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Her Spellbound Wolf
A rogue Montana wolf has laid claim to Dallas Channing, but she’s not his fated mate. It’s a human who sets his heart on fire, and he’ll risk his very soul to make her his.

Lyssie’s been left by everyone she’s ever loved. Now she’s working at Forever Home and her new year’s resolution is to create the future she wants...one where the people she loves never leave her. 

But when Dallas gets bitten by a rogue wolf and inflicted with Full Moon Fever, Lyssie has the chance not only to cure him, and save the Sawtooth pack from falling into the wrong hands...but can she trust Dallas is the one who will stay, even as she fights to hold him against the pull of the Fever? 
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Chapter One

[image: image]


Lyssie

“Oh, hell no.” Kiera, my best friend and roommate, stood in the middle of the living room with her arms crossed against her glittery chest. “You are not sitting home in your pajamas like you don’t have plans on New Years’ Eve.”

“I do have plans. Every New Years’ Eve, I watch the Twilight Zone marathon, eat popcorn, and drink champagne. It’s called tradition.” I smiled sweetly at her and raised my red plastic cup. I’d broken with tradition already. The champagne cork was meant to be popped at midnight. This year I needed an IV hookup.

Kiera rolled her eyes, seeing right through my bullshit. “That’s because you never had plans with a bunch of hot wolves before.”

“You have plans with a hot wolf. I do not.” My next sip was more like a gulp. Anything to erase the pain of the invite that didn’t come. Ever since our alpha-ordered werewolf protective custody courtesy of the Channing brothers ended, I hadn’t seen as much of Dallas as I would’ve liked. 

Kiera sat next to me on the couch, pulling the blanket away from my lap and folding it neatly. “Yes, you do. So what? Dallas didn’t hand you an engraved invite—"

“Exactly.” I snatched the blanket back.

“Let me finish. Do you have any idea how he looks at you? No, you don’t, because you’re not giving him a chance. I actually felt bad for him on Christmas. He seemed frustrated, and so sad.”

Now I couldn’t look at Kiera, either. The black and white images on the TV blurred in front of me. “I won’t chase him. I’m sure he has a date.” 

“You don’t know that. And so what if he does. Get out of your pajamas, doll yourself up, and come to The Redheaded Stepchild with us. Dallas will forget anyone else is in the room as soon as he sees you. If he doesn’t, make him forget. Let him chase you. Have a little fun with it.”

My heart raced, lungs constricted. The Redheaded Stepchild was the seventh ring of my own personal Hell. Loud, crowded, and I’d be like the fifth wheel if I actually went. Watching everyone kiss at midnight, standing alone, all awkward and shit. Nope, not going. Me and the aliens on TV were going to be a thing tonight and that’s all there was to it. 

“No one will leave you by yourself. We’ll all be there. Together. Don’t think of it like a date. Think of it as having fun with your friends.” That was real easy for Kiera to say, since she had a date.

“Maybe another night.”

Kiera got up without saying anything, but I knew she wasn’t giving up. I didn’t know her before we were roommates, but she said she was feeling a lot more like her old self. The person she was before she wound up at CAST, the Center for Anxiety and Stress Therapy. The one who disabled bombs in the army and worked for the Secret Service. Problem was, I was feeling like the girl I was before I went to CAST too. The one who never left the house and went days without talking to anyone. Worse, that was what I wanted. I was slipping, and it scared the hell out of me. Everyone around me was getting better, and I should’ve been too. Tonight would magnify my failure. I wished I could’ve told her. 

She placed a plastic mailing bag on my lap when she returned. “I planned to give it to you on Christmas, but it came late. I saw it when I ordered this sweater. It’ll look so pretty with your eyes.”

I pulled an aqua top of the bag. It was gorgeous, just the type of thing I would love to wear on New Year’s Eve. If I were going to leave the house. “I love it. Thank you.”

“Try it on. For me. Put some of that sparkly eyeshadow on, you do such a nice job on your makeup. I promise you’ll feel more like going when you’re all dressed up. Then come out with me and let’s show Granger Falls what’s up. If Dallas doesn’t want to kiss you when the ball drops, or whatever happens, I’ll make out with you. And if that doesn’t get the attention of every wolf in the room, then that’s their problem, not ours.”

I laughed. Kiera had a way of making it impossible to say no. It was exactly what I needed. I could get drunk on her enthusiasm if the bubbly hadn’t gone straight to my head. I already alienated Dallas, and the self-destructive devil on my shoulder smirked in victory. I hated that little bitch. But I couldn’t lose Kiera. And it was happening. She was so excited about the house Baron was building for the two of them. I needed to dig my fingernails in and hold on to her with everything I had, or that little devil would take everything. 

So I got ready to go out, ignoring the voice inside that taunted me, the one that told me I’d be the only one there alone, that my friends weren’t really my friends, and they’d abandon me, just like everyone else did. The mascara wand shook in my hand, and I was thankful I’d bought the waterproof kind. 

“You look hot.” Kiera wolf-whistled when I came in the room. The irony wasn’t lost on me.

“I feel kinda hot.” I really did. The shirt had a draped neckline, loose sleeves, and it came down to my hips. The one pair of jeans I had that I didn’t wear to the shelter fit perfectly underneath it, and I pulled my boots out of the back of my closet. My feet would be killing me by the end of the night, so it was a pretty good thing I planned to keep drinking.

Kiera grinned. “You should feel smokin’ hot. I’m psyched you’re coming. I would’ve dragged you though, just so you know. I couldn’t bear the thought of New Year’s Eve without you.”

And that’s why she was my best friend. She loved me even at my worst. “I know. This year’s been pretty incredible, and we need to send it off in style.”

“There she is! My girl is back,” Kiera said with a little jump. “I knew the shirt would make you feel better.”

I giggled. “It does, but I’m not gonna lie. The champagne is definitely helping.” 

Baron, Kiera’s date, knocked on the door before letting himself in. I pushed down the disappointment that he was alone. Dallas was his brother. And I’d chased him away. 

Kiera pulled Baron into a kiss, then turned back to me. “I don’t care what does the trick. You know what they say about New Year’s Eve. What you do at midnight is how you’ll spend the rest of the year. Let’s set the night on fire.”

I downed the rest of the champagne in my cup. Liquid courage, keep it coming. “Let’s do it.”
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Two
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Dallas 

This wasn’t how I planned to spend New Year’s Eve. 

At The Redheaded Stepchild. Alone.

I wasn’t by myself; I stared past my brother Shadow as he held hands with his girlfriend, Trina. They framed my vision, making goo goo eyes at each other, giggling between kisses. 

I needed a beer. 

Christmas had ended in chaos in every conceivable manner. The full moon coincided with the holiday, another moon with blood dripping from its surface. Our forest was under siege by wolves from Montana. Their attack was genius. We’d been outmanned and unprepared.

The worst part of it wasn’t X’s ruined body lying in front of the Christmas tree, or that our enemies were getting comfortable thinking our land belonged to them. It was the look of horror on Lyssie’s face when I shifted back to human. To her, I was neither wolf nor man—I was a monster. I couldn’t scrub the destruction from my hands. Her terror, branded on my brain, was the gift I took away from that night.

The woman who brought the animal inside me to life was horrified by it. It wasn’t the first time she’d reacted this way. We’d been fools to think we could take human women as our mates. It didn’t matter what we wanted. Just because something was stupid didn’t make the craving any less insatiable.

Tonight the battleground was The Stepchild. Shadow insisted we come here in a show of unity with the rest of the Sawtooth packs. The Lowe brothers were exempt from their alpha’s order, still caring for X as he healed from the attack. I was second in command, and I would not lose this forest to weakness or stupidity. 

I thought the worst was behind us. Not a chance.

“I was hoping I’d see you tonight, Dallas.” A redhead I didn’t recognize sidled up to me. I didn’t recognize her in human form, anyway. Her body heat wrapped around me like a blanket, her earthy scent topped with a fresh forest dew. Christmas night we’d tangled in battle, I pinned her throat to the earth with my paw. Call it holiday spirit, but for some insane reason I showed her mercy. Now here she was, batting fuck-me eyes at me like she’d won the fight.

My breath caught in my chest when she put her hand on top of mine. A fight, fuck, or flight kind of reaction. Her smile left no doubt that a predator had me in her sights.

Shadow’s second demand for the night was to make sure none of our wolves fell to the charms of the Montana she-wolves. Yeah, right. Open bar, Red Heaven, and a chance at a future a stumble away? Every single wolf in this room would be powerless against that siren song. 

I leaned toward her, taking a long sip of a fresh, cold beer. I needed to cool the fuck down before I said a word. She was fighting with weapons we’d never seen before. 

“You came to the wrong place if you’re looking for more blood.” My eyes fell to her cleavage, barely contained in a skimpy tank top. She wasn’t wearing a bra. “Because you’re not going to get it here. I don’t even know your name.”

She smirked like we shared a private joke. It was hers alone. These Montana wolves weren’t right in the head. 

“I’m glad you asked. We need to get to know each other better. It’s Ember. Ember Randall. And blood’s not what I was looking for. I was thinking more of a truce. We need each other, don’t you think? I watched you in the forest. You hate taking orders. You’re dying for more power. But speaking of red things, I hear Red Heaven’s where the fun is in this sad little town. There’s a few things I could show you. Do you know what it’s like to bring a she-wolf to climax while you’re inside her? Feel her body shudder, lose control, and know you did that to her? No, I don’t think you’ve ever been with a real woman before.”

I had to cover my mouth with my hand not to spit beer all over her. This wolf was no lady, but I was more civilized than that. 

Once the choking threat passed, I put my hand over hers. Bad move. “You have absolutely no idea what I can do.”

“Show me.” Ember pulled her hand away, brushing it against the front of my pants. Her entire being lit up as my body betrayed me. “Red Heaven’s right there. No limits, just pleasure. Let’s usher in the New Year in style.”

“Oh good, I found you.” My brother, Baron, ignored the she-wolf who had crawled under my skin in every conceivable way. “Get your shit together. Lyssie’s here.”

I jumped back, hoping to catch a glimpse of her. “Are you fucking with me? She’d never come here.”

“I’m not done with you, Dallas.” Ember grabbed my arm, and Baron disappeared into the crowd, expecting me to follow. 

Maybe she was funny after all. 

“You never started.” I scoffed.

“Finally, we agree on something.” Ember moved fast, gripping me with the strength of an animal. Only a wolf would lock in like this, fighting for what was theirs. Ember had me where she wanted me. She scraped her teeth along my neck, sinking in at the crook, paralyzing me on impact. 

This bitch just fucking marked me.

“There.” She sounded motherly as she pulled the collar of my sweater over the fresh wound, like she was offering comfort, and patted my shoulder. “That’s how you start the New Year off right.”

I never saw Baron come back, but he pulled me away from Ember. “Come on, man. It’s almost midnight. Kiera’s going to kiss Lyssie instead of me if you don’t hurry the fuck up.”

I wasn’t opposed to that option. “You need to get control of your girl.”

Baron narrowed his eyes. “So do you.”

He might as well have punched me in the gut. I was the third born out of four. In most families that didn’t matter, but in a wolf family, it meant everything. Especially if you didn’t like being told what to do. My younger brother was dead, Baron quit the pack, and my oldest brother, Shadow, was alpha now that we’d taken out the old guard. We’d been stuck in captivity for six long months, and everything we knew before had been shattered. Now, we had this new threat to deal with. It made me gun shy about committing to anything but myself.

Ember joined a group of female wolves, laughing and looking back at me. All my life I’d wanted a mate. But not that one. And I wouldn’t be made a fool of. 

“Give me a minute,” I said.

“Dal, stop playing games. We’re too old for this.” Baron sighed.

After Baron said he wouldn’t fight anymore, I took everything he said with a grain of salt. Who quit a pack? It gave me more leverage, sort of. I still had to answer to Shadow, but definitely not to Baron.

“There’s no games to play.”

Humans and wolves pushed past me, jockeying for position. I found our group—Lyssie was sandwiched in between Trina and Kiera, the two of them were trying to get her to dance. She moved with them for a couple beats, then covered her face in her hands, shaking with laughter. I caught the glint of the necklace I’d given her for Christmas hanging around her neck.

She’d shut me out after I’d given it to her, and I was so fucking relieved to see her wearing it. I still had a chance. I’d never tell my brother that I needed the beer to calm the butterflies in my stomach. 

I didn’t know what to do with a woman like Lyssie. No mating meant no dating. Women like Ember, no problem. We had a primal need for each other than was easy to solve. No, stop thinking like that. The bite didn’t mean anything with no emotion. 

But Lyssie needed so much more and it scared the hell out of me.

So far, I’d failed her miserably. I didn’t approach her right away, trying to transition from the Dallas with no future to the guy who wanted one. Lyssie was the breath of fresh air I desperately needed to forget the throbbing on my neck. The antidote. Ember didn’t claim me with a bite. Wolves mated for love. 

I got lost in watching Lyssie’s hips sway, imagining her moving like that between my sheets.

“We like them thick, too.” A voice I’d quickly learned to hate shattered my daydream. One of the Montana wolves, wasn’t sure which one in human form. “But she doesn’t belong to you. You’d be a traitor to choose a human over Ember. She’ll help you claim the forest. This human woman will cost you everything.”

It took everything I had not to clock this guy. A traitor would betray their pack. I’d never do that. The Montana Wolves had us on the ropes already, taking the Lowes out of commission. Thanks to them, X would stay a wolf at least until the next full moon. Our weakness fed their power. But the only way they’d lay a finger on Lyssie was after they pried my cold, dead hands away from her. 

Lyssie caught my eye, a shy smile spreading across her face. She’d run if she had any idea what was going on. 

“I’ll choose the better woman. And I’ll never send her to fight my battles for me like a coward,” I growled, slamming my empty beer bottle on the table. I’d shown way too much of my hand. There’s no way they wouldn’t smell one of their own on me, or the half-circle of blood welling on my neck.

I didn’t give that asshole a second look as I approached the girls. Trina and Kiera kept dancing, reaching for each other over Lyssie’s head and spinning away, giving me the opening I needed.

“I didn’t know you liked to dance.” I slipped my hands around her waist, taking advantage of her shock. 

“Me neither.” Lyssie bit her lip, tensing at my touch. Fuck. She looked down at my arm, then flicked her gaze back to me. “You wore the sweater I gave you.”

“Of course I did. It’s the only thing I have as soft as you,” I said. She’d given it to me for Christmas, and her scent was all over it. That’s how those Montana fuckers knew Lyssie was mine. Or the closest thing to it. I should’ve never worn it tonight, but I was glad I did. I caught her chin in my hand so she couldn’t look away. I should’ve done this a long time ago. “We have ten minutes ‘til midnight and I’m done wasting time. Dance with me, Lyssie.”

Lyssie swallowed hard and I thought she’d refuse. 

“I don’t want to waste time anymore, either,” she said.

We moved to the beat; the tension, everything forgotten as her hips moved in that hypnotizing sway, her fingers curling in my sweater. Taking her by the hips, I pulled her closer, imagining how her skin would feel moving against mine just like this, in a tangle of ruined sheets as the sun rose. A growl slipped from my lips against her cheek. Her head fell back in laughter, exposing the long line of her neck. The sigh that escaped from her lips when I kissed her was enough to bring me to my knees.

It should’ve been like this all along. But I couldn’t be mad at her for running. I’d had my doubts, too.

“It’s the countdown!” Trina burst in, breaking the spell, forcing plastic champagne flutes at us. Startled, we took them from her, staring at each other like we had no idea what just happened.

Shit.

The room chanted in unison. “Ten! Nine! Eight! Seven....”

I grabbed her drink with my teeth, gulping it down, then lifted my flute to her lips. The cups fell to the floor as the room erupted in cheers. I crashed against her in a kiss before she had a chance to protest, pressing her against me. I wasn’t wasting time, her lips were open, and I let myself in. Tonight she tasted like champagne and promises of new beginnings. She didn’t fight me. Her lips moved with mine in a much more intimate dance than our bodies had shared. 

We were starting over, effective immediately. 

It wasn’t our first kiss, but I was beginning to understand what Lyssie needed. Something that came from deep within me that made us fit together like lock and key. 

Marked or not, no one in this room could argue that Lyssie was mine.

There was some old business from last year that had to be taken care of. 

“Why are you afraid of me?” I whispered in her ear, then pulled away, giving her a chance to answer.

Her blue eyes widened. They stole the show tonight, the same color as her shirt that dipped dangerously low, giving a delicious hint of cleavage. I’d laid in this woman’s bed but I’d never seen more of her than I did right now. 

“I’m not afraid of you. I’m afraid of me,” she said, adding to the riddle.

“Sometimes I’m afraid of you, too.” She’d brought so many feelings I was unfamiliar with to the surface, and the wolf in me had been too wild to commit to her. The idea of mating with humans was risky, and the ladies of Forever Home had been hurt enough. Lyssie saved my life; I couldn’t ruin hers by being selfish, especially now with this throbbing wound Ember inflicted on me as a reminder of exactly what was at stake. “But I think I like it.”

It was the easiest way to explain what the hell was going through my head. Lyssie hesitated, but finally offered a wobbly smile. I had to make the feeling of losing her go away.

“Kiera got me here tonight by reminding me what we do at midnight on New Year’s is what we’ll do all year long. Does that mean we can keep doing this?” she asked, her cheeks pink with the suggestion.

“Excuse me,” Ember interrupted, putting her hand on Lyssie’s shoulder and shooting me the most feral smile I’d ever seen on any creature’s face. She turned back to Lyssie. “I thought you might want to know I can still taste him, sweetheart. He belongs to me now. Happy New Year!” 

She pulled the neck of my sweater down and glared at Lyssie before walking away from the carnage she created.
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Chapter Three
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Lyssie

“I can explain!” Dallas chased me out to the parking lot.

“Like hell you can.” I didn’t turn around, but he was so close his body heat radiated against my skin. I hadn’t thought to grab my jacket. Dallas had me trapped here. I didn’t drive. No need to, I never went anywhere alone. I was totally reliant on other people. I trusted too easily because I had to, and I always got burned. 

It’d been a long time since I’d been humiliated in public. The raw feeling of the whole world laughing ripped me open in the same place, right over my heart. We were starting the New Year off with a bang. And according to my best friend, who got me into this mess in the first place, I could look forward to three hundred and sixty-four more days of this crap. Awesome.

“She tricked me.” Dallas attempted the explanation thing. “And if you hadn’t walked away from me on Christmas...this wouldn’t be happening right now. We wouldn’t be here. But I figured out something about you tonight. You—“ 

Oh, no he didn’t. I whipped around, facing him, and wishing I didn’t. Those blue eyes shone like diamonds in the light of the waning moon. “You figured out something about me tonight? What about the girl sucking your blood like a vampire? Did you have a revelation about her, too? And let me tell you something about Christmas. I made you that sweater.”

His eyebrows shot up. “You did?”

“Yeah. I wanted to give you something no one else could. And when I was a kid, my Gram wouldn’t—Oh, never mind, you already have me all figured out.” I stomped off, toward Baron’s truck. Problem was, Dallas knew he had me where he wanted me.

Dallas leaned on the truck. He was close enough that it felt like we were touching, but we weren’t. I was discouraged and relieved at the same time. It summed up our relationship, if you could call it that. Opposing forces that drew us together. 

“You do give me something no one else can. Why don’t you see that? There’s so much I don’t know about you, and it frustrates the hell out of me. You spent all that time making something for me, which blows me away. No one’s done anything like that for me before. But after I shifted on Christmas, you rejected me. Why? I needed you so bad that night.”

“I told you,” I said softly. “I’m afraid of me.” 

Because I drove people away and I didn’t know how to make it stop.

“There’s nothing to be afraid of. I like it when you’re feisty. There’s no mistaking what you want. And I told you I don’t want to waste any more time. We’ve been stuck in this place too long, both of us wanting more and being too fucking afraid to do anything about it.” He turned, straddling me, putting one hand on either side of my body but still not touching. Ugh! “Tell me the things that scare you so I can make them go away. This fire that burns between us... It’s dangerous. But it’s got a power that can’t be denied.”

And it was about to explode. I grabbed him and pulled him into me for a long, hot kiss. I didn’t want to be the girl that others thought they could intimidate, and I certainly didn’t want anyone else to think they could have Dallas. He was raw power, an animal rippled beneath the surface of his skin, primal and unpredictable. It scared the shit out of me, so far violence had been the only guarantee. Violence that often held hands with loss. Dallas was so much more than his wild side. He was caring, loyal, and the way he looked at me turned my entire body pink. That’s what made me want him.

I didn’t know what that bite on his neck meant, but I wasn’t about to let some bitch from Montana claim what was mine. 

“Want a ride home?” he asked.

I wasn’t going to let him off the hook that easily. “No. The girls will be coming out soon. We’re working tomorrow.”

They’ll leave you here, my brain screamed at me.

I shivered, wrapping my arms against myself to try to contain it. “On second thought, would you?”

“Of course.” Dallas offered me his hand. 

I didn’t know if it was the champagne, that she-wolf, or what, but this night was making me feel crazy. He squeezed my hand as we walked over to his truck.

The air was thick between us on the short ride. Kiera responded with a screen full of smiley faces when I texted her to let her know I left. 

“You can just drop me off,” I said when he parked behind the hardware store we lived above. The town was so still, you’d never know that just minutes ago we’d welcomed in a new year. It had already lost its luster and Granger Falls had gone back to sleep.

“I’ll come in and wait with you until Kiera comes back.” The streetlight hit Dallas in the face, making him glow like the fallen angel he was. He meant well, but he had a way of fucking things up. I needed to go easier on him, because I did the same exact thing.

“That’s it, though.” I jumped out of the truck before he had a chance to reply.

“I know that, Lyssie,” he called to me, still at the truck.

“Shh,” I hissed at him when he caught up to me. “You’ll wake the neighbors.” 

“They’ll get over it.” That heat seared me again. “One of these nights, you’ll be the one waking the neighbors, and I’m not going to tell you to be quiet.”

“Charming.” I flipped the Twilight Zone on and tossed the remote on the couch before settling in. “Is that how you got that girl to bite you?”

Dallas groaned. Settling on the opposite end of the couch, he picked up the remote and shut the TV off.

I glared at him. “Hey! I was watching that.”

“You’ve seen them a million times.” Dallas’ gaze locked with mine. “Do you remember the first night I came here?”

“I’ll never forget it,” I said. Dallas had been sent here after someone attacked Trina. Shadow feared that either Kiera or I would be the next target. Dallas stayed with me that night, telling me silly stories, and stroking my hair until I fell asleep. Now that threat was gone; ripped to shreds, and buried in the cold, hard ground. That feeling, the fear mixed with the longing, had settled deep in my bones. It wasn’t the winter air that made me shiver when Dallas was around. 

“Me neither.” His words softened. “Can I tell you another story?”

I turned toward him, and goosebumps broke out over my skin. I’d been with him for the last couple hours, but it didn’t matter. He still had that effect on me, catching me off guard. No, he wasn’t human—he was so much more than that. His dark hair shined and those eyes—bright blue, flecked with gold. If they were gemstones, they’d be considered flawed and maybe they were. But it didn’t make them any less beautiful.

“Please.” Maybe it would clean the slate, clear all the weird energy between us, and we could start fresh.

“All the she-wolves disappeared from the forest just in time for the guys to notice. You know that already, but it happened at the worst possible time. When the play turned to something more heated and we knew we needed mates, they were gone. Not all of them went quietly, and it caused an uproar. After that, they took the little girls away sooner, before anyone missed them, except their parents. But we knew they were gone.”

“Does that mean the woman from the bar is your mate?” I asked.

“No. Wolves choose their mates. The stories say there’s someone out there for all of us, and we know it as soon as we meet them. Once the bond is formed, it can never be broken.”

“That’s beautiful.” If more humans thought that way, the world would be a better place. 

“It is, but for us, it was total bullshit. With the she-wolves gone, all of us wolves left behind were pissed off and restless, realizing we had no future. We fought and caused trouble. We were in a rage, inconsolable. Our family had been peace keepers for generations, but I couldn’t keep that promise. Because the promise of the forest had been broken.

“Major started the Full Moon Fever parties so we could blow off some steam. We could all get together and be wild. One place and time we didn’t have to worry about rules or hiding what we were. Human women were off-limits, too. But unlike the she-wolves, no one could keep them away. They threw themselves at us. Sawtooth wolves are underdogs, but never count us out. We were all over that. We set the rules. One night. No commitment. It worked, because we didn’t have any other options. My brother demanded everyone stay away from the Montana she-wolves. Unlike the human women in town, they know what we don’t have, and they want the same things we do. A place they can call home. They want a future.

“We gave Shadow shit because he’s so attached to Trina. She’s not his mate. But it wasn’t long before Baron and I felt it, too. You ladies were more like wolves than any humans we ever met. We mate for love, Lyssie. No other reason.”

My heart pounded, the space between us immense. The effects of the champagne had started to wear off, and Dallas’ words hung heavily between us. I wasn’t sure if his story had a happily ever after.

“What does that mean?” I asked. I stopped myself from adding for me. 

“It means you look an awful lot like forever, but I’m not supposed to have you.”

Just as I suspected. I stood up, wondering where the hell Kiera was. “You should go.”

“Lyssie” –Dallas reached for me. Time froze whenever he touched me, and I could believe that forever actually existed— “I’ve had every promise made to me broken. I don’t give a fuck about the rules. They don’t apply to me. What I’m trying to tell you is, I’ve never felt this way before. I have no idea what I’m doing. I make mistakes—"

“Like that girl tonight? How long has that been going on? Was she a mistake?”

He took a deep breath, fire swirling in his eyes. “For about five minutes before I saw you. And no, she wasn’t a mistake. Because she made something real clear. She might be a wolf, but she’s like every other human, using me to get what she wants. Except for you. You don’t do that.”

“I need to tell you a story, too. There’s a long version, and there’s a short version.” I’d never told anyone either of them. Pins and needles pricked my body, and I was glad he held on to me. “Every person I’ve ever trusted has left me. I can’t trust you. I know how this ends.”

“No, you don’t.” He pulled me in closer, his lips hovering just above mine. “Stop worrying about an end when we’ve barely had a beginning. Let’s write a new story. Forget everything that’s happened and how it’s supposed to be. Worry about right now.”
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Four
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Dallas

I didn’t know how to keep a promise. It was a learned behavior, and I needed to break it. Smash it into bits.

Lyssie’s alarm went off before the crack of dawn. A thick blanket of darkness and uncertainty covered us. I had no idea if Kiera and Baron came back last night. It had been my in to stay here with Lyssie. Truth was, I didn’t want to be alone, either. 

I woke up way before the alarm sounded, running from my dreams while trapped under Lyssie’s sleeping body. In both realms, I raced through the forest as a wolf, she-wolves stalking me in their human form, naked and vibrating with desire. The bite on my neck throbbed, and my skin bubbled like lava, only bearable where Lyssie touched me. Her hand curled on my bare chest. In the flickering light of the TV, she was gorgeous. I knew she lay still, but my vision blurred as the she-wolves lunged for her, I regained consciousness just before they reached her each time.

“Hey,” Lyssie said, blinking rapidly, still lost in her own dream world. From the way her lips curled up I could tell it was much more pleasant than mine. “I didn’t realize we fell asleep out here.”

“I was gonna bring you into your bedroom, but you looked so peaceful I didn’t want to disturb you.” We were safer here, while my wolf raged and reality blurred. I had no idea where we stood.

Her giggle made my cock twitch. Every muscle in my body screamed. 

“You could have. This is what happens every year. I fall asleep watching The Twilight Zone, and when I wake up I watch one more episode while drinking my coffee. Only then am I ready to start the New Year in style,” she said as she ran her finger over the scabbed crescent on my neck and frowned. “I hoped this would be gone when I woke up.”

“Me too.” The coffee maker groaned in the kitchen, the smell turning my stomach.

Lyssie sat up, taking everything good with her. She still wore her clothes from last night, rumpled now but even more stunning now because she woke up looking like that. “I assume you want coffee. If Kiera’s here, I’ll have to make more. You don’t want to tangle with her before she gets her coffee. Send her out in the forest, and those stupid wolves would go back to Montana, no questions asked.”

My head weighed more than the rest of my body. “Maybe just some water?”

The blurry image of Lyssie turned back to me, mouth open. “Are you okay? You were so warm last night.” She put her hand on my forehead. I moaned, her touch was the only relief I had. She jumped away. “You’re on fire!”

“Come back,” I groaned. “You’re cooling me down. It feels so good.”

Lyssie sat down in the space the crook of my body left on the cushions, pushing my damp hair away from my face. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

“It’s the bite. Nothing’s been right since then. My dreams were totally messed up, and they didn’t stop when I woke up.”

“You’re hallucinating. I’m calling Chandra.” Lyssie clutched my hand. “I’m so glad Connie knew about her. The vet Trina was using...she was an evil bitch. X would be dead if we had to rely on her. Whatever this is, it’s wolf related, and Chandra will be able to help.”

“Don’t.” The word came between clenched teeth. Lyssie let go of me, digging in her purse for her phone. I couldn’t read her reaction. I’d never had problems with my vision, but she was a blonde blur at the end of the couch. “It’ll pass.”

The blur came closer. Lyssie knew I was full of shit. “Dallas, you’re scaring me. You sound like you’re shitfaced, you’re sweating like it’s August, and your eyes are almost black. Go ahead, tell me it’s nothing, but you’re not going to die on my watch. I won’t let you leave me.”

“I won’t.” Darkness framed my vision, and the window I watched Lyssie through shrank to nothingness.

**
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“IT’S FULL MOON FEVER.” Chandra, the mysterious woman that Connie had called in for X, and now Lyssie for me, sat on the edge of the couch. 

“Seriously? I thought that was just the name of those stupid parties,” Lyssie said, trying to add a chuckle. It was too thin and cracked on delivery. 

Chandra wiped off her medical equipment and placed it back in her bag. She forced me to drink some concoction that tasted like one of those fancy coffee drinks mixed with moss. The first sip turned my stomach, but that shit did the trick. I only saw one of each woman, and wasn’t baking in Hell’s pizza oven anymore. 

“That’s where they got the name of the party. When a wolf marks his mate, they’ll be overcome by lust until they consummate the pairing. It can take many different forms, but extreme drunkenness or flu-like symptoms are pretty common. If not treated, wolves can become permanently feral, and the symptoms become closer to rabidity.” The grave expression disappeared from Chandra’s face when she smiled sheepishly. “You, my friend, need to get laid in the worst way possible.”

Lyssie’s mouth opened, and she rubbed those luscious lips together before speaking. Chandra could give me all the dirt flavored drinks she wanted, but my body craved the woman standing in front of me. The one in last night’s clothes who questioned every move she made. And I had answers for her. Problem was I didn’t know if they were the ones she wanted.

“Can it be with anyone?” Lyssie asked, her gaze darting down. “Or does it have to be with the wolf that bit him?”

Chandra frowned, snapping her bag closed. “Technically, it should be with his mate. I’ve never heard of a wolf being so reckless with a bite before. It’s a sacred ritual. Wolves mate for love, not spite. The bite is meant to change someone’s life, but not like this. So if he’s in love with somebody other than the one who gave him the bite, it might work. I can’t guarantee anything. I only deal with the science part. My advice? Do what you need to do, Dallas. Good luck, and call me if you need me.”
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Chapter Five
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Lyssie

“I need your help,” I said to Kiera when we got to the shelter. She’d spent the night with Baron, and Dallas had insisted she not come get me until Chandra left. 

The sickness was scary, the prognosis even more terrifying, but the way he wanted to hide it made my stomach churn.

Kiera’s face lit up over her coffee mug.

“How’d last night go? I stayed with Baron because I wanted the two of you to have some alone time. The way the two of you were dancing” –she fanned herself— “ was so flipping hot. I picked up a couple new moves watching you and Baron’s totally going to buy your next beer as a thank you.” 

I laughed. “Good to know. Um, things didn’t go as I expected.”

Kiera put down her coffee and picked up the dog that had his paws on her belly. She squinted as he covered her face in kisses. 

“Lyssie, I’m saying this as your best friend. You’re way overthinking things. Take your clothes off and let Dallas ravish you like the animal he is. Next time he comes over, answer the door naked. I’ll stay in my room. Don’t worry about what you don’t know. Your body’s smarter than you give it credit for. Just enjoy the ride and stop fucking thinking for once.”

“That’s exactly it. Did you see that woman come up to us right after the ball dropped last night?”

Kiera shook her head. The whole thing felt crazy, and I really wanted one witness. 

“She’s one of the Montana wolves. She bit him, trying to mark her territory. So when I left with Dallas, we were actually fighting. We kind of smoothed things out, but Dallas passed out hard when he came back to our place. Moaning and talking in his sleep, and he had a ridiculously high fever. Blamed the bite. I called Chandra even though he begged me not to. I think he’s embarrassed that that wolf bit him, or he’s got something to hide. Whatever. My point is, Full Moon Fever is a real thing, he has it, and the only thing that will cure it is him screwing his mate’s brains out.”

“Oh.” Kiera’s mouth kept the shape of the sound as she eased the dog back down to the floor. “He’ll stay sick until he sleeps with the she-wolf?”

“Until he has sex with his mate. Chandra stressed that wolves mate for love. Me and Dallas have been weird, but we’ve got something. We promised each other we’d stop wasting time. I still need to tell him everything...but none of that matters right now. If he’s not cured, he’ll go feral. Lose his humanity. I’ve got to give his wolf the best sex of his life or little Miss Montana staking her claim will be the least of our problems.”

The smile returned to Kiera’s face. “We’ve totally got this. You know how much I hate to lose. And I want to see you happy. But I need you to do some research, because what works for me isn’t necessarily going to work for you. You might not want to know this, but I’m the dominant in our—"

I put my hand up. “You’re right. Too much information.” 

Kiera and Trina talked about sex all day long at the shelter but listening to them made my skin crawl. Maybe it was with jealousy that I couldn’t join in, or that the thought of it made my cheeks burn.

Yup. You heard it here first. Lyssie Bradley was a twenty-seven-year-old virgin. It was the opposite of all those rock stars that died at twenty-seven; I had yet to live. I had a perfectly good excuse for it that I’d rather take to my grave than say out loud, but that was no longer an option. I had to rip everything open and let it all hang out. 

Kiera sat beside me on the couch, bumping my leg. “That’s the first thing. You’ve got to get comfortable talking about this stuff, because you have to be able to tell Dallas what you want. And ask him what he needs. Which leads me back to my point. It doesn’t have anything to do with your bodies—sex is a mind game. Let him think he’s in control, that he’s claiming you. In reality, you’ll be in the driver’s seat the whole time. The only way you’ll lose him is if you fuck this up. I know that’s harsh, but it’s true. I can’t sugar coat things.”

“I know. That’s why I asked you.” I sighed. No better time to talk about all the things that scared me than now. “I’ve been having trouble lately. I’ve been...feeling like I did when I first got to CAST. I didn’t want to say anything, because everyone else around me is so happy, and there’s a little voice in my head that laughs at me, telling me I don’t deserve that. Now that just turned into a big voice, with bright red hair and a giant rack. And honestly, I don’t know if I can beat her.”

Kiera hugged me. At first it was weird because we were both card-carrying members of the No Hugging Club, but it was exactly what I needed. 

“Don’t give her a chance,” she said against my cheek, then pulled away. “I know this violates the cardinal rule of Forever Home, but what the hell happened to you? If you show me yours, I’ll show you mine.”

She chewed on her lip, just as nervous as I was. We made a pact when we came to Granger Falls, all of us strangers, connected by our grief and the hope that a bunch of unwanted animals could help put us back together again. We never talked about what got us there. No looking back. We couldn’t change the past. The present was what we had control over.

Trying to form the words, I was brought back to that day. Pain balled in my chest like a giant fist around my heart, squeezing it. In my mind’s eye, I watched the car pull away, always as vivid as the first time it happened. 

“My mother left me in a Walmart parking lot. She’d just got her check. I only remember it because we ran out of everything at the end of the month, and I’d be so hungry before we did our big shopping. She let me pick out one thing I really wanted, and I chose those sugar cookies with the frosting on top. I gag just thinking of them now. She loaded up the car, buckled my little brother in, and said she didn’t have any room for me. They actually waved at me as they drove away, and me, being the naïve little ten-year-old that I was, waved back. I didn’t get what was happening.”

“I don’t get it now.” Kiera’s eyes glassed over. “How the fuck could someone do that to their kid? I’m so sorry.”

“I waited for them to come back all night. One of the employees that rounded up the carts noticed I’d been out there for hours. Once the cops came, and the social workers, they brought me to live with my grandmother. I didn’t really know her before that, because she didn’t get along with my mom, and she saw me as her second chance. I thought it was my fault that I’d been left there. My brother was with us too, but he considered me the reason we didn’t live with Mom anymore, and he made my life miserable. He left when he was sixteen, and I haven’t seen him since. Gram and I clung to each other. She didn’t like to leave the house, and that was fine with me. I didn’t like going anywhere, because I’d freak out if my Gram was out of my sight. When she died...I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t call anyone, because I thought I’d be in trouble. I knew they’d take me away. Or I’d be left behind with nothing again, because I was twenty-two and had no idea how to take care of myself. Her visiting nurse found us.”

“And that’s why you hate to be alone,” Kiera said.

I nodded. “At CAST they told me I had agoraphobia. I panic anytime I’m in an unfamiliar situation.” The first couple of days in Granger Falls had been sheer hell. Left in the middle of nowhere with complete strangers. Luckily, Kiera needed someone as badly as I did, and even though we’d lived together for almost a year and this was the first time I told her my story, she’d always known what I needed.

“Is that why you’re afraid of having more with Dallas? You’re worried he’s going to leave you?”

“Exactly. Everyone I love leaves me.”

Kiera squeezed my hand. “I’ll never leave you, I promise. We may not always live together, but that doesn’t mean I’m not here for you. Wherever I am. As far as Dallas is concerned, remember, wolves mate for life. You hook him, he’s yours. You couldn’t ask for a more perfect boyfriend.” 

She smiled, but couldn’t hold it for long. “Okay, my turn. When I was in Iraq I, ah, got in an argument with a bomb and lost.” 

She lifted her sweatshirt and showed me the price she paid.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Six
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Dallas

“How much did you drink last night? You look like shit.” Baron laughed at me as I stumbled into Shadow’s office. 

In Sawtooth Forest, we didn’t take holidays off. Trina needed help with her ever-growing shelter, which had now expanded to a livestock rescue on the newly renamed Channing Reserve. When it was Ryker’s farm, it had served as our jail, but Trina, Kiera, and Lyssie saved us from that Hell. Shadow killed Ryker the first chance he got. I’d followed him. My oldest brother had always been my hero, and there was nothing I wouldn’t do for him.

The land looked different now. We’d buried all the demons we could, burning and bulldozing most of the farm once we claimed the land. We wanted to make this a place full of hope and promise for our packs, and we were already being forced to defend it. 

“Two beers. I’m fine,” I grimaced, collapsing into a chair in front of the desk. I should’ve stayed at Lyssie’s, but my wolf was rumbling so fiercely I was afraid what would happen when she came back. The concoction Chandra gave me worked for a little while. I wasn’t nauseous anymore, but now I had an overwhelming need to claim what was mine. My mouth watered in that sickening way with a craving for something soft and sweet. Preferably with blonde hair, blue eyes, and a blush creeping over her cheeks.

“You should’ve gone to Mom’s if you’re sick.” Shadow stood over me, judgment all over his face. “We know Lyssie called Chandra for you. Doesn’t sound like a hangover to me.”

Oh hell no. My mother would know exactly what happened the minute she laid eyes on me. But apparently, so did my brothers. “Fine. I got bit by one of the Montana she-wolves.”

“Fuck!” Shadow slammed his hand down on the desk. “That’s why we were at The Stepchild. To make sure that didn’t happen. I brought Trina into Red Heaven, to keep an eye on those girls. Every one of our wolves was warned to stay away from them.”

Baron laughed. “Right. That’s exactly why you brought Trina to Red Heaven. How’d that go?”

“Amazing.” The corners of Shadow’s mouth twitched, but he fought the smile. “That’s beside the point. They got their foothold. It’s you. And if you reject your mate, it’s going to cause a war.”

The nausea was back. “That’s not what Chandra said. She said as long as I chose a mate and took care of business, it would go away.” 

I left out the more dire parts of the prognosis. Ember didn’t have that kind of power over me, I refused to give it to her. Shadow had already lost one brother. He wouldn’t lose another. 

“The sickness might go away, but you’ve been claimed, brother. If you’re involved with another woman, you’re insulting her entire pack. Imagine how you’d feel, if it were the other way around.”

The room spun. “I can’t, because we never had mates. Every woman in the world is off-limits, remember? Although, the more I think about it, I can imagine how I’d feel—I’ve wanted Lyssie, but I’ve stayed away because unlike the two of you idiots, I knew it was a disaster. Now it’s worse. I don’t know this she-wolf. We have no bond. That’s the thing, right? We mate for love. The wound will heal, and the whole ridiculous thing will fade back to the nothing it should be. We won’t let this change the course of our pack. ”

Shadow shook his head. “Fuck no. But she tasted your blood, her life flows through your veins now. It’s not that simple.”

I ran my hand hard over my face. My brother knew what I wasn’t telling him. “Chandra said it was curable.”

“Who the fuck is Chandra, anyway?” Baron sat on the desk, putting a level of separation between me and Shadow. Of all of us, Baron was the one who’d remained true to tradition. He’d do anything to keep peace. “She showed up out of nowhere—what does she know about our packs? Where do her loyalties lie? Don’t get me wrong, I’m thrilled we’ve got someone here that understands werewolf medicine, or whatever voodoo spell she’s got going on. You might like what she has to say, but Shadow’s been here his whole life, and he’s our alpha. He’s not blowing smoke up your ass. He’s telling you the thing you don’t want to hear so you can fucking deal with it.”

I met Shadow’s gaze. All my life I’d looked up to my brother. I fought with him and for him. I would’ve done anything to make him our alpha, and now that he was, I questioned every decision he made. He’d changed, paying the highest price for our freedom—murder. Still, I would’ve followed him blindly into battle. As wolves, that’s what we did. Until now.

“She’s not my mate. I won’t live a lie.” I’d never wanted my brother to be wrong before. “And Lyssie—"

“Lyssie’s what got you into this mess in the first place. Those wolves didn’t come in here blind. They watched us. I didn’t get bit, neither did Baron. Because we committed. That’s what having a mate means. The good and the bad. Not just when it’s convenient.”

Lyssie’s voice echoed in my brain, like a wind chime banging against the wall in the storm. Every person I’ve ever trusted has left me. I can’t trust you. I know how this ends. My own voice thundered in response: Let’s write a new story. 

It was what we had to do. Smash the rules to pieces, and make them apply to us. I rubbed the sweat from my brow. I’d probably lost my mind; the first step in the sickness, the inability to tell reality from fever dreams. I wouldn’t break that promise to her. We’d both had our doubts about each other, but we kept coming back because we needed more. Something about us made sense.

Her touch cooled me. It had to mean something. 

“You taught me being in this pack meant being loyal to those who fought for you. If it wasn’t for Lyssie, I’d be dead. And you know what? Fuck tradition. Where was tradition when our true mates were sold? Nowhere. We were left to take care of ourselves. And that’s what I’m going to do.”

Shadow leaned back in his chair. “You’ll start a war.” 

“You don’t want those wolves here. If I turn my back on Lyssie, I may as well turn my back on you. Yeah, we’ll have to fight, what else is new? You know one thing, Shadow. I have your back. No matter what. Do you have mine?”

“Of course,” he said without any hesitation.

I needed to get back to Lyssie. Not only because we needed to fix whatever was broken between us, we need to fix whatever had been broken in Sawtooth Forest. 

It was time to write a new story.
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Chapter Seven
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Lyssie

After Kiera shared her story, I knew my best friend was invincible. If she could survive a bomb blast and still start every day with a smile on her face—after her coffee of course—I could overcome anything. Right now, my anything could be easily defined as my fear of being left behind, letting Dallas Channing see the part of me I hadn’t shown anyone, and a bloodthirsty, redheaded bitch from Montana.

Dallas called, asking to see me, and the only answer was yes. I shut down the voice in my brain that said we were doing this for all the wrong reasons. The problem wasn’t when Dallas and I were together. That was usually pretty great. Even if we fought, just seeing him set off a swirl of butterflies in my belly. I loved butterflies because they started off as something ugly and emerged from their cocoon as some of the most beautiful creatures on Earth. If I could shift into another animal, I’d choose to be a butterfly.

He looked haggard and gray when Baron dropped him off. Sick as a dog, pun intended. 

“I’m gonna make you some of that tea,” I said, nerves creeping back in. 

“Remember what I told you. Be his naughty nurse.” Kiera winked and squeezed my arm before she ran out the door to meet Baron.

“Maybe later.” Dallas ran the back of his fingers over my cheek and sighed before wrapping his arms around me. I leaned back against the counter. Dallas wasn’t the only one shaking. “You’re the only thing that cools me down.”

All the weirdness melted away when we kissed. Tonight Dallas was pure liquid heat. This was the only time I could relax, when he was around. His kisses made me stronger.

“Should I be worried?” I asked, pulling away just enough to catch my breath. He wouldn’t be able to see my smirk. “Are you contagious?”

Dallas laughed. “I wish. That would solve all our problems. We’d be bound to each other, and you’d be my mate.”

Thank God I was leaning against the counter. It was contagious; he had me hot and dizzy. I ducked under his arm, making a clean break before I passed out. “I have another idea.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m going to run you a bath.” I didn’t wait for his answer. I headed to the bathroom and turned on the faucet. It was stupid. I either sounded like a little old lady, or like I was treating him like a toddler. I was more Nurse Rached than naughty nurse.

“That sounds awesome.” Dallas came up behind me and stripped away his shirt as I turned to him. The muscles of his broad shoulders rippled down to a narrow waist. Tonight everything was coated in a sheen of sweat. It shouldn’t have been sexy, but damn, it was. His jeans hung low on his hips, and I couldn’t stop staring at the bones that slanted above them, and the trail of hair that started at his belly button and disappeared into the unknown. 

Dallas had been born a butterfly. 

I was so lost in my own thoughts I didn’t answer him. He dipped down on one knee, and tipped my chin up to meet his eyes. 

“I don’t want you to do anything you’re not comfortable with,” he said.

“I need to get comfortable with these things, or else we’ll be stuck in this weird place forever. It’s okay to be scared sometimes, right?” I had to convince myself, first.

Dallas didn’t answer. Instead he kissed me, slow and sweet. 

“I won’t let you fall, Lyssie.” His voice changed, deeper, much more sure of himself, like the first night he came to stay with us. I’d been so scared, and he’d soothed me. “The tub’s full.”

I shut the faucet off, and turned back to find Dallas back on his feet. I stood up. “There’s soap and a cloth and—“

Dallas grabbed my hand, pulling me against his body. Heat rolled off his skin. “I want you to do it for me.”

I gulped, frozen.

“It’s okay to be scared, Lyssie. Unzip my jeans.”

My hands trembled. We were supposed to have a conversation, the one where I explained everything. All the things I hadn’t done. But who was I kidding, Dallas knew. 

I pushed the denim away, my fingers brushing against his cock on the way down. It was hard and ready inside his boxers. Dallas stepped away from fabric, and I hooked my fingers in the waistband of his shorts, pushing them down his legs. His thighs were just as powerful as the rest of him, and maybe it was the fever, but I think he was shaking too. 

Dallas stepped into the bath, moaning when the cool water covered his body. He was too big for the tub; his legs folded practically in half. But he didn’t care, his relief was obvious. I wanted to add some oatmeal in to help soothe him, but all I had was the packaged stuff with dried apples and cinnamon. 

His head fell back, eyes closed. Dallas wasn’t ashamed of his body, and he had absolutely no reason to be. His arm muscles tensed as he pulled his legs in closer. I didn’t think I’d ever get tired of looking at him. 

“Will you wash my hair?” He tipped his head in my direction, gaze heavy lidded. The corner of his mouth curled when I rose to my knees, capturing his long, dark hair between my hands, and led him down into the water. 

I started making small circles at his hairline, my thumbs pressed against the back of his head. His eyes closed again, lips curled up in a content smile. He’d given himself completely to me, laying back in the water, his head in my hands. I didn’t plan on letting go any time soon. 

I worked slowly, wondering if Dallas remembered I told him I’d gone to cosmetology school. It was CAST’s first attempt to get me acclimated in the regular world. Everything was great until I had to go on a job interview. Nope, that wasn’t happening. Now I trimmed Kiera and Trina’s hair when they needed it, and I was the shelter groomer. It wasn’t exactly the same thing, but my clients weren’t very picky. One of the things I loved about doing hair was being given the chance to take care of someone, and make them feel their absolute best. I lathered up my palms and gave Dallas one hell of a head massage.

Dallas’ mouth fell open when I ran my thumb over his eyebrow. I pulled his head back by his soapy hair, submerging his head just enough to rinse the foam away. He groaned, and I tugged harder, just to see what he’d do.

“Fuck, that feels good,” he said. “Your hands are the only things keeping me sane.”

“Just my hands? What about this?” I leaned in to give him a kiss.

Dallas wrapped his arms around me, almost pulling me into the tub. The kiss mirrored what I’d just done to him. Long, slow circles and lazy strokes that sent the heat from his body spiraling through mine. He tangled his fingers in my hair, yanking on it just like I’d done to him. I cried out against his lips, and he let go of me.

I was completely soaked from the waist up. I don’t know if Dallas was feeling better, but I certainly was. This was so hot. 

“I’m not done yet,” I teased.

His Adam’s apple bobbed. I wasn’t the only one who was nervous. How the hell did I do that to Dallas Channing? 

“What else are you going to do?” he asked.

I reached over him. His eyes followed my body, my shirt stuck to me like a second skin. I grabbed the washcloth and the body wash. “I’m sorry, but you’re going to smell like strawberry kiwi.”

Dallas’ smirk took my breath away. “Is that what you taste like?” 

My whole body was on fire. “Maybe.”

“Do I get to find out later?” 

Holy shit. “I think so.”

He raised an eyebrow, and he looked like himself again. “Don’t take any chances. You better make sure I’m clean, Lyssie. Because the two of us are going to get filthy after this.”

Everything in my body pulsed, from my heart down to my core. I dunked the cloth into the water. I couldn’t make eye contact. Scared, excited, nervous, and that little devil was back, whispering her usual sweet nothings into my ear about how I’d fuck this up beyond all recognition.

Shut. Up.

Dallas caught my hand, still under water. “Please don’t rush through this. I’ve been in agony all day, and the only thing that’s making my life bearable is your touch. Let me watch you explore my body. Show me what you like.”

I nodded. “Are you going to do that with me?”

That slow smile was back. “I already know what I like. But I’m sure you’ve got a few surprises for me.”

“Later. I’m taking my time. Because you, Mr. Channing, need a bath.” 

Pins and needs shot up my arm as I dragged the cloth slowly across his collarbones, getting acquainted with every inch of Dallas’ body. Going slow was the best suggestion he could’ve made. Otherwise I would’ve never noticed the way his muscles rippled in anticipation of my touch, or the way his lips parted when I touched a place he liked. Like the crook of his neck. The other side, not the one with the bite. I wasn’t going anywhere near that thing. I gripped the back of his neck, circling it hard with my thumb. And the noises that came out of him as I trailed the cloth down the line of his stomach made me think there was an animal prowling inside me, desperate to be freed.

Dallas stretched out, offering his body to me. His shaft escaped the water, stiff and waiting so patiently. His hips bucked as I circled the area, dragging the cloth slowly over his balls and then letting it fall from my grasp. I ran my fingers lightly over the hair that curled on the flat plane just above the part of him that made everything go wild under my skin. 

Our gazes locked, and his hand covered mine. It didn’t take much for him to lift my hand and place it on his shaft. So much heat rolled off his body I couldn’t believe the water wasn’t boiling. Dallas led me from the base to the tip of his cock so slowly, making sure I felt every inch of him. His fingers laced with mine at the tip, and he moved my hand around it. 

He groaned. “Just like that.”

“Oh yeah?” I tried to play it cool, but he had to be able to feel the thunder of my heartbeat pulsing through my fingertips. He moved in the same rhythm as I slid my hand back and forth, swirling around the top, then dropping back to the bottom. I loved the way he felt when I held him like this. Not just what I had in my hand, but the way his body reacted. Power flowed between our bodies, it didn’t matter where I ended and he began. His lips parted and I gasped. 

“Every time you touch me, my wolf goes crazy,” he said, his words strained. “You know what? I’m scared, too. I don’t want to let you down.”

I still couldn’t believe this gorgeous, powerful man was worried about disappointing me. My knees dipped into the water as I straddled his bare body. “Impossible.” 

It was time for us to move past this place, the one that was full of need and fear. We wanted each other, and it had never been clearer when my lips covered his. Dallas fell back, water splashing over the rim of the tub, waves crashing against my fully clothed body. He clawed the wet fabric on my back as we reassured each other with hot, hungry kisses, whispering with tiny nips. His stubble scraped my cheek, the sensation traveling to the tips of my toes, and they curled inside my soaking wet socks. Dallas traced the line of my neck with his tongue, nipping the spot that throbbed for him. 

I threw my head back, relieved and so disappointed that he didn’t bite me. It could’ve solved everything, or made things even messier. Dallas’ gaze fell to my wet clothes—they clung to every curve of my body like they weren’t even there. 

He slid his hand under my shirt, hooking his fingers in my bra and tugging. “This has to go.” 

I nodded. 

But instead of pushing it up, or reaching around and unhooking it, Dallas grasped the lace in his hand, destroying it. The ruined remains fell away, freeing my breasts inside the wet fabric. I arched my back, giving him the chance to rip my shirt away. But Dallas didn’t do that. Instead he took his time, rubbing his thumb over the hard nub that begged to be freed.

His breath was hot, even through the fabric, and my cry echoed against the tiny bathroom’s walls when he closed his mouth over my nipple. I writhed in his lap in time to his kisses, slow and hard.

I couldn’t take it anymore. I meant to pull the shirt over my head, but the fabric tore. 

“Let me finish that.” Dallas gripped either side and ripped the shirt away from me. I thought he’d drop it outside the tub. There was just as much water out there as in here now, but instead he twisted the wet cotton in his hands, a makeshift rope he looped around my neck, pulling me closer to his body. 

We couldn’t stop kissing, and this time, it felt even better. My skin bare against his, Dallas’ hands everywhere. He palmed my breasts, considering their weight before squeezing them. His lips never left my skin, he moved back down my neck, his tongue connecting with my nipple. He rolled it between his lips. I gripped his shoulders hard when the vibration from his moan rocked through me. 

“I’m not done,” he said, scraping his teeth against the swollen skin. His hands fell to my jeans, freeing the button and zipper, then guiding me back so he could peel the denim away from my legs. 

“You’re so gorgeous.” Dallas’ hungry gaze raked over my naked body as he balled my jeans between his hands, unsure what to do with them. “Why didn’t we do this sooner?”

“Maybe it wouldn’t have meant as much.” I sat up and took the jeans from him, dropping them on the floor. I cringed when the wet lump splashed on the floor. “What do we do now?”

“Can you reach my jeans?” Dallas asked. They were still dry, they’d landed on the table next to the tub. I nodded and grabbed them. “Grab my wallet. There’s a condom in there.”

The foil packet shook in my hand when I offered it to him. Dallas shook his head. “I want you to do it.”

Okay. I could do this, right? I ripped the foil, but everything fell in the water. I couldn’t meet his eyes. “I don’t know how.”

“I’ll show you.” He cupped my chin and kissed me before picking up the condom and putting it back in my hand. It was simple, really, when we did it together. I’d made it so much more complicated in my head. 

Dallas pulled me into his lap. His shaft felt so different, wrapped and ready. 

“Hold on to my shoulders,” he whispered before kissing me one last time. “I’ll take care of the rest.”

He grabbed hold of his shaft and positioned it at my opening. His gaze locked with mine as he came inside. I didn’t know what I’d expected, but actually having another person inside of me was...overwhelming. But in a really good way. He stretched me, moving slowly inside. It hurt, but it wasn’t pain. It was more of a sensation that I wanted to get much more familiar with. 

“You okay, Lyssie?” 

I nodded.

“Tell me. I know we suck with words, but I have to know exactly what you’re feeling right now. We can’t mess this up.”

He wanted to talk about this now? Words sped through my brain, tangled in sensation. All I could think about was the man inside me, our bodies becoming one. I’d trusted him with something I’d been afraid to give before. I knew all this, but I couldn’t say it out loud.

I leaned against his forehead, our lips moved in for the kiss but we couldn’t quite reach. Perfect. “Why didn’t we do this sooner?” I asked.

“Because we needed everything to fall apart so we could put it back together, our way.” Dallas moved his hips back slowly, and I never realized how empty I’d been without him. He wasn’t gone for long, sliding back up in me, deeper than I ever imagined possible. I curled my fingers against his skin, his thrusts becoming more intense, the rhythm frantic. He moved my body in time with his hips. The world was spinning off the axis, into the unknown. 

I couldn’t believe I’d gone so long without this, without him. That I’d let fear hold me back from something that no one could explain to me. My vision clouded, my body burned, and I thought maybe Dallas’ Full Moon Fever actually was contagious. I knew whatever I was feeling, he was the only thing that would make me feel better. My body began to spasm around his, little explosions tripping straight up the middle of my body, spreading all over the surface. I cried out, and Dallas caught my lips in a kiss. His body swelled inside me, his pace slowed and the sound he made, I swear it was a howl. It was perfect, the marriage of wolf and man. 

Dallas slid out of me, but I didn’t feel empty. Just the opposite. I didn’t think it was possible for him to pull me closer, but he did, planting butterfly kisses on my nose, cheeks, and lips.

I’d stepped out of my cocoon, and I was beautiful.
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Chapter Eight
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Dallas

I’d spent New Year’s Day in a fever dream, and even with Lyssie’s bare, voluptuous body covering mine, I was afraid I’d hallucinated last night. The image of her wet body, head thrown back, riding my cock played on repeat in my mind as I watched her sleep. 

My cock stirred, and I pushed the curls away from her face. She looked like a fallen angel resting on my chest, but she’d look even better writhing underneath me. Eyes closed, back curling, all she was missing was wings.

Here’s the thing about Lyssie. She wasn’t shy. She shielded herself. Behind the fortress she built, a powerful woman waited to break free. Last night was a strawberry kiwi flavored taste of freedom that I hoped was the beginning of a long journey together.

“Hey.” Lyssie’s voice was scratchy, and her eyelashes beat furiously, fighting sleep. “How do you feel?”

The visions once again followed me from one trance to the other, and I’d been so lost in Lyssie I had to think about my answer. 

“Great.” The fever and nausea had disappeared. If Lyssie’s body cured the Full Moon Fever, I was willing to stay on that maintenance plan until the end of time.

“You look...” Lyssie’s face hovered over mine. She tried to keep in a giggle, but it slipped out and she ran her hand over my forehead. “Amazing.”

“So do you.” I pulled her down on top of me for a kiss. 

“No, seriously.” The words were garbled, I still had a hold of her bottom lip. “When you came over last night, you looked like a zombie, and you were so hot.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You don’t think I’m hot anymore?”

She laughed. “I think you’re smokin’ hot. I mean you don’t have a fever. You must be starving. Can I interest you in some pancakes? I usually make them on New Year’s Day, but there was no way you would’ve wanted them yesterday.”

My stomach rumbled. Pancakes actually sounded better than sex right now. “Hell yes.”

I followed Lyssie into the kitchen, relieved to see the wet tangle of towels we used to clean up last night’s mess in the bathroom sitting in a basket on top of the washer. I may have been going crazy, but I wouldn’t fantasize about dirty laundry.

She’d thrown on a T-shirt, her legs bare and hair wild while she started the day. “Do you mind giving Fluffy his crickets?” she asked. Fluffy was the foster lizard the girls had brought home from the shelter.

“Not at all.” 

Fluffy had taken over the living room, his cage had been upgraded to a lizard lounge. He didn’t move—he preferred to watch his crickets drown in his water dish before eating them. I had to admire any creature who could do that with a smile on his face.

Lyssie was busy in the kitchen. I couldn’t keep my eyes off her. The bite changed everything, for the better between us. Maybe it had been desperation, maybe we needed it. Touching her felt so good. The fever may have gone away, but the sensation didn’t. 

Her body tensed when I slid my arms around her waist. She ladled batter into the skillet, sighing when I nuzzled her neck. 

“You’re pretty talented,” I said.

“This? It’s so easy to make.” She laughed. “Sit down, relax. I’ll burn them if you distract me.”

“You have a couple seconds before disaster breaks out.” I turned her toward me and kissed her. She resisted, at first, and I expected her to pull away in a protest about pancakes, but then she gave herself over to the kiss. Her fingers brushed against my cheeks, our gazes locked, and those pancakes were going to get burnt to shit.

“I’m glad last night...helped,” she said, turning back to the stove and flipping the pancakes.

“You were frigging amazing.” I leaned against the counter. “I might fake sick every night for the rest of my life if that’s what I have in store.”

Lyssie looked up from her work, shy again. “I like to take care of people.”

It was useless to try to stay away from her. I ran my thumb over her lip. “Who’s taking care of you, Lyssie?”

She slid pancakes onto a plate, and carried them to the table. 

“Do you want maple syrup?” she asked.

“Sure. And you didn’t answer my question.”

She sat down across from me and took a long sip of her coffee. “I think I’m doing a pretty good job.”

“If you’re taking applications, I’m interested in applying for the position.” The corner of my lip curled up before I took a bite of my breakfast. “This is good.”

“Thanks.” She put down her fork and sighed. “That’s not exactly what I’m looking for.”

“Then what do you want?” I asked softly. I didn’t expect an answer. “I know what I want. I want to make the look—the one when you think the ground is about the open up and swallow you—go away. I want you to feel as incredible as you make me feel. And whatever’s next for you, I want to hold your hand and watch it come over the horizon.”

Her mouth opened, and she met my eyes. “That sounds incredible.”

“Well, you’re in luck, because I happen to have an open position. You’re probably overqualified, but the benefits are amazing.”

A smile broke out over her face, her eyes lit up, like the sun coming up over that same horizon. I could get used to seeing it every morning for the rest of my life. But clouds marched over, blocking the light. “Last night, I’d never—“

I reached for her hand and she gasped. “And you were amazing. I don’t care what you’ve done before, or what you haven’t. I don’t want you because you’re like every other woman. I want you because you’re not.”

The sun was back, and she squeezed my hand. “I’m not the one who’s amazing. You are.” 

**
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DON’T GET ME WRONG, I loved the holidays, but it felt good to get back to work. We had big plans for the Channing Reserve, and I was anxious to see them come together. For years, my brothers and I had built houses on what used to be forest land. Instead of taking even more from the wolves, we had an opportunity to give back. The Channing Reserve had a livestock rehabilitation center, and we’d planned houses and cabins. They could take the forest away from us with urban sprawl, but this place that had brought us so much pain would be what put us back together. It was our future.

The shell of Baron’s project waited for us by the stream that ran though the property. With the chaos that Christmas brought, X’s condition, planning an attack against the Montana wolves, and now this damn Full Moon Fever we hadn’t been able to touch it in a week. This is what we needed, something normal to get everything back to the way it was.

“He’s back from the dead.” Baron slapped me on the back, then circled me and raised his goggles to get a better look. “Kiera said she thought the zombie apocalypse would break out at the apartment last night. You didn’t eat Lyssie’s brains, did you?” 

I strapped my goggles on, grinning. “That’s not what we did at all.”

“Nice.” Baron nodded, picking up the next piece of wood to cut. “Well, you’re back to your old self, so looks like Lyssie’s got the antidote. We should probably show you off to those Montana assholes, so they know their plan didn’t work. And we can do that right now, since it looks like we have company.”

A black SUV parked next to my truck. Three redheaded male wolves got out. I hadn’t taken a good look at them in their human form. Pale skinned with deep set eyes, Kiera might not have been too far off about the zombie apocalypse. Drones, carrying out their alpha’s wishes. Even more of an insult. Their scent caught in the breeze; rotten leaves on the forest floor. 

Heat radiated through my body and my stomach churned when Ember joined them, leading them over to the office. 

Baron took off his goggles, and watched the scene open-mouthed. This was no surprise, but it was still an intrusion. 

“How do you want to handle this?” Baron asked, the disgust plain on his face. We’d been held hostage once on this land, and I’d be damned if it happened again. 

“As quickly as fucking possible.” I dropped the pile of wood I was carrying. My mouth watered in that sickening way as we walked over to the office. This was my fight, and I wanted to reach them before they dragged Shadow into it. He’d been too much of a loose cannon as alpha, and I wanted this to end with a whimper instead of the next world war.

I concentrated on thinking about Lyssie; the sensation of her thumbs circling the base of her neck, her pale, slick curves moving in time with my body, and her expression when she lost all control.

It should’ve been enough. It was enough for me. That’s what I wanted. But Ember stopped in the middle of the walkway, waiting for me to come to her.

“We didn’t have a chance to finish talking the other night, Dallas.” Ember’s blood red lips slid up into a smirk. She licked them, probably to catch a drop of venom before it ruined her makeup. Her blue dress and sky-high heels were more red carpet than Granger Falls. “I hate dive bars. Loud music, obnoxious drunk people. I prefer things to be a little more refined. Intimate.”

“You should’ve stayed home.” The ranch, her drone wolves, all of it spun violently, slamming against the corners of my vision. Only Ember stayed clear and steady. Fuck. “Because that’s the kind of pack we are. Loud, obnoxious. We’re not concerned with material things. That’s not important. Family and pack, the rest of it doesn’t matter.”

Ember stepped closer, reaching for my hand. It was crossed over my other arm. I didn’t take hers. 

“Oh, you’re warm.” She traced small circles on my exposed skin. My wolf groaned, thankful for the relief from the unbearable heat. “You know Full Moon Fever can kill a wolf if they don’t treat it. Suck the life right out of you. That’s why wolves mate for life. Separating from one’s true mate is a death sentence.”

Sweat trickled down my spine. There was no denying my wolf’s reaction to this woman. “Wouldn’t be the first time I cheated death.”

“That might be true, but tell me something. Have you actually lived? Or just existed? No hope of a mate, living in your brother’s shadow, and that dog fighting ring.” She shuddered. “Family and pack is the most important thing. But it’s slipping through your fingers. It’s a horrible feeling, isn’t it? The Channing Reserve will be a ghost town in fifty years. Or you’ll be old and weak and in chains again with no one to defend you. At least you’ll have a front row seat to watch other packs ruin everything you’ve worked so hard for. I can give you want you want. A future. Security. You’d be my mate, your voice would be heard. That’s what you want. No more being lost in the shuffle. I’m your dream come true, Dallas, and that’s before we even consider all the things I’ll do to your body.” 

“If pack is so important to you, why did you come without your alpha?” This bitch was a fucking traitor. She was either going to cause a pack war or drag us into hers. I’d never fight for her. 

Ember laughed and leaned in, those deceitful lips moving against my ear, her cool breath offering sanctuary. “I am the alpha.”
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Chapter Nine
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Lyssie

“Did you do it?” Kiera asked right away. I hadn’t had a chance to take my coat off yet. The animals were going crazy. They always got excited when we arrived, but Kiera was the one dancing around like she heard the treat bag crack open.

“Do what?” Trina asked. 

Heat scalded my cheeks, and I probably turned purple. 

“Sorry,” Kiera mouthed sheepishly, then cleared her throat. “Let me try again. How’s Dallas feeling?”

“Much better.” 

“Oh.” Trina smiled. “Wait a minute. You and Dallas never...”

“Nope.” Kiera was actually glowing. She was way too excited about this, or radioactive. 

“Yes. We had sex. And since everyone knows all my business, we’re probably going to get evicted, because we kinda flooded the bathroom last night.” 

“Totally worth it.” Kiera picked up a tennis ball and tossed it. Almost every animal in the room scampered after it. “My first time was in a bunk bed at basic training. I bit my own arm so I wouldn’t scream. Drew blood. You can’t wake up a squadron like that. You’ll get shot.”

“Are you shitting me?” Trina came out from behind the counter, glowing almost as much as Kiera. This was my worst nightmare. “Lyssie, that’s awesome.”

“Let’s stop talking about this.” I squatted to pat Chester, the tabby cat that followed me everywhere. I’d bring him home, but he loved attention and we spent more time here. The girls deflated, definitely not ready to end the conversation. “But I think we cured the Full Moon Fever.”

Both of them squealed like they were at a boy band concert. 

“You know, he’s gonna require regular maintenance.” Kiera wiggled her eyebrows. “No relapses.”

“And then he’ll build up a tolerance, so you’ll have to up your game.” Trina gave me a knowing smile. She looked at Kiera. “What do you think he’s into?”

“We’re not talking about this anymore!” I reminded them, but my heart pounded. The awkward virgin thing was only going to be cute once, and I already played that card. Now I was just going to be a lousy lay. So not cute. “But I’ll need some help, with the game upping.”

Kiera dragged the bag of kibble over to the table, and some of her audience returned. 

“This is going to be so much fun.” She wiggled her eyebrows. “First of all, I’ve folded your laundry, and we need to get you some cute underwear.”

“Don’t spend a lot of money on that stuff.” Trina came over to help Kiera. “If Dallas is anything like his brother, he’ll rip it off of her in five seconds.”

“Well, they are animals.” Kiera grinned while she worked. I’d lost all control over the situation, and for once, I didn’t mind. My friends wanted me to be as happy as they were. I’d give anything for that. Last night was a sneak peek at what was possible, but doubts spotted my mind. Dallas was a wolf, I was a human, and he wasn’t supposed to have me. 

It made me want him more. And if a little lace did the trick, who was I to question the process? 

“Let’s do it.” Both girls stopped what they were doing, shocked I actually gave them permission. “I love that stuff, but it seemed like a waste.”

“Never. If it makes you feel good, then it’s worth every penny.” Kiera moved on to water bowls. “Since I can’t wear it anymore, you can be my dress up doll.”

Trina stopped, a tray of food bowls in her hands. “What? Why can’t you?”

Kiera sighed. “Wanna get pizza tonight? I’ll tell you then. Today’s Lyssie’s day, and I have a feeling that I’ll need to get out of the house for a little while. She and Dallas have months of sexual tension to work through, even before you factor in the fever.”

“Yeah, sure.” Trina looked puzzled, but she understood. I had no idea what brought Trina to Forever Home, but that was the beauty of this place. It didn’t matter. Although, knowing how other people struggled did help. It didn’t make my journey less important or easier, but to understand other people’s obstacles gave me insight on how to conquer mine. 

By the end of the day, more satin and lace was coming my way then I’d ever know what to do with. So when it got here I’d put it on and let Dallas decide. Neither of us had been in a serious relationship before, but he was way ahead of me in the sex department. The girls insisted I let him take the lead.

“Stop worrying. He wants you,” Kiera said, sitting in the parking lot outside our apartment. “And anyway, you don’t even know what you like yet. Explore. I mean, look at the jungle gym you get to climb. Experiment. Don’t judge things before you give them a chance.”

“It’s not that.” The apartment sat dark above us. Kiera wasn’t coming in. She had a date with Trina at The Pizza Pub. Dallas should be here anytime. Déjà vu overwhelmed me in a sickening wave. He let me have what I wanted, and I hoped he didn’t leave me waving as he left me in the parking lot.

I went upstairs, wishing I had some of that lingerie now. I’d wear it like armor. Instead, it was just me. I wasn’t sure what time Dallas would arrive. As a contractor, his job was similar to ours at the shelter—we couldn’t leave at five on the dot. The day finished when the job was done. 

Needing to keep myself busy, I took veggies out from the freezer to make a stir fry. We didn’t have anything fresh, and I needed to make a trip to the farmer’s market. Kiera had an ongoing punchline, making fun of Granger Falls, but I loved it here. The little town bustled with life. We lived right in the middle of everything. On weekends I’d lure Kiera down to the market, bribing her with a cup of coffee. I hadn’t been recently, even before all hell broke loose at Christmas. I wouldn’t go alone, and Kiera had been busy with Baron.

I pictured walking through town with Dallas, hand in hand, as I ate my dinner. Someday I’d love to have a booth at the market, selling mittens, scarves, and blankets. But now, the shelter needed me, and that was more important. My new project was to make sweaters for the dogs. We’d dress them up, put their pictures up on the website, and help them get to their actual forever homes. 

The knock on the door awoke the butterflies in my stomach. It’s a beautiful thing, I reminded myself, to feel this way about someone. Don’t be scared of happiness. But that wasn’t exactly it. The Channings had an open invite to our apartment, the door was always open for them. So I had no idea what would greet me.

Dallas’ brow was slicked with sweat, and that unhuman green-gray glow was back. He stood with his hands in his pockets. The only thing that didn’t look sick was his eyes. They swirled with an untamed fury that made my butterflies scatter.

“Are you all right?” I ushered him in, taking his jacket. A dark triangle dampened the back of his shirt. He didn’t say a word as he sat on the couch. I prepared for the burn before I touched him. “What can I do?”

“I want to kiss you, but the room is spinning.” The last word slurred, and I didn’t wait for an invite. I moved into his lap—I was getting used to the heat—and kissed his forehead. Dallas moaned, leaning back on the cushion. I had a couple ideas of things to do with ice cubes that I’d try once we settled. I’d do anything to make him feel better. 

“Did something happen or is it just because we were apart?” There was no way I had that kind of effect on him, that simply being separated from me would weaken him. I nestled my head on my shoulder, not realizing how much better I felt when we were together until now.

Dallas put his arm around me and sat up. “We need to talk.” 

I jumped away. No. 

That couldn’t be good. The little devil, that frenemy that was on a never ending sleepover in my brain jumped up and down, holding up handwritten signs with every worst-case scenario she could come up with on such short notice. I knew better. She’d been working on this little project all along. I wondered which one was worse—being abandoned or knowing exactly why someone didn’t want you.

“Whatever it is, we can work through it.” I ran my hand through his damp hair. “I’m going to mess things up. I’m scared every time you walk out that door that I’m never going to see you again. That’s what happened to me. My mother drove away without me. She told me she didn’t have a place for me. Give me a place, Dallas. I’ll make it our home.”
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Chapter Ten
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Dallas

The Full Moon Fever wouldn’t kill me, but this broken heart just might. How anyone could do that to her...and who the hell was I to judge?

It would kill me to hurt Lyssie, and I was still scrambling to find a way around it. 

“Ember showed up at the Reserve today. She’s the pack alpha.” Just saying her name left a bitter taste on my tongue. Now was not the time for bitter tastes.

Lyssie’s face fell, but her shoulders rose, ready for battle. My wolf liked that, a lot. 

“What does that mean, and what can I do to make it not matter?” she asked. 

I caught her off-guard when I kissed her. 

“That’s the sexiest thing you’ve ever said. It means that she’s the one orchestrating these attacks. From the boxing match, to Christmas night, to New Year’s. I don’t mean shit to her, I’m just part of her plan. My brothers think that she targeted me because I wasn’t in a relationship.” 

There went Lyssie’s shoulders. 

“So if they’re right, she’ll lose interest if I have a mate. She knows the rules. They can’t be that different in Montana. It’s a lifelong thing.”

Lyssie ran her fingers lightly over the bite and frowned. The scab was tight and it itched like crazy. I wanted to rip it open. No way. Fresh blood on the surface was too likely to draw Ember’s attention, give her the wrong idea. It had to fade into oblivion. 

“But this changes everything,” she said.

“I know.” I sighed. I wanted Lyssie to keep touching me—she quieted Ember’s chaos. “We’re going to have to work hard, maybe harder than my brothers and your friends. We have to prepare for the fact we might fail and not care. And I need you to love all of me—"

Her mouth fell open. “I do.”

“Even my wolf. You don’t realize what you did to me after the shift. That was the hardest fight we’d ever been in, besides when Ryker tortured us. It shattered me, because I thought me and you were past that. I needed one thing to be good that night, and the look on your face almost killed me.”

Lyssie’s eyes glazed over, and she had to fight to keep from looking away from me. “Every time I see you as a wolf, you’re fighting. And every time, there’s an incredible price to be paid. Your brother, X...what happens when it’s your turn? I’m afraid to lose you.”

I drew her in, needing to get lost in her cool, soft curves, the tickle of her hair against my cheek. “But you’re pushing me away. Isn’t that the same thing?”

“It is. I know. I can’t lose anything else, Dallas. I know it doesn’t make sense. It frustrates me, too. I’m afraid I’m not enough to make things better.”

“Take a chance, Lyssie,” I whispered. “You’re more than enough for me. Nothing’s forever if you don’t give it a try.”

She curled her hand in the collar of my shirt, scraping against the bite. My wolf wanted to throw its head back and howl. 

“What will Ember do? You’re rejecting her. I don’t see her taking it well.”

“No. She’s not going anywhere. She wants this land, by whatever means necessary. Our packs don’t matter to her.”

Lyssie took a deep breath. “If you took Ember as a mate, would it keep your pack together?”

I should’ve expected that. My heart had put itself back together and it swelled. Lyssie was willing to put everything before herself. She wanted everyone else’s happiness more than her own, because deep down, she believed it would trickle down to her. The problem with trickle-down economics was it never worked. The middleman was a greedy bastard. 

“I know you think the answer is yes, but I don’t. They attacked Shea and X first. I’m not sure what her strategy is, but something tells me she’s not going to put on an apron and pearls once she has a mate. She’ll just use the lucky guy to her advantage.”

“I’ll wear that for you. Apron, pearls, and nothing else.” Lyssie’s smile was feral. Just because she didn’t shift didn’t take away the primal need to protect what was hers. “No matter what she does, she’s going to tear you apart.”

I nodded.

“That leads me back to my original question. What can I do to make her not matter?”

I lay down on the couch, bringing Lyssie down with me. “Exactly what you’re doing. Make the fever go away with your touch, giggle when I try to be sexy” –Lyssie giggled— “just like that. And give badass animals like Fluffy a chance when no one else will.”

Lyssie glanced over her shoulder at the lizard lounge. “I have a thing for badass animals. But the smart thing is to let you go. No more fighting, Dallas. It’ll destroy the pack. I won’t be able to live with myself if someone gets hurt because of me.”

“And I won’t be able to live with myself if I see you with another man,” I growled, and pulled her in tighter. “I’ll fight for you.”

A smile spread across your face. “I was really hoping you’d say that. I want to fight for you, too. For us. I’ll be your beta, or gamma, or...what does that make me?”

“My mate.”

Lyssie melted. “I like the sound of that.” 

“Me too.” I wrapped my finger in her hair. “I need you to do something you’ve never done before. I need you to be really selfish, and claim what’s yours. Think like a wolf, Lyssie.”

She pulled away from me, stood up, and pulled off her sweater. “Show me how.”

My wolf was on point. Lyssie pulled the sweater between her hands, unsure of what to do. Everything being new for her made it more exciting for me. 

“Kiera will be home soon?” I asked.

“Probably.”

“Good. Bring me into your bedroom, and when we get there, take off the rest of your clothes. I didn’t get a good look at you last night. It left me with a craving that might make me crazy. I want to see every stunning inch of you.”

Lyssie nodded, but she didn’t walk away. Instead she reached for my hand. Just being here made me feel better, but her hand was so cool and small in mine, but she squeezed it with the strength I knew was inside her. She bit her lip, trying to conceal her smile, but failed before leading me into her bedroom. 

I sat on her bed. This was going to be a sweet reward for all the nights I spent here.

She didn’t acknowledge me, closing her eyes as she let her jeans fall from her hips. She hooked her thumbs in her panties and slid them down her thighs, bending over to step out of them. With that round, luscious ass high in the air, she paused to look up at me. The woman I was in the room with, I’d never met before.

The seductress.

I looked forward to getting better acquainted with her.

“Lay down on your stomach,” I said, my tone low. Lyssie stood up, pulling her hair away from her face. I’d do that same thing later, when I was buried balls deep inside her. I was hard before, and now I was about to explode. She put one knee on the bed, then the other before sinking down against the comforter. Lyssie didn’t have any hang-ups about her body, and it was fucking refreshing. She made no effort to cover herself or hide from me. It made for an interesting paradox. Innocent and wanton. I was excited, wondering what other surprises she’d have in store. If she’d let herself get lost in her pleasure, now that she knew she had me forever. 

I was the one who was terrified. Thirty years old, and I’d never been able to commit to a woman. This one was forbidden, too. But the rules had ruptured when Ember broke the skin on my neck. Lyssie was going to expect the world from me. This had been the dream, and as Lyssie waited patiently for me to strip out of my own clothes, I wanted to make it real. 

She nestled her face on the pillow, her arms resting by her head. It didn’t surprise me that she tensed when I brushed her hair away from her face, but her expression was so serene. A couple of long blinks and a moistening her lips, but that was it. Lyssie wanted this. I’d been watching her for months, always making sure everyone was taken care of. It was time for someone to take care of Lyssie.

I trailed my fingers down her back slowly, surprised smoke didn’t rise from her skin. All along I knew she’d be submissive, hoped she’d be my submissive, but I couldn’t fuck this up. She’d been so timid about her lack of experience, she needed to learn what she liked and didn’t like. We’d work up to more. Peace washed over me. This wasn’t a one night stand. No need to rush, or claim what was mine. I had her, lying before me.

Lyssie grazed her lip with her teeth and tongue in hypnotic rhythm as I continued exploring her body. I wanted to touch every inch of her. She wriggled when I touched her ass, and her eyes were bright. Whether she meant to or not, she squeezed her thighs together when she settled. None of that. I had the best view in the house as I trailed down her legs, goosebumps erupting on her skin. Her feet were ticklish, and she squealed with laughter, jerking them away from me when I ran my thumbnail along the arch. So naturally, I grabbed her foot and did it again. I loved the way she looked when she laughed. The fear melted away and she let herself be free. Even better, I loved the way her body moved, the hint of her tits, her legs moving without any regard for modesty. 

“Why’d you stop?” Lyssie asked, lying on her side, trying to catch her breath. 

I didn’t answer her right away, still lost in every voluptuous curve, her blue eyes shining with the tears that laughter brought, and the smile she didn’t even know she was wearing. “You mesmerized me.”

“I’m ticklish. I can’t help it.”

She didn’t realize what I was saying. 

“It has nothing to do with that.” I crawled up her body. Cool air radiated from her skin, an elixir that made the outside world disappear. If only we could get it to be permanent. I couldn’t resist her lips, they were too close not to kiss. “What do you want to do, Lyssie?”

Her breasts rose against my chest with her deep breath. My wolf was going crazy, clawing at the surface. Claim her, any way you can. What the hell? Everything peeled away—the heat, the sickness—gone. 

It didn’t matter what the fuck Ember thought. My wolf wanted Lyssie. The whole world could burn around us. I didn’t care. 

Lyssie’s eyes sparkled with an entirely different emotion. Desire. She licked her lips. “I want to make your fantasies come true.”

Holy shit. The most amazing part was she had no idea what she was doing to me. If I made it through this night without marking her, it would be a miracle. 

I kissed her again, grabbing her ass, hard. She moaned against my lips, even hungrier than I expected. 

“Lay on your stomach again,” I said, breath raspy. “I had a plan.”

“Did you now?” Lyssie complied with my request, settling back to her original position. She wore her serenity like a diamond necklace. 

“I did. And it was to make your fantasies come true.” I kneaded the muscles in her shoulders, tracing small circles the length of her spine, until I reached that glorious ass. “If you like something, tell me. If you’re not into it, I want to know that, too.”

“I want you to do the thing you did last night. When you made me lose all control. I liked that. A lot.”

Last night had been perfection, Lyssie’s clothes clinging to her soft curves in that bathtub. I’d never seen anything so fucking sexy in my life. I’d had no control over my body, but the euphoria I felt when the fever broke, that was all Lyssie. “There’s more than one way to get there.”

“Show me.”

I hooked my fingers under her hips, and she slid back into a kneeling position. I wanted to take my time, let the pleasure build slowly, but I was so fucking turned on seeing her like this, it wasn’t going to be easy. Nothing good was. Thirty years in Sawtooth Forest taught me that. 

Kissing the small of her back, I needed to get to work. She giggled, and my gaze flicked up her body. Curls obscured her face, but her arms were out in front of her. Total surrender. A soft growl rumbled through my body, my lips tracing the curve of her ass. Her back rose and fell with her deep breaths. She was excited, and she wasn’t the only one.

Lyssie jumped when I slipped my fingers between her legs. I continued the slow, circular strokes from before, coming close but never actually touching her pussy. She started to relax, her hips circling against the movement, trying to trick me into touching her in other places. Her body took the lead. She let herself got lost in the sensation. I’d been so afraid she wouldn’t be able to let go, but after last night, I shouldn’t have had any doubts.

She moaned when I brushed my thumb against her clit. I circled it, giving the pressure time to build and she writhed in time with the movements. She was so ready for me, and my fingers slipped inside her easily. I curled them forward, and Lyssie threw her head back, the closest thing I’d heard to a howl came out of her. 

I caught her clit between my lips, craving the taste of her. I licked it softly, letting the little electric sparks ignite, and when I couldn’t handle the burn another second, I started to suck. Lyssie was the one on fire now. Moving away from me, pushing closer, but I still had her, my fingers stroking her inner walls. 

As much as I wanted to take her from behind, bury myself completely in her, I really wanted to see her face. 

“Roll over,” I whispered. 

“Don’t tell me we’re done,” she groaned, turning on to her back. She had to move carefully, since I was still inside her. 

“We haven’t even started yet.” I punctuated it with a hungry kiss. It was Lyssie’s turn to possess me, grabbing my shoulders hard, her fingernails digging in my skin. She planned to mark me, too. 

“Drag them down my arms,” I growled. 

“I’ll draw blood.” 

“Good. These scars I’ll wear proudly.” This was why I wanted to see her face. I would’ve missed the way her eyes lit up when she realized what I was saying. “Everyone in the forest will know who marked me. And it won’t be that Ember bitch.”

“But I’m not a wolf.” Lyssie’s lip quivered with uncertainty. 

There was only one way to convince her that she’d claimed me. I scrambled for my jeans, retrieving a condom from my wallet. Lyssie laughed when I ripped the foil open with my teeth, tossing it aside as I sheathed myself. I had to get inside her. My fingers were good, but she needed more. 

Lyssie hooked her legs around me. I’d read her all wrong. She wasn’t afraid to take the lead, and take what she wanted. The best part of it was she didn’t realize she was doing it. I groaned as her fingernails sliced my skin. 

We’d never done this before last night, and Lyssie deserved something slow and sweet. But no. Fuck that. She wanted all of me. The passion, the intensity. The wolf that wanted to run wild with her. She needed to know my animal was capable of something other than violence and pain. I wanted her to know what kind of pleasure it could bring.

I followed her lead. I never thought I’d let a woman take control, but the way Lyssie let go, giving herself over to the sensation, she was the teacher tonight. Our bodies dictated the rhythm; hard, deep thrusts. Her hips moved wildly, not missing a thing. Lyssie’s blood-slick fingers gripped my back, and she kissed an uneven trail from my cheek down to my neck.

“No.” I pulled away from her when she came too close to the bite. 

It was like someone hit a switch—her body deflated underneath mine. The light faded from her eyes. “I wasn’t going to do anything.” Lyssie looked away. “All right, that was a lie. I wanted to make that mark mine. You’re stuck with it for life, it’s going to scar, and that bitch will have a piece of you forever. A piece of us. I can’t have all of you because of that.” 

She ran her finger dangerously close to the healing wound.

“You have all of me.” I picked up her hand. Her fingers were stained red. “Do you need any more proof than that? I don’t know what will happen to you if you touch that bite. Look what it does to me. You’re human...I can’t risk that. This isn’t going to be easy on either of us, but if anything happens to you because you touch that bite, there will be hell to pay.” 

Lyssie stared at her hand, mouth open in horror. Shit. We’d gone too far. I’d never lost control like that before, totally given myself over to another person. Her smile was shy at first, but it gained confidence as it grew. She motioned for me to lay next to her. As soon as I settled, she put her head on my shoulder, and tangled her legs between mine. She reached down and slipped the condom off. We may have been a perfect fit when I was inside her, but this was so good too. 

“Ember can try to take you from me, and maybe she’ll succeed.” She placed her finger over my lips when I started to protest. “But she’ll never have this. The way we are right now. No bite can give her that.”
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Chapter Eleven
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Lyssie

Today was one of those unexpected but much appreciated warm January days. Either that or everything seemed sunnier and brighter now that Dallas and I were truly together. I’d dreamed of being with Dallas, and being the center of someone else’s attention for so long, but it wasn’t anything like I expected. I wanted to believe I was Dallas’ mate, but every time I let myself settle into the idea of it, it was interrupted by the image of Ember at The Redheaded Stepchild, ripping down his sweater, and exposing the bite. I swore I could taste her pine flavor like cheap cleaning products. I was willing to bet it was probably poisonous.

Regardless, Dallas had started every day of this New Year waking up in my bed, not hers. Ember may have a little bit of his skin stuck between her teeth, but I had his body, and more importantly, his heart.

It changed things. In the last twenty-seven years, I’d learned to enjoy my own company, never expecting someone else would actually enjoy it more. Now I laughed more easily. And I could almost tolerate Kiera and Trina’s endless sex talk.

“I like cuddling.” Sometimes I even joined in. The girls were still shocked when it happened, but they always listened to what I had to say. I’d held back so long they probably figured it had to be good. “When we settle for the night, I put my head on Dallas’ chest and his heart is still pounding. I mean, I did that. It’s my favorite part.”

“I bet our counselors didn’t anticipate that being part of our therapy,” Trina said, looking off in the distance, smiling at whatever vision played through her mind. “Each of the guys is powerful and fierce, and we, the staff of Forever Home, can bring them to their knees.”

“They told us to give the animals a chance.” Kiera chuckled, hooking a leash on one of the dogs. Since it was nice out, we planned to take the dogs for a walk. There were twelve of them, and three of us, and every time we did this we would up with a tangled mess. Somebody always managed to get off their leash, and someone else would eat something they shouldn’t. But the dogs loved it so much it was worth dealing with the aftermath for the rest of the afternoon.

“I can’t believe you two have been here almost a year already. You’ve lasted the longest of everyone who’s worked for me.” Trina grinned, gripping the leashes and digging in her heels. Four dogs packed a lot of power, and it was easy to be the one getting walked. “The difference in both of you since you got here is like night and day.”

Kiera glanced over at me. “It’s true, Lyssie.” 

She had the magic touch, and her dogs were the best behaved. I looked up at her, untangling the leashes from around my thigh. A little bit of the panic, the one that even now the girls could leave me behind as they followed the dogs through the lot, crept in. But it faded. 

“What’s the matter?” Trina asked when she looked back at me. “Don’t tell me you’re leaving me.”

I laughed. Of all the things she could’ve said, that was the most ironic. 

“Nope, not going anywhere.” I swallowed hard. “A couple weeks ago, I thought I was slipping. I didn’t want to go anywhere or talk to anyone. Even coming to the shelter was a struggle some days. I think the hardest thing is realizing that it never goes away, the thing that got us here. It’s part of us.”

“That’s pretty genius,” Trina said softly. “I have days and weeks like that, too. We do the best we can. You know what, though? I couldn’t do any of this without the two of you. I’m so glad you guys came here.”

“Me too.” Kiera’s smile was too big for her face. It took her a long time to be able to do that. When I met her, she was angry a lot. “I’d never had girlfriends before. I had no idea what I was missing.”

“Right? When I first got here, all I could think about was what I’d lost. Never did I think about what I’d gain. The animals, you girls; Delaney, even though we’re just getting to know her, it’s awesome to see the process all over again. And even the Lowes. I can’t imagine my life without any of you now.” Trina looked like she wanted to give us a hug. None of us were big huggers, but I went over and put my free arm around her shoulder. She laughed and did the same. “Let’s go check the mail. I always mean to do it when I drive by, but I zone out every single time.”

Only one dog got loose before we got back to the shelter. One of mine, of course, slipped out of his collar. A couple of squirrels may have needed a good, stiff drink after our walk, but all things considered, it went pretty smoothly. 

But the big news was my lingerie came. 

The girls squealed loud enough to get the dogs excited all over again. They took my crew off my hands as soon as we got back inside so I could open the package. Both of them paid more attention to me than the dogs, and got smothered with kisses. Dogs knew a good thing when they saw it. 

I was nervous to open it. Funny. A couple weeks ago, this seemed like a big deal. Like I needed a special uniform to turn Dallas on, and I wouldn’t be able to do it on my own. Now I could see it for what it was: a new toy. Would it change anything? Dallas never cared what I had on, as long as he could take it off. I’d listened to the girls, letting my body take the lead and quieting my mind. This was the prettiest thing I’d ever owned, and it was part of the mind game. It was powerful, holding the tissue-wrapped lace in my hand, knowing it could unlock a piece of me I’d been afraid to explore.

I held up the teddy. “It’s smaller in person.” 

It was sheer black lace with no bottom. The bodice ended in four straps that connected to stockings. Those were still in the envelope. The girls could fill in the blanks.

“Dallas is going to lose his mind when he sees you in that.” Kiera took the lace out of my hand. I gasped as she snapped a piece away from it, and dropped it in my hand. The strap of fabric was actually the tiniest thong I’d ever seen. “Wear this over your garter straps. Because it’s gonna have to go, and you want to keep the rest of it on. So hot.”

My cheeks burned as Trina sorted through the rest of the mail, muttering under her breath when she saw the bills. Her face brightened any time a handwritten envelope came in from a place we didn’t know. That usually meant a donation. Things had been weird with the shelter in town after the dog fights. Our donations had dried up and some people in town had been downright awful to us since we dissolved Ryker’s ring. It broke my heart for so many reasons.

“Just the one?” Kiera asked, pursing her lips and shaking her head. “One of these days, I wish we’d have a stack of them.”

“Right? I was hoping maybe the Christmas donations would come late this year. We’re ridiculously down since the dog fights. Even if Granger Falls dropped their grudge in the name of holiday spirit, we need a fucking miracle. I’m worried, I have to be honest with you girls. We can’t keep operating at a loss.” Trina sighed, and glanced down at the check. She jumped like it bit her. “And we may have just got what we needed.”

Kiera peeked over at the check and her mouth fell open. “Holy shit. Am I seeing things? There are some zeroes on that thing.”

“How much is it for?” I asked. Most of our donations didn’t break three figures. Zeroes? Holy shit was right.

“Five thousand dollars.” Trina’s voice shook.

“It’s beautiful.” Kiera snatched it away from Trina, bringing it close to her face. “You don’t think it’s a scam, do you? Like we have to cash it and send money to someone else. In the meantime it winds up bouncing halfway to Bald Mountain, and we’re screwed.”

“Way to think positive.” I took the check, it was one of those things I had to see with my own eyes. This money would do so much good, especially now that we had the barn to worry about, too. “Oh, shit.”

“What? It looks legit. Did they sign it Minnie Mouse or something?” Trina’s eyes darkened, like all along she knew it was too good to be true. 

“Worse. Ember Randall.” That poisonous pine cleaner taste burned my tongue again.

“Who?” Kiera wrinkled her nose. “Oh. That bitch. Why would she send us money? Maybe it’s a peace offering. You know, sorry for fucking up your Christmas, ripping your friend to shreds, and marking your boyfriend...here, feed some dogs or something.”

“No.” Trina took the check back, frowning at it. “It’s a power play. Shadow said that she’s been in contact with a lot of businesses in town, making promises she can’t possibly keep. The human-run ones of course—no self-respecting wolf would have anything to do with her. He expects some of the packs will work with her, because they’ve got the two things that we don’t: money and women. This is another way of getting a stronghold in town.”

“So she thought we were too stupid to notice, and then she’d own us?” Kiera shook her head. “It makes me sick, because we could do so much good with that money.”

It occurred to me that Ember’s intentions might be more personal. By giving us this money, she had say over what we did with it. She might think she had say over us, more specifically, me. No. I’d already let a disrespectful bitch hold my life hostage: my mother. I was finally breaking free, and I wasn’t about to hand over the reins to some she-wolf from Montana like I didn’t deserve better. 

“We need to figure out a way to cash the check and tell her what she can do with herself. I have a few very detailed suggestions. It would keep her busy for a long time.” I smirked, drumming my fingers on the check, hoping the tattoo would erase her name from it. “If this is her way of trying to keep me away from Dallas, it’s not going to work. I plan on laughing all the way to the bank.”

“That’s what I love about you, Lyssie.” Kiera said. “You’re all quiet and sweet, but when you get pissed off, man, you are not to be messed with. You’re like our secret weapon.”

**
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“SO EMBER’S GETTING cozy with everyone in town?” I asked once we settled in to eat. The Channings showed up with pizza and beer. I loved when they did that, one of the little ways they let us know they’d been thinking about us all day. “Is she trying to bribe everyone, or is she doing anything besides writing checks?”

“She’s making the rounds,” Baron said, diving in for another slice of pizza. “I’m not sure what else she’s up to, but Major said she’s sniffing around the land his motorcycle shop is on. He owns the building, but she’s trying to exploit a technicality in the law. He’s bullshit, and because X is still healing, he can’t fight her the way he needs to.”

“We’ll help him. It goes without saying. He’ll probably have to pull Shea from the barn. Delaney can do the smaller stuff, but we’ll need to step it up for the heavy lifting,” Shadow said, and his brothers nodded. The Channings and the Lowes had been trying and failing to work together since they’d come into our lives. None of us expected the wildest one in the bunch to settle into work with our newest coworker and make the cutest couple ever. Somehow, the two of them had the power to bring us all together when we couldn’t do it for ourselves. 

That, and the looming threat from Ember and her wolves. She was like one of those yellow-gray clouds hanging over the town, promising chaos.

“I have an idea.” I gathered the discarded pizza crusts; the dogs would appreciate them. “We can’t cash that check. As much as it sucks, we can’t take her money. But what if we make a big deal that she made the donation, and encourage people to match it? She wants to impress the town, and chances are, it’s mutual. They may think she’s a legit Friend of Forever Home, and fall all over themselves to look good to her.”

“Great idea.” Dallas rewarded me with a kiss when I sat down. “We’ll still use her money, but in a way she can’t control.”

“This could work. Ember’s playing everyone in town like a piano. She’s cozying up to Southworth, too.” Shadow rolled his eyes. The mayor had spent most of his terms sweeping potential scandals under the rug. “He can’t get re-elected. He’s not pack friendly. And we know he’s more than happy to take a bribe.”

“I thought you were going to run against him?” Trina settled next to him, handing him a fresh beer. “You’d have the pack vote, and people in town like you. More than they like Southworth, anyway.”

Shadow shook his head, but he didn’t look convinced of whatever he was about to say. “We’re already spread so thin.”

“Who else is running? Some rich asshole?” Dallas asked. He sat close enough to me to that I could feel his heart pounding inside his ribcage. It was a whole different kind of passion that had him fired up, and I loved it just as much. Dallas was a protector, no matter what form he was in. “No one will have our best interests in mind. I don’t mean just the people in this room. I’m talking about all the working class wolves in the forest. The ones who are watching their businesses struggle and their families die out. The wrong person gets in there, they’ll try to take our land and ignore our concerns, because we’ve got one foot in the fucking grave, so who gives a shit what happens to us.”

I put down my plate and wrapped my arms around him. My head settled on my favorite spot, his chest. Usually the sound of his heart thumping comforted me, but tonight, it left me empty. 

I hated this helpless feeling. I’d fought too hard to move past this. Ember was attacking us from every angle. She had resources we didn’t, and she was hell bent on destruction. I didn’t understand her end goal, since the only one who’d be happy if she succeeded was her. 

But what could I do? Standing by and holding Dallas’ hand wasn’t enough. I needed to find a way to best Ember in her human form. She favored her animal, so her weakness had to lie somewhere in her humanity. It would slip. She was way too cocky for her own good.

I wished I could give Dallas a baby. It had nothing to do with my biological clock, which rang like a bell anytime someone walked by with a stroller. These wolves needed hope, and the forest needed the kind of laughter only kids could bring. No matter how hard the wolves fought, they were going to lose. Someday they’d be old, weak, and with no one to fight for them anymore. I couldn’t imagine knowing I would to lose everything. It was bad enough when it happened without warning. 

“Wait a minute.” Kiera broke the uneasy silence that had blanketed the room. Even the animals were quiet. “How does this bitch have so much money? I thought they were losing forest, too. But she’s coming here, gobbling up our town. Why didn’t she do that in Montana? Stop them from taking what was hers? It doesn’t add up.”

The brothers looked at each other, all as gray as Dallas had been with The Full Moon Fever. I hadn’t realized how bad he’d been until he was better. 

“She sold it,” Shadow said, his voice flat with the revelation. “She destroyed her villages and land, and now she wants ours.”

“Why the hell would she do that?” Dallas asked.

Shadow stood up, peering out the window at the forest. “We need to figure it out. Fast. And stop her from doing it to us.”
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Chapter Twelve
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Dallas

“How’s X?” I asked when we got to the Lowes’ house. The chaos had settled from the last time we’d all been here, Christmas Night, when we brought X’s bloody, mangled body back home after the fight. 

Things almost seemed normal. The little house that none of the Channings had visited since we were kids was overflowing now. Major’s mate, Cass, had moved in with her daughter, Emma, while they renovated her parents’ old house. Delaney had come to work at Forever Home, but she and Shea worked together better than any of us ever expected and she’d moved from Trina’s couch to his bed. 

“He’s doing great,” Chandra said. I wasn’t expecting to see her here, glass of wine in hand, X’s head in her lap. She ruffled his coat. “Skin is totally healed, his fur is growing back, and he’s eating normally. I don’t think there’s going to be any problem with his shift next week.”

“Is that what you’re sticking around for? The shift?” Baron smirked. He knew damn well it wasn’t the reason. Now that we’d met our mates, the signs were crystal clear when one of us was about to hit the bullseye. It didn’t matter what form we were in, the connection was unbreakable. Before we shifted, I would’ve followed Lyssie to the end of the earth. 

Chandra squinted in confusion. “Yeah. Everything’s up in the air. With X, with Dallas, even though you’re looking so much better. And especially this next shift. Why? Are you trying to get rid of me?”

X picked up his head and growled. Yup, total bullseye. He didn’t say anything else, but he got his point across. Everyone but Chandra laughed. X eyed us, but relaxed when Chandra’s hand easily fell into his fur. 

“No,” Shadow said quickly. “We need an airtight plan for this shift, and if you have any advice, we’re all ears.”

Major groaned. His energy had changed completely with a little girl nestled in his lap. Not such a livewire anymore, he was much more grounded since he mated. “How the hell do you expect to be taken seriously as alpha? You’re fucking taking surveys. We do what we’ve always done. We stick together. We fight for what’s ours.”

“Ooooh.” Emma giggled at the word Major slipped in, but now wasn’t the time for apologies. Or softness. 

Shadow pressed his lips together. Our family had always kept the peace in the forest, and Shadow was having a hard time reconciling that being alpha, something he’d always dreamed of, meant something completely different. And that his reputation as being non-confrontational made wolves question his status at every turn. But he was used to Major’s shit, since he’d been feeding my brother a steady diet of it his whole life. 

“Since I’m pretty sure you need a high school diploma to be a doctor, yeah, I will ask her advice.” Shadow glared at Major. “They practically made a rug out of your brother, and a slave of mine. Even if we were at our best, we’re outmanned. This is the time to think outside the box and make sure we’re firing on all cylinders. We can’t win this one with muscle. This one takes brains.”

“You mean common sense,” Major sneered, dismissing Shadow. “It doesn’t come from a manual. It comes from experience, and doing the wrong thing until you get it right.”

“I’m running for mayor,” Shadow said. Major’s head jerked around. Emma still held a piece of his long hair in her hand. Now Shadow had his attention. “The wealthy class is sitting back watching us kill ourselves. We may not be in a ring anymore, but nothing changed. We’re still their entertainment. Now we have Ember threatening your business and Forever Home. We’ve been relying on the packs of the forest. We need to align with the townspeople, let them know that we aren’t the only ones under siege.”

“What do you know about government?” Major asked. “All I know is how to bail Shea out of jail.”

Shea perked up. He and Delaney had been watching the exchange from a beanbag on the floor. “Does this mean I get a get out of jail free card?” 

Delaney turned around and made a chopping symbol with her hands. Probably sign language for knock it off. 

He pulled her against his chest and kissed the top of her head. “Kidding.”

“Let’s put Delaney in charge, since she tamed Shea. She can do anything.” I laughed. 

She shook her head, mouthing no. 

“Nah, I’m still wild.” Shea grinned, looking anything but while cuddling with his human mate. “I just stay out of trouble now.”

“It’s Granger Falls. All that matters is that I want the best for the town. Southworth has been driving it into the ground. This is our only chance of saving our land.” Shadow stood, slapping his hands together. 

My brother didn’t look like a politician, with his long, streaked hair and callused hands from contracting. But no one cared more about this town than Shadow. 

“No one will see it coming.” Major actually smiled. “What does this mean for the rest of us?”

“That I’ll need more from you and Dallas. I know, you’ve got your hands full with X, and the shit with the business, and your new family. Damn, it feels good to say that you have a family. I’ll handle the town, the two of you take the forest. I’ll fight beside you if we need to, but it’s time that wealthy wolves respect us. And that’s not going to happen in the forest. We’ve got to play their game if we want to keep what’s ours.”

Major turned to me, sizing me up. “Let me see that bite mark.”

“Yeah,” Chandra chimed in. I’d expected Shadow and Major to come to blows and I forgot all about her. “I want to see how it’s healed. Have you, um, been mating?”

The room erupted in snickers. Across town, Lyssie’s cheeks were probably burning and she’d have no idea why. “Every night.”

“Good for you, man,” Shea called out. “Me too.” 

Delaney gasped, and repeated the chopping motion. She probably did that all the time. But she didn’t hold a grudge, falling back against him in a fit of giggles.

Chandra pulled down the collar of my shirt and frowned. Major squinted, leaning in closer.

“It’s a scar.” I shrugged away from her. “Lyssie makes the fever stay away. It’s not an issue.”

Major shook his head. “Ember marked you, man.” 

“The scar is like a brand. Lyssie couldn’t do that to you. I think Ember has a legitimate claim to you.” Chandra sighed. “This shift will be ugly.”

**
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“LET’S GO OUT,” I SUGGESTED when I got back to Lyssie’s apartment. “Let Kiera and Baron have the place to themselves.”

Lyssie’s face fell. “I had something planned.”

“Oh really?” Maybe it could wait. Lyssie and I hardly left this apartment. Believe me, I was more than entertained, but I wanted to see a different side of her. Get to know every piece of her. I had to make her my mate in body, mind, and spirit. I thought I already had, but the pink crescent marking my neck disagreed. “I like the sound of this.”

“Get out of here,” Kiera insisted. “Let the anticipation build. It will make it better.”

“What is it?” I sat down on the couch and tugged Lyssie’s arm so she landed in my lap. Our lips wound up on top of each other, and I was so frigging turned on by the possibilities of what Lyssie had in mind I leaned back and got lost in the kiss.

Lyssie, getting her way, didn’t argue. Her fingers slipped into my hair, tangling in it and tugging as the kiss intensified. The rest of the world was becoming a fuzzy memory.

“That’s not letting anticipation build,” Baron laughed. Bastard. Lyssie pulled away from me shyly, smoothing her hair. Her cheeks were pink. I’d really like to see her other cheeks pink. Someday. We were still exploring, testing limits. I wanted Lyssie to drop her guard and surrender completely to pleasure.

“No, that’s like charge by the minute webcam stuff.” Kiera wiggled her eyebrows, grabbing Baron’s arm. “Don’t get me wrong, it’s hot as hell. You should show Ember that. Her ass would be back in Montana before you two put your clothes back on.”

Lyssie was too quiet until we got out of the house. 

“What’s the matter?” I asked when we got to the parking lot. I took both her hands in mine. “Where do you want to go?” 

She looked up at her apartment. “The farmer’s market. They’ve got the indoor setup for winter, and they stay open late on Saturdays. Have you ever been?” 

“Nope.” We started walking. “What’s your favorite thing to get there?”

Her entire demeanor changed. Lighter, freer, like any time she opened the door and let me in. “They have this sweet corn bread that makes the most amazing French toast. Sometimes Kiera and I pick up some champagne from one of the local vineyards. We hang out in our pajamas and toast...whatever.”

I stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. The town was busy with skiers who’d spent the day on Bald Mountain. People had to walk around us, but I didn’t care. I had to kiss Lyssie, right then and there. “You’re amazing, you know that?”

“Well, yeah.” She smiled, but furrowed her eyebrows. “What makes you say that?” 

“Because you can find happiness in the simplest things. The stuff other people overlook because they’re too busy complaining about what they have and don’t need. That’s what’s life’s about. Dancing around in your pajamas with your best friend and celebrating absolutely nothing. It’s the good stuff.”

“We can do that.” She tugged on my hand. “Let’s keep walking.”

Something was making her uncomfortable. 

“We will. But we’ll skip the pajamas,” I said. 

Her shoulders slumped. 

“What’s the matter?”

“I don’t want to talk about this here.” Lyssie picked up her pace. “Everyone can hear us.”

“No one’s listening, I promise you.” I stopped walking, pulling her back into me. “It’s just us. Tell me so I can fix it.”

Lyssie drew a deep breath. “Dallas, I love you, but I swear I could hear your thoughts upstairs. That you want to flaunt me in front of Ember. I’m not worried about losing you, but I am worried...” Her words trailed off and she looked away from me.

I only heard every other word after the first four, anyway. “What did you just say?” 

I wrapped my arms around her and drew her into a long, hot kiss that rivaled the one on the couch. I couldn’t fucking help myself.

Lyssie claimed me with those four little words. 

“I love you, too.” I said, my lips brushing against hers. “And you better believe I want Ember to see us together. But it has nothing to do with her. Hell, I want to show you off to everyone. I want every person who passes us by to think ‘how’d that lucky bastard land the most beautiful girl in the world?’” 

She pushed against my chest. “You said no one was paying attention to us.”

“I said they weren’t listening.” I snuck another kiss. “You know as wolves, we can communicate in any form. Our thoughts are the same, human or wolf. If you can pick up on what I’m thinking, you might actually be my mate. This is a good thing, Lyssie. A very good thing.”

Lyssie shook her head and broke away from me. “I’m not a wolf.”

“I don’t care.”

“What if it’s not enough? Years of tradition can’t erase what we all know. And science, can’t exactly argue with that. I’m not like you. She is. What should I do? Wave goodbye as she takes you away from me? Not knowing why it happened almost ruined my life, but knowing damn well why it’s happening and not being able to do a thing about it may kill me.”

“Don’t give the worst case scenario that kind of power over you. You’re so afraid of losing you won’t entertain the idea of winning.” I stopped to give her a chance to think about that. “My brothers and your friends were together for months, and you kept pushing me away. Why?”

“I was scared.” I expected her to look away, but instead she surprised me. She held my gaze. 

“Stop putting the ending before the beginning. You’ll miss all the stuff in the middle. Like the part when we have brunch at midnight in the middle of the living room floor.” I moved closer to her, I didn’t want anyone to hear the rest of it. “And then I’m going to fuck you so hard you won’t be able to walk tomorrow. Good thing it’s your day off.”

Lyssie’s mouth fell open. It took her a minute, but the smile that convinced me there was a little bit of wolf buried deep inside her appeared. Later, there would be a whole lot of wolf inside her. 

“You never asked me what I had planned.”

“Tell me.”

She pulled me down the sidewalk. “Nope, I want you to think about what it could be while we’re shopping. This is my favorite place in town and I haven’t been here in weeks. We might be here a while.”

This woman was going to kill me. I actually loved watching her pick up the candles and soaps to sniff them, and seeing her light up when she talked to the vendors. Lyssie cared so much about people, listening to what every one of them had to say, even if they were giving her a sales pitch. True to her word, she told everyone about Ember’s donation. She didn’t make it sound like gossip. Instead, she phrased it in such a way she had a handful of donations to bring to Trina on Monday.

“Did you hear the bad news?” The woman who made the sweet corn bread frowned after pulling away from Lyssie’s hug. “We’re losing the lease.”

Lyssie’s mouth dropped. “What? Why? This place is packed every weekend.”

“Someone wants the land. Rumor is they’re planning a huge resort. We can’t compete with that. I’m sure we’ll find another space, but it won’t be the same. We’ll lose some people, and there’s something to be said about being in the heart of downtown.”

Lyssie glanced back at me, my shock mirrored on her face. Everything started to make a whole lot of sense. Ember planned to bulldoze Granger Falls and build hotels. Major’s shop was adjacent to the farmer’s market. 

“No,” Lyssie snapped. “I refuse to let that happen. This is why people come here. Not just the farmer’s market, but for the heart and soul of this town. They can stay in some big, gross resort anywhere. But they’ll never have an experience like this.”

The vendor shook her head. “They offered way above market value for the land.”

“We might know some people.” Lyssie winked at me, handing me the bag with the loaves of bread in them. “Don’t count us out yet.”
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Chapter Thirteen
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Lyssie

“I hate her.” I tossed my keys on the kitchen table and switched everything on with too much force. “I refuse to let that bitch take everything from me because she’s got money and fangs.”

We bought the bread and the bubbly, as well as some cherries and honey. I slammed the bowl on the counter. This tantrum wasn’t satisfying at all, and that pissed me off more. I was surprised Kiera didn’t come out of her room. She must’ve left or was otherwise very engaged.

Dallas set the bag on the table. He came up behind me and slid his arms around my waist. The chill had followed us inside, but Dallas was warm again. Maybe too warm—the fever crept back every few days until I cured him with my body. Believe me, I didn’t mind making Dallas feel better, but it was an exhausting reminder that I was only borrowing him. I didn’t know one other claimed wolf. Major and Cass had a mating ceremony planned, but they had yet to mark each other. The fever could be completely normal or a sign that things were horribly wrong.

“We’ve got this,” Dallas murmured against my neck before kissing up to my earlobe, ending in a nip. My bones turned to jelly any time he did that. “Why will you fight so hard for these places, but you’re willing to hand me over to Ember?”

Ouch. His body heat ratcheted from comforting to excruciating in the time it took to ask his question. I pulled away from him, needing to hold on to the counter. The jelly feeling was still there, but for all the wrong reasons. “

I thought this was something we were doing together.”

“It is.” Dallas’ incredible blue eyes had never looked so dark. He reached for me but stopped before touching me. It was even more painful than the heat. “But you didn’t answer the question.”

“Maybe to see if you’ll go.” I barely heard my own words. My deepest, darkest fears had a way of playing tricks on me. They were so strong inside my head, but they were thin and brittle when released into the universe. 

Dallas shook his head. “This is the only place I want to be.” He put his hands on either side of me. I was about to beg him to touch me, I needed the pain. Everything hurt and I needed an explanation. But I didn’t have to ask. He nudged his knee between my legs and captured my mouth in a kiss.

With his lips moving against mine, there were no questions to answer. We surrendered to and claimed one another. There was no fight, only a union. All my fear melted away as his power, his passion, his love flowed into my body. He’d been so patient with me, all the times I’d pushed him away, with all my questions about myself and us. He was still here.

No, he wasn’t going anywhere. I’d claimed him. Dallas was mine.

“I know that,” I said, needing to catch my breath but not ready to stop kissing. His hands covered mine on the edge of the counter. We gripped on to each other for dear life, hanging on to the last shred of the universe before we lost everything we knew. No matter what happened, win or lose, it would change everything. “And it’s the most incredible feeling in the world. I didn’t know what real happiness was until I met you.”

“Me neither.” Dallas kissed my forehead. “Let’s cook this stuff. But don’t think I’ve forgotten about this plan of yours. I can’t stop thinking about it.”

My cheeks flushed, and I turned to the bag, trying to conceal my smile. I was terrible at keeping secrets. “I hope you’re not disappointed. All this buildup and then...”

“Impossible.” Dallas picked up the bag of cherries. “What can I do to help?”

“Do you know how to pit cherries?” I asked.

The light returned to Dallas’ eyes. “Nope.”

“Good, let me show you.” I unhooked my apron from the pantry door and dropped the neck strap over his head. “Remember, I promised to wear this with pearls and nothing else.” 

Dallas loosened his belt. “I can do that. Get me some pearls. Although, I can think of other things to do with those.”

My whole body throbbed and I pretended there was absolutely nothing suggestive about that comment. “I use a straw to get the pits out. Push it in the end and wiggle it. Make sure you do it over the bowl, because it gets messy.” 

Wiggling the straw into the end of the cherry felt dirty, too. And I was hungry for something else now. Trina and Kiera had completely corrupted me. I was as red as the cherries when I handed Dallas the straw. 

He was a quick student, and by the time I had the rest of the ingredients simmering, he finished pitting the cherries. 

“I still made a mess.” He held up his juice-stained hand, and licked his pointer finger.

“Let me get that for you.” I reached for his wrist and angled his finger into my mouth. I sucked the sweet juice from it, swirling my tongue up and down the length of it. Dallas moaned, curling his clean hand around my neck and holding me in place as he slipped the next sticky finger into my mouth. 

“Damn. Is that a preview of the coming attractions?”

I nodded, his finger still between my lips. “

I have an idea,” I said, letting go of him. “This will be even better if we let the cherries marinate in the bourbon. And we’re going to be starving later on.” 

I looped the apron up over his head and hung it up. Dallas’ hand still glistened from its tongue bath. He watched, open mouthed, as I peeled my sweater up over my head and walked into my bedroom. 

He followed me, but I closed the door before he had a chance to come in. 

“What are you doing?” he asked. His hand held the door open so he could still see my face.

“Not ready yet.” My heart thundered in my ears. I should’ve taken a swig of that bourbon. I had no reason to be nervous. I pushed the door closed. 

My hands shook as I took the lingerie out of the tissue. Kiera had suggested I hook the stockings into the holders before I put it on, and I wished I’d listened to her. These little plastic things were impossible to work. I shimmied out of my jeans and underwear and slid into the teddy. Now that it was all one piece it was more of a contraption, making me glad I didn’t drink. I would’ve gotten hopelessly tangled in it, fallen flat on my ass, and Dallas would’ve come in to find me playing a losing game of Twister with my fancy underwear. 

Not exactly the tone I was hoping to set.

I didn’t recognize myself. Straps of lace crossed over the front of my body. My nipples eagerly poked through the pattern. The thong covered nothing and it was already soaked. I finger-combed my curls and slipped into the heels and robe I ordered. The girl who wore this didn’t have time for any of that self-doubt shit. She was fierce, confident, didn’t give a flying fuck about some she-bitch from Montana, and was ready to rock the world of the wolf waiting on the other side of the door.

“Holy shit,” Dallas said, more of a breath than a statement. He hadn’t moved from where I left him. I leaned against the door frame, letting the robe fall open. “You look like a goddess.”

“You like?” I asked.

“I love.” He picked up the open lapel of the robe, drinking in the lace and bare flesh. Heat rolled off his body, but I had goosebumps. “Now how are we going to get this off you?”

“I was thinking I’d keep some of it on.” I bit my lip and lowered my gaze so he watched me pull the tiny strap of my thong away from my hip. “Otherwise, I thought I’d leave the rest up to you.”

“I like the way you think.” Dallas pulled the loose belt away from the robe. “We can’t let this go to waste. Step back in the room, Lyssie. We need to close the door.”

Excitement thrummed through my body. The energy between us had become supercharged, filling my little room. Dallas sat on the bed, his belt still hanging loose from when he jokingly opened it in the kitchen. He folded my satin belt, pulling it tight between his fingers before setting it beside him.

“You didn’t get that outfit at the farmer’s market.” His words had a low rumble. 

I shook my head, trying to suppress my grin. “Nope. Ordered it online.”

“God, I love the internet.” He smirked. “Take off the robe and let me see you. Leave the heels on.” 

Letting the robe slip from my shoulders to the floor, I met Dallas’ gaze. He hadn’t touched the bourbon, but the way he looked at me, I’d swear he was lust drunk. He wasn’t suffering from Full Moon Fever, but he needed my body all the same.

And he was going to get it.

“I’m not going to be sweet with you, Lyssie. You’ve been teasing me all night and I’ve had a lot of time to think about what I want to do to you. I’m not holding anything back. I’m going to fuck you like crazy.”

My knees buckled. “What are you waiting for?”

Every so often, Dallas looked more like a wolf than a man. This was one of those times. “For you to get over here.” 

I dropped to my knees—I’d never make it over there upright—and crawled to him. 

His mouth fell open. He wasn’t the only one shocked. I couldn’t believe I was doing this, but there was no turning back now. 

“You have no idea how gorgeous you look doing that, with your tits swaying and your ass in the air,” he growled. 

My arousal was already dripping down the inside of my thighs. We were getting close to the full moon, and I was willing to bet Dallas could smell it. At one point, that would’ve embarrassed me, but now it turned me on even more, that we could share something so primal. I knelt in front of him and he grabbed a handful of my hair, our gazes locked once again. 

“Be wild with me tonight,” he said. 

I almost told him he read my mind, but I licked my lips instead. Dallas’ belt hung open, from when we joked about the apron. I pulled it out of the loops, hitting him in the stomach with the unexpected velocity. 

Dallas put his hands over mine. “What did you have planned with that?”

I froze, because I didn’t have one. I shook my head, and he took the belt from me, placing it next to its satin counterpart on the comforter. “I could’ve come up with something.”

“Nope. Stick to original. And I’ve got some plans of my own.” Dallas leaned back, his heavy-lidded gaze made everything inside me pulse. 

Dallas was hard inside his jeans. I brushed the back of my knuckles along the outline of his erection and he squeezed his eyes closed, shifting his legs on the bed. I wasn’t sure if he was trying to get away from me or make my job easier. Either way, he needed relief. 

I unzipped his fly. Dallas didn’t bother with underwear most days, and his cock sprung out, ready for me. I was still shy about blow jobs. I’d built them up in my head to be something gross, but they weren’t that bad after all. Wrapping my hand around his shaft, I started slow, rubbing my thumb over the tip. It was a little wet. I loved that we could do this to each other’s bodies. And even more, I loved that the big, bad wolf had surrendered to me. His breathing changed, like he had to remind himself to do it, and our gazes locked as I lowered my mouth down on him.

“Fuck, that feels so good,” he moaned. His fingers tangled in my hair, cupping the back of my head, guiding me. I was glad he did it, not only so I knew what he liked. His moans were a sweet reward for hitting the right spot. There was still a little piece of me wanted to chicken out. Run. This wasn’t me. But it was so much fun, watching Dallas turn practically inside out as my tongue moved up and down his cock. “And you look incredible like this.”

I wanted to smile, but it was kind of hard to do with a mouth full of his shaft. Our gazes locked, and he pulled me away from him by my hair. Now it was my turn to groan. 

“You like that, don’t you?” Dallas asked, pulling harder, exposing the line of my neck. I wished he’d sink his teeth into my skin, claim me. I wanted to feel the fire inside my body that could only be quelled by desire. I wanted to give Dallas that kind of power over me. Be hypnotized with fever, so blinded by passion that I wasn’t sure if it was real or if I’d lost my mind. 

That’s what forever meant to me. 

Dallas didn’t let go of my hair. “Stand up, Lyssie.” 

I rolled back on my heels, wobbling, and glad that Dallas held me. I rose slowly, brushing against his cock, our bodies inches apart. Dallas cupped the back of my head again, pulling me into a kiss. I was dizzy as our lips moved against each other, desperate for some sort of center. Dallas ran his tongue along my top lip and my knees buckled. He rumbled, and his animal didn’t scare me anymore. I couldn’t wait for him to shift. 

Dallas kneaded between my shoulder blades, never breaking the kiss. He worked my tense muscles hard, melting all the doubt away. Small circles kept dipping lower on my bare back, his fingers warm while they worked. He massaged the small of my back, and I thought I was going to fall over. My body was going haywire. 

I gasped against his lips when he let go. He grasped my wrists, holding them in front of us. The rough pad of his finger brushed against the tender skin below my thumb.

“Do you trust me?” he asked. The gold swirled in his eyes, I’d never seen them like this before. 

“I do,” I whispered. It was hard to speak.

“Good. If I ever do anything that makes you uncomfortable, tell me.” Dallas held both my wrists in one hand, and he cupped my chin with the other. He knew I’d try to look away. He frowned. “What do you hate more than anything else?”

Weird question, right now. 

“Broccoli.” I was going to burst out laughing, thinking about how much I hated the texture of it in my mouth.

He nodded. “If you don’t like something I do, if it doesn’t feel right, or if you want to stop, say broccoli, and I’ll know that you hate it. I’ll stop immediately. No questions asked.”

I laughed. “That’s ridiculous.”

“No, it’s not. It’s a safe word.” He nodded when my mouth fell open against his hand. He must’ve been able to feel my heart slam against my ribcage. “I want us to explore everything. Together. And sometimes that means going to the edge of the cliff and deciding whether or not we’re going to jump. Keep an open mind. But if you’re not into it—“

“I know, say broccoli.” I laughed. “That doesn’t mean I want you to stop right now. Just that I agree to the terms of the arrangement.”

Dallas kissed me again. This time was different. There was no give and take in this one, he was in the driver’s seat. And it was sexy as hell. “How are you feeling?”

It was hard to think over the tattoo of my heartbeat in my eardrums. “Excited. Nervous.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Are you scared?”

“A little.” I swallowed hard. Not broccoli level, but there was no denying it was there.

“Good.” Dallas’ answer shocked me. “The best feeling in the world is when you conquer something that scares the shit out of you. When you can look it in the eye and make it your bitch. I want you to know what that’s like. I’ll never be a rich man, but I want to give you something no one else can.”

To have one day without fear. I had many, before my mother drove away from me. My life had been so different, carefree. She didn’t just leave me behind, she took my childhood with her. My memories and my joy. All she’d left me with was pain and confusion.

This was the greatest gift anyone had ever given me. 

Goosebumps prickled my skin. Dallas hadn’t succeeded yet, but it didn’t matter. He’d already given me power where I’d had none. This was a chance to get my life back.

He slipped the satin belt around my wrists, crisscrossing the black sash carefully. I tugged a little, testing the restraint, but I couldn’t move my hands away from each other. Dallas smiled but didn’t say anything when I did it. He knotted it, leaving a long tail. 

He knelt in front of me, kissing my fingers. I’d knotted them together, mimicking the pattern he created. 

“I feel bad,” he said, rubbing his thumb along my bare hip, just below the strap of my thong. “You had something special planned, and I saw this outfit and lost my mind.”

“Don’t. My plan was the outfit, and I figured it would spark some creativity for both of us.” I shivered at his light touch. He was so gorgeous, on his knees in front of me. I may have been the one restrained, but I’d never felt so much power. 

Dallas stripped off his T-shirt. I’d never get sick of watching his muscles move under his skin. His hair fell over his bare shoulders, and his gaze flicked up to me. They were like two flames swirling in the dark. 

“Keep these plans coming,” his voice rumbled. “I have a lot of ideas.” 

He tugged the strap of the thong just enough to expose me. Running his finger along my cleft, he kissed just above it. I swayed, and Dallas continued the kiss. He outlined the edge of my slit, then darted his tongue out, sending shockwaves to my clit on contact.

I gasped, bowing forward. I couldn’t catch myself since my wrists were bound, but Dallas caught me before I lost my balance. He steadied me with one hand, still on his knees. He resumed his mission, but his kisses trailed higher, along the curve of my stomach and just below my belly button. 

I burst out laughing. “That tickles.”

“Good. You’re fun to play with,” he said before he licked me. I squirmed, crying out. “Because you make that noise every time I hit one of your spots.”

“There’s a few other places I might be ticklish.” 

“Oh yeah?” Dallas rose from his knees, never letting go of my wrists. “Get on the bed. I’m going to find them all.”

I sat on the edge of the bed, my nerves tripping off little landmines all over my body. “What do you want me to do?”

“Lie on your back. And let me do the rest.”

I sunk into the mattress and closed my eyes. Peace washed over me—I had to let Dallas take care of everything. He brushed my hair away from my face, and ran his fingers lightly over my lips. I tried to catch them with my tongue. He lingered, and some of the cherry taste remained from earlier. 

It didn’t last long. Dallas stretched my arms over my head, looping the free ends of the sash through my headboard. My arms were suspended above my head, a reminder of my concession. 

“How does that feel?” he asked. It was instinct to tug on the knot, even though I didn’t want to be anywhere but here. Good thing, because I couldn’t move. 

But Dallas could. Look fear in the eye, and make it your bitch. My mouth watered. 

“Don’t leave me,” I whispered. 

“I’m not going anywhere, baby.” Dallas kissed my lips and the fear dissipated. He hovered over my face, smiling. “I have a pretty good idea where you’re ticklish.”

“I’m not telling.” I strained, trying to reach his lips. They were so close. “You need to find it on your own.”

Dallas sat back and shimmied out of his jeans. He ran his fingers over my teddy, lightly enough to make me shiver. He rubbed my arms, not leaving an inch of me untouched, then let his hands fall to my thighs. The slow, rhythmic movements put me into a trance. Until he reached the bottom of my feet. I flinched when he hit the spot.

He shook his head, smiling.

“Old news.” He crawled back up my body, grabbing the forgotten strap of my thong. It had adjusted itself, sort of, when I got on the bed. Bunched up, but not covering what it was supposed to. “Only one spot left.”

There went the thong, down my legs, onto the floor. I was totally at Dallas’ mercy. He repositioned himself in between my thighs, spreading them wide. My legs weren’t bound, but I didn’t fight. Instead, I arched my back, offering myself to him. 

“Is that a hint?” Dallas ran his hand up my leg, settling on my raised thigh.

“Yes.” The word was strained. “Hurry up.”

He burst out laughing, and I couldn’t contain it very long, either. We stopped, but the giggles came back. “I could slow down, tickle your feet, but the truth of the matter is, I’m just as anxious to do this as you are. I can’t wait to fuck you with my mouth.”

My body fell back on the mattress. Just the words alone were powerful enough to knock me over. Dallas held my thighs firm as he made first contact. His tongue hit my clit, and electricity raced through my body. I couldn’t get away from it, and I had no choice but to ride the wave.

Dallas knew exactly what he was doing. He sucked on the swollen nub long and slow, swirling his tongue around, sure to hit every spot. It didn’t exactly tickle, but the effect was the same. I writhed, but had no way to relieve the sensation. I cried out as Dallas clamped his lips down on the sensitive skin. He slipped two fingers inside me, curling them forward.

That was the spot.

“Oh my God,” I gasped, pulling on my restraints so hard I was afraid I’d break the headboard. Dallas intensified his thrusts, and I couldn’t see straight anymore. I thrashed wildly under him, but there was no stopping the pressure that built in my core, throbbing and demanding escape. I cried out, riding the orgasm. 

“You are so beautiful when you lose control,” Dallas said, his voice rumbled, gravely with need. I panted, crashing down from the high and the shock of Dallas letting me go. He kissed me; our sweet, salty union passing between us. “You should try things that scare you more often.”

“Don’t leave me.” My voice was hoarse like I’d been screaming. “I can’t lose you.”

“You won’t.” The rumble turned into a growl. “We are going to fight this, together. I’m stronger with you, Lyssie. Before I met you, I had no idea what I wanted. I thought I did, but I didn’t know why. You gave me a reason. Every day I wake up with you and I’m reminded why I do the things I do. Because I want a future, and I want you in it.”

My heart was going to burst. “Thank you.”

“No, thank you.” He kissed me again. “This is why it’s good to face your fears. You’ve spent so much time being afraid of things that haven’t happened. And they never will. I watched you tonight, at the farmer’s market, and you are a force to be reckoned with. Stop thinking about what you’re going to lose and remember all you have to gain.”

“I know,” I said softly. “I have to remember that everyone is scared of something.”

“Let me tell you a secret.” Dallas sat up, reaching into the pocket of his jeans and pulling out a condom. “I’m afraid of losing you, too.”

I could barely think, watching him sheath himself with a firm grip on his own cock. How could this beautiful, powerful man be afraid of anything? 

But then I realized he’d lost everything, too. The Sawtooth wolves had grown up with the promise of a mate, and the waved goodbye as the she-wolves were sold off to the highest bidder. Wanting things never went away when you lost everything. The cravings intensified, but they were for different things. Comfort. Love. Home. The things that hurt the worst when they weren’t there because we’d been promised we’d have them forever.

“I love you,” I said. The fear was gone. “You’ve lost everything, too. And you never stopped fighting for what you believed in. And you thought I was worth fighting for. Even when I didn’t.”

His face glowed, hovering over mine. He brushed my hair away from my damp face, and his smile was pure ecstasy. “I love you, too. Lyssie. You gave me a future, and that was something I never thought I’d have. It’s not always going to be perfect, but it’s always worth fighting for.”

Dallas slipped inside me, and together, we’d found everything we’d been looking for. Kisses rained down on my cheeks, lips, forehead as he rocked his hips against me. His thrusts intensified, the emotions were overwhelming. I wrapped my legs around him. We were knotted, twisted, and messy, and I never wanted to let him go.

He swelled inside me, and his body slowed as he jumped off his own cliff. We couldn’t stop kissing. Dallas stayed inside me, our bodies still tangled. He untied the sash from the headboard, and rubbed my arms as he unwrapped the satin. 

All of that and I hadn’t been able to hold him. 

“How are you feeling?” Dallas asked, kissing my fingertips.

“Like a completely new person.” I couldn’t stop smiling. “Who knew a little lace and shiny stuff could do that?” 

Dallas shook his head, his eyes were still on fire. “The outfit is hot, don’t get me wrong, but that was all you.”
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Chapter Fourteen
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Dallas

“I had a dream about you,” I said when Lyssie’s eyes fluttered open. It was unusual that she got to stay in bed past dawn. Even if she had a rare day off, like today, she often set her alarm to make sure Kiera got out of bed. That was a responsibility Lyssie was more than happy to relinquish to Baron. 

“Just one?” Lyssie rested her chin on her hand, but none of them let my chest. A sleepy smile played on her lips. “I dream about you all the time.”

“Sometimes I think I’m dreaming about you, but then I realize my eyes are open.” I ran my fingers through her tangled hair as she sighed. “Anyway, last night I dreamed you were a wolf. I knew it was you because of your eyes. That pretty blue. Your fur was all white, and you were just as gorgeous as you are right now. The whole pack was together, a regular full moon run. It was awesome, being able to run with you. But then Ember and the rest of the Montana assholes showed up. Lyssie, you handled it. You trotted right up to her and it wasn’t physical fight, but it was still a domination. No question about it. They retreated, and I knew they were gone. Really gone. I woke up so proud of you.”

Her smile widened, more awake now. “I like that dream. A lot.” 

She sat up, raking her fingers through her hair and stretching. The sheet fell away from her body, and I couldn’t tear my gaze away from her curves. Her body was soft and round all over, with full breasts that I’d never get enough of. Lyssie was so confident in her body, and I never stopped appreciating it. I was used to girls with a thousand hang-ups about being naked, but she didn’t have any. It was an unexpected surprise, and how I knew I could push her last night. I was willing to hold her hand and help her bridge the gap to the woman I knew she wanted to be.

Don’t get me wrong, I was in love with the woman who was sitting beside me, bare and rumpled, looking down at me with a silly grin.

“What?” I asked. 

“I had a similar dream, I’m trying to remember it all. The whole town had turned into a giant hotel. It had weird and windy hallways, but I knew that’s where we were. And that Ember ruined everything. It was like a ghost town. No one came because they wanted Granger Falls but it didn’t really exist anymore. But everyone kept leaving their animals behind, and we had to take the hotel over, because it was the only place big enough for us.”

“So what happened?” I loved that we’d shared the same dream. It took different forms, but we were truly becoming one. 

Lyssie frowned, searching for more information about the dream. “I’m not sure. It didn’t feel right, but we were convinced we could make it work for the animals. I don’t remember the end.” Her face lit up. “I got like a hundred bucks last night at the farmer’s market for Forever Home. Trina’s going to be psyched. It doesn’t sound like much, but every little bit helps. We’ve had trouble lately, but there are some really good people here. I know you see this as a wolf issue, but it affects everyone in town.”

I pulled her down on top of me. 

“You’re amazing.” I managed between kisses. “What you do for everyone else doesn’t go unnoticed.”

“Sorry about my morning breath.” She pushed away from me, swatting and laughing. “Dallas, I was always yours. And the fact we had the same dream proves it. We need to do something about it. We’ve spent the last couple of weeks figuring out how to get rid of Ember. Believe me, I’m having the time of my life trying to cure you. But you know what we haven’t tried? Telling her what’s up. That she’s barking up the wrong tree, pun intended, and that she’s not welcome here. Getting her out of our hair isn’t enough. I won’t let her ruin this town. I love it here, and it’s our home.”

I sat up. We had shit to do. “First of all, never apologize for your morning breath. It’s a small price to pay for being able to kiss you before anyone else gets to see you. Secondly, I think that’s a great idea, but you have to prepare yourself for the possibility that it’s not going to work.”

Lyssie pouted. “Why not?”

I got out of bed, slipping my jeans back on. One of these days I’d bring my clothes here. But soon I hoped to draw up plans on a place of our own. Right next to the place Baron built for himself and Kiera. “Because we’re not dealing with a sane person. She wants things, too, and she’s already shown she’ll take them by any means necessary. I shouldn’t let you go anywhere near her.”

“You shouldn’t let me?” Lyssie raised an eyebrow. “You just told me that I should do things that scare me. This scares the hell out of me. Is that what it looks like when you pull the alpha male card?”

I laughed. “What, you don’t like it?”

She sighed. “I really shouldn’t. But let me tell you a secret. I love it.”

**
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IT WAS NO SECRET WHERE Ember had set up camp. She and her pack had taken over the villas at The Bald Mountain Resort. It overlooked both Granger Falls and Sawtooth Forest. The town quickly divided over their opinion of her presence. Not only was she harassing many hardworking business owners, but she was also interrupting the life blood of the region—ski season. Rooms were at a premium, and she was taking prime space away from people who spent their money in Granger Falls.

Not everyone was sorry to see her here. Running a small business was much like skating on a pond. The ice could give way at any time. Ember knew where the ice was flimsy, and some people would’ve gladly sold their stake in town in return for a fresh start.

Add to that she was gorgeous, cunning, and the most exciting thing that had happened in Granger Falls in my thirty years. Some of us had to be careful what we wished for.

“Do you ski?” Lyssie asked. “Kiera loves snowboarding, but I’ve never tried it.”

“Baron does, too. The two of them are having a blast, with their extreme sporting expeditions. I love the mountain as a wolf. As a human, my sport of choice is hockey. I haven’t played this winter. The Lowes have a big Christmas game every year, but it didn’t happen this year since X was in rough shape.”

Lyssie shook her head. I could see her making a mental list of everything Ember had taken away from us. “Don’t get me wrong. I love winter. I love snuggling under blankets, the cocoa, and the way the air feels when we leave work and its dark out. It’s so crisp. My dream is to open a booth at the farmers’ market and sell my knitted stuff. I might want to use you as a model.”

“You can use me any way you want, darlin’.” 

We pulled into the parking lot. The villas were the exclusive area of the resort, detached from the bigger hotel. Sleek black SUVs packed the parking lot. Ember didn’t skimp on details. My mud-splattered, beat up truck would trip every warning bell Ember’s pack had, but that didn’t bother me. I didn’t planning on staying here long, and I wasn’t in the mood for hide and seek.

Lyssie stayed in the passenger’s seat, smiling, when I cut the engine. “What’s going on in that head of yours?” 

The beautiful thing was I could never tell. She surprised me every day.

“I love it when you call me darlin’,” she said softly. “Make sure to do it in front of Ember.”

Two werewolves stood guard outside the largest villa. Ember expected company. Lyssie and I held hands, walking side by side to the door. We received a grunt of acknowledgement from the guards, but they let us pass.

Lyssie knocked on the door, hard. 

“I want to get this over with,” she muttered.

Ember answered the door herself. An oily smile slid up the side of her over-made up face. I never noticed makeup on women unless they wore way too much. Always made me wonder what they had to hide. With Ember, I knew. 

“Hey, Dallas. I see you brought us a pet.” Ember stepped toward Lyssie, who grasped my hand, her body tensing, but she didn’t retreat. Maybe the dream had been a premonition. “I knew you’d come to me willingly.”

“Actually, I came to thank you for your generous donation to Forever Home. You already have a lot of influence in town, Ember. Is it okay for me to call you that? Anyway, people have been matching your donation. A lot of animals are going to find and keep good homes, thanks to you.” Lyssie plastered a smile on her face. Ember would never detect the venom dripping from her sweet tone.

“You better find them homes. That check serves two purposes. First one will concern you the most. You cash that check, you owe me. But in the grand scheme of things, you’re insignificant, Lyssie. Is it okay if I call you that? The check’s real purpose is a down payment for the purchase of the land your precious little shelter is on. Turns out, it’s way undervalued. No one in this town seems to understand what they have to lose. Which is great for me. Maybe I’ll use that savings to boost wages in the new resort, but probably not. If I learned anything in Montana, it was to protect my investments.”

“Good, we have something in common,” Lyssie said. I hadn’t expected her to take the lead. She had this. I was familiar with this role. I protected anyone who fought for me, by any means necessary. I’d done it with my brother for years, and I planned to do it for Lyssie for the rest of our lives. “I protect what’s mine, too.”

Ember burst out in an ugly cackle. There was no question she was an animal. “Listen, human, I’ll use your boyfriend as a chew toy until I get my point across. How long was he sick? There’s only so long his body will be able to take it. So he’s got two choices. He can come to me now proud and willing, or crawl to me weak and broken. Play nurse as long as you want, but in the end, you’ll lose him. This fight doesn’t concern you. Cut your losses, and walk away.”

I squeezed Lyssie’s hand. Ember figured out how to tap into her worst fear. “If she walks, I’ll follow her. You chase me, I’ll run to her.”

The tension left Lyssie’s body and she laughed. 

“Why are you chasing someone who doesn’t want you? He’d come to you, if he wanted you. The guys have told us the legends of this forest. Wolves mate for love. Mating by force almost cost them everything. I say almost because there are still these great guys willing to fight for what they want. And this great guy doesn’t want you, Ember.” Her face brightened as her strength blossomed. This was Lyssie’s second chance. Now she had a say in what happened to her. “Sure, you have tons of things I don’t. Money, power, a hot body. And you’re a wolf. I can’t compete with that, can I? On paper, we shouldn’t be having this conversation. I’m crazy to fight you. What do I have to offer, compared to you? But Dallas doesn’t want that. He wants me. I can give him all things you can’t. The things you’re trying to take away. Home. Security. That’s what wolves want, at least in Sawtooth Forest. I fall asleep listening to his heart beat, and we dream the same dreams. I took care of him at his worst, when he was starving and beaten. I did it because it was the right thing to do. Not because I wanted anything in return. I knew someday he’d be wild and free. And that’s why I deserve him at his best.”

If Lyssie had a microphone, she would’ve dropped it and walked off stage. But no, this Lyssie didn’t back down from a fight. She had no fear. She knew what belonged to her and she’d fight to keep it.

I couldn’t be more in love with her if I tried.

“You think I’m only here for your wolf? He’s a fool to resist me. I’ll own this town, and there will be no place for either of you. You can do this the easy way, human, or you can make it hard on yourself. Either way, you’re at my mercy.”

“Bullshit,” I growled. 

Ember didn’t expect it and stepped back. Good. 

“This is our forest, you’re at our mercy. Your days here are numbered. People around here don’t care about money. They care about tradition and family. And they’re a lot smarter than you think. Your plan will destroy this town. You have us outmanned, that’s no secret. But the wolves of Sawtooth Forest fight for what’s theirs. We’ll fight for the town, and we’ll fight for our mates, no matter who they are.” I slipped my arm around Lyssie’s waist and pulled her against me. “Lyssie saved my life. All you do is destroy things.”

Ember rolled her eyes. “I’m not going anywhere. I’m looking forward to watching you die slowly, absolutely destitute.”

“I’ll die in the arms of my mate, with everything I ever wanted.” I led Lyssie away from the door. As far as I was concerned, this fight was over. Ember would drag it out into the town and the forest, but Lyssie said it best.

We dreamed the same dreams. And mine was to grow old with the beautiful woman walking beside me. 

“I’m still shaking,” Lyssie said when we got back to the truck. She traced her finger along the line of my neck, squinting in confusion, then repeated the motion on the other side, moving my head so she could get a better look. “The bite mark is gone.”

“It is?” It had faded to an ugly pink reminder of my encounter of Ember, but refused to disappear. Until now. “You sure?”

Lyssie’s smile was brighter than the sunshine. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”

“You know what that means, right? You’re mine.” I captured her lips in a long slow kiss. 

“I can’t believe I did that.” Lyssie looked out the back window as I started the truck. “She’s still there. I’m surprised that stare down hasn’t melted our skin from our bones. This isn’t over. Not by a long shot.”

“What are you talking about? You were amazing. I’m so proud of you.” I leaned over and kissed her. We weren’t running away from here. This was our land, and there was no need to burn rubber in the parking lot. “She expected you to run. To hand me over. It undermines her strength, to her pack and ours, that she can’t intimidate a human.” 

“That was the scariest thing I ever did. She could’ve attacked us, or worse, you could’ve gone with her.” Lyssie shuddered. “But you’re still here with me.”

“I’m not going anywhere.” I backed up, waving to Ember, who stood in the doorway, fire burning her eyes. “I’d love to tell you this is over, but it’s just the beginning. We’ll take care of Ember, but there will be something else we have to fight for. I’ll always come home to you, Lyssie.”

Lyssie exhaled. I’d never seen her smile like this. It took over her whole being, and she’d never looked so beautiful. “For the first time, I actually believe it. There’s always been a little voice in the back of my head, nagging me, telling me I’ll lose anything that’s important to me. But it’s gone. You’re mine.”

“Damn straight, darlin’.” I was going to have to pull over in the next parking lot and kiss the hell out of her. “I’m yours. Forever.”
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[image: image]

THANK YOU!
I hope you loved Lyssie and Dallas’ story as much as I loved writing it. The next couple to get their happily ever after is Chandra and X in Her Spellbound Wolf. Find out why Chandra has been bought to Sawtooth Forest, and why she knows so much about the pack. Everyone gets their happily ever after. Don’t miss the thrilling conclusion to the Sawtooth Shifters series! 

One-click Her Fated Wolf Now! 

Sign up for my newsletter to find out about new books: http://www.kristenstrassel.com/shifterlist
If you love Lyssie and Dallas’ story, make sure to check out Running Wild, the first book in The Real Werewives of Alaska Series. 
The Real Werewives of Alaska is the hottest new reality show on TV. 
Each week, a shapeshifting football player finds his forever mate.
Wolf shifter Sebastian is putting it all on the line by becoming the Alaska Bloodhounds’ running back. He’s been kicked out of his pack and threatened with death if he sets foot in the state again. Getting involved with a reality dating show? Out of the question. Until he meets his forever mate at the Real Werewives welcome party.
Naomi’s a commitment-phobe, but when her mom signs her up for The Real Werewives of Alaska, she’s game. Forever mates? Nope. She's on the show to get exposure for her travel blog. But when a smokin’ hot wolf with amber eyes wants to take her on a date, suddenly forever doesn’t seem so bad.
When his old pack comes for him, can Sebastian keep Naomi safe or will she run? 
Thank you so much for reading! If you loved Her Spellbound 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 Fated Wolf...
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Her Fated Wolf Chapter One
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Chandra

Another second closer. Every one counted.

The moon expanded inside my skull, the throb of my heartbeat intensified with the gravitational pull. The second hand of the old clock in the Lowe’s living room slammed forward. The rhythms didn’t complement one another, and my vision became a dizzy swirl.

Time to shift.

All my life I’d been forced to hide. Who I was, what I wanted. I couldn’t believe I’d been here a month, among my own kind, and had yet to blow my cover. I was conflicted how I felt about that. My camouflage was like an armor, but the Sawtooth wolves should’ve known one of their own.

Unless I was so far removed from my wolf they couldn’t recognize it in me. 

Delaney, the only human here, stopped dead in her tracks when she came around the corner. It was a shame she was human, she would’ve made a great wolf, always a little on edge. She couldn’t speak, and many days, I felt like I had no voice, either. I couldn’t tell what she signed to me in the shadows, her hands flailed wildly, repeating the motion. 

“I’m fine.” I backed away from her. “Has anyone shifted yet?”

She shook her head. 

I should’ve told her what was wrong. She knew it was something. My head was in my hands, sweat trickled down my forehead. Wrong didn’t begin to describe it. This is what I’d wanted my whole life. To run as a wolf in Sawtooth Forest. But I’d been questioned and judged the entire time I’d been here taking care of X. These wolves didn’t trust easily, and neither did I. 

We needed each other.

“Tell them I’ll be down in a minute.” Everyone was on edge for this shift. X had healed completely from the Christmas night battle, and he insisted on getting revenge on his attackers. He wasn’t the only wolf that had been attacked, and there was a huge score to settle.

Delaney ran down the stairs. Guess I wasn’t getting an Oscar for that performance. It needed work, in all forms. I stood at the top of the stairs, lurking in the shadows I’d been dying to break free of. Everything seemed normal. 

“Stop worrying, angel,” Shea assured Delaney, taking her in his arms and kissing the top of her head. I loved it when he did that. She was his mate. Well, she was human, so that made her his girlfriend. “This is what we do. We’re wolves. We’re still here. We might have wounds to lick, but we always come back stronger.”

It might not have helped her, but it gave me comfort.

X was the only one who noticed I came back in the room. No surprise there, everyone was tangled in their own drama. X’s older brother, Major, was busy with his mate, Cass, and her daughter. Cass had been cold to me ever since I got here, and I had yet to figure out why. X turned to me, his eyes lit up. He’d been standing by the door, tail wagging in anticipation. 

After tonight, I’d finally see him in his human form. My tail wagged at the thought of it. 

I wish they’d hurry up, he said. Wolves could understand each other no matter what form they were in. Delaney would’ve heard something totally different.

“It’s almost time.” I sank to my knees and roughed his fur. His scent overwhelmed me, this close to my own shift. Earthy, spicy, and hopefully mine. 

He wriggled free, staring at me with those incredible golden eyes. His brothers all had them too. They were gorgeous, with their long, dark hair and rippling muscles. There weren’t any pictures around the house, and I could only dream of what X looked like. You understand me, he whispered.

I nodded.

X pushed his snout into the crook of my neck. You’re gonna shift. I can smell it.

My skin stretched to the absolute limit. I had an overwhelming urge to run, hide. I’d had to do it all my life, find a place to take cover. No one had ever known my true nature. It would cost me my freedom. 

My skin ripped my secret free. Brown fur blossomed over my arms. Long, black claws replaced my fingers as they retracted into paws. Shifting always terrified me. It was one of the reasons I’d studied veterinary medicine, desperate for the answers that no one would give me. When the moon reached its full beauty, my skull snapped, and there was no more hiding what I was.

I knew it, X said, smothering me in kisses. I can’t wait to run with you.

For the first time, I welcomed my shift. 

“Holy shit.” Major whistled low, approaching us. He stopped short of touching me. I wasn’t sure of wolf etiquette in Sawtooth Forest, but it would’ve been as welcome as if he’d grabbed me in a dark alley. “Can’t say I’m totally surprised, but it’s still a shock.”

“There was never a good time to tell you.” My voice sounded different when I was a wolf. Like it was made of the same things that built the forest, it had grit. “Things have been crazy since I got here.”

Shea approached, clutching Delaney’s hand. He stopped next to his brother. “I knew there was something different about you. You knew too much about us. But, hey, welcome. You may have noticed, we need she-wolves like whoa.”

“Yeah, and we don’t have any.” Cass slid her arms around Major’s waist. She’d shift next, her scent overpowered me. “Who the hell is she? I don’t remember a Chandra growing up.” Her expression hardened, and she pulled Major back with more force than I expected. “We’ve had an enemy under our roof the whole time. Is she one of the Montana wolves? What has she done to X?”

“I’d never hurt him.” Even if I was an enemy, harming a wolf would go against everything that I stood for as a veterinarian. There was no right and wrong, just healing. “I’m one of you. You’ll see tonight. I’ll fight.”

“No,” Major snapped. “If you’re a Sawtooth she-wolf, we can’t send you into battle.”

“Please.” All this time, waiting to run, and they were going to hold me prisoner? Hell no. “I’ve never been able to run the forest. Free.”

“See?” Cass raised an eyebrow. She didn’t have a chance to say anything else, her back arched dramatically, and she fell to all fours, her shift in progress. 

Watching her transform was truly a thing of beauty, even if she hated my guts. Her brown fur was tipped with gold, and her body was sleek, power rippling below the surface. Her breath was noisy, and now she didn’t hesitate to come over, check me out. X growled at her, and she nipped at him. Good thing for her it was playful, because I would’ve torn into her.

I had to get a hold of my emotions if I expected to survive this night.

“Not convinced,” she sniffed, but returned to Major. He was seconds away from his own transformation.

Connie, the woman Cass hired as a nanny for her daughter, came in the room. I’d never been happier to see her. She’d have my back. “You don’t have anything to worry about. Chandra’s my niece.”

A collective gasp formed over the wolves. Like a bubble, everything threatened to pop.

Cass’ daughter, Emma, came over wrapped her arms around her mother’s neck, burying her face in her fur. 

“I don’t trust you, either,” Cass growled, stalking over to Connie. “You tortured me when my husband was alive, and the only reason I gave you a second chance was because Emma loves you. Don’t make me regret my decision.”

“She’s my aunt.” My heart pounded. X stayed by my side. He knew something they didn’t. “My parents left the forest when they found out they were pregnant. They didn’t want to sell me. When it was time for me to mate, they wanted me to have a choice.”

Cass’ body relaxed. “That I can understand.” Her tone softened. “You have a lot to prove to us, Chandra.”

I approached her, adrenaline speaking louder than experience. “I’ve been taking care of X like he was my family. Dropped my life to make sure your pack was taken care of. If that didn’t prove anything, you need to think about your priorities.”

Cass growled, but I stood my ground.

X returned to my side. The heat from his body comforted me before he came into view. “Knock it off. The last thing we need is more fighting, especially between ourselves. You don’t have anything to worry about, Cass.” He looked at me, the gold in his eyes like flowing lava. “Because Chandra’s my mate.”
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