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Her Fated Wolf

IN THIS STUNNING CONCLUSION TO THE WAR ON THE SAWTOOTH PACK...

Xavier Lowe has had enough of the endless war in Sawtooth Forest. Trapped in his wolf form, his only chance to return to his humanity lies in the hands of a mysterious doctor who knows too much about their pack. And he’s going to find out the secret that gave her the knowledge to save him. 

Chandra’s family escaped Sawtooth forest before she was born. They refused to sell her to a mate, but her heart led her back to Granger Falls. She never expected her pack to reject her, even though she’s the only one who can save them. 

X knows Chandra is more than a healer. She’s his mate. And he’ll show her this pack is worth fighting for. 
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Chapter One
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CHANDRA

Another second closer. Every one counted.

The moon expanded inside my skull, the throb of my heartbeat intensifying 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’d been here a month, among my own kind, and had yet to blow my cover. My feelings were conflicted about that. My camouflage was like an armor. But I’d expected the Sawtooth wolves to know 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, but 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 temples. 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 anxious about this shift. X had healed completely from the Christmas night battle, and he insisted on getting revenge tonight. He wasn’t the only wolf that had been attacked, and it left 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 stopped at the top of the stairs, lurking in the shadows I’d been dying to break free from. 

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 girlfriend. Had Delaney been a wolf, Shea would call her his true mate. “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 else 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 and 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 had them, too. They were gorgeous, with their long, dark hair and defined muscles. There weren’t any pictures around the house, so 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’ve cost me my freedom. 

My secret ripped free as brown fur blossomed over my arms. Long, black claws replaced my fingers and 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 wanted to give me. When the wolf 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 to me, 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 this pack doesn’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 this whole time. Is she one of the Montana wolves? What has she done to X?”

“I’d never hurt him. Even if I was your enemy, harming a wolf would go against everything I stand for as a veterinarian. There’s no right and wrong, just healing.” I scanned the room, stopping on Cass. She narrowed her eyes, wanting something I had no intention of giving her. A reason to doubt me. I swallowed hard. “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 planned 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 and 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, and 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.

Connie called me Christmas night, begging me to come immediately. X had been ripped apart and everyone feared the worst. It was my chance to join the Sawtooth pack, and I had no plans of letting him die.

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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Chapter Two
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X

It wasn’t a shock that Chandra was a wolf, but her shift was still a damn good surprise.

I’d been close to death when they brought her to me. My insides exposed, breathing so painful I would’ve avoided it if I could have. Death had a firm grip on my paw—it took everything I had to shake free. Ember attacked me because I let my guard down, and didn’t take a threat seriously. I learned my lesson. I’d never do it again. 

When a stranger had been trusted with my care, I didn’t forget what got me there. I watched her. Studied her. At this point, I knew Chandra better than any other creature beside myself. As hard as our enemies tried to beat it out of me, I was always a wolf.

Chandra and I had a lot in common. She’d come to us alone, vulnerable even though she was the one with the answers. I spent my time surrounded by my brothers, now their mates, and the rest of the pack, but I could sympathize. Major and Shea were a matched set, a dangerous mix of violence and ambition. I saved their asses on a regular basis. We made a great team, but I had some experience on the outside looking in. 

She was a damn good doctor. Her skill came from experience and most importantly, empathy. Intuition like hers didn’t come from a book, it came from a place much deeper than that. She put me back together with her hands and her heart. If it wasn’t for her, specifically her, there was no way I’d be headed out to fight tonight. That’s how I knew she was a wolf.

And my mate.

My declaration hung heavy in the living room, but we didn’t have time to explore it. Our world exploded—my brothers shifted, and the Channings circled the yard, waiting for us to join them in whatever battle waited for us in the forest. There always was one. I had to leave Chandra in her wolf form, needing so much more than I could give her right now. 

She was a wolf. Even if she didn’t know the reasons yet, deep down, she’d understand.

I hated leaving Chandra with Cass tonight. We’d all grown up together, but Cass had been sold to the devil. The lazy, ungrateful son of my family’s bitter enemy got her, used her for her body, and treated her like garbage. My brother claimed Cass as his mate when the coward killed himself instead of fighting for what was his. Cass never belonged to her husband. If Chandra was telling the truth—and I believed she was—her family did her a favor by getting her away from here. Saved her years, if not a lifetime, of pain.

Chandra was the only unpromised adult she-wolf in Sawtooth Forest. 

I had to make her mine.

A month ago, that would’ve caused a war. It still could. We already had one on our hands, fighting for our land first, and that meant driving away what the packs had been starving for. She-wolves. A rogue pack from Montana with money and women had invaded Granger Falls and the only thing that was guaranteed was they were going to change everything. Loyalty, leadership, and the future.

I was fucking anxious to be a part of the action again. 

“You shouldn’t have said that to Chandra,” my brother Major growled. “We don’t know who that wolf is. She could be spying for Ember. If we’d let her run with us tonight, she could’ve led us right to the enemy. She could’ve got us killed.”

“If Chandra wanted me dead, she would’ve let me die.” I nudged him with my snout. After the attack, every breath felt like it could’ve been my last. Until Chandra arrived. “How did you know Cass was your mate?”

“I just did.” He shook his head, lightening up a little. “Fine, but you need to watch your back until she proves herself.”

“She could’ve left weeks ago, but she stayed. I don’t need any proof.” 

I took off running. I’d been aching for freedom. Now I was just hours away from being human, escaping this never-ending fight for the forest, and getting to know the woman who put me back together. I couldn’t fucking wait. 

“Slow down, man.” Major laughed as I ran beside him and Shadow. “You know the plan. Don’t attack. Play defense.”

“Like hell we are,” I rumbled, and Shea howled, always ready for a fight. He never needed an excuse. “I get ahold of those bastards, I’m not holding back.” 

“We’re outmanned. The pack is smaller since last month. Some of the guys took Montana mates. It sucks, but I don’t blame them. If I didn’t have Trina, I can’t tell you what I would’ve done.” Shadow stopped, sniffing the air pensively. “They aren’t out yet. We can run. But when they come, remember, we hit them where it hurts. And that’s their wallets. We protect the town by any means necessary.”

Shadow recently decided to run for mayor. Since I’d been a wolf for a month, I hadn’t been involved in his campaign, but this amused the hell out of me. I wondered how the humans of Granger Falls would vote if they knew how he took care of his enemies. He’d ripped Ryker, the wolf who’d kept us in chains and forced us to fight, weak and broken, in front of the very same people who’d be voting in this election, to shreds. The packs had a different brand of justice than the humans of Granger Falls, and I didn’t know how Shadow would reconcile the two. But no one could say he didn’t get shit done.

Tonight was the Wolf Moon, and there was no better time to be back in action. I loved winter, and the cool January night felt amazing. I thought I’d been completely healed, but once I crunched my paws in the snow I knew how much I needed this. The forest, the pack, everything I’d fought so hard for. And soon, I’d be able to share it with Chandra. I wanted to take her out here for her first time, and experience the forest through her eyes. 

“Those guys have a different agenda.” Dallas trotted beside me. “But for the rest of us, this is personal. They kicked yours and Shea’s asses. Ember marked me. Let my brother hit them in the bank account, but I won’t be satisfied unless we hit them in the gut.”

Shea joined us. Fighting was my younger brother’s favorite kind of currency.

The three of us separated from Shadow and Major. They didn’t question anything as long as they knew where we were. They ran behind us. We were the first line of offense. 

“They didn’t have the balls to fight our alphas,” I reminded Dallas and Shea. “We have to show them we’re willing to do what they won’t. Are you ready to take on a female alpha?”

Quiet fell over our group. We considered our she-wolves much differently than the Montana pack regarded theirs. Ours were rare like precious jewels, and just as expensive. Cass hadn’t run with us since the Montana pack invaded—we couldn’t risk losing her. She was our only hope for a future as a pack. If anything happened to her, there would be hell to pay. 

But Ember and her seemingly endless pack had a different reverence for their she-wolves. The females had a different kind of power—strength and seduction—and it was a fight we weren’t used to.

Women had always been our weakness.

“She didn’t get to be alpha without fighting.” Shea stood still, staring into the darkness. “And if she did, they’re a pack of fools. But I don’t believe that. They expect a fight. They stir shit up, that’s what they’re good at. It would be an insult if we refused to fight their alpha. Ember knows that.”

“Since she didn’t fight ours,” I rumbled. “I held back last month, I didn’t take these assholes seriously. They punched us in the face, but we’re up off the mat. Let Shadow try to settle it like a human. We’ll take care of it like wolves.”

“They’re coming.” Dallas shuddered. 

“Do you hear them? Or smell them?” Shea’s tail wagged, anxious for the fight.

“I can taste her,” Dallas growled. Ember had bit him last month, and left him sick with need for his mate. He’d quelled the craving with a human, but with Ember this close, her power would roll through his body like an ocean storm.

“Don’t puke, man.” Shea laughed. “It’ll start a chain reaction no one wants to deal with.”

They came out of nowhere, just like they did last month. Red fur carpeted the forest, snarling and biting, three of them knocking Major down. They were used to victory, but they hadn’t dealt with underdogs like us before, and we never ran away from a fight. My brother got out from under his attackers easily, flipping them on his backs. Each one of us had multiple wolves to fight, and any plans went out the window. We were in survival mode, pure and simple. 

“Look at who it is. The ghosts of Granger Falls.” Ember threw her head back and howled. She could’ve been calling backup, or declaring to anyone within earshot she was there. “I’ll hang your heads in the lobby of my new resort. A memorial to when the forest was great.”

Major was going to be so pissed, but I had a clear shot at this bitch, and I wasn’t about to waste it. She’d sent all her wolves to fight us, and the cocky bitch left herself unprotected. I sunk my teeth into her shoulder, shaking her down to the ground. I didn’t have much time to get my point across. The pack would run to protect their alpha, and I knew I’d just put a gun to my own head. 

I showed her the same mercy she’d given me a month before. My fangs ripped through her flesh, no regard for the damage I caused. Hot blood splashed against my fur, smoke rose in the cool night. Her protests began as profanities, then faded to something truly feral as the pain rocketed through her. I knew exactly how she felt. 

Payback was a bitch named Ember Randall.

Pain ripped through me. Claws, belonging to Ember and her wolves, slashed my fur. Teeth sunk into my flesh. But I wasn’t running from this fight. I wouldn’t flee from my own forest. 

“X!” Major roared. “Fuck!” 

My brothers pulled me away from Ember, the Channings warded off her pack. 

Ember lay motionless on the forest floor. 

“Is she dead?” Shea asked. 

Her fur rose. It could’ve been a breath or a breeze, too slight to know for sure. 

“No. Dead is too easy. I want to watch her leave our forest with her tail between her legs.”
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Chapter Three
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CHANDRA

“Are they always gone this long?” I couldn’t tear myself away from the window, hoping X and his brothers would come back into view. They’d been away for just a few hours, but time was doing that funny thing when it dragged out indefinitely. The house was full, all the females were still here, but the silence was deafening.

X’s declaration echoed in my brain ever since the wolves disappeared from sight. 

She’s my mate. 

Don’t get me wrong, I felt something, too. More than I’d ever felt for another person. He’d been a wolf, I’d been human, and the concept of forever seemed huge. We needed to talk. 

Delaney shrugged, holding court in the other window. Shea had taken a piece of her with him to the forest. I couldn’t imagine going through this as a human. I knew nothing of the forest except for what I’d witnessed in this house, but at least I had my animal instincts.

Cass and I had shifted back to human already, no fanfare here. My first shift in the forest had been monumentally underwhelming. All this time I dreamed of running and exploring Sawtooth. Instead I’d been placed under house arrest, left alone to defend who I was when I didn’t have any of the answers. My heart hurt, and I wasn’t sure what it even ached for. Something that might not exist.

Cass sat on the couch, her daughter sleeping with her head in her mother’s lap. Her eyes narrowed, she could feed me whatever bullshit she wanted, but Cass was on edge, too. I was right to worry. 

“You have no experience with any pack?” she asked.

I shook my head. “Just my parents. They moved to Atlanta before I was born, and kept me away from our family and any other wolves. If there are any in Georgia, I never saw them.”

Cass’ lip curled up, skeptical. Honestly, I was exhausted. I’d been anxious about tonight, and nothing had been resolved. After I’d been here all month, taking care of her pack, her attitude didn’t exactly say thank you. I wasn’t looking for fanfare. That’s not why I took care of X or anyone else. I helped animals because it was what I was born to do, a way to be close to what I really was. Without my practice, I was broken. But all this suspicion was something I hadn’t been prepared for when I came here. 

“How come no one knows about you? Connie’s worked with me for five years. Never told me she had a niece.” Cass slid a menacing look to Connie. The two of them were in a constant tug-of-war.

My aunt, who’d been dozing in the recliner since midnight, jumped at the mention of her name. “My sister and her mate left in the middle of the night without a word. I didn’t know she was pregnant. There was a huge scandal. We assumed foul play, because her husband had had some trouble with the Rykers. When she reached out to me, years later, she didn’t tell me about Chandra. I didn’t know about her until she called me to tell me my sister died.”

That had been an awkward conversation. I knew my parents meant well, keeping me a secret, but instead I felt shame, having to explain who I was, as an adult, to my own family.

Cass sighed. “I get it. My husband insisted we ‘contract’ Emma, that’s how the wealthy families refer to it. They contract wives for their sons. In the forest, we’re a little plainer with our language. My daughter has been sold to a man she’s never met. Walter—that was my husband’s name—shook the man’s hand, took a check and signed a contract. I had no say in any of it. Her mate is still a boy, and I’m doing everything I can to get her out of it. I know I’m putting her in danger, but my daughter is not for sale.”

Emma snuggled in her mother’s lap, a smile playing across her lips in her sleep. That little girl didn’t have a worry in the world. Not now, anyway. I couldn’t imagine having to go through that. Not only on my own, but I could never wave goodbye to my daughter, knowing that was her fate. 

“Then why are you giving me shit?” I asked.

“Because while you were in Atlanta, or wherever you were, we learned that we couldn’t trust anyone in Sawtooth Forest. I was sold, my true mate was beaten within an inch of his life, and we’ve had everything taken away from us. What you saw, when X was at his worst, that’s just the tip of the iceberg. Stick around, you’ll see.” Cass adjusted Emma’s blanket, her expression softening when she looked down at her daughter. “How did you find out about Sawtooth, if your parents kept it a secret?”

“After they died, I had to clean out their house. I didn’t belong in Atlanta, I knew that, but I didn’t know where to go. Tucked away in my mom’s stuff, I found the book that you’ve probably read to Emma a thousand times.”

“The one about Sawtooth Forest and finding your mate?” Cass asked, even though she knew the answer. I nodded, and she sighed, her head falling back on the cushion. “There’s something magical about that story. It’s total bullshit but every wolf in the pack thinks of it as gospel.”

“It’s beautiful.” The story grabbed ahold of me. That night I’d never felt so alone or needed my mother more, but in her death she’d given me the one thing she’d tried so hard to keep me away from—my identity, and the place I truly belonged. “I was thirty years old the first time I read it, and I cried like a baby. I was a veterinarian with a booming practice, I had a great boyfriend that I knew I’d never marry, a beautiful house, and I felt empty inside. Like a shadow walker. I read that book and I knew where I needed to be.”

It took me almost seven years to find the courage to walk away from that life and come here. I never dreamed I wouldn’t be welcome.

“That book lied to all of us.” Cass stroked Emma’s hair. “It’s a fairy tale that doesn’t exist.”

“No, it didn’t. You’re with your mate.”

Cass’ lips curled in a feral smile. “You have no idea what I’ve been through—“

The door crashed open. The Channings and the Lowes had all shifted back to human. Now they were out of breath, covered in blood and dirt, and most of all, very naked. Occupational hazard of being a shape shifter, I knew that, but this was the first time I’d ever seen Xavier Lowe in his human form.

It was worth the wait. All of it. The thirty-seven years I’d been rambling alone through the world, wondering what the hell I was and where I belonged. Hiding my shift. Wanting this. X’s dark brown hair brushed his shoulders, falling in front of his face. I didn’t expect he’d have a beard. Muscles rippled under the grime, and there were no signs of how close this man had been to death last moon cycle. And those eyes. Warm caramel, and just as addictive. They were the same as when he was a wolf, but in this new packaging, I couldn’t breathe when his gaze locked with mine.

We had so much to say, automatically going back to the place where X claimed me with those three words. I opened my mouth to tell him something, anything, everything, but no words came out. The rules had changed and I didn’t know what they were to begin with.

X came over to me. Determination and something that made my insides throb uncontrollably swirled in those incredible eyes. He pulled me into his body roughly and his lips crashed against mine in a kiss.

I was too stunned to move. This gorgeous, naked man kissed me in a room full the people who, whether they wanted me here or not, had become my whole world in such a short amount of time. I imagined this is what it felt like to be stuck in a snow globe, frozen in time with everything raining down around me. Like the decorative orb, it was magical.

X didn’t give up. His lips moved against mine, coaxing them open. Just like those candy-colored eyes, he tasted salty, sweet, and a little bit forbidden. He’d been starving for this for much longer than the month I’d cared for him, and so had I. I hadn’t exactly been holding out for my true mate, but the way X touched me, his hand cupping the back of my head protectively, his thumb massaging my nape in time with the kiss, I felt like I’d never done this before. 

Thankfully he held on to me. X probably thought I’d run, but this kiss had turned my knees to junk.

“Come upstairs with me,” he whispered against my cheek. 

“X, I...uh...” I had no idea what to say. I forced myself to look away from him, to the rest of the room. They were probably aware of what we were doing, but they didn’t care. There were several similar reunions happening all around us. It was funny, this passion I’d craved all my life scared the hell out of me when I held it in my hands. “We should probably...”

“Talk?” He grinned. “Believe me, there’s a lot of things I’ve been fantasizing about doing with you in my bedroom. How do you think I got through this month? I want to know everything about you.”

I laughed, falling against him in relief. “Talking sounds amazing.”

He led me upstairs, his hand in mine. The Lowes had a full house, and I’d been sleeping in X’s bed since I got here. Once he was well enough to move, he joined me. At first, he slept at the foot of the bed, but in the last week or so, I’d wake up to find him curled up against my back. It had been really hard to get out of bed. Warm wolf snuggles were so good. 

I stood in the middle of the room, shell-shocked, like I’d never been there before. 

“Make yourself at home.” X smiled at me as he dug in a drawer for pants. I was sorry to lose the view, but still thankful he put them on. His human body changed everything, like I knew it would when he shifted, but who knew he’d be so damn distracting? I knew my way around a naked man, for crying out loud. I settled on the bed. He sat beside me, and the smile hadn’t faded. I loved the way it made his eyes crinkle. He ran his hand down his thigh, and that pulsing returned, along with a ridiculous urge to follow the motion. 

“I’ve been dying to put on clothes all month.”

“What do you prefer to be?” I asked. I was much more comfortable as a human, but I’d never relaxed enough as a wolf to have an opinion.

“I’d probably get kicked out of the pack if I didn’t say wolf. Being a wolf is pretty damn awesome, when shit isn’t hitting the fan. But lately, the fan keeps splattering that stuff everywhere. We need those little dog boots not to step in it. And since I haven’t been human for a month, I’m biased. I miss doing all the boring, day to day crap that I’d probably bitch about if I never got a break from it.”

I didn’t expect him to be so funny. My smile mirrored his. “Like what? You work with Major at the motorcycle shop, right?”

“I do. I love building things, taking them apart, figuring out what makes them tick, and then making them even better. Motors, appliances, computers, whatever. It fascinates me, how two things that have nothing to do with one another can come together and make something greater than the sum of its parts. I suppose that’s what I love about the packs too. On our own, we’re weak. We can kick ass, but we’ll never accomplish anything. That’s what I always tell Shea—now that he has a mate, maybe it will sink through his thick skull.” X picked up my hand, turning it over, considering it. “Sorry, a month as a wolf and I can’t shut up.”

“Keep talking. I love it,” I said. X was nothing like his brothers. Even though I could understand him in his wolf form, he’d been quieter, moody. Not like this. “We’ve spent so much time together and tonight’s like a blind date.”

“Right?” He laughed, curling up on his pillow. “I should take a shower before I get too comfortable.”

“No.” I reached out for him, relishing the immediate reaction that surged through my skin. “I like it. I can’t lie. I’m....disappointed that I didn’t get to run with you tonight. I’ve never had a chance to actually be a wolf. I’ve had to hide my whole life, and tonight was no different. Tell me everything. And don’t mind me if I get too close.” I crawled beside him, shocking myself by being so familiar. I usually saved this kind of behavior for date three. There was no way to measure our time together so far. “I can smell the forest on you. It’s kind of sexy.”

“Is it?” He rumbled, pulling me close like we’d been doing this forever. The only evidence we hadn’t was his heart pounding against my chest. “You’re not so bad yourself. Get as close as you want.” X studied my face, like he was seeing it through new eyes. “What do you mean, you had to hide?”

Cass’ rejection still rattled me. “I asked you first.”

That smile was going to become a new addiction. I didn’t have that kind of personality, but when I fell, I went hard. 

The smile faded, and his brow furrowed as the night replayed in his mind. “Major and Shadow didn’t want us to fight tonight. Their strategy was not to lose anything else. No wolves, no land. We’re in crisis here, Chandra, I don’t know if you realize that. The forest is being cleared every day, and even though this place sounds like a rent by the hour hotel lately, we had no mates. The man who bought Cass is dead, that’s the only reason she’s with Major. And Delaney’s not Shea’s mate, in the traditional sense. She’s human. This Montana pack can smell weakness, and we’re wearing it like cheap cologne. Dallas, Shea, and I weren’t about to play defense. They attacked us, and it was personal. So we had our own message for them.”

Now my heart was pounding, too. “Are you hurt?” 

He was filthy, but he didn’t smell hurt. It was an aroma that turned my stomach as a vet. When an animal needed more than I could give them. 

“Never felt better.” He clutched me, proving his full strength.

It was getting hard to concentrate. “So what happened?”

“We got them to retreat, which is huge. Even before last month’s shift, they’d been giving us shit. And now they’re trying to buy the town out from underneath us to build a resort. We attacked Ember, the female alpha. Not sure how much you’ve picked up on while you’ve been here. Their pack is the complete opposite of ours. She fights like a wolf three times her size, but we had her down for the count. It was a beautiful thing.”

“Doesn’t sound like that will be the end of it.” I sighed. “Do you ever have peace?”

X pulled me in closer, and he didn’t answer right away. 

“The simple answer is no. There’s always something to fight for. But moments like this, lying here with you, knowing I can do it forever, that’s the stuff that makes it all worth it. That’s why we fight.” He kissed the top of my head. “I showed you mine, now you have to show me yours.” 
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Chapter Four
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X

Chandra stiffened in my arms. I’d waited so long to do this, to hold her, but I’d come on strong. Too strong, probably. My feelings for her were frigging intense. She’d saved my life, but it wasn’t just that. It was the little things. The way she quietly stood up to Cass and Major, how gentle and understanding she was with Emma and Delaney, and the way she laughed at Shea’s dumb shit. Chandra belonged here, in my life. The Lowes weren’t an easy family to understand, and she’d made it look effortless. 

But something scared her, and I’d do anything to make it go away.

She attempted a smile, but it was thin and wobbly. It threatened to break, and no matter how good I was with my hands, I wasn’t sure I could put it back together the way it was. 

“I don’t know the whole story yet, but I think I’m the only unpromised she-wolf in the Sawtooth Forest packs.”

My mouth fell open. As much as I hoped that was the case, I’d given up all hope of actually having a true mate, one that belonged to the forest, someone who could carry on all the things that were important. Pack and family. This gorgeous place we were lucky enough to call home. Major pissed me off, thinking Chandra would cause more harm than good in the long run, but a piece of me agreed with him, because I didn’t dare to fool myself into thinking there was another option.

“Holy shit.” This was amazing. “How?”

“Like I said, I don’t know the whole story. Only what Aunt Connie can fill in. Very few baby girls were being born, and the wealthy wolves had started buying them. My parents freaked out, and left without telling anyone they were pregnant. There was no way to know what they were having back then, but Mom said she knew I’d be a girl, so they just got the hell out. They raised me in Atlanta, and I never saw another wolf besides them until I came here to take care of you.”

“What happened when you shifted?” I couldn’t imagine not knowing any other wolves. We were social creatures, and we hated to be alone. That’s why I was thirty-two and still lived with my brothers. They were noisy and obnoxious, but they were awesome and my life would suck without them. 

Chandra’s eyes darkened. “We hid it. Stayed home, and it was weird and confusing. We lived in the middle of the city with nowhere to run. Now I know what I craved was forest, but I never had it. The whole reason I became a vet was to figure out what the hell I was. I kept up the lie, through college and even adulthood, because I didn’t know any other way. I lived with my boyfriend for five years and he never knew I was a wolf.”

“He’s not still your boyfriend, is he?” I didn’t mean to growl, but fuck, the thought of another man touching what was mine sent an angry wave of jealousy rumbling through me like thunder. 

“Oh, no.” She laughed. “It took us a while, but we both realized you can’t build a relationship on deceit. It was mutual. He hid a lot of things from me too.”

“He cheated on you?” I didn’t think I could be more pissed off.

She shrugged. “No, but he wasn’t honest about what he wanted right away. He married his boyfriend last year. He’s so much happier. We’ll always be friends, and I don’t resent him at all. We loved each other, in a different way, but I couldn’t give him what he needed.”

“Are you sure you’re a wolf?” I laughed, but she looked puzzled. “I can barely handle the thought of you with another man, and you threw rice at them when they walked down the aisle?”

“I threw them a shower, too.” Chandra nodded when my mouth fell open. “He’d found his mate. I hadn’t. That’s the difference. I’d never begrudge anyone real happiness.”

I kissed her again. All month I’d wondered what she’d taste like. She smelled like vanilla and jasmine, and she tasted like spring. Sunshine, new beginnings, life. All the things I’d gone so long without. Our tongues twisted, as desperate to know each other as the rest of us. Chandra sighed against my lips, falling back on the bed, and I was on top of her. It was going to kill me to go slow, treat tonight like what it was, the first time we actually got to talk. 

I couldn’t remember my life without her. 

My lips fell to her neck, chasing the wild pulse of her heartbeat. 

Someday, I’d sink my teeth into that spot, and her heart would belong to me. Forever. But not tonight. No matter how much I wanted it. 
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“IT’S GOOD TO HAVE YOU back.” Major clapped his hand on my back when we walked into the shop. “The good news and the bad news is work’s been piling up, waiting for you. Plenty to keep you out of trouble.”

“Yeah, like I’m the one who’s got to worry about trouble.” I laughed. A pile of work orders waited for me on my desk, and a stack of boxes full of parts hovered in the corner. I needed this. After a month in my own head, work would make things normal again.

But I couldn’t relax. Everything had changed since my attack.

Major went through paperwork, banging too hard on his laptop keyboard. He picked up an invoice and squinted at it. His vision was perfect, but he did that anytime he thought something was complete bullshit.

“Fuck,” he muttered under his breath.

“What’s the matter?” As a wolf, I understood everything. As a wolf on the verge of death, I’d missed a lot. “Is the business in trouble?”

“We’re behind because I couldn’t fill all the orders by myself. We got a lot, the after Christmas rush like usual. So money’s down, but everyone was cool with the delay. Wished you the best. I still took a ton of deposits. We’re not in trouble with that, per se. But Ember’s made a claim on the land the building is on. Wants to buy it for her resort.”

That didn’t make any sense. “How? Don’t you own the whole thing? The building isn’t floating on a cloud.”

“There’s some ordinance in Granger Falls. It doesn’t make any fucking sense, I’ve looked it up and it usually has to do with when people think they’ll find oil below the surface of the land. There’s no oil here. But it’s legal. I’m doing my best to hold her off and stall the sale until we can get Southworth out of office. If she’s doing it to me, chances are, she’s using the same loophole to snatch up all the land she can.”

“You’re doing your best to hold her off? Who the fuck are you?” I mimicked Major’s squinty WTF look. “You didn’t want to fight in the forest. You’ve never shied away from a battle. And I know you’re pissed at me for taking her on. I went easy on her last time—it took me a month to recover. I come back and everything’s a mess. I can’t take that chance again.”

Major got up as a customer entered the showroom. His eyes brightened, and I took it as a good sign. “Things are different now. I’m not fighting without reason. I have to think of Cass and Emma. What would happen to them if I was out of commission for a month, or worse? You’ll see, if things work out with Chandra. You won’t be so willing to play with fire.”

Every once in a while I had an overwhelming urge to punch my older brother in the face. Now was one of those times. “Talked to Cass, I take it?”

Major nodded to the man browsing in the shop. Motorcycles weren’t a hard sell. Anyone who came into Choppers by Lowe had their mind made up to buy. We helped them build the bike that was right for them. Bikes were a spiritual thing. They weren’t a necessity, they were a dream. 

“Of course I talked to her. She’s right to be concerned. Chandra shows up just as the Montana wolves wreak havoc and looks like a fucking hero. Convenient. How long has she known about us? You’re not the first sick wolf. We could’ve used her after the fights.”

“A few years.” Doubt crept in. I hated Major right now. “What was she supposed to do? Flaunt herself in the forest? She’s never run free. The minute she made herself known, she opened herself up to attack. It’s bad enough when we get our asses kicked. It’s worse for a woman. Not that she’s weak, but she’s more vulnerable, especially since she’s the thing that’s not supposed to exist.”

“Yeah, you’re right.” Major ran his hand over his beard, acknowledging that the customer was ready to talk. “I know how bad you want this, man. I want it for you, too. But don’t let it blind you from the truth.”
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Chapter Five
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CHANDRA

“Thank God you’re here.” Trina never stopped saying it every time I came to Forever Home. Now that X was better, I came here a lot. I missed working with animals. After I sold my practice in Georgia, I hadn’t found my forever home, so to speak. I’d worked at a few places in Boise over the last year or so, on a temporary basis, but I hadn’t wanted to go out on my own. 

Because I knew I had yet to find my place.

“Anytime you need me, call. This is the happiest shelter I’ve ever been in,” I said. 

The girls didn’t have a ton to work with. They’d taken over an old cabin, and they only had the bare necessities—crates, toys, food, basic grooming and medical supplies. But it didn’t matter. These animals had no idea they were homeless. Trina, Kiera, and Lyssie made sure to spend time with every animal, every day. They gave them as much freedom as they possibly could. For a place that was usually associated with despair and hopelessness, it instead brimmed with love and possibility. Even better, Forever Home was a no-kill shelter. What the girls had accomplished here was truly beautiful. 

“You have no idea what a compliment that is.” Trina put the next dog on the table. He wasn’t done with her yet; he covered her with kisses before he came over to investigate me. We were in the process of giving everyone checkups. Some of the animals had come to Forever Home in rough shape, but they were recovering nicely. “I hold my breath every time you check somebody. They can’t tell us if anything’s wrong.”

I looked up at her, the stethoscope on the spaniel’s back. “If something’s wrong, we’ll fix it. I’ll call in scripts if we need them. I can ask them to send us samples, they’ll do that for shelters. We’ll get everyone to where they need to be.”

Trina’s eyes glazed over with unshed tears. “You’re amazing. The old vet charged so much just for wellness checks. I never called her unless it was a dire emergency because I couldn’t pay her. Eventually she stopped taking my calls. I owe her thousands. Never gonna happen. Every cent we get from donations goes into daily needs.”

“She charged you?” I couldn’t believe it. “I had a shelter day built into my schedule. I encouraged my staff to do the same. It was all volunteer work, unless we actually had to buy something, but still, I’d call the companies and explain the situation. That it was for a shelter animal and we’d get what we could. Sometimes it came out of my own pocket. If that...person you were using wasn’t interested in helping the animals who needed it the most, what the hell was she doing in veterinary medicine?”

“I asked myself that every time I called her.” Trina chuckled, wiping away a tear that escaped. “You, my friend, are an angel. Shadow told me what happened during the full moon. That you shifted, and you’re from Sawtooth. That’s amazing. If you and X are a thing... Anyway, I just want to say, you’re always welcome here.”

It was my turn to have tears burning my eyes. “Thank you.” 

The one thing I hadn’t prepared myself for was being rejected by my pack. Okay, maybe I was being a little dramatic, but their accusations stung in places I’d never felt pain before. My only living relative was Connie, an old, widowed wolf who’d been on the wrong side of pack justice for too long. My case was weak, but I hoped there was a piece of me that the Lowes recognized uniquely as their own. 

X did, that was the important thing. My body warmed thinking of him, breathing his scent; and he wasn’t even here. That was how I knew he was mine.
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AS MUCH AS I WANTED to call the Lowes’ house my home, I was still a squatter. Things changed with the shift. As the moon waned, I’d gone from caregiver to intruder. The only sanctuary I had from the quiet judgment and long looks was in X’s bedroom, but that wasn’t exactly comfortable, either. We were two strangers working backwards from a giant declaration. Getting to know each other with the ultimate expectation; forever, on the line was much more daunting than those horrible eight-minute dating sessions that I subjected myself to after college. 

Sleeping in the same bed with X didn’t seem like such a big deal when he was a wolf and I was a human. But now....yeah. Don’t get me wrong, I loved sex. But to me, it was something that made a relationship richer, a bonus for when we clicked on many other levels. I’d never been much for meaningless hookups. We couldn’t put the cart before the horse, no matter how strong the magnetic pull was between us.

We had to do things right. We had no do-overs. There was no walking away from each other.

Now that he shifted, we were still sleeping in the same bed. We’d been pushed into the middle of the relationship. The come home from work, fall into bed exhausted with barely a word to each other phase. In the week X had been human, he’d spent long hours at the motorcycle shop, trying to catch up on a month’s worth of missed work.

And I was trying to fit in. Every day I found myself spending more time with the human ladies at Forever Home, and less time with the pack I was supposed to belong to. I loved the girls at the shelter, but the reality of it was hurting my heart.

X switched off the TV when I came in the bedroom. I knocked first—his bedroom wasn’t mine yet. 

“How was work?” he asked.

“Really good.” I sat on the edge of the bed like I hadn’t been sleeping in it for over a month. Then I realized how ridiculous this was, and crawled over and kissed him. I’d only meant to press my lips against his, I needed that connection, something that grounded me to this place. But X needed something, too. He rubbed my back, slow, circular motions, hitting tense muscles and giving them release. I relaxed, parted my lips, and let him in. 

I sat back on my heels, touching my fingers to my lips. Light danced in X’s eyes, and it was tempting to go back in for more.

“We gave all the animals checkups today. That’s why I’m so late. We decided to power through it, in case I needed to order any medications or equipment for anyone. It’s easier to do it in one phone call, than to keep asking people for things. There’s only so many times they’ll say yes.”

“Forever Home is an amazing place. I keep meaning to get back over there and see everyone.” X looked off in the distance, like he was watching something I couldn’t see. I didn’t know if it was a wolf thing or a memory. “Has anyone told you that we stayed there, as rescues?”

My mouth dropped. “No.”

X nodded. “We got captured, spent six months in wolf form. It was Hell. And the asshole who imprisoned us made us fight each other like gladiators every month. Half the town would come watch us rip each other apart. If we refused to fight, Ryker made sure we regretted that decision. Anyway, Trina caught wind of it and broke up the ring.”

I knew I loved that woman. “That’s because she’s a badass.”

X’s face lit up. “Here’s the thing, Trina had no idea we were wolves. Thought we were huskies. That other vet dropped that bomb on her. Trina could’ve sent us out to the forest, but she wouldn’t do that. She took a shining to Shadow, even as a wolf. It was mutual. She started bringing him home as a foster...wolf. Not sure what her logic was. I think she knew he’d keep her safe, but there was no way for her to know what would happen on the full moon.”

“She must’ve shit her pants when he turned into a man.” I’d been shifting since puberty, and it still shocked me every month.

“Something like that. She put a gun to his head.” X laughed. “Imagine Shadow naked and pleading his case to the business end of a shotgun.”

“It worked. Good thing he’s running for mayor. Sounds like he can talk his way out of anything.” My laugh ended in a sigh. “I’m sorry that happened to you. There’s so much we don’t know about each other yet.”

X leaned forward, taking my hands in his. His gaze was so soft. I don’t know how any creature with a heart could’ve tortured him. “Think you can skip out on work tomorrow?”

“I need to make a couple phone calls, but other than that, I don’t think anyone would miss me.”

“Good. I want to take you out in the forest. Show you what it’s really like here. We’ve got to do it as humans, for now. I want this to be your home, Chandra. I think it’s just as important that you fall in love with the forest as you fall in love with me.”

“That sounds wonderful.” There was nothing I wanted more. My eyelids were heavy. Sitting on the bed sucked the last bit of energy from me. I scooted down, putting my head on the pillow. X mimicked my movement, facing me, but not touching me. “When will this stop being weird?”

“Soon.” X pulled me in closer to him, my head wound up on his chest. Better than any pillow. “Stop worrying about what it’s not, and concentrate on what it is.”
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“BRING YOUR BATHING suit,” X said as he opened the refrigerator, grabbed fruit and cheese, then moved over to the cabinet for crackers and napkins. A cooler sat open on the table, and he’d already put drinks inside. He dropped his new finds into the container and snapped it shut. “We can pick up sandwiches when we’re out.”

“It’s February!” I reminded him. My scarf hung over my heavy jacket on the hook in the mudroom. He didn’t seem fazed by my protest. “I don’t have a bathing suit.”

“Fine, use your birthday suit. I guarantee I’ll like that better.” X wiggled his eyebrows, putting on his jacket and picking up the cooler. 

Emma padded into the room, adorable in her footie pajamas. “Where are you guys going?”

“On a date.” X picked her up and sat her on the counter. “Did you already have breakfast with Delaney and Shea?”

The three of them had a daily cereal date. She nodded. “I wanna come with you guys.”

“You need to stay here and do your school work. No dates for you yet.” X kissed her forehead and helped her slide back down to the floor.

“Boo.” Emma scampered out of the room.

“Major’s going to lose his mind when she’s old enough to date, especially since she’ll be unpromised.” X’s smile didn’t fade when he turned back to me. Those caramel eyes set me on fire, and I was dying for a taste of him. “I pity the poor bastard who tries to convince my brother he’s good enough for Emma.”

I leaned back against the counter. “What’s so good about dating an unpromised she-wolf?” 

“Everything.” X caged me in, inhaling my scent. Goosebumps erupted in his wake. I’d be glad for that scarf when I put it on. “Absolutely everything. Recognizing someone’s beauty when they’re wild and free, and claiming her for your own. Not putting her light out, but making it glow even brighter, so every other wolf in the forest knows that you belong to one another. I’m going to teach you everything you need to know about being a wolf, Chandra. Lesson one: we love the hunt.”

I ran my tongue over my bottom lip, daring X to kiss me. He hovered so intoxicatingly close, but didn’t take my bait. 

“Is that so?” My voice was thin. 

X nodded. 

If I didn’t hang on to the counter my knees would’ve buckled. It had been a long time since I’d felt like this. Okay, I’d never felt like this before. “So that includes swimming in February? Last I checked, there were still icecaps on the river.” 

“Trust me.” That’s all he said. I followed him to the truck, ready for the adventure.
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“IT’S SO BEAUTIFUL.” Sawtooth National Forest was a world away from the red clay dirt of Georgia. Snow capped the mountains and tipped the trees that lined the narrow, windy roads looping around the foothills. 

“It’s mud season. Wait a few more weeks, when the leaves poke through and the flowers bloom. Gorgeous. Sometimes I come around a corner and it takes my breath away.” X looked over at me. “Same thing happens when I come into a room and see you there.”

My breath caught in my throat. I felt the same way, but I couldn’t tell him. Almost forty and everything felt like the first time. 

“You really love it here, don’t you?” I changed the subject.

“Don’t know anywhere else. Never really traveled. This place keeps us busy. When we have to fight as hard as we do to keep what’s ours, we better love it.” X turned off the main road onto an unpaved path that rambled down the side of a hill.

“I didn’t travel much, either. I was always terrified I’d be caught some place I couldn’t hide my shift. I always wanted to go to Key West on Spring Break, but it always fell on a full moon. My colleagues were shocked when I sold my veterinary practice and moved to Idaho on what they thought was a whim. It took me years to work up the courage to leave.”

X stopped the truck between two trees. In the mud and melting snow, it didn’t look like an official parking lot. No other cars were in sight. I would’ve been disappointed if X had brought me to a tourist spot. This is what I wanted to see, the hidden, unspoiled forest, the places our animals could be free. Mine rumbled inside me, long overdue for that possibility. 

“What made you do it?” X unsnapped his seatbelt, and took my face in his hands. His thumb brushed my bottom lip. His skin had already calloused to protect himself from the hard work of being human. The sensation calmed my wolf. 

I repeated the story I told Cass. My body tensed, automatically expecting retaliation. 

“Your mother wanted to take care of you,” X said quietly. “That was her way of making sure she did it forever.”

All the emotion I’d held in for my entire life rushed to the surface, and I fought it as hard as I could. But I’d been doing it too long, and my defenses had worn thin. X didn’t let go of my face when the first tears dropped from my eyes, and when the sentiment got to be too much, he pulled me against him. I was back on my mom’s bed, surrounded by half-packed boxes, bawling my eyes out. The intensity was the same, the only difference was I’d actually found the place that had almost become a forgotten fairy tale.

“Sorry,” I gasped, running my fingers lightly under my swollen eyes. 

“What the hell are you apologizing for?” X picked up where I left off. His rough fingers felt so much better than mine doing cleanup duty. “Of course you miss her. Our folks have been gone for about five years now. Sometimes it smacks you right in the face. Time doesn’t matter.”

“That’s for sure.” I tried to laugh, but it was still wrapped in the thick aftermath of my breakdown. “This hasn’t been what I expected when I found that book.”

X’s face fell, and I instantly wished I could take that last part back. “We protect each other, Chandra. We’ve never had a new wolf come to us that wasn’t an enemy. And we have a lot of fucking enemies. Remember how you felt when you read that book, that’s how I felt when I realized who you were, too. I found the part of me that I always thought would be missing.”

“How do you always know the right thing to say?” This guy was too good to be true. 

“Believe me, I’ve put my foot in my mouth so much I started to like the taste of my boots.” X kissed the tip of my still-damp nose before opening his door. “Come on. I want you to meet the forest.”

I couldn’t wait to see Sawtooth in its full glory, and this was the perfect time for X to introduce us. She was a beauty, even in mud season. The damp, mossy aroma intoxicated me, and even though X led the way on a path no other human would ever use for hiking, I knew exactly where I was. Home. 

We didn’t talk as we walked, and it was perfect. My wolf was on overload, taking it all in. The only contact we had was our interlaced fingers. The magic of the forest flowed between us.

Rocks jutted out from the forest floor, and I held on to X for balance as we navigated over them. I only had Chucks, and hiking sneakers they were not. 

“You must think I’m the world’s most inept wolf.” I tried to make a joke after I almost wiped out on a wet leaf. If X didn’t catch me, I would’ve face-planted for sure. 

He held me by the waist and didn’t let go right away. “How do you think I’d fare in Atlanta?”

I smiled at the image, as X’s long hair rippled in the breeze. “I don’t think anything scares you.”

“You’d be surprised. This scares me, being here with you. Because you could hate everything about this place. I don’t want to lose you.” He looked away from me, nodding to whatever had caught his eye. “We’re here.”

A stream ran behind him, the water clear enough I could see the rocks on the riverbed floor. 

“You were serious about swimming?” It didn’t matter what form we were in, cold water was cold. 

“They’re hot springs.” X let go of my hand, approaching the water’s edge. He motioned for me to follow him, as he kneeled on a rock and dipped his fingers into the stream. Thin wisps of steam rose from the water. “It’s my favorite part of winter.”

X wrapped his wet fingers around mine, and he wasn’t kidding. “That’s amazing,” I said.

“Right?” He unzipped his jacket and lifted his sweatshirt over his head. “Even better, no one comes here this time of year. We have the place all to ourselves. So let’s see that suit.”

I couldn’t pick up my jaw. The Sawtooth wolves had no problem with public nudity, but I wasn’t quite up to speed on that custom yet. 

“We’ll get arrested!” I cried.

“Did you bring cuffs? They’d come in handy.” X wiggled his eyebrows. He’d freed himself from his jeans and boots and eased himself into the water. Within a couple steps, it was up to his thighs. 

“Left them with my bathing suit.” I stood frozen, unable to tear my eyes away from his body. He’d undressed in front of me almost every night, but I hadn’t seen him like this since the night of the shift. So primal and forbidden. 

I had yet to be that uninhibited with him. I’d changed my clothes with him in the room when he was a wolf, but in the last couple weeks, I’d gone to the bathroom. I was scared too, that he’d hate what he’d see. 

“What are you waiting for?” Now up to his waist, X splashed water at me. His hair was damp from the steam, and little drops of water beaded on his chest. My mouth was actually watering. “Take off your sweater,” he said when I didn’t move. 

His tone changed everything. Something I was all too familiar with—insatiable need—pulsed inside me. Like my wolf, it would claw its way out and demand satisfaction. His eyes were different, too. The caramel was still there, but it was sinful instead of sweet. I hadn’t seen this side of him yet, but my body throbbed, looking forward to getting to know all of him. 

I did as X asked, making a show of rolling the sweater up, shifting my hips and pushing out my chest when the sweater hid my face. I spent five years in a relationship with a gay man, and I was used to working extra hard to get his attention. I was so relieved when my ex came out, it actually caught him off guard. Finally I knew it wasn’t me, that I wasn’t totally undesirable.

Today, I didn’t have any problem capturing the imagination of my playdate. X’s mouth hung open as the sweater dropped to the earth. I twirled around slowly, letting him get a good look at everything. I stopped with my back to him when I unhooked my bra, but I held it in place when I turned around, and took a couple steps closer to the water. 

“Can you untie my shoes for me?” I asked. 

X jumped like he forgot I had feet, but didn’t waste any time coming over and loosening my Chucks. I picked up one foot at a time, letting him slide my sneakers and socks away from my feet. I dipped my toes in the steaming water, the cold air slapping me when I came back up.

“You are a wicked woman, Chandra.” X clapped his warm hand over my freezing foot. His gaze met mine, his wet hair clinging to his neck, and I could see everything down to his feet. He was ready for whatever was coming next. “Now let the bra fall.”

I hugged the satin to my chest just a second longer. It wasn’t even a pretty bra. I’d almost worn a sports bra, unaware a striptease would be requested. Time to rethink my underwear strategy. I let the bra drop, and pulled my hair out of the elastic, letting it fall over my shoulders. It fell in gentle waves, a perfect complement to the rest of me. I closed my eyes. Anything but look at X.

I wasn’t a kid anymore. I was thirty-seven and I’d gone soft in every conceivable way. My stomach swelled above my jeans, my boobs frowned instead of smiled, my thighs rubbed together, and my ass had a lot more cushion than it used to. Most of the time, it didn’t bother me. 

His hand is still on your foot, I reminded myself. He’s not going anywhere. 

“Hey,” he said, his voice as rough as the rocks under my feet. “Come here.”

I crouched down so we were eye to eye. X took my face in his hands and kissed me. It was slow and hot, with the same rhythm as the current that moved around him. I gasped when he pulled away. X already knew balance wasn’t my thing, and he cupped the back of my neck while he brushed his other thumb over my nipple, which had hardened in the cold. It strained against his touch, wanting everything he had to give. The way he moved was hypnotic, and we’d both fallen under a spell. Our lips connected once again, hungry, needy. 

A cry echoed in the distance, and I jumped away from X, landing on my ass. “Someone’s here.”

“Just an eagle.” X pressed his lips together. Yeah, I looked ridiculous, topless and sprawled out on a rock. He splashed me. “You’re gonna freeze if you don’t get in the water.”

The rocks shined with freezing water, and I eased myself back over to X. My legs dangled over the edge as I shimmied out of my jeans. His eyes were glued to the skin I revealed as the denim peeled away.

The water was a warm reward for being naked in the middle of the winter forest. “This is amazing,” I said after I dunked my head under water, whipping my hair back. Steam rose from my skin, and even though X was only inches from me, he was blurry through the mist.

Not for long. X pulled me against his body; slick, wet and hot. I thought he was going to kiss me again, but instead he ran his hands up and down my bare arms, so warm against the cold forest air. I gasped when he dropped them down to my hips, and then cupped my ass. He pressed me against his body, his hard and ready shaft pushed into my hip. Still, he didn’t kiss me. I could’ve made the first move, but I was frozen in the knowledge there was no way we would stop with a kiss.

I wasn’t scared. My wolf rippled under the surface of my skin. Never had I felt closer to X’s animal than I did right now. 

When his lips touched mine, I felt complete. We were one, in the middle of the forest. Our bodies fit together perfectly as our hands explored each other. X’s muscles were hard, smooth, and a little tense, ready to pounce. Something inside me rumbled, liking that possibility.

X’s moan vibrated against my lips before he pulled away to kiss and nip my neck. He lingered at the pulsing spot that begged him to mark me a little too long, like he’d had the same thought. But instead, his hot breath met my breast as he sunk to his knees and took my nipple in his mouth. I’d been a fan of so many things X did with his mouth—his smile, his kisses, his sense of humor, but this was pure magic.

He steadied me as I bowed my back, offering myself to him. His hand covered my breast when his lips switched to the other, giving it the same attention he’d lavished on the first. When he was done, he held them both. 

Droplets of water or maybe sweat beaded his face as he gazed up at me. “You must be freezing.”

“It’s not that bad,” I lied. The only exposed part of me that was warm was where X’s hands covered my breasts.

“You’re shivering.” He smirked. “Get down here.”

Didn’t have to tell me twice. I sank down into the warm water, sighing with relief. “Do you get used to it? The cold? Or am I a big wimp because I’m from the South?” 

“You will. It doesn’t bother any of us.” X could barely get the words out before his lips connected with my skin, hot kisses landing on my shoulders and dipping town to where my breasts bobbed along the surface of the water. 

I wrapped my legs around my hips instinctually. My body wanted his. We fit together so well. X moaned, the heat of our bodies had magnetic pull. I writhed against X and he lifted his gaze, the gold like flames above the steaming water. 

“I want you so bad, Chandra.” His words were tipped with a growl. It was so sexy. “Here, in the middle of the forest.”

“I wanted to know what the forest felt like.” I leaned against his forehead. “I can’t think of a more perfect way to find out.”

X slipped inside me easily, like he belonged there. I’d forgotten the delicious pain that this brought. It had been a while—I hadn’t wanted anyone to distract me from my mission of coming to Sawtooth. X grasped my hips, harder than I expected, and moved me up and down his cock like I was a doll. I’d never had a man take control like this. I was used to doing all the work. X had a way of making me feel like no one else ever had. 

It was amazing. I gripped his shoulders, keeping up with his thrusts while trying to retain some control over my body. I tried to kiss him, I wanted him to claim me from the inside out. But we kept missing each other. X laughed, and buried his head in my chest, taking my nipple in his mouth. The rhythm of his tongue with the long strokes inside me were enough to shoot me straight into the sky. I clamped down, needing to feel all of him. I’d never known these hot springs existed, and they’d quickly become my favorite place in the world. I never wanted this to stop.

“Let go, baby,” X grunted. “Let yourself be wild. You’ve been waiting your whole life for this.”

Had I ever been. I let my head fall back and cried out. The echo through the forest was so satisfying. No more hiding. No more denying what I was. I was a wolf. And I belonged to X. 
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Chapter Six

[image: image]


X

I had another job outside of the shop. Taxi service. Every morning, I dropped Shea and Delaney off at the Channing Reserve. As much as my little brother was determined to get a paying job, Granger Falls wasn’t exactly hiring. 

Shea’s rap sheet was longer than his resume. But his impulsiveness and penchant for getting his point across with bloodied knuckles weren’t what stood between him and a regular paycheck, this time anyway. Everyone in town was on edge, trying to anticipate Ember’s next move. Ranches meant land, and that’s what she was after. 

He could bullshit us all he wanted about manning up and not fighting on the underground circuit anymore, but I wasn’t buying it. I booked his fights, and it was easy money for minimal work. Before the Montana wolves showed up, Shea had never lost a fight. Not even close. Even if he really wanted to stop, I knew he didn’t want to give up the time on the Reserve with Delaney. Besides having to share my truck, it didn’t matter if Shea brought home a paycheck. We made it work. And Delaney accomplished something that no one else could. 

She turned my brother into a man. 

Ember planned to build a resort in the heart of downtown. That’s why she was so hot to get our motorcycle shop and the surrounding businesses. We could look out our front window and see Bald Mountain. Major might be content to push paper at her, which still blew my mind, but I wasn’t. I had a lot of time to think of this, lying on my living room floor, hanging on to life by the tip of my claws. Revenge was one of the only things that distracted me from the pain. I welcomed it, because it gave me motivation to heal. To thrive. 

To throw this bitch the fuck out of Idaho. 

We finally all had what we wanted. A reason to wake up in the morning besides making money and causing trouble. No, it wasn’t perfect, and it never would be, but it was pretty damn good and that was more than we had any right to ask for.

“What are you doing?” Shea asked as I followed him. In addition to the livestock sanctuary, the Channings were building a cluster of cabins on the land. Some were for themselves; the rest would be offered to the pack and eventually to vacationers. I had to hand it to them, I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to make the nightmares go away if I have had to sleep on this land again. 

“Have you talked to Dallas?” I asked. 

Shea and Delaney stopped at the barn, gathering their supplies for the start of the day. I smirked, but kept my comments to myself. Shea had never played well with others, until now.

Two down, one to go. I wondered how Chandra would change me. Exploring the forest with her had been incredible. We had to drag ourselves away from the hot springs. We stayed there for hours, swimming and exploring each other’s bodies. Just thinking of her now sent a rumble through me. I’d been starving for her. 

“Just in passing, since the shift.” Shea wrinkled his brow under the cowboy hat he always wore. Ever since he was a kid, he’d marched to the beat of his own drummer, and had always wanted to work on a farm. “He’d be working on the houses if you’re looking for him.”

One house was almost complete, and the hull of another had gone up beside it. I’d missed so much in a month. Every day it felt more like a loss. “Any news on Ember? Major’s acting like a pussy, but I plan on driving this bitch out of here. Enough’s enough.”

“I feel the same way, brother.” Shea shook his head and Delaney slipped her arms around his waist and tugged him closer, her disapproval coming through loud and clear. “I’m all for a fight, and we won this round, but they’ve got us by the balls. They’re gonna keep striking until they knock us out. And they’ve got the resources. We can’t fight them from every angle. There’s not enough of us.”

“What the fuck?” I roared, my words echoing through the farm. “Stop writing your own eulogies. You’ve had a month to come up with a plan, and you’re both throwing up your hands and shrugging. Ember’s laughing her ass off at us. She doesn’t have to fight. You already rolled over and played dead for her.”

Shea called after me, but I didn’t hear anything he had to say. I didn’t want to. This was bullshit. My brothers never shied away from a fight. This couldn’t be because they have mates. Now that Chandra was in my life, I wanted to fight for our forest harder than ever. We had a chance at a future, and my brothers were willing to let it slip through their fingers. 

Dallas had to agree with me. He’d been attacked, too, and he wouldn’t be satisfied doing what he was told. I found him in front of a sawhorse, cutting beams to place in the house. A small team helped him. I recognized some of the guys—they’d worked here when Ryker held us hostage. They stuck with the Channings when Shadow took over the land. Dallas pushed up his goggles when he saw me.

“I’ve been meaning to come by the shop.” Dallas held his hand out in greeting.

This was the guy I needed to talk to. I’d piss Major off, teaming up with Dallas, but everything pissed Major off. I was used to it. “Any word on the Montana contingent?”

“Ember’s laying low.” Dallas had answers. “I’ve been up to the resort a couple times. The whole pack has taken over the villas. It’s quiet. Too quiet. They dragged her out of the forest. Chances are, she’s still a wolf. All the buzz in town has died. No new buyout offers, no new threats. A part of me thinks I should be happy about it, but the wolf in me knows this is just gonna make it worse.”

“How do we get her out of here?” I cut to the chase. “My brothers won’t do shit. We need to handle this on our own. Fuck protocol.”

Dallas set down tools and sighed, looking over my shoulder, back at the main building. No matter what Shadow did to it, it would forever be a memorial to what we had to lose. What we could be reduced to. Prisoners. Savages. 

“You’re right. I’ve been thinking. The fever won’t go away, she’s too close. Let’s come up with a plan, but let Major and Shadow do their thing.”

Oh, fuck. “Not you, too?”

“Hear me out. They might be on to something. Ember loves material things. And money. Let them make her life difficult. We’ll strike when she doesn’t expect it.”

Finally, a plan I could get behind.

I clasped his hand. “You’ve got it.” 

At one point, this land had been Hell on earth, and now it had frozen over. I’d just turned my back on my brothers to work with a Channing. 
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Chapter Seven
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CHANDRA

“Wanna come get the cupcakes with me?” Kiera asked. We had an adoption—two cats named Lucy and Ethel were going to a small family farm on the outskirts of town. The Forever Home ladies celebrated every victory, and cupcakes were their preferred method. 

But Kiera and Lyssie usually went together, and I was surprised she asked me instead. Thrilled, actually. “Sure.”

I thought Cass would let up on me now that it was obvious X and I were together, but she had yet to wipe that look off her face, or change her tone. She waited with bated breath for me to fuck something up. What she didn’t seem to understand was that I had nothing to prove to her. I was a Sawtooth wolf, and we were going to be family eventually, so she needed to get over it. 

“I’m psyched we had an adoption today. Trina says this is the time we get holiday returns.” Kiera made a face. “I wish people would think before buying a living thing as a toy. If they want something without feelings, they should get a plant. Pisses me off.”

“I’ll never understand it. Maybe because I’m a part-time animal.” I tried to make a joke, but something was clearly bothering Kiera. That’s why she’d asked me to come with her. “But now we have room for two more, and at least we know with us they’ll be taken care of.”

“Right?” she said. It didn’t take long to get to the coffee place. For a tiny town in the middle of nowhere, Granger Falls had everything it needed at its fingertips. After spending my life in the city, I was falling in love with this place as hard as I was falling for X. 

Keira cleared her throat and turned to me when she took the key out of the ignition. She didn’t open the door. “There’s no smooth way to say this. I’m pregnant. I didn’t get my period last month, but sometimes it doesn’t come. I didn’t worry, too much. But I missed it again this month too, and something’s...different. I took a couple pee tests, and they were all positive.”

I reached over and squeezed her, but she stiffened under my embrace. Kiera was human, and the baby wasn’t. It was so easy to forget we weren’t all the same, until it smacked us in the face. “Does Baron know?”

She shook her head, eyes brimming with tears. “I’m scared. I want this so bad, but I know...” She stopped and sighed. After squeezing her eyes closed, she forced a smile. “No, he doesn’t. You’re the only one I’ve told. When I give him the news, I want him to know we have nothing to worry about. I knew if anyone could help me, it was you.”

My heart dropped into my stomach. I had no idea if a human could carry a half-wolf baby to term. I’d researched it when I was with my ex, just in case my birth control failed, and all I found were old wives’ tales. They were more like nightmares. I refused to believe those stories were real.

But there was no better news to dispute the claims. Fuck.

“I’ll do everything I can to make sure you’re healthy, but we don’t have a lot of equipment to work with.” More like none. I had no idea where to send her. Werewolves weren’t supposed to exist. I might have been more scared than Kiera was—because she was trusting me to make it right. “Were you using protection?”

Kiera’s gaze flicked to her lap. “No.”

The time to lecture her had passed. I pushed down the gnawing feeling of jealousy. I wanted this, too. But there were some months I didn’t shift anymore. I knew my time to have a baby was coming to close. The forest needed this baby, for more reasons than one. 

Kiera grumbled at the coffee shop when I insisted she get decaf, but we couldn’t chance anything. We didn’t say much else until we got back to the shelter. 

“Come with me.” I motioned to the exam room.

Trina and Lyssie looked puzzled, but didn’t ask questions when I closed the door. Kiera kept her eyes down, a blush creeping up her cheeks. I didn’t expect her to be so shy.

“I don’t have any johnnies.” I patted the table. “You can cover yourself with a towel.”

She nodded, but she still wouldn’t look at me. I wasn’t used to examining humans, so I could’ve been making her uncomfortable. My patients were never willing participants in their exams. She sat on the table and pulled her shirt over her head. 

I did my best to hold in my gasp when I saw the tight, pink skin that marred her arm. 

“Iraq,” she said. “It was a bomb. I was lucky—I survived. The bomb, definitely dead.”

“I wouldn’t expect anything less.” I smiled, and the Kiera I’d grown to love in a such a short amount of time was back. The scar tissue covered most of her left side, and she only had one breast. “How long did it take you to recover from this?”

“Almost a year.” She was a bit more comfortable now, holding the towel loosely over her chest. “They had to do skin grafts and all sorts of shit. Never felt pain like it before.”

“Then giving birth will be a breeze.” I put my stethoscope on her back. The least I could do was check her vitals, and make sure she was in basic working order. It was hard to concentrate, my mind raced, thinking of every possible option to take care of her. I knew nothing about obstetrics. I could birth a baby animal, but I didn’t know how to take care of a human mama. Her gasp was even more audible through the ear piece. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

Kiera turned to me. Under her towel, the swell of her stomach was already noticeable. “I have to believe everything’s okay. It has to be, right? Baron’s mom told us awful stories. Like, according to her, there’s a little horror movie brewing inside me. But I can’t believe anything that Baron and I made together could be that bad. The baby can’t be more than the size of a pea, but I love him already. I know it’s a boy. What would I do with a girl?” 

She tried to laugh, but it ended up sounding like a sob.

“The good news is, you’re healthy. And you have the right attitude.” I sighed, taking the stethoscope out of my ears. “I don’t have all the answers yet, but I’ll do everything I can to make sure this baby has a fighting chance.”

**
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“DO YOU HAVE A DOCTOR?” I asked X as soon as we were alone. I had to be careful, this wasn’t my news to share. 

His eyebrows shot up. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. But I was thinking about it today, when I was at the shelter. Who do you guys go to for medical help? That vet Trina used to call sounds like a complete disaster. We’re supposed to be a big secret, but there are dozens of wolves living normal, healthy lives in the forest.”

“There’s an older wolf that’s taken care of everyone as long as I’ve been alive. Dr. Aldo. I’ll introduce you to him. I bet he would’ve liked to retire years ago, but there’s been no one to take his place. We’re all too thick-skulled for medicine.” X laughed. “He’ll love you, and he’ll be psyched to show someone the ropes. I mean, if that’s what you want.”

When I came here, I expected my life to be the same, just with more snow and a wolf mate. I planned to open a veterinary practice, eventually. But this would contribute to the future of the packs just as much as a baby would.

It was torture not to share Kiera’s news. It was as exciting as it was scary. 

“Yeah, I want that. Maybe that’s why I’m here. To make a difference.”

X crawled over to me and kissed me, pulling me into the center of the bed. Since the hot springs, we hadn’t been able to keep our hands off each other. “You’re amazing. What you do for others doesn’t go unnoticed.”

I shied away from him. “Tell that to Cass.” 

If this didn’t prove to her I was a Sawtooth wolf, I would never convince her.

“Cass is tough. How do you think she puts up with my brother?” X turned my chin back to him. Our gazes locked, and in that minute, no one else existed. “You need to stop worrying what everyone else thinks of you. Be yourself. I want to fall in love with all of you. Don’t hide from me, Chandra.”

“I never thought of it that way,” I said softly. I was a little biased, but X had a refreshing outlook on life. He simplified things. Everything that didn’t matter fell away. It was an ability a lot of people could benefit from.

“You’ve had to deny what you are. I’ve been through some pretty shitty stuff, but I can’t imagine having to hide what I was. My wolf is such a part of me. Embrace it. Hiding only weakens you. Next lesson of the forest: we respect strength.” 
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Chapter Eight
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X

The forest was too quiet. I told Chandra not to hide, but it felt like that’s what everyone was doing. Sheltering in place, holding on to whatever they considered important for dear life. 

It pissed me off. 

We needed to be out, living our lives, fangs bared if need be. Like my brother, the forest was content to sit back and watch The Ember Show. 

I had no idea what the fuck was wrong with everyone. The wolves in Sawtooth Forest fought for what was theirs.

The trees got thicker and denser the further we drove into the forest. Daylight didn’t last as long here. Chandra bounced with nervous energy in the passenger’s seat. We were on our way to meet Dr. Aldo.

“Man, I remember coming here as a kid. Mom had to practically trick us to get us in the truck, and sometimes she had to drive around aimlessly before heading over here.” I shook my head, thinking what little assholes we were. And how much I missed it. 

“Just like puppies, not wanting to go the vet.” Chandra laughed. “Doesn’t surprise me. I bet it would be the same way today. Is it wrong that I’m ridiculously excited about this?”

“Nope. Dr. Aldo can’t wait to meet you, either.” I don’t think he believed me when I called him and told him I planned to introduce him to a woman who not only was an unpromised Sawtooth she-wolf, and but was also interested in learning his practice. 

Dr. Aldo’s office didn’t look like the human medical center in town, rectangular and sterile; instead he saw patients in a side room of his house. 

I didn’t remember his home being so run down. It took me a minute to cut the engine when we pulled down the driveway, not convinced we were in the right place until the doctor came out to greet us. He’d been larger than life when we were kids and now he was tiny.

But he was as happy as hell to see us. He came up to the car, moving fast despite using a cane. I wondered if he shifted anymore. 

“Xavier, you were always the good one. Your brothers are still raising hell. No wonder you landed this lovely lady.”

I’d spare him the real story about how we met. “This is Chandra.”

Chandra beamed at the old man, and the feeling was mutual as he clasped his knotted hands over hers. 

“Your folks were Charles and Lynda?” he asked.

“Yes, sir.” Chandra looked as nervous as the day I brought her to the hot springs.

“They weren’t forgotten, although not many knew why they left. But I did. Your mother came to see me, and we were fairly certain you’d be a girl. They were always free spirits. I urged them to leave, knowing that someday you’d come back to us.”

No one had ever mentioned Chandra’s parents before. I wasn’t sure she was still breathing. “Here I am.”

“And I hear you’re a doctor?”

“A veterinarian.” 

“Even better.” The doctor motioned for us to follow him. “This guy has nothing but good things to say about you. I have a feeling he’s a little biased.” He turned back and winked at me. “If you’re anything like your parents, I know it’s true.”

Nothing had changed inside his examination room. It was small and doubled as his office, but it was clean and neat. I felt like I was eight years old standing in here. Chandra was on overload, staring at the bookshelf behind his desk.

“Do you mind if I look at them?” she asked. “I’m dying to know the difference between veterinary, human, and werewolf medicine. How you choose to treat your patients? Do you have to make a choice between human and animal?”

“It depends on what form they’re in. And what they need.” The doctor ran his fingers along the bookshelf. 

“But werewolves are different. There’s got to be something chemical or physical that’s special to the packs.” She pulled a book out and opened it. “Or what if they’re both?”

Dr. Aldo furrowed his brow. “I’m not sure I follow.”

“A hybrid.” Chandra snapped the book shut. “Maybe I’m not explaining myself right. Are there things that the shifters have that humans nor animals don’t?”

“That book you have in your hand will answer a lot of questions.” The doctor nodded. “Some of it is in my chicken scratch. There’s no formal studies in what I do—hopefully what you’ll do soon. They’re lessons learned from those who came before me. That’s how I learned, and that’s how you’ll pick things up.”

She didn’t look satisfied with that answer. “Have you ever treated a human woman who’s pregnant with a wolf baby?”

What the—? Fuck. No. We were smarter than that. I hoped.

The doctor’s face paled before he sighed. “It happens more than you think. Those Full Moon Fever parties are nothing but trouble. These boys won’t listen. The ladies in town don’t understand why they can’t get these gentlemen to commit to them. They think a baby is the answer, when it couldn’t be further from the truth.”

“What do you do?” Chandra’s expression mirrored the old man’s.

“There’s only one thing to do. Discontinue the pregnancy.” Dr. Aldo shook his head. “With you back, and Cass free of her awful husband, I’m hoping more she-wolves will break away from these contracts they’re locked into. Give this forest a real future. We’ve seen too much heartbreak.”

Chandra didn’t say anything right away. Her eyes shined like she wanted to cry. “Can I borrow this book? And come back and talk to you after I read it over?”

“I’d like that.” The doctor smiled. “Come back soon, Chandra. I’m sure you have quite a bit to teach me, too.”

**
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“WHAT THE HELL WAS THAT about?” I asked Chandra as soon as we got in the truck. “Who’s pregnant?” 

She jumped in her seat, the old book falling off her lap. “Nobody. I was just curious, that’s all.”

“Come on, we’re all still in the honeymoon phase. I’ve grown up with these guys. One of them is bound to knock their girl up.” Maybe if I made a joke of it, she’d relax. Nope. Chandra was a terrible liar. She picked up the book, smoothing the papers that fell out of it before closing the cover. I thought about which one of us would be stupid enough to make a mistake like that. “Please tell me it’s not Delaney.”

“Delaney’s fine.” Chandra looked out the window. “And why can’t she have a baby? Besides the wolf thing.”

“It’s not her I’m worried about, it’s my brother. Shea should not reproduce.” I tried laughing again. “You’re not doing anyone any good by keeping a secret. They need all the support they can get.”

I wanted to tell her it would be okay, and the baby would be fine. But I was a terrible liar, too. Fuck, I wished it was different. Every single one of us deserved that kind of happiness. Even Shea. Especially him. 

“Forget I asked. Remember, I’m a science geek. Anything weird or strange that happens with the body doesn’t scare me. It fascinates me. That’s how we learn.”

“I get it. That’s how I feel with machines. I like to make the impossible possible.”

Finally she smiled. “Me too.”

I dropped her off at Forever Home, but I reached for her arm before she got out of the truck. “If any of them are pregnant, you have to tell Dr. Aldo. We’ve lost enough already.”

**
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SHADOW’S OFFICE WAS campaign central. Those little lawn signs were piled high and he even had posters on the wall. CHANNING FOR SAWTOOTH. I had to admit, it had a nice ring to it. He had a couple younger shifters working for him, making phone calls and stuffing envelopes. It was kind of awesome to see the operation in action, and just thing I needed to stop thinking about what happened at Dr. Aldo’s office. I wasn’t sure what bothered me more—that Chandra was lying to me or what she was lying about.

“When’s the election?” I didn’t bother to hide my amusement.

Shadow was so puffed up he looked more like a peacock than a wolf. “Next month. Are you registered to vote?”

“Whoever said I’d vote for you?” I was a Lowe, after all. “Is my brother going to be your vice-mayor?”

Shadow laughed. “So you’re not registered.”

Nope. “Does it matter? You’re going to change all the rules to suit you anyway.” 

“Listen, Dallas is pissed off, too. Ember’s smart enough to use all her resources. Pack business has always stayed in the forest, but she’s dragging it into town. That means we have to play by human rules. If she disappears, people will notice. Shea might have his own bunk at the county jail, but I can’t bail you out for murder.”

Oh, come the fuck on. “You’re playing her game. Make her play ours. Bring it back to the forest. She knows she’s not strong enough to beat us there. That’s why she’s fucking around in town. Where there are witnesses. She’s got a weakness, we just have to find it.”

“We’ll get her out of here,” Shadow insisted. “And in the process we’ll make her life as difficult as possible and take as much money as she’s willing to give. Killing her is easy. Defeating her is not.”

Shadow believed what he wanted. He could kiss babies and shake human hands until the end of time for all I cared. None of it mattered if he was that bitch’s puppet. 

If it was easy to kill her, we would’ve done it already. She’d found our weakness. Now was the time to exploit hers.

The structure Dallas worked on had gained a personality in the last few days. It was starting to look like someone’s home, a compliment to the house Baron had built beside it. This is what we had to protect.

“I was hoping I’d see you today.” Dallas walked away from the building, leading me along the path near the river. “It’s the new moon. Everybody’s slacking.”

“Place looks great, though.” Already I knew Dallas was thinking the same thing I was. “Now’s the time to take care of Ember.”

“What’s your plan? Kicking her guards’ asses? It will only make her angrier. There’s nothing legal we can do until we shift, when human law doesn’t apply.”

I groaned. “You’ve been talking to your brother, I take it.”

“More like I’ve been trying not to listen, and coming up with anything I can. I’ve got holding her at gunpoint, burning down her villa, and breaking faces. I want this as bad as you do. No matter what we do, we’re fucked.”

Now I sounded like my brother. A few months back, he’d asked me to build a bomb to take out Cass’ husband. I thought he’d lost his fucking mind. Now I missed that guy, the one who was so hellbent on getting what he wanted he’d use whatever means necessary to make it happen. 

“I have a plan.” I stopped and smiled out at the river. A crane flew away, its prize hanging from either side of its beak. I knew exactly how it felt. “You build houses. I build bikes. If we can put them together, we can take them apart.”

Dallas sighed. “Still sounds fucked up.”

“Listen. We tamper with her shit. They’ll never catch us, and it goes along with Shadow and Major’s mantra of hitting her in the wallet. We basically annoy the fuck out of her until she leaves in frustration.”

“What do we do?”

“There’s gotta be a way you can screw with the water and electricity without looking like it was intentional. I can do the same to their cars. We start with the house. While they try to figure out what happened, we hit the cars. And we keep doing it.”

Dallas nodded as he thought it over. “We don’t think as clearly when we stay wolf for too long. That’s what Ryker capitalized on. Fuck, I never thought I’d be thinking like Ryker, but he taught us a pretty valuable lesson. Her infrastructure has to be crumbling, if any of those assholes have a brain in their heads.”

Every male wolf she brought with her looked like a robot in human form. No light behind their eyes. I almost felt bad for them, but they could’ve fought, too. Just like we were. It was their own fucking fault. 

“Never thought I’d be fighting on the new moon again.” Dallas shook my hand, sealing the deal. 

“Me neither.” We walked back to the Reserve. “Everything good with Lyssie?”

Dallas gave me a puzzled look. “Yeah, why?”

“She’s not sick or anything?” I needed to shut up, but I couldn’t stop myself.

“No.” Dallas stopped. “No one’s fucking with the girls, right? Because if they are, there’s no waiting until we’re wolves. We kill those bastards now.”

Good to know that Dallas still had a backbone buried in there, somewhere. “When they fuck with us, they fuck with everyone. Imagine us having to tell Lyssie you aren’t coming home.” Dallas’ face turned white. “Yeah. Exactly. We start tonight.”
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Chapter Nine
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CHANDRA

This book was the scariest thing I ever laid eyes on. It was a miracle any of these wolves survived as long as they did. The volume was possibly as old as Dr. Aldo, full of misinformation, outdated technique, and illegible penmanship. 

I’d expected a book of magic. In a way, that’s exactly what it was. There were a lot of hopes and prayers that went along with the remedies listed. Things that only worked if you believed in their power. It actually gave me hope—if I believed Kiera would be okay, then I’d find a way to bring her a healthy baby.

I scrambled to hide the book when I heard X in the hallway. He knew I had it, but I’d been stupid to slip about Kiera in front of him. I didn’t want him to ask any more of the questions I could tell were on the tip of his tongue.

X grunted in greeting, stripped off his clothes quickly, and fell into bed. His head fell back, eyes closed, like he forgot he wasn’t alone. He wasn’t here, that was for sure.

I leaned over and kissed him. He jumped as his eyes snapped open. 

“Where have you been?” I asked.

He never stayed out like this. He usually came home right after work. I didn’t want to be a nag, but the forest wasn’t exactly at peace. He was obviously upset and I was worried about him.

The corners of his mouth refused to commit to a smile. “Had some business to take care of.”

“Wanna tell me about it?” I propped myself up on my elbow. 

He shook his head. 

“Something’s bothering you.” I brushed his hair away from his face. He tensed at my touch, but relaxed before my heart had a chance to break. Maybe he’d changed his mind about me. “It’s doesn’t do any good to keep it to yourself.”

X sat up quickly, much more like an animal than a man. His broad shoulders and tight abdomen practically rippled with power. It was contagious, sending a throbbing through my midsection. He put his hand on my shoulder and guided me down to the mattress. His lips brushed lightly over my cheeks and nose, tickling my closed eyelids. 

But he didn’t kiss me. 

When I opened my eyes, he was still inches away, but he looked so lost. 

“Don’t worry about me,” he said softly.

A moan broke through the wall, a common occurrence around here. Too many people lived in this house, and the walls were paper-thin. 

“Sounds like Cass to me.” I laughed.

We made a game of it, for who lasted the longest, who was the loudest, and who had sex most often. My money was on Delaney and Shea, and X had Cass and Major. 

“Sure does. You owe me. Big.”

Each ‘point’ was a sexual favor. 

“You should’ve heard the other two going at it earlier.” I smirked.

“Nope. I didn’t hear it. Doesn’t count.” X ran his hand under my top, landing on my breast and circling my nipple slowly. I wanted to dance under him in time to the movement, but I wasn’t giving in. All joking aside, I was pissed he was keeping something from me. “Or else you could be racking up points you didn’t earn.”

“I’m gonna win.” I pushed his hand away, even though that was the last thing I wanted to do. “And if you had been here, you would’ve heard it.”

X moved off me, pissed. Shit. “You’re not telling me the truth, either.”

I sat up. “Okay. Yes, one of the human girls is pregnant. But I won’t tell you who until I have her blessing. It’s only right. It’s between her and her mate.”

X shook his head. “It’s everyone’s business, because we’re under attack. Once those Montana fuckers get wind of this, they’ll be after her, guns blazing. Or the baby, if it actually survives.”

“Is that where you were tonight?” The need for revenge made X sick. He didn’t move. “You don’t trust me to keep your secret?”

If I could keep Kiera’s secret, he had to know I’d keep his. This hurt, even worse than Cass’ snarky comments. X was my mate, and we should’ve been able to trust each other with everything. 

“There comes a point when I can’t listen to anyone else’s opinions. I can’t shoulder any more fear or disapproval. I have to do what’s right for me. Even if it’s the fucked up, crazy thing. It’s the only way I can live with myself.” His eyes were wild. 

“You’re scaring me,” I whispered. 

“Know this.” He leaned down and kissed me. Our lips melted together, and everything felt normal. For a split second. “I’ll never hurt you, and I’ll do anything to keep you safe.”

“Including keep secrets from me?” 

X shook his head, pulling his knees up to his chest and hooking his arms over them. He stared at something I couldn’t see. 

“If that’s what it takes,” he finally said.

I sat up, ruffling my fingers through his hair. “I want Ember gone, too. But I’m not sorry she’s here, because if she didn’t attack you, my aunt would’ve never called me. I’d still be waiting in the shadows of the forest without an invite to the party. Change can be a good thing, even if it sucks at first. Beautiful things can grow in the ruins. Let her watch you thrive. That’s how you beat her. Right now, she’s winning, because you can’t move past what she did to you. She’s got you frozen in time.”

X growled, but he put his arm around me and sent me crashing against his body. He kissed the top of my head. “I hate that you’re right.”

“I have an idea.” I didn’t want to say it out loud, because it was crazy. Crazier than whatever X had concocted. “Let me come with you next full moon. I know I—"

“No.” X didn’t care what my reasoning was.

“Listen! Connie and Mrs. Channing have both said that she-wolves fight harder than males. Ember’s unclaimed, so am I. That power has to go somewhere.”

Claiming involved marking each other, usually with a bite on the neck. Mates waited to do it until they had a ceremony. X and I may have committed to each other, but we had yet to put a ring on it.

“No, you’re not unclaimed. And you’ve never run in the forest as a wolf, and you’ve never fought.” X pulled me in tighter. “You can’t cut your teeth on her. She’ll rip you to shreds. And then, without our she-wolves, she wins.”

“When did Sawtooth go into decline?”

“When the contracts began for she-wolves,” X said without hesitation.

“When the females lost their power,” I paraphrased, and his eyes lit up. “Let me take that power back. I was unpromised, and Cass is with her true mate. We’re the things that aren’t supposed to exist. Let’s show the Sawtooth she-wolves that they don’t have to stand by and watch everything they love die. That they can fight for what’s important to them and have a voice in the forest.”

X sighed. “I hate the idea of sending you out there. I said I’d keep you safe, and I mean it. But I don’t want to underestimate you, either.”

He moved toward me, still more wolf than man. The room was dim but his eyes glowed with something I’d longed for my whole life. Desire. Absolute need. I scooted down on the pillow, ready to let him devour me. 

“I’ll give you everything I have.” My voice was hoarse. Heat seared my body. He hovered above me, and it took everything I had not to beg him to kiss me. “Together, we make each other stronger.”

“That’s what it means to be true mates.” X’s lips fell to my neck. My pulse throbbed in time to the rhythm of his lips. “You hold a piece of me I’d never find without you.”

There were no more words. Just emotion. I pulled my night shirt over my head, and X dropped down, taking one breast in his mouth, nipping and sucking the hard peak, bringing me to a place where I thought I would explode. I thrashed underneath him, crying out, wondering if we were the only ones who had bets about the other couples in the house. If not, someone could put a checkmark by my name. X’s beard tickled the sensitive skin as he met my gaze, circling my nipple one more time with his tongue before descending down my body.

I arched my back, anticipating his arrival between my legs. X parted my thighs, placing them on his shoulders. He didn’t touch me right away—instead he admired the view. I wasn’t used to this treatment. My ex had liked to get ‘er done as quick as possible then run to the shower. This kind of reverence brought things to a whole new level. 

“You’re beautiful,” X said softly, brushing his fingers against my hip. “I think it’s been a while since anyone’s made you believe that.”

My breath caught in my throat as I nodded.

“I’m guilty as fuck. You’ve been here for what, almost two months now? And I’ve let you think that you’re less than a goddess.” X shook his head. “Let me fix that right now.”

X dipped his head, his tongue meeting my clit. I jumped, the sensation shooting liquid dynamite through my veins. I clutched the sheets as he worked, needing to stay grounded as he curled his tongue around the nub. He went slowly at first, much more gently than I anticipated, and I writhed against his mouth, grinding, trying to dictate the rhythm. X was having none of that. He grasped my thighs, stilling me, and he picked up the rhythm, nipping, sucking and swirling. It didn’t matter what I held on to, I was floating through the universe, seeing nothing but stars.

He let go of my leg and I hooked it over his shoulder. I couldn’t risk him falling off this magic carpet. I moaned when he slipped his fingers inside me. Another check in my column. X curled his fingers, hitting the spot that sent me into the stratosphere. He laughed against my clit, but didn’t let go of me. 

“You like that?” All I could see was his hair and those devilish eyes. Pure liquid lava. 

“I love it.”

X added another finger, thrusting inside me. Giving me a little relief, he sat up, watching me as my hips circled with the movement. His eyes were heavy-lidded, and he bit his lip. This goddess thing was actually working.

He slipped his fingers out of me and dragged them up my body, dipping them in my mouth but taking them away quickly, sinking them between his own lips. He moaned as he slid them out of his mouth, then leaned down to kiss me. The kiss started off much like he had with my clit, slow and a little unsure at first, but it didn’t take long for the intensity to go to a place where I wasn’t sure if I could survive without this feeling. 

X fumbled with his jeans, and I attempted to help him. Both of us were nearly useless, the pants barely moving down his legs. We didn’t bother taking them off his feet. X knelt, positioning himself to enter me. 

I pushed him down on his back. He landed awkwardly at the end of the bed, tangled in denim. X’s mouth fell open as I mounted him, taking his shaft in my hand and sliding down on it. I took him as deep as I could. He felt amazing inside me. Two pieces of the same soul that were finally together. He held my hands as I started moving up and down. X wasn’t the most patient lover, pistoning up to meet me. I fell forward, my face just over his. He was beautiful. I laughed, but it quickly turned to a cry as my orgasm built. My body stilled, but X kept thrusting inside me until his cock swelled and he groaned just as loudly when he came. 

I lay on top of him, panting, listening to his heart beat as we caught our breath. “That was amazing,” I said between breaths. “But I still want to know where you were tonight.”

X kissed me, but shook his head. “I’ll tell you, if you promise to forget about facing Ember next full moon.”

I sat back. “I’m a little more like an elephant than a wolf. I never forget.”

He sighed. “You don’t know what you’re messing with, Chandra.”

“The problem is, none of us do.”
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Chapter Ten
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X

“Ember’s pack is in town, and they’re pissed.” Major stood in the window of the shop, smirking as he drank his coffee. 

“Oh yeah?” I stopped at the counter to pick up today’s service agenda. I was finally making some headway into the backlog. And I wasn’t taking his bait. 

Major burst out laughing. “You’re the world’s shittiest actor, Xavier. Your girl was beside herself last night when I came home without you. She’s quick to jump to the worst case scenario. It wasn’t easy to calm her down, since you’ve been acting shady as fuck since you shifted back to human. Where were you?”

“You’re my babysitter now?” I growled, glaring at him over my paperwork. It only made him laugh harder. The asshole had to put down his coffee so he didn’t spill it down the front of his shirt. “I tried to work with you. You don’t want to listen.”

Major caught his breath, rubbing his hand over his beard to wipe that fucking smile off his face. “No, you didn’t. You tried to boss me around. Come on, X. You know better than this. Ember’s making a fool out of you. I’m willing to let you put your own ass in a sling, again, to teach you a lesson. But Shadow’s getting pissed. If you fuck up this mayor thing for him, there will be hell to pay.”

My brother knew more than he was letting on. “Shadow will be mayor, or president, or whatever he wants to be. This has nothing to do with him.”

“Being a wolf for a month made you forgetful. This is Granger Falls. You don’t have to tell me shit. I know exactly what you did. You and Dallas fucked with the wiring in the villas, and disabled their cars. Half the shop owners in town gave me a heads up that I should expect the Montana pack to come looking for spare parts. But they’ve been in the hardware store an awfully long time. Right under Kiera and Lyssie’s apartment.”

“Fuck,” I said under my breath. 

Major leaned on the counter. “Ember’s already Lyssie’s biggest fan, since she’s the only one who can beat that bitch. Lyssie has what Ember wants. I’m surprised it’s taken her this long to attack. Maybe she knows she can’t beat Lyssie.”

Lyssie already had beat her. Ember had marked Dallas and drove him straight to Lyssie’s bed. Chandra’s words echoed in my head. There was something to this. 

“Chandra wants to run with us in the forest next moon.” I put the papers down and met Major’s gaze. The amusement faded from his face as his eyes widened. “Thinks Cass should, too. Connie told her that the unmated she-wolves fight hardest.”

I’d forever remember this as the day my brother was speechless. 

“Thing is, if she’s right, problem solved. But it’s a one night stand. I have no way to train her. Poor thing was kept away from our kind her whole life. She knows animals, but she doesn’t know shifters,” I continued, taking advantage of Major’s shock. “But if she’s wrong....”

“We’re back to where we began,” Major said quietly. He took a deep breath. “It’s a great strategy, if it works. But neither of them have any experience fighting, and the price is too high. Are you willing to risk your mate to best Ember?”

Wager everything I ever wanted to protect everything I knew. Major raised an eyebrow when I didn’t answer him. “Don’t be stupid, X. It’s not even a question.”

I knew my brother too well to assume what he was talking about. But I didn’t have a chance to ask him before the cowbell on the door clanged. I held my breath as I looked over Major’s shoulder, expecting to see a pack of red-headed wolves invading our shop, the one fucking place that was ours. We’d built this from nothing with our own hands and passion, and I’d be damned if I handed it over to them. I’d never be alpha and it wasn’t looking so hot for Major either, but no one doubted we could take care of ourselves. 

Instead only one man stood in the middle of the showroom, looking small next to the display bikes. Mayor Southworth.

“Long time no see, gentlemen.” He flashed an oily smile, fidgeting with the manila envelope in his hands. Southworth was more of a squirrel than a wolf. His parents had bought him a mate, and I hadn’t seen him in the forest since he had his ceremony. The jackass had it all and he didn’t even appreciate it.

Major rolled his eyes before turning to Southworth, with his signature sneer plastered on his face. “To what do we owe this honor?”

The mayor cleared his throat. My brother could stick to his doing the right thing kick all he wanted, but there was something to be said for brawn and power. Southworth had everything on his side, but Major could make him piss his pants with just a look. “I’m sure you’re familiar with the concept of eminent domain, or did we cover that after junior high?” 

Southworth had the balls to chuckle. Everyone was quick to remind Major that he dropped out of high school. It was twenty years ago, and they needed to get over it. Even I was tired of hearing it. He did what he loved, lived life on his terms, and had money in the bank. Sounded like success to me. 

“Yeah. And more familiar with the law. Eminent domain is only valid if the land will be taken for public use. Not private interests.” Major grabbed the paperwork away from Southworth and read it over. If he had anything to say about my brother’s reading skills, I’d jump over the counter and pound him. Major sighed and threw the papers back at the messenger. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

“What?” I couldn’t wait to hear this fuckery. No one answered. Major and Southworth were locked in a glare so intense I thought I’d melt when I stepped between them. “Tell me what those papers say.”

“The municipality of Granger Falls has a non-controlling interest in the proposed resort that will be built on Main Street.” Southworth’s voice shook. “A percentage of the profits will go directly into improved infrastructure, public transportation, and the school system.”

“Do you even remember what you are?” Major growled, taking a step toward Southworth, who cowered on the other side of me. “You’re willing to destroy what generations of your family worked their asses off to build. Centuries of tradition gone so you can line your pockets. You better take that money to another country, because if you do this, you’re dead to me. And I’ll make sure you’re dead to everyone else, too.”

“You’re not looking at the big picture, Major.” Southworth didn’t run. He actually believed the shit he was spewing. “It’s good for the whole town, not just a small part of the population. We have to look to the future instead of living in the past.”

“I’m not going anywhere!” Major stomped and Southworth had his hand on the door in a blink of an eye. “I’ll fight this with everything I have. In a month, Shadow Channing will have your job, and this nonsense will be over. Get out, Southworth. Don’t cross my path until you’re ready to fix this.”

The door slammed shut. Southworth was gone, but his paperwork littered the ground of the showroom, like scars that would forever remind us of this day. Major had yet to exhale. 

“It will never happen before the election.” I couldn’t even convince myself of that. 

“Fuck.” Major slammed his fist down on a bike, nearly knocking it over.

“Still content to push paper at that bitch?” I never expected Southworth would be the one to prove my point.

If looks could kill, everyone in Granger Falls would’ve been obliterated. “No.”
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Chapter Eleven
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CHANDRA

I couldn’t wake up from my dream. I’d partially shifted, half of my body covered in fur, fingers curled into claws. I twisted in my sleep, trying desperately to commit to one form. Shifting should be quick—if it wasn’t, it hurt like hell. This had been my nightmare ever since my first shift, when I found out what I really was, and that I needed to hide. It always happened someplace that people would find me, like school or work. I didn’t have to worry about that anymore. Everyone here knew what I was.

The fur was still there when I opened my eyes. My skull cracked. Hopefully no one would think my scream was anything more than a cry of passion. It wasn’t the full moon, and this shouldn’t be happening. 

“X?” The word slurred. I reached for him with my human hand. 

He wasn’t there. 

“X!” I cried. 

My skin split when I bolted upright, and my wolf ripped free. 

X was gone. His side of the bed was cold. I sniffed, and he’d been gone for a while. I jumped off the bed, investigating the dark hallway. Someone snored behind a closed door, and a fan whirred from behind another one. 

I bound down the stairs, searching for my mate and for answers. This had never happened to me before. In the short time I’d been with the Lowes, no one had ever mentioned the possibility of shifting anytime but the full moon. Nothing about it in Dr. Aldo’s book so far, either. No big surprise there. I wasn’t sick, but my heart pounded and I knew my shift wasn’t the only thing wrong with this night.

X was nowhere to be found. The Lowes’ house had a dog door. The only one I’d ever seen use it was Emma’s dog. But it came in handy tonight. 

The moon was still a skinny crescent. I stood alone in the yard, wondering if I’d lost my mind. Where the hell was X? I tipped my head up and howled, my cry easily carrying through the bare trees. 

Someone answered me.

“Xavier!” I cried into the wind. I never used X’s full name, but I wanted there to be no mistake who I called for. 

Nothing. I trotted toward the trees anyway, finally free in the forest. This is what I’d been waiting for, but I wanted X. Damnit, I needed him. My first time in the forest was meant to be shared with him, by his side as I explored his beloved land. I sniffed the mossy ground, hoping to pick up his scent. I’d follow it as far as I could.

“Chandra!” he called out. I stopped dead in my tracks when I heard my name. The wind carried it from the mountain. It was pitch black, even at the edge of the yard, but I knew exactly where to go. 

I ran as fast as I could. The wind felt amazing in my fur. “I’m coming.”

“No. Go home.” He answered quickly this time.

Like hell. I wouldn’t argue with him over the airwaves. Everyone in our world knew we were dancing on the thinnest piece of ice, and they were taking bets on when it would crack. If X was in trouble, I wouldn’t stand by meekly and let it happen. This was my pack, and I needed to protect it.

Everything inside me burned but I couldn’t stop. The forest opened to me like the path had been well worn, even as I jumped over downed trees and waded through thick brush. Bald Mountain was an immense blackness in the distance, dotted by only a few lights at this hour. The road widened as I approached the mountain, and I followed the signs to the resort area. 

X was at the villas. I knew it.

Ember’s headquarters.

It was time to take this bitch down.
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Chapter Twelve
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X

Bald Mountain slumbered in the small hours before dawn. I hadn’t been out here in the middle of the night as a human in years, all those drunken escapades well in my rear-view mirror now. My wolf was sluggish inside me, just past the new moon, regaining strength. The legends said the new moon was a time of renewal and beginnings. The metallic aftertaste of the dog fights lingered. It took months for it to go away, tonight it was like we were back at Ryker’s farm. I could practically feel the chains scraping against my raw skin, dragging me to the ring. 

“How far do we go?” Shadow asked. I never expected him to come with us when we approached him yesterday. He’d always wanted to do the right thing. Being alpha blurred the lines on how to get there, and Major and I were pleased with his decision.

“Don’t kill any humans.” Major’s voice sounded flat.

“How bad can we hurt them?” Shea had been restless, needing this release. He’d turned down every fight Jacques offered him at The Redheaded Stepchild since Christmas, when he lost for the first time to one of these Montana wolves. Rumors had been swirling around town he’d gone soft, that he was afraid. It pissed him off, but I was proud of my brother. Violence never solved his problems. 

“Bad enough to get our point across. We want them gone. Before sunrise. You guys focus on the guards. We don’t know what shape Ember’s in, this close to the new moon, but we know she’s pissed.” Major’s eyes glowed with fury despite the lack of moonlight. I’d never felt so powerful this close to a new moon. “No more security here. She got run out of her own forest, and tonight, she’s getting run out of Sawtooth.”

“I want a crack at her,” I growled, my animal fully awakened inside me.

“Me too,” Dallas rumbled.

“Fuck, I want in, if it’s a free for all.” Shea tipped his head back and howled. Shadow and Major glared at him—he’d just blown our silent cover. “Sorry. It feels like I’m gonna shift. But you know once shit starts going down, rules are out the window. Let’s do this.”

“I am gonna shift,” Baron said. He shocked the hell out of me by coming in the first place. After we’d been freed from Ryker’s farm, he refused to fight anymore. Said it only caused more problems. He ripped his jacket off and stripped out of his clothes, fur breaking through his skin like fault lines, chasing his mission. His transformation was much quicker than usual.

“I feel it, too.” My animal thrashed inside me, the heat unbearable. My skin didn’t split, it melted away. I ripped at my clothes, trying to keep them intact as my claws broke through. The plan had been fast and loose, and shifting hadn’t been part of it.

“What the fuck?” Shadow said in disbelief. “Has this ever happened before?”

“Not that I know of.” Major circled me, holding his hand over my fur but not touching me. “Pretty convenient, though.”

Good fortune didn’t shine on the Sawtooth packs often. We’d take whatever we could get, no questions asked.

Shadow shifted next, then Major. 

“New plan?” Shadow laughed, rounding us into a group. “Pack rules.”

“We take the forest back tonight.” Major tipped his head back and howled before breaking into a full run. We fell into step ahead of him and Shadow, just like we always had. This was how it was supposed to be. No holding back. 

Two guards stood in front of Ember’s villa. The unexpected shift hadn’t crossed state lines, and the Montana wolves were still human, their eyes growing wide as we approached. We were a growling, snarling wave of destruction, fueled by pride and tradition, about to crash against them. They reeked of fear as they dropped their weapons and abandoned their posts. Their emotion tasted so sweet, I wanted to spray whipped cream on it and top it with a cherry.

“Open the door,” Shadow growled. “Or we’ll break it down.”

Shea circled one of the guards, nipping at his arms and thighs. The human stood his ground, wincing in pain. The other guard muttered something under his breath that I was glad I didn’t hear, and opened the door.

He’d pay either way. 

The stench of dried blood and illness hung heavy in the hotel room. Ember lifted her head weakly off the bed. She was in her wolf form, but her shift wasn’t fresh. She’d just woken up, dazed, and it took her a moment to realize what was happening. She rambled to her feet, shaky on the mattress. Our bodies filled the free space in the room. I pushed past my brother and Shadow, needing a front row seat for this show.

Ember laughed, and sat on her haunches. “This is the best you have? Attacking me when I’m ill. I could’ve done the same thing to you last month, Xavier. But I have something your pack doesn’t. Actually, I have a lot of things your pack doesn’t, which is why I’m enjoying taking your forest from you. It’s amazing, how willing the residents of your beloved town are to turn their backs on you. I’ve made more progress on my sick bed than I have in the forest.”

“Get out,” Shadow growled. “Leave peacefully, or we’ll rip you to shreds.”

“No.” She lay back down. “You’ve already proven you can’t.”

Shea jumped on the bed. Ember howled as his teeth connected with her leg. He twisted his neck, tightening his grip until the bone snapped. She screamed. 

“Bet you’re feeling homesick now.” Major nudged Shea away from her.

“Nope.” Ember winced, pulling the broken limb closer to her body. Blood blossomed on the sheets beneath her. “My pack is on its way for that pretty doctor of yours. You’ve haven’t been very welcoming to her, either. But we know what hospitality is.”

“She’ll never help you.” Each word was like a bullet shot from a gun. They’d pry Chandra from my cold, dead claws.

“We’ll torture her if she doesn’t do as I say.” Ember smiled, but it ended in a whimper. “If you’re lucky, I’ll let her put you back together after we rip you apart. Again.”

A familiar scent flooded my nostrils. Vanilla. Fresh earth. 

Chandra. 

I’d told her not to come, but there was no fucking way I wasn’t thrilled to see her. She pushed past me, growling, snarling. 

“Hey, Chandra.” Shea jumped off the bed, nudging Ember on the way down. “Say it to her face, bitch.” 

“Still want to tell me what to do?” Chandra circled Ember, her paws sinking in to the comforter. Ember cowered, her eyes wide. “Didn’t think so. Even from a distance, they sounded like empty threats.”

Ember snickered. “You’re not a real wolf. Look at you. Covered in bumps and bruises from your first time in the forest.”

Chandra lurched forward, and Ember visibly trembled. No matter what Chandra’s experience level was, there was no denying she was strong and running on the pure adrenaline of her first time free in the forest, and Ember would struggle to withstand her enthusiasm. 

Chandra’s lips curled upward. If she were human, it would’ve been a smirk. “You’re the one who’s not a real wolf. Turning on your pack for your own profit. What happened to loyalty and tradition? Do you know how long I wanted what you threw away? You’re hellbent on destroying the same things here, and I’ll be damned if you succeed.”

“What are you going to do to stop me?” Ember curled her body tightly into the blankets.

Chandra’s gaze locked with mine, her dark eyes brimming with a power she didn’t know she had. For the first time, she was a predator, with her prey so close it made her mouth water. My mate nodded at me, understanding what it meant to be a part of the pack. The hunt. Strength. Loyalty. And most of all, forever.

When Chandra lunged at Ember, sinking her teeth into her flesh, the wounded wolf crumpled immediately. Ember’s body heaved and she did her best to stifle her. Chandra showed no mercy, shaking Ember’s weakened body with her jaws. 

“Stop! Please. I’ll go. I’ll go. Just make it stop,” Ember pleaded. She’d already been broken, her blood splattered across the room, staining our fur, and hitting the walls.

Chandra didn’t know her own strength. One of us should’ve stopped her, but we were all frozen in awe as she did the thing none of us could bring ourselves to do.

Ember’s cries became whimpers, and soon she didn’t have the strength for protest. Her body stilled, eyes open, horror frozen on her face forever.

I jumped on the bed, pulling Chandra away from her body. “She’s dead, baby.”

Chandra huffed, then backed away in disbelief, her hind leg slipping off the mattress. “Holy shit.” 

“Whoa.” Shea was the only one who said anything. “Guess we know why they chose a she-wolf alpha.”

“No.” Chandra couldn’t take her eyes off Ember’s lifeless body. “It’s too much. I didn’t mean to do that.”

Fuck, I was so proud of her. As horrified as Chandra was in the aftermath, she’d see it as victory soon. She guaranteed us freedom and peace, at least in the short run. We had everything we needed. 
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Chapter Thirteen
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CHANDRA

I killed someone.

Holy shit.

It didn’t matter if she was our worst enemy. A piece of me died along with Ember that morning. The last of my innocence would be buried with her. I was a part of Sawtooth Forest now, for better or worse.

The sun had yet to rise when X and his brothers brought me back to the house. One by one we shifted back. I sat on the edge of the bed, my body tingling with shock as our alarm went off, like it was any other morning. 

I looked up at X. “What happens now?”

He shook his head and sank down beside me, taking my hands in his. He picked them up, his gaze on our knuckles curled together. It was such a sweet gesture in comparison to what just happened. Ember’s blood still burned my tongue. I gagged on the memory. 

I killed someone. 

X brushed his lips against my knuckles. His beard tickled the rough skin. He flicked his gaze up to me, the gold like molten lava. “We can finally concentrate on getting to know each other. I’m not worried about losing the shop any more. You’ll start your new practice. Hopefully, you’ll fall head over heels in love with Sawtooth and I won’t have to tell you how things used to be, because another pack took it away from us. And we can grow old together, have babies, and grandbabies. I’ve been wrong before, many times, but that’s what I’d like to see happen.”

He kissed my hand, and that was all it took to make the tears fall. I squeezed my eyes shut to stop them from coming, but snapped them open when the sickening crack of Ember’s neck breaking echoed in my head. Her body went limp in my grip all over again. It was all I could do to keep from screaming.

X pulled me into his lap and kissed my wet cheeks. 

“You’re too good to me,” I whispered.

“Nope, you’re too good to me. Before you showed up, I knew I was going to die. I’d made peace with it. I’d lived a good life. I fought hard, but it was my time. You wouldn’t let that happen. When you knew I wasn’t in danger anymore, you could’ve left me. Instead you stayed here with my family, which is no small feat, until I shifted. You chose us, Chandra. You made this your home. Now you’ve done what none of my brothers or the Channings could do. You gave us a future.” X pressed his lips against my forehead. 

He made it sound like a good thing. I couldn’t see past the death I’d caused. “But this can’t be it. Ember’s wolves won’t go quietly.”

“They will. Their alpha was defeated. Keeping with pack tradition, they actually answer to you now.”

I broke out in a cold sweat. What if those dead behind the eyes wolves really considered me their new leader? If I were them, I’d be planning mutiny. How could they ever pledge loyalty to the wolf that killed Ember? I didn’t trust them any more than I trusted her. After all, they learned from the best. 

“No. I’m no alpha.” I could barely get the word out. “I didn’t come here to take over. I just want to belong. And if for some crazy reason, they’re actually willing to follow me, I’ll tell them to go back where they came from. I don’t care where it is, as long as it’s not here.” 

Emma’s laugh rang from the other side of the door. 

“How do I go down there and pretend everything’s normal?” I asked.

X’s face lit up. “You don’t. Remember what I told you about the forest?” 

I shook my head. I could barely remember my own name right now. 

“Second rule. We respect strength. It’s okay to be upset. Death sucks, it doesn’t matter who it happens to. Never be ashamed of what you’ve done.”

It was like it never even happened. Shea and Delaney sat at the table with Emma, making up ridiculous stories over their cereal. Cass stood on a stepstool, wrapping mugs and packing them in a box. She and Major renovated the house she grew up in and made it theirs. The room fell silent when they saw me. X squeezed my hand.

Cass climbed down, wiping the back of her hand on her forehead, a few tendrils of hair escaping from her scarf. She stopped in front of me, hesitating before pulling me into her body. I wasn’t sure if she’d hug me or strangle me, but it was definitely a hug. It was as good of an apology as I could ever ask for. She didn’t say anything right away, rocking back and forth softly.

“Thank you,” she finally said, pulling away slightly. Her eyes shined with tears, but unlike mine, they were happy. “I’ve given you such a hard time, and I was wrong. We wouldn’t have a pack without you.”

“Chandra was awesome. I wish you could’ve seen her in action.” Shea bounced with excitement with his seat, waving his spoon in the air. “She barged in out of nowhere, jumped on the bed, and whipped Ember around in her jaws like she was a piece of rawhide. Total domination.”

All the color faded from Delaney’s face. I didn’t know all the details of her past, except that violence played a prominent part. Her eyes were huge behind her glasses. I wished I could make it go away for her, but in Sawtooth Forest, that was one of the many things I couldn’t guarantee. 

Shea crossed his arms in front of his chest, then spread his fists wide. Safe. All of us were picking up sign language, and Delaney glowed every time we signed to her. 

She nodded, then looked to me, bringing her fingers to her lips, pulling them away. Thank you.

I curved my hand in front of my body. You’re welcome. 

Today I’d planned to talk to Dr. Aldo, but I’d violated the cardinal rule of the profession—do no harm. I couldn’t face him. Everyone else had gone to work, business as usual in Granger Falls. 

“It’s a show of strength,” Major said on the way out the door, echoing X’s sentiment earlier. “We don’t stop because we can’t stop. Success is victory.”

Emma spread her schoolwork out on the table, writing in a workbook. She sang to herself as she worked. I wondered if she had any idea of the turmoil that swirled around her.

“Need any help?” I asked Cass. I had to keep myself busy so I didn’t think.

“There’s not much to do. When I sold the house, I got rid of almost everything. Didn’t want to be reminded of that part of my life. It doesn’t take much. A book, a dish, even clothes. It makes it all come back like it was yesterday.” Cass sat down, glancing at Emma’s work. Her shoulders slumped, showing her exhaustion. She’d probably been up half the night worrying. Her mate’s absence was no secret. 

“Did you shift this morning?” I asked. 

“No.” Cass tried to hold in her smile, but couldn’t. “I’m pregnant. Just found out. We only shift to mate, so I’ll stay human for the next few months.”

It didn’t feel as weird to hug Cass as I thought it would. “Congratulations!” 

A wave of relief rolled through me. This baby wouldn’t face the same challenges as Kiera’s. But so far, Kiera was progressing what seemed like normally. 

These two tiny wolves that needed a fighting chance were exactly the reason I should give myself a break about what happened this morning. 

I would, eventually.

“Why don’t you take a break?” she said to Emma. 

Nobody had to ask Emma twice. She slid down from her seat and ran into the living room. A stockpile of her toys waited for her there.

Cass waited until her daughter sank down in front of the dollhouse and the world disappeared. “I still can’t talk about it in front of her. She loved her daddy, and I’ll never take that away from her. Walter, my husband, killed himself, but if he hadn’t, Major would’ve done the job. And he would’ve deserved it. Walter’s father kept them prisoner. Made them fight. I still feel guilty that’s he’s gone, like it’s my fault. That man tortured me for most of our marriage, and I still can’t be happy the bastard is dead.”

“Because then you’d feel like you were as heartless as he was.” Killing Ember didn’t make me better than her. I’d plummeted to her level. The gutter. 

“Exactly. But my life has been so much better since he’s been gone. Major and I were in love long before I got married. If I had any balls, I would’ve never walked down the aisle. I would’ve found a way out of my contract come hell or high water. I was young, and thought somehow it would all work out. Stupid, that’s what I was. Now we can finally be together. I appreciate what we have, because I know what it’s like to live without that. My daughter can live the life she wants. That alone.... Anyway, what I’m saying is I know you feel like absolute shit. But sometimes awful things happen to make room for the good stuff.”

“I know that,” I said softly. “I wish it could’ve been different.”

“We all do, but think of it this way. Now it can be.” Cass raised an eyebrow before getting up. She taped up a box and smiled. “I’m gonna miss this crazy house. But I’m looking forward to having something I can call my own with Major. You’ll come visit me, right?”

Twenty-four hours ago she never would have asked. 

“Of course. I can’t wait for your mating ceremony.” It was coming up in a few weeks. “All I can picture is the one in the book.”

“It might be just like it. All the older she-wolves in the forest are so excited about a traditional ceremony between true mates, I gave up having any control over the situation.” She shook her head, no hiding her smile this time. “I’m letting them plan it. I don’t care what happens, as long as Major is mine.”

Something pushed the awful image of Ember’s lifeless body out of my head. The last page of the book I’d found with my mother’s belongings was a drawing of two wolves, noses touching, at their mating ceremony. But instead I pictured it as me and X. It was the only thing that got me to smile today. 

“Can I ask you a weird question? How long do you think you’ll be pregnant? Or how long were you pregnant with Emma?” 

“A little more than six months.” Cass turned back to me quickly. “Are you pregnant? No, you can’t be. You shifted.”

“No. I’m not. Just curious.” These wolves didn’t miss a beat. “You know I’ve been studying Dr. Aldo’s book. It’s an eye opener. Not in a good way. I knew that wolves only stay pregnant for about nine weeks. But the notes on obstetrics are outdated. Most of them are handwritten and don’t make a lot of sense.”

“I’d like to say I’m surprised, or horrified, but I’m not. The doctor does the best he can, but the forest has always been an old boys’ network. He’s got to be older than dirt at this point, so things were different then. The she-wolves have always struggled for information about our bodies. If our mothers couldn’t tell us, we were pretty much screwed. My mom was drunk most of the time, so I relied on my girlfriends. It’s amazing we’re all still in one piece.” 

Holy shit. Not only was it so good to have straight talk with anyone about what happened in the forest, but this had to stop. I’d already considered it a great honor to take over Dr. Aldo’s practice, to be trusted with the heartbeat of the pack. Now it was an absolute necessity. The packs were on a collision course with extinction long before the marriage contracts and invasion from outsiders. 

Cass looked off in the distance, and shook her head sadly. “The oppression didn’t start with the contracts. I can’t let myself get mad about it anymore. It was a different generation, a different time for women in general. I have to believe that my parents did what they thought was best for me, or else I’d go insane. But when I really think about it, and realize how different things could’ve been for all of us, I get pissed.”

“Like you said, the awful stuff makes the good stuff better.” Still, it was a hell of a price to pay. I tried not to mourn the opportunities that were surely missed for so many she-wolves.

“Just be careful.” Cass got up and resumed packing. “I know you and X are talking about forever, but take it from me. It’s a long time with a stranger.”
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Chapter Fourteen
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X

“We need to have a big fucking party,” Shea said as I drove him and Delaney to work. “Ding dong, the bitch is dead. Chandra’s the guest of honor. Let’s do it tonight. Make our announcement loud and clear. Nobody fucks with our pack, or we will put you in the ground.”

“Too soon.” I couldn’t get the image of my mate crumbling in front of me this morning. The lost expression on her face, the sound of her heart breaking. “Chandra’s having a hard time with what she did.”

“She shouldn’t,” Shea grunted, then tapped his hand against the window. “Then how about a welcome to the pack party? We never gave her one of those. You were sick, and we had to deal with Ember. We’ll do it at The Redheaded Stepchild. Kinda like a Full Moon Fever party, except this time we know who we’re bringing to Red Heaven.” 

He picked up Delaney’s hand and kissed it.

“That she’d go for.” 

Chandra wanted nothing more than to belong to the pack. It was different than just being here. She wanted to be identified as one of us, and I knew Chandra well enough to expect she’d distance herself from Ember’s destruction as soon as she could. I couldn’t wait for her to open her practice. That was exactly what she needed. She’d been brought to us to make us stronger and better.

“I’ll call Jacques, and get the word out. No later than this weekend,” Shea said before he climbed out of the truck. 

That’s when it really hit me. Ember was gone. I didn’t have to sneak around behind my brothers’ backs with Dallas anymore, and I didn’t have to worry about losing the shop. 

I had everything I wanted.

It was fucking amazing.

Didn’t matter if it was good or bad, news always spread in Granger Falls like wildfire. So many people stopped by the shop, thanking us for saving their businesses, and more importantly, they all had the same question.

When can we meet Chandra?

“Come to The Stepchild this weekend. We’re having a party,” Major told every single one of them. “You can meet Chandra and Delaney, Shea’s girl. Have a drink and celebrate the way only Sawtooth knows how.”

Chandra was at the kitchen table when I got home, frosting heart-shaped cookies with Emma, Cass, and Connie. 

I wiped a smudge of red icing off her cheek and fed it to her. “We’re having a party on Saturday night.”

“That’s Valentine’s Day!” Emma looked up at me and smiled, baby teeth on full display. 

“We are?” Chandra licked frosting off her lips. 

My cock twitched; she had no idea how sexy she looked.

“Yeah. In your honor.” Major rested his hands on Cass’ shoulders. He must have done something, because she closed her eyes and moaned. “Everyone wants to meet the long lost Sawtooth she-wolf.”

Cass snapped back to attention. “Major throws one hell of a party. Is there still gonna be a Red Heaven, babe?” She tipped her head up at Major.

“If you want to go to Red Heaven, we won’t leave all night.” He dipped down and kissed her.

“What’s Red Heaven?” Chandra asked.

“It’s the best place on earth. It’s a VIP area in the back room where anything goes. I mean, anything. I say we close it off for the first hour or so just for the Channings and the Lowes.” Shea pulled Delaney down on his lap, raising his eyebrows, and she squealed. “You’ll go to Red Heaven, right, angel?” 

Delaney nodded, turning bright pink.

“We won’t have any secrets from each other after this weekend.” Cass laughed. “I’ve only been to one of those parties, and it was beyond wild. I’ve got a lot of lost time to make up for, from when I was playing good little wifey.”

“Yeah, none of that being good shit on my watch.” Major squeezed her shoulders. “You’ll leave every wolf in that room with his tongue hanging out.”

“Oh, this is gonna be so much fun.” I leaned down and kissed Chandra, putting my lips to her ear so no one else could hear me. “Ready to put on a show?” 

“Seriously?” Her mouth dropped when she turned to me, as pink as Delaney. “We get to drink first, right?”

“Whatever you want.” I kissed her again. “Wanna get out of here for a little while?”

Chandra smiled. “Yeah.”

“I can’t lie to you,” I said once I backed out of the driveway. “These parties are as wild as everyone describes them. It’s a hell of a time, and a Sawtooth tradition.”

“I’m equally excited and terrified.” She laughed. “You’re not serious about having sex in front of everyone?”

“Well, yeah,” I knew her mouth would drop. “It’s a total no judgment zone. If you can find me a Sawtooth wolf than hasn’t been to Red Heaven, I’d tell you they weren’t part of the pack. You’ll see things you didn’t think were possible. What happens at a Full Moon Fever party...you get the picture. You can do whatever your heart desires. That’s why Major started having them.”

“Okay.” She didn’t sound convinced. “I mean, I’m going to be their doctor, and I killed someone this morning. Saturday seems a little soon to be doing reverse cowgirl with an audience.”

I almost crashed the truck with that visual. “It’s never too soon for reverse cowgirl. And I’m done letting you beat yourself up about Ember. You saved this pack. There’s nothing to be sorry for.”

“I’ll get used to it eventually.” Chandra sighed. “Where are we going?”

“Big Wood River.” I pulled off the main road, and the truck bumped along the dirt path. “I’d planned to bring you here on Valentine’s night, but now we’re spoken for. I’ve been dying to show you this place, but it wasn’t safe before. If someone caught wind of what you were...”

“Am I still unclaimed?” Her voice changed. All the doubt was gone, replaced by strength. So fucking sexy.

“You’re mine,” I growled, stopping the truck. I turned on the interior light. Her dark eyes glittered and we may never make it to the river. I’d never wanted anything worse than I wanted to claim her right now. Not even my freedom. This was what it meant to have a mate. To want someone else’s happiness more than your own. “Technically, you’re unclaimed until we have our ceremony.”

“Do it tonight.” She reached for my hand and squeezed it. Her pulse thundered. “I don’t want this to be the day I killed Ember anymore. I want it to be the day you marked me.”

Holy shit. I crawled over the console, pressing her against the window. Chandra’s scent was so strong I thought I’d start hallucinating. I kissed her, hard, rough, and without any warning. My hands were under her shirt, squeezing her tits and rubbing against her nipples. I never thought my wolf could come twice in one day, but her command had it rumbling inside me, begging to be let free.

“Get out of the truck,” I said as she gasped for breath. I held on to her as I opened the door, and then helped her down. 

This was fucking crazy. Never in my wildest dreams did I think I’d mark a Sawtooth she-wolf. Even with Chandra in my bed, it still seemed beyond reality. I knew better than to count on anything before I had it. 

Without the moon to guide us, the night covered the forest in a velvety blanket. We held hands as I led her to the river’s edge. The trees fell away to brush, and I helped her over the rocks. It got easier to see the closer we came to the water. The current roared, and I had to yell to be heard.

“Look up,” I said, holding her by the waist.

“It’s amazing,” Chandra gasped, holding her hand up and laughing. “The stars are so close, it feels like we should be able to touch them.”

A thick swirl of stars glowed above us, shadowed with pink and green. “It’s the Milky Way.” I knew she’d love it. “But it’s not the most beautiful thing in this forest.”

“I can’t imagine anything being more stunning than this. It’s...there aren’t any words for what it is.”

I took her chin in my hand, and she met my gaze. The faintest bit of the pastel sky reflected in her eyes. 

“Every time I look at you, that’s how I feel. I’m so thankful I get to spend forever with you. Not just because you’re a Sawtooth she-wolf. It’s because you’re the most amazing woman I’ve ever met. You fight for what you believe in, and you make things happen. All along, we’ve been struggling to survive, and because of you, we get to do more than that. We get to live. This is the first night of the rest of our lives. Think about that when you look up at the sky.”

Chandra sighed, looking back up. The collar of her jacket fell open, exposing her throat. My heart pounded. I took both her hands in mine, and she squeezed them. I brushed my lips along the side of her neck, feeling her tense under my touch. Fuck, I was scared, too. This would solidify our bond. Forever.

This woman was the reason I had a forever. The thought was enough to make all the questions go away. I ran my tongue over the spot that throbbed with anticipation. Chandra let out a little cry, and her knees buckled. No, I’d never let her fall. I pressed her against my body and sank my teeth into her neck.

Chandra gasped, clutching my shoulders and I stayed connected with her. It wasn’t like a vampire bite, but enough for my saliva to mix with her blood. My life flowed through her veins. When I let go, I pressed two fingers against the wound to stop the bleeding. She was a wolf, it wouldn’t take long. Her blood was mind-numbingly sweet when I licked it off my fingers.

Chandra was mine. I’d only begun to claim her. 

I crashed against her open mouth in a kiss. Chandra needed me just as badly. Our tongues tangled, fighting each other for dominance. I nipped her lips, loving the little sounds she made. 

She cradled my face as she kissed me, her cool fingers tracing little circles along the surface of my beard. She pulled away just enough that I could feel her smile, and placed a peck on my cheek before sinking to her knees.

My cock was ready for her when she pulled it out. She ran her hand along the length of my shaft, placing kisses along the trail. Fuck. She swirled her tongue around the tip, then pulled back, looking up at me. 

“Thank you,” she said. “For believing in me when no one else did. You said you were ready to die when I got here, but I don’t believe that for a second. You were ready to live. If it wasn’t for you, this would never be my home.”

She took my cock in her mouth, guiding it with her hand. With the taste of her still in my mouth, and her lips clamping down on my shaft, I believed we really could touch the stars tonight. The pressure started to build, heat surging in my body. 

I pulled her away from me by her hair. She laughed as I sunk to my knees. “You look so frigging beautiful. I can see your wolf. Not like an animal, but as an energy around you.”

Chandra blinked. “That’s what that is? I thought it was just this gorgeous night.”

“You can see mine, too?”

“I think so.” She bit her lip. “I didn’t know about that part. It’s amazing.”

“There’s so many things I didn’t bother to think about before you came along. Because as hard as we fought, we never had control over them. But now things are different. Better.” 

I kissed her again. Chandra pulled away from me, kissing my cheek, placing butterfly kisses on my neck. She caught me totally off guard when she sunk her teeth into my flesh.

Her wolf and mine, we were one now. I was complete. 

We stripped out of our clothes without saying anything. We couldn’t keep our mouths away from each other. Everything was so intense, the lightest touch was enough to make me jump out of my skin. Chandra cried out as I took her nipple in her mouth—she tasted so sweet. All the scents that I’d only had a hint of before exploded in my mouth. I swirled my tongue slowly around her nipple like I’d never done it before, brushing my thumb over the other one. It tightened under my touch, and Chandra arched her back. I sunk back on my knees, kissing a line over the curve of her belly. Her eyes closed and her head fell back when I reached her clit.

The sounds that came out of Chandra were pure wolf. I growled against her skin, pushing my fingers inside her, thrusting hard and fast. She writhed underneath me. I could watch her body move like his for the rest of my life. And I would.

I pulled her up, so we were face to face. I had to kiss her before I said anything. “How about a preview of that reverse cowgirl?”

Chandra pushed me down flat on the rock. Gone was the woman who got spooked by an eagle in the forest a couple weeks ago. She climbed over me, and I had the best view in the house, that glorious ass. Or so I thought. She slid backward, taking my cock in her mouth one more time. Her pussy was so close to my face. Now I had the best view in the house. I grasped her thighs, moaning against her folds as she sucked. 

Her body shuddered and she threw her head back, giving into her orgasm, but I didn’t let go of her. I coaxed every bit of pleasure out of her. Chandra’s head landed on my thigh as she gasped for breath. 

“Hey,” I said when she sat up straight. “I wasn’t finished.”

“I changed my mind.” Chandra turned around. Fuck, she was gorgeous. The way her full thighs and hips curved, the swell of her breasts, I was losing my mind. Her dark hair fell in her face when she leaned forward. “I want to see you when I do this.”

Chandra took hold of my cock and positioned herself. I was a greedy bastard, and I needed her now. I thrust my hips up. She ground her hips in response to my thrusts, a slow delicious rhythm that was driving me insane. We’d fallen into a trance, drunk off claiming each other. 

My body was on fire when my cock swelled, exploding inside her. Chandra fell forward, clawing at my shoulders for balance. Her face hovered over mine, slick with sweat, delirious with desire. Her hair clung to her cheek, the side of her neck, the top of her tits. She was wild. She was amazing.

She was mine.

“I love you,” I said before she crashed into me. 

Her lips moved against my mouth. “I love you too.”
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Chapter Fifteen
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CHANDRA

Getting out of bed that morning was torture. X’s warm body curled beside me, and every muscle ached in a memorial to last night. My neck throbbed, and I touched X’s mark and smiled.

“Morning,” he mumbled. X kissed my shoulder, then moved up to the bite, letting his lips linger on it. It tingled, sending heat through my body.

I moaned and snuggled against him. “Can we stay here?”

X propped himself up on his elbow, gold eyes glowing in the early morning light. “I wish. Major will drag my ass out of bed and down to the shop by the scruff of my neck. I speak from experience. He might let you sleep, but I’m screwed.” 

I didn’t doubt it. I sat up, letting the sheet fall away from my bare body. I’d never get tired of the way X looked at me. “I haven’t been to the shelter in a couple days. I miss it.” 

Even though everything had changed in the forest, you’d never know it walking through Granger Falls. Valentine’s Day was a huge weekend for Bald Mountain, and the town bustled with activity. A few people nodded to me as we headed into the coffee shop, and someone paid for our order. 

“Thank you,” I said to the man who whipped out his wallet, refusing to let us pay. I’d never seen him before.

“No, thank you.” He shook my hand before leaving.

“He must be in the pack,” Kiera stage-whispered to me. “Have you noticed those little paw print stickers in the store windows? It means it’s a pack-owned business. It’s like a whole secret world that we get to be a part of.”

“Speaking of that,” I took the order from Kiera and backed against the door. “When can I get you to Dr. Aldo’s office?”

Kiera groaned. “Can’t you be my doctor instead? “

“Absolutely. We need to know that the baby is happy and healthy. I’ll examine you. But I’d feel better if the doctor is there, he’s dealt with this before, and you won’t freak out when I ask him questions. It would work for all of us.”

“Yeah, that would be better. But, the shelter,” Kiera protested. “What do we tell them?”

“You haven’t told Lyssie yet?” Kiera shook her head, sipping her decaf. I couldn’t imagine keeping such a giant secret from my best friend. “Today’s the day, girl. This baby could come anytime. You want to explain it to her when you’re in labor? Didn’t think so.”

She spit her coffee all over her lap. “What? Chandra, this scares the shit out of me. It’s...like being at war, in a way. I have no control over what happens to this baby. I’m so attached to this little guy already, and I keep telling myself everything’s okay. But I could have this little bomb inside me, ready to explode.”

“That’s exactly why you have to tell them. Lyssie and Trina love you. So does everyone else connected to us. They’ll rally around you, and the baby. You know they won’t let you think bad thoughts. That’s half the battle, I think. When I had my practice, I’d never allow anyone to talk negatively in the exam room. If those animals were in trouble, they weren’t hearing it for us. I wouldn’t let them lose hope.”

Kiera sighed, then looked at me hopefully. “I keep dreaming about the baby, and he’s perfect. That means something, right?”

As far as I was concerned, it meant everything. My dreams of Sawtooth Forest had yet to fail me. “Think of all the good things that have happened in the forest lately. Things have changed, and I don’t think we’re done with the good news yet.”

Kiera relaxed, and that glow that every pregnant woman had finally shined through. “You’re right.”

I distributed cupcakes as soon as we got back to the shelter. 

“We’ll be celebrating for a long time,” Lyssie peeled the wrapper off her lemon crème cupcake. “Dallas says he feels like his old self since the other night.”

“No more naughty nurse?” Trina burst out laughing when Lyssie turned bright red.

“I’m sure she’ll take care of his needs.” I smiled at her, but the blush didn’t fade. “We have something else to celebrate, too.”

Lyssie and Trina exchanged puzzled glances, and I nodded at Kiera.

Kiera took a deep breath. “I’m pregnant.” 

The girls stared at each other, open-mouthed. 

Kiera bit her lip. “Please say something.”

Lyssie practically jumped on her best friend, squealing and giving her a huge hug. “I had a feeling. There’s something different about you. In a good way. I’m so excited. I’m going to spoil this baby rotten.”

“How are you doing?” Trina asked, concern plain on her face.

Kiera looked like she wanted to run out of the room, so I took over for her. “So far, so good. She’s healthy and progressing normally. We have an appointment with Dr. Aldo today, the Sawtooth physician. If we could scoot out for a couple hours...”

“Of course. Whatever you need, Kiera. You know we’re here for you.”

**
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I WAS AS NERVOUS AS Kiera about this appointment. I’d never examined another human before. The book didn’t prepare me for anything. Dr. Aldo let me take the lead, so I started with checking her blood pressure and heartbeat.

“Have you been sick?” I asked.

“Once or twice, but not too bad.”

“Good.” We figured Kiera was about four months pregnant. “Is the baby moving?” 

For all we knew, it could be moving out of her any minute. 

The glow was back. “Yeah. It’s been awesome.” 

I put the stethoscope on her belly. It was round and hard, but she wasn’t showing in her clothes yet. I moved it around until I heard the unmistakable thump of a tiny heartbeat. I slipped off my ear piece and handed it to her. 

She clapped her hand over her mouth, tears springing to her eyes. 

“He sounds good, doesn’t he?” she said.

“He sounds amazing. Let the doctor listen.” I took the stethoscope from her and handed it to Dr. Aldo. He listened for a moment, then smiled and nodded.

“Should we do blood tests?” He had no ultrasound machine. Kiera wouldn’t see her baby until she gave birth, which was a massive disadvantage, especially since the odds were stacked against her. It was ridiculous, how limited this office was. I thought things at the shelter were bad. That was cutting edge compared to this place.

“Where would we send them? Any lab would pick up on the mixed DNA. It would cause more problems than it solved.” The doctor didn’t apologize for his lack of resources. Worse, he didn’t find anything wrong with it.

I tried to hold my tongue, but I couldn’t anymore. “How will we know how the baby is doing? All I can do is give her a pat down. I can’t run any tests, I can’t see the baby. I can’t even give her a due date. No wonder there have been so many failed births in the forest. We have nothing to work with.” 

“The prudent thing would be to terminate the pregnancy.” The doctor put down the stethoscope with no emotion.

“No!” Kiera cried. “I can’t do that.”

“No,” I echoed. “Hell no. There’s no evidence that there’s anything wrong with this baby. I’m giving her about two months to go. I’ll monitor her closely, take her vitals every day. This baby needs someone to give it a chance.” 

And proper equipment and care, but all we had was a chance. For now.

Kiera dressed, and if looks could kill, she would’ve terminated the doctor. Dirt kicked up behind us as we pulled out of the driveway. 

“He’s an asshole,” she finally said.

“He should’ve never said that to you. He’s under-informed, and from another era. But that’s no excuse for not knowing a woman's body. He's a doctor. I feel bad for his wife.” That got a chuckle out of Kiera. “All kidding aside, the she-wolves of the forest have been shortchanged by his lack of information. Think of how many lives that were ruined. No more. I’m getting proper equipment in my office for women’s health, first thing. We need x-ray access and a way to test blood for everyone else. No more crossing our fingers and hoping for the best. I can treat the animals at the shelter better than I can the werewolves in the forest.”

“You’re such a badass, Chandra.” Kiera’s smile was genuine, and that was enough of a reason to do this. Not for praise, but to know I made her feel safe. 

“Coming from a woman who disabled bombs, that’s pretty high praise.” I reached over and squeezed her hand.

“It’s true,” she said. “Where will you have your clinic?”

I’d always pictured myself working in Dr. Aldo’s office, with all its limitations. Carrying on Sawtooth tradition. But we needed something better. “I’m not sure.”

“How about the Reserve? What better way to come full circle, to go from dog fighting to healing pack members? In a year or two, the shelter will move there. Baron sees it as a pack center. A place we’ll always have, no matter what happens in the forest.”

“I like the sound of that.” It would take a little extra time, but we’d be able to make everything right. “I’ll do everything I can for you in the meantime, Kiera. I’ve been scouring that book, looking for a loophole. And I think I have one.”

“You do?” Her mouth dropped. “What is it?”

“I don’t think a true mate has to be between two wolves. I think it’s between two hearts.”
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Chapter Sixteen
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CHANDRA

“I can’t decide if I feel like a debutante or a porn star.” I laughed. I had no idea what to wear to this party. I stood in front of the closet in the bra and panty set I ordered last week. The girls at the shelter convinced me to order the whole shebang, including the garter belt and stockings. It was worth every penny.

X lay on his stomach on the bed, desire swirling in his eyes like the forbidden candy he was. Not so forbidden anymore—I could have a taste any time I wanted. His earthy scent hung heavy in the room, and my wolf rumbled. “I like the porn star idea, but go with debutante.”

Then porn star it was. I wanted to keep X on his toes. He had nothing to worry about, but I remembered the first lesson of the forest: wolves loved the hunt. “Why?”

“Because.” He couldn’t stay away any longer. “I want to keep that side of you all to myself.”

He crawled off the bed, looking much more animal than man, inhaling deeply when he reached me. I thought he was going to devour me, and even more, I wished he would. Everything inside me pulsed wildly. X knew, and his smile was wicked. My senses were so much more intense since we’d claimed each other. I never wanted the feeling to fade. 

“Then what’s the point of Red Heaven?” I laughed, resting my forehead against his before pulling away. “Didn’t think I had to behave there.”

“Major started these parties when we had no chance of finding mates. He wanted to give everyone a chance to go a little crazy,” he said. “And the human women knew the rules. One night, no commitment.”

I’d never felt so possessive of anyone in my life. “I have an idea.”

“Oh yeah?” X pressed against me, his erection obvious through his jeans. “I like your lips that color. They look like forbidden fruit.” X scraped his teeth along my bottom lip. I’d painted them plum. I was so close to saying to hell with the party, and I was the guest of honor. 

“Yeah,” I said quickly. “When we get there, come on to me like you’ve never met me. Lure me to Red Heaven like you would’ve done with a human woman.”

X laughed. “I never had to work all that hard to get anyone to join me there.”

My wolf growled. “Tonight, you do.” 

I pulled away and took a black dress from its hanger. Another online find. The Forever Home ladies spelled disaster for my credit card, but I didn’t care. It was a spaghetti strap dress that accentuated my curves and left pretty much nothing to the imagination. And bending over was interesting. But when I saw the look on X’s face as I slipped it on, it was totally worth any level of difficulty.

“Can you zip me?” I asked.

“I’d rather rip it off you.” He rumbled, but did as he asked, his hands warm on my bare back. He brushed against the bite mark on my neck. “Are you covering this up?”

I reached for the scarf I’d planned to wear with the dress. 

“Maybe. You can’t seduce a marked woman.” I wrapped the scarf around his neck and pulled him in closer to me. “And they can’t see yours.”

“They don’t have to.” He ran his hands from my hips to my ass and squeezed. The hem of my dress rose to a hazardous level. “I won’t be able to take my eyes off you all night.”

We got tangled in a kiss. One of those slow, lazy ones that led to much more as we danced to the beat of our own thundering heartbeats. 

“Let’s go,” he said and I groaned in protest. “I want to show everyone you’re mine.”

Cass looked like sex on a stick in a bright red wrap dress that clung to every curve. Delaney wore a pale pink dress and strappy gold sandals with sky-high heels that definitely weren’t made for walking. We didn’t have many chances to get all dolled up in the heart of the Idaho forest, and as much as I didn’t want to leave when we were upstairs, I was more excited about the party now that I saw everyone dressed up. 

“You look amazing. Love that scarf.” Cass whistled low as she circled me. 

“Thanks.”

She stopped, squinting and came in closer. “What’s this? Holy shit, X marked you?”

“He did what?” Major came over to investigate like I was a sale item in the window of a department store. He turned back to X. “What the fuck?”

“What the fuck yourself.” X growled. “Did I have to ask your permission?”

“No, but a heads up would’ve been nice.” Major backed away from me, but disgust still showed on his face.

“We wanted to ask you to join our ceremony,” Cass said, pouting. 

That would have been amazing. “We can still do it.”

“A little anticlimactic now.” Major shook his head. 

“What? You weren’t going to ask us?” Shea made a fake roaring noise and dove for Delaney’s throat, pulling her backwards, feet straight up in the air. He kept doing it, the noise drowned out by Delaney’s shrieks of laughter. All I could see besides her feet were her hands making the chopping motion. 

They were adorable. 

“You should’ve said something.” X nudged his brother.

Cass’ face brightened. “You’ll still be my attendant, right?”

“Of course. I can’t wait.” The mark on my neck throbbed. The ceremony would’ve been nice, but I wasn’t sorry we did our own thing. It had been perfect; in the forest, just me, X, and the stars. 
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THE PARKING LOT OF The Redheaded Stepchild overflowed with cars; they clogged the road, and a line snaked from the door with people waiting to get in to the club.

“You weren’t kidding.” I whistled low when we pulled in. “I didn’t know this many people lived in Granger Falls.”

“These parties are legendary,” X explained. “It’s everybody from the forest, and people come from all over Idaho. Major only meant to have one or two of them, but they were so popular, they wouldn’t let him stop! He had to sell tickets to keep things in control.”

“But we can walk right in, I take it.” We followed our group to the back door. A few people called out to the Lowes from the line and they waved at their friends. I realized I’d never seen X or his brothers relaxed and having fun. Even at home, they’d laughed and joked but they were always on edge. 

“We have a table.” X had to speak against my ear to be heard over the heavy metal band. I had no idea where all these people outside would fit, we could barely move. I squeezed through the crowd, clutching X’s hand until we got to our table. 

The Channings were already there with the Forever Home ladies. Kiera held up her glass of water in salute. The top she chose tonight didn’t hide her baby bump at all. I was so proud of her. Cass made a beeline for Kiera, and Delaney motioned to her baby bump. Kiera glowed, putting her hands on her belly as she nodded in confirmation. 

“Later, stranger,” I said to X after hugging everyone. I turned to Trina. “Wanna dance?”

“Sure.” She looked puzzled, but followed me out to the middle of the swarm on the dance floor. X stood at the edge, arms crossed, eyes glued to me. I ignored him, dipping my knees and stepping into Trina, dancing a little bit too close to her. I loved to dance. It was the one thing I missed about my ex and living in Atlanta. So many good places to hear music and let loose. 

A couple of minutes later, Cass and Kiera joined us, and after that song ended, they went back and dragged Lyssie and Delaney out, too. I thought both of them would run off—this was so not their thing—but they stayed, twirling around and laughing. 

This was everything I wanted when I came to Sawtooth Forest. To be surrounded by friends and family without a care in the world. 

Instinctively, I flinched when someone came up behind me and put his hands on my shoulders. I knew it was X from his scent before he leaned in, the delicious heat of his body making me sweat more than I already was. 

His lips were against my ear. “Can I have this dance?”

“I have a mate.” I spun away from him, matching Cass’ dance moves. She squinted in confusion but kept dancing. 

He grabbed my arm and pulled me back into him, close enough that I could feel his hard cock through his jeans. 

“Of course you do. A gorgeous woman like you would never be single.” Desire burned in his eyes. “Where is he?”

I shrugged, but kept beat with the music. I moved against X’s body, and he took a deep breath, not letting it out right away. 

“He knows he can trust me.”

“Oh yeah?” X pressed his forehead against mine. “Well, he can’t trust me.”

X spun me away from our group, his hands firmly on my hips. He moved my body to the beat of the music, dancing close to me. It was an easy rhythm to fall into, one we did every night, just with a lot less people around. The crowd disappeared from my consciousness as our gazes locked, our bodies grinding together. 

X’s hands fell to my ass, gripping it firmly. The cool air hit the back of my thighs as the hem of my skirt rose to an alarming height. We barely had enough room to move, and I prayed no one would notice. But X did. His fingers caressed the curve of my bare ass, he knee wedged between my legs, jacking the dress up higher. I jumped when he brushed against my pussy.

“What are you doing?” I yelled so he could hear me. The band wasn’t the only thing with rhythm. My core pulsed uncontrollably, blowing my cover of being outraged. X didn’t answer, instead he kissed me, hard. I forced myself away from his lips. “Everyone can see you.”

“Welcome to The Stepchild, baby,” he said against my ear. “Half the crowd is doing the same thing we are, and you haven’t been to Red Heaven yet.”

His fingers slipped inside my panties. I fell off the beat of the song, and X laughed. He pressed his fingers against my clit and circled slowly. There wasn’t a lot of room to work with but he made every bit of it count. I couldn’t relax. Strangers bumped against us. I looked around, and just like he promised, no one had noticed anything, too lost in their own ecstasy to care about anyone else. “Who said I’d go to Red Heaven with you? I told you, I have a mate.” 

X licked my neck. My knees buckled, and he brushed his lips over the bite mark. “I’ll make you forget any other man exists.”

I grasped his shoulders and circled my hips in rhythm to his movements. I was about to have an orgasm in the middle of the packed dance floor. “You already have.”

Our gazes locked, time stopped before we kissed. This one was slow and deep, just like the thrust of his fingers, pushing up inside me. I wrapped my leg around his hip, giving him a better angle. This was so dirty and forbidden, and it was the most amazing feeling in the world. X had claimed me with much more than the bite on my neck. 

The band stopped playing, but X wasn’t done. I held onto him, moaning just loud enough that only he could hear me. The crowd roared around us as the first wave of my orgasm hit.

“Granger Falls, it is fucking good to see you! Who’s been getting busy with their date in Red Heaven?” 

Wait a minute. That sounded like Shea. 

X spun us around so I could see the stage. Shea held his arm up, microphone out to the crowd, amplifying their cheering. At first I was surprised it was him and not Major up there, but Major was the brains behind the operation. Shea was the ham.

“Lone Wolf! Lone Wolf! Lone Wolf!” The crowd chanted, which soon dissolved into “Fight! Fight! Fight!”

“No,” Shea laughed when the chant got louder. “I’m not doing that anymore.”

The boos drowned out my cry when X brought me over the edge. He moved my panties back into place and slapped my ass hard before smoothing my skirt. 

“All right, so a lot of you had to deal with that Montana bitch. We did, too. But you know she’s gone now, right?” The place erupted. “We get our lives back. We get our fucking forest back. And we have one person to thank for that.”

The crowd looked around, wondering who that was. My heart thundered in my chest—I’d barely caught my breath from X’s stunt. 

“Chandra? Where are you, girl? Come up here! Sawtooth Forest wants to meet you.”

The volume ratcheted back up to full blast and X nodded. 

“Go,” he said.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” I pushed against his shoulder. “Did you know he was doing this?”

“Does anyone ever know what Shea is gonna do?” He winked. 

“Come with me.” I grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the stage. With my free hand, I yanked my skirt down. My knees were still knocking, and I couldn’t believe I had to go up stage now and be introduced to the entire forest.

X knew the way to the stage, and kissed me before sending me up the stairs on my own. A whole new burst of volume erupted when I approached Shea. He high-fived me, then pulled me into a bear hug. 

“This woman is unstoppable. Not only did she save X’s life, she kicked Ember’s ass.” More cheers. “Yeah, if it wasn’t for her, we wouldn’t be here. And guess what, Sawtooth? She’s one of ours.”

Gasps spread through the crowd. Shea laughed. “Don’t even think about, fellas. Unless you want to deal with X. And believe me, you don’t. She’s gonna be a Lowe.”

Another chant began. I wasn’t sure I heard it right at first, but then it couldn’t be mistaken. “Chandra! Chandra! Chandra!” 

Everything was blurry as Shea walked me down the stairs and led me to X. He pulled me into a hug. “They love you, baby.”

I was home. 
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Chapter Seventeen
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CHANDRA

“You don’t look a thing like the book,” I laughed. 

Cass rolled her eyes. Even though today was her mating ceremony, the thing that had been ripped away from her and she’d taken back, she still thought the story was a load of shit. I’d grown to admire that about her. Cass never forgot where she came from or how she got here. She still looked like she stepped straight out of a fairy tale. The little wolf in the Sawtooth Shifters picture book wore a long, shapeless gown, but there was none of that frumpy shit for the future Mrs. Lowe.

“White makes me look like I belong in a casket,” she laughed as Lyssie wove blue roses into her hair. They matched her dress—a short, sassy pinup style that she looked anything but dead in. The belt tied over her swollen belly. 

Lyssie worked her magic on all of us. Delaney had picked a pink dress, and her hair trailed over one shoulder in a fishtail braid. My dress was short, lacy, and blush-colored. As soon as I saw it, I knew I had to wear it today. Lyssie had curled my hair and pinned the front back with my mom’s crystal barrette.

Emma was the only one wearing white. She’d been holding on to her bouquet ever since one of the village women brought the flowers over. We were at Cass and Major’s new house, and they’d already made it their home. In the heart of Sawtooth Forest, and pack members dotted the front yard, reminiscing and catching up. As soon as they heard that Cass and Major planned to promise themselves to each other, they wanted to be a part of this day. They’d planned everything. The yard looked beautiful, with white tulle draped over the chairs, the trees just starting to bud, and huge buckets full of flowers. 

All of us were antsy—the guys had spent the night at the Channing Reserve. Even though the house was full, it seemed strangely quiet without them. 

“Have you read the book?” I asked Delaney. 

She shook her head. 

“Let me get it for you. It only takes a couple minutes, and you really should know the story.”

I’d fallen asleep reading the book last night, and it was still on my bed. It had seemed so empty without X. Even when he was healing, unable to climb up on the mattress, his presence affected me. I knew he’d always protect me, even before he shifted back to human. The way he pressed against me wasn’t just for comfort. He’d always meant to claim me. When I woke up, I read the book again. Cass could laugh all she wanted, but if I’d never found this book, I wouldn’t be here. 

Delaney tapped her hand over her heart when she gave me the book back.

“I knew you’d appreciate it.” My copy was older than she was, and tattered, but someday I hoped to read it to my own kids. “Some of us have to believe in happily ever after.”

I didn’t recognize the sign that Delaney made. 

Emma watched her do it again. “Magic.”

And that was what I loved about Delaney. She knew how to get her point across in the simplest way. “Exactly.”

“It’s not that I don’t believe. But ladies, you know the guys aren’t perfect. Just because things are good right now, we know how bad things can get. I’ll never forget all those days I spent away from Major. I’ll never take him for granted,” Cass said.

Delaney repeated the sign for magic.

Cass sighed. “I suppose you’re right. Never forget the way you feel today. And make sure you fight to make every day just as good.”

“Everyone looks gorgeous!” Connie came in and kissed us all on the cheek. “There are three very handsome gentlemen waiting for you ladies at the end of the aisle.”

“No one knows the surprise, right?” I asked. 

My aunt’s eyes widened. “There’s a surprise?”

“Never mind. I guess not,” I laughed. I couldn’t wait another second. “Shall we?”

“You can’t go without your flowers!” Emma called out, dragging Delaney over to the box. Each of us had matching bouquets of pale pink and light blue blooms arranged with white lilies. Delaney handed me mine then picked up hers. We looped our arms together. 

Emma was walking Cass down the aisle. 

Connie let the guitar player know it was time. As the song began and our guests stood, Delaney and I started our journey. We’d practiced walking in time with the music, but my body tingled and my heart pounded. Delaney clung to me tightly, and I knew she felt the same way. To hell with the plan. We walked as normally as we could. 

Shea and X stood next to each other. Delaney went straight into Shea’s arms, and he made the most content sound. 

X looked gorgeous. His hair fell in his eyes, but it didn’t stop them from shining with pure adoration. I wondered if they were mirrors, because my heart was so full I thought it would explode. The Lowe brothers were much more traditional than their mates. Each of them wore a black tuxedo jacket with tails and white bow ties, but none of us could follow all the rules. They’d decided to wear black jeans and cowboy boots. It had sounded ridiculous but was sexy as hell. I couldn’t wait to get X alone and rip it off him. 

“You are the most beautiful woman on the planet,” X rumbled in my ear. “I can’t wait to spend the rest of my life with you.”

“I’m the luckiest woman on the planet.” I kissed his cheek, then turned around to watch Cass. 

Emma stopped at almost every row. She’d see someone she knew, and pulled Cass over to them, where the guest would give both mom and daughter a hug. There was no missing Cass’ hard, round belly between them, and then they’d pulled her in for another embrace. Guests came to the middle of the aisle, everyone wanted to wish her well. 

Cass glowed. If she didn’t believe in fairy tales now, there was no convincing her. We needed to rewrite that book and make it her story. All of our stories.

I glanced over at Delaney and Shea, who had missed the whole thing because they hadn’t taken their eyes off each other. 

Once Emma finally made it to Connie, Cass took Major’s hands in hers. Major wasted no time, kissing her so hard she dipped backward. The crowd went wild.

“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for joining us today.” Shadow stood between Major and Cass. “Major Lowe is someone who has challenged me all my life and made me a better man. I’m proud to call him an ally and even prouder to call him a friend. When he asked me to be the officiant at his mating ceremony, I was honored. Today symbolizes what we fought so hard for, what tore us apart, and what put us back together. Congratulations, man.” 

Shadow held out his hand, offering one of those man handshakes, but then gave up the façade and pulled Major into a hug.

Major squeezed his eyes closed when he let go, then blinked rapidly. Holy shit, Major Lowe was going to cry.

Shadow cleared his throat. “We’re here today to celebrate the mating of Major and Cassidy. Mating is something we take seriously in Sawtooth Forest. We pledge each other forever. A lot can happen in a short amount of time. Happiness and sadness, triumph and loss. We believe that each wolf was born to spend their life with one other, two hearts that beat in the exact same rhythm. When we find that wolf, we give them the piece of us that completes them. Together we are whole. Together we are strong. Together we are passion, friendship, and joy. The forest grows stronger because of your love. Major, do you promise Cassidy forever?”

I’d never seen Major look so soft, so vulnerable, so in love. “I do.”

“Cassidy, do you promise Major forever?”

“And one more day.” Yeah, Cass believed in fairy tales. “I do.”

“You may seal your bond with a kiss.”

The crowd cheered as Major dipped Cass into one more long, slow kiss. The first of many on their journey to forever.

“We’re not done!” Shadow motioned for everyone to settle from their cheering. “Shea and Delaney, come over here.” 

Gasps turned to more cheers.

Shadow repeated the vows. “Shea, do you promise Delaney forever?”

“Fuck yes.”

“Delaney, do you promise Shea forever.”

Delaney squeezed Shea’s hands, and she bit her lip. “I...I do.” It was so soft, if I hadn’t been standing next to her I might have missed it.

Shea squeezed her against himself in a hug, rocking her back and forth. 

Holy shit. Delaney spoke! At the absolute most perfect time. 

“Xavier and Chandra, come on over.”

X was blurry. All the emotion I’d kept buried inside of me my whole life rushed to the surface. I’d been an outcast, a secret, and I’d felt like an embarrassment. For too long, I was ashamed of what made me me. The animal inside me made me strong. I’d been afraid to come to Sawtooth, because I wasn’t sure I deserved this kind of happiness.

Who was I kidding, I hadn’t even known it was possible.

I wouldn’t change a thing. I knew how precious this ceremony was. So many people lived their whole lives without a day like this. Like Cass said, I never wanted to forget this feeling. I would fight for it every single day. 

X squeezed my hands, and I didn’t hear a word Shadow said. Nobody else existed but the two of us.

“I do,” X said, snapping me back to reality. 

“Chandra, do you promise Xavier forever?”

Forever didn’t seem like enough. “I do.”
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Epilogue
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SEVEN MONTHS LATER

Chandra

Mayor Shadow Channing wasn’t that different than Alpha Shadow Channing. Pack always came first. He’d come to the ribbon cutting ceremony in jeans and a button-down plaid shirt, wiping sweat from his brow. The late September sun showed Sawtooth Forest no mercy.

A bigger group than I expected assembled in front of the Channing Reserve’s newest building that day. The Channings built me a cottage more beautiful than I could’ve imagined. The first thing X told me about the medical offices in town was that they were sterile and cookie cutter. The pack spent enough time on the fringe, a part of society but not really belonging, either. I wanted to create a place they felt comfortable coming to when I was asking the most private questions, and taking care of their health. I knew we had a lot of work to do, and I wanted the forest to look forward to it as much as I did.

“The Channing Reserve is a place of rebirth, and today we have something else to celebrate. The Aldo Memorial Medical Center will serve all veterinary and alternative medical needs of the forest,” Shadow said.

“Don’t be like that, Shadow. Say what it is. Wolf medicine!” Shea called out from the crowd.

“Yeah, Shea, wolf medicine. I wanted to give the paper a quote that wouldn’t give the humans a heart attack.” Shadow laughed. “Dr. Chandra Lowe comes to us from Atlanta, but she understands the unique needs of Sawtooth Forest, because she’s one of us. A wolf. She’ll work with the community to serve our needs and keep us healthy for generations to come.”

A baby cried out from the crowd. Kiera rocked Thomas on her shoulder. He was already three months old. Born healthy and beautiful, the worst thing we wound up dealing with during the pregnancy was Kiera’s blood pressure. She shielded him from the sun, so I couldn’t tell if the comment came from him or Lilly, Cass and Major’s new baby. She was born a couple weeks after Tommy, and we were already placing bets on the first Channing-Lowe love connection.

So much for not choosing mates for our children. We wouldn’t force them, of course. We’d just root really hard for nature to take its course. 

Once Kiera announced she was pregnant, all the Channings and the Lowes caught baby fever. Something was in the water in Sawtooth Forest, and baby bumps were the new black. Mine barely showed yet. Lyssie had just ordered a bunch of maternity tops, and she wore one today, her hand resting on her swollen stomach. I’d like to think all the humans waited to see if my theory was right, that true mates were determined by love, not species, but math called me a liar. So far we hadn’t run into any major problems, I monitored everyone’s blood pressure and temperature closely, watching for any warning signs. We joked that Delaney would give birth to a baby bigger than her. She couldn’t work at the Reserve anymore, and I was close to putting her on bedrest. I wasn’t taking any chances.

Someone would need to open a daycare in the spot next to my office.

“Dr. Lowe, come on up and say something before we open this place for business!”

I closed my eyes, riding the wave of nausea before joining Shadow. Didn’t want the picture on the paper’s website to be of me puking on the mayor’s cowboy boots. 

X squeezed my hand. “I’m so proud of you.”

There wasn’t a stage, just a ribbon in front of the door. Even that was more than I’d wanted. I would’ve been thrilled with cupcakes, but Sawtooth Forest was overdue for celebrations of any kind. 

“First of all, thank you to everyone who’s welcomed me here with open arms. Christmas will mark my one year anniversary in Sawtooth Forest. It was a medical emergency that brought me to the packs. In tragedy comes new beginnings. It’s hard to see it when it’s happening, but it’s true. You’ve all made this my home. Thank you so much for coming out for the grand opening! I usually have to trick my patients into coming to see me with treats. I can’t wait to show you the new office. We have state of the art equipment and a lab so we can analyze tests on site for your confidentiality. Come in and take a look, because I hope you all only have a need for my wellness services.”

The crowd applauded, and Trina grabbed Shadow’s arm, hard. 

“Cut the ribbon. Now,” she commanded through gritted teeth. “My water just broke.”

“Holy shit.” Shadow scooped her up and turned to me. “Open the door.”

“Someone else can cut the ribbon!” I called over my shoulder, racing ahead of Shadow and Trina. It was more like a quick waddle. I held onto my belly, the baby inside me feeling much bigger than he actually was. Everything had been laid out for the walk-through that wasn’t happening now, and all I had to do was switch on the lights in the birthing room and get Trina as comfortable as possible.

“Sorry,” Trina said when Shadow laid her on the table. 

“You’re kidding me. Why are you apologizing?” I handed her a gown, taking her clothes from her as she stripped out of them. Protocol went out the window when one of your best friends depended on you to deliver her a happy, healthy baby. “You got me out of that awkward speech. I should be thanking you.”

“Shadow loves speeches now that he’s mayor.” Trina nudged him, but then grabbed his arm, twisting it as a contraction ripped through her. She gritted her teeth but didn’t scream. “That was a good one. I’m sorry for making you run. That had to hurt like hell.”

“I may never catch my breath.” I put on my coat, washed and sanitized my hands, and put on gloves. One of the nurses I hired burst into the room, ready to go. “She had a contraction at twelve forty-six. Trina, do you want an epidural? You have to decide right now.”

Tommy and Lilly taught me that werewolf babies meant business. Neither of their mammas suffered through a long labor. Trina gasped, still hanging on to Shadow, and I worried we might already be too late. I hadn’t had a chance to see how far she was dilated yet. 

“Something tells me I’m gonna regret this, but no. I’ll try to do it naturally.”

“Take the drugs,” Shadow said. “If the contractions feel anything like my arm does right now, take the drugs.”

She glared at him. 

“I’ll rip it off and beat you with it.” She squirmed in the stirrups. “Sorry, baby. Maybe I should have it.”

“Too late. She’s coming.” I still didn’t have much experience with human patients, but I hated telling her no. “The good thing is, it won’t be long. You’re ready to go.”

“Get the girls,” Trina grunted. “I want them in here.”

Shadow gathered the troops. Kiera, Lyssie, Cass, Delaney, and Mrs. Channing filled the room. Cass and Kiera helped Trina get more comfortable, explaining to her how to push. Lyssie and Delaney, next up at bat, grimaced every time Trina cried out with a contraction. Mrs. Channing cheered her on, tears of happiness streaming down her face. We all tried to distract Trina between the waves of pain. I kept an eye on her vitals. Much like Dr. Aldo, we were still working on faith and theory. There was no science to back up my claim that the wolves didn’t have to mate with wolves, just their true love. Trina’s stats had remained steady throughout her pregnancy, but I remained cautiously optimistic. 

“Let’s take bets. Who do you think the she’s going to look like?” Kiera called out. Thanks to my new ultrasound equipment, we knew what to expect. Trina was having a girl.

“She’s got to have the Channing blue eyes,” Lyssie said, a dreamy smile on her face. “But I think she’ll be light-haired like Trina.”

“She’ll be beautiful,” Delaney said. It wasn’t such a shock anymore when she talked. She’d started with just a word or two, every so often, but worked up to having full conversations. 

Trina screamed, twisting Shadow’s and Kiera’s hands. 

“She’s crowning!” I called out, my hands shaking just like they did every time I helped one of these incredible women do the thing they never thought they’d be able to. “Keep pushing, Trina. Yell as loud as you need to, she’s almost here.”

Natasha Channing came into the world screaming just as loud as her mama. I wouldn’t have expected anything else from a Channing. She had her father’s fight and his blue eyes. At first glance, she was perfect, healthy, and beautiful.

Handing the baby to her mama would forever be my favorite part of this job. 

“Hi,” Trina managed before the tears came. Shadow stared at Natasha in awe.

“Do you want us to go?” Lyssie asked.

Trina shook her head. 

“No. Stay. Please.” She took a deep breath. “She’s so beautiful. I never, ever thought I’d be someone’s mom.”

That was it, everyone was bawling. I took Natasha from Trina only long enough to clean her up and swaddle her. My nurse cleaned up Trina, who wouldn’t let anyone leave the room. The guys came in to meet Natasha. She needed to get used to this bunch of loud, wonderful wolves who’d do anything to make sure she was safe and happy.

“I felt the same way,” I said, pushing a piece of hair out of Trina’s face. She didn’t notice, she couldn’t take her eyes off her daughter. Later I’d give her my gift, a new copy of the book that brought me here, A Sawtooth Wolf Finds Her Mate. “As soon as I met all of you, my life changed. We were brought together for a reason.”

“I agree,” Lyssie said softly, with Dallas’ arms wrapped around her. “You can choose your family. And I can’t think of any better one than ours.”

The End

***
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Thank you!

I HOPE YOU LOVED THE Sawtooth Shifters series as much as I loved writing it!  I never expected to take this journey with these characters, and when I typed the end, I burst into tears. All of these characters have become a part of my life in a way I never expected. In Granger Falls, I created a place that I wanted to live. Minus Ryker and Ember, of course.  But like Kiera said in Her Guardian Wolf, if there was really a forest full of hot werewolves somewhere...don’t mind me while I pack my bags.

Thanks to all of you! I’ve received the loveliest emails and messages from some of you—laughing and crying with and routing for these characters.  They always show up exactly when I need them the most. It means the world to me that these characters touched you enough to keep reading six books, and to care enough to insist everyone lived happily ever after. Aah!  I’m going to cry again.

I hope you all find your happily ever after.

xx

Kristen

Here’s the place where I’d usually put the first chapter of the next Sawtooth book, and it’s so weird that there isn’t one. 

That’s not true anymore. Readers couldn’t get enough of this series, and neither can I. 

Granger Falls makes an appearance in The Real Werewives of Alaska series. When the hardest working woman in show business, Real Werewives Producer Tessa Williams, gets swept away to Sawtooth Forest for a Christmas trip with her husband and grown daughters. Intercepting Christmas was just supposed to be a fun mashup, and a chance to catch up the Channings and Lowes. Which is was, but then Tessa’s daughter Jasmine and a rogue wolf Marcus stole the freaking show. And The Real Werewives of Sawtooth Forest was born. I’m so excited to return to Granger Falls and I hope you are too! 

Book 1 is Claimed by the Rogue Wolf and it’s coming January 16, 2020!

When an enemy pack captures me the night of my very first shift, all seems lost until one of them claims me as his fated mate.
Marcus is a captive too. A rogue wolf with a shaky history and nothing to offer me. But everyone deserves a chance, even this wolf my family is convinced is using me to gain his freedom. I see a different side of him...and I’m glad to have him by my side as I learn to be a wolf.
But the alpha of the pack is back from exile and looking for retribution. Will Marcus protect me from his former leader or is forever much shorter than I anticipated?
Preorder Claimed by the Rogue Wolf now!

Let’s stay in touch! 

Newsletter—get a free book for signing up, and exclusive bonus content from all my books. Never miss a new release or a sale.
Kristen’s Backstage Pass—hang out with me in my Facebook reader group.
Bookbub—Just want to hear about new releases without all the other jazz? This is your hookup.
Keep reading for an excerpt from Claimed by the Rogue Wolf: 
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Chapter One
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JASMINE

“You’ve got to let her go.” Mom had tears in her eyes when Jessica and I separated. In nineteen years, we’d never spent more than a couple hours apart. But now, as we stood shell-shocked in the middle of an airport terminal, that was all about to change. 

She was going back to Los Angeles, and that wasn’t my life anymore.

Not even two days ago, I’d shifted into my wolf form for the very first time. Jess was the older one, the outgoing one, the more everything one, and everyone had thought for sure she’d be the first to shift. No one wanted them to be right more than me. I’d pushed my shift off as long as possible, but when I’d been surrounded by the enemy, my wolf decided to fight.

As a reward, I got a crash course in pack rivalries, and a very near brush with death. Wolves might not have nine lives like cat shifters, but I definitely used one of them on that mountain. Now I was staying behind in Idaho with the wolf who’d saved my life by claiming he was my mate.

And I saved his life too. The wolf who said I belonged to him had been a slave. Now, after claiming me as his mate and an intervention from my dad and the Sawtooth pack, Marcus was a wolf without a pack. 

My ex-linebacker dad, another wolf without a pack, hadn’t stopped rumbling since Marcus made the claim. He’d only helped him get away from the Montana pack that had imprisoned him to keep me safe in that moment. But that moment would last a lifetime. 

I had no idea what it felt like to have a fated mate, so I decided to give Marcus a chance. According to the Sawtooth pack who controlled this land, that wasn’t the way things worked. It was all or nothing. When they chose a mate, it was forever. That was crazy to me. I’d spent more time picking classes for the spring semester than I’d had to decide about Marcus. And now, I wouldn’t set foot in any of those classrooms. 

This was why I’d wanted Jessica to shift first. She wore trouble like one of those accessories people were dying to get, and then shrugged it off when something better came along. I’d been totally content to live in her very large shadow. 

“I’ll be texting you constantly,” Jess said through a sob. Maybe she wasn’t so fearless after all. “Video chats, all of it. It’ll be like we’re still together.” 

I nodded. For Marcus’ sake, I wouldn’t cry. He stood behind me, and his gentle presence, his calm in the face of every storm comforted me. 

Mom stepped in where Jess had been and wrapped her arms around me. When she started crying, I lost it. 

“As soon as the season ends, I’ll be here.” Mom was the executive producer of the reality show The Real Werewives of Alaska. She paired shifter football players with their forever mates. But she hadn’t expected me to get into the mix. “Those bastards will probably go all the way to the Championship just to spite me.”

“We can come visit you in Holiday Falls.” I forced myself to pull away from her and looked back to Marcus. “Right?”

He’d betrayed his pack by saving my life. And he wasn’t used to being asked for his opinion. 

Three sets of eyes glared at him, waiting for him to screw up. I prayed we wouldn’t find out how TSA dealt with shifter politics.

“Anything you want,” he said.

Jessica didn’t even bother hiding her eye roll. “Maybe you should’ve asked her that before you claimed her. Or come explain to all her friends at school why she isn’t coming back.”

“Jess,” I groaned. “It was my choice to take the semester off and stay here.”

“And pushing school aside for some guy you don’t even know is a totally reasonable decision—” 

“Girls,” Dad rumbled. He was so close to another shift. “No one’s making permanent decisions.” He didn’t believe Marcus was my mate, either. 

There was only so far we could go before we had to say goodbye to Mom and Jessica for good. We wouldn’t be apart forever, I reminded myself. Nothing was forever. Except maybe this guy who’s holding your hand, despite the dirty looks and nasty words that are constantly hurled at him. 

Marcus intrigued me. Yesterday, that seemed like enough of a reason to stay here. But now, I was questioning everything.

Mom and Jessica waited until the very last second to go through security. Then it was just Marcus and me. 

And Dad. We were headed back to his house. I’d never even seen it. This had been his first season as the head coach of the Boise Black Diamonds. Everyone in my family had been in transition this year. Jess and I with school, Dad with the team, and Mom with The Real Werewives of Alaska. Everything had been chaos. No wonder I’d been such an easy target for the pack Dad had abandoned. The one who’d taken Marcus captive. The one that terrorized Sawtooth forest.  

I sat beside Marcus in the backseat of the SUV that had been so full of laughter when I left the airport the first time. Home from college for the holiday. Not ready to be blindsided by the animal inside me. 

Stop thinking that way. The words didn’t come from me, they came from my wolf. Every time she talked to me, I jumped. Having someone else’s voice inside my head was making me crazy. You’re setting yourself up to fail. Marcus could be everything you want.

I shook my head in an attempt to shut her up. The problem was, I had no idea what I wanted. I’d been coasting along in my first year of college, expecting the bright shiny thing that would be my life to magically find me. 

Maybe he’s that bright shiny thing. He’s certainly good looking enough. 

No arguing with her there. Marcus was built like one of the guys on my dad’s football team. Broad shoulders, narrow waist, all power, ready to strike. It excited me as much as it scared me. His dark hair brushed the back of his shoulders, and it was tipped with the same silver as his eyes. 

Every time he caught me staring at him, he smiled, like he knew he was reeling me in. Problem was, I hadn’t been looking to get caught. 

Dad put the car into park in his driveway and turned to both of us. I’d already been jarred by the rough stop. All of us had been lost in thought on the way home. 

“So this is how this is going to go. I don’t give a shit about forever mates. You’re a wolf who betrayed his pack. Don’t try to pull that I was captured shit on me. You did the same thing to my daughter.”

“Please don’t talk about me like I’m not here. Marcus isn’t a slave anymore.” And my voice shook even as my wolf cheered me on. I’d never stood up to Dad before. Never had a reason to. I was the good one. “And we’re not in your locker room.” 

Marcus put his hand over mine as his lips curled up in a smile. 

“I know that, honey.” Dad softened, but only for a second. “What I’m saying is I want you to play by human rules. Not work backwards from forever. We don’t know if this is all a part of the plan. A wolf doesn’t betray his pack without a damn good reason.”

Marcus’ hand tensed over mine. “What was your reason, Coach? Because you walked away from the very same pack.”

Dad pressed his lips together in a tight, angry line. I’d never seen him wear that expression up close and personal. He usually saved it for the sidelines, when his team was getting their butts handed to them, which happened a lot this season. 

“It was twenty years ago. Not two days ago. I think it’s pretty clear where my allegiances lie,” he said. “I don’t know about yours yet.” 

“And that’s what put Jasmine in danger.” Marcus stayed calm. “I need you to work with me. You know how much the Montana pack likes revenge.”

I shivered so hard I expected fur to cut through my skin. Nope, just goosebumps. I should’ve gotten on that plane with Jessica... No. By saying that Marcus might be my mate, I’d put him in danger too. More danger than usual. Now he had to defend himself against every wolf who crossed his pack. His captivity had given him some protection. Now he had to prove himself worthy as my mate. 

I didn’t ask for this fight, but I’d stay here and finish it. 

If I didn’t have to do things against my will, he shouldn’t have to, either. No one should. Marcus had been taken into slavery, and the Sawtooth pack had only recently freed their she-wolves from being sold to the highest bidder. If I had kids that shifted, I wanted them to have as many choices as they would if they were human. That’s what I was fighting for. For me, Marcus, and all the other wolves bound by duty. 

“I considered the wolves in that Montana pack my brothers until they betrayed me. My very own sister was the one who captured you. Flesh and blood. Trust isn’t given, it’s earned.” Dad was doing the rumbling thing again.

“I’ve earned every single thing I have,” Marcus said.

Dad nodded. “And right now, you have nothing. Not even my daughter.”

Preorder Claimed by the Rogue Wolf now! 

Want to check out the Real Forever Home? Mountain Humane is a no-kill shelter located in Hailey, ID, and they’re doing amazing things for the animals they serve as well the community. They have a cat café and host yoga classes on site! Please visit their site: https://mountainhumane.org/
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