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Her Guardian Wolf

A scarred soldier. A wolf born to fight for his survival. Together they’ll find peace—if they can beat their own demons.

Kiera grew up in a man’s world and has the scars to prove it. First as the only girl in a family full of brothers, and then in the EOD unit in the Army. She’s working at Forever Home animal shelter as rehabilitation for her PTSD, and these animals are about to change her life. But it’s a rescued werewolf that sees her in a way no one else ever has.

All Baron Channing knows is war. His family has protected Sawtooth Forest for generations, but now a rival pack has them at their mercy.  They’ve got Keira in their crosshairs, and Baron’s been assigned to guard the women who saved him and his brothers from a fighting ring. 

Baron’s tired of violence, and if his pack will survive this attack, they’ll have to fight harder than they ever had before. He’ll do whatever it takes to keep the incredible woman he’s been assigned to protect safe and make her his mate. 
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Chapter One
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Baron

“Tell me a story.” A slow smile spread across Kiera’s face. The kind of smile that promised I’d be rewarded handsomely for accommodating her request. “Dallas did it for Lyssie last night, and I’d hate to get left out.”

Don’t get me wrong, I was totally on board with that possibility. Kiera was an amazing woman who deserved a worthy mate, and I was interested in applying for that position. She didn’t need a babysitter, but tonight, that’s what I was.

“Our fairy tales aren’t the ones you grew up with.” More like dark and gritty cautionary tales meant as lessons to smarten us up, make us think on all four feet. Kiera beckoned me from a doorway that I assumed led to her bedroom. I wasn’t exactly the big bad wolf, but I couldn’t be trusted to keep my hands to myself in there. “They don’t always have a happy ending.”

“That’s okay. I want to hear them.” She grabbed my arm and pulled me with her into the unknown. “Don’t spare me the gory details. I can take it. Tell me what it’s like to be a wolf.” 

I’d never explained this to a human before. As far as humans in Granger Falls were concerned, werewolves existed in legends only, stories old people would bore their grandkids with about karma. We took care of things human law couldn’t.

And that was why I was here with Kiera tonight.

Kiera climbed on her bed and curled up under the blankets. Gorgeous as always. She never wore makeup, and her brown hair was disheveled, an open invite to run my fingers through it that I always had to turn down. Her lashes cast shadows on her cheeks in the low light. My wolf rumbled inside me. I was starving for this woman’s touch, but the hunger strike had to continue. A little while longer, anyway. She patted the edge of the bed, and her eyes flicked up, bracing herself for rejection.

Get over yourself. She’s going to think you don’t want her. Nothing could be further from the truth. Her bed was too soft as I sat on the very edge. It smelled like a woman—shampoo and fruity body lotion. I swear I could feel her heart beat, a soft little thump against my soul. My mouth watered. Times like this, my animal twisted around any human desires and made them impossible to ignore. 

“This all used to be wolf land,” I started, clearing my throat. “Before the town started to expand, the wolves thrived for centuries. Running, playing, hunting. We were the kings of Sawtooth. Faster than the bears, and more ferocious than the elk and the bison. When the villages popped up, we could protect the residents. They kept our secrets, and we could still stay in the shadows. For some wolves, that was their job—to take care of problems. Others, like my family, kept the peace. We held everyone accountable. The balance worked for centuries. Every wolf had a mate, but unlike some species, we weren’t promised to each other at birth or fated to be together. We actually fell in love with our partners. Once we found our mate, the bond lasted forever.”

Kiera hugged a pillow to her stomach, hanging on every word like I read to her from a thick book of fairy tales. It was pretty close to that now. That way of life didn’t exist in Sawtooth National Forest anymore. 

“Do you have a mate?” she asked.

“No.”

She narrowed her eyes in confusion. “None of you have mates?” It was more of an accusation than a question. “Major’s too bitter to possibly be getting laid on the regular, but you and your brothers...”

Kiera had Major nailed already. 

“All male wolves in Sawtooth under the age of forty are single unless their families had enough money to purchase them a mate. All the she-wolves were claimed before they could walk. At least they didn’t get our hopes up, then snatch them away later.” I smiled sadly. “I grew up in a family of four boys with a single mom. My dad passed away when I was ten. I’m sure you don’t need to do the math.”

“If women everywhere knew there was a forest full of eligible bachelors in Idaho, they’d be flocking here by the busload.” Keira’s eyes lit up. We’d like that too, but we’d never claim them. No wolf in the pack had ever taken a human as a mate. 

“How is this even possible?” she asked.

“It’s not wolf land anymore.” I lay on my side at foot of the bed, finally letting myself relax. “The town took the land, thinking it belonged to no one. Our prey perished, and we were forced to be more human than animal. Members of the pack died without anyone to replace them. Our system fell apart, and the packs shrank. By some fluke or maybe karma, no one knows, very few she-wolves have been born in the last forty years. The packs started fighting over them, but the wolves who’d been able to transition to human life with the most ease offered their families money for the right to have their sons mate with their daughters.”

“Wow.” Kiera blinked in disbelief. “It’s like Narnia. A whole world in the forest and we’re like clueless on the other side of the wardrobe.” She laughed, scooting closer to me. “Are the females treated like princesses or slaves?”

If Kiera was my mate, there’s no question she’d be my goddess. That’s why she had me on edge. “Somewhere in between. We knew growing up that we wouldn’t have a mate, so women were always forbidden fruit.” Kiera bit her lip and heat rolled off her body. I sat up, stopping myself from having a taste of her. She’d taste like peaches and vanilla. My favorite. “We always wanted what we couldn’t have.”

“You’ve been with a woman, right?” 

More than she’d ever want to hear about. We played with human women, but we put our toys away when we were done with them. “Of course.”

She laughed. “Thank God. I’m totally not judging you. But...never mind. Back to the story. Everything you told me sounded like it happened a long time ago. What about now?”

It hadn’t. So much had changed in our lifetimes. Now the little girl wolves were completely segregated. They were all born to wealthy families now, leaving the working class wolves a bunch of lonely, frustrated men. “I can’t tell you that.”

How did she get so close to me? Kiera’s arm brushed against my thigh, big brown eyes unblinking, waiting for me to continue. There was nothing more to say. “Why not?” she asked.

“Because everything’s changing.” That was the whole reason I was here. “And it will never be that way again.”
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Chapter Two
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Kiera

When I was a little girl, I wrote a book. It was similar to the movies I watched a million times with princesses kissing princes and fairy godmothers who waved magic wands, granting them their happily ever after. Because most of the books I read at the time had pictures, I took great care in illustrating it. Colored everything inside the lines. My brothers found it and had a fucking field day. I was the only girl in the family, the youngest of five, so the ridicule was endless. Having nobody to play with but a bunch of boys toughened my ass up in no time, and soon I dreamed of adventures they didn’t laugh at. Anything that would get me as far away from the Kansas farm and the endless flat land we called home had my name written all over it. 

I never stopped dreaming of my prince. I didn’t tell anyone about it anymore—I’d learned my lesson. Especially now that I was twenty-nine and my imaginary boyfriend’s GPS didn’t seem to work in Idaho. It was a bitch getting a signal out here.

After the things I had seen, now I was pretty sure happily ever after only existed in fairy tales. 

Prince Charming or not, I’d never been satisfied with mediocrity. Baron Channing was the closest thing to my nine-year-old rendition of a fairy tale prince I’d ever seen. I’d originally drawn him in crayon, but I’d nailed the long, shiny black hair and tan skin. I even got the blue eyes right, but I hadn’t dared to imagine they’d be flecked with an impossible amount of gold, like sun streaks on a cloudless day. 

Had I met Baron as a man first, I don’t think I would’ve been surprised to learn he was a wolf. Everything about him was sleek and powerful. I was dying to see what his body looked like under his clothes. I got hints of muscle straining against his shirt, but it was just a tease. I hugged my pillow to keep my hands off of him. 

I should’ve never let my brothers talk me out of writing romance and becoming a fairy princess. Instead I let them lead me to war.

Concentrate on this gorgeous man sitting on your bed. Don’t let those images creep back in. If they did and I was lucky, blood would splatter over my vision and I’d only see red. Unfortunately, luck wasn’t my thing and the blood always washed away, showing me what it left in its wake. 

The gorgeous man who looks like he’d do anything to get out of here. My confidence shrank by the second. Men didn’t go out of their way to flirt with girls like me. I didn’t have much in common with those princesses from my childhood. They were dainty, pink, and sparkly. I was thick, powerful, and the only pink on me marked my damage. Growing up on a farm with four older brothers left no room for delicate. I didn’t go out of my way to make myself something I wasn’t. All the things that didn’t make ideal girlfriend material had made me an excellent soldier.

“What about you?” I asked, desperate to have a piece of him I could keep with me for later on when I drifted off to the land of make believe. “I thought you’d make yourself the hero of this story.” He’d definitely been co-starring with me in my fantasies lately. Why should those princess bitches have all the fun?

Baron scoffed. “I’m no hero.”

“Then make yourself one.” Oh shit, that came out all wrong. Baron’s shoulders slumped. This is why you’re single, dumbass. “Come on, I want to hear about you.”

Baron bristled. “I am telling you about me.”

I knew this mentality, all for one, being part of something larger than yourself. They were admirable qualities to have, especially when Baron was fighting someone else’s cause. But none of that was worth it if he didn’t want anything for himself. “No you’re not. You’re telling me what you think I want to hear. You’re more than the pack.” Maybe he had lost himself. He was only weeks out from being held captive.  “What’s it like when you turn into a werewolf?”

“I wish I could always be the wolf.” His eyes lit up, the gold flecks glowing. “Everything’s so much better that way. I can get away from all the bullshit. I go up to Baldy and I run until I’m so high up on the mountain I can barely breathe.”

Maybe it wasn’t me making Baron uncomfortable. He was a guy who’d rather not be human. He’d come to the right place. After four years in the army, I wanted to forget I was human sometimes, too. “Do you ever go hiking?”

“All the time.” He smiled. I was on the right track. “Are you into it?”

“I like any sort of extreme sport. The crazier, the better. I’m dying to go rock climbing, but the girls would never come with me.”

“I’ll totally go,” Baron said immediately, his voice finally infused with life. “If you’re looking for company.”

“As a matter of fact, I am.” I reached for him, putting my hand on his thigh. He was rock solid under his jeans. Baron put his hand over mine and squeezed. “What else do you like? Can I interest you in a little snowboarding and skydiving, too?” I asked.

Baron’s mouth dropped. “Marry me.” 

I clapped my hand over my mouth, pretending to hold in a laugh, but I was really trying to stop myself from accepting his proposal. If I drove fast enough, we could be in Vegas by morning and the ink would be dry on the contract by the time we had matching ink healing on our ring fingers. “Not so fast. I need to make sure you don’t cry like a little bitch when you jump out of a plane before I agree to anything.”

His eyes got huge. “Stop flirting with me, Kiera,” he deadpanned, fighting a smirk.

“What? You started it with wanting to write your own vows and shit.” I whacked his leg harder than he was probably expecting. “Four brothers and four years in the army, I can give it as good as I take it.”

“Oh yeah?” Baron leaned in close. “I promise to give it to you good.”

Holy shit. “I’m going to hold you to that.” Our gazes locked, and I was melting from the heat of his promise. But not tonight. That whole not being girlfriend material thing made it impossible for me to sleep with someone on the first date. My track record in this department was flawless. No one had ever called me back after I gave it away like it was late afternoon at the swap meet. This wasn’t even a date. It was more like house arrest. I sat up, repositioning the pillow between us like a battering ram. “What do you think is going to happen with your pack?”

I’d helped Trina, my boss, break up a dog fighting ring. We had no idea that the dogs were actually wolves and the wolves were actually werewolves. Ryker, the shitbag running the ring, wanted revenge. He’d attacked the animal shelter we worked at and a couple nights ago, one of his goons paid Trina a visit at home. He didn’t come back alive. As a result, my roommate Lyssie and I had been assigned bodyguards. Baron was only here because his brother was forcing him to keep us safe, not because he was interested in me.

I could probably fuck an attacker up better than any werewolf, but my days of challenging anyone’s masculinity were over.

“My brother thinks he’s going to kill Ryker the next time he shifts. Major’s never going to accept Shadow as alpha, and he’s stirring up some serious shit of his own.” Baron didn’t seem to like either option.

“Major’s a dick.” I wanted to make Baron laugh, but it was true. He turned his backs on all of us as soon as he shifted. He thanked us before he hauled ass back to the forest, but the words had probably tasted like battery acid coming out of his mouth. I wasn’t going to tell Baron that Major and I had history beyond that. “Can’t you do anything to stop them?” 

“Nope.” Baron smiled, looking more like a wolf than he had since he’d shifted. “I’m second born. I don’t lead. I follow.”

“Like hell I’d accept that if I were you.” If it made him happy, that would be something else. But I could tell it didn’t. “You just said everything is changing, and if neither of those are good options, this is your chance to step up and do something about it.”

“We’re headed for war, and I’m expected to be a soldier. Soldiers don’t have opinions, they die for what other people believe in.”

I couldn’t breathe. He had no idea how much he hit the nail on the fucking head. “I think you should go.”

“Kiera, I didn’t mean it like that. I—“

“Then what the fuck did you mean like that?” I glared at him. I’d given him a chance to leave, but since he refused, he better have a damn good explanation. 

“I didn’t choose this. Our roles were decided before we were born. I follow my alpha’s lead, no questions asked.” Baron didn’t break the gaze. No shame in his statement. To him it simply was what it was.

“Isn’t Shadow your alpha? Your brother that you spend practically twenty-four hours a day with? I find it pretty hard to believe that he’s never asked you what you thought about the pack. And you’re not a soldier. Stop tossing around words you don’t know the meaning of.” Baron opened his mouth to counter, but I shook my head. “Please. Go.”
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Chapter Three
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Baron

My words hit Kiera like a lightning bolt, burning something deep inside. It left a scar on my heart, a reminder not to be so stupid if she ever gave me another chance.

Kiera had served in the army, and I’d slapped her in the face. She thought I was fucking spineless for blindly following a cause I didn’t believe in. She was right on both counts. Defending myself made me sound like more of an asshole, so as always, I did as I was asked. I left her alone. It was the last fucking thing I wanted to do.

This bullshit needed to stop. Following pack protocol almost got me killed, and not just this time. And for what? There was no reward, just more fighting. I preferred to be wolf, but I wanted peace when I was human. It wasn’t too much to ask. Most people in Granger Falls lived in ignorant bliss of the war that was about to erupt around them, but something haunted Kiera. I’d seen it many times before I shifted. She never had her back to the room, and she’d stare down things I couldn’t see. I’d never question her, because I understood. My sight was better than anyone else in any of the local packs. I had plenty of time to stand back and watch. But even I couldn’t see what Kiera did. 

Tonight was my turn to invade the girls’ house. I didn’t expect to be met with a warm reception after my last visit. “Where’s Lyssie?” I asked when Kiera let me in. Frost crawled over the imaginary wall we’d built the other night, vaporizing all the things I wanted to say. But it wasn’t going to stop me. 

“In her room, reading. Why?” Kiera narrowed her eyes, moving around the living room under the guise of picking up clutter that didn’t exist. Anything but look at me. Great.

“Just wondering.” It was pretty obvious Kiera didn’t want to talk to me, but with Lyssie as a referee, things wouldn’t be so fucking awkward. We could watch a movie and maybe laugh about something. Ease into being normal. “Hey, they’re opening night skiing on Baldy this week.”

“Oh yeah?” For the first time she stopped and smiled. “I’ve been waiting for that all year.”

“I’m going tomorrow. I’d love some company.” Every woman I’d ever met had been off-limits for me. Even if they were human and I spent the night with them, we had no future. I never fooled them by hanging around. Now I wanted to and I had no idea how to make it happen.

“That would be awesome,” she said, flopping down on the other end of the couch and picking up the remote. “What do you watch on Netflix?”

I was still buzzing from the fact she said yes to think about anything else. “Orange, and Arrested Development. What about you?”

“The same, and Grace and Frankie. I stick to comedy. When I want someone to tell me a story, I want them to take me out of my world. Not depress the hell out of me.”

Ouch. “Speaking of that, I’m sorry about the other night. I didn’t mean to be a disrespectful asshole—“

“You weren’t,” Kiera snapped, sitting bolt upright, irritation could shoot her straight into the sky. “I was tired and I wanted to go to bed, that’s all.”

“What happened to you in the army?” If it wasn’t there, it was somewhere. I didn’t want to keep guessing.

“Nothing happened to me.” Kiera paced in front of the TV, the opening scenes of Arrested Development playing behind her. “What, you want to say that a woman can’t handle combat? Or should keep the hell away from a man’s world? If it wasn’t for me...never mind. I’m here to get away from that.”

I got up, blocking her path. I took a chance, putting my hands on her arms. She could get away, if she wanted to. Kiera wasn’t that tall, but her presence filled every room she was in. Her shoulders rose and fell, but she wouldn’t meet my eyes. “If you tell me what’s wrong, I can stop doing it,” I said softly. “Instead of feeling like I’m dancing in a field full of landmines.”

“Touché,” her eyes flicked up, clouded with some emotion that threatened to break with the storm. “I never thought of it like that before. My strategy has been if I don’t talk about it, I don’t give it power.”

“You’re giving it all the power.” I caught her chin and tipped her face up to me. I wasn’t letting her run from this anymore. “You’ve let it chase you into a box, and it’s closed in on you. Sometimes you have to run to the enemy and call its bluff.”

It was so easy to give someone else advice, and hard as hell to put it into action in my own life. 

“Sometimes when you run to the enemy, things blow up.” Kiera’s voice was dry, and I knew she wasn’t speaking hypothetically. “And they can never be the same again.”

She trembled under my touch. “Did you go to war?” 

Keira nodded. “Iraq. Two tours.”

Holy fuck. I knew the answer was yes, but I didn’t expect her to say she’d gone back. I couldn’t imagine what that would be like. A taste of freedom then knowing exactly what Hell was like when she returned to it. “You’re a bad ass, you know that?” 

Kiera’s face lit up. “I am pretty bad ass.” She motioned to the couch and sat back down, pausing the TV show. “I’ve never told anyone I went to Iraq without answering a ton of questions. Honestly, I don’t know how much I’m going to be able to tell you, so don’t give me a hard time if I have to stop talking about this.”

Everything was starting to make sense. “I’m honored that you chose me to hear your story.”

She sized me up. “I don’t think the two of us are all that different. Anyway, I told you the other night I grew up with four old brothers. We lived on a farm in Kansas, my mom homeschooled us. They were my whole world, and I would’ve done anything to make them think their annoying little sister was half as cool as they were. So when they all went into the military, it was the only answer for me, too. I wanted to be CIA. Because what’s cooler than that? Working as a spy, knowing the world’s secrets? Sign me up. After spending eighteen years in pretty much the same place, there was no adventure I wasn’t ready to grab by the balls.” 

“That would scare the hell out of most people who’d lived such a secluded life.” I was in complete awe of this woman. I’d never met anyone like her. “But you were the exact opposite.”

“I couldn’t wait to get the hell out of there. I enlisted before I graduated from high school. In the army, I got assigned to the Explosion Ordinance Disposal unit, the bomb squad. Stateside, that’s the unit that makes sure big events are safe, and works with the president and other dignitaries. Secret Service, basically. In Iraq, there was no predicting what we’d find, because those guys aren’t playing by our rules. Here we get weeks of intel to work with—over there it would be minutes before we’d have to detonate a device. No matter where it was, lives were on the line. Soldiers and civilians. And the thing with bombs and homemade explosives is no two are exactly the same. They don’t come with instruction manuals.”

I knew she was as tough as nails, but she’d served in the most dangerous capacity. There was no reason for her to apologize that the memories haunted her. “Did you get hurt?” I asked.

She nodded. “I got burned pretty badly. A fireball exploded and I didn’t see it coming until too late. My left side is pretty messed up. But at least I didn’t lose my limbs. Or worse.” That look was back, the one where she saw things I couldn’t. Now I knew what they were, and they gave me chills. “I was lucky.”

Kiera wasn’t with me right now. She was back in the desert with her unit, reliving that awful day. All the color drained from her face. If it was a sheet of paper I would’ve drawn her a picture, written her a story, done anything to replace the vision she saw. But I could wrap my arms around her, so that’s what I did. 

She didn’t know how to react. Her body stayed stiff as I guided her head to my shoulder. I rubbed her back and she relaxed, unlocking her arms from around her own body and reaching for me. Lightly at first, like she didn’t want to admit that she needed someone else for anything. After a couple minutes, she realized that letting someone in wasn’t a sign of weakness. I wanted to make her stronger. 

She gasped when my fingers brushed against the skin between her top and her sweatpants. “What are you doing?” She jumped away from me, yanking her shirt down. “Don’t touch them.”

Her scars.

They didn’t feel different until she pointed them out, then I realized they were hard and smooth. I wanted to see them. It was a sick fucking thought, but I knew they’d be able to answer all the questions that Kiera couldn’t. And I wondered, if she freaked out over someone touching them, how long it had been since she’d let anyone really see her, offer her any comfort. All I knew was that the US pulled out of Iraq years ago. But a piece of Kiera had been left behind.

“It was an accident.” I tried to lure her back in with my hands safely on her back, but she resisted.

“Fuck it,” she said, peeling her shirt up over her head. “I’m sick of not being a whole person. And you...need to know what you’re getting yourself into if you want to spend time with me, Baron. I’m far from perfect. And this is always going to be a part of me.”

Her gaze locked with mine in challenge. She was completely bare under the T-shirt. I had to rip myself away from her gaze and take her all in. The scars rippled from her shoulder down the side of her arm. They completely covered her left breast, and dripped down into the waistband of her sweatpants. In their own way, they were beautiful. She wouldn’t believe me if I told her that, so I didn’t. They looked like lightning, the fire frozen inside her, earned from a place few were brave enough to ever venture to. 

I don’t think Kiera took a breath while she waited for my assessment. “You’re the most amazing woman I’ve ever met.”

“I was.” She chuckled. “Now I’m a professional dog walker.”

“You forget who you’re talking to.” I wanted to touch her so badly. Run my fingers over the lines of the scars. Kiss her lips. “If you weren’t a dog walker, you would’ve never saved me. I’d be dead or just waiting around for it to come. You’re still a hero. You’re my hero.”
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Chapter Four
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Kiera

I looked like a monster. Not one of those slick CGI ones that everyone laughed at, but a truly horrifying old-school, low budget one that hooked horror lovers on the genre. I wasn’t even a woman anymore—the fireball had scorched my left tit leaving me with an ugly lump of scar tissue. Still having one as a souvenir was even crueler.

Baron didn’t run. Part of me wanted him to, to justify my shame. Instead, he seemed to be a fan of the macabre.

His gaze had the opposite effect on me. Hot and slow, his eyes took in every inch. I never let anyone see my scars besides the doctors who treated them. I wore long sleeves on even the hottest days. It was easier that way. I didn’t have to answer any questions, or acknowledge the pity in someone’s eyes when they realized I’d been ruined. I could be reading this all wrong, but Baron’s heavy lids and parted lips weren’t saying eeew. 

And he definitely wasn’t complaining when he traced his fingers along my cheek, steadying me before he brushed his lips against mine. Soft and gentle, it was everything my life had been missing. If I’d known anything about kissing when I drew my prince and princess wrapped in an embrace on the final page of my book, I would’ve described it just like this. 

But our story was just beginning. Letting Baron come inside, I needed to show him my appreciation. He’d run toward the ticking bomb, detonating it before it exploded. We explored each other, using just our lips and tongues, hungry for things we’d never tasted before. Baron needed this as much as I did. I wasn’t the only one with something missing.

We parted with a gasp. Baron’s eyes fluttered like he’d woken from a dream. “Do they hurt?” he asked.

“Not anymore. The scar tissue is numb.” An absence of feeling. “Healing was excruciating.”

He pursed his lips together, pissed. “You won’t believe me if I tell you they’re beautiful, but I can’t keep it to myself.”

“No, I won’t.” But A for effort. “If you want to make me feel better, I really liked that thing you do with your mouth.”

“Which thing?” He narrowed his eyebrows. I wasn’t the only one who grew up in house full of rowdy boys. Two could play this game. “I’m not a one trick pony.”

Something I hadn’t let myself experience in a long time rippled through me. “First of all, you’re a wolf, not a pony.” I leaned back in. My one nipple could’ve cut glass when it grazed against his shirt. “And secondly, if you’re good at something, you should share your talents with the world. It would be selfish to keep them to yourself.”

“The world, or just you?” His lips curled up into a smile.

“Just me.”

“Who’s selfish now?” I didn’t have a chance to answer because those delicious lips were back on mine, not so gentle this time. I’d missed roughhousing, not being cut any slack. Baron nipped my bottom lip, catching me by surprise. Our teeth clashed together, tongues wrestling. His hands slipped into my hair, pulling it and caressing at the same time, guiding me in the frantic rhythm of the kiss. I gripped his shoulders, pushing him down on the couch. I couldn’t risk him changing his mind and trying to escape. Baron moaned, his head falling back. His stubble scraped my lips as I explored his face and settled on the warm, throbbing crook of his neck. 

For the first time in a long time, the scar tissue wasn’t numb.

“Oh.” Lyssie broke the spell with a giggle. She’d come out of her bedroom, empty glass in hand. I gasped, covering my left side. Thankfully, it was against the couch and she wouldn’t see anything I didn’t want her to. “Don’t mind me. Keep doing what you’re doing.” She scurried into the kitchen.

No, my best friend and roommate had never seen my scars. I meant it. No one saw them.

“Do you want to go in the other room?” Baron asked. 

If we went in the other room, I’d show him everything. I wasn’t ready for that. “No.” I slipped my shirt back on, not that it mattered because Lyssie covered her eyes she trotted back into her room. “That kiss was pretty epic, and I don’t want it to get overshadowed. You know how things have a way of trying to one-up each other.”

“I do.” Baron sat up, dragging his fingers across his lips and grinning. “And they will.”

**
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THE NEXT DAY DRAGGED on forever. 

“He’s not going to call.” Stupid me had blurted out that Baron wanted to go snowboarding but as time crawled and my phone stayed silent, I wished to hell I’d kept my mouth shut. The humiliation would’ve belonged to me only. But Lyssie wanted to know why I brought my snowboard with me to work, and I couldn’t keep my excitement in.

“Did you guys get in a fight after I saw you last night?” Lyssie’s cheeks burned at the memory. “Because that lip lock didn’t look like he planned on blowing you off anytime in the near future.”

“No, we didn’t.” I pouted. I knew better than that. I could still taste his kiss, and it made every second without a message from Baron a hundred times worse. “Let me tell you about that kiss.” I matched Lyssie’s color with a flush of my own. I didn’t have a chance to elaborate—a prospective couple returned to the lobby with the dog they were considering adopting. This looked promising. Dex, one of our Shepherds, had a bounce in his step and his tongue hanging out. No shame in his joy. 

When my therapists at CAST suggested I come work at Forever Home Animal Shelter as part of my therapy for PTSD, I laughed in their faces. What the hell was working with a bunch of animals going to teach me about readjusting to everyday life in the civilian world? I’d been a fool to underestimate this experience. These animals had been neglected, abandoned, even tortured. Some of them didn’t know love existed. Others did and were recovering from heartbreak. But every single one of them had something in common; they were willing, no, scratch that, eager to try again. They still had hope, even though they relied on people that might not be so different than the ones that wronged them in the past. They made the decision to trust. Each one of them knew they deserved something better than what they had.

The connection was just there. That couple had no idea what they were looking for when they came in. They just knew they wanted someone to share their love with. Trina had a system, and it worked well. She liked to let the animals choose the people. The animals were smarter than us, they had a sixth sense that humans lacked. Trina would never tell the customers how she did things, she preferred to let them think it was cute when a cat or dog or even a turtle came up to them and just knew they’d found their person. The one who’d keep them safe and would love them forever. 

I’d been an arrogant jerk to think I couldn’t learn anything from a homeless animal. And now I wasn’t ashamed to admit I’d been humbled and on some occasions, awestruck. 

“We’ll take him,” the man said. The woman had sunk to her knees, murmuring to the dog while he smothered her in kisses. When the man looked down at his partner, my heart threatened to burst at the naked expression of affection. It was hard not to cry every time this happened. “He’s all we’ve talked about since we met him.”

“He was hoping you’d come back. So, congratulations! To all three of you. Let’s get the paperwork started. I think Dex is anxious to see his new home.” Trina led them to a tiny room off the lobby. She looked over their heads and said, “Lemon crème.” 

We celebrated every successful adoption with cupcakes. Lyssie and I always picked up a half dozen, because we liked to have options, and this bakery was the only place in town that made fancy coffee. My love of vanilla lattes was the girliest thing about me.

Lyssie waited until we got to the car until she said anything else. “Back to that kiss,” she giggled. Men made her nervous. Everything did, really. She practically shook out of her own skin the nights Dallas came over to babysit. I shouldn’t have kept trying to push the two of them together, but that’s what best friends were for. Dallas was just as gorgeous as his brothers, funny and outgoing. Exactly what Lyssie needed. “Why would you ever think Baron wouldn’t call you? You didn’t even notice me right away, you were so into each other. The way the two of you were touching each other was hot, Kiera. I know that sounds weird that I watched you guys, but some things you can’t look away from. Baron’s into you. You don’t have anything to worry about.”

Lyssie worked at Forever Home for the same reason I did. She was dealing with some serious shit that drove her away from the real world. We knew most of each other’s stories, but we also respected the fact there were things neither of us wanted to talk about. We didn’t push. We understood when we hit each other’s boundary. Little by little, we’d tell each other everything. So to explain my reasoning now went past my comfort zone. 

“I don’t want him to change his mind.” I took the first sip of my latte. I swear they laced these things with crack. “It’s weird, because he’s not here because he wants to be. Shadow’s making both of them guard us, and I wonder if they feel obligated.”

“Yeah, I wonder the same thing.” Lyssie opened the box and dipped her finger into the Oreo frosting on top of her cupcake, humming when she licked it clean. “And we rescued them, so it’s like they owe us.”

“What’s going on with you and Dallas?” I wriggled my eyebrows. “I keep catching him staring at you since the other night.”

“Oh!” Like Lyssie didn’t know. “Nothing like that kiss. Yet, anyway.” She turned crimson, but this was huge for her. And I was going to do everything I could to make sure my best friend got her happily ever after.

Baron didn’t call. Instead he followed his brother into the shelter at the end of the day. He and Dallas took turns staying at our apartment, per Shadow’s orders. The other one stayed in Sawtooth. My heart dropped to my stomach when Baron came over to me, a mixture of relief and excitement rattling against my skin. “I thought maybe you’d want to grab something to eat before we headed to the mountain?”

I’d been so worried that things would be weird after last night. Now that he knew exactly what he was getting with me, he’d try to find a way out of his invite. “That sounds great.” 

Lyssie mouthed I told you so behind Baron’s back, and I tipped my head in Dallas’ direction. He didn’t notice, because he saw nothing but Lyssie. Trina and Shadow were so far past our awkward stage, and they’d wrapped themselves around each other. This was awesome. The three of us had all been alone with our pain for so long, to find whatever this was at the same time was almost too good to be true. Please don’t let it be too good to be true.

I wondered if our rehabilitation center, CAST, sent us here to help the animals, or because they knew the Channing brothers were going to need us as much as we needed them.

“It’s been a while since I’ve been out to eat.” Baron smirked while he drove. “My favorite place in town is that flatbread restaurant. Have you been?”

“Lyssie and I go there all the time.” As much as we could, anyway. Neither of us had much money, but if we were going to splurge on a night out, that’s where we went. “The cheeseburger pizza and a cranberry wheat beer, Heaven!”

Baron shook his head. “The pulled pork pizza and a stout.”

“Whatever,” I scoffed. “If you want to waste your time on inferior pizza, that’s your prerogative.”

“Inferior? You have no idea what you’re talking about.” Baron pulled into the parking lot. Granger Falls proper would fit on a postage stamp. The sprawl that claimed the wolves’ forest land was mainly houses and farms. We met each other at the back of the truck. “Here’s the plan. We order both, see if you can convince me to change my mind. But I have a feeling, next time we go, you’ll be ordering the pulled pork.”

“Never gonna happen, but deal.” I put my hand to shake on it, fist bump, something, but Baron had other things in mind. He took my hand in both of his, raised it to his lips, and kissed it. In front of the door of The Pizza Pub, with everyone watching. He laced his fingers in mine, holding my hand, as he held the door open for me.

He held my hand. It was the littlest thing, but everything inside me danced when his fingers laced through mine. Before I went into the army, the only guys I’d ever met were my brothers’ friends and people at church. My broad shoulders and big mouth didn’t come from nowhere, and it was pretty clear that I was off-limits. In the army, I was free to do whoever, and whatever I wanted, but nobody was taking long walks on the beach and whispering sweet nothings into each other’s ears. We needed each other to express feelings we couldn’t name, and it never had anything to do with the other person. We just fucked. As hard as we could. I’d been disappointed, because it didn’t do anything for me until one staff sergeant let me dominate her.

So I thought maybe I was a lesbian. But I wasn’t. If the right person had been a woman, I’d be all for it. Now I didn’t think I could be with a woman because I’d be too jealous of her perfect body to enjoy our time together. Anyway, I was pretty sure it was the control part that turned me on. After spending my whole life listening to men bark orders at me—having someone do exactly what I said was heaven. It was the first time anyone had actually listened to me, hanging on my every word for my next command. 

None of them had done anything as sweet as kiss my fingers and hold my hand. Baron was proud to be seen with me. Even after he’d seen what I worked so hard to hide from the rest of the world. It was a lot to take in, especially when I hadn’t been proud of myself for a long time. 

“Ask for a booth,” I said, my heart pounding. Baron furrowed his brow in confusion. “I have to be able to see the whole room.” 

I didn’t need to explain there were parts of the war that would never leave me. The hostess brought us to a booth and took our drink order. 

“Cheers.” I bumped my cranberry wheat beer against Baron’s stout. Most people gave me a hard time about the little things that freaked me out, like I could just ignore them and they’d go away because normal people didn’t worry about sneak attacks while eating pizza. But I did, and it was nice not to have to apologize for it.

I loved how cozy this place was. A huge fire roared, and the mismatched wood tables were positioned around it. Instead of the expected hunting souvenirs on the walls, they featured pieces from local artists. “I know we just got here, but I’m having a great time already tonight. I can’t wait to tear up that mountain later,” I said.

What I wanted to say was thank you for not running after I showed you the worst of me. I’d gone to war, I’d run toward ticking bombs, but nothing had been scarier than taking off my shirt last night and showing Baron the price I paid.

“Me too.” Baron reached across the table and took my hand again. I wondered if he had any idea what that little gesture was doing to me. “It’s going to be the first of many, if I have my way.”
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Chapter Five
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Baron

I caught Kiera by surprise when I grabbed her around the waist, pulling her into me for a kiss in the ski area parking lot. All I could think about all day, while I listened to Shadow ramble on about his plan to best everyone in the forest, was kissing her again. It was the only thing that got me through it. The way her soft lips moved against mine, telling me things she didn’t have words for. I had a lot that I needed to tell her too, and this was the best way to do it. No words to get in the way, no complications. 

“Told you you’d love the pulled pork.” If I didn’t stop kissing her we’d melt all the snow from the mountain.

“It was good, but I’m not changing my whole life over it yet. Traditions are kept for a reason.” Our footsteps crunched in the ice and dirt in the parking lot. “So what do you usually do here? Half pipe? Rails? Don’t tell me you stick to the green trails. If you do, I’ll stay on them because you paid for dinner, but I’ll give you shit the whole time.”

Keira had to know how much her trash talk turned me on. She did her best to contain her grin but it wasn’t working. 

“Bunny slope,” I deadpanned. She laughed, but when I didn’t elaborate, she raised an eyebrow. “I like the back trails,” I added.

I was so close to turning wolf I’d be tearing these trails apart. If it wasn’t the first run of the season, I wouldn’t have brought Kiera with me tonight. At least I’d have a little rust to shake off. I didn’t want to scare the shit out of her on our first official date. 

“Black Diamond. Nice. I didn’t expect anything less.” We got our passes and geared up in the ski lodge. The first night of the season was packed, and we waited in line for the ski lift. Kiera looked up the mountain, chewing on her lip. Envy crept over me, I wanted to be doing that. “I’ve never been out there. I always stick to the trick stuff. What’s it like?”

“I get to show you something you haven’t done?” She nodded. Now I was torn between controlling my wolf and ripping down the mountain because Kiera wouldn’t know any other way. I wouldn’t dumb things down for her. “I didn’t think it was possible.”

We settled on the ski lift, the bar locking down in our laps. “There’s a lot of things I want you to show me.”

“Like what?”

She put her hand over mine on the bar. It wasn’t the same wearing gloves, but electricity managed to jolt everything inside me to life. “I want to see you as a wolf. Now that you’re healthy, I’m dying to see you run free.”

“It’s going to be soon.” I glanced up at the sky, the moon just needed a few more days to be completely full. “This month it will be too dangerous for you to be around when we shift. Shadow wants to take care of Ryker.”

Ryker wasn’t the only danger we had to thwart. Major was making himself clear that human mates were unacceptable in his pack. I understood his reasoning, but it was becoming harder than usual to care what Major wanted.

“You should just let me have at him,” Kiera snickered. “He’d never see me coming.”

“Yeah, but then I’d have to spend the rest of my life nursing my brother’s bruised ego.” And Major would lose his mind if we brought Kiera into pack business. I was smarter than that. She’d already involved herself, but it needed to stay on a human level. “He needs to be the hero. Let him.”

“What about you? What’s your role going to be in that whole thing?” she asked. I couldn’t read Kiera’s face. Her cheeks were flushed from the cold, and her hat pushed down her eyebrows. Goggles still hung around her neck. In the lights from the trails, confusion and a little bit of fear swirled with my reflection in her eyes. 

“I do what I’m told.” The night air crept under my jacket. I couldn’t wait to ride. “I’m second in command to my brother. He and Major are at each other’s throats for control of the pack. No matter who comes out on top, it’s my job to carry out their wishes.”

“But you hate that.” She frowned. “It’s obvious. Your tone changes every time you mention it. Is it being told what to do or being involved in the pack?”

There was a way things were done in Sawtooth. I didn’t have a death wish, so I never questioned what Shadow or Major asked of me. I had to think about my answer. “I love being a part of the pack. We work together as a team, everyone has a job to do. We depend on each other because if one of us doesn’t do what we’re supposed to, the whole thing falls apart. But when I don’t believe in the bigger cause, I can’t do my best.”

“What do you actually do?” she asked. We jumped off the ski lift and the wind cut sharply between us on the top of the slope. “Every time you talk about the pack, you tell me you do what you’re told. But I don’t know what that is.”

“Before we got captured, I helped Shadow run his building business. I wrote bids, I hired subcontracting teams, but my favorite part was actually working on the job sites. Nothing is more satisfying than seeing an empty lot become a home. While we were in captivity, our house burned down. I’d lived with my brothers, and no one had heard from us. We were presumed dead. We lost our house and our business. We need to rebuild. Everything.”

“You’ve been building houses in the new developments?” she asked.  I nodded. “Wasn’t that pack land?”

“Yeah.” Holy shit. We were slapping everyone in the face, building these beautiful houses most wolves couldn’t afford on cleared parcels of forest. Many packs respected my brother because he always made sure to hire wolf labor when the packs desperately needed work, but Shadow struggled for others’ respect. It all made sense. This is why we needed women in the pack. They saw things in a way we didn’t. “Never thought of it like that before. It explains a lot. Both things I love are at total odds with each other.”

“Maybe the silver lining of all the crap that you guys have been through is that you can fix that. Change your business model, do what’s right for your business and the pack,” Kiera suggested as she put her goggles over her eyes. All that was left was her red cheeks and nose, and those luscious lips. A little bow that begged to be unraveled. I knew the real prize was yet to come. “It’s our turn. What am I supposed to do?”

The panic in her voice surprised me. “Trust yourself. Glide down the mountain. Use the natural layout as jumps or pipes if you need to slow down. I’ll be right with you.” I squeezed her hand before launching down the slope. I couldn’t wait any longer.

I’d been starving for this for almost seven months. Wind in my hair, moving with nature, relying on my instincts—riding down the mountain was the closest I’d been to wolf in way too long. We didn’t stay wolf long enough in my opinion when we were free, which made being trapped in our wolf form for six months without being able to run even more torturous. Once all the shit got sorted out, I was taking a vacation. I wanted to spend a month as a wolf on this mountain. Explore every single inch of it.

Kiera wasn’t behind me. Shit. Snow sprayed as I pulled up my board to stop. My muscles burned in the best way, but my heart pounded. I expected to see her come into view, pom pom on her hat bobbing above her board. Even if she hadn’t tried the Black Diamond trails before, she’d need to be a strong rider to do the trick course. 

When she didn’t come, I unhooked myself from the board and ran back up the mountain. It was a bitch in these boots, but since I was so close to shifting I moved easily through powder. “Kiera!” I called out, avoiding riders and skiers as they navigated the slope. 

No answer.

A small crowd formed ahead, and I had a bad fucking feeling as I ran toward them. Two people protested as I pushed them out of the way. 

Kiera lay unconscious. Someone had pulled off her hat and was unzipping her jacket to check for injuries while another person worked on unbuckling her feet from the board. 

“What happened?” I asked, dropping to my knees beside her. No blood splattered the snow, just the imprints of footsteps and board grooves. That had to be a good sign. Her eyes were closed, her mouth frozen open in an O. Brushing my fingers lightly over it, I detected slow breath. Better than nothing.

“She dropped like someone hit an off switch,” the person at her feet said. 

“Something hit her,” one of the spectators added. “It came from the trees.”

I stood up, searching for bright blue or gold eyes that would catch hints of moonlight between the trees. Ryker liked to admire his destruction, but his goons were pussies. They’d run. Ryker didn’t do his own dirty work. It didn’t stop me from running to the trees, in the direction the rock came from. I didn’t need to see the aggressor, I could smell him. A burning acid filling my nostrils, the stench of rotting hope, a flashback to my time in captivity. I’d never forget that smell. Kiera wasn’t the only one with scars.

Footprints led me to my target. A human, puffing as he lost steam running through the deep snow. I remembered this guy from my time imprisoned on Ryker’s farm. He’d been one of the goons who led us to the fighting ring.

So close to the shift, I gained strength. The assault on Kiera brought every dark, barbaric instinct rushing to the surface. It had been too long since I hunted. I’d either shift or kill this man.

I ripped a fat, low branch from a tree with the same ease that I’d peel a banana. He struggled for air as he turned around to defend himself. He didn’t stand a chance. The branch connected with his skull, knocking him unconscious before he landed in the snow. 

Out cold wasn’t good enough. That’s how he’d left Kiera, but I wasn’t giving him the chance to have better aim next time. With Ryker, there would always be a next time. He wouldn’t stop until we were all completely broken. No. He’d taken enough from us. The branch in both hands, I continued leveling it down on his head, like Ryker had beaten me and my brothers with a baseball bat too many times to count. Hot, wasted blood turned the snow to strawberry slush. The man’s face had been replaced by pulp. Holy shit. He was definitely dead. The gravity of what I’d done brought me to my knees beside him. 

I’d never killed a human before. Deer, elk, and moose, of course. We needed them to survive. One lonely area of my brain attempted to think rationally, reminding me if I hadn’t done this Kiera, one of her friends, or my brothers could have suffered the same fate. But it didn’t take the absolute finality away from being responsible for someone’s last breath.

This secret would follow me to the grave. Baron Channing didn’t kill humans. I didn’t want this war between the packs and everything that went along with it. Especially this. But I’d never forget the way I felt now, my heart pounding against my rib cage with adrenaline, the nausea from looking at the attacker’s ruined face. This could never be just part of my job. Shadow and Major might be able to look themselves in the mirror after something like this, but I wasn’t going to recognize the man in the reflection anymore.

Thankful my ski jacket and pants hid the blood splatters, I went back to Kiera. The crowd had thinned.

“What the hell are you doing?” the woman who’d been checking Kiera for injuries cried. “You can’t move her. We don’t know what happened. Help is on the way!”

“I am the help,” I roared, pulling her limp body into my arms. “She’s going to be fine.”

Protests echoed behind me as I broke away from the crowd. I didn’t respond, I couldn’t convince them I was right. I’d been stupid to ride so far ahead of Kiera. No one followed me, just gave me glares and odd looks as I marched through the snow, the dead weight of an unconscious woman hanging from my arms. I had to go slow to keep my footing, not to hurt her anymore. As far as I knew, the blow to the head was the only injury she had.

This afternoon we’d all laughed at Shadow’s orders to keep an eye on the girls. Now I wondered if I put her in more danger by bringing her out or if they would’ve found her tonight without me. 

Kiera moaned. I dropped to my knees, laying her back down in the snow. “Kiera. It’s Baron. Can you hear me?”

“Yeah.” Her voice was mushy and she struggled to open her eyes. “Where are we?”

She had no idea what happened. Please don’t let her realize there was anything different about me. She’s human, she won’t smell the blood and the evil. “On Baldy. Do you remember snowboarding?”

“Kinda.” She winced, bringing her hand up to her head. “The last thing I remember is you kissing me.”

Pulling her up, I slanted my lips over hers, recreating our last kiss the best I could. I was so fucking grateful that she was awake and talking that I wanted to add some flourish, but I refrained. This kiss several jobs: to jog her memory, welcome her back to me, and make me forget what I’d just done.

Kiera ran her fingers over my face. She still needed help remembering. “My head hurts.”

“You’re not bleeding. Can I touch it?” She nodded, then stiffened, surprised I knew right where to go. “You’ve got a lump. Someone said they thought you got hit. I should’ve never gone so far ahead of you.”

She laughed softly. Good sign. “I shouldn’t have fallen behind.” She sounded sleepy. “Do you think it’s the same people who came for Trina?” I probably should’ve waited for a medic, but mixing pack and human business would be far messier in the long run. She had a concussion. As long as we were careful, she’d be okay.

“I know it was,” I growled. Kiera slumped against me. Shit. I needed to keep her awake, right? “Can you walk?”

“I think so. Don’t leave me, Baron.”

“I won’t.” I put my arm around her once she was up. “I’m not going anywhere.”
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Chapter Six
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Kiera

“You should go to the hospital.” Lyssie hovered over me, pouting. Baron had kicked Dallas out for the night and insisted on staying. He’d barged into her room, and reported that while there was some shuffling, he didn’t see much skin. I might have had a head injury, but that didn’t get in the way of me wanting all the gossip.

“She’s got a concussion,” Baron repeated. “I’ve had a bunch of them. They’ll tell her to be careful, no strenuous activity for a couple weeks, then hit her with a massive bill for telling her what she already knows. We can take care of her here without the hassle of going to the ER.”

“I don’t necessarily think this is the time to brag about having a bunch of concussions. Doesn’t add to your credibility.” I laughed, although he was probably right. Besides the dizziness and the ever-present threat of puking, the rest of me was fine. Truth be told, this wasn’t my first rodeo, either. I’d fallen off of horses and found out the hard way I couldn’t fly. But I wasn’t bragging about it. 

“It’s just a brain injury. Yeah, we should totally chance it. Why don’t you want anyone to know about this?” Lyssie glared at Baron and he wasn’t backing down. I may have been imagining things in light of my head wound, everyone was swimming in a pool of thick liquid, but I liked this fire in Lyssie. I wondered what she was going to be like when she finally got laid.

I stopped myself from saying that out loud. The concussion blurred the line between thoughts and reality. She’d kill me if I spilled her secret in front of Baron.

“We’re going to shift by the end of the week. Shadow’s gunning for Ryker. I don’t want to make things worse in the meantime. Shit’s already out of control. We don’t need to up the ante.” Baron landed next to me on the couch. I put my legs over his lap. He reached for me immediately, stroking my body under the blanket, trying to soothe me, but he was coming way too close to the scar tissue. It took everything I had not to squirm. “We’ll handle it on our own and keep you girls safe.”

“I’m the only one who hasn’t been targeted.” Lyssie didn’t back down. She came back over to me, touching the lump on my head lightly. “Yet. They keep getting closer. I don’t want to be the direct hit.”

“We’ll stick together.” Their argument made my head pound even more, and I really didn’t want to hurl. “They wait until their target is alone to strike. We know what their pattern is, and we won’t give them another opportunity.”

“Two days until the full moon,” Baron said softly. His hand stilled and he stared straight ahead, picturing whatever he thought would happen. He shook his head to get rid of the image. “Then it’s over.”

“I’m exhausted. I want to go to bed.” I kept the blanket around me when I got up. I couldn’t shake the chill tonight. Baron looked up at me, unsure what to do. “Come with me?”

His face brightened, and I suddenly felt a lot better. He put his hand on the small of my back. 

“Should you be sleeping with a concussion?” Lyssie jumped from the chair, blockading my bedroom door. “What if you slip into a coma?”

“It’s safe,” Baron insisted. “I Googled it.”

“Oh, please.” Lyssie didn’t budge. “I could type in the same symptoms and it would say she has cancer.”

“Lys, I wouldn’t do anything that I didn’t think was safe.” That was a stretch, but I wanted to make her move. “And think about it. I’ve dealt with Al-Qaeda. Some werewolf flunky with bad aim isn’t going to be the one to take me down.” I turned back to my werewolf flunky. “No offense.”

“None taken.” Baron’s smile was feral, and Lyssie was about to see another long, hot kiss if she didn’t get out of the way.

She grabbed Baron’s arm before he had a chance to do anything. This was payback for sending Dallas home tonight. It had to be. “If she wakes up in the middle of the night in a panic, speak to her loud and clear. Tell her who you are, and where she is. It takes her a minute to calm down, but she’ll go back to sleep.” Lyssie looked to me, apologetic. “You wouldn’t have known to tell him. I had to figure it out on my own.”

**
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“I CAN TELL IT’S A FULL moon.” Trina said it every month, but this was the first time it had any meaning for me. “Even you two are at each other’s throats today.”

“No, we’re not,” I said quickly before Lyssie had a chance to answer. I’d begged her not to say anything to Trina about my concussion. If she noticed I was off, I’d tell her I wiped out snowboarding. It was somewhat true, I’d just had a lot of help. 

“Whatever.” Trina held a bunny in her lap. She always picked one of the quiet animals when everything was in an uproar, figuring the rowdy ones would follow the lead of the one getting all the attention. “How was snowboarding last night?”

Lyssie glanced up from the black poodle that she was grooming. She’d become everyone’s hairdresser. I ignored her. Maybe we were at each other’s throats. “We had a great time. Pizza, then—“

“You went to The Pizza Pub without me?” Lyssie sighed and shook her head.

If I didn’t know better, I’d think she was jealous. “Ask Dallas to take you there. We can all go. As I was saying, pizza then we went over to Baldy. I’d never been on the Black Diamond trails before.”

“Sounds awful!” Trina laughed. “The pizza is a dream come true, but the rest of it? No thank you.” The phone rang and cut the conversation short.

“Why are you so mad at me?” I asked Lyssie once Trina was in the office. “I didn’t mean to get hurt. Dallas is coming back tonight and you can pick up wherever you left off. Think of it as a bonus.”

“I’m not mad, I’m worried.” She shut off the clippers and put them down. With a nudge, the poodle jumped off the table. I’d put a bow around his neck and take his picture later for the website. “I don’t like that you didn’t get checked out last night. What if you’re hurt worse than you think?”

“I hate hospitals.” I’d spent months in one recovering from the bomb blast. Every time I had a setback, that’s where I wound up. Until CAST figured out a way to get me to move forward. “If I don’t feel better, I’ll go. I promise. I can take care of myself, you know.”

“I know.” She sighed. “I’m sorry I said that to Baron last night, about what to do if you have night terrors. It might’ve looked like I was trying to one up you, but you don’t know that it’s happening most of the time. It’s scary.”

“I’m not mad. I appreciated it.” If I was a hugger, I would’ve given Lyssie one. 

Her face lit up, apology accepted. “Did anything else happen last night?”

My little Lyssie was blossoming before my eyes. She couldn’t even talk about sex when I’d met her at the beginning of the year, let alone ask for a play by play. “No. I didn’t want to puke in the middle of what will probably be a pretty epic fuck.”

“Kiera!” We weren’t all the way there yet. Her expression sobered. “I didn’t know you were nauseous. Are you feeling better now?”

“Much. Just tired.” I’d slept so well, curled up against Baron with his arms around me. He slept shirtless, and he was just as glorious as I’d imagined. I used one of his broad shoulders as my pillow, running my finger lightly along the length of his rippling abs until we both fell asleep. I couldn’t wait to see, feel, and taste every inch of him. “So what were you up to when we came back last night?”

“Nothing.” Lyssie flushed like a champion. “We were just talking.”

“About what?” I shouldn’t push her, but she was treading on thin ice and didn’t know how to swim. Lyssie avoided eye contact, coaxing a cocker spaniel into her beauty parlor. “Have you told Dallas yet?”

“It’s not exactly the kind of thing you blurt out in casual conversation.” She looked up from the soapy wet dog with defeat in her eyes. “And I think it’s pretty obvious.”

“I know you’re—“ I almost said embarrassed. That would’ve set her back into the Stone Age. “—self-conscious about your inexperience. Dallas won’t care. But if you do something he doesn’t expect, he might get confused or hurt. If you keep this a secret you’re setting both of you up for failure.”

“Maybe it’s best that way.” A tear ran down Lyssie’s cheek, but she didn’t stop scrubbing the spaniel in the tub.

“No.” Man, I really wished I was a hugger. I put my hands on the table next to the tub. “Think about when you told Baron about the night terrors last night. You knew it was the right thing to do. Do you want me to tell him?”

She didn’t answer me.

“I think we should do the photo shoot today,” Trina announced when she came out of her office. “Everyone’s off the wall because of the moon, and you know derpy looking pictures work best for adoptions.”

Perfect idea. Although Trina knew a lot more than we did about whatever Shadow had planned. I wondered if she was looking for a distraction for the surprises this full moon was bringing all of us. 
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Chapter Seven
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Baron

Nobody ever said no to my mother. After raising four boys with nothing, practically on her own, Angela Channing knew how to get people to do what she wanted. Even before I understood what she’d accomplished, I admired my mother. She could always make something from nothing. She wasn’t afraid of fighting for what was right, but she made sure to provide a safe, comfortable home for anyone who needed it. In a lot of ways, Kiera reminded me of her. They were going to either love each other or hate each other. No middle ground. That’s what I loved about both women. Nothing was ever half way with either of them. 

“Shadow should be here,” Mom grumbled, setting up her spread. “He doesn’t need an invite. If he’s going to spend every waking minute with that girl, the least he could do is introduce her to me.” We had a tradition, her own version of a Full Moon party. Single adult wolves celebrated the moon in a much wilder way, since none of us had a wife or family to get home to. Mom taught us to be proud of what we were, and to celebrate being both wolf and man. We’d been doing this ever since we were kids. The only thing that had changed was we had beer instead of soda, and my dad and Archer were no longer with us. 

My youngest brother was killed in the very last dog fight. The girls from Forever Home almost broke it up in time. He died in Trina’s arms. Everyone thought Archer was weak because he never wanted to fight. I’d thought he was smarter than anyone gave him credit for. He didn’t grow up in a culture where he was encouraged to be who he was. I missed him so much. He’d laugh at all our jokes, and be the go-between with Mom when we needed to cut loose. Guys didn’t talk much, but Archer listened. In business, he handled our books and turned on the charm for any potential clients while we did the heavy lifting. 

I couldn’t settle down. Last night played on repeat in my mind: the man who attacked Kiera lying in the snow, ruined and bloody, the branch still heavy in my hand. I sucked down most of my beer, Dallas eyed me as I sat at the table, double-fisted. Mom wasn’t paying attention to us, stirring a giant pot of spaghetti sauce. We’d tried to help, but she swatted us away. 

“I’ll bring Kiera to meet you as soon as the shift is over,” I said. Mom turned back to me, her face lit up like a little kid on Christmas morning. “I think you’ll really like her.”

“I can’t wait, Baron.” 

“What the fuck happened last night?” Dallas asked, ignoring the glare Mom shot over his shoulder. “I can’t wait to repay you that little favor.”

“Kiera wiped out on the Black Diamond trail.” The second beer popped open without any effort. We shouldn’t shift until the moon was completely full. Strong and healthy, we’d definitely shift this month but after the emotional roller coaster of last night, all bets were off for the timing. Seeing Kiera unconscious. The kill. Then lying in bed with Kiera’s head on my shoulder. Not doing anything but watching her sleep. Anything more would’ve been a mistake. She was wounded, and I was too close to my animal form. “I think she got a concussion.”

Dallas pressed his lips together, shaking his head. “You shouldn’t have brought her some place over her head to show off.” He took a long sip of his beer. “It’s bad enough we’re catching shit from Major for hanging around with the Forever Home girls, but if one of them gets hurt under our protection, it’ll prove everything he’s been bitching about. Shadow’s going to lose his mind when he hears about this. If anything happens to Kiera or Lyssie on our watch, he’ll be picking us out from between his teeth.”

“I don’t need to protect her. She’s not a spoiled she-wolf who can’t take care of herself,” I growled but didn’t have a chance to say more before Mom sat down at the table. I stewed in my own juices as she dealt the cards. I considered telling Dallas what I’d done to Ryker’s guy. I was tired of my brothers thinking of me as weak. But then they’d think I condoned the violence we were fighting so hard to stop. I didn’t consider murder strength. Just the opposite. “Shadow’s out for blood this month, wanting to finish off Ryker once and for all. There’s no stopping that or his pissing contest with Major.” 

“Baron!” Mom groaned. 

I couldn’t live with myself if this was what being in the pack meant now. I wanted peace. I wanted to be able to take my girl out on an adventure and not have to worry about attacks or political repercussions. It was hard to believe in something that didn’t bring me happiness, even if it did lead me to Kiera.

“I didn’t say anything to Shadow,” Dallas muttered. “But don’t fuck up again, Baron.”

“I don’t care how full the moon is, that word is not allowed in my house and you know it. All of you need to be careful tomorrow night.” Mom put her cards down. My brother turned to me, open mouthed. “Don’t think I have no idea what’s going on in the forest. The tension is as thick as pea soup between all of you boys since you’ve been back. Be smart. It’s more important that being strong. Make your family proud.”

She picked her cards back up. There was no arguing with that. I had some big decisions to make, depending on what happened during our shift. Just like last time we became wolves, things would never be the same again. I could barely concentrate on the game, but I was thankful for the distraction. Mom called me out on my weak plays, but it wasn’t unusual that she kicked our asses every hand.

“Rummy!” she called out. “You should never put two fives that close together, Baron. I taught you better than that.” But she was distracted, too; someone was scratching at the door. Not unusual, considering we’d all be canine in twenty-four hours, but not yet. 

She opened the door and gasped. “Shadow? Honey, come in. You shifted already?”

What the fuck?

**
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WE MADE IT THROUGH the attack with little damage. Not like last time, when we lost a brother. I’d expected much worse, but Shadow’s prediction was spot on—Ryker and his men never saw us coming. Shadow shifting early had everything inside me on point, my nerves tangled in fur that wanted to burst through my skin. My thoughts and movements were more wolf than man, but catching Ryker and his men off-guard was our best weapon. 

Ryker was dead. Shadow ripped him to pieces, but his blood was on my hands, too. Another death. I may not have killed him, but I was an accessory to the crime. Ever the loyal soldier, I drove Shadow to the farm, and executed his orders. I didn’t think about what I did, just like the man on the mountain last night. 

I let instinct take over. This wasn’t my wolf, this was something much more sinister. A feral need to protect what little was ours. No holds barred. Family, that’s all we had. Everything else could be replaced. I shut down the part of my brain the dealt with the repercussions, and delivered justice in the only way I knew how. I could hate myself for this later, but I wouldn’t lose the respect of my brothers. 

The guards looked on in awe that someone had finally outsmarted the bastard. I wondered, seeing them as a free men for the first time, if they’d been captured, too. Why else would they have carried out Ryker’s orders, unless it was out of fear of having the same thing happen to them, or worse. With Ryker, it could always be worse. 

For now, they were cooperating with us. They were used to submission; a new master shouldn’t change that for them. But tonight, with the Beaver Moon at its fullest beauty, my shift was inevitable. 

When I’d been held captive, I would’ve done anything to be human again. Followed anyone who could make that happen. The ladies who worked at Forever Home were the only ones who came through for us, and I’d be forever faithful. But now, I needed to shed all the horrible things that had happened in the last few days, before this dark side of me took over everything else. A part of me wanted it to. The only way to avoid that was to go back to wolf.

“Tonight’s the night?” Kiera asked. I’d never seen her look so worried. I met her at the shelter. Shadow was still wolf. Trina was nursing him back to health, along with the dogs we’d rescued from Ryker’s farm. The bastard had already begun restocking for more fights. These dogs had only been with Ryker a fraction of the time we’d been enslaved and were still in good shape.  

“It is.” We held hands in the parking lot, the cool crisp night falling all around us. The air tasted like snow. This close to the shift, my wolf twisted inside me, looking for any escape. 

“What are you going to do?” Her eyes were wide, studying me for any sign of change. It wasn’t gradual. Once the wolf found its out, I’d be animal within minutes. “Please tell me you’re going up to Baldy to run. That’s what you want. And if I hadn’t wiped out,” she rubbed her head, wincing when she hit the bump, “you could’ve had the run of the place the other night.”

“I wish.” I let go of her, walking to the edge of the parking lot. The shelter was on what used to be pack land, and the woods were thick immediately. My mouth watered at the thought of running through them, the feel of the dead brush scraping against my belly, the silence of the autumn woods humming in my ears. “We’ve got to go to Ryker’s farm, check on the men since Shadow can’t, and catch up with Major. We have to tell him that Shadow took out Ryker. Shadow’s so pissed he can’t do his victory dance.” He hadn’t healed one hundred percent yet. With all those open wounds he’d be like an all you can eat buffet in the forest. 

Kiera laughed softly, coming up behind me. “I’m envious of you.” I could barely hear her. “I’d love to know what it’s like to turn into something else. It’s freedom, Baron. Don’t waste it. For me.”

Her words echoed through my soul, my mouth watered even more. She’d fought for freedom only to lose her own. I wouldn’t let her down. “I won’t.” I already couldn’t wait to come back. No more waste. Since Shadow killed Ryker, there’d be little dispute he was alpha. The other wolves would be startled when the Channings took humans as mates, but they wouldn’t be able to fight it. Kiera was my girl, if she’d have me. 

Pulling Kiera against me, she welcomed me in for a long, hot kiss. A delectable mix of desire and desperation, she’d never tasted so good. Kiera might not be able to put her feelings into words, but the way her tongue tangled with mine, playfully at first, then urgent, her hands gripping my shoulders hard, I knew she was terrified about what the night would bring for me. I could tell her a thousand times that she had nothing to worry about, but words meant nothing compared to the way our bodies melted together in this kiss. We were one, and I wished I could bring her with me, so she could experience the shift through her own eyes and heart. 

It hurt to pull away from her. “Go back inside,” I rasped. I didn’t have much longer.

“Baron—“

“Not this time.” I gasped. Fur rose in my throat, I could hardly speak. “You can watch me when I have more control over it.”

“Okay.” She didn’t look convinced. “Baron, I....um, just come back to me in one piece.” Her eyes clouded over, and she wrapped her arms around her middle, shielding her scars, before running back into the shelter.

I wouldn’t give her any more scars. Only happy memories.

My shift began before she made it to the door, fur ripping through my skin, claws elongating my fingers, my jaw breaking to accommodate fangs. All the stress and the pent up shit leading to this shift floated away. It didn’t fucking matter anymore. This was how I was meant to be. Animal.

Dallas shifted just before dawn yesterday, after I got him back to the forest. He’d be waiting for me, so we could make sure everyone was behaving as Shadow wanted them to. The problem was, I didn’t give a damn about any of it, especially now I was the wolf. All the drama and the violence didn’t belong to me like this. 

I trotted through the dense woods, high off moss and sap fumes. Rolling onto my back, the dusting of snow on the path crunched under my fur. This was how things were supposed to be. At one with the forest. Not tearing each other apart. 

As the second in command, I was a loyal pack mate. I went to Dallas, even though all I wanted to do was run up that mountain. I found him on the porch, licking his paw, staring in the direction of Major’s village.

“I’m not the first one to see you tonight?” I nudged him, trying to get him to lighten up.

“Nope.” It didn’t work. “Major was here, wanting to know where Shadow was. Won’t believe Ryker’s gone until he sees it himself.”

“Then he can go babysit his goons.” I certainly didn’t want to do it. “Think any of them will shift tonight?”

“It’s possible.” Dallas padded down the steps, shaking out his fur. “It’s a good idea if we beat Major there.”

“If any of them did shift, we should let them know they’re free to go.” I headed back to the trees, but Dallas didn’t follow. “What?” 

“Shadow will kill you if you let those guys go,” Dallas growled. He caught up to me, and we trotted side by side into the forest. “They’re in his pack now. He decides if they go or not.”

So we just traded one regime for another, and nothing was going to change, except for my brother.

That wasn’t what the Channings stood for. 
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Chapter Eight
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Kiera

“You’re safe. Thank God.” I ran to Baron when he and Dallas walked up the steps of Forever Home. 

“Damn, it’s good to see you.” Baron wrapped me in a tight hug, rocking me back and forth. He inhaled deeply, his face buried in my neck. They had only stayed wolves for a little more than twenty-four hours, but Shadow had yet to shift back to human. 

My heart broke for Trina, the pain on her face said everything she wouldn’t as she looked up at his brothers. The moon’s power affected the wolves’ strength, and if Shadow stayed like that too long, he might have to wait until it was full again to become a man. I’d worried Baron would have the same problem as his brother since it had been so long since they’d gone through a full shift.

Trina hadn’t left Shadow’s side, and now she sat on the floor beside him, stroking his coat. His whines turned to barking and growling once his brothers returned, trying to tell them something. “Are you sure he’s not in danger?” Her eyes were rimmed with unshed tears.

“It should be any time.” Baron sighed, but I knew he was completely bullshitting her. He didn’t look at Trina as he sunk to one knee, rubbing Shadow hard behind his ears. I knew they could talk to each other, no matter what form they were in, so maybe he was pleading with his brother to get his shit together and shift.

My heart broke for me, too. With Ryker gone, the guys would have no reason to spend the night at our house anymore. I didn’t know what I’d do if Baron didn’t come back with me tonight. He’d finally given me something to look forward to. I’d learned a lot from the animals, but with Baron, I could put it all into action. I was ready to trust someone with my heart.

“We’re going to get pizza.” Lyssie startled me when she touched my arm. I’d been lost in a Baron daydream. “Want to come?”

Baron’s gaze flicked to me, but I couldn’t read them. “Not tonight.” I didn’t want to speak for him either way. “Raincheck?” She nodded, and slipped her hand in Dallas’ before heading out of the shelter. 

I followed her, but sat on the front stoop. I didn’t want to stay inside, all awkward and shit, waiting for Baron to pay attention to me when he was more concerned with Shadow. And rightfully so. Still, all this unknown, all this wanting something, made me feel like I wasn’t enough. It was a sensation that had replaced the feeling in my burned skin. I never felt like this before my accident. If I didn’t have something, I did whatever it took to get it. No questions asked. No fear. But getting up close and personal with a fireball made me extremely aware of my limitations. And my mortality. I fucking hated both of them. 

“I missed you so much.” Baron words were an exhale as he sat beside me, like he hadn’t been able to breathe in the shelter. He slung his arm low across my back but his eyes were fixed on the trees at the end of the parking lot. Narrowing my eyes in the same direction, I wondered what he left behind there in the shift, and what he brought back. 

Missed you too didn’t even begin to cover it. I’d been to war, twice. I knew about risk and conflict. But having someone who was increasingly becoming the center of my universe morph into a wild animal, with the intention of serving no-holds-barred justice to other bloodthirsty wolves, I knew all too well the price he could pay. That’s one of the reasons I’d shut myself down so hard. I’d lost too many pieces of my heart already.

Since I’d never get my point across with words, I kissed him. Catching him off-guard, grabbing his chin, I went for it. Noses bumping, tongues searching, exploring like I was going to find something different from the last time I’d been here. He did taste different. Earthy, musky. Baron matched my intensity, his fingers tangled in my hair, pulling me closer until I crawled into his lap. The heat from his body seared my skin through our clothes. Once the frenzy subsided, both of us realized we were back in each other’s arms, and we found a rhythm. It wasn’t lazy or comfortable. If this kiss had a soundtrack, it would be speed metal, complete with the screaming singer and double bass drum. 

We didn’t totally separate when the kiss was over. I rested my forehead against Baron’s, needing center. His fingers kneaded my scalp, and our lips moved, like the kiss didn’t stop just because we needed to catch our breath.

“I’m not good with talking about feelings and shit,” I said softly. I loved sitting in his lap. There weren’t many people in the world who could make me feel small, in a good way. Protected. Safe. I let go of his shoulders, bringing my fingers up into his hair. It would’ve been too easy to kiss him again, it was so much easier to get my point across that way. “But I’m really glad you’re safe.”

“You were all I could think about while I was in the forest.” Baron’s voice was raspy, like maybe he’d been the screaming singer belting out our theme song. “I couldn’t wait to get back to you.”

Our lips found each another again. Softer, more needy this time. All the questions were out of the way now and we could say what we really meant. We didn’t need words. 

“You know, I still need a babysitter.” My eyelashes fluttered, my best attempt at flirting. Shit talking had always worked better for me. I spoke guy much better than I spoke girl, but this was worth a try. 

“There’s no place else I’d rather be.” He traced my jawline, but his eyes flickered with worry, and I knew he wasn’t completely with me. 

I looked back at the shelter door. “Do you think Shadow will shift soon?”

He frowned, worry furrowing in his forehead. “He has to. When we were kids, sometimes it didn’t go smoothly. When you’re growing and your body is going haywire, all bets are off. But that’s not the case with him.” 

“He’s healing.” I hoped this didn’t mean he was hurt worse than we anticipated. Trina didn’t call the vet for him. I think she was embarrassed. The vet was a raging bitch, and there was no way to explain why the wolves were still at our shelter without blowing their cover.

“We all are.” I brought him back to me, we’d both been trying to see through the door. I knew what was happening in there. Trina sitting on the floor, next to Shadow, crying in his fur. It had to be killing him. “What do you want to do tonight? We can meet up with Lyssie and Dallas.”

“No,” Baron said before I had a chance to elaborate. “I want tonight to just be me and you.”

That’s exactly what I wanted. We headed back to our apartment. Lyssie and Dallas wouldn’t be back for another couple hours. They’d come back here, since the Channing brothers house had burned down while they were in captivity. They’d been staying with their mom since they’d been freed, when they weren’t with us. Now that Ryker was out of the picture, they could get their lives back together. 

Baron’s animal rumbled just beneath the surface of his skin. I swear that’s what I felt. We could hardly keep our hands off each other. My hands slipped under his jacket as the door closed behind him, and I pushed him against the wall. I had to capture the warmth his body offered to chase the cold of the night and the last few years away. I fell against him, his hands everywhere on my body, over my clothes. The scars throbbed, a phantom pain. Or maybe I was feeling things again.

“What do you want to do tonight?” I asked, like there was still any doubt about it. I’d never felt so out of control of my own body before. If I didn’t have Baron tonight, I’d ache until I did. 

There was no mistaking what he wanted. I’d never been weak in the knees before, so affected by any other person as I was by Baron tonight. I’d always admired power, but nothing was more impressive than a man who could become another being. He could be anything he wanted to be. I could never achieve that. He brushed his lips against mine. “The same thing you do.”

“Make me understand what it feels like to shift. To have an animal rumbling inside me, clawing its way out.” My words came between strangled pants of breath. Nothing had ever turned me on more than the kind of ferocity that Baron had coursing through his veins. He was invincible. “I want to experience the euphoria of being completely wild.”

Baron’s lips curled in a smile against my cheek. “I’m going to make you howl.”

I’d never look at another full moon the same way again. 

Twisting the collar of Baron’s T-shirt in my hand, I escorted him into my bedroom. We could barely make it to the bed, our lips magnetic, needing to stop several times before we reached our destination. Letting go of the shirt, I pressed on his shoulders, leading him down to the mattress. I licked his neck, my tongue catching on stubble.

“Should you be doing this?” he asked, looking up at me. I’d straddled his lap. It felt totally different than it did on the stoop of Forever Home. It wasn’t safe anymore. Every nerve in my body throbbed with raw need. 

I gasped, coming up for air. I’d asked him to show me what it was like to be wild and I’d totally commandeered everything. “Doing what?

“You have a concussion,” Baron reminded me. “I don’t want to hurt you worse.”

“I Googled it.” I slid his jacket off his shoulders, enjoying the hard curves of his biceps on the journey. I ran my lips over the exposed skin, the beginning of his collarbone. I couldn’t resist a quick nip before answering the rest of his question. “As long as I’m not dizzy or have a headache, I should be fine.”

“Should be? Sounds dangerous.” He leaned back on his elbows.

I climbed off his lap. “You need to get used to dangerous if you want to hang out with me.” Holy shit, the person who was talking sounded an awful lot like the old Kiera. I thought about interrupting her, because a lot of things could go wrong with this theory. But I was pretty interested in what she had to say. “I fall down, I scrape my knees. I take chances and I get hurt, Baron. But it’s better than always wondering what could have happened.”

The light changed in his eyes, the gold jumping like flames, and for the first time, I saw Baron as a wolf. He crawled toward me, and I lowered myself to the mattress as he got closer. “You’re the kind of chance I want to take.” He hooked his leg over me, his fingers catching the bottom of my shirt. My heart shouldn’t have been thundering, but what if he forgot what was under there? Maybe he thought it was all some twisted nightmare. But I’d just proclaimed myself as a fearless, badass bitch and I had to walk the walk. Hungry eyes fell on my bare skin. Maybe I was the one who was dreaming. “Can I touch you?”

I nodded. Words would’ve come out as excuses. Plus it was pretty hard to talk when I was holding my breath. Baron started with my good side, brushing his fingers lightly over my nipple before his lips fell to my collarbone. He sighed, his warm breath sending goosebumps skittering across the surface of my skin. He continued kissing, and nipping, all while circling my nipple, teasing the point of it. Baron intended to eat me alive. I tangled my fingers in his hair, guiding him, desperate to keep some control.

But I lost every bit of it when his tongue hit the top ripple of my scar, running it down the hard, twisted ridge. His fingers followed, ghosting over what should’ve been my other breast. “Baron.” His name was a strangled cry.

His eyes flicked up. “See what happens, Kiera,” he pleaded. “Let me give you one happy memory, so when you look in the mirror tomorrow, maybe you can remember this, even if it’s just for a second, instead of what happened to you.”

I couldn’t answer him. But I didn’t tell him to stop, either. Baron probably wouldn’t succeed on his mission. The joke was on him, I never looked at my body in the mirror, but at this point, I was willing to try anything to feel like a woman again. I’d lived in a man’s world for too long without giving much thought to my needs. It was time to let Baron work his magic. 

I let go of Baron’s hair, instead clutching the comforter. The sensations were weird, someone touching the part of me that had been dead for so long. The way his lips moved against my skin, I forgot what I looked like. He didn’t treat one side differently than the other—it was all new landscape for him to explore. And Baron didn’t miss an inch with his mouth or his fingers. Every so often he’d moan. The sensation rolled through my skin, triggering a pulse deep in my core. It didn’t matter where Baron touched me, he had that effect on me. 

Baron rolled out of his jeans, his round, firm ass high in the air as he stepped out of them. I grabbed it, digging my fingers into his hip as I pulled him back into my body. Catching his lips in a kiss, I took his cock in my hand. Holy shit, this thing was huge. I pumped back and forth, rolling my thumb over the tip. Baron’s head snapped back, and I was pretty sure he’d howl. 

Crap. “Do you have any condoms?” I asked.

“Nope.” He sighed, disgusted. “Don’t keep them at my mom’s house, and we were in such a rush to get to you girls—“

“Can you even get me pregnant?” I was possibly stressing myself out over nothing. 

Baron sat up. “We’ve always been told to be careful, but no one I know has ever gotten a human pregnant. I’d never call us lucky, more like science isn’t on our side.” The light in his eyes changed. “But I hope I can. Eventually. I know that’s a little intense since we’re still getting to know each other, but when I look in the future, I’d really like to have you in it, Kiera.”

My heart, under all that scar tissue, threatened to burst. “I’d like that.” I pulled him back into the kiss. “But if we don’t fuck tonight, there’s not going to be any future. We’re both going to explode.”

I wondered what he meant by the science thing, but I’d ask him later. We had other things to do right now.

Baron burst out laughing, his head against my chest. His touching my scars was getting less weird, and I wanted more, no matter where it was. “You sure?” he asked. 

“Positive.” 

“Good, because I think you’re right.” Baron rolled back. It gave me a chance to admire the muscle and power of his body. He brushed the skin below my belly button before unbuttoning my jeans, slowly sliding them down my legs. He kissed the top of my thigh on my good leg, and then repeated the gesture where the scar tissue ended on the other side. His fingers swirled along my skin, so gentle yet it made everything inside me jump and pulse. Coming back to my panties, he brushed his lips over my mound. My hips thrust up off the bed, begging for more. I got it when he dipped lower, massaging my pussy through the cotton. I writhed under his touch, twisting the comforter in my hands for a whole different reason now. 

He kissed the same spot on my belly before he ripped the fabric away from me.

I shrieked. Baron’s expression had changed. He didn’t look so tame anymore as his tongue dipped to the line of hair he’d exposed. “All I could think about was tasting every inch of you while I was gone,” he rumbled. The vibration sent shockwaves through the entire region. When his tongue slipped quickly into my slit, my head fell back. It had been too long since I’d felt anything like this. “It’s perfect that tonight’s our first night together because all my senses are still wolf. And you taste like heaven.” He sighed.

Baron had been starving for this. Hooking my leg over his shoulder, he wasn’t so gentle any more, licking, sucking and nipping at my clit. He slipped two fingers inside me, then another, curling them forward, circling so many times I saw stars. Tremors rollicked my core, coming to the surface, needing to escape, but Baron didn’t stop. I would’ve fucking killed him if he stopped. 

“What are you doing?” I could barely speak. He rolled off me, leaning against the wall. A sheen of sweat covered his body. His eyes were closed and his chest heaved, trying to catch his breath.

His eyes flicked open, and a grin that could’ve sent me straight into another orgasm spread across his face. “Your turn.”

“Oh,” I said, my body still shaking as I pulled myself up into sitting position. “I see how you are. You’re going to make me do all the work.”

“Bullshit,” he scoffed, the smile about to split his face. “You just reaped the rewards of my work, so I thought maybe you’d like an opportunity to take the lead.”

I yanked his hair so we were eye to eye. “You have no idea how much I’d like that.” I shook even harder, not expecting to have a chance to play by my rules. 

Baron groaned. “Then show me. Because I’d like that, too.” His voice shook.

The possibilities were so exciting. “Would you?” I’d never had such a beautiful, powerful plaything at my disposal before. He’d just given me control, but I had no idea where to start. 

His Adam’s apple bobbed as I ran my fingers up the line of his stomach. So many options. I could bind his arms behind his back, blindfold him, making him get on his knees and put my foot on his shoulder while I demanded he lick my pussy. I didn’t want any of that tonight. Instead I straddled him, tipping his face up to mine. Gold streaks swirled with anticipation in his eyes, and it made me dizzy. “Hold your cock steady for me,” I whispered. His hand moved, obeying my command. “You’ve already got me crazy. But now that I know you’re into that, which by the way is the best thing you could’ve ever told me, my mind is spinning, coming up with things to do to you.”

His whole body shuddered. I loved that I could have that kind of effect on him with just words. Lowering myself down on his shaft slowly, Baron’s cock stretched me as far as I could go. It had been a long time since I’d felt so full. So complete. He was completely sheathed inside me, and he cupped my chin in his hand. “You’ve always made me crazy, Kiera.”

He kissed me slow and as hot and tight as his cock inside me. We were going to be a perfect fit, in so many ways. I rose to my knees, riding his shaft, never breaking the kiss. It was the hottest part of the whole thing, the way we couldn’t get enough of each other, speaking a language only our bodies understood. Baron pistoned his hips up, needing even more of me, every last bit I could give him. I fucked him until my knees gave out, my orgasm shutting down my body, collapsing on top of him. 

“You’re not done yet, are you?” I asked. Baron shook his head. I crawled to the head of the bed, limbs trembling, and collapsed on my back. “Put it in my mouth.” 

Making a sound that was a cross between a sigh and a groan, Baron met me at the pillows, as unsteady as I was. He offered me his cock, and I came up on an elbow, taking it in my hand. He was slick with my arousal and I intended on returning the favor. I pulled on his shaft hard, closing my hand down over the tip. Baron’s shoulders slumped forward. He made a noise like he wanted to tell me something, but couldn’t form words. I licked the tip and was rewarded with similar grunts. Fuck, I loved this. He’d totally given his body to me. He trusted me to hit the little red button that would make everything explode. 

I loved the way Baron tasted. It was our union, the two of us together. Nothing else on earth could ever create that flavor, and I wasn’t going to miss a drop of it. I clamped down hard, sucking and stroking his shaft, cupping his balls. It was no surprise when they hitched toward his body. Baron’s bones turned to jelly and he cried out as he came. My heart swelled, knowing I did that to him. Not just with my hands and mouth, but he felt that strongly about me. We’d created this together, and it belonged to us. 

Baron stopped me from wiping off my mouth when I finished, instead he licked his come from my lips and chin. “Holy shit, Kiera.” His voice was hoarse like he’d been screaming. Maybe I didn’t even hear him when I’d floated in to my own euphoria. “Everyone always said I’d know when I found the one, but I thought it was bullshit.” More kisses rained down over my face and neck before he continued. “But now I know what they were talking about.”

Just like my fairy tale I wrote as a kid. Well, a lot dirtier than that. But I’d been on the right track.
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Chapter Nine
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Baron

“How did you know?” Kiera asked the next morning. We’d already hit snooze more than once, and work at Forever Home started before dawn. We were tangled together, sheets snaking between our bodies. Neither of us had made any attempt to get out of bed, but we instinctively reached for each other, our hands roaming and exploring like we could make the night last forever. 

“Kiera.” I laughed. “You don’t have a submissive bone in your body.” I’d known it all along but after last night’s careful exploration, I could say it with absolute certainty. 

She sat up, the sheet falling away from her body, I ran my fingers over her nipple then fell to the scars. Fuck, she flinched. I hated that. I didn’t want her to apologize for the thing that made her the strongest. “And you’re cool with it?” She bit her lip, unsure of herself. “No man has ever handed me the reins before. It’s fucking exciting.”

“I’m a beta. I’m built to take commands.” My whole body was painfully on point. Any minute I knew Lyssie would knock on the door. Kiera and mornings were not friends. We couldn’t get lost in each other. “I’m excited, too. I’ve never let anyone do this, either.”

Kiera and I were going to have a lot of firsts together. This was the first time I’d woken up next to a woman I’d had sex with. Anyone before this had been a drunken romp, a faceless need for release. I was tired of pretending I was something I wasn’t, and denying myself what I really wanted. 

“We need to talk about stuff.” Kiera had settled against her pillow again, no intention of going anywhere. Temptation rocked through my body, but Lyssie knocked before I had a chance to touch her. Kiera grimaced in the direction of the door. “I don’t want to mess this up, Baron.”

“You can’t.” I sat up, pulling her upright along with me, and rewarding her with a kiss. She had no idea how much we had to talk about. This shift had changed everything. “Let’s go to the shelter and check on Shadow.”

**
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KIERA GRABBED MY ARM before we walked in. She had her giant travel mug full of coffee in the other, and she was still pretty grumpy. “I’m scared for Trina. I’m scared for Shadow, too, but she won’t be able to handle it if he’s hurt. She keeps saying it’s her fault.”

I raised an eyebrow, apprehensive about what we might find, too. “Why?” 

“Beats the hell out of me.” We looked over to Lyssie; she shrugged, having no explanation. Dallas stood behind her, just as nervous as I was.

“Did she go to war too?” I asked.

“No.” Kiera put her head down, heading up the stairs. “That’s up to her to tell you. We don’t kiss and tell around here.”

The girls squealed and I saw why once I entered the room. Shadow stood, tall and human, in the middle of the shelter. I hugged him, clapping my hand on his back. “Glad to see you, man.”

“How’d it go the other night?” Shadow wasted no time getting down to business.

Dallas took the lead. “We followed Major to Ryker’s land, because we decided to let him see what you’d done with his own eyes. The whole way there, he was talking shit, figuring you were too much of a pussy to take care of business. The look on his face, Shadow.” He slapped his thigh. “Man, I’m sorry you missed it.”

“What about Ryker’s men? Were they still there?” Shadow asked.

“For the most part. Some ran when they had the chance.” I knew that would piss him off, and he wasn’t going to like my next thought, either. “Some of them are shifters. I wonder if they were old fighters, wolves he had in the ring before us. In exchange for their ‘freedom,’ they had to serve him. You know how he liked to play games.”

Shadow’s expression sobered. “I never thought of that.” He shook his head, leaning against the window. The girls worked in the background, but all of them were paying more attention to us than their tasks. “We’ve got to get back there, put new structure into place, and make them trust us. I can’t have Major there fishing for recruits.”

“I need to talk to you about that,” I said quickly. No need to waste any more time. 

Shadow walked toward Trina as he talked, taking a crate from her. “Make it quick, Baron. We’ve got a lot of ground to cover. I couldn’t have been down for the count at a worse time.”

“Not here.” It wasn’t a secret, but I didn’t want an audience. “Outside.”

Shadow put the crate down, mashing his lips together to hold in an argument. “Fine. Hurry up. The ladies are doing all the heavy lifting.”

He followed me outside, and I leaned against my truck. “I’m not fighting this war anymore.” 

“What are you talking about?”

“I want out of the pack.” No reason to dance around it with bullshit. And if I tried to make it sound like less than it was, I’d get less than I wanted. Shadow was going to see this as weak, and I had to prove it was just the opposite.

Shadow’s eyes almost popped out of his head. “You’ve got to be shitting me. It doesn’t work that way. You’re my brother.” He shook his head, his jaw set hard and angry. Shadow had been practicing his alpha role with us for years. He had no tolerance for deviances from his plan. 

“I’ll always be your brother, Shadow. I’ll support you no matter what.” I had to get this right, or he’d rope me back in. “But I can’t be your soldier. Channings keep peace, but we’ve been aggressors since we were rescued. I can’t be proud of that.”

“Channings protect,” Shadow corrected me. “That’s exactly what we’ve been doing. Nobody at Forever Home should lose a second of their lives worrying what’s going to happen to them because they did the right thing. Violence disgusts me, Baron. But when it’s the only currency you have, you have to pay up.”

“Kiera didn’t wipe out in the mountain the other night. One of Ryker’s guys got her.” I swallowed hard, I’d planned on taking this secret to my grave, but now everyone knew. “I chased him down and beat him to death.”

“You did the right thing,” Shadow said quietly. “He would’ve done the same thing to any of us if he had the chance.”

“Did I? Because every time I close my eyes, all I can see is the pulp of his face melting the snow.” I shuddered. The image was back. The man’s eyes unfocused, frozen in that awful moment forever. The last thing he saw was the branch coming down to meet his skull. “If that’s the right thing, I can’t do that, Shadow. I’ll always support you, but I can’t kill.”

He chuckled, wiping his hand over his face. “I’m not surprised.” His eyes shifted to the forest. “You don’t mind reaping the rewards, but when it comes to the hard and ugly shit, you’re nowhere to be found.”

“What the hell are you talking about? I’ve done everything you’ve asked of me.” I wasn’t going to fall prey to the guilt. He wanted to make me prove myself. I’d taken a life. There was no bigger price I could pay unless I gave my own. “I won’t constantly be on the attack, trading one enemy for the next. Ryker’s gone.”

“Then there shouldn’t be an issue.” Shadow crossed his arms, giving me a chance to beg for his acceptance. Nope. I couldn’t give him any openings. “I don’t like this, Baron. You’re not making things easy for me. I wanted you by my side when I went to talk to Major. He’ll notice you aren’t there.”

“I’ll be there for you in other ways. We’ll get the business up and running. Anything else you ask, but I won’t fight.”

Shadow nodded, his hand on the doorknob. “If I find out you’re working with Major, we’re not brothers anymore.”
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Chapter Ten
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Kiera

“Now that Jolie and Dex are back, we need to make some room in here,” Trina said. Jolie and Dex were two of our German Shepherds who the Channings had rescued from Ryker’s farm the other night. The couples that adopted them totally pulled the wool over our eyes. We never for a second thought they were dirtbags who’d do that to a dog. We were beating ourselves up that we let two of our own go to such a nightmare. They hadn’t been there long enough to get the full Ryker treatment, but we were making sure to give them all the extra TLC we could. “We’ve talked about you two taking a foster. I think you’re more than ready.”

Not so long ago, neither Lyssie or I would’ve been able to handle this. We hadn’t been capable of giving or receiving affection. Now I realized how much I’d been starving for it all along. It was one of those sobering moments when I realized how far I’d actually come since working at Forever Home. 

“When are you putting the photos up on the website?” Before all hell broke loose with the Channings and the full moon, we had our monthly photo shoot. I loved the way the animals seemed to know what was going on. They all hammed it up for the camera, curious about the flashy thing in front of my face. I got some really amazing captures. Hopefully it would do the trick.

“Today. Next order of business, barring an outbreak of mayhem and foolishness, which is just how we roll.” Trina giggled. She was floating on air now that Shadow had shifted. I can’t remember ever seeing her so happy. I could imagine, from the way they were always all over each other, that she’d given him a pretty solid welcome back. “So who do you think you’re going to pick? Figure it out, because they’re going home with you tonight.”

I realized I hadn’t paid that much attention to Lyssie today. She always made sure I was awake, or else I’d hit snooze until noon. Usually we chatted on the way to work. Well, she’d talk and I’d grunt between sips of coffee. Since we had company this morning, we drove with our guys separately. And I’d been preoccupied since we got here, daydreaming of having Baron in my bed again. Next to Trina, Lyssie looked gray. Shit. 

“Who do you think we should take?” I asked her, standing in the middle of the play room. Most of the dogs and cats were out, weaving between our legs or batting a ball around the room. Others slept in their crates with open doors. I loved that. They didn’t see it as a jail, just as a place to chill. “I wouldn’t mind taking someone who’s been here for a while, like Fluffy.” Fluffy was a bearded lizard with the best smile ever. He didn’t do much besides sunbathe and torture crickets before deciding to eat them, but he was pretty rad. And he had no hope of getting his forever home. When he was lucky enough to get noticed, he was usually greeted with a jump and a shriek.

“Fluffy’s easy.” Lyssie reached into his cage, he eagerly climbed her arm. “Depending on how we do with one kid, maybe we could eventually take another foster, too.”

No light in her eyes, even though she was joking. The dynamic with the brothers was weird today, but I kind of expected that. The three of them needed to get on the same page. The part of me that needed Forever Home expected Shadow to tell his brothers not to see us anymore. If that was the case, would they be able to walk away from us? Did Lyssie know something I didn’t?

“What happened last night?” There was no point in asking her if she was okay since she obviously wasn’t. “You don’t seem like yourself.”

“Nothing happened,” she said too quickly, turning away from me. She settled in a chair, letting Fluffy crawl onto her chest. 

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

“It’s just a thing.” Her eyes glazed over. “I’m scared, okay? And it’s not the sex. I’m terrified once Dallas gets to know me, he’ll realize that I’m a freak. And if he doesn’t, I don’t know if I’m ready to be normal.” The tears fell, but she wasn’t giving into crying.

I knelt down beside her under the guise of patting Fluffy. “Be honest with him.” Lyssie shook her head. “I’m serious. If he’s anything like Baron, or what Shadow seems to be like, he’ll understand. I felt the same way, because no one got me before. You and Trina do, but it’s because you’re going through it, too. For someone to look past all of it and still want to take a chance, it’s pretty awesome. Don’t make Dallas’ decisions for him.”
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“THIS IS FLUFFY.” I introduced my lizard to my wolf by handing him a massive cage. “He’s our new roommate. Careful, because he likes to hang out in the branches just under the lamp.”

Baron peeked around the cage, grinning. “I always wanted one of these as a kid, but my mother refused to get any pets, knowing it would turn into four.” Fluffy smiled at his admirer. 

I crammed myself into the backseat of the truck, making sure Fluffy didn’t go ass over teakettle on the way to the apartment. Lyssie and I lived in the middle of town, above an old time hardware slash home supply store. It had been there forever, and I was honestly surprised to learn it had survived so long. Granger Falls was suffering from an influx of hipsters, but one thing they did was revive all the cool old downtown stores. And bring us good coffee. 

“How long have you lived here?” Baron asked. “I came here all the time, before we were captured. I definitely would’ve remembered you.”

His gaze melted the evening chill away. “Only nine months.” I wonder how it would’ve been different, if I’d met him before. Actually, I had a pretty good idea. “The only one of you I’d seen around before was Major.”

“Oh yeah?” Baron bristled, setting down the cage as I instructed, in front of the window but not too close. Lizards loved sun but hated cold. Fluffy had a sun lamp but I thought he might appreciate some au naturale vitamin D as well. “Where was that?”

“Lyssie and I went to a Full Moon Fever party when we first moved here.” I shouldn’t have brought this up. “He was there.”

Baron’s eyes darkened. He was obviously a Full Moon Fever alum. I prayed he didn’t ask any questions, but it was pretty obvious how things ended: badly. After all, we were talking about Major. I wondered if he even remembered me. After three, maybe more, shots of Fireball, we may have locked lips. I slapped him across the face when he put his hand under my shirt, too close to my scars. Major had a couple choice pet names for me as Lyssie dragged me out of there before I had a breakdown. I never thought I’d see him again, until he crawled out of the back of Trina’s truck two weeks ago.

“Wait a minute,” he said. My heart pounded, thinking Major had already blew my cover. “You got Lyssie to go to one of those?”

“I know, right?” I laughed. “We had no idea what it was all about, and I dragged her. We didn’t stay long.” The party was wild, something you’d expect to find on Bourbon Street in New Orleans, not Main Street in Granger Falls, Idaho. Now I knew it was a place for shifters to find women to hook up with, needing an outlet for all that feral energy coursing through their veins before the shift.

“No wonder I didn’t see you then.” Baron straddled me in the chair, his lips lowering to my neck. The goosebumps were back. His stubble scraped the tender skin, but I loved it, pulling him closer so he couldn’t stop. He managed to pull away, but not by much, his lips hovering over mine. “Is the little guy all set for the night?”

I tipped my head to check on Fluffy. “I think so. We should let him settle. He’s probably freaked out from the trip.” I cupped Baron’s chin, kissing him. “But I’ll keep an eye on him.”

Baron gave me a fake frown. “I was hoping you’d keep an eye on me.” 

“I will.” I raked my fingers down his chest. The noise that came out of him, good lord. No human could have made it, somewhere between a groan and a growl. He threw his head back, and I imagined him as wolf, worshipping the moon. Much the same way I was going to make him worship me. 

We didn’t need an audience. I whispered in Baron’s ear, “I want you to go in my room. I’m going to make sure Fluffy’s good. When I get in there,” I pulled away, our eyes locking, “I better not find a stitch of clothing anywhere near this beautiful body.”

Baron’s expression softened, but the fire in his eyes could melt me into a puddle of goo. “Absolutely.” He hardly waited for me to finish my request before climbing off my lap. He stopped in the doorway of my bedroom, turning back to me, scraping his teeth against his lip. Who was supposed to be in control again? “This is going to be fucking awesome, Kiera.”

It took everything I had to not follow Baron and watch him undress. Hell, to do it myself. But the thought of Baron standing in my bedroom, naked as the day he was born, anticipating my arrival, what I was going to do to that body... I was so turned on I could barely stand up. So naturally, I took my sweet ass time getting in there. Fluffy watched his crickets drown before eating them, any trauma from the trip forgotten. I peeked at the mail, and washed the coffee cup I left in the sink this morning. I almost broke it; my hands were shaking so hard I dropped it on the counter. Now I was ready.

I thought about knocking, but I didn’t want to give him any warning. I wanted to see how well he followed direction. Instead I opened the door slowly, my breath catching in my throat when I saw Baron. He was barely more than a silhouette in the low light of my lamp. His head tipped down, dark hair covering his face. He held his hands behind his back, offering me his body like the gift it was. He said nothing, but his chest trembled with prospect of what my instructions promised. And whatever idea he’d come up with, he liked it. A lot. 

He gasped when I brushed his hair away from his face. “I think we need to talk about this before we go any further,” I said softly. He nodded. “You can talk. I don’t want this to be all about me, I want to make sure you’re getting what you need, too. I like to be in control. Being told what to do does nothing for me, but someone doing what I ask makes me absolutely crazy. I might tell you not to talk, I might tie you up, but I won’t do anything too crazy, like whip you. Unless you want me to do that.”

One side of his mouth slid up in smile that said more than a book full of words. Baron practically had me on my knees. “So you are into that?” I gulped. This was just as scary for me as it was for him. “Tell me, Baron.”

“I’ll try anything, Kiera. That’s what makes this so hot for me. The unknown. If we do something I don’t like, I’ll speak up. But we won’t know if we rule it out without doing it.”

“You’re like my dream come true.” I kissed him, still holding his hair away from his face but otherwise not touching him. Slow and shy, it wasn’t without hunger. Baron kept his hands behind his back. “Now I want you to undress me.” 

He took a deep breath, licking his lips while he considered his strategy. Baron twisted the fabric of my top in his hands like he didn’t know his own strength. I was afraid he’d rip it like he’d done to my underwear the other night. I liked this top. I liked Baron better, so if that was his plan, I wouldn’t bitch. Still, I was relieved when he pulled up, and I raised my arms above my head. He let the shirt fall to the ground, sliding his fingers under my bra strap, tracing the curve of my shoulder. I hadn’t expected him to tease—now it was my turn to pulse with the promise of what followed. Baron moved the straps down my arms so when he unhooked my bra, it automatically dropped from my body. The little pad I wore to even me out bounced off my foot. He brushed his lips, open-mouthed, against my nipple, but I caught him by the chin, stilling him. 

“Not until I say so.” His eyes flickered with disappointment, but he nodded, resuming his mission. Baron slid my jeans down my legs slowly, fingers lightly circling against my ass and thighs on the way down. Sitting at my feet, he lifted one then the other, pushing the denim away, and taking off my socks. 

Looking for my approval, those amazing eyes swirled with fervor and devotion. My lips curled up. I was desperately trying to keep my cool with this man kneeling at my feet. The slightest hint of a nod gave him the greenlight to continue. Baron rose, still on his knees, biting the strap of my bikini underwear, and pulling them down my legs with his teeth. 

I already missed the heat of his mouth near my pussy. Burying my hand in his hair, I massaged his scalp, giving him a couple tugs because I loved the way his face lit up when I did it. “What do you want to do, Baron?” 

He blinked, not expecting a choice. “I want to fuck you with my mouth.”

My knees buckled, and I almost fell on top of him. “I’d like that,” I managed. “A lot.”

Nudging my legs open, Baron licked his lips as he rose to his knees. He moaned on contact, the hot vibration making me drip with arousal, and I almost lost my balance once again. Baron traced his tongue along the outline of my slit, the movement slow, to make sure he didn’t miss a thing. He darted inward, bumping against my clit, and he might as well have tasered me. The same amount of electricity shot through my body. But he went back to work on my slit, only touching me with his tongue, getting closer and closer to my swollen clit each time. The mix of anticipation and sensation made me crazy. I pulled my own hair, biting my lip to keep from crying out. I had no idea when Lyssie would be back, and I didn’t need her barging in here, thinking something was wrong and trying to help, ruining the most perfect night of my life. 

Baron rolled his tongue over my clit, taking the whole thing in his mouth and sucking on it hard. I trembled, but he didn’t stop his deliberate exploration. This time I almost fell. He had me completely open, his body between my legs as he licked and probed. He pushed his tongue inside me, and the pulsing erupted, driving me down on my knees. 

He still didn’t stop, leaning back in a fluid movement, catching me and positioning me over his face. I was a quivering mess controlled by Baron’s mouth, his every move my central nervous system. I contracted, trying to catch his tongue, my only chance for relief unless I ordered him to stop. And I’d never do that. 

My back arched, the orgasm rolling through me in a violent wave crashing against my skin. Baron didn’t give me any mercy, probing deeper and groaning as my body throbbed around his tongue and mouth. 

I lay on top of him, a breathless, vibrating heap. Baron eased out from underneath my body, pushing my hair back from my dewy skin. “What do you want me to do next, Kiera?”

Like I even knew he was talking to me. I was having an out of body experience, floating above our bodies tangled on my bedroom floor, thinking that was one lucky bitch down there. But I had an idea. 

“I want you to tell me a story,” I said, and Baron looked puzzled. “I want to know everything that happened to you when you were captured. But no talking. Use your body.”

Baron’s eyes darkened, but he nodded. He’d still been stroking my hair but that came to an abrupt stop, yanking a big handful of it. He lifted my face to his, and consumed me in a kiss. Everything about it was ravenous, the way he explored my mouth like he wasn’t sure if he’d ever eat again. His tongue was everywhere, pushing hard against the inside of my top lip, tangling with my tongue. Unable to breathe on my own, I stole oxygen, letting his pain and desperation flow into me. This scared the hell out of me, but in facing Baron’s fears, I was facing my own.

His teeth scraped against the throbbing artery in my neck, stubble tickling my skin. Baron settled in the crook of my neck, just above my collarbone, nipping and sucking. This time, his hands were everywhere, running over my arms hard, then finding my breast, kneading it, rolling it, using his palm with the same intensity. For the first time, I didn’t even fucking miss the other one.

I was pinned down from the weight of his body, no way to escape. Baron licked the edge of my scar tissue, and I squirmed. He didn’t like that, growling and holding me harder, honing in on the damaged area, licking and scraping his teeth against the ridges. Tears burned my eyes. I never cried, but there was no other response. The wolves had been whipped and beaten. Every single one of them had thought they were too strong to be broken like that, but they’d been wrong. It was torture, having someone bring out the worst in you, then use it as a weapon. I would’ve begged him to stop, but if Baron could endure that for six months, I could take it. 

He’d reduced me to a quivering mass of emotion. Baron sat back, watching it happen like he wasn’t the star of the show. Running his fingers lightly over the scars, I jumped and whimpered when his lips landed on my nipple. He barely licked the hard tip. I shuddered, expecting him to bite, but it didn’t come.

Baron rolled back off my body, slicked with sweat. I shivered, missing his heat. He separated my legs, hooking one over each shoulder, pushing forward and folding me almost in half. His lips brushed against mine. It wasn’t enough—I wanted another taste but he wouldn’t let me have it. In this position, there was only so far I could chase him. He positioned his cock over my opening. It was crazy how aroused I was, desperate for comfort, shelter from the storm. He stretched me open, his balls against my skin, and then he rolled back, and slammed inside me.

I knew this was going to be rough, but my body went haywire. I clamped down on him, as hard as I could, but I was no match for his long, frenzied thrusts. I fucking loved it. Baron was giving me absolutely everything he had, and that’s exactly what I admired about him. 

Baron swelled inside me, pulling out before he reached his peak. He came on my stomach, hot ribbons marking me. Once he was completely spent, he dragged his finger through it, then brought them to my mouth, letting me suck him clean.

He collapsed next to me, never breaking his vow of silence. I kissed him. It was lazy, we were both completely exhausted, and the emotional hangover was going to set in soon for both of us. I nestled my head on his shoulder. With his arms around me, nothing could ever hurt either of us. “That was pretty intense. Are you okay?” I asked.

I panicked, Baron didn’t answer right away. It hadn’t been my intention to break him. I’d only wanted to give him control over something he’d been powerless to stop. A chance to make all those what ifs his bitch. Ryker was dead; he and his brothers were free. But I knew it didn’t go away just because it was over. 

“If it makes you feel any better, you helped me,” I said. “I had to face some shit there, too. But I knew you’d protect me, and we’d get through this together.”

“It did make it better.” Baron was still a million miles away. “I have to talk to you about something.”

My heart dropped into my stomach. Every worst case scenario exploded in my brain. “Please don’t tell me this is goodbye.”
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Chapter Eleven 
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Baron

“Fuck no.” I laughed, but stopped abruptly when I registered the naked fear on Kiera’s face. I kissed her immediately. My beautiful girl wasn’t afraid of anything, and she wasn’t going to start with me. “I’m not going anywhere. It’s about the pack.”

“Neither am I.” Her frown didn’t fade. “But Shadow imposed our little house arrest sessions, and he can make them stop, too.”

“My brother’s not that much of an asshole.” At least he never used to be. It reinforced my decision. “We don’t have to worry about what he says anymore.”

“We don’t? Then what the hell is the purpose of being alpha, if no one listens to what he says?”

She didn’t mind this laugh so much. “Everyone else has to listen to him, but I don’t.” I swallowed hard. “I left the pack.”

She sat up, her mouth hanging open. “How is that even possible?”

I pushed off the floor, sitting on the bed. Kiera joined me, our bodies magnetized. “I love my family. I love the pack, and everything that it stands for. Like I told you before, the Channings are peacekeepers. Right now, we aren’t. I can’t support that. Shadow’s bullshit about it, I know that’s you’re next question, but I’m hoping once he cools down he’ll see things my way. Understand that there’s more than one way to lead. He’s been so busy competing with Major, he’s trying to beat him at his own game, instead of making Major play his.”

“You’re fucking brave, standing up for what you believe in. And smart. I don’t know much about the packs, but it sounds like Shadow’s a little off the rails right now. I don’t blame him, he’s got a lot on his shoulders. But this is wise. You’re going to save his ass in the long run.” She cupped my face, rewarding me with a long, hot kiss. She’d never tasted so sweet. I may have lost my pack, put everything on the line, but I had this incredible woman by my side. With her, I was invincible. “What do you think is going to happen?” she asked.

I wished I had an answer for her.
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THE SECOND INCARNATION of Channing Custom Builders started the same way the first one did—at my mother’s kitchen table. I’d thrown myself into getting our business back together. It should be easier this time. We just had to figure out how to come back from the dead.

I’d only been into Granger Falls a few times in the last month, each time met with horrified stares, much like someone would approach a ghost. Many of them had gone to our memorial service. Most people smiled and nodded politely when we told them we’d been far out of town, out of touch. Too politely, silently telling us that they thought we were full of shit. But they would’ve recoiled in terror if we’d told them we were the dogs Ryker had been fighting.

Shadow and Dallas were at the farm, working with Trina to figure out what to do with the animals. There weren’t many there, they’d all been confiscated in the raid, but he’d been quick to reload his arsenal. We all agreed on one thing. The restoration of Ryker’s farm was our first order of business. Shadow had proposed we build our new houses there. We all wanted a place of our own. To share with our mates. Like a phoenix rising from the ashes, and also to send a message to anyone who wanted to challenge him: The Channings obliterated their enemies. 

It was a huge plot of land, over a hundred acres. A stream ran through the back half, full of chinook and sockeye. Close to Baldy, and as with anywhere in Sun Valley, the views were breathtaking. I wanted to make it a reserve, a place that shifters would always have a place to go no matter what happened in Sawtooth. We could take tourists too, to make sure the packs always had money. Shadow suggested a rescue for the bigger animals that Trina couldn’t take at the shelter. We were rewriting the future of that land, and it felt damn good.

Mom answered the knock at the door. She and her friends were a bunch of feisty women nearing retirement age with no grandkids to keep them busy. The ones who’d had daughters didn’t see the grandkids as much as they wanted to, now that complete segregation of the classes had become the norm. 

“Major, what are you doing here?” she gasped. I did, too. He was the last person I expected to see. 

“Yeah, what’s up?” I stood up, motioning for him to come in.

“You better not be causing any trouble,” Mom followed us into the kitchen. Even though she was dressing him down, I knew how this was going to end. “We need a new way, one that has nothing to do with violence.” She sighed. “Can I get you coffee? Water?”

“No thanks, Mrs. Channing. I’m not staying long.” He shook his head smiling, then turned to me. “I wish your mom could be a part of my pack.”

“She’d rip you to shreds.” I wanted to do the same, now that I knew he’d had a brief past with Kiera. He’d never have her again. 

“I know.” A light danced in Major’s eyes, it was the most human I’d seen him look in a long time.

“Shadow’s over at Ryker’s farm.” There was no harm in telling him. “We’re using that land to rebuild our home.”

“I heard. That’s cool.” Major’s fingers drummed on the table, clearly uncomfortable. This was the first time I’d ever seen him stripped of his confidence, bested by my brother. I had no idea what to expect. “We missed you at the pack meetings, Baron. It seems like the Channing brothers are having trouble being in the same place at the same time.”

“I’ve been busy with this.” I tapped my laptop. I had a notepad and a sketchbook open beside it. “We’re rebuilding from the ground up.”

Major shook his head. “Shadow would still have you there. This power trip is too pathetic for him to let you miss it. What’s going on with you two?”

“Nothing.” I stood up. Major wasn’t staying long. 

“If you don’t agree with your brother, now’s the time to speak up, before he makes mistakes that he can’t recover from. He’ll see it as betrayal now, but he’ll thank you in the long run.”

I stood by the door. Major wasn’t stupid, he knew he’d outstayed his welcome. I didn’t want to fight anymore, with anyone, and I was always going to be loyal to my brother. And Major knew more than he was letting on. “There are other ways to support the pack. I need to get back to work, Major.”

Major stood eye to eye with me at the door. “I know his big plan is to mate with humans to keep the packs going.” He didn’t blink. “I get it, you want a woman. I do, too. But think of the long game. Children are what will keep the packs going. You know your shelter girl can’t give that to you.” 

He walked away without turning back. 
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MAJOR HAD A WAY OF getting under anyone’s skin. It was his finest skill, annoying the ever living shit out of anyone who disagreed with him, but leaving them with little recourse because he was usually pretty spot on. He didn’t have to be such a dick about it.

It didn’t matter if Kiera and I couldn’t have kids. I couldn’t have kids without a mate, either. Walking away from my brother had left me with a lot of time to think about the pack. Our history and our future. Both of them seemed so certain, while the present was completely unknown. 

No matter what I did, our way of life couldn’t exist anymore. The working class was being obliterated. Shadow could very well be the last alpha, if he held his title for the rest of his life. There’d be no one left to follow him. 

I watched Mom flitter around the house. She kept the place spotless. She’d had me help her bring Christmas decorations down from the attic before I settled in to work. Good, working class pack women like my mother were withering and dying. I wondered how much the rich pups, kept in a bubble, knew about their werewolf nature. 

“Do you know of any wolf that’s ever got a human woman pregnant?” I asked. We’d always been told not to do it, like we weren’t allowed to touch the she-wolves. Never given much of an explanation besides the fact there would be horrible consequences. If Mom could give me a living, breathing example of why not instead of an imaginary slap on the wrist, I’d be able to take a better course of action. Every possible outcome affected our future. We needed answers.

Mom looked up from the strand of lights she’d plugged into the wall to test, otherwise frozen. “Yes. Before you boys were born, one of the wolves fell in love with a woman in Granger. Come sit down, I knew I was going to have this conversation with you boys eventually.”

I did as she asked, sitting beside her on the couch. Mom wrung her hands in her lap. “They had two kids, but they weren’t fully wolf or human. They had hands and feet and walked upright, but they had patches of fur all over their bodies and their faces were much more canine than human. We didn’t see them around town much. I know that the hope was that as they grew they’d go in one direction or the other.”

This was exactly what I was afraid of. “What happened to them?” 

“I don’t know.” Mom’s face paled. “They were little kids, the last I saw them. One day, the family was gone. No trace of them. There were a lot of rumors, and warnings for the pack men to stay away from human women, because they’d give birth to monsters. And it works both ways. When I was growing up, we obviously could still choose our own mates. One of my girlfriends fell in love with a Granger boy. They weren’t careful, and she got pregnant.” She stopped and took a deep breath. “As the baby grew inside her, it didn’t recognize its environment. My friend miscarried. Badly. She almost didn’t survive.”

My insides churned at the thought of what could’ve happened to that woman. “But you’re encouraging us to take the girls from Forever Home as mates. Why?”

Mom’s eyes glassed over. “Because this is the end of our pack line. I want someone there with you, holding your hand when your time comes. Just because it’s the end doesn’t mean you boys have to be alone. You deserve better than that.”

By the time my brothers got back, I was in an absolute rage. Pissed at circumstances I couldn’t control. It was the end of our pack, and we had no recourse. I was in love with a woman I shouldn’t be with, but I couldn’t tear myself away from. No matter what we chose, no one got what they wanted.  We’d all done what was asked of us, and for nothing.  Our reward was to be forgotten. Our packs deserved better. We deserved better.

“Let’s see what you’ve come up with,” Shadow said, putting on a show in front of Mom, but icicles hung off of every word. He picked up my sketch pad, examining it. “We’re going to burn down Ryker’s house, so we’ll be able to start construction soon. The barns are in good shape, and we want to keep those standing.”

I put on my own performance. “I think you’re going to like it. We’ll have a showcase property so clients can see what we’re capable of, and we’re not claiming any more pack land.” We weren’t doing that anymore. Our new focus was restoring. Granger Falls had taken enough from Sawtooth. “Major came by today,” I added once Mom left the kitchen.

Shadow sat beside me, groaning. “What the fuck did he want?” He ran his hands over his face then leaned back in his chair. “He’s been a son of bitch to rein in.”

“Shadow!” Mom called from the living room.

“Not sure if he was here to intimidate me or recruit me.” Shadow raised an eyebrow. “Neither worked. As usual, he did it in such a way to make me think about what he said. He was all too willing to remind me that wolves and humans can’t mate.”

Shadow rolled his eyes. “He dropped out of high school in the ninth grade.” He snickered. “I’d be surprised if he knew how to get anyone pregnant.”

“Talk to Mom.  She’ll give you nightmares, wondering if that will happen to Trina, or Keira, or Lyssie. I’m not saying this to piss you off, Shadow. Everything I’m doing is for my love of the pack. But if there are no purebred, working class wolves, all that will be left is the wealthy class. We don’t have the resources to properly care for a baby that’s not fully wolf. It would hurt us, not help us. Our traditions, everything, will be gone in our lifetime.”

“It’s all going to be gone in our lifetime if we don’t do something. You’re not part of the pack anymore.” Shadow reminded me. “I’m only listening to you because you’re my brother, and my best friend. So what’s your point?”

“Let him have his she-wolf.” I glanced at our plans for the farm, sprawling and beautiful, with no one to enjoy it. “Insure our future.”

Shadow gasped. “Baron, that’s going to start a war you’re not willing to fight.”

“I’ll fight for what I believe in.”
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Chapter Twelve
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Kiera

“I’m so glad to meet you.” Baron’s mom squeezed me in a hug like I was her own kid, rocking me back and forth. She pulled back to take me in, her eyes glossed over with unshed tears. Happy ones, I hoped. “I never thought this day would come, that any of the boys would find someone they could be serious with. Baron’s told me all about you, and you’re an incredible woman, Kiera.”

I chuckled, not good with compliments. “He’s biased.”

“Well I am, too.” She didn’t back down. “Anyone who’s served our country and saved the lives of my boys is a hero in my book.” She let me go, but still held my hand, squeezing it. “And not only saved them from death, but gave them a reason to live. You’re giving me a reason to live.”

“The pleasure’s all mine.” There was a difference between truly living, looking forward to each day and the possibilities that it held, and surviving, waiting for the day to be over just to say you did it. That’s what Baron had given me. The ghosts were still there—any loud noise or crowd still freaked me out—but I had the strength to fight it, instead of running for cover. “Baron’s told me all about you, too. You’re pretty awesome yourself, Mrs. Channing.”

She shook her head and waved her hand, like raising four boys on her own was nothing. “Are you sure you don’t want to come with us, Mom?” Baron asked.

“No, go out and have fun.” Mrs. Channing was absolutely beaming. “Some of the girls are coming over for cards.”

Baron laughed. “Yeah, good luck to them.” He turned to me, slipping his arm around my back. “Never bet money in a card game against my mom unless you want to lose it. You can’t win. It’s like her superpower.”

“It’s just attention to detail. Anyone can do it.” She dismissed Baron’s claim, kissing us both. “You’re invited to the next girls’ night, Kiera. I’ll show you how to keep this boy in line.” She swatted Baron’s ass. 

I waited to get in the truck before I said anything. “Your mother underestimates me.”

“What? No way. She likes you more than she likes us.”

“That might be true.” Baron hit the brakes halfway down the dirt road that led away from the house when I smiled at him, knowing better than to operate heavy machinery. “Should I tell her how I keep you in line when she teaches me how to play cards?”

“Hell no.” Baron shuddered. “My mother might be hot for grandkids, but let me assure you that she’s perfectly happy to think they’re the result of a visit from the stork. She still has a fit when we swear in front of her.”

“That’s cute.” I nudged him, but he didn’t respond. I didn’t have to work today, which was unusual. We didn’t take many days off, since the animals always needed something. Now that we all actually had a chance at having a social life, Trina gave Lyssie and me each a day off this week. It felt like a vacation I couldn’t remember the last time I’d done something just for myself. I hadn’t wanted to spend any time alone.

Baron was still quiet when we got to The Pizza Pub. He’d asked for a booth without making a big deal out of it. They were all against the wall, and I could have my birds’ eye view. “Cranberry wheat, please,” I told the waitress. I was actually considering the pulled pork pizza, even if it was just to get Baron to crack a smile.

“Me too. Thanks.” 

My mouth hung open when she left. “Is there anything you need to tell me?” I winked, still nothing. “Are we splitting a cheeseburger pizza?”

“Hell no.” Baron scoffed, smiling. He wiped his hand over his face, like he had to remind himself to be pissy about something. “There is something I want to talk to you about, though.”

“Anything.” The waitress came back with the beers. That’s why I loved this place so much. They never left anyone wanting for beer. I handed her my menu, smirking at Baron. “Shall we split the pulled pork?”

“God, I love you.” His head fell to the table, hand up so the waitress could take his menu. 

She turned back to me, wide-eyed, knowing she needed to get in and out quickly. “We’ll have a large pulled pork.” I could barely speak.

“I meant it, you know,” Baron said quietly when she left. “I love you, Kiera.”

“I love you, too.” My heart was pounding. I never thought I’d hear those words from anyone, especially in the middle of The Pizza Pub. 

Those three little words sure did change things, didn’t they? I felt like I was drinking champagne, not beer, that fuzzy feeling going straight to my head. I could get used to this. I squeezed his hand. “I’m glad we said it here, like that, with the waitress as our witness. If you said it in some big, gross way, like some internet proposal, I would’ve wanted to puke.” I laughed.

“Right?” Baron fought his smile but lost. “I do have a surprise for you later on.”

“Tell me.” 

“No way,” Baron scoffed. “I want to keep you on your toes.”

I pulled him in closer. “And I want to keep you on your knees.” Our gazes locked, and holy shit was it hot in here. I bit my lip. Baron gasped, but I played it cool, sitting back and taking a sip of my beer. “So anyway, you can just tell me now and I’ll pretend to act surprised when we get there.”

He shook his head. “You need to be patient, Kiera.”

“Fine.” I pouted. “Was it connected to what you wanted to tell me?”

“Sort of, but you won’t guess from that, so I can still tell you.” Baron rubbed his hand over his face. “Major came by the other day.”

I rolled my eyes. “Tell him I said....never mind. He’s not worth it.” There was no need to make Major think of me. If he even remembered that night at The Redheaded Stepchild, he’d love rubbing it in Baron’s face. Eh, let him try. I had no problem telling anyone who asked which one was the better kisser. 

“I don’t know about that.”

No fucking way. He couldn’t be saying what I thought he was. “You’re not going to work with him, are you?” I gasped. “Your brothers would never talk to you again.”

Baron hesitated. Crap. “Major knows we can’t mate with humans successfully. Have kids that can shift. My mom told me some horror stories. Babies that weren’t wolf or human, or couldn’t be carried to term because they weren’t compatible with their mothers. The only way to ensure we have another generation of working class wolves is to have some of them mate with wolf women.”

“There’s still going to be another generation of wolves, they just won’t be part of your packs.” A chill crawled down my spine. I hated what he was suggesting. I wasn’t exactly the most motherly type, but I saw myself somewhere down the road with kids. Baron’s kids. I wasn’t ready to give up that dream yet, and from the look on his face, neither was Baron. “You’re seeing it as black and white. Maybe what you need to do is say screw Major and work with the wealthier wolves. Because if they keep doing what they’re doing, they’re going to be a hot inbred mess within about fifty years.”

Baron laughed. “Did I tell you I loved you? Because I mean it now more than ever. You’re part of our pack now, Kiera. And we’re better for it.” The waitress brought our pizza, but neither of us touched it. “But I can’t stop thinking about what my mom said. You’re still in, right?” He attempted a wobbly smile.

“You couldn’t get rid of me if you tried.” I smiled back, and his finally reached his eyes. “What does Shadow think of all of this?” Even if Baron wasn’t part of the pack, Shadow shaped and molded everyone’s future. It wasn’t going to change what we’d do, but his approval would make things easier.

“I told Shadow I was willing to fight for things I believed in. And that includes the future. My future. Yeah it sounds selfish, but no one is taking you away from me. I want you to experience what’s good about Sawtooth and the packs. It’s not all violence. But it is worth fighting for.”

“I can’t wait to get to know everyone. I might have a little bit of a girl crush on your mom.” I took a bite of the pizza and moaned. I’d never cheated on the Cheeseburger in Paradise before, but this was amazing. 

“I knew you two would hit it off.” 

Putting my pizza down, I hesitated before continuing. “I want kids, Baron. I’m used to a noisy house full of chaos and love.”

He nodded. “Me too.”  He reached out and took my hand, squeezing it. “I’m hoping there’s some way we can make it happen. Everything Mom told me about happened forty years ago. Maybe things could be different now. Medicine is so advanced. Maybe something could be done to help the mothers and the babies.”

Or not. It wasn’t like anyone was in a laboratory studying how to make a better human/wolf hybrid. Panic took hold of my heart. If I really thought about what Baron was saying, I’d lose it. 

“So what’s happening with Major?” I asked, changing the subject before we both had a meltdown in the middle of the restaurant. We had a lot to talk about with this, but we weren’t going to solve anything tonight. So much shit was going on, and even though Baron had tried to step away from the pack politics, this was too important to overlook. Major didn’t take kindly to not getting what he wanted. There was a lot at stake for everyone.

“I told Shadow to let Major have his she-wolf. He’s been in love with her forever, but he’ll have to take her away from her husband by force.” Baron shook his head. “I know it will cause a war between the classes. But at this point, a fight of some point is inevitable. It’s either that or extinction.”

It was a no-win situation, and no matter what, someone was going to be left fighting for what they wanted. Too much was at stake to not be able to find a solution. “I’ll support you. But I have two conditions: you do what you believe in, and no one gets hurt.”
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BARON WOULDN’T GIVE me any details about this surprise. I knew it had something to do with the wolves, and I half expected him to bring me back to Baldy. I was dying for another crack at the Black Diamond trails. My brothers made me a tough bitch, and just because I got knocked down once didn’t mean I would walk away from something forever. Unless it was a firebomb. But I was finally getting the last word in on that. Slowly but surely, I was getting my life back. Baron wasn’t someone I leaned on like a crutch, he was a catalyst. He accepted the worst of me, and it made the little things easier to deal with. 

I’d be a work in progress forever. But who the hell wasn’t? 

And we’d have babies. Even if they were fur babies from Forever Home. There was too much love between us not to share.

“Oh my God,” I gasped when I recognized where we were. I’d only been here once before, at night. I stared at Baron, wide eyed. “This is Ryker’s farm.”

“It was.” Baron didn’t elaborate before getting out of the truck and opening my door. I was too shocked to move. He held his hand out to me. “Now it’s the Channing Reserve. Come on, let me show you around.”

It was the ultimate revenge. Spitting in the face, or in this case ripping the face of an enemy clear off their skull, and living well. Just living, in some cases was a victory. But this was a statement. “Whose idea was this?”

“Shadow’s.” Baron held a binder under his arm, and he pulled it out to show me what was inside. Sketches of the land, an overview with boxes and a legend. The detailed plans for each building followed, complete with an explanation of what each building would be used for. “He wants to have our office here. There will be a few houses, and some cabins as well. We’re going to keep the barn, because he and Trina want to expand Forever Home to include bigger animals that aren’t pets, but still need a new home.”

“This is amazing.” I kept flipping through, and my heart stopped when I got to the last page. 

A rendering of a beautiful log cabin, titled Kiera and Baron’s house. 

“What do you think?” Baron smiled shyly. “The spot we’re standing on, I think that’s where the bedroom would be.”

I was absolutely speechless. Pulling Baron into a kiss, we both dropped to our knees. It wouldn’t be the last time we did it in this spot. All the words kept floating through my head, but I couldn’t figure out how to tell him everything. So I kept kissing him. 

“I take it you like it.” Baron laughed, kissing my forehead.

“I love it.” The book laid beside us, open to our page. Our future. “When I was a little girl, I wrote a story about a princess who found her prince. Of course, the princess was me, but I’d never found my prince. Until now.”

“How’d I do?” Baron’s lip curled against my cheek. “Copyright infringement? You know the remake always sucks.”

I pushed his shoulder, following him down to the earth. We were getting soaked from the snow, but I didn’t care. “You fucking nailed it.”

Finally, my story had its happily ever after. 
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Thank you!
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I hope you loved Kiera and Baron’s story as much as I loved writing it. The next couple to get their happily ever after is Major and Cass in Her Renegade Wolf. Yes, even Major can find happiness. Keep reading for an excerpt!

One-click Her Renegade Wolf Now! 

Sign up for my newsletter to find out about new books: http://www.kristenstrassel.com/shifterlist
If you love Kiera and Baron’s story, make sure to check out Wanted by the Lion. 
His instinct is to kill her, but he let himself get too close...
Mountain Lions toy with their prey before killing it. Woodland Park is ripe with choices during The Mate, the ancient ritual where weredeer find their partners. It’s no surprise when Leo’s prey shifts into a human, but he never expected the doe to be Daphne, the woman he’s had his eye on.
He can’t bring himself to hurt her. Instead, he drives her wild with pleasure. 
But if he tells Daphne what he really is—her predator—he could lose her. 

You can also join my Facebook group, Kristen’s Backstage Pass, for giveaways, sneak peeks of new books, and fun. 

Thank you so much for reading! If you loved Forever Home, please tell a friend. Reviews help readers find books. Please take a moment to leave a review on your favorite review site.

Keep reading for an excerpt from Her Renegade Wolf...
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Her Renegade Wolf
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Major

Alphas didn’t follow the rules. Alphas broke the rules. 

Try telling my brothers that. 

“You’re fucking crazy, dude,” Shea scoffed. Like he should talk. He still wore the souvenirs of his latest fight with same pride a more civilized man would wear a tux; black eye, torn skin, and the satisfaction of walking away under his own power. Wounds healed a lot faster than pride. “If you go through with this, they’ll kill you.”

“Yeah,” Xavier added. Technically my second in command, he never spoke out of turn. It was my favorite thing about him. “They won’t bother dragging out the torture next time. Your last meal will be your own ball sack.”

“Ryker’s dead,” I reminded them with a growl. If these two weren’t my brothers, I’d never indulge them in this line of reasoning. I didn’t need to explain myself to anyone. “Now’s the time for real change. You don’t like the way things are? You make them the way you want them. It’s that simple.”

“Ryker’s dead because Shadow killed him.” Shea didn’t bother to hide his chuckle. He already sported a shiner, so I didn’t punch him. I needed him to have one good eye. “No one in the forest cares what the circumstances were. He’s dead, and all they hear is you whining that you didn’t get to him first.”

“He’s building his new house on Ryker’s land,” X added. “If you go through with this suicide mission, it’ll look like a pissing contest. You’ve said it yourself a million times—you need to do your own thing.”

“This is my thing!” I slammed my hand against the wall, barely stopping myself from kicking down a row of bikes.  We’d finally been able to get the motorcycle shop up and running after six months of being in chains and a month of total human fuckery. “Get out of here. Do something fucking useful with yourselves. There’s a bunch of half-built bikes out back that can’t put themselves together. While you work, think about how you’re going to help me, or go ask Shadow if he’s hiring.”

X picked up a wrench and glowered at me. 

“I’m out of here.” Shea put his arms up like he was under arrest. That was a drill he was familiar with. He didn’t work with us in the shop. My youngest brother didn’t have the patience required for the precision work the bikes demanded. Instead he’d worked on the ranches that surrounded Granger Falls. “I need to find a job before you drag our name through the fucking mud.”

What. The. Fuck. 

Ryker had been gunning for me my whole life. When I was younger, I reveled in it. I was a giant middle finger fucking up his grand plan. The wealthy wolves didn’t have any contact with the working class wolves anymore, unless one of them gave birth to a baby girl. Then they’d line up with their fancy leather wallets open to claim her for their son; someone who would grow into a man without knowing what it was like to fight for anything. Including his mate.

No working class wolf ever had the balls to question this system. They were all too desperate for the payday to realize the ramifications of what they were doing. But even as a kid, I knew it was bullshit. Not because I was in love with a woman I could never have, but because I realized it meant I was going to die alone. 

Ryker claimed Cass for his son, expecting the good little girl to later be a good little wife. There was a reason Cass and I were soulmates.  She didn’t take anyone’s shit.  But in the end, she still married Walter.

I was the one who got us captured. Ryker might’ve been older than dirt, but no one got that rich by being stupid. He was pissed that his son’s wife would never look at him the way she looked at me. Cass regretted her decision every day, but like my brothers, she couldn’t see that change started with her. Then Cass had a daughter of her own, promised away before she could talk. The woman I knew who used to stand up for herself might have been subdued, but she had to want something more for Emma.

Ryker didn’t give a fuck that I planned to sell his livestock out from under him. He captured us to keep me away from his daughter-in-law. My brothers and the goddamn Channings were collateral damage. Now with Ryker dead and Shadow taking control of his goons, anything could happen. 

I couldn’t let Shadow get too much control.  He was fool; thinking with his dick now that he was in love with the girl who saved us from Ryker’s dog fighting ring, using it as an excuse to taint our bloodlines by mating with humans. They’d give birth to monsters, if they survived. A simple thank you would’ve sufficed. He needed to leave that girl alone. 

Shadow wasn’t a leader. Channings had kept peace for generations, making sure everyone in the forest was happy. Now wasn’t the time for that shit. We couldn’t placate these rich assholes anymore. There were no working class wolves under the age of ten anywhere in the forest. Soon, there’d be no one to fight their battles and like the Channings, they’d be relying on humans to survive. 

It pissed me off.

X had done as he was told, wrenching a bolt into place on a new motorcycle. His work was meticulous, and someone would be damn lucky to get this bike, if they could afford it. 

“Hey,” he said as I approached him, sinking to my knees and getting back to work. Six months in Hell and we had a backlog of orders.

“Hey.” It was as good as an apology in our family.  “You know this isn’t just about me and Cass.”

“Yeah.” He sealed his work with a blowtorch, then lifted his goggles. “And it’s not about Shadow, either.”

“Fuck him.” His name made my blood run hot. “I need you, man. We can’t count on Shea, you know that. I want to go to your mating ceremony, and not watch you hook up with some dipshit human who has no sense of our traditions. Who will never understand what it feels like to have an animal inside her. I want to watch your sons grow up to be stronger and fiercer than you. That’s why I’m doing this.”

“I know that.” X smiled absentmindedly while he worked, daydreaming of pups playing on the lawn. I knew it because I’d had the same vision a million times. “The rich rely on us for everything. We need their respect. It’s time for them to say thank you.
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