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Her Renegade Wolf
Sold to the highest bidder, Cass lost her true mate forever.
As a Sawtooth she-wolf, pack law demanded she accept her fate. Now, after sacrificing her heart for the good of the pack, she’s expected to stand by and let her daughter’s future be dictated by that same fear instead of the love she deserves.

Cass won’t let that happen.

Major has had enough. After months in captivity, he wants more than revenge on his captor. He is determined to claim the mate he lost and save his pack from extinction. The consequences of his plan may be steep, but he’ll sacrifice everything for a second chance with Cass. 

But Cass isn’t sure which man poses the greater threat. The one who owns her body, or the one who holds her heart?
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Chapter One
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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 wore the souvenirs of his latest fight with the 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 said. “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. Now 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. With Ryker dead and Shadow taking control of his goons, anything could happen. 

I couldn’t let Shadow get too much control. He was a fool; thinking with his dick now that he was in love with the woman 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 Trina alone. 

Shadow wasn’t a leader. Channings had kept peace for generations, making sure everyone in the forest was happy. It 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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Chapter Two
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CASS

Emma’s scream pierced the deepest recess of my brain. It was one of those high-pitched numbers that should’ve been reserved for an encounter with a serial killer. I’d spent my life surrounded by werewolves with chips on their shoulders, but Hell hath no fury like my five-year-old not getting her way.

“Ride it out,” I said warily to Connie, Emma’s nanny. I didn’t need a nanny, but Walter insisted I have help, and Emma loved her. I rubbed my temples, this tantrum was taking its toll. But I wasn’t giving into it, no matter how painful it was for all of us. “She’s getting tired.” 

“Emma, will you be a good girl for your Nini?” Connie ignored me. Emma always ignored me, which is how we got into this mess in the first place. I’d asked her to stop flying the little remote control helicopter Daddy got her in the house. It was a rescue copter, complete with a migraine inducing siren, and five-year-olds didn’t know how to drive yet. She’d already broken a lamp and scared the shit out of Roscoe, our dog.

My daughter cozied up to the older woman, batting her eyelashes, playing her much more adeptly than she had her toy. She nodded and gave Connie a toothy grin that could grace magazine covers. I’d had enough offers for her to model, but I refused every one of them. Emma already believed she was a princess, and I was desperate for her to hang on to a shred of common sense. 

Connie, on the other hand, liked spoiled little girls. “I’m going to give you your copter back, but—“ 

“I said no!” I roared, my short fuse burning into nothingness. Both of them glared at me in disbelief. “She’s trashing the furniture. When she cuts herself on broken glass or Roscoe bites her because she’s got him all riled up, don’t come crying to me.” I quieted my tone. “But that’s not going to happen, because Emma is going to play with something else, right, honey?”

“I want my copter!” Emma stomped, folding her arms across her chest. “Nini give me my copter.”

Connie reached for the plastic toy, which I’d placed on the very top of the bookshelf. It had to be out of reach of anything Emma could step on. My little girl didn’t take no for an answer. Someday, it would be an admirable quality. 

“No!” I stole it away from Connie, feeling ridiculous cradling a plastic toy in my arms. I understood why Emma had no respect for me. She was simply mimicking the behavior she’d seen from others. But from my nanny, the person I wrote a hefty check to every week, it pissed me off. Emma jumped up and down, serial killer screech in full effect. “I’ll throw it in the trash if you don’t stop screaming. You have a room full of toys over there.”

“I hate you!” Emma screamed, kicking me in the ankle bone. I didn’t even feel it because those words always took my breath away. “I hate you, I hate you, I hate you!” It echoed off the walls as she ran from the room.  

Connie already thought I was a heartless bitch, but still I wouldn’t cry in front of her. I looked down at the copter, wanting to throw it in the trash simply because it was going to make me sick to look at it after this. Its stupid little siren would sound like those three awful little words—I hate you—to me forever. All I wanted was for Emma not to be a spoiled brat. I was the only one who ever said no to her. She was going to learn the hard way, when she grew up and woke up every day next to a man she could never love, that wasn’t the way the world worked. I could guarantee it—not only because it happened to me, but because the signed contract promising my daughter the same fate sat upstairs in her father’s office.

“She’s a little girl,” Connie said, cleaning up a mess Emma left behind. “She needs her mother.”

I couldn’t see her anymore, everything flashed to a bright raging red. “Damn straight she does. She needs to see the people in her life treating her mother with respect. And it’s not about me, Connie. Don’t try to turn this around. It’s about her. I want Emma to know there are boundaries. That if you say no a million times it doesn’t ever mean yes. I want her to treat people the way she wants to be treated.”

“You’re going to lose her.” Connie frowned, and I actually believed her concern. “Just like you lost Walter.”

My husband didn’t bother to keep his affair a secret from me. Why should he? I had no recourse. I was bought and paid for. Property. I’d fulfilled my end of the bargain, giving him the little bundle of joy that was still screaming her head off in her bedroom, but our contract’s only escape clause was ‘til death do us part. 

I didn’t really give a shit. Let the human bitch have him. Her senses should be dull enough that she’d have no idea what she was missing. 

But he’d chosen a human over me. 

It was the ultimate kick in the gut. And the worst part of the whole thing was everyone in the forest knew it. 

Wolves were supposed to mate for love, not money. No pairing had ever divorced. No need to. 

No man was fool enough to lay a finger on Walter Ryker’s wife, just because I wanted to give him a taste of his own medicine. My husband got his malicious reputation from his father. Any wolf or human in Sawtooth Forest equated the infamous Ryker hostility with a death sentence. 

He wouldn’t show me any mercy, either. He never had. Other men realized how lucky they were to actually have a wife with so few women in Sawtooth Forest, but not my Walter. He thought I was the lucky one.

“You have the memorial tonight,” Connie reminded me, words timed perfectly to twist the knife already sticking into my ribs. 

Walter’s father had finally met his match. One of the working class wolves I grew up with, Shadow Channing, managed to kill the bastard. We should’ve been having a party, not a wake. 

I’d thought Shadow was dead. There’d been a huge fire at his house and his whole family had been unaccounted for, until they returned to Granger Falls. I hoped this was the beginning of a new era in the forest, but I knew better than to get my hopes up.

“Like hell I’m going.” I put the helicopter back on the top of the bookshelf. Out of sight, out of mind. “I’m glad he’s dead.”

Connie’s mouth dropped. “You don’t mean that.”  

The only part I was sorry about was that I didn’t do it myself. 

She grabbed my arm before I left the room, gripping tighter when I tried to get away. “You’re going. You’ll be a good wife, pay your respects to your father-in-law, and convince everyone you’re grateful that a man like Walter married wolf trash like you.”

**
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“CASSIE! I HAVEN’T SEEN you in forever! I miss you so much.” My best friend, Renee, hugged me in the receiving line. I was so happy to see her, this memorial was torture. I melted against her body, trying to fight back tears for the second time today, as she rocked me back and forth. She peeled back, considering the line. “Can you get out for a couple minutes? You look like you could use some air.”

I nodded, then squeezed Walter’s hand. “I’ll be right back, honey.” 

The last word tasted like cyanide. He narrowed his eyes at me, stopping just short of a glare. I’d never ask his permission. Let his human say please and thank you. 

“I love your dress,” Renee said as we stepped outside. I didn’t go as far as to wear red to the service, but I did pick a black dress with bright red flowers. It hugged every curve. I had long legs, a narrow waist, wide hips, and great tits. Walter was losing his mind watching every one of his associates’ eyes roam all over my body. It was the best sex I’d had in a while. Walter couldn’t take that away from me. 

“Thanks.” I could see my breath in the night air. It was perfect, I needed to clear my head. Stuck in a room with Walter’s friends and family made me feel like I was trapped under ice. All the she-wolves, happily submitting to their husbands. Who was I to judge? Maybe they actually were happy. The possibility made my heart ache even more. I’d never know, because most of them avoided me. “You look great, too. You’re so tan. Going to the electric beach again?” 

“No! But I love it so I might keep it up. Mike surprised me with a cruise for our anniversary! The Mediterranean. Cass, it was amazing. The food, the wine, the views. Paradise. And the sex. You’d think we were on our honeymoon. He got me this, too.” She picked the diamond solitaire pendant up from her chest. “He wanted to upgrade the diamond in my wedding ring, but I’ve grown attached to the thing. I don’t care how small it is. But he insisted on getting me something.” 

Renee was beaming, the streetlight above us reflecting the clarity in her diamond and her love for her husband. Once she’d been in the same boat I was, in love with a wolf she could never have. She devoted herself to Mike, never looking back, in a way I never could with Walter. Mike worshipped the ground she walked on; maybe that could’ve changed my mind, too. 

“How are you?” she asked, then pursed her lips together, knowing damn well how I was doing. It had nothing to do with my father-in-law. Everyone in Sawtooth knew Walter fucked around on me, but somehow they thought I didn’t. It was even crueler, like a joke everyone stopped laughing at when I walked in the room. 

“Hanging in there.” I forced a smile. Renee knew I wasn’t stupid. How could I be, when he came home reeking of eau de floozie with lipstick on his pants. “I keep picturing Walter in that casket. It’s a good look on him.”

“Right? I always thought gray was his color.” Renee laughed, then looked around, motioning for me to follow her. We took a couple steps around the building; she peered back to make sure we were alone.

“I saw Major the other day.” She took a deep breath. “He asked about you.”

I couldn’t breathe. “Where? He’s back? What did he say?”

“Yeah. At the bakery, getting coffee. He didn’t say where he’d been, but said that he was back to work. He looks good, Cass. Real good.” She nodded at my shock. “He wanted to know how you were, but he was all shy about asking. It was cute.”

“Major’s never cute.” Those tears were coming again, for a completely different reason.

“No. Major’s pure fucking sex.” Renee hummed like she’d just had a bite of chocolate. “I probably shouldn’t have said anything, I’m sorry.”

“No, you should have.” I headed back to the funeral home. “I’m glad he’s back.”

This was exactly the kind of trouble I didn’t need right now.
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Chapter Three 
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MAJOR

“The band is paid for, we’ve got a dozen dancers. Some of them do more than just dance, of course.” X wiggled his eyebrows, light jumping in his eyes. “I’m so stoked about this party. We need this so bad, after all the shit we went through. It has to be totally fucking epic. What are we missing?”

“Strippers, band, booze, women, what else could we ask for?” Shea tapped his chin, narrowing his eyes at me. “How about even a drop of enthusiasm from our fucking brother? Come on man, quit moping. These parties are your claim to fame around here. It’s going to be lame if you don’t snap out of whatever funk you’re in.”

“I’m into it,” I lied. I couldn’t give a shit about this party. “You two can handle this. The shop’s a mess. We need to make some money to pay for your dancers, Shea.”

Shea laughed. 

“Dude, I should show you my phone. They can’t wait to see me. I’m saving you so much money. You’re welcome.” He clapped my shoulder. “I’d let you read the messages, but you’d bust a nut.”  

“It might be good for him.” X grinned. “Screw that, show me.”

I’d started the parties about ten or so years ago as a way to help my pack buddies get laid. We’d get our asses kicked if we even thought about touching a she-wolf. The trick was not to get caught doing it. Easier said than done. I showed my brothers all my tricks, but a couple guys, either dumb or unlucky, got caught with girls promised to those rich dickheads. Their punishment was ugly, almost enough to scare me away. None of us had ever taken a she-wolf to bed. It was torture, but we did it out of respect to the women. We didn’t think they were whores like their future husbands did.

Six months in captivity made me think long and hard about that, as I was being tortured, in many ways, over a woman I’d never had in my bed.

But I would.

Cass had loved to dabble on the dark side, and get her hands dirty with me. But she wouldn’t stand up to the system. I could make noise all I wanted, but unless I had a she-wolf by my side, it meant absolutely nothing.  

After all those years of sneaking around, shame, and no satisfaction, the guys in the packs had no idea what to do with a human women. Nothing that a little alcohol and the pull of the moon couldn’t fix. I’d meant to throw the parties once or twice, to get the ball rolling. They quickly became legend in Idaho, and after a couple months we had to sell advanced tickets. I made sure there were always more women than men. Give the pack guys the advantage for once, let women fight over them. Every month, we could’ve filled two clubs. If I was doing it for the money, I’d be rich now. Still wouldn’t get me Cass, or any wolf. The only females that were available now were still in diapers. 

Fuck that.

“Don’t tell me this is about Cass.” X frowned, clicking out of the website that had the hired dancers’ pictures on them. I recognized a few, and X would bring at least one of them to bed next weekend. “I saw you talking to Renee the other day. Your face lit up like the Fourth of fucking July when she mentioned Cass. I don’t know what bullshit she’s feeding you, but you need to forget it.”

“Renee said Cass was doing great.” The words came from between gritted teeth. It was bullshit. Darkness flashed over her face when I’d asked about her best friend. Walter, Cass’ husband, had been behind us in the line, buying a coffee for the human woman he paraded around town. Renee always loved stirring up drama, and I wouldn’t waste an opportunity to let Walter know that his father died with debts unpaid.

“Well, if it’s about Kiera, you can fix that yourself.” X had an answer for everything. “We all know Baron hates to fight.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?”  

“Last party before we got captured. Come on, you weren’t that drunk. You had a girl on your lap—I thought the two of you were going to go at it right on the bar.” Wouldn’t be the first time that happened at a Full Moon Fever party. “She stood out because she had short hair, and she wasn’t dressed like...you know how they dress at those things. It took me a while to figure out that was Kiera. It’s got be killing you to see her with a Channing.”

I remembered Kiera, all right. There was a fire inside her like I’d never seen before. Instead of offering to crawl under the table and suck my dick like most of the party girls, Kiera guaranteed she could drink me under the table. She almost succeeded. We shared one hot kiss, and I’d been about to ask her to come back to my place when she freaked out. Slapped me across the face out of nowhere, and her friend dragged her out of the bar. What the fuck. Never thought I’d see her again, until she led me out of a dog fighting ring. “No. If I’m going to fight for a woman, she’s going to be a wolf.”

**
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GRANGER FALLS HAD BEEN suffering from a case of Full Moon Fever only the Lowes could cure. The crowd, spilling out onto the deck on a snowy December night, cheered when my brothers and I arrived at The Redheaded Stepchild. A swarm of half-naked women immediately surrounded Shea, their hands everywhere on his body. He nudged X, and one of his admirers who had a thing for both brothers wrapped him in a promising hug.  

I turned back to the bar, high fiving Jacques, the owner. 

“Good to have you back, man,” he said, sliding my beer over to me. “I forgot how crazy these things get.”

I was proud of these parties. People out here were humble and hardworking. Wolf or not, they needed to let loose. Girls twisted above our heads on poles in unison, and the band tore through their set. My brothers disappeared fast, most likely back to the VIP area we called Red Heaven. 

“Hey, Major,” a blonde woman purred. Her perky tits threatened to spill out of her corset. “I missed you.”

“Tell me all about it.” I leaned on my stool, back to the bar, and she took my response as invitation to straddle my lap. I had no idea who this chick was, but it wouldn’t stop me from enjoying the ride.

“I was so lonely.” She pushed out her cleavage, tracing the swell with her fingers. She pouted when I didn’t move, fluttering her eyelashes in invitation. “Without these parties, I had to take care of my own fever, if you know what I mean.” 

Her hand dropped to mine, pulling it from my leg and placing it on her crotch. 

She was hot, all right, writhing in my lap under my hand. 

“How’d you do that?” I asked. 

She pushed her cleavage so close to my face my beard tickled her skin. Her hair fell down around me and whispered in my ear. “I pretended you took me to Red Heaven and fucked me until I had to crawl out of there on my hands and knees, with your cum running between my legs. Can’t you feel how wet I am for you, Major? Stop wasting time and make my dream come true.”

“Oh, sweetheart.” A voice I hadn’t heard in years startled me. I sat up straight and practically pushed the blonde off my lap. The woman standing beside us was my dream come true. Cass didn’t hide her amusement. “Never come on to a man like that. Make him chase you. They’re all animals, you know. That’s what they love—the hunt. Claiming what’s theirs.”

The blonde rolled her eyes. “You didn’t tell me you were married, Major.” 

She stormed off.

“Come here,” I said, holding my arms open. Fuck, was Cass a sight for sore eyes. Red dress hugging every luscious curve, topaz eyes framed by pin-up girl lashes, her dark hair falling above her cleavage. Just a hint, not the whole show like my blonde friend had been willing to give. I couldn’t tear my gaze away, dying to rip that pretty dress off her.

“My eyes are up here,” she laughed.

“I know.” I winked at her. “But I liked what I saw down there. Now get over here.” 

“Like hell I’m going climb in your lap and ride you like a pony.” Cass laughed as she pressed against me. “You’d be the one crawling out of Red Heaven on your hands and knees. If we made it that far.”

My cock sprang to attention. 

“Promises, promises.” Her lips were so close, I wanted to suck the lipstick off of them. Smear it all over her face and smash the façade she was trying to put up. If she knew how good things could be, she’d never go home to her husband. Or she would and I’d have to live with knowing what I could never have. “What the hell are you doing here?”

Cass’ mouth fell open. “I thought you’d be glad to see me.”

“You have no idea,” I whispered in her ear, running my lips over her throat. “But this is no place for a lady.”

“Good thing I’m not one.” She grabbed my chin and brought my face back to hers. She smelled incredible—jasmine, vanilla, and a breath of fresh fucking air. “I just read my little girl a story about how she was going to find her happily ever after, and after I refrained from adding what kind of bullshit it was, I decided maybe I was the one who should be proven wrong.”

I laughed. “If I remember correctly, you never are.” 

Except for when she married Walter.

“God, I missed you, Major.” She put her hand on my chest, over my heart. 

“You shouldn’t have come here, Cass.” 

She pulled away from me. Fuck. “Oh, you think you’re going to tell me what to do now?” 

I don’t think I had genuinely smiled since before the capture. “You’d know if I was giving you orders.”

“Indulge me.” She bit her lip as she sat on the stool next to mine and called over the bartender. “Let me play in your world.”

Cass wrapped her lips around the longneck bottle, and I couldn’t tear my eyes away. She licked the tip, winking at me before she put it on the bar. She knew exactly what she was doing. Asking for trouble. 

“I’d make sure this beautiful body didn’t have a stitch of clothing on it.” I ran my finger from her knee to the hem of her dress. I let it catch there, not going any further. I’d never bring Cass to Red Heaven, and more importantly, she’d never go. “And I’d bend you over, that glorious ass high in the air—“

Cass leaned forward, cheeks and cleavage flushed. 

“Is that all you think about?” She took another sip of her beer. This woman was trying to kill me. “Sex?”

A dark thought flashed in my head. Fuck. She could’ve been sent as a decoy. Cass had to do as her husband wished. His father’s blood may still be underneath Shadow’s fingernails, but it wouldn’t stop Walter from wanting me gone. “With you around? It’s in the top two.”

“What’s the other thing?” she asked.

“Spending the rest of my life with you.”
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Chapter Four
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CASS

This was a mistake.

I’d stormed out of the house, sick and tired of being surrounded by Walter’s family all week. They treated me worse than the hired help. Connie, they talked to like family. She was an old widowed wolf who knew how to play the sympathy card. When Emma needed something, they brought her to Connie. They looked at me like I was something crawling on their skin that needed to be slapped away. 

So fucking what, I was born poor. Wolf trash, as they loved to remind me. My dad had liked to gamble, especially with the Ryker’s dowry, and sometimes my mother forgot to pick me up at school. Get over it. I was also born with some equipment the Rykers needed badly enough to pay for. It took me a while to get pregnant, but everything had been as good as it could have been until Emma was born. I’d served my purpose, somewhat. I’d given my husband a beautiful baby girl. 

Not good enough. 

Especially after he found out I’d been sneaking my human friend’s birth control to keep from getting knocked up again. Now I was back to being trash.

All I’d been able to think about lately was Major since Renee told me she saw him, and that’s why I’d come here. To get him out of my head, once and for all. 

Because that was going to work.

It was an obsession, what could’ve been. I looked at the past with amazing clarity. In a perfect world, I could’ve married Major. In my fantasies, we never fought and we never grew old. We stayed in that lust-drunk haze forever. That’s why obsessions weren’t healthy. They made reality that much harder to deal with. 

Finding him with some chick riding his lap like a carousel horse was exactly what I needed to see. Major wasn’t different than any other man, accepting the lowest bid to get the job done. I almost lost my nerve when I saw him. Nearly turned around and went back home, where I belonged. 

But I was a glutton for punishment, and I went over to them. Major pushed the girl away. Forgotten, just like that. Fuck. Present day Major was going to torture me even worse than his memory did.

Now we stood by the bar with his arm around my waist, our faces barely more than an inch from each other. And every eye in the room on us. 

Of course they stared. I wore the last name of one of the most powerful men in the state, accessorized with my husband’s sworn enemy.

“I was hoping we could go somewhere a little more private and talk.” I glanced back at the room. “And don’t you dare take me to Red Heaven.”

Major stood up, his hand still on my back. “Let’s go.”

I hated sneaking around like I was ashamed of Major. More like I was ashamed of myself for not listening to my heart all those years ago and refusing to marry Walter. I owned my choices, but the barrage of bullshit and danger we’d have to deal with from my husband for this little show wasn’t worth it. 

“You’re riding your motorcycle this time of year?” I asked.

Major left his bike in a random parking lot near the edge of town, and I picked him up behind the building. Nothing ever changed for us. We came to this same place as kids. He brought the chill in with him, and he hesitated before doing anything. Our gazes caught. Time stopped.

Major was better looking than he ever was. All man now, those broad leather clad shoulders filled the inside of my SUV. Dark hair fell past his shoulders, and his eyes glowed gold with desire. His lips moved softly, framed by a beard I was dying to have scrape against my most delicate skin. I squirmed in the driver’s seat, the thought alone causing a deep pulsing sensation in my core I’d become unfamiliar with. There was so much I missed about Major. 

“Yeah. I like riding this time of year. The air’s different. Not just cold—crisper. It changes everything.” He leaned closer, picking a piece of hair up from my fuzzy collar. Faux fur, of course. Only my husband was a barbarian. “You ever been on a bike?”

“Nope.” I closed my eyes for a long blink as Major’s fingers brushed against my jaw. The only thing I was interested in riding was the man in front of me. It would’ve been so much easier if we just mauled each other in the front seat of my SUV. The backseat was out of the question; Emma’s giant car seat filled the space, in case I needed a reminder that I shouldn’t be here. 

“Please let me kiss you,” Major pleaded softly, fingers resting on my cheek. 

Major was the first man I’d ever kissed. We were fifteen, in this very spot, by the train tracks. My friends, who were lucky enough to be courted by the wolf they were promised to, liked to go to the Overlook, a scenic area holding court over a dramatic dip in Sawtooth. Even if Walter had been interested in wooing me back then, he was thirteen years older than me. He had to wait for me until I was an adult. All the more reason my kisses with Major had to be under the cover of night and secrecy. So we started coming here, fantasizing about jumping in a freight car and going anywhere else. To a place we could love each other, out in the open. Twenty years later and I still had the same fantasy. Our kisses echoed like the hammer of the engine, pounding, powerful, urgent, and then disappearing into the nothingness like they’d never happened. 

This wasn’t just a kiss. It was the beginning of the end. I closed my eyes, melting as an approaching train wailed in the distance. I leaned forward. 

He still tasted so sweet, like pine and unbroken promises. My heart rattled against my ribcage, like I was still a kid and looking ahead to a life with Major, not back at a bunch of regrets without him. I’d been married for twelve years, and not one of Walter’s kisses had ever been like this. I leaned back, surrendering to Major. He pinned me down with his body, holding my hands against the frosted window as our tongues tangled, and I wrestled with my conscience. He nipped my lips, planting little butterfly kisses on my cheeks and eyelids, and finally one on the tip of my nose.

“Relax.” He placed his finger over my lips. “I know it’s hard. After all this time, I want you here with me. You don’t know how much I missed you. Every fucking night, you’re the last thing I see when I fall asleep. One of these nights, you’ll be in my arms when it happens.”

“I have dreams like that, too. But that’s what they are. Dreams.” My voice shook. Usually I had to hide it, but with Major, I could be myself. It made it hurt that much worse that we couldn’t make those dreams come true.

Major cupped my chin. “Look me in the eyes, Cass, and tell me that you’re happy. If you can say it and make me believe it, I’ll leave you alone. But if you can’t, I’ll stop at nothing to make you mine. Deal?”

It sounded like heaven. “My husband will kill you if he catches us.”

“Your husband is already killing me.” Major tightened his grip. “If I’m lucky, your lips will be the last thing I taste before I die.”

**
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“WHERE HAVE YOU BEEN, Cassidy?” Walter sat in the kitchen, reading the paper when I came home. He never stayed up late like this, unless he was out with his human. But his phone had probably been buzzing nonstop. Every unattached wolf in town had been at The Redheaded Stepchild, and many of them worked for my husband. 

“You know I hate it when you call me that.” I dropped my keys on the counter and kept walking. “I don’t ask you questions when you stay out all night.”

He followed me to the bedroom. I ignored him, hanging up my coat and sliding out of my heels. 

“You don’t have any right to know what I do.” He laughed at something that definitely wasn’t funny. “But when you go out for the night in my car, in that slutty dress that I bought you, and spend my money, I deserve to know what you’ve been doing.”

Like hell he did. I glared at him as I pulled a fresh pair of pajamas from my dresser. “I went to dinner with Renee.”

“Where?”

“The Pizza Pub.” It was the first place that came to mind, and Walter would never bring me there. Too trashy for his taste. They didn’t have his favorite vintage of wine or something ridiculous like that. 

Walter stepped in front of me. 

“Since when does Renee reek of motor oil and lager?” He backed me against the bed. I clenched my jaw but refused to look at him. After being so close to Major, my husband was even uglier than usual. Walter was actually a good looking man, with silver hair and blue eyes, but the snarl on his lips and the contempt in his eyes erased any attraction. “Take your clothes off.”

“I was just about to put on my pajamas.” I attempted to get away from him, but Walter caught my arm, digging his fingers into my skin.

“Take your clothes off and lay on the bed,” he instructed through gritted teeth.

I didn’t move. “Since when does pizza give you a hard on? I’ve been asking to go there for months. But no. I bet you take your girlfriend there all the time, though.”

His slap landed on my cheek with a sting. My lips had already been swollen from my time with Major, and the blow landed just right to make me taste blood and erase any warm, fuzzy feelings that lingered from my outing. Walter consistently treated me like shit, but he saved hitting me for special occasions, like when I snuck out to meet another man. At one point in my life, I would’ve been devastated he was treating me like this, but I’d come to expect it. I mourned for the girl who would’ve stood up for herself. But now I didn’t even care.  

Walter tugged on my arm with his other hand. “Don’t make me rip this dress off you.”

“Fine.” I pulled the dress up over my head and let it drop to the floor. This was no strip tease. I flung my bra on top of the discarded dress and stepped out of my stocking and panties. “Happy now?”

He didn’t look at my body. It hurt worse than the slap. “Lie down.”

I shook as I crawled backwards on the bed. He laughed, pulling my feet out from under me so I landed flat on my back. He separated my legs, and brought his face down to my skin, inhaling deeply. 

“What the hell are you doing?” I asked. If he was going to force me to have sex with him, I’d fight him with everything I had.

“This close to the full moon, I can smell your lies, Cassidy. I don’t need you to tell me the truth to figure out what your punishment should be.”

“You’re going to sniff me? Like a dog?” I couldn’t breathe. I squeezed my eyes closed to keep the tears from coming. I didn’t know what the hell got into him. This was worse than him calling me names and ignoring me. This was worse than being slapped around. It was worse than him cheating on me. All the shit Walter pulled, this was the thing that made me feel like wolf trash. 

Walter lingered when he reached my crotch, hoping for a top note of deceit in the aroma. Major had me drenched before he’d even laid a finger on me. His smoldering expression, those hot and sweet things he said to me. 

He should’ve been my husband.

But instead, my husband insisted on humiliating me. He frowned, unable to detect anything unfamiliar. I wanted to knee him in the face so bad, but tonight I really did believe I had a punishment waiting for me and I didn’t want to make it any worse than it had to be.

His hot breath basted my breasts; I expected the flesh to melt away from the bone.

“Open your eyes,” he instructed, exhaling stale air in my face. 

I shook my head. 

“Don’t make me repeat myself.”

I did as he asked, just enough to not make things worse. 

Walter looked like a cartoon villain hovering over me. “I know exactly what you did. I’m not going to waste time asking for details when all you’re going to give me is lies. Next time you do it, I’ll bring him back here, and you can watch me kill him. See if that turns you on. Do you understand me?”

I’d never understand anything my husband did. I narrowed my eyes until he became an angry blur. I was terrified, much more for Major than I was for myself. If Major saw what just happened, he’d rip me out of this room, consequences be damned. My husband made good on all his promises, but I’d learned something in twelve years of marriage to Walter Ryker—never show fear. It was the lifeblood of your enemies. 

“Whatever.”
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Chapter Five
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MAJOR

Pleasure and pain. The sensations vibrated through me after seeing Cass last night, tying me in knots. The euphoria of putting my lips on hers, her heart banging against my chest through the layers of winter clothes, and the ache of knowing I’d forever be hungry for more. She’d been fucking brave last night, coming to me at the Full Moon Fever party. Cass didn’t just let me know what she wanted, she brought the whole town along for the ride.

All those eyes on us. We couldn’t deny what happened. And I didn’t want to. Fuck, I still thought it was a beer-soaked fantasy that she came to me, but I didn’t have a hangover. It happened. I could still taste her, if I closed my eyes I could swear she was still under me. I’d do anything to get her back.

It was a huge step for Cass to come see me. The last time I kissed her was the night before her wedding, and last night we picked up where we left off all those years ago. Out of respect or stupidity, I’d walked away from her. I’d been a cocky twenty-three-year-old that expected to see her on my doorstep, in her pretty white gown, the next day. The way she’d cried that night with her head in my lap, I never thought she’d go through with it. The contract the Rykers made with her parents was rock solid, and she had no way out. She tried; I wondered if Walter knew how hard she fought it. He probably had a pretty good idea, since he kept her under lock and key on that ranch. Shea worked there for years and swore to me he never saw her. I always wondered if he was lying, like he thought he had to protect my feelings or something. Fuck that. If he gave a shit, he would’ve told me the truth, shattered my heart on the ground. It would’ve been kinder. Maybe I could’ve moved on. 

Now I knew I never could. Last night I walked away from Cass once again, sending her home to Walter. This time I knew she’d be back. 

I was just as desperate as the Channings with their human women, wanting something I couldn’t have. They dreamed of their scientific freak show babies, and I dreamed of growing old with someone else’s wife. 

Lost in a daydream, I tipped my head back behind the counter in the showroom. I needed to snap out of it. I was all too aware that reality had a way of twisting dreams into nightmares. 

Back in the motorcycle business, we were so damn busy that we only took custom orders and gave showings by appointment. I’d learned from the Full Moon Fever parties that the more exclusive something was, the more people wanted a piece of it. Just to say they could have it. Until we could meet demand, Choppers by Lowe was for the privileged few.

“Looking good, Major,” Walter proclaimed when he walked into my shop like he belonged here. He, on the other hand, looked like shit. The older he got, the less difference there was between wolf and man. He plastered a feral grin on his face and leaned against the counter. “You were bloody and broken the last time I saw you. Can’t tell you which one I prefer.”

I leaned forward, my arms crossed not to take a swing at this shithead. A tire iron connecting with his skull would end this whole thing. “Why’s that?”

“Because now I have the chance to break you again,” he said. Never going to happen. “You’re the talk of the town.”

“Am I?” I balled my fists behind my back, determined to keep my cool. I wouldn’t give him any more information than he offered, but there was no way he didn’t know Cass came to The Redheaded Stepchild last night. “I’d think a man of your stature would have more important things to do than listen to gossip.”

Walter laughed. “I do. I’m here to see your beautiful bikes. I hear they’re a work of art.”

“Bullshit.” Now it was my turn to laugh. Walter tried to shut us down so many times, even going as far as introducing an ordinance at the town meeting to ban motorcycles in Granger Falls. He was so deep in the mayor’s pocket he was probably giving Southworth head.

“What the fuck do you want, Walter?”

His posture relaxed, pretending to be nice had stressed his system. Bile rose in my throat as the image of him naked on top of my Cass flashed through my mind. I eyed the tire iron one more time. 

“We seem to have something in common,” he said. “An enemy. Shadow Channing.”

Wasn’t expecting that curve ball. 

“I wouldn’t call Shadow an enemy.” More like the annoying little brother I never wanted, constantly vying for my attention. Trying to one up me. I had two younger brothers and they knew their fucking place. “But he is the alpha right now.”

“Right now,” Walter echoed. “That must be eating at you, Major. I know how much you don’t like coming in second. To anyone.” He might as well have rubbed my nose in shit.

“No, I don’t. Are you ever going to get to the point? I have work to do. A whole backlog of customers waiting for bikes. Six months out of commission tends to do that.”

“Channing thinks he has the right over my father’s land. I don’t have any legal recourse because it wasn’t traditionally willed to me. But you know the packs have their own way of administering justice. I see this as a win-win. I get my father’s farm back, and you get to be alpha.”

“You want me to kill Shadow.” A hard lump formed in my throat.

“I want you to take care of the problem.” That disgusting yellow grin was back. “You’ll be rewarded handsomely. I can buy every bike in this place, if you like. You’d be a wealthy man, Major. Imagine what you could do with all that money.”

“I don’t want your money.” It was another fucking slap in the face. Money meant nothing to Walter, about as much as the wolves he referred to as trash meant to him—the Channings and the Lowes included. I’d never let Walter have any controlling interest in my shop, and money couldn’t buy me what I needed. “I want your wife.”

There it was. No question about it now. Thick silence settled between us. I wasn’t doing anyone’s dirty work anymore, no matter what the price. Whatever I did would be best for me. But I wanted to see how far Walter would go to get what he wanted. I was willing to go all the way. 

“You bring me Shadow Channing’s head on a platter, and I’ll think about it.”

Walter held out his hand to seal the deal. I only had seconds to make a decision. One that I could live with. That was all I needed. 

His handshake was firmer than I expected. “You have yourself a deal.”  
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Chapter Six
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CASS

“You’re the smartest girl ever.” I was in awe of how fast Emma soaked things in. She didn’t have many friends her own age, spending most of her time with adults, and it showed. It was my favorite day of the week—Connie’s day off—and I had my baby girl all to myself. It changed everything. Emma clapped in response, absolutely glowing at my praise. 

I homeschooled Emma. It hadn’t been my choice. Walter didn’t trust the school system. Too much wolf trash, he said. That was bullshit, the only school age wolves that were left had wealthy parents and went to a fancy charter school on the edge of the forest. It was just another way of keeping both of us under his thumb. It was also the closest thing to a job Walter would let me have. Despite my protests, and my attempts to keep Emma’s life as normal as possible, I loved having this time with her. 

Today we were playing a math game where Emma had to do some quick addition and subtraction, and she was killing it. Some of the problems she solved faster than I did. 

“Your turn, Mommy.”

She handed me the controller. “I’ll hit the buttons, but you have to give me the answers,” I said.

“Okay.” Her eyes lit up at the challenge. “When we win, all the flowers bloom!” 

She spread her hands wide, mimicking the screen.  

Emma shouted out numbers, and I dropped the bees down to the vines, squealing along with my daughter when the animated flowers opened up. If only every day could be like this. Tomorrow Connie would be back, butting her nose into everything, distracting Emma. We still got our work done—I’d fire Connie if she interfered with that, no matter what Walter said. But Emma doubted me with her nanny around, and that had to stop. She was learning lessons I feared I could never fix.

I may have just been wolf trash and the plaything of a rich dickhead, but I’d never let my daughter doubt I was strong to the core. And that she was, too.

Someone knocked on the door, and we side-eyed each other in surprise. On a three-hundred acre ranch, we didn’t have neighbors, and no one ever dropped by. 

“Finish the game and think about what you want for lunch.” I kissed Emma’s head as I gave her the controller back, then headed to the door.

“Peanut butter and jelly!” Of course. Same thing, every day.

My heart stopped when I saw Major standing in the doorway. He blinked rapidly, like he couldn’t believe he came here, either. His mouth moved, but no words came out.

I wanted to throw my arms around him, let his warmth chase the ever-present chill of this house away, let our lips slow dance together, but there was no way that could happen. “What are you doing here?”

I wouldn’t call the other night a mistake, but I shouldn’t have done it. And now I was going to have to make Major believe I didn’t want him here. I’d always been a terrible liar.

He shook his head, a smile forming. “I can’t tell you how many times I asked myself the same question on the way here. The answer is, I can’t stay away, Cass. Not anymore.”

Walter’s words rang loudly in my ears. Next time you do it, I’ll bring him back here, and you can watch me kill him. See if that turns you on. It didn’t seem like such an empty threat anymore. 

“You can’t stay.”

“I know.” His head dipped down. If he thought I was twisting the knife on him, he had to know what I was doing to myself. Every word that came out of my mouth made my heart constrict. I wanted the exact opposite. He looked back up, topaz eyes sparkling in the late autumn sun. “Tonight’s the full moon. Come run in the forest with me. Let yourself be with nature. All the crap we deal with when we’re human doesn’t matter out there. Just you, me, and the moon. Think about it.”

“It sounds amazing.” I was breathless at the thought. I hadn’t run in the forest since before Emma was born. Things changed once I became a mother, and I refused to leave my baby alone. Truth was, she was all I had left. I didn’t have a pack anymore. Walter always had some business to take care of, my girlfriends were off with their families, and I had explicit instructions not to mingle with the rest of the wolf trash. Like I could become any more tainted. Most moons, I stayed in the backyard, alone, dreaming of the forest. And Major. 

“Mommy, who’s that?” I hadn’t heard Emma come up behind me. She’d snaked her arm between my legs, staring up at Major.

There were so many things I could tell her. Someday. “This is my friend, Major.”

Major crouched down, eye level with Emma. The way he looked at her made my heart stop beating. His expression was full of awe, and more loving than her own father. Like he’d do anything to protect her. He held out his hand, and kissed hers when she took it. 

“You look just like your mommy,” he said to her, then looked up at me, eyes glossy, and added, “She’s beautiful.”

Emma and Major beaming at each other was too precious to break up. I could only imagine what was going through Major’s mind, but I could only think of one thing. Why couldn’t he be her father? Maybe he could still be her daddy. 

How could I ever make this work? Major Lowe was a fierce wolf who took no shit in the forest, but my husband had resources Major could never touch. 

I tried to make peace with my fate, but what about Emma? She was five. Her decisions, or lack of decisions, shouldn’t be set in stone. She should be able to become the woman she wanted to be, not who her father told her to be. When I looked at Major smiling at my baby girl, I saw a better future for her. 

How to get her there, that was the question.

Walter had an office in the house, and he could be home any minute for lunch. If he caught Major here with his daughter, we’d never see another full moon. 

“Can he play my game, Mommy?” Emma tugged on Major’s hand, not waiting for my answer. “I want to show him the flowers.”

“Not today. He’s just here to say hi.” And he had to go. Now. “Maybe another time. Go in the kitchen and I’ll make your sandwich in a minute.”

Emma loved peanut butter and jelly more than new friends, so she nodded and scampered off. 

“Bye, Major,” she called over her shoulder.

“Come see me tonight,” he repeated. “Meet me in the village. My brothers and I, we won’t let anything happen to you.”

“I’ll try.” It was the most honest answer I could give him.

“I’ll be waiting for you, Cass.” He started to walk away, but turned around before he got back to his bike. His eyes promised something I’d completely shut myself down from. A future. “I’ll always wait for you.”
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I USUALLY FOUGHT MY shift, tried to shove it back down like an overflowing bag of garbage. Every month it came, whether I wanted it or not. It only magnified all the things I couldn’t have because I was a wolf. Choice. Love. Happiness. But this moon was different. Walter had left me alone as always. Usually I swallowed that like a bitter pill, but not tonight. After the stunt he pulled, I couldn’t stand be in the same room as him. The feeling was mutual, since he didn’t come looking for me in Emma’s room. Her warm body snuggled against mine made all the trouble my heart longed for worthwhile.

Tonight, I stood on the porch, the cool air rippling through my thin robe, thinking of Major’s arms around me. His fur rippling against my skin. Those teeth scraping against my neck...

The shift always began like an electric shock, a complete shutdown of everything human. This one was different. Lightning made a direct strike to my core, and something unfamiliar rippled through me. My head fell back as the sensation pulsed and quaked through my body, fur following the waves of something I’d swear was an orgasm. It had been a long time since I’d had one.  

I peeled the robe off before it was too late, the moon kissing my bare skin goodnight. I fell to all fours. I felt like more of a wolf and a woman than I had in a long time. 

This shift wasn’t about me. It was about the she-wolves that covered their bruises with makeup and cried themselves to sleep, thinking of their Major. It was so my daughter would never be owned by a man who considered her trash. And maybe it was about me chasing after the look in my long lost love’s eyes, the one that made me feel like a woman again and promised things I knew I deserved. No matter what my husband told me. He could break me down but he could never take the truth away from me.

It was okay for things to be about me. It felt good to remember that.

My lungs burned with the crisp night air, letting scent guide me through the forest. Things changed so much since I’d been here last, or maybe I just saw them differently. The villages seemed so much smaller, and it broke my heart to realize, shabby. With the full moon all the lights were on, fires burning bright. A few wolves gave me a double take, shocked to see me, of all wolves, alone in Sawtooth. No one approached, they just stared, not responding to my greeting. When I was a kid these houses had always been full of love. Now I sensed confusion and fear.

The house I grew up in was abandoned. My mom died when I was in college, and my dad shortly after I got married. I missed them so much. I had so much to tell them, mostly about Emma. But I had a feeling somehow they knew it all. I was their only child and they always wanted the best for me, even though their choices sucked. I peered in the window, shocked to see some of the furniture still there, waiting for the next family get together. It stood there like a second chance and tearing myself away hurt. 

It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Forgotten. Over. Gone. 

No.

I picked up Major’s scent before I saw him. Walter had been crude the other night, claiming Major smelled like beer and oil, but he did have a very distinct scent. More than any other wolf I’d ever met. Renee said she felt the same way about her husband. 

Lucky bitch. The wolf she was sold to actually wound up being her mate. 

To me, Major smelled like pine and fresh earth. Everything the forest embodied. Freedom, strength, instinct, home. The complete opposite of everything I was used to. I’d been afraid I wouldn’t be able to find my way, but my nose and heart lead me straight to Major.

“Holy fuck, she actually came,” Shea laughed. We could communicate with each other no matter what form we were in. Only humans didn’t understand us as wolves. Shea and X brushed against my coat in greeting, but Major stayed frozen in front of me, the moonlight shining in his eyes. “We thought this guy was full of shit, but we waited for you because if you didn’t show up, we were going to have to scrape him out of the dirt.”

X stared at me. “You look great, Cass. It’s been a long time since we’ve been around a woman in her wolf form, and—“ 

“Enough! Find your own girl,” Major swatted at him. We couldn’t really kiss like this, but we nipped, snouts bumping. “Thank God you showed up. I never would’ve heard the end of it.”

“All I needed was an invite.” And some frigging clarity. Don’t get me wrong, I was terrified. One false move and Major and I would be spending forever together in an unmarked grave. But I needed better than what I had. Even if it couldn’t last. 

Nothing did, right?  So we had to take what we could get when we could get it. 

“You never needed an invite.” Major stood up, shaking out his coat. I was already high off his scent. He turned to me. “Want to go for a run?”

“I’d love that.”

“We’ll hang back, so you two can do whatever it is you’re going to do.” X wiggled his ears. “Have a good time, Cass. No one’s going to hurt you on our watch.”

I cringed, aware that Walter could be anywhere. Watching us, with his goons, waiting to rip us all to shreds or worse. 

I forced the image down with the rest of the garbage. This was the best thing I possibly could’ve done. It became more apparent as we trotted through the woods, past the tiny little villages making up the individual packs of the forest. They used to divide by family lines, but as families retracted, things weren’t that clear anymore. Alliances were changing and it wasn’t easy for anyone. Loving your neighbor was different than working with your rival. As much as wolves craved adventure, we loved routine. It was one of the many ways we were loyal. 

Major led me to the edge of the lake. Ice covered the surface, pine limbs bowed down under the weight of the snow. The elevation was higher, and winter visited Sawtooth first. 

“Oh wow, I missed this place. All our hockey games, and playing Winter Olympics.” I pictured X skidding on the ice to see if he could go further than Shea’s slide, same laugh as a little boy as he had now. “My mom hated it when I hung out with all of you, called me a tomboy. Said I had a reputation to worry about, which made no sense to me, since I was nine, and half the time she was passed out drunk on the back stairs.”

“You know what they say about those Lowe brothers,” Major teased, bumping me toward the ice. I braced myself, surprised it held my weight. “They’ll ruin your life.”

“Don’t say that.” I glided further out on the ice watching Major’s shadow chase after me. No one was keeping score this time. He might be faster and more powerful than I was, but I could hand him his ass on the small turns. Soon we were skidding everywhere, on our bellies and backs. Major grabbed a hold of my fur with his teeth, shaking me back and forth before sending me flying over the ice.  

I was laughing so hard, I threw my head back and howled at the moon. 

“Feels good, doesn’t it?” Major asked, standing over me.  

“You have no idea.”

“I do.” The words were sharp, but he didn’t elaborate, instead he chased the dying echo of my howl with one of his own. “Emma looks just like you did when you were her age.”

And she’d follow in my footsteps. “Major, don’t.” 

I scrambled off the ice and headed back for solid land. It could give way at any moment. All of it could. 

“Don’t what?” he called after me, circling me so I had to stop.

“Just don’t.” I took a deep breath. “I know she’ll have to do what I’ve done. I don’t want my daughter sneaking around, having to hide who she really is because her parents cashed a check.” 

She’d been sold into slavery just for being born. 

“I know that. And we’re going to fix that,” Major said. His brothers stood guard at the top of the hill. From here I could tell their eyes were everywhere, not missing a thing. Perfect soldiers. Major stepped closer to me, his breath clouded with mine. “Do you have any idea where I was the last six months?”

Major and I hadn’t talked much over the years while I pretended to be a happy little wife. But when the motorcycle shop closed for what seemed like good, Major’s absence stung. It was a tangible thing, knowing he was actually gone. It was selfish, to be envious that he could move on. I knew that. It changed nothing. It didn’t change what I wanted. “No.”

“I was on your father-in-law’s farm.” His voice shook as he spoke. “In chains, brought out on the new moon to—“ 

“Fight in the ring,” I finished for him. My husband made sure I knew what his family did to their enemies. Spared me no detail. He’d brought me to the fights a couple times. The last time was when he found out about the smuggled birth control. Walter suggested what they might do to a woman in the ring, and it was almost enough to get me to bend to his will. It made me smarter about my defiance. Until I didn’t give a damn if my defiance was smart or not.

“All my brothers were with me, and the Channings.” Major took a deep breath. “Shea killed Archer. It happened the night we were rescued. He thought it was the only way he’d ever get his freedom.”

“Holy shit.” I huffed. Shea had always been a live wire, but killing Archer? The sweetest wolf ever? No. My father-in-law had tortured them, made them crazy. I knew what it was like to lose people, but to stand by and watch your flesh and blood lower themselves to that level, lose themselves so entirely that they’d turn on who they were just to make it through another day? My breath caught when I thought of Emma. And I could barely stop the tears when I thought of myself. “I...I’m sorry. It doesn’t come close to being enough. If I had any idea you were there, I would’ve done anything to get you out. No matter what it took.”

“That’s why Shadow killed Ryker. I would’ve done it, but he shifted before I did.” Major scoffed, somehow finding humor in this. Talk about coping mechanisms. I had a thousand of them. “Now Walter wants Shadow dead.”

Shadow was such a peaceful man, and he’d been driven to murder by people who were supposed to be my family. My blood ran cold. “How do you know that?”

“Because he asked me to kill him.” Major turned away from me, heading toward his brothers.

“Major! You can’t trust him!” I chased him, circling in front of him. “You have to know that. It’s a trap. Walter knows about the other night.”

“All you did was come see an old friend.” Major didn’t stop walking. 

“Like hell.”

He stopped when he realized I wasn’t following. “Cass, I know that. You don’t have anything to worry about.”

“How can you say that?”

“Because this is a fight I don’t plan on losing.” 
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Chapter Seven
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MAJOR

I hated having regrets. Last night left me with a ton of them. Scaring the hell out of Cass, first and foremost. I don’t know why I opened my big mouth. I shouldn’t have told her Ryker imprisoned us. I especially shouldn’t have told her about my deal with Walter. But after meeting her daughter, seeing a carbon copy of Cass with her whole life ahead of her...Emma would never be in the same room with a working class wolf. There were none her age. She’d already been promised to the highest bidder. A man she’d probably never love.

Even worse, it wouldn’t be remarkable when the light disappeared from her eyes. It wasn’t just Cass. I’d seen it in a few of the she-wolves in town when they passed me by, hollow and empty, denying their pasts. They crumbled on the insides, their exteriors too perfect. It was always a dead giveaway. Would Emma have the fight in her that her mother did? Or would she not know there was any other way? I couldn’t watch it happen again. For a long time, I thought love meant letting go. And I hated it. Now I knew it meant hanging on by your fingernails when you didn’t think you could do it another second. Because you couldn’t fucking stand to live without that person. 

When healthy, we only stayed wolf for a day. Two if we were lucky. I’d never been very lucky. The packs would have fewer problems if we could stay true to our nature. As humans we were forced to be something we weren’t. It was the root of all of our evils.

“So I loved playing bodyguard last night, but the pay sucks, Major.” Shea had his feet up on my desk. “I need a job.”

“Go get one.”

Shea put his feet down, resting his elbows on the desk instead. “That’s the problem. I can’t. I’ve worked at all the ranches in town, and apparently, I’m not eligible for rehire,” he made air quotes, “or some bullshit. Like hell I’m going to work for Walter. So that leaves whatever’s going on at Forever Home.”

“Forever Home?” I asked. 

He nodded, shit-eating grin on his face. 

“You want to work at the animal shelter?”

“They’re expanding it on Ryker’s farm. They’ve already got some cows and horses there. I thought you knew everything, Major.” Shea rested his chin on balled fists, attempting to bat his eyelashes at me. He looked ridiculous. “I need you to put in a good word with Shadow for me.”

I can’t remember the last time I laughed so hard. It felt fucking good, honestly. Despite the fact my brother was out of his natural mind. “You killed his brother. He wants you dead.”

Shea dismissed me. “It fucking wrecks me, what happened with Archer. You lay in bed and jerk off thinking about Cass, I lay in bed and pray I pass the fuck out before I hear his skinny ass neck snapping in my jaws again. But it never happens. The Rykers turned us into murderers and what was it all for? Nothing. We still have no mates. All I have is my freedom. Shadow would’ve done the same exact thing.”

Shadow had actually said so. It might not be a bad idea to have a Lowe over there. Shadow confused being alpha with being a magician. He thought he could fix everything. Maybe Shea’s idea wasn’t batshit crazy.

“I have to go talk to him anyway. I’ll mention it.” I pushed Shea’s head. “Now get the hell out of my chair.”

He jumped up, throwing air punches. “You’re doing me a solid, Major. Six months in that hole, I’m ready to change my ways. I’m sick of everyone looking at me like I have asshole stamped on my forehead.”

I laughed again. “That’s because you do.”

**
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THE FARM LOOKED COMPLETELY different. Hazy sun lit up the snow, and Ryker’s house was gone, replaced by a few beams of new construction. It didn’t matter what they built here, they’d never get the stench of blood and desperation out of the land. 

“Hey, man.” Shadow put down the clipboard he had in his hand, he appeared to be checking in a supply order. “I’ve been meaning to come talk to you.”

“Alpha school is closed, so I don’t know if I’d be much help to you.”

Shadow laughed, holding his arms out. “It’s pretty clear I don’t need your help, Major. Look around.”

Oh, Shadow. “Trust me, buddy. You need me.” 

His smile faded when he realized I wasn’t joking. 

“Anywhere we can talk?”

Shadow motioned for me to follow him. “The barn’s the best building. I burned down Ryker’s house, and the shack he kept us in. Never wanted to see that again. The girls can plant a garden or something there. That land is haunted.”

The barn was in good shape. I’d scoped it out before I started my side business of livestock smuggling. It had been my old plan of getting Shea a job. He could handle the animals, and the packs would have prey to feed from. A smart kill on the full moon could keep a family fed for weeks. 

“I’m surprised you’re doing this. I’ll never be able to look at this place and not see ghosts from the fights.”

“I’m working hard to change that,” Shadow said, sitting on a bale of hay. “What’s going on?”

I didn’t sit. “When you came up with your grand plan to take out Ryker, you forgot about his son. He’s fucking livid that you’re over here, ripping up his father’s land. Thinks it’s his.”

Shadow raised his eyebrows. 

“Cass’ husband?” He sighed. “He’s got the town by the balls. I don’t have to tell you that. He’s tried to shut you down so many times—“

“And now he’s gunning for you.” That shut Shadow up. “Wants me to do the job.”

His face paled. “What job?”

“He wants me to kill you.”  

“Major, think about what you’re saying,” Shadow said quickly, getting up from the hay. “The weaker we are, the more power he has. Of course he wants this land back. The guys who work here hated Ryker, and still hate Walter. They’ll work for me. They’ll work for us. I don’t know what bait he’s offering you...”

He hesitated. He knew exactly what the prize was. 

“Cass.” Her name felt like a prayer coming off my lips. I wanted her any way I could have her, but meeting her daughter yesterday, I knew I had to have her. I wouldn’t leave them in that gilded Hell. “He offered me Cass.”

“He offered her up, or you demanded her and he didn’t argue?” Shadow shook his head. “It will never happen. You’re out of your mind to work with him. You’ve got to give up this crazy fantasy that you still can have Cass. We’re thirty-five, Major. She’s been married how many years? To Walter. He’s got his claws in her until he dies, which will hopefully be soon, but—“

I had to cut him off before he pissed me off any more. After all, I was there to save his fucking life. 

“It will be soon,” I growled. “I need your help. As alpha. Protect your land and get me my girl.”

Shadow sized me up, probably wondering if I had a knife behind my back. This would be my second agreement to kill a man. I could honor one, none, or both. No matter what Shadow decided, I was going to get what I wanted. 

He wrapped me in a hug. It felt good not to be fighting. “I always knew we’d make a hell of a team.”

No time like the present. “We will. And since I’m doing you a favor and letting you live, I need one in return.”

“What?” Shadow groaned.

“Shea wants a job. In the barn. When he’s not getting himself into a world of shit, he’s a great worker.”

Shadow pressed his lips together in a hard line, his eyes darkened. “That’s up to Trina.”

**
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WE LIVED IN THE SAME house we grew up in.  My old man was born in this house, and he hoped one of us would raise our family here, too. Our parents had been together since they were kids. Best friends, then lovers. How it was meant to be. Cancer took Mom five years ago, Dad followed her two weeks later. They stayed together, even in death.

My dad taught me how to treat a lady. Not the girls who threw themselves at us at the Full Moon Fever parties. A mate. The one. And it was all going to waste.

I lay in bed, in what used to be my parents’ room, trying to figure out what the fuck I was going to do to take out Walter. Getting near him was almost impossible. He traveled in a large pack, and the goons that followed him around, hoping for his scraps, were loyal. Too loyal. They had to be keeping tabs on Cass. Twice in one week she’d come to me. She said he knew. He wouldn’t let her get away with making a fool out of him. Wolves were nothing if not loyal.

That being said, the deal he made with me was a load of shit. I knew it as much as everyone did.  Walter had been fucking with me for sport for twenty years, he wouldn’t have a change of heart now just because I muscled him into it with threats that might end up meaning nothing.

A knock on the door knocked me back into the moment. “

Come in,” I said, my arm slung over my eyes. I expected Shea, wanting all the details of his new job. Better keep looking if it’s up to Trina. He’d missed the pleasure of her company, and there was no way she’d put up with his brand of bullshit.

The bed shifted. “You said I didn’t need an invite,” Cass said softly. 

I tore my arm from my eyes, sat up, and pulled her into a kiss. She squealed on contact, tangling her fingers into my hair and pressing her body against me. Our wolves had yet to settle after the shift. Our lips moved against each other with the intensity I usually saved for stalking prey. 

We separated, breathless. Cass somehow wound up on her back, and I’d been too lost in her to realize I followed her down. She smiled up at me, planting a peck on my open lips. 

“I’m playing with fire, Major. I hadn’t been back to the forest for so long until last night. I didn’t realize how much I missed it. And how much I hadn’t let myself miss it. I went by my old house, and no one’s even cleaned it out. It’s just sitting there, waiting for...”

She didn’t finish, shaking her head, and fighting tears. 

“I know, baby,” I said, smoothing her dark hair away from her face. “I was lying here, thinking about my parents when you came in. How my mom would sit in my dad’s lap and watch TV, like they never stopped dating. How he’d bring her home flowers just because.”

“I’d say it was because he pissed her off, but I can’t ever remember your parents fighting.” Cass sighed, a dreamy smile playing on her lips. “I used to love coming to your house when I was a kid because it was so happy here. Loud, but in a good way. And it’s exactly the same today. I couldn’t believe it when I walked in.”

I laughed. “I wouldn’t let the guys turn it into a frat house.”

“Good.” Cass propped herself up on her elbows, her face inches from mine. “All we do is talk about the past, Major. And everything’s good because we’re looking at it through tinted lenses. But what about now? I want a future with you. I want Emma to grow up and have stories about her parents like you just told me.”

“I’d do anything to have that.” I’d lie, I’d cheat, I’d kill. Everyone in the forest said the Lowes were trouble, but when our backs were against the wall, we fought. There should have been more wolves like us. “Where are you supposed to be tonight?”

Cass shrugged. “Walter hasn’t been home since the full moon. And honestly, after this week, I don’t care anymore about the fucking consequences. He’s going to kill me either way. I want to die happy. I want to die knowing I showed Emma a better way. To die for her happiness if I have to.”

Fuck. With her lying in my bed, the taste of her still on my lips, I wasn’t strong enough to tell her to do the right thing. To be loyal to her husband. To go home and take care of Emma. In her own way, that’s what she thought she was doing here. If she got caught, Walter would use their daughter as his weapon. 

“How long do I have you tonight?”

She pulled me down onto her body. “As long as it takes for you to prove to me that I can actually die happy.”
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Chapter Eight
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CASS

This is wrong. You promised one man forever and you’re handing yourself over to another. If you had any respect for yourself, you’d run.

Tonight I expected to have the same thoughts that invaded my mind on my wedding night. I was twenty-three, a virgin, and I had to clench my teeth to keep from crying out in agony as Walter pawed and prodded at me. Not much had changed over the course of our relationship. But twelve years later, with Major, my mind was amazingly clear as I pulled my sweater up over my head, revealing a sheer rose bra. The flowers of the lace barely disguised my nipples threatening to tear through the delicate fabric.

I was going to rock Major Lowe’s world. I’d promised him forever a long time ago and I always made good on my promises. I never stopped thinking about him, through all the time we couldn’t be together, the dozen years I endured with Walter. Major had always been there, in my dreams. Now I was strong enough to do something about it.

Tomorrow I had no idea what would happen. 

Major’s breath deepened, and he swallowed hard. He sat up and peeled off his T-shirt, not taking his gaze off me as he pushed his pants away from his body.  

I’d only seen Major without his clothes once before, we were about thirteen and we shifted together. I was too busy dying of my own embarrassment to enjoy the view. Even though I covered myself and ran home—only to get my ass beat that day for sneaking out with a wolf boy—I could guarantee that Major looked a hell of a lot better now than he did then.

If he still suffered any ill effects from his incarceration, I couldn’t see them. A few faint white lines marred his shoulder, scars from claw marks. Otherwise his skin was golden and perfect, muscles rippling along his stomach.  A trail of dark hair started at his bellybutton and led me to his shaft, thick and ready. I had to cover my mouth—I didn’t want him to think I was laughing at him. Just the opposite. If I explained that he made Walter’s equipment look like a toy that came with a kid’s meal, Major would find the joke pretty funny, too. 

I lay frozen in the moment, staring at this beautiful man beside me. So much wasted time we could never make up for, and I couldn’t move. Story of my life. Thankfully, Major didn’t suffer from the same problem. He brought his fingers to my bare skin, making slow, lazy circles on my stomach. It was an area I kept covered around Walter. He liked to point out how soft it was, and not in a good way. But when Major touched me, I felt beautiful. He popped open the button of my jeans, unzipping my fly. With a tap he instructed me to lift my hips, then rolled the fabric off. His gaze bathed my body with warm light. He exhaled, running his teeth over his lip.  `

“It’s so good to be with a woman.” Major sighed.

I laughed. “Is that some secret code for I got fat? You try having a baby. Nothing goes back to where it belongs. Shifting didn’t even fix it.”

Major narrowed his eyes, crawling up so his face hovered over mine. He put his hand on my chin, so I couldn’t look away from him, even if I wanted to. 

“That’s the last thing it means. What I meant was, it’s nice to be with someone who wants to be with me, not because they want to tell their girlfriends one of the Lowe brothers brought them to Red Heaven.” He released my chin and brushed the backs of his fingers over the lace of my bra, back and forth lightly over my nipple. “I’m too old for that shit now. I want this to mean something. And as for this body, it’s gorgeous. But I fell in love with you long ago. Your heart and your spirit. The fact that you’re sexy as fuck is a bonus.”

I laughed again, pulling him back up to my face by his hair. He covered my cheeks in soft kisses before I had a chance to say anything. 

“You’re sexy as fuck yourself,” I said. “And I love you, too.”

Our lips tangled together, everything around us so much lighter now that those three words that had hung so desperately between us for our whole lives had been freed. Our love for one another had been shackled, beaten, and left to die. It didn’t stand a chance out in the world, but together tonight, we could nourish it, cradle it between our interlaced fingers, and watch it grow. 

“I love kissing you,” Major said, his lips barely leaving mine. “But I’m dying to taste more than just your lips.” 

He gasped when I pushed him on his back. I straddled him, still in my bra and panties. “Just so you know, Major Lowe, you have some pretty big shoes to fill. I’ve been dreaming of this night my whole life.”

“Me too.” He played with the edge of my panties. My pussy pulsed with his fingers so close, touching nothing but lace. “Show me what you do when you think of me.”

“Usually I lay like a dead fish under my husband.”

Major smirked. “I’ll make you forget that asshole exists. But first I want to see what happens when you’re alone and your mind starts to wander.”

I closed my eyes, taking a deep breath before I reached around and unhooked my bra.  

“No,” Major interrupted. “Eyes on me. When I fantasize about you, your eyes are always on me.”

Placing the sheer lace over his eyes, I kissed the tip of his nose before sitting up. A slow circle of my hips, grinding against his erection, ripped a moan from his throat. I put my finger in my mouth and bit it, sucking before pulling it out in a long, wet motion ending in a pop.  

I traced a wet line past my chin, on to my chest, dropping to the line between my breasts. Every part of me was throbbing, yet time stood still when my gaze flicked back to Major’s. He’d pushed the bra aside, lying under me with his mouth open, with a look on his face I’d never seen before. He’d never looked more like a wolf. Lust and awe were powerful things, and they rolled through me like thunder. My nipples ached, begging for my touch. I rolled them between my fingers, circling and pulling them. I couldn’t keep my hips still, rocking back and forth on top of Major. His shaft caught between my legs; hot, delicious heat against the lace, but we’d waited this long, and I wasn’t rushing anything.  

Spreading my fingers wide, I glided my hand down my stomach. For the first time ever, I didn’t feel self-conscious of the swell below my belly button. I dragged my fingers across the lace that covered it, tracing the pattern of the flowers. Dipping lower, I caught the edge of my panties between two fingers. I shoved the fabric aside, exposing my lips. Another grind, skin on skin. We groaned together.  

Major narrowed his eyes when I picked up his hand. First I placed it over my heart, so he could feel it pound. His fingers spread over my breast, and I bowed my head, taking them in to my mouth, sucking the tips before releasing them. Once they were all wet, I guided them down to my pussy, dragging them over my clit.

I had a pretty good feeling he’d know what to do from there.

Major wasted no time. I kind of expected him to be gentle, he’d been so sweet since we started talking again. But the rest of me would’ve been disappointed if he’d held back, because the thought of this night was the only thing that got me through all the shit my husband slung at me.

Major did not disappoint.

He swirled his fingers around my swollen nub, rolling it hard, then stroking it softly before the pressure started to build. I was more than ready for him to slip his fingers inside me. He curled them forward as his thumb continued making slow circles on my clit. The sensation left me dizzy, breathless. I fell forward, hands on his shoulders. My hair fell in his face, but even in the shadows, our eyes locked. He continued circling and stroking. My hips bucked and my joints liquefied as the first tremor rolled through my body. 

With his free hand, Major pulled my face down to his mouth. “My wallet’s on my nightstand. There’s a condom in there. Can you get it? I’d do it, but then I’d have to stop doing this, and that’s the last thing I want to do.”

“I don’t think I can move.” I nipped as his neck, feeling wilder than I had when I shifted.

“If you want me to fuck you, Cass, you’ll figure it out.”

With his finger still inside me, and my body pulsing wildly, I crawled to the edge of the bed. I dropped the wallet on the floor, but managed to get the condom out first. 

Major shook his head when I handed it to him. “You do it.”

He wasn’t inside me anymore, but I still couldn’t concentrate. He’d clasped his shaft, dragging it back and forth along my slit. My brain was short circuiting, and he expected me to be able to rip this stupid foil packet open? Yeah, right.  

The condom popped out and landed on his stomach. I fumbled the thing like a frigging school girl. Again Major shook his head when I tried to hand it to him. 

“I said I wanted you to do it.” His words were a growl. I was going to come all over his cock if he kept this up. “This is my fantasy. You roll the rubber down on my dick, and then I’ll show you the rest.”

Once he stopped moving, I grabbed his shaft. If he thought I was just going to follow instructions, he had the wrong girl. I slid back on my knees, pumping his cock in my hand before I licked the tip of it.

“Fuck.” Major’s head fell back. 

“Eyes on me,” I teased. “Remember? That’s your fantasy.” 

It was mine, too.

I took as much of him into my mouth as I could, cupping his balls as I sucked. Major writhed underneath me. I clamped down hard with my tongue, then licked just under the tip. My fingers worked in tandem with my tongue, until Major grabbed me by the hair, pulling me away from my new favorite toy.

“Cass,” he pleaded. “That’s amazing, but you have to put the condom on me.”

“I don’t think I heard the magic word.”

“Now.” 

It wasn’t the one I had in mind, but it would do. I rolled the latex down over him, giving a couple extra strokes to make sure everything was in place. I licked his balls before he hooked his hands under my arms and pulled me back to kneeling position. He moved me like the rag doll I was—it took everything I had to stay upright when he let me go, only to clasp my hips.  

Major stopped. His cock bumped against my opening. 

“Look at me, Cass.” He pushed up inside me, and my mouth fell open. We’d always been one soul, separated, and now we were one in every way possible. He pulled me down into the sweetest kiss. “Thank you,” he murmured against my cheek. 

I shook my head. There were no words. I could barely think as he started moving inside me. Long strokes, slow at first, building as he found his rhythm. My body came alive moving with his, circling, teasing, and meeting him thrust for beautiful fucking thrust.  

Never had I felt so alive, so much like a woman, as I did with Major pounding against me. The waves of my orgasm couldn’t be stopped now. I collapsed, but Major didn’t miss a beat. He rolled me over on my side, hooking my leg over his body, sliding right back in like he belonged there. 

And he was right.  

Eye to eye, our bodies slicked with sweat, Major caught my lips as I cried out. He rode my orgasm with me, kissing me the entire time. I loved the ones that didn’t quite connect the best—on my chin, cheeks, and even my nose. He swelled inside me, his rhythm quieting with his hot release. 

We lay there together, not saying a word, fingers trailing over each other’s bodies, for a long time. Too long. If only I could figure out a way to make time stop. 

“I can’t believe I have to leave you.” My words shook as hard as the rest of my body. But he’d made good on his promise. I had no idea what waited for me at home, but nothing Walter could do would take this night away from me. 

Major cradled my face in his hands, planting a kiss on my forehead. “For tonight. That’s all. You’re always with me.” 

He picked up my hand and placed it over his heart.
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Chapter Nine
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MAJOR

“Stay with me,” I said as I watched Cass get dressed. She was like a vacuum—she’d take my whole world with her when she left.

Cass blinked rapidly. She sat on the edge of my bed, hair wild, my scent clinging to her. “You know I can’t do that.”

“You can.” It was going to kill me to watch her walk out that door, sending her home to Walter to do God knows what. I should’ve never touched her while her husband was still alive. 

Stupid bastard. He should be worshiping this incredible woman, instead of treating her as a second class citizen. Shadow didn’t want a class war, but if we were to have any classes at all, it was unavoidable.

“I have no choice. If it were just me, I’d say screw all of this. Just like when we were kids and we talked about running away. But we’re not kids anymore, Major. I have a kid. I don’t want Emma to grow up and have my life, I have to keep her safe. Even though I’d love for us to be a family,” her voice broke, “the reality is I have to go back to that house and be a voice for her. Figure out how to get her out of this mess. One wrong turn and Walter will make sure I never see my daughter again.”

It ripped me in two. The wrong answer was the right thing to do. We’d been selfish tonight, not to mention fucking stupid. Walter would use everything at his disposal as a weapon, especially his daughter. 

“You always have a fucking choice. With me, at least.” I sat up and gripped her arm. “Remember that.”

There was no staying away from her now. My wolf awakened, and I had no idea it had been slumbering. These emotions were so much more intense than the wild, unleashed ones that always brewed in me. Cass completed me in a way no human woman ever could. Before I thought lust fueled my mission, our magnetic attraction, but now I knew why wolves mated for life.

No more of this sold off to the highest bidder bullshit. We were meant to choose our mates. So many of the arranged ones seemed happy, and good for them. Maybe they were in love. Or maybe they didn’t know any better. 

Now that I’d been with Cass, I did. And nothing would keep us apart.

**
[image: image]


“OH, HONEY, SHE’S BEAUTIFUL.” Renee ran her hand over the body of the motorcycle, straddling the seat. She batted her lashes at her husband, Mike. “How do I look?”

“Hot, as always,” Mike answered before devouring her in a kiss.

“I didn’t know you guys liked to ride.” I’d been surprised to see Cass’s best friend and her husband waiting for me outside the shop this morning. He’d custom ordered two bikes, sparing no expense. These bikes were nicer than the one I always used. I had several, but my first was still my favorite. Of course, I’d been working on it for years, adding things and refinishing when I wanted a change. I loved it and we’d been through a lot together. 

“Not yet.” Renee bounced with excitement.

“Gotta to keep this girl on her toes.” Mike swatted Renee’s arm. She squealed, and I threw up in my mouth. Out of envy more than anything. “We took a cruise for our anniversary. Fifteen years. Renee dragged me parasailing, and I loved it. Now we’re looking for the next high.”

“This is going to be awesome. We’re going to take riding lessons over the winter, so we’ll be ready to take the bikes into the mountains in the spring.” Renee grinned. “We’re getting matching outfits, too. I can’t wait to see this guy in leather.”

“And we like to support our own, Major.” Mike motioned to the paw print decal in the window. We called it the Sawtooth Business Association, but it was a secret code so shifters in Granger Falls could take care of each other.

Renee climbed off the bike, squeezing my arm. “We want to support you.”

I took their money with a smile but the sale felt dirty. Cass and I were no secret, and I’d been too lust-drunk to pay attention to what was going on around me. No more. I needed to strike before Walter took me down at the knees. He had many more supporters than I did.

The Lowes had a bad reputation, hard-earned with bloodied knuckles and busted lips. It worked in our favor. I didn’t have to prove anything to anyone. Shea fought no matter what form he was in, but I liked to settle my trouble when I was a wolf. I didn’t have that luxury this time.

“What do you know about engines?” I asked X. I’d been wound up all day, unable to stop thinking about Cass, her body writhing with me inside her. Where I fucking belonged. But Walter, that bastard, crashed the party, even in my head. My blood ran cold every time I thought of what waited for her at home.

Shea, bored out of his mind with no job, picked up grinders. He cracked open a beer, and passed the rest of the six pack around. 

“Take ‘em apart, put ‘em back together, pretty basic stuff. Why?”  X narrowed his eyes over his beer.

“Can you make them run independently?  Or give them commands?” I did finishing work and ran the business. I knew nothing about the electrical end of things. This was all X’s department. He was a magician with that stuff.

“Like a robot?” Shea talked with his mouth full. He sat on the front of X’s desk, legs spread wide. “Cass is a screamer, huh?”

X snarfed his beer behind him. I glared at them both. 

“Fuck you, Shea,” I growled.

“Absolutely. I can holler like that, too.” He wiggled his eyebrows. “Since that’s what you’re into. But if you really want to turn me on, you’ll tell me you got me that job.”

“You have to talk to Trina. She’s really the alpha.”  I laughed when his mouth dropped. Good luck to him. Trina blamed herself for not getting in between Shea and Archer before the fight turned fatal. If he got that job, both my brothers were magicians.

Shea jumped off the desk, dropping his grinder wrapper in the trash. “Once she gets to know me, she’ll see I’m not an asshole.”

Poor X wore more of his beer than he drank. 

“Shadow said he’s coming later,” he said as Shea grabbed another bottle and passed second ones to both of us. “Back to the engine. What the hell do you want that for?”

“Of course he is.” I groaned. I hadn’t solidified my plan yet, still playing around with ideas. “I want something I can detonate.”

“That must mean I have the job,” Shea said. 

We both ignored him.

X his beer down. “You want me to build a bomb.”

“Pretty much.”

“I can’t fucking do that.” X raked his hand through his hair and paced in the small space between desks, stepping around Shea. 

“Why not? If I sent you out in the forest as a wolf and told you to rip Walter’s head off with your teeth, you wouldn’t think twice about it. This is simple. Clean. What you do every day. Hit a button and it’s done.”

“I’d do it, but I don’t know shit about building engines.” Shea shrugged. “And I’d rip Walter’s head off, too. Whatever you need.”

‘Thank you’ didn’t seem appropriate, but I did appreciate it. 

X shook his head. “Pack business is pack business. You do this, humans get involved. You’ve been a prisoner once—do you want to risk that again? Think about the full moon. You get stuck as a wolf in jail and you put the whole forest in jeopardy.”

“That’s not what I want at all.” I sighed, pissed he was right. That bastard had me at every turn. “I have an agreement with Walter—“

“You have a what?” X’s eyes were about to fall out of his head. “You’ve lost your fucking mind. I get it, I want a wolf mate, too. But they’re not all miserable like Cass. More of them are like Renee, happy as shit with the rich guys. Would you want me to tear her out of her home, away from Mike, to prove your point?”

“I want her to have a choice.” I slammed my fist on the desk, scattering the rest of my sandwich. “If Renee, or any wolf, is happy with her husband, then she should be with him. But if she isn’t, she deserves better. Anyone who sold their daughter and didn’t think they could be bought and sold next is a fucking fool. It won’t stop with the women. Next it will be us. We’ll be slaves on our own land.”

“Still doesn’t explain why you made a deal with the devil,” Shea said, backing away from me.

“No one ever lets me finish.” I glared at both brothers. “Everyone’s so quick to remind me that Walter’s going to fuck me over, but never does anyone think that maybe that’s my plan, to fuck with him.”

Shea’s mouth dropped, then formed a toothy grin. He held his hand up to high five me, but I shook my head. 

“Still crazy,” X muttered, craning his head to the showroom. “Shadow’s here.”

I pushed Shea, trying to get him to shut up before Shadow changed his mind about giving him a job. I doubted that was the reason for Shadow’s visit, but Shea had enough working against him already.

Shadow smirked when he came in the office. “Surprised I didn’t see you guys the other night.”

“Yeah, we missed the run.” I’d given him shit for the same thing last month. 

“Didn’t expect it, since we had a deal.” Shadow came deeper into the office, leaning against my desk.  My brothers narrowed their eyes in confusion. “Thought you’d want to get some work done.”

“We didn’t have a plan.” I didn’t like Shadow thinking he had an edge over me. Captivity had made him bloodthirsty. His lack of expertise in the area made him dangerous. After years of fighting, I knew when to throw a punch, more importantly, when to hold it. Since our rescue, Shadow swung first and asked questions later. If at all.

“Turns out we didn’t need one.” Shadow grabbed the last beer, twisting it in the hem of his shirt to open it. 

Fuck. “You killed him.” 

Don’t get me wrong, I wanted Walter dead. But that was supposed to be my kill. It would never give me the same satisfaction unless I felt the moment his heart stop beating.

“Nope. Didn’t have to. We forgot something very important. Walter isn’t like his father. He hid behind Ryker his whole life. Let his daddy fight all his battles. One on one, he couldn’t stand on his own. His guys wouldn’t fight our new guys, since they’d all worked together for so long. So it was me and Dallas against Walter.”

“What happened?”

Shadow look a long sip of his beer, trying to suppress a laugh. “He fucking ran off a cliff. Full speed. His eyes must’ve been going or something. At first, I thought it was a trick. Like he disappeared and was planning some sort of retaliation. But I went back today, and he was pretty easy to find. The buzzards are picking him clean.”

Holy shit. Walter was dead. Which meant...

“You all right, Major?” X asked. “This is pretty fucking good news.”

“Yeah.” I shook away the shock and turned to Shadow. “We’ve got some work to do.”
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Chapter Ten
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CASS

“Calm down.” Connie glared at me. Emma snuggled against her, and Connie smoothed her hair down, rocking her back and forth. “You’re upsetting the baby. And Walter will come home when he’s ready to be here.”

Three days since he’d been home. It wasn’t unusual for him to disappear, but never for this long. He hadn’t answered my calls or texts, and his voice mail was full. No one on the ranch had any idea where he was, either. Weird. A strange chaos swirled around the property. He hadn’t left instructions. No one liked to guess what Walter wanted. It was a recipe for disaster. I punched code after code over his voicemail message, trying to open his mailbox. Hip to my game, he changed the password frequently. 

“She’s not a baby. And I don’t care what he does. He should at least have the decency to call.”

Connie rolled her eyes. “Don’t try to convince me you’re concerned about your husband.”

“It’s about respect.”  I wasn’t familiar with the emotions churning inside me. Something wasn’t right. And last night with Major skewed everything. I’d always felt like a visitor who’d outstayed her welcome in this house, but now my wolf was rumbling under my skin and she needed to run. 

I’d made up my mind. I was leaving Walter. Our marriage was an unpleasant necessity, and everyone knew it. This was bigger than me. I had to think of Emma. She watched us fight and claw at each other constantly. Before last night, keeping her here seemed like the best thing, but my eyes had been opened. I was setting her up for disaster. A life of not knowing what love was. My daughter deserved better than that.

“He doesn’t have any respect for you, Cassidy.” Connie smiled, setting Emma down. She turned to Emma, dismissing me like I’d disappeared. “I think Rudolph is on tonight.”

“What do you want for dinner?” I caught Emma before she ran off. Connie brought her home late and probably filled her up with garbage.

“Not hungry.” Of course not. She wriggled away from me, distant like she always was with Connie around. 

“You have to eat something.”

“She had her playdate today. We made ice cream sundaes.” Connie wiped the counter. I cleaned it minutes before this argument broke out, but of course, that wasn’t good enough either.

I blocked Connie from following Emma to the living room. “Listen. I appreciate your help, but that’s exactly what it is. Help. I set the rules, you follow them. Emma gets confused when you’re around. She needs a consistent message.”

“Emma’s not the one who’s confused. You are.” Connie backed me against the counter. 

I shook with rage. 

“Walter has me here because he doesn’t trust you with his daughter. I’m not here to babysit Emma—I’ve got my eye on you.”

“Go home, Connie.” I pushed past her, fished my checkbook out of my purse, and wrote her a check for too much money. She didn’t take it when I held it out to her. “Don’t come back until you hear from Walter.”

Finally, she tore the check from me, looking at it before shoving it in her pocket. “You’re going to break Emma’s heart, you selfish little bitch.”

For someone who was so concerned with my daughter’s wellbeing, she stormed out without saying goodbye to her. We both knew she’d be back, even more awful than before. Connie gained power every time I lost an argument against her, but I gained a totally different power. 

“Where’s Nini?” Emma jumped back, eyes wide, when I kneeled beside her. She was wrapped in her favorite blanket on the family room floor. She’d built a fortress with pillows and was ready to watch her shows. I prayed she’d been too busy building to hear our argument. 

I untangled the blanket from her body, crawled next to her, and covered us both. Emma giggled watching me make myself comfortable. “She went home. Where’s the remote? Let’s watch Rudolph.”

“Okay.” Emma handed me the remote, snuggling against me. “I love it when his nose lights up.”

“Me too.” Something awful occurred to me as I looked for the show. My daughter wouldn’t come near me until she knew the coast was clear. Sneaking around on Connie to make sure she didn’t see us cuddling. She’d defied me many times, taking Connie’s instruction over mine, and acted distant, but she’d never jumped away from me like that before. 

Emma was afraid of Connie.

This had to stop. I pulled Emma’s warm little body against mine, staring through the cartoon snowman on the screen and saw nothing. I heard the Rudolph song but was numb when I should’ve been as excited about Christmas as Emma. I was busy trying to survive. My worst fear, that Walter could take my daughter away from me, was coming true and it was happening in my own home. I told Connie that Emma wasn’t a baby, but that wasn’t true. She was my baby. Connie and Walter would argue this wasn’t my home, and they were right. 

My home was in Sawtooth Forest. Abandoned. Waiting for someone to love it again. 

I didn’t care anymore about contracts or vows. I cared about my daughter. Showing her what it really meant to be a wolf, surrounded by a family that loved and wanted the best for her, was much more important than living in a big house, thinking she was better than anyone else because her parents had money. Those weren’t values I wanted my daughter to have. I wanted her to be strong in her convictions, and I sure as hell didn’t want her to be afraid of anyone. Most importantly, I wanted her to know what love was.

Connie and Walter could die trying to take her away from me.

I texted Major: I’m on my way. All my other visits had been surprises, but I hadn’t realized what exactly was on the line until now.

“Want to go for a ride?” I asked Emma when Rudolph ended. 

She nodded, excited. Emma loved getting out of this house as much as I did. They might try to break her, but she was my girl through and through. “Where are we going?”

“To see my friend. Remember the one that came over the other day?”  

Emma’s eyes lit up, like she could have any idea how scandalous this was. 

“Put on your jammies. I’m going to pack bags for us.” We held hands on the way upstairs.

Her eyes widened. “Is it like a sleepover?”

I had no idea what it was. “Maybe. Let’s call it an adventure. See where it takes us.”
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“NEED ANY HELP?” X JUMPED up and took Emma’s giant teddy bear out of my free hand. I’d grabbed that and her favorite blanket, running through the house like it was on fire, before we went. As excited as Emma had been about our trip, she conked out as soon as I put the SUV in reverse. Now she was thirty-five pounds of dead weight on my shoulder. I don’t know who was more shocked—the living room full of wolves because I brought my daughter to Major’s house, or me because the Channings were there, too.

“I have some bags in the car,” I told X, then sunk down in the only open seat on the couch. “What’s going on?”

“Didn’t you check your phone?” Major asked, standing up. 

I shook my head. I didn’t want to look at it, afraid I’d see something that would change my mind. Or an answer from Walter. 

“Let’s go in the kitchen so we don’t wake Emma.” The way Major looked at my daughter, soft eyes and dreamy smile, melted my heart and reinforced that I did the right thing.  

“Good idea. She’ll freak when she wakes up some place she’s not familiar with. I don’t want to be far from her.”  I positioned her against the pillow, wrapping her blanket around her. In her sleep, she clutched the edge of the blanket and sighed.  

Everyone gathered in the kitchen, not enough seats for all of us. I scanned the room, trying to get a read on why the Channings were here. The other dominant family left in Sawtooth, they never saw eye to eye with the Lowes. I used to tease Major about it, because I thought the rivalry was stupid. The Channings were good guys. I didn’t get much pack gossip anymore, tucked away in my castle, but I knew Shadow killed my father-in-law and that gave him alpha status. Major didn’t have to tell me how much that ate at him; that was the title he’d always wanted. Tension swam thick in the room, and none of the men said anything.

So I took the lead. “I know I’m putting us all in danger, bringing Emma here. But I can’t keep her in that house another second. That old witch Connie is intimidating her, and Walter is going to turn her against me. No. No more. She can’t grow up thinking love and fear are the same thing, only to wind up with a man like Walter.”

My voice broke on the last word. Saying his name out loud made what I did tonight real. I left my husband, a man who didn’t take no for an answer. I’d put everyone in this house in danger.

I dissolved into tears, the gravity of the whole thing hitting me like a kick to the gut. There was no good solution to this; Emma was in danger no matter what I did. But at least now she had a chance. Major crouched down beside me, his scent enveloping me as he rubbed my back.

“It’s over,” he murmured. 

“It’s never going to be over!” I was dizzy, looking around the room. Everyone sat motionless while my world spun violently around us. “And I don’t even know where the fuck Walter is. He hasn’t been home since the full moon.”

Everyone looked at each other, mouths open. Major’s hand stopped moving on my back.

“What?” I asked. Nausea roiled in my stomach and I couldn’t breathe as I searched the room for something I might have missed. Details were my thing, they’d saved my ass on more than one occasion. Walter taught me always to be on my A-game. “Is he here? Did he come here? Oh my God, you have him in chains somewhere, don’t you?” 

My husband was a sick and twisted bastard, but Major had never let anyone get the best of him. Shadow proved he didn’t leave scores unsettled, either. I gasped for air, thinking of what they could’ve done to him. What that meant for all of us. There was no halfway with Walter. Only all the way. 

Major brushed the tear-soaked hair away from my face. “Sweetheart, Walter’s dead.”

Everything stopped. My brain, my heart. Time. I couldn’t make sense of the words. I fell against Major, sending us both to the floor, crying even harder. Please don’t let Emma come in right now, I thought, I’m not ready for that. 

I’d wanted Walter out of my life for so long, but the guilt of being happy he was gone mixed with having to tell my baby girl her father was dead had me sobbing harder. How the fuck was I supposed to do that? As much as I had wanted my freedom, my heart ached for the man I never loved. 

And nothing was ever going to be the same again.

I felt so many things at once that none of them stuck. I was just numb. 

I came up for air, all eyes in the room on me. I don’t think they knew what to do, either. I took a deep breath, gazing back to Major. He looked out of place in his own kitchen. All our lives, we’d lived with certainties. They were gone.  

We could be together. Forever. No more sneaking around, denying what we really felt. It didn’t seem real.

“What did you do to him?” I asked.

Major shook his head, but Shadow spoke. “Nothing. He did it to himself.”

I squinted in confusion. “I don’t understand.”

“We challenged him to fight on the full moon. His guys wouldn’t back him up. They didn’t want to fight the guys from his father’s property. They’ve been working with us. Anyway, he made a run for it, and wound up at the bottom of a cliff,” Shadow said.  

“Leave it to Walter to run from a fight, when all he’s done is caused heartache for years.” I shook my head sadly. The dizzy feeling was back. “I can’t believe he’s gone.”

Shea stood up, grabbing X’s shoulder. “Let’s leave you two alone. Go get a drink at The Stepchild or something.”   Everyone stood, murmuring that it was good to see me or something equally awkward. What the hell was anyone supposed to say in this situation?

My whole body quaked, I rested my head on Major’s shoulder, needing the center only he could provide. We stayed on the kitchen floor, listening to vehicles roll away over gravel, then to the silence. 

Now there was nothing to keep us apart.

Major cupped my chin in his hand and brought his lips to mine. Slow and sweet, I wanted this kiss to last forever. In his arms, on this awful night, I felt safe. 

“I love you,” he said, brushing his thumb along my bottom lip. “I always have, and I always will.”

“I love you, too.” The tears were back, this time bittersweet. “Now you always can.”
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Chapter Eleven
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MAJOR

I didn’t expect to wake up like this after spending my first night with Cass, but it was still pretty damn cool.

“Mommy, where are we?” Emma’s little voice carried from the bed. I slept on the floor. Cass and I both agreed Emma shouldn’t wake up to find me in bed with them. 

I lay with my eyelids heavy, not quite ready to wake up from this dream.

“We’re at my friend Major’s house. You fell asleep before we got here, silly girl,” Cass said. 

I heard movement, but didn’t sit up.  

“Where is he?” Emma asked.

“On the floor,” Cass replied.  

Emma popped over the edge of the bed, curls wild from sleep, and gave me a baby-toothed grin. “Why are you on the floor?”

I propped my arms behind my head. “Because a little girl named Emma is sleeping in my bed.”

Still sleepy, she looked back at her mom, and giggled. Damn, I was falling for her harder than I fell for her mother. “But you shouldn’t have slept on the floor.”

“Next time you sleep over, we’ll have to get you your own bed.” Fuck, I hoped I didn’t say too much. Nothing got resolved last night. Both Cass and I were in too much shock for much of anything. “You look pretty hungry. Want some breakfast?”

“Yes.” Emma tumbled out of bed, landing on top of me with another giggle, and headed for the door. She put her hand on it before she realized she didn’t know where she was going. “Mommy, come with me.”

Cass sat up and stretched. She pulled her hair back so it wasn’t wild like her daughter’s, but still mussed. Her eyes were rimmed with forgotten mascara. I could stare at her like that for the rest of my life. She looked down, startling like she forgot she had company even though Emma had just talked to me. A slow smile spread across her face. She crawled toward the edge of the bed. My entire body went haywire. 

“Good morning,” she said, giving me the grown-up version of Emma’s grin.

“Hi.”

Cass lowered her voice. “I really want to kiss you right now, but you know....” 

Her gaze flicked up to Emma, who had found my hockey stick, rattling it. I kept it on a rack near the door, and my brothers and I would be out on the lake as soon as the ice thickened. Our Christmas Day tradition. I couldn’t wait to show Emma how to play. 

“What am I going to tell her?” she whispered.

I stood, taking Cass’ hand and pulling her off the bed. Still didn’t kiss her. Damn, it was tempting. Those puffy morning lips begged for a nip. Emma fidgeted at the door. 

“We’ll have breakfast, then talk to her. Then we’ll take care of things as they come. If that’s what you want,” I said.

All our lives we’d been each other’s forbidden fruit. I was no fool to assume that Cass would come running to me. She wanted freedom. I had to be careful, let things happen on her terms. But the urge to take care of everything for her was so strong.  This time it wasn’t a hostage situation. 

She gave me a wobbly smile. “I couldn’t do this without you.” 

“You don’t have to.” I squeezed her hand.

No big surprise that Emma and Shea ate the same kind of cereal. She had a field day with him, asking about all his tattoos, shrieking with laughter at his ridiculous answers. He fucking loved it.  

“First day at Forever Home. Wish me luck.” Shea left his bowl on the table when he headed out, tugging on Emma’s hair. “See you later, sweetie pie.”

Emma waved, and watched him go.  Cass sighed heavily, looking over to me. I nodded, knowing how much she didn’t want to do this. But it was never going to get any easier.

“Honey, I have to talk to you.” Cass swallowed hard. “About Daddy.”

Emma put down her spoon, squinting in confusion. She had to know something was up. “What about Daddy?”

Another deep breath. She patted Emma’s hair, not wanting to let go when she got to the bottom of the curls. “He‘s gone, baby. He went to—to Heaven.”

That was a stretch, but I would never point that out.

“Isn’t that where angels live?” Emma asked.  

“It is.” Cass sighed deeply. I put my hand on her knee and squeezed.

“Can we go visit him?”  

Cass shook her head.  

Emma raised an eyebrow, but the gravity of the news was starting to sink in. Her frown wobbled before she asked, “Is he coming back?”

Cass couldn’t answer, dissolving into tears.  

I picked up where she couldn’t. “He’s not, honey.”

Emma slumped in her chair, eyes glossing over with tears. Like we were last night, she was in shock. She narrowed her eyes at me. “Go away! I want my daddy! Not you.” She scrambled away from the table without giving me a chance to answer, but then dropped to her knees when she realized she wasn’t in her own home, and broke down.

Fuck. 
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STAYING AWAY FROM CASS while she laid Walter to rest was torture. She needed me now more than ever, but there were some things she had to do herself. I couldn’t stand beside her at the memorial, or deal with his family. 

She wasn’t alone. The people of the forest, the working class wolves that she’d grown up with, came to support her. And much to my surprise, me too. They knew what we meant to each other. So many of them told me how good it was to see Cass in the forest again. 

In death, there were new beginnings. And the wolves around us saw hope. 

“I want to move back to the forest,” Cass said, looking around the living room of the house she’d shared with Walter like she didn’t know where she was. Everything was disheveled from having so many people pass through, and Cass either didn’t have the energy or care enough to put it back together. “What everyone did for me this week, after I abandoned them—“

“You didn’t abandon anyone.” I sat behind her, sliding my hand around her back to pull her in to me. Cass sighed, resting her head on my shoulder. “You were taken away. We barely have contact with any of the women, unless they’re our mothers or sisters.”

“That’s the hardest part for me. Seeing the big picture. What the arranged marriages are actually doing to the forest. Every night this week, I’ve dreamed about my old house. It wasn’t perfect there, but nothing ever is. That’s what I want Emma to learn.”

“You’re a good mom.” I kissed her forehead.  

“I’m trying,” she said. We both watched Emma, playing with a train set on the floor. She’d taken the track apart and was in the process of reconstructing it. “I’m going to talk to our lawyer. He’s Walter’s lawyer, so I don’t know how it will go, but I want to buy Emma out of her contract.”

I pulled her into me. “That’s the bravest thing any woman I know has ever done.”

“Or stupidest.” She shuddered against me. “I’m scared for her, Major. If I do this, there’s a chance she could be alone forever. There aren’t many unpromised boys her age, and I don’t want her to be ostracized for my decision. I’m not sure what the right answer is.”

Emma, hearing her name, crawled between us on the couch. She looked up at me, suspect. 

“Giving her a choice is the right answer.”  I held my hand out to Emma. She hesitated, but wrapped her fingers around mine. I wiggled my fingers, and she giggled. “Hey, it’s almost bedtime. What do you say about letting me read you a story?”

She looked to her mother for confirmation. A glimmer of fear flickered on Cass’ face. She still expected her daughter to reject her, to choose her father over her. But Emma wouldn’t do that, now that no one was actively trying to steer her away from her mother. Cass nodded, her smile wobbly. 

“Okay,” Emma said. 

I kissed Cass before following Emma up to her bedroom. “I know exactly which one I’m going to read her. The one that my parents read to me, when the wolf finds her mate.”
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Chapter Twelve
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CASS

It wasn’t Walter’s bed anymore. I had to keep reminding myself that. And we never really shared it, or anything else for that matter. 

“I’m afraid Emma doesn’t like me.” Major stripped off his shirt as soon as he came in the room, distracted.  He couldn’t have felt very comfortable in Walter’s house either. This wouldn’t be our home. I planned on selling this place as soon as I could. 

I had a completely fresh start and I wasn’t going to waste any of it.

“She would’ve never let you read to her if she didn’t like you. Believe me, she’s not shy with her opinions. She’s testing you.”

Major smirked. “Wonder where she learned that from. Smart girl.”

“She is. Think of how confused we feel. Imagine what’s going through her head.” She still asked about Walter, and Connie. I had to figure out what I was going to do about the nanny. It wasn’t fair for Emma to lose everything all at once. Maybe Connie wouldn’t be so insufferable without Walter. And she did love Emma, even if she had a terrible way of showing it.

“I don’t want her to resent me, thinking of me as an absence of her father. Or that I took something away from her. It’s important to me, Cass. I want Emma’s respect.”

I couldn’t fall any more in love with this man if I tried.

Major continued to search the room. 

“What are you doing?” I asked. I got out of bed, running my hand over his bare arm. I loved the way his muscles felt. Always a little tense, ready to pounce. 

Now I had his attention. Major turned into me, moaning when he saw my outfit. Or lack thereof. I’d stripped down to my bra and panties. I loved good lingerie. It was one of the only things I could always do for myself, no matter what. Tonight I wore a black lace balconette bra with red satin trim, and always matching panties. I liked boy shorts best. With an ass like mine, thongs were out of the question. 

“I like this.” He wound the end of the ribbon around his pinky finger. “I was looking for a lighter. And some candles.”  

I pushed against his shoulder. “I never quite pegged you as a romantic. Top drawer. Emma likes things that go boom, so I hide the explosives.”

Major laughed. “No wonder she likes Shea so much. As for the romantic thing, hardly. I’ve had a lot of time to think about fucking you, Cass. I like the idea of your skin bathed in firelight. Letting our animals run wild together.”

It was the most romantic thing I’d ever heard. My body throbbed at his words, and the only thing that would quell the sensation was to have his lips everywhere on my skin. “Is that a threat or a promise?” 

“It’s a certainty.”

I hooked my fingers into the waistband of his jeans and jerked him toward me. “I’ve had a lot of time to think about fucking you, too.”

“Yeah?” The heat of Major’s body seared my skin. His hair hung in my face, beard moving against my cheek as he spoke. “Tell me about it.”

I never was very good at doing what I was told. Instead I ran my tongue along Major’s bottom lip, pulling back to see if he’d chase. He held his breath but didn’t move. I liked that even better. Going back in for more, I caught his lip between my teeth and pulled. A low sound vibrated from his throat, not quite a growl, that made my knees weak. This time he kissed me back, his tongue tangling with mine, fighting for dominance. He explored every bit of me, running his tongue hard along the inside of my lip. I melted in his arms, and not just from being so close to him. Being in this room, having someone so hungry for me, was overwhelming. This was a place I associated with shame and humiliation. With one kiss, Major erased every bad memory I had of this space, replacing them with a promise of the future. 

I’d been so conflicted about saying goodbye to my old life. Walter always insisted I owed him something, and after twelve years, I started to believe him. 

I would never be glad anyone was dead, but I was thankful Walter was gone. I walked a tightrope between the two, trying to balance my emotions.

Major sank to his knees, his eyes glowing with a fire that we needed no candlelight for. I followed him down but he shook his head. “No. I want you just like this.”

Couldn’t argue with that. I straightened my stance. That firelight gaze bathed my skin as he tugged my boy shorts down my thighs. He kissed my bare hip, breathing deep before moving inward. He closed his eyes, lashes shadowing his cheekbones. There was a reverence about the way he moved. Major hadn’t been kidding—he’d thought this through.  He tapped my thigh, signaling me to open for him. I could only go so far with lace restraining my calves. 

I balanced myself on his shoulders, digging my fingernails into Major’s flesh when his tongue hit my clit. He had to work for it at this angle, but this wasn’t a man who was used to having things come easy to him. Long, slow strokes sent electricity up my spine. I was embarrassed to admit that Walter had never done this to me. Even more embarrassed that he told me it was because I was dirty. 

Major did not agree. His tongue curled around my clit. Little explosions rocketed through my body at the strange, welcome sensation. He moved with my body, licking, nipping, and sucking. I was spread as wide as I could go. He held me by the hips, keeping me steady but giving me no escape. Not that I was going anywhere. I couldn’t even if I wanted to. My top half was limp, my hair fell over his head, mixing with his.  

He let go of my hip and I swayed. Major would never let me fall. He gave me a moment of rest, kissing the line along my pubic bone. He picked up where he left off, his finger brushing the sensitive, swollen skin between my legs. I writhed under his touch, moving with him, guiding him. He rolled his thumb over my clit, hard and fast, not giving me a chance to build up to the sensation, he went straight for the explosive. I bit down hard on my bottom lip, wishing I could connect with his skin. I couldn’t scream, I’d wake Emma. But I needed some sort of release from this sensation.  

My orgasm was a slow, magnificent build. Major already knew my body better than I knew my own, chasing me as I writhed under his touch. He slipped two fingers inside me, and my inner walls clamped down on him, pulsing, welcoming him home. My knees gave out as I reached my climax. Major led me to the floor, positioning me in his lap, all while thrusting his fingers inside me.  

I needed his mouth. So many emotions flowed through me as I came down from the ecstasy of the orgasm and I needed all that Major had to give me. He was ready to rise to any challenge that I had for him, lips on mine, his fingers still inside me. The rhythm built back to a frenzy, Major’s fingers moving easily, slick from my release. My body barely had a chance to recover from its climax, and something slow and sinister was already building in my core.

This was amazing. How it was supposed to be. Two souls connecting in the flesh. Knowing what the other wanted without having to say a word, moving together in perfect fluidity. 

I felt empty when Major let me go, but not for long. He brought his fingers to my mouth, and I sucked the taste of myself off of him. My head swam. Like everything else about us, it felt so wrong but yet so right.

“Get up on the bed.” Major’s whisper rumbled through me.  Gentle yet promising so much. The eye of the storm. 

I had more trouble than I expected crawling onto the bed. My limbs had turned to jelly. Major gave my ass a hard whack. I turned around to find him with a wicked grin. The sting coupled with the empty ache of not having him inside me was something I didn’t expect.

“Do it again,” I said.

His eyes were on fire. “What’s the magic word?”

“Now.”

Major laughed, delivering another whack, this time to the other cheek. He followed me on the bed, hair hanging down over his shoulders, muscles straining, his beast rippling just below the surface of the skin.  I lay on my back, content to take in the view. He looked around the room, biting his lip.

“We don’t need the candles,” I said. Major lit up the room all on his own.

He shook his head, then stripped the pillow of its case. He took one of my hands, then the other, holding them over my head and looping the fabric around my wrists. It was a tight fit, getting everything bound to the headboard. Major tugged on the binding, making sure the connection was secure.

Holy shit.

I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. Mainly because I’d waited thirty-five years to have a night like this. It wasn’t our first night together, but it was the first one that didn’t have to be conducted under a veil of shame and secrecy. I wanted to experience everything Major had to offer. But to completely turn myself over to Major, bend to his will, was something I never expected.

His beard tickled my nipple. He ran his chin over it repeatedly, and the nub strained to meet him. I’d never been very ticklish, but I squirmed under his feather touch. Just when the sensation became too much to bear, he lowered his mouth, blowing hot air on the aching skin. I arched my back, moaning, wishing he’d take the bud in his mouth, suck on it, anything to alleviate the pressure he sent rushing through me.  

Major was in no hurry; after all, he’d thought this through. He circled the other nipple with his tongue, scraping his teeth against the tip. I gasped. Just the tiniest amount of pressure against the taut skin could rip me open, in more ways than one. He continued his slow, gentle play until I bucked below him, all the little lightning bolts zinging my nerve endings.  

I wanted to touch him so bad. To rake my fingers through his hair and push his head down to my throbbing core. Or put something else there.  His erection rested against my leg. Long, hard, and ready.  How could he be so patient?  I was ready to explode. But I loved the way he gazed at my body, like it was something he’d never seen before, taking his time and making sure everything was perfect.

I ground my thigh against his erection, hoping to have the same effect on his body as he had on mine, and it worked. Major pinned my hips down, and now there was no escape from what he had planned. He nudged my legs open with his knee, and positioned his cock to enter me.  

“I want to feel you.” Major’s voice was strained. “Is that okay?”

“I want the same thing.”

Skin on skin he filled me, burying himself completely in me. My body bowed, welcoming him home. Major picked up my legs, placing them over each shoulder before beginning to thrust. Our gazes locked, he pistoned his hips back and forth. I had no control over anything, my body absorbing every sensation as it rollicked through me. He fell forward, trying to catch my lips in a messy, stolen kiss, but the momentum of his thrusts put me just out of reach. I half laughed, half cried out, trying to help him, but I couldn’t do it.  

Even though the first eruptions of my next orgasm were starting to build, this was my favorite part of the whole night. The hunger, the messiness, the honesty.  

I loved him. More than I ever knew how to put into words.

“I’m going to come,” I said, panting.

“Why’d you tell me that?” Major grinned, but his words came between labored breaths. “Nothing makes a guy come faster than hearing those words.”

“What’s wrong with that?  I want to watch you lose control.”

“Fuck, Cass.” His shaft swelled inside me, and he pulled out quickly. I would’ve taken his cock in my hand if they weren’t tied over my head. I would’ve offered to finish him off with my tongue if I hadn’t made good on my promise, but my body throbbed, his absence echoing as the climax rolled through me.  

Major untied my arms, rubbing sensation back into them. He kissed me as he worked, trying to make up for all the ones he missed just minutes before. “Just think. We can do that every night for the rest of our lives.”

I couldn’t stop kissing him. “Every night? What happens when we get old?”

“Old people have amazing sex, Cass. And I told you already. When I die, I’m going to do it with your taste on my lips.”
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Three Months Later
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CASS

I’d never actually moved before. I lived with my parents until I got married. Even through college, I already knew what I was going to be when I grew up, and I hadn’t wanted to miss a second of stolen time with Major. When I moved into Walter’s house, all I had to do was bring my clothes. He took care of everything else.

Moving was exhausting. 

One of the ranch managers bought the farm from me, and I was glad to sell it to him. He’d worked his way up from ranch hand, and he loved the animals and the land. Major made sure he hadn’t been one of the men who’d fought with Walter and his father, standing guard over the dog fights. I wouldn’t have spit on him if he’d been on fire if that was the case, but the coast was clear.  

I let him have everything. The furniture was just stuff, and I didn’t want to be reminded of the house at all. This new beginning deserved a clean slate.

“We’re so glad to have you back, Cassie.” My old next door neighbor, Freda, kissed me on the cheek, handing me an apple pie. It was still warm and smelled divine. How’d she know I’d been craving apples? Being back in the forest, so close to nature, I couldn’t get enough. “The house looks better than it ever did.”

“Doesn’t it? I didn’t think we’d ever get it done.” We’d fixed up my parents old house, scrubbing away any decay and loneliness. That saying that it takes a village turned out to be true. The Channing brothers owned a home building company. They helped us with renovations. Some of the older women in the village knew how to reupholster furniture. I loved working with them—they had so many stories about my parents it almost felt like they were here with us. We painted the outside blue with the faintest yellow trim, like a clear sunny day. I wanted everyone who came to our house to be happy. Because I sure as hell was.

“Your mother would’ve loved what you did here. She was always saying how much she wanted to fix the place up.”  Freda smiled, following me in the front door. “Where’s that beautiful girl?” 

“I’m in here!” Emma didn’t let a little thing like bashfulness get in her way. She sat at the table, legs swinging, crayons everywhere, working on a masterpiece for our newly opened refrigerator art gallery.  She sniffed, straining to see what I had in my hands. “What’s that?”

“Apple pie.”

Her eyes widened. “Can I have some?”

“Not until after dinner,” Connie said. She sat next to Emma, helping her with her lesson.  Connie and I had had a heart to heart after Walter’s service. Turns out, she was just as afraid of my husband as I was.  I had an easier time forgiving her after I found out her and her late husband’s past with Walter, and things started to make more sense. She loved Emma, so I gave her another chance. She was here on a volunteer basis. I didn’t have that kind of money anymore, without the income from the ranch and after buying Emma out of her contract. I hadn’t been convinced she’d come for free, but she did. Almost every day. It wasn’t always smooth sailing, but I didn’t want to strangle her anymore. “Show Mommy and Freda your picture.”

“Okay.” Emma picked up the sheet of paper. She specialized in abstracts. “It’s me, and Mommy, and Major, and Nini, and Roscoe.” Roscoe was our dog.

“You should frame it,” Freda said. “Give it to her when she has her mating ceremony.”

“I don’t know if I’ll be one of those parents who embarrasses her with baby pictures on dates.” I took the paper from Emma, loving the way she saw us, even if it was a bunch of crazy scribbles. “I might frame it though.”

Emma beamed, loving that idea. “Nini, come play on the swing with me.” 

Emma’s favorite part of her new house was the rope swing that hung from a tree branch in the back yard. I’d spent so much time on that thing as a kid.  

“Is everything all set for your mating ceremony?”  Freda wiggled her eyebrows. 

“As far as I know.” The forest was in a frenzy over this. I’d lost all control over the situation. Everyone wanted a hand in planning it, and honestly, all I cared about was promising myself to Major. Being able to kiss him in front of everybody. Truly be his. The rest of it was just details.

The door closed behind us. 

“You’re going to have to answer to every man in Sawtooth Forest, Cassidy.” Major smirked, kissing me on the forehead before taking off his leather jacket. “They’re in an uproar that there’s no Full Moon Fever Party next month.”

“Oh, please.” I rolled my eyes. “They’re all perfectly capable of getting laid on their own without you throwing a kegger in their honor.”

“They’re teasing. This is a big deal. We haven’t had a mating ceremony in over twenty years. They’re just as excited as we are. Because they could be next.” Freda’s eyes teared up. “I’ll let the two of you settle in for the night. I’ll go out the back so I can say goodbye to the girls.”

I grabbed Major by the shirt collar, pulling him in for a kiss. I craved him more than I craved that pie.  

“Fuck, it’s so good to come home to you every night.” Light danced in his topaz eyes. He took Emma’s picture out of my hand. “What’s this?”

“Us, according to Emma.”

Major held the picture away from his face, squinting and then brought it in closer. “I can make out the dog, but the rest of it’s a blur.”

“I love it.” I snatched it back from him. “Freda said I should frame it, and I think I’m going to. But Emma’s going to have to draw another family portrait.”

I took his hand in mine and placed it on my belly. The baby couldn’t be bigger than my fingernail right now. She’d never remember it, but that was the first time her parents held her. 

Major tipped his head in confusion, then he blinked rapidly, and his jaw dropped. “No way.”

I nodded, covering my mouth because my smile was too big for my face.

“Holy shit.” Major leaned back against the counter looking completely dazed. “None of us ever thought...” He picked me up and sat me on the counter, his gaze fixed on my belly. “I can’t wait to meet our baby.”  

Major brought his hand to my stomach, brushing his fingers lightly back and forth. I think he was actually in shock. The good kind, when a dream came true. The shock wouldn’t go away for me for a long time; every morning when I woke up with Major’s arms around me, when he came home to me at the end of every day, when we ate together, and when he’d crawl back on the couch and kiss me after helping put Emma to bed. The same look was in his eyes, he couldn’t believe it yet, either. We’d be lost to each other all over again for a split second every time. He was mine. Ours. But now, with someone to carry on the Lowe name and the traditions of Sawtooth Forest, my future husband was going to be invincible. 

***
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THANK YOU!
I hope you loved Cass and Major’s story as much as I loved writing it. The next couple to get their happily ever after is Shea and a newcomer to Forever Home named Delaney in Her Christmas Wolf. Keep reading for an excerpt!

One-click Her Christmas Wolf Now! 

Sign up for my newsletter to find out about new books: http://www.kristenstrassel.com/shifterlist
If you love the Sawtooth Shifters, 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 Her Renegade Wolf, 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 Christmas Wolf...
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Her Christmas Wolf 





Chapter One
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SHEA

“Don’t even think about it.” Trina, my new boss, glared at me. She’d been on my case all week. Trina hated my guts.  When we met, I was in the process of killing someone. Didn’t make the best first impression.

Nothing a little hard work couldn’t fix. I might be an asshole, but I was an asshole Trina needed desperately. As soon as she announced plans to expand her animal shelter, Forever Home, to include livestock, she had a line of animals needing good homes.  She couldn’t say no to the animals, and in turn, couldn’t say no when I asked for a job.

This had to work, for both of us. And it would, as long as I kept my mouth shut. And she didn’t tell me what to do.

“Think about what?” I knew exactly what she was talking about, and I didn’t like it.

“Delaney.” Trina motioned to the girl on the couch. I’d never seen her before today. She hugged her knees to her chest. Curly blonde hair shielded her face, and I didn’t need to see her expression to know she was terrified. “She just got here, and hasn’t settled in yet.”

“No shit. So the best way to make her feel welcome is to ignore her.”  I’d been given heads up about the girls who worked at Forever Home from Shadow. He was the new pack alpha and Trina’s mate—if wolves could actually mate with humans.

And I killed Shadow’s brother. As far as Shadow was concerned, I was on a need-to-know basis. Good for me that I knew something that no one else around here did—how to care for livestock. 

I ignored Trina, approaching Delaney. I knelt in front of her to introduce myself. Maybe she didn’t feel welcome. Join the club. Trina had barked orders at me the minute I walked in. Not exactly a ‘Welcome to Forever Home’ banner and red carpet. 

Delaney put her head down on her knees, trembling, hair falling over her legs like a veil. 

Didn’t expect that.  

She was fucking terrified. It went way beyond Trina not knowing how to drive the welcome wagon, and it fucking broke my heart. The only good thing about that is it confirmed I still had one. 

I looked to Trina for guidance. She had to know something about this girl. She motioned for me to follow her. I glanced back at Delaney, not ready to walk away from her. She stayed in the knot she tied herself in, even after I left.  

Trina leaned against the outside wall of the shelter and took a deep breath. “I have no idea what to do with her.” She looked back to the door, but no one had followed us. Her eyes were glassy. “It’s never been like this before. I’m not sure what you know about us here—“

“Shadow told me a little bit.” I made it easier on her. I couldn’t handle it when girls cried. 

Shadow and I’d never gotten along, and I didn’t need new friends. Just a springboard to a paying job. He’d taken me aside, and warned me to be careful. Everyone who worked here had come as part of their recovery process.  I knew about being an outcast, so I’d fit right in. As soon as the girls stopped looking at me like a pariah.

Trina relaxed, the corners of her mouth turning up slightly. Thank God she didn’t cry. “Okay. Good. We’re all here from a place called CAST. It’s the Center for Anxiety and Stress Therapy. I wound up there after a car accident that killed my fiancé. Before CAST, I was like that,” she said, pointing at the door towards Delaney. Whimpering sounds came from inside. “Completely catatonic. The animals were the only thing that helped me. Anyway, all of us had some pretty serious shit happen. But Delaney... all I know is that she was severely abused. She doesn’t talk. She came to my house this weekend, and she was like that most of the time. Curled up in a ball. Won’t even look at any of us.”

“Because she’s scared out of her mind. I’d think you, of all people would understand that,” I said. Trina better make her point quick because she was pissing me off.

“I do. I know what was going on in my head when I was like that, and it wasn’t good. But no one could force me out of it. I want to help her, and I plan on it. It’s horrifying, because sometimes it would be really easy for me to go back to that place.  When the other girls came to me, they were further along in their recovery. None of us know what to do with her. We want her to feel comfortable, without alienating her more.” Trina rubbed her hands against her bare arms. She’d come outside without putting on a jacket, and a sharp December breeze whipped through the parking lot.

“What makes you qualified to help her? That it happened to you?” I rolled my eyes.

“I volunteered because CAST didn’t know what to do with her. What if they gave up and sent her back to where she came from?” Trina shuddered. “I wanted to help. There aren’t any books on how to human. All I know of you, Shea, is that you’re a loose cannon with a short temper. I don’t know Delaney yet, but I protect my girls. This needs to be a safe place for everyone.”

I’d argue with her assessment of me, but she nailed it. “I don’t like it when people make up their minds about me before they’ve given me a chance. I’d be willing to bet you don’t like it when it happens to you, Trina.” I paused, and she shook her head. “Maybe I’m not such an asshole. You met me at the absolute lowest time of my life.  I did what I needed to do to survive. If it wasn’t Archer who died, it would’ve been me.  I’m not perfect and I don’t claim to be. But you know what? I bet Delaney would agree with us. That looks pretty close to rock bottom to me. She’s hanging on, trying to get through it.”

“I look at you and I can still feel Archer take his last breath in my arms.” Trina shook her head, her voice cracked. She’d rescued all of us from a dog fighting ring. My family and the Channing pack had been imprisoned in our wolf form, and it was kill or be killed. She’d been too late for Archer. “If we do the wrong thing with Delaney, we might not be able to undo it. I’ve been through this before. I know you’re trying to help, but follow my lead. Please.”

Trina headed up the stairs, her hand on the doorknob, waiting for my answer, or apology, or something. At one point I would’ve told her to take her job and shove it up her ass, but the fights changed all of us. For the first time in a long time, I cared about someone besides myself. 

Delaney.

She needed someone to fight for her.

“I’ll try.”  It was the best I could do. My brother Xavier waited for me in his truck, my ride for the barn. He could wait a few more minutes. I went back in the shelter. I had to see Delaney one more time, but I’d never tell Trina why.

Trina smiled. “Good. I’m actually glad you’re here, Shea. The barn is in amazing shape already. I want this to work.  For all of us.”

I sat beside Delaney on the couch but she didn’t notice, trembling even harder now. It resonated deep inside me. She was braver than me, letting her fear out. I kept mine buried deep inside. I’d done so many shitty things to shield it, and I never knew what was coming next. I was caught in a culture I’d helped create and grown to hate. Fighting, blood, fear, uncertainty. Chaos. For now it sustained my brothers and I, but at some point, it would be our downfall. We’d be the weak, relying on someone to take care of us. Would they? 

Delaney and I weren’t that different. 

Keep reading Her Christmas Wolf! 
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