”

Ellie’s interest piqued. “Who's Viggo?”

“My husband. Rica’s brother. He’s the beta.”

She nodded, wondering why this group had fashioned their culture after a wolf
pack. It wasn’t unheard of to still find primitive groups, but it was rare to find one in
the middle of Eastern Europe, when the surrounding countries thrived on progress,
technology, and science. “Is it normal for the men to choose the names of children?”

Davinia frowned. “Not so much, but I'm not a recognized citizen of the Pack. I can’t
stand in during the Naming Ceremony, so Viggo will be alone. He’s agreed to the name
I picked for her.” She rubbed her stomach, seemingly in an unconscious movement.

Ellie led her to the bed, getting her to sit before sitting beside her. “What does it
mean, that you aren’t recognized?”

“I'm not one of them. I don’t have any rights. I'm not even a real person to most of
them.” She lowered her voice after glancing around the room, as though looking for
someone who might be listening in. “They are clannish, these people. Not at all open to
outsiders. If I didn’t love Viggo so much, I wouldn’t be able to tolerate life here.”

“Where are you from?” What she wouldn’t give for the recorder in her bag. Ellie
would settle for a piece of paper and a pen, but didn’t want to alarm Davinia and risk
missing this information.

“I lived nearest to Bulgainia. I grew up at Castle Draganescu.” A melancholy smile
flashed across her face before disappearing. “I wouldn’t have met Viggo if I hadn’t
gotten a little lost in the forest and ventured farther than I planned on a nightly hunt—"

She suddenly broke off, and her eyes widened. “I have chores to do. You should bathe.
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You'll find your cases in the closet. I didn’t dare unpack until Rica approves your stay.”
She got up quickly and made for the door.

“Davinia, wait.”

The girl paused at opening the door, but didn’t turn around. “Yes, Ellie?”

“When will you have time to talk more? Your people fascinate me.”

Davinia turned around. “They aren’t my people.” She shook her head. “I suppose I
would have time to talk tonight, if you're still here.”

Ellie frowned. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“A meeting’s been called. Several members of the Pack are demanding you leave.
Rica will hear the arguments and decide tonight.”

“He can’t send me away. I have nowhere to go.”

Davinia bobbed her head, but she didn’t reply to that. “I have to go.”

“Davinia, how do I go to the meeting?”

The girl quickly shook her head. “Oh, you mustn’t. It's closed to all except adult
members of the Pack. I won’t be going either.”

Ellie felt a twinge of fear, realizing the only person who seemed to be on her side
wouldn’t be allowed to speak in her favor. Despite her plan to blend into the fringes of
the Pack, she knew she would have to go to the meeting and make herself heard. She bit
her lip, considering her options. She didn’t want to get Davinia in trouble, but the girl
was her only option. “I need to go to the meeting. Will you help me?”

Davinia hesitated. She seemed to be debating her options. Finally, she nodded
slowly. “I'll come for you after sunset.”

“Thank you, Davinia.”

“You might not thank me when you see the Pack. They won’t be shy about their
desire to get rid of you.”

Ellie firmed her shoulders. “I'll be fine.”

Davinia made a non-committal sound and left the room. The silence pressed on
Ellie after her departure, leaving her with only her thoughts. And what heavy thoughts

they were. It looked as if this group would be the most challenging one of her career.



Kit Tunstall Blood Lines Book 2: Blood Challenge 16

She could handle it. She knew how important it was to finish this study so she could get
tenure and the chair of her department. She wouldn’t let a little thing like the group’s
close-mindedness drive her away. Besides, she didn’t have anywhere to go until the

snow thawed.

E ol N

Ellie awaited Davinia’s arrival in a state of nervous excitement. She jumped when
the door opened, although she had expected Davinia more than an hour ago. The sun
had been down two hours now. She got to her feet and shrugged on the parka hanging
from a hook when she saw the other woman wearing a floor-length fur wrap. “Where
are we going?” she asked, following Davinia from the room.

“The meeting spot. It’s a bit of a walk.”

As they left the room where Ellie had spent her time, she looked around. The room
was part of a larger cabin, designed in the same rustic manner, and built from logs. It
was reminiscent of pictures from frontier days in the west. “Does everyone live like
this?”

Davinia led her to the wide front door, pausing to look back. “Like what?”

“In cabins,” Ellie eyed the profusion of dimly lit lanterns scattered throughout the
room, “without electricity?”

“Necheau isn’t equipped to have electricity. Some families don’t even have running
water, but Viggo and I do. He installed it when I agreed to marry him.” A small
shudder racked her frame. “I can adapt to the lack of electricity, but I'm not running to
the lake for a bath every day.”

They stepped outside, and Ellie immediately hunched into her coat. She huddled
behind Davinia’s taller frame, using her as a buffer against the fierce wind blowing
through the night. Fat flakes accompanied the wind, slapping her in the face as they
landed. She slogged through the foot of snow on the walkway, eyeing the drifts on each
side of the walk. They rose to her waist. “Where’s the meeting spot?” She hoped it

wasn't far, because her designer leather boots were no match for the piled snow.
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“About half a mile.” Davinia moved lightly through the snow, seeming not to have
any trouble navigating.

Ellie plodded along. It wasn’t long before the snow penetrated her boots and pants.
Soon, the damp feeling turned to an icy sensation. Breath smoked from her in plumes,
and she was about to call a halt to the endeavor when Davinia stopped walking. She
paused at her side and glanced down, seeing nothing. “Is this it?”

“Down the hill and around the corner.” Davinia bit her lip. “Wait here. I need to
make sure everyone’s...” She trailed off and rushed down the hill without so much as a
cloud of snow following in her wake. How did she move so fleetly with her heavily
pregnant frame?

Ellie began to jog in place and blow on her hands, hoping to bring warmth back to
her extremities. She was half-convinced the blood had frozen in her veins. She thought
longingly of the Arvore tribe, living in the sweltering jungle. What she wouldn’t give
for the high temperatures and even higher humidity she had hated during her eleven-
month stay in Brazil. It was paradise compared to Necheau.

She had progressed to heavy foot stomping by the time Davinia returned. She
stopped in mid-stomp with a sheepish grin. “I can’t feel my toes.”

Davinia smiled, but didn’t respond to her comment. “You can go down. I'll show
you the way. You must be quiet. Don’t make your presence known. I beg you. The
others would be upset, and Viggo would take the brunt of my shame for disobeying.”

She made a non-committal sound and picked her way down the steep incline
carefully, staying two steps behind Davinia and a little off to her side, in case she fell.
Ellie didn’t want to hit the woman and knock her down the hill.

They followed the slippery slope to the bottom, where the land evened out. She
followed Davinia a few more steps before pausing when the other woman held up her
hand. She pointed to a large tree, and Ellie ducked behind it. Davinia did the same with
another tree beside it, and they leaned out cautiously to watch the meeting being held
in a clearing. A bonfire provided illumination, and those in attendance crowded around

it. Some sat on logs, and others stood up.
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Ellie’s eyes widened as she saw those assembled. Men comprised the majority of
the gathering. Hairy, bare-chested men, whose chests gleamed in the firelight. Her gaze
unerringly picked out Rica among the group, and her pussy clenched when she saw the
sheen of sweat glowing on his impressive frame. She followed the line of black fur
down his stomach, to where it disappeared inside the waistband of his snug jeans. She
leaned out farther, struggling to get a better view.

As soon as she realized what she was doing, Ellie darted behind the tree again,
feeling a flush heat her cheeks. She couldn’t believe she was lusting after that man,
when it was obvious he hated her. Not her, specifically, she suspected. Rica seemed to
be the type to hate anyone who wasn’t like him.

She forced herself to focus on the meeting.

“She can’t stay. She isn’t one of us,” said a burly man with greasy hair. He shook his
fist as he spoke.

“What choice is there?” another man replied. He was slim, but with muscles that
rippled as he paced across the clearing. He was handsome, with an even tone that
conveyed calm.

“You and that wife of yours should have left her out there. That’s a solution,” yet
another man shouted.

“Take her back,” said a huge woman sitting on a log. She was also shirtless, and her
large breasts jiggled when she got to her feet. Graying-brown hair cascaded down her
front to hide her sagging breasts, but they continued to bounce as she raised her voice.
“Leave her there. It's not our responsibility if she doesn’t find her way out of the
mountains.”

“You would leave her to die?” Rica spoke without a trace of emotion in his tone.

“Surely you don’t want her to stay, Alpha?” There was a note of deference in the
woman’s tone, but she didn’t back down. “She isn’t one of us.” She turned her glare to
the younger, calmer man. “We’ve had enough outsiders brought into the Pack lately.”

“You dare speak about my wife?”
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Ellie’s eyes widened further at the man’s display of temper. She had pegged him as
a peacekeeper, until that moment. She turned her head to look at Davinia, finding the
other woman huddled against the tree, with her head down. It must be Viggo down
there, speaking up for his wife.

“The subject of Viggo’'s wife has been settled.” A hint of anger laced Rica’s voice.
“The issue up for discussion is what to do about the outsider.” He took a few steps
forward, taking time to meet the eyes of each member assembled. “I'll allow a vote on
the matter, but the decision rests with me.”

The greasy-haired man shook his head. “But—"

Rica turned to him, snarling. “Do you challenge me, Istal?”

The other man sank to his knees in the snow, bowing his head. “No, Alpha.”

Rica nodded with satisfaction. “Voice your opinion. Yea, she stays. Nay, she goes.”

Ellie held her breath, awaiting their reaction. Her heart sank at the overwhelming
majority of nays that rang out from the clearing below. She looked at Davinia, and her
frightened expression didn’t improve Ellie’s confidence.

Once the voices died down, Viggo stepped forward. “The decision is yours, Rica,
but know I won’t support cold-blooded murder. If you decide to leave that woman in
the mountains, you aren’t the leader I thought you were.”

Ellie couldn’t hold back a gasp as Rica leaped at his brother, landing gracefully
before him. She heard Davinia cry out when Rica grasped Viggo by the throat and lifted
him to his toes. She saw her friend start to rush forward and hurried to intercept her,
holding her around her thick waist. “Remember what you told me. Viggo would be in
trouble if they see us.”

Davinia’s lips trembled. “He won’t hurt him. Rica wouldn’t hurt his brother, his
Beta...would he?”

Ellie shrugged, having no answer. They ducked behind the tree together, holding
hands, as they watched the scene unfold.
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“Are you challenging me, brother?” Rica’s soft purr barely carried to them, but his
anger seemed to resonate around the clearing and up the hill. “Do you question my
ability to lead?”

“Not if you make the right decision,” Viggo said with a gasp.

“I see.” Rica thrust him away, causing Viggo to land on the ground. “You'll support
me if I make the decisions you want.” He turned his back on his brother. “The woman
stays.”

Ellie expected a flurry of protests, so the eerie quiet surprised her. She looked at
Davinia. “Why aren’t they arguing?”

“They wouldn’t defy the Alpha. Only someone planning to challenge him would.”

“Will Viggo challenge Rica?”

Davinia shook her head. “He’s allowed more leeway, because he’s Beta...I think.
I've only been to one meeting.”

“What happened?”

Davinia looked away from the meeting. “I was summoned to hear the decision of
the Pack about whether I could join or not. They had already decided when they sent
for me. I thought Viggo had convinced the Pack to allow me to marry him and live here,
but now I suspect Rica was the one who made the final decision.” She blinked, but a
tear still streamed down her cheek. “That would explain their attitudes toward me.”

Ellie patted her shoulder, but her attention returned to the group when Rica began
speaking again.

“We don’t want her here. None will deny that, but we can’t force her into the
mountains. We aren’t savages, despite what some think. She has my protection until the
thaw. Do any challenge this decision?”

Once again, silence greeted his statement, although there seemed to be a wave of
anger flowing from the group. Ellie jumped when Davinia pulled on her sleeve. She
turned her head. “Yeah?”

“It’s time to leave. Your fate has been decided, and the rest of the meeting isn’t our

business.”
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Ellie nodded and turned to follow Davinia. She looked back briefly, and her heart
stuttered as her gaze locked with Rica’s. She tried to convince herself he couldn’t see
her from so far away, and sheltered by the tree, but she wasn’t sure about that as she
hurried after the other woman. She shivered, wondering what the penalty was for
eavesdropping on one of their meetings. Would he change his mind about allowing her

to stay?

Ok H X X

That must have been the end of the meeting, because Davinia and Ellie had barely
returned to the cabin and settled by the fire when Viggo entered. He had put on a shirt
and coverings, and his expression didn’t betray anything.

Davinia got to her feet, rushing to remove Viggo’s fur cloak. “Ellie, this is my
husband, Viggo. Viggo, this is Ellie.”

He nodded to Ellie. “She can stay.”

Davinia nodded her head, but gasped when he lifted her hand and held it to his
cheek.

“Your hand is cold as ice. Have you been walking, Davinia?” The question was
light, but his tone carried a hint of suspicion.

She shrugged. “I showed Ellie a bit of the village. She’s feeling better today.”

“Hmm.” He eyed them both, and his lips compressed. Finally, his gaze settled on
Ellie. “He wants to see you.”

She didn’t have to ask whom he meant. “When?”

“Right now. Since Davinia gave you a tour, I'm sure you won’t have any trouble
finding his home.”

“Oh, we didn’t get that far, Viggo,” Davinia said in a rush. “I'll show her.”

“No. You've been out too much already. It's not good for the baby.” He gestured to
Ellie. “I'll show you. Come along.”

She got to her feet reluctantly, increasingly convinced Rica had seen her at the

meeting. She suspected he had told Viggo, judging by the other man’s behavior. She
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didn’t argue with him as she slipped her feet into the damp boots and shrugged on the
thick parka.

She walked behind him silently. They turned the opposite direction from where
Davinia had led her, and Ellie eyed everything. The village was roughly a square, with
a clearing in the middle that held only a well and water pump. Small and medium-
sized cabins took up three sides of the main square, but three buildings dominated the
last side of the square. A church held center position, with a huge wooden cross affixed
to its roof. The buildings on each side were smaller, but not as small as the other cabins.

“What are those?” she asked.

“The general store and post office, but there’s no mail this time of year.” He pointed
to the building on the other side of the church. “That’s the school and library.”

She didn’t ask any other questions as they walked to the end of the square. His
succinct answers hadn’t invited more probing. They stopped in front of a medium-sized
cabin. Viggo pointed to the gate. “He’s expecting you.”

She swallowed, resisting the urge to plead with Viggo to accompany her. She didn’t
feel comforted by his presence in any sense except she didn’t want to face Rica alone.
Ellie squared her shoulders. “Thanks for showing me the way.”

“You can find your way back?”

“If I'm still alive,” she offered with a hesitant grin.

“Yes,” Viggo agreed, deadpan, and turned to walk back to his home.

She watched him go, delaying the inevitable moment of confrontation. Finally, she
couldn’t put it off any longer and walked to the fence, opening the wooden gate. She
walked up the wooden walkway and stepped onto the porch. His house was charming
in a quaint way. The sort of place her parents might rent if they ever lowered
themselves to take a roughing-it vacation.

She eyed the intricate wood moldings around the door and traced a finger down
the ornate design of the wood. She was about to reach for the knocker—the head of a
wolf, with a ring in its mouth—when the door opened. She took a step back, bracing

herself, wondering what he would do to her.
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Chapter 3

He hadn’t put his shirt on. That was the first thing she noticed. The second was his
hard expression. He stared at her without speaking. Ellie took a deep breath and tried
to smile. “Viggo said you wanted to see me.”

He nodded, taking a step back to allow her to walk inside. “Come in.”

She swallowed and forced her feet forward, brushing past Rica’s impressive frame
as she entered the dim living room. Lanterns provided a surprising amount of cozy
light. She walked into the main room and looked back at him, waiting while he closed
the door and walked over to her.

He moved silently, with inherent grace. Rica stopped a couple of feet from her. He
didn’t sit on the overstuffed sofa, and he didn’t offer her a seat. He crossed his arms.
His gaze swept over her. “What is that ridiculous stuff on your face?”

That wasn’t the question she had expected. Ellie unconsciously pushed back strands
of short blonde hair to reveal the complete tattoo on her cheek. It was an intricate
design of blue lines. Each line was of varying lengths, and all met in the center of the
design. The lines represented the lifespans of the chiefs of the Arvore tribe, while the
dot in the center of the tattoo stood for the heart of the people.

“It's a symbol of the Arvore tribe of South America. I stayed with them for a while.”
She touched the silver spike in her left brow, above large gray eyes. “A product of
misspent youth.” She extended her left forearm. “This is a marker of the different
groups of people I've lived with through the years.”

“Why have you lived with these people?”

Her mind raced for an answer. She couldn’t reveal she had written books about a
few little-known tribes. Ellie thought Rica wouldn’t have any trouble grasping what her

profession was, or what her purpose was in coming to Corsova, if he knew that. “I took
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an extended vacation for a time. I felt like staying with the groups and learning from
them. It was a growing experience.”

“What were you on vacation from?” Again, his gaze swept over her. “You don’t
strike me as the hardworking, useful type.”

Her eyes narrowed at the insult, but she couldn’t retort and maintain the facade she
had adopted. She shrugged and tried to project a simpering smile. “Oh, whatever
strikes my fancy. Mother and Daddy don’t care if I hold a real job. They know I'm
gaining life experience.”

He snorted, leaving no doubt of his opinion about that. “Well, don’t expect to gain
life experience with us. I'm permitting you to stay until the spring thaw, but you aren’t
a guest. You'll help Davinia with whatever chores she has. You'll also be available to
the other women, if they ask for help.” He shook his head. “That’s doubtful.”

“Thank you. I appreciate your hospitality. You're too kind.” She couldn’t hold back
a trace of sarcasm.

His eyes narrowed. “It wasn’t kindness that motivated me. I don’t relish leaving
you to die in the mountains, and there’s nothing else to do with you. Just stay out of
everyone’s way.”

She frowned. “Like poor Davinia? She’s been married to your brother for how long?
A year? Two? More? And she’s still not treated like one of you.”

“It’s not your business.” His arm snaked out, and he grasped her wrist. “Speaking
of other things that aren’t your business, you weren't invited to the Pack’s meeting.
Davinia’s a biddable girl, so I know where to place the blame for that. You keep to
yourself while you're here.”

Anger sizzled through her, and she batted her lashes up at him. “Why, Rica, I
planned to become best friends with your wife. Maybe I'll corrupt her as I've so
obviously corrupted Davinia.”

To her surprise, he didn’t look angry. Instead, he seemed grimly amused. “I have

no mate, woman, and if I did, she would be more than a match for you. I know your

kind.”
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“Really? Because it seems to me, you don’t know much about anything, except this
little village and its way of life. Yes, you're a...small man.” Her eyes widened at the
rejoinder. What was she doing? It was her job to blend in with these people, to gain
their confidence, so she could get an insider’s perspective on their lives. Alienating the
leader wouldn’t help her accomplish that goal. She opened her mouth to apologize, but
a gasp escaped her instead, as he jerked her into his arms.

“I know a great deal about many things.” He pressed his face closer to hers.
“Probably more than you do,” he said with a growl.

She couldn’t help noticing how close his mouth was to hers. Her lips felt dry, and
she moistened them with her tongue. Her gaze didn’t stray from his. Ellie meant to
apologize, but couldn’t find the words. She couldn’t seem to gather her wits. Her
thoughts were a confusing whirl, centering around one thing: How would it feel to have
his lips on hers?

He began to sniff her, but still didn’t touch. Ellie held her breath, wondering about
his actions. I wonder if I smell good to him? The thought was disorienting, but not so much
as the one that followed. He smells good to me, with his sharp, woodsy scent. He’s so male.
She cleared her throat. “Rica, I'm sorry —"

He cut off her apology with his lips, molding them to hers with firm pressure. His
arms engulfed her, pulling her against the hardness of his body, the firmness of his
cock. Ellie realized Rica most certainly wasn’t a small man as his hard cock swelled
against the confines of his jeans.

She wrapped her arms around him, pressing her palms against the smooth skin of
his back. She ran her hands down his back, pausing to trace the line of his spine to the
waistband of his jeans. He deepened the kiss. When his tongue invaded her mouth, she
opened under its assault. Her fingernails dug into his back, and her nipples beaded.

She groaned when her pussy spasmed. How long had it been since she had a man?
Nine months. Nine long months. Her body craved Rica’s touch, even as her mind tried
to caution her against the attraction. She couldn’t become involved with a subject. It

might skew the results of her study completely.
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Still, she couldn’t make herself break free from his arms. In fact, she snuggled
closer, thrusting her hips so that her denim-covered pussy brushed against his thigh.
She made a wordless sound of need, straining against him.

He pushed her away suddenly, and with so much force, she stumbled into the
couch. Ellie’s eyes widened, and she pressed a hand to her chest, as if trying to hold in
her racing heart. She looked at him uncertainly, wondering why he had broken the kiss
so abruptly. She held out her other hand. “Rica?”

He stepped back to avoid her touch. “Get out. Stay out of my way while you're
here.”

She frowned. “Did I...” Ellie trailed off, realizing she was about to ask if she had
done something wrong. She should be thanking him for ending things before they got
out of hand. She should definitely apologize for her snide remark, accept his kiss as a
deserved response, and leave as an adult. She shouldn’t be contemplating throwing
herself into his arms and begging for his possession.

That thought brought a return of sanity, and she squared her shoulders. “I'm sorry
for my thoughtless remarks. I don’t feel quite like myself tonight. It must be from the
concussion.” Or the amazing kiss. She blocked that thought. “Regardless of your
reasons, thank you for allowing me to stay. I'll do my best to stay out of your way.”

He nodded, but didn’t speak. Ellie steadied herself and hurried to the door, not
looking back until she turned the knob. She glanced at Rica, unable to resist noticing the
way the light shimmered on his skin, or the loneliness of his pose. She swallowed down
an unexpected lump of moisture and hurried out into the night, intending to honor her

promise to avoid him. She had to, if she hoped to complete her study.

O H N X

“Was he cruel?” Davinia asked as she helped Ellie make the beds the following
morning. They hadn’t had a chance to speak last night, because Davinia and Viggo

were in bed by the time she returned. Ellie had stayed up half the night, tossing and
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turning in the small bed, wishing Rica had taken care of the ache he had created
between her thighs.

She tucked in the corner of the sheet, shaking her head. “No, not really. He told me
to keep to myself and not expect a free ride.”

Davinia nodded. “The women here have so much work. It’s just silly they won't put
in electricity.”

“Why is that?” Ellie tried to sound casual as she kept her attention on smoothing
the sheet.

“The Pack doesn’t like to rely on anyone for anything. That applies even to utility
service. The rest of Corsova put in electricity in the ‘50s, but Rica’s grandfather refused
to allow it in Necheau.” Davinia stood up straight, rubbing her lower back.

Ellie saw her grimace as she stood up to retrieve the quilt. “Are you all right?”

Davinia shrugged. “I suppose they are the typical pains of pregnancy.”

“Maybe you should see the doctor.” She unfolded the quilt across the bed as she
spoke.

Davinia grasped the other side. “We have no doctor. Belia, that horrid woman who
spoke out against Rica last night, is the midwife, but she won’t see me.”

Ellie paused in the action of tucking in the quilt. “What? Why not?”

“I'm not one of the Pack.”

She was concerned for her new friend. “Have you seen a doctor at all?”

Davinia shook her head. “It’s not our way. I would know if there’s a problem.”

“Hmm.” She wondered how many live births the women of Corsova had each year.
“Is it the same with the people in the village where you lived before?”

“It's the same with all our people.” Davinia laughed lightly. “Bulgainia isn’t a
village. It's the capitol of Corsova, and quite modern. I used to go shopping with my
aunt. I could buy clothes right out of the store, rather than make them myself.” She
looked sad. “That was before I married Viggo.”

“Are you happy?” Perhaps it was an impertinent question, but Ellie sensed her

friend wasn’t.
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Davinia sat on the bed. She was careful not to meet Ellie’s eyes. A sigh escaped her.
“I love him, and I'm thrilled about the baby, but I wish things were different. If he
weren't the Beta of the Pack, we could have lived at the castle or in Bulgainia.”

Ellie sat on the other side of the bed, trying to commit to memory everything
Davinia said. Part of her wished she didn’t have to be so analytical. She wanted to listen
just for the sake of listening, not to learn something she might be able to use in her
study. It was the same situation each time she integrated into a culture. Her conscience
always warred with her academic side.

“Viggo wouldn’t have been happy there. I know that.”

Ellie touched her hand, moved by the pain in her voice. She ignored the twinge of
her conscience that told her it was wrong to gain Davinia’s trust. “Would your people
treat him as an outsider?”

“No, not at all. Everywhere else, our two groups have become almost a hybrid. It's
only here that the Pack—" She broke off, wiping her eyes. “Never mind. It's not that
interesting. They're a close-minded group of people, and nothing will change them. I
have Viggo, and soon Ylenia.” She patted her stomach before standing up. “There’s
washing to do, if you don’t mind helping me?”

“Of course not.” Ellie followed her from the bedroom, wishing circumstances were
different. When Davinia found out her purpose for being here, she would assume Ellie
had used her for information. The other woman would never believe she had liked her,
or that it was difficult to do her job and be her friend. She probably wouldn’t believe
Ellie didn’t have any close friends and hadn’t since she graduated from college. They
were transient, and the budding friendships always ended when her true purposes

were revealed.

E ol N

Later that afternoon, Ellie ventured outside. They had completed the chores, and

Davinia was napping. Her friend hadn’t said anything about staying inside, and she
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had deliberately avoided asking. She knew what she would hear if she mentioned she
planned to explore the village. Davinia would try to discourage her.

At least her friend wouldn’t get in trouble for her walk, since she was asleep and
couldn’t have stopped her. Ellie strolled along the square, mostly cleared of snow,
admiring the homes along the way. Although they were all the same basic design, each
had unique touches to set it apart. Almost every door was a carved masterpiece, and
she wondered who had done them. It might have been each owner of the houses, but
the doors looked as if the same artist did them.

As she neared the well in the center of the square, she saw an old woman shuffling
toward it, carrying a bucket. Swollen joints betrayed her arthritis, as did her slow pace,
and the way her back curved, as if weighted by years of burdens.

Ellie hurried forward to the old woman, reaching her at the same time she reached
the water pump. “Ma’am, may I help you?”

The woman turned her face in Ellie’s direction. Myriad wrinkles mapped her face,
telling the story of her age in vivid detail. Her hair was whiter than the snow on the
ground. Her nose twitched. “Who's that? I don’t see too well these days.”

“My name’s Ellie. My plane crashed in the mountains.”

The woman nodded. “Ah, so you're the one.” She didn’t sound unkind. “The
outsider. I heard about you this morning from Lia.”

“Who’s Lia?” She took the bucket from the woman when she didn’t reject her offer.
Ellie put her weight into the pump, finally getting it to go after two or three tries. She
maintained a steady pumping rhythm as water poured into the bucket.

“A silly young thing. She’s convinced Rica will challenge for her at the next Mating
Moon, now that she’s of age.”

“Oh.” Her heart lurched at the thought of Rica taking a mate. She forced a smile,
even though the woman probably couldn’t see it. “Would you like me to carry this back
to your home, ma’am?”

“Please.” She grasped her cane and began to shuffle back to her residence. “Call me

Golatia.”



Kit Tunstall Blood Lines Book 2: Blood Challenge 30

Ellie grasped the bucket, straining to hold it steady. She followed Golatia, glad for
the older woman’s slow pace so she wouldn’t spill the water. “Have you lived here all
your life?”

“Of course. Where else would I live?”

She smiled at the answer. “I don’t know. Maybe Bulgainia. Davinia said it’s a
beautiful little city.”

“Bah, cities stink.” The woman drew in a deep breath, twitching her nose. “Smell
the mountain air.”

She breathed in obligingly. “I smell pine from the trees.”

Golatia shook her head. “It's a pity you can’t smell it all. Bless you for your
limitations, young one.”

Ellie didn’t know how to respond to that, so she remained silent.

The old woman stopped in front of a small house. It was closest to the well. “Rica
gave me this home when my strength faded.” Golatia growled low in her throat. “There
were those like Belia, who said cast me out. It was the old way.” She snorted.
“Sometimes, the old way is not the best way, you understand?”

Ellie nodded before remembering her sight problem. “Yes, ma’am.” She was
surprised when the woman took her free hand and squeezed it.

“You ignore what they say when the time comes. Be strong and have faith in your
man.”

She frowned. “I'm sorry. I don’t understand.”

Golatia’s laugh was a honest-to-goodness cackle. “You will, young one. Now, give
me that bucket, and make sure you come visit me soon. Bring Viggo’s wife. The poor
dear doesn’t need to be sitting at home by herself all the time.”

“I could carry the water in for you, ma’am.”

“Golatia,” she corrected. “Ma’am makes me feel every one of my ninety years.” She
took the bucket, holding it with surprising strength. “Never you mind. I'm strong

enough for the bucket yet. Don’t forget to come see me.”
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“I won’t.” Ellie couldn’t resist grasping the woman’s hand and squeezing it in the
same way Golatia had squeezed hers. It didn’t matter if the woman was strange and
possibly a little off. She had shown Ellie the first kindness from anyone other than
Davinia since her arrival. “Good day.” She watched until the woman made her way
inside before turning away. Pleasant warmth flowed through her, and she felt
optimistic about winning over the Pack for the first time since the meeting. Maybe they

weren’t all bad.

Ok H X X

It took some convincing, but she managed to persuade Davinia to accompany her
for tea at Golatia’s house two days later. Ellie had spent most of her time stuck in the
cabin, and she was bored stiff. It wasn’t polite to simply invite themselves over, but the
woman’s invitation had been open-ended. Something about the other woman
suggested she too was lonely, and Ellie didn’t think she would mind the imposition.

“I don’t know,” Davinia said for the tenth time, as they approached Golatia’s small
cabin. “I don’t even know this woman. I think it’s best if we keep to ourselves.”

“Davinia, you'll never fit in with these people if you hide in your house.” She
threaded her arm through her friend’s and walked forward, bringing her along. “She’s
a nice old woman, and she specifically told me to bring you along.”

“Okay.” She gave a heavy sigh, but her steps didn’t falter as they walked onto the
porch.

Ellie knocked loudly, figuring Golatia’s hearing was probably bad too. It was a long
time before the door opened.

“Sorry, dears. I knew you were coming, but it still takes me a time to rattle my old
bones from the kitchen to the door.” Golatia stepped back to give them room to enter.

Ellie wondered if she had heard right. “You were expecting us?” Had the woman

been preparing for their visit every day, only to be disappointed?
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“Yes, Ellie. I knew you’d finally convince Davinia she was welcome.” Golatia
grasped Davinia’s hands. “You're welcome anytime, child. Come sit, and I'll bring in
the tea.”

“Let me,” Ellie said quickly.

Golatia nodded, allowing Davinia to assist her to a rocking chair.

Ellie walked into the kitchen through the living room. The floor plan of the cabin
didn’t provide a break between rooms, other than doorways. There was no door barring
the kitchen from the living room.

She saw a tray on the counter, and her eyes widened when she counted three cups
and saucers, and six biscuits. Golatia really had prepared for their arrival. She shivered,
remembering the other woman’s strange words about having faith in her man. Ellie had
seen some extraordinary things in the last few years, and she couldn’t discount the idea
that Golatia had the gift of Sight.

She lifted the tray and carried it into the living room, setting it on a large coffee
table made from a slab of trunk from an ancient tree. Whoever made it had sanded the
wood and added gloss, but allowed its natural imperfections to shine through. An
uncountable amount of rings swirled around it, making it impossible to guess the age of
the tree the table had come from. “This is beautiful.”

“Oh, yes.” Golatia leaned forward to touch the smooth wood. “Rica made that
when he was just a cub, learning at his father’s side.”

Ellie poured the tea, smiling at the affectionate term for Rica as a child. “He has a
gift.”

Golatia nodded. “Of course, so does Davinia’s man. Their father taught them
everything about the art of wood. Their family’s been intimate with the ways of wood
since before I can remember.”

Ellie passed them both a cup before taking one and leaning back into the chair she
had chosen. “Did Rica make your door?”

“Yes, he made Mrs. Cosminstan’s door. Either he or Viggo make all the doors. They

sell them too,” Davinia said. “The others in the Pack gather the wood and prepare it for



Kit Tunstall Blood Lines Book 2: Blood Challenge 33

use from its raw state. Some farm for our needs and sell the remainder, but the main
economy is supported by Rica and Viggo.”

Ellie should have been making neat mental notes, but all she could think of was
Rica’s skilled hands shaping wood into art. It wasn’t long before the wood in her mental
image melted into flesh—her flesh. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath,
struggling to compose herself.

“I have something for you, Davinia.” Golatia pointed to a chest in the corner. “Go
and fetch that for her, would you, Ellie? It's not good for her to be lifting in her
condition.”

Ellie got to her feet and retrieved the small trunk. It was ornate in its design, with
Golatia’s name carved into the chest. “This is gorgeous. Did Rica make it?”

Golatia laughed. “No, ‘twas his grandfather’s brother, back when he planned to
court me. Unfortunately, Ivan lost the challenge for me. I mated with Yuri, who died the
next winter, before I ever conceived. By then, Ivan had moved in with his brother Victor
and his wife.” Sadness flashed across her face, but then she shrugged, and the emotion
disappeared. “It’s all in the past, while your little one is the future.”

Davinia eyed the chest. “Should I open it, Mrs. Cosminstan?”

“Golatia, and yes, open it, child. Everything inside is for you.”

She opened the chest, and a gasp sprang from her. Davinia lifted a tiny baby outfit,
crotched from the finest yarn. “Oh, it’s beautiful.”

“Mind, they might have yellowed a bit with age. I haven't pulled them out in
years.” Golatia winked. “There never was a young woman I wanted to have them until
now. If they’ve aged, you can bleach them easily enough, but you'd best get it done
quickly.”

Davinia lifted her head from examining the other garments. “Thank you, Mrs.—
Golatia. I've yet to finish any of the clothes I started for Ylenia. My fingers aren’t nimble
with sewing, and the order I placed from Bulgainia didn’t arrive before the snow

blocked the pass.”
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Ellie had fastened on Golatia’s words about bleaching the clothes quickly. She
opened her mouth to ask about it when the old woman turned to look at her. There was
a hint of worry in her expression, and she pursed her lips after shooting a glance at
Davinia.

Ellie got the hint and held her tongue as Davinia talked about the baby. Before she
knew it, more than an hour had passed.

“Oh, we must get back, Ellie. Viggo will be home soon.” Davinia was slow on her
feet when she got up and walked to Golatia. She pressed a kiss to her cheek and
whispered something that sounded like, “Thank you.”

Ellie followed suit, waiting until Davinia had returned to the trunk and gathered up
the stack of baby clothes before kneeling beside Golatia’s rocker. “You know things,
don’t you?”

“Yes.” She grinned, displaying her remaining teeth and a large amount of pink
gums. “I know many things, and some I can tell. Some I can’t, and some I just plain
won't.”

“Is her baby coming soon?” She was careful to keep her voice to a whisper.

A troubled expression crossed the old woman'’s face. “Very soon, and she’ll need
you, Ellie.” She lifted Ellie’s hand and squeezed it. “You think you know why you're
here, but that isn’t the only reason. No, indeed. There are many reasons for why things
happen.” She released her hand. “Now, off with you both. I need a nap. I'm not as
young as I used to be.” The words must have amused Golatia, because she cackled.
“Come see me again soon, the both of you.”

She lowered her voice to a whisper, shooting a meaningful glance at Ellie. “Bring
the little one.”

Ellie stood up, deciding not to pressure the other woman for answers. She had
plainly said she wouldn’t reveal everything she knew. Golatia was old, but she was too
sharp to trick into answering what she didn’t want to answer, and too close-mouthed to
reveal more than she wanted to. It was with a strange feeling of dissociation that she

followed Davinia from the cabin, grasping an armful of baby clothes.
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Ellie found herself unable to sleep. She tried finding a comfortable spot, but
eventually gave up. She decided to make notes in her journal to pass some time until
she felt sleepy. She slid from the bed and padded across the cold wooden floor to the
closet, where she had hidden her journal.

As she passed the window, she looked out. She froze when she saw Rica standing
outside in the square. The way the moon backlit his frame gave him a melancholy air.
She had the compulsion to join him. Although she tried to stop herself, she couldn’t
seem to rein in the impulse. She slipped her feet into the boots and left the room quietly.
She decided the parka would cover enough of the pink flannel gown to still be modest.

She paused at the front door to grab her coat and slid her arms into it as she left the
cabin. Her feet crunched through the snow, which rose to the level of her boots or
higher in places. She shivered in the bitter cold and knew she should turn back, but
couldn’t get her feet to obey her.

By the time she reached Rica, he had turned in her direction. His expression was
neutral as he watched her walk toward him. It was below freezing, but he wore nothing
except a flannel shirt and jeans.

When she was beside him, Ellie had no idea what to say. Why had she come out
here to join him? It had been an illusion, his loneliness. Yet, she couldn’t just turn
around and walk away without saying anything. “Couldn’t sleep?”

He grunted.

She took that for a yes. “Me neither. I'm worried about Davinia.”

That sparked a glimmer of interest. “Why?”

“Golatia said she’s going to have her baby soon.”

The change in his expression was startling. It went from inscrutable to gentle.
“You've met Golatia?”

She nodded. “She’s very kind, isn’t she?”
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“Yes. She helped raise Viggo and I after our mother died.” Rica sighed. “She’s good
with children.”

“Do you have any?” What made her blurt out that question? She already knew he
didn’t have a wife. It seemed unlikely he was divorced, living in this environment.

He shook his head. “I haven’t mated yet.”

“Oh. Why not?”

He lifted a brow. “You're inquisitive.”

She gave him a coaxing smile. “Don’t tell me you're the stereotypical stubborn male
who never answers questions or reveals anything about himself.”

He hesitated a moment before answering. “I haven’t felt the compulsion to join with
a woman.” His voice had dropped an octave, and his eyes seemed to focus on her
breasts, revealed by the unzipped parka.

She licked her lips, sensing a change in atmosphere. “I see. Does that mean
you're...inexperienced?”

He laughed. “It means I haven’t found a woman who touched my heart. There have
been a few who touched my cock, of course.”

She was startled at the bluntness of his speech. A blush crept up her neck, and she
cleared her throat. “Uh, what are you waiting for? How will you know when she has
touched your heart?”

His sigh was long and drawn out. “When I was younger and asked about such
things, Golatia told me I would just know.” His expression bordered on brooding. “She
didn’t tell me what to do when I knew the feelings couldn’t be right.”

“Hmm.” A wind gust blew under her nightgown, bringing a rush of cold air that
washed over her panties. It did nothing to soothe the heated flesh inside the material.
She couldn’t recall the last time she had felt such an intense and instant attraction to a
man. She ached for him to reach for her, but knew she couldn’t let him. If she had
understood him, he couldn’t allow himself to reach for her either. It was frustrating to
know he shared the attraction, but was equally helpless to act on it. “I should go in.”

“Why did you come out here?”
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She shrugged. “It’s silly.”

“Tell me.”

She licked her lips, which had chafed in the cold air. “You seemed lonely. I...” She
shrugged again and turned away from him. Logic compelled her to run back to
Davinia’s and put as much distance as possible between herself and this temptation.
Yet, she made no move to pull away when his hands cupped her upper arms, and he
pulled her back against his chest.

“I am lonely in many ways, Ellie. I want to find my mate, the one woman meant
only for me.” Her head spun as Rica’s head lowered, bringing his mouth to her ear. “I
ache for her,” he said in a rough whisper. One of his hands moved to cup her breast,
through the opening in her parka. The soft flannel was an unbearable abrasion against
the sensitive peak when he thumbed her nipple.

She closed her eyes and relaxed against Rica. When he thrust his cock against her
lower back, a moan escaped her. She felt his cock spasm, and her pussy convulsed with
sympathy. She wanted to turn in his arms and feel his lips on hers again. Not in
punishment or anger this time, but with perfect passion. The crotch of her panties
dampened when he squeezed her nipple between his thumb and forefinger.

His mouth moved down her throat, leaving breathy kisses in its wake. She moaned
again when he nipped the bend where her neck met her shoulder. “Rica.”

He lifted his head, and his hand moved from her breast. He continued to hold her
for a long moment, and then his hands fell away. “You should go inside.”

She turned to look at him, with confusion in her eyes. “Rica—"

His eyes were sad, and his fingers were gentle when they pressed lightly against
her lips. “This wouldn’t work. I have responsibilities to the Pack. Certain things are
expected of me. I can’t do this.”

She found herself nodding. Inside, she was numb, although a tear splashed down
her cheek. It felt like goodbye when she turned away from him and hurried back to
Viggo and Davinia’s. It was ridiculous to feel actual physical pain at the separation. He

meant nothing to her. They had shared a brief moment of loneliness, and nothing else.
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She tried to believe that, but her heart still ached when she entered the cabin and closed
the door behind her.
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Chapter 4

Two mornings later, Viggo shook her awake in the early hours. Ellie rolled over and
stared up at him, blinking. He said something, but her fuzzy brain didn’t recognize the
words. “Huh?”

“The baby’s coming. Davinia wants you.”

So soon. Had Golatia known? Of course she had, Ellie decided, as she slid from the
bed. She wasn’t aware of the way the neckline of her flannel gown gaped open until she
saw Viggo avert his eyes. A blush warmed her cheeks, but she put aside her
embarrassment and slid on a robe with brisk movements. “I'm ready.”

She spoke confidently, but her stomach was a mass of nerves as she followed Viggo
from the small guest room to the main bedroom. How could she really be ready? What
did Davinia want from her? She prayed it was only the comfort of a female companion,
because she didn’t have any experience delivering babies. She only knew what she had
observed during Arvore births, silently watching the midwives and mothers perform
the miracles, while she took notes.

The room was icy, and Ellie huddled in her robe, shivering. She realized why it was
so cold when she saw Davinia. Her face was bright red, and her hair hung in damp
strands. Pants issued from her, interspaced with low moans. Her eyes darted around
the room, and she appeared on the edge of panic.

Ellie acted instinctively, going to the bed and grasping her friend’s hand. “How are
you holding up?”

“Fine.” She sounded anything but fine though. She shot a fearful look at Viggo, and
then brought her gaze back to Ellie’s. “Just fine.” She seemed to be communicating that

she wanted Viggo to leave.
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Ellie frowned as the thought blossomed in her mind as clearly as if Davinia had
spoken aloud. She cleared her throat and looked at Viggo. “Could you bring some hot
water and fresh towels? Also, a blanket for the baby.”

Viggo nodded and hurried from the room at a running pace. As soon as he was
gone, Davinia’s grip on her hand increased tenfold. She tried to keep her tone soothing.
“How soon do you think it will be, Davinia?”

“I don’t know. I've been having pains since yesterday.”

Ellie’s eyes widened. “Why didn’t you say something?”

She shifted. “I hoped they would stop. I can’t do this, Ellie. I'm not ready.”

She pushed the hair off her face. “I don’t think you have a choice. You can't
reschedule, you know.”

Davinia shook her head. “I don’t want to do this. I don’t know how.”

She didn’t like the note of hysteria creeping into the other woman'’s voice. “Shh, it’s
okay. We'll send Viggo to fetch the midwife. She’ll come for the Beta.” Wouldn’t she?

“No, she won’t. You'll see. I'm going to die, and no one in this goddamned place
will care.” The anger in her tone faded as another contraction hit. Davinia bent forward,
grasping her stomach, and grunted.

“You aren’t going to die.” She stroked Davinia’s hand, racking her brain for
something to say. “Try to breathe.” Ellie recited something she had heard on TV
programs a hundred times. “Small pants, okay? Follow your instincts. You know what
to do.” But she didn’t have a clue. Her stomach churned with nausea as she
acknowledged she had at least an inkling of what to expect, but no experience.
Although she had watched a few births, with the mothers” permission, that didn’t make
her qualified to deliver a baby.

Viggo returned in record time, bearing a bucket of hot water, an armful of towels,
and a comforter large enough to wrap the baby at least a dozen times, when she
arrived. As soon as he dropped the items on the bed, he was at Davinia’s side. “How is
it? Is she coming?”

“Soon.”
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Davinia’s equanimity shocked Ellie, in contrast to her behavior of a few minutes
ago. She stepped forward, touching Viggo’s shoulder to get his attention. She didn’t
miss the way he stiffened, and she hurriedly dropped her hand. “Will you fetch the
midwife, Viggo? It's about time for her.”

Viggo frowned. “I don’t want to leave Davinia.”

“Go on. It won't take long at all. You'll be back in plenty of time.” Ellie tried to
sound positive, and she was pleased when he nodded. Viggo paused to drop a
lingering kiss on his wife’s mouth before hurrying from the bedroom. They heard the
front door close less than a minute later.

“I hope he took a coat,” Davinia said amid pants.

Before Ellie could respond, another contraction came, following the last by little
more than a minute. She watched the hands on the clock tick off the minutes, as
Davinia’s labor intensified. By the time fifteen minutes had passed, she knew her friend
couldn’t wait any longer for the midwife. She swallowed her nervousness, knowing she
had no choice. “I'll be right back.”

She gave Davinia a calm smile as she went into the bathroom and washed her
hands after removing the robe. She left it draped over the door and returned to Davinia.
She tried to keep her tone steady. “I think we’'re going to have to do this by ourselves,
Davinia.” When she saw the panic in Davinia’s eyes, she rushed to say, “I've seen it
done. That is, I've watched a few deliveries. 'm no expert, but we’ll manage.”

“No.” Davinia shook her head, even as she bent forward under the force of a
contraction.

“Yes.” She spoke firmly, not allowing a hint of her fear to show. “Your body knows
what to do. All I have to do is catch.”

Davinia eyed her uncertainly, but the next contraction seemed to convince her she
had no choice. Ellie gave her a reassuring smile, while secretly wondering how they
would manage. She prayed Viggo and the midwife would return soon as she knelt
before Davinia and hoped all she really had to do was catch Ylenia when she entered

the world.
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Time had passed, but she didn’t know how much. It felt like an eternity, but also an
instant. “I think this is it. I can see her head. Push, Davinia.” She was too busy to look at
the clock, but she wasn’t too distracted to wonder what had happened to Viggo. It
seemed obvious Belia wasn’t coming, so where could he be?

“I want to wait for Viggo.”

“You can’t. She isn’t going to wait that long.” Even as she said the words, she saw
Davinia straining to push. It seemed to happen in a rush. Seconds later, the baby was in
her hands. She was slippery and screaming. Tears of reaction gathered at the back of
Ellie’s eyes as she examined the infant. She didn’t know if she was small for her age, but
Ylenia appeared perfect in every way, except for a profusion of dark hair all over her
body.

“She’s gorgeous, Davinia. Let me finish here, and then you can have her.” She
dipped a towel into the cooled water and washed the baby as thoroughly as she could.
Ellie bypassed the comforter and wrapped her in another towel before handing the
impatient baby to her equally impatient mother.

She smiled as Davinia immediately unwrapped the towel and counted her fingers
and toes. “She’s beautiful.” Davinia’s voice broke, and she began sobbing. “Look at all
that fur.”

Ellie frowned at the odd words, but her attention turned when the door slammed
against the wall. Viggo strode in, looking ready to murder. “What's wrong? What have
you done to my wife?”

Ellie’s eyes widened. “Nothing.”

“I'm all right,” Davinia managed to say amid sobs. “She’s just so beautiful.”

Viggo froze for a minute. His gaze dropped to Ylenia, and he rushed forward,
pushing Ellie aside in his eagerness.

She didn’t mind. She smiled as she backed away, right into a solid body. She tilted

her head and saw Rica. She immediately dropped her chin and tried to step away, but
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froze when his hands settled on her shoulders. She bowed her head, wondering if he
would berate her for assisting Davinia.

“It's over?” Viggo couldn’t seem to absorb it, even as he lifted the baby from the
towel and held her against his shoulder. She howled with outrage as the snow from his
clothes seeped into her skin. He jerked and shoved her back to Davinia, looking on the
verge of panic.

“You did this?” Rica’s voice was meant for her ears only.

She didn’t detect any anger in his tone, so she mustered her courage and turned to
face him. She nodded.

He nodded in return. “We owe you our thanks.”

She resisted the urge to downplay her involvement. She didn’t want gratitude, but
she didn’t want it to become a big deal either. “She saved my life.” The explanation was
succinct, but should suffice. She cleared her throat. “The midwife should probably
examine Ylenia and Davinia though. I don’t know anything about...after.” She swayed
as her head grew light.

His arms were there instantly, bracing her. She looked up at him with blurred eyes.
“Who am I kidding? I didn’t know anything about before or during either. I've seen a
few babies born, but I could have killed her.” A wave of nausea rolled up her throat,
and she heaved. Fortunately, there wasn’t anything in her stomach to bring up.

A wave of weakness followed the incident, and she didn’t protest as Rica lifted her
into his arms. She didn’t do anything except snuggle closer, reveling in his strength, as
her own faded.

Viggo and Davinia didn’t pay any attention as Rica carried her from their room and
down the hallway. Ellie tried to gather her wits, but all she could think about was the
damage she could have done to Davinia or Ylenia. She didn’t realize her fears had
poured from her in a babble of words until Rica spoke.

“You were brave enough to try. She needed you, and you were there.”

She nodded, trying to stop shaking as Rica kicked open the door to her room and

carried her to the bed. She looked up at him uncertainly as he lowered her to the
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mattress. Her eyes widened when he followed, stretching out beside her. She wanted to
ask what he was doing, but she didn’t care. She didn’t want him to leave. Tentatively,
she curled closer, wondering at her own show of vulnerability, but unable to rein it in.

He didn’t protest when she laid her head on his shoulder. She marshaled her
thoughts, returning the subject to Davinia. “Where is Belia? She has to examine them.”

“She will.” He spoke grimly. “She refused to come, because Davinia is not one of
the Pack.”

She stiffened. “That’s nonsense. She’s married to your brother.” She frowned. “I'm
not surprised though. It's no wonder they don’t accept her, since you don’t even
acknowledge her existence. I haven’t even seen you speak to Davinia in the days I've
been here. I guess it takes an outsider to notice.” She expected an angry response and
realized she wanted one. In her overwrought state, she was spoiling to rid herself of
excess energy.

“You're right.” His mild tone surprised her. “The others have followed my lead. I
never meant to deliberately ignore her, but I have had difficulty getting past what she
is. I allowed her to stay because my brother told me he would leave the Pack to be with
her if I didn’t.” He hesitated. “Perhaps I have allowed my resentment to cloud my
judgment. I promise you this will not go on any longer. She and the cub could have
died.” His voice lowered to a growl. “Belia will come. I assure you.”

She nodded her satisfaction, and her cheek brushed against the cold flannel of his
shirt. A yawn surprised her. How could she even think of sleeping after everything that
had happened? Another yawn followed, forcing her to recognize her exhaustion. The
adrenaline rush had faded, and she could barely keep her eyes open. “Make sure she
isn’t alone with Davinia. Your sister-in-law has tender feelings, and the woman might
hurt her.”

He sounded amused. “Have you appointed yourself her caretaker, Ellie?”

“Someone had to,” she said in a whisper as her eyes closed. She thought she felt
Rica’s lips brush against her mouth, but it might have been part of a dream that

followed her immediately into sleep.
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Rica looked up as the opened door swung open all the way a few minutes later. He
saw Viggo framed in the doorway, but made no effort to disengage his hold on Ellie.
She had curled against him so trustingly, and she smelled so good, that it was difficult
to imagine parting from her. His cock had reminded him how long it had been since he
had taken a woman, and it took all his determination to keep from waking her up,
rousing her into a frenzy, and burying his cock inside her pussy.

He forced away the thoughts as Viggo took a step into the room. Rica bit back a
sigh as he rearranged Ellie and stood up. He took time to get an extra blanket from the
chest at the foot of the bed to cover her, not wanting to risk waking her by lifting her off
the covers and putting her under them. When he was satisfied she would be warm
enough, he turned to his brother, glad the tail of his checked shirt covered his hard
cock. “How are your wife and the cub?”

“They seem well, but I don’t know. Belia will have to examine them.”

“You should have come for me before going to her.” Rica’s eyes narrowed. “She
wouldn’t have refused me.”

“I would have, if I had been thinking.” Viggo ran a hand through his dark hair,
further tousling it. “All I could think of was alleviating Davinia’s pain.” He snarled.
“Damn that woman for her insolence. I've a mind to teach her a lesson about the old
ways.” His pitch increased. “She dared quote to me about tradition of the Pack. Said it
wasn’t our way to help outsiders. My wife is not an outsider!”

Ellie twitched in her sleep and made a soft sound. “Lower your voice.” Rica
frowned. “She’s exhausted.” He gestured to his brother, indicating they should leave
the room. “Go be with your wife. I'll bring Belia.”

Viggo paused in the hallway, staring at Ellie before Rica closed the door. “She did a
great thing for Davinia and Ylenia. I owe her.”

“No, we owe her. Davinia is my kin too. The obligation belongs to us all.”

“Have you figured out how you'll repay her then?”

Rica nodded once. “I have.”

Viggo frowned, looking at him. “How, brother?”



Kit Tunstall Blood Lines Book 2: Blood Challenge 46

“I'm making her a member of the Pack.”

Viggo’s eyes widened. It was clear he knew there was only one way to make her a
member. A chuckle escaped him. “Somehow, I don’t think she’ll appreciate your show
of gratitude.”

Rica shrugged. He didn’t care if she was happy about the change in circumstances.

She would adjust.
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Chapter 5

It was early afternoon before Ellie awoke, feeling refreshed. She bounded from the
bed with a surge of energy. How chipper she felt surprised her, after the harrowing
ordeal of last night. She hurried to wash and dress so she could check on the baby and
new mother.

A few minutes later, she found them in the bedroom. There was no sign of Viggo,
but Golatia sat in a rocker brought in from the living room. She held Ylenia and crooned
softly to her in a cracked voice. Davinia watched from the bed, looking tired but serene.
She smiled when she saw Ellie standing in the doorway. Tears leaked down her cheeks
as she held out her hands. “Come join us. See the baby this morning.”

Ellie crossed the room and took her hands, squeezing. They didn’t need to exchange
words. A sodden ball lodged in her throat. She cleared it away with a cough before
turning to the old woman and baby. She sat on the edge of the bed and leaned forward.
Golatia pushed aside the blanket to reveal Ylenia.

She gasped. “She lost all the hair.” Could it be the same baby? This one was as fresh
and hair-free as any baby in a commercial. It was a marked contrast to last night.

Golatia smiled. “Most of our babies are born covered in fur. It falls out within a day
or two, not to reappear until the first moon of puberty.”

Ellie arched a brow at the strange information. Before she could probe for more
details, Golatia passed the baby to her. Her arms seemed to know exactly how to curve
around the small, wriggling body, and she put her nose against Ylenia’s head, breathing
in her baby scent. The tug of maternal longing surprised her. She had always thought
she didn’t want children, but this baby made her think differently.

“Davinia has painted a heroic picture of you,” Golatia said, leaning forward to pat
her on the leg.

Ellie blushed. “I didn’t do much more than catch her.” She nodded to the baby.
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“Of course you did. I couldn’t have done it without you.” Davinia lowered her
gaze. “Viggo and I would like you to be Ylenia’s godmother.”

She blinked, searching for a delicate response. “I'm flattered, but I can’t, Davinia.
When the snow melts, I'll be gone.” She twisted slightly to reach for her friend’s hand.
“I'm touched that you would trust me with this honor though.”

Davinia hesitated, seeming as though she wanted to say something. Ellie didn’t
miss Golatia’s subtle headshake, and she frowned.

“Very well. We want Ylenia to share your name. Is Ellie your full name?”

The gesture overwhelmed her. It was difficult to force her mouth to work. “It’s
Eleanor.” She blinked back tears, struggling to remember when she had felt so
welcomed by someone.

She had spent the last few years living on the fringes of foreign cultures, always
integrating herself, but never quite blending in. No one had ever opened to her the way
Davinia had. None of her friends in college, and not even her mother or father. Again,
she questioned her motives and had to bite back the urge to confess her reasons for

coming to Corsova.
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Golatia stayed until after dinner. Viggo didn’t join them, but Ellie didn’t have a
chance to ask about his whereabouts. She assumed their customs were different from
those of Western men. He was probably back to work, knowing Davinia and the baby
were fine.

When Golatia managed to tear herself away from the baby and decided it was time
to return home, Ellie volunteered to walk her. She kept a supporting arm curved
around the woman'’s shoulders as they stepped onto the walkway. She noticed more
snow had fallen and huddled in her parka. “I wish there were streetlights,” she said
when they left the path and stepped into the square.

“Don’t worry. My feet know the way. The old dogs will sniff out the path, come

snow or hail.”
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Ellie laughed.

“I shouldn’t have stayed so long though. I promised Rica I'd be home well before
dark when he brought me to Davinia’s this morning.” She sighed.

“Are you on curfew?” The idea outraged her.

“No. I just couldn’t tear myself away from the cub. I always wanted one, but Yuri,
my useless mate, died before he put one in my belly. Did I tell you that?”

She patted Golatia’s shoulders. “I think you mentioned it.”

“It wasn't to be, but Rica’s grandmother didn’t mind the help with her cubs. I think
she knew how much I loved Ivan, but she didn’t mind that either. She was a good
friend to me. About the only one I ever had in the Pack. She never treated me as a
burden, being a young widow who couldn’t hunt.” Tears sparkled on Golatia’s cheeks,
freezing instantly in the bitter wind. “It was a sad day for this bunch when we lost
Bianca. She was a good woman.”

“She sounds special.” Ellie was confused and wanted to ask about Ivan. She had
thought he was Rica’s uncle, not grandfather. Hadn’t Golatia said he moved in with his
brother and Victor’s mate? She decided not to ask for clarification, thinking the older
woman had gotten confused during one of the tellings. Or perhaps Ellie was the one
who had become confused. Instead, she returned her attention to Golatia as she spoke
again.

“Oh, she certainly was. Her children became much like my own. When Rica’s
mother died having Viggo, Peter asked for my help, and I stepped in, even though I
was old by then. It didn’t take much more energy to help raise those two than it did to
raise Ivan and Victor’s.”

Now she was really confused. Ellie shook her head. “I don’t understand. I thought
you helped Bianca and Victor with their children. Did Ivan marry someone else?”

Golatia paused in mid-step. She cleared her throat, sounding uneasy. “I forgot you
aren’t one of us, Ellie. My mind tends to wander these days, finding its way back

muddled sometimes.”
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Ellie gave her a smile, but didn’t reply. What could she say to that, besides some
useless platitude?

“Ivan took Bianca as his mate.”

“Had Victor died?”

Golatia resumed her slow gait. “No. The Pack’s way of isolating themselves has led
to less growth among our people. Fewer babies are born, and there are fewer
possibilities for mates. Why, Lia is the fourth cousin of Rica, and everyone assumed she
would be his mate, until...” She trailed off, shaking her head. “For some reason, we
have more boys than girls born, which makes it even harder to find a mate. Sometimes,
brothers or friends share the same wife.”

“Fraternal polyandry,” Ellie said under her breath.

“What?”

“It's called fraternal polyandry...rather, it is among brothers sharing a wife. I
suppose it would just be polyandry when it involves friends.” She bit her lip as a
disconcerting thought occurred to her. “Will Rica and Davinia mate someday?”

“No. There can be no question about the paternity of the Alpha’s first son, since the
first son is the successor, unless another male in the Pack challenges during the
Succession Ceremony. The next Beta is usually the previous Alpha’s second son, but he
doesn’t have to be his biological offspring. He only has to be claimed by the Alpha.
Bianca and Victor already had Peter when Ivan joined with her, so it caused no conflict
about inheritance rights.” Golatia’s tone lowered. “You do not like the idea of sharing
him, do you?”

She averted her eyes, although she knew the other woman couldn’t see her
expression in the dark. She strove for a distant tone. “I don’t know what you mean,
Golatia. It looks like we're near your home.”

The older woman cackled. “If you are looking for him, there’s a meeting tonight.
You know the spot.”

“Is there anything you don’t know?” she asked, with mingled exasperation and

amusement.
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“Oh, this and that, dear.” Golatia stopped at her gate, pausing to hug her. “Thank
you for the escort home.” She turned and shuffled up the walk.

Ellie stopped by the gate, making sure Golatia made it inside. Her feet itched to run
to the meeting, but her head was trying to caution her against it. She didn’t want to
incur Rica’s anger again, after their hesitant truce. She tried telling herself it was none of
her business.

Golatia got to the porch and turned around. Her voice carried through the blowing
wind. “They’re discussing you and Davinia at this meeting.”

Ellie struggled to sound disinterested. “Really? I'm sure Rica will settle whatever
problem there is.”

The older woman cackled. “It’s already settled, Ellie. Call on me when you need a
Guardian.” She pushed open her front door and stepped inside with surprising speed,
not allowing Ellie time to question the strange statement.

She turned and trudged across the square, telling herself she wasn’t going to spy on
the meeting. She was still telling herself that as she passed Viggo and Davinia’s, making

her way by memory to the clearing where the Pack met.

ol R N I

She took up position behind the tree she had used before, peering out with careful
movements, determined not to attract Rica’s attention again. She looked down into the
clearing, seeing a larger turnout even than at the last meeting. There were children
present this time. It looked like they had packed more than two hundred people into
the clearing. Was that everyone except Davinia, Golatia, and herself?

There was an audible grumble of dissent sweeping the crowd. Whatever they were
protesting, Rica didn’t seem to care. He stood resolutely in the center of the clearing,
backlit by the roaring fire. Naked from the waist up, his skin shone with the sheen of
perspiration, but he seemed unaffected by the heat. Viggo stood nearby, and he was
shirtless and sweating. He looked nervous.

“Don’t grumble like old women. If you have a challenge, speak it now.”
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The man that she thought was named Istal rose to his feet. “I challenge what you
say. The Beta’s wife isn’t one of us. I won’t treat her like Pack when she’s a vampire.
You know how they are. Can’t trust them not to bleed you out while you sleep.”

“My wife would never steal blood, and certainly not from the likes of you.” Viggo
surged forward, until he was inches from the other man. “She prefers clean skin.”

Before Ellie had time to attempt a logical explanation for the information gleaned
from their exchange, Istal growled and leaped forward. One moment, he was an
overweight man with a hairy chest and dirty hair. The next, in mid-air, he became a
large wolf with greasy fur, snapping at Viggo.

Reflexively, she rubbed her eyes, blinking several times. She wished she wore
contacts. That might provide a reason for the hallucination.

Viggo jumped out of the way, not losing a second before transforming. His pants
and shoes fell from his changed form as he leapt at Istal. They met in mid-leap and
crashed to the ground, with Viggo on top. Their bone-chilling growls carried through
the clearing.

Ellie expected one of them to kill the other at any second. Her heart raced with fear,
although she couldn’t precisely identify the origin. Fear of the unknown, fear of Viggo
being injured, and even fear of the Pack itself mingled together to form an
overwhelming onslaught. She dropped to her knees, not even noticing the snow
seeping into her jeans.

Rica pushed between the two of them, still as human as he had ever been, she noted
thankfully. With what seemed like no effort, he separated them, tossing the combatants
several feet away from each other. “Change back. Now.” His tone was steady, but the
anger in it resounded throughout the clearing and up the hill.

Viggo and Istal changed, both retrieving their clothes without looking at the other.
Rica waited until they had taken up posts on opposite sides of the fire before
continuing. “Marriage has joined Viggo and Davinia. She is part of our family now. You
will accept her.”

“Iwon’t,” Istal said. Several members nodded their agreement.
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Rica whirled to face him. “Then you will challenge me for leadership of the Pack, if
you defy my word.”

Istal shuffled his feet, looking down. “I've no wish to usurp you, Alpha, but I can’t
accept that woman.”

“Then leave.” Rica said the pronouncement viciously. “Any who won't follow me
and won't challenge me, will walk away right now.”

Ellie held her breath, awaiting their reaction. To her surprise, no one made a move
to leave, and no one stood up to challenge him. She slowly regained her feet, wondering
at the sense of detachment she felt. On some level, she knew she was in the presence of
werewolves, and that she had befriended a vampire, but she couldn’t accept it. It wasn’t
possible.

Rica allowed the silence to grow before nodding his head. “Then you accept mates
of Pack members are part of the Pack.”

There wasn't a murmur of protest among the assembly, although plenty of hot
glares focused on Rica. He remained impervious. “I have one last thing to tell you. Ellie
Adare will join the Mating Moon Ceremony.”

Her mouth dropped open, and she barely resisted screaming the questions
circulating in her mind. What did that mean? What was Rica talking about? What was
the Mating Moon Ceremony? And what part was she expected to play in it?

Belia getting to her feet distracted her. She switched her attention to the older
woman, even as her mind tried to process all she had learned.

“You can’t mean it, Alpha. She isn’'t one of us. It's bad enough to taint our
bloodlines with a vampire, but to add a human...it's unthinkable. She doesn’t know
anything about us or our ways.”

“She’ll adapt. You would have me waste a perfectly good female when there is a
shortage?” His eyes swept the group, pausing to rest on a few members of the Pack.
“How many girls do we have for the Mating Moon this season? Three? The woman will
infuse our bloodlines with new purity. She will give her mate cubs to continue our way

of life. It would be foolish to send her away, just because she’s human.”
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“She’s not one of us!” A beautiful girl jumped to her feet. Her long hair flowed
down the back of her fur robe like a waterfall of moonlight. “I won’t have my Mating
Moon Ceremony upstaged by a human.”

Rica fixed a hard stare in her direction. “I suggest watching your tongue, Lia, unless
you plan to challenge me.” He said the words calmly, but the others didn’t hold back
their derisive laughter. Rica raised his arm, and they fell silent. “If she can best me, she
can be Alpha. Do you want to try, child?”

Lia’s head bowed, obscuring her features. She sounded humble when responding,
but the proud line of her spine didn’t soften. “I am content to lead by your side, Alpha.”

Rica didn’t reply. He turned his back on her and raised his voice. “The men will
meet at this spot in three days to announce who they will challenge for. Next week, we
claim our mates.”

Ellie saw the group getting to their feet and moving up the hill. She darted away
from the tree and ran through the snow as quickly as her boots would allow, desperate
to outrun the Pack and her own thoughts. How did she begin to process everything she
had learned in the space of a few short minutes? Everything she had believed about the
natural order of the universe was wrong. She had an agile mind, but how could she

hope to accept revelations of such magnitude?

O H N X

She didn’t return to Viggo and Davinia’s. Instead, Ellie sought shelter in the forest,
detouring away from the village. She knew she would have to return to Necheau soon,
but she had to process her thoughts first.

She slowed down as she approached a fallen tree. Ellie bent down to brush off the
snow before sitting. The log was cold, and snow still seeped into her jeans, but she
didn’t notice. She focused on taking deep breaths.

Breathing deeply, practicing a modified form of meditation, she wondered why she

wasn’t more frightened or disbelieving. Already, a strange calm had filled her. Was it
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because she hadn’t truly begun to believe what she had seen, or was it because that
wasn't the first time she had seen something extraordinary?

During her first few months with the tribe in Africa, she had witnessed the funeral
of the leader after he was killed during a hunt. The tribe gathered at night around a fire,
passing a bowl of some noxious-smelling brew among them. Ellie had taken a cautious
sip and immediately felt light-headed. She passed it on without taking her full share.

Minutes later, when the medicine woman began chanting as she danced around the
fire, Ellie had watched with fascination. She attempted to make notes in her notepad,
but her eyes had blurred. She had looked up just as the medicine woman transformed
into a cheetah and draped herself over the leader’s body. Later, she had convinced
herself she had imagined things because of the dram. Surely, the woman had only
slipped on a cheetah skin during the seconds she had been distracted.

Now, she wondered about that conclusion and countless other things she had
dismissed over the years as illusion. She certainly couldn’t blame what she had seen on
a potion, and she wasn’t ill. She couldn’t doubt what she had witnessed, especially in
relation to the culture of the Pack. No wonder they modeled their community after a
wolf pack.

She jerked with surprise when she heard footsteps behind her. Ellie’s thoughts
scattered as she turned her head to see Rica standing behind her. She looked at him
impassively, while wondering if he were a wolf too. He had to be, or he wouldn’t bear
the title of Alpha. Judging from the stir Rica’s announcement about her inclusion in the
Mating Moon Ceremony had created, werewolves wouldn’t allow a human to lead
them.

He kept walking, until he stood in front of her. She followed with her head, craning
her neck to look up at him when he stopped moving. Ellie remained silent.

“Is it possible for you not to spy on us?” He didn’t sound angry.

She shrugged. “I have a curious nature, and Golatia told me I was a topic in your
gathering.” She automatically slid over as Rica turned and sat beside her, not bothering

to brush away the snow as he did so.
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“How much did you see?”

“Most of it.”

“Did you see Istal and Viggo transform?”

“Yes.”

Rica looked at her with surprise. “You're taking it calmly.”

Ellie gave him a small smile. “Oh, not as well as I appear. I'm shocked, to say the
least.”

“Do you have any questions?”

It surprised her that he was willing to be open about his culture. She felt a twinge of
guilt, imagining how he would react when he discovered her profession. She tried to
dismiss her contradictory feelings when she replied. “Thousands, but I can’t seem to
sort through them all right now.”

“Hmm.”

She shivered as he leaned closer, brushing his leg against hers.

“Are you cold?” He put his arm around her as he asked the question. His bare skin
provided a surprising amount of warmth.

Ellie resisted the urge to curl against him. “What's the Mating Moon Ceremony?”

“What does it sound like?” His voice was a whisper against her ear as he leaned
closer still, bowing his neck.

“It sounds like the women are fought over.”

“That’s exactly what it is.”

She stiffened as he licked her ear. “What are you doing?”

“Tasting you.”

“Why?” Was that breathless moan really her voice?

“Because I want to.” He growled the answer in a rough tone, but it held no anger.
Only passion.

She cleared her throat and tipped her head away. “Do you always get what you
want?”

“Always.”
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She tried to blot out the rush of sensations that accompanied his hand as he trailed
it up her thigh. She had to ask him about something important, if only she could
remember what that was. Oh, yes, the Mating Moon. “What's the female’s part in this
ceremony?” Even as she asked, she knew the answer on a deeper level.

“Men will compete for you to be their mate.”

She shook her head. “No. I won’t do it.”

Rica grasped her chin and turned her face to his. “You don’t have a choice, Ellie.
We've claimed you as Pack.”

“So you men just decide who the women will mate with.” She strove for an
outraged tone, even as her heart raced in her ears. Liquid heat invaded her pussy as
Rica’s hand went higher, brushing against her mound.

“On the surface, but most of the women end up with the mate or mates they want.”

“How?” She bit back a moan as Rica’s fingers tugged at the button and zipper of
her jeans. When his hand touched her bare waist above her panties, she couldn’t resist a
small sound of pleasure.

“There are two theories. The first is, women are naturally drawn to the strongest
male. It's an evolutionary instinct, to protect themselves and their offspring.” His voice
lowered to a whisper as he finished.

She gasped when Rica leaned forward to brush a soft kiss against her lips, as his
fingers breached the barrier of the elastic waistband on her panties. She closed her eyes,
praying for strength to withstand his desire and her own. “What's the other
explanation?”

He withdrew from her mouth, but she could feel his breath on her cheek when he
answered. “It's more sentimental. Love gives them power to win.” He sounded amused
by the idea. “That idea is popular among the younger girls.”

“Of course.” She was proud of her level tone. “It allows them to think they aren’t
just property won by the strongest.” She opened her eyes and met his. Somehow, she
found the strength to lean away from his tempting lips. She couldn’t make herself pull

his hand away from her pussy as he stroked her soft curls. “I won't participate.”
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“You will.”

She frowned. “You have to stop this nonsense. You know I'm leaving as soon as the
snow thaws.”

“No, you aren’t. 'm claiming you, Ellie.”

Her eyes widened. “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?” She would have
crossed her arms if there had been sufficient space between their bodies to do so.

Rica met her eyes. He wore a resolved expression. “I'm challenging for you.”

She felt a dart of fear, but not for the most obvious reason. Rather than being afraid
of ending up his mate, she was terrified he would be injured. “You can’t.”

“I can. I'm the Alpha.” Rica’s lazy grin was entirely too sexual for her comfort.
“Will you challenge me in order to stop me, Ellie?”

She gasped as his finger slid down her cleft, pausing to circle around her clit. She
tried to draw away, but Rica’s arm moved around her waist, anchoring her to him.
“You can’t just keep me.”

He chuckled. “I can. It's our way. We're what you might consider primitive, Ellie.
We eat when we're hungry, catching the prey ourselves. We're superstitious about such
things as the phase of the moon and alignment of the stars.” His voice lowered to a
husky rasp as he lunged forward, pushing her down sideways across the log. “And we
fuck when we’re horny. I wanted you the minute I saw you, and you made it possible
for me to keep you by helping Davinia.”

She swallowed thickly as he pushed her more fully onto her back and parted her
legs. His hand had dislodged from her panties, and now he used it to hold her against
the log. She didn’t even notice the snow under her coat and hair. “So fuck me. That
doesn’t mean we have to mate.”

He looked surprised. “I have more in mind than a fling for the next few months. I
want you by my side, Ellie. I want you to bear my young.”

She shook her head, struggling to compose her thoughts as Rica settled between her

legs, pressing his hard cock against her pussy through their jeans. She moaned when he
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thrust against her. “Are you saying you're in love with me? That’s nonsense. You don’t
even like me.”

Rica’s laugh was more of a purr as he thrust against her again. “I don’t dislike you. I
just don’t trust outsiders.”

“How can you marry me if you don’t trust me?”

“You aren’t an outsider anymore. You're staying.”

“I won't...” She trailed off as Rica’s hand pushed under her coat and shirt to cup
her breast through her bra. “Don’t do this, Rica.”

“Sorry.” He sounded anything but. “I can’t let you leave now.”

She closed her eyes when he ground his cock against her. She was prepared for
more, and her eyes snapped open when he moved away. “What are you doing? You
can’t stop now.”

He got to his feet, grinning. “You know what to do if you want more.”

She glowered as she sat up. “What?”

“Don’t resist when I claim you. You and your Guardian both have to accept me. I
can still force the issue by claiming you for a moon-cycle, but I don’t want it to be like
that.” He bent down and lifted her from the log, setting her on her feet. His fingers
moved quickly to zip up and button her jeans. “Come to me willingly, Ellie. It will be
good between us.”

“I don’t doubt the sex would be incredible, but I'm not going to be your mate.” The
rest of her words cut off under his mouth as he branded her with a long kiss. She
melted under his touch, opening her mouth to allow his tongue inside. As it thrust into
her, mimicking the motion of his cock from a minute ago, she pressed herself closer.
Once again, he pulled away, eliciting a muttered expletive from her.

“Come on. I'll walk you back to Viggo’s.” He took her hand casually to lead her out
of the forest.

Ellie allowed him to pull her along, not speaking as her mind whirled with

thoughts. Uppermost was his claim on her. Most disconcertingly, she couldn’t seem to
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come up with a good reason not to accept him as her mate...at least for the next three
months, until the snow thawed.

What an amazing study she could write about the existence of werewolves, from
the perspective of having lived among the Pack as the Alpha’s mate for three months.
Dr. Ludlow wouldn’t stand a chance of usurping the chair position if her study was

scientifically verifiable and documented. But could she do that?
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Chapter 6

After a restless night, Ellie rose early. She washed and dressed quickly, slipping
from the cabin before Viggo or Davinia were even awake. The first streaks of dawn
were just painting the sky as she made her way to Golatia’s, knowing the old woman
would have the answers she needed.

More snow had fallen during the night, and no one had cleared the path yet, so it
took Ellie longer than usual to walk to Golatia’s. She knocked on the door, hoping the
older woman would be awake this early. A few minutes passed without anyone
appearing, and she was just about to return to Davinia’s when she heard the latch lift.
Seconds later, Golatia opened the door, still wearing her nightdress and robe, with her
white hair bound into a single long braid.

Ellie stepped back. “I'm sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you. I'll come back —"

“Come in.” Golatia opened the door wider. “I wasn’t asleep. Merely reading. The
old bones don’t cooperate with a full night’s rest any longer.”

She stepped inside. The smell of baking bread and coffee met her, and she inhaled.
When Golatia had closed the door, Ellie turned to her. “I need your help.”

The older woman nodded, gesturing Ellie to follow her into the kitchen. “You want
to know about the Mating Moon Ceremony.”

“Yes. I want to know the implications of being challenged for.”

Golatia took two mugs from the cabinet and filled them with coffee. “Have you
eaten, dear?”

“No.” The way her stomach churned, she wasn’t sure if she could.

“Have some cinnamon bread. It will be out of the oven in a minute.”

“Sure, thanks.”

“Be a dear and fetch the butter from the pantry.” She pointed to a little door in the

wall.
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Ellie walked over to the pantry and opened it. She saw shelves of jarred preserves,
but no butter. “Where—"

“Lift up the trapdoor. There’s a cool storage there, dug directly into the ground. It
never gets very warm here in the mountains, and the groundwater keeps the spot nice
and cool, even in summer. You might have to get on your knees.”

Ellie knelt down, reaching for a crock of butter on a low shelf. Steps descended into
the storage area, and she frowned, imagining what could happen to Golatia if she fell.
She stood up and brought the container to the counter where Golatia was putting the
bread, fresh from the oven. “Do you use that space often?”

“No, not these days. I stick to the top shelf, mostly.” Golatia took a knife from the
drawer and laid it on the counter by the butter. “Now, let’s have a talk while the bread
cools a bit.”

“Rica told me he’s challenging for me. What do I do, Golatia?”

Golatia led her to the small wooden table, where she placed their mugs of coffee
and took a seat. She patted the other, waiting until Ellie sat down before speaking.
“What do you want to do?”

A blush warmed Ellie’s face as the erotic images that had paraded through her
mind all last night and kept sleep at bay raised up to haunt her again. She couldn’t tell
that to this sweet old lady. It would be like confessing such a thing to her grandmother.
“I can’t stay, so it wouldn’t be right to let him do this.”

Golatia laughed. “You'd be hard pressed to stop Rica from doing anything he
wanted. He wants you, Ellie.”

“He said I or my Guardian could reject him.” She clasped her hands around the
mug, drawing warmth from the ceramic.

“You can reject him, but he can still claim you for a moon-cycle.”

“He mentioned that. What does it mean?”

Golatia sipped the coffee before answering. “He takes you as his mate for one
month. At the next full moon, you both appear before the Pack. You would say at that

time if you will accept him. If you won’t, he has to relinquish his claim on you, and
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another may challenge. If there are no challengers, one of those who lost the challenge
for you can claim you, but that seldom happens.”

“Why? Is it a virginity issue?” Ellie blushed brighter, embarrassed to discuss such a
thing with an elderly woman. “Because if that’s the case, I should tell you right now —"

She cackled. “No, not at all. Our kind mates for life, but we aren’t averse to
tumbling beforehand. Mostly, the reason girls aren’t challenged for again is that they're
perceived as difficult. If one man — the strongest who challenged for her, I should add —
can’t satisfy the girl, then who else can? You’'ll have the reputation of being picky.”

Ellie shrugged. “That doesn’t bother me. I plan to leave when the snow thaws.”

“Hmm. You think you must return to your university.”

Ellie jumped, slopping coffee on the table. “I...what...?”

Golatia smiled. “I know more about you than you've told everyone. I know why
you think you’re here, but I also know something else about you.”

She swallowed, wondering if Golatia would expose her. “What's that?”

“You're a lonely soul. You aren’t close to your parents, and you haven’t a real
friend in the world. At least, you didn’t until you came here. You can dismiss it as
nonsense, but I'm telling you Rica is meant to be your mate.”

She flinched away from the words. Golatia’s tone was matter-of-fact, without a hint
of pity, but Ellie felt pitied just the same. How could this woman know that much about
her? She cleared her throat. “I'm content with my life, Golatia. All I want is the position
I've worked toward for the last few years. I don’t need a mate to be happy.”

Golatia sighed. “You're missing out if you reject him.”

“You won’t tell anyone, will you?”

She shook her head before getting to her feet. “I won’t say a word about your
reasons for being here. If you choose to reject Rica, I'll stand by you. I'll even try to fight
his claim of the moon-cycle, although there’s really no easy way to do so.”

“Thank you.”

Golatia snorted. “Don’t thank me. I still say you'll be sorry if you turn your back on

Rica. He would make a fine mate. He’s Alpha, which makes his mate’s position coveted.
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I'd much rather have you as his companion than that vapid Lia.” She shuffled to the
stove as she spoke.

A dart of jealousy tore through Ellie. “He wouldn’t choose her. She’s just a child.”

“Hmm. Rica will have to choose someday soon. He’s not getting any younger, and
he needs to provide an heir.” Golatia nodded her head as she cut into the bread. “If not
this year, he’ll certainly have to pick a mate by next year. Yes, I'd say within three
Mating Moons, if you reject him.”

“But won’t it hurt him if he picks me? I'm an outsider. The other members of the
Pack won’t like me being his mate.”

Golatia shrugged. “He’s the Alpha. We follow him, for better or worse, unless
someone stronger deposes him.” She brought down two saucers and placed a large
square of bread on each. “The others don’t have to like your union, but they must
accept it.”

Somehow, that didn’t reassure Ellie. She remembered the debate from last night
and knew there were those in the Pack who wouldn’t accept her as Rica’s mate. She
sighed, trying to dismiss her thoughts. She sought to tell herself it didn’t matter if they
liked her. She wouldn’t be in Necheau long enough to stir the Pack into a frenzy, even if

she didn’t reject Rica.

O H N X

Viggo was gone by the time she returned to the cabin, but Davinia was in the living
room, along with Ylenia, who slept in a bassinet. As soon as she entered the room,
Davinia came toward her, looking apprehensive. Ellie took off her parka, looking at the
other woman questioningly. “Is something wrong?”

“No...” She trailed off into a sigh. “I don’t know. I guess I want to know how you
feel about me now that you know what I am.”

Ellie blinked. She had completely forgotten Davinia wasn’t human. Her mind had

been too busy dwelling on other issues. She searched for a way to answer and saw the
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hurt in Davinia’s eyes grow in proportion to her silence. She finally blurted out the first
thing that came to her. “I thought vampires couldn’t have children.”

Davinia paused, looking surprised. Then she giggled. It was a high-pitched,
nervous laugh. “I thought you might ask if I had stolen your blood, or if I were evil.
That wasn’t what I expected.”

“I wasn’t exactly prepared to deal with this situation.” Ellie smoothed a hand
through her hair and approached her friend. “It’s a shock, just like learning I'm staying
with a group of werewolves, but it doesn’'t matter.” She touched Davinia’s arm to
reassure her. “I can tell you I have a million questions though. Do you feel like
answering some?”

Davinia flashed a bright smile. “Sure.”

As Ellie followed her to the couch, she tried to push back her guilt. On the surface,
she was just asking questions about something she didn’t understand. Only she knew
she would make notations on the notepad in her room tonight, after everyone had gone
to bed. She wasn’t using the information for fame or wealth. Surely, the world deserved
to know about the existence of these creatures. She shouldn’t feel guilty for educating

others. So why was she thinking “guilty”?
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Chapter 7

By the night of the Mating Moon Ceremony, Ellie had decided to accept Rica as her
mate if he won the challenge. She didn’t doubt he would, assuming anyone else even
challenged for her. She wasn’t exactly popular among the Pack, as evidenced by the
large purple bruise under her eye. Yesterday, Lia and three other young women
cornered her by the well as she pumped water for Golatia.

Lia had spit on her. “You don’t belong here.”

Ellie had wiped off the spittle and attempted to handle the girls with grace. “No, I
don’t.”

“Don’t patronize me. You think you're going to be Rica’s mate, don’t you?” She
could still hear Lia’s cold laugh in her head. “The Pack won’t allow it. I'm the one he’s
going to choose. I'm the most beautiful woman in the Pack. My mother gave her
approval for me to participate a year sooner so I could get Rica.”

Knowing she was a jealous child hadn’t helped keep Ellie’s temper in check. She
had given an equally cold laugh, raked her eyes up and down the tall girl’s frame, and
shaken her head. “He wouldn’t pick you. You're pretty, but you don’t have a brain in
your little head. Rica wants an equal.”

Lia’s response had been quick and vicious. Ellie leaned forward to look in the
mirror, touching the mark the girl’s fist had left on her face. She supposed she was
lucky Viggo had been nearby and scattered the girls before they could do any further
damage. His warning about avoiding that group hadn’t been necessary. She planned to
stay away from them during her time in Necheau.

There was a knock at the door, and she said, “Enter.”

Davinia stepped inside, holding her parka. “Are you ready?”

Ellie felt a moment of apprehension. “Can I say no and get out of this?”

Davinia shook her head. She was careful to keep her eyes lifted upward.
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Ellie tried to ignore her nudity as she crossed the room to take her coat. The only
thing she wore was a scarlet band around her hips and a pair of boots. She didn’t know
the significance of the cloth, but she thought she knew why the girls appeared wearing
only that. It gave the men a chance to see what they were fighting for.

Davinia had told her it was to evaluate her build for ease of birthing, but Ellie was
cynical about that being the true reason. What man looked at an unclothed woman and
sized up her hips for childbearing the first time he saw her naked?

She slid on the parka and tugged at the hem. Thankfully, the coat fell to mid-thigh,
so she wouldn’t have to walk stark naked through the village. Ellie didn’t want to think
about the moment when she had to remove the coat, in front of whomever chose to
show up for the Mating Moon Ceremony. From what Golatia had told her, that was
everyone in the village who could get to the meeting spot.

When they stepped out of the cabin, they blended into a large crowd moving
toward the clearing. “Where are Viggo and Rica?” she whispered, leaning closer to
Davinia, who had bundled Ylenia into a mound of blankets and strapped her in a sling
to her front.

“Already at the clearing. Since Rica’s challenging and unmated, he can’t officiate
the ceremony. The duty falls to Viggo.”

She tugged at the hem of the parka when she noticed an older man eyeing her legs.
“What about Golatia? I don’t think she can walk that far.”

“Rica carried her.”

The opportunity for conversation lapsed as they started down the hill. Ellie focused
on picking her way down the slippery slope amid the others, careful not to bump
anyone. She noticed they all gave her plenty of space and tried not to let their avoidance
hurt. What had she expected? They weren’t happy about Rica’s decision to include her
in the ceremony, and they were even less thrilled that he planned to challenge for her.

Once they reached the clearing, those not participating faded into the background,

forming a large, loose circle around the fire. Three young women, including Lia and one
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of the girls who had been part of her group, already waited on one side of the fire. A
man or woman flanked each. All wore fur robes. Davinia waved her toward them.

Ellie took a deep breath and forced herself to walk in front of the larger group of
men gathered on the other side of the fire. She could feel their eyes raking over her, but
didn’t know if any liked what they saw. She hoped not, because she didn’t want Rica
injured challenging for her. Far better to be humiliated by not having any others
interested in her. It didn’t matter to her who won anyway. She supposed being the mate
to any would give her a unique perspective for her study.

That academic theory disintegrated when she stepped into line beside the last girl
and looked up to meet Rica’s eyes. Her stomach clenched with excitement, and she
found herself anticipating the consummation ceremony. Golatia had sketched the
details for her, and she knew after she accepted Rica, they would become lovers. She
gave him a small smile, which he didn’t return. His expression remained impassive. He
seemed as blasé about his nudity as the other men did.

As if signaled, the crowd quieted as one, and Viggo stepped into the center of the
circle. “It is the duty of every Pack member to take a mate. Offspring ensure the
survival of our species. Choose wisely, because we mate for life.” He allowed a moment
to elapse before speaking again. “Those who plan to challenge have already spoken up,
but it is not too late to announce your intent.” He eyed the men before he gestured to
the girls.

Ellie watched as they removed their robes by opening them and handing them to
their Guardians. She felt a hand on her shoulder and saw Golatia standing slightly
behind her. She tried to give her a shaky smile.

“Your coat and boots, Ellie.”

She nodded, stepping out of the boots as her clumsy fingers fiddled with the zipper.
She finally opened it and forced herself to strip off the coat in one quick movement. As
soon as she handed over the covering, she became aware of how cold it was, even this

close to the fire. Her nipples beaded, and gooseflesh puckered her exposed skin. She
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resisted the urge to hug herself, noting the proud stances of the other girls. She tried to
mimic it as a few men broke from the circle and joined the already-large group.

She was vaguely aware of the eyes examining her, but was only reacting to Rica’s,
as they skimmed over her. He didn’t betray his reaction, except for the way his cock
visibly hardened. She bit back a smile, striving to keep her expression as closed as the
girls standing near her.

“Who challenges for Clara?” As Viggo spoke, a girl in the middle of their line
stepped forward. She was short and stocky, with a solid build. Her breasts were large,
as were her hips. She wasn’t beautiful, but she was striking. She used her dark hair to
cover her bosom.

Ellie wondered if that was why all the girls had long hair. Did they grow it out in
anticipation of this moment? She wished she hadn’t favored practicality over femininity
for the last few years. Her short cut wouldn’t hide anything, except her ears. She didn’t
think there would be many eyes on her ears when it was her turn to step forward.

Immediately, four nude men surged forward, breaking away from the group of
challengers. Two men similar in appearance, with brown hair and brown eyes, took
another step forward. “Belo and I will challenge for her.”

“The Jescu brothers have announced their challenge.”

“I'll challenge.” This challenger was on the short side, but with massive muscles
that didn’t quite look right with his slender frame. He had a challenging air about him
before he even spoke up. He seemed arrogant to Ellie.

“Eugen.”

Another man stepped forward. He couldn’t have been much older than eighteen,
with light-brown hair and dark eyes. He crossed and uncrossed his arms several times
as he stuttered, “M-m-me too.” His flaccid cock indicated he was either cold or nervous.

“Paul.” Viggo motioned the brothers forward. “Who will begin the challenge?”

“I will,” said the one who hadn’t spoken before. He must be Belo. “I will challenge

Paul.”



Kit Tunstall Blood Lines Book 2: Blood Challenge 70

Ellie couldn’t help noticing Paul looked close to wetting himself as he stepped up to
meet Belo. They didn’t shake hands or bow to each other. Instead, they immediately
began circling each other. Paul seemed close to tripping on his own feet. Each time Belo
lunged at him, he flinched. He didn’t seem to be an offensive fighter. Rather, he looked
like he was bracing himself for attack.

When it came, he wasn’t prepared. Belo leapt at him, transforming into a wolf in
mid-leap. Paul put up his arms and backed away, but the wolf landed on him, snarling.
Paul cried out when teeth ripped through his shoulder. He tried to transform, but
apparently couldn’t summon the ability in his distress. Within seconds, he was crying,
“1yield.”

Immediately, Belo withdrew and transformed back into his human form. He
offered a hand to Paul, assisting him to his feet, and clapping him on the back. He
whispered something to the younger man before walking back to his brother. Paul
slunk off into the crowd.

Ellie felt reassured by the combat. She had wondered if it might be a fight to the
death, but it appeared civilized. Well, as civilized as such a barbaric custom could be.

She had been wrong, she thought a few minutes later, watching as Eugen circled
the unnamed brother, lying on the ground. They were both in wolf-form, which made it
easier to pretend the blood flowing from the brother’s wounds wasn’t real. He was
whimpering continuously as he struggled to gain his feet. Each time he tried to rise on
his front paws, Eugen lunged forward and bit him again.

“Enough,” Belo said, stepping forward. “Cedru concedes.”

“Do you forfeit your challenge, Belo?” Viggo asked.

“No. I will take my brother’s place.”

That seemed a little unfair to Ellie, but she didn’t voice her protests. She had a
feeling this ritual was as old as the Pack, and they had obviously decided the best way
to conduct it. She held her breath as Cedru returned to his human form with much
difficulty. Two men not waiting to challenge stepped forward and carried him away

from the circle.
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The fight between Belo and Eugen was just as vicious, although Belo was clearly a
better fighter than Cedru. In the end, he finished up pinned under Eugen’s paws. He
transformed to human form, saying, “I yield.”

Eugen backed away and transformed to his human form. He didn’t offer his hand,
although Belo clearly needed some assistance to rise. Once more, men not waiting to
challenge came forward and helped him to his feet. They supported him as he limped
from the circle, presumably to join his brother.

“Will any other challenge for Clara?” Viggo scanned the circle and waited at least a
minute. No one spoke up or stepped forward. “Eugen, claim your mate.”

Clara didn’t look thrilled as Eugen stalked toward her. Blood smeared his chest, but
he didn’t pay attention to it as he crushed her against him, branding her with a hard
kiss.

Viggo approached them, subtly interceding between the couple. He faced Clara’s
Guardian, a middle-aged woman in a black fur robe. “Will you give this union your
blessing, Guardian?”

The woman traded looks with Clara, who hesitated before nodding. “I will.”

Viggo turned to Clara. “Will you accept Eugen as your mate?”

Clara bowed her head. Her blush was evident in the firelight. “Yes.” The word was
barely out of her mouth before Eugen pulled her back into his arms. He kissed her once
more, but it was quick. His hands kneaded her breasts as he held her against him.

Ellie turned to Golatia, lowering her voice to a whisper. “What’s he doing?”

“Mating with her.” She clicked her tongue. “He needs to learn finesse. I suspect he
is insecure about his prowess and intends to rush through the consummation.”

Ellie’s eyes widened. “What?” She was aware of eyes turning in her direction and
lowered her voice. “What are you talking about?”

“I told you about the consummation, Ellie.” Golatia was frowning,.

“You didn’t tell me it was in front of the entire Pack.”

Golatia blinked. “I didn’t? It must have slipped my mind.”
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Ellie shook her head. “More likely, you figured I would back out if I knew all the
details.”

The older woman gave her an innocent smile. “I've never doubted you would
complete the ceremony.”

“Hmm.” She growled the sound under her breath as she turned back to watch
Eugen and Clara. She felt like a pervert, watching the man stroke his new mate, but it
was compelling. She couldn’t seem to tear away her gaze.

As Eugen lowered Clara to the ground, her eyes caught Rica’s. She could see the
heat in them. He was aroused, but she didn’t think it was from watching the young
couple before them. No, his arousal came from picturing them in the same position, she
knew, because it was the same for her. Imagining them together caused her heart to race
and moisture to drench her pussy.

Clara’s cry caused her gaze to drop to the couple on the ground. The girl appeared
to be struggling with pain and pleasure as Eugen thrust his cock into her. She seemed to
like his hands playing with her nipples, but wasn’t responding to his thrusts.

“He better make that up to her later tonight, or he’ll never hear the end of this,”
Golatia said with a low cackle.

The mating ended in a couple of minutes. Eugen stiffened and cried out, surging
inside his mate. She looked relieved when he rolled away and stood up. His now-limp
cock looked forlorn. Ellie almost laughed, although she didn’t really find the situation
funny. If anything, it was sad that Clara’s first time with her mate had been short and
obviously not enjoyable.

She wondered how it would be with Rica. She didn’t doubt his skill, but was afraid
she wouldn’t be able to get past all the eyes watching to enjoy the act. Ellie half-hoped
Rica would rush through the consummation and make it up to her later.

Once Eugen and Clara left the circle, Viggo called the next challengers for Lia. She
stepped forward, revealing her glorious beauty, but refusing to look at any of the ten

men who stepped forward to challenge for her. Instead, she kept her gaze fastened on
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Rica as she cupped her own breast and tweaked the nipple before stepping back to
stand in front of Belia.

Most of the matches went quickly, with one fighter clearly superior. The only one to
become bloody was the last match between two equally worthy combatants. They had
the same build and equal strength. The only obvious difference was one had black hair
and the other had blond hair.

After ten minutes of a stalemate, Viggo paused the fight. He drew the two
contestants away from the group and whispered with them. Ellie saw both exchange
glances, say something to Viggo again, and shake hands. Together, the three of them
approached Lia.

“Lasile and Jan have formed an alliance.” He stood in front of Belia. Ellie couldn’t
help but notice Viggo’s stiff posture and the dislike he tried to keep hidden when his
eyes rested briefly on Belia. “Will you give this union your blessing, Guardian?”

Belia turned her back. Viggo glowered at her before turning to Lia. “Will you accept
Lasile and Jan as your mates?”

Lia tossed her hair, still refusing to meet the gaze of either man. “No. They aren’t
worthy of me.”

Viggo nodded before turning back to the men. “Will you invoke a moon-cycle
claim?”

The two men whispered together for a long moment. Finally, the blond took a step
forward. “We will claim her as mate for one moon-cycle.”

Lia looked outraged, and she began to screech. Belia stepped forward, adding her
own opinion in loud tones. It took Viggo several seconds to restore calm. He raised his
voice to a shout so everyone could hear. “You know there are only three things that will
allow a girl to refuse the moon-cycle claim. Is Lia carrying another man’s child?”

Lia glowered at Viggo when she shook her head.

“Has Lia made it known she intends to leave the Pack? Will she accept banishment
to deny the claim?”

“No,” Belia said sullenly.
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Viggo nodded. “Does Lia intend to take no mate ever? Remember, if she announces
that intention now, she will not be able to change her mind. She has given a vow to live
chastely, and should it be broken, she will be banished.”

“It’s not fair,” Lia said, with more than a hint of whining in her tone. “If I don’t take
these two, I can never have a mate. I don’t want this.”

“This is our way. Do you give your vow to live chastely?”

She shook her head. Her anger was obvious. “I'll accept the claim.” She didn’t seem
happy about it.

Ellie expected the men to take her, but all they did was gather her between them.
Viggo removed the sash around Lia’s hips and used it to bind one hand of all three
together. “The moon-cycle begins tonight. You have until the next full moon to
convince this woman to accept you as her mates.”

As the three walked away, Lia obviously unwilling, Ellie turned to Golatia again.
“What about the consummation?”

“That will happen if she accepts them as her mate at the next full moon. The deed is
required to bind the union. Much as an exchange of vows in front of a religious
officiator, like a priest, in your world.”

Ellie lifted a brow. “So, the sex is the marriage ceremony?” Did she really want to
marry Rica, knowing she would be leaving him? It should reassure her to know the
ceremony wouldn’t be legally binding anywhere except Corsova, but it didn’t. It still
felt dishonest, even though Rica knew she planned to leave him.

Golatia nodded, but didn’t speak as Viggo called forth the next girl. She didn’t have
as many challengers as Lia had, but the battles were more intense. When the victor
finally emerged, he was battered and bloody. Tenica, the other girl who had been part
of Lia’s group, and her father didn’t hesitate to accept Veelad. He was more skilled than
Eugen, or less concerned with the audience, and her cries of pleasure echoed around the
circle as he made love to her.

Ellie was surprised how it increased her own ardor, watching these two

consummate their union. Once more, she met Rica’s eyes, finding them locked on her,
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and not paying any attention to the couple. Her breasts tingled, but not because of the
cold. In fact, it had gotten hot, and the sash around her waist seemed to chafe her skin.
She wanted to throw it off and go to him.

She didn’t even care about the others who would be watching their consummation.
Right then, she wanted him any way she could have him, even if it meant in front of a
gathering of two hundred. All thoughts of rejecting him had fled in the face of her
desire. She ached to have Rica, even for a few months.

She would soon have her chance, because Viggo called her name.

Ellie stepped forward, conscious of the eyes examining her nude body, but only
caring about Rica’s, as they caressed every inch of her. She could feel her pussy
warming, and electric tingles ran under her skin wherever his gaze paused.

“Who challenges for Ellie?”

She held her breath as Rica stepped forward. The crowd of men had thinned to
four, and those remaining shuffled their feet. Two blended back into the larger group,
but the other two stepped forward. The taller one spoke. “We challenge for the
outsider.”

There was a definite growl in Rica’s voice. “I challenge for Ellie.”

The shorter, stocky man stepped up to Rica. He inclined his head, sending long
strands of dark-blond waving around his face. “I will begin the challenge.”

Viggo nodded, raising his voice. “Vitoro and Tristin challenge Rica for Ellie. Vitoro
will fight first.”

Ellie didn’t think Vitoro could beat Rica, but she wondered what would happen to
his position of Alpha if someone did defeat him. Would they take over leadership of the
Pack too? She bit her lip, watching the two men circle each other after they transformed.

Rica made the first attack. He made a low leap at his opponent, catching Vitoro’s
front paws and knocking him to the ground. The other man howled his anger, but he
wasn’t hurt. He was quick to regain his feet. Even as he appeared to be steadying
himself, he leapt at Rica. Vitoro’s teeth ripped into Rica’s side, but he didn’t make a

sound.
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He backed away and watched Vitoro with a wary stance. His attention was focused
on Vitoro, who feinted forward, but didn’t actually attack. Ellie’s eyes remained glued
to the battle, until she saw movement with her peripheral vision. She turned her head in
time to see Tristin morph to wolf-form and leap. She called out a warning, and Rica’s
head snapped in her direction, instead of Tristin’s.

He yelped when the other man landed on his back, as Vitoro darted forward to join
the attack. Ellie found her feet carrying her toward the men, and she intended to throw
herself into the fracas. Viggo caught her around the waist. She glared up at him. “Stop
this. It isn’t fair.”

“It is, Ellie. It isn’t an honorable way to fight, but it’s accepted. If your man is strong
enough, he will defeat them.”

Her glare intensified. “What happens if they defeat Rica? Will they get leadership of
the Pack as well?”

He nodded.

She wrenched free of his hold, but forced her feet to stay in place as Rica battled his
opponents. She heard a long, low cry of pain and held her breath. Seconds later, the
brownish wolf limped away, dragging his rear leg. A few steps from the ring, he
collapsed and returned to his human form.

She felt a stir of hope when the match was once again fair. The hope fled when she
caught sight of Rica. Blood smeared his coat, and he seemed to be moving with effort,
while Vitoro’s feints were still lithe and full of energy. He was faster than Rica too,
darting in and out to nip at him.

Ellie clasped her hands together as Rica’s muscles bunched. He crouched low to the
ground, and his sides heaved. She couldn’t tell if he were about to collapse or attack. As
Vitoro lunged forward, Rica moved with a burst of energy. He blocked the other man’s
assault, using his greater size to propel Vitoro back and pin him to the ground. His
teeth clamped over Victor’s throat, without penetrating the skin.

Viggo walked over to them. “Do you yield, Vitoro?”
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Vitoro gave a barely perceptible nod. Rica withdrew and transformed into his man
form. A cry of shock escaped Ellie when she saw the wounds marring his body. She
wanted to run to him, but knew how important it was to follow the ceremony. She
retraced her steps to take her post in front of Golatia, while watching him through the
veil of her lashes.

He moved slowly, with a visible limp. There was blood smeared across his body,
and he swiped a heavy patch from his chest without care as he stopped in front of her.
The air sizzled around him, and when Ellie met his gaze, she forgot how to breathe.
Primal feelings stirred in her. She had to resist the urge to throw back her head and
howl at the tumescent moon. She blinked, wondering where the compulsion came from.

She stood before him, trembling under his hot gaze, not from the coldness of the
snow she stood on, nor the chill wind cutting through the clearing. Ellie bowed her
head, as her instincts told her to submit. When Rica briefly caressed her shoulder before
dropping his hand, she shivered at the contact.

Viggo came to his brother’s side, and Golatia stepped forward. “Will you give this
union your blessing, Guardian?”

Golatia nodded her consent before stepping behind Ellie.

He turned his gaze on her. “Will you accept Rica as your mate?”

Now was the time to let reason reassert itself. She should give a resounding no as
her answer and walk away, before the culture of the Pack absorbed her. Ellie raised her
head to give her response. Rather than the strong negative reply she knew she should
give, she whispered, “I will.”

She was in his arms in the blink of an eye. Ellie looked up to meet his gaze. The heat
in his blue eyes made her burn. It was so intense, she felt a trace of fear. His mouth
descending on hers washed away any emotion but desire. She opened her mouth as
Rica’s tongue swept inside. Whether or not she had yielded, he would have branded
her with his kiss. She recognized that on an instinctive level. Rather than stir her

feminine ire, the notion stoked her desire.
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She was vaguely aware of him moving her into the center of the circle, but tried to
block out the presence of the others. It was only she and Rica, sharing this night under
the moon. Gradually, her awareness of the others faded completely, as she got lost in
his kisses.

His mouth traced a hot line from her lips to the column of her throat. He nuzzled at
the bend of her neck, inhaling her scent. Ellie clung to him, unable to stand on shaking
legs. Rica must have realized she had lost her strength, because he lifted her against
him, supporting her as his nose moved lower, to nestle between her breasts. She threw
back her head and buried her fingers in his hair as he inhaled her scent.

“Rica,” she said with a moan when he lifted her higher and moved his mouth to
take possession of her nipple. His tongue was hot and urgent as it laved the beaded
peak. She wrapped her legs around his waist and pressed his head against her, urging
him to take more. She closed her eyes and whimpered.

He responded to the invitation by nipping the tingling bud. The slight wrench of
pain heightened her pleasure when he cupped her other breast in his hand. He rolled
the nipple between his fingers, tugging in a rhythm simpatico to his suckling. Ellie
arched her pussy against his stomach, aching for more. She couldn’t remember ever
being so turned on so quickly. All she wanted was for Rica to bury his cock inside her
and claim her as his.

Her arms tightened around his neck as he lowered her to the ground. She tensed,
anticipating contact with the snow. Instead, her back encountered soft fur. Someone
had thoughtfully laid down a robe while she had been immersed in Rica’s touch. Her
eyes snapped open with the reminder. It took a moment for those surrounding the fire
to come into focus. When her eyes adjusted, she saw the Pack watching them.

What she glimpsed in those few moments surprised her. She might have expected
anger from some, and there was that in Belia and Istal’s eyes. She certainly would have
expected to feel as though they were gaping at her, but most of the expressions

bordered on solemn. They were the same expressions one might see at a wedding or
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funeral. The consummation was about more than sex for most of the Pack. Only a few
of the young men and women showed signs of arousal.

Was she depraved for not being able to regard making love with Rica in a holy
light? Her body clamored for his possession. All the eyes on her served to increase her
ardor, rather than diminish it. She couldn’t think about the solemnity of the ceremony
with Rica’s mouth feasting on her breast. Was it the same for all the brides, or was it
because she was an outsider?

Rica distracted her from her thoughts when his fingers plunged inside her. Ellie
winced. Her pussy was tight from having gone without a lover for several months,
although she had gotten an injection on a regular basis, out of habit. She briefly
wondered if the Depo-Provera shot she had taken three months ago would still guard
against pregnancy, but then his thrusting finger washed away practicality.

Ellie arched her hips as Rica brought another finger inside her. He plunged both
into her pussy as far as they would go, giving her a deliciously achy sensation of
fulfillment. He encountered no resistance. Her body was slick and welcoming, without
the residual muscle tightening. She couldn’t wait any longer.

“Rica,” she managed to say again, with a gasp. She wondered at her inability to
speak her mind. Was it another effect of the primitive atmosphere lingering in the air?
All she seemed capable of doing was grunting and moaning.

The sound of his heavy breathing swayed her thoughts. Ellie parted her thighs
further, as Rica settled between them. The soft hair on his legs chafed her thighs when
she wrapped her legs around him. His fingers withdrew from inside her to open her
lips. She cried out with pleasure when Rica’s cock surged inside her. He filled her to her
limits. Still, she arched her hips, struggling to take in more of him, although she had his
full length already.

His fingers moved to caress her clit as he withdrew and thrust into her again. Ellie
moaned when her tight muscles loosened even further, allowing more of his cock to fill
her. She tightened her thighs around him and returned his thrusts as best she could. He

didn’t break rhythm as he thrust in and out of her, while caressing her clit. She didn’t
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need the extra stimulation, but she couldn’t find her voice to tell him his cock driving
into her was enough.

It was almost painful to have him stroking her clit while his cock plunged into her,
but the line between pleasure and pain was too fine to allow her to separate the
emotions. Ellie dug her nails into Rica’s back as he surged inside her with a hard thrust.
Her pussy spasmed around him, and his cock reciprocated. An orgasm washed through
her as his fluid pumped into her. Her supersensitive clit recoiled from his stroking
fingers, and he withdrew them.

She pressed closer to Rica, milking his cock for the last bit of his satisfaction. Her
heart raced in her ears, and a cry burst from her. It sounded eerily like a howl, and the
members standing around the circle echoed her. It was a shocking reminder of their
presence, but not an intrusive one. Somehow, it felt right to lie with Rica in front of
them, to not hide their passion from the Pack.

She briefly wondered why civilized marriage ceremonies didn’t conclude this way,
but couldn’t imagine her straight-laced parents consummating their marriage in such a
fashion. She didn’t think any of the people she knew in her real life could give in so
uninhibitedly to their desires in front of strangers. She wondered at her own ability to
lose control as Rica stood up and lifted her into his arms.

She decided to save the analysis for later. Right now, she owed it to herself and all
those who would read her study of the Pack someday to immerse herself in the
ceremony. She snuggled against Rica, but made no move to hide her nakedness. She felt
him wince and raised her head. Lines of pain grooved his face, and she wondered
where he had found the stamina to mate with her when he was obviously in a lot of
pain.

She tried to withdraw from his arms, to ease his pain, but his hold only tightened.
Ellie ceased trying to pull away. She turned her head when she felt someone draping
something over her shoulders. She smiled at Golatia as the older woman wrapped her
parka around her.

“Welcome to the Pack,” Golatia said with a twinkle in her eyes.
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Chapter 8

Ellie didn’t remember the trip back to Rica’s house. Although in pain, he had
carried and tucked her into his large bed. She remembered him brushing a kiss on her
cheek before covering her with a warm quilt, but she didn’t recall if he had come to bed
then or not, since she had fallen into a deep sleep as soon as her eyes closed.

When she opened her eyes early the next morning, she turned her head and saw
Rica lying beside her. His eyes were wide open and watching her. She licked dry lips,
feeling shy. Her gaze darted around the room, and she heard inane chatter pour from
her. “The carvings on the footboard are marvelous.” She studied the intricate swirls that
formed an abstract design as if the answers to life were in the wood.

His hand on her chin brought her back to face him. “Thank you.”

She forced herself to look at him. She wanted to cringe with embarrassment when
she remembered how they had made love with such abandon in front of the Pack.
There wasn’t a trace of shame in his gaze. Her eyes dipped lower, and she noticed the
gash on his shoulder had healed. Her hand insisted on touching the place, finding it
baby-smooth. “How is this possible?”

“I transformed after I brought you to bed. My body was on its way to healing by
then, and the process sped up with turning into a wolf.” Rica shrugged. “Maybe it’s
because when we transform, our molecules get rearranged. Our natural state reasserts
itself.”

“So you can heal from anything?” Why were they discussing this when he was so
close, and his warm hand was trailing up her thigh under the blanket?

He shrugged again. “Almost anything, I guess. If I were seriously injured, I
probably wouldn’t have the strength to change until I began healing.”

“Oh.” Her response turned more to a moan when Rica’s hand brushed against her

pussy before moving onto her stomach. He pressed his palm against her skin, and the



Kit Tunstall Blood Lines Book 2: Blood Challenge 82

heat he transferred to her seeped directly into her womb. She shifted impatiently,
earning a low chuckle.

“Last night was too fast.” He said it as a statement of fact.

“It was perfect.” Ellie frowned at him. Why was he torturing her by skimming her
mound with his pinkie, but not touching her? “I forgot where we were.”

“That’s the mating frenzy.” His voice lowered an octave as he slid closer, bridging
the gap between them. He threw his leg over hers, immobilizing her. “It's already
spread through the village that we're a true mating pair.”

She shook her head, struggling to uphold her end of the conversation when Rica
thumbed her nipple. His hand then slid half an inch lower, causing his pinkie and ring
finger to hover over her pussy. “What does that mean?”

“They say the frenzy seizes you when the mated pair are a true love match. As
much as the romantics don’t want to admit it, most of our mated pairs aren’t in love
when they join. If you lose yourself in your mate, it’s said you're in love with them.” He
chuckled. “Even among our kind, the romantics run rampant.”

“I didn’t lose myself,” she said in a sharp tone. “I was aware of them watching.”

He nodded. “For all of a minute.” Rica seemed pleased with himself when he said
that. He obviously liked the idea of his mate being madly in love with him.

Ellie stuck out her tongue. “I'm certain you weren't lost in me either.”

His sudden turn to serious surprised her. “Oh, I was, Ellie. I couldn’t get enough of
you.” His hand slid lower to cup her pussy. He squeezed lightly while tugging on her
nipple. “I barely resisted the urge to wake you up a few hours ago. I've been waiting for
you to open your eyes so I could lose myself in you again.”

She arched against his hand, moaning when he slipped a finger inside her lips. “I
thought you'd never do that.” She was pleased with her cool reply, which was such a
contrast to the fire burning inside her. “Um, just like that.” His finger circled her clit,
coaxing the shy bud from its hiding place. Ellie tried parting her thighs, but his legs

held her immobile.
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“Like this?” He trailed his finger from her clit to the opening of her pussy. Rica
flirted with the entrance, but didn’t slide his digit inside her.

Ellie shook her head, rubbing her cheek against the softness of the pillowcase.
“Deeper.”

Immediately, his finger slipped a few inches inside her. She was damp with arousal,
but not wet. She gasped at the friction. She was a little sore from last night, but it felt too
good to ask him to stop.

She uttered a sound of protest when he withdrew his finger to cup her pussy again.
Her breath came in short spurts when he squeezed her pussy, engulfing her swollen clit
with her own slick folds. He moved his fingers on each side of her lips in opposite
directions, causing them to rub against her clit. She went from damp to dripping in
seconds.

Rica threw back the covers with his other arm. He inhaled, and his eyes darkened.
“You smell so sweet, Ellie. I want to taste you.”

He didn’t wait for permission. She wouldn’t have denied him, but she didn’t have
the chance to anyway. As he spoke, he slid down the bed, until his mouth was near her
pussy. His legs draped over the footboard, but he didn’t seem to mind the discomfort.

Just having him so near increased her arousal, making her even slicker. Now that
his leg was off hers, she was free to roll onto her back and part her thighs. Rica followed
her movements, and his nose hovered above her pussy. He inhaled deeply again, and
she felt his breath caressing her clit when he exhaled.

She stiffened with shock when he buried his nose inside her pussy and breathed in
her scent before breaking away. She wondered what she smelled like to him. Did he
have the keen sense of smell of a wolf, or had his human characteristics blunted the
ability? She started to make a mental note to follow up on that question, but all thought
fled when his tongue surged into her.

There hadn’t been any warning, and he wasn’t subtle with his strokes. Rica

appeared determined to devour her. His tongue squirmed inside her, seeming to be
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everywhere at once. He drew her clit into his mouth and sucked forcefully, causing Ellie
to cry out.

She buried her fingers in his long hair, needing something to hold on to. When his
tongue entered her opening, swirling around her tight walls, her cry changed to a
breathless groan. She arched her hips, ignoring the dart of pain from her protesting
muscles.

The way he pleasured her was fast and possessive, but he didn’t lack finesse or
skill. The sensations built to a fever pitch, causing Ellie to continuously buck her hips.
As wonderful as his tongue felt, it wasn’t enough to satisfy her. “Rica, I want your cock
inside me.”

That she could vocalize a coherent thought surprised her. A cacophony of
confusing emotions whirled through her—pleasure, of course, but also a disturbingly
intense emotional connection she felt forming with Rica. Surely, it was just because of
the physical connection. She was mistaking physical attraction and sex for something
deeper. She hardly knew Rica. How could she feel anything for him yet?

“Of course, Ellie.” His raspy response sent shivers down her spine. Rica moved up
beside her, tracing a trail with his tongue from her pussy, up her stomach, to where he
paused to suckle a turgid nipple.

She arched her back. Her hands grasped his hair tighter, but he made no sound of
protest. “Rica, please.” Her hazy thoughts tried to focus on every moment of the
experience, but she couldn’t concentrate on anything except having his cock inside her.
She released a handful of hair to grope blindly for his cock when he slid higher up the
bed. It lay against her thigh, and she squeezed his thick shaft, pausing to stroke the
mushroom-shaped head. His breath hissed between his teeth, making her smile.

His body engulfed hers as he moved fully on top of her. His cock nestled into the
folds of her pussy. Rica supported his weight with his arms, locked on either side of her
head. Ellie shifted restlessly, knowing there was something she had to remember. As
Rica started to enter her, she blurted, “Do you have protection?”

Rica froze, staring down at her with a frown. “No.”
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4

“Shouldn’t we...ah.” She moaned as his head slipped inside her. “Rica, I...

His mouth fastened over hers, cutting off the thought. His tongue surged into her
mouth as his cock plunged inside her. Ellie couldn’t resist responding by arching her
hips. What difference did it make now? They hadn’t used protection last night, and if
her injection was no longer protecting her, it was too late now. Her tongue tangled with
his as his cock filled her completely.

She spread her thighs and locked her legs around his hips, tightening the muscles to
hold him inside her. How had she been able to go so long without a lover? Rica moved
his mouth from hers, and their gazes locked. His eyes burned dark-blue, and there was
a hint of barely restrained wildness in their depths. It had been easy to do without a
man, because no other man had ever made her feel like this.

His eyes never wavered from hers as his hips bucked against her, alternately
plunging and withdrawing his cock from her hungry depths. She cried out with each
thrust, arching against him, determined to have all of him. Her cries turned to a keening
moan when Rica’s cock spasmed inside her, triggering her orgasm. The walls of her
pussy contracted around his cock, milking him for each drop of release. She continued
to arch mindlessly against him, until only a faint tremor radiated from deep in her
pussy.

Ellie realized she had been holding her breath and let it out in a harsh exhalation.
Rica’s weight carefully settled on her, and his arms wrapped around her, holding her
close. She pressed a kiss to his shoulder and snuggled closer. He was so large she might
have felt overwhelmed by him, except for the way he held her. His tenderness caused
her to feel safe and protected, rather than suffocated or smothered. She couldn’t

remember ever feeling as though she belonged in a man’s arms before, until Rica.

E ol N

She must have dozed off again in his arms. She opened her eyes sometime later in
the morning to discover he was gone. She wondered what had awakened her. Was it

the delicious ache between her thighs, or the all-over boneless sensation of satisfaction?
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No, it was the door, she realized, when someone knocked again. Golatia or Davinia
must be checking on her, to see how her first night as Rica’s mate had gone. She slid
from the bed and searched for something to wear as the knocking increased. Her clothes
were still at Davinia’s, and she hadn’t come to Rica’s in anything except the sash and
her parka. She didn’t know where Rica had put it. Her boots were probably still at the
clearing. “Just a minute,” she called when the knocking increased in pitch.

She went to Rica’s closet and found a robe. She pulled it from the hook and slid her
arms into it. She belted the tie as she rushed to the door, and hitched up the hem to
keep from tripping. There was no peephole. She opened the door and froze when she
saw an older woman with a teenager. Ellie self-consciously ran a hand through her
messy hair. “Yes?”

“Good morning, Lupina.” There was more than a hint of reverence in her tone.
“We've come to welcome you.”

“Oh, er, okay.” Ellie stepped back and allowed them to cross the threshold. She was
disconcerted by the way they both inclined their heads and stood before her. She closed
the door and looked around the living room of her new home. She gestured to the sofa.
“Won’t you have a seat?”

They scurried across the room and took a seat. Both looked nervous. Ellie felt the
same way as she took a seat in the large chair near the stone fireplace. Silence
descended. They seemed to be waiting for her to say something, but she didn’t know
the protocol. She cleared her throat. “I'm sorry. I don’t believe I caught your names.”

“I am Afina. This is my daughter Carin, Lupina.”

Ellie frowned. “What is Lupina?”

“You are the Alpha’s mate. It is a term of respect.”

She nodded. “Thank you. Please just call me Ellie.”

Afina shook her head. “We couldn’t, Lupina.” She looked shocked by the idea. “It
wouldn’t be proper.”

What could she do? She couldn’t argue the woman into submission. Ellie wondered

if her new position came with any influence. She thought about ordering the woman to
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call her by her given name, but decided not to. She would look like a fool if she didn’t
have any real authority. Not that she wanted any over these people. “I would offer you
coffee or tea, but I don’t know where Rica keeps anything.”

Once more, Afina looked surprised. “Would you like coffee, Lupina? I will make it
for you. I'm certain I can find where the Alpha keeps his supplies.”

Ellie waved her hand. “No, I'm fine, but thank you.”

That was about the extent of their conversation. The silence lagged. Each time Ellie
managed to find a question to ask, the mother answered it quickly, without
expounding, and always ending each answer with “Lupina”. Her daughter never
spoke. It was with relief when she saw them off a few minutes later.

She had barely closed the door behind them when there was a knock. She opened it
to find a group of six women of varying ages standing on her doorstep. Some held
dishes, and they all insisted on welcoming her to the Pack. She soon grew used to the
title of Lupina, and the conversation lasted longer.

When the women finally left, Ellie thought she would have time to shower and find
something to wear, but someone knocked again. She wasn’t surprised to open the door
and see another group of women. She let them in with a small sigh, wondering if the

stream of visitors would ever end.

O H N X

Late that afternoon, Davinia managed to break through the tide of women and
bring her clothes. Ellie took a hot bath and dressed in her own clothes before joining her
friend in the living room. “Have there been any other guests?”

“A few. I told them you were resting.” Davinia grinned. “I don’t believe you're
regarded as an outsider any longer, Ellie.”

She shrugged. “They’re only doing their duty.”

Davinia shook her head. “No, it isn’t that. They didn’t welcome me as Lupae.”

“What's Lupae?”
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“The Beta’s wife. The women report to you, and then me, in theory, but they find
their own methods of defiance if they don’t want to follow the leaders” wives.” Davinia
smiled at her. “No, I think it must be the romantic in them. They believe you and Rica
are in love, so they can overlook the fault of you being an outsider and a human.”

“Maybe they’ve read my mind and have seen I don’t plan to stay beyond the spring
thaw.”

Davinia arched a brow. “Werewolves aren’t telekinetic or clairvoyant.”

Ellie frowned. “What about Golatia?”

“Who knows? I suspect she has vampire in her lineage. Perhaps a witch or two.
Werewolves aren’t naturally psychic though.”

She licked her lips, suddenly nervous. “What about you? Are you psychic?” Did
Davinia know why she was really here? Did she care?

Her friend hesitated. “I was before marrying Viggo. Once I stopped living by the
old ways—namely, drinking blood —my powers dimmed. I have an occasional flash of
the future, and I can sometimes feel Viggo’s emotions as my own, but that’s the extent
of my power.” Her gaze dropped to Ylenia, sleeping on the floor in a bundle of
blankets. “And I knew the moment I conceived. Within days, I knew she would be a
girl.”

Ellie breathed a sigh of relief. She strove for a light tone. “So, I guess you can’t use
your psychic powers to tell me where my new husband is?”

Davinia laughed. “I don’t need clairvoyance for that. You will find Rica in the
woodshop behind your home. Viggo is with him, as are several others. That's where
they spend their days.” Her eyes sparkled with a teasing glint. “Do you miss him,
Ellie?”

She shrugged, evading a definitive answer.

“ Are you happy with the outcome of the Mating Moon Ceremony?”

“I suppose. Any mate would have done, but Rica is nice.”

Davinia laughed again. “You are more transparent than you would like to think.”

She turned serious. “I think you will not be leaving when the snow thaws.”
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Ellie’s heart rate accelerated. “Do your powers tell you that?”

She shook her head. “No. Love will keep you here.”

“I'm not in love with Rica.”

Davinia chuckled. “You will be.”

She made a non-committal sound, even though the lump in her throat felt as if it
were choking her. Ellie wanted to loudly protest she would leave, but even she felt a
hint of doubt. She knew Rica wouldn’t willingly let her go, and part of her didn’t want
him to.

She firmed her mouth, trying to assure herself she was having a reaction to the
physical attraction she felt for Rica, and nothing more. It had been an overwhelming
past few days. It was no wonder she was having trouble focusing on her goals.

She reminded herself she had worked hard for the chair position. She imagined
how satisfying it would be to head the department when no woman had held the post
before. She had earned the job. There would be no doubt of her appointment when she
published her scientifically verifiable study of the werewolves of Corsova. The prospect

should have excited her, but instead, it left her feeling hollow inside.
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Chapter 9

On her way home, Davinia took time to show Ellie where the shop was. She walked
down the path and hovered outside the building that was larger than Rica’s home. She
raised her hand, poised to knock, but uncertain of her reception. What if the
woodworking was some kind of men-only industry? Were the Necheans primitive
enough to have superstitions about women and tools?

Before she could decide whether to knock or leave, the door opened, revealing a
burly man with a long beard. He stopped in mid-step, obviously surprised. He
recovered and inclined his head. “Good evening, Lupina.”

“Hello.”

“I'm Helgon.” He nodded into the shop. “We were just finishing for the day.” He
stepped out of the building and held open the door for her. “The Alpha is at the back of
the shop.”

She gave him a smile and a quick, “Thanks,” as she stepped into the woodshop. The
smell of fresh cut wood, sawdust, and chemicals hit her as soon as she entered. When
the door closed behind Helgon, the odors intensified. She blinked and coughed,
instantly gaining the attention of the five men gathered in the shop. She had eyes only
for Rica.

The three she didn’t know introduced themselves before returning to their work.
They weren’t as friendly as the women who had stopped by to welcome her, and Ellie
was under no illusion that all members of the Pack had accepted her as Rica’s mate. She
stood in the corner, watching as the men finished their tasks for the day and took their
leave. When it was only Viggo and Rica left, she moved away from the corner to
examine the works-in-progress.

Several doors lined the wall of one side of the shop. They were in various stages of

completion. Even those the men had just started on showed the promise of beauty and
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exquisite detail. Moving on, she examined several small and medium-sized coffee tables
in different stages of assembly. There seemed to be a little bit of every kind of furniture,
and she looked at all of it while Rica and Viggo finished.

“Ellie?”

She looked up when Viggo called her name. “Yes?”

“Good night.”

She nodded, and he left. And then there were two, she found herself thinking. She felt
nervous for some reason when she met Rica’s eyes. He stood by a large table saw, with
his hip propped against a workbench. His eyes were dark, and his cock strained against
his jeans, leaving no doubt he wanted her.

Her gaze moved to the table saw. “I thought you didn’t have electricity.”

His eyebrows rose in a high arch. Rica stood up and started walking toward her.
“We have a small generator for the shop.”

“Then why don’t you put in power for the rest of the village?” She took a step back,
although she wasn’t afraid of him. Maybe she was just afraid of the intense desire she
saw in his eyes. Did it mirror her own? She swallowed as he neared. “The women
would have an easier time of things.”

He stopped walking and reached out, bringing her close. “Do you really want to
discuss electricity, Ellie, or do you want me to fuck you?”

She met his eyes again, and all hesitation fled. “I'd like you to fuck me, Rica.” She
arched her neck as he lowered his head. Their lips met, and she parted hers. Rica’s
tongue slipped inside to caress hers. His hands cupped her back, rotating in soothing
circles. She pressed her body against his, reveling in the way her soft alpaca sweater
molded to her curves under his hands and against his chest.

His hands left her back to travel to her breasts, but his mouth remained on hers. He
sucked her lower lip into his mouth and bit gently, eliciting a moan of mixed pleasure
and pain from her. Ellie gripped his shoulders, digging her nails into his skin through

the flannel shirt, urging him closer. When he drew her tongue between his teeth and
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nipped, she tore her mouth from his. She attempted to take in a deep breath, but Rica’s
mouth captured hers again.

She felt lightheaded, but didn’t think it was because she couldn’t draw in a deep
breath. His kisses and touch were definitely responsible. She shifted her lower body,
searching for relief from the burning in her pussy. Her swollen clit pressed against her
silk panties, which created almost unbearable friction.

Rica’s mouth ventured away from her lips to trace the line of her jaw, back to her
ear. He drew the lobe into his mouth and flicked his tongue around the diamond stud.
She dug her fingernails deeper into him, anchoring her suddenly weak knees. When his
tongue teased the opening of her ear canal, she stiffened. A gentle breath made her
moan. How could her ear be so erogenous?

His warm breath segued to words. “I want to pound my cock into your tight cunt. I
want to fuck you from behind, Ellie.”

She tried to remember how to form words. Part of her protested the picture he
painted with his words, but she responded on a deeper level. Her pussy grew slick.
“You want to dominate me.” She had meant her voice to emerge full of feminine
outrage. Instead, it came out as a smoky whisper, with more than a trace of excitement.
She didn’t shy away from the realization that she wanted him to dominate her.

“Yes.” His breath whispered across her cheek as he raised his head. In contrast to
his words, his lips were gentle when they kissed a path from her cheekbone to her
eyebrow. Rica stiffened and jerked away from her, growling low in his throat.

Ellie’s passion-heavy eyes opened fully. “What’s wrong?”

“Silver.” He gestured to the stud in her brow. “It’s poison to me.”

She removed the silver spike with shaking hands, finding her concentration shot by
Rica’s proximity and the image of him thrusting into her from behind. It was so
evocative of wolves in their natural state, and it surprised her how the idea excited her.
How would she tolerate the thrill accompanying the actual position?

She didn’t stop with the jewelry she slipped into her pocket. Rica’s eyes were on her

as she pulled the soft sweater over her head and draped it over a sawhorse. Her fingers
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still trembled when she struggled with the fastening of the bra. He solved the problem
by stepping forward and ripping the straps. He tore open the lace and removed the
ruined scrap from her. Ellie’s shoulders stung where the elastic had bitten into her skin.
His lips found the sensitive spot on her left shoulder, soothing it with his tongue, before
doing the same to the right.

Rica was gentler with her jeans. He didn’t seem to have any trouble using his hands
to open the zip and snap. He definitely didn’t have any trouble seeking out her pussy
and stroking it through the silk. When he tried to move his fingers after a brief caress,
Ellie put her hand over his. “I want more.”

He grinned. “Later.” His hand slipped from hers to join his other at the waistband
of her jeans. He rolled them down smoothly, leaving her panties behind. He didn’t ask
her to remove her boots or try to take them off for her. He just left the jeans around her
feet, deliberately interfering with her ability to open her legs. He put his hands on her
hips.

Ellie tried to pull away so she could remove her jeans and boots. Rica’s grip
tightened. He didn’t hurt her, but he was showing his strength exceeded hers. She gave
a half-hearted glower before she relaxed. As soon as she stopped struggling, he moved
one of his hands to cup her pussy. He squeezed the lips together and rubbed them
against each other simultaneously. She instinctively bucked her hips.

“Mine.” This was no grateful pronouncement. No, he was arrogant as hell when he
said it. “Mine,” he growled again, possessively.

Ellie moved her arm awkwardly to touch the front of his jeans, where his cock
strained against the denim. “Mine.” She mimicked his tone and knew there was the
sparkle of challenge in her eyes.

“Prove it.” He released her and took a step back. “Take my cock in your mouth.”

She gave him a cool look, grateful he couldn’t see the way her heart pounded or the
way her mouth watered. She nodded. “Strip.”

He lifted a brow at her tone, but his fingers moved with unerring quickness down

the buttons of his shirt. It joined her sweater on the sawhorse. Her eyes stayed glued to
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his hands as he unsnapped his jeans. The rasp of his zipper was music to her ears, and
she licked her lips when his cock sprang free. He wasn’t wearing briefs.

He left his cock hanging from his opened jeans while he kicked off his boots. Then
he teased her by slipping the jeans down an inch at a time, slowly revealing the firm
flesh of his thighs underneath.

She had the urge to step forward and tear off his jeans with the same urgency he
had displayed when removing her bra. She contented herself by untying the strings of
her panties and removing them. After she draped them over the sawhorse, she started
rubbing her pussy. She enjoyed the way his eyes widened and his nostrils flared. She
parted her thighs as much as her restrained feet would allow and slipped two fingers
inside herself. As Rica’s speed at removing the jeans increased, she thrust her fingers in
and out of her pussy leisurely.

“If you don’t stop that, I'll fuck you this minute.” His eyes glittered with
suppressed desire, and his hands were rougher than he probably intended when he
grasped her upper arms to drag her forward. Ellie’s hand slipped from her pussy as he
gently pushed her to her knees. She steadied herself by placing a hand on the back of
his thigh. She stared up at him, seeing the blaze of passion darken his eyes further when
she cupped his balls in her free hand.

His balls had a scant amount of hair, considering the fur that covered the rest of his
body. Even on her knees, his cock was higher than her mouth, and she straightened
until she could trace his sac with the tip of her tongue. She lifted his balls, trailing her
tongue backward, darting into the area behind. He groaned when she teased his
perineum.

He had been working all day, but he still smelled good. His scent was a mixture of
wood, sweat, and his unique aroma. His skin tasted salty from his exertions, but it
wasn’t unpleasant. She licked his balls thoroughly before moving her tongue to the base
of his thick cock and licking a trail up the underside to the head.

“Don’t tease me.” Rica sounded gruff, but there was a trace of desperation in his

tone.
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Ellie smiled before wrapping her mouth around the head of his cock. He was large
enough to be satisfying, but not so large that she couldn’t close her lips around him. She
didn’t waste time teasing the head. She lowered her mouth and relaxed her throat,
taking in as much of him as she could. When she reached her limit, his hand came to
rest against the back of her head to anchor her there.

To her surprise, Rica began thrusting into her mouth, rather than having her work
his length. All she had to do was maintain suction and catch the steady stream of his
arousal as it leaked from the tip of his head. He never tried to force his cock past the
boundary she had established. She clutched his legs and varied the strength of her
sucking from light to heavy, depending on the way his body jerked in response.

A cry escaped Rica, and she thought he had come, but his fluid didn't fill her
mouth. Instead, he stepped back and bent down to pull her to her feet. Once she was
steady, he tangled his hands in her hair and tilted her head back. His mouth claimed
hers, branding her as his. He didn’t shy away from his essence on her tongue. His lips
and tongue devoured her, while his cock pressed into her stomach.

She broke the kiss first, gasping. A trail of fire burned from her pussy to her breasts,
centering in her nipples. “I need you, Rica. I can’t wait.”

“Are you aching for my cock?” While asking the question, Rica spun her around.
He crouched down to press his cock against her bare buttocks. The head nestled inside
her cleft.

She nodded frantically. “Now, please fuck me now.”

He paused only to strip off her boots and jeans before pressing her forward,
bending her over the sawhorse. It pushed low into her stomach, but she didn’t protest.
The minor pain didn’t compare to the deep ache in her pussy that only his cock could
assuage. She clenched her hands around each side of the sawhorse. Rica parted her legs
wide and stepped between them. He hunched low enough to fit the head of his cock
against the opening of her pussy, holding her open with one hand.

He drove into her with a deep thrust, instantly easing the throbbing inside her.

Rica’s chest covered her back as he bent forward over her. He moved his hand from her
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pussy to join the other at her hips. He steadied her with his strong hold as he thrust into
her rapidly. The sawhorse groaned in protest at his quick thrusts, but Ellie couldn’t
focus enough to be concerned about it breaking.

All she could think about was his next thrust. Each time he withdrew his cock,
almost to the point of exit, she wanted to cry. That edge of frustration made each of his
thrusts into her that much more pleasurable, until she was sobbing under the
onslaught. She tried returning his thrusts, to keep him inside her, but his weight kept
her pinned to the sawhorse. She was truly at his mercy. It notched up her excitement to
another level.

“Rica.” His name emerged as a long moan as he thrust into her again, hitting just
the right spot with his cock. “Please...I need...” She couldn’t even form the words to
tell him what she needed, but he knew. His thrusts became stronger and faster, creating
a burning friction in her pussy that triggered convulsions deep inside her. They
radiated out from the epicenter of her G-Spot, gaining intensity, until her pussy
quivered around his cock.

“Let go, Ellie. Come for me. Let me feel your cunt spasm around me.”

His words, which she would have considered crude with another man, brought her
to orgasm. The climax rushed through her, causing her pussy to contract around him.
Rica’s cry of release mingled with hers, rising almost to a howl, as he ejaculated inside
her, while the walls of her pussy squeezed him for every drop of his satisfaction.

Tremors racked her body, and Ellie realized she was sobbing from the intensity of
her orgasm. If she had thought last night or this morning were amazing, they now
paled in comparison. Rica was a masterful lover, and he knew just how to push her
beyond her limits, to satisfying results.

How could she give up this incredible passion? How could she ignore the

connection between them? Heaven help her, how was she ever going to leave him?
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Chapter 10

After almost a month of living among the Necheau werewolves, I find myself strangely at
home among them, but still with the perspective of an outsider. Even those who accept me on the
surface remain wary. I get the sense I could live here fifty years and that wouldn’t change. This
doesn’t bother me, because that is the nature of these people. The Necheans are wary of outsiders,
and with good reason. Their kind has been hunted almost to extinction. No wonder they want to
keep their existence a secret.

What bothers me is the more blatant lack of welcome 1"ve received, bordering on threatening.
During the early days, it wasn’t uncommon to walk out into the street and have children pelt me
with snowballs. 1 know it was their parents’ attitudes being reflected, but it bothers me to see
intolerance in such young children.

Then there was the incident at the well yesterday.

She stopped writing and brought the cheap Bic to her mouth to chew on the already
gnawed end, remembering yesterday. She had gone to fetch water for Golatia, who
stubbornly resisted indoor plumbing. It had become Ellie’s habit to get water for the
older woman morning and afternoon, to save her the walk.

Lia and her mother stood near the pump, along with a few other women and Istal.
Lia had stood separated from the whispering group by a few feet. When her eyes met
Ellie’s, she had seemed to be trying to communicate something. As soon as her mother
looked at her, the girl dropped her gaze to the snow on the rim of the pump, where her
hands rested.

As soon as the rest of the group caught sight of Ellie, they turned their back on her
as one and walked away. Belia followed quickly, with her hand clamped around Lia’s
wrist. She had paused briefly to glare at Ellie before storming by, dragging her
daughter behind her.
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Ellie had dismissed their reaction, having grown accustomed to it. She went to the
pump and began collecting water as usual. She was halfway through filling Golatia’s
bucket when she looked down and saw the words written in the snow: Watch Yourself.

I don’t doubt Lia was the perpetrator of this threat. It seems she and her mother will never
accept me as Rica’s wife. I'm not overly concerned with a young girl’s acting-out. Her mother’s
group worries me. They don’t seem straightforward like the rest of the Pack. My skin crawls
when their eyes follow me.

Still, I'm not going to give in to their obvious hatred. I have a job to do, and I am Lupina, for
now.

The most difficult problem I'm encountering centers on my mate. I'm falling in love with
Rica. How will I ever be able to walk away from him?

With a sound of disgust, Ellie drew a line through the last paragraph. It was okay to
record her personal observations among the hard data she had collected about the
Necheans, but it crossed the line to write about her feelings for her husband in this
journal.

But drawing a line through the paragraph didn’t erase the truth in the words. Nor
did it solve her problem. How could she have been so stupid as to allow her feelings for
Rica to deepen to something more?

She tossed the pen onto the journal and rubbed her eyes. A quick glance at the clock
confirmed Rica would be finished for the day any time, and she had to finish dinner.
She pushed away from the small table and went to the stove to stir the rabbit stew. Her
pleasure in domestic tasks had surprised her. She was amazed how satisfying it was to
scrub the floor to a brilliant shine, or to have dinner waiting for her man when he came
home.

She had never pictured herself as the little woman. Ellie had always been drawn to
different cultures, and there hadn’t been a time when her academic-oriented mother, a
professor of sociology, hadn’t encouraged her to attend college to prepare for an

important career. Her mother was scathing about women who stayed home and did
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nothing, while the world moved on around them. Following her mother’s example, she
had naturally gravitated toward those same beliefs.

Now that she had experienced being a homemaker for herself, she had gained new
appreciation for the role. It was hard work, but rewarding in a way her career had never
been. Rica’s never-failing appreciation for whatever she did for him gave her a bigger
thrill than any kudos ever given to her by a colleague or superior.

She grinned. It was also nice to be able to stay in her pajamas until noon, if she
wanted to. Of course, that would change when they had children.

Her smile disappeared, and she scolded herself for the thought. There she went
again, planning a future that couldn’t happen. Sure, it was fun to play Susie
Homemaker, but could she do it for the rest of her life? How could she ever be content
to go from a busy career to the role of wife and mother in this primitive place? Within a
year, surely, she would be insane with boredom.

But Rica wouldn’t be in New York when she returned. He wouldn’t be there to
congratulate her on her promotion. In fact, he would probably hate her by then. First for
leaving him, and then for revealing the existence of werewolves to the world.

How could she expose these people? Their lives depended on secrecy. She could
well-imagine what the world would do to a group of werewolves. But if she didn’t
publish her study, she could kiss the chair of her department goodbye. And if she
wasn’t going to be promoted, why bother returning to Columbia? If she didn't get
tenure soon, she never would.

It was a vicious circle of doubt, and it played constantly through her mind. Ellie
tried to push it aside when she heard the door open. By the time Rica entered the
kitchen, she greeted him with a composed smile, seated him at the table, and served
him dinner, like any good wife from the ‘50s. Her lack of dissatisfaction with the
humble task upset her anew.

After dinner, Ellie fetched her journal and prepared to finish her day’s thoughts.

Rica’s habit was to take a bath after eating, so she was surprised when he followed her
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into the living room. She curled up on the sofa, keeping the book closed tightly,
watching him as he hovered near her.

“You're always scribbling in that thing. I wonder what you're putting in there.” He
stared at her for a long moment before sighing.

Her heart stuttered. He had always been respectful of her privacy, but had his
curiosity gotten the better of him? She swallowed thickly, wondering if he had read it.
She tried to keep it nearby always, but there must have been times he would have had
access to the journal. She cleared her throat, preparing to speak, but without a clue of
what to say.

Rica walked to the fireplace, keeping his back to her. He took something from the
mantle before walking back to her. “This is for you.” His tone was gruff. He thrust a
wooden box at her. “I thought you could keep stuff in it, like your journal and jewelry.”

Ellie released her death grip on the journal to take the box. The lump returned to
her throat, but this time it came because she was overwhelmed with emotion, not with
fear of discovery. She touched the cherry finish reverently, tracing the flowers etched
up the sides of the small box. She caressed the lid, where Rica had carved her first
name, and adorned it further with trailing vines and tiny rosebuds.

He shifted his weight. “I don’t know if you like that sort of thing. Some people
don’t like wood. It’s okay if...” He trailed off.

Ellie looked up at him with moist eyes, unable to find the words to thank him.

Rica growled low in his throat and turned away from her. “I'm going to take a
bath.”

She watched him go, only realizing she hadn’t said a word when he disappeared
from sight. She wiped at the moisture on her cheeks and gently placed the box on the
end table. She opened the hinged lid and placed her journal inside, finding it almost a
perfect fit. Small velvet-lined compartments in the lid offered storage for her jewelry.
He must have put a lot of time and thought into this gift.

What was he trying to say? Did it mean anything? What should she say? Her eyes

widened, and she got to her feet, desperate to thank him for the gift. What must he be
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thinking about her silence? She hoped she hadn’t hurt him. Ellie rushed from the living
room to the bathroom.

She didn’t bother to knock on the closed door. She entered the steamy bathroom,
noting the condensation on the mirror. Rica liked his baths hot.

He was in the tub, wearing a brooding expression that closed as soon as she met his
eyes. Ellie moved forward and knelt on the bathmat. She reached for Rica’s hand in the
hot water, wincing a little at the temperature. He tried to resist, but she brought it out
and to her lips. She kissed his palm and wrist. “Thank you. It's beautiful. I should have
said so immediately, but you overwhelmed me.”

He appeared uncomfortable. “Don’t worry about it. I wasn’t looking for gratitude.”

She smiled at his gruffness. Rica often hid his emotions behind a scowling exterior.
He might not want her gratitude, but she knew just how to thank him. He held the
sponge in his other hand, and she reached for it. He surrendered it easily, and she
brought it to his chest. She smoothed it over his taut muscles, pausing to tease one of his
nipples with the rough surface. His breath hissed through his teeth, making her grin.

Ellie scooted closer as she brought the sponge up to his shoulder and around his
back. She took her time washing the parts of him not covered by the water. By the time
she brought the sponge down his stomach and hovered near his cock, Rica’s breathing
was ragged, and a flush tinged his cheeks.

She lowered her hand, brushing the sponge across his cock. A low moan escaped
Rica when Ellie plunged her other hand into the water to lift his balls. She trailed the
sponge down his cock while lightly rubbing his balls. He moaned again when she
circled the sponge around the head of his cock. “Do you like that?”

“You know I do.” It sounded as though it was painful for him to make the
admission.

She moved the sponge away from his cock and down his leg, laughing when he
tried to restrain her hand. “Let me finish the job, Rica.”

“That’s what I'm trying to get you to do.”
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She ignored him and ran the sponge across his foot before moving to the other one
and working her way up that leg, until she returned to his cock. He cursed when she
skipped over his cock and put the sponge on the lip of the tub. Ellie got to her feet. “I'm
going to bed.”

“Ellie, you can’t—"

She undid the top button of her shirt. “Hurry up and join me.” She turned her back
and hurried from the bathroom, smiling to herself at hearing the water slosh against the
tub as he got out. She could imagine how quickly he would dry himself and finished
unbuttoning her shirt before reaching the bedroom. She unhooked her bra as she
stepped into the room, and then tossed it and her shirt in the general direction of the
hamper. Her pants and underwear soon followed, as soon as she kicked off her boots
and removed her socks.

She heard Rica coming down the hall and hurried to her travel bag. She searched
through the jumble of bottles until she found the massage oil Davinia had given her the
day after the Mating Moon Ceremony, as a mating gift. Her friend had made the oil
herself, from a special blend of flowers, including the rose bay that apparently grew
rampant during summer.

As Rica entered the bedroom, Ellie walked to the bed. She patted the oak footboard.
“Lie down.”

His eyes narrowed. “What are you planning?”

“Please, Rica.” She knew he wouldn’t willingly let her take the initiative, unless she
gave him proper motivation. “I want to thank you.”

“There’s no need —”

She frowned. “Let me take care of you. It's my turn.” That was certainly the truth.
Rica couldn’t seem to curb his dominant tendencies, even in the bedroom. Most of the
time, she didn’t mind. Tonight, however, she wanted to be in charge. She wanted the
loving to be slow and unhurried, rather than the frenzy that usually consumed them.

He sighed, but didn’t argue. His skin glistened in the light from the lanterns on the

nightstands, indicating he hadn’t dried thoroughly, as he walked forward and lay on
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the bed. His muscles were visibly rigid, and he held himself stiffly, obviously preparing
for the worst.

She bit back a smile as she walked to the bed and sat on the edge. He reached for
her, and she slapped his hand lightly. His expression of shock had her biting hard on
her tongue to keep from laughing. She took a deep breath to regain her calm. “Just
relax. Roll onto your stomach.”

He eyed the bottle in her hand distrustfully, but rolled onto his stomach, albeit with
evident reluctance. If possible, his body stiffened even more.

Ellie got to her feet, and his head turned to watch her every movement. She knew
when she disappeared from his sight by the way his shoulders bunched. “Relax,” she
said again, stopping at the foot of the bed. She swung her legs over the low footboard
and perched her buttocks on it. She settled onto her knees before she opened the cap on
the bottle. Rica flinched when she drizzled some of the oil across his foot.

“What are you doing?”

“Close your eyes and try to enjoy it, darling.” The endearment felt strange on her
tongue, but it brought warmth to the pit of her stomach. Rica’s tense muscles slowly
relaxed, and she waited until he was lying comfortably before she touched his foot
again. She rubbed the oil into his skin with firm strokes, pressing against the arch of his
foot, and pausing to carefully attend to each toe. Rica was clearly still having trouble
making himself vulnerable, but she knew he was making the effort to stay relaxed.

She moved up to his ankle, working her slippery hands across the firm skin. When
she moved to his calf and began working the knotted muscle, he exhaled harshly. His
leg relaxed further, and she rubbed the muscle until not a hint of tension remained.
Then she moved her hands up higher, to press into the back of his thigh. He moaned
when she hit a sensitive area, and Ellie paid careful attention to loosening it.

As she moved higher, she felt him tense. When her hand brushed against his
buttocks, he stiffened. He didn’t relax until she leaned back and lifted his neglected
foot. He surrendered to her orchestration, allowing her to bend his knee and bring his

foot higher. She bent her head and ran her tongue across his sole, causing him to flinch.
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Rica turned his head. “That’s enough.”

She giggled. “No, not yet. I want you completely relaxed.”

“I'm relaxed.” He disproved his statement by clenching his muscles when she drew
his big toe into her mouth and sucked. “This is...” He trailed off, seemingly at a loss for
words.

She withdrew the toe from her mouth. “Isn’t it?” Ellie nipped the side of his foot,
barely biting back a laugh when he cursed. She cleared her throat and lowered his foot
to the bed, once more concentrating on massaging the tension from the muscles of his
other leg. He seemed to relax under her touch once he realized she wasn’t going to tease
him again—or so he thought.

Ellie barely held in a giggle at the way Rica stiffened and shouted when she
drizzled oil across his buttocks. Her giggle turned to a breathy sigh at the beauty of his
glistening ass. Her hands itched to touch the skin, and she didn’t deny herself. Rica
clenched his cheeks when she began massaging them with firm strokes, kneading the
muscles with enough force to loosen them.

He groaned when she trailed her thumb down his cleft. His tension returned when
she parted his cheeks with her thumbs. She lowered her head to run her tongue down
the inside of his cleft, earning a cry of outrage. She lifted her head. “Do you trust me,
Rica?”

He hesitated.

She squeezed his cheeks. “Do you trust me?” she asked again. “I'm your mate. Do
you trust me not to hurt or humiliate you?”

His affirmative answer was little more than a growl, but he relaxed a bit.

Ellie lowered her head again and teased his anus with the tip of her tongue. Rica
shivered under her, in rhythm with her tongue. He didn’t tell her to stop, but she lifted
her head. She knew he’d had enough stimulation in that area. He wouldn’t appreciate
her delving deeper.

She allowed his cheeks to close again and didn’t miss his sigh of relief. She smacked

his buttocks lightly before moving her hands to his back. She paused to lift the bottle
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and dripped more oil onto his skin before continuing her massage. His muscles were
tense and knotted, but by the time she worked her way to his shoulders, they had
loosened.

Her pussy was also soaking wet. Ellie ached to feel his cock inside her, but was
determined to finish what she had started. She had stretched forward to reach his
shoulders, and now she leaned back, once more kneeling. “You can roll over now.”

“Thank God.” He moved quickly, rolling onto his back and reaching for her almost
simultaneously.

Ellie shook her head. “Stay still. Hold onto the slats in the headboard if you need
to.”

He glared at her. “Ellie—"
She touched his lips, leaving a smear of oil on them when she withdrew her finger.
“Shh. Indulge me.”

He appeared disgruntled as he grasped the headboard. His breath escaped him in a
harsh sigh when she drizzled oil on his chest and began to work it into his skin. “I'm
going to need another bath when you’ve finished.”

She nodded. “I'll join you.” She was pleased to see that shut him up so quickly his
teeth clicked when they met. Ellie bent her head and tried to focus on her task. She
found it more difficult to push aside her needs with his hot gaze fixed on her, while his
cock lay against his stomach, leaving no doubt he was ready for her.

She massaged his stomach with soft strokes, loving the way his abs tensed and
loosened alternately under her hands. Her pussy took up the beat and began clenching
in rhythm to his muscle contractions. By the time she was at his cock, perspiration
beaded her face. She wanted to massage his legs, but his cock was irresistible.

She grasped it with both hands. The oil on her hands allowed her to stroke up and
down his cock with a smooth, steady cadence. “I love your cock, Rica.”

He grunted, thrusting his hips against her hands.
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“I love how it feels inside me. So thick.” She moaned, remembering how he had
filled her that morning, before leaving the house. A tingle radiated from her pussy,
upward. A dragging sensation pulled at her belly, seeming to be urging her to ride him.

“Let me inside.” His words were barely intelligible through his gnashed teeth. He
held the slats so tightly his knuckles had turned white.

She couldn’t continue her plan of a slow seduction. She needed him now. Ellie
scooted forward, positioning her knees on either side of his hips. She grasped his cock
and maneuvered it to nudge the opening of her pussy when she lowered herself. He let
go of the headboard and offered her his hands. Ellie grasped his, using them for
support. Rica locked his elbows in place as she sat down on him, taking his cock inside
her.

She forgot about remaining in charge, and about going slow. Rica began thrusting
against her with fast, deep strokes, and she met each one eagerly. She didn’t need slow
and romantic with him. Things would never be that way between them. Their passion
for each other was hot and intense, so why should their lovemaking be any different?

She cried out as his cock plunged deep inside her. Ellie tightened her hold on his
hands, and he kept his arms taut as she leaned forward, allowing him to support most
of her upper body. It was all she could do to remember to return his thrusts. Her pussy
convulsed, making her cry out. Her body stiffened and released as a climax overtook
her. Rica’s followed within seconds, and he filled her with his satisfaction.

“I'love you, Ellie.”

She stiffened as he shouted the words while arching his hips against her. Her body
continued to function on instinct, but her mind whirled with confusion. She tried to
deny he had said the words, but knew he had. Once again, she found herself speechless,
and there was no denying it hurt him when she met his eyes. The sadness she saw in his
expression brought tears to her eyes. She started sobbing and broke away from him to
run into the bathroom.

She was equally relieved and miffed that he didn’t follow her as she gave in to the

tears and confusion. Why did he have to ruin everything with his impromptu
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declaration? Worse yet, why did her heart have to ruin everything by urging her to

respond in kind?
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Chapter 11

Ellie huddled deep into her parka, hugging her arms around herself. It was strange
that she hadn’t noticed the coldness to this extent during the Mating Moon Ceremony,
when she had been nude. Her eyes locked with Rica’s as she scanned the clearing of
those gathered to witness the outcome of Lia’s moon-cycle claim. His closed expression
seemed to harden further, and his eyes slid from hers. Perhaps the ice reflected in them
caused her to feel the drop in temperature.

Since he had made his declaration two days ago, and she failed to respond, he had
treated her distantly. His words were seldom, and his tone was brusque when he did
speak. He was hiding his hurt behind a mask of cold indifference, but she could still see
his pain.

She shifted her weight, wishing she could so easily shift her guilt to someone else.
Why was she putting him through this? Not answering his expression of emotion was
worse than telling him she didn’t love him. The problem was, she couldn’t definitively
tell him she didn’t love him, because she knew that was a lie. Rica had captured her
heart during her time as his mate, but that was unacceptable. This life wasn’t for her.

Never before had she been tempted to stay longer than required for her study.
During her time in the rain forest and Africa, she had often thought of home with
longing, wishing for a hot shower, a night in front of the TV, or a thousand other
conveniences of modern living.

Now, those things seemed unimportant. She didn’t want them to be. She wanted
her life to be clear-cut, with her plans happening as she had envisioned. She should be
anticipating the spring thaw, now only two months away, so she could return to the
university and begin organizing her notes to publish her study. She should be looking
forward to the perquisites of tenure and holding a chair. She shouldn’t be longing to

throw herself into Rica’s arms, confess her deception, and stay with him.
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The arrival of Lia, Jan, and Lasile interrupted her thoughts. She now knew the
blond man was Jan, and the black-haired man was Lasile. During the past month, she
had seen the three of them together many times, but like the others in the village, she
didn’t have a clue as to whether Lia would accept them as her mates. Ellie didn’t think
she would. She wouldn’t be surprised if Belia were still scheming to make her daughter
Lupina. Lia wanted that too, didn’t she?

Tonight, Rica was officiating, since he wasn’t challenging and had now mated. He
had an intimidating aura as he walked over to the three, who took up position in the
middle of the circle. The sash bound their hands, and all three were nude. Rica untied
them with a solemn air before stepping back to look at the three of them. He held the
sash at his side.

“ A moon-cycle has passed. Guardian, join us.”

Belia strode forward. She wore a fur over her hips, but her large breasts swung free.
She took up position in front of Lia. Before Rica could ask, she said, “I reject this
match.”

He frowned. “The Guardian refuses to give her approval. Lia?”

When she tried to step forward, her mother blocked her steps. Lia tried to go the
other way, and again, Belia stepped in front of her.

There was a definite note of anger in Rica’s voice. “Do not interfere, Guardian.
Allow the girl to step forward.”

It was with obvious ill grace that Belia moved aside. Lia stepped forward, standing
in front of Rica with her head bowed.

“You have lived with Lasile and Jan for a moon-cycle, as their mate. Will you accept
a permanent union?”

“No,” Belia shouted.

Rica glared at her. “Silence.” His tone softened when he returned his attention to
Lia. “Will you?”

The girl cast a hesitant glance at her mother, and then met Rica’s eyes. “I will.”

Ellie breathed a sigh of relief when Lia uttered her acceptance.
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“I won’t allow it.” Belia’s harsh tone carried around the circle. “I permitted her to
participate a year sooner than customary, but it’s clear she isn’t mature enough to make
this decision. I withdraw my consent.”

Lia’s shoulders straightened. “Alpha, I request to be allowed to make this judgment
myself.”

Rica frowned. “It is traditional that the Guardian and girl both agree to the mating.
You know this, Lia.”

She nodded. “There are exceptions. If I don’t believe my mother is acting in my best
interests, I am allowed to ask for another Guardian, aren’t I?”

“You ungrateful —”

Rica snarled at Belia to quiet her before nodding. “That’s correct. Do you wish to
request another Guardian?”

Lia nodded, and her eyes scanned the clearing. Ellie froze when the girl's gaze
settled on her. “I request the Lupina act as my Guardian.”

Ellie turned her head to look at Davinia, wishing Golatia had felt up to witnessing
the outcome of the moon-cycle claim. She would know how to advise Ellie on
proceeding. Davinia shrugged, looking as clueless as she felt.

Rica turned to her. “Will you act as Lia’s Guardian?”

She moistened her lips. “What do I do?”

“Come stand beside her. Voice your opinion of the match.”

Fllie nodded and walked over to Lia. She paused. “Can I talk to her first?”

He nodded.

She drew the girl away from the two men waiting to mate with her, Rica, and her
mother. “Why are you doing this?”

“Please, Lupina, support my claim.” Tears sparkled in her eyes. “My mother
doesn’t want me to accept Lasile and Jan. She has plans...” Lia trailed off into silence

before speaking again. “I want them.”
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She regarded the girl with narrowed eyes, searching for a hint of artifice. This didn’t
mesh with the threat left at the well. Her brow furrowed. “You weren’t threatening me,
were you?”

Lia blinked. “Lupina?”

“Your message at the well. I thought it was a threat, but it was a warning, wasn't
it?”

She nodded. “I don’t know what they plan, but my mother isn’t content to let you
remain Lupina. She wants me to have the position, or she vows Rica will not remain
Alpha.” Lia bowed her head, muffling her voice. “I thought I wanted that too, until the
moon-cycle claim. Lasile and Jan were right. I was a spoiled child, but I've grown up.”
She lifted her head, and there was confidence in her stance. “I know what I want. I will
not allow my mother to manipulate me.”

Ellie nodded, satisfied with Lia’s sincerity. She was concerned about what she had
learned from the girl, but knew this wasn’t the time to focus on it. She returned to her
post in front of Rica, and Lia stood by her side. “As Lia’s Guardian, I accept this match.”
She didn’t know if those were the appropriate words, but they seemed to work.

Rica turned to the two men standing behind Lia. “Do you still want to claim Lia as
your mate?”

Lasile nodded. “I do.”

“So do 1.”

Rica looked satisfied. “The match is approved. Consummation will commence.” He
tied the sash he had been holding around Lia’s waist quickly, without looking down.
Then he took a step back, taking Ellie’s arm and bringing her with him. His voice was
for her ears only. “They require space.”

She turned to tell him about Lia’s warnings, but Rica’s hard profile didn’t invite
conversation. His gaze remained focused on Lia and her mates. With a sigh, and the
resolve to warn him after the mating, she turned her attention to the lovers.

Lasile held Lia in his arms, with her back against his chest. Jan had knelt in front of

them, with his arms around her waist. He leaned forward to inhale her scent before his
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tongue slid inside her pussy. The girl’s knees weakened, and only Lasile’s supporting
arms kept her upright. She arched against Jan’s tongue as moans of pleasure escaped
her.

Ellie slanted a look up at Rica from the corner of her eye. “I thought the
consummation was perfunctory. Why are they drawing it out?”

He shrugged. “Perhaps they want her to enjoy it. Jan is probably ensuring her
arousal before taking her. She has to accommodate both of them.”

As they whispered to each other, Jan moved away from her to lie on the ground.
With Lasile’s help, Lia settled on top of him, taking his cock into her pussy. Lasile got
onto his knees behind them and pressed his chest to Lia’s back. His hands came around
her to cup her breasts.

Her voice lowered another octave, so that Rica had to lean down to hear her. “Why
don’t they use birth control?”

“The Pack must continue. Children ensure that.” His expression was brooding. “I
had hoped we would have conceived by now.”

She refused to look at him, for fear of him seeing the same desire reflected in her
eyes. She settled for shaking her head and focusing on the three lovers.

Jan thrust into Lia, who was crying out her pleasure. Her body trembled, but Lasile
was there to hold her up. As Jan thrust into her and cried out, Lasile and Lia’s voice
joined his in a mingled howl of pleasure. All three were visibly tremulous as Lasile got
to his feet and lifted Lia before taking Jan’s place on the ground. She straddled him,
while Jan supported her this time.

Seconds after Lasile began thrusting into her pussy, Lia must have climaxed. Her
shout echoed around the clearing, only dying down as his thrusts increased in tempo.
Soon, he spent himself, and the three collapsed to the ground, with Lia between them.
The two men held her with obvious tenderness, and their movements were gentle when
they rose a few minutes later and helped her to her feet.

Belia had watched the union, and Ellie’s gaze settled on her when she raised her

voice. “You are no longer my child. I am ashamed to call myself a member of the Pack
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this night.” She glared at her daughter before turning her back and stalking away.
Several others separated themselves from the circle and followed her.

Their message seemed clear to Ellie. They were turning their back on the ways of
the Pack. If they didn’t acknowledge the validity of Lia’s mating, what other traditions
would they disregard? Would they challenge Rica face-to-face, or would they use less

honorable means to try to remove him as Alpha?

Ok H X X

They hadn’t made love before going to sleep, as had been the pattern since Rica said
he loved her, and she hadn’t responded. He had turned away without speaking. Ellie
couldn’t help noticing Rica moved away from her each time she brushed against him. It
took her a long time to fall asleep, for the weight of her thoughts, and she slept fitfully,
trapped in unrelenting nightmares that never completed before morphing into the next.

When she first heard the crackling sound, she assumed it was a new nightmare. It
was only when the stench of smoke reached her, causing her to cough, that she realized
the house was on fire. Her eyes snapped open, and she sat up.

Rica was coughing too. He sat up beside her, and his hands skimmed over her.
“You aren’t injured?”

She shook her head, and then realized he wouldn’t be able to see the movement
from the haze of smoke in the bedroom. “I'm fine, but we have to get out. The house is
on fire.”

A coughing fit seized her, and she was in no shape to assist Rica when he got up
and lifted her from the bed. She tried to pull away, knowing he couldn’t be burdened
with her weight when he was coughing as violently as she was, but his arms tightened.
He held her for a brief second before releasing her.

“Get down on the floor. Less smoke there.”

Stop, drop, and roll played through her mind, distant memories from grade school.
Ellie got on her hands and knees, wincing at the heat in the boards. The place was an

inferno.
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She looked up when she heard Rica curse. “What’s wrong?” She had to yell to be
heard over the roar of the fire, and the action irritated her throat anew, triggering
another coughing fit.

“The window has been nailed shut.” He cursed again before crouching on his
haunches. “This fire isn’t an accident, Ellie. Someone planned this. Someone nailed shut
our window while we were at the clearing last night.” He stopped speaking as a
paroxysm of coughing consumed him.

She nodded. “Belia.”

“I'm going to break the window. I want you to get as far away from the flying glass
as you can.”

Ellie scurried across the room on her hands and knees. She pressed her back against
the wall, but recoiled with a cry. The wood was so hot that she knew she would have
blisters on her skin when she removed her cotton nightshirt.

Rica cleared the items of his nightstand and lifted the heavy oak piece. He grunted
with the effort as he swung it against the window. The fire didn't drown out the
tinkling of the glass as it hit the floor. The splintering of the boards in the window made
a cracking sound, which intensified when he hit the window again.

He snatched the comforter from the bed and wrapped it around his arm in a thick
layer before clearing the glass and broken wood from the ruined window. He gestured
to her. “Hurry.” Although he must have shouted the word, it was barely audible over
the suddenly louder fire.

She got to her feet and bent as low as she could, while moving with as much speed
as she could muster. She heard a crash behind her and paused to look, seeing the wall
she had been crouching near begin to crumble. A large chunk of wood fell to the spot
where she had been, bringing the flames into their bedroom. The floor ignited
immediately.

She reached Rica, who picked her up less than gently and lifted her through the
window. “Get away from here. The shop is a powder keg. If the flames reach it, there’s

sufficient wood to make the fire grow large enough to burn the village.”
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“Rica.” She reached for him, but he pushed her away.

“Run, dammit. I'm right behind you.”

She turned and ran, finding the snow a blessed relief to her bare feet that had
absorbed so much heat from the floor.

She went several feet before realizing Rica wasn’t behind her. Ellie turned around in
time to see a section of the outer wall caving into the bedroom. It was falling in the
direction of the window, where Rica’s arms were visible for just a moment. They
disappeared when he seemed to throw himself back, as if trying to elude the section of
burning material crashing toward him. His cry of pain rent the air as the wall collapsed
onto him.

She didn’t think twice before turning and running back to him. The closer she got to
the cabin, the harder it was to breathe. The air was hot and stifling when she reached
the window.

She screamed when she looked into the bedroom and saw a section of burning log
pinning Rica’s leg. It was too large for him or her to lift, even if they worked together.

Tears burned in her eyes, but not from the smoke. A fragment of the wall had fallen
across Rica’s chest, and the skin was a horrible black in places. He must have pushed off
the piece that had landed on him, but not in time to avoid those awful injuries.

She gripped his hand. “Rica, can you hear me?”

His face was blackened with ash and debris, and the sclera of his eyes was
particularly bright when he opened them. “Get out,” he said in a slurred voice. “Whole
building’s going to collapse. Tell them to douse the shop.”

She shook her head. “I'm not leaving without you.”

“Go.” He probably meant the command to sound forceful, but it emerged as little
more than a weak whisper.

She didn’t hesitate to support her weight on the window frame and lift herself back
into the room. Ellie brushed aside the pain from slivers of glass that embedded into her

hands, legs, and feet upon her reentry. She knelt beside Rica, who seemed to be having
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trouble keeping his eyes open. She touched his brow, wincing at the heat. “Rica, listen
to me.”

“Dammit, Ellie, get out. I don’t want you to die in here.”

“I'm not leaving you.” She shook her head for emphasis, although she doubted he
saw the movement. “I can’t lift the log.”

“I know. Save yourself.” The slur was more prominent now.

She slapped him on the cheek, as hard as she could. His eyes opened, and he looked
incredulous. “Did you—"

“Focus. I need you to shift. It's the only way to get you out from under the log and
out the window.” She forced herself to sound confident. “I can lift you in wolf-form, but
you have to transform. I can get us both out, but I need your help.”

“Can’t. Too injured.” His eyes closed again, and she was alarmed to note his chest
was barely rising and falling.

She slapped him again, this time on the other cheek. “You stay with me. I'm not
going to lose you. Now change, dammit.”

“I don’t have the strength.” The words were remarkably clear, as was the hint of
defeat underlying his tone. “I don’t want you to die too.”

“Don’t you dare give up. What kind of Alpha are you, surrendering like this?” His
eyes had closed again. “Open your eyes, Rica. I love you, and I'm not going to lose you.
Either we both go, or we both stay. Do you want to be responsible for my death?” If he
had been more rational, the approach wouldn’t have worked, but she was desperate.
“Do you hear me? Change!”

He seemed to be struggling in the beginning, but then it happened quickly. With a
scream of pain that turned to a howl, Rica’s male form morphed into his wolf
counterpart. He had obviously expended the last of his energy in the transformation,
but at least he was free of the log that had pinned him.

She gritted her teeth and wrapped her arms around him. Ellie cursed and cried as
she tried to lift him. Rica had slipped into unconsciousness and was no help to her, but

that also meant he didn’t realize she couldn’t fulfill her end of the bargain.
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No, she refused to let him die. Somehow, she found the strength to lift him from the
floor and stagger to the window. A sob escaped her when she reached the window.
How was she going to lift him high enough to clear the frame?

“Ellie, can you hear me?” Viggo was there in front of the window, as if summoned.
His expression was grave as he held out his arms. “Is that Rica?”

She nodded. “He’s hurt. Help him, please.” Viggo leaned in the window to take
him, but for some reason, didn’t lift him from her. “What are you waiting for? Take
him.”

“Let go, Ellie. I have him now.” His tone was soothing.

When she realized she held Rica in a tight clench, she loosened her arms and
surrendered her mate to his brother. Her knees refused to support her, and she
collapsed by the window, once more aware of the hungry flames lapping at her back,
and the intense heat. She tried to stand, but her legs refused to cooperate.

With a muffled cry, she slumped forward, knowing she couldn’t lift herself out. She
would die here, but at least Rica was safe. That was all that mattered. Nothing else was
important—not her old way of life, her goals, or her work.

Her work. Her head snapped up, and she looked in the direction of the fireplace,
where the mantle had once been a resting place for the box that held her journal. Not
once had she even thought of the pages of notes she had spent hours compiling. Getting
Rica to safety had been her only priority.

She mourned for the destruction of the gift Rica had given her, but didn’t feel even
a dart of regret for the lost work. In a moment of epiphany, she knew she wouldn’t have
exposed the werewolves to the world. She didn’t have the desire to write about them
and use it to further her career. Columbia might as well be a million miles away, for all
the importance it held for her now.

Hands were on her shoulders then, lifting her through the window. She recognized
Eugen, who had been so clumsy with his mate the night of the Mating Moon. She was
thankful for his bulging muscles as he slung her over his shoulder and rushed away

from the cabin.



Kit Tunstall Blood Lines Book 2: Blood Challenge 118

She looked up from her undignified position and saw many of the Pack assembled
around the shop, dousing the building with water from a portable hose-and-water unit.
Most of the rest of the members were using another unit to put out the fire consuming
what was left of their home.

Eugen laid her on the icy ground, beside Rica, who remained in wolf-form. A fit of
coughing overwhelmed her, bringing a wave of blackness with it. She was able to grasp

his paw and assure herself he was alive before passing out.
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Chapter 12

A sharp pain in her back woke Ellie. She opened her eyes and tried to sit up. The
skin stretched taut across her back, eliciting a groan. Hands were there to assist her to a
sitting position. She turned her head and saw Davinia standing beside her. She had
been lying on their sofa. “Rica?” The word emerged as a harsh rasp, and her throat
protested speaking.

Davinia produced a goblet containing a cold brew with a faint licorice scent. Ellie
sipped cautiously, finding the taste pleasant. Her seizing throat eased when she
swallowed the cooling elixir. “How is Rica?” Her voice was still hoarse, but audible.

“He’s resting. I would have put you in bed with him, but I didn’t want you to brush
against his burns. And he was so agitated earlier, you wouldn’t have gotten any rest.”
Davinia’s hand touched her forehead. “Your skin has lost the heat it retained. You'll be
fine.”

She knew she would be okay. Her back was agony, and the cuts from the glass
someone must have removed stung, but she didn’t seem to be in life-threatening
distress. “How badly was Rica hurt?”

“It's hard to say. I'm no healer, but he was able to transform twice during the night,
which aided healing. His leg is still broken, and he has a nasty patch of blisters on his
chest, but his next transformation should restore him to health. Once he rests and
recovers his strength, he ought to be fine.”

“Can I see him?”

Davinia nodded. “If you can walk. Your back is a mass of blisters. I used a poultice,
but it did little more than leach the heat from your skin and heal some of the open
areas.”

“I think I can walk.” She was weak, but needed to see Rica, to assure herself he was

all right.
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“Come, let me help you.”

As her friend supported her arms, Ellie gingerly moved her feet to the floor. Her
back spasmed, sending waves of anguish radiating up and down her spine, but she
gritted her teeth and forced herself to stand. She still leaned heavily on Davinia for
support as they shuffled down the hallway to the room she had used upon her arrival
in Necheau.

Viggo sat with his brother. He got to his feet and came forward to bring her the rest
of the way into the room. “He’s sleeping, but it is restful. He’s no longer thrashing.” He
handed her into the chair he had occupied and stepped back. “Call us when you're
ready to leave, or if his condition changes.”

She nodded, taking Rica’s hand as Viggo and Davinia left, closing the door behind
them with a soft click. She used her other hand to lift the loose pad covering his chest.
She flinched when she saw the burns. They were horrible, but not even half as bad as
they had been last night. Someone had washed him, removing all traces of soot and
smoke from his skin. His pallor was obvious.

She lifted the sheet tucked around his waist and found him nude. His right leg bent
at an odd angle, but no one had set it. Probably because it would interfere with his
transformation when it was time again. “Rica?”

Her scratchy voice caused his eyes to open. They were surprisingly lucid.

She brushed a long strand of hair off his chest. The fire had singed some of his hair,
leaving it choppy and of varying lengths. “How do you feel?”

“Like a house fell on me.” His voice was hoarse too. “You?”

She nodded. “The same. Davinia said you will be fine in a few days. You need to
transform again and rest, but you'll be on your feet soon enough.”

“The hell with that.” Rica made an effort to sit up, but she had no trouble holding
him down with just one hand. “I have to challenge the bastards who did this, before
they seize the position of Alpha. I can’t appear weak.”

She loosened her hold on his shoulder. “Darling, you are weak. If you face Belia

now, you can’t win. Please be sensible.”
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He growled at her, baring his teeth. “I don’t want to be sensible. I want to tear her
apart.”

Ellie shared the same sentiment, but she had to convince him to recuperate before
charging off to face them. “I want you in one piece.” She winked at him. “I like being
Lupina, and I want you able to defend your position, okay?”

He scowled at her, but didn’t argue. Instead, he brought her hand to his lips. He
frowned when he saw the bandage. “What happened?”

“Glass splinters.” She frowned when he lowered her hand and began unwinding
the bandage. “What are you doing, Rica?”

His hands shook with the effort, but he eventually bared her hand. Ellie’s breath
hissed between her teeth when she saw the gashes in her palm. Just the thought of
someone having picked out the slivers made her head spin. The cuts suddenly burned.

Once more, he brought her left hand to his mouth. She expected tender kisses, and a
gasp escaped her when he began licking the wounds. She tried to pull her hand away.
“Stop. That’s disgusting.”

“My saliva will help you heal. Don’t fight.” He returned to his ministrations. By the
time he had unwound the bandage from her other hand and started licking those
wounds, the cuts on her left hand had healed.

“That's amazing.” She touched her palm, finding the skin smooth and
unblemished. Before her eyes, the deepest wound on her right hand closed, returning
her skin to its pre-injury state. Her brow furrowed. “Will I become like you?”

He sagged against the bed. He must have spent the last of his energy on taking care
of her. “You won’t turn to a wolf. It takes a lot more of the enzyme in my saliva to cause
a transformation. Your wounds would have to be much more extensive before the
enzyme would cause transformation, because they would require more saliva.” He
managed a hint of a grin. “Otherwise, you would have changed already, as often as I've
tasted your cunt.”

“You're incorrigible.” Ellie shook her head, but his teasing pleased her. It was a sign

of his recovery, and she enjoyed hearing him say such decadent things. “I'll leave you
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to rest now.” She got slowly to her feet, pausing to call for Viggo. She looked down
when Rica took her hand.

“Did I dream it?”

She frowned. “Dream what?”

“Did you really say you love me?”

Somehow, she found the ability to bend down and brush a kiss across his lips. “Yes,
Rica. I love you.” She stood up as Viggo entered the room. Ellie squeezed his hand once
before slipping her fingers from his. Viggo’s arm around her shoulders lent her strength
to walk slowly from the room. She paused at the door to look back and saw Rica had

already closed his eyes and returned to sleep.
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“Rica, no.” Ellie’s breath hissed through her teeth as sharp pain flared in her back.
Two days of Davinia’s poultices had gone a long way toward healing the wounds, but
they were still tender. Wrestling with Rica didn’t do anything to alleviate that. “You
can’t go. You aren’t strong enough.” Within seconds, she found herself in Rica’s arms,
and then lying on the bed where he had been sitting, while he strode to the door.

“Rica!” She scrambled to her feet, slowed by the back injury. At least she could
walk properly, thanks to Rica caring for the wounds on her feet yesterday morning.
“Don’t be foolish. You aren’t ready.”

He paused to look at her. “Viggo has told me of the whisperings. Many of the Pack
believe I didn’t survive, and you're hiding that. They are turning to Belia and Istal for
leadership. I can’t allow that. My line has produced the Alpha since before we settled in
Corsova.”

She bit back a curse and followed him from the room. He walked past Viggo,
ignoring his brother’s attempts to stop him. “Do something, Viggo. He’s determined to
confront Belia tonight.”

Viggo sighed and followed his brother.
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Her mouth dropped open when Rica opened the door and Viggo followed him out,
making no effort to stop him. “What are you doing? Get him back in here.” She turned
her head when Davinia touched her arm. “Do something.”

“It’s time, Ellie. He has to show he’s strong enough to lead.”

She gritted her teeth. “This is stupid. You have to help him.”

“Viggo will stand with him, as will I. I must take Ylenia to Golatia first.”

With a sound of frustration, Ellie stalked to the door, pausing only to grab her
parka as she stormed through the doorway. She saw Rica and Viggo walking to the
center of the square and followed.

They paused near the water pump, and Rica’s voice rang out. “Face me, Belia, and
your followers. Your plan has failed.”

Ellie stopped walking as the doors to the cabins lining the square opened. People
began streaming into the square, surrounding Rica and Viggo. Most seemed glad to see
him, and several bowed their heads and spoke words she couldn’t hear. She assumed
they were renewing their allegiance to him.

The others formed a loose half-circle, not approaching Rica or Viggo. Their numbers
were in the minority, but they still had an impressive show of strength.

She began moving again, breaking into a run to reach Rica. Her back retaliated by
sending pain throughout her body, but she forced herself not to acknowledge it. She
was out of breath and gasping with pain when she reached Rica’s side. He didn’t try to
send her away. Instead, he grasped her hand in his and pulled her closer. From the
corner of her eye, she saw Davinia join them, standing beside Viggo.

“I am Alpha. Does anyone wish to challenge me in an honorable fashion, rather
than trying to kill me like a coward?”

The anger in Rica’s voice sent shivers down her spine, and she was thankful it
wasn’t directed toward her. She had never seen him enraged, and she almost felt sorry

for those who had opposed him. Almost.
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It was no surprise when Belia and Istal stepped forward, along with a half-dozen
other men and women. “I challenge you.” Istal’s chest puffed out as he spoke. “The
Pack requires a new leader.”

Rica’s expression remained impassive. “Very well. We shall meet at the clearing.”

Istal nodded almost imperceptibly.

Rica’s posture didn’t reveal a hint of weakness as he released Ellie’s hand and
walked toward the clearing. Her heart raced with fear. What if he didn’t overcome his
challengers? Would the challenge be to the death? She assumed it would. What would
she do without Rica?

Viggo followed two steps behind his brother, and Davinia stood by her side. She
squeezed Ellie’s hands. “Pray, my sister. Pray he wins.”

She turned her head from her husband’s proud stance to look at her friend. “I'm
frightened. He’s still weak.”

“I'm frightened too.” Davinia was visibly shaking. “If he and Viggo lose, the new
Alpha has the option of cleansing the Pack of their line.” Her eyes were wide with fear
when she met Ellie’s gaze. “I have no doubt Istal and Belia will order our deaths.” A
tear clung to her lash. “I'm not so frightened for myself, but what about my baby? She
has barely lived at all.”

A ball of ice lodged inside her stomach. She forced her voice to emerge confidently.
“Rica will prevail. He won’t let them take his place.”

Davinia nodded, and they joined the group making their way down to the clearing.
A few feet from the top of the hill, a howl reached them, echoed by others. A cacophony
of noises followed the howls, primarily among them, cries of pain and fury.

Ellie pushed through the crowd, followed closely by Davinia. They raced down the
hill and skidded to a stop when they saw what was happening.

Seven men surrounded Rica and Viggo. Three of them were in wolf-form, circling
the other four, who were getting closer to Rica and Viggo, also still in man-form. Blood

poured from Viggo’s arm, and there was a gaping wound on Rica’s stomach.
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“They were ambushed.” Davinia’s canines sharpened as she spat the words. Her
gaze focused on Istal and Belia, who stood with a small group, wearing smug
expressions. “This is not our way.” She shouted the accusation. “You are cowards.”

“You know nothing of our ways,” Belia said. “You are not one of us.”

“She is the Lupae, and I'm Lupina. We are the Pack, not you.” Ellie wondered
where the anger and courage came from that propelled her forward. “You are the ones
who don’t belong. You would betray your own members and traditions to seize
power.”

To her surprise, several members of the Pack followed her. Davinia stood at her
side, having transformed into wolf-form while Ellie’s attention remained focused on
Belia. When she turned her head, she saw more than a dozen members had broken from
the circle and stood with them. She recognized Lia, Lasile, and Jan in their wolf-form,
closing in on her mother.

“End this charade. Challenge Rica the right way. The Pack will not accept you as
the Alpha if you don’t.” The remarks were addressed to Istal, but Ellie kept her gaze on
Belia as she spoke. She knew who was behind this scheme.

Growls of agreement issued from those behind her, and even from those in the
circle, who had obviously decided not to intervene physically.

There was fear in Istal’s eyes as he stepped away from Belia. “Leave them.”

The men circling Rica and Viggo hesitated, but broke away when Istal growled at
them. They didn’t attempt to join the circle. Rather, they hovered away from the rest of
the Pack. They must surely have realized by now that there would be no place for them
in the Pack if Istal lost the challenge.

Viggo backed away from Rica, keeping his eyes on Belia as he did so.

Istal stepped into the circle, and sweat gleamed on his skin. He had discarded his
fur loincloth, and Rica now shed his shirt and jeans.

Although their posture was similar to that of challengers during the Mating Moon
Ceremony, Ellie could sense the different atmosphere this night. There wasn’t the

underlying hint of excitement and arousal in the members. Only fear and anger were
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revealed on those whose countenances didn’t hide their emotions. Her own stomach
knotted with fear. Normally, Rica would crush Istal easily, but she knew he was still
weak.

As one, they changed to wolf-form. Rica leapt first, landing on Istal’s back and
rolling him to the ground. He howled with umbrage. His outrage turned to a yelp when
Rica buried his teeth into his neck. Istal twisted and jerked, finally dislodging Rica from
his back. He was quick to seize the opening by twisting onto his side and attacking
Rica’s exposed stomach. The transformation had healed the wound left by the men who
had ambushed Rica, but Istal’s teeth formed a new gash.

Rica was silent as he used his back paws to remove his enemy. He kicked out at
Istal, who tumbled away, landing on his back. He scrambled up, but not quickly
enough to keep Rica from landing on him and ripping into his left flank. Istal’s cry
resounded around the clearing, echoing up the mountain.

He bucked under Rica, and his movements were frantic. Somehow, he pushed Rica
away, but didn’t have a chance to attack. Rica moved with fluid grace, pinning Istal to
the ground. His teeth clamped around the other man’s throat, cutting off Istal’s growls.
His fur rose as he bit harder. Istal twitched under him, and a feeble howl escaped him.
Rica cut it off ruthlessly. Soon, Istal started convulsing.

Rica loosened his hold and moved back, remaining in wolf-form. His eyes never left
Istal while the other man convulsed. Even after he fell silent and his chest stopped
moving, Rica remained by the body of his challenger. Finally, he threw back his head
and howled. The sound echoed around the clearing, and those already in wolf-form
took up the call.

As Ellie watched, those around her transformed, shedding or ripping clothes in the
process. She stood in the midst of two hundred wolves, each crying out their relief at
Rica’s victory. The only ones who remained silent, besides herself, were those who had
conspired to overthrow Rica. Their fear covered them like a shroud. All except Belia,

whose deadpan expression revealed nothing.
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It happened quickly. Ellie barely had time to follow with her eyes as Belia withdrew
something from her fur covering and ran at Rica. She didn’t transform, so she was
slower than she might have been otherwise.

“Rica, behind you.” Ellie’s warning wasn’t loud enough to carry over the howls
around her, and she began running. Rica’s back was to Belia, and the other woman
raised her arm, revealing a wooden-handled knife with a silver blade. Somehow, Ellie
found the strength to increase her pace and interceded between Belia and Rica, just as
her mate turned. He must have finally heard Belia over the howls of the Pack.

Silence descended, but Ellie wasn’'t more than peripherally aware of the Pack
watching. All she could concentrate on was trying to keep Belia’s arm from lowering
and plunging the knife. The other woman had changed her aim, and was now trying to
push the knife into Ellie.

Her arms trembled. She knew Rica must be changing behind her, but it wouldn’t be
in time. Belia’s arm lowered, and the knife found its mark in her side. At least she had
managed to deflect the blow from her stomach, although that didn’t seem to have made
much difference.

The pain was intense, and her strength fled. She fell to her knees, and Rica’s paw
brushed the top of her head as he leaped. He hadn’t changed form after all. He hit Belia
with enough force to knock her to the ground. His mouth was at her throat before she
had a chance to reposition the knife or transform. There was a horrible ripping sound,
and then silence returned.

Ellie slumped onto her hands and knees as the wound throbbed. She couldn’t seem
to focus on anything, and darkness was trying to take her. She was mildly aware of the
sting of Rica’s hand when he slapped her cheek. She forced her eyes open to meet his
gaze. She tried to speak, but couldn’t find the strength to.

“I'm going to heal your wound, but it will take a lot of saliva. Much more than we
have ever exchanged. The quantity of enzyme you’ll receive will cause you to change.

Ellie, can you hear me?”
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She nodded, finding it too difficult to mull over the ramifications of accepting the
transformation. All she cared about was living, so she could be with her mate. She

managed to whisper, “Do it,” but lost consciousness as Rica laid her on her back.
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Chapter 13

An incredible feeling of freedom filled Ellie as she ran. Never could she have
imagined it would feel like this to be a wolf. She retained her own thoughts, but animal
instinct definitely reigned. Her only regret was her inability to speak to Rica in wolf-
form, since she didn’t know any of the wolf calls yet. She wanted to call out, asking
where he had disappeared.

She craned her neck, still growing accustomed to the way her new set of muscles
moved. Other than a trace of the pain that had accompanied the transformation, she
didn’t hurt anywhere. The knife wound had closed, and her back didn’t hurt at all. She
should be whole again when she returned to human-form.

She was a little apprehensive about that. Changing to a wolf had happened while
she was in a stupor, so she didn’t know how her body had done it. Would she be able to
return to her normal form? What if she were stuck in a wolf’s body forever?

Her ears perked when she heard someone approaching her from behind. They were
moving with stealth, but her senses had heightened during the hours she had spent as a
wolf, with Rica as her guide, and she heard the telltale movements.

She stopped running and tried to stop panting, so she could hear each furtive
movement. She was listening so intently that she forgot to use her eyes. She saw a blur
from the side seconds before a furry body covered hers, pushing her to the ground. She
recognized Rica’s scent and relaxed.

Her eyes widened when he mounted her from behind, pushing her front paws
harder into the ground, while keeping her rump elevated. Excitement spiraled through
her when she realized he was going to mate with her in wolf-form. A disconcerting
image of transforming back to her other form during the process flashed through her

mind, but she dismissed the fear.
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There wasn’t any foreplay, but she didn’t seem to need any. Her pussy accepted his
cock easily, tightening around it. As Rica thrust into her, a howl broke free from Ellie.
He joined in the cry, and her pussy tightened further around him.

No, that wasn't it. His cock was growing inside her. It had thickened and expanded.
Ellie felt a moment of alarm, wondering what was happening. Then she was too caught
up in sensation to wonder about anything except when she would climax. His hard
thrusts excited her sensitive flesh, causing her pussy to convulse. Her muscles
contracted, and she released another howl as an orgasm swept through her.

It wasn’t the same as when she was in human-form. As a woman, the orgasm often
ricocheted through her whole body. This release was more intense, centering just inside
her pussy, and triggering another orgasm. The duration wasn’t as long either, but she
was amazed when several small orgasms ravaged her, building in intensity until her
pussy was clenched so tightly around Rica’s cock that she didn’t know how they would
ever separate.

Rica cried out when he came, pumping into her with renewed vigor. His cock
spasmed with greater intensity, and for a longer period, than any other time they had
made love. It was a long time before he softened inside her and withdrew his cock.

Ellie collapsed to the ground, panting. It seemed to happen naturally that she
morphed into human-form again. Rica followed suit and drew her against him. She
couldn’t seem to catch her breath, and her heart still raced. There was a deep ache in her
pussy, but it wasn’t from pain...unless there was such a thing as too much pleasure.

“Was I too rough? Your scent was driving me insane. I couldn’t wait another
minute.”

She shook her head, brushing her hair against his bare chest. “It was amazing. I
never would have thought...” She trailed off with a satisfied sigh. He had been there.
He didn’t need a recap.

“How do you feel otherwise?”

She bit back a yawn. “Sleepy.”

“I mean your wounds. Have they healed?”
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“Yes.” She arched her back, pressing her breasts against his stomach. “I feel
wonderful. So alive.”

“Ilove you, Ellie.” His tone was gruff.

She smiled, cuddling closer. “I love you too. I was so afraid of losing you when Istal
challenged you.”

“I thought I'd lost you too.” His voice deepened, becoming harder. “You aren’t
leaving when the snow thaws. You know that, don’t you?”

She bit back a giggle. She could make an issue of his Alpha attitude, but why
bother? She didn’t want to leave. She was going to stay with him forever. “Yes, Rica,”
she said meekly, while laughing inside. Let him think he was taking charge. It would
mollify him to believe he had made the decision for her. She knew better. She was

staying because she wanted to.
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“Leave and never come back.” Rica’s profile could have been etched in stone as he
turned his face from her, sending a signal to those gathered in the square.

Ellie’s heart stuttered with fear, but she refused to give in to it. She cast a glare at
Sorin and Lucian, whose arrival had caused Rica’s rage. Damn them for revealing her
original purpose for coming to Corsova. Not three days after the snow melted, they had
arrived to expose her.

She shifted with discomfort, knowing she couldn’t place all the blame on them.
She’d had months to tell Rica why she had come, but had been afraid to upset their
relationship. Things had been so perfect between them that she was terrified of telling
him the truth. It hadn’t seemed that important. After all, the werewolves stayed to
themselves. She hadn’t expected the queen of Corsova to send her emissaries to inform
Rica about the traitor in their midst.

She stiffened her spine. “I'm not leaving.”

He turned back to her, and his fury caused her stomach to quiver. “Why? Don’t you

have enough information to expose us yet? Light your torches and bring your mob into
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our midst, Ellie. I'd think you would be eager to escape this primitive place and return
to where you belong.”

“I belong here.” She dared to look at those assembled, finding only Golatia met her
eyes. Even Davinia refused to look at her. She felt the need to throw up.

“No one wants you here. Leave while I'm allowing you to.” Rica turned his back on
her and began walking away. As one, the Pack turned their back on her too.

Ellie was amazed by the sympathy she saw in Lucian and Sorin’s eyes. A sense of
desperation filled her. She had to make them understand. “Please, Rica, don’t send me
away. I love you.”

He stopped walking, but didn’t turn. “How can I believe that? You've lied about
everything else.”

“Yes.” Her shoulders sagged with the admission. “I did lie. I lied to all of you. I
thought I had good reason for my deception, but I've realized I was selfish. I planned to
use the Pack’s existence to secure tenure and the chair in my department.” Her words
didn’t do anything to soften his stance, but she continued speaking, letting the words
fly from her without thought. She was speaking from her heart.

“I didn’t expect any of the things that happened to me. I didn’t expect to find my
first real friend among your people.” Her eyes moved to Davinia, who slowly turned
around. She hated the pain she saw in her eyes. “You welcomed me when no one else
would, because you knew what it was to be an outsider. You've treated me like a sister,
and I used you. I'm sorry.”

The marginal softening she saw in Davinia’s expression encouraged her. She
switched her gaze to Golatia, who hadn’t turned away from her. “I also found a mother
among you. I've never been close to the woman who gave birth to me. I could never
please her. I never measured up to her plans for me, but Golatia accepted me just as I
am.”

She closed her eyes, knowing the hardest part was coming. “Despite who and what
I am, I have become part of the Pack. I've found a sense of belonging among you. I've

found a family.” She held her breath, waiting to see their reaction. She was able to
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breathe again when several of the Pack turned around to face her. Their expressions
were closed, but at least they were looking at her. “I owe each of you an apology, and I
want to make it up to you. I want to stay here and spend my life among my family.”

Ellie started walking, forcing her feet to carry her to Rica, who had kept his back
turned to her. She stopped within touching distance. “Don’t make me leave, Rica. I do
love you. You know I do, deep down. You're hurt at my deception, but you can’t doubt
I'love you.”

His shoulders moved almost imperceptibly, but he didn’t turn.

She touched his arm, encouraged when he didn’t flinch or try to shrug her off.
“You're everything to me, Rica. I would rather die than be without you. Whatever the
reasons I thought I was coming to Corsova for, you were the true purpose. I believe I
was meant to find you. I'm destined to be your mate.”

He turned, but his face was hard. “We mate for life. You accepted me, knowing you
planned to leave. You didn’t care what that would do to me.”

She wished they could do this privately, but Rica seemed determined to expose her
vulnerabilities to the Pack. “That’s true. I intended to leave you. I didn’t even think I
cared whom I mated with. I thought any man would be as good as the next, for my
purposes. My plan was to gather as much about your people as I could, and then leave
without looking back.” She swallowed the ball of moisture in her throat. “Things
changed when you made love to me, Rica.”

His eyes widened, and he looked at the Pack gathered. All had turned back to face
her, and they were listening to every word.

She forced herself to continue. “I've never felt anything for anyone else that’s close
to what I feel for you. Your touch makes me burn. Your gentleness, coupled with your
strength, humbles me. Every day, you remain honorable and true to your beliefs, no
matter what the cost. I want you in my life, Rica. I want to have that same sort of
resolve.”

She bowed her head, hoping he would say something. Still, he remained silent. She

wanted him to agree to let her stay because he wanted her. She didn’t want to use her
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last option to force his hand. She had to know he loved her and could forgive her.
“Please say something. Tell me you hate me, or tell me you love me. Spend the rest of
our lives together punishing me with harsh words, but don’t send me away.”

She raised her head when she heard movement. She watched with amazement as
the Pack disbursed, leaving them with the illusion of privacy. She frowned. “What's
happening?”

“They’re signaling they will follow my decision.” Rica’s mouth twisted. “They’re
also letting me know they won’t support it in their hearts if I don’t choose wisely.”

Her stomach clenched. “What choice do they want you to make?”

“They want you to stay. If they didn’t, they never would have turned back to you.
They wouldn’t have acknowledged you in any form. Don’t you remember how it was
when we banished Belia’s followers?”

She nodded, remembering how the dozen men and women had been cast out. The
Pack had turned away from them, refusing to hear their pleas to be allowed to stay.
Mothers had hardened their hearts to their children, not even shedding a tear as their
offspring left forever. “What decision will you make, Rica?”

“I don’t know. How can I believe you, Ellie?”

She shrugged, wishing she had an answer. “I lost my notes in the fire,” she
whispered. “I didn’t even think about them until you were safe. By then, they were
destroyed. I cared more about losing the box you made me than the journal.” She lifted
her head to meet his eyes. “I would have died with you in that fire if you hadn’t been
able to transform. I would rather have perished with you than live without you.” Tears
streamed from her eyes.

His hands were gentle when he drew her against his chest. “I want to believe you. I
want to let you stay, but how do I know you won’t get bored with life here and decide
to leave? How can I be sure you won’t betray us to the outside world?”

His shirt muffled her voice, but she strove to speak clearly. “Because I'm one of you
now. Even before you saved me by transforming me, I had decided I couldn’t expose

you. I don’t want the world to know about us.” She took a deep breath, gathering her
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courage. It might be the wrong time to make her revelation, but what choice did she
have?

“I don’t want our son or daughter spending their life running. I want him or her to
grow up safe and sheltered here in Necheau.” She lifted her head, daring to meet his
shocked gaze. Ellie cupped his cheeks in her hands. “I want my child to learn how to be
the kind of person you are.”

He paled. “You're carrying?”

She nodded. “I'm having your baby. I planned to tell you tonight, but then the
messengers from the queen arrived. I don’t want the baby to be the reason you let me
stay, but if that’s the only way you’ll allow it, I will spend the rest of my life trying to
convince you how much I'love you.”

Rica sighed, and his tension relaxed. “You don’t have to convince me. I know you
love me. How could you not?”

A small smile curved her face at his arrogant words. “Yes, Rica.”

He snorted. “Don’t be meek for me. I know that isn’t you.” He frowned. “Unless
you’ve been playing a part. Are you the woman I fell in love with, or was she a facade?”

She shook her head. “I've been myself with you, except the night you first
summoned me, after I eavesdropped on your meeting. I found it impossible to play the
useless rich girl. My love for you is real. It's more real and tangible than anything my
old life could offer.” She laid her head against his chest again. “Can I stay, Rica?”

“Yes. Our people need a Lupina.” His gruff tone softened. “And I need you.” He
cleared his throat. “There are conditions.”

Her heart stuttered. “What conditions?”

His expression was stern. “I expect you to tell me you love me every day. I expect
you to show it too, not just mouth the words. I expect you to be my helpmate and
partner. You have to honor your duties to the Pack.”

She nodded eagerly. “I can do all that. I can start showing you right now, if you

want?”
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He seemed to be mulling it over. “That would be acceptable. You have my

permission to proceed.”
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Epilogue

Ellie shivered as the cold wind penetrated her fur robe. She cradled Ilka closer to
her, ensuring the mound of furs covering her son protected him from the night air. She
heard Aurelia crying as Rica readjusted her position in his arms. She wondered how
much longer the Welcoming part of the Naming Ceremony would take. Surely, by now,
each of the Pack had seen the twins. She’d had enough visitors in the past week to think
so. And why did they have to do this outside, in mid-winter?

Davinia stood behind her, holding Ylenia in a fur robe that nearly swallowed up the
baby. She kept trying to lean forward and reach for Ilka, causing her mother to shift her
position every other minute.

Ellie turned her head to smile at her friend. “She seems taken with him.”

Golatia laughed, causing Ellie to turn her head to look at her.

“As she should be.” A cryptic smile curved the old woman’s lips.

Ellie frowned. “What do you know, Golatia?”

She smiled. “I know what I know, my dear. Some things I can tell, and some I
won't.”

She sighed at the familiar answer. “Fine, have your secrets.”

Golatia’s age-spotted hand brushed Ilka’s cheek. “I'll tell you this, Lupina. Your
children are special.”

The Naming Ceremony lasted nearly an hour. She lost count of the number of hugs
and well wishes she received. It was nice to have the Pack showing their acceptance of
her and the children, but she was glad it had ended by the time they returned to their
home. The construction had recently been completed, and it featured electricity, as did
all the houses in Necheau of Pack members who had opted for the luxury when Rica

arranged to have power put in for the village.
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She gladly surrendered Ilka to Rica, who shifted Aurelia to his other arm. It was
heartwarming to see his large hands cradling each tiny baby with such tenderness. “I'm
exhausted.”

“Go to bed. I'll join you as soon as I have the twins down.”

She wasn’t about to argue with him. Ellie hurried into the bathroom and washed
with record speed. She brushed her hair, now falling past her shoulders, to a glossy
sheen, and returned to their bedroom. By the time she heard Rica coming down the hall,
she had arranged herself on the bed.

He opened the door and froze, with his eyes wide. He cleared his throat. “Did you
forget your nightshirt?”

She shook her head and spread her thighs wider.

His cock swelled against his jeans, but he seemed determined to control his desire.
“Aren’t you cold? Wouldn’t you be more comfortable under the covers?”

“No.” She tilted her head. “I'd be more comfortable under you. These last few
weeks have been hell.”

He cleared his throat again. “It's only been a week since the twins were born. I
thought you had to...you know...wait a while.”

She shrugged. “If I were still human, I would. I found time to transform this
morning.”

His eyes widened with comprehension. “You aren’t sore?”

She shook her head. “I do ache though. I need your cock. It’s been too long.”

His fingers seemed to fly as he shed his flannel shirt. He kicked off his boots in
whatever direction they flew. The rest of his clothes followed, and he rushed to the bed.

She held out her arms, welcoming him as he covered her. “Have I told you yet
today that I love you?”

“Yes, you have.”

She nodded. “Good. I wouldn’t want to violate any of my conditions.” She grinned.
“Have I shown you yet?”

Rica chuckled. “Now that you mention it, I don’t think you have.”
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She pressed her lips to his, gently exploring his mouth with her tongue when he
parted his lips. She grasped his shoulders and parted her thighs further as he settled
between her legs. His cock pressed against her pussy, reminding her how long it had
been since she had been able to welcome his hard length inside her.

She gasped when Rica ran his thumb across her breast. The nipple was swollen, and
a trickle of milk leaked from it at the stimulation. She arched her back when he cupped
the breast, rolling his palm over the engorged peak. His tongue dueled with hers, gently
forcing hers back into her mouth. His followed, stroking across hers with velvet
softness. He seemed to be intent on seducing her, but that wasn’t what she wanted.

She broke away, turning her head to avoid his kiss. “I don’t want slow and easy,
Rica. I've spent the last few weeks aching for you. Just fuck me, please.”

If he hadn’t been so endearing, his visible swell of pride would have been irksome.
“I can give you exactly what you need.” His cock started to slide into her pussy, but he
froze when she clenched her legs around him.

“Not without protection. I dearly love our children, and I appreciated the way you
pampered me while I was pregnant, but I am not going through delivery again for a
long time.” Remembering the pain of the experience was almost enough to cool her
ardor.

He didn’t murmur a peep of protest as he sat up and leaned across her to get a
condom from the nightstand. “I'm glad I ordered these,” he said quietly. “I didn’t think
I'd need them so soon.”

“I'm thankful you're prepared.” Her eyes feasted on the length of his cock as he
sheathed it in latex. She opened her arms again to embrace him as he returned to his
position between her thighs. Rica nudged her thighs apart and cupped her pussy in his
hand. He circled her clit as his tongue circled hers. She was wet and ready for him. She
arched against him, but Rica refused to replace his hand with his cock.

The frustration was going to kill her. She freed her mouth. “I need you. Don’t tease
me.”

“Yes, Lupina,” he said in a mockingly servile tone. “ Anything you say.”
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She growled at him and tried to thrust her hips upward, to seek out his cock. His
fingers plunged inside her, and it brought some measure of relief. It wasn’t enough
though. “Rica.” She had meant for her frustration to be obvious when she said his
name, but it emerged as a breathy whisper when he finally parted her lips and plunged
his cock inside her.

His intentions of teasing her fled, and he thrust into her in earnest. Ellie’s response
was equally eager. She arched against him as fast and hard as she could, taking in all of
his cock before he withdrew it, only to repeat the cycle again. She dug her fingernails
into his back, urging him to thrust even deeper. Her pussy was still a little swollen,
providing snug passage for his cock. It ignited all of her nerve endings, causing
convulsions to build in her pussy.

She tightened her thighs around him, locking Rica inside her. As his cock spasmed,
her pussy clenched and released. The orgasm made her pant, but it was the look of love
in his eyes that took her breath away when their gazes locked. He made no attempt to
hide the intensity of his emotions for her. He exposed his soul to her, and she embraced
the gift, holding him tightly against her. As soon as she could breathe, she would

certainly remind him how much she loved him.
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