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      This is a full-length, rejected mates, wolf-shifter paranormal romance with omegaverse themes. If things like explicit sex, graphic language, knotting, nesting, marking, clawing, dubious consent, and alpha/omega relationships make you uncomfortable, please move along. This book is steamy and intended for 18+.

      I will also be pushing the boundaries of what constitutes the “omegaverse.” If you’re new to the omegaverse, here’s what you need to know with regards to this book: The characters are wolf-shifters, and they shift for the first time a year or two after puberty. Their wolves act as a sort of subconscious, existing in tandem with their humans. My characters live in packs, which do not adhere to international or state borders, and do not adhere to human rules.

      These packs are run by alpha wolves—who are at the top of the food chain. They are the strongest and (usually) the biggest wolves, and they oversee the pack. Betas are sort of in the middle—they possess both alpha and omega traits but are still much stronger than pure omega wolves. Lastly, omega wolves are what some books describe as the weakest. In my books, they are cherished and highly regarded. There are also hybrid wolves present in these books as well, blending any of the above designations together.

      As always, I hope you enjoy this book!
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        What do you get when you mix a pissed off omega wolf in heat with a wicked, possessive alpha?

      

        

      
        Trouble—in the form of Phoenix Adair.

      

        

      
        The brutal alpha of our rival Shadow Pack has a reputation for serving up malice and pain. Where he comes from, wolves roam free and lawless.

      

        

      
        A treaty forged over a hundred years ago is the only thing standing between all-out war between our packs.

      

        

      
        We’re Willow Creek wolves–refined, traditional, obedient, and I play the part of a good, little fiancée to Zade Crawford–my betrothed, and the alpha’s son. My future has been mapped out, which means I know who I am and what my purpose is.

      

        

      
        Until I lock eyes with Phoenix at the treaty renewal, and the unthinkable happens.

      

        

      
        Phoenix fucking Adair is my moon-fated mate.

      

        

      
        Before I can process this life-altering news, the asshole publicly rejects me, and I find out everyone has been lying to me my entire life. That’s when I know it’s time to make some changes.

      

        

      
        Leaving Willow Creek is the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but I refuse to remain in a place that feels so wrong. Except, I know nothing about what it means to be a shifter, nor how to survive without the creature comforts I’ve known all my life.

      

        

      
        When I cross into forbidden land, danger finds me.

      

        

      
        And then I find the one wolf I fear the most.

      

        

      
        Phoenix fucking Adair.

      

      

      

      Shadow Wolf is a full-length, rejected mates, wolf shifter romance. There are strong omegaverse themes throughout, so please read the author’s note. Due to the explicit language and steamy scenes, it is intended for readers 18+. While not considered a dark romance, there are darker themes such as attempted rape (not by the hero), emotional abuse and trauma (also not by the hero), and parental neglect. It is book one of the Shadow Pack trilogy, and while it doesn’t end with a true cliffhanger, there are unanswered questions.

      

      If you like your alphas sweet and caring but with fiery, touch-her-and-you-die vibes, this book is for you. If you like kickass females who aren’t afraid to talk back, this book is for you. Happy reading!
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        Don’t forget to join my reader group, K. Easton’s Deviants! There will be a discussion group after release day, and you definitely don’t want to miss out that!

      

        

      
        K. Easton’s Deviants

      

        

      
        Also, subscribe to my newsletter for news on the next two books in the series!
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            Practice Makes Perfect

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      Five Years Ago

      

      “Here, I got your favorite candy,” Zade says, his teenage voice breaking and shifting between the boy I consider my best friend and the future alpha of our pack.

      He hands me a Snickers bar before unwrapping his own package of Twizzlers. I thank him, but aside from that, neither of us says anything as the crickets begin to chirp. I ignore the telltale pricks of mosquitos feasting on my bare legs, instead focusing on the sunset. The sky is orange and pink above us, peeking through the thicket of evergreens. The hood of the car is warm on my thighs, and a trickle of sweat slides down my back.

      It’s unforgivably hot—something that only happens once or twice a year where we live. Zade is parked in our favorite spot, having stolen his dad’s car again. I know it’s irresponsible, seeing as neither of us even have our permit yet. But we’re both angry with our parents, so it sort of feels like a payback. He’s a good driver if that means anything. He’s always careful when I’m with him. Plus, they’re off at a gala, so they won’t even know we’re gone.

      Swallowing, I crinkle up my wrapper and pocket it. Zade does the same with his. I know we’re both thinking the same thing. I can feel the tension in the air, thicker than the heat that hangs over our little town on the coast of Northern California. And I know that today changed everything—my future, our friendship… everything I’ve ever known. It hits me then that this is how a person grows up. It’s not gradual, like they say. You don’t mature slowly over time. Something happens. Something that forces you to grow up. One minute, you’re a kid listening to your favorite song in your bedroom, and the next, you find out you’re betrothed to your best friend.

      And he’s not just my best friend. He’s the future alpha of the Willow Creek wolf pack.

      We’d have to get married one day and produce heirs.

      Barf.

      I glance at Zade, and he’s the same sickly shade of green as me.

      “If you think about it,” he starts, then pauses, as he weighs the pros and cons. I can actually see the scheming happening in his mind right now.

      “Don’t start,” I bark, pulling my knees into my chest.

      “You’re not terrible to look at,” he continues, and I have to physically keep from throwing up.

      “Just stop,” I beg, squeezing my eyes shut.

      “Am I that awful to look at?” he asks.

      My eyes fly open, and I whip my head around to face him. Objectively, I know he’s handsome. Or will be, one day. He’s still in that gangly, awkward preteen stage. But his father—our alpha—is very handsome. I have no doubt he’ll grow up and be irresistible.

      Just not to me.

      “It’s not how you look,” I complain, my voice whiny. “You… you’re…”

      “I know it’s not ideal, Adri. But we have no choice.”

      I swallow again. He’s right, and the sooner I accept it, the easier my life will be. I know that. I just… need a minute. A day, a week, whatever. I need time to digest that I have to marry my best friend and make babies with him when we’re older. Why can’t things just go back to how they were earlier today? Why did our parents have to tell us now?

      “I mean, do you like girls?” he asks, his voice almost shy.

      I narrow my eyes. “What?”

      He shrugs, trying not to smile. “You don’t like me, but you don’t like any of the guys in our grade. It’s a reasonable assumption.”

      “I’m not a lesbian, Zade. I just… I don’t find anyone interesting enough. I don’t like anyone.”

      “But you like me,” he says, winking.

      Laughing, I punch his shoulder. “Yes, I like you. But not like that.” Oh Gods, does he like me like that? Not. Going. There.

      We’re both quiet for a few minutes. The sun dips lower, and the sky turns light purple. A small part of me wishes we weren’t wolf shifters. That we were normal humans. If that were the case, maybe I could continue staying friends with Zade. I could go to college. I could do the things I wanted to do, instead of the things expected of me. But he’s Zade, and he will be alpha one day—whenever he gets stronger than his father. It could be next year or ten years from now.

      And me? My father is the beta, and the alpha’s best friend. Our union makes sense; I can’t deny that. I just wish we’d had a couple more years before we knew what the future held.

      “We could run away,” I suggest, lowering my legs so that they’re in front of me. “Your brother would make a perfectly acceptable alpha, and I’m sure Dee wouldn’t mind marrying him,” I acquiesce, thinking of how my sister fits into this lifestyle so much better than I ever could, even though she’s only twelve.

      Zade chuckles. “Where would we go?”

      My pulse speeds up at the notion of leaving our pack, of leaving the only territory I’ve ever known. We’re the biggest pack in the country, and we make up most of California, Oregon, and Washington. Our town—Willow Creek—is full of mostly shifters. To anyone else, we’re just a small, upper middle-class town nestled in the mountains near Monterey and Big Sur. It’s beautiful; I can’t deny that. And it’s my home. I know how privileged we are to have grown up here. No sane person would leave, not when there are other territories that aren’t so nice.

      I cock my head. “No idea. Somewhere far away from here.”

      “So, you’re saying you’d run away before marrying me?”

      I bite the inside of my cheek. “I’m saying it’s bullshit that we have to marry each other instead of…”

       “Agreed.” Looking over at me, he looks a bit green again as his eyes flick to my lips. “Though fated mates are rare, so maybe we should consider ourselves lucky that we like each other at least?”

      My heart lurches. Zade is always trying to find the good in shitty situations. He’s such an optimist. I worry about him—about how he’ll handle being an alpha. He’s too softhearted. I hope his father never tries to change that.

      “You don’t think your fated mate is out there?” I ask casually.

      Ever since I learned about fated mates last year, I can’t stop thinking about it. Though considered extremely rare, fated mates can and do happen.

      “I think if she is, it doesn’t really matter.”

      “Yeah. You’re right.” Ignoring the pang of disappointment, I look back at Zade.

      “I can’t believe I’m going to have to kiss you one day,” he murmurs, running a hand through his light blonde hair.

      I make a sound and smack him again. “Gross. Just stop talking about kissing me.”

      “Why? We’re going to have to do it one day.”

      “I know!” I answer, my voice shrill. “Like on our wedding day.”

      Zade smirks. “Or we could practice now.” When I glare at him, he just holds his hands up. “Just practice, Adri.”

      “I’m going to punch you in the face if you ever suggest doing that again.”

      “Punching your future alpha already?”

      I smirk. “You bet your ass I’ll punch you if you kiss me without consent.”

      He rubs his shoulder against mine. “Fine. Don’t kiss me. But don’t blame me when everyone finds out you’re a bad kisser on our wedding day.”

      We exchange a tense look. I’ve never seen him look like that—look at me like that. Something funny happens in my stomach, and my palms get all sweaty. Zade licks his lips, and I mimic the movement. He does have nice lips; I’ll give him that. I bet he’s nice to kiss. Maybe one day I’ll want to.

      Maybe that day is today, something in my head says.

      Zade leans forward just enough to show me he’s waiting for me to make the move. Am I really going to kiss my best friend? Is this really happening? The fluttering feeling in my stomach intensifies, and I feel sick in a new way. Maybe he’s right. Maybe we should practice, even if only once. Just to make sure we don’t suck on our wedding day.

      Gods. I’m going to marry him one day. My eyes wander over his body quickly before traveling back up to his eyes.

      Screw it.

      The last thing I want on my wedding day is to be dubbed a bad kisser.

      Leaning forward, my lips smash against his, and we stay that way for a few seconds—frozen, breathing heavily, lips stiff. My heart is hammering in my chest, and I can smell the aftershave he thinks he needs to use on his three hairs. Smiling at the thought, I’m just about to pull away when Zade’s hand comes to the back of my head. His tongue crashes against mine, and I… think I like it. I’ve never kissed anyone like this; it’s slimy, but also nice.

      Oh my Gods, I’m kissing Zade!

      Awareness floods through me, and I pull away quickly, wiping my mouth. Zade looks just as stunned. I can’t tell if that was a good kiss or not. It felt nice, but what do I know? He has more experience than me. I know he kissed Jolene with tongue earlier this year.

      “That was…” he says, shaking his head. “Okay.”

      I burst out laughing and scoot off the hood. “It was disgusting,” I lie, and Zade just laughs with me. “Let’s never do that again,” I add, walking to the edge of the hill.

      Zade follows me. “Not until our wedding day.”

      I turn to face him. We’re thirteen, nearly the same height, but I know in a few months, he’s going to shoot up like all male shifters do. I’m suddenly so nostalgic for our childhood. It’s slipping through my fingers quicker than I can comprehend.

      “Shake on it,” I demand, holding a hand out for him. I know speaking like that to my future alpha would normally get me into trouble, but it’s Zade. In my mind, he doesn’t count, even though I know that mentality is going to bite me in the ass one day soon. Sooner than I’m ready.

      “Deal,” he agrees, gripping my hand firmly.

      Pulling his hand away, he turns to look down over the Willow Creek valley. His valley soon. His territory soon. The thought alone makes my throat constrict.

      I know things are going to change, and I also know they’re going to change soon. I can feel it, like we’re on the precipice of something big. And I know I’ll have to go along with it when it does. But as I stare at my friend—my funny, silly, softhearted friend—all I want is for things to stay the way they are. To press pause. To just enjoy these last few years as kids with him, before the weight of our responsibilities presses down on us.

      My eyes prick with tears, and I look away.

      I’m not ready. I’ve been told what my responsibilities will be, and I’m terrified. I’ve watched Zade’s mom as the alpha wife for years. As an extra mom. An aunt. I’m so unprepared. I know it could still be years away, but I have this sense that things will change sooner than expected. It’s unnerving.

      I don’t tell Zade what runs through my mind as we drive back to our neighborhood. I don’t say anything when he drops me off, or when I turn to open the door. What can I say? What can I do? Our parents made it very clear. We’ve been betrothed our entire lives, unbeknownst to us. There are contracts and expectations in place. I know there’s nothing I can do to change it. And yet… a small part of me wonders why it feels wrong, which is silly, considering I’m the beta’s daughter. It makes perfect sense on paper. But something vital is putting up a fight inside of me—something intrinsic. Maybe my wolf, since she’s less than a year from showing herself to me. Even though I haven’t met her yet, she still makes her presence known for really important events in my life.

      And right now, there’s a voice inside my head telling me that I’m not the one for Zade, or rather, that he’s not the one for me.

      Maybe I don’t even belong in this pack…

      It’s just my nerves talking. Besides, I kind of have no choice.

      This arrangement was secured when I was a baby, and I have to accept it. It really could be worse, but at least I get to marry my best friend.

      Then why does it feel like everything just got turned upside down?
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            Omega Whore

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      Present

      

      My eyesight shifts before my body does, and for a split second, the world is sharper and more contrasted—the blues and yellows of the forest heightening to where they would look fake to the human eye. I feel my body drop onto my front paws as I complete the shift, and then I’m running, guided only by my wolf’s instinct. She runs, no, she sprints through the woodland behind Zade’s house. It’s the only part of Willow Tree that’s completely protected, so Zade and I often run our wolves back here. With over five hundred acres owned by Godric Crawford—Zade’s father and the alpha of our pack—my wolf never feels like she’s missing out.

      The muscles along my back and in my legs fire up, and the smells and scents of the forest rush past me—oak trees, rabbits, dandelions, a rose bush somewhere, perhaps some deer or other mammal—something that’s probably delicious. We’re only allowed to hunt once a year to ensure the wildlife remains balanced, so I ignore the tantalizing smell of squirrels for now. My time for hunting will come.

      I find my favorite brook and drink long and deeply, as if my wolf is not satiated by my human water. When we’re finished, we jog through the forest aimlessly. It just feels nice to run, to move, to do what feels natural. I don’t intervene when we run like this. My human mind can control my wolf if need be, but I find the experience much more satisfying if I let her take over. I inspect the smells all over the forest, and I can smell many different people from our pack.

      Zade’s scent grows stronger the deeper I get into the forest, and I follow it with interest. I wasn’t expecting to run into him, and my wolf perks up when she realizes he may be nearby. Confirming our suspicions, I see Zade’s large, yellow wolf lounging in a patch of sunlight. He’s not asleep, and his wolf perks up as I jog closer. Standing, he runs over to me and playfully flips me onto my back. We wrestle like this for a long time; my small, black wolf unable to overtake his large wolf. Our wolves know, though. They can sense the friendship despite the hierarchy of power between us.

      Zade nudges me toward the backpack he must’ve brought with him, silently requesting I shift into human form. I nuzzle through the clothes, finding an oversized t-shirt he usually keeps around for me. My clothes are back by the house, so it saves me time. I quickly shift and throw the shirt over my head just as Zade shifts, grabbing his own clothes.

      I’d be lying if I said I didn’t admire his backside for just a second…

      “You’re going to be late, you realize that, right?” he jokes, sitting down in the meadow.

      I follow suit. It’s warm today, and the sun beating down on my legs feels incredible. I rarely enjoy the heat, but when I do, I like to soak it up.

      “I’ll be fine. My hair and makeup are already done, see?” Gesturing to my made-up face and perfect waves, I shrug.

      He chuckles, reaching over and rubbing my cheek. “Yeah, except you have dirt on your face and leaves in your hair.”

      I laugh, shaking my hair out. “I’ll be fine. We have a few minutes before I have to run home.”

      And by run, I mean sprint in my wolf form, since we’re a couple of miles away from the house.

      “Just… try to act normal. Please,” he begs, turning to face me.

      His plea makes me bristle. “Why wouldn’t I?”

      He smirks, and damn him if I don’t end up smiling in return. While our feelings for each other never really manifested, we are still best friends. And we’ve come to terms with the fact that we’re going to have to get married later this year. I may not love him like that, but he’s still beautiful. Tall, flaxen hair, eyes the same shade of blue as the ocean, and golden skin. It doesn’t hurt that he’s come into himself these last couple of years, gaining nearly a foot on me and sculpting muscles that look almost fake. I mean, if I had to marry him, it wouldn’t be the worst thing. Maybe we’d grow to love each other like that. Even when he took my virginity earlier this year, it wasn’t horrible. I know everyone’s first time is bad.

      Besides, everyone always says to marry your best friend, so at least we had that on our side.

      Most importantly… I like him as a person. He’s my only best friend, if you don’t count my sister. He may be growing more assertive and brutish every day, but deep down, I can still see my lanky best friend underneath all of the pack hierarchy bullshit. And I know he’d never hurt me. Since day one, he’d been on my side—my number one fan. And while it makes me sad that he’ll never find someone he can actually love like that, I vow to spend the rest of our lives making him laugh. That has to count for something.

      “This meeting is important,” he replies, using his deep alpha voice. It stirs something inside of me—some deep-rooted, primal side of my wolf. She’s already started responding to his alpha commands, wanting to blindly obey him. Which is surprising because my parents are both beta wolves. The older I get, the more it seems like my wolf might be an omega, which isn’t unheard of, but very uncommon for two beta wolves. And I definitely act like an alpha sometimes, which confuses both my wolf and Zade’s. Half the time, I submit to his commands, and the other half, I defy them.

      “I know.”

      “I’m serious, Adrienne.”

      My nose wrinkles. “Why are you calling me by my formal name?” Turning to face him, I’m met with a stony expression. My wolf screams for me to stand down, but the human side of me doesn’t break eye contact. It’s a constant battle.

      “Because it’s your name, and the name I will introduce you as.”

      I swallow, and we both look away. “But you always call me Adri.”

      He doesn’t respond. It doesn’t matter; he can do whatever he wants. To me, he’s just a gentle giant, and I’m lucky to be betrothed to one of the nicest alphas. In our world, there are plenty of cruel, barbaric alphas—stories about fated mates, kidnappings, markings, and nonconsensual sex, and all the horrible things our species is known for. When I look at Zade, I know he’d never do any of that. Sex with him was… okay. It was just the one time, and I’m sure it'll get more comfortable the more we do it. Still, his kindness—his knowledge of me—is the only reason I can accept this.

      The only way I can tolerate this.

      “Think of it as playing a part,” he suggests. “These people tonight expect us to act like a proper couple. That entails me calling you by your full name and me acting like a true alpha.”

      “You are a true alpha,” I mumble. “Or you will be, one day soon.” He hums, looking out at the forest in front of us. “I promise to be on my best behavior, Zadeos.”

      He cracks a smile at that. “Really?”

      “If you can use my full name, I can use yours.”

      We’re quiet for a few more minutes. Both of us take in the open woods. I can tell my wolf wants to spend the rest of the evening here. And we often do, foregoing dinner and disappearing into the forest. It’s normal for shifters of my age. Our wolves are still new to us, and we want to explore, learn the world, practice fighting, roaming. My wolf is very vocal, hyper, and needy. The last thing she wants is to sit still.

      Zade has more control in that arena. As the alpha’s heir, he has to attend a lot of business meetings, and he’s involved in the formal pack politics. He has less time than me, and he loves to remind me that I’m the wild one in our duo—the wild wolf that’s half feral. But on the days that we do get to explore and roam… those are some of my favorite days. Somehow, we complement each other. Somehow, our wolves get along. I’ll forever be grateful for the bond they share.

      Our friendship has blossomed since we found out we’re betrothed. It could’ve gone either way, but it brought us closer. I probably push his boundaries too much, and his eye sockets have gotten a workout because he’s constantly rolling his eyes whenever I talk back—which I do, a lot. But if he has a soft spot, it’s for me. I can get away with almost anything around him. Other shifters our age resent me for it, but I don’t care. Their opinion means nothing to me. Zade lets me do my own thing, which I’ll always be grateful for.

      I know I don’t make it easy for him. Add in the fact that he isn’t allowed to date because of our betrothment, and sometimes I feel sorry for him that he’s going to end up with such an ornery, defiant wolf like me.

      I’m sure he’d prefer someone like his mother—docile, obedient, good-natured.

      I was none of those things, but I would continue trying for him.

      “How’s training going?” he asks casually.

      “Fine.”

      “I heard you kicked the instructor’s ass,” he says slowly.

      I could hardly contain my eye roll at that. “Hardly. I tackled him and—”

      “He submitted,” Zade finishes.

      I don’t answer him. The truth is, no one can seem to figure out what I am. On the one hand, my wolf is small, and she definitely wants to submit to alpha wolves. But on the other hand, my human is ruthless and wild, like Zade always says.

      Like an alpha.

      We’d all heard rumors about hybrid wolves, but my parentage wouldn’t make sense for that with two beta wolves. Plus, hybrid wolves happened in other packs. We didn’t have hybrid wolves in Willow Creek. I was an omega, but my human was just stubborn as hell. That was it.

      “It was a misunderstanding,” I answer a few seconds later.

      “And your parents still haven’t found out?”

      I huff a laugh. “I’m still alive, so no.”

      Nervous butterflies dance through me at the thought of my parents finding out about my training sessions. In our pack, training is outlawed for females unless they’re alphas. Because betas are supposed to support their alphas, and because omegas are essentially there for breeding, Alpha Godric doesn’t see the point in training females to fight. However, when my wolf showed herself three years ago, no one could categorize me, so I took things into my own hands. Zade got me in with his trainer, and I’ve been practicing combat as both a human and a wolf ever since.

      If my parents knew, they’d probably kill me.

      Especially since I’ve been categorized as an omega until further notice—until I either go into heat or not, basically. Sometimes it took a few years for our hierarchy to manifest.

      Omegas are supposed to be docile and submissive. Not fighters.

      Zade claps a hand on my leg, startling me. “Come on. We should head back or we’ll be late.” Standing, he pulls me up, and I collide against his solid chest. My breath startles when I look up at him. His eyes have softened, and he licks his lips once. “Your hair looks nice, Adri,” he says softly, trailing a finger along my jaw.

      My heart hammers in my chest as my eyes flutter closed. Sometimes, he says romantic things that make my legs feel like jelly, but I can never tell if I have feelings for him, or if my wolf is just reacting to his kind attention. Considering the fact that she’s practically humping him in my mind, I assume it’s the latter.

      Omega whore.

      “Thanks,” I say stiffly, taking a step back. “I’ll see you at dinner.”

      I turn to leave, but he calls out after me, “I mean it, Adri. Best behavior. These guys don’t fuck around, and we need tonight to go perfectly, or we risk a war with them.”

      “I get it, Zade. I promise I won’t bite,” I answer, my voice clipped as I spin around.

      He gives me a tight smile before I shift back into a wolf and sprint home.
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            Don’t Speak Directly to the Alpha

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      

      I’m going to sweat my fucking makeup off before we even arrive for dinner. Even though my dad is blasting the air conditioning in the car, the weather is so oppressively hot outside that it’s not making a difference, and it’s gotten hotter in the last hour. It doesn’t help that I rushed home, rinsed off quickly, and shoved my sweaty body into a tight dress. I squirm in my seat and the leather sticks to the back of my thighs, making me feel even hotter.

      “Adrienne.”

      My mother’s curt voice snaps me out of my heat anxiety, and I dab at my forehead with the paper towel I grabbed on the way out.

      “Yeah?” I ask, trying to keep my voice from sounding like I’m whining.

      “Did you memorize the names for tonight?”

      I scoff. “Of course, I did.”

      “Adrienne,” my father warns from the driver’s seat. “Watch your tone with your mother.”

      I lean back against the leather seat and look over at my sister. Of course she looks poised and perfect. Her long, white-blonde hair doesn’t even look frizzy, unlike my wild, black mane. And my parents? They don’t even seem hot. Why am I always running hotter than everyone?

      “Sorry,” I mumble.

      Deirdre turns to look at me with her large blue eyes. “You look pretty,” she says softly, and I smile. Despite my parents being assholes sometimes, I am grateful for my sister.

      “Thanks. So do you.”

      Dad drives through our gated neighborhood. The mansions on either side of the road are exact replicas of our house. Every part of Willow Creek looks exactly the same. Beautiful, no doubt, especially being nestled in the Santa Cruz mountains. The redwoods in our town are ethereal, and the fact that we’re so close to the beach is a plus. But the houses, while stylish, are all the same. Modern yet classic, with peaked roofs, large windows, and white stucco. The manicured front lawns are exact replicas of each other. And the people? Even worse.

      The familiar, aching pit in my stomach grows as we pass through estate after estate. It’s still light out, being summer, and the sky is a deep hue of blue. My wolf stirs inside of me, anxious to run, to hunt, to play. She didn’t get enough time earlier. But she’ll have to wait until later.

      Nervous butterflies flit in my stomach. Tonight is important. It’s the first time Godric has invited me to an official pack meeting. As Zade’s betrothed, he feels it’s necessary for me to begin introducing myself as such, seeing as he and I will be married before the end of the year.

      The pit in my stomach grows at the thought.

      We’ve graduated from high school, and we both plan on attending the prestigious private college in our town—the one specifically built for shifters. Depending on what happens, I may not even graduate if I end up pregnant. People in our town aren’t the most progressive, and my life has been set up for me since birth. Zade promised me we could wait to have kids until after graduation, but it’s likely that pressure from his father will make him go back on that promise. If there’s one thing Zade is bad at, it’s standing up to his father.

      Dad pulls up to the Crawford mansion—the largest house in Willow Creek. The modern, bright, eight-bedroom property backs up to the forest, and my agitated wolf claws against my subconscious.

      We can run soon, I tell her soothingly.

      The gate opens for us, and Dad drives our car onto the circular driveway. Ours is the only car here, which means that Alpha Godric’s guests haven’t arrived yet. Good. I might’ve run through the names of the people coming to visit, but it doesn’t mean I retained anything. All I remember is they’re from the Shadow Pack—the northernmost pack in North America and our biggest rival. Their territory is large, almost as large as ours, taking up most of Western Canada and Alaska. And their alpha? He’s brutal and ruthless.

      Every Willow Creek wolf has heard stories of the Shadow Pack while growing up. Mostly awful things, like Shadow wolves eating their young, the alpha killing his fated mate, the brutal ways he runs his pack… and the crime rates. The fact that free range wolves get exiled and sent there tells me everything I need to know about them. I shiver at the thought. Free range wolves are wolves without a pack—wolves banished to the Shadow Pack for misbehaving. Since shifters can’t really go to prison, our enforcers send them north to no man’s land.

      That’d be worse than prison.

      “Alpha’s name?” my dad quizzes, looking at me expectantly in the rearview mirror.

      I have to actively hold back the eye roll. “Phoenix Adair.”

      Alpha of the Shadow Pack. And our enemy.

      Our strongest rival.

      “And his beta?”

      “Valen Stark,” I answer, my voice monotone.

      “And what’s rule number one?” my dad asks.

      “Don’t speak directly to the alpha. Speak to his beta, Valen Stark.”

      That part had been underlined twice by my mother in the notes.

      “Good. Introduce yourself to Valen. But if Phoenix asks you a question directly, answer him. Be polite. Otherwise, just look pretty.”

      “Got it.” Even though I bristle at his words, I bite back the retort that’s on the tip of my tongue, and resist the temptation to lash out.

      Not tonight.

      Zade is expecting me to behave, and I won’t let him down, especially since my wolf has begun to respond to Zade’s alpha power. It was a new sensation to me as a human. Zade hadn’t taken over as alpha yet, but it would happen soon. I could sense the way people had begun to fear him, and one day, he would challenge his father and win. Luckily, unlike some of the other uncivilized packs, it wouldn’t be a fight to the death.

      My father shuts the engine off, satisfied with my answers. He gets out and opens our doors, and the four of us climb out of the SUV. I groan as the heat smacks me in the face again. I pull my blue silk dress down a bit so that it unsticks from my skin. My father wraps an arm around my shoulder, leading us toward the front door ahead of Mom and Deirdre.

      I wish I could say I had a good relationship with him and my mother, but I don’t. We’ve never been close. They are the epitome of new money—their beta status making them act showy and desperate in an attempt to stay best friends with the Crawfords. It’s all about status for them and luxury. Designer bags, shoes, fancy cars, jewelry, the newest technology… It was exhausting, especially to someone like me who hated all of it. At least I was marrying into the Crawford family, who felt more like my family than my actual one.

      The Crawfords were old money; probably something having to do with the gold rush in California in the 1800s. Crawford shifters had ruled this pack for over a hundred years, and they had ten times more class than my parents. I liked them. They weren’t brutish like you’d expect from an alpha. Godric scared the shit out of me, but I was pretty sure it was just my wolf reacting to an alpha. Emma Crawford was kind and gentle, and as a fellow omega, had sort of taken me under her wing.

      And of course there was Deirdre, or Dee, my sister, whom I loved. She and I were so different in every possible way. Where she was calm and dutiful, I was loud and obnoxious. She was tall and willowy, like our parents, and I was short with curves. But we got along. And she was my best friend. We were only eighteen months apart, so we essentially grew up together. If it weren’t for her, I probably would’ve tried to run away from this place already.

      My dad knocks on the front door. I glance back at Dee, and she gives me a cheesy thumbs up just before Emma Crawford throws the door open. A blast of cold air nearly makes me moan out loud as she ushers us inside, giving us each a tight hug and quick peck on our cheeks.

      “Anita, George,” she says warmly, closing the door to the hellscape outside. She turns to face Dee. “Gorgeous as always, Deirdre.” My sister smiles and sets her purse down on the foyer table. Emma turns her attention to me. “Adrienne, you look…” she trails off, her eyes raking over my baby blue dress and heels. “Simply gorgeous,” she finishes, running a hand over my dark hair. “Did Deirdre do your hair?”

       “How could you tell?” Deirdre snorts, and I contain my bark of laughter. “It’s almost like she made me look like a normal human,” I say sarcastically.

      Emma chuckles. “Well, whatever she did is absolutely stunning.” She leads us into the formal living room.

      I run my hands over my long, smooth waves as we walk along the marble floors, silently thanking Dee for making me look decent. She’d done something with a curling iron, and the makeup she’d plastered onto my face had barely budged, even with the heat and shifting back and forth between human and wolf earlier. The dress belonged to her as well. We were almost never able to share clothes, given our different body types. This one was silk, and how it fit me would always remain a mystery. Still, I sort of liked the way it accentuated my curves without being vulgar. The material was clingy, but it also hung loosely where it counted. Plus, like Deirdre told me yesterday when she picked it out for me… it complimented my warm, pale skin tone.

      Whatever that meant.

      I was not a typical Willow Creek girl. I spent most of my childhood just as feral as my friends, who were all boys. I hardly had any girlfriends, as most of my time was spent with either Zade or Dee. None of the girls here wanted anything to do with me because I was best friends—and then betrothed—to Zade. And since he wasn’t allowed to date, they resented me for that. I’d heard enough rumors to know they did not find me deserving of his attention and his betrothal. Dee was a social butterfly, but I chose to keep to myself. Which was fine; I didn’t mind being a lone wolf. But it also meant that I never really learned how to do things like makeup or hair, and anything to do with fashion went right over my head. I considered myself average looking, and most days, I stuck with my chucks and skinny jeans.

      Godric and Zade are talking by the wet bar, drinks in hand. My eyes widen a bit at the sight, but I assume they’re trying to make Zade appear older and more mature to Phoenix and Valen. The Crawfords would never tolerate alcohol otherwise; we’d learned that the hard way sophomore year of high school. Shifters had a higher tolerance to alcohol than humans, but somehow, one large bottle of vodka later, Zade and I were puking our guts out in the guest bathroom.

      Godric and Emma were not pleased, and we were both grounded for weeks.

      My eyes scan the room for Zeek, Zade’s younger brother. He’s currently in boarding school in Southern California, so I suppose he won’t be joining us.

      Zade notices me over his father’s shoulder, eyes sparkling. To his credit, he always did know how to make me feel special. His eyes wander down my body before they rove back up to my face with a surprised expression. I narrow my eyes at his reaction. I know I clean up nice; he can stop with the dramatics. Excusing himself from his father, he walks over to me and kisses me on the cheek. His hands come up to my arms, pulling me close as his lips graze my ear. I can hear the room quiet as we embrace, so I play the part a little bit, arching my back and angling my neck to him, like a good little submissive fiancée.

      “That dress was made for you,” he growls, and goosebumps erupt along my skin. My wolf physically shivers inside of me at his words.

      “Thank you,” I murmur. My eyes flick down his dark gray pants and white button-up shirt that strains against the muscles in his arms. His tie is baby blue, the exact same shade as my dress. “You look great, too.”

      “I know,” he jokes, his thumb caressing the bare skin on my shoulder.

      My wolf purrs, but the human side of me is indifferent.

      I really wish I could muster the feelings I know I’m supposed to have for him. Because while it’s nice to have his full attention, I’m afraid I’ll never be able to give him what I know he deserves.

      “Adrienne,” Godric booms from behind Zade.

      I pull away from my betrothed, giving Godric a warm smile. “Hello, Mr. Crawford.” My wolf instantly stops purring. Interestingly, while she seems comfortable with Zade, and even rolls over onto her back in front of his wolf, she’s terrified of Godric. I could never quite figure out why, as he was always perfectly nice to me.

      “I assume your father has prepared you for our guests tonight ahead of time,” he says, looking at my dad across the room.

      “He has.”

      My mom did all of the work, though, I think.

      While my mother was technically also a beta wolf like my father, she acted like an omega. Growing up, she never worked outside of the house. Her one job was to raise Deirdre and me. Had she not had complications during and after Deirdre’s birth, she probably would’ve had a whole litter of kids. Our life—her life—was very traditional. And though my dad would take credit for prepping me, my mother was the one who put in the work. Typical wolf dynamics, I think bitterly. I feel sick whenever I think about settling down and having kids with Zade. I know what his father expects. What my father expects. Even though Zade constantly promises me that our life will not be like that, I’m not so sure. It’s so ingrained in our traditions and lifestyle. And if I do end up being categorized as an omega, my role will be set in stone.

      Over my dead body.

      I trust Zade to keep his word, but I also realize he may resent me one day for being so difficult. It would be a lot easier for him if he were betrothed to someone obedient. Someone who knew how to be a good wife.

      “Wonderful,” Godric says with a smile. I see him glance at the clock above the large mantel. “Well, our friends seem to be late,” he adds.

      “Friends?” Zade huffs from next to me.

      Godric’s lips twitch. “Keep your enemies close, son,” he answers, his voice low.

      Everyone in our territory knows of the treaty in place—knows of the rivalry between the Willow Creek pack and the Shadow pack. Our peace is and always was hanging by a razor-thin line, also known as the Pacific Treaty. When the Crawfords took over the Willow Creek pack in the 1800s, the alpha of the Shadow Pack had declared war, and the two alphas fought to the death. Both ultimately succumbed to their injuries, and when the new alphas took their place, they decided war would never be fought between the two packs again, so long as the infamous peace treaty was in place.

      Every fifty years, both alphas meet and agree upon their territory lines. The rules are simple—no Shadow wolves are allowed in Willow Creek, and no Willow Creek wolves are allowed in Shadow territory. And except for formal visits such as this one tonight, neither side had broken their pact since then.

      I’m about to take advantage of the situation and ask for a drink when I hear Godric’s phone chime. We all quiet down as he glances at his screen, a wicked smile playing on his lips. Tapping a button, he sets it down on the bar and turns to face us.

      “Looks like our friends have arrived. Why don’t we all wait in the foyer and give them a proper Willow Creek welcome?”
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      Adrienne

      

      I hold back for a few seconds as my parents, Deirdre, Zade, and the Crawfords all make their way to the front of the house. I thought my wolf was acting weird because of Godric, but she’s still cowering, acting like something isn’t right. My gut twists as I follow everyone, staying behind Emma. What the hell is wrong? I send a mental caress down our bond, reassuring her that everything is fine. She isn’t convinced, though, because she whines and stays on alert. I ignore her and take my place beside Zade.

      Godric must’ve worked out our placement, putting Emma and me at the end of the greeting line. He and Zade stand at the front—the two alphas. My father, mother, and Deirdre are next, followed by Emma. I’m at the very end, and I let out an indignant huff at the notion of being ranked last. How come I’m not up with Zade? If I’m to be his wife later this year, shouldn’t we present a united front? My wolf stirs, begging to shift. I clench my jaw as the sound of a car door slamming closed reverberates through me. I know I should trust Zade, and I know I should obey Alpha Godric. There’s probably a very good explanation for why I’m placed last. Tamping down the dejected feeling, I straighten my posture and place my hands in front of me, just like I’ve been taught.

      Suddenly, the most tantalizing scent greets me. My nostrils flare as it gets stronger with every second that passes. It smells like burning wood mixed with… rain. That’s the only way I can describe it. It’s like someone bottled up the smell of my favorite woods. My wolf practically whines out loud, wanting to lick whatever person that scent is attached to. Looking around, I try to decipher if anyone else is smelling this glorious scent, but no one else seems to be affected. I straighten my posture, practicing my most demure smile as Godric steps forward and throws the door open.

      “Alpha Phoenix,” Godric says, his voice lilted with amusement.

      I know they hate each other, but Godric will never let that side of him show. He’s keeping his tone friendly and professional. I can’t see beyond his large frame, so I crane my neck to see if I can get a glimpse of the infamous Alpha Phoenix.

      There’s a grunt of acknowledgement before two of the largest and most beautiful men I’ve ever seen walk through the front door. I barely have time to take stock of the hulking Shadow men. My eyes take in their large statures, dark hair, and chiseled jaws. They’re both slim; there’s no straining muscles like with Zade and Godric. But their presence… I can feel how powerful they are.

      And apparently, so can my wolf.

      She’s screaming at me now, yapping and barking, clawing to get free.

      Knock it off, I tell her, but she doesn’t listen. Instead, she’s barking and whining, running around in circles. It feels like she’s trying to rip free from my skin.

      What the hell?

      I’m so distracted by my wolf losing her shit that I hardly notice Valen and Phoenix introducing themselves to Godric and Zade. I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to control her. Emma must sense my internal struggle, because she puts a hand on my arm and whispers into my ear, “Hey, you okay?”

      I nod, opening my eyes and glancing around to make sure no one can see the sheen of sweat along my hairline.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t feel well,” I whisper.

      “Why don’t you run to the restroom, sweetheart? I’ll cover for you,” she adds, winking.

      I nod and open my mouth to thank her, but my wolf is scrambling any sense of rational thought, so I just turn and quickly walk to the nearest restroom.

      I close the door behind me and sink down to the floor as my racing pulse throbs just beneath the surface of my skin. Everything is hot, and I feel almost sick to my stomach. Wiping my hands on the shag carpet beneath me, I lean forward and take a few steadying breaths.

      “What’s your deal?” I ask my wolf, annoyance lacing my words. She whines and lies down, nuzzling my mind with curiosity and a little bit of shame. A feeling of guilt consumes me. She has no idea what’s going on, either. She’s just reacting to something. I shouldn’t be mad at her. I breathe slowly for a few more minutes, calming my racing heart and soothing my wolf.

      Standing, I dab my forehead with some tissue and bend down to drink some water from the sink. Looking at myself in the mirror, I try not to wince as I look at my made-up face, the loosely curled hair, and the dress that’s not mine. That same voice from my childhood rears its ugly head, screaming at me in my mind.

      You’re different.

      You don’t belong here.

      Zade deserves someone better suited for this life.

      Swallowing, I smooth my black hair down. I don’t even know when I started feeling like this, like I didn’t belong in my family, in Willow Creek, as Zade’s betrothed…

      I think back to my childhood. All the times someone would comment how different Deirdre and I looked. How much taller and thinner she was, a spitting image of my mother. And then when my wolf showed herself, she wasn’t blonde like all the other Willow Creek wolves.

      She had shiny, black hair, just like the hair on my head.

      No one said anything. Blonde wolves were common here, sure, but we also had auburn wolves, and a couple of brunette wolves.

      Not to mention, she was small. So much smaller than Emma, even.

      I shove the intrusive thoughts to the back of my mind, where they always ended up anyway. I reach into my purse and slide on some chapstick, smacking my lips once before rechecking my appearance. I look fine. I’ll be fine. Everything will be fine. I send those thoughts down the bond to my wolf, and she seems to agree, because she lies down and puts her head between her paws.

      We’re fine, I say again for good measure.

      After opening the door, I take a deep, courageous breath. That same woodsy smell hits my nostrils again, but this time, instead of panicking, my wolf’s ears perk up with curiosity.

      Easy, I tell her.

      I remove my purse from my shoulder and walk over to the foyer table to set it down. My wolf whines again, standing up and tilting her head. I try not to roll my eyes. Calm your tits. Setting my purse down, I follow the cacophonous voices, reminding myself that we need to get out more if my wolf is having this reaction to complete strangers. She’s only ever been around the people in our town—of course it’s natural that she can sniff out an outsider immediately.

      Except, she doesn’t think of them as outsiders, per se. I keep getting hit with waves of curiosity. Like she wants to smell them, or one of them in particular.

      I enter the dining room, and the voices quiet down. My eyes find Zade’s first, and he gives me a formal nod, followed by a look that says where the fuck were you? My hackles go up at his annoyed expression, but I quell my temper and smile, looking at the other guests. Sweeping over my parents and Deirdre, I quickly glance at Godric before my eyes find one of the Shadow pack males.

      Flaring my nostrils slightly, I can tell this is Valen. His dark hair is long, tied back at the nape of his neck in a bun. Pieces of it are tucked behind his ear. His skin is pale yet golden-toned, like he’s naturally very tan, but lives in a place that isn’t too sunny. My eyes work up his body—navy t-shirt, light jeans with a few rips in them. Not formal at all. He’s wearing chucks, and I almost laugh at the audacity to show up here in sneakers. His face is brutal, and his eyes… they’re a golden-brown. His lashes are long for a man, and his lips are full. Handsome, I think. I see him sniff briefly, and his eyes twinkle as he takes me in, like this is somehow amusing to him.

      “Adrienne, this is Valen Stark,” Godric says, introducing us.

      I nod at Valen, trying my best to act like it’s an honor to meet him.

      “And this,” Godric says slowly, “is Phoenix Adair. Alpha of the Shadow Pack.”

      My eyes land on Phoenix, and my wolf yaps and barks in my ear. Everything begins to vibrate inside of me, and my wolf is… excited? Her tail is wagging, and she’s clawing at the base of my skull, trying to get me to notice… something. Phoenix is just as large as Valen, but instead of being golden-hued, he’s pale like me. Short black hair that’s slightly longer on top. Gold eyes, almost yellow. They’re… wolfish. Inhuman. His scythe brows are dark, framing his intense, chiseled face. He has a scar that slashes through his right brow, making him seem dangerous, intense. He’s wearing a dark red t-shirt, sleeves rolled up a bit, and light, ripped jeans that look like they’ve never seen a washing machine. His brown boots have dirt caked to them, and I notice the trail of dirt behind him, smashed into the dining room carpet. Oh, I see what he did there. It’s a big fuck you to Godric, I’m sure. I lick my lips as my eyes rove over the rest of his face. The dark scruff, the plush lips, the dimple in is chin—

      When my eyes move lower, I see him gripping the napkin in his lap so hard that his fingertips are white. Snapping my eyes back to his, I take a step back as awareness floods through me.

      The slow realization starts as a tingling that goes from the base of my spine out to the tips of my toes and hands. It settles somewhere deep, somewhere that makes me squeeze my thighs together. Holy fuck. My chest rises and falls as goosebumps appear along my arms, and something hot burns me from the inside out—and not in a bad way. Phoenix seems to notice, because he abruptly stands, his chair falling back and nearly shattering from the force. My mother and Emma both scream at the sound, but I hardly hear them.

      I hardly care.

      Yes. My wolf nudges me. Yes.

      My body goes taut as Phoenix stalks toward me. The feeling between my legs intensifies, and I have to bite my lower lip to keep from moaning. I don’t know what to do. Or what to say. Nothing else matters in this moment. Nothing, except Phoenix, and the way his eyes are slightly glowing.

      Holy shit, his eyes are glowing.

      Which means mine is, too, if this feeling is true.

      I hear Deirdre gasp first, followed by a few murmurs. I haven’t taken my eyes off Phoenix, and he hasn’t stopped looking at me, either. A roaring sound fills my ears, like a waterfall. And I can hear a faint thump, thump, thump… quickening in pace.

      His heartbeat.

      I can hear his fucking heartbeat.

      I move to my left, and he moves a step closer. We’re circling each other, going by what our wolves would be doing out in the wild. And my wolf? She’s blissed out to the max, panting and wagging her tail, impatient as ever to pounce on her mate.

      Her mate.

      My mate.

      Holy fucking shit.

      Phoenix Adair is my moon-fated mate.
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      Phoenix

      

      Mate.

      This… girl… is my mate.

      A low snarl escapes my lips, and my wolf roars inside of me, causing my pulse to speed up. He likes her wolf. I can sense the way he wants to take care of her. Sniffing, I can also sense that she’s not a typical Willow Creek wolf, and if her delectable smell is to be considered, she must be an omega. My human eyes take in her human form, and while she’s young, she’s also beautiful. Curvy with large brown eyes, long black hair, and the reddest lips I’ve ever seen. Her skin is pale, nearly translucent, and as we stare at each other, I can feel the way her own heart is hammering inside of her chest.

      I’d heard of that—of moon–fated mates being able to hear the other’s heartbeat.

      Also, her eyes are glowing. An outward sign of moon-fated mates meeting for the first time.

      I’m drawn to her in a way I can’t explain, like my whole body needs to be near her, like I need to protect her. Tearing my eyes away, I scan the horrified faces of my hosts. Godric, especially. He stands quickly, sensing the bond. Zade is likely too young to realize what’s happening, but Godric…

      I’d heard stories about Godric and his fated mate. She was dead now–his wife, Emma, came after–but he’d experienced this same exact thing once.

      So had I, a long time ago. Or so I thought.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Godric asks, hissing the words out.

      I clench my jaw, unsure of what to say. Looking back at her—at Adrienne—

      Realization snaps through me, and I clear my throat.

      “Adrienne,” I say, my voice a low growl. Her name is like velvet on my lips. “It means dark queen where I’m from.”

      Her eyes widen just a bit as her father stands next, breathing heavily as he places his palms calmly on the table, like he’s ready to negotiate his way out of this. I realize then from the way her mother’s face has gone white, her fists curling and uncurling at her side as her eyes dart from her husband to me that there’s some sort of dynamic between them that I’m not quite sure I understand. That same wave of protectiveness washes through me as Adrienne’s father—George Pierce, Godric’s beta—shakes his head once, as if to tell me to keep quiet.

      Negotiating.

      Plotting.

      Scheming.

      He’s silently telling me not to speak up.

      And not because I’m her fated mate—everyone can sense that by now. Our eyes are a dead giveaway.

      But that Adrienne is a Shadow Pack wolf.

      I can’t help the horror that roils through me.

      Her parents have kept this secret from her.

      I tamp down the fury that burns through me, instead turning back to face my mate.
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            I Reject You

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      

      It means dark queen where I’m from.

      It all happens so fast. One second, I’m taking in his words, and the next, Godric and my father are flying out of their seats and glaring at Phoenix. The room begins to spin, and I reach out for a nearby chair to steady myself.

      Fated…

      Mates.

      I’d heard of moon-fated mates before. We all had. It was rare, but not unheard of. The only person I knew who had a fated mate was Godric, but she and her newborn pup died years before he met Emma. I’d heard stories. We all had, since he was our pack’s alpha. Willow Creek wolves loved to gossip. I knew she was an omega, and I knew they were young. I also suspected it was why Zade and I were betrothed from such a young age—to save us from the pain of losing our fated mates. Your fated mate was your other half—the yin to your yang. When it happened, it was a blessing. An honor.

      And when mates were rejected or separated? Unbearable. I’d always wondered how Godric bounced back so easily.

      Mating with a wolf within your pack happened from time to time.

      But mating with a wolf outside of your pack? I’d never heard of that happening.

      I swallow that last fact, shaking my hands out at my side. I glance at Zade, and his brows are furrowed as he looks between Phoenix and I.

      Everyone considered it a blessing from the universe. Right now, though, I resented the universe. Why him? Why did it have to be Phoenix fucking Adair?!

      “What the hell is going on?” Zade growls, his fury directed right at Phoenix.

      Phoenix doesn’t move. His eyes haven’t left mine. Thump, thump, thump. Warmth rushes through me at his intense gaze, and though the circumstances are less than ideal, I can’t help but feel a certain inclination toward him. Like I’ve known him my entire life. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever felt before—warm, comforting, familiar… and for a second, I feel inner peace. His golden eyes flicker for a moment, almost like he can’t quite believe that this is happening to him. I mean, I’m just a lowly omega wolf. Didn’t he already have a mate at one point? I wrack my brain, but I can’t remember the facts with my mind spinning like this. I tilt my head a bit as I wait for him to acknowledge the elephant in the room.

      “It appears,” he murmurs, his voice low, “that Adrienne is my fated mate.”

      Zade slams his hands on the table. “Fuck that,” he retorts, and I go still as Phoenix twists to face him.

      “Adrienne is my fated mate,” he repeats, this time with more emphasis. His words are laced with fury, with danger. Zade may be an alpha soon, but he’s not one yet. His voice booms through the room. The notion that Phoenix is already claiming me, fury changing his expression from one of shock to one of pure, territorial anger, has me nearly bucking at the knees.

      How is this happening? I tear my eyes away from Phoenix, instead finding Deirdre. She’s looking at us with horror.

      Right.

      He’s the alpha of the Shadow Pack.

      He’s a brute, a beast, so this has to be a mistake somehow. People don’t normally mate outside of their packs. I’m a Willow Creek wolf, and he’s—

      “Adrienne,” Zade whispers, looking at me.

      My eyes begin to water. I’m feeling everything all at once—shame, embarrassment, intense longing for this… stranger… and something else I can’t quite describe. It feels like everything is imploding all around me, and I drop my head to the ground.

      Omega.

      The word clangs through me, and it suddenly feels… right.

      Like it took meeting my fated mate for that word to make sense.

      I wipe my sweaty palms on my dress and look up at Zade. “It must be a mistake,” I say quickly, cheeks heating.

      “Do something,” Zade pleads, looking at his father.

      Godric is still watching Phoenix. Valen is sitting next to him, a large smirk on his face. If I’m mated with Phoenix, what happens to the treaty? Did I just ruin everything? I definitely ruined the dinner.

      “Adrienne,” Phoenix repeats, and I lock eyes with him. He says my name with such… reverence.

      How? Why?

      A voice clangs through my mind. A dark, low chuckle causes my blood to turn to ice. You think I understand what’s happening?

      My eyes widen in horror, and Phoenix just smiles.

      Did he just speak into my mind?

      “There’s not much I can do,” Godric says slowly, his voice resigned. “If they are fated, we should be thankful that our dear Adrienne mated with such a powerful alpha—”

      “No,” Zade declares, and to my surprise, Godric stops talking. Interesting.

      No one says anything. I look between the people I care about—my family, the Crawfords… and now, all of a sudden, I care about this stranger. My eyes scan over him curiously, and my mother, Deirdre, and Emma stand up next, taking their place near the other door. I look at Deirdre again, and she lowers her eyes.

      Disgrace and dishonor flood my emotions. If people in Willow Creek hear I mated a Shadow Pack wolf… her prospects just got a lot slimmer. I’m not just ruining my life, I’m ruining hers as well.

      “I’m sorry,” I say quietly.

      Phoenix snaps his eyes to me. I can feel the golden irises burning my skin as well as the increased tempo of his heartbeat.

      Are you truly sorry? His voice in my mind is a soft purr.

      My face feels like it’s on fire. This is too much. I feel torn in three different directions. On one hand, I want to stay loyal to Zade and the Crawfords. Additionally, I feel like I’m betraying my family and everything they’ve worked for. And yet… I also feel drawn to Phoenix—to everything he represents. I’m not sure if it’s the mating bond, but my wolf already adores him. I can tell by the way she’s eager to submit to him, eager to play with him. She’s never been this vocal about anything before, but she’s practically yapping at me to accept the bond.

      I can’t betray my family. I could never mate a Shadow wolf.

      It goes against everything screaming inside of me, but it’s true. I don’t know him. This is just some kind of mistake. Something passes over his face, but it’s gone before I can decipher it.

      Very well, Phoenix’s voice continues.

      He heard me.

      Maybe if we got to know each other first, then perhaps my family would allow that. I want to explain the multitude of emotions rolling through me. This has never happened to me before, and I have no idea how to go about this. Every time I look at him, I want to go to him, to touch him, but every time I look away, I feel ashamed at the way my family is watching us.

      Phoenix stands taller, clearing his throat. He seems too stoic, too grim. I can hear his heartbeat slow, no longer racing like mine still is. My pulse throbs against my skin, and my wolf whines in anticipation.

      “Adrienne Pierce, I reject you.”

      Pain like nothing I’ve ever experienced lashes through me, and I hold myself steady, vowing not to let anyone see how much this hurts. My wolf whimpers, curling up into a ball and burying her nose in her paws. Making herself as small as possible.

      I feel tears prick at my eyes, but I refuse to let Phoenix see how much this hurts. Zade comes up behind me as another wave of shame and rejection rolls through me. I’m trying to breathe deeply, trying to reconcile the pain I feel with the way my body is splitting in half—and my heart. Shame like nothing I’ve ever felt before floods me, and my skin is hot, angry, humiliated. Zade pulls me into a protective hug. I nuzzle into him, thankful for the familiar smell. My wolf is thankful, too, but she stays curled up.

      “Get. Out,” Zade snaps, and I can tell by the way my wolf shivers that he’s using a bit of his alpha power.

      “We’ll sign the treaty and leave. We’ve overstayed our welcome.” Valen.

      I close my eyes, willing myself not to hyperventilate as a cloud of darkness overtakes me. My chest aches, and I don’t want to look at Phoenix.

      I don’t ever want to see him again.

      There are a few murmured voices as Zade scoops me up and takes me out of the room, carrying me in his arms.

      “He’s just signing the treaty and then they’ll be gone,” Zade mutters, his voice resolute. Still, as much as Zade was trying to dominate Phoenix and Valen, I knew in my heart that he still couldn’t fight them and win. Neither could Godric.

      If Phoenix had decided to take me, no one could’ve stopped him.

      Thank the moon that he rejected me, I guess…

      I can’t summon the relief I need, though. Because deep down, I wish he’d accepted the bond. It’s such a basic thing, something so intrinsic, like breathing. Fated mates are two halves of the same soul, and being rejected like this is akin to not being able to breathe.

      A new wave of pain unfurls inside of me, and as Zade sets me down in his bed, I crawl under the covers and pull them over my head. My wolf is still whimpering, and my chest still feels like it’s going to crack in half. I notice the smudges of mascara on Zade’s shirt before I close my eyes, so I guess I must be crying without realizing it, too.

      “Leave,” I beg, my voice breaking. “Please. I need to be alone.”

      I hear him walk out and shut the door, and then I turn over and break out in tears. I grip the sheets as wave after wave of hurt wash through me, as my chest aches so much that I begin to cough, that I have to rub it in order to ease the pain. My throat feels raw, and my eyes sting with every minute that passes, every teardrop that falls onto Zade’s pillow, soaking it. I pull my knees to my chest, hiccuping as the voices downstairs grow louder, angrier. I listen for that voice in my mind—Phoenix’s voice. But it’s not there. When he rejected me, he severed whatever bond we had. I can’t hear his heart anymore, either.

      Thank the moon…

      A door slams and then I hear a car drive down the driveway.

      He’s gone. And somehow, he took a very deep part of myself with him. And I doubt I’ll ever get it back. 

      Everything hurts, and by the time I drift off to sleep, my wolf has finally stopped whimpering and whining.
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            Doesn’t Look Like Whiskey

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoenix

      

      “Just drive,” I order Valen.

      I don’t say anything else as he drives us away from this fucked-up pack. Inside, my wolf is howling, but I tell him it’s for the best. He wouldn’t—couldn’t—understand the implications of having a Willow Creek wolf as a fated mate.

      Except she’s not really a Willow Creek wolf, is she?

      I tamp down the bile rising up my throat.

      Chauvinistic, sexist assholes—that’s what they are. The way they kept Adrienne hidden away in the back…

      I close my eyes and bite the inside of my cheek. My entire body tenses at what I did to her, at who I left her with. But I had to. I had to reject our bond. It’s easier this way.

      It’s better for her in the long run.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Valen asks.

      I stare out of the window as we wind through the forest on the outskirts of Willow Creek.

      “No.”

      Valen, to his credit, doesn’t say anything for the next hour and a half. Not as we pull into the rental car garage, and certainly not as we walk through San Francisco International Airport. I sense the stares of fellow wolves—it’s exactly why we decided not to stay overnight.

      Why we’re getting the fuck out of California. Out of Willow Creek.

      At least we signed the treaty. We accomplished what we came here to do.

      Still, I can’t help but feel like I made a mistake.

      I take a seat, and Valen sets our bags down. Our flight to Anchorage is boarding soon, and it’s another short flight after that.

      “Want anything to eat?” Valen asks, eyeing the bar next to our terminal.

      “Whiskey,” I mutter, staring out of the window.

      “Moody fucker,” Valen murmurs as he walks away, and my lips twitch with amusement.

      I have my reasons for doing what I did—for doing the unthinkable. I never thought I’d discover my fated mate, and I never fucking thought she’d be Godric’s future daughter-in-law. I want to laugh at the audacity of the universe, at the way things went down today. If she had been anyone else, from any other pack… I would’ve accepted the bond.

      But I couldn’t do that to her.

      I have no intentions of spilling the beans on the information everyone is keeping from her. She’ll figure it out in time. At least now she can move on with her perfect little life in Willow Creek. She’d been raised as a Willow Creek wolf. And I had no desire to mate with a wolf who would cook me dinners and kneel at my feet, which is exactly what all of them think they need to do. Now she can move forward with marrying Zade Crawford. My eyes twitch at that thought.

      Rejecting the mating bond was the right thing to do.

      I wince when I think of how horrified she’d be in Shadow territory—how different it would be for her. I’m sure she’d heard the rumors of our pack. Even though it wasn’t true… it was better this way.

      Even if she was the most goddamn beautiful woman I’d ever seen. If the circumstances had been different…

      Both my human and my wolf wanted her.

      And I’d never had to deny myself like that.

      Still, bringing someone like her into my territory, marking her, claiming her… as much as I wanted that, as much as my chest ached at having to reject my moon-fucking-fated-mate… I had to. I had no other choice.

      I did the right thing.

      Valen comes back with two sandwiches, and I glare at him as he hands me the wrapped food.

      “Doesn’t look like whiskey,” I mutter, sniffing the sandwich obnoxiously.

      Valen just smirks as he inhales his food. He knows he can get away with a lot more than most people, being my right-hand man. It also doesn’t help that he’s a cocky motherfucker who is going to get his ass handed to him by pissing someone off one day.

      We both eat quickly as boarding begins, and Valen just grunts as we make our way to first-class boarding.

      “Can’t fucking wait to get home,” he mutters. “Something doesn’t smell right here, you know?”

       “Trust me.”

      Something definitely didn’t smell right here, and my wolf whined at the thought of leaving our mate in this stagnant place—at the thought of her being betrothed to someone else.

      “At least we won’t have to worry about these crazy fuckers starting a war with us,” he considers, handing the agent our tickets.

      However, something tells me we’ll be hearing from the Willow Creek pack sooner than we’d like.
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            Black Wolves

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      

      I don’t remember anyone carrying me home, but someone must’ve, because I wake up in my bedroom just as the morning light begins to peek through my dark red, velvet curtains. I can tell it’s still early just by the way the light is pink rather than yellow, and the way the light seems to flare into my room in thin shafts, illuminating all of the tiny dust bunnies. Smiling, I run my hands over the luxurious, white duvet cover. My mother insisted on balancing this room out with her generic Restoration Hardware bedding. She wanted to counteract the goth vibe I’d created here as a teenager. I’m just about to roll over when last night comes crashing back into my mind.

      Phoenix and Valen.

      The mating bond.

      The rejection.

      I curl up into a ball, feeling for my wolf who is still morose and grieving, if her pitiful whines are any indication.

      A heavy weight presses down on my chest. The comforter is wrapped around me like a burrito, and I know I could give in to this feeling for the next few days without question. I could take this grief and really lean into it, sending people away while I cry and hibernate.

      Or… I could get the fuck up and move on with my life.

      I choose the latter.

      Throwing the covers off, I march to the bathroom and take a quick shower, washing the makeup off, rinsing the hairspray out. I scrub at my skin, at every pore on my body, trying to rid myself of that smell—of the smell of my mate. My throat aches when I think of his golden eyes and the way his voice was a smooth caress in my mind. I’d never felt anything like that, and I probably never will again.

      Fuck him.

      My wolf perks up at my anger, growling.

      “That’s right,” I murmur, rinsing the conditioner out of my hair. “Fuck him.”

      She barks, and I smile.

      We will get through this. We will move on with our lives. We don’t need Phoenix Adair, and we certainly don’t need the Shadow Pack. Something must’ve been misaligned in the universe. Misfired, even. The moon was wrong in our case. He was older, from a different pack, and a brute. Why the hell did the universe match us up?

      And the rejection…

      Why did he reject me? It was such a strange night, and my mind swirls with what was said, what was implied. He’d been speaking to me in my mind and then everything happened so fast…

      A fresh wave of hurt works through me.

      Because whatever he saw made him reject me. Very well. What had he meant by that and why had he sounded so… melancholic when he said the words. Very well. Then, Adrienne Pierce, I reject you.

      What-the-hell-ever.

      I don’t need him or his stupid pack. I only need mine.

      As I say it in my mind, it doesn’t feel wholly true, but I’m too emotionally exhausted to play mental gymnastics. Instead, I turn the shower off and dry myself. Checking my phone, I can see that I have numerous texts from Zade, Emma, and Deirdre. I turn it off and slip into a pair of jean shorts and a white tank top, pulling my wet hair into a braid. I can tell by the way my window is radiating heat that it’ll be another sweltering day, so I slip on some sandals and head downstairs.

      Everyone is still asleep, thankfully. I grab a banana and granola bar before I pocket my wallet and keys. Good. I don’t need anyone’s pitying glances or half-hearted words, especially not from my family. I drive to the coffee shop in downtown Willow Tree, the capitol of our pack and my hometown, blasting my music and singing along at top volume, giving zero fucks. I suppose the one nice thing about being rejected by my moon-fated mate is that it alleviates the curiosity of finding my mate one day, and it also cements my desire to marry Zade.

      Zade will make a great husband. After all, he’s the one who picked me up and carried me to his room last night. He cares enough to text me, to check on me. And I’m sure he’ll understand that I don’t want to respond just yet. He’s reliable and loyal—the exact thing I need right now. Godric was right to set us up. Losing your mate… it fucking hurts. Why would anyone ever decide to mate when this is a potential outcome?

      I rub my chest as a tear slips down my face. I swipe it away angrily, parking and turning the Lexus off. Climbing out, I discipline my face into neutrality before heading into Cafe Willow. I expect that my family and the Crawfords kept last night’s events to themselves, but still, I wouldn’t want any other shifters to speculate about why my eyes are puffy.

      Pulling the door open, I take a deep breath, letting the scent of coffee and pastries roll over me. While I may hate most aspects of living here, I do love me some bougie coffee. Someone will have to pry my triple macchiato with caramel and oat milk out of my cold, dead hands when I die. Once I pay, I make my way back to the car and drive to Zade’s house. I finish my coffee in record time, feeling rejuvenated and refreshed from the caffeine just as I pull onto the parking area reserved for pack members.

      To the outside world, this looks like the start of a hiking trail—a small lot, a gate, and a narrow path leading into the woods. Godric has disguised it with a Bear Sighting sign, so humans rarely trespass here. If they do, they almost always run away screaming when they see giant wolves roaming about.

      I can’t take my clothes off fast enough, storing them behind a tree about half a mile into the trail. Shifting, I breathe a sigh of relief as I run, my wolf smiling for the first time since last night. I spend the morning sniffing out rabbits and chasing them for fun. I also roll around in a bed of wildflowers, sneezing a few times before I move on to the river. Stepping in, I submerge my wolf form and quickly get out, shaking off the water and then dipping down for a long drink. I’m just finishing up when Zade’s scent fills my nostrils, and I turn to find him watching me in his human form.

      “Here,” he says brusquely, showing me a pile of clothes in his hand—my clothes. I don’t need to ask what his next command will be, since the clothes are an obvious sign, but he says it anyway. “Shift.”

      My wolf obeys, and Zade looks away as I take my clothes from him, slipping into them. When I take a perch on the bed of the river, he walks over and joins me.

      “I called you—”

      “I didn’t want to talk to anyone,” I explain.

      “Do you want me to leave you alone?” he asks, looking out at the river. “I can go if you want me to.”

       “No. I knew you’d find me here.”

      Zade nods, but he doesn’t say anything else. Instead, we watch a couple of swallows chasing each other above us. Finally, he sighs and turns to face me.

      “Just so you know, I don’t give a fuck if you’re mated to that mongrel—”

      “I’m not anymore, right? He rejected the bond.”

      Zade swallows. “I just mean, it doesn’t make any difference to me.”

      “Well, that’s good,” I answer, my voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “I just meant that it doesn’t change how I feel about you, Adri.”

      “And if he hadn’t rejected the bond?”

      Zade shrugs. “I would’ve killed him.”

      I snap my head to his. “He would’ve killed you, Zade. You know how alphas get when someone threatens their mating.”

      Zade grins, his anger evident. “I wouldn’t have let you go with those mutts.”

      I smile grimly. “I’m not sure you would’ve had a choice.”

      “Well, let’s just be glad he rejected the bond, then,” he says, his voice unkind.

      “Exactly.”

      “Are you okay?” he grits out.

      “I’m okay. Realistically, I know it’s for the best. But something hurts deep down, you know? Like my wolf’s soul is broken.”

      His jaw clenches as he mutters angrily, “It’s a good thing they left.”

      “They’re gone?”

      “Of course they left. Have you seen any black wolves roaming around?”

      I smile at his joke, and he nudges my shoulder playfully. I play his words over in my mind a few times, something tugging at a memory or kernel of truth somewhere in the deep recesses of my mind. I didn’t know that their wolves were black.

      “Black wolves?” I ask, my voice smaller than I intend.

      Zade looks out over the river. “Yeah. Shadow wolves have black fur.”

      He turns to face me, and if it hadn’t been for the way his face blanches, I might’ve brushed it off. Awareness spreads through me at his expression, and my skin begins to tingle.

      It’s as if someone had us in a snow globe and flipped it upside down. A second later, I’m bolting to a standing position and backing away from him. Zade stands and takes a step toward me. He’s holding both hands out in front of him.

      Pleading.

      “Adri—”

      “Don’t touch me,” I hiss, holding a hand out to keep him away. Hot tears prick at my eyes, but I keep them in check. “If you’re just going to lie, don’t,” I say, my throat burning. “I need you to tell me the truth.”

      “We should go back to the house—”

      “Tell me!” I scream, rage filling me so potently that my wolf growls and snarls inside of me, threatening to shift at any moment. My fingertips burn, and I look down to see claws where there should be nails. Zade must notice, too, because his eyes widen. “Tell me,” I roar, my wolf getting into a fighting pose. She can sense it—the betrayal.

      “I only know what I overheard my parents talking about a few years ago,” he concedes, brows furrowed.

      Each word is like a knife to my chest. “A few years ago?” I whisper in a cracked voice.

      “I was going to tell you—”

      “But you didn’t,” I accuse. “Tell me, Zade. Tell me everything you know.”

      I don’t drop my eyes from his. My wolf whines uncomfortably, but I hold my position here—hold his gaze.

      Until he drops his eyes.

      Something snaps inside of me.

      Everything I’ve ever known has been a lie. Alphas never drop their gaze unless they’re challenged by another alpha. So why the hell is he dropping his eyes on me now?

      “I overheard my parents talking about when your mom…” he trails off. His face is pained as he continues a few seconds later. “Your parents adopted you from the Shadow Pack when you were an infant. Apparently, your mom was desperate for a baby. She couldn’t have one, so she… she adopted you from a poor family.”

      “What about Deirdre?” I whisper.

      “I’m not sure. I think they said she was some kind of miracle.”

      His words clang through me, piercing my heart. A miracle. And I came from the brutes up north. I was second best.

      I’m not related to my family by blood.

      I look up at him, my whole body heating up with fury. Betrayal. Anguish.

      I don’t have any birth pictures, nothing from before I was three months old. It was never something I questioned.

      My hair. My wolf.

      The fact that I possess both omega and alpha traits, which most likely wouldn’t have come from my parents.

      And Phoenix. We mated because the moon knew we were kindred.

      It all makes sense.

      I don’t want to believe him, but I know it’s true. I can feel the truth as it works through me, like someone has just lifted the veil that’s been hiding my entire life from me.Deirdre

      Adrienne. It means dark queen where I’m from.

      Phoenix’s words bounce around my mind as bile rises in my throat.

      “Adri, I don’t care if you’re a Shadow wolf,” Zade says sternly.

      Snapping my eyes to his, I bare my teeth and take another step back. How did I never realize this before? Did I miss the signs? If Zade knew, who else knew?

      “I don’t give a shit if you care.” I seethe, and he winces at my words. “You are supposed to be my best friend. You are supposed to be my future husband,” I say bitterly. “You knew for y-years,” I hiss, croaking the last word as I sob. My chest feels like it’s going to implode. I can’t possibly take any more heartbreak. I may very well crack in two. “You knew for years,” I repeat, my hand shaking as I point at him. “And you didn’t tell me.”

      Years.

      Has he looked at me differently in that time? Has he wondered exactly how feral I actually am?

      “Adri—”

      Dark queen.

      Which means that Phoenix Adair knew exactly what I was. Who I am. And then he rejected me, too.

      I can’t do this. I can’t accept that Zade has known and still doesn’t care that I’m a mutt from the northern mutts. This is by far more humiliating than being rejected by Phoenix Adair.

      I. Don’t. Belong.

      This is not my tribe.

      I swallow the lump lodged in my throat as my lungs constrict, making it hard to breathe. Fresh tears fall down my cheeks, and I swipe them away angrily.

      My parents betraying me is one thing. They’ve always been separate from my relationship with Zade. Zade. My best friend. The person who was supposed to be my future husband. The person I told everything to, the person I saw nearly every day.

      The person my wolf trusted intrinsically.

      And he lied to me.

      “I don’t ever want to see you again.”

      Shifting into my wolf form, I steal one last glance at Zade. Thankfully, all my wolf does is nudge me toward the woods, feeling just as hurt as my human.

      At least I can count on her.

      Right now, she’s all I have.
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            Unforgivable

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      

      Tears stream down my face as I pull into our driveway and park. Everything hurts, and I can’t tell if it’s the fact that I found out my entire life is a lie, or the rejection. Quite frankly, it all sucks, and all I want to do is crawl under my covers and never come out of my room. I want to rescind the strength I thought I had this morning, choosing instead to hibernate. I lock the car and walk to the side gate. This way, in case my parents are downstairs, I can bypass them and run up to my room without too many questions. In shifting so abruptly, I ruined yet another pair of clothes, and I had to grab the last of my backup outfits in my trunk, which just so happened to be a skimpy dress that barely covers my ass.

      I’m halfway down the pathway to the back door when I hear voices coming from one of the windows up ahead. That’s weird. Ducking down, I peek in to see my parents and Deirdre sitting at the dining room table with Godric and Emma. They’re all eating what looks to be smoked salmon and bagels. Maybe the Crawfords brought brunch as a sort of amendment to last night? I turn my phone on, waiting for a text from Deirdre or my mom—perhaps asking where I am and inviting me to brunch—but the only texts I see are from late last night.

      I swallow the lump in my throat and peek back through the window. Godric says something funny, and my dad chuckles, placing an arm around Deirdre’s chair. His other arm is around my mom, and Gods… together, they all look like they could be an advertisement for J. Crew. Blonde, tall, slender… they’re Willow Creek wolves through and through. Unlike me.

      My vision blurs. I attempt to fend off tears while angrily swiping them off my cheeks. My chest aches, like some sort of hollow cavern has formed. My whole life was a lie, and right now, I have no one. That thought alone makes me dig my nails into my palm as I squeeze my eyes shut.

      I won’t ever feel like I belong here. I will always think of how my mother was so desperate for a pup that she resorted to adopting me from the pack we all love to hate. I will always compare myself to them, and always feel like an outsider.

      Like the black sheep.

      The irony of my wolf being black is not lost on me. I am literally the black sheep.

      I can’t ever go through with marrying Zade. He belongs with someone who fits in this life. I never felt like I fit in, and now I understand why.

      Why I felt the need to train, to fight.

      Why I felt so uncouth.

      Why I had a dirty mouth.

      Why my wolf always wanted to hunt.

      None of those things were Willow Creek traits.

      They were Shadow traits.

      My thoughts oscillate between disbelief, betrayal, hurt, and rage. I want to hurt them. I want to show them just how much they fucked up. The thought of being under their roof for a second longer fills my body with fury, and now, I know what I have to do. Hot tears spill out of the corners of my eyes. I’ve never felt so lonely before. So empty and hollow. Boys can break your heart, but family? They can rip it to shreds and pull every single comfort you’ve ever had out from under you. It’s unsettling and disconcerting.

      And I’m so angry at them. Why did they keep this from me? Did they think I’d just never find out? Never want to understand why I’ve always… clashed.

      Do they not know how much it stings to be blindsided?

      I stand fully, wiping my cheeks as I walk back over to the side gate entrance, letting myself through the front door. I manage to shut the door and turn around without anyone detecting me. I quickly run up the stairs two at a time, closing my bedroom door behind me.

      Closing it, I fall down against the other side of it and begin to sob. Muffling my cries in my hands, I realize that none of them even came to check on me. They just assumed I was sleeping away my heartbreak from the rejection last night. I’m not sure what hurts more—the fact that they didn’t check on me, or the fact that the only reason they would check on me is to uphold appearances in front of the Crawfords. After all, I’m not one of them, am I? My whole childhood was a farce, an illusion of familial intimacy. Sure, families don’t have to be blood related… but so many things between Deirdre and me were never equal. I always chalked it up to me being defiant, but now I know the truth.

      They stole me from my birth parents in desperation, but the universe gifted them with Deirdre.

      They didn’t need me, and they never would.

      I’m sure they regretted ever taking me, and maybe when I’m gone, they can finally have a true Willow Creek wolf to replace me with. Maybe they can even rework the betrothal so that Deirdre will take my place once I’m gone.

      She’s always been the more obvious choice, and I always wondered why she wasn’t the one betrothed to Zade. Except, I knew the oldest was always the one to inherit titles and further the familial line.

      Stupid shifter hierarchical bullshit.

      Gods, what if Zade and I had pups, and their hair was black, like mine? Wouldn’t they always wonder? Did they just expect me to look the other way and never question it? They looked down on the Shadow Pack, so why were they so willing to marry us?

      More tears stream down my face as I change into jeans and a t-shirt. I grab a backpack and pack some clothes, shoving in some socks, underwear, and a phone charger. I don’t know where I’m going. I only know that I need to leave Willow Creek before the betrayal eats me alive.

      Once I have a couple of outfits and some basic toiletries, I look around my room, feeling suddenly nostalgic for everything. It was all fake. This place is not your home. Walking over to my jewelery box, I pull my favorite gold locket out and string it around my neck. Grabbing a few more things from the bathroom—plus my passport—I throw my backpack on and walk down the stairs silently. I debate waltzing into the dining room and telling them all how I’m feeling. I want to punish them. I want to see the looks on their faces when I tell them that I know I’m a Shadow wolf.

      But… they don’t deserve the truth.

      They don’t deserve anything else from me.

      I peek around and look at Deirdre, and my entire body fills with regret. I wish I could say goodbye to her, but I know it’s for the best if I just leave. I’m about to turn around when she catches my eye, so I hurry out the door and down the street.

      “Adri!”

      My body stills, and I twist around to Deirdre watching me from the driveway, her brows furrowed with concern.

      She cocks her head in confusion. “Where are you going?”

      I don’t even realize that I’m crying until she walks up to me and places a hand on my shoulder. My lip trembles and I will myself not to cry in front of her. But everything is still so fresh, so raw.

      “Hey,” she says, her voice soothing. “Are you okay?”

      “No,” I croak. I don’t even have it in me to lie. “I need to get out of here.”

      “Tell me,” she pleads.

      “I don’t think I can yet, Dee. I’m just… I just feel so confused. Zade told me that I’m adopted, that he’s known for years. And it’s like my whole world has been turned on its axis. I just don’t think I can stay. I feel so… blindsided, Dee. Humiliated. Especially because of Phoenix Adair’s rejection. I can’t pretend and go on as if something so fundamental—who I am—isn’t the truth. I need to work out who I am.”

      She pulls me into a much-needed hug. Gods, I’m going to miss her.

      “It is fucking shitty, Adri.” I think I’ve only heard her use the F word on three other occasions. “I had no idea about the adoption. Though I did suspect last night.” I digest her words, chewing on my lip. “They kept me in the dark, too, but last night…” she trails off. “Your hair, your eyes. Your wolf. I never put two and two together.” We’re both quiet for a few seconds. Sighing, she squeezes me. “I wish you weren’t going. I hate that you feel you need to leave, but I also understand it,” she says softly.

      Her understanding of the situation—of my reaction to the situation—makes me cry even harder.

      “I’m serious, Adri. What our parents did…” she trails off. “It’s unforgivable.”

      “I know.” I sniff. “But I’m worried about you.”

      “Adri, sometimes you have to reject injustices that were done to you, you know? And this? This was a big injustice. Our parents lied to you,” she nearly growls, startling me. “Quite frankly, I’d be surprised if you stayed and acted like everything was okay.” She quirks a brow. “That would go against everything you stand for. Find out who you are, Adri. Don’t be ashamed. Find yourself. Go. I know you’ll keep me updated. I’m sixteen, nearly seventeen now,” she adds, crossing her arms. “I’ll be fine. Don’t worry about me. Just keep me updated on everything, okay?”

      I swallow. My whole life, I felt responsible for her, like I needed to protect her from this place. But maybe she’s right. She stands up taller like she’s reading my mind. She’s not a child anymore; she’s nearly an adult. And if there’s one thing I know about Deirdre, it’s that she’s always stood on her own two feet.

      “I don’t know when I’ll be back,” I tell her honestly. “I hope you know that I would stay if you needed me to.”

      “I promise, I’m fine.” Taking a step forward, she gives me a small smile. “I’ll miss you so much.” We hug each other. “Can you wait here a moment? I just want to grab something for you,” Dee pleads. And I can’t ignore her request. A few moments later, she’s back, handing me a bag, and giving me one last hug.

      For the zillionth time today, my vision blurs. I quickly peek in, seeing bread, apples, protein bars, canned soup, and several large bottles of water… How did she do all of this without them noticing? I have a feeling that Deirdre houses a lot of secrets—secrets that none of us know about.

      I’m down the driveway when I get a text.

      Deirdre: I love you, sis. You’re my sister, no matter what.

      More tears. I cast one last look at our looming house before heading down the street. It would be so easy to stay, to pretend everything is okay.

      But I’ve never been one to hide my true feelings, and I certainly don’t have the energy to fake it. I will never forget the look of horror on everyone’s faces when I mated with Phoenix. I now know it’s because they all knew I was a Shadow wolf. I’m too emotional, too different from them all, anyway. This whole Shadow wolf situation was just the icing on the cake. The impetus for leaving. If I stayed, knowing what I know, I’d always wonder, always be curious about my birth parents.

      The thought sends another fresh wave of tears down my cheeks, and I’m nearly hyperventilating by the time I get to the national park entrance. Finding an old redwood, I sit down and cry some more. I wrap my arms around my legs, resting my head on them as I shake with adrenaline. What the hell am I doing? Where am I going?

      I think of Deirdre’s words, of her conviction that I leave.

      Sometimes you have to reject injustices that were done to you.

      She is right, of course. My parents lied to me my entire life. And Zade—he lied to me for who knows how long. If it were anyone else, I’d tell them to do the exact same thing as me. A fresh wave of hurt and anger works through me, and I jump up.

      Screw them.

      Screw them all.

      I walk into the forest.

      I just have to walk. I’ll figure out where I’m going once I cool down. I just need to keep walking, keep putting distance between me and this place. And the longer I walk, the further away from Willow Creek I’ll be. There’s really no other choice, is there? They gave me no other choice. The events of last night were just the start, but finding out I’ve been lied to… How could I possibly face them? I’m bad at hiding my emotions on a good day. I would’ve blown up at them, and that’d benefit no one. I need time. I need time away from them, away from this pack. I need to unpack everything that’s happened. By myself.

      I have to leave. Deirdre was right—I have to find out who I really am, away from Willow Creek.

      I feel like my life is being split in two. My heart is breaking.

      And yet, leaving feels… right.
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      Adrienne

      

      Getting out of Willow Creek is, at first, really fucking fantastic. I oscillate between my human and wolf forms, erring on the side of caution and keeping to my wolf form the first two days. But the feeling of being free, of running just to run, with no borders or perimeters to worry about? It’s wonderful. My wolf—and my human—are in awe of the natural beauty here. It eases the sting a bit, and being able to walk along some of the most breathtaking views in Northern California is priceless.

      I spend my days trotting through the woods, eating the food from the bag Dee packed for me, and just basking in the rays of golden sun. My wolf needed this. I needed this. To be in nature, smelling things I’ve never smelled, seeing wild bears and coyotes, and the awe-inspiring sunsets of the Humboldt Coast… I consider just staying here forever.

      Living wild and free, staring up at the massive redwoods, eating whatever I can forage…

      But then, I remember that I’m still in Willow Creek territory, and technically, Zade can order me back home. If he finds me.

      So I continue north.

      I follow the coast.

      There’s really only one place I can go, despite not letting myself think that far ahead.

      Two days later, I’m regretting the idea of not having a solid plan. Fortunately, trekking through the woods as a wolf is a lot easier than as a human. I’m able to carry the backpack in my mouth and trot a lot quicker than my human legs can take me—and I’m able to forage for food. I know I’m getting close to the Oregon border according to the foliage I’ve been able to sniff out.

      On day five, I decide to forego my human form altogether, having seen a few bears and mountain lions. I clear out most of my clothes to make the bag lighter, sipping from one of the rivers nearby several times a day. My wolf excitedly eats fish and squirrels, and after about a week, I realize this life isn’t so bad. I like hunting, and my wolf is perfectly content to take over and rely on her animal instincts to keep us alive.

      I’m near Portland when I shift back into my human form, checking into a motel for a night to shower and get some proper sleep. I also power up my phone and shoot a quick text to Deirdre, ignoring the numerous messages from Zade and my parents. I want to message Zade and tell him I miss him, because I do miss my best friend. But then I consider that he didn’t care that I was a Shadow Wolf, as he put it, and I get angry again. I should message my parents and at least let them know I’m alive and safe, but then their betrayal cuts into my wounded heart and I just can’t. I should message them just as they should have told me the truth. I hate this.

      Then logic kicks in, too, and I transfer some money from my savings—which my parents control—to my personal checking account. The last thing I need is to lose access to all of my money. I decide not to buy more human food, because I’ll be in my wolf form most of the time, and because it makes the backpack heavier.

      In my human form, I’m able to think a bit clearer, and the dread begins to settle in, but I ignore it. That’s the thing with doing things with high emotions. Once you come down, you assess the damage. And for me, I probably should not have just left my only home of eighteen years. Yes, I was angry, but I realize now that I have questions. Questions only my parents can answer.

      However, I’m too proud to turn back now.

      So I keep going.

      I sleep for a solid twelve hours, having eaten two cheeseburgers and two servings of fries along with a large Coke. I miss my fancy coffee, but I can find some wherever I end up. I ignore the unsettling feeling of not knowing where exactly that is.

      Or, if I’m being honest with myself, what that place is going to be like.

      Shadow Pack territory.

      It’s not like I went north by accident, after all.

      Waking up at dawn, I check out and quickly shift back into wolf form once I’m inside the forest. I feel stronger after a solid meal and a decent sleep. Trotting through the woods, I can ignore the emotions that are building up inside of me. I can ignore the regret about leaving, about not having a solid plan. The rejection, the betrayal—none of it matters when I’m in survival mode, or when I’m stalking a rabbit. And the more I think about it, the more I realize… I deserve better.

      Yes, I should’ve had a better plan.

      Yes, I probably should not have just left without a word.

      But at the same time, I was prepared to marry for the sake of my family. My tribe. How could they do that, knowing the truth?

      The betrayal and hurt fuel me, and I nearly run myself ragged every day, collapsing in a cave or other safe space as it gets dark. I don’t think about leaving; I just summon that hurt, that anger, to get me through. I can tell I’m losing weight in both forms, but I also feel stronger from all of the running. I’m able to eat, drink, sleep, and find shelter. I may be lonely, but I’m okay.

      I’m surviving.

      A few days later, I find a river perfect enough to bathe in. Setting my backpack down, I jump into the cool water. My wolf relishes the feel of the water against her matted fur, and I stay submerged for what feels like hours, shifting into human form eventually. I’m walking up the shore to grab my shampoo and soap when my right foot slips on the smooth rock I’m using to propel myself out. My ankle rolls, and I fall, smacking my head on another rock. Groaning, I lift myself up, whimpering when I try to put weight on my right foot. I hop to the edge, determined to bathe, and grab my backpack and the shampoo. Hopping back to the river, I clean myself as quickly as possible, propped on one leg, and then I pull on an oversized t-shirt and jean shorts.

      I nearly yelp when my foot grazes the fabric.

      My ankle is already swelling, and I’m breathing heavily by the time I lift myself up on one foot and grab my backpack. I brought shoes, and luckily haven’t dumped them yet, but it takes me thirty minutes to even get my swollen ankle into one of them. Loosening the shoe strings, I wobble to a nearby rock, sitting down against the cool stone.

      I can’t go forward anymore. What do I do now?

      I scrounge the rest of my food—some crackers and nuts—and then as it starts to get dark, I take my clothes and shoes off, shifting into wolf form and howling when my foot touches the ground.

      Fuck.

      This was not a part of the plan, and I have to tamp down the panic of being immobile.

      How long until this is better? Do I even have cell service out here to call for help if I needed it?

      I sleep fitfully, worried about predators, about having to run and being unable to. I curl my wolf form as small as possible, nestling into the rock. I watch the darkness furtively, my wolf’s ears turned down in defeat—only perking up when a twig snaps. An inkling of doubt settles through me with every passing minute. My gaze flits around the darkness, scanning the forest for threats. I can’t be stupid. I can’t let myself get into a dangerous place, so I must stay on high alert. Every few minutes, I remind myself to breathe, to stay calm and collected. My muscles are strained from being so tense, and my eyes sting from the lack of sleep.

      It's the longest night of my life.

      What if I can’t find any amenities soon? What if my ankle is broken? What if a bear tries to eat me, and I can’t run or fight back in either form? How am I supposed to hunt if I can’t run and stalk?

      The next day, my human food runs out. I go to sleep on an empty stomach. The only thing I get up for is water and to relieve myself.

      I stay this way for two days, and each day gets a little bit worse.

      My ankle isn’t healing, and I can barely walk on it in either form. Deciding to conserve energy, I stay in my wolf form, tucked away against the rock. That night, my head begins to pound. I know I need more water, and I need to find a food source. I’m nearly out of Willow Creek territory—I’ve seen signs for Mt. Baker, which is near the Canadian border.

      And the start of Shadow Pack territory.

      Maybe this was a bad idea.

      Could they claim that I’m breaking the treaty by being here? Sure, I am technically a Shadow wolf, and I look like one, too—but I’m sure I smell like a Willow Creek wolf.

      Aside from the brief encounter I had with Phoenix and Valen, I have no idea what these wolves are like.

      I am so out of my element here.

      My wolf whines, unsure of what to do. I try to console her, but I can tell she’s starting to panic. I decide to keep trekking in the morning. I have to—it’s either move slowly or die out here. My panting wakes me up at dawn, and I push forward, despite my vision being a bit blurry.

      Grabbing my backpack in my maw, I limp through the forest in search of a food source. I feel weak because my muscles aren’t working properly. I keep going, though, gritting my teeth to get through the pain. Slowly, I trek on. Slowly, I keep moving, despite the gnawing sensation in my stomach, the headache, and the weakness. I barely cover a mile, and my wolf senses don’t pick up on anything nearby. Only mountains of evergreens surround me, the forest far from civilization—or at least, too far for me to venture with a sprained ankle.

      I’m getting myself situated next to a large redwood for the night when I hear a wolf howl. My wolf’s ears perk up, and instinctually, I howl back. Whimpering, I lie down and wait. It’s either another shifter, or an actual wolf.

      I’m not sure which would be worse.

      My eyelids are fluttering from open to closed when my nose picks up an unfamiliar scent. Jumping up, I hear soft footsteps—several of them. Scanning the forest in front of me, my wolf shrinks back when four black wolves come out of the trees, their yellow eyes on me in the near darkness. My wolf blinks, and a second later, they’re right in front of me. Three of them are big, and one of them is small, like me. We just watch each other. I haven’t been around that many wolves, so I can’t tell if they’re shifters or not.

      But if they are…

      I’ve crossed into Shadow territory, because their fur is black.

      Like mine.
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      Before I can move or respond, all four of them shift into humans. Three large, burly men, and one woman. They watch me curiously, standing naked. They don’t seem to care about that fact. Their faces are dirty, their hair matted. They look wild, as if they haven’t showered for days.

      Like they’re more wolf than human.

      It hits me then what or who they must be.

      Free range wolves. Wolves without a pack.

      Wolves banished from their packs for misbehaving, to live out their lives in no man’s land.

      My wolf shies away, backing up a few inches. She doesn’t seem scared, just cautious. But I don’t know how much I can trust her instincts. She’s only ever known Willow Creek wolves. But here I am, thrusting a domesticated dog into the wild, and expecting it to pick up on every feral nuance, every small movement or intention. I know she’ll protect me from imminent danger, but she can’t get a good read on these shifters.

      I wish I hadn’t been so sheltered growing up, so enclosed in the five hundred acres that the Crawfords “let” us use.

      My wolf is totally unprepared, and my human is nearly trembling with fear.

      I guess I didn’t realize how far I’d trekked.

      “Shift,” the largest man commands.

      I do as he says, and when I’m in my human form, they all sniff me out. I pull my knees to my chest, hiding my body, though they don’t seem to notice.

      “What’s your name?” another one asks, eyeing me with a gleam that sends shivers down my spine.

      “Adrien—” I start. “Adri.”

      The female sneers. “You’re not from around here.”

      I shake my head.

      I don’t want to give them too much information, as I still don’t know if they’re good or bad.

      “You’re hurt,” the third man says, eyeing my purple ankle.

      “I am.” My stomach grumbles loudly.

      “She’s hungry,” the female adds, looking to the man who first spoke to me. He must be the leader.

      He looks me up and down. “She’s weak.”

      They’re speaking as if they live their lives giving only short commands.

      The second man steps forward. “I’ll carry her.”

      Something about the way he says it makes me retreat away from him. My heart races, and I look at them all warily. I could go with them and risk my safety, or I could stay here and starve.

      Yeah, I should've planned better.

      I look at the second man before flitting my eyes to each of them. “What are your names?” They hesitate, and I clench my jaw when I see the second man curl his fists because I asked a question. Because I spoke.

      These are not good people.

      But I would not let them hurt me.

      “I told you mine,” I say, my voice sharper. “Now, tell me yours.”

      All four of them stare at me in surprise, as if they didn’t expect me to speak up, didn’t expect me to order them around.

      Finally, the leader speaks up. “I’m Cain. This is Jarek,” he adds, pointing to the creepy second guy. “Then there’s Kenzo, and last but not least, our bitch, Aspen.”

      I still at that word. In Willow Creek, it’s frowned upon to use that word even in jest. My eyes swing between them, and Aspen doesn’t bat an eye at the term. This place is different from Willow Creek. Maybe it’s more common out there in the world. I don’t know.

      Feast or famine, I suppose.

      “Fine. I’ll go with you.”

      Before I can say anything else, Jarek picks me up and throws me over his shoulder. I see Aspen grab my bag, and I growl when I see her begin to rifle through it.

      “Good choice,” Jarek says, his voice low so only I can hear it. “If you’d said no, I would’ve come back for you tonight.”

       A shiver spider-walks down my spine at his words.

      We don’t walk far, and luckily, my ankle isn’t moved around too much. Jarek holds me with ease. This is so humiliating. I’m naked and over a stranger’s shoulder. The only thing I’m grateful for is that I don’t have to put weight on my injured foot. What other choice is there?

      Jarek sets me down in front of a small, dilapidated cabin about twenty minutes later. I barely put weight on my foot, but a small hiss comes out of my lips as Aspen throws my t-shirt at me.

      “Put this on,” she says, her wild, black hair covering her breasts.

      I pull it on quickly and limp to the front door. Jarek holds the door open for me, and the light from the small porch illuminates his face. My skin pebbles as his eyes wander down my body, and I scurry inside as quickly as I can.

      Warmth hits me immediately. The house is small, with an outdated kitchen, a worn couch, and what looks to be a couple of bedrooms in the back.

      “It’s not much,” Cain says, walking up to me and placing a large hand around my waist. “But it’s home.”

      I pull out of his grasp, clearing my throat. “Thank you for taking me in. My ankle really hurts, so anywhere away from the predators out in the forest is fine by me.” I look around, expecting them to smile or agree, but they’re all watching me in a way that makes me shiver. I’m not sure if it’s the darkness, the fact that we’re all out here in the middle of nowhere, or if I’ve just been by myself for too long, but something about them is… off.

      Aspen walks into one of the bedrooms and returns quickly, throwing shorts at the guys before pulling a loose dress on.

      Oh, thank the Gods. They’re no longer naked. I’m not a prude, but it’s a relief. My heart rate slows, and I glance into the kitchen.

      “You must be starving,” Kenzo says quietly, and when I turn to him, I see that he’s starting to walk toward me. There’s not a ton of space, so I walk back until I hit the counter, my hands crossed in front of my chest protectively.

      “Yeah, I’m hungry.”

      “We don’t feed people without payment,” Jarek growls from the living area.

      I look at Cain, but he’s just watching me with a darkened expression.

      Fuck.

      My blood cools when I realize I’m up against four Shadow wolves who probably have not seen another human in years, judging by the way they’re staring at me.

      “I-I have some money,” I offer, my voice sounding small.

      Jarek huffs a laugh. “Money. Did you hear that? She has money,” he grits out, baring his teeth. “The bitch is about to go into heat, and she thinks we want money?”

      I go still, my heart dropping into my stomach.

      “What?” I ask, my throat tightening.

      “We smelled you from a mile away, girl,” Aspen says, leering at me. “Cain and Jarek are probably going to have to fight to the death for you,” she says, her lips quirking up.

      “I’m not—” I start, then realization dawns upon me. How would I know if I were going into heat? I’ve been too consumed with trying not to starve to death. I know wolves can start feeling hot, anxious, and emotional before a heat cycle. Check, check, check.

      Jarek walks over, shoving Kenzo out of the way. I see it then, the way Kenzo submits. He’s not an alpha, and they called Aspen a bitch, which means she’s probably a beta.

      Which makes Cain and Jarek… the alphas.

      And me? I’m a suspected omega.

      AKA, alpha kryptonite.

      “Let’s feed her. She needs to be nice and healthy when we rut her.”

      Fuck.

      I swallow. I don’t know what that means, but I don’t like the sound of it. My skin is on fire though, and I feel sweat begin to slide down my back.

      “I’ll just take some food, leave some money, and be on my way,” I answer, standing up taller. “My boyfriend is waiting for me.”

      It’s lame, but I don’t know what else to do.

      “Oh, yeah?” Cain asks, walking past me and slamming a frying pan down onto the two-burner stove. I flinch at the noise. “Who’s your boyfriend?”

      Double fuck.

      “Phoenix Adair.” The name is out of my mouth before I can second-guess myself.

      All four of them burst out laughing. Aspen doubles over as my wolf growls inside of me.

      “I’m sorry, did you just say Phoenix Adair? Alpha Phoenix!?” she asks, wiping tears from her cheeks.

      I open and close my mouth a couple of times before I respond. “Yes. He’s my mate,” I add, feeling emboldened. They don’t have to know that he rejected me. They don’t have to know that I haven’t seen or heard from him since that fateful night.

      Gods. That night feels like yesterday, but also like it was a year ago…

      “I hate to break it to you,” Jarek says, walking over to me and pinning me against the counter. “Alpha Phoenix already has a mate. And she’s dead, six feet underground, girl. Killed by the man you’re calling your boyfriend in cold blood,” he hisses, his breath sour.

      I turn my face away and close my eyes, willing myself to stay calm.

      “If you were actually Alpha Phoenix’s mate and a couple of days from going into heat, he wouldn’t let you out of his fucking sight, and he definitely wouldn’t be letting another wolf rut his precious omega.”

      I freeze as beads of sweat begin to run down my back. That word again. Rut. My eyes flick between all of them. I can’t show fear. That’s what they want. A plan. I need a plan to get out of this situation. I mean, I trained to fight for four years, dammit. I can’t possibly just lie down and accept this, can I? No, I’ll eat and then sneak out, running the hell away from them and this creepy-ass house.

      Jarek seems to sense my resignation, because he grins. “Sit the fuck down and eat, bitch.”

      I see Cain grab some kind of unidentified meat slab from the refrigerator, slapping it onto the sizzling frying pan.

      My stomach churns with nausea. What other choice do I have?

      Clenching my fists to hide my trembling hands, I limp over to the table. My movements are jerky, and I can feel all of them watching me as I sit down with my back to the far wall so that I’m not cornered. I sweep a shaky hand across my forehead to get rid of any sweat. I should be hungry, but my stomach feels rock hard, and my appetite is gone.

      I can do this.

      I’ll bide my time until they go to sleep, and then I’ll leave.

      Simple as that.
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            If Anyone Touches Her, They’re Dead

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoenix

      

      I’m just about to punch Valen square in the jaw when Kaz meanders into the boxing room. Holding my fist near my chest, I turn to face my enforcer.

      “Is there a reason for your unsolicited visit?” I ask sarcastically, and the bastard just glares at me with an annoyed expression. Fine. Someone’s not in the mood to play, as per usual.

      “I’ve just gotten word that there’s a female omega wolf wandering around the southern border.”

      I lower my hands and drop them to my side. “What?”

      He shrugs. “They think she’s Willow Creek, but she has black fur. A certain wolf comes to mind, no?”

      When Valen and I arrived back here a couple of weeks ago, we didn’t tell anyone what happened with Adrienne—only my inner circle knows. One, it would reveal her omega status, and omegas are desirable and rare. I wouldn’t put it past someone here who hated me to go after her, or worse yet, to discover her in a vulnerable state. I was an asshole, but I wasn’t that much of an asshole. Two, it would reveal the fact that there’s a Shadow wolf living in Willow Creek territory. That could get all kinds of fucked up with regards to the Pacific Treaty. Three, rejecting a moon-fated mate was never a good look on anyone. But certainly not for the alpha of the Shadow Pack, and most definitely not after what happened a few years ago.

      Something I’ll never forget.

      My eyes flick to Valen’s, and he furrows his brows.

      What the fuck is she doing here?

      I look back to Kaz. He won’t send anyone out there without my permission, and if I give him permission to investigate, I don’t trust the hounds that might sniff out what sounds like a weak and tired omega.

      “Get rid of her. Discretely,” I command, punching the side of the boxing ring.  

      Kaz swears under his breath. “By get rid of her, do you mean…” he trails off, narrowing his eyes at me.

      “You know what I mean,” I bark. “Get her the fuck out of here before that asshole Godric Crawford comes sniffing around. She’s Zade Crawford’s fiancée,” I add, the thought making me feel physically ill. How that prick has permission to touch her, to marry her—

      Fuck. This is already so fucking messy.

      “Just get her back to her territory,” I add, feeling flustered.

      Goddamn. I thought this whole thing was behind us.

      Except, I haven’t stopped thinking about her since that night, so maybe it’s not truly as behind me as I want it to be.

      “What the hell is she doing in Shadow territory? What about the treaty?” Kaz asks.

      I shake my hands out and duck beneath the rope, jumping down from the boxing ring. “No idea. But I intend to find out.”

      “What should I tell the others?” Kaz asks, holding his phone out.

      “You tell them that if anyone touches her, they’re dead,” I command, grabbing my shirt and bag.

      I open the door and walk out into the gymnasium, Valen close behind me, staying quiet. He knows better than to poke the angry bear.

      What is she doing here?

      I tamp down the guilt that works through me at the thought of having just left her with those monsters she called family.

      But it’s not my problem, is it?

      Because she didn’t want to mate with me, anyway. I gave her a choice, and she didn’t want me. So why the hell is she in my territory?

      “Let’s go,” I grit out, clenching my fists at my side. “Meet me at the airport in an hour.”
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            Pissed as Fucking Hell

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      

      I eat the steak quickly. It fills my stomach, and Cain even offers me some potatoes and carrots as a side. I know I shouldn’t trust them or take my eyes off them, but for a second, I feel content. I’m warm, fed, and comfortable—a far cry from just an hour ago. No one else eats, which is strange. They just sit around the living room, watching me as I finish my water. My wolf continues to whine, nudging me to leave. She doesn’t trust them, and rightfully so. But I have no choice.

      I would’ve died out there if they hadn’t found me.

      I finish up and excuse myself to the restroom. The small space has just a bar of soap by the sink. No shampoo, no other toiletries. Is this how people here live? It’s certainly not Willow Creek, and I know Shadow Pack land is savage and wild. If Phoenix is the alpha… my guess is anything goes.

      Alpha Phoenix already has a mate. And she’s dead, six feet underground, girl. Killed by the man you’re calling your boyfriend in cold blood.

      I close my eyes, my hands gripping the edge of the chipped sink.

      He killed his last mate.

      Killed.

      Her.

      If you were actually Alpha Phoenix’s mate, and you were a couple of days from going into heat… he wouldn’t let you out of his fucking sight, and he definitely wouldn’t be letting another wolf rut his precious omega.

      It’s definitely a whole new world out here—with new customs, new rules, new traditions. Dee had told me to find myself, and I headed north. I’ve been trained to fight, but I know my odds here against two alphas are impossible. I should’ve gone east. Fuck, I should’ve taken the money in my savings and flown to Norway or something. I make a note to text Deirdre tonight, updating her on everything. After splashing my face with water, I exit the bathroom to find Aspen going through my backpack.

      “Hey,” I yell, stalking over to her. “Why are you going through my things?”

      She sneers. “I knew you smelled… different,” she says, disgust making her normally pretty features turn gruesome. “Willow Creek,” she mutters, chucking my passport at my feet.

      “The fuck?” Kenzo asks, eating a steak with his bare hands.

      “I knew she smelled forbidden,” Jarek says, a wicked gleam in his eyes. “She’ll be all the more tastier when I rut her.”

      “She’s mine,” Cain commands, and Jarek’s nostrils flare at his friend’s declaration.

      “No,” I say, grabbing my passport and then walking over to Aspen. Snatching my backpack from her, I hold it to my chest. My hands are trembling, but I press them against the canvas fabric so that none of them can see how scared I am. “I should go. Phoenix is waiting for me.”

      Jarek cocks his head and walks over to me. He’s tall, at least a foot taller than me. “Nice try name-dropping the fucking alpha. You think we’re just going to let a delicious omega go as she’s about to go into heat?” he asks, and I yelp when he fists my hair, tugging me forward. I drop my backpack and passport at my feet. The thump it makes sounds just as defeated as I feel. “No, girl. You’re ours now. And we’re going to fuck you until you’re pregnant with our pups.”

      What.

      The.

      Fuck.

      My eyes prick with tears. “No. I’m saying no.”

      Cain chuckles, walking over to me and placing a finger under my chin. My chest heaves up and down, and I glare at him as he trails his finger along my jaw.

      “You think we give a fuck if you want us to rut you or not?” He bends down and kisses me, shoving his tongue into my mouth.

      I scream, pushing him away with a force that surprises all of us. “Don’t touch me,” I hiss.

      “It’s easier if you just take it,” Aspen says, almost bored as she sits down on the couch, looking at her nails. “They get more excited if you fight it.”

      Bile crawls up my esophagus. “Fuck you,” I growl. Something inside of my abdomen cramps, the pain intensifying. My knees give out, and Cain’s hands come around my neck, his nose running along my shoulder and neck.

      “I can smell it,” he says, his voice low. “Any day now, and you won’t be able to resist me.” My insides twist again, and a cold sweat breaks out on my brow. “I should mark you for disobeying,” he adds. “You’d be mine forever if I did that. How would you like that?”

      I kick out at them with my good foot, but my kicks have no impact on them. I’m too small.

      “Omegas shouldn’t fight it. Not when my cock can soothe that pain coursing through you, girl.”

      I have no idea what he’s talking about. But with every second I’m away from Willow Creek, I’m beginning to realize just how naive I am. Just how little I actually know about shifters.

      I whimper. “No. I don’t want this. I don’t want you.”

      “That’s cute,” Jarek says, moving closer to us. His eyes flick up to Cain. “I want to fuck her when you’re done.”

      “No,” I say, feeling hot and sick.

      “Just tie her up,” Kenzo suggests, shrugging. My eyes widen as I look at him from across the room. I don’t know why I thought he was the nicest of the four. No, they’re all monsters. Untamed beasts. This can’t be normal, can it?

      “Let me go,” I beg, my voice breaking as Cain carries me to the bedroom. I thrash against him, but Jarek holds my injured leg, and I can’t move. I hate that my shirt has ridden up. I hate that I can’t fight my way out of this. My wolf is growling. She’s a beast, too, but she’s nothing like these lawless, uninhibited barbarians.

      They throw me onto the bed, and Cain pulls his shirt over his head. I clench my teeth, ignoring the searing pain in my hurt ankle. I back up, crawling until I’m as far away as possible from him. Another flash of pain in my stomach. What is that?

      “This your first heat, girl?” Jarek asks, coming behind Cain and taking a seat across from the bed. To my horror, Kenzo and Aspen come in, too, sitting on the floor like this is some kind of sick group activity.

      My lip wobbles, but I don’t answer him. Fury rolls through me, but also… the thought of submission. How the fuck am I going to get out of this situation? They’re not going to kill me. At least, I don’t think so. My wolf lies down, whining with resignation. I take a couple of calming breaths as Cain grins down at me, his smile wicked and lecherous.

      “This is how it’s going to go,” he says, unbuckling his pants. “I’m going to rut you first, and then Jarek can have his turn fucking you,” he says slowly, hovering over me. “You’re going to be in pain, but I promise, my cock will make you feel better, little wolf.” With that, he crawls on top of me. Despite the horror at what’s happening, the area between my legs is slick. How the hell is that happening?

      “Aspen was right,” he says, his voice uneven. “Don’t fight it. If you do, I won’t be gentle.” He laughs. “Actually, who am I kidding? I won’t be gentle even if you don’t fight it,” he growls. “A virgin omega in her first heat—” His eyes are hooded as he looks down at me. He thinks I’m a virgin? Ha! I bare my teeth at him. “I’m going to fill you with my seed—”

      Suddenly, a growl sounds from the front room. It shakes the walls, sending a chill down my spine, and my wolf perks up. All four of them jump up, and once Cain is off the bed, I scramble to cover myself just as the bedroom door flies open. I smell burning wood and rain before my eyes can register Phoenix Adair and Valen Stark standing in the doorway.

      Looking pissed as fucking hell.

      Relief washes over me for a split second, and then Phoenix pins me with a hard stare, his eyes burning into mine. Something rolls through me at that stare. And then I see his nostrils flare slightly, and my whole body goes taut with pleasure.

      The warm feeling coursing through me is short-lived, replaced by potent fear.

      Am I being rescued? Are Phoenix and Valen saving me?

      The people in this house are monsters, and they’re trembling with fear at the sight of Phoenix and Valen.

      My wolf is relieved, but me? I’m not so sure I should be relieved.

      My eyes find Phoenix’s again.

      Maybe they’re not rescuing me.

      Maybe I’m trading four strangers for the very person with all the power to break me completely.

      The wetness between my legs intensifies, and I’m just about to ask him what the hell he’s doing here when a lash of pain works through me, lancing through my abdomen and down between my legs. It’s an ache I’ve never experienced before—a hollow, gnawing need so powerful that I curl up on the bed, whimpering as I squeeze my eyes shut from the pain.

      I hear voices shouting, but I don’t actually hear them. Instead, I breathe through my nostrils, willing my body to calm down.

      “Alpha Phoenix,” Cain begs, and then there’s the sound of a knuckle hitting flesh.

      “Had we known…” Jarek. A body falls with a heavy thud. I hear the sound of blood splashing, the crack of bones—

      I open my eyes. Valen shouts at Aspen, and Kenzo stands in front of her—

      Valen rears his hand back, but Phoenix stops him, coming to stand in front of Aspen and Kenzo. I see blood underneath the bodies of Cain and Jarek, their faces unmoving and eerily still.

      He killed them.

      Kenzo’s bladder releases, and he takes a step back. “Please,” he begs.

      Phoenix’s back is to me, but I can sense the alpha power he’s emitting.

      “Grab her stuff,” he tells Valen.

      I squeeze my eyes shut. Gods, my abdomen is cramping. I hear sounds of snapping and screaming and then there is eerie silence. Stabbing pain more intense than before shakes me. I cry out as Phoenix picks me up.

      He carries me out of the door and into the cool air. My muscles relax completely against him, and my lids get heavy. He sets me inside a car, covering me with a blanket. Valen gets in the front seat, and I pull my legs to my chest, resting my face on them as they drive me off.

      “Adrienne, are you in pain?” Phoenix asks. My eyes find his. I feel drugged, like I’m barely hanging on to consciousness. “Fuck,” he hisses. “They fucking drugged her.” He turns to me again, his brows furrowed. “The pain is normal, Adrienne. I’ll give you something for it when we get back to my house tonight.”

      My house.

      His house.

      I nod, feeling my head loll as the car drives quickly down a dirt path.

      “Is she—” Valen asks, and then he stops.

      “I think she’s about two days out,” Phoenix says. “If we hadn’t known she was here—”

      I close my eyes, and my wolf curls up inside of me.

      I’m so sleepy.

      I know, little wolf. Rest.

      Phoenix’s command inside my mind is the last thing I hear before everything goes black.
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            Middle of Nowhere

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      

      I wake up in the largest bed I’ve ever seen. It’s about twice the size of a king bed, and the sheets feel textured—flannel, maybe. But that doesn’t make sense, because it’s summer. The blanket is heavy and thick, and as I throw it off, cold air causes my skin to pebble. My eyes adjust quickly, thanks to my shifter genes. I’m in some sort of chamber or bedroom. It’s circular, made of stone, and looks ancient. A shiver works through my body as I walk to the window. Pulling the curtains open, I can tell I’m overlooking some sort of dark abyss. A forest, maybe. I can just barely make out the horizon, which is a deep blue color. There are no lights, nothing to illuminate my surroundings.

      I’m in the middle of nowhere, and it must be early morning.

      Sniffing, nothing smells familiar, and the vague smell of vanilla and another female hit my nostrils. I look down at myself, noticing flannel pajamas for the first time. And as my eyes scan the room, I see my backpack on one of the chairs.

      Hazy memories come crashing back to me, one after the other.

      Those free-range wolves—Cain, Jarek, Kenzo, and Aspen—finding me.

      The strange way they acted.

      The pain.

      Something else gnaws at the edges of my mind, but I can’t quite grasp it.

      I walk over to my backpack, trying to remember what happened next as my eyes take in my cell phone, which is charging. Why is my phone charging, and who put me here? I pick it up. Even though it’s working and charged, there’s no service here, which doesn’t help me.

      “Fuck,” I hiss, shoving my phone and charger into the backpack. I strip out of the pajamas and pull on the freshly washed clothes sitting in a pile next to my backpack. What the…? I inhale, noting that the detergent smells like lavender. Where the hell am I?

      I wince as I slip into my shoes, my ankle throbbing. It hurts way less now, though. There’s a plate with crackers, cheese, and sliced apples on the dresser, so I gobble it, chewing as fast as I can while trying to orient myself. The last thing I remember was being in the house, on the bed—

      Phoenix.

      Looking around, realization suddenly dawns on me.

      I’m in Shadow Pack territory.

      I’m breaching the treaty.

      I’m in Phoenix’s house.

      I shovel the rest of the food into my backpack, intending to eat it later. I have to get out of here as quickly as possible. My stomach growls with hunger, and I know I need to find cell service so that I can get the fuck out of Shadow land. Chugging the rest of the water, I fill it up in the pristine ensuite bathroom, drinking that glass, too. I then go on to fill my water bottle.

      I tug the backpack on and open the door, checking if the coast is clear. Nothing obvious, just that same scent of vanilla. Why can’t I smell Phoenix? I quietly walk along the hallway, noting the stone walls and sconces. The floor is lined with old, vibrant Persian rugs, and a large house plant sits under a window overlooking a wide, wooden staircase. I grimace as the floor creaks under me, but my human ears don’t hear anything. My wolf is still sleepy and just as disoriented as me. She’s content though, which is weird considering we’re in enemy territory.

      I find the landing and look left and right. No one is here, at least no one heard me leave the room. I glance to my left and my nostrils pick up something that smells delicious. I bet the kitchen is that way. To my right is a large, open room, with an arched door leading outside. I quickly glance between the two, deciding that while I’m here, I might as well stock up on food. I have no idea where I am, or how far I am from civilization. I could be hundreds or thousands of miles away from the nearest city. If the cool air is any indication, I know I’m not anywhere near Vancouver anymore.

      I wrack my brain as I make my way into a large chef’s kitchen. How big is Shadow territory? I think I remember Zade and Godric saying it encompassed all of Canada and Alaska. Why would they take me deeper into their land? Wouldn’t they dump me back across the border, happy to see my carcass rotting? I glance around the kitchen—black cupboards, white marble counters with thick, silvery veins, and stainless steel appliances. This house may be old, but the kitchen is certainly new and updated. If this is Phoenix’s house, I must admit, he has good taste. I pull the cabinets open, searching for a pantry, and finally find a walk-in pantry housing enough food to keep me alive for a year.

      I take only the things I know will sustain me—granola bars, beef jerky, dried fruit, electrolyte powder for my water, and some bananas. Heading to the fridge, I chug some almond milk, grabbing a few slices of cheese, and what looks to be leftover chicken. I eat until my belly is bursting, until I can’t possibly eat anymore. I was stupid before, only taking a small bag of canned soup and not stopping for more non-perishable food. It nearly killed me, and I wasn’t going to be that stupid again. I stop what I’m doing; the food allowing me to think clearly, think rationally. I obviously can’t stay here, but I also can’t go home. Not now, not after being gone for so long.

      My family will just chastise me, punish me for being a petulant brat, for nearly getting myself killed.

      For ending up in Shadow territory.

      I stuff my backpack full of food, trying not to let the rising panic eat me alive. I need to find cell service, and then I need to call Deirdre and let her know I’m okay. From there, I will figure out my next course of action. Swallowing, I tamp down the nausea. At least the horrible pain in my stomach is gone.

      I have nowhere to go.

      I hoist my heavy backpack onto my shoulders, sniffing and standing tall as I march out of the kitchen.

      It’s fine.

      I’m fine.

      I’ll figure it out as I go.

      I walk through the dark house, past the stairs to the large front door. The window to my right is arched, almost medieval, and the light from the dark blue sky sends big shafts of shadows cascading down to the floor. Creepy. Just as my hand grazes the bronze handle of the front door, a deep voice startles me.

      “Going somewhere?”

      My body goes taut as Phoenix Adair’s voice echoes through the air.
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            Midnight

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      

      I spin on my heels as my heart hammers in my chest. His scent is overpowering now, and his voice is coming from the darkened room to the left of the door. Most of his massive body is concealed within a shadow, only his boots are illuminated. A strangled yelp escapes my throat, and my wolf stands up and wags her tail.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, my voice getting swallowed up due to the size of the entryway. He lives here, you idiot.

      He pushes himself out of the chair. Swallowing, I back up a few steps as he comes into the light. He’s wearing a dark green button-up shirt and dress pants. His shirt sleeves are rolled up a few inches, highlighting his muscular forearms, and the top three shirt buttons are unbuttoned as well, showing off dark curly chest hair. My eyes flick to his face, and Gods, my mouth goes dry as my wolf rolls over onto her back.

      Whore.

      His golden eyes are piercing into mine. The scruff on his face is tinged with silver. He runs a hand through his hair, mussing it up a bit before he crosses his arms and gives me a brooding expression.

      “This is my house.”

      Four simple words. And yet, they cause my nerves to skitter across my skin at the power in them, at the conviction in his voice.

      He killed his last mate.

      I open my mouth to fire back a snarky retort, but he interrupts me.

      “One of my betas—Nora—took care of you upstairs and helped put your unconscious body in pajamas. That’s who you smelled. I figured a female scent would be disarming.”

      “Disarming? Why? Should I be scared of you?” My voice sounds so unconvincing. Of course I should be terrified of him, but he doesn’t need to know that.

      A million questions slam into me one after the other. I’m about to ask what happened after he found me when his emotions begin to slam through me. Apprehension—and what feels like regret—flashes through me, but it’s not my own emotions. And then a memory flashes before my eyes, like I’m watching a movie. I feel our souls twine together, his memories mixing with mine. He’s in a clearing, shirtless, the muscles in his abdomen glistening with sweat. His face is bloody, and a woman is kneeling before him—

      I take a step back as Phoenix’s fists clench at his sides. His eyes darken.

      I take another step back as the memory clears, and I look up at him with horror.

      He wanted to make me comfortable because…

      He killed his last mate.

      “I want to leave,” I say quickly, not even caring about where we are. Fuck it, I’ll figure out a way to get home.

      Home.

      I can’t go home.

      Whatever. I just need to get out of here.

      His brows furrow, and his eyes pin me in place with their intensity. “You can’t leave, Adrienne,” he snaps.

      Adrienne.

      The way he says my name, it reminds me of that night.

      The rejection.

      The next morning, when Zade betrayed me.

      That wave of sadness turns to despair, and I swallow thickly. Phoenix must be able to feel it, because he takes a step forward, sighing.

      “I’m sorry about what happened,” he says, his voice almost soft. Almost.

      “Get out of my head.”

      “Trust me, I wish I could,” he bites back.

      I swallow the hurt at his callous words, and drop my gaze, toeing the wood floor with my boots.

      “Being near you… it must mean we can speak with our minds again,” he adds.

      I look back up at him and cross my arms, considering his words. “Tell me where we are.”

      “In Alaska,” he answers, his voice low. “On the Kenai Peninsula.” I open and close my mouth, and he must realize I have no idea where that is. “About two hours south of Anchorage,” he adds, seeing the confusion on my face.

      Alaska.

      My heart begins to race in my chest when I realize just how far from home I am.

      What the hell have I gotten myself into?

      “I want to leave,” I repeat, louder this time.

      Phoenix’s only response is his flared nostrils. “As I said before, you can’t leave.”

      “But—”

      “Jesus Christ, Adrienne,” he growls, stalking over to me and gripping my shoulders. “If you leave, another pack of wolves will find you,” he breathes. Unlike Cain’s breath, his is nice and smells like mint. “The ones that found you? Those were the nice ones, believe it or not,” he snarls. “You’re a walking target, Midnight. I can’t let you leave while you’re about to go into heat.”

      “Midnight?” I ask, my chest heaving. I ignore the flash of electricity running through me at his touch, at the way he grips my flesh.

      “Your name. Here, Adrienne is a royal name, and it means dark queen. In our old language, it was the word for midnight.” I’m about to pull out of his grip when he tugs me an inch closer. Everything between my legs turns to liquid. “You need to stay. It’s safer for you.”

      I scoff. “Right. I’m sure I’m so much safer here with you.”

      I immediately think of the bodies on the floor last night—and what exactly he is capable of.

      Fury—dark, roiling fury—flashes over his eyes, darkening them. “You are safe with me,” he says calmly, reining in whatever angry thoughts are running through his mind. “You are safe with me, and I would never forgive myself if something happened to you.”

      “Why are you worried about me? You rejected me,” I hiss, baring my teeth. “Why do you care if I live or die?”

      He killed his last mate.

      He killed his last mate.

      He killed his last mate.

      The thought blares through my mind, screaming at me. The image of him looking down at the woman on her knees, the blood, the sweat—

      “For the record,” Phoenix drawls, bending his head closer to my face, “she wasn’t my mate.” Reaching out, he takes a piece of my hair, rubbing it between his thumb and index finger. My body goes rigid, and my chest heaves up and down. “But you are.”

      “I was,” I counter, smacking his hand away and taking a step back. Something shutters his cocky expression, but it’s gone before I can truly decipher it. “I’m leaving in the morning,” I say matter-of-factly. “And then you can fly me somewhere far away from this piece-of-shit pack.”

      My wolf whines inside of me as I turn to go, leaving Phoenix looking shocked at my disobedience.

      I just defied the alpha of the freaking Shadow Pack.

      I’ll be lucky if I’m still alive in the morning.
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            Something Nefarious

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoenix

      

      I nearly punch the wall after she leaves.

      The dark circles under her eyes.

      The hurt that lanced through her at the memory of Godric’s asshole son.

      The horrified expression on her face when I accidentally showed her everything I was thinking.

      I’m furious, confused, aroused…

      As her door slams shut upstairs, I have to force my feet to stay on the ground.

      She’d packed her backpack full of food.

      Because she doesn’t want to repeat what happened to her.

      She was starving for nearly two weeks. When I found her, she was so skinny that her ribs were visible through the shirt she had on. I was furious at her for thinking she could trek that far on foot—not even I could do that. Somehow, she made it to our territory alive. Somehow, she defied the odds. But the sight of her in that house, on that bed, is something I will never forget.

      Cain, Jarek, and Kenzo deserved to be slaughtered. I didn’t touch the one called Aspen. I couldn’t do it. Though, seeing how fucking terrified she was of me is enough, and I hope from now on, she knows to stand up for other female shifters. Once she finds a new pack, that is. A pack that respects her.

      I’d gladly do it all over again.

      I will absolutely not fucking tolerate shit like that in my pack.

      Aspen would take that shame to the grave. Shifters are a prideful bunch.

      And the others? Let’s just say their death will reverberate through my territory.

      Valen and Kaz are currently sending out communication to every free-range wolf in our territory, reminding them of the rules I have in place that allow all of them to live freely.

      Do not dishonor the alpha.

      Treat others with respect—females especially.

      You are here because of my generosity.

      If anyone else even attempts to come near Adrienne, they will learn the hard way—just like Cain, Jarek, and Kenzo. If anyone touches her—

      I rein in any warm feelings our mating bond is falsely throwing my way, remembering that I rejected her for a reason. I don’t have the right to worry and fuss over her. I did her a favor by making sure she didn’t die, and I’ll do her another favor tomorrow by letting her use my private cabin for her first heat.

      But it stops there.

      I walk into the kitchen, trying not to smile when I see three string cheese wrappers lying on the counter. Gods, she could’ve died. I reach for my phone, dialing Valen’s number. He picks up on the third ring.

      “Well?” I ask, pouring myself a glass of water.

      “They’re glad she’s safe,” he replies, and I can hear the sarcastic bite in his voice.

      “That’s it?” I ask, gripping the glass so hard that it’s a second away from shattering.

      “Yeah. Godric is delighted we found her instead of—what did he say—another one of our mongrels. Said her parents had been worried, but that since she’s a Shadow wolf, she’s not technically breaking the treaty, so…” he trails off, inferring what I picked up on the first night I met those monsters.

      “So they don’t care if she comes back?”

      “He said it’s her decision.”

      I sigh, rubbing my face as I lean back against the counter. “If they say we’re not breaking any rules, then they can go fuck themselves.”

      My nostrils flare as I squeeze my eyes shut, tamping the fury down. What kind of family isn’t concerned about their daughter being in another territory? What about Godric? Isn’t he concerned about his son—the future fucking alpha—and that his fiancée is gone without repercussion or concern?

      Monsters. They’re all monsters.

      “What kind of family—” he stops. “Never mind.”

      “I know, Val.”

      We hang up, and I walk away, no longer thirsty.

      The anger is normal. I know that. Adrienne is my mate. Instinctually, the need to protect her from all harm is potent, overpowering any common sense I may have. It makes me furious that her family—the only pack she’s ever known—didn’t try harder to find her. I have no idea why or how a Shadow wolf came to be raised by Willow Creek wolves. Fuck, I don’t even want to know how those snakes managed to pull it off. Willow Creek hasn’t exactly been forthcoming with us in the past. I wouldn’t put it past them to do something nefarious.

      My wolf whines, and I squeeze my eyes shut as the image of Adrienne’s horrified face on that bed flashes through my mind. I clench my fists, needing to hurt something, needing to make sure everyone knows that she’s mine.

      Because she is, and fuck if I don’t want that.

      Except, she doesn’t exactly want me, does she? That look on her face last night?

      It wasn’t them she was scared of.

      It was me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 16

          

          

      

    

    







            All Shadow Wolf

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      

      I wake up to a light-filled bedroom and the sounds of birds chirping. I must’ve been hot last night, because my pajamas are clinging to my sweaty skin. A dull ache pounds in my lower abdomen, and I make a mental note to ask Phoenix for some more of that medicine. Stretching my arms, I roll over to face the window, gasping as the clear landscape comes into view. I twist out of the duvet and march over to the oversized window, my mouth dropping open when I see my surroundings.

      Phoenix’s house overlooks a beautiful turquoise-blue lake with large fjords poking out. The narrow inlets with steep cliffs peek out from the other-worldly water. Lush green trees fill out the jagged land, steep stone sides poking through the foliage periodically. My eyes follow the lake, taking in the mountain on the other side with a snow-capped, pointy top. The sky is so blue, and the trees are unearthly green. Despite being late June, there’s snow on the land further away, and the mountains are so tall the summits are covered with mist, as are most of the peaks.

      It’s the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen, and the raw, rugged, natural beauty appeals to me, speaks to my wolf in a way that Willow Creek never has. Even Phoenix’s house is old—thick slabs of gray stone, worn steps, antique rugs—it’s all so thoughtful, so artfully curated, down to the linen sheets. Everything in Willow Creek is new, flashy, big. But here, it’s as if the house settles into the landscape. As if the house is a part of the landscape, rather than showy.

      It's like I was living in a theme park meant to look like a beautiful place. The 500 acres Godric ‘gifted’ us shifters was supposed to be an olive branch to keep everyone happy, but it was all a façade. Like the theme park, it was all made of plastic—too perfect, too curated. But this place is the real deal. The deep water, the trees that line the peaked mountains, the birds flying over the water, the single waterfall on the other side of the lake… it’s like a painting. And my wolf wants nothing more than to explore the infinite abyss.

      Just as I’m about to grab my phone for a picture, there’s a knock on the door.

      “Adrienne?” A female’s muffled voice comes through the solid wood door.

      “Come in.”

      The door creaks open, and a woman peers into the room before coming all the way in. She’s stunning—brown eyes, short black hair, tall, curvy. She’s wearing a form-fitting, dark gray wool dress, and black, lace-up boots. She gives me a smile, and her white teeth nearly blind me. Jesus. Are all Shadow wolves this gorgeous?!

      “I thought you might be hungry,” she says, setting a tray of food down on the dressing table. “I wasn’t sure if you liked tea or coffee, so I brought both.”

      I look between her and the tray. The smell of freshly baked croissants and bacon wafts through the air. My wolf whines, just as hungry as I am, but she doesn’t seem skeptical of this new person for whatever reason.

      “Thanks,” I answer, mouth watering already.

      “I’m Nora,” she continues. Gesturing to me, she tilts her head. “I put you in those pajamas last night.” Chuckling, she shakes her head. “Anyway, if you need anything, just holler. I’m here while Alpha Phoenix is away.”

      “He’s away?” I ask quickly, taking a step toward the food.

      “Yeah. Pack business in Fairbanks.” I hum in response, not able to resist the steaming cup of coffee. Glancing down, I see the jug of cream and a bowl of sugar, adding both and taking a sip. “It’s oat milk,” she adds, and I turn to face her. “Phoenix is lactose intolerant.”

      I cup the warm mug with both hands. “So am I.”

      She gives me a wide smile, throwing her hands to the side. “I hope you found your room to be okay.”

      “It was wonderful. I’m still not sure why you’re befriending me, but thank you.”

      She laughs. “You may have been raised in Willow Creek territory, but you’re all Shadow wolf.”

      I lean against the wall, cocking my head. “How so?”

      She looks me up and down quickly, quirking her lips to the side. “Your hair, your eyes, your wolf…Phoenix tells me she’s small but feisty,” she starts. “Plus, you mated with Phoenix.”

      “He didn’t seem so thrilled about that. So much so that he rejected me.”

      She walks toward the door. “Perhaps he had his reasons.”

      He killed his last mate.

      I want to ask her about the image he showed me in my mind, but that’s probably a topic for another time.

      Motioning to my food, she then opens the door. “Let me know if you need anything.” And then she walks through the door, closing it behind her.

      I pounce on the food, inhaling every morsel. I’m still chewing when there’s another knock and Nora pokes her head in.

      “I forgot to mention that the Wi-Fi code is AlphaPhoenixIsNumber1,” she says, laughing lightly. I snort, nearly choking on my food. For some reason, this puts me at ease. Maybe he does have a sense of humor? “Capital first letters and the number one. Oh, and I brought you more medicine for the pain. It’s next to your plate,” she adds before closing the door and leaving me to my own devices again. I throw back the pills, swallowing a large sip of the delicious coffee.

      Jumping up from the dressing table chair, I walk to my phone and connect to the Wi-Fi. A barrage of text messages pops up on my screen—all from Deirdre and Zade, and one from my father, demanding that I come home immediately.

      Home. Fuck that.

      Shaking it off, I open the one from Deirdre, glancing at the most recent one.

      Are you really at Phoenix’s house? What’s it like?

      My shoulders sag with relief. Someone must’ve informed them that I’m here. I quickly send her a text back, telling her that I’m fine, but that I’m leaving today and will update her on my whereabouts soon.

      I delete my dad’s text and save the texts from Zade for another day. Am I surprised that I have nothing from my mother or the Crawfords? Not really. But I am not in the right mental state to see how much everyone doesn’t seem to care that I’m in enemy territory or that I’ve been missing for nearly three weeks. I half expected them to send someone after me, especially in light of being betrothed to Zade. I thought it would’ve been a bigger deal that my family at least would’ve cared enough to send someone to find me, to beg for my forgiveness.

      Swallowing the hurt, I set my phone down and sit in one of the chairs that overlooks the lake and fjords.

      Is it because I’m a Shadow wolf? Is it because I mated with Phoenix, someone my pack is known to hate? Or is it because I never truly learned to fit in? Maybe they’re all relieved. That’s the only explanation. Perhaps my leaving took the pressure off them to reveal the truth, because the truth would have eventually been revealed. If Zade and I had pups, they could inherit my coloring. I’ll still never understand why they forced a betrothal on us when they knew I was a Shadow Wolf. My chest aches as I rub my neck, rolling it from side to side.

      Screw them.

      Screw all of them.

      I rest my chin on my knees and stare out into the wilderness. The view is breathtaking, and I could sit here forever, content to just wallow in my self-hatred.

      What happens next? Where am I supposed to go? A lump forms in my throat. I was so angry when I left, and that anger was fueled by hunger and thirst, and the need to run away at the first sign of discomfort. But now that I’ve rested for a day and replenished with food and water, things are starting to become clearer.

      I could never go back to Willow Creek, or set foot in that house again knowing what I know. And Zade? He betrayed me. My wolf whines deep inside of me, still reeling from that betrayal. I think that’s what hurts the most. He was my best friend, and he was going to be my life partner. Does he miss me? Our friendship? We grew up together. We spent most days together. Does he feel lonely? Our souls were tethered to each other from day one, unbeknownst to us. I could’ve had a happy life with him, could’ve had the big house, nice car, housewife life.

      Or…

      My eyes scan the horizon.

      Or, I could have whatever life I wanted—whatever life I could make for myself. I had a little bit of money. I could pick a place, get a job, settle down…

      The thought is daunting. I’d never left Willow Creek until recently. Until I ended up in Shadow territory.

      Suddenly, a thought slams into me.

      My birth parents.

      I straighten up, feeling like I have a purpose.

      I shower quickly, throwing on some clothes that either Phoenix or Nora must’ve gotten for me. Thick wool pants, a cotton shirt, and a wool sweater. I look at myself in the mirror, tucking the front of the sweater into the pants. I’d never worn anything like this at home, but I don’t hate how it looks. The sweater is a light green color, and the trousers are a dark green. It matches, and the black belt pulls the whole outfit together. I slip into the black boots someone placed by the door. They’re my size; elegant yet casual. The whole outfit must’ve cost a fortune, because the fabric feels luxurious and expensive.

      I tuck my wet hair behind my ears and take a deep breath before placing the locket around my neck. Opening the bedroom door, I make my way downstairs. Nora is sitting at the dining room table, typing away on a computer. She shuts it and smiles up at me.

      “Everything all right?” she asks, and I find myself smiling in return.

      I nod. It’s now or never. “Would you be able to help me find my birth parents?”
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            A Hundred Times Worse

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      

      If I could bottle Nora’s sunny personality up and keep it, I would. Her energy is so contagious, so bubbly, that I find myself smiling and laughing more than I have in months. The first thing we do is scour the membership records of live, adopted births. Shadow Pack wolves can adopt within the pack, but there’s no record of adoptions happening outside their territory. There’s also no record of any babies being adopted on or around my birthday, if my birthday is even my real birthday. The deeper we dig, the more discouraged we get. Leave it to my parents to leave me no record of my heritage…

      “Is it possible your parents have some record of this in their home, or something in the Willow Creek pack archives?”

      “I have no idea. It’s all new information to me.”

      Nora makes a humming sound, closing her computer. “I’m sorry our search wasn’t more fruitful. I’ll ask around. It might be a matter of finding the right person with the right amount of information.”

      I nod, leaning back in my chair. “Finding my birth parents won’t really change anything.” I take a deep breath, exhaling slowly. “At the end of the day, I’m still a Shadow wolf, you know?”

      She gives me a crooked smile. “I know.”

      I look down at my sweater, fingering the soft, luxurious weave. “I still don’t understand why you’re being so nice to me,” I add, cheeks heating.

      “You are Alpha Phoenix’s fated mate,” she says softly. “He’s the most important person in this pack, therefore, you are equally as important.”

      The heavy feeling on my chest loosens at her words. “Even though he rejected me?”

      Nora sighs, leaning forward and placing her elbows on the wood table. “I don’t know the reason for the rejection, Adrienne. None of us understand why he did it. But, if this gives you some semblance of peace, just know that he always does things for a reason. You’re still his mate, whether he accepts it or not. In our eyes, you’re his equal.”

      I think of that night, nodding. “It was so intense I’ve never felt something like that before.”

      She smiles, showing off her perfect lips and teeth. “I know. When I found my mate, it suddenly felt like everything before that was… unimportant. Like it all led me to her.” I try to rein in my surprise, but Nora just laughs and shrugs. “I know. A female mating with another female. What are the odds? The moon blesses us with our mate for many different reasons. I’ve always been attracted to men and women, and then I met Iris a few years ago at a concert, and…” Her smile deepens. “I’ve never been happier.”

      “That sounds so romantic,” I answer, resting my chin on my hand. “I’d always dreamed of meeting my fated mate.” I laugh. “I’ve never told anyone that. By the time I was old enough to really understand everything, I knew I was betrothed to the alpha’s son, so I gave up on the idea of it. But I always wondered if they were out there.”

      Nora cocks her head, her knowing eyes roving over my face. “I can’t get a good read on you. On one hand, you seem like an omega, and your wolf responds to my beta wolf just like an omega would. But your human form…” she trails off. “I wonder if you’re a hybrid.”

      “A hybrid?”

      “Yeah. We have a lot of hybrids here,” she starts, and I try to contain my surprise. “Beta-omega. Alpha-beta. And… alpha-omega.” Her brown eyes sweep over my face. “I’d put money on you being an alpha-omega.”

      I shake my head and laugh. “I had no idea hybrids even existed.”

      Nora scoffs. “Most packs—and the Willow Creek pack, especially—don’t like hybrids. So they get sent here. We’re accepting of all hybrids here.”

      I wrack my brain, remembering how Zade once told me the wolf criminals get sent here. “Is it true that free-range wolves get sent here?”

      Nora grins. “Wow, they really brainwash you guys over there, don’t they?” Sighing, she leans back in her chair. “Free-range wolves are just wolves who prefer to live in their own packs. Within the Shadow territory, we have thousands of these smaller packs, but they’re all ruled by Phoenix. In exchange for their loyalty, he allows them to live as they please. They still answer to him, but they have their own smaller hierarchies, too.”

      Before either of us can say anything, Valen Stark walks into the room. His eyes assess me over with that same cocky, amused look as that first night.

      “I have been instructed to take Adrienne to Phoenix.”

      “One second,” I tell him, looking back at Nora. Both of their eyebrows shoot up, and they share a look.

      “Those wolves… the ones who found me yesterday…”

      Nora gives me a gentle smile, taking my hands and leaning forward. “Alpha Phoenix took care of them.” I swallow, and she continues, “You’re safe now. I hope you know that.” My mind flashes back to how they found me, of what they were about to do to me…[ZM1]  and I realize how lucky I am lucky to be alive. Nora continues talking. “Do you know what happens when females go into heat?”

      My cheeks flame. “I only know it means I can get pregnant.”

      Nora and Valen share another look, but this one is more incredulous. “Well, it’s very… primal,” she says slowly. “You’ll be delusional for at least a few days. You won’t be able to think straight. And since omegas usually breed with alphas, all alpha wolves are able to sense when you’re in heat.”

      “That makes sense.”

      She sits straighter. “If you were to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, it could be nonconsensual. Do you understand what I’m saying, Adrienne?”

      My stomach erupts with butterflies. “Yeah, I sort of figured that out yesterday.” My eyes swing between them. “What does ‘rut’ mean? One of the wolves yesterday said they were going to rut me.”

      “Just like a heat overpowers you, a rut overpowers an alpha. It’s an all-consuming need to dominate. And not only that,” Nora continues, “but the alphas around a female in heat go a bit crazy. Most decent ones will lock themselves in their room or something, but the not-so-great ones? Wolves die whenever an omega is in heat. They will fight to the death for her, and their aggression gets so much more potent—for themselves, for the omega, and for other wolves.”

      “They basically only want to fuck and fight,” Valen interjects. He picks at a thread on his collar. “It’s all very animalistic. They get very possessive and territorial. Fucking animals,” he adds, a smile forming on his lips.

      “Sounds lovely,” I say sarcastically.

      Nora shrugs. “It can be amazing with the right person.”

      “And the pain?” I ask, remembering the medicine I took yesterday.

      Nora nods. “It can be painful, but there’s medication for it. Similar to humans and period cramps, but a hundred times worse.”

      “If an alpha male rutted me,” I start off slowly, grimacing, “would I get pregnant?”

      Nora nods. “You might. Omegas are most fertile during a heat. It would depend on your partner. Fated mates are much more likely to get pregnant on the first try.”

      “Same-sex mates can impregnate each other, too,” Valen interjects.

      “Really?” I look between them.

      Nora’s mouth crooks into a small smile. “Yep. Male pregnancy is something that can happen, and two women can also produce pups.”

      I never knew any of this. My mind reels at this information. This is all so interesting to me. I knew shifters had slightly different biology than humans, but the idea of two same-sex couples being able to impregnate each other is fascinating, and something I want to know more about.

      I clear my throat to ask, but Nora claps her hands and gives Valen a look that says this conversation is over.

      “Okay, well, we should probably get you to Alpha Phoenix,” she says. “I’ll see you back here in a week or so.”

      A week? Where the hell was he taking me for an entire week? I didn’t know if I could trust him—I mean, he was my mate, I suppose—but where was he going to take me? Was he going to be just as brutish as Cain?

      Or would he be worse?

      “Thank you for nursing me back to health and for taking care of me.” The more I’m around her, the more my memories of last night come back to me.

      The way I was drugged.

      The way Phoenix asked Nora to take me inside.

      The way she gently laid me in bed.

      She was kind, and I felt… safe with her.

      “It’s no problem, Adrienne.”

      I look at Valen. “Let me just grab my backpack and I’ll meet you by the door in a minute.” He bends at the waist and bows. Nora snorts from beside me, telling him to knock it off.

      Ignoring them, I walk upstairs before I change my mind.
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      Adrienne

      

      Nora isn’t in the dining room when I come down the stairs, and Valen looks up from his phone, opening the door. I wipe the sweat off my brow, nearly panting from climbing two flights of stairs and quickly stuffing my things into the backpack.

      “Ready?” he asks. I swear there’s an underlying tone to his question, but I’m too confused and too drained to try to decipher the meaning. I open my mouth to retort, but his nostrils flare as I walk past him. I see him stiffen, but I keep walking to the car. When I look back, he’s watching me with raised eyebrows, a wide grin on his pretty face.

      We both climb into the black car. Tapping my fingers on the armrest, I feel his gaze where my hand is splayed on the leather.

      “Sorry,” I mutter, and he just smiles, sending a quick text before pocketing his phone.

      “No, it’s fine. I’m glad you’re okay after the other night, by the way.”

      I stop tapping my fingers, looking over at him as he drives down the driveway. “Thanks.”

      He catches me looking at him, and I look straight ahead again as he turns left onto a single-lane road.

      “I know the night we met was… weird…” he starts, his expression open and good-natured. “But if you ever need me to bitch-slap Phoenix into shape…”

      I snort. “Gee. Thanks,” I answer, fighting back a smile.

      Valen is different from Phoenix. For one, he’s not as serious. He doesn’t brood as much as his alpha—if anything, he’s sort of like a big puppy dog. His long hair is shiny, pulled back into a low bun. He’s very handsome. They all are. I wonder what it’s like being Phoenix’s beta? I think of Nora. I didn’t even know women could be betas for the alpha of such a large pack. It certainly didn’t happen in Willow Creek, but I was quickly realizing that the way things were done in Willow Creek was not the norm.

      I look out the window, taking in my surroundings. It’s stunning here. We weave through a thicket of evergreens, the small, two-lane road wet from the melting snow. Snow in summer… It's a weird concept, but it piques my interest. I think I’d like to live somewhere cold like this. I loathe being hot. Speaking of…

      “Do you mind if I turn on the air-conditioning?” I ask Valen, and he just shrugs.

      I poke at a few of the buttons, trying to get the stream of air cooler. When I flick my eyes to him, he’s smirking and shaking his head.

      “Feeling okay, Adrienne?” he asks, his voice too bemused to be a coincidence.

      I roll my eyes. “Yes, I’m just hot. Why?”

      He shakes his head. “No reason.”

      “So, where are we going?” I ask casually, watching the lake go by on our right. Gods, the water is so clear. It’s the same color as the sky, and it makes everything look like it all runs together, broken up only by the dark green trees.

      Valen chuckles, and I scowl. “You’ll see soon enough.”

      True to his word, we pull into an empty field a couple of minutes later. As we pull in, I see Phoenix get out of a moss green SUV. My wolf instantly perks up. Hoe. I swallow, my throat suddenly dry as we come to a stop right in front of him, and Valen throws the car into park. I open the door, and Phoenix just scowls at me as I grab my backpack, thanking Valen quickly.

      I walk over to his car. “Hi,” I say, my voice clipped.

      His lips quirk up, and he nearly smiles. Gods, in the bright daylight, he looks even more menacing and beautiful. His eyes scan my face, and a worried scowl etches through his features.

      “Where are you taking me?” I ask, trepidation lacing my words.

      He tilts his head. The gold hue of his fitted t-shirt brings out his eyes and contrasts against the black jeans and dark hair. I’m mesmerized, and yet, I don’t want to be mesmerized. He’s dangerous and unpredictable. The last time I let my guard down just a tiny bit, I was nearly raped.

      “We’ve gotten word that some of the free-range wolves know about you,” he drawls, looking at me. “They know you’re here, and somehow, they know I rejected you.”

      “So?”

      His expression hardens. “When a mated bond is rejected, it’s like that bond never existed—not physically, of course, because that never goes away,” he says quickly. “Basically, you’re fair game. You’re an omega, which is very rare here. There are a lot of wolves who want to take advantage of your first heat. Despite my warning to stay away,” he adds, nearly growling.

      My stomach drops. “Gods, this place is barbaric,” I quip, shaking my head. “It’s like everyone is placing bets on who can ‘rut’ the new omega wolf, and quite frankly, it’s disgusting,” I add, wrinkling my nose.

      Phoenix’s lips twitch with the hint of a smile. He opens and closes his mouth like he’s going to say something, but then he takes a step forward so that we’re only inches apart.

      “I know you’re new to the territory, Midnight,” he purrs, his eyes twinkling in the bright sun. “But around here, we honor our wolves—and that means we honor our animalistic instincts.”

      I swallow, and he continues.

      “You may find it barbaric because you weren’t raised that way, but there’s nothing barbaric about a male wolf rutting a female in heat,” he says, his voice low and sensual. “It’s the most natural thing in the world, and both parties experience pleasure beyond what they’ve ever known.”

      My core clenches, sending awareness through me. My clit pulses as something darkens in his expression. He licks his bottom lip, and my stomach clenches at the look on his face.

      “Have you ever…” I trail off, not sure I want to know the answer.

      He shakes his head. “The omega wolves we have in this territory have all been spoken for, and it’s my duty to ensure they’re kept safe while in heat. Which is exactly why I’m taking you away from here.”

      “But why can’t we just stay at your house?”

      Giving me a pained expression, he looks back in the direction of the house. “Because I don’t have safeguards in place there.”

      “Why do I need safeguards?”

      Looking down at me, that same conflicted expression passes over his features. His eyes bore into mine. “The safeguards are not for you. They’re for me.”

      My pulse pounds against my skin, collecting in the hollow between my legs. That same pain—the one from last night—lances through me at his words, and I clench my thighs together.

      His nostrils flare slightly, as if he can smell my arousal, and his pupils dilate. “We need to go now.” Grabbing my arm, he leads me to his car. Glancing over my shoulder, I see Valen watching us with amusement, and he waves us off with a giant grin on his face. I flip him off over my shoulder, and he laughs. Prick.

      I pull out of Phoenix’s grasp. “Wait a minute. No. I’m not just going to go wherever the fuck you tell me to go,” I retort.

      He turns around and narrows his eyes, his jaw ticking as he assesses me. “You’re not fully omega,” he says slowly. It’s not a question, and his voice is laced with mirth. “Nora suspected as much. You have an alpha streak—your human likes to fight back, while your wolf wants nothing more than to submit.”

      Until I came here, no one ever mentioned the way I fought back, or my tendency to stand up to Zade. The training lessons… the way I would overpower betas, and yet everyone expected that I would show as an omega.

      It all made sense. Being a hybrid was the most reasonable explanation.

      “She doesn’t submit to everyone,” I explain.

      His lips quirk to the side—an almost smile. “Just the people she deems worthy.”

      “Yes.”

      He clears his throat. “Get in the car, Midnight.”

      “No,” I bite. “I don’t understand why we can’t just stay—”

      He pulls my arm and pushes me against the car. Placing two hands on either side of my face, he looks down at me as his chest heaves up and down.

      “Because when you’re in heat, I will turn into a beast,” he growls. “I am not immune to the feverish need to rut you, Adrienne,” he purrs, and my knees go weak. “I won’t be myself. I won’t act like myself. I will have one purpose, and one purpose only.”

      My heart pounds against my ribs, and my nipples hardening as his eyes rove over my chest—as if they can sense the need behind his gaze.

      “Be grateful I can provide a safe space for both of us, Adrienne.”

      I bristle. He’s a brute—a beast in human form. I hate him, and this place. And yet… I can’t ignore the small inkling of desire working down my spine, settling between my thighs. My wolf has been on her back, ready and waiting, since she figured out he was here. I already know what she thinks of all of this.

      “How kind of you to keep me locked up in some cabin away from the men who can’t control themselves,” I argue, narrowing my eyes.

      “Oh, I’ll be there too. To ensure no one can get to you.”

      My blood heats, and my skin begins to tingle. I won’t admit I’m glad he’ll be there to protect me—that I’m a tiny bit excited. I know I shouldn’t trust him, but this is worlds apart from being dragged into a bedroom by four feral wolves. He is taking precautions. He knows he won’t be himself. He’s trying to keep me safe. Whether or not he killed his late mate in cold blood doesn’t matter. I’m hours away from going into heat. I can feel the warmth spreading, the slick between my thighs. The pounding, hollow sensation between them. Gods. Why would the universe put omegas through this? It seems miserable so far.

      Phoenix must read my mind, because his face softens slightly. “It’s not always like this, not always scary and unknowing. When you’re mated, an omega going into heat can be very special. Not only does it mean the omega can get pregnant with a pup, but it also brings the couple closer. It implies they trust each other—because you’re giving yourself over to nature fully. You must trust the one who ruts you, and if you do, it can be hours—days—of lovemaking, with pleasure you’ll never experience at any other time.”

      My cheeks heat as something swoops low in my core, and my clit aches with need. Sure, I know how sex works. Well, the basics, at least, from the time Zade and I awkwardly did it. It’s not like I’m a virgin, but what Phoenix is suggesting is beyond my comprehension. Days of lovemaking, with pleasure you’ll never experience at any other time. If I’m being honest with myself, it might be something I want to experience…

      Before I can respond, he opens the door next to me.

      “Please get in,” he says, his hard expression stuttering for a beat. “We don’t have much time.”

      I ignore the goosebumps on my skin at his words, climbing into the passenger side as he shuts the door behind me.
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            Whatever Happens

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      

      Phoenix climbs in after me, starting the car and driving us away. Glaring at Valen as we drive away, I scowl when I see him laugh.

      Enabler.

      “You never answered my question.” I direct my question at Phoenix, placing my sweaty palms on my legs. “Where are you taking me?”

      I see the muscles in his jaw twitch when I look over at him. “I have a cabin about three hours from here.”

      “Exciting,” I reply, my tone sarcastic.

      He doesn’t respond, instead scowling at the road ahead. Three hours of being locked in a car with a broody, self-important, grumpy asshole. Fabulous.

      After a minute, I turn the radio on. We’re in a luxurious car—complete with a mahogany dash and brown leather seats. I twist the knob for the air conditioning, nearly sighing with relief as the cold air blows against my hot face. Once the music is playing through the speakers and the air conditioning is blasting, I look back up at Phoenix, and he’s glaring at me.

      “Sure, go ahead and touch every button in my car.”

      “What? You don’t like music?” I tease, trying to lighten the mood.

      His tongue works around his cheek, accentuating the scruff. He doesn’t have a full beard—just the hint of one. And the area under his chin is tinged with silver. He looks over at me briefly before we drive back onto the main road.

      “You’re unlike any omega wolf I’ve ever known, Adrienne.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can’t get a good read on you. Most omega wolves completely submit to alphas, especially the pack alpha. But you… you act like another alpha wolf.”

      I shrug. “Zade was an alpha wolf, but he was my best friend. I guess I just got used to pretending we were equals.”

      When I look over at Phoenix, he’s staring straight ahead. His knuckles are white against the leather steering wheel. Does he have any sense of humor?

      “How old are you?” I ask, unsure if I want the answer.

      “Just turned thirty-two,” he answers, looking down at me.

      Fourteen years. He’s fourteen years older than me. There are so many things I want to ask him—so many questions running through my mind. But instead of indulging me, Phoenix just turns the volume up on the music, and that’s how we spend the next three hours as some of my favorite alt rock songs play through the speakers.

      I can’t complain, though. The scenery is beautiful. This has to be one of the most beautiful places in the world. Granted, I haven’t seen much of it, but I can tell this place is special just by the feel of it. Tall, thick trees, narrow roads, turquoise lakes… My wolf is begging to run around. I try to soothe her antsy yelps, because I know she wants out—she wants to explore this land, and I can’t blame her. Soon, I tell her.

      Every few minutes, I look over at Phoenix, but he’s focused on the road. His aviators make him seem older, wiser, somehow—and though he doesn’t say anything, I can tell by the way his skin is pebbled with goosebumps that he’s cold from the blasting air conditioning.

      I can’t seem to cool down, though. I’ve never been this hot in my life. Granted, I loathe being hot, but still—no matter how long I sit here with cold air hitting my face, I still can’t manage to cool down.

      The sun is high in the sky when we pull down a long, dirt driveway. I haven’t seen another car for over an hour, and by the looks of the road, I can tell we’re in a very secluded area. Phoenix pulls up to a large gate, and shivers go down my spine when I see the tall spikes sitting atop the iron. As he types in a code, the gate opens slowly, and he drives through. I stare at the large house, slack-jawed. He said it was a cabin, but this place is more like a mansion. Modern, with tall glass windows and black accents. The forest behind the house is dark, yet the idea of having an area to run around is enticing.

      If I’m allowed.

      My wolf is wagging her tail at the prospect of exploring a new place, so hopefully we won’t be cooped up for the entire week…

      “We’re here,” Phoenix says, his voice low.

      I look around. “It’s like a fortress.”

      Phoenix takes his glasses off, looking at me. “It is a fortress.”

      “Is this really necessary?”

      “It’s for your safety, Adrienne.” He climbs out of the car without another word, and I grab my backpack, following him out of the car and toward the house.

      He enters another code and the door unlocks. From the outside, it looks foreboding and large, like a museum. But inside? It’s cozy—with a large, plush couch sitting in front of a tall fireplace, a large chef’s kitchen, and a dining room with mismatched chairs. The layout is open, and I can see the entire first floor. The large windows bring in a lot of light, and the space feels welcoming and home-y. If I have to spend a week here, maybe it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.

      “Help yourself to everything,” Phoenix says, setting a leather overnight bag down by another door. “There are clothes and toiletries in all the bedrooms upstairs. You have free rein in the house, but if you need anything, you can text me.”

      He hands me a piece of paper with the Wi-Fi password and his number.

      “Where will you be?” I ask, looking at the solid metal door behind him.

      He grimaces, running a hand over his mouth. “I’ll be in here. It’s a suite with access to the forest outside. Once I’m inside, I won’t be able to come into the house. Don’t go outside at all, Adrienne. No matter what. The woods are protected by a security fence, but I could be out there at any given time.”

      My body turns rigid, and my wolf whines with disappointment. “So, I’ll be locked inside all week?”

      Sighing, he walks over to the kitchen, grabbing a glass of water and handing it to me. I take it, surprised by the thoughtful gesture.

      “You’ll be inside, yes. There are instructions in your room for how to change the security codes on both doors,” he adds, nodding to the front door and the door to his suite. “Whatever happens, even if I beg you, do not give me those codes.”

      My wolf perks up, wanting to obey, but the human side of me is wondering how the hell I’m going to run her around without Phoenix noticing.

      I swallow, a thrill going down my spine. “When it’s over…” I trail off, looking around.

      “The codes will regenerate in one week. I can enter then, when it’s safer.”

      It’s pretty self-explanatory, and the house is huge, so I’m sure I won’t be bored. I take a sip of water as everything begins to sink in.

      The safeguards are not for you. They’re for me.

      “I had my enforcer, Kaz, stock the place with food, books, movies…” Phoenix trails off, looking around as he runs a hand through his hair. For the first time all day, he turns to face me fully, his eyes roving over my face and body. Everything heats under his gaze, and I stand up straighter as he clears his throat.

      “Thank you,” I say quickly, clasping my hands in front of me. “For this. For last night.”

      “Nora is staying nearby if you need anything. She can help you if something comes up.”

      He takes a step back, and I feel the physical pull between us go taut. It’s like we’re two magnets drawn together, despite our sound minds resisting. He must notice, because he quickly makes his way toward his suite. I hear the lock sound, essentially locking him in there for a week. I walk in the direction of the kitchen and set my empty glass down.

      Pulling the pantry open, I chuckle to myself when I see that it’s stocked with all of the essentials—popcorn, chocolate, pasta, bread, coffee, wine, candy… everything I could ever want. I already know the fridge will be fully stocked when I open it, and I’m right as my eyes scan over the food that’s enough to last a month, rather than a week. Grabbing my backpack—which feels lighter, so Nora must’ve emptied out all the food I’d stolen—I head upstairs. On the second floor is a large movie room with a projector, a full library filled with every single romance book I could ever want to read, and my pick of several large bedrooms.

      Did he build this space for wolves like me? Or does he just happen to have it lying around? I make a mental note to ask him, but then I get distracted by the insanely large bathtub waiting in the center of the ensuite bathroom. Dropping my backpack onto the floor, I let out a giddy cackle, running back to the library and choosing what looks to be the smuttiest book I can find. I head downstairs for a large glass of wine, smiling the entire time as I sit on the rim of the tub, waiting for it to fill up.

      Wine, check.

      Book, check.

      Bath, check.

      I think I’ll be fine here.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A few hours later, after setting up my room and the living room exactly how I like it, I regret the wine and the hot bath, because I cannot cool down. In a strange turn of events, my wolf is perfectly comfortable inside, and the little bed she’s made herself in my mind comforts her—makes her feel like this is exactly where she’s supposed to be. Though, like me, she’s panting and can’t seem to cool down. Setting the thermostat to fifty degrees does nothing, and though I find more medicine in my bathroom for the pain, I can’t help the uncomfortable feeling clawing through me. It’s not painful, per se—it’s more like an itch I can’t seem to scratch. I sleep fitfully, drinking the rest of the bottle of wine just to knock myself out. At least I’m cozy in the little nest I’ve made myself in the bedroom.

      When I wake at dawn, the medicine wears off, barely taking the edge off the pain. I writhe around in bed, trying to concentrate on the book, but the steamy scenes only make the feeling worse. I feel drugged, like I did the other night, in and out of rational thinking. Suddenly, like a switch has been turned on, I feel an intense wave of pleasure roll through me, followed closely by a howl. Stiffening, I hop out of bed and watch as a massive black wolf runs from the back of the house and into the forest. What the hell was that? Did I just feel Phoenix when he…

      No.

      I can’t think about that right now.

      I climb back into bed as the space between my thighs aches further. I resist the urge to touch myself, instead distracting myself with some creamy pasta and a movie. Repeating my actions from yesterday, I take a long bath while reading my third book in twenty-four hours. By nighttime… the hollow ache between my legs is ten times worse.

      I feel like I’m hallucinating. Images of Phoenix flash through my mind, and my hands wander down to the apex of my thighs. Back arching, I come almost instantly as I think of him, and it lessens the gnawing sensation slightly.

      Gods, wolves really do turn into beasts during heat.

      A minute later, another wave of pleasure passes through me, and I cry out as I’m trudging down the stairs.

      What the hell?

      It’s followed almost immediately by another howl, and as I rush to the front door, I see that same large black wolf run into the forest. My hand touches the handle of the door, and Phoenix’s words run through my mind.

      Don’t go outside at all, Adrienne. No matter what.

      But since when do I ever follow the rules?

      My wolf whines, torn between reacting to Phoenix on a physical level, but also wanting to obey him. The human side of me is curious, though. I grip the metal handle and open the door, and my wolf nudges me excitedly. Okay, calm down, you hoe, I tell her teasingly. Cold air greets me, so I pull on the boots I left by the door and one of the oversized, waterproof parkas hanging on a coat rack built for the cold weather. Reaching into the pocket, I take out a flashlight. Convenient. When I prop open the door, my wolf is practically doing somersaults inside of me as the smells and sounds of the forest greet my senses. I place a small stool between the door and frame so that it stays open for me and then I walk out into the dark wilderness.
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            Run Like Hell

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      

      I wrap the parka tighter around me as I walk through the canopy of trees, my breath coming out in white puffs. I use the flashlight to illuminate the area in front of me, but much to my chagrin, I can’t see anything beyond ten feet. The air is eerily still and quiet. The only sounds are the branches snapping and the shallow panting coming from my chest. I feel like an electric current is running through me, like I want to run a hundred miles at once. Adrenaline courses through me as I take in the unfamiliar scents, and my wolf whines for me to shift. I don’t oblige her, because I know what she’s craving for, and I’m not quite ready to give in to those carnal desires just yet.

      Minutes pass; maybe an hour. Phoenix said the forest was gated off, so I don’t need to worry about stumbling upon another nefarious group of wolves. But then, why did he tell me not to go outside? If it’s safe here, surely, it’s okay if I get some fresh air? I take my parka off, my skin sticking to the long-sleeved shirt I’m wearing. I appreciate the clothes Phoenix left for me. They are loose, comfortable, and luxurious. The linen shirt I’m wearing hangs loose over the sweatpants I have on. Walking for a few minutes, I stop, slightly disappointed.

      Truthfully, I know some small, instinctual part of me was looking for Phoenix. I’d hoped to throw him off guard, to verbally spar with him. Something. The energy rolling off me would’ve been unfathomable to me a week ago, but now, my hands shake a bit from the pent-up adrenaline. I want to move, to run, to fight, to… I swallow, thinking of the last thing my body wants. Absolutely not.

      I’m not a prude. While the sex was uncomfortable for me and good for Zade, it’s nothing like the anticipation of being with Phoenix. I’m not naive, and I know it’s normal, human, to have these needs. But the thought of how uncontrollable I felt… like I wanted to conquer someone and then immediately submit to them—

      You’re not fully omega. You have an alpha streak—your human likes to fight back, while your wolf wants nothing more than to submit.

      Phoenix’s words crash through me. I wish I’d known more about wolf dynamics. In Willow Creek, we were classed as one thing and one thing only. You did not deviate from that classification, and you certainly did not ask questions about hybrids. I knew now after growing up sheltered that the real world is different. I was intent on learning, and I wanted to know more about me, about my heritage, and hopefully, my birth parents.

      But right now, all I wanted was to—

      My ears perk up, and my nostrils flare as I get a whiff of something not too far off, deep in the forest. I quickly walk in the direction of the smell, even though I can already sense what I’ll find when I get there. I turn the flashlight off so that I don’t give myself away. A few minutes later, I peek around a large boulder and nearly gasp at what I see.

      There’s a large ring right in the middle of the clearing, surrounded by trees. There’s a smooth layer of sand or white dirt, and around it, a makeshift fence built from the branches of nearby trees. In the middle…

      Gods.

      Phoenix is shirtless, fists raised, as another shifter punches out and nearly clocks him in the jaw. I don’t recognize the other man, though, I can tell from his black hair that he’s a Shadow wolf. He’s nearly as big as Phoenix, with slicked back, shoulder-length hair and arched brows. His features are stronger, more angular than Phoenix, but even he is beautiful. When my eyes move back to Phoenix, my heart lurches when I see that his lip and eyebrow are bleeding.

      Before I can register what I’m seeing, Phoenix growls and lunges forward, hitting the other guy in the jaw. There’s an audible crack, and then—

      “Hey, no faces!”

      I recognize the voice instantly. Nora. She’s standing off to the side, lurking in the shadows with Valen. Phoenix had mentioned about his enforcer earlier—Kaz. Maybe that’s who he’s fighting.

      Why is he fighting? I lift my head a little bit more to get a better view of the entire clearing. Phoenix shakes out his hand and spits in the dirt, then glares at Kaz.

      “Come on, man. Don’t hold back. Fucking hit me,” he murmurs, his voice deep and low. It runs down my spine, settling between my legs. There’s so much command in that voice, so much power.

      Kaz lurches forward, rearing his hand back to punch Phoenix, but my mate is a second quicker, stopping the punch with his bare hand and grabbing Kaz by the waist, rushing him backward and slamming him onto the ground.

      I feel Kaz hit the ground; it reverberates through my bones. Phoenix’s dark hair hangs in front of his sweaty forehead as he glares down at his enforcer. The pure might, the way he looks down at the man he just overpowered… My toes curl at the sight of his corded arms, his dark eyes, his menacing expression. And then I remember what Nora and Valen said earlier today.

      A rut overpowers an alpha. It’s an all-consuming need to dominate.

      They basically only want to fuck and fight.

      Swallowing, I straighten up further, but it doesn’t do anything to stamp out the all-consuming need coursing through me. If anything, remembering that little tidbit makes it so much worse, and the pounding heat between my thighs intensifies as sweat trickles down my temples.

      He rejected me, so then why does my wolf want him still? It’s the ultimate betrayal, probably worse than what Zade and my family did to me. Fated mates are so rare, and he took one look at me and just… rejected me. Hurt mixes in with the want, and my wolf whines with confusion. Maybe after all of this is over, I can find a place without shifters, without pack politics, dumb rutting males, and danger lurking every time I go into heat.

      Screw him. Screw them all. I suddenly feel like I want to punch a tree. Maybe it’s the alpha streak running through me, but I want to hit something. I want to feel the bones break for what happened to me, and the sudden anger takes me by surprise. I’d like to pummel Phoenix while straddling him—

      Shaking my head, I close my eyes as wave after wave of need plow through me. Gods, this is horrible. I’m beyond all rational thought right now. He was right. I should’ve stayed inside. I lower myself so that I can twist around and run, but my foot snaps a branch, and the hushed silence in the clearing tells me everything I need to know.

      Excitement rolls through me as I turn to find Phoenix staring at me from across the clearing. His chest rises and falls, and he looks both hungry and angry as fuck. My knees go weak, and I want to scream and hit him while also writhing underneath him. I see Nora, Valen, and Kaz all turn to face me from my peripheral vision.

      “Well, this is a fun turn of events.” Valen chuckles.

      “Adrienne,” Nora says quickly, stalking over to me with a worried expression on her face. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      Some sort of thrill runs through me as Phoenix clenches his fists at his side, and when my eyes rove back up to his face, he doesn’t even look human anymore. His eyes are burning with a bright gold color. It’s unnatural, inhuman. Cocking his head at me, his lips tilt up into a small smile. Fangs poke out of his lips, and his veins grow darker, almost black, like he’s resisting every urge to shift into his beast right here, right now. Like the beast is moving in his blood, ready to break free. Like he’s one second away from tackling me as a huge fucking wolf.

      Like his animal instincts are taking over.

      My whole body flares with adrenaline, and I do the only rational thing I can think of.

      Turning around, I run like hell.
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            Finding My Prey

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoenix

      

      My jaw ticks as she runs, and the internal struggle, the turmoil, the frenzy to dominate nearly pierces through my skin. I can feel the heat flashing through my veins. The smell of her is so tantalizing I know instantly that I won’t be able to resist it—especially since she’s running.

      From me.

      Something feral and deep-seated overtakes all rational thinking, and all I can focus on is finding my prey. I shouldn’t want it—I know it’s wrong—but all I want is her beneath me, submitting to me, letting me overpower her. A low growl escapes my lips, and I ready myself to find and chase my prey. The further away Adrienne gets, the harder the pull is between us, beckoning me. I’m just about to take a step forward when Kaz grabs my arm, pulling me back.

      “Phoenix,” he warns. “You can’t go after her.”

      But I can, I think.

      “Let her go,” Nora urges, placing a cool hand on my arm.

      I’m trembling, shaking with the effort to keep my cool, fighting everything inside of me to run after her. I’m grinding my jaw so hard, I swear my teeth are going to crack in half. But a small, niggling feeling inside of me knows they’re right. I close my eyes and take a few deep breaths, clearing the air of her scent. Gods, I would not have stayed here if I’d known the lure of her scent would be like this. My nails dig into my palms deep enough to cause them to bleed, and my animal barks, growls, howls inside of me, demanding I go after her.

      Valen tugs me back into the ring, and I tear my eyes away from the dark forest she ran into. I feel my fangs retract, and my eyesight goes back to normal as I twist around, rubbing my face.

      “Come on,” Valen says, pulling his shirt off and shoving me. “Fight me,” he challenges. “Let me distract you with my bare chest and good looks,” he jokes, but the joke goes right over my head, and I don’t smile.

      I bare my teeth at him. Possessiveness courses through me, and right now, I am half-animal, half-human.

      And he just got between me and my mate.

      I know they’re helping me. In a few days, I will be eternally grateful that they pulled me away from what could’ve been a dangerous situation. But right now? The alpha wolf inside of me wants to make Valen pay for getting between me and my mate.

      Because despite the rejection I so gravely uttered a few weeks ago, she is my mate whether I accept the bond or not.

      And I was not prepared for the way her scent, the look on her face, the smell of her slick, would turn me into a brutal monster.

      Her wolf wants to play? Fine.

      I can’t say I didn’t warn her.
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            Claws on Me

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      

      I’m gasping for air by the time I get back to the house, and luckily for me, the stool is still there, propping the door open. I quickly kick it out of sight and slam the door closed, my breath hitching as hiccuped sobs escape my lips. I slide down to the floor and put my face in my hands as several emotions pass through me all at once.

      I’m so damn confused, and I hate the way I’m being tugged in three different directions. I’ve never done this before, and I have no one to guide me. Was that normal? To feel the way I felt near Phoenix? I’d never even gotten close to feeling that way about Zade. Tears stream down my cheeks as pain lashes through my abdomen, that hollow clenching a familiar friend now.

      On the other hand, the look on his face—it wasn’t even really his face, was it?—terrified me. The instant his eyes met mine, I knew I’d done something wrong, and that fear, that guilt… It would stay with me for a long time. He told me to stay inside, and I disobeyed him. If I wasn’t in so much goddamn pain, I wouldn’t believe I had any omega blood running through my veins. Only someone with a death wish would do what I’d just done.

      But then a small part of me wanted him to punish me. What the hell? Why did I feel all these things at once? I single-handedly hated my family for keeping all of this from me. I wish I’d been better prepared for these conflicting emotions. Now, I’m quarantined inside a house that’s way too big and in the middle of nowhere, and everything hurts, and I can’t logically explain why I feel so drawn to Phoenix—

      A knock sounds at the front door, the rapping hard enough to shake my spine. I jump up as my heart races, staring at the large edifice as if I’m not quite sure it’ll hold back the beast I saw earlier.

      “Adrienne, give me the code for the door.” A command, not a question.

      Whatever happens, even if I beg you, do not give me those codes.

      “No.” My wolf howls with disappointment at my response. “You told me not to give you the codes.”

      “Adrienne,” he repeats, and this time, his voice sounds broken and frayed. I can feel the pain radiating off him, the teasing urge that lulls me closer to the door. “Please,” he whispers.

      “No,” I repeat, my voice breaking.

      “I just want to talk to you,” he begs.

      “Are your fangs still out?” I ask, my hand trembling as it hovers over the door handle.

      I hear him smile. I don’t know how that’s possible, but I do. Maybe some sort of horny wolf’s supersonic hearing…

      “No. It’s just me, Midnight. Open the door if you don’t want to give me the code. A onetime thing, I promise.”

      The last bit of resistance inside of me snaps, and I pull down on the handle. The door flies open before I can register anything. Phoenix presses his body against me and pins me against the foyer wall.

       Gods, yes.

      “I told you never to open the door,” he growls, his face inches from mine as his hands rove through my hair. At that moment, it doesn’t matter if we hardly know each other. It doesn’t matter if he’s never touched me in this way, fisting my hair like he’s done it a thousand times before. He probably has done it a thousand times before; just not with me. His mate. He’s mine, and something protective overcomes me as I bare my neck for him. Everything is thrumming with need, the hollow between my legs pulsing with every heartbeat as electricity flashes through me. Phoenix’s hooded eyes scan mine, and something in them has me pausing. Some sort of hesitation. Brows furrowed, he removes his hands from my hair and pulls back. He’s breathing heavily, his fists clenching at his side, and it’s then that I notice how tattered his clothes are. How dirty his face is. He’s not a human right now.

      He’s a pure beast.

      “Why did you open the door, Adrienne?” he demands, his fangs sliding out of his incisors.

      Fuck.

      Me.

      My blood heats as his nearly black eyes scan my body and take in every inch of my skin. He begins to shake, and it’s only then that I realize he’s holding himself back. Whatever humanity he still has is fighting tooth and nail to retain control, fighting the carnal urge to mount and rut me.

      Just the thought of that sends a throb of searing heat through me.

      I want him to give in; I want him to show me what it means to be a wolf.

      What it means to be a Shadow wolf.

      Unlike him, the physical heat of needing to be with him completely overpowers all rational thought. My eyes bug out when I see the large bulge, erect and taut and upright against his torn jeans. It’s massive, sticking out of his pants, no doubt. I lick my lips and his eyes track every millimeter of movement.

      How can this be wrong when it feels so right?

      “It’s the pheromones talking,” Phoenix grits out, taking another step back. He’s reading my mind again. “You’re in heat, Adrienne, and I tricked you into letting me in because I’m an asshole. I’m going to leave, and Nora will guard the door until it’s over.”

      He takes another step toward the door.

      My wolf growls, angry at him for teasing us. I bare my teeth and track toward him, one step at a time.

      “Adrienne,” he warns, holding both hands up. His eyes flick around the living room. “What the—” He stops moving and talking altogether, appearing speechless. Dropping his eyes back to me, I see him swallow, see the human side of him overpower the beast inside. “You’ve been nesting.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Nesting?” I look around at the blanket fort in the living room. I’d done it the first night. I spent a lot of that first day in the small, dark reading nook. It brought me comfort, as did things that smelled like him. I assumed it was some stupid omega thing. Nesting sounds so… domestic.

      His expression softens. “It’s your wolf’s way of accepting the mating.”

      I swallow once, shrugging.

      “Adrienne.” His eyes are pleading. “I should go.”

      That familiar pain lashes through me. “Please don’t go.” For whatever reason, his presence right now is reassuring.

      Reassuring and… something else. Something vital, like water or food. Something my body needs. I don’t understand it, but the thought of him leaving, of him abandoning me like this… another painful wave rolls through me, and my face falls.

      “You can’t just come in here and then… leave,” I whine, clenching my thighs tightly. His face softens just a tad, and anger flashes through me.

      Sure, he’s trying to protect me, but I don’t need protecting. I want him. My wolf is weeping. She craves her mate. I can feel her desperation at his choice to leave. Please mark us. Take us.

      “It’s just your instincts talking, not you.”

      I cock my head and take another step forward. His expression flashes with concern and confusion.

      “Some would say you should trust your instincts,” I say, my voice low and very unlike my normal tone.

      “I’m saying no,” Phoenix snarls.

      My brows knit together. “You’re giving me mixed signals.” I prowl closer, and this time, his hand reaches behind him and opens the door. “You lock me up in this house and tell me not to come out or let you in—both of which happen. And then you come in here, looking like that, smelling like that,” I moan, and Phoenix squeezes his eyes shut.

      “Adrienne.”

      His voice is pure alpha power. It makes my wolf perk up, and when he opens them again, they’re nearly glowing and gold.

      “What you’re feeling is valid. This is normal. But I’m not going to take your virginity and rut you like this, under these circumstances. You’re young, and we hardly know each other,” he states, sounding a hell of a lot like he’s trying to convince himself.

      I chuckle, stuck on the first part of his statement. “Wait, you think I’m a virgin?”

      His expression changes completely, then. Fangs peek out, and I see his claws tear holes into the metal door.

      “You’re not a virgin?” he asks, tilting his head and glaring at me. Like a predator.

      “Of course not,” I bark out. “You’re treating me like a child, who you don’t want to corrupt,” I say, my voice lighter.

      “Who?” he asks, his nostrils flaring.

       “Zade.”

      Pure, unadulterated rage flashes across his expression. He bares his teeth as his claws track down the metal, leaving a mark.

      I want those claws on me.

      He must hear my thoughts, because he quickly pushes forward, slamming into me again and taking control as both his hands pin mine to the wall behind me. I realize then that we’re doing some sort of alpha showdown—both of us taking control, losing control, and trying to regain that control. It’s a game, and his words from a few days ago rush through my mind.

      You’re not fully omega. You have an alpha streak—your human likes to fight back, while your wolf wants nothing more than to submit.

      I tilt my lips into a smile, playing coy. Taunting him. “Does it bother you that another man fucked me?”

      He roars, dropping my hands and taking a step back as he runs a hand through his hair. “Fuck!” he yells, twisting and walking to the door. “Fuck this, Adrienne. Stay inside and don’t open the door for anyone except Nora.”

      He’s gone before I can say another word.

      No!

      My wolf curls into a ball in agony.

      He left me—us—again.

      She’s a mess, whining and keening, desperately wanting to mate with her mate.

      The one who just ran as fast as he could from me.

      I stare at the door for a minute or two, my eyes taking in the claw marks in the metal. It’s like a bear swiped down the side, like some sort of monster tried to claw their way in.

      I run upstairs and crawl under the covers, relieving myself as quickly as my fingers will work, imagining his dark eyes, his corded arms around me, the way his fangs would feel against my skin…

      I arch my back, my hand working myself faster when I think of his enormous erection plowing into me—how it would feel for him to stretch me, to relieve me of this heat. I imagine my fingers are his, how rough they would feel against my hot, sensitive skin, how quick he could get me to come as my mate. He would probably lose control as he impaled me, the expression on his face faltering as he came—

      I plunge into a deep abyss of pleasure, and it rolls through me, wave after wave after wave. It’s the only thing that relieves that pain, the one searing through my abdomen and between my legs. That clawing, aching need making everything hurt. Making everything throb. I don’t know when I start crying, but I feel the dampness on my cheeks as my back arches, as my body convulses.

      He rejected me. Again.

      He walked away when I didn’t realize I needed him. Again.

      I’ll do whatever I need to do to relieve this pain, to make it hurt less. Gods, I’ll do anything.

      Tears spill out from my eyes as I roll over, whimpering and writhing in pain. This is torture—him dangling himself in front of me. Showing me, briefly, how it could be, and then taking it away. I don’t know how long I stay on the bed, sobbing and rubbing at my raw throat, but it feels like hours. This is never going to end, is it? If it’s not Phoenix, it will be someone else.

      Everyone I’ve ever loved has betrayed me, so why would he act any differently?

      Please, Gods, let this be over soon.
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            The Corruption

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoenix

      

      I barely make it to the darkened forest beyond the house before I nearly collapse against a large tree, my cock pulsing with need. I’d been around omegas that had gone into heat before. I was no stranger to the delicate tug their pheromones gave off. It was always easy to brush off, always a minor struggle to walk away, out of respect for them. Not all alphas could do that, but I’d trained myself and I’d gotten really good at hiding my wolf away when needed and acting like a decent man.

      But this?

      It was like ecstasy and the best wet dream I’d ever had collided into a person. It made her truly fucking irresistible in every way. I had to physically tear myself away from her, and every instinct I’d worked so hard to suppress came screaming back all at once. I was frothing at the mouth to rut and knot her, and I felt like a despicable, feral monster because of it.

      My nostrils flare as I smell for Kaz, Valen, and Nora, but they’re still a ways off. I lost them earlier, running faster than I ever had in my life. I have time. Maybe only a few minutes, but I didn’t even need that.

      I unzip my pants, the whole front wet with pre-cum. Fuck. Stroking my shaft, I groan as I think of Adrienne—a weird haze of guilt and lust mixes together to form something illicit as I fist my rod tighter, letting my anger from earlier fuel everything. My head drops back as pleasure rolls through me—not from me, but from her. I grin wickedly as I move my hand faster, trying to meet her orgasm with one of my own. I’d heard of that—of mates who can feel when the other climaxes. The thought of her upstairs, relieving herself…

      My cock bobs as more pre-cum drips out, my length heavy and aching in my hand. My body falls against the trunk of the tree, exhausted from working my hand faster. I imagine what it would feel like to rut her, to give in to our instincts, like she said. It’s wrong, I think. She’s young. I squeeze my eyes shut. I shouldn’t be thinking of her. I don’t even care that she’s not a virgin; it just caught me off guard.

      Maybe she’s right.

      Maybe I shouldn’t be shielding her from the corruption. Maybe she was ready for all of this. Ready to honor her wolf and her heritage.

      I slow my hand, guilt permeating every lustful thought.

      Maybe I am doing her a dishonor by not giving her what she wants. What she needs.

      I growl as I squeeze around my shaft, gritting my teeth to get it over with as my balls tighten and the tingling begins at the base of my spine. The first wave of come hits the leaves on the ground, and it keeps going, thick ropes of come littering the dirt. My cock thickens at the base in hopes of knotting a nonexistent omega. My body spasms, my cock pulsing as the last of it leaves my body. After I finish, I zip myself back up, taking a few steadying breaths. As I make my way toward the garage, the shame makes me feel like I need to punch something.

      Luckily, I have a punching bag for just that.

      I put on my gloves and begin to hit the heavy sack. Once, twice, and then over, and over, and over. Why do I feel guilty? I told Adrienne before that heat is a very natural thing.

      You rejected her.

      The thought slams into me, and I slam the punching bag with my knuckles.

      You don’t deserve her.

      I punch it again.

      You killed your last mate.

      A scream tears out of my throat as I punch the bag again.

      I remember the horrified face she made, the way she recoiled from me that night at dinner. I remember the shocked gasps of her family, and the man she was betrothed to. I remember it all, because that’s exactly why I rejected her in the first place.

      I scream again, hitting the bag with such force that the chains creak, and my knuckles bleed.

      She’d been bound to those chauvinistic assholes her entire life.

      I would not bind her to me, too.

      You rejected her.

      You don’t deserve her.

      You killed your last mate.

      I punch the bag with each thought before collapsing onto the floor.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I wake in my bed, writhing. The front of my shorts is soaked through, meaning I must’ve fucking had a wet dream. Great. This little fucking omega wolf is turning me back into a teenage boy. Sitting up, I walk to the bathroom and clean myself, changing into another pair of shorts. I’m burning up, so I pull my shirt off and walk to the window, looking out into the cool night.

      Tonight challenged me. Her wolf challenged me, and like I’d mentioned before, I don’t think she’s fully omega. There’s an alpha streak in her. She doesn’t obey like an omega. She left the fucking house and came to find me. Taunted me. That little wolf wanted to see if I was worthy of rutting her. Worthy of being her mate, which I know I’m not. Not after what I did to her, not after I rejected her.

      I’m not even sure Adrienne understands what her wolf was doing. No, she relies on her human, as most Willow Creek wolves do. But her wolf knew exactly what she was doing by letting me inside. And I can’t quite shake the feeling that this is wrong, that I should have gotten down on my knees and at least taken her out of her misery. Her face when I left—

      I sway as a lash of pain shoots through me and know instantly it’s not coming from me.

      It’s coming from her.

      Breathing heavily, I look around, delighted to see that Nora and the guys are not here.

      A loud moan breaks through the silent night, and my cock instantly hardens.

      I’m hearing her. I’m hearing Adrienne come in my mind.

      Jesus.

      I press my forehead against the cool glass, both hands plastered on the window. My wolf is whining, begging to be set free, to hunt for his mate.

      Mate.

      Adrienne is my fated mate, and yet, we are separated. I’m here, doubting myself, while she’s going through her heat in pain. Alone. Even though her mate is right here.

      Some would say you should trust your instincts.

      Fuck. My rational human mind has never battled my carnal wolf side this hard. I’m usually able to merge the two, find some sort of middle ground between wolfish, beastly desires and human, logical thinking. But this? It’s like two sides of the same coin—I desire her, as does my wolf. But a tiny, minuscule part of me wants to protect her, to keep her safe. And that means not getting involved with me.

      Why couldn’t my mate be older, more experienced? Then again, who’s to say she’s inexperienced? A growl slips from my throat when I think of that young prick bedding her. I saw them together briefly. There was no desire; only domination on his part. Was she forced? That thought elicits an even louder growl. My knees give out when a wave of pain rolls through me, and I breathe heavily as my hands hold on to the windowsill.

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I do my damnedest to ignore my throbbing cock. I ignore the sensation of hot, prickling heat all over my skin. Instead, I try to send my energy to her to see if I can read her mind, sense what she’s doing.

      If she’s okay…

      I can’t see her, but I can sense her pain. It makes me whimper verbally, and my wolf claws at my subconscious.

      There’s one way to fix it. He nudges me toward the door of the garage.

      I keep my ground, breathing heavily as the scene in her room suddenly becomes visible through her eyes.

      I’m inside her mind again.

      She’s in some sort of pained daze. The sheets are twisted around her. Her legs are writhing back and forth, and I can feel the way she’s fisting the fabric, moaning. She’s in pain. This is hurting her. Gone is the desire. It’s been replaced with desperation. Her face crumples as she mewls out loud, the sound cracking my heart in half. My claws have already cut into the plaster of the windowsill, and I pant as she curls up into a fetal position.

      I need to help her.

      “Alpha, please,” she whimpers.

      I go completely still. My entire body pulses, and my heart hammers against my chest as a sense of purpose fills me. She’s in her prime heat now. I can feel it by the way my body responds to her—like my cock can sense her, like it’s hunting her out.

      I am her alpha, whether or not she likes it.

      I am her mate, whether or not I like it.

      There is only one person who can help her right now. I can hear my wolf roaring that he is the only one she needs.

      Get. To. Her.

      Rut. Her.

      I’m done fighting this. How could I forgive myself? I won’t dishonor her a second time.

      Get. To. Her.

      He’s roaring inside me. The bond between us is stronger than my pride.

      She picked me. Her wolf picked me. She would never admit it outside of her heat, but I sensed it earlier. The admiration, the awe, coming from her wolf. The desire to obey, mixed with the urge to test me.

      She made a fucking nest out of my things. She disobeyed me in order to get caught. She’s a bratty little thing, that’s for sure.

      But she is mine.

      Get. To. Her.
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            Please, Alpha

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      

      It’s intense. I slip in and out of consciousness, my body damp with sweat, and slick with something else between my thighs. But it hurts, like a cramp in my abdomen, only a hundred times worse. My whole body aches with need. Flashes of Phoenix in his ripped clothes float in my head. My hand abuses my clit, but it doesn’t help. It barely takes the edge off. This is so cruel. This whole ordeal is so barbaric. I would give anything to make it go away. I know there’s one thing that—one thing I want that I know would make everything better.

      I twist around to the other side, my vision swaying as sweat drips down my brow. I’m seeing double, in a complete daze, half asleep and yet half awake. Every sensation running along my skin sends goosebumps down my arms, sends a new wave of something between my legs. This is horrible. I’m angry at Phoenix. He could make this go away. If I were in Willow Creek, I’d be begging Zade to make it go away. It sounds callous, but I don’t care who it is.

      I just need someone to take this pain away.

      “Phoenix,” I mumble, my mouth against the pillow. “Please, Alpha.”

      I’ve never said those two words before, but this fever dream is making me feel crazy and unlike myself in every possible way. I hear a crash from downstairs, and my wolf perks up. I keep my eyes closed. This is all a part of the hallucination. Curling up, I whimper as flash after flash of pain rolls through me.

      And then the scent of rain, of camping, hits my nostrils.

      When I open my eyes, he’s there.

      Shirtless, sweating, and breathing heavily.

      I’m dreaming. I have to be. There’s no way he’s here. I didn’t let him in. Unless the crash—

      “Alpha,” I mumble, sobbing. “Please.”

      “Adrienne.” My dark queen.

      He says my name out loud, and I instantly know this is real. But I also hear his name for me inside my head.

      Yes, my alpha. Please.

      Pulsing with need, I roll over onto my back. I don’t care that I’m naked, or that his eyes linger on my body for what feels like minutes. When he looks back up at me, his irises are two black orbs of desire. He broke down the door to get to me. My wolf pants excitedly at that prospect, rolling over onto her back as well. He’s earned her admiration, her obedience, her trust. And, there’s something in his gaze, something familiar that my wolf recognizes. He’s here to help me. He’s doing this for me. Yes, he may have broken the door down to get to me, but something in his gaze conveys his need to ground me, to bring me back down to earth.

      He’s here to help me, to take this pain away.

      I can sense how anxious his wolf is, how concerned both of them are. It’s overpowering.

      He didn’t break the door down to rut me for his own gain, like those monsters in the woods. He’s not here for himself because of some carnal desire that he can’t control.

      He’s doing this for me.

      That thought alone cements my decision. I may not be in my right mind right now, but he knows what to do to fix it. It would be cruel for him to ignore this and he knows it. But, I also know he would ignore it if I told him to leave. That’s the thing. He would respect my wishes if I told him to back off.

      But I don’t want him to back off.

      “I need your permission,” he growls. “I can make you feel better, but I need your permission, Midnight.”

      A relieved sob escapes my throat. I fist the sheets and arch my back.

      “Please, Alpha.”

      My mind stutters. What the hell is wrong with me? I don’t understand this process at all as to why I’m uttering things I’ve never said out loud. I’ve given in entirely to my wolf, to letting her get her way with her mate.

      My mate.

      I may not understand what’s happening, but I do understand that aspect of it. Phoenix is my mate. And right now, I need him, despite what happened. My human might agree to this kicking and screaming, but my wolf? She understands the gravity of what’s happening. She can smell the delicious scent rolling off him.

      I prop myself up on my elbows, waiting for him to make his move, the pain searing through me in forceful waves.

      “Well?” I ask impatiently.

      He’s shaking. From head to toe, he’s shaking—his hands clenched, the corded muscles in his arms pronounced. I see something dark pass behind his eyes. His whole expression turns feral, but despite that, I trust him. Something intrinsic inside of me trusts him.

      “This won’t be gentle lovemaking,” he says, his voice low.

      I groan, annoyed at him for not making a move just yet. “Why do you keep warning me and cautioning me when you could be on top of me—”

      Before the last word can fully leave my mouth, he leaps on top of me, the weight of his body pressing down on me. I moan and arch into him some more, my nipples hardening against his hot skin. I crane my neck so that he has access, and he growls with satisfaction as his teeth break my skin, marking me.

      I moan, wrapping my legs around him and undulating my hips against the hard length inside of his jeans.

      Yes.

      I fight the urge to submit, even though all my wolf wants to do is kneel before him, going limp as he ruts her. But me? I need this pain to go away, and he’s simply a means to an end. He settles himself between my legs, sliding down and smelling my skin as he goes, his nose trailing down between my full breasts, down my stomach, and between my—

      Gods.

      The human side of me would be mortified right now, but the animal side just opens my legs wider, giving him better access.

      “Good girl,” he purrs, and then his tongue swipes at my slit. I arch off the bed, my body convulsing as he chuckles between my thighs. I hear him inhale again, the low, guttural sound sending a tingling sensation through my entire body. “Let me help you,” he adds, sliding one finger inside of me.

      “Oh, Gods,” I cry out, my voice a breathless whisper. I run my hands through his dark hair as he laps me up, his finger curling inside of me. I can feel the pain lessening already, giving way to the most intense pleasure I’ve ever experienced. I’m seconds away from exploding, with his mouth on me.

      “You have such a pretty little cunt,” he murmurs, adding another finger.

      I groan, squeezing my eyes shut as I feel my core feather around his fingers. Such filthy words. I’d never let anyone talk to me like that in real life. Especially him. But right now? It adds to the fire, to the intense pressure that lessens with each thrust of his hand.

      I don’t understand any of this, but I’ll be damned if I stop.

      “I want you to come for me, Adrienne. I want to feel you come apart on my tongue.” His voice is low, uneven. “And then I’m going to make you taste my cum, my dark queen.”

      Filthy, dirty words.

      And I love every second of hearing them.

      My body, throbs and my pussy contracts around his fingers. I scream, arching my back as wave after wave unleashes inside of me. It’s not exactly what I need, but it’s better than what I can give myself.

      “That’s it,” he growls. I’m like a live wire, surging with need, and that hardly took the edge off. “Come for me again, little wolf.”

      His endearing term sets me off again, and this time, my climax is more potent, making me scream and writhe in ways I never have before.

      “Are you ready for me?” he asks, adding a third finger inside of me. I lift my ass to meet each thrust. I know he’s preparing me. But I need him and everything he has to offer. “Adrienne. I’m going to rut you now,” he says, his voice uneven. I realize with a start that he’s barely holding on, barely containing the beast inside of him. It’s why he was shaking earlier. Why his voice is hoarse, why his eyes have gone from gold to pure black. “Do you understand?”

      I remember my conversation with Nora.

      I remember what will happen when he finishes inside of me.

      The thought sends an electric thrill through me. To have him lock in place, inside of me—

      “Yes, Alpha,” I answer quickly.

      He roars, standing up and pulling my legs apart. I watch as he unbuckles his pants, not even bothering to take them off. My mouth goes dry at the size of his cock, at the way I know it’s going to fill every crevice of my need, and every hollow inch. He’s here to save me, and I’m going to enjoy every minute of it. Swiping the end of his length, he reaches down to my mouth and places his finger inside, letting me taste his arousal.

      I moan, licking the salty substance, needing more. My rational mind is covering its eyes at this, but my wolf is practically doing jumping jacks. Who am I? And why do I love this? This was not something Nora told me about. I’ve only had a taste, but I want more.

      He must read my mind, because with another groan, he hovers over me, placing the head of his cock at my entrance.

      “Remember what I said?” he asks.

      “You talk too much,” I say impatiently. I wrap my legs around his waist, working myself against him, begging him to enter me, but he gives me a dark look that sends shivers down my spine.

      “I’m the alpha. You’re the omega. This is not going to be gentle.”

      I narrow my eyes, our faces inches apart. “Good,” I say, smirking.

      Then, he sheathes himself inside of me, not bothering to go slow. I cry out, my nails clawing down his back and drawing blood. The scent of it takes more of the pain away, that aching, hollow sensation, and then he’s all the way in, and—

      Oooh. Gods.

      I throw my head back as he drives into me. He’s so urgent, so forceful, that the bed threatens to crack in half. The searing pain in my abdomen begins to ebb as he stretches me, giving way to the most intense feeling I’ve ever felt.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper, clawing his back again.

      He growls in response, “You’re claiming me, Midnight. Your wolf sees me as yours.”

      I ignore him. I’m not ready to face what that means—not here, not now.

      Like I said, he has one job to do.

      “I can see your omega and alpha fighting.” He chuckles, breathing heavily as he slowly pulls out and drives back in. Inhaling, he looks down at me with dark eyes. “Your cunt is my new favorite smell, by the way.”

      “Deeper.”

      He grinds his jaw and places one hand on the headboard, using it as a leverage as he pounds into me. I meet his every thrust, and his expression turns angry as I do. I see it then in the dark gleam of his eyes—the edge of the line he’s toeing. Despite saying otherwise, I know he’s going easy on me right now. And that in the near future, he’s going to unleash himself upon me fully.

      “You’re not in charge,” he growls. “I call the shots.”

      I clench my jaw and move my hips, but he removes his hand from the headboard and holds my hips down, staying put.

      In retaliation, I draw my nails down his side, and his fangs shoot out, making my heart stutter in my chest. It gives way to excitement, and I realize, I have to play the game a bit to elicit this response, because he likes it when I’m a brat. He would never admit it because he’s an alpha wolf, but I can tell he likes that I fight back.

      I most definitely could not get away with this if I wasn’t his fated mate.

      “Phoenix,” I beg. “I need your knot.”

      His eyes widen a bit before they narrow. He pulls all the way out and looks between us. I follow his gaze, my core clenching when I see just how large and slick his cock is. And at the base is a large bulb, meant to hold himself inside of me.

      “Is this what you want?” he asks, stroking himself.

      I whimper, my body on fire. “Yes.”

      “Yes what?” he asks, moving his hand quicker, rolling it in a way that sends white-hot heat shooting down my body and into my core.

      “Yes, Alpha.”

      He gives me a dark, predatory smile before driving into me, and I feel my pussy clench around him.

      “Come on my cock. I want you to milk me for everything I’m worth, and then when I’m done knotting you, I want to see my seed dripping out of you, Midnight.”

      I scream as I buck my hips, my orgasm flashing through me. I turn into a feral beast, and we both growl. My climax rolls through me, leaving my toes curling, my vision blurred, and my nails sinking into Phoenix’s back. He roars, coming with me, and I feel the hot streams of his seed hit my cervix, feel his knot expand inside of me.

      Locking him inside.

      His cock is still pulsing when I come down, and I realize that the aching need is gone entirely, replaced with potent satisfaction.

      I could do this every day.

      I could do this forever.

      I was at the height of my darkness, and he brought me into the light. I was broken and in pain, and he pieced me together, healing me. I look up at him as he stills on top of me, finally finished emptying inside of me.

      That was…

      Potent.

      Terrifying.

      Electrifying.

      Amazing.

      He helped me when I thought I was being torn in half. And now?

      I’ve been put back together again.

      “Breathe, Midnight,” he purrs, still inside of me. “It’ll be over soon.”

      I’m trembling in his arms as everything comes crashing back to reality. I’m no longer feverishly hallucinating, no longer writhing in pain. The fog clears with every second that ticks by, and I look up at him as my nerves get the best of me, making me quake. He’s looking down at me with a concerned expression as I breathe through the stretching of his knot, the pain from his size. But the aching, gnawing pain in my core is gone. My body sags with relief as he holds me close.

      His forehead beads with sweat, and he smiles down at me. His body is heavy and damp on top of me. I run a finger down one of his corded, muscled arms, and he quivers. My wolf is in awe, as am I. That was… incredible. I only had one experience to compare it to, and now I know—now I understand—that I never would’ve been happy with Zade. I could never be happy with him, because I wouldn’t have this. Whatever this is. Just as I’m about to say something, the pressure inside of me eases, and he pulls out.

      Rolling over, he sighs, putting an arm over his face. “Are you okay?” he asks, placing another hand on his chest.

      “Yeah, I’m okay,” I answer, still panting.

      “Good,” he says quickly, quickly getting out of bed and zipping his pants up.

      “Are you leaving?”

      Something passes over his face, and his gaze finds mine, hardening. “Yeah. You need sleep, Adrienne. Drink some water and eat some food. You should feel better tomorrow.”

      Before I can answer, he leaves, and I quell the aching hollow in my chest.

      Except, I don’t think this has anything to do with my heat.

      I think it has everything to do with the way he just left after the best damn sexual experience of my life. No, not just sexual experience. That was more like the joining of souls and I have never known anything like that. Zade and I have shared so much of our lives with each other, but the connection I felt just then with Phoenix? That was profound, powerful, and undefinable.

      But he still left, as if for him, it meant nothing.

      Nothing but rutting.

      As if I’m dispensable.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 25

          

          

      

    

    







            Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      

      I wake up the next morning to the smell of eggs and bacon. My stomach grumbles as I stretch, and for the first time in over a week, I don’t feel sweaty and hot. Maybe I’m on the tail end of my heat, and life can go back to normal now.

      Last night comes crashing back into my mind, and suddenly the throbbing sensation between my legs makes total sense. Phoenix and I had sex…

      Leaping out of bed, I take a quick shower, changing into my silk pajamas before quietly walking down the stairs. I pad lightly into the kitchen, only to see Nora cursing as she hisses, one of her fingers going into her mouth.

      I tamp down the disappointment that it’s not Phoenix down here making me breakfast.

      “Hi.”

      She turns to me, giving me a self-deprecating look. “I can’t cook for shit, and I burned the eggs.”

      I huff a laugh, walking over to the stove and looking down at the dried, inedible mess.

      “I can’t cook either, if that helps,” I offer, wrinkling my nose, and she smiles, shaking her head.

      “Phoenix is usually the one who cooks.” That surprises me, and I ignore the kernel of warmth at hearing his name. “How are you feeling?”

      “A lot better today,” I answer. “Last night was…” I trail off, shaking my head.

      How do I feel about last night? I don’t even know. On one hand, it’s not like he threw me onto the bed like those other wolves. He had control, and he asked for my consent multiple times. He helped me when I was in pain, and for that, I’m grateful.

      On the other hand, him leaving right after was not ideal, but maybe that’s how it all works? I have no idea. But I can’t ignore the hurt, the anger funneling inside of me. And the look on his face when he left… Maybe he left because I was bad, because the sex was terrible, and he didn’t want to hurt my feelings. I haven’t had the guts to say those words out loud in my mind, but it’s the only reasonable explanation.

      “It’s exactly what I needed,” I answer, trying to keep my tone neutral.

      “Good. I know he was only trying to protect you by bringing you here, but I think he underestimated the lull of a mate in heat.”

      I nod, looking down and chewing on the inside of my cheek. “Yeah.”

      She throws the eggs away and glances over at the crispy bacon. “I can make us a smoothie instead?” she offers, and we both laugh.

      “I would love a smoothie.”

      As she gathers ingredients, I look around the kitchen, my eyes once again settling on to the claw marks on the front door several feet away—the front door that is now hanging on its hinges. Nora must notice me looking, because she chuckles.

      “That door is made of steel, by the way.”

      A smile stretches across my face, but it’s quickly replaced with embarrassment and anger at him. I run a finger along the smooth marble of the kitchen island, thinking of the way he just left. I don’t know what I was expecting. I guess I assumed it was more than a wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am type of situation. I massage the sore spot on my neck where he claimed me, and even that spikes my fury. He marked me, knotted me, and then abandoned me.

      “I’ve known Phoenix my whole life, and I’ve never seen him act like that. I don’t think he knows what hit him,” she murmurs, interrupting my murderous thoughts.

      “You’ve known him your whole life?” I ask, cocking my head.

      Nora puts a bag of frozen fruit away into the freezer and then she grabs some yogurt, dolloping a few spoonfuls into the blender.

      “Yeah. We grew up together. All four of us did.”

      Four.

      I vaguely recall the third guy from the fighting ring last night. Kaz. It feels like a lifetime ago already.

      “Did you grow up around here?” I ask, looking out of the window.

      “No. The old alpha—who was not a good guy, by the way—used to have orphanages in Shadow territory,” she says quietly. “That’s where we met, or I guess, that’s where we grew up together. I can’t remember a time before them.”

      I swallow. “An orphanage?”

      She nods grimly, pressing start on the blender. I watch as the ingredients blend together, thinking about Phoenix—about how he was an orphan. I guess I just assumed he came from some powerful family and inherited the alpha title. That was what happened in Willow Creek. The same family had ruled the territory for centuries, so I assumed it was the same way here.

      Once the blender stops, she grabs two glasses and begins to pour as she talks. “None of us knew our birth parents. And there weren’t a lot of us, just Kaz, Valen, Phoenix, West, and me. There were a few others, too.”

      “Does West work with Phoenix too?”

      Her throat bobs. “No. He, um…” she trails off, sticking straws into the purple mixture. “He died when we were younger.”

      She continues before I get a chance to offer her my apologies.

      “Anyway, that’s a story for another time. My point is, Phoenix has been more or less the same person as long as I’ve known him. Loyal, strong, kind, but brutal as fuck if anyone fucked with his family. And I’ve never seen him so… unhinged,” she adds, smiling. “It’s nice to see someone new taking him down a peg. Sometimes the alpha power gets to his head.”

      I ask the first question that pops into my mind. “There were rumors in Willow Creek that he killed his mate,” I say slowly, my palms gripping the edge of the island tightly. “Is that true?”

      Nora is quiet for a few seconds “Right. That.” She hands me a glass, then sips on her smoothie, moaning lewdly. “Damn. I may not be able to cook, but I can make a mean smoothie.”

      She’s stalling.

      I stare at her, waiting for an answer.

      “It’s not my story to tell, Adrienne.”

      “I understand. You can call me Adri, by the way.”

      She grins and joins me on the kitchen island. “Adri. I like it. Fits you better than Adrienne.”

      “My parents hate the name Adri. They are much more… proper.”

      “Yeah, Willow Creek sounds pretty stuffy.”

      I take a sip of the smoothie. “Oh my God. This is good.”

      We drink our smoothies in silence, and once I finish, Nora looks me over as she begins to do the dishes.

      “There’s bacon if you want,” she says, nodding to the baking sheet lying on the oven. I walk over and begin to pick at it. “How are you feeling, by the way?”

      I shrug. “Better today. Less hot.”

      She chuckles. “Yeah. My partner is an omega, so she goes into heat a couple of times a year. She turns into an absolute beast, so I usually just leave her to her own devices in our room.”

      “Can she… Do you—”

      I’m unsure of how to phrase the question, but luckily Nora seems to be an open book. “Yeah, technically I can impregnate her, but it’s a lot rarer being a beta, and even rarer as a female, because I don’t produce seed. If I were an alpha or a male, it would be easy.” Something sad passes over her expression, but she perks up as she dries her hands and turns to face me. “By the way, I got a hold of a man who used to work for the old alpha,” she says cheerily. “He lives about an hour from here, so I was thinking tomorrow, we could go and see him. Ask him if he knew of any adoptions or kidnappings from eighteen years ago or if the old alpha dealt with anything like that.”

      “Really?”

      She shrugs, giving me an easy smile. “I really want to get you answers, Adri,” she says softly. “We are orphans, too. The desire to find your birth parents is potent. Especially amid so much change.”

      I swallow, suddenly feeling emotional. “It’s nice to know that there are other people who understand.”

      She nods. “I will warn you, though. You may not like what you find. When we all found our birth parents, it was a huge disappointment. Especially for Phoenix.” She looks at the door, and I swear, her eyes zero in on the claw marks. “Kaz still talks to his birth parents, but that’s rare. There’s a long, convoluted story there.”

      “What about yours?” I ask.

      She shakes her head and sighs. “They both died before I could get to know them.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Her brown eyes are glassy as they find mine. “It’s okay. I didn’t know them, so it didn’t feel like a loss, per se. I just wish I’d found them before they died.”

      “I fully expect mine to be dead, or to be terrible people, or something. Don’t worry. I’ve tempered my expectations.”

      She tilts her head. “You never know. Your story is different. You were brought into Willow Creek, despite the treaty. Who knows? Maybe they’ve been searching for you this entire time.”

      My heart warms at the thought. “Maybe.”

      “Why did you leave Willow Creek?” Nora asks softly. “I mean, aside from the obvious.”

      “It wasn’t because of Phoenix,” I say matter-of-factly.

      Nora snorts. “I figured. You don’t seem like the kind of woman who would follow the mate who rejected her, truth be told. In fact, I’m surprised you haven’t skewered his nuts for that yet.”

      Laughing, I shrug. “There’s still time, I suppose.” My smile drops off of my face as I remember her original question. “It was the day after, and my friend—Zade Crawford—let it slip that I was a Shadow wolf.” Nora hums, and I continue, “Anyway, I reacted impulsively. I felt betrayed, and like I couldn’t look them in the face without hurting, you know?”

      Nora frowns, nodding. “That must’ve been really hard.”

      I swallow the lump in my throat. “Anyway, I headed north. I don’t think I ever intentionally set out to come to Shadow territory, but I kind of had no other choice.”

      Saying it out loud… I feel a small semblance of relief overcome me for telling someone.

      “Anyway, you know the rest of the story. Cain and those guys found me, Phoenix rescued me, and here I am,” I say sweetly.

      Nora smiles. “I’m glad you left. If only because it meant I got to meet you.”

      We’re both silent for a beat, and my eyes wander over to the door once again—to the claw marks.

      “How did Phoenix become the alpha?”

      She smiles and pushes off from the counter. “It’s a long story that starts when we were twelve.”

      I look around. “It’s not like I don’t have time,” I joke.

      Nora’s eyes crinkle, and she nods once. “All right. I’ll tell you. But I don’t want you thinking any differently of him, okay? If there’s one thing he hates more than anything, it’s pity.”

      “Okay,” I say quickly, and we walk over to the couch.

      “It all started with a prank,” she begins as we take a seat on the couch.
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            Just a Dream

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoenix

      Twenty Years Ago

      

      I jolt awake, the hairs on my arms standing up. A shiver works down my spine as I glance around the bedroom. The light streaming through the window is shining down into the middle of the room. All twelve beds are occupied. I take a few steadying breaths, thinking about my dream, thinking about my wolf form. My friends and I were running through the forest in our wolf forms and then suddenly, one of them yelped—

      I sit up straighter, looking over at West. He’s curled up into a fetal position, his chest moving with his content breathing. Sighing, I run a hand through my long hair. He’s okay. He’s right here. It was just a dream. I get out of bed and walk to the bathroom, flipping the light on as I bend down and sip water straight from the sink. Just a dream. The hairs on my arms are still standing up, and I squeeze my eyes shut as I stand and lean against the cool tile. Just a dream. I turn the water off and walk out, and just as I climb back into bed, one of the windows on the other side of the bedroom shatters.

      Jumping up, I look down at the canister now spewing foul-smelling smoke. Covering my mouth and nose, I walk over to it just as everyone else begins to stir.

      “What happened?” Nora asks, her blanket dragging behind her as she walks up next to me.

      “Get back in bed,” I tell her, shoving her away gently. She’s the smallest of us all, and even though we’re all technically the same age, I always feel the need to protect her. I’m the biggest, and even though Kaz is older than me, I somehow always end up in charge of everyone else.

      “What happened?” Valen asks, walking over to me as we look down at the smoking can. I grit my teeth as Kaz walks up next to me.

      “Get back in bed,” I tell them. “I’ll deal with this.”

      “Do you think it’s—” West stops talking.

      The others look at him with wide eyes.

      I twist around and open the bedroom door, going back to the can and throwing it back out the window. Ms. Halliwell won’t be happy about the broken window, especially when she finds out who was behind this little prank.

      “Stay here,” I tell my friends, and then I run out of the hallway and down the stairs.

      St. Olave’s Orphanage is the largest shifter orphanage in Shadow Pack land. Situated in downtown Vancouver, it borders the pretentious Willow Creek pack below us, and the smaller, hillbilly Meridian Pack to the east. The actual orphanage is smack dab in the middle of the city, though the area is not the safest. The park across from us would be ideal to play at, but it’s usually riddled with drug deals and homeless encampments. So, we all stick to the cement courtyard out back. That is, unless we’re playing at Peninsula Orphanage, the shifter orphanage across the road.

      It’s a smaller orphanage, but the headmistresses of both orphanages decided a long time ago that we would have weekly playdates with them. Seeing them once a week is enough. They are bullies, and they make our lives a living hell. They pick on West the most. He and Nora are the smallest of the teenagers at St. Olave’s. I knew tonight was meant to scare them, to make them feel insecure about their safety. The kids at Peninsula are older and fucked up in the head. Ms. Halliwell is a good headmistress, and for the most part, we were well cared for here. But the kids at Peninsula?

      I clench my fists as I push the door open, stalking out onto the street. It’s well lit on the street, but being the middle of the night, no one is around. The ends of my fingertips tingle, and I know it’s because I’m close to shifting for the first time. I slowly walk down the street and back up again, but I don’t see anyone. I’m sure someone from our room already notified Ms. Halliwell of the broken window. I’m not looking forward to seeing her face fall because of it. St. Olave’s is underfunded, and I know she doesn’t get paid anywhere close to what she deserves, let alone make enough to pay for a new window.

      It’s something she’ll have to bring up with the asshole Alpha Thaler.

      I walk back inside of St. Olave’s after scouting the perimeter. Those pussies must’ve thrown the canister and ran. Bastards. I walk up the stairs, and just as I turn the corner, I hear glass breaking and a scream coming from the toddler bedroom, so I break into a sprint. The orphanage has over forty kids, and we’re all grouped by age and grade. Nora, Kaz, Valen, West, and I all get picked on the most. We may be the oldest at St. Olave’s, but the Peninsula kids are a couple of years older, and most of them come from troubled households. They’re ruthless and mean, but I never expected they’d stoop low enough to mess with toddlers.

      My skin burns as I shove the door open.

      A cloud of foul smoke hits my nostrils. Fuck. I rush over to the single crib in the room, grabbing Kody, one of the youngest kids, here. Growling, I account for the others, nudging them all awake and to follow me. Kody is coughing, and I hold him tight to me as I go in search of Ms. Halliwell. He’s two years old. This has gone way too far.

      Monsters. Heathens. Criminals. I was going to kill them. They think they could fuck with the babies? They fucked with the wrong shifter, that’s for sure.

      I set Kody down and tell him to stay by the bathroom. Jogging to Ms. Halliwell’s room, I hear another scream, and I twist around. The five toddlers all look around, their blankets trailing behind them.

      “Don’t move,” I say to them.

      I run into another bedroom, and the same thing greets me—a cloud of smoke and a broken window.

      There’s straight bullying, and then there’s vandalism. I grind my jaw and evacuate the rest of the children, so that all thirty-nine kids are standing in the hallway. Where the hell is Ms. Halliwell?

      “What the fuck are they doing?” Kaz asks me, walking with me to the stairwell. Nora, West, and Valen are close behind me, and we take the stairs two at a time.

      “No idea,” I answer.

      “The pranks have gone too far,” Valen interjects. “We need to talk to Alpha Thaler.”

      “What can he do? I’m sure we’re the least of his worries,” Nora says.

      I shake my head as we run over to Ms. Halliwell’s room. I knock loudly three times. “I don’t know, but he has to do something. It’s one thing if they mess with us. It’s an entirely different thing to go after the youngest kids.”

      “They’re not right in the head,” West says, shaking his head.

      I knock again, and just as I’m about to open the door, Ms. Halliwell pulls it open, clutching her robe around herself.

      “Mr. Adair, what are you doing out of b—”

      “Someone broke a window,” I say quickly, interrupting her. “Actually, several windows. I think it was the Peninsula kids.”

      Ms. Halliwell’s already weary face pinches. “Okay. Is everyone all right?” I nod, and she closes the door behind her. “Show me the damage.”

      The six of us march down the staircase, and, as instructed, all the other kids are standing in the stairwell, most of them plugging or covering their noses.

      “Jesus Christ on a cracker,” Ms. Halliwell mumbles. “I need to call Alpha Thaler. He’s going to need to send someone out to repair the windows immediately.” She looks at me. “Thank you, Phoenix.”

      Turning to face the rest of the kids, she instructs them all to head down to the cafeteria, where we’ll set up a sleeping camp for the night. Nora, West, Kaz, Valen, and I take turns grabbing blankets and mattresses, carrying them all downstairs so everyone can get some sleep. The five of us work for over an hour. Once we finish and ensure the little kids are asleep, and once Ms. Halliwell double-checks the front locks, she heads back upstairs, noticeably exhausted. The five of us walk over to the corner of the room where we’ve set up our mattresses, and we all stare at each other in silence.

      “This is bullshit,” Nora says, quirking an eyebrow and looking at me with attitude. “No way are we just going to let those Peninsula shitheads get away with what they did.”

      My lips quirk into a smile. “What are you suggesting?”
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, all five of us are creeping across the street to Peninsula. It’s a smaller building, and Kaz notices a small window open to the basement. We all look at West, and he sighs before bending down to crawl through. He wiggles his body through, and then we hear a grunt and a groan.

      “I’m fine,” he whispers. “I’ll go let you in through the front door.”

      A few minutes later, we creep through the hallway of Peninsula. I have no idea what I plan on doing to them; I just know I won’t sleep until we get revenge. Stopping in front of one of the bedrooms, we all slide our backs against the wall, whispering.

      “We could put their hands in a cup of water so they pee their pants,” Valen suggests.

      I shake my head. “No. It needs to be bigger. But nothing that would make Ms. Halliwell pay them back,” I add, thinking of our broken windows. “She doesn’t have the money for that.”

      “We could steal their socks and underwear. Fuck with their minds a little bit,” Kaz adds.

      I grimace. “It’s not enough.”

      “We could just threaten them,” West suggests.

      “With what?” Nora asks. “Our big muscles?” She quirks an eye at his wiry arms, and he sighs.

      “You got any better ideas?”

      I hear something rustle on the other side of the door. Holding a finger to my lips, I creep up to the door, but West goes in front of me.

      “I’m faster,” he whispers softly. “Let me go in first.”

      “But what’s the plan?” I urge, eyeing the handle.

      He shrugs. “I think they need a good old-fashioned punch to the face.”

      “West—”

      Before I can change his mind, he pushes through the bedroom door, and I hear three things at once. The shouts of several kids rushing forward, the sound of a switchblade flicking open, and the grunt coming from West’s mouth. I shove forward, and my eyes widen as I take in the blooming red blood soaking through West’s shirt. Nora screams as I grab the boy holding a knife. Both he and West are white as a ghost, and I grab his shirt, shoving him against the wall.

      “What the fuck did you do!” I scream.

      The boy stutters. He can’t be much older than us.

      “I… I… He rushed into me, I didn’t mean to, it was dark, and I-I was just trying to spook him with the blade—”

      “Oh, fuck,” Valen says, crouching down and holding West in his lap. “Someone call an ambulance.”

      Everything happens so fast. Despite everything, we all work together. Kaz holds his shirt against West’s stab wound, Nora cries and holds his hand, and I keep my hand on the collar of the boy who stabbed him.

      “I didn’t mean to,” he mutters, his voice breaking. “He just came at me so fast, I didn’t have time to drop the knife—”

      “Shut up!” I bark, anger flashing through me.

      West looks up at me, his eyes wide as his hand opens and closes next to him. Suddenly, blood begins to trickle out of his mouth. Fuck.

      “Okay, an ambulance is on the way,” one of the Peninsula boys says as he runs into the room. “I woke up Ms. Grady too, but she’s had a bit to drink, so—”

      The only thing I care about is my friend, and he’s dying before my eyes. I let go of the boy who is now crying, panicking, instead kneeling next to West.

      “An ambulance is coming,” I reassure him. Nora’s cheeks are streaming with tears, and both Kaz and Valen are helping to staunch the bleeding. Everyone else is just watching in horror.

      West’s skin pales, and he moves his head from side to side. I shake my head at the same time, placing my hands on his cheeks.

      “No,” I command. “You won’t die.”

      My hands tingle, as does the rest of my skin. West’s eyes flutter closed as he tries to say something, but more blood comes out instead. My face pales at the sight, and I hear the sirens from far away.

      “His pulse stopped,” one of the Peninsula kids says, her fingers under his chin. “I think he’s gone.”

      A roaring fills my ears as the sound of a siren gets closer. My vision tunnels, flickering between various shades of colors. I blink a few times as my skin continues to burn. This time it’s hotter and then pain flashes through me as I fall onto my side.

      “Phoenix!” Nora screams, her voice close and yet far away.

      I can feel my body convulsing. Fuck. I’m shifting… for the first time. Screaming in agony, it feels as if someone is pouring hot acid on all of my bones. I’d heard the first shift can be painful, but this…

      I need to get to West.

      I squeeze my eyes shut; the pain subsiding a bit. Opening my eyes, I’m surprised to see everything I would normally see, except every shape and object is made up of prisms—sharper, somehow. I can smell the tangy scent of blood, the smell of urine, the smell of sweat.

      I can tell by the way I’m looking down at everyone that my wolf is big. I’d suspected for a while that I was an alpha wolf—the way I didn’t bow to anyone, and how I seamlessly became the leader of this orphanage. Also, when the Peninsula kids wanted to mess with us, it felt like someone pissed in my drinking water. I’ve always been protective of my friends, of the little kids, which indicated that I would come out as an alpha. Alphas were generally the biggest wolves, and, well… here I am, I guess.

      I hear the sound of footsteps outside in the driveway. The shouts of police officers. A gurney. Muffled voices outside. Whining, my tail wags as I look for a place to hide. I can’t exactly be here when the police and paramedics arrive.

      “This way,” Valen urges, pushing me out of the door.

      I run down the hallway, hiding behind a wardrobe. The police go up first, assessing the situation quickly. A minute later, the paramedics come up, marching quickly into the bedroom. I hear my friends explain what happened, how it was an accident, how his pulse stopped. I hear the chest compressions. I hear the way one of them opens West’s airway and curses when more blood trickles out. I even hear the slight cock of his head when he looks at his partner, who is still doing compressions.

      Both of them feel for a pulse, but it’s not there.

      Laying his arms down on the ground, I see everything in the look they share—the subtle shake of their head, the sadness that briefly flits over their expressions. Valen is holding Nora close to him while she sobs, and a few of the other kids sniff.

      The paramedics call the time of death, and the silence feels deafening—until it’s not.

      A rushing sound fills my ears as they wheel my friend down the stairs.

      He’s gone.

      West is gone.

      I don’t realize I’m whimpering until the sound permeates the air around me, and I walk back into the bedroom to find my friends. Everyone stares up at me, and the boy who accidentally stabbed West looks up at me with a horrified expression. Whispers erupt around us.

      “The police are coming to talk to Jake. We should move the wolf somewhere safe.”

      “He’s nearly as big as Alpha Thaler.”

      “Do you think it’s his first time?”

      “That kid is dead.”

      Those last four words roll through me, and I growl, baring my teeth at everyone. Turning around, I run out of the room and out of the house, taking a left and following the street to the edge of downtown. I cross under a bridge, scaring off several people who jump out of my way. It must be getting close to dawn now, but I don’t care. I don’t want to go back, even though I know I will, eventually.

      I can’t stomach that West’s gone. Can’t even fathom that one of my best friends is… dead. Leaping across a single-lane road, I enter the forest on the outskirts of the city, running until my lungs are burning and my mind stops racing.

      West is dead.

      West is dead.

      West is dead.

      It wasn’t just a dream.

      It was my worst nightmare.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 27

          

          

      

    

    







            Uncouth

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      

      I look down at my clasped hands resting on my lap. My forehead throbs from drinking my smoothie so quickly, but I couldn’t help but slurp it down nervously as I listened to Nora tell me about young Phoenix. I don’t know why, but I guess I always envisioned him as the alpha. There are so many dark tales and rumors; I figured he was like Zade and had inherited the title. But his story could not be more different.

      “So, then what?” I ask, my eyes wide.

      Nora sighs. “There was an inquest. The boys of Peninsula received a ‘warning’ except for Jake. He went to juvenile detention. The pranks continued. For years, Phoenix resisted hurting them. Years. And then one day, he snapped.”

      Goosebumps rise up on my skin, and Nora continues, “We were seventeen, and Alpha Thaler was visiting Vancouver. It’s a long story, but basically, the assholes at Peninsula threatened to hurt us if Phoenix didn’t agree to fight them. His wolf was twice their size, and they thought they could take him and get rid of him before he became too powerful. Because, as you know, a fight with wolves is often a fight to the death.”

      Swallowing, I shake my head. “I didn’t know that.”

      “You can guess who won. And when Alpha Thaler realized how powerful Phoenix was, he tried to have him killed.”

      I let out a stuttered breath. “Jesus. In Willow Creek, the alpha title is inherited. Fighting is considered uncouth.”

      She laughs. “I have a feeling Willow Creek wolves find most of the things we do uncouth, Adri.”

      I smile. “So, Phoenix fought Alpha Thaler and won? That’s how he became alpha?”

      She shakes her head. “I wish it were that easy. Once Thaler put a price on his head, we had to flee Vancouver. We were free-range wolves for years.”

      “Really?” I try not to show my surprise, but Nora doesn’t strike me as a free-range wolf. Then again, maybe my idea of free-range wolves was wrong. Growing up, they were seen as ruthless criminals—dirty, feral, living off the land. I can’t imagine any of them like that, though. Even Cain and those wolves were more civilized than I was brought up to believe, which is saying a lot.

      “Yep. Finally, when we were twenty-three, Phoenix and Thaler had a showdown, and your mate won. He was a bit shocked, to be honest.” She laughs. “It took him a year to get his bearings. But now, people worship him. He’s done a lot for orphaned shifters, free-range wolves, and everyone, really. All he asks for is for people to show him respect. It’s why he gets a bad rap, because he’s keen on giving people second chances, so he allows them to live here as long as they follow his rules and respect him.”

      I lean back, digesting everything she’s told me. She said I shouldn’t pity him, but a small part of me feels like maybe I misjudged him. Maybe we all did. And to think he never asked to be alpha… he was forced to fight that night, forced to catch Thaler’s attention, and therefore had to flee…

      “I told you, he doesn’t want your pity,” Nora says, smiling.

      I quirk my lips to the side. “I’m… I wasn’t.”

      Nora’s eyes narrow. “Your face got all googly.”

      “It did not!”

      “Okay, whatever you say.”

      “He’s lucky to have you,” I add. “I would give anything for a group of friends, for people who have my back. My sister is the only person I can rely on,” I continue, my voice solemn. “At least Phoenix had all of you.”

      I suddenly feel grateful that she’s welcomed me so openly, so easily. All of them have, really—maybe besides Kaz, who I barely know. But they’re all so close knit, and yet, I have their approval, somehow. It feels good, especially because I felt like I didn’t fit in with the people I considered my family for so long. Phoenix is my mate, and his friends like me. That must mean something…

      Could I stay here? Live here?

      She nods. “We are very close. And one day, you will find that camaraderie with a group of people as well.” Her eyebrows rise as she says that, as if she’s hinting at something, but we’re both interrupted by her ringing phone. She picks it up.

      “Hi,” she says, looking at me. I can tell by her expression that she’s talking to Phoenix. “Yep, she’s here. We’re okay.” I hear him say something on the other end. “One more day, tops,” she says, giving me a once-over. Her eyebrows furrow together. “When?” My ears perk up as I hear Phoenix giving orders on the other end of the line. “I’ll get our things.” She hangs up and sighs.

      “Everything okay?”

      She stands, pulling me up immediately after. “No. Turns out a few wolves scented you a few miles away, and they’re on their way here. Kaz is on lookout today and he warned Phoenix.”

      “But isn’t—” I glance at the door. “Oh. And Phoenix broke the door down.”

      She nods solemnly. “We need to go back to his house.” She places our cups in the sink. “Why don’t you pack your things?” Looking at the breakfast dishes, she sighs. “These are going to have to wait.”

      The way she’s looking at her watch tells me that this is urgent. So I rush upstairs and grab my things, tucking everything into my backpack. I look at the little nest I made, and while I won’t miss the pain and confusion, I will miss the reading nook. My wolf whines, and I glance over at the bed. It still smells like Phoenix in here, like fresh rain and burning wood. The aching need from yesterday is gone, though, and I wrinkle my nose.

      I can’t believe we did that, but also, I can’t believe he just left like that.

      Huffing out a sigh, I walk downstairs and go still when I see Phoenix waiting by the front door.

      He’s wearing a tight white t-shirt, dark jeans, and black boots. His eyes are red-rimmed, and his scruff is longer. Darker. He looks like he didn’t sleep at all last night. As one of his hands brushes his hair away from his forehead, I’m reminded of exactly how that large, veiny hand felt on my skin. Something swoops low and deep in my core at that gaze, and I swallow as I finish walking down the last two steps.

      “Let’s go,” he says, and I see Kaz and Valen behind him, attempting to repair the door.

      “Where’s Nora?” I ask, following him out of the house and back to his car.

      “She’ll stay behind with Kaz and Valen. In about twenty minutes, there are going to be a lot of pissed off shifters looking for the new omega in heat.”

      “Apparently they don’t read the emails I take the time to send them,” Valen adds, laughing lightly. “They’re in for a rude awakening when they realize the last time wolves came after you, they all ended up—”

      “Valen.” Phoenix scowls and shakes his head, silencing his friend.

      “What will happen when they realize I’m not there?” I ask, worried about his friends staying back to fend off a bunch of horny wolves.

      He shrugs. “They’ll scent our mating, and hopefully, that’ll be enough to keep them away from you for good.”

      I frown as he opens my door. “They won’t be mad?”

      He shrugs. “They might be, at first. For wasting their time. But once they realize I’ve claimed you, they would never defy me. They couldn’t, even if they tried. They respect me, Adrienne. Or, they will be told to respect me by Nora, Kaz, and Valen. They’ll pick up the pieces while we go somewhere safer.” He must sense the confusion in my expression, because he stops and looks at me from the other side of the car. “No one knew you were here until Cain and Jarek found you a few days ago. People just assumed you were a random Shadow omega—enticing, yet unclaimed. They had no idea about us being fated mates. But they’ll come here after we leave, and they’ll be able to smell it.” Opening his door, he climbs into the driver’s seat. “This wasn’t my original plan, but…” he trails off, leaving me to piece together his meaning.

      I follow suit, climbing into the car and putting my backpack between my legs before I buckle my seatbelt. Hearing him talk about how the other wolves will smell our… mating… has me feeling angry all over again. Because it didn’t feel like a mating; it felt like he was getting it over with. Like something primal happened between us, and he resented the fact that he had to help me in the way that he did. That I was the reason none of this went according to plan. My cheeks heat when I think about it with anger and with something else.

      Phoenix pulls out of the driveway and onto the two-lane highway that I know will take us back to his house. Wrapping my arms around myself, I angle my body to face the window.

      “You okay today?” he asks, and I can hear the underlying question in his tone.

      “Yep,” I say, my voice clipped.

      A few minutes go by, and I continue to stare out of the window. Phoenix turns some music on, and I close my eyes when one of my favorite songs comes on.

      “Wild Horses” by The Rolling Stones.

      It reminds me of lazy, rainy Sunday mornings with my family. Squeezing my eyes closed even tighter, I try to quell the ache in my chest when I think of Deirdre, of the way my parents would dance in front of the fireplace in their pajamas. They didn’t have those spontaneous moments often, but when they did, it was evident that they truly loved each other. I knew they weren’t true mates, but their love had never faltered. Despite all their faults (and there were a lot), there are a few memories of my childhood that bring a smile to my face.

      “You okay, Midnight?” Phoenix asks.

      My eyes snap open. Shit. I forgot about how mates can sense each other’s emotions. And while I was going down nostalgia lane, Phoenix was probably feeling everything I was feeling.

      I glare over at him. “Yeah. I just like this song.”

      He hums in response, his hands firmly on the leather steering wheel. My eyes trail up his arms of their own volition, taking in the dark hair, the muscles beneath his smooth skin, the way some of the veins travel all the way from his shoulder to the tip of his middle finger. I never considered myself an arm person, but looking at Phoenix, I’m mesmerized. He must sense my interest, because he smirks and grips the wheel harder, accentuating the muscles and veins.

      I roll my eyes and look away.

      “You’re mad at me.” It’s not a question on his part, but rather a statement. Rain pelts the windshield, so he flicks on the wipers.

      “I’m just trying to digest what happened last night.”

      He’s quiet for long enough that I look over at him just as his throat bobs. “Do you regret what happened?” he asks.

      I narrow my eyes, looking straight ahead. “No. It was—” I swallow. “Good.”

      He huffs a laugh. “Good?” Quickly giving me an incredulous look, his eyebrows furrow and then his face breaks into a large grin. Something flutters and drops in my stomach at that look and the way his low voice reverberated through me. It reminds me of the deep voice he used last night, commanding me. “It was good?” he repeats.

      Your cunt is my new favorite smell, by the way.

      My cheeks flame at the memory of his dirty talk. “Yeah. I mean, thank you for helping me.”

      What the hell am I even trying to say?

      He rubs his mouth with one hand, looking at the road. “That’s it?”

      The memory of him leaving slams through me, and anger bubbles just under the surface of my skin. I don’t care that he broke the door down, or pretended to be decent by locking me away. No, I wanted him in a way I’m still trying to figure out for myself. That’s not why I’m mad. I’m mad because he just… left. He fucked me and then rolled over and walked away. Like he couldn’t wait to get it over with. Like he was just doing me a favor. I should be asking him how it was, because right now, all I can think about is how terrible I must’ve been for him to just abandon me like that.

      “What do you want me to say?” I ask, glaring at him. “Thank you for fucking me, Alpha Phoenix?” I mock, my voice breathy and cruel.

      His jaw ticks and his knuckles go white as they grip the wheel firmly. “I told you, Adrienne. I warned you. I underestimated my reaction—”

      “You think I’m mad because you fucked me?” I ask incredulously.

      He narrows his eyes and looks at me. “You’re mad at me for some reason; that’s very evident.” He sneers. “I just don’t know why.”

      I scoff, crossing my arms. “I don’t regret having sex with you. It’s not like I’m a virgin.”

      The fury flashing through him is obvious by the way he bares his teeth, the way his jaw goes taut. I don’t know why I enjoy riling him up like this, but I do—and so does my wolf. Maybe it’s payback for rejecting me… maybe my wolf wants him to grovel on his knees a bit. Push him to the edge and make him break.

      The thought startles me. That’s definitely the alpha in me.

      “Then why are you mad at me?” he asks, crisply gritting out each word, one at a time.

      I let out a frustrated groan. “Because you just left! You came into my room and it was…it was great, mind-blowing, even, and then you just left. If I was that horrible, I’d expect you to at least be honest and say something—”

      He jerks the wheel to the right, suddenly pulling us off the road and nearly spinning out as we careen onto the shoulder of the highway. He slams on the brakes, and I barely have time to scream. A second later, he has us stopped on the side of the road. Putting the car in park, he angrily slams a fist against the wheel, sounding the horn before he opens the door and gets out.

      What the fuck?

      Through the windshield, I see him run his hands through his hair. Removing my seatbelt, I open the door and slam it behind me. The rain is pouring down now, and I’m instantly soaked. I look up at Phoenix and my blood runs cold. His muscles and veins are straining against his wet skin, and his fists are clenched at his sides. His black hair grazes down on his forehead, and his narrowed golden eyes are watching me with an almost threatening gaze. The cotton material of his shirt strains with every inhale.

      “You think I left because you were terrible?” he asks, his voice dark and menacing.

      I begin to shake. The rain lowered the temperature and it’s freezing out. I don’t have a proper jacket on. My skin pebbles as he takes a step closer to me.

      “What other conclusion am I supposed to come up with?” I ask, my voice trembling. “I just assumed I didn’t live up to the standards of the other women—”

      He roars, rushing forward and pinning me against the side of his car. His teeth are bared, and his skin is wet. Drops of rain fall from his face and onto my chest.

      “You think you didn’t live up to my standards, Adrienne?” he asks, his voice low yet gentle.

      “I figured you would’ve stayed—”

      He growls, and my wolf instantly perks up, wanting to obey him. My knees go weak at the power radiating off him.

      “You think I didn’t want to stay? To rut you, over and over and over?” he breathes, his nose trailing the side of my neck and causing my trembling to worsen. My core clenches as his breath tickles the delicate skin behind my ear. “You think I didn’t want to keep going? To keep fucking you until you milked me dry?” he growls. I instinctively arch my back, giving him more access to my flesh. “You think I left because I didn’t enjoy it?” he barks, his voice derisive. Pulling away a few inches, he looks down at me. “You haven’t been paying attention, have you, Adrienne?”

      “Wha—” I open my mouth to ask what he means, but before I can, he grinds his hard length against me.

      I cry out, my hands moving up to his shoulders as he continues to gyrate against me.

      “You. Drive. Me. Fucking. Crazy,” he says, pushing into me with each word.

      Moaning, I throw my head back as he nuzzles my neck again.

      “I made a mistake rejecting you. I know that now. I made another mistake last night by leaving, but I didn’t know what to do,” he confesses. “I feared the connection, the bond. I left because it was too perfect, and I knew you deserved better.”

      I whimper as he continues to dry-hump me, his cock rubbing against my thin leggings. My skin is cold and wet, but I’m hot from the inside out as his length rubs me exactly where I need it.

      “I didn’t k-know,” I stutter, my breath hitching as he moves against me like a wild animal. Knowing that I can make the alpha of the Shadow Pack act like a wild animal, breaking down doors, humping me in the rain, I moan. “I didn’t know,” I repeat. “I didn’t know it could be like this.”

      Gods, imagine if Phoenix had never come to the Crawford house? I would’ve married Zade, never knowing passion like this. Never knowing what it could be like with your fated mate. Never knowing that fire, that aching need that extends from the top of your head to the tip of your toes…

      “Don’t you dare believe for a second that I never wanted you, Adrienne,” he growls.

      I pull away. “Then why did you reject me?” I ask, unsure I really want to hear the answer. But… better late than never.

      He sighs, and the grinding ceases. “Because I’m observant, Adrienne. You might not know that about me, but every breath, every subtle move or glance… I see it all. It’s a part of my job. I de-escalate a lot of shit on a daily basis. And when I saw the look on your face when you realized we were mates…” he trails off, bending down to place a kiss on my bare shoulder.

       “I didn’t want to condemn you to a lifetime with me. I wanted to give you a choice.”

      I swallow, trying to think of what to say to that, because it’s the last thing I expected him to say. But he continues speaking.

      “Do you remember what you said? The first thing you said when you realized we were fated mates?” I shake my head, and he runs a finger down my jaw. “You said, ‘It must be a mistake.’”

      I swallow as guilt washes over me. “I don’t remember that,” I mumble.

      Phoenix places his hands on either side of my face. “I’m not telling you to make you feel guilty, Adrienne. I’m telling you because you asked why I rejected you. Your family was displeased, and you apologized. Do you remember that?”

      Are you truly sorry?

      He’d asked me that. I remember his words, the way he sounded shocked. I close my eyes when I remember my next words to him.

      I can’t betray my family. I could never mate a Shadow wolf.

      He’s right. Much to everyone’s surprise, he listened to me. He rejected me, yes, but he had to. What other choice did he have? When I open my eyes and look at him, I nuzzle into his hand, feeling only comfort and warmth. He listened to me. He’s always listened to me.

      When I was scared about our mating, he listened to me.

      When I was in danger, he heard me.

      When I needed him, he helped me.

      Despite trying to villainize him for weeks now, he’s been the only one to accurately read me. Ever.

      “I was wrong,” I say, not apologizing per se, but admitting my fault.

      “You’re new to all of this, Midnight. I didn’t exactly expect you to leap into my arms that night.”

      A smile plays on my lips. “Imagine their faces if I had.”

      He laughs at that, and it’s a soul-deep laugh that makes me laugh, too. Once I compose myself, he pulls away, but he takes my hand and pulls me to the passenger side of the car.

      “We need to get back,” he says, his nostrils flaring, scenting some sort of danger nearing us; I’m sure.

      “I’m soaking wet,” I say, looking down at myself.

      Winking, he walks to the trunk and finds a towel, throwing it to me. The scent that radiates off it as I dry myself is overpowering in the best way, and I hug it close to me as he dries himself with another one. As we climb into the car, he smirks when he sees me cuddling up to the towel.

      “I could get used to this,” he says, nodding at the towel.

      I look down, horrified. I can’t exactly tell him that something about his scent reminds me of home—of something I can’t quite put my finger on. He must sense my internal conflict, because as he pulls onto the road, he continues to talk.

      “Omegas like the scent of their alphas,” he says slowly. “It’s why you’re snuggling an old workout towel, because we excrete pheromones when we sweat,” he explains. I look down at the fabric, knowing I should be disgusted by that fact, but I can’t summon any ill feelings. “It’s why you were nesting at the house.”

      “I was just trying to make it more homey,” I explain, scowling.

      He chuckles. “You were nesting, and it’s okay. It’s normal. Your wolf accepts our bond. I bet she’s purring right now. Am I right?”

      I look away, ignoring the heat that creeps up my cheeks. I didn’t even realize that the low noise she’s been making all week is a purr. I just thought she was snoring.

      “My wolf would like to get to know her,” Phoenix says quietly. “If that’s okay with you.”

      “She does need to run,” I answer, thinking of the lush forest behind his house.

      He smiles. “Let’s run, then. When we get home, let’s run. I’ll show you what you’ve been missing in that shithole people call Willow Creek.”

      I smirk at that, hiding the way his words warm me to my core and make me feel like maybe I was missing out on him—on this—my entire life. Home. Where I feel like myself.

      “Let’s run, then. When we get home, let’s run.”
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            Give and Take

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoenix

      

      Midnight stands behind a tree and shifts, and I can’t help but be enamored by the small wolf that emerges from behind the tree. I knew that being an omega meant her wolf would likely be small, but just seeing how small she is, I shift without thinking, and my large black wolf nuzzles into the side of her neck as we trot through the forest. Seeing how her wolf smiles as she chases birds and squirrels, how her wolf almost laughs after falling into a freezing cold pond—I realize she’s never really had this type of freedom.

      I know for a fact that she’s never had this much land to run around in, as Alpha Godric likes to keep his wolves in his backyard.

      But it’s different here—she has power here, and she’s an equal. She is free to be herself, to let her wolf run wild with no boundaries or borders.

      My mate.

      It feels good to let her run around, knowing she’s safe—knowing she’s guarded by my best friends.

      I don’t miss how comfortable she feels with Nora, either. I have to tamp down the emotion that crawls down my throat at the thought of her fitting right into our pack, like she’d always been a part of our family. 

      Nora, Valen, and Kaz join us a couple of hours later, and I can see the trepidation in Adrienne’s wolf’s eyes. She watches as the three large wolves walk over to her, and then something changes in her canine expression, as if suddenly her place here has snapped into place. She looks between the four of us, and some sort of emotion rolls through me quickly when I see her look down at her dark fur.

      She’s one of us, and she knows that now.

      My wolf huffs a laugh when she nips at Valen’s neck playfully, and he begins to chase her. They run along the shore of the lake, and I follow them, with Nora and Kaz close behind me, always guarding us silently from behind.

      This whole area is protected, and I spy the ankle monitor on Kaz’s left foot. It’ll alert him of anyone breaching the invisible gate we’ve erected. It’s not meant to be prohibitive, and I rarely use it, but with Adrienne just coming out of her heat, I don’t want to take any chances. Most days, other wolves roam this land that I technically own—it’s a safe haven for my people. Today, though… it’s just for the five of us.

      By the time we all shift and walk back to the house, I can see the bags under Adrienne’s eyes. Valen quickly makes us dinner, and I watch as she eats her entire meal of homemade cheeseburgers.

      “Those were…” She slurs her words a bit.

      Nora chuckles. “Valen knows how to cook meat.”

      Valen throws his napkin at her playfully, and I smile as I watch them.

      “I do like to cook meat,” he jokes, wiggling his eyebrows at Adrienne.

      She grins sleepily. “I feel like this is some sort of euphemism or inside joke that I’m too tired to understand,” she says.

      Kaz watches us, swirling his wine glass. He’s always so serious, but the way his lips are twitching tells me he’s a bit looser now.

      Valen shrugs. “I like my meat well-done, medium, medium-rare…” He places his hands behind his head. “All meat.”

      Adrienne giggles. “Okay, now I’m really confused.”

      “Nora is trying to tell you that Valen is a manwhore, and he has no preferences. Women, men, anything with a hole, and he’ll—”

      “That’s enough for tonight,” I interrupt, scowling at Kaz. He just shrugs and sips his wine. I turn my gaze to Adrienne. “Why don’t you get some rest?”

      She places a hand on her stomach and looks at me almost deliriously. “Maybe I will,” she answers, yawning.

      “We have a long day tomorrow,” I tell her. Nora, Adrienne, and I are headed east to see Red, one of Alpha Thaler’s betas back in the day. He’s an older guy who works for me now on a contractual basis, and Nora reached out to him a couple of days ago to see if he had any leads about Adrienne’s birth parents. He had some ideas, so we’re going to ask him some questions.

      “Will you be coming to bed, or—”

      “Sleep, Adrienne,” I purr, placing a hand on her knee. As much as I want to fuck her into tomorrow, I know she needs sleep.

      She nods, standing and yawning. I ignore the way my cock twitches at the sight of her milky pale stomach. It’s like it remembers how soft her skin was, how good it felt to have her near me. I never understood the alpha-omega dynamic until recently—never really grasped that it was a give-and-take relationship. Everyone knows the omega worships his or her alpha… but no one understands that the alpha worships their omega, too.

      Because that’s what I want to do. I want to rut her, fuck yes, I do. But I also want to worship her, to help her see her worth to me.

      I want her to know exactly how much she means to me already.

      After she heads upstairs, Nora sighs heavily, pouring herself some more wine. “She’s handling everything extremely well,” she says, taking a sip. “Or maybe she’s just really good at hiding it.”

      I play with the edge of my napkin. “Her wolf was instinctually coming home.”

      Nora nods. “Did you know that Zade was the one who told her about being a Shadow wolf?”

      I grind my jaw. “Figures. When I talked to her that night—the night she tried to leave—I could sense the hurt. The betrayal. Some fucking friend,” I growl.

      “I worry everything is going to sink in soon for her. She’s strong, but leaving everything she’s known, and coming into this group of crazies…” Nora trails off, and I lean back, biting the inside of my cheek.

      Kaz grunts as he takes another bite of a french fry. “Well, I guess all we can do is be there to catch her when she falls, you know?” Chewing, he looks up at me before swallowing and continuing, “I’m not worried about her. Especially because you can tell she really cares about you. Not that she’s looking at you with butterflies and sunshine and all of that shit. But that she can see both the reality and the fairytale in this story.”

       “Yeah.” I smile over at Kaz, and he shrugs nonchalantly. “Two glasses in, and you’re Walt fucking Whitman, huh?”

      He laughs. It’s good to see him smile.

      Valen pats my shoulder from next to me. “She’s your mate. Which means she’s family to us. Stop being so worried about her, man. She’ll be okay. We’ll make sure she’s okay.”

      My chest tightens at his words.

      She’s family to us.

      For twenty years, it’s only been the four of us as family. We know so much about each other, and it’s not as if I’ve ever doubted their loyalty. But accepting my mate? My omega? That shows loyalty beyond expectation.

      Nora nods, her curls bouncing. “She’s one of us now.”

      I swallow down the emotion, giving them all a grateful smile. I don’t know what I’d do without them, and it kills me that Adrienne’s so-called family was so horrible to her. I wish she knew that every word my family utters is the truth. That we won’t hide things from her, won’t lie to her. Because I know what I said is true. Pretty soon, reality is going to set in, and the pain is going to be harsh and lonely.

      The only thing we can do is make sure she knows she belongs here.

      With us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 29

          

          

      

    

    







            Sense of Belonging

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      

      I wake up with aching joints and the bottoms of my feet sore. I know it’s from running around the forest for hours yesterday, and I smile when I think of the way I felt within their pack. A group of black wolves prowling, hunting, playing, chasing… I’d never been with other shifters of my color. It felt strange, and yet… welcoming. For the first time in my life, I had this sense of belonging. I’d mated with Phoenix—both officially and unofficially—and the forest and lake surrounding his house was a dream to run around in. My wolf was ecstatic. It was like all the Christmas morning excitement of my life combined.

      I climb out of bed and walk to the window, a sense of calm coming over me as I look out onto the turquoise lake. It’s sunny today, and the light bounces off the surface of the water, making everything look like it’s sparkling. I’ll never get over the beauty here—how plain and drab Willow Creek seems in comparison.

      Which reminds me…

      I walk to my backpack and pull my phone out. I send a quick update to Deirdre. I’d texted her a couple of times at the other house, but she hadn’t responded.

      I chew on my lip with worry, wishing I could simply text Zade and ask what is going on. Why Dee isn’t responding. But even his messages have slowed. Gone are the apologies. The frequent begging. Instead, there’s been this… brewing anger.

      Your home is here in Willow Creek, not with those mongrels in the north.

      They can’t keep you, Adri. I’ll make sure of that.

      He doesn’t sound like my childhood friend anymore. Which, I guess, makes sense. I’m not the same person now either. I groan and throw my phone onto the bed, ignoring the way my chest aches at the fact that my parents haven’t texted me once since I arrived at Phoenix’s house, aside from my father’s text demanding that I come home, and that’s only to save face with the Crawfords. I know they know I’m safe, but a hello or check-in would be nice. Just to know that they’re thinking about me.

      I mean, they did raise me for eighteen years. I can’t believe they don’t care about my well-being.

      Even though they hurt me and even though we’re not related by blood, it still really fucking stings. I want them to care, but I suppose that’s asking too much from them.

      Brushing off the thoughts, I hop into the shower and wash quickly. I close my eyes as a wave of heat pools in my core. I still haven’t digested what happened that night, or what he said yesterday. My wolf trusts him intrinsically, so it makes it easy to brush off what happened. But I know we need to talk about it soon, and about what it all means. I also know he’s trying to give me space, which I appreciate. I towel off and quickly braid my hair, slipping into thick pants and a sweater. This time, the combo is a light blue sweater and dark blue pants. The color of the sweater contrasts with my black hair, and I stare at my reflection for a few seconds.

      I never considered myself attractive. I always felt plain—small, different, strange. But the cold air makes my cheeks rosy, and the time at the house gorging on all the food I could consume filled out the hollowness I’d had in my face last week. Dare I say it, but I look good. More importantly, I feel good. Strong, healthy… happy.

      I open the bathroom window to let out the steam. I can tell it’s going to be cold today by the way the cold air sends a skittering of goosebumps along my skin, and a few minutes later, I shiver as I pull my sneakers on.

      Walking downstairs, there are voices coming from the dining room. As I walk in, I notice Phoenix is sitting at the head of the table, with Nora, Kaz, and Valen around him. My eyes flick to the empty chair next to him, and they all quiet down as I walk in.

      “Did you guys even go home last night?” I ask, smirking.

      Valen huffs a laugh, and Kaz eats his croissant silently. I can’t really get a good read on Kaz. He’s tall and lanky, with short, black hair. He’s quiet, and I don’t think he’s ever spoken a word to me. His eyes are observant, and he has a roughness about him that must come with being Phoenix’s enforcer, of always being on the lookout. Still, like all of them, he gives off a warm and friendly demeanor. Maybe a bit of shyness, of seriousness, but it’s definitely not judgmental or anything. There’s nothing cold or judgmental about any of them, and that fact makes me want to be their friend.

      My eyes wander over the food spread, taking in the casual pastry breakfast. There aren’t even plates—just a basket of pastries, some fruit, and coffee.

      “We’re not fancy,” Kaz says, his voice low. See? Observant. “As a matter of fact, we’re never fancy.” His blue eyes look almost mirthful as I reach for a Danish roll.

      “Kaz likes to insinuate that we’re all mutts,” Nora jokes.

      “What’s a mutt?” I ask, sitting down next to Phoenix and taking a bite. His eyes wander over my outfit, and I see his right hand curl around the armrest of his chair. My stomach flutters as I look away.

      “In the human world, it means a canine without a proper family lineage. Here, it means canines who don’t have manners,” she explains. Raking my gaze over at Valen, I see the crumbs on his black t-shirt, and Nora must notice my stare, because she chuckles. “They’re definitely mutts.”

      I smile, glancing between all four of them and observing their banter. I can tell they all consider themselves family by the way Kaz has an arm around the back of Nora’s chair, and how Valen reaches over Kaz to grab an apple. Phoenix is watching his friends with a warm expression.

      “Does your partner ever join us for breakfast?” I ask Nora.

      Valen snorts, and Nora shoves his shoulder. She gives me a wan smile. “No, she’s not really a morning person.”

      “I hope I get to meet her soon.”

      “I hope so, too.” Standing up, she places her palms on her thighs. “Okay, I’m going to print out the things I have for Red.” Glancing at me, she elaborates, “He’s the guy we’re going to see.”

      My stomach erupts with butterflies. I might actually find out something having to do with my parents today. My real parents.

      After she leaves, Phoenix clears his throat. “Nora and her partner are trying for a baby,” he says quietly. “It’s been… a few years.”

      I swallow and look in the direction she left. “She mentioned her partner going into heat…” I trail off, trying to put the pieces together.

      Phoenix nods. “Nora is a beta, though. And though her partner is an omega, it’s a lot harder for a woman to impregnate another woman.”

      “How does it work… physically?” I ask, curious.

      Valen clears his throat. “It’s possible for a female to get another female pregnant with her slick, but it’s not as easy as it is for a male because of his seed.”

      Thank Gods for my IUD… although that’s something Phoenix and I should’ve discussed beforehand.

      “And two males… Nora mentioned two males can have a baby, too?” I ask, wanting to know everything.

      Phoenix nods. “That’s also quite rare, but it happens. Men can essentially grow a uterus.”

      I look between all of them, wide-eyed. “That’s really cool. I never knew that was possible.”

      “That’s because Willow Creek wolves are bigots,” Kaz mutters.

      Before I can respond, Nora walks back in with some papers in her hand. We all chat casually as I finish my breakfast, and a few minutes later, Nora, Phoenix, and I are off to see Red.

      We don’t take the main road to his house. Instead, we drive along a back road paved with dirt. Nora sits in the back and compiles a list of things to ask while Phoenix drives and I sit quietly in the front seat. I don’t know what to expect today, and I sure as hell don’t want to get my hopes up.

      About two hours later, we pull up to a modestly sized house. It sits in the middle of a clearing, with tall evergreens surrounding it. The outside is a dark brown, and the windows and door have white trim. It’s an older house, but not ancient like the stone house that Phoenix lives in. It just looks like someone took a house from the suburbs in the 80s and plopped it down here in Alaska.

      “Before we go in, you should know that Red is a nice guy, but he holds a little bit of resentment for the way things went down with Thaler and Phoenix,” Nora says, and Phoenix looks back at her, glaring.

      “You mean when Phoenix became alpha?” I ask, and his gold eyes pivot to mine.

      “She told you?” he asks, a frown forming on his lips.

      I smirk. “She told me some things. But not everything.” His expression darkens slightly. Why do I like to push his buttons so much?

      “Anyway,” Nora continues, looking down at the paper. “If he says anything insulting to Phoenix, that’s why.” She looks at Phoenix, her eyes twinkling. “But Phoenix has a soft spot for him, so he lets Red get away with it.”

      “Why are you talking about me like I’m not here?” he asks, glaring at Nora.

      She laughs before putting a warm hand on my shoulder. “I have no idea what he knows, Adri. He could have all the answers, and we could walk away today with names and phone numbers.” I swallow. “Or… he could know nothing, and we could walk away with less than what we have now.”

      “Less?” I ask, cocking my head.

      “I’m going to walk in there with a lot of hope,” she says quietly.

      I swallow, looking at Phoenix. His amber eyes bore into mine. My wolf gets excited whenever he gives us attention, feeling the instant comfort of his gaze. I take a calming breath.

      “Okay. I understand. Let’s do it.”

      Whatever awaits me inside that house can’t possibly be worse than learning your parents aren’t really your birth parents, and that they lied to you your entire life. And then, just… ignored. Like I’m no longer of any value to them.

      At this point, nothing can disappoint me.
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            The New One

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      

      Holding my head high, I square my shoulders as we walk up to Red’s door. I look at Nora and Phoenix, readying myself. He answers after a few seconds of silence, and his appearance surprises me. Not only is he much older than I expected, but he’s smaller, too. Almost as short as me. Grunting, he scowls at us as he opens the door for us to enter. Raising my eyebrows, I look at Nora, and she winks at me, as if to say, See? I told you he was resentful.

      His home is crammed with tchotchkes, piles, and empty picture frames. It’s not messy, per se. Just cluttered. Red ambles around, mumbling about his displeasure. Phoenix grabs a couple of the lingering coffee mugs lying around and walks toward the kitchen like he’s been here before, while patting Red on the shoulder twice. The old guy only frowns at him, and I have to try not to laugh at their dynamic.

      “I’ll get us some coffee,” Phoenix says and then he’s gone. I hear the sound of glasses clinking and a dishwasher being loaded.

      Red mumbles something and plops down on a soft, worn leather chair. Nora sits next to him on the couch, the papers in her hand resting on her lap.

      “How are you doing, Red?” she asks.

      He gives her a sidelong glance, his thick, white eyebrows furrowing. “Well, I’m not dead yet, am I?”

      Nora chuckles. “I think you’re going to outlive all of us, old man.”

      His lips twitch with the hint of a smile, but then he goes back to frowning. “Just my luck.”

      “This is Adri, by the way,” she says, gesturing to me. “Phoenix’s mate.”

      Her words slide down my body like a warm bath, and I smile. “Hi.”

      Red scowls up at me. “Are you going to sit down, girl, or are your legs broken?”

      Nora barks a laugh, and I grin as I sit on the other side of the sofa. I already like him. His gray hair sits in tufts on top of his head, and his thick, white sweater hangs loosely on his large frame. He has to be in his eighties, at least. Maybe older.

      Phoenix comes back a minute later with four mugs, handing one to each of us. I notice that mine has some kind of milk in it, and he winks at me.

      “Almond milk for the lactose intolerants.”

      Smiling, I sip my coffee. It’s not great, but it’s not terrible. “Thank you.”

      He sits down next to me, placing a hand on my knee. Shivers run up my leg at the contact, and I look up at him. He just winks at me and leans back, but his hand remains on my leg.

      Red studies us with his dark brown eyes. “This is the new one?” he asks.

      “This is her,” Phoenix says, almost proudly.

      Red shrugs. “I can’t keep track.”

      I laugh. “Is that so?” I ask, twisting around to face Phoenix. “How many women have you brought here?”

      Phoenix grins, moving his hand from my leg to the back of the couch. “He’s an old, senile man. Don’t believe a word he says.”

      I can’t help but think about all of the women he’s potentially brought here, though. He’s had a mate before, so she would’ve met Red, right?

      Wrong, Phoenix answers in my mind. She never came here.

      Okay, fine. But how many others are we talking about? Give me a ballpark number, I respond.

      His lips twitch as he leans back into the couch.

      A couple. Nothing serious, I promise.

      His eyes find mine briefly, and I nod. Despite having no reason to, I do trust him.

      Red scoffs. “You’re interrupting my television time.” Looking at Nora, he juts his chin out. “Well? What would you like to know?”

      Nora smiles, shuffling through her papers. “I’m here as a favor to Adri, actually,” she says warmly. Looking at me, she continues, “Maybe you want to explain your situation, Adri?”

      I nod, looking at Red. “I come from Willow Creek,” I say slowly, watching as my words register in his mind. “I thought I was a Willow Creek wolf until very recently, but it turns out I was wrong,” I say bitterly.

      “Willow Creek?” Red asks, as if he’s trying to understand. “How the hell did you end up with those snobs?”

      I mask my smile. Yeah, I really like Red. “I’m not sure. One day, I was there and betrothed to the alpha’s son, and then Phoenix came to sign the Pacific Treaty and… everything changed.”

      Red narrows his eyes. “Because you realized he was your fated mate.”

      “Yes. And then I found out I wasn’t actually born to my parents. That I was a Shadow wolf. So I came here and…” I trail off, trying very hard not to look at Phoenix. “Long story short, I’d like to find my birth parents.”

      Red rubs his mouth, his frown deepening. “And you’re hoping I’ll remember something that happened almost two decades ago?”

      I squirm in my seat, feeling Phoenix’s fingers brush my shoulder briefly. “Um, yes?”

      Red sighs, leaning forward. “I knew this shit would come up eventually,” he says, looking at Phoenix. “I was loyal to Thaler when he was alpha, so I never said anything.”

      “Never said anything about what?” Phoenix growls.

      “The pups,” Red answers, sounding sad. “There were a number of babies that went missing when Thaler was alpha.”

      “What do you mean,” Phoenix grits out. It’s not a question, but a demand. He’s leaning forward and glaring at Red.

      “Look, the only person who can answer for sure is dead,” Red says quickly, giving Phoenix an annoyed, accusatory look. “Thanks to you. But I do remember several couples who came to Thaler for help because their babies had gone missing. One family was quite vocal—took ads out in the paper, that kind of thing.” He looks at me. “I guess it was about when you were a baby.” Looking down at his hands briefly, he shrugs. “I don’t know much, but I remember asking Thaler if we should try to figure out where these pups were going, but he always brushed me off. Who was I to push him? He was my alpha.”

      Phoenix emits a low growl, and Red stiffens. “If I ever fuck up so thoroughly, you’re all obligated to tell me and put me in my place. Got it?” He looks at Nora and Red before turning his gaze to me. “Especially you, little wolf,” he purrs.

      I nod obediently. When he uses that commanding voice, I’m like putty in his hands.

      I enjoy it—and so does my wolf.

      Red continues, “There were a number of reports. Mostly down near Vancouver, close to the border. Makes sense if you came from Willow Creek,” he mutters.

      “Do you remember any of them missing a little girl?” I ask, my throat constricting. The idea that he could’ve once met my distraught parents…

      He nods. “Yeah. I can write down what I remember. Ashwood,” he says suddenly. “Their last name was Ashwood.”

      Tears prick at my eyes. “Thank you,” I whisper.

      He shakes his head and gives me a serious look. “I don’t know if they’re your parents, Adri. I met a lot of parents back then, and we chalked it up to coincidence. Children go missing all over the world. And Thaler never wanted to talk about it with any of us.”

      “Still, thank you,” I whisper, swiping at my cheeks. “It’s more information than I came here with,” I add.

      “Was it Eva and Niven Ashwood?”

      My eyes snap to Nora, and she’s holding up a piece of paper. I look at Red, and his brows are furrowed in concentration.

      “That sounds familiar,” he muses. “But like I said, it was a long time ago.”

      I tilt my head as I look at the paper in Nora’s lap. She smiles at me. “I have access to the birth records for our pack,” she explains, looking at Phoenix. “So I printed out every single birth from the year you were born.”

      I stare at her wide-eyed. I’d wondered what the paperwork was, but I assumed it was pack paperwork. I had no idea it had to do with me.

      “Are there any other last names that you can remember?” Phoenix asks.

      Red shakes his head. “No. But if anything comes back to me, I’ll be sure to call you, Alpha.”

      Phoenix nods. “Very well.”

      We leave a few minutes later, with Red basically pushing us out of his house and grumbling about missing his television series. Phoenix offers to help him clean around the house or cook him lunch, but this just angers Red even more, and he slams the door in our faces. Smiling, the three of us walk back to Phoenix’s car. This time, I sit in the back seat with Nora, looking at the paper that may contain the information from my birth parents. There’s no name or birthday, just a date of when they registered my birth. It couldn’t hurt to reach out to them.

      The car ride home is quiet, and I can’t help but feel a little more hopeful that my birth parents are closer now, and that maybe one day, I’ll get to meet them.

      At the same time, questions fly through my mind.

      Why did my parents take me? Was my mom simply that desperate for a pup?

      How did they do it? Because surely, it would have been illegal.

      Could I even refer to them as my parents anymore?

      Someone else might one day have those titles, after all.

      So many questions, and no answers.

      I vowed to fix that, and soon.
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            ‘67 Chevy Impala

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      

      We get back to Phoenix’s house around lunchtime, and I decide to call my sister, since she’s apparently not answering my texts. As I sit on my bed while the phone rings endlessly, I can’t help but wipe my sweaty palms on my jeans. Why isn’t she answering? I leave a quick voicemail before setting my phone on the bed and lying down. My head turns to face the window, and I watch the surface of the clear lake ripple with the cold wind, the branches of the trees swaying in the breeze. I could definitely get used to living here. Just as that thought leaves my mind, my phone blares loudly, and I breathe a sigh of relief when I see Dee’s name flashing on the screen.

      “Thank God.” I sigh.

      “Adri?”

      “Hi,” I answer, my voice thick.

      “Oh my God, it’s so good to hear your voice,” she answers, her tone also one of relief. “Are you okay? I mean, I know you said you were, but Mom and Dad are refusing to talk to me about it, so I don’t know anything.”

      I smile. Apparently, nothing has changed. “Yeah, I’m fine. They’re taking good care of me here.”

      “Okay, good.” There’s a pause, and then she sighs heavily. “I’m grounded, so I can’t talk for long. They took my phone away, but the idiots forgot about my Apple Watch.”

      I furrow my brows, both at the fact that she’s grounded and also that she called our parents idiots. I’ve never heard her say a negative thing about them. Unlike me.

      “Grounded? For what?”

      She chuckles, her voice breathy and dark. “It’s a long story, sis.”

      What the hell? Deirdre is the epitome of perfection.

      “I’m just glad you’re okay,” I answer. “That explains all of the unanswered texts.”

      “Yeah… it hasn’t been easy since you left, if I’m being honest.”

      I sit up straighter. “Wait, did they ground you because of me?”

      She laughs. “Oh Gods, no. Me being grounded is all my doing. I just mean… the Crawfords are acting funny. They’re here every day, whispering and looking at all this paperwork. Zade is unhinged. There are rumors about the Pacific Treaty falling—”

      I shake my head and close my eyes. “Phoenix would never let that happen.”

      Deirdre sighs. “I know. But I think that’s what they’re doing here every day. I think it has something to do with the treaty.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, my voice uneven.

      I hear her change positions and then her voice becomes a whisper. “I think they’re going to declare war soon.”

      “They wouldn’t,” I answer. “Not for me. I’m a Shadow Wolf. I didn’t break any rules.”

      “I know all of this, Adri. And deep down, so do our parents and Godric.”

      Realization hits me. “Zade.”

      Before she can confirm, she curses, “Shit, I have to go. Love you. Please keep me updated on everything.”

      The call ends before I can utter another word, and I stare at my phone before walking downstairs. I expect Phoenix, Nora, Kaz, and Valen to be down here, but no one appears to be around. I help myself to some leftovers in the fridge before I make myself a cup of coffee, and as I lean against the counter, I hear a noise coming from one of the rooms off the kitchen. I follow the clanking sound to another door, and when I pull it open, I hardly expect the sight before me.

      It’s a large garage, and three old cars sit side by side. My eyes dance around all the tools hung up on a pegboard on the far wall, and I notice the door is open, overlooking the forest in the back. A clicking sound has my eyes traveling downward, and my throat goes dry at the sight of Phoenix bent over the hood of the middle car.

      He’s shirtless, and his jeans are stained with dark grease. He must not have noticed me, because he doesn’t look up. Instead, he rubs his jaw, getting the dark grease all over his skin as he scowls down at the engine. He must’ve exerted himself doing whatever it was that he was doing, because trails of sweat slink down his cut abdomen, and the hair at the top of his forehead is damp, sticking to his skin. His hands… Gods. They’re covered in grease, and I watch as he fumbles with something inside the engine.

      Mine.

      My wolf thinks it before I can process it, and the space between my legs throbs as I look at him. Just as I’m about to say hi, his nostrils flare, and he snaps his gaze up to mine.

      “Adrienne.”

      I could get drunk at the way he says my name—the deep, guttural tone, and the way it rolls off his lips.

      “Hi, where’d everyone go?” I ask casually, leaning against the door.

      His eyes skate down my body quickly, causing a shiver to claw down my spine at his inspection. “They went home.”

      “Do they live close by?”

      Phoenix nods before looking down at the engine again. “Nora and Iris live in the guesthouse about half a mile away,” he says slowly, screwing a cap off something. “Kaz lives about a mile away in his own house, and Valen lives in an apartment in Greenwood.” When I don’t answer, he looks up and continues, “It’s the closest town. About twenty minutes from here.” As he goes back to unscrewing, I admire the way his muscles twist and contract on his arm—and the way his fingers so delicately prod and pluck at the parts in the car. He’s good with his hands. That I remember.

      You have such a pretty little cunt.

      I clear my brain of the strange arousal clouding my mind. “It must be nice to have them all so close.”

      He looks up at me with a small smirk on his lips. Shit, did he hear my thoughts?

      He smacks his hands together and stands up straight. “It’s all we’ve ever known. They’re my true pack.” When I cock my head in confusion, he continues, “Yes, Shadow Pack is technically a pack,” he says slowly. “And I’m honored to be able to lead it. But every wolf craves their true pack—the group of people they consider family. There’s no way I could consider the millions of people in this pack a part of my family, whether I wanted to or not. There are just too many of us.” He rubs his face again, smearing more grease. “It’s always been the four of us. Well, five, I guess,” he says sadly.

      I nod, clearing my throat. “Nora told me. About West and the orphanage. About how you became alpha.”

      He looks down, grabbing a rag and running it over his face. His scruff is dark, as if he hasn’t had time to shave in a few days. The scar running along his right brow is enhanced by the fact that his face is dirty. His hair is messy, probably mussed up by grease. And even though he’s wiped his hands on the cloth, the crevices near his nails are still black. For some reason, seeing him dirty like this, working with his hands… it does something funny to my insides.

      “Turns out we’re not so different, Midnight,” he says, looking up at me with a heated gaze.

      Without the clouded haze of my heat, I am so aware of him, of my arousal. My cheeks redden as his eyes prowl over my face. I used my heat as a scapegoat, as a reason to give in to this passion. But now? It’s just pure attraction. No slick, no burning core, or aching hollow inside of me. I can’t use that as an excuse for why I want to please him, to kneel before him and take his giant cock into my mouth.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      Clearing my throat again, I look at the cars, changing the subject. “These cars are old,” I say, wincing. I want to smack myself on the forehead for stating the obvious.

      Phoenix’s lips curl up ever so slightly, as if he knows I’m just trying to distract myself. “Yes, they are.” He points to the one on the right. “That’s a Porsche 911. Built in 1973, before they completely redesigned their models.” His eyes soften. “My favorite,” he adds. “Small, quick, sexy…” he trails off, his eyes twinkling with something I’m not sure I want to know as they flick over my body again.

      He points to the car on the left. “That’s a vintage Jeep. I use it when I need to go into the forest. Good for this weather. Sturdy. I’m fixing it up for Valen, because he’s obsessed with war cars, and this one is from World War II.”

      “And the middle one…” He grimaces. “It gives me a hard time. It’s a 1972 BMW, and I picked it up for free, but whoever owned it before me used the cheapest parts they could find.” He rubs his jaw, inadvertently smearing more grease along his chin. “A pain in my ass,” he grumbles.

      I smile, enjoying the way he talks about his cars. This is obviously a passion of his, and even though we hardly know each other, it’s nice to feel like I know something about him.

      “What’s your dream car?” I ask.

      He gives me a wolfish grin. “A ’67 Chevy Impala.”

      I crook a smile, because I know what kind of car that is. “Really?”

      He wipes his face again, dropping the rag on the ground as he walks closer to me. “When I was younger, I always had this fantasy of laying a woman across the large hood,” he purrs. “The heat from the engine nearly burning her skin, her legs around my ears,” he adds, nearly growling.

      I squeeze my thighs together as that image flashes through my mind gratuitously. Shirtless Phoenix with sweat dripping down his chest, with his black hair hanging in front of his face, his fangs out, like they were that night in the forest—

      I squeeze my eyes shut as images flashes through my mind. Jesus.

      Warm, calloused fingertips graze my chin, and I know he’s close. I can smell him—the sweat mixed with rain, grease, and smoke. I can hear him breathing, can feel my wolf react to his presence. Taking a shaky breath, I feel my nipples harden underneath my bra.

      “Look at me, Adrienne.”

      I snap my eyes open, taking in the possessive way he’s watching me, how his pupils have grown, turning his eyes nearly black. I imagine the grease on his hands leaving a mark on my chin. Or how I’d be dirty, too, if he were to take me right here in this garage. Before him, I never had thoughts like this. Sure, I would pleasure myself in bed, late at night, imagining Zade. It was never wholly satisfying, and I never understood why. But these kinds of thoughts? The ones about him marring my pale skin, about marking me, claiming me as his… these thoughts are new.

      But they feel right.

      “It’s normal to want this,” he murmurs. “Especially after our first mating.”

      He means the other night, of course. The fever dream sex. Because that’s what I refer to it as.

      “Is it normal to be so… strong?” I ask as he trails his finger down my neck. “I walked in and saw you bending over the car, and I couldn’t think straight.”

      He chuckles, the sound low as it vibrates through my core. “Now you know how I feel whenever you’re around, Midnight.”

      “But—”

      “Get on your knees, little wolf.”

      My core turns molten at his words, and the need, the desire to obey becomes overpowering. The questions I had about our mating fly out of my head, and I can only concentrate on his command.

      Because I want this, too.

      I drop to my knees without another word. Logically, I know this is crazy. I’m not this girl—the omega who kneels for her alpha. But he’s not like this, either. Not really, anyway. But it’s Phoenix, and right now, the bond between us feels so strong. He’s my mate. This is right. It feels good to play like this, because I know that when we’re done, he’s going to ask me if I’m okay. There’s a level of trust between us that I can’t explain, other than to assume it has something to do with being his mate.

      He’s mine.

      My mate.

      At those words, I reach up and unzip his zipper, freeing his long, thick shaft. It’s already rock hard, and I finger the veiny length as they graze the bulbous area at the base of his cock. His knot.

      My knot.
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            Cantaloupe Dipped in Honey

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoenix

      

      Jesus. Fucking. Christ.

      The instant her small hands touch my pulsing cock, I know I’m not going to last long. Especially not if she keeps looking up at me adoringly with those large, honey brown eyes, and the small hairs around her face coming free from her long braid. Her breathing is hitched. I can smell just how aroused she is, which, in turn, is making me more aroused.

      She’s such a good fucking omega.

      With a wicked grin, she runs her long tongue from the base of my knot to the tip of my shaft, moving her large, red lips over the thick head, just as pre-cum leaks out. She sucks on it like a lollipop for a second before popping off, looking up at me in surprise.

      “Is it supposed to taste good?”

      I let out a low laugh. “It only tastes good for you.” She frowns, the line on her forehead deepening. Fuck, she’s cute when she scowls up at me like that. “One of the benefits of being my fated mate.”

      I can see the wheels spinning before she responds, but I know exactly what she’s thinking. “Do I…” she trails off.

      I run my hand along her scalp to her braid, wrapping my hand around the base of it and tugging her head back a couple of inches. She lets out a moan, and I use my other hand to cup her face. She nuzzles against my palm.

      “Your pussy tastes like cantaloupe dipped in honey, and I cannot fucking get enough.” I nudge my cock forward, and she obediently begins to tease the head of my shaft with her tongue, licking up every drop that seeps out. “You suck my cock so well, little wolf,” I mutter, thrusting my hips forward eagerly.

      She hums in response, using both hands and sliding them up and down my shaft, removing her mouth.

      “I’ve had a lot of practice,” she bites out, smirking up at me. “Just kidding.”

      Brat.

      I growl, grabbing her braid roughly. “I don’t want to think of you sucking another man’s dick just before I explode down your throat, Midnight.”

      She moans, biting her lower lip as she looks up at me with hooded eyes. “Someone’s already possessive,” she answers, her voice low and husky.

      “Does that bother you?” I ask, fucking the air in front of her. I need to come soon, but I’m not sure if I want to come in her mouth or in her tight little pussy.

      “No. I like it.”

      I smile, trailing my pre-cum along her face with the tip of my cock until she opens her mouth.

      “Good girl. Before I fuck your mouth, I just need to know one thing,” I say slowly.

      I don’t normally talk to the women I fuck like this. Yes, I can be jealous and possessive. Yes, I can be domineering—I am an alpha, after all. But with Adrienne, I like seeing the way her eyes glaze over when I talk dirty to her. I like taking the role of the alpha—which isn’t something I always utilize during sex. I came into this role because I had to, not because I wanted to, so I wasn’t as brutal as the rumors make me out to be. But with her? I want to whisper the dirtiest things to her while doing the most depraved shit.

      And there’s something really fucking hot about the fact that she’s my mate—about unleashing my dirtiest thoughts onto her because, despite what happened, we were bound together forever.

      “Yeah?” she asks, her tongue flicking against the tip of my cock. I groan as it slides along the small slit, as she licks and swallows my slick.

      “Do you want my come in your mouth or your pussy?”

      She arches her back slightly, groaning as she takes the head of my cock and begins to pump from tip to knot, making sure to squeeze a bit harder at the knot.

      Fuck.

      Me.

      “I want to swallow your come after you fuck my mouth…” she starts. “… and then I want you to fuck me.”

      I moan, fisting her braid tightly as I press the head of my cock against her plush, velvety lips. “Good answer,” I say gruffly.

      She opens her jaw wide, and I slide my cock inside until I meet resistance. I expect her to gag, but she takes all of me without a second thought, her hand continuing to pump me hard and fast—like she was made to do this. I’m so fucking proud, so fucking honored she mated with me.

      “You’re so fucking perfect, Adrienne. You know that?” I mutter, and she looks up at me with surprised, watery eyes. Her mouth is open, full of my cock, and I slowly pull out before pumping back in. Her teeth graze my knot when I’m deep in her throat, and I can feel my balls tighten with anticipation as my cock pulses against the roof of her mouth, eager to spill down her throat. “Such a perfect mouth,” I add, moving my other hand to her cheek so that I can stroke it while she blows me. “Let me fuck it.”

      She drops her hands and places them on her knees, and I groan with satisfaction at seeing her here like this.

      I warned her.

      I tried to tell her.

      I knew our mating would be an unleashing for both of us, and I don’t intend to be polite with her. Not when she’s kneeling before me like this.

      I feel the telltale tingling at the base of my spine, telling me that my orgasm is close. Hissing, I thrust harder inside of her, and she just… takes it. Like a goddamn pro. And when she looks up at me, I see the lust swirling in her expression, the way she’s loving this just as much as I do. And that—seeing the way she looks up at me—that’s what pushes me over the edge.

      Roaring loudly, my cock curves up against the roof of her mouth, and I feel my come empty into the back of her throat. She sputters a bit, but then she recovers quickly, staying still as the last of it pulses out in thick spurts. My hand grazes her throat so that I can feel myself inside of her, and just before I pull out, I brush the loose hairs away from her face and smile down at my mate.

      “I’m not done with you, Adrienne.” Pulling my cock out, I watch with delight as she swallows my seed effortlessly.

      “Where do you want me?” she asks, looking around at the garage.

      “You pick.”
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            Sweet. Wild. Flawless.

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      

      I’ve never given a guy a blow job before. Even with Zade, we didn’t do any foreplay before we had sex. So I had no idea if I’d be any good at it. I was nearly shaking with nerves, but his praise was everything I never knew I needed. And the way he came so ferociously, so quickly… I had to be somewhat decent at it, right? And now, he wants me to pick the place he’s going to fuck me, but I’m overwhelmed. I have no idea what a good sex place is—and I don’t want to disappoint him. I may be confident in a lot of areas of my life, but when it comes to sex…

      “Midnight,” Phoenix purrs, pulling me up. “It shouldn’t be a hard decision. How about I help you?”

      “Okay.”

      Before I can protest, he’s kneeling before me and unbuttoning my pants. As he stands, he pulls my sweater over my head, making low, guttural sounds as his eyes rake over my body. I step out of my pants as he undresses, and then we’re both standing before each other in our underwear.

      “I—”

      I don’t get the chance to finish my sentence before he rushes forward and hoists me up. “Legs around my waist, Midnight,” he commands, and I hang off his neck as my legs tighten around his hips. “Good girl. Hang on tight.”

      Walking over to his tool table, he sets me down. Up here, I’m nearly the same height as him. I stare into his eyes as his fingers graze my bare legs. I remember the way those hands felt on my skin the other night, and that thought has my clit pulsing with need. I’m no longer in heat—no longer filled with delirious pleasure.

      This is just my wolf reacting to her mate.

      He must sense my arousal, because he emits a low growl, a sound so deep it stirs my wolf and makes her whimper with need.

      “I wish I could’ve been your first,” Phoenix says, surprising me. “I wish my knot the other night was your first time.”

      “Hey. That’s hypocritical to say. It’s not like you’re a saint, either,” I quip, rolling my eyes.

      He smirks, running his nails down my thighs. I arch my back as goosebumps prickle my skin and a tingling sensation erupts in my core. My clit is throbbing now, and every uneven breath that Phoenix takes makes me wetter. I like seeing him unhinged like this. I like knowing that I’m doing this to him. To the alpha of the Shadow Pack.

      “You sure do like to talk back, don’t you?” he retorts, his lips twisting to the side as he pulls me to the edge of the table. His hands move under my thighs, gripping me tightly so that I’m pressed against his body. The thick head of his cock grazes my entrance, and I roll my hips so that the head of his cock slides back and forth between my slit. “Yeah, you’re such a fucking brat, and I fucking love it,” he growls before rearing back and slamming into me. Hard.

      I cry out, my fingers dragging along his back as he fills me to the hilt. “Yes,” I whisper, my voice frayed. This time, I accommodate his size easily, and the stretching sensation around his knot only enhances everything. Watching him come undone while I was giving him a blow job was hot, and now my body is responding by being ready for him.

      “Gods, Adrienne,” he hisses, pulling all the way out slowly before slamming back into me. A few of his tools come crashing down on the table behind me, making a loud clattering sound. I love that he’s fucking me hard enough for his tools to fall down. “You drive me crazy,” he murmurs. He pulls out slowly, and I gasp, drawing blood with my nails when he drives back into me. “You’re like my own version of opium,” he purrs. My mouth is hanging open silently as he pulls out and slams back into me. The table creaks, and I brace myself to fall at any moment. “Sweet,” he starts, pulling out. “Wild,” he murmurs, leaning down and biting the tip of my ear. I cry out, moving my hips so that he’ll fuck me again. “Flawless,” he finishes, slamming into me.

      My orgasm explodes as his cock hits my cervix, and I see stars as my pussy contracts around his thick shaft. As my toes curl and my body begins to convulse, I feel his knot expand, heightening the pleasure and making my orgasm roll into another one seamlessly. I nearly bow off the table as the sound of something wet hits the floor; the fiery sensation of my climax rolling through me slowly, so torturously slowly, going on and on and on.

      “Fuck, Midnight, you’re going to make me come again,” he purrs. “So quickly, I might add,” he jokes, and I smile.

      “I’m sure that’s what you tell all the girls,” I quip, and he bares his teeth, punishing me with his cock by impaling me roughly. I cry out, and he gives me a lopsided smile.

      “I don’t see you complaining,” he retorts.

      I open my mouth and look down, feeling the pleasure go taut between us, and pulling me closer to another orgasm.

      “Watch me as I pump you full of my come.”

      I look down as he holds himself still. He roars as his cock expands, as it begins to pulse inside of me. Just watching him spill his seed inside of me, watching his hands grip my hips and dig into my flesh with those dirty nails, watching the way his fangs pop out and the way his eyes glaze over as ropes of come fill me… I groan as another orgasm blasts through me, fluttering around his cock. The last of it leaves me, and we’re both looking at each other in shock and awe.

      I assumed it was amazing last time because I was in heat and having sex with him gave me what I needed at the time. I thought it was a physical thing, like scratching an itch. But now I know that wasn’t the only reason. It’s like he was made for me, like he somehow knows exactly what to say, what to do, to give me an explosive orgasm.

      Mate.

      I swallow as he stays inside of me, panting as my chest heaves up and down. His knot is still swollen, and his cock throbs every few seconds.

      “What would happen if you pulled out?” I ask, simply curious.

      He winces. “It would hurt you. My knot expands quite a bit, but you’re built to take it on the inside. It would be painful if I pulled out too early.”

      I look down between us. “Would it hurt you, too?”

      He shakes his head. “No. Some alphas do it as a power move—usually with women they don’t care about impregnating. But it’s considered disrespectful.”

      Impregnating.

      He must read my mind, because he chuckles. “Don’t worry. I can feel the string of your IUD. No pups for us anytime soon.”

      “You can?”

      His knot releases, and he slides out easily. Not answering my question, he kneels down between my legs, looking up at me as his thumb presses into my pussy. I feel some of his seed begin to spill out, but he uses his fingers to push it back in.

      “Yeah. I can. But one day, I’m going to fill you with so much of my come, Adrienne. You’re going to get so fucking pregnant.”

      His words cause butterflies to erupt inside of my stomach. I like that he’s acting possessive like this. That he’s playing with our mixed essence, shoving it back in, watching with fascination as he inserts a finger. I groan when he curls it, holding the come inside and using it as lube. I instinctively reach for a paper towel on the other end of the table, but he grabs my wrist.

      “What are you doing?” he growls.

      I stare at him. “Um, I was going to clean myself up?”

      He grins then; a wicked, devious gleam to his expression as he moves his face closer and inserts another finger. “You think I’m done with you?” The possessiveness in his tone—the incredulousness at the notion of letting me go—sends a thrill down my spine.

      He looks at me from between my legs, his pupils darkening as his free hand grabs the flesh at my hip. Suddenly, his teeth graze the inside of my thigh, biting me just enough for me to cry out.

      “Do you like it when I mark you?” he asks, his voice low and gritty.

      “Yes,” I answer, nearly breathless.

      Then he dives lower and—

      I gasp as his tongue pierces me, lapping up my core. Jesus. My skin flushes at the thought of that, and his tongue darts along my slit so voraciously, it’s like he forgot we just had wild sex.

      “Good. Because I’m only just getting started, little wolf.”
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            The End of the Line

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoenix

      

      I’d heard about fated mates having insatiable sex drives, but I’d never experienced it, and I never thought it would be this all-consuming. My rejection is obsolete now, because I can feel the way her wolf has forgiven me. I can sense the bond between us, the way our wolves have connected in a way I can’t put into words. As I stroke her hair, a sense of gratitude comes over me—for finding her, for rutting her, for just being allowed to touch her like this. She trusts me. I can tell by the way she’s fully relaxed, wrapped around me like we’ve been doing this our entire lives.

      She’s so goddamn beautiful.

      Large, caramel-colored eyes, dark lashes, pale skin, long, wavy black hair… she’s also curvy as fuck, and I love that I can grab a fistful of flesh when I grab her ass, love the way it bounces when I pound her from behind. And her tits? They fit perfectly in my hands.

      Because I know now that she was made for me.

      We were made for each other.

      She stirs as my hand finds her jaw, and I trail a finger over her plush lips. So young, and yet it doesn’t matter, because she’s mine.

      “Hi,” she rasps, opening her eyes and smiling up at me from her place in my bed.

      Fuck, she’s cute when she wakes up. “Hi,” I purr, bending down to kiss her.

      “I’m so sore,” she says, huffing a laugh.

      I chuckle as I pull her closer, nuzzling my nose into her hair. “I’ll go easy on you today.”

      She pulls away and looks at me, not bothering to cover herself up as she stretches. Little minx. She knows exactly what she’s doing, and her eyes twinkle with mischief.

      Rest, I command, testing our mind-link. At some point last night, I started getting bits and pieces back—words, feelings, phrases she was sending me unintentionally. We rest today, I add.

      I tamp down the emotion at being able to speak into her mind, because I know it means she’s fully accepted this bond.

      In more than one way…

      A contemplative look comes over her expression. “Fine. Then let’s talk, because I’ve been dying to know what happened to your last mate ever since I saw it in my mind.”

      I stiffen. Damn, she’s going for the jugular.

      “She wasn’t my mate,” I say clearly, enunciating every word.

      “I know,” Adrienne says, rolling her eyes. “You said that before.” Pausing, I hear her swallow. “Why does everyone think you killed her?”

      “Because I did.”

      Now she’s the one stiffening. Rearing her head back, she gives me a look of confusion. “You… killed… her?”

      “And I’d do it again in a heartbeat.”

      Something akin to fear flits over her face, but it’s gone in half a second.

      She narrows her eyes. “Tell me everything.”

      The fear is gone, and her hand finds mine under the covers. She squeezes it, and that gesture means more to me than she knows.

      For so long, I’d been declared a monster. A brute. A maniac who callously killed his moon-fated mate. But all along, I was none of those things. Not even close. I was just a man who fell in love with a woman who tricked him. She threatened my pack, and she put Kaz’s life at risk.

      Clearing my throat, I start from the beginning. “You know how I became the alpha. You know that Valen and Nora were immediately appointed my betas, and Kaz was appointed my enforcer.” She nods, and I continue, “Well, shortly after I became alpha, a woman came to us claiming that she was Kaz’s sister.”

      Adrienne’s eyes narrow. “Nora told me that Kaz found his parents. I didn’t realize he had a sister, too.”

      I shake my head, reliving the horrible moment we all found out. “He didn’t. She was lying.”

      She swallows, waiting for me to continue, so I do. “After she came to us claiming that she was Kaz’s birth sister, we invited her into our pack. Jacinda became one of us, and slowly, I was drawn to her. One night, we had sex and the mating bond snapped into place.” Adrienne is scowling, so I continue, “Or what I thought was the mating bond. She’d purchased some fake pheromone shit and tricked me, and before long, she had me at her complete beck and call. I was a wolf in love with his mate.”

      “I’m sorry that happened to you,” she says softly.

      I kiss her forehead before continuing. “A couple of months later, we found Kaz’s birth parents—who were prominent betas in Victoria, British Columbia. That’s being nice, too. Let’s just say, his parents don’t exactly lead a lifestyle suited to bearing pups, hence his upbringing in the orphanage. When we met them, it took me a couple of minutes to figure out something was wrong, and before I knew it, one of their thugs had a gun to Kaz’s head.”

      I gasp, and he continues.

      “I don’t blame them. I’d claimed Jacinda was their long-lost daughter. Imagine how it looked to them when we tried to convince them that Kaz was their son. It didn’t go over well, because they knew she was lying, and assumed Kaz was, too.”

      “So, what happened?” I ask.

      “She admitted everything right there. I don’t think she was expecting to get wrapped up with the biggest crime lord in Shadow land. I don’t think she expected him to actually find his parents. They let us go, and then she told me everything.” I growl, remembering the hurt and betrayal. “She even showed me the fake pheromone shit.”

      “I don’t demand a lot in this pack. I don’t expect people to idolize and worship me. But basic respect is all I ask for—dishonoring me will not get you very far here. It might even get you killed,” I add. Her eyes study my face, and I know she understands. “Jacinda tricked me, and I was pissed. Hurt. Worried about Kaz, who was already fragile from finding out about his parents. So, I killed her—and yes, that may sound brutal, but I did what I had to do, Midnight. Like I said, I’d do it again. She could’ve gotten Kaz killed. She could’ve put the entire pack in danger. She needed to be stopped. And even though other packs like to think I slit her throat in cold blood, I didn’t do anything like that. I put her down, just like you’d put a dog down. She didn’t feel any pain, even though she deserved it. I’d loved her. And killing a woman… it was a tougher pill to swallow.”

      “I’m not judging you, if that’s what you’re thinking. I’m just… I’m sorry you all had to go through that.”

      I shrug. “I was young and stupid. I’d never let someone do that to me today.”

      Adrienne’s lips twist to the side. “Shit. I guess I better hide my bottle of fake hormones.”

      I bark a laugh. She’s going to keep me on my toes; that’s for sure. “This thing between us,” I purr, thrusting my already hard cock against her hip, “is not fake, little wolf. It’s very real.”

      “So, what happened then? Is this where you got your scar?” she asks, brushing her finger against my eyebrow.

      “What do you mean? And no, that happened when I was a dumb twenty-year-old going cliff diving. No fancy, badass story there.”

      She laughs. “I just mean… you killed someone. In Willow Creek, you can’t just kill someone without repercussions. Unless you fight them to the death, I guess.”

      I kiss her temple next, trailing my kisses down her face and onto her neck. She whimpers, arching her back as I thrust into her again.

      “I am the alpha, Adrienne. I can do whatever I want.” She groans at my words, her eyes fluttering closed. “Does that scare you?”

      “No,” she breathes.

      “We have different rules here. Different laws. Is that okay with you?”

      She nods, exposing her neck even more as I press a soft kiss against her pulse point, smiling wickedly when I feel how fast her pulse is beating.

      “Yes,” she answers, her skin flushing.

      “It doesn’t bother you that you’ll rule this merciless pack with me?”

      “No,” she answers, panting now. “I like the idea of being your mate. Of standing by your side.”

      “Fuck yes,” I breathe, moving on top of her and driving my cock inside her wet-as-sin pussy, eliciting a delicious moan from her. “You’ll always stand by my side, understood? Never behind me, never ranked by status. You are an omega, and we cherish your kind here. Worship them.” Thrust. Her concern was about me just now. Not that I killed someone. With every realization, I pummel into her harder. “I won’t ever make you stand at the end of the line, Midnight.” Thrust. I want to consume her mind, body, and soul. She’s perfect. How does she fit me so well when she was groomed for something else?

      She groans at my meaning as we both remember how Godric Crawford had everyone lined up by status.

      Fuck that.

      I move in and out of her, watching her tits bounce. I told her we’d take a break today, but that was just wishful thinking. I won’t be able to stay away from her for weeks—months—years. I crave her like I crave water, and just as often, it seems.

      Holding her arms above her head, I drive into her mercilessly—ensuring I’m balls deep. Her eyes roll into the back of her head as I pound into her, and I grunt as I go faster, harder—seeing just how much she can take. But like before, she doesn’t flinch away from what I’m giving her. She doesn’t shy away from it. Her eyes find mine, and she removes one hand from my grip, placing it at the base of my neck.

      “Give me everything, Phoenix. Don’t hold back. I promise you won’t scare me away.”

      I let out a roar as I rear back, hammering into her and expecting her to cry out in pain. My alpha takes over, and I grab both of her hands, holding her in place—getting her to submit to me as I maneuver her around. Flipping her onto her stomach, I grab her hair and pull her roughly onto my cock.

      Dominating her.

      “You want everything?” I growl, lowering my head so that I’m speaking into her ear. My bed creaks, threatening to snap in half from my powerful thrusts. “Here you go, Midnight.”

      I continue for a minute, watching from behind as her pussy takes me, slick with arousal. I can tell she’s close, because her toes curl from their place by my thighs, and then she lets out a feral cry.

      “I’m going to come,” she whimpers.

      I slam into her, gripping her ass as her pussy squeezes my cock, and I let out a guttural cry as my knot expands, as my seed fills her. When we finish pulsing in unison, I bend down and kiss the crook of her neck.

      “That was…” she says slowly, looking over her shoulder and giving me a sleepy smile. Something warms in my heart—something visceral and animalistic. My alpha wolf wants to take care of her forever, and seeing how content she is, how perfect she looks after I completely dominated her…

      I can never let her go.

      She’s mine.

      And the feelings inside me—something I thought I’d turned off—are suggesting I never loved Jacinda at all.

      Well… fuck.

      “Time to eat,” I say as my knot releases her. As I climb off the bed, she watches me with a smile I can’t quite decipher.

      I never thought I’d meet my mate after what I did. I thought I was cursed forever, that the universe was looking down on me, punishing me. But I know now that she was always out there, waiting for me. Waiting for the moment we would inevitably meet.

      “Do we have to?” she teases.

      I growl and walk over, pulling her up. She squeals with delight. “Don’t tempt me, little wolf.”
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            Heart-Shaped Locket

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      

      I’m utterly stuffed when I push my plate away, and Phoenix looks smug and satisfied.

      “Good girl.” He grabs my plate and walks over to the sink.

      “I need to be rolled back to bed, I think,” I whine. “That was so good,” I say, thinking of the amazing pasta he just threw together.

      He chuckles. “I like cooking for you.”

      I swallow when I think about what that means—that it’s his wolf’s way of accepting this bond. The intrinsic alpha part of him wants to take care of me. I get that. It’s just… a lot. In a good way, of course. I’ve just never had someone fully in my court like this. I thought Zade was at one time, but now I know that wasn’t the real deal.

      After what we did last night—the crazy, nonsensical thing I’m still trying to wrap my mind around—I know Zade was nowhere near the real deal.

      Staring out the kitchen window, my eyes glaze over as I watch the surface of the lake ripple against the soft wind.

      I’m sitting on one of the stools at the island, and once Phoenix finishes loading the dishwasher, he walks up behind me.

      “What are you thinking?” he asks.

      “It’s hard to believe that this place exists. That I’m here. I’m scared that it’s all going to get taken away from me. This place is like the best dream I’ve ever had, and I keep waiting to wake up.” Swiveling, I turn to face him. Instead of the pity I expect on his face, it’s anger.

      “All of this is yours, Adrienne,” he growls. “Please stop acting like this is some temporary stop on wherever it is you think I’ll allow you to go, because I’ve got news for you, Midnight. Now that I’ve had a taste of you, I’m never letting you go.”

      My stomach twists delightfully at his words. “I don’t want to leave.”

      I haven’t uttered those words out loud, but I’ve been thinking about it since I was in heat.

      “Good,” he purrs, reaching a hand out to my hair and pulling my neck to the side gently. “Because you’re mine now.” I gasp as his fangs sink into my skin, and I close my eyes as my core clenches. I know this is his way of marking me—I’m sure my neck is littered with puncture marks. I groan and reach down to feel his thick length. “Again?” he asks.

      Before I have a chance to answer, the front door opens and closes from the other room.

      “It’s just Kaz, Valen, or Nora. Don’t move,” he says, walking away.

      Well, I’m glad I decided to throw on my pajamas. I hear familiar voices coming from the foyer, so I hop down from the stool and walk into the living room.

      Nora is standing by the door with a woman who must be Iris, her partner. She has long, thick black hair, and like everyone else here, she’s beautiful. A small nose, large eyes, and full lips contrast against her sharp cheekbones, making her look ethereal.

      I almost reach my hand out to introduce myself when I see Nora’s pinched expression.

      “Is everything okay?” I ask.

      She hesitates for a second, but then she just sighs again. “Zade and Godric are missing,” she says quietly. “We think they came here to find you.”

      My fists curl and uncurl. “They left Willow Creek?”

      “Yes. They left last night, so they will probably be here by tonight.” My stomach clenches with worry. Why are they coming here? Anger flashes through me. Why can’t he just let me go? He lied to me. He betrayed me. A month ago, I would’ve been wracked with anxiety about causing a rift between packs. But now? I’ve seen what it’s like in another pack. My eyes have been opened to the possibility of not being shackled to the one place where I never fit in. Of course he’s coming after me. Because he’s never been told no before in his life.

      “I don’t want to see them,” I declare, looking at Phoenix.

      He’s fuming. I can see it in the flared nostrils, the heavy breaths, the clenched fists.

      Nora steps forward and takes my hand. “They’re breaching the treaty by coming after you. We will protect you at all costs, Adri.”

      My heart swells, and a feeling of warmth washes over me. “Do we know where he is?”

      She shakes her head. “No. We’ve confirmed that they landed in Anchorage this morning, though.”

      I swallow. “I’m sorry. I don’t want this to cause any trouble—”

      She squeezes my hand tightly. “Listen to me, Adri. You are one of us now, whether you like it or not. You are Phoenix’s mate, but more importantly, you are a Shadow wolf. That means it’s our job to protect you. Just like we protected those children in the orphanage. Just like we protect our free-range wolves. Just like we protect everyone in this territory.”

      “But if him coming here causes a war—”

      “No one knows besides the four of us. I’ll tell Valen and Kaz, but no one else has to know.”

      “Fuck,” Phoenix curses. “I’ll go call them.”

      After he walks away, I turn back to Nora. She continues talking, and Iris gives me a warm smile. I wish we weren’t meeting under these circumstances.

      “He didn’t tell anyone when you first showed up here, and he won’t tell anyone about this. He doesn’t trust anyone outside of our family.”

      “He didn’t tell anyone about me?” I don’t know why it surprises me that he kept my entering Shadow Pack a secret. I guess it makes sense, though. It didn’t stay a secret for long, but that first day or so when I was with Cain… he didn’t tell anyone I’d crossed over.

      “I’m pretty sure his exact words to me were, ‘if anyone touches her, they are dead.’”

      My stomach erupts with unexpected butterflies, and my cheeks flush with heat. He was… being protective. Even after he rejected me. Even after weeks of not hearing from me. I’m about to ask her why, but she continues.

      “I mean, people eventually found out. But initially, he was very protective of you.” She pauses before continuing. “Do you know what he did to Cain and those wolves?” she asks under her breath.

      I don’t move. Can’t move. “Do I want to know?”

      She sighs. “I’m not supposed to say anything, and if you ask him, he’ll say he killed them.” Pausing, she narrows her eyes. “He didn’t just kill them. He slaughtered them. Let that sink in.”

      Pride and confusion wash over me. Relief, too. I knew he’d killed Cain and Jarek—I remembered seeing their bodies.

      He protected me, despite being their alpha.

      “He was furious that night. He felt like he’d let you down; first, by rejecting you, and second, by letting you travel all the way to Shadow territory on foot. Which, by the way, is not an easy feat.” She raises her eyebrows.

       “You’re a badass, Adri,” Iris interjects, her voice a lot higher than I imagined.

      “I was angry. It fueled me when my body was ready to give out.”

      “Oh. This is my partner, Iris, by the way.”

      We make introductions, and then Nora clears her throat. “Anger can be very motivating. Sometimes, we need to embrace it.” She and Iris share a look, and then Nora looks back at me. “I have some more news.”

      I’m not sure how much more news I can take. “Gods, do I even want to know?” I groan.

      They chuckle. She takes my hands. “It seems like that couple—the Ashwood's in Vancouver—got moved up the list of potential birth parents.”

      My heart stutters. “How? Why?”

      “Red remembered he had a newspaper clipping of your parents. I guess they were the most vocal about your disappearance, so they got a lot of media attention.”

      Nora holds a piece of paper out to me, and the blood drains from my face. It’s an old newspaper article, and I gasp when I see the picture. It’s a couple—both young with black hair. The female, however, looks exactly like me. My eyes prick with my tears as my thumb caresses the picture.

      That’s not all though.

      Because around her neck is a gold, heart-shaped locket.

      My fingers brush against the identical-looking one around my neck. A sob comes out of my throat, not only because my mom once told me it was given to me as a pup by someone special, but because somehow, my parents stole me from these people—from my birth parents—and yet, I still had one memento from them. Somehow.

      I have so many questions, but instead of speaking, my eyes just cloud with tears.

      “Once we figure out what Zade and Godric want, we can try to contact them. They’re still alive. I checked—”

      Before Nora can finish her sentence, a sob escapes me, and I rush forward, pulling her into a hug. My body shakes with sobs, and instead of pulling away, Nora’s hand comes to my back, squeezing me tighter.

      “We’re going to find them, Adri.”

      Her words make me cry even harder, tears streaming down my face. It’s an unleashing, my body weightless in my relief, in my grief. The thought of going eighteen years without them—the fact that they looked for me and took out pages in a newspaper—

      I hear Phoenix walk back into the living room, and Nora twists me around until I’m curled up in his chest. And somehow, right now, I know this is exactly where I’m meant to be. I know these people have become good friends, and one day, I might consider them family. They took me in, they encouraged me to find myself, and they made me feel loved. I had no idea what that felt like, apparently. And my birth parents… they’re alive.

      Phoenix strokes my back, and I wipe my cheeks before rubbing my eyes with my hands. I stay in his arms as I wait to hear what he has to say.

      “So?” Nora asks Phoenix.

      I feel Phoenix shake his head. “They’re here. Kaz got word a few minutes ago that they’re driving up the mountain.”

      “Shit,” she hisses.

      “They’re almost here?” When I pull away from Phoenix, he still looks furious, but his face softens as his thumb brushes my cheek.

      “Let’s hear what they have to say,” he says softly. I know he’s only being nice because of me. I know that if I weren’t here, he’d wait for them to knock on the door, and then he’d kill them.

      Just like he killed Jacinda.

      A second later, Kaz and Valen come bursting through the door, looking like they ran here on foot.

      “A lot of people are asking questions,” Kaz growls, slamming the door. “The idiots aren’t hiding who they are, and people know the alpha of the Willow Creek pack is here in Shadow territory.”

      “Fuck,” Phoenix grits out. “What the fuck could they possibly want?”

      I swallow, feeling like maybe I know exactly what they want.

      How can Phoenix not know? What I don’t understand is why they’re bothering to come after me. After all this time. What has changed?

      I just hope it ends peacefully, because I don’t want to return to Willow Creek.

      And then I consider Phoenix’s words.

      All of this is yours, Adrienne. Please stop acting like this is some temporary stop on wherever it is you think I’ll allow you to go, because I’ve got news for you, Midnight. Now that I’ve had a taste of you, I’m never letting you go.

      This isn’t temporary. This place has become my home.

      “I’m going to change,” I say quickly.
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            There You Are, Little Wolf

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      

      No one says anything as I walk up the stairs, heading to my room. I haven’t been inside my room since yesterday—I’ve been too busy with Phoenix. I quickly freshen up, pulling on thick, white jeans, and a cream, cropped sweater. Slipping into my sneakers, I run a brush through my hair and go downstairs, where Phoenix, Kaz, Valen, Nora, and Iris are standing in a line, facing the front door.

      When I hear a car pull into the driveway, I jog over to Phoenix.

      Here we are—my mate and my new family—about to face my old one.

      He reaches for my hand, and I brush it off.

      “Adrienne.” His command makes me look up at him obediently. “Don’t shy away from this. From us. You are mine, and I’m not going to pretend otherwise.”

      I nod, and his fingers lace with mine as I hear two sets of footsteps coming to the front door. My heart hammers in my chest. But my wolf simply lounges around, unimpressed with everything happening. Phoenix and his wolf are next to me, so as far as she knows, life is good. A cold sweat breaks out on my skin as a loud knock sounds. Kaz walks up to the door and pulls it open.

      My breath leaves my body immediately.

      Zade is standing there—and so is Godric. Except, instead of Godric standing in front, instead of Godric radiating his alpha power… it’s Zade.

      I feel Phoenix stiffen beside me. He can sense it. And by the way Nora pulls Iris closer, she can sense it, too.

      Gods.

      Zade is the Willow Creek’s alpha now.

      How the hell did that happen, and when?

      His blue eyes find mine, widening, when they land on my face. I see his nostrils flare as anger flashes across his expression. Eyes darting between the markings on my neck to where Phoenix’s hand is gripping mine, he takes everything in. Godric just watches everything with a resigned look on his face.

      “You’re breaking the treaty by being here,” Phoenix growls, his eyes looking at Zade. I see a bit of the golden glow begin to burn behind his irises. He’s pushing his power out, too. “Technically, I could have you both killed for trespassing. In fact, if you don’t leave soon, I plan to cash in on that clause, Zade.”

      Zade cocks his head, his lips breaking into a smug smile as he shoves past Kaz brazenly. My eyes briefly flit to Kaz’s, and I see the venom in his expression before turning to look back at Zade.

      “It’s Alpha Zade. And I’m sorry. I guess I misunderstood, because it appears that rule doesn’t apply to the women you fuck,” he says, his voice shaking with anger. “Technically, she is trespassing, too. Am I right?”

      Fuck.

      This can’t be good.

      “Why are you here?” Nora asks, standing taller. She’s tall—tall enough to be merely a couple of inches shorter than him.

      He sneers at her, a look of loathing on his face as his eyes scan her body. Both Iris and Valen growl as his eyes narrow on her face. My stomach roils, and my free fist clenches at my side. He’s disrespecting her in front of everyone on purpose. It’s just a power show.

      “I am here to bring my fiancée home,” he says boldly.

      Phoenix growls next to me, and I feel the vibrations of his claws coming out on the hand I’m holding. Even still, he doesn’t let go. Zade might very well have to pry me out of his grip.

      “The fuck you are,” Phoenix says, his voice low and lethal. “She’s a Shadow wolf, and she’s my mate,” he says, his voice strong and clear on that last word. My chest blooms with pride. “If you touch her, I will enjoy ending you.”

      “I can’t go back, Zade,” I tell him, my voice shaking with anger. “You know that. I know that.”

      Zade is the one growling now. “You are my fiancée, Adri. My intended. My best friend,” he adds, his voice a little softer.

      I grind my jaw. He’s manipulating me—I can see that now. Gods, how often did he pull the best friend card when we were growing up? So many damn times.

      I shake my head. He told me that he’d found out I was adopted years ago. He apologized for keeping that from me. He’s the one who told me he’d marry me despite being Shadow wolf. And now, what, all that was a lie? The conversation with his parents? With my parents? No. He’s lying now, and I have no clue why. I will not be manipulated by him.

      “I’m a Shadow wolf. I belong here. I can’t go back.” I look at Godric. “I’m surprised you guys even came. A phone call would have sufficed.”

      Godric looks between Phoenix and me, looking uncomfortable. “I didn’t exactly have a choice, Adrienne,” he says glumly. “I’m only here to play mediator.” He looks at Zade with annoyance. “I told him this was a bad idea.”

      For my entire life, Godric seemed so powerful—so omnipotent. It’s interesting to see him bow to Zade like this. It makes him seem… so much less powerful.

      Especially standing near Phoenix.

      “I think it would be wise if you left,” Valen says, taking a step forward. “Alpha Phoenix was right. You are breaking the treaty.”

      My eyes flit between Zade, Phoenix, Nora, and Kaz. When Zade steps forward, holding a piece of paper, my stomach clenches nervously.

      “Actually, you’re breaking the treaty by keeping a Willow Creek wolf in Shadow territory.”

      I step forward, and Phoenix lets go of my hand before placing an arm around my shoulder. Zade scowls at him, baring his teeth at the sight of his fingers on my shoulder. With trembling hands, I wrench the paper out of his hands. It takes me a second to process what I’m seeing. When I finally understand the angle he’s pulling, I toss the paper at his feet.

      “This is forged,” I growl, looking down at the ball of paper. “It’s not a real birth certificate.”

      Somehow, Zade had produced a very real-looking birth certificate—with my parents as the birth mother and father, my birth date, and things I’d never even known about myself—like my birth weight, height, and hospital.

      “Oh, really? Tell that to your poor mother.” He holds out another piece of paper, and my heart sinks. It’s my mother holding a baby… in a hospital bed. My eyes flick to the date, the red text accurately showing my birthday. Somehow, he must’ve photoshopped it—must’ve altered everything to prove his point, like a petulant child.

      He’ll cheat his way to winning me back.

      “Those aren’t fucking real,” Phoenix says, glaring at Zade. “You think I’m going to let you take my mate over a piece of fucking paper?” He sneers, taking a threatening step toward Zade.

      Zade chuckles, and the sound sends shivers down my spine. He produces a third piece of paper, and my brows knit together as I snatch it out of his hands, trying to decipher it.

      “What is this?” I ask, afraid to know what other tricks he has up his sleeve.

      “It’s a petition,” Zade says coolly, looking at Phoenix smugly. “Shifter law dictates that if there’s an injustice, the alpha of the affected pack must gather signatures of five surrounding packs. Once that’s completed, the injustice is reversed. In this case, the injustice is you being in Shadow Pack land.”

      “No fucking way,” Phoenix growls.

      “She’s a Shadow wolf,” Kaz interjects, his voice pure ice. “She’s mated with Alpha Phoenix.”

      My palms sweat as I look down at the signatures. Five. He has five. Before I can argue, he continues.

      “I’m not trying to do this to be mean, Adrienne.” He looks at Phoenix with repugnance. “I am saving your life and bringing you home.”

      I pull away from Phoenix and walk toward Zade. “I don’t want to go back to Willow Creek. Don’t you get it?”

      Zade cocks his head, walking over to stand right in front of me. “Don’t you get it? You have no choice. Before, we were risking war with each other. But now?” He looks down at the paper in my hand. “If you don’t come home, six packs will declare war on the Shadow Pack.”

      My stomach flips with nausea, and the room tilts. Valen, Kaz, and Phoenix all begin to growl, the low sound sending vibrations across my skin. Nora and Iris look like they’re about to rip Zade’s head off, but there’s nothing they can do.

      Dread and unease fill me as I look up at Zade with tears in my eyes. “You wouldn’t do this,” I whisper as a tear falls down my cheek. “You wouldn’t force me to do this, would you?”

      Zade’s cocky expression falters for just a second, but then the haughty smirk is back. “Like I said before, I’m not making you do anything. Your parents are going out of their minds with worry. And Deirdre?” My breathing hitches when I hear him utter my sister’s name. “She’s been getting involved with some of the bad seeds in Willow Creek. Without you as her mentor, she’s fallen in cohorts of some shady people. She needs you, Adri.”

      My chest heaves as more tears fall. I remember what she told me yesterday morning—about how she was grounded. He’s not lying, but he’s using it as leverage.

      He’s emotionally manipulating me.

      I look back at Phoenix, and his eyes are glowing fiercely gold now, his teeth bared as he glares at Zade.

      “I will kill you one day,” Phoenix says. “For hurting my mate like this.” He looks at me. “We believe in choice here. And, ultimately, it is her choice to go back. If she decides to stay, we will prepare for battle,” he grits out.

      I know he wants me to stay. I know he would walk to the end of the earth, slaughtering his way through the different packs to keep me safe.

      Zade’s eyebrows shoot up. I bet he wasn’t expecting the alpha of the Shadow Pack to take my wishes into consideration. He also doesn’t realize who he’s fucking with. Even if I go back with Zade, I know there will be a time where he will kill Zade, like he’s threatening. And I know he will do it.

      I look between Phoenix and Zade. One, the love of my past, and the other… the love of my future. How the hell am I supposed to decide between leaving Phoenix or starting a war with six different packs? There’s no way they could withstand that much power against them. We might be able to win if it were a war between us and Willow Creek. But the five others? There’s no way. It would be a death sentence.

      A death sentence for the five people that now feel like a family. They’ve accepted me as their equal, as Phoenix’s fated mate. How could I possibly pay them back by putting them in danger?

      Then again, how could I possibly go back to Willow Creek without Phoenix? Without the others? My wolf whines, her heart agonizing over this just as much as my human one.

      My chin quivers, and dread fills me when I think of what could happen to them if I chose to stay. They’d be injured while protecting their territory at best, and the worst-case scenario… I squeeze my eyes shut as my chest aches.

      I can’t put their lives at risk.

      They’re family now—all of them. And what do families do?

      They protect one another.

      So I would protect them, just like they protected me this week.

      I wipe my palms on my pants. I can’t tell Phoenix why, and I can’t explain my reasoning to Nora. I wish I could explain why I’m about to do what I’m about to do, but I have to trust that he’ll understand. That he won’t act out, that he’ll be able to read between the lines and trust me.

      Which, of course, he will.

      I can’t risk Zade knowing about the Ashwood's. He could do something even crazier. He could hurt them. He’s desperate—I can see it in the way his eyes dart between Phoenix and me. He’s willing to burn the world down just to get me back.

      “I’ll go with you,” I tell Zade.

      When I look at Phoenix, his eyes widen for a second before a voice flutters in my mind. It surprises me so much that I nearly stumble backward.

      You’re going back? Are you sure?

      His tone startles me. I expected him to be angry with me, but he’s not—he’s just making sure I’m okay.

      I have to, I tell him. I won’t put our pack in danger. I know who I am now.

      His lips thin as he looks at Zade. “You lay one finger on her, and you’re dead.”

      For the first time since he arrived, Zade looks genuinely terrified. He recovers quickly though, because he steps forward and holds a hand out.

      I mean it, Phoenix growls in my mind. I will kill him if he touches you.

      When I look back at Nora, she’s looking between Phoenix and I, but she doesn’t seem confused. She must realize we’re working it out in our minds. Kaz and Valen seem upset, but they must know I have a plan.

      Have Nora find the Ashwood's, I tell him. I’m going upstairs and I’m going to leave you some of my hair for a DNA sample. I need you to prove that they are my parents. I swallow. And, maybe, tell them I say hi.

      Phoenix’s lips twitch despite the circumstances.

      “I’m glad you made the right decision, Adri,” Zade says, reaching for my hand.

      I pull my hand away. “I’ll go pack my bag.”

      I glance at Nora, and she opens her mouth, probably to offer to help me. But I don’t want Zade to be suspicious. I honestly don’t know what other tricks he has up his sleeve, and if she comes with me, he might suspect we’re planning something. Shaking my head once, I see her nod in understanding.

      Tell them that I’ll miss them, I tell Phoenix.

      We understand, Midnight. You need to do what you need to do. Phoenix puts his hands in his pockets as I walk up the stairs. To my surprise, his voice continues to echo in my mind. I’ll fucking miss you, little wolf.

      Our eyes meet when I look down from the landing, and then I rush to my room, packing up my things. It’s been six weeks since I’ve been back in Willow Creek. I’ve changed so much—and yet, my things still fit in the backpack.

      I walk to Phoenix’s room, dropping one of my shirts on his bed. Wolves are territorial, and I want him to be able to smell me whenever he can. I grab one of his dirty shirts, stuffing it into my backpack.

      Leave me your underwear, Phoenix commands.

      I smirk as I take my pants off, pulling my blue thong off and placing it under his pillow.

      You dog, I joke. He just chuckles in response. Do you think this telekinetic power is long distance?

      I hope so. I guess we’ll see, he answers.

      When I get downstairs, I grab one of Phoenix’s jackets from the hook by the door. I look at Valen, Kaz, Nora, and Iris. I wish I could give them a hug, but I can’t show Zade my weakness. I already feel stupid for holding hands with Phoenix. There’s no telling what he’ll do, knowing Phoenix marked and rutted me, but that’s a problem for another day.

      My eyes flick to Phoenix.

      I… I swallow, trying to get the words out. Luckily, Phoenix beats me to the punch.

      I love you, Adrienne. I will find the proof that the Ashwood's are your parents. I will get you back.

      Tears prick at my eyes as Zade tells Godric to start the car. They’re ready to go, to get me out before any more roadblocks; I’m sure. My nerves are on fire, and as Zade’s hand pushes me toward the door, I look back at Phoenix one last time.

      I love you too, Phoenix.

      I swear I see his eyes glass up. Come home soon, okay?

      Home.

      I realize it as soon as it’s out of his mouth. This is my home. These people—my family.

      I give them all a quick wave before I climb into the back seat. Zade walks around to the driver’s seat, and when the door is shut, he looks back at me.

      Six months ago, I would’ve been comforted by this. But now? I’m in the car with two complete strangers. My wolf whines inside of me.

      “That went easier than I expected,” Zade says, reaching his hand back. I stare at it with wide eyes, and he must realize my hesitation. “Sorry, you’ve been through a lot. I’m sure it was horrible being mated to that mutt. But I promise, we’ll get you back to normal life in no time, okay?”

      What the hell does that mean? Normal life?

      I nod, playing the part of a victimized, naïve girl. This is my scapegoat. If he tries anything funny, I will just blame the trauma of being here. I can do that.

      I look back at the stone house as we drive away.

      “I’m glad there was no trouble,” Godric says quickly, pulling his phone out. “I’ll let your parents know,” he adds.

      I don’t answer him. There’s not much to say at this point.

      I spend the entire drive fuming, choosing not to answer any of their questions. They give me space, fortunately, and when we get to the airport, I use the restroom. I’ve been waiting to test our mind-link. I’m not sure I’ll be able to hold it together if my mind is radio silent. I mean, I didn’t hear any voices in my head throughout the entire drive, so it probably doesn’t work, right?

      Testing, testing, 1, 2, 3…

      I wait for a few seconds, my breathing uneven.

      There you are, little wolf.

      I let out a sob. Thank the Gods. I couldn’t do this without you.

      He laughs, the sound low but crystal clear in my mind. Yes, you could’ve. But now you don’t have to.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, rubbing my chest. I’ll check in after the flight, I tell him.

      Probably smart. For all we know, we could cause interference with the plane, like cell phones.

      I laugh out loud, and it quickly turns into a sob.

      I don’t want this. To leave you. But I trust that you’ll find the way to bring me home.

      I didn’t know you could fall in love with someone so quickly. But he has become my home. I once thought he was so broody and cruel. But he’s not. He’s strong, honorable, and fiercely protective. Mine.

      I love you, I add.

      I love you too, he purrs.

      When I exit the bathroom, Zade is holding his hand out. When I stare at him, he rolls his eyes like I should know what that gesture means.

      “I need your phone, Adrienne. I hate to do this, but I can’t risk Phoenix manipulating you once we’re back in Willow Creek territory.”

      I hate him.

      I hand him my phone, and his eyebrows shoot up when he sees the multiple unread texts from him pop up on my screen. His jaw ticks, but he doesn’t say anything as we board our private jet.

      If Phoenix doesn’t kill him after all of this is over, I will.

      My wolf howls in agreement, and I smile.

      Nora and Phoenix were right. I am an omega-alpha hybrid, because my wolf doesn’t want to obey Zade at all. I guess Phoenix was right about that. About my wolf.

      She doesn’t submit to everyone.

      Just the people she deems worthy.

      And Zade was about to find that out the hard way.
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            Take Back What’s Mine

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoenix

      

      After I close the door, I turn to face my family, flexing my arms as I look between them. Without a word, I grab the metal banister, ripping it from the base of the stairs and smashing the wood against the ground. The shards of wood explode, but none of them flinch.

      He has her.

      My mate.

      I growl, my fangs thrusting free from my gums, my claws unsheathing from the tips of my fingers. I walk over to the dining room table, flipping it over. My lips curl back when I punch the decorative mirror, shards of glass embedding in my numb hand.

      “Hey,” Valen says from behind me. “Maybe break something that doesn’t predict seven years’ bad luck, eh?”

      I snarl at him, “She’s gone.”

      Nora walks over to me. Maybe because she knows she’s the only one, besides Iris, that I won’t hit.

      “I know,” she says, her voice soothing.

       I let Midnight go. I let our rival pack take my mate. My nostrils flare as my throat stings with emotion.

      Kaz walks up to me and pulls me into a hug. None of us say anything as Nora, Valen, and Iris all surround me, trying to comfort me. I pull away and wrap my hand in my shirt, looking down at the floor.

      Blood.

      Glass.

      Wood.

      “I’m about two seconds away from going after her,” I say, my voice guttural. “So I’m going to need you all to keep me grounded. Got it?” They all nod, except for Kaz, who just scowls at the door, as if his death stare could kill Zade and Godric. The anger is beginning to dissipate, and now, all I want to do is get her back.

      There’s one way to do that. “She left some hair so that we can find the Ashwood's and do a DNA test.”

      Nora grins. “Smart cookie. Because once we can prove she’s related to them…”

      I bare my teeth. “Once I have the proof in my hands, I will march right into that fucking pack and take back what’s mine.”

      “And until then?” Kaz asks, crossing his arms.

      She’s a hell of a lot braver than me, that’s for damn sure,” I mutter. “She’ll hold them off until we’re ready.”

      Nora chuckles. “You can speak to her in your mind, can’t you?”

      I shrug, a smile tugging at my lips. “Perhaps.”

      “Lucky,” Iris mutters, and Nora wraps an arm around her, rubbing her shoulders.

      “Do I sense some jealousy?” Nora jokes, pressing a kiss on the tip of Iris’s nose.

      “Are we really just pretending that this is all okay?” Kaz asks, breaking up the lightheartedness.

      I growl, baring my teeth at him. “Of course it’s not okay, Kaz. It fucking kills me that those fucking wolves have her. That she’s going back to that place.” I march up to him, and he stiffens. “I know her. She did what she felt was right. And one day, I am going to force Zade Crawford to his knees just before I disembowel him. Is that understood?” He nods, and I give him a wicked smile. “I will always respect your opinion on matters close to the heart, brother. But you’re going to have to trust me on this one. You’re going to have to trust her.”

      Everyone quiets, and Valen steps forward first. “I trust her,” he says.

      “Me too,” says Nora.

      Iris and Kaz both murmur in agreement.

      “Good. Now, let’s get to work. Let’s bring my fucking mate back home.”
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            Cracks in the Foundation

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne

      

      The house I grew up in is smaller, somehow. The foliage in my city is browner, drier. Everything is too perfect, too put together. Like someone smoothed over all of the cracks in the foundation with pretty rose bushes and shiny cars. My wolf whines as I stare at the large edifice I called home for eighteen years. Now, it feels wrong to say that.

      “Here we are,” Zade says sternly, and he and Godric exit the car. I expect Zade to open my door, but he doesn’t. Of course not.

      I climb out of the black SUV and pull my backpack on. The front door opens and my mother rushes out, followed by my father. They both pull me into a tight hug, squeezing the breath out of me. When my mother pulls away, she checks me over.

      “Oh my God, Adrienne,” she says, her voice panicked. “We were so worried about you.”

      Really? Because I didn’t have a single message from you.

      My dad nods. “Don’t you ever run away like that again.”

      I give him a fake, saccharine smile. “I won’t. I promise.”

      My eyes flick to the doorway, where Deirdre is leaning against the frame. She smiles, and I rush over to her.

      “I missed you, sis,” she says, and when I pull away, I realize she looks… different. It’s then that I notice a new tattoo on her collarbone.

      “What is this?” I ask, squealing.

      “Don’t encourage her!” my dad barks from behind us. We both jump, and Deirdre gives me a wan smile.

      “I’m still grounded, but I’ll tell you everything soon.”

      “You’re okay, though?” I ask, looking at the way her eyes seem wearier, her smile smaller.

       “I’m thankful our parents found me when they did.” I open my mouth to ask her if she’s serious. She just rolls her eyes, leaning forward and whispering into my ear, “Next time you leave, please, Gods, take me with you.” I pull back just as my parents brush past us.

      “Come on, let’s get inside. I’m sure you’re happy to be home,” my mom says, ushering everyone in.

      I plaster on the same fake smile I’ve been wearing for the last day.

      “So happy,” I say sarcastically. Deirdre snorts, but my parents don’t notice. Thank the Gods for her.

      Zade tugs on my arm and pulls me back when we get inside. Everyone else walks into the kitchen, leaving us alone.

      “Hey,” he says gently, reaching out and brushing a stray hair out of my face. His eyes skirt down to my neck.

      Down to where Phoenix marked me.

      Luckily, he doesn’t say anything, but I can see the anger clouding his expression.

      I pull away, and he drops his hand, disappointed. “Sorry,” I mutter, giving him a shy smile. “I’m just not ready to be touched. I hope you can understand.”

      His eyes narrow for a fraction of a second, and I can’t tell if he can see through my lie or not. But then his face softens, and he takes a step back.

      “Of course.” Clearing his throat, he puts his hands inside his pockets. “I just want to be sure that we’re okay,” he adds, looking unsure.

      He might be alpha, but he’s still young. We both are. Except, I’ve seen some shit these last six weeks. I’ve changed, while he’s still the same cocky asshole.

      And he hasn’t earned my respect as an alpha.

      I’m not sure he ever would, after the stunt he just pulled.

      “We’re fine,” I say quickly, crossing my arms over my chest. I’m still wearing the cream sweater and white jeans from Phoenix’s house. That thought alone makes my wolf whimper inside of me. “Why wouldn’t we be okay? You rescued me, alpha,” I say, cocking my head.

      His eyes bore into mine, and I know he’s trying to decide if I’m being sincere. I can’t risk him suspecting anything, so I take a step forward and hope my smile looks sincere as fuck. Inside, I’m seething. Now I understand his text messages.

      Your home is here in Willow Creek, not with those mongrels in the north.

      They can’t keep you, Adri. I’ll make sure of that.

      “I knew you’d be alpha one day,” I add, smiling up at him.

      He’s too conceited to notice the way my smile is forced, the way my body is shaking with rage at being so close to him.

      “Yeah. It happened the day after you left.”

      I lick my lips, and his darkened eyes follow the movement.

      “I’m excited to be home,” I say, my voice breathy.

      “Did he touch you?” he asks.

      I shake my head. “No. He had me under some kind of… spell.”

      “Good. I could kill him for what he did to you,” he adds, growling, his eyes tracking the marks on my neck.

      “I’d love to watch that,” I say, but not for the reason he thinks. Because he wouldn’t kill Phoenix. He wouldn’t even get close.

      “I still want to marry you, Adri. I still want to make you my wife.”

      I smile demurely, keeping my right hand hidden. “I’d love that.”

      He grins. Idiot. “Come on. Let’s go get something to eat.”

      He walks ahead of me, and I stare at the back of his head as we make our way into the kitchen. And that move reminds me of Phoenix.

      You’ll always stand by my side, understood? Never behind me, never ranked by status. You are an omega, and we cherish your kind here.

      Zade has no fucking idea who he just invited into Willow Creek territory.

      By bringing me back here, he was bringing home a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

      And I was going to make him pay for every second of it.

      As I sit around the table, watching as everyone who lied to me my entire life casually talk among themselves, I feel something settle and burrow deep down into my soul.

      This place isn’t my home.

      I am a Shadow wolf. And I would find my way home soon.

      “Sweetheart, we should get you out of those dreadful clothes. Maybe a quick shower after dinner to wash up, too?”

      My cheeks heat at my mother’s words, but I don’t answer her.

      “We’re so glad you’re back, safe and sound,” my father says a few minutes later. I grip my fork, willing myself not to say something about the one text he sent. Instead, I look at Deirdre, and she just smiles, rolling her eyes.

      As I eat my Caesar salad, seated at a shiny mahogany table with crisp white napkins and porcelain plates lined with real gold, I speak into my mind.

      I am here.

      I don’t say home. I would never consider this place home again. It takes a few seconds for him to respond, but when he does, warmth settles inside of me at his response.

      Come home soon, Midnight. Your husband misses you.

      I smile, looking down at my right hand—at the small ring we found in an old drawer in the garage.

      We didn’t tell anyone as we toyed with the idea two nights ago. No one else knows—just the two of us. It started as a joke, and soon, we were kneeling before each other, reciting vows and clasping our palms together. Apparently, in Shadow land, marriages don’t have to be witnessed. If fated mates want to marry, all they have to do is exchange blood. My finger grazes over the small cut on my palm, and I remember the way how our souls connected, and the way our bodies joined, too.

      It started as a joke, but now, I’m so glad we did it.

      Because I would get back to him—to my husband—somehow.

      I would find my way home. Soon.
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        Don’t forget to sign up for my mailing list! There are monthly giveaways, exclusive excerpts, and I share news there before anywhere else! It’s the best place to keep in touch with me.

      

        

      
        Mailing List

      

        

      
        Thank you so much for reading!!
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        You can visit my website here: www.authoramandarichardson.com
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        Shadow Wolf

        Shadow Bride

        Shadow Queen

      

        

      
        Standalones:

        Blood & Vows

      

        

      
        For contemporary books by Amanda Richardson, click here!
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        ★ NOW AN AMAZON TOP 100 BESTSELLER ★

      

        

      
        Never make a deal with the devil–especially if that deal entails holy matrimony.

      

        

      
        There’s only one rule my mother passed down to me before she died: Never venture into the east side of Edinburgh.

        I never questioned it.

        There are creatures in this world that could hurt us, she’d said.

        So, I stay away—until my life hits rock bottom, and I find myself curious about the forbidden side of the ancient city.

        It doesn’t seem all that different here–bars, clubs, restaurants. Just like the human side.

        One too many drinks later, he finds me.

        A silly poem and a whispered wish are all it takes for him to rip through the mirror between realms and pin me against a wall.

        Cruel, inhuman, cunning. A demon—an actual prince from hell. With horns.

        What could he possibly want from me?

        Marriage, apparently.

        Because as it turns out, Bloody Marius is dead serious about upholding his end of the deal.

      

        

      
        Blood & Vows is a dark retelling of the legend of Bloody Mary. It is a paranormal romance novella that will leave your kindle sizzling. Please note that this book has dark themes such as forced marriage, kidnapping, dubious consent, violence, and explicit language, which may be triggering for some.

      

        

      
        Download here!
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