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Prologue



Charles came from the back room of the cabin to see his wife feeding their son. He stood in the doorway for a moment to watch them with a sigh of happiness. When he shifted to lean against the door his movement caught his wife's eye. She turned and smiled at him. He returned her smile and crossed the room to them.

"Hi sweetheart, did you enjoy your nap?" she asked him, accepting the kiss he placed on her forehead.

"Very pleasant Regina, thank you."

"Victor just woke up as well. Do you think we can bring him out to play by the lake for a while before I start dinner?"

"Of course, darling."

Charles took the child from her as she gathered their things to go to the lake. The old log cabin and the nearby lake had been in Charles's family since long before his birth. The cabin was about an hour south of Indianapolis in Connelly, Indiana where the industrialization of the forest was still kept at bay. Only a few feet outside of the home's back door, just beyond a fire pit and a large tree stump used for chopping wood sat a crystal clear lake. The sun could not be seen through the dense leaves of the trees, but its warmth could still be felt. Its light illuminated the area and glistened on the water in the late August afternoon. Charles escorted his young family outside and they settled on a blanket by the water's edge where they splashed and frolicked happily.

Sometime later, Charles lay back on the grass playfully tossing the babe into the air then suddenly his head jerked up to look behind him.

"Honey, did you hear something?" he questioned his wife.

Before Regina could answer a wolf burst from the trees into the clearing, startling them both. Regina screamed and Charles jumped to his feet instantly. He shoved the infant into her arms and pushed them behind him. The wolf was huge with a wide body and thick, sandy fur. His yellow eyes glared at them and his snout wrinkled as he snarled menacingly, baring his teeth. There was no doubt the wolf was preparing to attack.

"Run, sweetheart! Take the baby back into the house," Charles commanded.

Regina moved to do as her husband told her, but the wolf leapt in front of her blocking her getaway. Charles stepped in front of his wife again.

"Yah! Yah! Go away wolf!" he shouted flapping his arms wildly.

The wolf held its ground, growling and snapping at him, undeterred by his display.

Charles looked about frantically for something to defend himself with, but as soon as he took his eyes off his impending attacker, the wolf advanced. The animal landed on the man's chest, knocking him to the ground with a loud thud, but Charles would not give up without a fight. He grabbed the animal by the throat and pushed its snout upward to keep the sharp teeth away from him. The animal was heavy and it took all of Charles's strength to fend him off. Charles swung and landed a strong punch on the wolf's muzzle, stunning it enough to roll the beast off him, but the wolf regrouped swiftly. The wolf bared his snarling, drooling jaws at Charles again. Charles turned on his hands and knees to run. The wolf pounced again, flattening him to the soil. He thrashed back and forth trying to dislodge the beast, but to no avail. The sharp canines found their mark.

Frozen with fear, Regina's knees gave way. She clutched the baby to her chest as she sank to the ground. Blood stained the fur around the wolf's mouth, flying to the left and right as the beast shook Charles's neck violently. The smell of death filled the air quickly. Tears streamed down Regina's face as she watched the horrifying demise of her husband, but when those evil eyes landed on her, self preservation kicked in. She hopped to her feet and bolted, but it was too little, too late. With a loud bark the wolf dropped the body in his mouth and took off after her, quickly ending her run. The weight of the animal crushed her smaller body into the grass as he landed on her just within reach of the cabin's safety. She tossed the baby forward as she collided with the earth. Being half the size of her husband and with the wind knocked from her lungs, Regina could put up no fight and another human became a casualty of the animal's vicious abuse.

Blood dripped from the wolf's mouth as he lifted his head to the sky and howled triumphantly. The air around him started to crackle and sparkle in the daylight and his body started to change… stretching… reshaping… reforming. The fur fell away from its skin, disappearing before it hit the dirt. The howling continued, but then it too started to change, sounding more like laughter. His front and hind legs morphed into hands and feet. The body continued to elongate until a man stood over the fresh kill on the ground. The man continued to laugh as he took in his surroundings.

"That has to be some kind of record for me," he exclaimed, unashamed by his deed. "I wish I had a watch to time myself." He turned toward the crying baby on the lawn beside the garden. "And you, little one, are not even worth the sport. You are not old enough to feel the fear that fills my nose and sets my blood boiling. You cannot even run away so I can test my abilities," he muttered with a disgusted sneer. "You, I will kill so your rotting carcass doesn't leave a foul scent in the forest. At least the wild animals will dispose of your remains when they smell your blood."

Before the man could take another step forward he sniffed the air and his head snapped around to look over his shoulder. Another wolf stood at the opening to the trees. The man chuckled and faced it.

"So, you have taken to following me, Mark? Anything to stay near the pack, eh?"

The black wolf's penetrating golden eyes stared at him for another moment before it took a few steps forward and then it, too, shifted silently into a man. Mark looked at the dead man as he passed him. His nose wrinkled at the smell of new death on the air. He shook his head sadly.

"Only a lowly creature with no honor kills for sport, Raymond."

"How else am I to improve my skill if I don't use the humans for practice?" he asked rhetorically. "I cannot kill our own."

Mark scoffed. "You, above all, know I don't believe you for a second."

Mark stood before Raymond, his opposite in all ways. Raymond's long blond hair swayed around his shoulders, rippling in the light breeze. Mark's ebony locks were cut short too short around his head to move. Raymond's limbs were longer and leaner, making him taller than Mark. They squared off against one another, Raymond glaring down at him with an air of supremacy. Memories of their last confrontation flittered through Mark's mind.

"You can't keep doing this, Raymond. It is forbidden for a reason."

Raymond sputtered. "That will be the first thing I change when I become chief," he confided arrogantly.

The infant's whimpers had gone un-noticed by the two men as they spoke until it started to shout again. Mark's brows furrowed in confusion as he looked down at the child. The unknown scent that brought him to the clearing reached his nose again, mingling with the water, trees, and the stench of death. His head turned to catch the surprising aroma. It startled him at first, for he had never smelled anything like it before. Closing his eyes, he inhaled, letting his olfactory senses decipher and isolate the fragrances he recognized, allowing him to concentrate on the new one. The faint trail led back in the direction of the infant. His senses came to life, alert and on fire. Mark's eyes popped open as comprehension dawned.

"Don't touch him," he said as Raymond advanced on the helpless tot.

Raymond looked over his shoulder, giving Mark a smirk of contempt, and continued moving.

"Leave him be, Raymond," Mark warned with a threatening edge to his voice.

Raymond stopped and turned. "Are you challenging me for this child, Mark?" he chuckled in amazement.

"Yes," Mark answered without hesitation.

Raymond's smile disappeared and he drew himself up to his full height. "Need I remind you that you've challenged me before, Mark? And lost?" he asked arrogantly.

Mark didn't need reminding. Even all these years later, the failure still remained fresh in his mind.



* * * *



The hunting party had broken off into groups. Raymond, Mark, and Stephan were in one group and spied a large buck that would take two of them to bring down. During the chase Raymond held back while Mark and Stephan attacked. Stephan gave the buck a crippling bite to its hind leg and Mark took the opportunity to deliver a death blow to its neck. The two wolves were holding the animal to the ground waiting for the buck's death kicks to cease when Raymond ambushed Stephen from behind. The fight was neither fair nor equal, Raymond being twice the size of his victim. The attack was unprovoked and unexpected. He clamped down on the soft spot on Stephan's throat from behind, ending his life. His death was swift and brutal.

Mark howled his rage at Raymond's disgraceful assault on one of their brothers, Mark launched himself into the air in defense of his fallen friend. Mark gave him a good fight, but unbeknownst to him Raymond had recently taken a mate. In their race, taking a mate allowed the two to become one. Once their souls joined, each would get the best of their partner's abilities, thus enhancing what they already possessed and adding new skills to their arsenal.

His fangs tore into Mark's hide repeatedly and without restraint. Bleeding profusely, Mark fell to the dirt, but Raymond continued to viciously maul him. Unable to defend himself, there was no doubt in his mind that he was about to die. Only the arrival of the rest of the pack stopped Raymond's attempt.

Raymond quickly told them he and Stephan that had taken down the buck and Mark had been the one who callously turned on them. That Mark had muttered something about challenging the chief on his next rampage and Raymond had decided the only way to save their leader from Mark's treachery was to destroy him.

The members of the group looked to Mark for an explanation, but Mark's injuries prevented him from shifting, so he could not speak. He tried sending the correct details of what transpired into the minds of his brethren using the mind link they all shared in wolf form, but the pain radiating through him was so great that he could not focus on anything else. Unfortunately, they accepted his silence as an admission of guilt and Raymond's deceit prevailed.

His people left Mark where he fell, wounded and teetering at death's door. They had all turned their backs on him and left him to die. The agony he felt in his limbs was nothing compared to what was in his heart. But even in his suffering he was aware the odor of his blood rode on the wind, attracting other predators and scavengers of the woods; staying where he was would result in further slaughter.

Mark spied a nearby tree hollow and tried to crawl to it. Exhausted with his efforts he collapsed just inside the opening, his breathing raspy and shallow. When a tree sprite appeared before him, his chest rattled so noisily as he took in his last breaths that Mark mistook her for a death dream. She was beautiful, with flowing russet hair, smooth brown skin, and sparkling leaf-green eyes. He whined, satisfied with her being the last thing he saw, and then closed his eyes to welcome oblivion.

Brave wolf, do not be afraid. Your journey will not end here.

Shocked, Mark had opened his eyes. His ears did not pick up the sound of her voice because the words were spoken directly into his mind. She sat beside him, gently stroking the blood-soaked fur on his neck. Her touch eased the ache enough for him to drag himself fully into the shelter of the tree.

You tried to right a wrong and you will not die for it. I will heal you and though you will be a loner you will not be alone. When it is time for you to right the evil done to you, I will return.



* * * *



Mark stood before his betrayer and knew the outcome of this fight would be different than the last. He must save the baby at all costs. Lustful feelings grew within him as the child's aroma wrapped itself around his senses. It rushed through his bloodstream, riding the adrenaline now surging through him. His cock hardened from its effect as he squared his shoulders and widened his stance. Mark's body immediately recognized the baby as his mate, but he of course, realized the child was much too young for him to claim. If he was able to save the baby's life today, Mark knew he would have to step out of the picture and allow the child to grow up before he could claim him as a life mate.

"You won't touch the babe, Raymond," Mark repeated unflinching.

Raymond looked Mark up and down with a scowl on his face. "I don't know how you survived the wounds I gave you so long ago. I thought surely you would die from them. Since you didn't, know this; if you fight me again, your death will be the only outcome."

The disdain in Raymond's words and the slight adjustment to his posture told Mark he was preparing to attack. Mark morphed swiftly into his wolf form just as the sandy wolf appeared. The beast launched himself into the air and collided with its ebony counterpart. They dropped hard to the ground, ripping and tearing at each other. Black and tan fur filled the air around them as they continued to fight. The lighter wolf took first bite, snapping the front leg of the darker wolf who let loose a high-pitched yelp. Although he faltered from the wound, Mark retaliated with his own bite, tearing away part of the other wolf's ear. Together the wolves stood staring at one another, drool dripping from their fangs as they growled at one another. Slowly, they walked in a circle, eyeing each other, preparing for the next attack.

It came fast, with Mark taking first bite. He landed on his enemy's back and bit down on his shoulder, causing the pale wolf to yowl in pain. He planted his claws into the dirt and bucked his abuser forward, catapulting his opponent and causing him to crash-land on his back. Before Mark could right himself, Raymond was on him, snapping and snarling. Mark clawed and bit at Raymond's front legs and chest, striking back until he managed to return to his feet. Once he was upright the fight resumed. Simultaneously, they snapped at each other's face, their heads connecting in a loud thud. Mark shook off the dazed sensation first and caught Raymond's paw in his mouth, the maneuver crippling his assailant who fell over, writhing in pain. Battered, bleeding, and hobbling, the two wolves gathered their wits and returned to their circular motion to catch their breath and ready themselves again.

Why do you fight to protect this human, Mark? Raymond sent into his mind. What is he to you?

That is not your concern, betrayer.

Betrayer? Oh, brother, why do you use such harsh words toward me?

You are not my brother.

Yes, I guess that is true, since you are no longer a member of the pack. But as you know, Mark, I still am. If you pledge your allegiance to me I may find it in my heart to speak to the counsel in your behalf.

Mark dismissed Raymond's words, knowing they were hollow and untrustworthy. The fear inside him almost choked him, but he knew Raymond would not beat him as easily as before. The knowledge confused and scared him, but it also gave Mark strength.

I can help you return home to where you belong, Raymond continued with false reassurance. The leader ages more every day. I will take his place as chief sooner rather than later.

You are unworthy to lead our people! The hatred Mark felt blasted forward in the words he sent. You disregard our laws as if you have the right. Not only have you killed one of your own to advance your station, these humans were not the first you have murdered for sport, Mark declared with a snarl.

Mark ran forward, crashing into Raymond who staggered backwards and lost his footing. Mark took advantage of his stumble and pounced. This time he found the soft spot on his throat and prepared to bite down.

No!

It was not Raymond's plea but another voice that pierced Mark's mind. The familiar sensation shocked him. He paused, turning his head in the direction he sensed it coming from. From behind a tree in the distance he saw the sprite who had saved him so long ago.

Release him, Mark. It is not time for him to die.

Mark was stunned. What? He must be stopped, he protested.

And he will be. Trust me. Do as I say. Release him.

Reluctantly Mark opened his mouth and dropped his brother. Raymond scurried away from him to his feet. He looked at Mark with shock in his wild yellow eyes. Death awaited him with Mark's next bite and they both knew it. Mark turned away from him and Raymond took off into the forest as fast as his wounds would allow. The black wolf sat down, exhausted.

You should have let me kill him, Mark sent sulkily.

The sprite came from behind the tree to be by his side. The time has not yet come. She pressed on his back, urging him to lie down. As he did so, she put both hands on his fur to heal him once again. A short time later the wolf rose to his feet and changed into a man.

"Why do you continue to save me, sprite?"

She stood beside him, her body only reaching his waist. "Because of the newborn," she said aloud, gesturing toward the house.

Mark looked over to the now silent infant. Lifting the boy from the ground, Mark put his face in the crook of his neck and inhaled deeply. It was his scent that brought Mark toward the clearing in the first place. He knew now, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that the child was his mate. Clearly the babe was not old enough to sustain such a relationship, but the connection was there. Just holding the baby sent erotic shivers through his fingers and dancing along his spine. He looked at the child with new eyes and smiled. The light of intelligence was in the little brown eyes looking up at him. Chubby little hands reached for his face as he walked back to the sprite.

"This baby is to be my mate."

"Are you laying claim to him?"

"Yes. Were you here to protect him?"

The sprite nodded. "One of his ancestors saved the forest from destruction. Since then I have watched over them whenever they have returned. I keep the land around the home lush and the animals plentiful for hunting."

"He will die without a mother to care for him," Mark said, his voice filled with concern.

She shook her head. "No, I will stay in the house and care for the child until he can care for himself. He will be yours when the time is right. I will feed him from my own body. I have nearly twenty five years before my time of renewal comes. He will be long since grown by then."

Mark looked down at the sprite and smiled. "How will you take care of this infant, sprite?" he asked, humor lacing his words. "You are only the size of a human child yourself."

The sprite grew to the size and proportions of a fully grown human female instantly. "I am able to accommodate myself when needed," she told him with a smirk.

Mark snickered and nodded, satisfied. Lifting the child to his face, he nipped him on the shoulder, causing the baby to cry again. The blood flowed freely down his little arm until Mark gently closed his lips around the bite and sucked; the injury sealed and left a small scar behind. He inspected the mark closely before handing the infant over to the sprite. She held him close to her bosom, rocking him until he fell asleep.

"I will always be around," he told her before shifting to his wolf form.

She gave him a knowing smile and then turned to go into the house.



Chapter One



Victor rocked the back of his chair, tapping his pen on the edge of his desk. He glared at the clock on the wall, making grunting sounds each time the minute hand ticked by. After a while, making another noise, Victor jumped to his feet and walked across the room. With his arms wrapped around his chest, he tapped his foot and stared out the window. In the last few years his company had exploded, giving him little time to himself.

When the powers that be had decided to beautify the city to bring in more tourists they had started a contest for ideas. Victor submitted his idea in hopes of bringing exposure to the printing company he had just started. He figured that if he could just be in the top ten it would bring more business in, but to his supreme amazement, he won. His printing company was used to add the new slogan to the entire city's stationary and all the major businesses advertizing wares as well. Winning the contest orbited Bradley's Print Shop, making it a citywide name for business printing.

"Mr Bradley, a courier just dropped this off," a woman said from behind him.

"It's about time," he huffed, meeting her at his desk. He took the manila envelope from her, tore it open, and scribbled his signature on the required pages before shoving it back at her. "Okay, resend it. I'm out of here."

He pulled a backpack out from under his desk then draped his arm around the woman's shoulders to direct her from the room.

"Now look, Nancy, I don't want you guys calling me unless it's absolutely necessary. With that said, I should be phone call free this week since I have a staff of highly qualified people working for me who can handle anything that may come up… right?" he asked giving her a guiding nod.

"Yes, Mr Bradley," she answered dutifully.

"That's what I want to hear." He stopped them at the front of their office and trotted down the steps, leaving Nancy behind. "I'll give you guys a call in a few days to check in," he said over his shoulder.

Victor threw his bag into the passenger seat of his car through the driver's side window. When he started his car he saw Nancy going back into the building and he pulled out of the parking lot. Excited to finally be on his way, Victor was worried as well. The last time he had seen his Yaya was about four weeks ago. She seemed fine then, but during their conversation two days ago she had sounded different. Her voice seemed filled with exhaustion. He knew what was happening and had dreaded this day all of his life.

The sun shined brightly on the cloudless fall afternoon and the chill in the air was subdued under its dominance. Victor put his shades in place and took to the highway. The ride to Connelly, Indiana, from Indianapolis never took him more than an hour, but he pushed the speed limit, making the trip even shorter. His family's cabin sat just a few miles from the main road and dense trees shrouded the land for privacy. If you didn't know of its existence, you wouldn't find it. Victor turned off of the paved road on to the tire-worn dirt. Taking the familiar twists and turns, he soon pulled into the forget-me-not and honeysuckle lined driveway of the cottage.

"Yaya, I'm here! Where are you?"

"I am here, Victor," the faint answer came from the back of the house.

Victor hurried to her room and stood in the doorway. All his life the sprite he knew and loved was a radiant beauty, with sparkling eyes, long flowing hair, and glowing brown skin. As he looked upon her now, everything about her seemed to be dimmer. The shine was gone from her presence. He knew she came to the end of her life and that it happened to them all, but he didn't want to accept it. Victor kneeled beside her bed and took her hand. The anguish he felt came out with his words. 

"Tell me what I can do to help."

She turned to face him and smiled. "There is nothing you can do, darling. It is my time to return to the land to help the trees grow. When my cycle of renewal is up I will be able to take my physical form again."

"I don't want you to go, Yaya," he whined softly.

She gave him a knowing smile and chuckled. "I have never kept my origin a secret from you, Victor. I am a tree sprite and it is time my spirit returned to the trees."

He nodded knowing she was right, but the knowledge didn't make the pain building in his chest go away.

"I promised I would care for you until you were able to care for yourself. I have done that, but I stayed around as long as I could because I love you."

Tears pricked his eyes as he brought her hand to his cheek. "I don't want to lose you, Yaya. You are the only family I have."

"I know, sweetheart, but you will not be alone."

Curious, he lifted his head to look at her. "I won't be alone? What do you mean?"

"He has waited for you to return to the forest."

"He? Who Yaya? I don't—"

"Listen to me, Victor. I don't have much time." She pressed her fingers into his face to urge him to come closer. "You are human, but you are special. You have taken milk from me as an infant. The forest is now a part of you, my gift to you. It will answer your call when you need it. I want you to remember that."

Victor nodded. "I will."

She sighed and her hand fell away. "There is so much more to tell you, Victor, but later, please. I'm so tired and so cold."

Victor kissed her hand, pulled the covers up to her shoulders, and then rose to his feet. "All right, Yaya, you rest and I will put some wood on the fire to warm this place up a little."

He returned to his car and carried his things into his old room. Victor walked through the house he grew up in with fond nostalgia. When he had been old enough, the sprite sent him to the city to make his way in the world. He always longed for the summer months when he could come home to the forest. With a sigh he left the living room for the kitchen.

Opening the door to the pantry, he frowned. The log count was low. Turning on his heel he directed his steps to the back door. Outside lay the two gardens he and Yaya planted when he was a young boy. It amazed him how she didn't have to do anything but put the seed into the soil and it sprouted almost instantly. His green thumb was very good, but not at her level. She taught him how to cultivate the ground and encourage things to grow. He smiled at the memory, then sighed. She was a major part of his life. What would he do without her?

Turning his attention toward the large pieces of wood piled high along side of the house, Victor piled them in his arms and carried them to the tree stump. One by one he chipped away at the chunks, making them small enough to use in the fireplace. After a while, a nice heap was stacked up nearby.

He'd raised the axe over his head to split the last log when he stopped it in midair. Victor angled his head to the right, lifting his left ear to the wind. His eyebrow rose and he darted his eyes to the left and to the right, waiting. After a while, not seeing or hearing anything more, he let the axe drop, splitting the wood in two. Next, he removed the pieces, throwing them on his pile. As he reached down to put another large block onto the stump, Victor saw a yellow blur out of the corner of his eye.

"Whoa!" he cried, jumping back and swinging the axe automatically.

Victor landed on the ground, dropping the weapon, and scooted backwards on the grass, facing his attacker. The huge wolf turned on him and growled aggressively, a coat of blood covering the sharp looking fangs. His wild arc had connected the axe with the animal's face.

The sinister glare in the beast's eyes gave Victor warning. He attempted to regain his footing, but couldn't move fast enough. The animal leaped and landed on his chest with a heavy thud, knocking him back to the ground. His paws pressed brutally into Victor's chest, tearing his shirt.

Victor screamed in pain. He reached up, turning the wolf's snout away and punching it in the throat. The wolf yelped, but continued his attempts. The snarling mouth tried desperately to lower and get a hold of him, but Victor fought with all his might to keep the wolf at bay. He continued to pound the beast on the ribs, but it had no effect on his assailant at all. The animal was strong. Victor's five foot ten, one hundred and ninety pound frame was proving not to be enough to defeat the beast. He feared the worst as the muscles in his arms started to burn and weaken. The thumping in his chest accelerated to heart attack proportions. The barking and growling emanating from his assailant rang in his ears, adding to his fright. He held back any more noises expressing his terror because he didn't want to bring his Yaya to the scene and put her in danger as well. Panic welled inside him as his arms bent and the wolf's head moved closer to his throat.

Suddenly there was another threatening snarl behind him. The wolf lifted its head to investigate, then yelped pain as he was knocked off his victim to the ground. Victor quickly rolled to his hands and knees and retrieved the discarded axe. Getting to his feet, he turned and prepared to defend himself. To his surprise, a black wolf stood squaring off with the sandy one. When the new wolf jumped on the first in his defense, Victor took the opportunity to run. He slammed and locked the back door and then returned to the sprite's side.

"Victor, what is all the noise out there?" she asked weakly.

"A wolf attacked me out back, Yaya. I fought him, but another wolf came to my rescue. They're still fighting," he explained trying to catch his breath.

"Was it a large wolf with ebony fur?"

"The one who came to help me? Yeah. How did you know?"

"He is for you, Victor." She patted his hand delicately. "Do not be afraid. I must leave now, darling. I'm sorry. I love you."

"What? Wait! No!"

The coverings flattened to the bed as the sprite faded away, leaving nothing behind but a faint shimmer in the air. Victor fell forward, gripping the sheets where she laid, and letting the tears fall freely.



Chapter Two



Grieving, Victor remained in his position until a knock at the door roused him with a start. Taking in the changes in his environment, he yawned. He must have fallen asleep without realizing. The room was dark, the light outside the window having dimmed. Victor rubbed his eyes and stood up to stretch. Walking into the living room, he hesitantly cracked the door open. Peering through the sliver, his eyes darted from left to right, past the man who stood on the other side.

"Are you alone?" Victor asked.

"Yes."

Victor's head tilted. The man was not one of his neighbors. "The people who stay around these parts at this time of year usually stay to themselves. What do you want?"

"I am here to speak to you, Victor."

Inwardly Victor jumped. The stranger knew his name. He was sure he didn't know the man, although something about him seemed familiar. Curiosity made Victor widen the crevice to openly scrutinize his visitor further. The man remained silent and didn't move, seemingly content with letting Victor examine him.

Squinting, Victor craned his neck forward. Something about this man was definitely memorable. Looking at him was like putting pieces of a forgotten dream together. The stranger was taller than him, and extremely attractive. The black t-shirt he wore fit snugly over the bumps and ridges of his torso and his wavy dark hair hung low on his brow but tapered at the back of his head. Victor had never seen such a handsome man before. His features were striking in their masculine beauty. The high cheekbones, strong jaw and long nose were unique, but it was his tilted shaped eyes that caught Victor's attention most.

They were golden brown and filled with a raw intensity as they held Victor in a trance-like state. The glistening orbs were truly windows to his soul, for Victor could see right into him. Something there called to him… to his heart, to his soul, and to his groin. Many emotions were revealed as he took in the sight of the man before him; lust, longing, and love. Victor's brows knitted in confusion. He knew this man, but he also knew he had never laid eyes on him before.

How could—

"May I come in?" The soft spoken request cut into his contemplation.

The coolness of the late evening air blew across his face bringing the sweet smell of honeysuckle. Blinking rapidly, Victor shook his head to snap himself out of it and Victor stepped to the side as he opened the door in invitation.

The man walked toward the living room where he sat on the couch. Victor sat beside him. Together they sat silently ogling one another. Finally, Victor leaned back and draped his arm casually across the back of the sofa.

"So who are you? Why do you seem so familiar to me? Have we met?"

The stranger smiled and relaxed back as well. "Yes, we have met, but it was many years ago." He looked around the room. "Where is the sprite?"

Eyes widening, Victor sat up with a gasp. "How do you know about Yaya?"

"The sprite and I have met on several occasions. I am Mark DeLonco. Has she told you about me?" he asked, extending his hand.

Victor took his hand and opened his mouth to speak, but gasped instead. The moment their hands touched, images formed in Victor's mind. He closed his eyes, trying to get a lock on something to bring understanding to what he was seeing. They were mostly incoherent pictures, flashes of wolves and men he didn't recognize. He became dizzy from trying to decipher the knowledge. Suddenly the imagery started to slow and some things started to make sense. Victor's heart sped up as things fell into place. As a child he'd dreamt of a black wolf all the time and thought nothing of it, but now…

Mark is the man and the black wolf… he thought with a gasp.

The knowledge didn't frighten him, but intrigued and comforted him somehow. Now he remembered a wolf watching him play in the back of his house from the opening of the trees when he was a small boy.

Could that have been him?

He cleared his head with a shake and opened his eyes.

"Do you know why the other wolf attacked me today?"

"He sought to destroy you because he smelled my mark on you."

In his mind's eye, Victor saw the two wolves fighting.

Yaya saved the dark wolf; that's when she took me in.

Victor let go of Mark's hand and reached up to touch the scar on his left shoulder. He knew now how he got it. "I thought I got this when I was young from falling or something," he murmured.

Mark shook his head negatively. "I gave you the mark when you were an infant so that when we met again you would know me. With it, no other male could claim you."

Victor nodded. Although he was not a virgin, he'd never had a real relationship with anyone. He'd had many partners, but only to experiment with sex and sexual positions. Victor realized at an early age that he was interested in men and not women, but neither managed to satisfy him completely. Over the years he became more selective about whom he took to his bed. His lovers came few and far between and they didn't stay long. He always found something wrong with them and eventually broke everything off.

"Why are you here, Mark?" he asked, giving the man a sideways glance.

"You know why I am here, Victor," Mark answered with a sly grin.

Victor thought for a moment and Mark was right. He did know. Mark was there to claim him, but what the hell did that mean?

How did a wolf-shifter claim a man? As a wolf, or as a man? Would it be painful? Would he die? Would he like it? Would he turn into a wolf, too? He had a life in the city; not a great life, but it was the only one he knew. Did Mark want him to give all that up?

The questions slammed into his brain one after the other. Fear started to well up inside him. Victor blew out a breath. His chest heaving, he rested his arms on his knees and lowered his head, taking deep breaths to calm his rapidly beating heart.

"Victor…"

Mark's smooth voice soothed him. He turned his head to Mark.

"There is no need to fear me. I could never hurt you. I have known who you were since the day I laid eyes on you." He let out a soft chuckle of surprise. "I must say, gazing upon you as an infant gave me no idea you would grow to be such a handsome man." Mark moved closer. "Your dark skin is intoxicatingly beautiful. I especially love the way your almond-shaped eyes glisten when you speak. Your body is strong and firm and very appealing. It is a relief to know that."

"A relief? I don't understand."

"It is a relief to know my embrace will not harm you," Mark explained. "The sprite fed you from her body. Her enchanted milk made you stronger than what you would have been." Mark stared at him for a moment and then continued. "I have loved you from the moment I tasted your blood, but I had no idea your physical appearance would be so pleasing to me."

Victor was speechless at Mark's description of him. He sat very still, staring at him as he continued to speak, his tone changing from adoration to desperation.

"Being this close to you and not being able to have you is driving me to the edge of insanity, but if it takes me a lifetime to ease your fears so you can come to me on your own, I will wait. I have waited twenty-five years to be here with you; I can wait a little longer."

Mark's confession struck a chord in him. "Are you saying you haven't been with anyone else?"

"There is no one else for me."

Shocked, Victor sat up and shook his head. "Wait, you mean you haven't had sex with anyone in twenty-five years? You've been waiting for me to grow up?"

"I was driven from my pack long ago. I have no one but you. You will be my companion and mate. I cannot have another mate as long as you are alive," Mark confirmed.

"But I was a baby when we met."

"Yes, but you are a man now."

The extent of Mark's sacrifice touched Victor's heart. Victor had been celibate the last three years, but that was by choice. He just couldn't find anyone who satisfied him enough to stay with and now he knew why. Mark, on the other hand, had no choice. He had to wait for Victor to mature, alone with no support from his pack. The pain of his exile was evident in Mark's eyes.

The more he understood the situation, the more Victor's fears faded away. His Yaya's words came back to him. Mark was for him. Victor believed him when Mark said he would not hurt him. He couldn't. They were a part of each other. Mark could no more harm Victor than he could hurt himself. Somewhere deep inside himself he knew that. Victor reached out to caress Mark's face.

Sighing, Mark grasped the hand and pressed his face into the palm.

"Victor, please…" Mark's voice shook with emotion. "Your touch is torture and pleasure at the same time. My soul cries out for you. Your scent is overwhelming me, taking away rational thought. I fear I will die from desperate want if I cannot have you. My restraint is pushed to its limits. It pains me to hold back my lust for you."

Victor was astonished. He had never affected someone so much. At least no one had ever voiced such emotion to him. He could feel Mark trembling against his hand as he held it tightly to his cheek.

"I'm so sorry, Mark," he said, moving closer so their legs touched. "I don't mean to—"

Victor's voice died in his throat as he looked into Mark's wild eyes. Undeniable passion and lust cried out to him. He gasped at the sight. Victor's body suddenly recognized the man before him and responded; his cock throbbed at Mark's closeness. Their faces moved closer, seemingly on their own accord. He could no longer deny what his body was telling him. Victor slid his arms around Mark's neck and pulled him on top of him. Together they hit the cushion, fusing their lips together in a moaning kiss.

Mark frantically ate at Victor's mouth and he loved it. This was the kiss he had always wanted but never received from any of his other lovers. The dominant, persistent, overpowering feel of his mouth along with the pressure of Mark's body on top of him drove Victor to frenzy. He pushed his pelvis up, meeting Mark's hardness. Mark tore his lips away with a growl and his kisses moved to Victor's throat. Tantalizing shudders raced across his heating skin. Mark alternated between tiny nips and licks, and Victor's nipples tightened from the pleasure. Mark inhaled deeply, dragging his nose along the length of Victor's neck.

"Your scent never left me, Victor," he murmured, leaving a bite on his ear. "It anchored itself into my very spirit the day I marked you. I knew every time you were in the forest," he said between sucking pecks on the pulse near Mark's collarbone. "It nearly killed me to be so close and yet have to keep myself distant because you were not ready for me. I had no idea how hard it would be to wait for you to age. Please, let me make love to you and make our bond complete."

Mark's pleading words left goose bumps on his skin. Victor could hear the torment in them. He was on fire from the inside out, Mark's hardness pushed against his perineum and nuts as he rubbed his hard-on against him, promising pleasure. Victor's ass clenched repeatedly, wanting Mark's rod deep within it. Never had he wanted a man so much. He knew he could come from Mark's dominating kisses and their frantic making out, but he wanted more. Victor wanted to end Mark's suffering, but moreover, his instincts told him that sex with Mark would be incredible.

For his answer, Victor tugged at Mark's shirt to remove it. Mark let out a groan of relief and backed off of him. The man's pants fell away from his body quickly and he kicked them off to the side. Yanking his t-shirt over his head, he tossed it into the air to meet his bottoms across the room. Victor wasted no time getting out of his own clothes. He fell back onto the sofa topless and raised his legs to shimmy from his pants. When he straightened his legs his eyes landed on Mark's naked glory.

Speechless, Victor surveyed his soon to be lover. His chest was wide and thickly muscled, the soft looking ebony swirls extending from one pectoral to the other. The hair thinned into a line in a downward flow, sprinkling over the defined features of Mark's stomach, ending in a nest of dark curls. From the condensed bush sprouted a long piece of sinewy flesh. Full with excitement, it stood proudly between Mark's strong-looking legs and was magnificent to behold.

Finally his gaze returned to Mark's face. A silent plea to move forward greeted him when their eyes met. Victor smiled and curled his fingers in invitation. Mark climbed over his body, gripped both sides of his face, then took his mouth in a searing kiss.

"I must taste you, Victor," he panted breathlessly, sliding down his body. "I've waited so long to—"

His words ended abruptly when Victor felt the molten heat of Mark's wet mouth engulfing his rock hard erection. Vibrations of ecstasy ran up his spine and letting out a loud moan he rose from the couch. Mark's mouth and tongue worked together, sucking and licking him until he cried out.

"Mark! Oh my God! If— if you don't—"

Mark released his cock, but Victor had no opportunity to catch his breath. Mark applied a trail of hot kisses down his staff to his nuts and the responsive flesh tightened under the lavish licks. He drew the delicate sac into his mouth, gently concentrating on one testicle at a time. Mark's hands touched him, continually enhancing Victor's delight. One hand glided freely over Victor's torso while the other snaked across his pelvis to grip his throbbing member, stroking the length of it. His palm moved from the bottom to the top and then swirled around the sensitive head. Repeating the motion over and over, Mark sent euphoric tremors traveling the length of Victor's body.

With his free hand, Mark grasped Victor's ankle and hooked it over the back of the couch, opening his legs wider. He pressed his fingers into the fleshy part of Victor's ass cheek to pull it to the side, exposing the hidden hole within. Victor gasped when he felt Mark's tongue dart out to lick his most carnal spot. The hot wet heat in the ultra sensitive area was heaven and Victor bore down, wiggling his ass toward it. The combination of Mark's delicious hand job and the exquisite tongue lashing brought him to edge of ecstasy. His extremities shook uncontrollably and his screams of enjoyment left his throat raw.

"Please… oh, God, Mark, please," he begged urgently, reaching his arms out. "I need to feel you inside me. Mark, please."

Mark complied and journeyed up his body leaving behind a trail of heated kisses. He released Victor's cock and held his right leg aloft.

"I want you so badly, Victor, I fear I will hurt you with my lust despite the sprite's protective influences," he cautioned, positioning himself between his legs.

"Just fuck me, Mark. We'll work the details out later."

A soft growl reached Victor's ears and seconds later Mark pushed his thick staff between his cheeks. The pressure of the engorged head sliding over his tight hole teased him deliciously as it prepared him. Victor closed his eyes and evened his breathing. Mark pushed forward and Victor's breath caught. The head slipped pass the first barrier. The intrusion immeasurably pleasurable. Mark moved slowly, stretching Victor's ass.

When he slid more of himself forward, Mark paused to give his body time to adjust. Victor smiled. Mark was a giving lover. He was being as gentle as he could, but Victor knew his control was wavering. Victor moved his hands smoothly around Mark's hips and dug his fingers into his firm buttocks to urge him forward. Mark obeyed the silent request and buried his cock to the hilt.

"Ohhh!" Victor cried.

Mark fell forward, resting his head to Victor's forehead. "Am I hurting you?"

Victor shook his head negatively, pressing his lips together. He was astounded by what he was feeling. Mark's cock felt as incredible as it looked, the long, elegant flesh inciting a riot within him. Each in and out movement sent erotic tremors up and down his spine. The feel of the swollen head sliding within him left him speechless with desire.

Wrapping his arms around Mark's neck, Victor buried his face against his collarbone. His instincts had not led him astray, but they did not prepare him for the extent of the emotional chaos now rocking his core. A mind-boggling mix of pressure, pain, and pleasure now coursed through him. Tears stung his eyes. He wanted to cry, to scream, and shout all at the same time.

Uncontrolled sounds of bliss left his mouth as he gasped for air. He bit down on his lip to keep his mouth shut, not sure which emotional sounds would emerge. Finally, he could take no more. He swallowed to wet his dry mouth, let Mark go, and brought his knees up between them.

"Just fuck me, Mark," he repeated when the power of speech returned to him.

Mark held onto Victor's knees for balance. His next movement sent searing enjoyment throughout Victor's body. Every nerve in his body was alive and dancing. Mark started a slow grinding motion that forced a sound from the man like nothing Victor had ever heard before. The sound pierced his heart and called to his soul. Mark moved within his ass with comfortable ease. It was magnificent. The look on Mark's face was the most beautiful sight Victor had ever seen. His eyes were closed, there was a hint of surprise, and a small smile grew on his sensual lips. His face glowed with complete delight as he continued to thrust into Victor's body.

Mark let out another roar of joy, filling both the room and Victor's heart. He fell forward and gripped Victor's neglected cock. Tugging in sync with his lovemaking, Mark's skillful hand brought it quickly to its former stiffness.

"We shall come together, my love. I can wait no longer to complete our union," Mark growled.

Victor nodded vigorously. "Yes! Yes! Make me come, Mark!"

Victor reached up and pinched his own nipples, taking his excitement to another level. Mark drove into his hole with vigor and pumped his cock until it exploded moments later. The orgasm hit him hard and fast. Victor yelled his satisfaction to the ceiling. Mark's thumb played in the slick come, smearing it over his erupting head. Victor's limbs twitched uncontrollably as electrified jolts of euphoria shot through him. The aftermath left his body tingling and completely sated. His heart hammered in his chest and his lungs burned as they worked overtime to get back the much needed air that escaped with his screams.

The force Mark used on his flight to paradise rocked Victor's body back and forth and kept him from passing out from exhaustion. A sound akin to howling signaled the end of Mark's voyage. He shoved as much of his shaft into Victor's canal as he could. Mark's cock throbbed as it propelled his seed deep into Victor, his extremities locked in place and his body trembling for a time before he collapsed on top of him.

Victor wrapped his arms around his new lover but he didn't have the strength to hold on. They fell away from Mark's shoulders as sexual fatigue finally overtook him. Mark's soft declaration drifted in his ear just before darkness claimed him.

"At last we are one."



Chapter Three



Victor woke slowly. It was still dark. He was in his bed, but not alone. An arm was draped over his waist and someone lay molded to his back. He lifted his head from the pillow and turned to peer over his shoulder. Mark slept peacefully beside him. A sheet was draped over them from the waist down. The wonderful throbbing in his backside brought back the delicious memories from earlier. He smiled and pressed back into Mark's groin, enjoying the feel of their bodies together. A sleepy moan and heated breath on the back of his neck greeted him and Mark's arm tightened its grip, bringing Victor closer to him. Victor settled back down and touched the hand now resting on his belly. He stared out the dark window across the room for a long moment then sighed.

"What's wrong, Victor?"

The words rumbled and vibrated along Victor's back, causing him to jump. Mark's question was filled with concern. Victor hesitated before answering him.

"Nothing," he lied.

Mark laughed, shaking Victor's body with his own. "I know that is not true. We are one now, you and I. You cannot lie to me." He gave him a squeeze, lifting his knees beneath Victor's, folding him forward before stretching him out again.

Victor sighed again and turned to face his lover. Mark caressed his face and put a gentle kiss on his lips. He looked into Mark's eyes and saw nothing but love looking back at him. The knowledge seemed almost overwhelming. He opened his mouth to express his feelings, but closed it again.

"Tell me, darling. Why are you upset in the wake of our beautiful lovemaking?" Mark urged.

"It's just… so much has happened. Yaya is gone. She was the only family I have ever known. I'm sure she was trying to tell me about you and all of this, but she never got the chance. I mean, I don't even know you and yet I do. Everything inside of me says I love you. I don't understand it."

Victor sighed and paused to move the loose curls from Mark's brow. He was absolutely gorgeous. Looking into his pristine brown eyes brought feelings reminiscent of sipping a hot toddy by the fire on a cold winter's night. The sensation left him feeling warm and content and made his dick throb. Victor's hand slid down Mark's jaw and his thumb played on his bottom lip. He leaned forward and gave into the urge to suck it into his mouth then left him with a tender peck.

"It's like I've been overcome with this rush of insatiable need to have you, Mark." He spoke fast in his desire to explain himself. "I want you with me always. I need to feel your body pressing against me as we sleep. I need to feel you making love to me." He stopped abruptly and sighed again. "I miss her, I do, but my heart is so full of love for you that I don't I have the room to mourn her. It's all very confusing."

Mark smiled. "It is so with true mates, Victor. Your soul is complete when you are in my arms. As for the sprite, you have no reason to feel guilty. She may be gone, but she will return in time. It is their way."

Victor nodded. He knew that, but the pangs were still there.

"Do you not feel the new strength in your body as well?"

Victor did a mental search of himself and was stunned. He did feel stronger, mentally and physically.

"We now share the best of each other. Where you were once weak, my abilities have now strengthened you and you have done so for me," Mark explained. "We are truly one."

Victor raised a brow and looked up to him. "Does this mean you can read my mind?"

Mark laughed. "No, darling, but I hope to know you so well that I may anticipate your desires as if I can."

Victor laughed with him. He continued with his internal search and vague visions surfaced in his mind, removing his smile.

"Mark, the images I see of the beige wolf are sketchy. I know you fought him and lost and that is how you came to meet Yaya, but is the situation still the same? Are you still an outcast?"

Mark nodded with a sigh. "It is unchanged."

"How did he beat you?"

"He had bonded with his mate as I have with you and gained his strength," he told him simply.

Victor lay silent in thought. "Could you beat him before he bonded with his mate?"

"We have fought many times with both of us taking victory."

"Well, now that we have bonded, shouldn't that put you on some kind of equal ground? I mean, I can fight, too."

Mark stared at Victor blankly for a moment and then his eyes widened. He took Victor's face in both his hands and kissed him passionately, awakening wanton feelings within him again.

"Not only are you beautiful, but you are brilliant also. I am honored to have you as my mate. We shall go tomorrow to my people so I may redeem myself in their eyes."

Victor smiled. "Excellent, but first…" he paused to roll Mark onto his back. He straddled his hips kicking the cover away from them and pressed his growing erection into his pelvis. "I think another round of bonding is in order," he said, brushing his lips over Mark's cheek.



* * * *



The next day Mark led Victor to where his pack gathered; further into the forest than he had ever been. The terrain turned rocky as cliffs came into view and most of the foliage was left behind. Victor followed, lost deep in his thought. He was both nervous and afraid for Mark's safety, knowing Raymond was vicious and a traitor to his own kind who tried to kill him in order to cover up his own reprehensible behavior. As second in command, Raymond had influence over the ones he helped lead. Victor could only hope the leader still had his faculties about him and others to advise him besides Raymond.

When Mark stopped walking, Victor bumped into his back. The motion jogged Victor from his internal dialog. They stood in front of a small wall littered with dark openings embedded within the rock not far from the edge of the trees.

"We wait here," Mark said.

"Shouldn't we go up and say something to let them know you're here?"

Mark shook his head. "No, they already know I'm here. I sensed their scouts as we progressed closer to the pack's dens. Someone will be out in a moment. Stay behind me."

A short time later a thin-looking wolf left one of the caverns.

"He is the pack leader," Mark whispered to him.

Victor nodded and watched the animal. His footing was tentative and slow. Each paw touched the ground delicately and lifted high after every movement. He closed the gap between them and sat heavily before them, gasping for air. Mark and the wolf stared at one another until the beast had better control over his breathing and then Mark lowered himself to one knee bowing his head.

The air suddenly snapped and popped around the animal. Tiny lights flashed like little lightning strikes in the air as he collapsed to the ground, shivering. Victor watched with wide eyes as the wolf before him morphed into a man. The wolf pushed from the ground and slowly rose to his feet, grunting with his efforts. His face was wrinkled and worn by time, with more grey than black in his mussed hair, but the man was still handsome. He stood naked before Mark with no shame.

"It is becoming more difficult for me to shift nowadays," the elderly man murmured.

"Father, I have come to redeem myself in your eyes and the pack. Please allow me to speak."

Victor's mouth dropped open as he reeled from Mark's words.

"Rise, my son, you may speak." Mark stood and the old man continued. "You know the law, Mark. You were given a chance to speak and yet you said nothing," he said with a stern tone.

Mark stood eye level with his father. The family resemblance was uncanny. Victor could tell that in his youth, Mark's father's physique had been similar to his son's, but time had weakened it. Mark's facial features were almost identical to the chief's. The only difference was their eyes; the old man's eyes looked like coal.

"Forgive me, Father, my injuries prevented me from doing so at the time. I beg you for another chance."

"Many years have passed, Mark, since you were cast out. It may be difficult to convince the tribe of your innocence. Why do you come forth now seeking redemption?"

"I have found my mate. I wish to live in peace with my people again, with him by my side," he said gesturing to Victor.

The old man turned and acknowledged Victor's presence for the first time. He openly ogled him. Victor held his tongue, not knowing their customs.

"You have bonded with this man already?" he asked, turning back to Mark.

"Yes, Father. We are one."

Mark's father looked between Victor and Mark and his face softened. He sighed and with a sympathetic voice, said. "Son, I am old now. Soon the youth of our pack will challenge me for my leadership. There is not much I can do for you."

"Father, I know you could not go against the laws on my behalf when this crime occurred, but please, could you try to influence the counsel to see me now? I am prepared to fight for my place."

Concern filled the older man's eyes. "If you lose this time, Mark, it will mean your death," he warned.

Mark nodded. "I know."

Mark's father caressed his face and gave him a warm smile. "It is good to see you, son. I will do what I can." Changing to his wolf form again, he returned to the cave.

"You could have mentioned your father was the leader of your tribe," Victor said when Mark turned to him.

"That would have made no difference. It only made my banishment that much more unbearable. Usually the son succeeds the father in leadership, but not always, especially in a case such as this. I used to be second in command, but I was set up and betrayed. My status was stripped and my family dishonored. My father had no choice but to follow the laws of the council."

Victor nodded. "So now what?"

"We wait. My father will speak for me. His time to step down is near, but he is still leader. They will listen to him."

Mark took Victor's hand and led him to some nearby rocks.

They waited for hours. Victor fidgeted and shifted his position to sit on the ground. He looked up at Mark. His mate's body stiff as he stared straight ahead with his eyes transfixed on the cavern wall. He had not moved a muscle from the moment they sat down. Victor rose from the dirt and dusted himself off.

"I'm starving, Mark. I'm gonna go back to the stream we passed and—"

Mark jumped to his feet, startling Victor and held his hand up for silence. "Wait, someone comes."

Victor turned to see wolves exiting from every opening in the wall. Many filed into the small clearing, filling it quickly. He counted at least fifty before there were too many to count.

"Stay here, Victor," Mark demanded and advanced on the crowd.

Victor remained behind without protest, taking slow, deep breaths to calm his rapidly beating heart. When Mark kneeled before the grizzled old wolf again, he and all the rest of the wolves shifted into their human forms. Men and women, young and old, all now stood naked in the opening separating the trees from the cliff. Mark's father gestured to one of the older men to step forward.

"Mark, your father says you are prepared to do what is necessary to return to the pack," the man said bluntly.

Mark rose to his feet. "I am, Byron. An injustice has been made. It is past time for it to be rectified."

"You will have your chance to speak and if a challenge is made will you accept?"

"I will."

Byron nodded. "So be it."

Byron, his father, and all the members of his clan surrounded him, leaving him in the center of a large circle. Victor spotted the other council members easily. The male/female ratio of the pack seemed almost even, with almost all being young and strong, but there were a few who were advanced in age. All of them stood close to Mark's father and Byron. Mark looked around the circle. His face looked calm until he turned and stopped in one direction. Victor followed his gaze to a tall, slender man with long blond hair. The man glared back at Mark and Victor knew in his gut he was looking at Raymond. Mark's voice gave him a start when he spoke.

"Brothers, I come to you today to clarify what I did not have the strength to explain all those years ago. You were told I was the cretin who did the heinous crime of taking the life of one of our own. I fear my wounds at the time were such that I was unable to deny those accusations. I am here today to let you know that you were deceived. The crime was an atrocity alone, but to compound it with lies only makes it worse. I am grateful for this opportunity to exonerate myself of these transgressions and challenge the one who made them against me."

There was a sudden intake of breath from the crowd which quickly burst into incoherent murmurs.

"Silence! Say your accusation and make your challenge, Mark!"

The crowd went quiet as Victor and everyone else heard Byron bark his order. The masses turned immediately to Mark to wait for his reply.

"Raymond is the deceiver in this pack, not I," Mark said, pointing to the blonde man. "I challenge you, Raymond, for my rightful place among our people."

A sneer spread across Raymond's face as he stepped forward. "Accepted."

The circle opened to let Mark out. He walked to Victor, disrobing.

Victor stood to meet him. "What's going on? What are you doing?" he asked, taking the shirt from him.

"Removing my clothes. We fight as wolves."

Mark sat on the rock and pulled off one of his shoes. Victor kneeled before him and removed the other.

"What? Why? He beat you as a wolf last time you guys fought. Wouldn't you have a better chance as a man?"

"This is how it is done," Mark said, unbuttoning his pants.

"Okay, but does it have to be that way?"

"It is tradition."

"Fuck tradition, Mark, we're talking survival."

"Our laws and traditions cannot be ignored, Victor," he said in a disapproving tone, sitting back on the stone.

Victor sighed. "Okay, I'm sorry. I wasn't trying to disrespect your traditions. Don't you think this fight is too important to leave in the hands of some ancient ritual?" Victor yanked Mark's pant leg and fell backwards with a grunt.

Mark chuckled. "What do you suggest?"

Victor adjusted and sat on his haunches. "You said when we bonded we receive the best of each other, right? Our strengths will merge and our weaknesses will be enhanced, yeah?" He nodded and Victor continued. "Well, all I'm saying is, just don't rely totally on your wolf skills. I've lived my whole life as a man and been in plenty of fights. Call on my knowledge and use it to your advantage. It's something he won't see coming. The element of surprise usually gives the upper hand," he said with a shrug.

Mark stood and pulled Victor to his feet. "Thank you, my love. Again your wisdom illuminates me and I am all the wiser for it. I will consider your words during the battle," he said, then gave him a sound kiss.

Without another word, Mark returned to the circle where Raymond waited for him and Victor sat on the boulder to wait. His hand moved to his belly to calm the butterflies suddenly flapping there.

"At last your demise comes," Raymond said with an arrogant smirk.

"You can end this now, Raymond, by telling the truth and thus restoring me and finally paying for your treachery."

Raymond laughed, a harsh and sinister sound that made Victor cringe.

"You sealed your fate the day you released me. The bond you have with your mate will not help you. Today you die."

Mark slowly rocked on the balls of his feet and his fists clenched. "One of us will die today, but it will not be me."

Almost simultaneously the two men shifted into wolves and leapt into the air.

Victor's arms tightened around his gut and he rocked, watching intently. The others in the circle were spread far enough apart that his view was not obstructed by them. The wolves snarled and snapped at one another and Mark's tribe mates moved about, making accommodations for the brawl, but kept it within the circle they made. The black wolf took first blood by biting down hard on the hind leg of the blond wolf. He yelped in pain. Victor almost jumped off the rock in joy but quickly calmed himself. Not only did he not want to bring any undue attention to himself, but above all, he didn't want to distract Mark.

The fight continued for a time, but then took a turn for the worse. Victor bit his lip in worry. Raymond was on the attack and pushing him back toward the wood's edge. The ring they were in remained intact, moving with them, but murmurs of concern rose from it as well. He groaned and rose to follow, making sure to keep his distance. There was an abrupt intake of breath followed by a low moan from the crowd as Raymond took the high road, knocking Mark to the ground and pouncing on him. He sank his fangs deep into the black wolf's shoulder. The cry of pain that escaped him tore at Victor's heart.

"No," Victor said through his fingers in an anguished whisper.

Mark's horde instantly closed in around them, blocking Victor's view of the battle. He moved closer, trying to peer over them, but they continued to obstruct his vision. All of a sudden they jumped back with a simultaneous gasp. Their actions knocked Victor to the ground. He wondered what could have startled everyone at once. When he looked up he saw Mark standing in the circle in his man form and Victor let out his own stunned breath.

Mark glared down at the wolf. The animal looked as shocked as everyone else, but not for long. The air started to sparkle around him but Mark kicked the beast hard, sending him sliding across the terrain. The gathering of people jumped back even more, almost trampling Victor in their haste. He scrambled to his feet to save himself from being crushed by the people adjusting to the new dynamics of the battle. He found refuge behind a tree. As soon as Victor's palm touched the wood, he felt a jolt of power at the connection. At first it confused him, but then he gasped in recollection. Pressing both hands to the oak, he closed his eyes and concentrated. Energy flowed from the bark through his fingertips, rapidly filling his body.

The brawl persisted. Shouts of surprise, growls, and Mark's grunts reached across the small distance to Victor's ears but he didn't let it distract him. Resting his forehead on the tree, he focused on pulling strength from the bark. After a while Victor peeked past the timber to see if his plan was working. Mark held the wolf aloft. He slammed the beast to the ground. It let out an agonizing whine as it collided with the hard dirt and then Mark disappeared from sight. Victor smiled and released the tree to move closer. Mark was on his knees. Blood continued to run down his injured arm from his shoulder as it hung by his side. He pummeled the wolf with his good fist until it was clear the animal would not be getting up again. Mark's father stepped forward, drawing Victor's attention away from the mêlée.

"Enough Mark! End it now!" he shouted.

When Victor brought his attention back to Mark, he was a wolf again. The black wolf stood over his battered and beaten prey; without hesitation he plunged his fangs deep into the underside of its throat. With one strong yank, a sickening cracking sound ended the long-standing conflict for good. The wolf stepped back and sat down. His tongue hung from his blood-covered mouth as he gasped for air. After he got his breathing under control again, he morphed back into Mark. The group of men and women were silent for a time. Mark's father exchanged looks with the council of elders and then with the rest of the tribe. With a small satisfied smile on his face, he nodded his head to Byron who stepped forward.

"Mark, after many years of exile, the truth has finally been spoken and your accuser lies dead at your feet. Your unorthodox methods have not been used during a challenge before, but because they were not against any of our laws, your victory will be honored. Henceforth, you are restored to your post as second in command and welcomed back into the fold."

Mark let out a breath of relief. "Thank you, Byron."

Mark's father moved to stand beside his son and raised his hands. "Hear me, my people! I am old and no longer fit to lead our pack. From this moment forward, I relinquish my position to the second in command." He dropped a hand to Mark's shoulder and beamed with pride. "May he lead our people well. All those in agreement step forward."

Everyone in the circle closed in on Mark. The members in the tribe talked over each other as they reached out to touch and hug him to show support to their new pack leader. Victor watched the frenzied greetings and loud congratulations with a sigh of relief. The jumbled chatter subsided after a short while and the crowd split in two. Mark walked through the opening straight to him. Without a word Mark took him in his arms and lifted him from the ground in a swinging embrace.

"Thank you, sweetheart. You are the reason for my success. I felt something unique happening to me that could only have come from you. It invigorated me."

"The forest helped. Yaya told me that if I called on the power of the woods it would answer me. I didn't think it was true until I touched the tree. I figured if it welled up inside me, you would also be able to use it."

Mark cupped his cheeks and kissed him passionately. "And you were right, my love. Because of you I have been restored and now I am chief." He took Victor's hand and tugged him along. "Come, I will introduce you to your new family."

Victor dug his feet into the ground. "Wait, wait, wait," he said quickly.

Mark turned a confused look to him. "What's wrong?"

"You mean, your tribe will be my family, too?"

Mark chuckled and caressed his face. "Of course, darling. We are one. The forest has always been your home and now you will have a family to come home to."

Victor smiled, welcoming the new feelings rising within him. Mark pulled him to the masses who in turn welcomed him with opened arms.



THE END
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