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    Bitten 
 
    Xander Cole isn’t looking forward to returning to his birth pack, even if it’s only for a few days. When human women start disappearing near the small town of Broken Ridge, however, the Justice Council wants answers. As part of an elite group of paranormal soldiers known at N.I.T.E, it’s Xander’s job to get them. 
 
    Sasha Pierson set out in search of a new life but getting kidnapped by monsters and forced into a fight to the death isn’t exactly what she had in mind. Mating a werewolf wasn’t supposed to happen, either, but she can’t deny the instant attraction that burns between her and Xander.  
 
    They’re destined to be together, but when a rogue pack wants them both dead, is fate enough to ensure their happily-ever-after? 
 
      
 
    Warning: This is an insta-love story featuring a dangerously sexy alpha hero, his fated mate, and enough heat to set your e-reader on fire. If that’s not your jam, this probably isn’t the book for you. 
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 Chapter One 
 
    “I’m thinking it’s your alternator, but I’ll know for sure once I get it back to the garage.” 
 
    Standing on the side of the road in some nowhere Texas town she’d never heard of, Sasha Pierson rubbed her temples, trying to fend off the building headache. “And how long will that take to fix?” 
 
    The local mechanic rested his hand on the opened hood of her car and stared down at the engine. “Not long, but I probably won’t be able to get the part until tomorrow.” 
 
    She’d been afraid of that. On the other hand, she’d been driving for eighteen solid hours. It was getting late, the sun was already starting to set, and hot shower followed by a soft bed sounded like heaven right about then.  
 
    Besides, it wasn’t like she had anywhere to be. Hell, she didn’t even really know where she was going. She’d just packed her bags, started driving, and she hadn’t stopped since. 
 
    “Is there a place around here I can stay?” 
 
    “Of course.” The mechanic grinned toothily as he closed the hood on her beat-up sedan, then brushed his hands against the legs of his stained coveralls. “There’s a bed and breakfast a couple of miles down the road. Grab your stuff, and I’ll give you a lift.” 
 
    Sasha bit her lip, looking between her Honda and the mechanic. “What about my car?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Miss. Ain’t nobody going to bother it. Once I drop you off, I’ll come back and pick it up. Won’t take ten minutes.” 
 
    Not seeing that she had much of a choice, she smiled thinly and went to collect her two suitcases from the trunk.  
 
    The ride to the B&B was short but pleasant, and her chauffer—Dale, she’d learned—kept up a constant stream of chatter the entire way. When he pulled into the gravel parking lot in front of a quaint two-story house with pale blue siding and a covered, wooden porch, her mouth fell open in shock.  
 
    Smiling jack-o-lanterns lined the front steps, and a plastic skeleton sat in one of the rocking chairs by the front door. Painted garbage bags made to look like ghosts and pumpkins littered the leaf-strewn lawn, and large, glittering bats swayed from tree branches in the breeze.  
 
    The place had clearly been decorated to the nines for Halloween, and it was absolutely perfect. 
 
    Once Dale had helped her carry her bags inside, he disappeared to tend to her car, leaving her in the care of an aging couple who greeted her with smiles and hugs. Abandoned on the day of her birth, then bounced around between foster families for eighteen years, Sasha wasn’t used to such open affection, and she tensed when they surrounded her. If either of them noticed her awkwardness, they didn’t mention it. 
 
    “Oh, you poor thing,” the woman cooed, holding Sasha by the shoulders as she looked her up and down. “I’m Clara, and this is my husband, Tom. Don’t you worry about a thing. We’ve got a nice room for you, and Dale will get you back on the road in no time.” 
 
    She was a plump woman, with tight, gray curls and half-moon glasses perched on the end of her nose. Sasha didn’t have much experience with grandparent-types, but Clara reminded her of the kindly old ladies from fairy tales, complete with a flowery apron over her summer dress.  
 
    “Come on, hon,” Tom added as he reached for the handle of the nearest suitcase. “Let’s get you settled, and when you’re ready, just come on down to the kitchen. Clara makes the best biscuits in the state.” 
 
    Sasha wasn’t exaggerating when she decided he looked exactly like Santa Claus from his rounded belly to his bushy, snow-white beard that hung down over the collar of his red polo shirt. Hell, there was even a twinkle in his eye when he winked at her.  
 
    “Thank you.” She gave them a genuine smile. “Please don’t go to any trouble, though. I really just need a shower and some sleep.”  
 
    “Well, that’s just fine. Go on.” Clara shooed her toward the staircase. “You rest, and I’ll bring you up something in a bit, just in case you get hungry later.” 
 
    After thanking them again, Sasha followed Tom up the staircase, carrying the smaller of her two bags in both hands. Five minutes later, she was alone at last, standing in the middle of a charming room that looked like it could have been featured on the front cover of Country Living.  
 
    A checkered quilt covered the queen-sized bed, and artificial vines with autumn-colored flowers wound up the columns of the four-poster frame. A wooden rocking chair with squashy, green cushions sat near the window, overlooking the back lawn. Her accommodations even came with a private bathroom, complete with a clawfoot tub she couldn’t wait to take for a test drive. 
 
    Growing up as a warden of the state, she’d learned to take advantage of any small luxury that came her way. Between foster families with more kids than space, and group homes with rickety bunkbeds, privacy had been right at the top of that list.  
 
    She’d never stayed in one place too long, always being shuffled from one set of guardians to the next. Nine different houses, nine different schools, and not once had she ever felt like she truly belonged. Those people had never been her family. The houses had never been her home.  
 
    When she’d graduated high school, she’d been forced out into the world on her own whether she was ready or not—and she hadn’t been. Still, she’d tried to make the best of it, finding a job at a crappy diner that had paid just enough for her to afford the rent on her even crappier, subsidized apartment. Financial aid had helped pay her way through cosmetology school, and for three years, she’d thrown everything she had into building a life for herself.  
 
    Yet, there had still been something missing. Though she interacted with people every day, with no family and no real friends, she was still just as lonely as ever. Maybe even more so. It was a hollow feeling in the pit of her stomach, an empty ache that no matter how hard she tried, she could never fill.  
 
    At twenty-one, she was too young to feel so damn tired and weary.  
 
    Then, three days ago, she’d received a notice that the lease on her apartment was up for renewal…with a sizeable increase in rent. She couldn’t say exactly why that had been her breaking point, but the next day, she’d quit her job at Nita’s Hair Salon, packed everything she could fit into her small sedan, and made arrangement for a local charity group to pick up the rest.  
 
    Without a plan or even a destination, she’d left Cincinnati just before midnight, and the longer she’d driven, the more anxious she’d felt. Not because she’d left behind everything she’d ever known. Not because she was essentially homeless, and her bank account total was only in the triple digits. It was an excited nervousness, like the last click on the uphill climb of a roller coaster.  
 
    But there was also a nagging urgency, as if some invisible clock was ticking closer to an appointment she didn’t remember making. Even now, exhausted and desperate for sleep, her body thrummed with restlessness, and she had the insane urge to leave her bags, her car, and just start walking.  
 
    There was something out there waiting for her, calling to her, compelling her to keep moving. She could feel it as distinctly as she felt the steady rhythm of her pulse. Sometime during the night, she’d realized she wasn’t running away from something. She was running towards it.  
 
    She just wished to hell she knew what “it” was. 
 
    A knock at the bedroom door startled her so badly she had to clamp a hand over her mouth to muffle her scream. Once she realized it was probably just Clara with the food she’d promised, Sasha laughed at herself. Yeah, she definitely needed some sleep. 
 
    “Coming,” she called as she rounded the bed. “You really didn’t have to—” The words died on her lips when she pulled the door open to find not the sweet-faced Clara, but two rough-looking men the size of small mountains. “Oh.” Instinctively, she took a step back. “Um, can I help you?” 
 
    “She’ll do.” The one with the shaved head and an ugly scar on his upper lip smiled at her, revealing long, pointed fangs. “Grab her and let’s go.” 
 
    Legs shaking and heart pounding, Sasha stumbled deeper into the room, frantically searching for an exit. With no way out, she sprinted for the bathroom, hoping to at least buy herself some time to come up with a better plan. Any hope of outrunning them, however, died swiftly when the second man caught her around the waist and jerked her off her feet. 
 
    Kicking and flailing, she screamed over and over until a hard blow to her temple silenced her. Pain exploded in her head, her vision dimmed, and the last thing she saw before passing out was two sets of glowing, amber eyes staring down at her.  
 
    ~ 
 
    Heavy metal blared from the speakers set into each corner of the ramshackle building, the music loud enough to vibrate the tacky neon signs on the wall. The scent of beer, sweat, and sex lingered throughout the room. A hazy cloud of smoke hovered at eye level above the battered oak bar. Billiard balls clacked together and thudded against the bumpers of the pool tables. Several growls and grunts, calls and responses, echoed through the building.  
 
    Somewhere in a shadowy corner, a female moaned. 
 
    It had been a long fucking time since Xander Cole had stepped foot inside the dive known simply as The Bane. When he’d left Broken Ridge, he’d done so with the expectation that he’d never have to see the town limits again. Moreover, he had zero desire to be anywhere near the pack’s shitty hangout, not if he could help it.  
 
    Clearly, it couldn’t be helped. 
 
    The Justice Council had been pretty adamant about sending him specifically, insisting he knew the area and pack better than anyone. Once upon a time, that might have been true. A decade ago, Xander would have known their routines, their running grounds, their traditions, and their secrets, but things changed. Although, judging by the number of familiar faces in The Bane, maybe not as much as they should have. 
 
    His boots thumped over the creaking floor, the metal buckles clinking with every step. He wasn’t the same male he’d been ten years ago, but he knew how to act the part.  Making his way to the bar, he clapped some shaved-head, muscle-bound pup on the shoulder, digging his fingers into the guy’s meaty shoulder.  
 
     “You’re in my seat.” 
 
    The male lifted his head slowly, his shoulder tensing beneath Xander’s hand, but he didn’t turn. “Fuck off.” 
 
    Xander smirked.  
 
    Gripping the back of the pup’s thick neck, he slammed his face down on the bar, snorting when the kid growled obscenities at him. Behind him, a few other males turned, a couple moving closer, but no one interfered. He’d known they wouldn’t, but he stared them down anyway, letting the amber glow bleed into his irises before returning his attention to the puffed-up wolf currently struggling against his grip. 
 
    “Maybe you didn’t hear me.” He leaned over the guy, his lips close to the pup’s ear, but he spoke at a normal volume. “You’re in my fucking seat.”  
 
    He jerked the guy back by the collar of his sweat-stained, gray T-shirt, toppling him off the barstool so that he landed on his back. The guy’s scarred upper lip curled back from his teeth, his canines elongating as he jackknifed to his feet with a menacing growl. Exasperated by the asshole’s posturing, Xander bared his own fangs and growled in warning, the sound low and filled with threat as it rumbled through his chest. 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    Proving he wasn’t quite as stupid as he looked, the kid cursed under his breath, but quickly turned on his heels and stomped off toward the back of the smoky room. Once he’d disappeared into the shadows, Xander sidled up to the bar and slid onto the newly unoccupied seat.  
 
    “Well, well, look what the fuckin’ cat dragged in.” Even as he spoke, the bartender slid a shot glass across the bar toward him, the contents splashing over the rim. 
 
    Xander curved his lips, though it was more a baring of teeth than anything resembling a smile. “Ian.” 
 
    Leaning forward on his stool, he rested his elbows on the bar and tilted his head to the side, considering his brother. Well, one of his brothers. Alpha Marcus Cole had so many damn offspring, Xander couldn’t keep track of them anymore. He and Ian, however, had grown up together, both raised by their sadistic father after their mother’s death.  
 
    Xander wouldn’t wish that kind of hell on anyone. 
 
    Despite being only a year older, Ian Cole had a hardness about him, a weariness that aged him far more than his thirty-four years. Beyond that, they had the same inky black hair, though Ian wore his longer, the ends brushing against the tops of his shoulders. Their eyes were the exact same color of sapphire-blue—just like their father’s—but the purple shadows under Ian’s lower lids made his stare more menacing. 
 
    Xander almost pitied the wolf. Ian looked rode hard and put up wet, but the rural, west Texas town had a way of doing that to its residents. Well, those who managed to survive the pack anyway. 
 
    His gaze still locked on Ian, he tossed back the shot of whiskey, careful to keep his expression completely neutral. It tasted exactly like the cheap swill it was, but once he’d downed it, he slid the empty glass back across the marred oak and gestured for another.   
 
    “So, the prodigal son returns,” Ian mocked, ignoring Xander’s unspoken request. Instead, he leaned back against the sink and crossed his arms over his broad chest, stretching the fabric of his black, cotton shirt. “Why are you here, Xander?” 
 
    “I didn’t realize I needed a reason to come home.” 
 
    “This hasn’t been your home for a long time.” Bitterness bled into Ian’s tone, and a low growl rumbled through his chest. “You don’t belong here.” 
 
    He was right on both counts. Broken Ridge wasn’t Xander’s home, not anymore, and he sure as hell didn’t belong there. If it wasn’t for the Council, he’d never come within a hundred miles of the town. 
 
    Mostly, the Council left the Nightlings—wolves, vampires, shifters, and the like—to govern themselves. When provoked, however, when the actions of a few threatened the security of the whole, the Council was swift and brutal in their retribution.  
 
    That was where Xander came in.  
 
    As one of the Nightling Interspecies Tenet Enforcement Wardens—a group of elite soldiers employed by the Justice Council—it was his duty to protect the innocent and punish the wicked. Members of N.I.T.E were nameless. Faceless. They were shadows in the dark. Everyone in the Nightling world feared them, yet no one knew who they really were.  
 
    And they were legion. 
 
    So, when human females had started going missing from the stretch of highway that led through Broken Ridge, it hadn’t gone unnoticed by the Council. The most recent account had come in only days ago, pushing the total to six, and those were just the ones that had been reported.  
 
    Xander’s instincts told him his old pack was involved in the disappearances, but he needed proof before the Council could act. Hence, how he’d ended up in his hometown just two nights before the full moon. 
 
    “You need to leave,” Ian said when Xander didn’t respond to his first taunt. 
 
    Sitting up straight, he mirrored his brother’s pose, folding his arms across his chest as he arched an eyebrow in challenge. “I don’t remember asking for your permission.”  
 
    Ian snorted. “You always were an entitled prick. I guess that hasn’t changed.”  
 
    “Careful,” Xander warned, lifting his right hand, his grin turning feral as his fingernails extended into long, lethal claws. “I’m not as patient as I used to be.”  
 
    He had a job to do, and the faster he did it, the sooner he could get the hell out of Broken Ridge. Pretending to be the same cocky douchebag he’d been in his teens and early twenties was exhausting.  
 
    The legs of the barstool squeaked over the warped floorboards when he stood, his gaze still pinned on his brother. Leaning over the bar, he grabbed a random bottle by the neck and poured himself another shot. Fuck, he hated whiskey. The stuff tasted like battery acid, and it felt about as smooth going down. Back when he’d been young and reckless, he hadn’t thought twice about knocking back a bottle of anything available.  
 
    For the duration of his stay, he needed to be that wolf. 
 
    After two more refills, he slammed the empty shot glass down, slid off his barstool, and extracted his tattered, leather wallet from his back pocket. He pulled two twenties from the fold and tossed the bills onto the bar. 
 
    “Keep the change.” He turned to leave, but after only two steps, he paused and looked back over his shoulder. “Oh, and Ian?” They might be blood, but sadly, they’d never be family. Still, he offered his brother as much warning as he could. “Stay the fuck out of my way.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Fall thunderstorms rolled in from the Gulf on the night of the full moon, bringing unusually chilled air and relentless rain to the northern part of the state. 
 
    All week, Xander had laid low, holed up in a roach-infested room at a motel just off the highway. The green and orange comforter had holes as big as his fist, and the burgundy carpet was stained with things he couldn’t name and probably wouldn’t want to anyway. The air conditioner didn’t work, nor did the hot water, and the ancient television offered only four fuzzy channels.  
 
    It had been absolute hell. 
 
    During his self-imposed torture, he’d ventured out only to the diner across the street, a place just as shabby and sordid as the rest of the town. The once-red tabletops had faded to an unhealthy pink over the years, and the Formica had been chipped away around most of the edges. The cushions on the booth seats, as well as the squat barstools at the counter, had begun to peel and crack long ago, and pieces of dirty, yellow fluff stuck up through the splits in the fabric. 
 
    Worse than the décor, the food probably wouldn’t be considered edible in most parts of the world. Still, an over-salted burger, soggy fries, and a little flirting with the town floozy, Kitty McKibben, had garnered him the invitation he needed to the Gathering. The annual celebration happened every year during the Hunter’s Moon to mark the beginning of mating season, though most just used it as an excuse to drink, fight, and fuck for three days.  
 
    Though the Alpha’s son by birth, he’d ceased to be a member of the pack the day he’d left Broken Ridge. By Council law, he couldn’t set foot on the Gathering grounds without an invitation from a local pack member. Of course, the Council members could have granted him special permission, but that would have given away the real purpose of his return.  
 
    Pulling his black, crew cab pickup to the side of the dirt road, Xander parked near an outcropping of trees and killed the engine. Once he was sure he was alone and no one was watching him, he reached into the center console and removed a small vial filled with pale-gold liquid. Squeezing the rubber nipple, he filled the entire dropper, tilted his head back, then emptied the contents into his mouth.  
 
    He shuddered. 
 
    While hemlock might be toxic to humans, the plant caused no adverse reactions in Nightlings. In fact, vampires often used it as a sedative. In wolves, diluted hemlock blocked their chemosignals, making it impossible for other Nightlings to detect their emotions through smell.  
 
    Scent never lied, and there was no way to fake that shit. So, while the tonic tasted absolutely foul, it was, in this case, a necessary evil. 
 
    Next, he grabbed his cell phone from the cupholder, set it to speaker, and dialed into his team. His call was answered on the second ring. 
 
    “Cole, this town of yours is a shithole. Tell me we’re getting out of here soon.” 
 
    Xander rolled his eyes as the deep baritone of his second-in-command filled the cab of his pickup. “My heart bleeds for you, Ripley. It really does.” 
 
    Keller Ripley was brash and reckless, and his biting sarcasm had gotten him into more than a few sticky situations. He was also the best friend Xander had ever had and loyal to a fault, proven by the fact that he had followed Xander without hesitation to said “shithole.” 
 
    “Are you in position?” 
 
    Since no one from his old pack could know why he’d returned to Broken Ridge, Xander had waited until that morning to call in the rest of his team. Then, he’d stationed them at the northern edge of the forest, just beyond the Gathering grounds. Far enough away not to arouse notice or suspicion, but close enough to back him up if things went sideways.  
 
    They weren’t there to arrest anyone, not yet anyway. Just like with human governments, there were protocols to be followed. His assignment was to gather intel to bring back to the Council, but he had the authority to launch a full-on raid if he deemed it necessary. Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that, but he’d learned a long time ago to be prepared for anything. 
 
    “Locked and loaded,” Keller confirmed.  
 
    “You’ve got my location?” 
 
    “Yeah, just off Miller Road.” 
 
    Xander turned his hand over and smiled down at the Nordic compass tattooed on the inside of his left wrist. It was a new acquisition—a gift from the Mages in the R&D department—that allowed his team to track his location without the need for a transmitter. He’d been around Mages his entire life, but the way the Council witches were able to combine magic and technology still amazed him. 
 
    “Be ready for anything, Rip.” He sighed, his finger hovering over the phone’s screen. “I’m going dark now.” 
 
    “Good luck.” 
 
    He disconnected the call and placed both his phone and the hemlock tonic in a hidden compartment in the console. From there on out, he was on his own. No phone. No earpiece. No communication at all. He was completely cut off from his team except for a tiny panic button on the side of his watch.  
 
    He hoped to hell he didn’t have to use it. 
 
    Before exiting the pickup, he took a moment to look himself over in the rearview mirror. His dark hair stuck up in every direction as if he couldn’t be bothered to run a comb through it. The stubble on his jaw itched like hell, but it added to his devil-may-care look. Right along with the thick, black boots, the size-too-small, black T-shirt, and jeans so tight his balls ached. 
 
    Staring past the mirror, he curled his upper lip at the driving rain that splattered against the windshield. The fat drops pounded hard against the roof of the cab, the sound echoing through the interior like gunfire. The idea of spending the rest of the night in wet denim that already cut off circulation to his favorite body parts didn’t appeal to him, but he wouldn’t get another opportunity like this. 
 
    Still, he hated this assignment.  
 
    With a heavy sigh, he pushed his door open and stepped out into the rain. As he’d predicted, by the time he’d sloshed through the quarter-mile of muddy forest to the pack’s hunting lands, he was soaked to the bone and in a foul fucking mood. The rain slowed to a heavy mist just as he stepped through the tree line and into a large clearing, though rumbling in the distance said Mother Nature hadn’t finished with them yet. 
 
    A bonfire in the middle of the field had managed to survive the downpour, the flames reaching nearly twenty feet into the air. Music played from an ancient stereo, and pack members milled around the inferno in varying stages of undress. Three separate couples passed him, disappearing into the forest within minutes of one another. Others copulated right out in the open, rolling in the mud as they groped and snarled at each other. 
 
    Everywhere he looked was one reminder after another of why he’d left in the first place. 
 
    Heading toward the bonfire, he pulled up short when a high-pitched, feminine voice shrilled his name. Turning, he had just enough time to brace himself before Kitty McKibben threw herself into his arms, curling around him like a snake and nipping at his earlobe. Fresh mud caked her nude body and matted her normally platinum-blonde hair, and the female reeked of sex—three separate partners if his nose could be trusted. 
 
    Swallowing back the bile that rose in his throat, he greeted her with a kiss to the cheek. “Hey, Kitty.”  
 
    “I wasn’t sure you’d actually come.” She was pleased to see him, though, and nothing in her scent indicated she realized just how much he didn’t want to be there.  
 
    Thank fuck for the hemlock tonic. 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it,” he lied as she continued to rub herself against him.  
 
    “Well, you’re just in time.” 
 
    He really didn’t care, but he forced himself to ask, “In time for what?” 
 
    “Mud wrestling.” Her nasally giggle grated on his nerves. “Oh, come on, you remember the tournament.” Stepping away from him, she held her arms out to the side, bending them upward at the elbows so that the lean muscles in her arms flexed. Then, she bent her knees and shook her ass, making her breasts bounce as she continued to giggle. “You’re looking at last year’s champion.” 
 
    Xander grinned, showing the tips of his fangs below his upper lip, but inside, he was fighting back the urge to vomit. 
 
    Kitty made it sound like some sexy exhibition college girls participated in during Spring Break. In truth, it was a vicious fight with claws and teeth, blood and pain, and all for the right to breed with the Alpha, because only the strongest female would do for the pack’s leader. 
 
    “I’m not fighting until later,” Kitty continued, taking his arm and leading him toward the makeshift arena set between the bonfire and the forest. “The first fights are for the new girls.” 
 
    Xander remembered all too well. The female members of the pack who’d recently celebrated their twenty-first birthdays participated only in exhibition fights. They weren’t yet eligible to compete for the so-called honor of spending one night—or the entire mating season—with the Alpha. Instead, their fights were more for experience and practice to prepare them for the following year.  
 
    “How many new girls this year?” he asked. 
 
    “Just three.” She dismissed them with a flick of her fingers. “The newbie fights are always fun to watch. They’re all rage and no skill.” 
 
    “I like a little rage,” he drawled as he ran the back of his hand along her arm suggestively. “Is Anna still training them?” 
 
    For as long as he could remember, Anna Jeffries had trained the newly adult females. She taught them to fight, yes, but more importantly, she taught them how to defend themselves, how to survive long after their leader had used and discarded them.  
 
    “Oh, no.” Kitty giggled again in that way that set his teeth on edge. “Anna left the pack years ago.” Her plump, bottom lip slid out in an exaggerated pout. “Right around the time you left.” She brightened quickly, but the smile didn’t reach her big, gray eyes. “We do things a little different now.” She pointed toward the swatch of mud. “You’ll see. The first fight is about to start.” 
 
    Fallen logs had been placed around the pit, forming a loose circle where members of the pack could sit to cheer on their favorite contestants. Some had brought lawn chairs in increasing states of disrepair, while others stretched out on the ground. A handful of males in their wolf forms prowled the outer edge of the circle, likely younger pack members not yet able to resist the lure of the full moon. Next to them, spread out at different points around the ring, pack Enforcers stood like stone-faced sentinels.  
 
    Xander saw no sign of the Alpha. 
 
    “Let’s go, Jaya!” 
 
    “Kick her ass, Jaya!” 
 
    The one they called Jaya paced in the middle of the thick mud, naked except for a pair of skimpy bikini bottoms held together by a thin string on each hip. Her eyes glowed, flashing amber before fading back to their natural brown as she struggled to contain her primal nature. 
 
    As she paced around the pit, her sinewy muscles flexing with every step, she pulled her long, raven hair back and secured it with a rubber band at her nape. Her eyes flashed amber again, and her upper lip pulled back in a snarl, revealing small canines that glinted in the light cast by the fire. 
 
    Xander could practically see the energy surrounding her, but what he didn’t see was an opponent. “Is she going to fight herself?” 
 
    “Of course not.” Kitty slapped at his bicep playfully as she backed away. “I have to go, but I hope you have fun.” Giving him a wink and a seductive purr, she wiggled her fingers at him. “Find me later, handsome.” 
 
    “Unless you win,” he added, knowing he wouldn’t search her out either way. 
 
    Kitty arched one, sculpted brow and smirked. “Unless I win.” 
 
    Once she was gone, disappearing back the way she’d come, Xander returned his attention to the pit. Jaya jumped up and down several times, her small breasts swaying and bouncing. She shook her head, her hands, and even her legs, one by one. Still, he didn’t see any sign of a challenger.  
 
    Part of him hoped one wouldn’t show. 
 
    The thought had barely crossed his mind when loud, hostile shouts exploded behind him, drawing his attention to the far side of the ring. A young wolf stomped through the mud with an uneven gait, parting the raucous crowd as he marched toward the center of the circle.  
 
    He couldn’t have been more than twenty, and he’d probably grown up in the pack, but Xander didn’t recognize him. He was big, with broad shoulders and thick arms, yet his face still held the slight roundness of youth. Dirty-blond curls floated around his face like a halo, but there was nothing angelic about what he was doing.  
 
    His movements were jerky and awkward, and the corded muscles in his neck strained as his small, close-set eyes flashed amber. Not because he was injured. Not because he was fighting tooth and nail to contain his wolf.  
 
    He struggled to put one foot in front of the other because he was dragging a screaming, naked woman through the mud…and she was putting up one hell of a fight.  
 
    Surrounded by other wolves, and with the wind at his back, Xander couldn’t scent the female, but he had no problem pegging her as human. For one thing, she looked far too fragile to be any kind of paranormal. Secondly, he didn’t need to breathe in her chemosignals to realize that she was completely and utterly terrified. 
 
    Untangling his fist from her midnight hair, the pup exited the circle without a backward glance. Xander moved closer, watching the female scramble to her feet and stumble toward the crowd. She pleaded for someone to help her, to save her, but those gathered just laughed as they shoved her back toward the center.  
 
    She was a tiny thing with small, delicate features and skin so fair it practically glowed in the moonlight. Through lupine eyes, he took in every detail, from the golden specks in her round, emerald-green eyes to the faded scar on her left shin. He watched her pulse jump erratically in the vein that snaked down the column of her throat, and he frowned when she crossed an arm over her exposed breasts. 
 
    It was a small detail, but another that marked her out as human. As a general rule, Nightlings didn’t concern themselves with trivial things like nudity. 
 
    Shoving more insistently through the throng of onlookers, Xander snarled as he made his way to the edge of the arena, inhaling deeply through his nose as he drew closer. The air around him was thick and oppressive, saturated with the scent of wet fur, blood, and sex, an overpowering combination that continued to mask everything else.   
 
    “Please!” the female sobbed, tears glistening on her cheeks. “Why are you doing this? Who are you people?” She turned in quick, frantic circles, clearly looking for an escape. “Just let me go. I swear I won’t tell anyone.” 
 
    Instinctively, Xander stepped toward her, but he quickly found his way blocked by two Enforcers. The big one with the shaved head and scar on his upper lip, he recognized as the pup from the bar. Clearly, the kid recognized him as well, because he puffed up his chest and growled threateningly.  
 
    Xander smirked. If the pup needed a refresher course in manners, he was more than happy to give it to him. 
 
    “Please.” The female’s cries had quieted some, taking on a hopeless quality. As if sensing his internal battle, she turned suddenly, meeting his gaze over the shoulder of the Enforcer. “Please.” She shuffled toward him a couple of steps. “Please, help me.” 
 
    He’d help her, but unfortunately, he couldn’t just grab her and walk away, not without a fight. He needed a plan, one that wouldn’t involve getting them both killed, and he needed it five minutes ago.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Sasha thought she’d found an ally, but the guy in the leather jacket just stared back at her blankly while the others jeered and taunted. Whether he genuinely wanted to help her or not, she doubted it would make a difference. He was one man against dozens of crazy assholes. 
 
    Mud squished between her toes, and dirty rainwater splashed around her ankles. Everywhere she turned, she found her escape blocked, the crowd surrounding her while another woman stood with her in the circle of onlookers. Just like the men who had kidnapped her, the other woman’s eyes glowed like embers, and strange, animalistic snarls poured from her mouth. 
 
    She’d thought being knocked unconscious, kidnapped, and held hostage in an old fishing shack had been the worst thing to ever happen to her. For two days, she’d been sure she would die, that these monsters would kill her and leave her corpse to rot in the woods.  
 
    Now, she had the uneasy feeling that the quick death she’d feared would have been a kinder fate.  
 
    “What is wrong with you people?” Sasha demanded, still turning in circles as she looked for a means of escape. “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    Of course, everyone just laughed, because they were all fucking insane. 
 
    “Fight!” a few of them chanted while others booed at her. 
 
    “Get on with it!” someone else shouted. “Take her out, Jaya!” 
 
    “This won’t take long,” one of the women close to her drawled in a thick, Texas accent. “Just look at the little darling. I think she wet herself.” 
 
    “Maybe we should let her run,” the one they called Jaya suggested, her naked breasts swaying as she prowled closer. “It might be more interesting.” She tilted her head to the side, and a feral grin curved her lips. “What do you say, pussy cat? Think you can outrun me?”  
 
    Without waiting for an answer, she swiped at Sasha, slicing the flesh on her stomach with long, sharp claws.  
 
    White-hot pain lanced through Sasha’s belly and up her spine, dropping her to her knees in the thick mud. Gritting her teeth, she pressed a shaky hand over the gashes and cursed. Blood welled across her skin and dripped down her side, coating her fingers in hot, sticky crimson.  
 
    Jaya laughed. “Oh, did that hurt?” Her voice dripped with false sweetness that made Sasha’s stomach roll. “Here, let me make it better.” 
 
    Digging her heels into the mud, Sasha scrambled backwards, trying to put distance between herself and the monster stalking her before struggling to her feet. Scared but determined, she squared her shoulders, trying not to grimace at the blood seeping into the waistband of her lace panties.  
 
    She would probably die in this godforsaken town, but if that was to be her end, she’d face it on her feet, not cowering in the mud. Regrettably, her defiance only seemed to enrage the crazy woman. With a primal roar that echoed through the nearby trees, Jaya launched herself at Sasha.   
 
    The heel of her right foot connected solidly with Sasha’s thigh, the pain deep and throbbing as it radiated throughout her body and dropped her back to the ground. Jaya laughed again, the sound cold and merciless. Raising her arms over her head, she motioned to the crowd, inciting them into more cheers, taunts, and jibes.  
 
    Taking advantage of Jaya’s distraction, Sasha swung her good leg out, sweeping her opponent’s feet so that she tumbled backward into the mud. Almost as soon as her back touched the ground, Jaya vaulted to her feet in an inhumanly fast move.  
 
    Growling and snarling, she circled Sasha several times, her eyes alight with that strange amber glow. In the flicker of the bonfire, long, pointed teeth peeked out below her upper lip.  
 
    To her left, Sasha’s would-be savior fought earnestly against the two men blocking his way into the fighting ring. He looked to be holding his own, but she still worried for him. No, that wasn’t exactly true. It was more than that, more profound. She feared for this stranger, even more so than she did for herself. 
 
    Before she could examine why that was exactly, another loud, rumbling growl brought her back to the terrifying reality of her own predicament. She looked up just as Jaya’s bony fist caught her in the jaw, sending her sprawling face first into the cold puddles of rainwater.  
 
    Sasha’s ears rang, her head spun, and the taste of copper filled her mouth. She spat the blood onto the ground, her anger swelling, burning through the fear and pain.  
 
    Digging her fingers into the mud, she got her feet under her, gritting her teeth as she pushed upright once more. Swaying, still dizzy, she barely had time to raise her arms for the next attack—a blow that would have likely ended the fight but never came.  
 
    It never came, because at that moment, Sasha’s knight in shiny leather jacket stepped between them, his eyes narrowed and furious. Catching the other woman around the throat, he lifted her into the air, then slammed her to the ground. Jaya struggled against him, gnashing her teeth and snarling like a wild animal.  
 
    Baring his own teeth, the male growled, the sound dangerous and filled with warning. “Stay. Down.”  
 
    Time stood still. The crowd quieted. Jaya subsided at once, even turning her head to the side in a submissive gesture that bared her throat. Growling in a way that Sasha could only describe as satisfied, the man released Jaya and turned to her with an offered hand. 
 
    With the adrenaline ebbing, Sasha felt weak and exhausted, but she smiled gratefully when her rescuer helped her up from the mud. “Thank you,” she muttered, gripping his arm when a fresh wave of nausea rolled through her. “I think I’m going to pass out now.” 
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t.” He chuckled, his voice deep and warm, but a thread of concern laced his amusement. Peeling off his jacket, he draped it over her shoulders, then wrapped an arm around her middle to bear the brunt of her weight. “Breathe. Just keep breathing. Focus on my voice. You’re going to be fine.” 
 
    Tucked against his hard chest, she felt safe, protected, and at least for the moment, she believed him. As long as she focused on him and nothing else, everything would be fine. Damn, there was a lot of him to focus on, too. The guy was huge, at least a foot taller than her, and he was so fucking warm she couldn’t help but press closer to his side. 
 
    “What’s your name, sweetheart?” 
 
    “Sasha Pierson.” She blinked up at him expectantly. 
 
    “Xander Cole,” he supplied, pausing at the edge of the pit and sweeping her up into his arms as effortlessly as if she weighed nothing. A low rumble vibrated through his chest as he dipped his head to nuzzle against her temple. 
 
    “Xander.” Closing her eyes, she rested her cheek against his chest and relaxed into him. “Thank you, Xander.”  
 
    The scratches on her side burned, and her thigh still throbbed, but being cradled in his arms made it easy to ignore the pain. His heart thudded steadily beneath her ear, the rhythm drowning out the renewed murmurs of the crowd and calming her own racing pulse.  
 
    The feelings coursing through her were more than just gratitude, though. As crazy as it sounded, there was a connection there, something deep and profound that she couldn’t put into words. It filled her, consumed her, and with every passing second, she found herself more drawn to this stranger.  
 
    Or maybe she was just traumatized and completely losing her mind.  
 
    “Xander,” a deep, booming voice called. 
 
    A groan vibrated through Xander’s throat, but he stopped walking and turned to face whoever had spoken. “Alpha.” He dipped his head, brushing his cheek against her temple again. “I was just leaving.” 
 
    “Well, don’t let me stop you.” 
 
    Lifting her head, Sasha peeked through the curtain of her hair, searching the unfamiliar faces for the man who had spoken. It didn’t take long to find him. He was a large, imposing figure with inky black hair and a chest the size of a tree trunk. He also looked remarkably like Xander. As she watched, he sauntered toward them with his hands linked behind his back and an easy smile on his lips.  
 
    “You’re free to go whenever you want, son,” he continued, stretching one arm out in the direction of the open field beyond the bonfire. “I can’t let you take the girl, though. She’s pack property.” His grin grew a little wider, more predatory. “You understand.” 
 
    “She’s coming with me, Father,” Xander growled, tightening his arms to hold her more securely against his chest.  
 
    “You have no claim on her,” the other man insisted. “This doesn’t have to be a big deal.” 
 
    It sounded like a pretty big damn deal to Sasha. Considering Xander’s tense posture, and the mostly inhuman sounds pouring from his lips, she didn’t doubt that he’d do whatever it took to protect her. Even if he had to fight every person that stood between them and escape to do it.  
 
    She just didn’t think she could let him. Whatever invisible bond was growing between them had taken all the fear and desperation she felt for herself and shifted its focus to her new hero. It didn’t matter that she knew nothing about him except his name, not when every cell of her being was screaming for her to do whatever it took to keep him safe. Keep him alive. 
 
    If that meant participating in some barbaric gladiator competition to the death, then so be it. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she whispered, laying her hand against the side of his neck. 
 
    “Quiet, sweetheart.” Lowering her to the ground, Xander helped her stand upright, then curled his arm around her waist to urge her behind him. “I won’t let anyone hurt you.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to get hurt, either.” Twisting her fingers into the back of his sodden shirt, she held on tightly as if that little bit of contact would stop him. “That’s your dad?” 
 
    Xander snorted. “Not by choice.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to end this way,” the elder Cole called, stopping several feet away from them. “Give me the girl, and we can all walk away.” 
 
    Xander lunged forward, dragging her with him as he snarled viciously. “She’s mine!” 
 
    The vehement declaration should have at least given her pause, but the very idea of belonging to him filled Sasha with a deep, intense ache that robbed her of breath. 
 
    His.  
 
    Yes. She wanted that. She wanted to be his, and not just for the night. Not just until they reached safety.  
 
    Standing taller, she straightened her spine, drawing strength from the undeniable certainty that flowed through her. A slow, resolute smile stretched across her lips, and her heart swelled with a profound joy that had no place in her current situation.  
 
    She couldn’t make sense of it. There were no words to describe it. Probably, she was going to need a lot of therapy if she made it out of this alive. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she and Xander had been meant to find each other. 
 
    Xander’s father arched a dark eyebrow in challenge. “You don’t expect me to believe you’d take a human as a mate just to defy me. Even you aren’t that stupid, boy.” 
 
    Human. Mate. Alpha. Pack. 
 
    In the reality she lived in, those terms only existed in movies and books. At the same time, it explained so much—the glowing eyes, the fangs, the claws. No one would believe her. Hell, she barely believed it herself, and she was witnessing it with her own eyes.  
 
    Xander tensed, reaching back to grab her hip in a bruising hold. “Whatever happens,” he said low enough for only her to hear him, “don’t leave my side.” 
 
    “Xander…” Sasha trailed off and sighed. What could she say? She had no choice but to trust him. “I promise.” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Marcus Cole didn’t issue more threats, but the smug smile on his face spoke volumes. His cold, calculating look raised the hair on the back of Xander’s neck, but he couldn’t say he was surprised that it had come to this. 
 
    If his father could kidnap innocent women and subject them to torture and slaughter for mere entertainment, he was definitely too far gone to see reason. Sasha was living proof that the pack was involved with the human disappearances in the area, and the Council had been right to suspect them. 
 
    Sasha Pierson.  
 
    He’d already been fighting his way to her, driven to protect her because of duty and a general sense of morality. Then, the winds had shifted, wafting the most intoxicating scent toward him, and everything else had ceased to matter. In that moment, he’d have ripped through the entire pack if that was what it had taken to get to her.  
 
    Because stranger or not, human or otherwise, she was his, and he’d die before he let anyone take her. 
 
    The Alpha locked eyes with him and tilted his head a fraction to the right. “Bring me the girl.” 
 
    Two of the pack’s Enforcers started toward them, their glowing eyes locked on Sasha. Other members of the pack closed in around them to form a tight circle, cutting off all avenues of escape.  
 
    It would be easy enough to dispatch both Enforcers, but there was no scenario where he’d actually win. The moment he engaged one, the other would grab Sasha. Even if he somehow managed to keep them both away from his mate, he still had to contend with the rest of the pack. If one of them managed to grab her, he knew he’d never see her again, not alive anyway. 
 
    Running out of both time and options, Xander did something he hadn’t done in nine years as a N.I.T.E Warden. He pressed the panic button on the side of his watch.   
 
    Now, he just had to keep them in one piece until his team arrived. 
 
    No sooner had the thought crossed his mind when the bald Enforcer lunged at him with teeth bared and claws extended. Xander resisted the urge to roll his eyes as he sidestepped easily, letting momentum and gravity do the rest. Just as he’d expected, the pup stumbled once, then went down hard, cursing when he ended up sprawled in the mud.  
 
    Three more Enforcers came at him, fangs bared, and claws extended. They circled, sniffing and chuffing, searching for any weakness. Xander moved with them, keeping himself between the pack and his mate as much as he could. He just needed to stall them for a little longer. 
 
    A female Enforcer charged him. He dropped her with a solid punch to the jaw, but that left an opening for one of the males to rush him while another snatched Sasha and threw her over his shoulder. She didn’t go quietly. She screamed and flailed, kicking her legs and pounding against her captor’s back with her small fists.  
 
    “No! Put me down! Xander!” 
 
    Blinded by rage, Xander caught the wolf who had tackled him by the throat and roared as he cut through the male’s jugular with his claws. There was no trace of civility left in him. He wasn’t a trained soldier. He wasn’t a N.I.T.E Warden. Concepts like duty, justice, and protocol meant nothing to him. 
 
    He was just a beast, primal and raw, prepared to kill anyone that stood between him and his mate. 
 
    Jackknifing to his feet, he sprinted after the Enforcer who held Sasha. Claws still extended, he ducked low, swiping them across the back of the male’s knee and severing the tendon there. The wolf howled in agony as his leg buckled, toppling him sideways into the mud.  
 
    Catching Sasha before she could hit the ground, Xander wrapped one arm around her, keeping her tucked close to his side as more pack members closed in around them. 
 
    “Fuck,” he grumbled under his breath. His team had to be close, but he couldn’t wait any longer.  
 
    His father might have disregarded every other law that governed the Nightlings, but he couldn’t ignore a true mating bond. 
 
    Fated unions, those chosen by the Ancestors, were rare and sacred. As such, once Xander claimed his mate, no one in the pack could touch her. Hell, no other wolf on the planet could touch her. It was ingrained in their DNA, a biological imperative, an instinct that bound them more tightly than any chains ever could. 
 
    Still, he hated that it had to happen this way. When a wolf claimed a true mate, it wasn’t like proposing marriage. It was more like the lupine equivalent of the wedding itself. Instead of flowers and candles, though, he was basically dragging his bride down a muddy aisle and forcing her into a commitment she couldn’t possibly understand yet. 
 
    Closing his eyes, he breathed deeply through his nose, inhaling Sasha’s honeyed scent. When he opened them, they’d shifted to his wolf counterpart, throwing the world around him into brighter, sharper colors. His gums ached as his canines lengthened, and when he turned to face his mate, he knew there could be no going back.  
 
    “I’m so sorry.” As he spoke, he jerked her into his arms, crushing her against his chest and holding her immobile. 
 
    Sasha stared up at him with wide eyes, but she didn’t struggle. She didn’t try to push him away. “What are you doing? What’s happening?” 
 
    In answer, he tangled his fingers in her long, silky hair and forced her head to the side, baring the column of her throat. “Forgive me.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Sasha had only a heartbeat to brace herself before Xander struck, embedding his teeth into the side of her neck. Tensing, she squeezed her eyes closed and waited for the pain, but it never came.  
 
    Instead, pleasure, raw and consuming, spread through her veins like liquid ecstasy. Her skin tingled where Xander’s lips sealed around the wound, and her pulse pounded hard and fast, making it difficult to draw in her next breath.  
 
    Overhead, the sky echoed her turbulent emotions. Lightning slashed across the sky. Thundered cracked through the heavens. The clouds opened, unleashing a fresh downpour that fell to earth in heavy sheets. Fat raindrops splattered against her face and drenched her hair, but the icy water did nothing to dampen the inferno burning inside her.  
 
    Her belly clenched with the familiar stirrings of desire, and a fresh surge of moisture that had nothing to do with the rain soaked her panties. Her nipples hardened into tight peaks, and her clit throbbed with neglect.  
 
    When Xander tightened his grip, pulling her even closer with a low growl, Sasha arched into him, desperate to feel any part of him she could reach. Her hands roamed his chest, groping and petting, and when she slid his thigh between her trembling legs, a needy whimper bubbled up from her lips.  
 
    Gripping his shoulders, she rocked against him, seeking just the right angle, the right amount of pressure that would send her over the edge. It didn’t matter that she was mostly naked in the middle of a field. She didn’t care that at least three dozen people were watching her. The only thing that felt important just then was the orgasm that hovered beyond her reach.  
 
    When Xander finally extracted his fangs and drew his tongue across her neck, she nearly cried out in disappointment. She didn’t want the pleasure to end, not when she was so close.  
 
    As if sensing her distress, Xander traced his nose along the curve of her jaw, then whispered in her ear, “Now.” 
 
    Still clinging to him, Sasha bucked hard, gasping and panting as her release crashed over her like a violent wave. Only Xander’s arm around her waist kept her upright, and she shuddered through several aftershocks before finally came down from her euphoric high.  
 
    Unfortunately, her release barely dampened the clawing, demanding need, and she could already feel it building again, growing more intense with each passing second.  
 
    Shaken and confused, she stared up at her savior, blinking at him through the falling rain. “Xander?” 
 
    “Easy,” he murmured, stroking her wet hair back from her face. “Everything’s okay now.” 
 
    It sure as hell didn’t feel okay. It felt like she was burning alive. “You bit me.” 
 
    Chuckling, he pressed his forehead to hers and nipped her bottom lip. “You liked it.”  
 
    Yeah, well, she couldn’t argue with that one. “Why?”  
 
    “It was the only way.” Sadness tinted the words, and his eyes clouded as he hooked his arm around her waist and tucked her close to his side. “Come on, sweetheart. We need to go.” 
 
    Sasha glanced over her shoulder in search of the…Alpha. She found him exactly where he’d been standing before Xander had bitten her, and she could practically feel the hatred emanating from him. 
 
    “You think that changes anything?” the elder Cole called. “All you’ve done is proven what an idiot you are, boy.” With his eyes still searing into Sasha, he nodded. “Kill him and bring me the girl.” 
 
    Her heart hammered in her chest when the big, bald guy with the scar on his lip stomped toward her with a menacing growl. Two females came at them from the other direction, and she could hear more snarling behind her.  
 
    “Xander?” 
 
    “Breathe, Sasha,” he whispered. “They can’t touch you.” 
 
    Apparently, he meant that literally, because a moment later, the crowd surrounding them froze. Five feet away from her, they just stopped and stared, their eyes glazed and unfocused.  
 
    “How are you doing that?” 
 
    Xander dropped a kiss to the top of her head. “I’m not doing anything. You are.” 
 
    “Me?” Jerking back, she stared up at him with wide eyes. “How am I doing this?” 
 
    “I’ll explain everything, but we really do need to go.” He tightened his arm around her. “Stay close, because even though they can’t hurt you, they can still do a lot of damage to me.” 
 
    “So, as long as you’re with me, you’re like in my magical protection bubble?” 
 
    Xander laughed right from his belly. “Yeah, sweetheart. Something like that.” 
 
    “Enough!” Alpha Cole bellowed, his voice ringing through the night. 
 
    Xander glared at his father. “We’re leaving.” 
 
    “That girl is—” 
 
    “Mine,” Xander snarled back. “You lost.” 
 
    The Alpha took a jerky step toward them, his face red and contorted with rage. “This isn’t over.” 
 
    “Actually,” Xander replied, tilting his head to the side with a feral grin, “it is.” 
 
    Before Sasha could ask about the oddly cryptic statement, a dozen men and women dressed in black appeared in the clearing from seemingly nowhere. She didn’t know who the hell they were, but since Xander didn’t appear afraid, she wasn’t either.  
 
    Everyone else, however, completely lost their shit. 
 
    Loud screams pierced the night, interspersed with the sounds of growls, snarls, grunts, and the occasional crack of muffled gunfire. Everywhere she looked, someone was fighting, either with teeth and claws or actual weapons. Though outnumbered, the newcomers cut through the pack with trained efficiency. They almost made it look easy. 
 
    Even the Alpha was pinned to the ground by a female with fiery red hair. Every time he struggled, she pressed her booted foot more firmly against his throat until his eyes bugged out of his head. 
 
    Sasha smirked. The asshole deserved everything he got.  
 
    “Hey, Cole.” A massive male with long hair the color of midnight sauntered toward them. He smiled cheerily, his dark eyes dancing with amusement as he clapped Xander on the back. “Nice night, isn’t it?” 
 
    “We’re going to have to work on your response time, asshole.” Giving the male a playful shove, Xander returned his smile. “This is my mate, Sasha Pierson. Sweetheart, this pain in the ass is my best friend, Keller Ripley.” 
 
    If Keller found the news surprising, he didn’t show it. He just bobbed his head and winked at her before addressing Xander again. “So, all of them?” 
 
    Xander stared through the rain at the fighting with a dispassionate expression. “Everyone who was at the Gathering.” His brow furrowed, and his lips turned down at the corners. “Sasha, when you were taken, did you see anyone else? Any other women?” 
 
    She knew what he was asking, and she hated that she couldn’t help. “No, it was just me. Two guys came into my room at the B&B, knocked me out, then I woke up in a fishing shack. I never saw anyone else.” 
 
    “Did you hear them talk about other females?” 
 
    Sasha stared up at Xander and shook her head. “Sorry, no. They didn’t talk much at all to be honest.” 
 
    “You think they’re still alive?” Keller asked. 
 
    Xander sighed. “I don’t know, but if they are, we need to find them.” 
 
    “I’ll get another team here to assist with the search.” Pulling a cell phone from his back pocket, Keller turned it on and tapped at the screen with his thumb. 
 
    Movement to their left caught Sasha’s attention, and she lifted her head just in time to see another male charging right at Keller. “Look out!” 
 
    Casually, Keller unholstered his gun, swung his arm out to the side, and pulled the trigger. He never looked up from his phone. 
 
    “Oh, my god,” Sasha breathed when the other wolf dropped to the ground and didn’t move. “You shot him. You actually freaking shot him!” 
 
    “Don’t worry, sweetheart.” Xander combed his fingers through her wet hair and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “He’ll heal.” 
 
    Lifting the phone to his ear, Keller shrugged. “Probably.” He dipped his head in Sasha’s direction. “Get her out of here. We’ve got this.” 
 
    “I’m taking her to the Council Estate. Let me know if you find the other females.” 
 
    Keller nodded once, then turned and walked away, shouting orders into his phone. 
 
    “So, that’s it?” She pressed close to Xander’s side as he led her out of the clearing, but it was more for moral support than anything else. She didn’t need his help to stand any longer. The pain in her leg and side were completely gone. In fact, despite everything that had happened, she felt incredible, better than she had in years. “We can just go now?” 
 
    “That’s it,” Xander confirmed. 
 
    “What the hell just happened?” 
 
    “I’ll explain everything once I get you out of here. I know it’s asking a lot, but I need you to trust me.” 
 
    Sasha caught her bottom lip between her teeth and nodded. Against all logic, she did trust him. She’d just watched him rip out someone’s throat, but she wasn’t afraid of him. In fact, just the thought of being separated from him made her belly twist into painful knots. 
 
    Thinking about her stomach reminded her that she’d been sliced open earlier, and the pain should have been excruciating. At first, she’d blamed the lack of agony on adrenaline, but the longer they walked, the more she realized that she felt completely normal.  
 
    Placing her hand flat against her abdomen, she slid it toward her flank, using her fingertips to gingerly test the injured flesh. Only, where the gashes on her side should have been, she encountered only smooth, unmarred skin.  
 
    “What the…” Jerking to a stop, she pulled back one side of Xander’s jacket and stared down at her belly. “Holy fuck!” There were no scars, no faint pink lines, nothing to indicate that she’d ever been hurt in the first place. “Oh, my god. Holy fucking fuck.” 
 
    Xander followed her gaze and grinned. “You’re healed. Good.” 
 
    “Good?” She gaped up at him. “But…how?” 
 
    Halting at the edge of the forest, he cradled the back of her head, pulling her close to place a gentle kiss on her temple. “Because you’re mine.” 
 
    Clearly, that made sense to him, but it didn’t explain a damn thing to her. “You have to give me more than that. What the hell is happening to me?” 
 
    His eyes softened, and he pulled her close again, brushing their lips together this time. “Soon.” He tucked a strand of sodden hair behind her ear, then cupped her cheek. “I’ll tell you everything you want to know soon, but right now, I need you to be brave for just a little bit longer.” 
 
    Sasha inhaled deeply through her nose as she tilted her head to the side. “You think I’m brave?” 
 
    “I think you are the most remarkable female I’ve ever met.” 
 
    The way he looked at her, with such awe, such reverence, brought a fresh wave of emotion bubbling to the surface. She didn’t know why she was so drawn to this man, but she was reasonably confident her feelings weren’t one-sided. No one could fake that level of sincerity.  
 
    “Okay.” She still had a million questions, but for now, she could wait for the answers. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    
  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    Xander stared down at his mate in complete amazement.  
 
    Even wet and covered in mud, she was the most gorgeous creature he’d ever seen, but it wasn’t just her beauty that struck him speechless. Given what she’d just been through, it would be understandable, reasonable even, for her to fall apart. Crying, screaming, begging, hyperventilating, he’d anticipated all of it.  
 
    God, he’d fucking bitten her, and still, she looked him like he’d hung the moon and stars. It was more than he could have ever hoped for and far more than he deserved. 
 
    The sweet scent of her arousal still permeated her skin, but he’d expected it to be tinged with fear and anxiety. He even leaned closer, sniffing at her hair, but there was nothing there except the heady fragrance of desire.  
 
    “Xander,” Sasha whispered, swaying toward him. “I don’t feel so good.” 
 
    Fuck, he needed to get her out of there and somewhere private, and he needed to do it damn fast. Adjusting his jacket around her shoulders, he lifted her into his arms and took off at a jog through the forest.  
 
    Halfway through the trek back to his pickup, he realized why that had been a terrible idea. 
 
    With her head buried against the side of his neck, her lithe body pressed tightly against him, her scent saturated the air between them, overwhelming him with every inhalation. His head spun. His heart raced. His cock swelled inside his too-tight jeans until every step he took became pure agony. His wolf scratched just beneath the surface, restless and impatient, awakening a primitive part of himself he usually tried to keep buried.  
 
    Worse, he wasn’t the only one feeling the effects of their bond.  
 
    Heat pulsed from his mate like shockwaves of energy, and plumes of steam rose up from her flushed skin. She squirmed in his arms, sawing her legs back and forth as she arched into him.  
 
    “Hot,” she whispered, and a quiet, needy moan caught in her throat. “What’s happening to me?” 
 
    Ah, fuck. Xander gritted his teeth against an onslaught of lust so powerful it nearly dropped him to his knees. Hell, even the sound of her voice made his heart pound and his cock throb.  
 
    “Hold on, sweetheart.” The trees had begun to thin, and he could see the dirt road just beyond the edge of the woods. “We’re almost there.” 
 
    The mating fever burned through him, scorching his veins, but as a human, it had to be far worse for Sasha. As much as he’d hated other males seeing her in the throes of passion, he’d hoped helping her find release would buy them enough time to get her the hell out of Broken Ridge.  
 
    Then, everything had gone to shit, and once again, they were out of time. 
 
    He damn near howled in relief when he finally reached his truck and lowered Sasha to the ground, propping her up against the driver’s door while he searched for his keys. He was still trying to stretch the wet denim to reach into his pocket when a muted thud drew his attention back to his mate. The damn temptress had shed his jacket, discarding it on the ground behind her, and her full breasts swayed as she rocked from foot to foot.  
 
    Xander swallowed hard, his gaze zeroing in on her small, erect nipples. “Sasha,” he warned in a strangled growl. “You are seriously testing my limits, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Sorry.” She seemed hesitant as she took a measured step toward him, but fire and need shined in her emerald eyes. “I don’t…I can’t…it hurts.” She took another tentative step forward and whimpered. “Please, Xander.” 
 
    “Shit.” He rubbed the back of his neck and breathed deeply, trying to latch onto some semblance of self-control, but all he managed to do was pull her scent deeper into his lungs. “Fuck.” 
 
    Sasha moved closer, taking small, unsure steps until she pressed right up against him. “Please,” she whispered again. “Please, make it stop.”  
 
    When her arms came up to encircle his neck, he couldn’t fight his baser instincts any longer. All vestiges of civility evaporated, and he grabbed her around the waist, clutching her close as he slanted their mouths together in a kiss that went straight to his straining cock.  
 
    The first taste of her on his tongue pulled a low, feral growl from deep in his chest, and the wolf within bayed in triumph. Cupping her pert ass, he lifted his female and pressed her against the side of the pickup, anchoring her there with his larger body.  
 
    Lost in her taste, her soft curves, the way she moaned into his mouth, he didn’t just kiss her. He devoured her, branded her from the inside out as he touched every inch of bare skin he could reach, drowning her in his scent. Still, he needed more. Fisting one hand in her hair, he forced her head back to take the kiss even deeper, plunging his tongue between her full, pouty lips. 
 
    God, she was addicting. He could spend days feasting on her, and it still wouldn’t be enough.  
 
    Grinding his jean-clad erection against her hot pussy, he slid one hand up her flank to the heavy swell of her breast and rolled her pebbled nipple between his thumb and forefinger. Sasha moaned into his mouth, the sound breathy yet urgent, and it pushed him right to the fucking edge of sanity.   
 
    Reaching between their rain-slicked bodies, he gripped the waistband of her panties and jerked, tearing the fabric down one side, then the other. Discarding the scraps of lace at their feet, he cupped her mound, growling when his fingers encountered, smooth, hairless skin. He wanted to see her, to lay her out on an altar and worship her, but he no longer had the patience or the control for things like tenderness and romance.   
 
    Skimming a single digit between her folds, he found her entrance effortlessly and plunged inside her slick, wet heat. Her inner walls clamped around him, sucking him deeper, and he groaned when his mate spread her thighs wider, welcoming him into the cradle of her hips. Gripping the back of his neck, she rested their foreheads together and rocked into him, moaning and panting as she fucked herself on his finger. 
 
    She was absolutely exquisite. 
 
    “More,” she breathed, a note of panic in her voice. “Fuck me, Xander. Right now. Right here. I need you.” 
 
    Spurred by her words and his own clawing desire, Xander struggled with his tight jeans. By sheer force, he managed to push the wet denim down his hips, grunting when his cock finally sprang free.  
 
    “Hurry,” Sasha panted, gripping his thick length in her hand and stroking him from tip to base and back again. 
 
    With a sweet, feminine moan, she held the head of his cock at her entrance and arched her hips as she squeezed her legs around him, pulling him deeper into her slick pussy. Too far gone for gentleness, he captured her mouth once again and sank into her, burying himself to the hilt in one, swift plunge.  
 
    Her silky walls clamped around him, snapping the last, frayed thread of his control. His canines burst through his gum line as he pistoned his hips, driving into her heated core with savage intensity. Thunder crashed overhead, and rain slicked their bodies, but Xander barely noticed, his entire world hyper-focused on the female in his arms. 
 
    Linking her fingers together around the back of his neck, she broke the kiss but held tight, staring into his eyes as she moved with him, encouraging him to take what he wanted.  
 
    And he wanted it all.  
 
    Now that he’d felt her, tasted her, knew how his name sounded on her lips, he couldn’t let her go. He wouldn’t, and he dared anyone to try and take her from him. 
 
    Nearing the pinnacle of his orgasm, he insinuated a hand between their bodies once against, seeking out the bundle of nerves between her thighs. Unerringly, he found her clit and stroked the swollen nub in quick circles with the pad of his thumb. Her body tightened instantly, constricting around his pulsing cock, and she began to shudder as she neared her own peak. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” she pleaded, dropping her head back against the window. 
 
    He had no intentions of stopping anything. “Look at me,” he growled, needing her eyes on him. “That’s it,” he praised, loving the way the emerald of her irises gleamed in the moonlight. “Look right here at me.” His voice had taken on a guttural quality, more beast than man, but he sensed no fear from his mate. “You are mine, Sasha Pierson. Mine.” 
 
    Calling out his name, Sasha bucked in his arms, her inner walls closing around his cock like a vise, gripping him, milking him as she rode out her orgasm. Jerking her head back on her shoulders, Xander pumped harder, faster, not letting her come down from her high as he sank his fangs into the soft skin at the apex of her shoulder.  
 
    Her blood tasted exotic on his tongue, a mixture of sweet and spicy, and he drank greedily from her, enamored by the rush of power that swarmed him. His balls drew tight to his body, and heat enveloped him as he pumped through his own release, spilling his seed into her clenching depths.  
 
    The mating fever slowly faded, leaving him sated and exhausted, but he didn’t pull away from her, not yet. Extending the claw on his right index finger, he drew a shallow line down the side of his neck and tilted his head to the side in offering.  
 
    Tentative, but clearly guided by instinct, Sasha leaned forward, closing her lips around the cut and swirling her tongue over the thin trail of blood. Warmth started in his neck and spread through his body, out to extremities. Like a light switch, something deep and primal flipped on inside him, shifting his priorities to place the amazing female in his arms at the top of that list. 
 
    He didn’t know her, not yet, but he would. The Ancestors and some power far beyond his understanding had chosen her for him, and if he’d learned anything in his life, it was that fate did not make mistakes. Unfortunately, Sasha had not grown up with the pack, didn’t know their ways, and his euphoria was short-lived when he realized he’d probably just scared the hell out of her. 
 
    “Well, that was intense,” she said when he finally opened his eyes to stare down at her.  
 
    “You’re not scared.” He sniffed at her, just to be sure, but only a faint trace of desire remained. “Why aren’t you afraid of me?” 
 
    “You’d never hurt me.” 
 
    The blatant trust, the assuredness of her conviction humbled him. “No, sweetheart, I’d never hurt you, and I’ll never let anyone else hurt you, either.” Still, she was taking this all a little too well. He thought she’d been putting on a brave face, but maybe she was actually in shock. “Do you feel okay?” 
 
    Sasha shivered when his flagging erection slipped from her body, but she just smiled. “I’m tired. Confused.” She tilted her head back so that the rain bathed her face. “Wet.” 
 
    Xander couldn’t help but chuckle. His mate was incredible. “Let’s get you out of the rain.” Holding her to his chest, he hitched his jeans up as far as he could, then walked them around to the passenger side of the pickup where he deposited her on her feet. “Do you have clothes?” 
 
    “I do.” Sucking her bottom lip between her teeth, she stared transfixed a point just over his shoulder. “I mean, maybe. They were in the room at the bed and breakfast I was staying at.” She tensed, and the first threads of anxiety turned her scent bitter. “I don’t want to go back there.” 
 
    If his mate didn’t need him, Xander would march back to the clearing and slaughter every person who had dared to lay a hand on her. Quelling that instinct, he gentled his touch as he caressed her cheek and brushed a soft kiss over her lips.   
 
    “Do you trust me?” 
 
    Her eyebrows drew together to form a shallow valley across her forehead. “Yes, which is stupid. I don’t even know you.” She stared up at him with wide eyes, so trusting, so vulnerable. “I don’t understand any of this.” 
 
    He had so much to explain to her, and he didn’t even know where to start.  
 
    “I know, but naked on the side of the road probably isn’t the best place for that conversation.” Stripping his shirt off over his head, he passed it to his mate with a sigh. “It’s wet, but it’ll cover you for the time being.” 
 
    With a sweet smile, she thanked him and tugged it on, outwardly pleased when it fell down to the middle of her thighs. “I don’t know what happened to my car, either,” she explained, crawling into the cab when he unlocked and opened the door for her. “The guy from the garage said he’d take my car in and have it fixed by morning. Something tells me, it’s likely at the bottom of the river, though.” 
 
    Sadly, she probably wasn’t wrong. “We’ll deal with that later.” Leaning into the passenger door, he cupped her face in both hands, tilting her head up for a long, leisurely kiss. “Everything is going to be okay. I promise.” 
 
    She stared up at him dazedly. “You can’t promise that.” 
 
    “I just did.” 
 
    Her smile was radiant as she settled into her seat and folded her hands in her lap. “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay? Just like that?” 
 
    “Well, you did promise.” 
 
    Xander grinned. “It won’t be easy.” 
 
    “I never assumed it would be. I’m mated to a werewolf.” She stopped abruptly and tilted her head to the side. “That’s what you are, right? A werewolf?” 
 
    He bobbed his head, still amazed that she wasn’t completely losing her mind. “I am.” 
 
    “And I’m your mate, right?” 
 
    Xander nodded again, but he couldn’t stop his brow from furrowing. 
 
    “Okay.” Her own nod was resolute this time. “I’m mated to a werewolf. That seems about as far from easy as you can get.” 
 
    Again, she wasn’t wrong. “Your life is about to change, sweetheart. You understand that, right?” 
 
    Surprisingly, her smile grew even wider, and she even hummed a little under her breath. “Well, I certainly hope so.” 
 
    Xander blinked. He’d never heard anyone say so much with so few words. Yet, that one, simple sentence explained a lot.  
 
    “Where is home for you, Sasha?” 
 
    She shrugged casually, but some of the light in her eyes dimmed. “I guess I don’t really have one.” 
 
    “Well, you do now.” When she glanced up at him, he slipped two fingers under her chin, tilting her head up and forcing her to meet his gaze. “You are mine, Sasha Pierson, and I’m never letting you go.” 
 
      
 
    
  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Xander was worried about her.  
 
    Sasha could tell by the way he kept shooting sideways glances at her from the driver’s seat, like he expected her to dissolve into a neurotic mess at any second. Maybe she should have been losing her mind.  
 
    A normal person would at least have some reservations about being mated to a werewolf. A normal person would probably be freaking out after witnessing multiple homicides. On the other hand, those guys had been trying to kill her, so fuck them.  
 
    Still, any sane person would surely balk at the idea of their entire life changing because of one freak accident.  
 
    The difference was Sasha had been on the road near Broken Ridge with the very intent of changing her life. When she’d left Ohio with only what she could fit in her car, she hadn’t had a clear destination in mind. Hell, she hadn’t really even known what she was looking for, but she figured anything had to be better than what she’d left behind. 
 
    As ludicrous as it sounded, deep in her heart, she believed that everything that had happened had led her to this moment. To Xander. Maybe that made her naïve, or stupid, or just plain crazy, but she didn’t care. Nothing in her life had ever felt as right as just sitting next to him in companionable silence.  
 
    As for Xander being a werewolf, well, a part of her had always believed in the strange and inexplicable, the so-called monsters that lurked in the shadows of the world. Or maybe she’d simply hoped there was more out there. Something different. Something special. Something…more. 
 
    “We’re here,” Xander announced as he pulled into the gravel parking lot of the B&B where Sasha had been abducted. “Let’s go, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Do I have to?” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you out here by yourself, so yes.” 
 
    Staring through the windshield at the deceptively inviting light from the inn’s windows, she bit her lip and sighed through her nose. He was right, of course, but that didn’t make it any easier. 
 
    “Sasha?” 
 
    “They probably already dumped my stuff.” It wasn’t like she’d had anything valuable in her suitcases. Just clothes and shoes, nothing that couldn’t be replaced. 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not.” His fingers toyed with the keys in the ignition, but he didn’t turn them. “It won’t hurt to look.” 
 
    She frowned at him in the eerie, green light cast by the dashboard stereo. “Are there more of them in there? More werewolves?” 
 
    “No, sweetheart. No one is here except us.” Reaching across the console, he stroked his knuckles down the side of her neck where he’d bitten her. “But even if there were, I’d never let them touch you.” One side of his mouth turned up in a sexy smirk. “Still trust me?” 
 
    The warmth of his touch spread through her like a soothing balm. Sasha whimpered, closing her eyes and leaning into his hand as every part of her called out to him, wanting him, needing him.  
 
    “I trust you, Xander.” 
 
    “Good girl,” he praised. “Now, let’s go get your things. I don’t know about you, but I think I’ve had enough of this town.” 
 
    She whimpered again when he removed his hand, swaying toward him to prolong the contact. Jesus, she was a goddamn mess. Straightening in her seat, she took a deep breath to clear her head and reign in her emotions. 
 
    “Yeah, okay, let’s go.” She climbed down from the pickup and gingerly navigated the gravel parking lot, wincing when the rocks dug into her bare feet. “So, earlier, you said something about a Council Estate? Where exactly his that?” 
 
    Jogging around the front of the truck, Xander caught her up in his arms and spun her in a circle, chuckling when her loud squeal rent through the night. “Just outside of Dallas.” 
 
    “And this Council is like a werewolf government?” she asked when they reached the front door of the B&B.   
 
    “Something like that.” Once inside, he lowered her to the area rug in the foyer. As he’d promised, there wasn’t another soul in sight. “It’s called the Justice Council, and it includes members from many different races of Nightlings, not just wolves.” 
 
    Sasha jerked her head up and stared at him with wide eyes. “Not…just…wolves,” she repeated slowly. “You mean, like vampires and stuff?” The shock of that realization lasted only briefly. If werewolves existed, it stood to reason that the other legends were real as well. “Yeah, okay, I guess that makes sense.” 
 
    Xander arched a dark eyebrow at her. “Well, that was easy. You constantly amaze me, female.” 
 
    “What can I say?” She lifted one shoulder as they started toward the wide staircase that led up to her room. “Finding out that the paranormal world actually exists isn’t the worst thing that’s ever happened to me.” 
 
    “You’ll have to tell me about that sometime, but right now—” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it,” she interrupted, tugging him more swiftly up the stairs. “Let’s hurry up and get the hell out of here.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Half an hour later, they put Broken Ridge behind them as Xander drove east toward the Council Estate east of Dallas. Clean, dry, and dressed in a pair of denim shorts with a soft, pink sweater that hung off one shoulder, Sasha looked more radiant than ever, and Xander couldn’t stop sneaking glasses at her as he navigated the dark stretch of highway. 
 
    No matter what he’d said to his mate, he’d actually been surprised to find her suitcases still in the room. Even her purse had been sitting on the nightstand with her credit cards, cash, and ID inside.  
 
    While Sasha had showered, he’d stood in the hallway outside the bathroom door. As much as he would have liked to join her, he knew they’d never get out of there if he did. Still, he’d wanted to keep her close, just in case anyone from his father’s pack escaped his team and came looking for them. 
 
    Xander kept expecting her to break, to finally fall apart because her mind couldn’t process everything she’d learned about his world. Yet, after hours on the road, of him explaining as much as he could about werewolves, vampires, shifters, the Council, mates, and everything in between, she still hadn’t cracked.  
 
    In fact, her excitement and eagerness only intensified with every new thing she learned. 
 
    “Okay, so…vampires.” She angled toward him, tugging against the belt across her chest as she practically bounced in her seat. “They burn in sunlight? Fact or myth?” 
 
    Xander chuckled under his breath as he flipped on his blinker to merge off the state highway and onto the interstate. “Yeah, they burn in sunlight.” 
 
    “Garlic?” 
 
    “Myth.” 
 
    “Holy water?” 
 
    “Just water.” 
 
    She bobbed her head slowly, her expression an adorable mixture of concentration and delight. “What’s the difference between shifters and werewolves? Are there other weres?” 
 
    “Yeah, there are other weres. The main difference is that weres only turn into one kind of animal. Shifters can change into anything they want.” One wasn’t necessarily better than the other. Just different.  
 
    “Do you have to change on the full moon?” 
 
    “Nah. When we’re younger, it’s harder to control, but the pups eventually mature and learn to suppress the urge to shift.” 
 
    She grinned brightly and cocked her head to the side. “Silver bullets?” 
 
    “Will kill us just the same as any other bullet.” Werewolves weren’t easy to kill, but it wasn’t impossible, either. “Silver is poisonous to us, though, and it does leave a nasty scar.” 
 
    “Right. Okay. Got it.” Her smile turned impossibly bright, and the cab of the pickup flooded with the scent of her excitement. “Am I going to turn into a werewolf since you bit me?” 
 
    Instead of anxiety or hesitance, she sounded like a small child on Christmas morning. It was so damn cute Xander almost didn’t want to tell her the truth. 
 
    “No, sweetheart, you won’t turn into a werewolf. Wolves are born, not turned, but there are some benefits.” Taking one hand off the steering wheel, he reached over and rested his palm on her belly where she’d been scratched earlier. “You’ll heal quicker now. You won’t get sick. You’ll be faster and stronger, and your senses might be heightened. You won’t shift, though.” 
 
    “Oh.” She sucked her bottom lip between her teeth and worried it while she stared through the windshield. He could practically taste her disappointment. “Well, I guess that’s not so bad.” Her head snapped up, and she frowned at him. “Will it mess with my birth control? I mean, I’m on the pill, but we weren’t exactly careful earlier.” 
 
    Xander’s heart sank as he took her hand and squeezed it gently. “That’s not something you have to worry about. Wolves can only breed with other wolves.” 
 
    It wasn’t fair, but there were other ways. If she wanted to be a mother, he’d adopt a whole litter of pups. Whatever she wanted or needed to be happy, he’d make it happen. 
 
    “Actually, that’s kind of a relief.” A self-conscious smile tugged at her lips, and she ducked her head, creating a curtain around her face with her ebony hair. “I like kids well enough, I guess. I just never really felt the need to have one of my own.” 
 
    Thank fuck.  
 
    Xander didn’t know what the hell he’d do with a kid, but more than likely, he’d screw it up. Some people just weren’t cut out to be parents, and as a self-aware kind of guy, he’d known that about himself for a long damn time. 
 
    “Okay, tell me about this magical bubble of protection.”  
 
    Xander frowned. “I don’t really know where to begin?” 
 
    “How about at the beginning?” she suggested flippantly. 
 
    He had to laugh. Her and Keller were going to get along famously. “So, werewolves can choose a mate. Maybe because of love, or maybe it’s just for a mating season, but fated unions are different. True mates are predestined, chosen by the Ancestors. It’s…” 
 
    “Special,” she supplied. “Like soul mates.” 
 
    “Yes, exactly.” As comparisons went, it was a good one. “No one really knows how it happens or why, but mates are drawn together. They’re sort of led to each other, I guess.” 
 
    Sasha bobbed her head enthusiastically. “Oh, my god, I thought I was going crazy. I just had this feeling like I was looking for something, like I had to be somewhere. It makes so much sense now.” 
 
    Maybe it only happened to females. Or humans. Or maybe all fated pairs found each other in different ways. He certainly hadn’t felt the pull to be in Broken Ridge, or anywhere else for that matter. On the other hand, he shouldn’t have been anywhere near that godforsaken town. So, in a way, he supposed he had been led there.  
 
    “Okay, so what does this have to do with the magic bubble?” she prompted when he didn’t continue right away. 
 
    “Fated mates are…blessed. Maybe it really is magic. I don’t know, but wolves say they’re protected by the Ancestors.” Pausing, he rubbed a hand over his face. He was doing a pretty piss-poor job of explaining, but the truth was he didn’t really understand it himself. “It’s a compulsion, like a command that you can’t disobey.” 
 
    “I think I get it.” Sasha chewed her bottom lip for a few seconds, then scrunched her nose. “Is it just female mates? I mean, why don’t you have a magic bubble?” 
 
    Xander thought about it for a long time, but he didn’t have a good answer for her. “I honestly don’t know, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Well, that seems really unfair.” She huffed adorably. “And kind of sexist.” 
 
    “And you are cute as hell when you’re indignant.” 
 
    In response, she stuck her tongue out at him.  
 
    They fell quiet for a while after that, but it wasn’t an uncomfortable silence. On the contrary, her presence gave him a sense of peace he hadn’t known before. Until he’d met her, he’d never believed in such superficial, human emotions like love, but the past several hours had changed him irrevocably.  
 
    The bond that tied them together had taken root, linking them in a way that went far beyond anything he’d ever experienced, or even knew existed for that matter. Focusing on her heartbeat, he smiled as he felt his own pulse thrumming in time with hers. He inhaled when she did, exhaled at the same time, and each time he moved, she moved in accordance, like two parts of one whole.  
 
    Fate couldn’t have chosen a better mate for him, and he’d spend every day of his life cherishing the gift he’d been granted. 
 
    “You’re happy,” Sasha whispered, a tiny smile curling the corners of her lips. “I…feel it.” 
 
    “You make me happy,” he answered honestly. “What about you? How are you feeling about all this?” 
 
    “Honestly? I’ve been through worse,” she answered, her voice quiet and thoughtful. “I guess I’m feeling grateful. I don’t want to think about what might have happened if you hadn’t been there.” 
 
    “I swear I’ll make them all bleed for what they did to you.” His wolf called out for blood, and the human part of him was all too willing to oblige the beast.  
 
    Taking his hand from where it rested on the console, she lifted it to her face, nuzzling her cheek against his palm. “That’s kind of a sweet. Violent, but sweet.” 
 
    She couldn’t know it, but she’d soon understand, there wasn’t anything under the sun or moon he wouldn’t do for her.  
 
    “So, where are we going after you meet with your Council people?” 
 
    It seemed he’d forgotten an important piece of information during his lecture on the paranormal world. “Actually, I live at the Council Estate. It’s my home.” 
 
    She chewed her bottom lip again, something he noticed she did when she was nervous. “They won’t care that I’m human?” 
 
    “There are other humans who live on the Estate. So, no, sweetheart, they won’t care.” 
 
    The tension in her shoulders relaxed, and her scent mellowed. “I admit I don’t understand it all yet, but I feel it, Xander. I barely even know you, but at the same time, it’s like I’ve known you my entire life.” She turned her head and pressed a kiss to his palm. “This just feels right. It feels like I finally belong somewhere.” 
 
    “Oh, sweetheart, you’ve always belonged with me.” He’d never been more certain of anything. “You just didn’t know it yet.” 
 
    
  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    The sun had just begun its ascent over the horizon when they pulled into the long, winding driveway of the Council Estate. Sasha didn’t know what she’d expected when Xander had told her where they were headed, but a freaking castle in the heart of Texas hadn’t crossed her mind.  
 
    Technically, it was a just a mansion—an enormous one—but it looked like a damn castle to her with its huge columns and sprawling terraces. The manicured grounds took her breath away, and she pressed closer to the window, awed by the stunning gardens and grass so green it didn’t seem real.  
 
    “Oh, my god. This place is beautiful. I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “I’m glad you like it.” 
 
    He pulled the pickup to a stop directly in front of the wide steps of the first-story veranda and cut the engine. Immediately, two men dressed in identical uniforms—fitted, long-sleeved shirt, cargo pants, and boots, all in black—jogged down the stone steps to open their doors.  
 
    “Any news from Broken Ridge?” Xander demanded as he stepped out of the pickup. 
 
    “The second team arrived half an hour ago, sir.” The larger of the two men, the one with blond, wavy hair, linked his hands behind his back and bowed his head. “No word on the missing women yet.” 
 
    The other male flashed a dazzling smile at Sasha and winked as he offered his hand to help her down from her seat. “If there’s anything else you need,” he said, bringing her fingers to his lips once she was out of the pickup, “it would be my pleasure to see to it personally.” 
 
    Pulling her hand away, she tucked it into her pocket with an awkward grin. “Oh, I…uh…thank you.” He was quite handsome with his long, golden hair and icy blue eyes, and she was flattered by his attention, but she didn’t want him to get the wrong impression. “I’m Sasha Pierson, Xander’s mate.” 
 
    She emphasized the last word and tilted her head to show the mark on her neck. The male just laughed at her. 
 
     “Flint,” Xander called from the other side of the vehicle, his voice sharp. “Fuck off.” 
 
    The one called Flint continued to laugh, but he did take several steps away from Sasha. “You can’t blame me for flirting with a pretty lady.” 
 
    “I can blame you, and I can also kill you in twelve different ways that look like accidents.” Rounding the front of the cab, Xander came to stand by Sasha’s side, pulling her close to him with a threatening growl. “Seriously, I will end you.”  
 
    “Challenge accepted,” the male answered, not even a trace of concern in his tone.  
 
    Once Xander had taken a deep breath, he swept a hand toward the other male. “Sasha, this is Donavan Flint. You can call him Van or Flint or Asshole. He’ll answer to anything.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you.” Sasha smiled warmly, but she didn’t offer her hand again. “Are you a Warden, too?” 
 
    “I am anything you want me to be.” Snickering, Van ducked out of the way when Xander swiped at him. “Okay, okay.” He held his hands up in surrender. “I’ll be nice.” 
 
    Sasha pressed a hand to her mouth to muffle her own laughter. “I like him.” 
 
    Xander grunted and kissed the top of her head. “Don’t encourage him.” Then, he turned to Van again. “What’s the ETA on the rest of my team?” 
 
    Sobering, Van brushed his long hair out of his face and rested his hands on his hips. “They’re transporting the Alpha and the inner circle right now. They should be arriving in an hour, two tops.” 
 
    “I want to be there when they interrogate them.” 
 
    Van dipped his head once. “I told the Council you would.” 
 
     “I mean it, Flint. I want to know the second they enter the grounds.” 
 
    Van clapped Xander on the shoulder, giving him a little push toward the house. “I’ll personally come get you when they arrive. For now, go get some rest.” He flashed Sasha a wolfish grin. “If you can. You look dead on your feet.” 
 
    Then he sauntered away, chuckling under his breath as he headed for a smaller building at the edge of the property. 
 
    Xander snorted. “He’s an idiot, but you get used to him.” 
 
    “Is he a werewolf?” 
 
    “Shifter.” 
 
    “And he’s part of your team?” 
 
    “He used to be. Believe it or not, they actually promoted him to lead his own team.” 
 
    Sasha ducked her head to hide her smile. Xander might act like a big, bad wolf, but she could also hear the admiration in his tone. While she’d only met three Wardens, including Xander, if the rest of them were anything like Keller and Van, living at the Council Estate was going to be like moving into a frat house.   
 
    Tilting her head back, she stared up at the impressive mansion. “Wow.” She fisted one hand in her oversized-sweater and tugged at the hem of her cut-off shorts with the other. “I feel really underdressed.” 
 
    “You look beautiful.” Cradling her face, Xander pulled her up on her tiptoes to slant their mouths together, delving his tongue between her parted lips. “You are extraordinary, Sasha Pierson. Don’t ever think differently.” 
 
    When he looked at her like that, like she was the only thing in the world that mattered, she felt extraordinary. It shouldn’t be happening so fast. She shouldn’t be so enamored with him already, but she couldn’t stop herself. More importantly, she didn’t give a damn if it was too soon. It had been so long since something good had happened to her, and she deserved a little happiness for a change.  
 
    Besides, some ancestral spirit guides had brought them together, and who was she to argue with that? 
 
    “Van was right, you know. You need to sleep.” Yawning, she followed Xander up the wide steps and across the painted white porch. “Do you have to meet with the Council right now?” 
 
    His grin turned downright wicked as he pressed her against the huge, oak door and grinded his trapped erection against her belly. “No, but I don’t intend to sleep, either.” 
 
    The heat of his gaze enveloped her, stoking the fire that had been burning just beneath the surface since they’d met. For a moment, she’d thought he would take her right there on the porch, but after a lingering kiss that left her panting, he lifted her up, cradling her in his arms.  
 
    Sasha imagined the inside of the mansion was probably just as gorgeous and opulent as the outside. Yet, she only caught blurred glimpses of the interior as Xander whisked her down a long corridor, up a winding flight of stairs, and into a spacious, sunlit bedroom. Depositing her in the center of the king-size bed amidst its silken comforter and plush pillows of black and gold, he made quick work of shredding her shorts and sweater with his long, curved talons. 
 
    Jesus, being mated to him was going to cost her a fortune in clothes, but she just couldn’t bring herself to care. 
 
    His amber eyes blazed with intensity, his gaze raking over her nude body as he ripped off his own clothing with the same lack of care. Her heart hammered up into her throat, making it difficult to breathe, but she didn’t fear him. His aggressive display of power only fueled her desire, pushing her lust to a fever pitch. 
 
    Crawling onto the mattress, he gripped her knees, roughly spreading her thighs before settling in between them. “I’ve been waiting to taste you all night, sweetheart.” His canines extended below his upper lip, but his hands were entirely human as he traced a finger down her hairless pussy. “Once I start, I’m not going to stop, not until you’re too weak to move. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” she breathed, his words creating a firestorm in her lower belly. 
 
    “Do you want me to stop?” 
 
    Sasha shook her head, squirming atop the comforter as he continued to tease her with barely-there touches. 
 
    “I can’t hear you.” Dipping his head, he skimmed the tip of his tongue between her lips and flicked it over her swollen clitoris. “Do you want me to stop?” 
 
    “No,” she panted, rocking her hips, trying to get closer to his mouth. 
 
    With an arm across her hips, he held her immobile, pinning her to the bed as he parted her slick folds, baring her glistening pussy to his gaze. Still, he teased her, gliding his tongue over her flesh in light, feathery strokes that both enticed and frustrated. Then, a fang scraped against her throbbing clit, a tiny pinch of pain that nearly undid her. 
 
    “Xander, please.” 
 
    “Please, what?” 
 
    “More,” she begged, uncaring how wanton she sounded. “I need more. Stop teasing.” 
 
    Without warning, he pushed two, thick digits inside her and twisted his wrist. “Is this what you want, sweetheart?” 
 
    He didn’t wait for an answer—not that she could have given one—before closing his lips around her clit, sucking at the sensitive nub, stroking it with his tongue. Pumping his fingers into her aching pussy, he drove her ruthlessly, pushing her closer and closer to the edge.  
 
    Her belly clenched, her muscles coiled tight, and lights burst behind her closed eyelids as she chanted his name. She was so close, hovering right on the precipice. She just needed a little— 
 
    Xander curled his fingers on the next stroke, finding that perfect spot inside her, and Sasha screamed as she shattered into prisms of ecstasy.  
 
    Panting and trembling, she struggled to breathe as she was rolled beneath a wave of bliss she’d never knew existed. Lights were brighter, sounds sharper, and for the briefest of moments, she swore she could actually taste the sun that streamed through the windows.  
 
    Still, her body thrummed with desire, eager to see where Xander would take her next. He didn’t disappoint as he slid up her body, kissing a trail of liquid fire over her sensitive skin. His fingers still moved inside her, stroking and caressing, igniting the smoldering embers into wildfire once again.  
 
    “You are so beautiful,” he murmured, his voice muffled against her stomach. “I can’t get enough of you. The sounds you make, the way you respond to me, I want more, Sasha. I want everything.” 
 
    Tangling her hands in his messy hair, she widened her legs and arched into him, offering herself freely without words. 
 
    “Perfect,” he growled as he nuzzled against her breast. “I want to see you come undone again. I want to feel that tight, little pussy squeeze my fingers. I want to hear you scream my name. Will you give me what I want, sweetheart?” 
 
    “Yes,” she breathed, squirming against the mattress when he pressed his thumb against her clit and began to rub it back and forth. “Anything.” 
 
    “Good girl.” Catching her erect nipple between his teeth, he bit down hard and tugged as he twisted his digits inside her. “Come for me, Sasha. Come for me now.”  
 
    As if her body had just been waiting for the command from her Alpha, she bowed up from the bed, shouting Xander’s name as another blinding orgasm ripped through her. 
 
    She was still quaking with aftershocks when Xander lifted her from the mattress and flipped her around with surprising ease. Positioning her on her knees, he pressed her chest into the padded, leather headboard, then took her hands, stretching them above her head and placing them flat against the wall.  
 
    “Don’t move,” he ordered, his voice a low, sexy growl.  
 
    With his fingers digging into her hips, he tilted her ass up, positioning the flared crown of his cock at her entrance. Slowly, he rocked into her, invading her depths in measured increments as he reached around to cup her swollen breasts. Once seated with his hips pressed firmly against her upturned backside, he began a slow, sensual grind, rocking into her and filling her more completely than she’d ever felt. 
 
    One hand slid down her stomach, caressing her sweat-dampened skin as he blanketed her back with his large, muscular frame. Reaching between her thighs, he found her clit again and rolling the swollen nub between his fingers as he kneaded her breast with the other hand.  
 
    Sensations bombarded her, stealing her breath until she felt lightheaded and delirious with pleasure. Sweet hell, she’d never known it could be like this, so powerful she felt consumed by it, by Xander, but she never wanted it to end. 
 
    As the fire between them burned hotter, his tempo increased until he drove into her dripping pussy with hard, brutal thrusts that ricocheted through her very nerve endings. Arching her back, she pushed against the wall, matching his intensity, encouraging him to take even more. He dominated her, overwhelmed her…owned her. He expertly played her body like a finely tuned instrument, and she gloried in the freedom of handing over that control. 
 
    His basal growls and her throaty moans mingled with the sounds of their coupling, creating an erotic symphony that echoed off the high ceiling as it built to the ultimate crescendo. Gripping a handful of her hair, Xander pulled her head back, exposing the slope of her neck. Knowing what he intended, Sasha closed her eyes in anticipation, needing his bite as much as he needed to bite her.  
 
    When his canines pierced her skin, heat and light exploded in her chest and radiated outward until she was completely engulfed by it. Her cry ended on a strangled sob as emotions and sensations she’d never felt assaulted her.  
 
    Pulling her upright, Xander clutched her firmly against his chest, pounding into her clenching pussy as he roared loud enough to shake the windows. His hot seed bathed her depths and overflowed to spill down the inside of her thighs as he continued to thrust, but he didn’t let go of her. 
 
    Sagging into his arms, Sasha closed her eyes and tried to calm her pulse to a less dangerous rhythm. God, she’d never felt anything like that, as if her entire being had been systematically taken apart, then put back together, better and stronger than ever. 
 
    She didn’t know how long they stayed that way, but when consciousness returned, she found herself stretched out on the mattress, still cradled in Xander’s arms. He nuzzled her neck and caressed the skin over her stomach as he whispered words of gratitude and affection into her ear.   
 
    Her entire life, she’d been searching for something she couldn’t put a name to, something to fill the emptiness. Curled against Xander’s chest, she knew she’d finally found it. For the first time, she finally felt whole.  
 
    She didn’t know what the future would bring, and there was still so much she had to learn about being the mate of a werewolf…and a N.I.T.E Warden at that. She was ready, though, ready to actually start living instead of merely surviving.  
 
    “What’s going to happen with your dad and the rest of the pack?” 
 
    “That’s for the Council to decide, but it’ll really depend on what happens at the trial.” 
 
    “Will I have to testify?” 
 
    “It’s not that kind of trial. Someone from the Council will question you, but it’s not an interrogation.” He hugged her a little tighter. “I’ll be right there with you the whole time.” 
 
    “Will we have to go back to Broken Ridge?” She didn’t want to ever step foot in that town again, but if she could help, if she could be useful, she’d do it. 
 
    “No, sweetheart. You never have to go back there.” 
 
    Rolling to face him, she claimed his lips in a soft kiss she hoped conveyed all the things she couldn’t find the words to say. “Good. I’m still considering writing a scathing Yelp review for that bed and breakfast.” 
 
    Xander laughed before slanting their mouths together again. “I don’t know what I did to get so lucky, but I’m never letting you go.” 
 
    Smiling, she cupped his face, caressing his cheek with the pad of her thumb. “It took a long time to get here, but I think I’m right where I belong.” What came next, she knew she shouldn’t say. She told herself not to, that it was far too soon, but the words spilled from her lips before she could stop them. “I love you, Xander. I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    A low rumble vibrated through his chest, somewhere between a purr and a growl. “I love you, too, sweetheart.” 
 
    “You don’t think it’s too soon?” 
 
    “No, but it’s okay to be a little scared.” He tucked her head under his chin and yawned. “You can even run if you want,” he added sleepily, “but know this. I’ll chase you, and I’ll catch you. Every time.”


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    One Year Later… 
 
      
 
    “Where are we going?”  
 
    They’d been walking for a while, and the scarf around her eyes was starting to itch. Even blinded, she strode forward with purpose, unworried that she might walk into a lamp post or trip over a crack in the sidewalk.  
 
    Xander would never let her fall. 
 
    “You’re really bad at this.” Her mate’s laughter was deep and rich, and it brought a smile to her face. “It’s a surprise, sweetheart. How many times do I have to say it?” 
 
    A whole year together, and she still couldn’t believe this was her life. She was mated to the biggest, most badass Warden in the region, a male who both challenged and worshiped her. Life at the Estate was always busy, always filled with fun and laughter.  
 
    For the first time ever, she had a real family. Sure, her new brothers and sisters turned furry on occasion, but hey, no family was perfect.  
 
    “Are we there yet?” 
 
    Xander snorted.  
 
    She waited a few seconds then repeated the question. Her third time earned her a hard pinch on the butt, and she giggled as she tried to dance out of his reach. The toe of her sneaker connected with something solid and unmovable, sending her stumbling forward, flailing her arms for balance.  
 
    Instantly, strong arms came around her waist to steady her. “Easy, female. I swear, you’re going to be the death of me.” 
 
    Sasha still couldn’t wipe the grin off her face. “I knew you’d catch me.” 
 
    His lips skimmed up the side of her neck, right over her mating mark, making her shiver. “Always.” 
 
    “So…are we there yet?” 
 
    Xander snorted and swatted her backside. “Actually, yes.” Taking her by the shoulders, he turned her to the right. “Ready?” 
 
    “I’ve been ready for like six blocks.” 
 
    “We literally walked a hundred feet.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Sasha shrugged. “Can I see it now?” 
 
    “Okay, there’s still a lot of work to be done,” Xander warned as he unknotted the scarf and removed it from her eyes. “I figured you’d want to make most of the decisions about what to change, but…” 
 
    Blinking against the midmorning sun, Sasha stared up at the little white bungalow with its burgundy trim and matching shutters. Landscape beds filled with vibrant flowers lined the outside edge of the wrap-around porch, and a wreath made of pink tulips and a sprinkling of baby’s breath hung from the front door.  
 
    In the middle of the lawn, a large, purple sign stuck up out of the ground on a wooden stake, the fresh paint still glistening in the sunlight. Written in curling, elegant script, the words Future Home of Mirror, Mirror gleamed back at her.  
 
    Fighting back tears—and losing—Sasha lifted a trembling hand to her lips. “Oh, Xander…” 
 
    A couple of months after settling in at the Estate, she’d transferred her cosmetology license from Ohio to Texas and started looking for a job. As it turned out, she needn’t have bothered. Once word got out that she was a hair stylist, she’d been bombarded with requests from the females—and some of the males—living at the Council Estate.  
 
    They all paid her generously for her services, but honestly, she would have done it for free. The open acceptance she felt from everyone at the Estate was worth far more to her than money.  
 
    The only problem was space. For the past several months, she’d been using one of the upstairs suites for her appointments. She made it work the best she could, but it was frustrating not to have the proper equipment.  
 
    She and Xander had talked about her opening her own shop, but she just didn’t have the funds for it, not yet anyway. With her basically non-existent credit, no bank was going to give her a startup loan, either. Still, she and her mate had discussed it at length when planning for the future, and she’d told him she wanted to call it Mirror, Mirror because everyone deserved to feel like the fairest in the land. It had been fun, and she loved that he’d been as excited about it as she was, but they’d just been pretending.  
 
    She never imagined the fantasy would become a reality. 
 
    Xander pressed against her back and wound his arms around her waist. “Do you like it?” 
 
    She could barely breathe, but she forced the words past the tightness in her throat. “It’s amazing.” And it was only twenty minutes from the Council Estate. “How did you even find it?” 
 
    “I’ve been looking for a while. When I saw this place, I knew it would be perfect.”  
 
    “It is, but…can we even afford it?” 
 
    “Actually, it’s a gift, sweetheart, from the Council. I guess you made quite an impression on them.”  
 
    Sasha hiccupped as she fought back a sob. Several of the Council members were clients of hers, but she’d never expected this. “I don’t know what to say.”  
 
    Xander kissed the top of his head, then rested his chin there as he rocked them from side to side. “As long as you’re happy, you don’t have to say anything.” 
 
    Sasha sniffled. “I’m happy. More than I ever thought possible. Thank you, Xander.” Turning in his arms, she arched up on her toes for a kiss. “I love it. Almost as much as I love you.” 
 
    “Sweet talker,” he teased, tilting her head back to deliver a proper kiss she felt all the way down to her toes. “You are my everything, Sasha Cole. I couldn’t love you more if I tried.” 
 
    They weren’t exactly married, not in the traditional, human sense. Their bond went so much deeper than that. After their mating ceremony, however, she’d insisted on changing her surname to shed the last reminder of a past she’d been trying to escape since the day she’d been born. Yet, no matter how many times she heard her new name spoken aloud, it still made her heart swell with love and joy.  
 
    A lot had changed since that night in the clearing, and she wasn’t the same person she’d been even a year ago. God, she still remembered that first week after her abduction. At the time, she had thought she’d been holding it together pretty well, but in actuality, she’d been a complete wreck. 
 
    Despite Xander’s assurances that she wouldn’t be interrogated, her “sessions” sure as hell had felt like that. She had been questioned by four different Council members, often for hours at a time. Then, they’d asked her to identify the men who had abducted her, those who had held her prisoner in the fishing shack, the Alpha, Jaya, and basically anyone else she could remember from the pack.   
 
    As for the investigation itself, it had taken just two days for one of the Enforcers to crack and spill everything. Sasha could only guess how Keller had gotten the wolf to talk, but she imagined it had involved a lot of pain.  
 
    Somewhere in the middle of all the chaos, the Council had dropped the bombshell that it had been Ian Cole who had contacted them about the disappearances. Apparently, this had been a big surprise to everyone. Since Sasha had never met the male, she’d had to take her mate’s word that such altruism was uncharacteristic of his brother. 
 
    Naturally, Xander had a lot of questions for his sibling, but he probably wouldn’t ever get the answers. After his meeting with the Council, Ian had left the Estate, and no one had seen or heard from him since. Before disappearing, however, he’d left them with a parting gift—the location of the missing human women.  
 
    The Council couldn’t be sure exactly how many females had been abducted, but Wardens had found four of them in the basement of an abandoned farmhouse on the outskirts of the town. They’d been half frozen and nearly starved, but thankfully, they’d been alive.  
 
    Their testimonies, combined with Sasha’s, had pretty much sealed the fate of Alpha Marcus Cole and everyone else involved.  
 
    Even now, Xander wouldn’t tell her what their punishment had been, only that they’d never hurt anyone again. Her imagination had no trouble supplying all types of gruesome torments, and in the end, she’d decided she was probably better off not knowing for certain. 
 
    Too traumatized by their ordeal to return to their old lives, the kidnapped women had been offered sanctuary with the Council. The last Sasha had heard, they were all adjusting as well as could be expected, but their psychological wounds might never fully heal. Some of them still had nightmares about their captivity, while others hadn’t spoken a word since the day they’d been rescued. 
 
    Sasha’s heart ached for those women, but she was also grateful that Xander had spared her from the same fate. He had completely changed her life, and while she could never fully repay him, she intended to spend every day trying. 
 
    “Do you remember when we first met, and you said it was okay to be scared?” As she spoke, she eased out of his arms and took a couple of measured steps away from him.  
 
    “I do,” he answered, cocking his head to the side and frowning at her. 
 
    “You told me I could run,” she reminded him, taking another step back, then another. 
 
    “Right. I did say that, but I also remember telling you that I’d chase you if you did.” 
 
    Her grin stretched so wide it made her cheeks burn. “That’s what I’m counting on.” 
 
    Turning on the ball of her foot, she sprinted for the bungalow, bounded up the steps, then cut to the left, following the porch around the side of the house. She knew she couldn’t outrun her mate, and even if she could, she had nowhere to go. That wasn’t the point of the game, though.  
 
    So, when she rounded the corner, only to be lifted off her feet and spun around so that her back pressed against the siding, she wasn’t too upset about it. 
 
    Fisting his hand in her hair, Xander pulled her head back and bent close to nuzzle against the side of her neck. “I believe I also told you I’d catch you.”   
 
    “Every time,” she panted, echoing his words from that long-ago morning. 
 
    “Every time,” he agreed.  
 
    Sasha adopted an innocent expression, her eyes wide and beguiling. “Now that you have me, what do you plan to do with me?” 
 
    He hooked one finger into the collar of her blouse and tugged, popping open the top button. “Whatever I want.” 
 
    Arching into him with a soft moan, Sasha offered herself willingly. Wherever he led, she’d follow. Whatever he wanted, it was his. He didn’t even have to ask. He was her new beginning and her happy ending, all wrapped up in one, insanely gorgeous package.  
 
    “Mine,” Xander growled as he popped open another button on her blouse. “You are mine, Sasha Cole.” 
 
    “Yours,” she agreed, tugging at the waistband of his jeans. “And you, Xander Cole, are mine.” 
 
    “Always.” His expression softened as he stilled her hands and leaned in for a slow, heart-wrenching kiss. “You never have to doubt that, sweetheart. Not ever. I love you.” 
 
    Tears welled in her eyes and spilled down her cheeks, but she pressed her hand over his heart and smiled. “I know, and I love you, too.” 
 
    Her journey in life hadn’t been an easy one, but even if she could go back, she wouldn’t change a thing. Every seemingly random choice she’d ever made had led her on a winding path to that rain-drenched clearing where she’d been claimed by her wolf. She would endure a thousand group homes and fight a hundred she-wolves just for the chance to stand right where she was, bathed in the morning sun with Xander.  
 
    Because after a lifetime of searching, she was exactly where she was meant to be. 
 
    In her mate’s arms, she was home.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thank You! 
 
    Thank you so much for taking a chance on Bitten. If you enjoyed it, please consider leaving a review. It would be greatly appreciated! 
 
    Oh, and while you’re here, do you like news about discounts, giveaways, and new releases delivered right to your inbox? Me, too! Click the link below to subscribe to my newsletter. Go on. You know you want to. ;-) 
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