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          FLORA

        

      

    

    
      Alec catches my eye from across the clearing and jerks his chin toward the woods. It’s so quick and subtle that no one but me would notice. My heart takes off. My gaze drops to my sneakers, and my cheeks burst into flame.

      I shrink into my sweatshirt, glad the hood is up. But it’s not like anyone’s paying any attention to me.

      The unmated males are clustered on the river’s edge further upstream, drinking beers and arguing about the game they just finished. They play a mashup of human sports with the ball from soccer, the scrum from rugby, the tackling from football, and no firmly agreed upon rules. Then they spend the next couple of hours before the pack run fighting over how the plays should have been called.

      The dams are packing up the leftovers while their males are gathered by the big furnace, smoking pipes. Pups are everywhere—splashing in the shallows, climbing on the huge tires that serve as a playground, crawling under the picnic tables over in the pavilion, annoying the gossiping elders.

      The unmated females are posing on blankets on a grassy bank, sunning themselves in bikini tops despite the chill in the air as the afternoon fades.

      I’m alone on the smooth rocks jutting into the river. When the males are messing around in the water, the females sit here to watch, but it’s all mine now.

      I should stay right here. Pretend I didn’t see him. Or turn my back and face away so he knows I’m turning him down.

      That’s what a female with pride would do, right?

      But I’m already climbing to my feet, picking my way down the rocks to the sandy bank, licking my dry lips, and wiping my palms on my faded jeans. I wish I’d washed my hair this morning. I threw it back in my usual low ponytail, and—oh, no. What bra am I wearing?

      I can’t remember. I wriggle in my oversized top as if I can somehow tell by feel. Please be the black one.

      Alec doesn’t always ask me to take my shirt off, but with my luck, he will today, and I’ll be wearing the industrial strength nude contraption with four clasps that makes my boobs look like cones.

      I’m careful to keep my pace unhurried as I skirt around the clusters of laughing males wrestling on the pebbled beach and the shark-eyed females propped on their elbows, surveilling the scene.

      I think I’m going to make it, but when I pass by the tables where the food was laid out, Brenda Shaw, our alpha female, calls me over.

      “Here, girl.” She snaps her fingers, her long acrylic nails clicking. “Take this back with you to Nola.”

      I dutifully take the aluminum wrapped plate she’s thrust in my direction, bending my neck and averting my eyes.

      “Don’t you go and eat that yourself now, hear?” she tacks on. “That’s for Nola.”

      My shoulders shoot to my ears as I duck my head lower and erase my face. A ball of shame catches in my throat. I’d never eat Miss Nola’s food, but that doesn’t matter. The alpha female has spoken, and the shame is a reflex.

      After waiting a few seconds to make sure she’s done with me, I try to leave, but before I can take two steps, an age-spotted claw grips my forearm. “Hold up, Fluffa. Finish these eggs, won’t you? There aren’t enough left to waste the plastic wrap.”

      A nearby female gasps. Another snickers.

      Agnes Campbell squints up at me, oblivious to the reaction, as she holds a tray of devilled eggs in a shaky grip. There are three halves left.

      The other dams fussing around the table stop what they’re doing to gawp, their ears pricking.

      Brenda sighs as if she’s been inconvenienced. “Her name’s Flora,” she calls to Agnes.

      I freeze in place, staring at the trampled ground, praying that Agnes has the grace to just drop it and let me go, but I know better.

      “What?” Agnes barks like she couldn’t hear.

      “That’s Flora. Donal Ritchie’s get,” someone supplies from the far end of the table at top volume.

      Agnes’ thin lips screw into a scowl. I can’t fault her confusion. My father hasn’t acknowledged me since my dam died. He bailed when she caught the wasting sickness, and then he just stayed gone.

      “No, I’m sure her name is Fluffa.” Agnes isn’t giving up.

      “The others just call her that. Her name’s Flora Ritchie.” Brenda goes back to ladling macaroni salad into an empty whipped cream tub, the issue settled.

      With that dismissal, the instinctive weight keeping me here eases, but Agnes still has my arm. She peers into my face. “But why do they call her Fluffa?”

      To keep me in my place. Because they think it’s funny. To amuse each other and score points. Because being me is their worst nightmare, so they have to joke about it. Because if they shove me as far down the rank as possible, they will never be lowest.

      I keep my head bent, but Agnes has shrunk so much with age that she’s still glaring up into my burning face.

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake. It’s because of her—” On the other side of the table, the beta’s mate puts down the bowl she was holding to free her hands. She puffs her cheeks and gestures with her hands, making huge mounds in the air around her boobs and belly and butt. “You know, ’cause she’s fluffy.”

      Agnes’ rheumy eyes round. She gets it now. A slash of red appears across her weathered cheeks. “Well, I think Flora is a perfectly good name,” she mutters, and I’m about to forgive her when she looks back at the eggs, and her brow furrows. “There’s only three left,” she says.

      My stomach turns. Her eyes narrow at me in speculation.

      She raises the eggs higher under my nose. They slide around in their juices.

      “Come on.” She prods my chest with the dish. “It’s not worth wrapping.”

      I open my mouth to say no thank you, to make some excuse, but before I can, Brenda snaps, “Just eat them, girl.” Alpha command underscores the words.

      Complying is instinct. I reach for a slimy disk with a shaking hand, but it slips from my fingers. Agnes sighs, irritated, whatever discomfort she felt at messing up my name gone. I try again, trap one, and pop it into my mouth whole. My throat convulses, but I force it down.

      I hate devilled eggs. Mayonnaise is disgusting.

      I gulp down the second and the third, and before anything else can happen, I bob my head in Brenda’s direction, excusing myself, and escape toward the big furnace. The eggs skate in my stomach.

      I pass Rhona Blackburn and Greer Munroe, the highest-ranking unmated females, on their way back from the bathrooms. They snicker under their breath as they strut by, casting glances that somehow come from both the sides of their eyes and down their noses at the same time.

      When I was younger, the snickers freaked me out. I’d check my zipper, surreptitiously wipe my nose, suck in my gut. I’m twenty-two now. I’ve long since figured out that they do it to mess with me.

      I ignore them and skirt the big furnace, giving the older males a wide berth. The big furnace is actually a stone fireplace, as long and high as the north wall of the great hall that stood here before its roof caved during a blizzard fifty years ago.

      The pack has always gathered around it, even when I was little and folks had stolen half the stones to shore up their own walls and fireplaces. Alec actually runs the crew that rebuilt it last year. They quarried slate from South Peak and built it even grander and sturdy enough that it was too much work for anyone to liberate parts of it for their own projects. It cost so much that Alpha Shaw said he’d skin a wolf for every stone that came up missing, and so far, not one has.

      I take advantage of the cover the back of the big furnace provides and hurry up the well-trodden path to the concrete outbuilding that houses the toilets and a storage room. I duck around back and clamber up a sharp incline into the tall trees. The further I get from the pack, the higher my spirits rise.

      I scrub the last few minutes from my mind, and anticipation fizzes in my belly, replacing the sick egg feeling. My pulse picks up, and my lungs tighten. By the time I get close to the place where we rendezvous, I’m panting. I stop for a minute to catch my breath. The dense woods are alive with critters rousing as the sun lowers behind the crest of Salt Mountain.

      I run my tongue over my teeth, take my hood down, and smooth my hair, tucking loose strands behind my ears. I bite my lips to give them color.

      For the first time today, for the first time in weeks, my blood rushes through my veins, and I’m wide awake. The air smells fresh and clean, like summer is about to break, and green branches steeple above my head, delicate and lovely.

      This is why I do it. This feeling.

      My life is on repeat, the same thing, week after week, year after year. I collect the washing, run it through the machines, hang it on the line, take it down, fold it, and deliver it to the high-ranking packmates in their compounds. I sweep powdered soap from the concrete floor, pinch my fingers in clothes pins, and fix the errant wheel on the old metal cart for the hundredth time.

      I eat breakfast and dinner with my head down in the back of the hall and lunch from a sack in between loads. I bring Miss Nola her meals, tidy our small cottage, feed my bunny, Harriet, clean her cage, and stroke her soft fur. Good, bad, or indifferent, everything is always the same.

      But sometimes, every so often, Alec Cameron catches my eye and jerks his chin toward the woods. Or back in the day, when we were still in school, he’d nod in the direction of the bleachers at the stadium at Moon Lake Academy or the broom closet by the library.

      I used to weave all kinds of dreams around it. He’s my mate, and one day, I’ll come into heat, and we’ll be together forever. Or if we’re not mates, then he’s falling in love with me, but as a contender for future alpha, he doesn’t dare risk his rank to declare himself, but he can’t stop himself from seeking me out. One day, though, he’ll be so swept away that he’ll mark me and build me a cottage of my own high on South Peak, and we’ll have a dozen pups, and I’ll find Harriet a mate and she’ll have a dozen kits, and I’ll never be lonely again.

      I’m not a teenager anymore. I know what this is and what it isn’t. I should be ashamed, but I’m not.

      I force my breath to calm and hurry the last few yards until I catch sight of him, leaning against a thick oak, bent leg propped against the trunk. The familiar chain reaction bursts into life inside me as shivers skitter up my spine, race across my skin, pucker my nipples, and tingle between my legs.

      He’s so gorgeous. He’s playing on his phone, his dark hair falling in his face. He’s wearing his usual white compression shorts under black soccer shorts and a long-sleeved shirt with a human’s name and the number seven on the chest. His black shoes have a white check mark on the sides, his crisp white socks just visible. How are his socks so clean after running up and down beside the river all afternoon, kicking a ball?

      He glances up, although with how hard I’m panting, he must have heard me coming. I realize I’m still carrying the foil-wrapped plate, and I blush.

      The corner of his lip quirks for a split second. He never really smiles, never shows his teeth. His brown eyes darken to black, though, and a bulge appears in his shorts. His gaze drops to the plate, and he raises an eyebrow.

      “It’s for Miss Nola,” I say. He tosses a shoulder and slips his phone in his pocket.

      “Put it there,” he says, nodding to a mossy patch beside the tree.

      This is always the most awkward part. He likes me to go to him. He keeps it cool, lounging against the tree like he couldn’t care less while I set the plate down. I approach him with slow, small steps. His arms hang at his sides, but the fabric still clings, molding to his ripped biceps and broad chest. The white of the fabric sets off his tanned skin.

      He’s so handsome, so different than the other males who swagger and bray around the village, always jockeying for rank, loud and aggressive. He moves with a casual arrogance, saying little, his face giving nothing away. At least not to anyone else.

      I know his tells. At least some of them. I come to a standstill a foot from him, gazing up into that cool expression of feigned indifference, and note the pulse at his left temple and his clenched jaw. If I glanced down, I’d see that his shorts are fully tented.

      Folks in this pack go out of their way not to look at me. Their eyes skip over me like I’ve been scribbled out, like I’m an embarrassing mistake. The fat shifter. Our kind aren’t supposed to carry extra weight. That’s a human thing. We don’t have overflowing breasts and pudgy bellies and thick thighs. I’m made wrong.

      But Alec looks at me. Not around the others, but when we sneak off—his dark eyes eat me up.

      “Take this off,” he says, plucking at my hoodie as he finally lowers his leg to stand on two feet. I pull it over my head, trying not to mess up my ponytail. I glance down. My white breasts spill over my pale blue bra with a lace edging. I exhale. Thank goodness it’s not the nude.

      He swallows a deep growl, and someone else might miss the split-second rumble, but I don’t. My pussy throbs, and I soak my panties.

      What is he going to do next? Is he going to be quick or draw it out? I never know.

      Sometimes he tells me to touch myself. I love those times.

      I whimper when he drags the cups of my bra down and fills his hands. He lifts and molds me, kneading my soft flesh, his breath growing ragged. He’s not gentle or smooth. He never has been. I don’t think he cares whether I like it or not, but I do. My breasts grow full and achy as I watch his work-roughened hands leave pink fingerprints on my white skin.

      We’re both breathing heavily now. He’s been drinking lager. I keep my lips pressed together, praying he can’t smell egg.

      His eyes rise to my face. He skims my cheek with a demanding hand, mashing my lower lip with his thumb, gripping my chin like I’m a doll, a plaything. I shouldn’t like this either, but it feels like a dream to be seen, not by someone looking to find fault, but by a strong, beautiful male looking to please himself.

      “Take this out.” He tugs the plastic band holding my hair back. He likes it down.

      I yank the tie free and shove it in my pocket as he lifts my breasts and lowers his face, taking a brownish nipple in his hot, hungry mouth. I watch, my hair falling over my bare shoulders, whimpering as he suckles hard, lapping and lashing me with his rough tongue. His five o’clock shadow scrapes my skin. It hurts, and it makes me feel so good.

      I moan, and I don’t try to stifle it. He used to hold a hand over my mouth when we were in school, but out here, with no one around, he likes to hear me.

      When the slight pressure on my shoulder comes, I’m expecting it. Sometimes I pretend I don’t know what he wants, and I make him say, “Get on your knees, Flora,” his voice gravelly with his wolf. But I don’t mess with him today.

      I sink down. The moss is soft and springy. It’s a lot better than asphalt or tile.

      Alec frees himself from his shorts, tucking the waistband under his balls. His cock is thick and ruddy, the vein running down the underside so plump that I squirm looking at it. I used to think he must be average sized, but then I was dumb enough to let Bram Blackburn get in my pants, so now I know Alec’s packing, not that it’s a plus when it comes to oral.

      I always wonder what Alec would feel like inside me. Would it be different—good—since it’s him? But we never go that far. He doesn’t even kiss me. He did when we first started messing around, way back when, but at some point, he stopped bothering.

      Alec grunts, impatient, and flexes his hips, bumping my cheek with his cock. I dip my head, lick around the mushroom head a few times, and drop kisses along the shaft, watching his abs tense with frustration. This isn’t what he wants.

      I love his stomach. When he’s relaxed, he has ridges, but when he’s flexing—like when I tease him and he’s losing patience—he has bricks. I’m not sure how I feel about the way he tucks his shirt up under his chin so he doesn’t get cum on it by accident, but I do like the show.

      I lap the glistening slit a few times, reacclimating myself to his salty taste. It’s not my favorite, but it’s not the worst, either. I actually like his smell. It reminds me of bread fresh from the oven.

      “Flora,” he groans. I lap some more.

      He tangles his fingers in my hair, gripping the back of my head. Once, early on, he shoved my head down and thrust forward at the same time, and I puked on his brand-new cleats. He’s more careful now.

      He nudges my lips with his cock and applies slight pressure, urging me to take him in my mouth. I turn my face and nuzzle his shaft with my cheek.

      “Quit fucking around, Flora,” he growls.

      I almost smile. If I were to get up and walk away at this exact moment, he’d be devastated. I’m sure he’d be over it in no time, but still, for a few seconds at least, I’d have broken his heart.

      I reach up and grip his base at the same time I part my lips and let him push into my mouth. Wrapping my hand around the base of his dick was another hard-learned lesson. It took a lot of choking and dry heaving before I figured it out.

      He works himself in and out, holding me to him with his hand on the back of my head, and I relax my jaw, mentally disconnecting my gag reflex. My eyes tear up. He grunts, his breath coming quicker, his hips snapping. His wolf rumbles in his chest.

      I love the sound. My wolf does, too. She lumbers forward, panting, to snuffle along the boundary between us. Obviously, I haven’t met her yet, but I know she’s a big girl, and she’s got a heart of gold. She reminds me of a pup—she’s into playing, squirrels, food, cool smells, and that’s pretty much it.

      She also likes Alec’s wolf. Whenever she hears him, she’s off like someone shot a starter pistol, racing back and forth, sliding like she’s in socks on a hardwood floor.

      I used to think her reaction was evidence that he’s our mate, but we’ve been messing around since junior year of high school, and there’s been no sign of my heat. He’s not mine, and ultimately, it’s for the best. He’s not nice, and despite what we do, he’s no different than the others.

      Alec groans and shoves my head closer, smushing my nose against his pubic bone. Oh. I kind of got distracted and stopped sucking. Not like you can suck much with a dick this far down your throat. I wiggle my tongue as much as I can, and that seems to do the trick. He moans and lets up a little. I can take a full breath again.

      He used to come in two or three minutes flat. I guess because he has more experience at this point, it takes a lot longer now.

      My stomach hurts at the thought, but there’s nothing I can do. At least he’s not dating Isla Sinclair anymore. That was the worst three months of my life. I’m sure Alec didn’t tell her about what we do, but she must have sensed something because she ganged up with Rhona and Greer to make my life miserable. It wasn’t like Alec and I fooled around when they were together. He pretended I didn’t exist like everyone else.

      Alec’s muscular thighs are tensing, and he’s loosened his grip on the back of my head to stroke my hair. He’s close. I relax my throat. He likes me to swallow, and I don’t want to spit in front of him, so I do.

      “That’s so good, Flora. So good.” He grunts, his hips jerk, and a blast of hot cum shoots onto my tongue. My throat convulses, but I get it all down, desperately swallowing spit to keep it down. His dick slips out of my mouth. A string of cum and saliva dangles from my lips to the shiny, reddish head of his cock.

      “Let me see,” he says.

      I open my mouth wide like he taught me and stick my tongue out flat to show him that I got it all down. The string snaps and sticks to my chin. He smiles, teeth and everything. My heart tumbles around in my chest like a dryer ball.

      He tucks his softening dick, still wet with my spit, into his shorts. I come back to myself.

      My cheeks are damp from my watering eyes. My knees ache. My butt’s sore from perching on the heels of my sneakers. Devilled eggs and cum slosh in my belly.

      Alec bends over, and like I weigh nothing, he grabs me by the waist and hauls me onto my feet.

      “Nice one, Flora,” he says, taking his phone out of his pocket and scanning for missed messages. “Give me ten before you come down."

      And then, without a backwards glance or another word, he lopes off through the trees toward the pack’s gathering place at the river.

      I brush off my knees, but the moss has ground in, staining them green. Good thing I know everything about laundry.

      I guess I’m supposed to hate myself now. Call myself a slut or a whore. Swear to myself that this is the last time.

      Instead, I turn to lean against the tree that Alec had been lounging against, prop my foot on the trunk exactly where his was, and exhale. His taste is in my mouth, and the hinge of my jaw is sore. Behind me, Salt Mountain rises, its peak still snow-covered, and in front of me, the woods are filling with shadows as dusk descends. The bullfrog chorus begins.

      I didn’t get to come, but I still feel floaty and full. I don’t hate myself.

      I know Alec uses me, but in a way, I use him, too. He is my holiday. I live for the quick soar of my heart when he catches my eye. The rush when I sneak away. The buzz when his scent fills my lungs, and my eyes feast on his beautiful body and his harsh, handsome face, for once, allowed to look at a male packmate without bending my neck and averting my gaze. The headiness of knowing that even though I don’t exist to him most of the time, when he’s in my mouth, I’m the center of his world.

      So, yeah, I guess I’m not proud of what I’m doing, but I’m not sorry, and I definitely don’t want to stop. I’d never willingly give it up. Harriet, the rare hour when all the washing is done, and sneaking off with Alec Cameron. That’s what I’ve got, and I’m not ruining anything with shame or regret.

      I take a few more deep breaths of early summer evening before I retrieve Miss Nola’s plate and make my way back to the pack’s full moon gathering place. By the time I get there, the picnic will be cleaned up, and folks will be getting ready for the run. The sun will set behind the mountain soon. My wolf is awake. Energized.

      She wants to shift and race through the moonlight so badly that I can taste the rush of night air over my cold snout. Pretty soon, I’m going to have to do what Alpha Shaw wants and let them take me to the shifter circuit fights to see if my mate is in one of the other packs. He must be.

      I’d be more pressed about it if not for Alec. My wolf doesn’t care about finding her mate. She just wants to run with the wind in her fur.

      I get back to the clearing in time to see the elders and mated couples race off in pack formation, howling as they follow Alpha Shaw north along the river. They always leave first and return early so they’re in bed by midnight.

      The unmated males take their time stripping, joking and playing around with the unmated females who hang out, drinking hard lemonades and shrieking when the males playfully throw them over their shoulders.

      Because I work at the laundry, it’s my job to collect the clothes and take them back to the village. I wander over to the cleared buffet table to wait until the remaining males leave. Most everyone’s either drunk or well on their way at this point, and that never bodes well for a low-ranking wolf like me.

      Alec is in the center of the group again, listening to Bram Blackburn and Leith Munroe argue about something. It’s hard to tell whether they’re joking around or about to brawl. Could be both.

      Bram, Leith, and Alec are considered the top contenders for alpha once Conall Shaw’s day is done. Bram is a meathead—and a dickhead, too, when it comes down to it. Leith is the mountain shifter version of a surfer, with sun-streaked hair and a blinding white smile. He’s the kind of easygoing that feels like a cover.

      I wouldn’t want to bare my neck to any of them.

      A memory of Alec brushing my hair off my shoulder flashes across my mind, the scratchy pads of his fingertips grazing my skin. My cheeks heat, and I feel a gush in my panties. Ugh. They’re already ruined from earlier. I must reek. Another reason to hang out over here and wait for everyone to leave.

      I tie my hair back again and pull my hood up, tugging the strings taut even though it’s getting muggy. I want to hide, but if I bail without getting the clothes, someone will snitch to Brenda, and I’ll get shit for it. I slide onto a picnic bench and pinch the foil around the edges of Miss Nola’s plate for something to do with my hands.

      Bram and Leith are raising their voices.

      “We go to the waterfall,” Bram declares, peeling off his tank top and flinging it to the ground.

      He’s got concrete blocks for abs and a pelt like a bearskin rug. I can’t believe I let him in my pants. I was so easy. All it took was him dropping by the laundry, applying some light pressure, and I let him punch my V card in the utility closet. I try not to beat myself up about it, though. I was eighteen, Alec was with Isla Sinclair, and loneliness is a mindfuck.

      “The waterfall is played out,” Leith scoffs, shucking his shirt, puffing his ripped and waxed chest. “I say Tall Pines Lake.”

      Bram waves his hand dismissively. “Tall Pines Lake smells weird.”

      “Your dam smells weird.” Leith flashes his white teeth. It’s both a smirk and a challenge.

      Bram responds by letting his fangs descend and circling Leith. Leith cracks his neck. I smother a sigh. Nine times out of ten, the males end up brawling before they run. It leaves a lot of mending and stain removal for me.

      “What do you say, Alec?” a Campbell asks to drag Alec into the disagreement and set him up as the decider. Every little thing in this pack is about scoring status for your guy, and the Campbells are team Cameron all the way.

      Alec shrugs, reaching behind his head to grab his collar, and tugging his shirt over his head. My breath gets stuck. The way the moonlight hits his chiseled chest, his bunched, veiny arms—my mouth waters. He’s perfect. Beyond perfect. Without thinking, I stand to get a better view, and that’s my first mistake.

      The movement draws Rhona Blackburn’s attention. She scowls at the sight of me, her nose wrinkling, and with the moonlight also shining in her cold, black eyes, I see the exact moment she decides to mess with me.

      “Hey, laundry bitch,” she calls over. “Can you put down the food for a second and do your job? You just gonna leave everyone’s clothes in the dirt?”

      I look down. My fingers are still mindlessly pinching the aluminum covering Miss Nola’s plate. I snatch my hands to my side and drop my head.

      “Come on, Fluffa,” Greer Munroe jumps in like she always does. “Tear yourself away from the chow. It’ll be there for you when you’re done.”

      Of their own volition, my eyes seek Alec. He’s the only one not staring at me. He’s crouched with his back to me, methodically untying his shoes.

      “Quit gawking at the naked males, Fluffa, and hop to it,” Rhona snaps and laughs. It sounds like metal scraping rock.

      The words drive into me, hot nails driven into my tender belly, a shiv in my soft side, but I’m not going down. I know how to make my legs move while I’m skewered like the lady at a magic show with swords through her middle.

      They’re just words, and they’re not new. Everyone thinks I’m disgusting. I’m above it, and if I’m not, then soon enough, I’ll be over it, and as they say, the only way over is through.

      While my skin burns with humiliation, I force myself to walk over to where the others are gathered as if that’s what I was going to do anyway. I squat to pick up a shirt. I know better than to bend over. I can feel their eyes track me, sneering at my body.

      My wolf’s fur bristles, and she bares her fangs. She doesn’t understand the hostility. I’m bigger than the other females. They should show deference.

      I can’t soothe her, not with humiliation shorting my brain, and for some reason, she seems closer than usual. Looming.

      I ignore it all and focus on working my way through the clustered packmates, collecting clothes, my gaze cast down and chin so low my neck strains. Bram and Leith continue to argue. No one makes room for me, so I try to make myself small as I wind between them, careful not to accidentally brush anyone with my boobs or my butt.

      Everyone has gone back to ignoring me, but by the way they stand, stances wide, hands on hips, they make it clear that I’m interloping in their space, even though they called me over. This is how they claim rank. They shove me down, and then they act like I don’t exist.

      I get a few feet from Alec, next to the clothes he’s shed. The compression shorts are still stuck in his athletic shorts. I fold them over my arm with the rest and grab his shirt. There’s a scent coming from it.

      My stomach flips, and my wolf alerts. She trots right up to the boundary between us.

      It smells good, familiar and new at the same time. It makes me think of summer afternoons when I was little, helping my dam in the kitchen in our matching red-checked aprons, the impossibly blue sky framed by the square window above the sink.

      I can’t help it. I raise the collar to my nose and inhale. My wolf lifts her muzzle and howls. A wave of heat crashes into me like I’ve opened an oven.

      In the background, I vaguely register Leith complaining, “The waterfall is tired.”

      “You’re tired,” Bram shoots back.

      I blink up at the scene unfolding around me, a sense of total unreality descending over me. My body has gone crazy—feverish and tingling and dizzy—and this shirt smells impossibly delicious, like bubbling strawberry jam in a pot or the way you imagine champagne tastes before you’ve had it and you’ve only ever read about it in books.

      “You wanna say that to my face?” Leith says to Bram.

      “I just did, dumbass.” Bram gives him his back, turning to Alec. “Bro, you call it.”

      Like usual, everyone has formed a loose circle around the three highest ranking males, and now, they’re all looking at Alec, and he’s—

      He’s looking at me. I’m crouching, trying to fish a pair of shorts out from under Isla Sinclair’s heel with his shirt pressed to my nose, and he’s staring at me. Everyone’s eyes follow the path from his face, all the way across the circle, down to me. Another wave of heat explodes inside me like a starburst.

      Something’s terribly wrong.

      The males are all naked, and I’m throbbing between the legs, and the air reeks. The only thing stopping me from hurling is the scent of Alec’s shirt. What is that stench? Something died. Something very big.

      “What the fuck is Fluffa doing?” Rhona says to Greer.

      Isla finally lifts her foot off the damn shorts and dashes to a safe distance like I’m it, and this is tag. “She’s sniffing someone’s sweaty shirt.”

      There is a chorus of female disgust, but I can’t put the shirt down. If I do, I’ll throw up in front of everyone. I want to stand, but someone has crowded too close behind me, and if I try to get to my feet without bracing my hands on the ground, I’ll lose my balance. If I brace, I’ll be presenting my ass to whoever’s up in my space.

      Except for that guy, my packmates are backing away, forming a new ring so I’m on stage left, and opposite me, Alec is standing stage right, his posture deliberately unconcerned, his expression blank.

      He’s my mate.

      It’s like a metal cord got yanked and a bare lightbulb has lit up all the corners of my insides. Everything is glaring and stark. My wolf is clearer than she’s ever been. Every single hair on her body is cast in high definition, every bump on her rough nose, every black fleck on her muzzle, every long, thin whisker. She’s at the very edge, primed to leap, to become real.

      And there’s a thick, braided rope embedded in my chest, its strands woven between my veins and muscle, so tangible that I grasp for it, but my fingers fumble through air and Alec’s shirt falls to the ground.

      The stench smashes into my face. I pinch my nose shut, but then I have to open my mouth to breathe, and the smell has a taste, a horrible taste. My stomach heaves.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Greer screws up her face like I’m a fat cockroach stuck on my back.

      I’m trapped. Surrounded. My body is going haywire, and I don’t know what to do, but Alec will. He never loses his cool.

      I look to him, willing him to look back. Let me know what to do. Step in. Get them away from me.

      He’s gazing in this direction, but not at me. At the middle distance. It’s the expression he wears at kick-off when the males play soccer. He’s watching everything and nothing.

      “Oh my God, look at her face. She’s bright red,” a male beside me says, crowding closer to see. He smells like pup shit once they’ve been weaned onto solids. I gag, barely choking down the puke.

      People are murmuring now, shuffling to get a better look at me, and Alec’s just hanging out over there with his mouth shut, as if this is nothing to him.

      My wolf cocks her head and whines. She doesn’t know why he’s not acting, and I don’t know what she’s expecting him to do, but I wish he’d do something. Say something. Help me.

      “Alec?” It comes out of my mouth as a whimper.

      “She’s in heat!” Rhona shouts like she’s got bingo. “Look at her. She’s sweating like a pig. Oh my God. Fluffa is Alec Cameron’s mate.” She hoots. Greer screeches.

      “No way,” Isla says, her voice dripping with disgust. “Oh, gross.”

      People are laughing. Exclaiming. Whispering amongst themselves. Incredulous. Repulsed. Entertained.

      I’m crouching, clutching my belly like that’ll keep lunch down, latching onto Alec’s cold, distant gaze, pleading with my eyes for him to stop this. Get me out of here.

      Bram Blackburn takes a step toward me, smirking, barrel chest high, hands nonchalant on his beefy hips, dick limp against his hairy, drooping balls. He grins even wider as he looks over his shoulder at Alec.

      “Sorry you’re getting my sloppy seconds, bro.” His lips pull back all the way to show his descended canines. “And they were sloppy, if you know what I mean.” He claps and makes a wet, slapping sound with his mouth.

      An animated buzz goes through the crowd. The sharp scent of adrenaline cuts through the awful reek. The smaller females shuffle backward and the males press forward. There’s going to be a fight. Blackburn versus Cameron. The air becomes electric. This could decide the future of the pack.

      My wolf lumbers to her feet, fur bristling, ears pinned to her head. She’s ready. She will rend anyone who touches her mate into pieces. She’s not sure how, but she licks her fangs. She’ll figure it out in the moment.

      Every inch of my human skin burns, gasping, crying for rescue. I would run if I could. Sink into the ground if I could. Fight my way out. But I can’t move. My mate is here.

      Something deeper than instinct springs to life inside me. My pain doesn’t matter. My mate is in danger. I have to be brave. A strength I’ve never felt before compels me to stand, forces my shaking legs and wobbling knees to hold my weight. My wolf rumbles her approval. My mate will not fight alone. We look to him for the signal to attack.

      His eyes are dark hollows, but he’s smiling now.

      He never smiles.

      My wolf crouches low, readying herself to leap.

      Without glancing my way, Alec snorts and says, “Figures you’d brag about fucking sloppy pussy. I guess if it’s all you can get?” He lifts a shoulder and dismisses Bram without another word, utterly, totally, completely unconcerned, and turns to Leith. “We gonna run, man, or are we gonna stand around all night? Tall Pines?”

      A wide smile breaks across Leith’s face. He got his way. He won. “Yeah. Tall Pines.”

      And as if none of this is happening, as if none of it matters in the least, Leith lunges forward, his bones snapping as his fur sprouts. The other Munroes follow suit, as happy to run as they just were to brawl.

      My head rings. I taste metal in my spit. My wolf finds her feet, confused. Somehow, in the past few seconds, we took a blow to the body, but we didn’t see it coming, didn’t feel the impact, and now we’re left stumbling, reeling.

      The wolves aligned with the Camerons are looking at Alec, cracking their necks, getting ready to shift.

      The females stare at me, snickering with eyes comically wide or whispering behind their hands. Bram’s mouth hangs open. He wants to say something back, but none of the males are listening anymore. The Blackburns begin to shift one by one, reluctant to give up on the promise of a fight.

      Alec isn’t looking at me. The bond digs into my heart like claws.

      “Alec?” I swear the voice isn’t mine, but it comes from my bone-dry mouth, my cracked lips.

      He was starting to shift, to follow Leith and the others, but he pauses and glances over his shoulder. Like he’d forgotten about me.

      “Come over when the heat kicks all the way in,” he says. “I’ll let you ride my cock. Wash it real good first, though, if you’ve been passing it around to dirty bastards like that.”

      He sneers at Bram, and then he turns his back to me and his spine lengthens, skin sprouting fur. He’s going to leave me here.

      The blood roaring in my ears is deafening. The scene unfolding around me becomes a pantomime—Greer, Rhona, and their crew laugh soundlessly with their heads thrown back, fingers pointing, clutching their guts, every expression exaggerated.

      The lower-ranking females shrink back, huddle together, averting their eyes in case my humiliation ricochets and hits them. The males lope off on four legs for the highlands, my mate somewhere among them, probably at the front between Bram and Leith.

      I wish I could scrape Alec’s words out of my head. I’d use an ice pick if I had one. I wish the river would swell like a tsunami and wash me away.

      I can still taste him. Now that the stink is thinning as the males get further away, there’s a slightly salty aftertaste when I swallow. It’s not strong, but it’s there. I glance down. My knees are still stained green.

      Years of deferred shame crash through my body, lighting my face on fire. If shame could shatter bones, my jaw would be in pieces. My skull would be dust.

      I touched him. I let him put his cock in my mouth. Every night—every damn night—I dream about him before I go to sleep.

      Alec Cameron is my mate, and if I had known an hour ago, yesterday, last year, when I was seventeen years old, how freaking happy would I have been? My heart would have burst.

      He ruined everything at the exact moment that it happened.

      There’s a chasm in my chest, and it’s so wide and so cold, I can’t feel the rope tethered there.

      My wolf is strangely patient. She’s sitting on her haunches, as if she’s waiting for me.

      I blink at the jeering females, and my brain creaks into gear. My vision somehow clears.

      Greer and Rhona and their crew are still cackling, falling out and slapping their knees, performing, egging each other on to greater shows of hilarity, but the others are edging away, turning their backs on the show. Two Campbells hesitantly make for the cooler of beers. A group of Boyles and Fergusons break off, heading stealthily toward the bathroom.

      There’s a new scent in the air now that the males and their stench have cleared off.

      Fear.

      They’re all afraid. Even Greer and Rhona. They’re afraid of being me.

      I am the worst thing that could happen.

      Fat. Humiliated. Rejected.

      And my brain keeps trying to shove that hard truth into place, but it’s like the baby toy where the pup has to match shapes to get the piece into the puzzle. A square won’t go in a circle. A triangle won’t go in a star. My brain will not let that idea slide home.

      Yes, I’m rounder than the other females. I take up more space on the bench at the dinner table, but no more than the males who sit with their legs spread. Miss Nola used to alter my clothes to fit before I learned how to sew well enough to do it myself, but now, I don’t make more work. No matter what they say, I don’t eat more than my share. I eat a hell of a lot less than the high-ranking males. I pull my weight—all of it. I don’t cause trouble.

      They look at me like I’m diseased.

      An embarrassment.

      A hassle and a burden and an eyesore.

      I do their laundry, and I keep to myself, and they think I’m worse than worthless.

      But you know what? I don’t think I am.

      I don’t have to believe what they do, so why do I?

      My wolf lumbers to her feet like I’ve got it. It’s time. My brain whirls and puzzle pieces fall into place, one after another.

      Alec Cameron is a terrible person. Who would want a mate like that? And as a matter of fact, this pack is terrible.

      What am I doing here? Why am I standing here in the middle of this when I can run?

      My wolf chuffs like I’ve thought the magic words. She raises her muzzle, howls, and shakes out her coat.

      Ready?

      I am. I straighten my spine. Close my eyes. Her lips peel back in a wolfy smile, and she runs and leaps. I’m not afraid. The pain, when it comes, is academic. Bones crack. Muscles snap. Fabric rips. I scream.

      Her big paws thud to the ground. She snaps her teeth, and the females gasp and shriek, but the noise is already fading. Our paws eat up the ground.

      We are fast. And tall. Everything is lower, and colors have changed, and smells have multiplied and amplified like in late fall before the first snow when the air is exquisitely crisp and clear, and you can tease out the scent of folks’ joy and fear from as far away as Quarry Pack.

      The world is brand spanking new.

      I don’t need to make this body small. I don’t need to fit, to hold it in. There are no eyes judging, despising, pitying. Underestimating.

      I am big and strong and free. We follow the river downstream, running through the water, delighting in the spray we send flying with our swift legs. When it gets too deep, we race along the bluffs, sailing over felled trees, faster and faster. The mountain wind whips through our fur, cooling our heated skin, filling our lungs with sweet, crisp, night air.

      I want Alec to be running with me.

      And that’s dumb, and wrong, and no I don’t. That’s what Fate wants. I’m not her.

      Who am I?

      I don’t know, and it’s terrifying, and it’s wonderful.

      As I come to the ridge that marks the border of Salt Mountain territory, my wolf slows to a stop, her lungs working like a bellows, exhausted and exhilarated and ready for anything. Behind us, the peaks jut into a starless night, the moon hung above like the dot of an exclamation point.

      Below, the forest is dense and dark, spreading as far as my new eyes can see. What’s down there?

      Why have I never wondered before?

      For a second, I imagine taking another step. And another. My heart pounds. My wolf cocks her head, like she’s listening. To me?

      It’s late. I can smell sunrise coming, even though there’s no sign of it on the horizon yet.

      I left Miss Nola’s dinner back at the gathering place. She doesn’t leave our cabin. She’ll have gone to bed hungry.

      I left everyone’s clothes on the ground, too. I’m going to get in trouble for that.

      Alec will probably be back to the village soon.

      Inside my wolf, my hands ball into fists. I won’t care. I drag his cold, distant face up in my mind and force myself to remember how he wouldn’t meet my eyes, not even for a second, not even with this thing lodged in our chests, harnessing us together.

      Like I’m a stranger, and we haven’t been sneaking off together for years. Like we haven’t known each other our whole lives.

      Like I’m not even a person.

      The urge to keep running comes over me again, to just leave it all behind, erase him like he erased me, but there’s another voice inside me now. Not my wolf, and not quite me, either.

      Miss Nola needs to eat, the voice says.

      And if you’re going to leave, be smart. Get your clothes.

      If you leave, don’t leave them a damn thing.
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      When I reach the abandoned fridges and rusted-out car bodies that mark the boundary of the village, I shift back to my human skin. As soon as I do, I get goosebumps all over my arms. What if I run into Alec, coming back from his run?

      It’s minutes until daybreak, and the pack has usually returned by now, but it would be my luck to be buckass naked and come across him and all the unmated males. I hustle down to the gathering place, and thank God, it’s empty except for a few chucked cans and a bunch of reeking clothes.

      I poke through the jumble until I come across his shirt and tug it on, pulling the collar up over my nose. It’s easy to find. It’s the only one that doesn’t stink.

      Of course I’ve heard of mating stench before, but I didn’t realize it wasn’t an exaggeration. Does this mean females aren’t telling tales about childbirth, either?

      As I begin to pitch boxers and briefs and tank tops and jeans into a pile on the biggest shirt I can find—probably Bram’s—sweat streams down my face. It isn’t from the work or the heat simmering low in my belly. It’s sheer panic.

      What do I do next?

      I don’t know, so I put one foot in front of the other. I bundle the males’ clothes into a sack and hoist it onto my back, breathing through my mouth and rushing as quickly as I can down the path that leads from the river to the village.

      I pass the Shaw compound first and then the Munroes’. I push myself harder, hurrying past the Cameron place although there aren’t any lights on except for the back of the main house where the kitchen must be.

      I’ve never been inside any of the Cameron buildings. His aunt runs their place, and she makes me wait on the porch outside of the mudroom when I pick up and deliver the washing.

      I pass the Blackburn compound last before I reach the cluster of common buildings—the hall where we eat, the huge metal garage used as a gym by the males training to fight, the old barn that serves as a grocery, and behind the butcher’s shack, the low cinderblock hut that houses the laundry.

      I’m bone tired, and my wolf has conked out, but I make myself sort the clothes instead of throwing the pile in a corner. I’m not one to leave work for others.

      Before I go, I crack the windows. Hopefully, the stink will wear off before I come back for my morning shift.

      It feels strange walking home along the worn trail that runs beside the creek. I come this way a half dozen times a day, going to and from work. If I’m not schlepping my cart, Brenda wants the main road kept clear. I’ve done my part wearing this rut in the dirt. The sky has lightened, casting a gloomy gray light over the village, but my footing would be sure even if it were pitch black.

      The path is so familiar, but I’m not. My body feels totally different, and it’s not just the waves of heat lapping at me, slowly growing in intensity but not insistent enough that I can’t put it out of my mind if I try.

      When my wolf broke out of me, something about me changed. In some unfathomable way, she stretched us out. I’m not curving my shoulders, tucking my ass, and holding in my stomach like I usually do as a matter of course, even when no one’s around.

      My arms are swinging free. My hips are swaying. Everything is hitting me differently, from the dewy freshness of morning grass to the bite of woodsmoke in the air. My head’s not down, and my hood’s not up. My hands aren’t shoved in my pockets. I’m not worrying anymore that I’ll run into someone.

      Everything is sweeter. Sharper. The world feels wide open.

      And then there’s the thing in my chest. It’s like I’ve been punched straight through the sternum, and the fist is still lodged there, but by some miracle, I can still breathe. My heart is still beating. I can walk despite it, and the fact lightens my steps.

      I have lived through the worst moment of my life.

      I was young when my mom died. I’d been sent to live with Miss Nola when Ma was still holding on, so when she passed, I’d already been missing her for a while. It hit slow, not all at once.

      My father never told me he was done with me. One day, I realized I hadn’t seen him in a while, and I asked Miss Nola, and she said he was busy, and I shouldn’t worry about it. So I didn’t. He’d never had much to say to me, and I still saw him sometimes at a distance around the village, so it didn’t feel like a blow.

      So, yeah, Alec telling me that I can come over and mount him if I wash myself first while everyone pointed and laughed is the most awful moment I’ve actually lived through.

      And it’s over now.

      I’m probably in shock.

      Maybe shock isn’t so bad.

      When I get to our small cottage on the eastern outskirts of the village, I check on Harriet like usual. I approach her hutch slowly, not sure if she’s going to freak now that I’ve shifted. Can she smell my wolf?

      If she does, she doesn’t show it. She hops right over and presses her quivering pink nose through the wire. I pluck a piece of timothy hay from her feeder and offer it to her. She takes it, munching, her fluffy cheeks wobbling.

      “I’ll bring you some fresh greens later,” I promise. I grow parsley and cilantro for her in a makeshift windowsill greenhouse I made out of plastic and old Lincoln Logs. She’s crazy for them.

      I unlatch the door and reach in to stroke her soft side while she finishes her nibble. She’s a little plump, too. I overfeed her. I know I do. I try not to, but I love her, and greens make her happy. I harden my heart enough to cut her off every now and then, but she gives me sad looks and won’t come out of the box I made her out of wood and carpet scraps.

      No one’s overfeeding me. I don’t know why I am the way I am. Shifters have hyperactive metabolisms. We learned that in biology at Moon Lake Academy. For some reason, I just don’t. I’ve always been this way. In my baby pictures, I had thigh creases and a double chin.

      I remember my dam trying to fix me. She’d scrape half my dinner onto my father’s plate, send me off to help with the dishes so I’d miss dessert. It didn’t make a difference except the hunger pains made it hard to fall asleep, and whenever I did get dessert, I’d cram as much in as I could to make up for the times I missed out.

      If I were thin, Alec wouldn’t have turned his back on me like he did.

      He wouldn’t have snuck around with me. He would’ve held my hand and let me sit in his lap like he did with Isla Sinclair.

      I burrow my nose in Harriet’s soft side before I pull myself away, sighing, and latch her hutch. A thought, utterly obvious and totally mind-boggling, pops into my numb, exhausted brain.

      If I were thin, I would have never snuck off to meet Alec Cameron.

      I’m chewing that over like Harriet with her hay, standing in the damp grass and staring at nothing, when the pebbles in the lane crunch under heavy steps. My heart jolts. Alec rounds the bend and comes into view. The wind shifts, and I smell him, too late to brace myself. My hand flies up to press on my chest, steadying the bond that floods to life.

      He’s angry. Furious. It flows from him to me, bitter and sharp. I stumble back a step. He bares his teeth, and I think he’s going to snarl, but then he notices what I’m wearing. “Is that my shirt?”

      I glance down. Oh, yeah. It is. “D-do you want it back?”

      “Keep it.” His voice is sharp, too.

      He doesn’t come any closer. He’s in a fresh shirt and shorts, identical to the shirt I’m wearing and the shorts I sorted into the dark load back at the laundry. He’s strung tight, his shoulders squared, his jaw cut.

      What’s he got to be so mad about? I’m not Fate. I didn’t do it.

      For once, I refuse to bend my neck. I make myself look him in the face. My hands ball.

      His eyes flick from my fists to the hutch behind me. A flash of irritation or confusion—I can’t tell which—crosses his face.

      “What the hell is that?”

      “My rabbit.”

      He peers closer, and his brow furrows. “Why are you raising lops? Don’t they only get to, like, five pounds? That’s hardly any meat.”

      My jaw drops. “I’m not gonna eat her.” Good Lord. Is this what he thinks of me?

      “It’s prey,” he says.

      I step to the side so I’m fully blocking him from the hutch. “What do you want?”

      His temple tics. He looks over his shoulder and back down the path like he’s not sure how he got here, and he’s wondering that himself.

      Finally, he spits in the grass and looks at me again, strands of jet-black hair falling in his face. “You really let Bram Blackburn fuck you?” he asks.

      I should have been braced for a blow. Why wasn’t I braced for a blow?

      “Did you let Isla Sinclair fuck you?” The words fly out of my mouth. For a second, I’m not sure if I made sense. I don’t know where it came from.

      His lip curls. “I knew you were a whore.”

      “What’s that make you?” I can’t remember what those males are called, but Miss Nola watches those cop shows. I know they’ve got a name.

      “How many times?” he demands.

      “What do you mean?” It takes a second for me to understand what he’s asking. “I’m not telling you.”

      “Who else?”

      The numb peace I achieved on my run dissolves into pieces. All of a sudden, my body is back in the clearing by the river, surrounded by the jeering pack, my face on fire, desperate and alone. No one is coming to help me.

      I’m not trapped now, though. All I’ve got is a bunny behind me, and Alec fuming in the path, glowering. There’s no one between me and the door, and Alec might outrank me by a hell of a lot, but my body doesn’t seem to think I need to show him my neck.

      It takes five bounds to reach the porch and three to dash up the steps and fling the door open. Before I duck inside, a wildness overtakes me, and I throw over my shoulder, “Who else? Well, your dad for one.”

      I slam the door shut, throw the bolt, and a second too late, I remember that Alec’s dad is dead. Horror strikes me, and I cringe, my neck shrinking into my shoulders. Oh, Lord. I didn’t mean it.

      I press my ear to the door and strain to listen, but all I can hear is the thud of my heart.

      I’m an asshole.

      No, he’s the asshole, but I still shouldn’t have said that. I creep to the front window and peek out. He’s gone.

      Good. Now my stomach can untie itself.

      I take a few deep breaths, and I’m about to head for my room when I hear slippers padding down the hall.

      “Flora?” Miss Nola calls, her thin voice wavering.

      “It’s just me.” I step out of the parlor so she can see me. She can scent me, but if she can’t see me, her anxiety tends to get the best of her.

      “Oh, there you are.” She pauses. She’s still wearing her worn flannel nightgown. She gets up and ready early, but not at the crack of dawn. “Tea?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I kick off my shoes and follow her into the kitchen.

      “No one’s with you?” she asks, squinting past me.

      “No.”

      “I heard a male.”

      “It was just Alec Cameron. He’s gone now,” I tell her. “No one’s outside except Harriet.”

      She makes her way to the stove, her trembling fingers skimming the baker’s rack and the table like she does, as if she’s reassuring herself that everything’s where it’s supposed to be. She fills the kettle and puts it on.

      I get the milk from the fridge. “I’m sorry if you were scared.”

      She waves me away. “I was up anyway.” It’s not an answer to what I said, but that’s how she does. She steps over things she’d rather not acknowledge like cracks in the sidewalk.

      “Did you lock the door?” she asks.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She glances worriedly in the direction of the front of the house.

      “I’ll double-check,” I say and go back, relocking the door so she can hear the bolt slide home with a thud.

      When I return to the kitchen, she’s setting the cups on the Formica table. They clatter on their saucers, but the tea doesn’t spill. I seat myself and reach for the sugar bowl, spooning two cubes into Miss Nola’s and one into mine. She pours the milk, a splash for me, a quarter cup for her.

      I notice a familiar plate still wrapped in aluminum foil, sitting on the counter. It makes my stomach ache. “Who brought that?”

      She follows my gaze. “One of the Boyle girls. Tandie, I think she’s called.”

      Tandie was one of the females who looked like she was trying to disappear back at the gathering place. I don’t know her well. She’s a year or two younger than me, and she works around the Blackburn compound, cleaning or something. She has a birthmark on her face, so she tends to keep her head way down.

      “Did she say anything?” I ask.

      Miss Nola’s lips thin. “She did.”

      I take a sip of tea. It’s hot. “She told you Alec Cameron is my mate?”

      Miss Nola nods sharply. The worried creases at the corner of her eyes deepen. She always holds herself so rigid, like she’s hard as nails, but it’s a shell, brittle as an egg.

      “Did she tell you that he took off?”

      Miss Nola nods again. “She said they were hard on you.”

      I lift a shoulder and blow on my tea. “It wasn’t so bad.”

      Around when I first came to live with Miss Nola, Rhona and Greer started a trend of pinching my sides when I made my way down the bus aisle to my seat. Miss Nola walked in on me changing and saw the bruises. I told her I got them playing human sport. She didn’t believe me.

      She sat in her glider in the parlor, but she didn’t pick up her knitting. She just sat there. After maybe an hour, she firmed her jaw, stood, and went to her room. For the first and last time that I’ve known her, she changed into slacks, a blouse, and shoes that tied. She put on her coat and got a purse from the hall closet. I didn’t even know she had a purse.

      She made it to the bottom step of the front porch. She was shaking so bad she had to sit. Her legs wouldn’t hold her. I carried her purse back into the house for her and filled the kettle while she got herself back inside. I knew she wouldn’t want me to see how she managed it.

      Miss Nola hasn’t left the property once since Brenda brought me here. I’m not sure when the last time she left was, but she must’ve at some point. She wasn’t raised in Salt Mountain. She’s from Quarry Pack. She never talks about it, though. Or what she’s afraid of. I’ve never asked. People are scary and mean. I get it, and she’s got me to do what she needs doing.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t bring dinner.”

      She shakes her head like it’s not a thing. “You went for a run?”

      I can’t help but smile, and her lips curve, mirroring mine. “Yeah,” I say.

      “It was amazing, wasn’t it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What’s she like? Your wolf?”

      “Big. Strong. Fast.”

      “Yeah?” Her eyes crinkle.

      “Yeah.” For a moment, we both smile, quiet together in our small, silent house. I wind the string around my teabag until it’s wrung out.

      Miss Nola sets her cup down and glances out the window over the sink. It overlooks a small clearing, fancied up with the birdbath I made her out of stacked terra cotta pots painted with daisies and fat red mushrooms. The woods edging the yard grow wild, sprawling into our little green patch no matter how often I prune them back. Beyond the thick growth, above the soaring oaks and pines, the mountain rises.

      Miss Nola gazes up at where the sky must be beginning to glow pink behind the rocky peaks. She can’t be looking at anything else. The mountain blocks your whole view.

      “You know, when I came here, I thought I was escaping,” she says. There’s a distance in her eyes that tells me I don’t need to say anything, just listen.

      She pushes her cup away. “Killian Kelly said I was free.”

      Killian Kelly is the alpha of Quarry Pack. Males hate going up against him in the fights. He always wins, and since they aren’t allowed to put money on their own matches, they can’t even bet on which round he knocks them out in.

      “He traded his dead daddy’s fancy truck for this place.”

      I always wondered how Miss Nola got a whole house of her own, especially a sturdy one like this with vinyl siding instead of asphalt shingles.

      “He said I could do whatever I wanted. He made a deal with Conall Shaw so I’d be fed and the electric would be paid for as long as I live here.”

      I thought she earned her keep from the mending she takes in, and for taking care of me when I was younger, but it makes more sense that there were arrangements made. My father is on the building and repair crew, and he’s only got a bed in a bunkhouse on the Munroe compound.

      “I didn’t.” She stares out the window, her eyes growing more distant and pained. I want to reach for her hand, but she’s not a toucher.

      “Didn’t what?” I ask.

      “I didn’t do what I wanted.” She exhales, her gaze surveying the clean but cluttered kitchen. “I stayed in here.”

      “What did you want to do?”

      The question seems to throw her for a moment, but then her eyes find mine, and she says, crystal clear, “Decide for myself.”

      Others would probably say well, why didn’t you? If your house and electric is paid for, and your food is free, what’s holding you back? What are you complaining about?

      I know Miss Nola better than anyone, though. If she could’ve gone after Rhona and Greer back when they were messing with me, nothing would’ve stopped her. She’s not free, and she didn’t choose this.

      I reach across the table and rest my hand near hers, palm flat to the table. She smiles at me. Tears gather along her lower lashes, but they don’t fall. Neither of us are criers.

      “What do you want to do, Flora?”

      For a second, I think she means right now, like do I want breakfast, or do I want to go to bed.

      “If you could decide for yourself, what would you want?”

      I don’t think I’ve ever asked myself. For years, I wanted Alec Cameron to be my mate, or if he wasn’t, for both of us to be mateless. I fantasized about a day in the far future when we’d both accepted that Fate had forgotten us, and I got hurt bad—maybe hit by a male in a truck while I’m pushing the laundry cart—and faced with losing me, Alec would realize that he’d loved me all along, and we’d live together for the rest of our lives, taking in an unwanted pup like Miss Nola did with me.

      Dear God. I wanted to be someone’s last choice. I daydreamed about getting hit by a truck.

      What’s wrong with me?

      “I don’t know,” I say, my eyes stinging.

      She grabs my hand, and I’m so startled, I straighten in my chair.

      “Well, I want you to go see what else is out there.” She squeezes my hand, her grasp delicate, like her finger bones are hollow.

      I remember my wolf standing at the edge of Salt Mountain territory, wondering what was past the woods below. A spark flickers to life in my chest, not in the gaping hole in my sternum and the thing anchored there, but a little lower, almost in my belly. There are other packs out there. Human towns. Cities.

      “I don’t know where I’d even go.” I have no human money, and Salt Mountain scrip is worth nothing outside of the village, and I don’t have any of that, either.

      Miss Nola’s crinkled eyes light up. “You could go anywhere.”

      “What would I do there?”

      “Anything you want. If all else fails, every place has laundry that needs doing.”

      I couldn’t. It’s what angry pups think to comfort themselves to sleep. I could run away. Leave here and never look back.

      “You need me.”

      Gently, Miss Nola draws her hand back. “Maybe I need you to go.” She says it so softly, and with so much gruff love, that the words don’t have the least bit of sting. “Maybe I’d finally get it together if I didn’t have you doing things for me.”

      “But Harriet—” Some days, Miss Nola can manage to get herself out to the yard, but not most days.

      “Don’t you worry about Harriet. Shaw promised Killian Kelly I’d be cared for. I won’t be left to starve, and whoever gets sent with dinner can feed the rabbit.”

      Am I really considering this? It’s crazy, but I think about tomorrow—trudging back to work after the day off, everyone ignoring me or snickering behind my back. Going to dinner at the hall. Seeing Alec. He’d be in his usual seat up front at the Cameron table, and I’d be at my seat in the back, and the whole pack would be looking back and forth between us, sneering, laughing, shaking their heads at what a mistake Fate made.

      I’m not against running away on principle. It just never occurred to me that it’s an option. “But where can I go?”

      “I don’t know.” Miss Nola gets a glint in her eye. “But I know who would.”

      “Who?”

      The glint turns into a full-blown twinkle. “You, Flora Ritchie, need to go wash your face and change your clothes. Then you need to get the scrip from the mason jar on the top shelf in the pantry and whatever you’ve got of your own.”

      “I do?”

      “Yes. Because you’re going to pay a visit to the gray wolf.”
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      “You best get in there,” Aunt Shona hollers from the porch as I pass on my way to my crib. She’s palming a vape in her hand, but there’s no hiding the smoke. It stinks like burnt apples.

      “I need a shower.” I keep walking.

      “Your uncle ain’t lettin’ no one bunk down ’til he’s had this out,” she calls after me. “Granddad’s near fallin’ out of his chair in there.”

      I stop, my spine going stiff. Every muscle in my body aches from reining my wolf back for the past eight hours, and at the end of the run, casting him out of our skin like an exorcism.

      “There’s nothing to have out,” I shoot over my shoulder.

      “Tell him that.” Aunt Shona takes another puff, slips the cartridge in her apron pocket, and huffs back into the kitchen. All the lights are blazing in the main house. If I put this off, it’ll just be left for later, and I don’t put shit off.

      I square my shoulders and head around to the front. The sooner this is done, the sooner I can crash.

      Or run. My wolf is wearing a path from pacing back and forth inside me, anxious to get loose again. He should be zonked out, but he wants to go back up the switchback to the old lady’s place. See what Flora’s doing. If she’s there.

      She’d better be there. Where would she go, anyway? She keeps her head down, keeps to herself. Mostly.

      Except for Bram Blackburn.

      Fuck.

      I dig my nails into the flesh of my palms, inhaling so deep that I can feel my lungs stretch. What I don’t do is throw a punch at the moldy siding of the house. The strips are so old, it’d crack to pieces, and the wood beneath has surely been ground to dust by termites, so I’d end up putting a fist through the wall, and I’d have to hear about that, too. And then I’d have to hear it from my crew when we fix it.

      Fuck.

      I bend over, brace my hands on my thighs, and breathe. What I don’t do is lose it. I’m not an animal.

      I stand up straight, pull it together, and walk calmly around to the front of the house. I trip up the steps like I’m not a stray spark away from combusting, and stride into the common room. The pipe tobacco’s as thick in the air as the smell of bacon. The Cameron males sprawled around the table fall silent, but there’s still a lot of hacking coughs and forks clacking against plates.

      Uncle Fraser pushes back from the table, his chair screeching as it scrapes the linoleum. At the sudden noise, Granddad sputters in his chair in the corner, but he doesn’t wake up. At least someone’s covered his knees with a quilt. Probably Trevor, the exile from Moon Lake who showed up a few years back and didn’t leave after Aunt Shona made the mistake of feeding him.

      “Where you been?” Fraser barks.

      “What? I report to you?” I puff my chest. Since that shit with Flora went down, I’ve been swelling. The cuffs of my shirt are cutting into my biceps. If I move the wrong way, I’m gonna hulk out of this shirt.

      “I’m the head of this family.” Fraser tries to stare me down, but he can’t help but shift his gaze to the side.

      I toss a shoulder. His face flushes red all the way to the hairline clinging to the back of his skull, and he bares his yellowed fangs. I snarl, flash my own longer, sharper, white teeth, and wait for him to sit his ass down.

      He might be head of the family, but I have Salt Mountain’s last great alpha Malcolm Shaw’s blood in my veins, and Fraser has never wanted to test his luck against my genes.

      His wolf rumbles, but he lowers himself back to the table and jerks his chin at my seat. I deign to take it.

      “Shona!” he hollers.

      I glower at my gathered cousins and uncles while my aunt bustles in with a plate heaped with creamed chipped beef on toast and sausage links. Trevor keeps his head down as he wipes his plate clean with a piece of toast, so I skip him over.

      “You don’t bring him bacon?” Fraser snaps at her when she passes.

      “You lot done ate it all,” she says, side-stepping the lazy swat Fraser aims at her. She drops my food in front of me. I grunt.

      “Coffee?” she asks.

      I grunt again. I’ve already got a forkful in my mouth. Despite the full body ache and the weird thing stabbing me between my pecs, I’m starving. My dick’s also at half mast, and it has been since I left Flora up the hill, but if this crew and their combined odor of sweaty jock and dirty socks doesn’t fix that in short order, I don’t know what will.

      Like I dared it, an image of Flora on her knees in the woods—her big, brown eyes gazing up at me, warm and soft— flashes into my mind. Blood rushes to my cock. I scoot closer to the table and focus on shoveling chipped beef into my gullet. Aunt Shona returns with a cup for me and the coffee pot. I mutter thanks.

      A handful of males hold up their empty cups in a wordless demand as she passes them on the way back to the kitchen, and she refills them, checking on Granddad before she goes, pressing the back of her hand to his forehead. He’s not looking great. Kind of gray. He still runs with the pack, but it takes it out of him.

      I swallow the last of the toast, clear my throat, and cross my arms. Let’s get this over with.

      Fraser’s bloodshot eyes telescope into tiny black beads. “That lard ass Ritchie slut? Really?”

      What I don’t do is flip the table. It’s a twelve-seater, made in the old country by males who knew their craft and shipped over on the boat that brought all our people here. It’s the only thing worth anything in this room. Except for Granddad.

      Instead of crushing my uncle with a slab of Scots pine, I raise an eyebrow.

      He bellows louder. “And she’s been fucking a Blackburn? Did I hear that right?”

      Not a Blackburn. Bram Blackburn. That stupid, no-neck, useless fucker, always lifting weights in the gym when he hasn’t once lifted something that needed lifting in his whole damn life.

      When did it happen? Is she still letting him?

      She get on her knees for him?

      My stomach lurches as my wolf howls, lunging for our skin. I brace myself, hands curled around the arms of the chair until the wood splinters in my palms, holding him in. He always wants to do what he feels. That’s not how the world works.

      I force myself to let the chair go and relax like I don’t have a care in the world. “You got a point?”

      “Yeah, I got a point. Your chance at alpha just went from sugar to shit.”

      I shrug. “I don’t see how this changes anything.”

      “Don’t you?” He elbows Uncle Hamish who, as always, is sitting a little too close to Fraser’s side. “He doesn’t see how it changes anything.”

      They both sneer down the table at me, but if I stood and bared my fangs, we all know how long it’d take before they bent their necks.

      Sometimes, I think I should just do it. Whup Fraser’s ass, take the chair at the head of the table, and tell everyone to shut the fuck up. Sometimes, I think he’s waiting for me to do it. He probably thinks it’d show Shaw that I’m alpha material.

      Who’d want to be alpha of this pack? It’s only a matter of time before climate change or our chronic lack of investment in infrastructure causes the whole damn village to slide down the side of the mountain. And what a loss it’d be, the entire county’s market for banquet beer and blowup dolls destroyed in one fell swoop.

      “It’s nobody’s business,” I say, wiping my mouth with the hem of my shirt. The napkin holder is empty again.

      Fraser slams the table with open palms. Granddad jerks and then resettles with his head tipped all the way back, his gray nose hair fluttering with his snores. He should be in bed. He’s almost ninety-two, for Chrissake.

      “That fat idiot claimed you in the middle of a pack gathering,” Fraser sputters. “She made it everyone’s business.”

      My chest rumbles, but it’s not my wolf. He’s given up on freedom, so he’s lounging on his haunches, licking the spot where his leg meets his crotch. In general, my wolf has no time for the family. He can outrun, outfight, and outhunt them all, so he basically sees them as dumb animals too slow and weak to bother with. He’s not far off base.

      I flex my pecs and bear down until the rumbling fades.

      “It’s not anyone’s concern,” I say. Maybe if I repeat myself using different words it’ll sink in.

      “You think any Blackburn or Munroe would accept that pig as alpha female?” Fraser asks.

      “If she’s not lowest ranked in the whole damn pack, she’s got to be next in line,” Hamish adds his two cents.

      “That Boyle female who cleans the Blackburn place has got something wrong with her face,” my cousin Wallace pipes up.

      “Yeah, but she’s not fat,” my cousin Lyle points out, his mouth full of mashed chipped beef.

      “Evander Scott got knocked out by that skinny pup from Quarry Pack,” my cousin Knox offers from where he’s cracking a window by Granddad. Guess he’s also getting alarmed by the old man’s wheezing.

      Hamish taps his pipe against his coffee cup and relights it. “Evander Scott is male. He’s nowhere close to the lowest ranked.”

      Rank. They’re obsessed with it.

      This family has a few crumbling buildings on the side of a mountain, they own at least a half dozen vehicles in various states of disrepair without a single working engine among them, and all they talk about is pussy they can’t get, stuff they’ve never actually done, and rank. The Blackburns and Munroes are no different.

      Except Bram. He wasn’t lying about pussy. I saw it on her face. Flora let him fuck her.

      My blood boils, and my chest constricts.

      Flora doesn’t talk to males, or anyone, really. She sits by herself or helps clean up. No drama. Even back in school, she sat by herself on the bus to Moon Lake, stayed in her room at the dorms, and always sat at the back of the classroom, her nose in a book.

      What the hell was she doing with Bram?

      I’m not stupid. I realize if she was going off with me, she’s the type, but damn. I didn’t see it coming.

      My guts churn. Creamed chipped beef. Whose idea was dairy after a six-hour run?

      I sigh in exasperation. “No one gives a shit who the alpha female is. It all depends on which male wins the challenge.”

      I have no doubt I could beat Bram or Leith, separate or together. If I have to do it so I don’t have to bend my neck to an idiot for the rest of my life, I will, but I’m not itching for alpha like they are.

      Well, I wasn’t. The thought of ripping Bram’s spine out does appeal more and more as time goes on.

      “Mark my words, all the Blackburns and Munroes are gonna be talking about from here on out is that a Cameron is mated to a rankless land whale with no people.” Fraser’s forehead veins are beginning to really pop. “They’ll use this as an excuse to cut you out. Convince Shaw to let Bram and Leith fight each other for heir.”

      If Shaw could be convinced, it’d already have been done. That’s all the old-timers like my uncle do. They smoke, drink, flap their gums about what shit needs to be fixed while doing nothing about it, and lobby Shaw about his heir. Gotta nail down who’s going to be King Shit of Turd Mountain.

      “So be it.” I sip the last of my cooled coffee. “I’ll fight the winner once Shaw kicks it.”

      Fraser’s face flushes so red it looks sunburnt. “Mark my words, son, that arrogance is going to be your downfall.”

      I don’t respond in any way. Silence makes him crazy. When I was a pup, I could turn him into a spitting, stuttering mess before he got smart enough to stop arguing and just beat my ass.

      “And where is your pride?” he booms. Granddad twitches, but his eyes stay closed. “For how cocky you are, how do you sit there and just eat your food and drink your coffee like Fate didn’t just take a big steaming dump on you?”

      My left eye tics. I don’t lose my temper easily. In this pack, if I did, I’d be mad every minute of every day. I’m not arrogant either, no matter what Fraser thinks. I know what I am and what I’ve got, which is not much. A crib of my own with a toilet and a shower and a kitchenette. A job that earns me enough scrip that I don’t have to ask anyone for anything. Work that I don’t hate.

      I’ve got a mate.

      Holy fuck.

      A mate.

      Flora’s my mate.

      My brain still cannot wrap itself around that fact, but one thing is crystal clear—I’m about done listening to this bullshit.

      “Fate decides,” I say. She took her sweet time, but she’s finally spoken. Flora’s mine. Blood rushes to my cock again, a strange warmth infuses my chest, and right on the heels of the sensation, Bram Blackburn’s ugly, sneering face floats into my mind like a specter.

      “That’s a copout.” Fraser keeps going. “You should have kept your mouth shut and walked away. You can always fuck her behind some tree somewhere when it comes down to it, but no, you had to give Blackburn and Munroe ammunition. You basically claimed the fat bitch in front of everyone.”

      There’s blood pounding in my ears now, too. I’m swelling, and it’s not only my muscles, it’s this roar rising inside me. I can hardly hear over it.

      “So lying about the obvious is better? You think you can keep a mating secret? In this pack?” I stand without realizing that I’m doing it. “And what is all this about pig and land whale and fat bitch? Are we human now? When did we start giving a crap about how big a bitch is?”

      The rushing in my head is clearing shit up. I’m in the wrong place.

      “You don’t see a problem?” Fraser points in the direction of the alpha’s compound, arm straight out like a scarecrow. “They’re laughing at you. This is a joke.”

      I don’t bare my fangs. I let them dig into the inside of my lower lip.

      “You know this is a non-starter.” Fraser swings his arm to point his finger at me. “Wallace told us what you said to her. You told that dirty bitch to wash herself, and maybe you’d let her ride your cock.”

      Everyone around the table snickers, except for Trevor, who won’t look up from his empty plate. A stone forms in the pit of my stomach.

      I did say that. Everything was veiled in a haze of red, and with the one brain cell I still had working, I was counting the Blackburns, and how they outnumbered us two to one. Even if the McKays and Sinclairs threw in with us, they wouldn’t be worth much after a day of drinking.

      Everyone was crowded around Flora, and she can’t fight. When we were pups, the females would pinch her on the bus, and she never said a word about it. I had to beat the shit out of a half dozen dumbasses until they got the message out to their sisters and female cousins that they don’t need to be messing with each other like that.

      Anyway, my wolf was going nuts. He wanted to fight them all, and I was holding him back by the skin of my teeth. And I was fucking furious.

      It’s not until I hear the words from Fraser’s mouth that what I’ve done wallops me across the face. I said that to her. I got mad and struck out and that’s what came out of my mouth. My stomach plunges.

      “There’s no getting around the fact that this is a mismatch.” Fraser shakes his head, feigning regret. “Best you can do now is fuck her and be done with her. Let it blow over.”

      “Maybe trade her to Quarry Pack,” Hamish suggests. “We got some decent gear for that freaky female with the male wolf.”

      I’m standing here, listening to this garbage, and it’s like I’m in a wind tunnel, and everything is speeding at my face, and my feet aren’t firm on the ground, and I can’t see anything clearly except ugliness.

      The drywall in this room was hung wrong, so there are cracks in the paint. The paint itself has gone brown from tobacco smoke, and even the plastic tablecloth Aunt Shona lays over the fabric is stained yellow. The carpet’s so worn down that the foam padding showing through the bald patches has holes of its own.

      “No pack would trade for Fluffa,” Lyle sneers as he scratches his armpit.

      The roaring in my head cranks louder and louder. All I do for ten hours a day, six days a week, is keep this place from falling apart. I spent the past month installing steel bracing in Niven McKay’s basement so the house doesn’t collapse, much good it’ll do if he doesn’t address the mold before it climbs up to the second story.

      I shim, duct tape, and jerry-rig this place together on a daily basis—listen to this kind of talk day in, day out—and what’s it all come to in the end?

      I’m an ugly piece of shit, too, not a damn bit different than any of these males.

      “Maybe when you’re done with her, you can send her to Mickey down at the butcher shack, and we can get some bacon.” Wallace laughs, throwing his head back, spittle flecking from his thick, cracked lips.

      The rest of them bust out laughing, too, slapping the table, chortling like it’s the best joke they’ve ever heard, like there’s nothing funnier than saying that kind of shit about a female who’s never done a damn thing to them in her life.

      And they think I’ll do nothing.

      And why wouldn’t they?

      The roaring in my head crescendos, and it feels like the most natural thing in the world to grab the table and heave it end over end, knocking these laughing assholes over like duckpins. Fraser tries to dive clear, but Hamish is too far up his ass, and they trip over each other the instant before the tabletop crashes into them, nailing them to the ground. Chairs fall. Dishware shatters. Sausage links and soggy toast flies through the air.

      It's not enough. As my cousins struggle to their feet, showing their necks as they desperately scout for a way out, I swing, sending them sailing into the walls. Andrew. Slam. Glen. Slam. Clyde. Crash. He goes through the drywall into the parlor. Trevor drags Granddad, chair and all, out of the path of flying bodies, so I leave him be, but I make short work of the rest.

      Mac. Keith. Lyle. Wallace. None of them are laughing now.

      I get to the overturned table just as Fraser manages to drag his top half out from under it. He’s contorted, trying to shove himself free, and at the same time, twisting his neck so it’s bared.

      And then, from a far corner, a toothless silver wolf bounds onto the top of the table and bays at the ceiling, using his slight weight to keep Fraser and Hamish pinned. There’s a quilt tangled in his paws.

      I stop in my tracks, the sight somehow calming the rage inside me. “All right, Granddad,” I say.

      He howls louder, and I don’t need my wolf to understand what he’s asking. Which one do I kill first?

      He never did like his granddaughter’s mate.

      I look around at the destruction I’ve wrought. It’ll be two days’ work easy to patch the walls, and probably at least a hundred human dollars for materials. At least the table’s undamaged. That’s Old World craftsmanship.

      I sigh. This is why I don’t lose my temper. If you’re the one who has to fix things, it’s not nearly as satisfying to tear shit down.

      Flora’s face comes to mind, unbidden. Not her beautiful, drowsy eyes when she’s sucking cock, but her expression right before I said what I did. She was looking to me to protect her.

      She thought I would.

      And all I could think about was Bram fucking Blackburn.

      There’s a busted chair missing two legs by my feet. I grab it and throw it through a piece of sheetrock hanging by a thread from a wall joint.

      It doesn’t do any good, and it doesn’t make me feel any better, and ain’t that just like me these days?

      Acting like I’ve got no sense.

      Breaking things I’m responsible for tending.

      Fucking things up past all possible hope of repair.
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      I’ve never visited the gray wolf’s den before, but I know where it is. Every pup has been warned to steer clear unless you want to end up filling her belly as she uses your bones as toothpicks.

      I figured out she wasn’t what they say a while ago. Myra from the laundry was about to go into her fourth heat, and at the time, her mate was splitting his time equally between the bar, the ditch, and the back of the alpha’s garage where they lock up the males when they need to be put on ice for a while.

      Myra was already getting shit from Brenda for bringing her youngest to work, but Myra’s dam wasn’t quick enough anymore to keep tabs on a pup that age.

      Myra got more and more anxious until Shona Cameron came by on some pretext with word that the gray wolf was back. Myra slipped out that afternoon, and when she came back, she smiled for the first time in days.

      After that, I noticed that while the males and pups are terrified of the gray wolf, and love to swap tales about claws like razors and spells that make your balls shrivel into prunes, a lot of the females are conspicuously quiet when her name comes up.

      Her den is on a slope that rises parallel to the one that the village sprawls along, so you have to follow the river down mountain and then hike almost straight vertical for a half mile to travel as far as would take fifteen minutes as the crow flies.

      By the time I reach the pebbly slope leading to the mouth of her cave, I’m drenched in sweat. I haven’t showered since yesterday, and shifting has left my skin feeling weird and rubbery. At least I’m wearing my own clothes again, although I wish I’d worn a T-shirt instead of a hoodie. The warmth rising inside me, coupled with the heat from exertion, is making me feel like one of those fireball candies that burn your mouth.

      I hesitate at the bottom of the narrow path worn toward her door, fingering the wad of human cash and scrip in my pouch. The woods are strangely silent up here, no rustling in the underbrush or chittering critters, only wind rustling through the leaves.

      Maybe this is a bad idea.

      I glance over my shoulder. The way here is so steep that I’m looking down at nothing but treetops.

      I came this far. My lungs are still burning. Am I really going to give up now? Just because I don’t know what I’m doing?

      I know what’s behind me. Dirty looks, dirty laundry, and Alec Cameron glaring at me like I’m the worst thing that’s ever happened to him.

      I turn back around. Unblinking, depthless gray eyes stare at me from the shadows of the crack in the mountain side. My heart jumps into my throat.

      The gray wolf strides out into the sunlight. She’s definitely an elder, but she doesn’t take gingerly steps. She strolls with the grace and confidence of a female in her prime. And she isn’t gray, either, not entirely. I’d call her silver.

      A black cat trails behind her, the expression in her green marble eyes identical to the wolf’s. They’re judging me.

      I stand very still, letting my arms fall to my sides. For a long moment, while the midday sun beats down on the crown of my head, we consider each other. The cat gets bored first, slinking off into the undergrowth.

      A few seconds later, the wolf shifts, rising onto two legs, fur receding into weathered, tan skin, her long muzzle melting into a wily, sharp-boned face. Her long hair is the exact silver of her wolf’s coat. In the sunshine, it almost glitters.

      “Flora Ritchie,” she says. “You’re right on time.”

      She turns, disappearing into her den, and it’s a strange thing to think in a moment like this, but damn if the gray wolf doesn’t have an ass you could bounce a quarter off.

      I follow her into her den. It seems like the thing to do.

      As soon as I clear the narrow corridor leading into a wide, low-ceilinged space, my jaw drops. Whatever I imagined, it’s not this. The gray wolf’s den is cozy and way nicer than anything in the village.

      She’s got electricity, for one. The space is lit with these quaint floor lamps shaped like shepherd’s crooks with exposed globe light bulbs hanging from the ends, giving off the softest white glow. The furniture is mismatched and worn, but sturdy and well-constructed in a way that most furniture around Salt Mountain isn’t.

      The centerpiece of the space is a huge, roughhewn worktable strewn with jars and vials and bottles and flasks, stacked on racks like a library of dusty glass and dented tin. Herbs dangle overhead, clipped to a string run from wall to wall. The damp air has a crisp to it, like after a lightning strike.

      My wolf wants to slowly back away and bolt as soon as she’s clear of the entrance.

      The gray wolf smirks and wraps herself in a white cotton robe, tugging the belt tight around her taut waist, and lowers herself regally into a rocking chair. She gestures toward a low couch. She should look like a grandmother, but with the fluidity and elegance of her movements, it feels like she should be in a cocktail dress with a martini in one hand and a slim cigarette in the other.

      I take a seat, sinking into the plush cushion to the point that my feet dangle an inch above the floor.

      She raises her thin, arched brows expectantly. I fumble in my pocket for my wad of money, raising it like it’s a ticket.

      “Put it there,” she says, gesturing to a coffee table made of a slab of wood set on two overturned apple crates. I awkwardly bend forward to drop it. How did she even get the furniture in here? I scan the space, but I can’t find another entrance.

      “So you want to get the heck out of Dodge, eh?”

      I’m not sure exactly what she means, but I get the gist. I nod. “How did you know?”

      She cackles. “Who wouldn’t want to get out of here?”

      She’s so right, but at the same time, it never occurred to me until now. “Miss Nola says you can tell me where to go.”

      “She does?” The gray wolf lifts a bony shoulder. “I suppose I do get around.”

      She sinks back so her face is hidden by the shadow cast by the cave’s wall, but her bright eyes gleam, glinting like silver dollars. I feel like I’m supposed to be afraid of her, but my wolf has calmed, reassured by the scent of fur and cave, so there’s no rush of adrenaline.

      I let my body sink deeper into the cushions.

      “So what are you looking for, Flora Ritchie?”

      I don’t know. I’ve never looked forward to anything really, except Alec’s nods. Well, I guess there are the normal, everyday things. Tea with Miss Nola. Snuggling Harriet. Making little things for around the house. Window gardens and birdbaths and the like. Fine summer weather. First snows. Those sorts of things.

      That doesn’t sound like it’d be the answer she’s looking for, though, so I say, “I don’t know.”

      The gray wolf leans forward so the shadow falls away from her face. Her angular face is hard, unforgiving, but her eyes have become less flinty, smoother. “Of course you do, Flora.”

      And for the first time, I actually ask myself the question. If I could want a future for myself, what would it be?

      It’s so strange, the entire idea of looking for something. That’s not how life operates. You hope. Hope you can overstuff the machines just enough without unbalancing the loads so you can finish early and steal some time back for yourself. Hope everyone decides to ignore you. Hope that they’ll content themselves with nasty words and not feel the need to defend their rank by dealing you a casual shove or pinch.

      Hope it’s a day that Alec Cameron wants you to sneak away.

      You count your blessings when things break your way, and when they don’t, you tell yourself that whatever it is, it’ll be over soon enough. Nothing lasts forever.

      So why should this life?

      I sit a little straighter.

      What am I looking for?

      I know what I would’ve said yesterday. For Alec to say—when we’re done, and he’s tucking himself away, and I’m brushing my knees off—for him to just say, “Wait. Go back with me.” And for him to walk me home, holding my hand, by my side, as unconcerned with everyone’s opinion as he always is.

      To not be alone. To be as good as anyone else. For once.

      But today isn’t yesterday.

      “I want a new pack. I want to belong. I don’t want to be at the bottom. I don’t want anyone to be at the bottom.” I didn’t know it was in me, but now it’s tumbling out. “I want to do good work, and for people to notice and care, and I don’t want to sit alone. If someone doesn’t like me, I want them to have a reason, and if they don’t, I want them to just leave me alone.” My eyes are burning. I scrub at them, but there aren’t any tears. “Is that too much to ask?”

      I look to the female across from me. She’s bent even further forward, listening intently, and there’s no pity in her expression, not a trace.

      “No, it’s not. It’s not enough.” Her lips curve, and her eyes sparkle. “Keep going.”

      “I don’t want to do laundry all day. I can do other things. I can paint. Build things. Grow things.”

      “Go on.” She’s smiling with her teeth now. A rush of exhilaration fills my chest.

      “I want a home of my own, and I want it to be done up all pretty, exactly the way I want. And I want a mate. And pups.”

      For the first time in hours, I remember the thing in my chest, flowing, trailing off into the ether. A hand goes to my chest.

      “You have a mate,” the gray wolf says gently.

      “Can you help?” I’m not even sure what I’m asking for.

      “I don’t dare,” she says. “If you leave, he’s going to follow you, you know.”

      I shake my head. “He doesn’t want me.”

      “It doesn’t matter. He’ll follow you. If he doesn’t take you, he’ll go into rut.”

      “What’ll happen to me?”

      Her mouth tightens. “You’re going to let him do whatever he wants. Present. Beg for it, if it comes down to it.” From the raw edge in her voice, it’s clear that she sees this as a fate worse than death. She has pride. She’s brimming over with it.

      “But after, I can walk away? Or am I tied to him then?” I feel the bond flow around the hand I’ve still got pressed to my chest like sand through a sieve.

      Her lip quirks. “You can walk. Run. Whatever suits you.”

      I nod. I don’t expect anything to be easy. Nothing ever has been. “So is there a place where I can go?”

      “There’s a place,” she says. “A new pack. A brand-new alpha. It’ll be a hike. Several days on foot.”

      I shrug. I’m on my feet all day, every day. How much harder can it be to move in a forward direction than to stand in one spot?

      “Can I go now?” I ask. “Today?”

      She nods, rising to her feet. “I’ll draw you a map.”

      She makes her way to a delicate writing desk pushed against a wall. When she has her hand on the drawer, she looks over her shoulder. “Nothing except the mate is guaranteed, you know that right? You can walk all the way there, and when you settle in, it might all go to shit, and you might get nothing you want. It might be worse than here. You might cry yourself to sleep at night, missing Salt Mountain with all your heart, wishing you’d never left home. I doubt Shaw is the kind of alpha who’d let you come back if you walk away from the pack.”

      For a second, I think about Miss Nola. Brenda basically dropped me on her doorstep when someone told her my dam couldn’t get out of bed anymore and my father hadn’t been home in weeks. For the first few days, Miss Nola looked at me like a racoon that had gotten into the house. She had more than enough to handle with her own issues, but when I didn’t leave, and no one came to help, she figured it out. She loved me the best she could.

      I glance at the wad of bills on the coffee table. Some of it is mine, but most is hers.

      She wants me to go. I bet she’d come if she could.

      “It might be worse,” I say. “But it might not, and I think a slim chance is better than none, right?”

      The gray wolf smiles and slaps a piece of paper on the desk. “Hell yeah. That’s the spirit.”

      She dashes off a sketch, folds it, and then picks through the money, sorting it into human cash and scrip. She tucks the human money into the map and holds it out. “You better hurry if you want to get your things and clear Salt Mountain territory before your mate catches on and stops you.”

      “Trust me. He won’t hurry to come after me.” It’ll probably be days before he realizes I’m gone. I take the map and stick it in my pocket. “Thank you, gray wolf.”

      “Call me Abertha,” she says, walking me out. “And yes, he’s going to run after you.”

      I barely catch her next words as I head out into the bright afternoon.

      “I wish I’d be there to see it,” she says.
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      I shower and change before I head back up to Flora’s place. I try to get some shut eye too, but I end up tossing and turning and messing up the fitted sheet. I’m not dragging my feet. I know it’s gonna be a hard talk, and I don’t need to do it in dirty sweats, smelling like wet fur, creamed chipped beef, and stale smoke.

      I’ve never seen Flora mad, not even back in school when the females messed with her. She’s not like most folks in this pack. She doesn’t have a paper-thin ego that’s as big as a house. She just does her thing. The only time I see her smile is when—

      I ain’t gonna think about that. I don’t want to show up with a hard-on.

      I take my usual path to Miss Nola’s along the western ridge, bypassing the main road. They’ve got her stowed in one of the Wright cabins that Shaw seized when he killed old Duncan, but they’ve moved it out here away from the family compounds. It’s solid construction. Duncan Wright knew what he was doing before he got a wild hair to challenge Conall Shaw.

      I approach the door, careful to whistle and step heavy. Miss Nola’s a nervous sort. The front curtain doesn’t flutter, and I can’t hear any voices inside. Like I said, it’s solid construction.

      I take a deep breath, ignore the knot in my gut, and knock. I don’t know what to say, but I’ll figure it out.

      The hinges creak, and Miss Nola cracks the door as wide as the chain allows. She’s shaking like a leaf.

      “Good afternoon, ma’am. I’ve come for Flora.” I feel like I should have a hat in my hand. None of this is how I ever imagined my mating would go.

      Miss Nola hikes her wobbling chin. “She’s not here.”

      “Where is she?” The day after a run is always a holiday. Flora shouldn’t need to be at the laundry.

      “I sent her on an errand. She’ll be back.”

      I don’t have time to open my mouth to reply before she shuts the door in my face, but gently, like she means it as an insult, but all the same, she’d rather not set me off. I’m not offended. It’s best for a female to tread carefully around the males in this pack, and she’s got no reason to trust me at the moment.

      I wander around the side of the house to the rabbit hutch. It’s pretty decent construction, although it was clearly built by an amateur. The mesh wasn’t secured tightly enough when it was stapled, so it’s got a wave to it. The placement of the screws is also a touch haphazard. Overall, though, it looks like it can withstand the elements, and ultimately, that’s all you can ask for.

      I crouch down to see if I can spot the critter. She’s hiding in her box. I can just make out her little quivering nose.

      Shifters with pets, feeding prey instead of eating it. I shake my head. I’d say we’re becoming too human, but we seem to pick and choose. We’ll take the phones and the porn and the liquor, but the idea of recycling instead of throwing shit in the ravine is just a bridge too far.

      There are some handmade toys in the cage, chews I think, carved from wood. Wheels and tops and one shaped like a carrot with tooth marks scored along the side. It looks like the same workmanship as the hutch.

      I can’t see Miss Nola fetching the wood and tools and whatnot. I bet Flora made it.

      A slow warmth rises in my chest where that thing is lodged. My mate can whittle.

      I’ll have to move the rabbit down to our compound. That’s not gonna go well. Some cousin’s gonna get drunk and eat her.

      I could lay some traps. I smirk. Now that’s a silver lining.

      The rabbit pokes her head out of her box, sniffing the air, whiskers trembling. Brave little thing. She can’t mistake the scent of a predator. Maybe she’s gotten accustomed to it, being around Flora all the time.

      Where is Flora?

      I’m sure she knows I’ll be coming here, so she’s probably not rushing back from whatever Miss Nola sent her to do. She’s mad. Hurt. Even if I couldn’t feel it in my chest, it was etched on her face. She’s never been able to hide how she feels. It’s one of the reasons the females go after her so hard. She’s an easy target.

      She was easy for Bram.

      The sickness rises up my throat again, souring my mouth. Did she get on her knees for him? Shove her fingers down her pants to stroke her pussy while she sucked him off? Make those needy little sounds—

      Fuck.

      I stand and pace. The yard’s too small. My wolf wants out. He’s caught a scent, and he’s working himself up into a lather. Probably the rabbit.

      Not food, I tell him.

      He doesn’t pay the least bit of attention to me.

      I stalk behind the house. There’s a small pile of wood stacked against the back wall. It’s running low. I poke around, but I don’t see a chopping block or splinters. Someone must’ve delivered this batch. It’s getting warmer, but the nights can still get cold.

      Is that why Flora was with Bram? She thought he’d hook her up? Throw her and Miss Nola some of the bag he brings home from the fights?

      The back of my throat burns from the surge of acid.

      There's got to be tools of some kind around here. There's no shed, not much of anything except a bird bath made out of terra cotta pots. Where do they keep the mower?

      Flora must do the yard work. I can’t see Miss Nola venturing out to do it, and no one comes up this way to help. I’d have smelled them when I pass on the ridge. I take this path several times a day. To avoid the main road.

      Where did Flora let Bram fuck her?

      An image of her round ass, molded in her skintight faded jeans, flashes in my mind. My gut cramps.

      I didn’t see it coming. I had no clue. Flora doesn’t talk to males. She doesn’t show off her tits or sprawl herself out on blankets during cookouts like wares on the mercantile counter. Frankly, whenever she’s with the pack, she always looks like she’d rather be anywhere else. I get it. I feel the same.

      Maybe she wanted to be off with Bram.

      Maybe that’s where she is now.

      I stop in the middle of the yard. Where does Miss Nola keep her tools? I need an ax.

      I am not going to storm into the Blackburn compound after my mate. I’ll look like a total asshole, and while I could take a few of them, that family breeds big and beefy, and they all fight on the circuit. Still…

      I could take a few of them.

      My wolf wants to bolt, too, but he doesn’t want to go east toward the village. For some reason, he wants to head down the mountain. He’s getting more and more agitated as the minutes pass. So am I.

      My eyes catch the corner of a battered storage trunk tucked under the back porch. Score. I trot over, tug it out, and fling it open. There’s no lock. In this pack, it’s sheer luck that anything’s left in it. There’s a Weedwacker, pruning shears, some kind of food pellets, and an ax. Nice.

      I take off into the woods crowding the yard. I don’t have to go too far to find a trunk that’s been split by lightning, and it’s only a matter of a few strokes before I’ve got it down. As I drag it back to the house, I begin to sweat in earnest. There goes smelling decent.

      Flora doesn’t usually mind me a little ripe, though. If I’ve been running around, she likes to run her soft little nose up my thigh, her eyelids fluttering closed, like she’s in heaven. My chest tightens and my gut sours.

      If she needed wood or scrip for something, she could have asked. I’ve got enough that I could get her whatever she needs.

      But she wouldn’t have asked. She’s not the type. Neither am I.

      I cut myself a good base and start swinging. I know it’s stupid as I’m doing it. No safety goggles. Sneakers, not boots. If I don’t expend this energy, though, I’m going after her, and I don’t need to do that. I’ll wait here until she comes back, and we’ll have a calm conversation.

      I won’t bring up Bram. Not right away. I’ll make sure she’s eaten, and she’s doing all right with the whole heat thing.

      My face burns, hotter than my exertion calls for. I lost my dam when I was twelve, and she never had any but the one heat when I was conceived. I don’t know much about the process except for what males say, and who knows what’s bragging and what’s true?

      The females need blankets, I know that. What do they need them for? It’s unclear. I mean, they’re hot, right? It’s called heat.

      They say the females get on all fours and beg for cock. They’ll do anything for it—but only if they have enough blankets arranged the right way. See? It’s gotta be bullshit.

      Did she get on her hands and knees for Bram Blackburn?

      Crack. The ax sends a shard of wood flying.

      Did she beg?

      The ax gets stuck, and when I try to wrench it free, the chopping block comes with it. I force myself to lower the stump back to the ground and use my foot to brace it and jerk the blade out. I want to fling it as far as it’ll go, over the treetops, see if I can send it all the way up and over the mountain.

      I feel like I could do it. My muscles are swollen, stretching my skin, and my blood is surging. Is this rut coming on?

      It’s too soon. They say you don’t have to worry about rut for days. Weeks if you’re strong.

      You hear about males who have their cousins lock them up until rut strikes. They claim it’s the best sex. There’s nothing like it.

      You also hear about females with broken hips. Females who go back to their mothers.

      I split the last log, wipe my face with my shirt, make quick work of stacking the wood, and then return the ax to the trunk. A hinge is loose. It’s lost three of four screws. Looks like a number ten. I could run up to the shop.

      See if I can scent Flora.

      My wolf whines. He wants to go, too, but not that way. He’s straining, all his focus to the south.

      How much longer can she be? She’s like me. She doesn’t have friends, and she’s not one to shoot the shit.

      I roll my shoulders and tug my shirt a few times to air myself out. It doesn’t help much. I’m soaked with sweat.

      I trot up to the front door and give it a quick rap. This time, it opens right away, like Miss Nola was standing right next to it. She still keeps it on the chain, but I take a few steps back to give her space.

      Her expression is different, a bit less hostile, a touch more confused.

      “Is she going to be back soon, ma’am?”

      Miss Nola doesn’t answer right away.

      “If you tell me where she’s gone, I’ll just go find her there. I need to go to the shop. Get some screws for that trunk of yours. The hinge is falling off.”

      I don’t know why I’m running off at the mouth. It’s not like I’m intimidated. It’s just that Miss Nola’s wariness doesn’t sit well. It makes my skin itch.

      “The trunk came with the house,” she says.

      I wait, but that’s all she says. She seems to be struggling with something. She keeps glancing past me, over my shoulder. Her brow wrinkles.

      “Yes, ma’am. If you’d just tell me where Flora’s gone?”

      “You chopped some wood,” she says.

      I jerk a nod. “You were getting low.”

      “Flora hauls it up from the village. She’s a good girl.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Her eyes cloud. Something tells me to be quiet and wait.

      “She deserves better than she’s gotten.”

      I don’t clench my fists. I swallow an impatient growl, keep my mouth shut, and listen.

      “Y-you don’t d-deserve her. N-none of you do.” Her reedy voice shakes like a tumbler, and she carries herself like she’s holding herself together, chin tucked to her chest, arms clutched tight, her elbows poking from her sweater like they’re nothing but bone. She keeps going, though. “If I could have gone with her, I would’ve. I w-would’ve.”

      Adrenaline shoots through my veins. “Gone where?”

      “Away from here. Where they’ll appreciate her. Take care of her.”

      “Where?” My wolf is in my voice.

      Her face drains, and I feel like a piece of shit. She doesn’t crumble, though. “I don’t know,” she says with a tight smile of victory. “I couldn’t tell you if I wanted to.”

      And with that, she closes the door in my face again, less gently this time. There’s an audible click.

      My stomach sinks.

      She ran.

      To him? To Bram?

      No, Miss Nola said “away.” Bram wouldn’t go anywhere. He wants alpha as badly as Leith.

      My heart thuds, blood rushing in my ears.

      She can’t have gotten far.

      My slow brain ticks through the math. The scene at the river was almost twenty-four hours ago. She could be hundreds of miles from here by now if she drove.

      But she doesn’t have a vehicle.

      Did she steal one?

      I shake my head as I pace the porch. No, Flora’s not going to steal a car. How would she have even learned to drive? Besides, she’s not the type. She’s a rule follower. She doesn’t make waves.

      She ran away.

      No one leaves the pack. We lose people, same as the other packs, to predators or the Last Pack or drunken misadventures, but no one leaves. When they disappear, their stuff is left behind. Their pups, their mates.

      She left me.

      Not a word. Just bailed.

      There’s something stuck in my throat. I pound my chest with a fist. Doesn’t help.

      The bond is there, and for the first time, I stop and notice. It’s strong. When you work my kind of construction long enough, you get a feel for the tensile strength of a thing, how much weight a thing can carry before it breaks.

      I can’t quite make out the bond’s dimensions. I can sense it, but I can’t say it’s physical. Not really. It’s strong, though. At least as strong as my heart or lungs.

      I could give it a yank. Like Fraser does when he wants Shona. Could I pull her back?

      My wolf yips, dragging my attention from that train of thought. He’s still hyper-focused to the south, pawing at the ground.

      Because that’s where our mate has gone.

      I’m an idiot.

      I kick off my shorts as I peel my shirt over my head. I have the presence of mind to hang them on the railing instead of leaving them in the middle of Miss Nola’s porch, but as soon as I’ve done that, I summon the wolf.

      He doesn’t need an invitation. He’s already bursting out of our skin, racing down the path, hell bent for leather, our mate’s scent in his nose.
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      Walking takes forever.

      Abertha says this new pack, the Old Den Pack, is several day’s hike due southeast. Her map is basically haphazard shapes—a triangle, some squares—and I’d be stressed if I didn’t have to just follow the squiggle all the way. The squiggle is the river.

      The problem is that sometimes I can walk beside the water, but every so often, I’m blocked by dense growth or steep banks that are too crumbly or slick with red clay to walk along. I get nervous when I have to detour. The woods are thick and dark, and they smell strange. Like rust from human machines.

      And my feet hurt. So, so bad. I’m used to standing all day and pushing my cart up and down the village, doing pick-ups and drop offs, but I figured I should wear my boots for this hike, and it was a bad decision. The boots weren’t worn-in nearly well enough, so my heels are rubbed raw, and there are blisters forming on the balls of both feet. I’d have done better with my sneakers.

      I wish I’d brought them. I had to take what I could carry, though, and I had to make sacrifices. A second pair of shoes. My books. Harriet.

      I try not to think about her. Miss Nola will make sure she’s okay. And maybe one day, once I’m settled in my new home, and I’ve made some scrip, I can figure out a way to get her.

      I try not to think about other things, too. Alec, yesterday, those words that burrow through my brain in endless figure eights.

      I’ll let you ride my cock. Wash it real good first, though, if you’ve been passing it around to dirty bastards like that.

      So I force myself to focus on the present. My poor feet. How hot I am. Whether I should take off my T-shirt and tie it around my waist with my hoodie. The breeze would be amazing, but what about ticks? And the sticker bushes?

      I keep trudging forward, slower as the hours pass and the sun disappears behind the craggy peak of Salt Mountain. I’m hungry. Miss Nola packed almost everything she had in the cabinets, but it didn’t amount to much, and I want to stretch it out in case it takes me longer than several days to get where I’m going.

      At this rate, it’s going to take a month.

      I’d shift, except I don’t know if my wolf would carry the pack. She’s bounding around inside me, excited about the new smells and probably still amped from her first run. She’d have the energy to do it, but I don’t know if she’d understand what I want her to do. I try to explain it.

      Carry backpack.

      She races closer to the boundary between us, tongue out and ears up.

      Bird!

      Other bird!

      I sigh. There are a lot of birds out here, way more than higher up the mountain. Probably because the males back home are always shooting them and feeding them to their wolves.

      It’s better if I keep going on two feet. I’ll get there eventually. I’m sure not turning around. Ever.

      So I walk and worry. Will the new pack take me in? What will I have to do for them to take me? What if they don’t? I’ve got a hundred fears flapping around in my brain, but I’m not the least bit uncertain.

      Despite my feet and the sweat dripping down my back into my butt crack, I feel like I’m on the right path. Like I did something, for once. Something brave.

      And being brave makes me feel strong. I like it. I use the energy to put one foot after another, over and over, as the river winds down the mountain side toward the foothills.

      I don’t consider stopping until the shadows grow long, and I start to hear an evening kind of rustling in the brush. I find a clearing about a yard wide and ease my pack off my aching shoulders. I set it down on its side and plop onto it with a whoosh. The sound comes from me, not the bag. The bag is straining its seams. I didn’t leave any room for air in it.

      I unlace my boots, but I don’t take them off. I’m afraid if I do, my feet will swell, and I won’t be able to get them back on. I slip my heels up, though, so there’s nothing touching them. The heels are the worst.

      My stomach grumbles. I’ll have to stand again soon to dig out my dinner and the quilt that’ll have to do for a sleeping bag. But not quite yet.

      I breathe in the cooling air, listening to the woods as my heart rate slows back to normal. A nighthawk chitters in a nearby tree. The world is calm.

      And, like always, so very lonely.

      The nighthawk flaps off with an indignant screech. With a sigh, I reach down to push myself off the pack, and a huge wolf with mottled brown and black fur comes tearing into the clearing. I shriek and leap to my feet. My wolf leaps to hers.

      Mate!

      She’s immediately elated.

      I didn’t smell him coming. Not a whiff. He’s going for my legs, snuffling, butting. I stumble a step, and he crouches and circles my ankles, his tail whapping my calf. He howls. Inside me, my wolf howls in reply.

      He nips at the hem of my pants. I kick out of reflex and miss. He leaps, landing with a paw on each of my shoulders, claws pricking through the cotton of my T-shirt, his wolf breath meaty and hot in my face. I turn my head and screw my eyes shut as if that’ll block it. A wet, rough tongue slurps my cheek, chin to temple. His howling makes my ears ring.

      I don’t know what to do, and he’s so heavy that I just sink back down onto the pack. He ends up with his forelegs tangled in my lap, pushing himself up onto my thighs and backing up his hindquarters so we’re nose to nose. His tail goes thwump, thwump through the air.

      There’s no way this wolf is ice-cold Alec Cameron. I peer into his golden eyes, and yeah, there’s no sign of the human I know. This wolf wants to lick me to death.

      I dodge his wet tongue, and for lack of options, I plunge my fingers into his coat around his neck to try to hold him at arm’s length. His eyelids close like curtains, his body going completely still except for his thwumping tail. A whine escapes from the back of his throat.

      Oh, he likes it. I give him a scratch, and he plops onto his rump. I’ve never seen a wolf so blissed out. My fingers must be slow because he tosses his head until I do it better.

      There’s a weird feeling in my chest. Raw. Warm. Almost too sweet—the kind of sweetness that hurts your teeth.

      This is what it feels like to not be alone. To be wanted.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask while I ruffle his stiff, bristly coat.

      He ignores me, leaning into the scritches.

      Did the wolf take over? I can’t imagine Alec Cameron not having complete control over his animal, but that’s pretty much the only thing that makes sense.

      “Did you run away, too?” I bury my nose in his fur. My wolf dances. That’s the only way to describe it.

      Alec’s wolf smells delicious, like a crock pot of mulling spices and a thick, warm puffer jacket during the first snowfall of winter. It stirs a feeling in my stomach, an anticipation edged with a strange nostalgia. I’m missing something I’ve never had. I inhale as deeply as I can. I want to keep it in my lungs.

      “You’re going to get into trouble.” I bet no one but the laundry is going to notice or care that I’m gone, but Alec is a different story. His family, at least, will come after him. He’s their chance at the top spot in the pack. They won’t like it if they find him with me.

      “You’ve got to go back,” I tell him as I scratch and nuzzle. It feels like I’m talking to an old friend I never had.

      Alec’s wolf whines, ducking and craning to lick my forearm, my nose, under my chin. I giggle. It tickles. “Seriously, you have to go back. You’ll get me into trouble.”

      The wolf’s ears are pricked, so he’s listening, but I don’t think he understands. He’s all over me, snuffling the crook of my neck, shoving his snout into the chub at my middle. Just as he sticks his nose into my belly button, my stomach growls.

      Immediately, he straightens, forelegs still propped up on my thighs. He cocks his head, studying me with narrowed golden eyes. For the first time, they take on the serious cast of Alec’s dark brown ones. My stomach gurgles again, totally beyond my control, and my cheeks heat.

      The wolf gives me a sharp bark, an unmistakable order to stay put, and then he bounds off into the trees on a mission.

      I sit on my pack, blushing, clutching my stomach like that’ll help. It’s weird to be embarrassed in front of a wolf. Did Alec hear? Of course he did. When I ran as my wolf last night, I could smell and hear and feel everything. It was through a wolfish filter, but if anything, everything was more intense.

      I shouldn’t care if Alec heard my stomach grumble. I’m past that kind of thing. I left it behind.

      I make myself stand and resettle my pack so the opening is upright. It’s not a real backpack. It’s a drawstring laundry sack that I sewed straps onto so that it was easier to deliver laundry to folks who live off the beaten paths, up on the steeper trails. I take out a package of gingersnaps and a can of cashews.

      While I’m in there, I take out the quilt I’ll be sleeping on. I wish I had the means to build a fire. As the sun sinks lower and my sweat dries, there’s a real chill to the air.

      Where did Alec’s wolf go?

      I didn’t hear a sound. Did he? Did he go to investigate something?

      I strain to listen. As if I turned up the volume, the woods are suddenly full of ominous cracks and hoots and rustles.

      Did Alec take control of his wolf, and they’re on their way back to the village? I should hope that’s what happened. I huddle on my folded quilt, open the cashews, and listen for howls between munches.

      I’m not naïve. It’s not safe out here. There are ferals and wild animals. Since I was a pup, I’ve heard the stories of packmates who left on a hunt or a run and never returned. I’m not unprepared, though. I have Miss Nola’s knife strapped to my calf. I also have a huge wolf inside me. She’s no killer, but the thought of her has soothed my nerves during the day’s hike.

      But it’s getting dark now.

      I push up my jeans, slide the knife out of its sheath, and lay it on my lap as I open the gingersnaps. I’m not a fan of hard cookies, but choices are limited.

      My cheeks heat to think of Alec’s wolf coming back to me scarfing down junk food.

      Look at Fluffa stuffing her face.

      I shove a big bite in my mouth. I’m done with that kind of talk now. I don’t have to hear people say it anymore, and I sure don’t have to repeat it to myself in my own head. I’m hungry. I’m eating.

      I’m still chewing when, without any notice, Alec’s wolf bounds back into the clearing, a dead squirrel hanging out of his mouth. I yelp and surge to my feet, instinctively sticking the knife out in front of me like a wand, the cookies and cashews falling to the ground.

      Alec’s wolf sees the knife, drops the squirrel, and bares his teeth, snarling, as he frantically scans the surrounding trees for the threat.

      I’m more startled than afraid, but even I can smell the fear burst from my skin in a wave. The scent triggers Alec’s wolf. He bolts for me, and a part of me knows he’s coming to defend me, but he’s a massive wolf in his prime with three-inch-long fangs and murder in his eyes.

      I scream.

      For a second, the wolf’s legs scrabble backwards like a cartoon character, his rounded eyes rolling. All that’s missing is the screech and the skid marks. And then his bones crack, his fur recedes, and a man rises on two legs. A naked man. With his palms raised.

      I gulp air, and my jaw snaps shut.

      It’s Alec, his dark hair falling into his eyes, his broad, chiseled chest that narrows toward his hips, his powerful thighs cradling his ruddy cock, for once limp between his legs. I’ve never seen his cock when it wasn’t hard.

      With the scent of his human skin, memories come crashing back.

      Sixteen years old, lying in bed at night, staring out the window at the moon, wishing with all my heart that Alec Cameron was my mate. Not praying. I didn’t dare pray in case Fate decided I was too presumptuous, thinking I deserved a male like him, but I wished so damn hard that I’d fall asleep with my hands balled into fists.

      All those stolen minutes in closets, around corners, in the woods, the heat of his body warm on my cheek, our breath ragged together, my heart thudding in my chest.

      Yesterday, on my knees.

      Later, by the river, surrounded by the pack.

      Figures you’d brag about fucking sloppy pussy. I guess if it’s all you can get?

      I’ll let you ride my cock. Wash it real good first, though, if you’ve been passing it around to dirty bastards like that.

      I want to throw up, but the gingersnaps are too dry. They’re stuck in my throat.

      “If you’re gonna stab me, I hate to say it, but you’ve lost the element of surprise,” he finally says, curt and utterly unfazed by his nakedness.

      I look down. I’m still pointing the knife at him. My arm is shaking like crazy. I drop it to my side.

      I want to burst into tears—my eyeballs prickle like they’ve got sawdust in them—but I can’t, and I won’t, not in front of him. Not ever.

      I don’t know what to do, and I don’t want to look at his body, so I bend over and pick up the can of cashews with my free hand.

      That’s Fluffa. Obsessed with food. So obsessed she’ll eat off the ground.

      My face burns, but I’ve started, so I finish and pick up the package of cookies, too, tucking them and the nuts back into my backpack. No one is here saying those words, and if Alec’s thinking it, I don’t care. What he thinks doesn’t matter.

      I realize I’m done putting the food away, and I’m still glaring at the ground, holding the knife in a death grip, shaking off mean words no one even said. I’ve been trained to say the things to myself, and until this moment, it never even occurred to me.

      Alec clears his throat.

      I startle again. My brain sails from thought to thought like it’s come untied. I don’t know what to do or think in this situation, it’s so far outside of anything I’ve ever done.

      So I stare at Alec’s bare shins.

      He has dark leg hair, but not too dark or thick to ruin his perfect athletic muscular legs. And that’s what he is—perfect—even buck naked and flaccid in the middle of nowhere. He’s utterly confident and dauntingly, crushingly perfect.

      For an insensitive asshole.

      What is he doing here?

      He clears his throat. “Where are you going, Flora?” he asks, slow and calm, as if he’s making a great effort to be reasonable. Like he thinks I’ve lost it.

      “The Old Den Pack.”

      “Cadoc Collins’ pack?”

      I nod. My gaze slips up his legs to his soft cock. I can’t help it. It’s right there. Dangling. Kind of fleshy, kind of pink.

      “Why do you want to go there?” he prods.

      “The gray wolf says they’ll take me in.”

      I hear him suck air through clenched teeth, but I can’t seem to look up. It’s not so much that I’m captivated by his limp dick as that I don’t want to meet his eyes. I know I’ll just bend my neck like I always do—because I’m shy, and he’s so much higher ranking, and he’s so ripped and grouchy and beautiful—but I don’t want to show submission. Never again. Not to him or anyone from Salt Mountain.

      “So, what, you’re running away? Like a pup?”

      I grit my teeth and don’t answer him.

      He huffs in aggravation and takes a step forward.

      I back up, trip on a backpack strap, and stumble.

      He hisses, freezing in his tracks. “Careful.” He jerks his head toward the knife. “Why don’t you put that down?”

      Oh. It’s still in my hand. My fingers curl tighter around the handle.

      “Why don’t you get out of here?” I want my voice to be tough, but it’s as soft and halting as it always is.

      “Flora,” he says, exasperated.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see him clasp his hands behind his head like he does during sports games when he’s waiting for play to begin, and he thinks folks are dragging their feet. The stretch makes him even taller, hollowing his stomach, sculpting all the abs and that V into even sharper relief. My belly tenses, and suddenly, I’m wet between my legs.

      Oh, hell no. Not now.

      I refocus on his dangling cock because I’m awkward and a complete idiot. It twitches.

      “Flora, why are you staring at my junk?”

      My eyes screw shut, my cheeks bursting into flames. “Just get out of here. Go back home. No one asked you to come after me.”

      Or did they? Did Alpha Shaw tell him to go bring his mate back?

      I look him straight in the eye. “I’m not going back to Salt Mountain. Not ever.”

      “Flora, you’re acting crazy.” He says it very carefully, like he’s breaking bad news.

      “No, I’m not.” I lift my chin and stare him down. Funny. I don’t feel the slightest compulsion to bare my neck. Is it because we’ve left pack territory? Or because my wolf knows she’s bigger than his?

      He shakes his head and begins to pace. An owl lets out a squawking hoot in the distance. He stops mid-step and cocks his head. When it hoots again, loud and clear this time, I guess he’s satisfied there’s no threat because he starts pacing again.

      “It’s not safe out here,” he growls.

      “You can go back.”

      He snorts, paces a few more steps, and shoots over his shoulder, “What do you want me to say?”

      “Nothing. I want you to leave.”

      “Do you want me to say sorry? Is that it?” He runs a hand through his hair. He genuinely seems harassed, like I’ve lost my mind, and I’m holding something hostage.

      “I already heard what you had to say.”

      I’ll let you ride my cock. Wash it real good first, though. It’s on a loop. I’ll get it out of my head, though, if it’s the last thing I do on this earth. If I have to walk forever to leave it behind.

      “Flora—” He grinds his teeth and glares at the ground at my feet as if it did something to him, and he cannot bear to meet my eye. “It all came out of nowhere. I thought—” He exhales and switches to glaring up at the darkening sky. “Well, for one, I didn’t think you were fucking Bram Blackburn.”

      “It’s not your business who I was fucking.”

      His glare finds me in an instant. “Who else?”

      I press my lips together and go to cross my arms, but I’m still holding the knife. Now I feel stupid. I dip and tuck it back in its sheath.

      When I straighten, Alec’s gaze is still boring into me. “Who else, Flora?”

      “Whoever I wanted. Just like you. Whoever I wanted.”

      He snarls, doesn’t even try to smother it, and then he pivots and stalks off, but when he comes to the edge of the clearing, he comes to a halt like he’s reached the end of a leash. He puts his hands on his hips, and looks up at the sky again. His perfect ass flexes. His whole body vibrates with frustration.

      I bet he’s frustrated. I always do whatever he wants. Open your throat, Flora. Take it deeper. Look at me. Don’t swallow. Hold it in your mouth. Show me.

      My pussy spasms. Traitor.

      Or maybe there’s something in my head that likes being treated like that. Something that asks for it.

      Maybe I believe that’s the best someone like me can hope for.

      I shiver. With the sun all the way behind the mountain, the breeze from the north has a bite. Suddenly, I’m so damn tired. I sink back down to the quilt, drawing my knees to my chest and wrapping my arms around my shins. I try to make myself small, but all I do is squish my boobs and belly.

      Alec turns to face me and strides back over, his exasperation mastered, his face cool and stern again.

      “Flora, enough of this now. We need to go back. It’s not safe out here. We’ll shift and run. It’ll only take a few hours. We can figure it out when we get home.”

      Home.

      A longing pierces my heart. How I want to go home. But it’s crystal clear now that home is not back in Salt Mountain, no matter how hard Miss Nola tried, no matter that she did the best she could.

      Home is years ago, when my dam stood between me and the world, before I knew that my body is a despicable thing, a failing that I should be made to suffer for, that I should never be at peace with, not for a second.

      “I’m not going back,” I say quietly, staring at the worn knees of my jeans.

      “Flora,” Alec snaps, sharp and irritated, as if I’m a pup. Irrational. Out of line.

      The rage wells up in me like something from a science textbook—magma, a geyser, something hot from deep below the surface, impossible to hold back a second longer. I did nothing to him, to any of them, except for what they told me to do.

      “I wouldn’t go anywhere with you if you dragged me. You’d have to kill me first.” I look up, right at him, even though I can’t see clearly through the sudden blur. My voice rises, and it wavers, but I keep going. I want him to hear this. Hear me. Because I mean it down to my soul. “I hate your guts. You, and Bram Blackburn and Leith and Rhona and Greer and Brenda and Alpha Shaw. I hate every single one of you. I would die before I ever spend another day with any of you hateful, nasty, wretched people, so you can just turn around, Alec Cameron, because I will never be your mate, not in a million years. I would rather die.”

      My cheeks are dripping. What’s happening?

      Alec’s wolf howls, rattling his ribs.

      One second, he’s scowling. The next, he’s stricken.

      What happened?

      My gaze flits around the clearing, but his entire focus is on my face. He sinks to his knees. Now we’re eye level.

      He raises his hands, palms up, as if I’m a wild animal about to bite. I’m not. I haven’t got any bite left. It’s all out, and I’m crying.

      “I don’t cry,” I say, wiping my face. My fingers come away wet.

      “Okay,” Alec agrees without hesitation, the entire musculature of his arms and chest flexed, bracing for something, an attack, an explosion.

      “I-I can’t stop,” I whimper. It’s coming out of my nose.

      Alec swipes at his front, catching a handful of air and blinking down in frustration when he remembers he doesn’t have a shirt on.

      “Hold on.” He hooks my backpack and drags it to him, plunges his arm in and wrestles out a pair of my white cotton underwear.

      A wail comes unbidden from my throat.

      He stuffs them back and reemerges with a pair of sleep shorts, thrusting them toward me. I snatch them from his fingers, wad them up, and scrub my face.

      “You’re okay. You’re fine. You’ve got to shake it off.” He shakes out his arms and rolls his shoulders, demonstrating. “Just, uh, breathe. Deep breaths, Flora. Maybe, uh—”

      The shorts aren’t doing anything. The fabric’s too silky. I drop them.

      Alec is kneeling on the ground in front of me, thighs spread, propped on the balls of his feet as if he’s about to sketch some kind of game plan in the dirt. That’s how he looks—like it’s the last down or inning or whatever, and we’re behind, and he’s about to tell me how we’re going to pull victory from the jaws of defeat.

      He’s not angry.

      “Press the shorts—” He gestures at his eyes. “Like press them down. Hard. That might, uh, get it to stop.”

      I’m crying, for the first time since I can remember, and it is freaking Alec out. A random sob escapes my lips.

      “Shit, Flora. Everything is going to be fine, okay?” It’s not quite a plea, more of an order. It has that sharpness, but there’s an underlying—I don’t know—panic?

      “N-No, it’s n-not.” How could it be?

      “I’ll take care of it.”

      “You f-fucked everything up.”

      His head drops, his fingers spearing in his hair, for a moment lost. Then his shoulders firm. “You’re hungry.” He nods to himself. “You need to eat.” He sets his hands firmly on his thighs. “I’m gonna, uh, skin this squirrel, and we’ll get some protein in you, and it’ll be fine. I’ll get a fire started, and, uh, it won’t take but a minute.”

      I don’t do anything with the shorts. The tears are slowing on their own. The balloon has burst. All the things I’ve never even let myself think too clearly have formed into words and gushed from me, and now, when I should be turning my back or walking away with my head high, I’m huddling on this quilt, too baffled and wrung out to do anything but watch Alec get to work.

      This is the male I see around the village during the day, up on a roof with a hammer or loading up the back of a pickup truck. All business, economical movements, and easy efficiency.

      First, he quickly unpacks and sorts my backpack. My clothes go in a neat stack, thick hoodie and jeans at the bottom, panties and bras on top. My cheeks don’t even warm. My reactions have been shorted out.

      He takes my one pair of sweatpants and tugs them on, pulling the drawstring tight so they stay on his hips. They come to mid-calf on him, and they’re pale yellow. Somehow, with his tan skin, they look good.

      The food goes in another pile, cans in a row, boxes stacked. Personal care products go in another—my little floral makeup bag, toothbrush, toothpaste, shampoo, a bar of soap wrapped in a blue handkerchief.

      The rest goes in its own small pile. A box of kitchen matches. A small, rusty hatchet that was at the bottom of the trunk where I keep the Weedwacker. A brown envelope with pictures of my dam and our family before it fell apart. An old cookie tin with needle, thread, buttons, and the remnants from Miss Nola’s first aid kit—a few crumpled packages of alcohol wipes, a roll of tape, some gauze, a few bandages. There’s also a wad of human cash.

      Alec flips through it, counting with nimble fingers, and then he sits back on his butt and frowns at the stash. His expression is bleak.

      He picks up the matches and slides the box open. “Half full,” he mutters to himself.

      I don’t care what he thinks.

      I’ve spent my whole life being judged and found wanting and telling myself that I don’t care.

      And caring all the same.

      I’m done with that.

      “It’s what I’ve got,” I snap. As a defense, it’s not much, but Alec stops glaring at my supplies and eyes me warily.

      He takes a second, and then he says, “It’s a decent hatchet. A little vinegar or salt and lime will take that rust right off.”

      I think he means it as an olive branch. We don’t have vinegar, salt, or lime.

      I settle back and watch him repack the bag after setting aside the matches and hatchet. He’s careful with my envelope of pictures, tucking it between the tin and a box of corn flakes to keep it flat.

      This is actually the longest interaction I’ve ever had with him. Certainly, it’s the longest conversation.

      Hey. Show me your tits. I want to see you touch yourself. Yeah, that’s good. So good. Oh fuck, I’m coming. You go out first. Hold up. There’s something in your hair.

      This is definitely the most I’ve ever said to him.

      I’ve always paid attention to him whenever he was around, but he doesn’t say much. People talk to him, though. I’m not sure why. He’s not friendly. It’s probably because of his bloodline. If he becomes alpha, people want to be on his good side.

      I don’t think he has one. He doesn’t seem to give a shit about anyone.

      Except Isla Sinclair for those three months.

      I turn from watching him and gaze up at the sky, letting the night breeze numb my drying cheeks. The stars have come out. There’s only a smattering of faint pinpricks, and the waxing moon is still huge, but it’s dimmed by clouds.

      From the corner of my eye, I track him as he ventures out of the clearing and returns with an armful of brush. He leaves again and comes back with bigger sticks. For the next hour or so, he comes and goes.

      He starts a fire. He takes the squirrel into the trees and comes back with meat on skewers and stains on my yellow sweatpants. He roasts the skewers over the flames, and even though I clench my abs as tight as I can, my stomach growls like my wolf is down there.

      Every time it does, Alec’s frown deepens. At first, my hurt feelings flare. I can’t help it. He should just ignore it if it annoys him. He usually has no problem ignoring me.

      But then it occurs to me—he’s not annoyed. He doesn’t like the reminder that I’m hungry.

      I’m not sure how I know, but it has something to do with the thing in my chest. It’s more solid now that he’s here. Harder to ignore.

      The squirrel doesn’t take long to cook. Alec hands me the first finished skewer. “It’s hot,” he says. “Blow on it.”

      I don’t roll my eyes. I was raised too well to be rude about a packmate sharing a kill, even if it’s Alec. And a squirrel.

      It must be a mate thing, wanting to keep your female fed. Just dumb biology like the rest of it. It doesn’t mean anything.

      But it feels weird.

      A male is making me food. He wants me to eat.

      Not studiously avoiding the sight of me filling my face, as if it’s indecent, shameful that I should help myself to the pack’s limited resources when I’m clearly hoarding more than my fair share on my hips and thighs and belly.

      Alec isn’t looking away. He’s watching me, fixated on my mouth as I nibble, ignoring his own skewer as it chars darker and darker.

      There’s a bulge in his yellow sweatpants.

      The squirrel tastes good, and it’s not just a “hunger is the best spice” kind of thing. He cooked it well.

      “Shit.” Alec yanks his smoking skewer from the flame, hisses, drops it, and shakes his fingers. Now that kebob is more than a few shades past well done.

      My lips twitch.

      “I wouldn’t laugh,” he says, his own lips softening. “I was gonna share half with you.” His dark eyes are bright from the fire, his dark hair falling in his face.

      My stomach does a strange flip that has nothing to do with hunger.

      “I’m full,” I say, pitching my skewer into the fire. I’m not. Not even close. But I don’t ever ask for seconds. That’s asking for dirty looks and snide remarks.

      He sits in silence for a while, stripping the charred exterior from his portion and chewing it industriously, grimacing.

      I rearrange my quilt, folding it in half lengthwise so I can lie down. I’m tired to my bones. Still, I can’t get it quite right. I have to shake it out and redo it several times before it feels good enough.

      I think I’m losing it. I need rest. I’ll start fresh tomorrow, make Alec understand that I’m not changing my mind. Right now, I just want to close my eyes.

      I’m standing, glaring at my quilt—it’s off center somehow—when Alec comes up behind me. His scent hits me first, safe and familiar—deceptive, too, since he’s neither of those things.

      He bumps my shoulder so I look at what he’s holding out. A skewer of unburnt squirrel meat. He’s left the good parts.

      “Here,” he says.

      “I’m good,” I say.

      “I can hear your stomach,” he says. My hand flies to cover it. I thought it’d calmed down. A memory flashes into my brain of Agnes Campbell shoving her dish of devilled eggs in my face.

      I push the skewer away. “I don’t want it.”

      He sighs and works the meat off the stick. I try to ignore him and figure out what’s wrong with my sleeping arrangement. How many ways are there to fold a quilt?

      He nudges my arm again, holding out half of the remaining meat. He’s got the other half in his mouth.

      I take it. It’s easier than arguing. We stand next to each other, chewing, looking down at my dam’s patchwork quilt that she made out of her dam’s old housecoats and nightgowns.

      “What’s wrong with it?” Alec asks after he swallows.

      “Nothing. I can’t get it right.”

      He nods as if I make sense. I know I don’t. There’s something going wrong with my brain. Exhaustion. Heat. Both.

      I’m scared.

      I hate it, but I feel better that he’s here. At least for tonight. Tomorrow, I’ll toughen up, and I won’t need anyone. I’ll hate him with all my heart again. But now, in the dark, out here so far from Salt Mountain territory—it’s okay that he’s rustling around, making himself at home.

      He takes the knife from the sheath that I’ve unbuckled from my shin and goes to lie beside the fire. He props his head on the side of my backpack, stretching out his long legs. Somewhere, he picked up a long stick, and he occasionally pokes the embers for no other reason, I think, than to hear them pop.

      I settle down on my back and resist the overwhelming urge to refold the quilt. Despite the rock-hard ground and the cold seeping up through the cotton, it feels good to finally lie down.

      I figure we’re both going to fall asleep, or lie here in silence, but after a few minutes, Alec clears his throat.

      “We’ll figure it all out tomorrow,” he says, his voice gruff.

      I twist my head to look at him. He’s bent his knees, and his arms are crossed behind his head. Shadows from the fire play on his bunched biceps, the hollow of his armpit, the ridges that run from his shoulders along the sides of his pecs. I’ve never touched those muscles. I’ve clutched his forearms while he gripped my head as I deep throated him, but I have no idea how it feels to stroke those muscles.

      I wait for the shame to hit, the self-loathing, but that’s not the feeling in my cracked-open chest, although I couldn’t name it if you paid me.

      It’s like I’m a new person now that I’ve left Salt Mountain, and I don’t have to feel the old feelings. There’s room to feel something new, become something new. However it was before, it isn’t now. I changed things. Shame is a choice, and I don’t have to choose it.

      “There’s nothing to figure out,” I say. “I’m never going back to Salt Mountain.”

      Alec doesn’t answer. He stares at the fire. Eventually, he puts down his poking stick and rests his clasped hands on his chest.

      I’m drifting off when he says, low but clear, “Just so we’re straight, I never fucked Isla Sinclair.”

      That’s it. No follow up. My eyes pop open, my whole body tensing, and he doesn’t even look over at me.

      He didn’t?

      It shouldn’t matter.

      I shouldn’t believe him.

      But it’s strange—a male like Alec Cameron, justifying himself to me. Even though that can’t be what he’s doing.

      Can it?

      He’s here because he has to be—he doesn’t want to go into rut, and if his mate runs off on him, especially if I run off on him, he’ll be a laughingstock no matter how snarly and badass he is, no matter how much natural alpha he has in the way he carries himself.

      He doesn’t have to lie to me about Isla Sinclair.

      This isn’t about feelings. I don’t need to be wooed. My body will give in to him eventually. He just needs to wait me out. We both know it.

      So why lie?

      Or if it’s the truth, why tell me?

      He’s still awake a half hour later, when my brain is finally too exhausted to chew it over any longer, and it glides off into sleep like a swimmer pushing off a wall.

      He’s still awake, glaring at the sky, my knife by his left hand and my rusty hatchet by his right.
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      I don’t really sleep, and I get up around daybreak to get some feeling back in my body and see about rustling up breakfast. Flora is curled up on her side, knees tucked to her chest, snoring softly. Her braid is coming undone. My fingers itch to touch it. Her hair is soft as hell.

      I shake out my arms and legs, shuck my sweats, and shift. My wolf bolts for Flora, but I quickly pull up the reins and steer him away, reminding him that we’re away from pack territory and surrounded by unknowns.

      He grumbles, but he’s happy enough to go for a quick run, checking the perimeter I marked off last night, spraying some fresh piss. Nothing had the balls to come too close in the dark, but I catch the trail of a bobcat that came right up to the line before he changed his mind. He’s long gone, and I can’t imagine bobcat tastes very good. I don’t bother tracking him.

      I frighten a fat hare out of a thicket, but I hold the wolf back. I’m not bringing a dead rabbit back to Flora. I’ve already fucked up enough with her. I don’t need to put the last nail in my coffin.

      She didn’t say anything when I told her about Isla.

      She was probably too tired.

      Or she doesn’t care.

      What the hell was she doing with Bram Blackburn?

      Isla told me she felt her heat coming on, swore she knew that I was going to be her mate. I did what a male is supposed to do. What my old man should have done. I cut things off with Flora, and I took care of Isla. It was the right thing to do.

      I snort. I was one hundred percent wrong.

      I spent my whole life doing the opposite of what Graham Cameron would have done, and I ended up dropping my mate for another female, and then, when my mate did go into heat, I lost my shit on her and drove her out of the pack. The irony isn’t bitter. It’s pristine.

      My wolf pulls up short and considers some partridges on a high branch in an oak tree. I admire his ambition, but I redirect his attention to a hefty squirrel making his way down the trunk. Flora seemed to like squirrel meat fine. Feeding her felt like the first thing I’ve managed not to completely fuck up, and I still burnt half of it.

      I need to stop fucking around and go fix this shit.

      She’s pissed, but she knows the facts of life as well as I do. She’s going to present. With the way she was messing around with that quilt, it’s going to be sooner rather than later. I’m going to make sure I don’t fuck that up, and then we’ll work it out.

      She’s Flora. She’s too sweet, and she’s hurt. I’ll take care of this. Females are simple. Seems like if you don’t piss them off on purpose and leave them in the kitchen to their business, they’re happy enough.

      My wolf lunges and a thin bone snaps. Squirrel dangles from our maw.

      Good. Go back.

      I don’t have to tell him twice. He bounds through the woods, limp squirrel limbs slapping his muzzle, and when we get close to the place where we bedded down, he’s got so much momentum that he keeps going. I have to dig my heels in the dirt to stop him and guide him back to the clearing.

      I should’ve smelled it.

      The clearing’s empty. No Flora. No backpack. The only things left are the remnants of the fire and the sweatpants I left hung over a low branch.

      She left. Again.

      I shift, dropping the squirrel from my wolf’s mouth to my human hand as I rise onto two feet. The carcass is wet, warm, and sticky. My stomach churns.

      I have a right to be pissed. This isn’t a game. But a shadow of unease drifts across my mind like a cloud crossing the sun, and I can’t summon up any indignation.

      I caused this.

      What if she won’t come back?

      What if I’ve broken something that I can’t fix?

      What if I broke her?

      Flora’s sweet, and she’s hurt, and in my head, I’ve been counting that the same as I would with anyone else. She’ll come around. Her feelings are hurt, but it’s a cold, hard world. Shit happens, life’s a bitch, you can’t let it get to you. No one’s gonna feel sorry for you.

      I can hear my father in my head. Uncle Fraser. Aunt Shona.

      It’s my wolf who calls it.

      Not cold for Flora.

      She’s our mate.

      If it’s cold, build a fire.

      Dumbass.

      And it’s so fucking simple, but it rearranges my mind. Flora isn’t everybody else. She never has been.

      So why did I treat her like she was?
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      It takes about a half hour to catch up with her. She’s huffing and puffing, which is fine, but she’s also limping.

      “What happened?” It comes out sharper than I meant, but she doesn’t flinch. She’s got a mulish expression on her face, and her cheeks have those pink lollipop dots she gets when she’s working hard, so the end result is just cute.

      In seconds, my anger loses its edge like it always does around her, ever since I really started noticing her freshman year at Moon Lake. I used to sit behind her so her fingers would brush mine when she passed papers back, and her scent would stick on my worksheets. I was a dumbass.

      “Flora.” I grab her forearm. She freezes in her tracks.

      “Let me go,” she says between pants.

      “Where you going?” I keep my voice even.

      “I told you. The Old Den Pack.”

      “What’s wrong with your foot?”

      She glowers down the deer trail she’s found that’s running more or less southward. “Blisters.”

      She shakes off my hand. I let her. Then she heaves the pack up higher on her shoulders and plows ahead. I measure my steps so my pace matches hers.

      “Flora, this is crazy.” I try to reason with her again. “You can’t just run away because you’re mad.” If you could, I’d have blown Salt Mountain years ago. We’re pack animals, though. We can’t survive alone.

      “I’m not mad.” She scowls into the middle distance and limps onward. How bad are her feet torn up? I didn’t notice her favoring them last night, but I didn’t see her walking much either.

      “You don’t have to lie to me,” I say, and before she can get madder, I add, “Give me the backpack.”

      She tightens her hold on the straps. “I’m not mad. I’m determined.”

      I don’t know what to do with this. I can easily take the pack from her, but I don’t need to make things worse, and she’s pissed as hell. It’s coming off her as strong as the new scent I’m catching from her pussy, beyond sweat and a skipped shower or two. It’s warm. Spicy. Delicious.

      Now I’m walking at half speed with a hard-on.

      She smells damn good, though, and I love the sounds she’s making. Little grunts when her foot catches on a root, and the panting. Oh, fuck, the panting. I swallow a groan and adjust my dick, tuck it into the waistband of the yellow sweatpants.

      If Leith or Bram saw me now, trotting along in slow motion beside a female, I’d have to fight them for alpha heir right then and there, or I’d be scrapping for rank with every pissant in Salt Mountain for the rest of my days.

      If I saw Bram now, I wouldn’t mind a fight. I’d rip his hands off. And his dick. And his head.

      What the fuck was she doing with him?

      She eyes me uneasily, her nose twitching. She scents my aggression in the air. I am angry, and part of me wants her to know, to be afraid, but another part wants to kill whatever’s messed up her scent with fear. And that’s me. I did it.

      “Stop growling at me,” she mutters.

      I’m about to deny it when I hear the rumble coming from deep in my throat. I cough and give my chest a few pounds with my fist. I could blame my wolf, but it’d be a lie. He’s relaxing, sprawled on his side, just inhaling her, waiting for me to hand our body over so he can convince her to present. He has no doubt he’d have her in her fur and on all fours in no time. He thinks I’m a joke.

      Joke’s on him. He’s gonna be cooling his heels for the foreseeable future. I’m taking her first.

      A rolling growl, all wolf, escapes my throat. She casts me another aggrieved look, huffs, and lengthens her stride, but she’s picking her way so gingerly, and she’s so naturally slow, it’d be nothing to keep up with her. I let her pull ahead, though.

      Flora’s not built for speed. She’s got haunches like you’ve never seen, thick and round from all angles—her hips, her ass cheeks, her thighs. She tapers toward the knee, so when she walks, she’s a little knock-kneed, and those hips sway, and that ass jiggles, and it’s just a fucking invitation.

      Back home, she tries to hide it with long sweatshirts or jackets tied around her waist, and that’s fine by me, but I know what’s under there. It’s burned into my brain. Has been since I first noticed her.

      She’s my mate. Eventually, she’s going to get down on her elbows and stick that ass in the air and beg me to make her feel good. Like in the grainy video of Kenna Scott in heat that got airdropped back in high school. When Alpha Shaw caught wind of it, he had everyone throw their phones in the bonfire because he didn’t understand how the cloud works.

      His threat to pluck out the eyes of any male who watched it put an end to it, though. We’d all watched it, at least until we realized what we were seeing. At first, we thought it was just a naked female. It wasn’t until we heard her wolf whining that we knew she was in heat. No one wanted to die, so no one spoke of it again. I felt sick to my stomach for weeks.

      We didn’t see much of Kenna after that. She dropped out, and even though she eats in the hall now, she doesn’t come to cookouts or runs. She takes care of her kid and keeps her head down.

      When I was a kid, I was jealous of Kenna’s mate. Everyone was, no matter what kind of trash they talked about her. It’s a male’s deepest fantasy to have a beautiful female begging for it.

      What happens when I get Flora back to pack territory? She goes into heat, and I put a pup in her belly, and then what?

      Does she hide in the house while I leave early for work and head to the bar afterwards to drink myself into a stupor because she doesn’t want me around, and I act like she’s a pain in the ass, and bitch about the old ball and chain, when in reality, I’m avoiding the fact that my mate wishes I was a different male or that I didn’t exist at all?

      Like Aunt Shona does, and my cousin’s mate Myra, and Kenna Scott and most mated females I know. Like my mom did toward the end.

      My chest hurts. I rub it. I’m not used to being empty-handed. If I don’t have a hammer or a wrench, I’ve got a ball or my hand grip. I don’t like all this fucking walking.

      And it’s too quiet.

      And there are too many fucking birds.

      I stretch my legs a bit and catch up to Flora. She’s panting harder. Her skin’s glistening, and her pink top is damp and sticking to her skin. I let her scent fill my nose and soothe my circling thoughts.

      This isn’t complicated. I get her back home safe, we do the heat thing, and we figure it out.

      “I could throw you over my shoulder and carry you back,” I say and instantly regret it.

      She firms her chin, tightens her grasp on the backpack straps, and limps faster. Even if I couldn’t feel the pain through the bond, I can read it on her face.

      “Think, Flora. You can’t run away from heat.”

      She shifts into third gear, and now there’s a whimper under the panting each time she puts a foot down. It’s like every word that comes out of my mouth is the dumbest possible thing, perfectly designed to get me the opposite of what I want.

      “I’m your mate. You can’t change it. Bram Blackburn’s out. Sorry.”

      She stops in her tracks. The backpack hits the ground with a thud. The pink spots on her cheeks have spread all the way from her hairline to her neck. Her brown eyes spark, and all I want to do is toss her onto her back and drive my cock between her legs, fuck her until she makes those little squeaky shrieks she does when she comes, until she forgets about everything else.

      How is that wrong?

      How the fuck do I get there from here?

      “I don’t w-want Bram Blackburn,” she growls.

      “Then why’d you let him fuck you?” I’m raising my voice, and I swear I know better. I never yell at females. “Scrip? Was that it? You could’ve come to me, Flora. Damn it.”

      Her mouth drops into a little ‘o.’ For a second, there’s nothing but a crushing silence, punctuated by the chirping of one goddamn whippoorwill.

      My lungs freeze.

      She explodes.

      “You want to know why I let Bram Blackburn fuck me? No. No. Screw you.”

      Her biceps bunch, and her hands fist. She’s preparing to attack, and I want her to. God, I want her to launch herself at me, but instead, she sucks in a breath and lets me have it.

      “We were at Alpha Shaw’s birthday party, and you looked at me, and I was getting ready to go meet you, but Isla Sinclair brought you a beer, and that was that. You were done with me. I toss trash into the garbage with more ceremony than you dropped me. So you don’t get to give a shit about what I did with Bram.”

      I open my mouth to argue, I guess, although I’ve got nothing in my mind, but she’s not finished.

      “And then I went back to you. When you got bored with Isla or whatever, and you gave me the nod, I went right back to you.” She spears her fingers into her hair, messing up her ponytail. “Why the hell would I do that? I didn’t even say anything. I was just happy you wanted me again. I’m so stupid.”

      She paces, wild-eyed, and for the first time today, I have the sense to keep my trap shut.

      “You want to know why I let Bram take my virginity in the supply closet at the laundry? Really?”

      My chest hurts, and I want to puke. I can’t answer, but she’s not even looking at me. She’s glaring past my shoulder, up the mountain.

      “Because you were sitting next to Isla at the dining hall and having your boys fetch her a plate and putting your arm on the back of her chair, and I’m such an idiot that I got my feelings hurt. And Bram came by and said I did such a nice job getting the grass stains out of his compression shorts, could I take a look at his favorite shirt, and then he said I had pretty eyes and told me to show him the back, and I was young and hurt and intimidated and flattered, and I hadn’t figured out how things work yet.”

      She collapses into a squat, as if she’s suddenly been deflated, and frowns at the ground, her lip trembling. My guts are knots. The pain drills into me from all directions—the bond, the look on her face, the crushing knowledge that I did this, I caused this, my stupidity, my shortsightedness.

      She sniffs back her tears. “I didn’t realize then that no matter how good a job I do, how hard I work, how happily I go along with whatever anyone wants, I will always be worthless to that pack.” She looks up at me. “I am not worthless.”

      She says all this with a shaky confidence I’ve never heard from her, and everything she said cuts, burns, and I want to fight because that’s what you do when someone makes you feel like this, but I’ve got one brain cell, and it’s screaming at me to not fuck this up.

      To not dare take anything away from that small and wobbly, but fierce, I am not worthless.

      I don’t know what to say, so I just start talking. “Isla told me she felt her heat coming on. For me.” I didn’t know a female would lie about it. I didn’t ask questions. I was just pissed at Fate.

      Flora stares at me, her eyelids puffy like a chipmunk. She doesn’t say anything.

      I clear my throat. “You remember my dad. And Shelly.”

      She nods.

      Everyone remembers Graham Cameron. He was a loudmouth piece of shit. When he found his mate, he already had a female who knew how he liked it, Shelly, and he saw no reason to give her up. I spent my first ten years listening to my dam cry in the bathroom, in the pantry, in the closet under the stairs.

      When my dam came down with wasting sickness, Graham didn’t waste a minute before he bailed and shacked up with Shelly. The joke was on him. When he got sick a few weeks later, Shelly dropped him right back off on our front porch.

      Ma was too far gone to take care of him, but she told me to let him stay. She outlived him, much good it did her. It was like losing him was a tear she couldn’t mend, and the rest of her life kind of leaked out, slowly but surely. She was dead before my first shift.

      Everyone knows the story.

      “I wasn’t going to do what he did,” I say. “I wasn’t gonna disrespect my mate like that.”

      Flora’s back bows, as if she’s absorbing a blow, pain shining in her brown eyes. My chest feels like a railroad spike’s been driven into it, straight through, cracking my sternum. Everything inside her flows into my punctured heart, and I can’t fight it or fix it.

      “I screwed up. I thought if we were mates, it would’ve happened already.”

      For a second, her eyes fill almost to overflowing, but then, she clenches her teeth, scrubs her face, rises to her feet, and makes herself tough again. She’s not. She’s gentle. Soft-hearted. I’d bet all my scrip that she found that rabbit of hers wounded and nursed it back to health.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she says, fussing with settling her backpack and rubbing her eyes. “That’s the past. Daylight’s wasting. I’m going to the Old Den Pack. Keep up or go back.”

      She draws in a deep breath and takes off down the path, even slower than before, all her weight on the balls of her feet. The boots must be rubbing her heels.

      Screw this.

      I jog to catch up. “Let’s shift. It’ll be easier going.”

      She blinks over, her brow creasing. She didn’t really think I’d bail?

      She shakes her head. Whole chunks of hair have come loose from her rubber band. Kind of makes her look nuts. Or freshly fucked. I swallow a groan.

      “It’ll be quicker.” My voice is weirdly deep.

      I can scent her suspicion. “I don’t think my wolf will carry the pack.”

      “Mine will.”

      Her eyes narrow. “You’ll take the pack and leave. So I’ll have no choice but to go back.”

      I’d never leave her alone. I haven’t been able to since I hit puberty. She’d never believe me, though. “I’ll shift first. If you think my wolf’s acting dodgy, you can catch him.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I saw your wolf. At the run.”

      “You did?” She thinks I’m lying.

      “Yeah. Dark gray and white. ’Bout yay high—” I hold my hand up to my neck. “Fast.” I feel my lips curve, remembering. Her wolf’s a beauty.

      She scowls. “You were bolting in the other direction.”

      “I looked behind.”

      Her frown deepens. I shouldn’t have brought that night up.

      “I shouldn’t have left you.” How do I explain the rage still burning in my guts? Out of nowhere, Fate had given me what I’d always wanted, and she followed it with a “and your female fucked Bram Blackburn” chaser.

      And there was Bram with his shit-eating grin, knowing that if I threw a punch over a female who fucked around on me, I’d be a bitch forever, no matter if I won. Every Cameron would slide down the ranks like greased pigs, and we’d have to fight every day to keep what little we have, and every family with ambitions would come for us like vultures—the Campbells, the Scotts, the Boyles.

      I can’t explain, and besides, I don’t want that in her head. I’d rather be an asshole.

      “No worries.” She lifts her chin. “I’m leaving you now.”

      I don’t smile, but my jaw softens. “Come on, Flora. Doesn’t your wolf want to run?” When I first shifted, mine wanted our skin twenty-four seven.

      She ignores me, but she’s barely hobbling along now. I want to pick her up. Lay her down somewhere soft and clean.

      I want her to look at me like she usually does.

      She stumbles over an exposed root, and before I can steady her, she catches herself, letting out an exasperated growl. “It’s just so hot.”

      She glares at me in utter distress, her sweet brown eyes so big and round and perturbed that I would never in a million years say that it’s not even sixty degrees out.

      I reach for the backpack. By some miracle, she lets me ease it from her shoulders. “Come on, Flora. We’ll run for a while. It’ll cool us down. You can leave me afterwards.”

      “You’re not funny.”

      “I’m not trying to be.” I know I’ve got no sense of humor. “I’ll shift first. You settle the pack on his back.”

      She’s far from sure about this, but when I kick my sweats off, she’s so flustered by the sight of my cock that she quits arguing. It is bigger since I recognized her as my mate. The base, where my knot will swell, is so sensitive that it’s a relief to be free of the fabric.

      My heartbeat quickens. We’re going to run. Alone. Her and I. No one to demand we bare our necks, no one we have to glare into submission. Nothing but tall trees whipping in the breeze and the rocky river rolling down the mountain.

      I’ve never let myself picture this, but if I had, it’d have been this kind of day. I take in a deep breath of spring air as I surrender to the wolf. He bursts out with zero chill.

      He races to Flora, zooming a few figure eights around her before he snuffles her ankles and leaps, landing with his paws on her tits, licking her face like a dinner plate. She squeals, and it’s the sweetest sound I’ve ever heard.

      I’m about to pull him off when she plunges her hands into his coat and shoves her nose into his neck, laughing softly in his ear. I drop the reins.

      “Hey, you,” she whispers into his fur. I can hear the smile in her voice. “You’re back.”

      He howls to the bright blue sky, an unbridled hell yes.

      Here’s how I know the elders lie when they say the wolf and man are one—I’ve never been as happy as my wolf is in this moment.

      He jumps down and goes back to herding her in random zigzags, yapping at her wolf to come out. She giggles, trying to settle the pack on his back, but he’s rolling around, being totally uncooperative, until she drops her voice, and says, sterner than I’ve ever heard her, “Come on, now. Stop playing.”

      He instantly becomes the best boy. He stands perfectly still as she balances the pack, raising his legs one by one so she can slip the straps over them. When she leans over to tie them together to secure the load, he doesn’t even take the opportunity to slurp her face. He wants to, but he restrains himself.

      After testing the rig with a few tugs, she stands and frowns at her handiwork. “I don’t know if this is going to work.”

      My wolf snorts. It’s cumbersome as hell, but it’s nowhere near the maximum he can carry. My wolf is lean, but he’s strong. He yips at her to shift, eager to run.

      She blushes and slaps his haunch. “Go on. I’ll catch up.”

      He does not follow directions, Instead, he shuffles on his feet, watching her and yapping his impatience.

      “At least turn around.”

      He checks over his shoulder, sees nothing, and turns back to face her.

      She exhales, rolling her eyes, and peels off her top. My wolf’s adrenaline rushes. He’s about to see fur.

      She shucks her pants, bra, and panties, folding them into neat squares, and tucks them into the pack, all while trying to cover her boobs and keep her pussy hidden by squeezing her thighs together.

      I almost rip our skin back, but I’ve got some sense left. And I don’t want to give up this giggling Flora quite yet. It occurs to me that I haven’t seen her smile in years. When we first started hooking up, she’d be smiling when we’d meet up in the band storage room or wherever. Somewhere along the way, she got serious.

      I was so distracted by her tits and being mad she wasn’t my mate that I didn’t notice.

      What else have I missed?

      Flora closes her eyes, scrunches her face, and with a smothered moan of pain, she becomes her wolf.

      Her animal’s even bigger close up. She’s a beast. Easily the biggest female in the pack.

      My wolf lunged toward her as soon as he heard the crack of bone, but her size gives even his giddy ass pause, so he’s frozen with a foreleg in midair.

      She stretches her muzzle to the sky and lets out a few howls of unadulterated joy, and then she shakes out her coat and saunters down the trail, knocking my dumb wolf in the shoulder as she passes.

      He overcomes his awe and goes berserk. He chases her, sweeping past and doubling back, growling, trying every trick he can imagine to get her attention, but not daring to get close enough to give her a nuzzle or a nip.

      She strolls along, nose in the air, sliding him sly glances from the side of her bright eyes. She’s glorious.

      My wolf gathers his courage, and as he trots past her, he bumps her flank with his forehead.

      She lazily snaps her teeth at him. He takes it as an invitation, sidling up to prance along beside her so close that the pack on his back ruffles her fur.

      She acts like he’s beneath her notice, but she slows to a leisurely pace so he doesn’t have to work too hard to keep up.

      They travel along together, and soon, it’s like they’re old mates. When there’s a bend in the trail, my wolf dashes ahead to check things out, howling his “all clear” as he lopes back to her side. At one point, he hears a rustle in the woods, and he barks a sharp growl at her to stay put while he bolts into the underbrush to investigate.

      She deigns to obey him, plopping onto her butt and taking the opportunity to lick her ruffled fur smooth. When he comes back, yapping a self-important blue streak as if he didn’t just rouse an elderly groundhog, she lumbers to her feet, utterly unimpressed.

      Her wolf doesn’t hate me. Or rather, her wolf doesn’t hate mine. The bond flows sweet and clear.

      How did I fuck everything up so bad?

      Every decision I made felt right at the time, and in the end, I turned my back on the female I always wanted and spewed some bullshit because I couldn’t see past my bruised ego, and now I’m looking at my wolf and his mate and wondering if that’s all this is ever going to be.

      The only conclusion is that I wasn’t right all along. But how the hell do you know what’s right, then?

      I’m in my head, and my wolf’s glorying in the moment, when an acrid scent on the wind alerts us both.

      Wolf.

      Shifter.

      Feral.

      Instantly, my wolf snarls at Flora’s to stop. She snorts and keeps strolling. My wolf snarls again, infusing the sound with alpha command. Her yellow eyes turn to slits but she stops.

      I lift my snout and sniff the wind. The scent is not much more than a trace, but it’s close. Closer than it should be for such a faint smell.

      It doesn’t make sense.

      Urgency surges through my veins, and I begin to tear the pack straps with my teeth. I slip loose, growl at Flora to stay put, and step toward the thicket where the stink is coming from. I don’t get further than two steps when a gnarled form rises from a hollow in an explosion of dead leaves and twigs. A mangled howl rings through the woods like a tortured scream.

      I leap in front of Flora’s wolf.

      The feral springs for us. It’s on two legs, but filth-matted fur covers it from head to toe, and its black lips are peeled back over a maw of jagged, yellowed fangs. The reek of rotting flesh fills the air.

      Time slows as the creature swings, reaching over my head with its rust-stained claws, and I vault to intercept the blow, howling with my last clear breath for Flora’s wolf to run before I clamp my jaw on a gristly forearm and slam my body into its torso.

      It outweighs my wolf, but I don’t dare let go of its arm to shift, so I lock onto its radius and ulna, grinding them together as I wrestle it to the ground, bracing my hindlegs and swiping with my front claws, writhing and bucking, holding my ground with momentum and will alone.

      Foul copper blood floods my mouth, the stench of decay blinding my nose, so I don’t sense Flora’s wolf until I catch her from the corner of my eye. She’s still here, and far from bolting, she’s gauging the distance between us. She’s going to attack.

      Hell, no.

      I rip my fangs from the feral’s arm, stripping the muscle from the bone, and howl over my shoulder.

      No.

      Go.

      Run.

      Flora’s wolf howls back as she paws the dirt.

      No, mate.

      Move.

      I’ll kill it.

      My wolf and I lose our shit in a simultaneous burst of injured pride. We wheel backward at full speed to pick up momentum, and before Flora’s wolf can take the opening, we hurl our bulk at the feral’s solar plexus, knocking the wind from him. He stumbles, and we fix our fangs around his skull and bear down.

      Bone splinters, piercing the roof of our mouth. We keep going, dragging the twitching carcass into the brush by the head, our sole mission to get it away from our mate before she messes up her perfect smell with its foulness.

      As we lug it through thickets and over roots and rocks, it eventually goes lax and then stiff. The scent of fresh death overpowers the stink of old putrefaction.

      My wolf pries his fangs from its eye sockets, and for a few moments, he sniffs the feral’s cooling form, instinctively searching for the scent of wolf, of pack, but whoever this used to be is long gone. The only clue that it was once like us are the remnants of blue jeans, legless but still buttoned around its emaciated waist.

      My wolf abandons the body and spends some time kicking leaves and dirt onto it, covering it as best he can. He knows it used to be one of our kind. He wasn’t an enemy, more a tragedy, a wolf without a pack, abandoned or exiled or mad, with no reason to fight the sickness that makes us become this thing if we’re on our own too long.

      And Flora just strolled away from the pack with a half-assed plan to throw herself on the mercy of some Moon Lake rejects who set themselves up in an old cave.

      Rage surges up from my gut, spurring me to seize our skin and rise to two feet. Part of me is aware that this anger is the remains of fear and adrenaline, but the feeling is too glaring and loud to think around. I start for Flora, flinging branches aside, muscles clenching, my vision going red.

      If I’d leapt one second later, the feral would’ve landed on her.

      It would’ve taken one bite, one well-placed swipe of claws to slit her neck, no matter how big her wolf is. Her reflexes are sluggish as hell. She could have bled out here, and there would have been nothing I could do but watch.

      And she blithely skipped town with a kitchen knife strapped to her ankle that takes her a good minute to get out from under her pant leg.

      And she holds it like a fucking schoolteacher’s pointer. Say “A,” boys and girls.

      Fuck.

      I burst into the clearing, and there she is, standing like a tamed dog, ears pricked and indecision plain on her face. She’s got the survival instincts of one of those giant stuffed animals they give away at the county carnival.

      “Shift.” I want to yell at her human ears so she understands every single word I’m saying.

      She blinks, wariness finally crossing her face.

      “Shift.” The alpha command rings out, echoes in the silent wood, clearer than it’s ever been before.

      She hesitates a few seconds, just so I know she’s not doing it because I’m making her, and then she slowly shifts back into human form. She’s still new at it, so she whimpers as the bones snap and reconnect, and when she’s upright again, she’s unsure on her feet.

      Her arm comes up to cover her tits, and it makes me even angrier. I’ve seen them a hundred times. She’s shown them to me a hundred times. I’m not her enemy. I’m not a piece of shit.

      “Don’t you ever even think about doing that again,” I bellow.

      Her eyes go round.

      “Do what?” she whispers, her voice wobbling.

      “All of it!” I stride for her. “You don’t ever attack a feral! You run! I say run, you run! Do you understand?” I grab her by the forearm and tow her down the trail, away from the thing I left to rot in the woods. It was so close to her. A few feet. Fractions of a second.

      “Alec, the backpack—” She’s turning back, trying to tug her arm free. I let it go and seize her hand. It gives me a better grip on her, and somehow, it begins to take the edge off the rage.

      “Fuck the backpack.”

      “It’s got all our stuff.”

      Our. The rage slips a little more.

      “Come on.” I catch a glimpse of the river up ahead, a place where the edge is flat and the water isn’t running too fast, and I know exactly what we need.

      “Alec, you’re acting crazy,” she ventures in a small voice.

      “I know,” I growl, hauling her into my arms.

      She squeals and slaps my shoulder. “Alec, put me down!”

      “No.”

      “You can’t carry me.”

      I toss her in the air a little, and as she shrieks, I catch her and tuck her even closer to my chest, just to remind her that I’m not weak, and yes, I can carry her.

      I haul her over the sharp rocks along the shore and stomp into the stream, setting her down when we’re deep enough that the pebbles are smooth under my soles. She drops to her feet with a splash, stumbles, and steadies herself with her palms on my chest.

      The red tint fades from my vision. I catch her hands with mine so she can’t take them away.

      She blinks, glancing around to orient herself. We’re in the middle of a lazy, thigh-high current, crystal clear and cold as hell. If you look upriver, you can see the river’s source high in the tallest peaks of Salt Mountain. Southward, the river disappears around a bend.

      Flora’s lower lip trembles. “It’s f-freezing.”

      “We’d better wash quick, then.” I squat and dig sand from the bed to scrub the dried blood and dirt from my skin until it doesn’t smell like anything but the outdoors in early spring.

      Flora eyes me warily, but she lowers herself to a crouch, and after a few seconds of swishing water over the tops of her floating breasts, she lets out a little sigh and closes her eyes. The pink flush she’s been sporting since I found her begins to ebb.

      “I was so hot,” she says, dipping her head back to soak her hair. It’s loose now. I like it this way. She’s pretty all the time, but when her hair’s down, she looks pretty and—I don’t know how to describe it—laid-back. At home. Like she’s dropped her defenses, and I’m the only one who gets to see her this way.

      “Sorry.” I sink down too so my stiff cock isn’t waving in her face.

      “For what?” She doesn’t say it like she thinks I don’t have anything to be sorry for, but like she wants to know which thing I’m sorry for. Fair enough.

      “If I hurt you.” I nod toward the arm she’s slowly gliding through the water.

      “You lost your shit.” Her expression is odd. Dreamy. Her tits are floating, her fat rosy-brown nipples hard and dark, and she’s making no move to hide them.

      “Yeah.”

      She lets out a quiet giggle, arching her back to dunk her hair again. Her tits thrust high, and they’re so big and slick and wet. My mouth waters.

      “My wolf could’ve handled it, you know. She’s huge.” She peeks at me, her eyes light with a hazy twinkle. “You got in her way.”

      I want to be mad, but I can’t be when she’s looking at me like this. “It’s not your job.”

      “It’s yours?”

      I grunt, letting my body float closer to where she’s lazily swishing her head from side to side through the water. She doesn’t move away. My cock has never been so hard, nor my balls so shriveled. The river is fucking frigid. Flora doesn’t seem to mind at all. She’s in heaven.

      “What is?” she asks idly.

      My face burns. “Protecting you.”

      “You suck at your job.” She gives me a faint, disappointed frown, and I want to fight myself.

      “Maybe.”

      For a second, the dreamy, vague expression in her eye clears, and she looks at me like she used to, before I screwed up our mating, before I dropped her for Isla. It’s this confusing combination of awe, gentleness, and knowing.

      “You shouldn’t always let your pride tell you what to do.”

      Immediately, my ire’s pricked. My defensiveness. Bitter, hateful words spring to my tongue. Where was your pride when you were on your knees with my dick in your mouth? When you were fucking Bram Blackburn in a closet?

      Because that makes sense—swinging on Flora who wouldn’t hurt a fly. Turning everything ugly. Making her pay for my mistakes.

      I’d say I don’t recognize myself, but I do. Graham Cameron’s son.

      I let my legs float and lean so the back of my head dips in the freezing water, staring up at the stark blue afternoon sky as I say, “Yeah, maybe I shouldn’t.”

      She offers me a small smile, and I take it. For a while, we’re quiet as we paddle and soak. I don’t get too close, but I don’t venture too far from her either. Her face relaxes into that dreamy, hazy look again, and her hands begin to wander. She skims her fingertips along her collarbone, and her nipples pucker so tight she’s got a band of goosebumps around them.

      I love her breasts. I love how she whines from the back of her throat when I play with them.

      She cups herself, squeezing, her head thrown back and her eyes shut.

      Something’s happening.

      Heat.

      Under the water, she’s sliding her legs together, and her breath quickens.

      I need to do something. Take control. I rise to my feet, water sluicing down my sides. Flora blinks up at me, her hands still overflowing with her gorgeous milky white tits.

      This is happening.

      It’s time.

      We don’t have enough blankets. We’re in the middle of nowhere. She hates me.

      Fuck.

      Flora’s brow furrows with worry.

      I need to pull it together. Take care of her.

      “Come on. Let’s go get the backpack.” I offer her my hand.

      She frowns at it. “I feel weird.”

      “Yeah. Heat.”

      She screws her eyes shut. “It’s too soon.”

      “It’ll be okay.” I can’t help but sound gruff. I don’t know how to sweet-talk. I never chased pussy, except Flora, but she never made me work for it. She wanted it as bad as I did. Well, she used to.

      I squat so we’re eye level again, fish her hand from the water, and squeeze until she looks at me. “Remember the ropes course?”

      She nods. It’s a Moon Lake Academy tradition. Freshman year, they ship everyone to this outdoor adventure park. It’s supposed to be so that kids from the different packs get accustomed to sharing territory and interacting with the human students. Apparently, it always devolves into a pissing contest between the packs—in a few cases, literally.

      Flora was on my team the year we went.

      “Remember when you were stuck?”

      Her face crumbles, a sheen of tears appearing in her eyes. I said the wrong thing again. I’ve already stepped in it, though, somehow, so I’ll explain, and she’ll understand.

      The element was called the treetop railroad. There were two parallel ropes, and you had to use them like rails to climb from the top of one tree to another about twenty feet away. For some reason, Flora got stuck halfway across. It wasn’t because of a lack of upper body strength like with some of the human females. She just got so far and wouldn’t go any further.

      She’s glaring at me now, her look not unlike it was that day.

      “I got you, right? I got you to the other side.” This really isn’t going like I planned. She’s not reassured. She’s wrapping her arms around her slick breasts.

      “You climbed up behind me, wedged yourself under me, and crawled the rest of the way with me on your back,” she says.

      I did. It was badass.

      “When you got to the platform, everyone clapped.” Her voice is bitter.

      I don’t remember that, but I’m sure they did. I didn’t use a belay line. It was only thirty feet or so in the air. I probably wouldn’t have broken a bone if I fell, but the humans were still always impressed by stuff like that.

      “They called me a beached whale for weeks.” The bond floods with hurt. “You know why I stopped, right?” She doesn’t wait for an answer. “I wasn’t stuck. My shirt came untucked, and it was so big that when it dangled, everyone on the ground could see up. They were all looking up my shirt. They were mooing.”

      Her hurt is a hand squeezing my throat. I cough. “I don’t remember that.”

      “Well, then I guess it didn’t happen.” She’s shutting herself down, closing herself off, and I want to slam this thing into reverse, go back to when she was giggling and floating.

      “I believe you.”

      Her face shutters, and she stands. “Doesn’t change facts, whether you believe them or not.”

      She picks her way toward the shore, and I follow, giving her the lead, trying to remember.

      I was standing on the platform, watching her. On the ground, people were running their mouths. They always did. I wasn’t paying attention.

      I was worried. About what?

      The belay line. The whole thing was human construction, and I didn’t trust it. Females who haven’t shifted yet aren’t sturdy. I wanted her down.

      I try to remember what the others were saying that day, who was saying it, and I can guess, but I have no actual memory.

      I know people have always been hard on her. That’s how it is in a pack. People talk shit. You have to let it roll off your back.

      If some asshole mooed at her today, I’d snap his neck. Without a second thought.

      So that makes me a hypocrite, right? Is that the word? When you’re blind to shit until it’s stabbing you in the chest, and all of a sudden, you notice, and now you care?

      I rub the place where the bond pours into me. There’s pain in it, but I wouldn’t say it hurts. Or it doesn’t just hurt. I can’t explain. It’s got a hold of me, and for how males always call it a leash or a choke chain, it isn’t like that.

      I’ve got a hold on it, too.

      I let Flora lead the way back to the place where the feral attacked. Her skin has dried, and she’s flushing pink again, every inch of her. My cock thrusts straight ahead like the bowsprit of a ship. Thank God we’re in the middle of nowhere. I look like an idiot.

      I need to take control of the situation, but what do I do? Throw her over my shoulder and carry her back to pack territory? We won’t make it.

      She’s moaning. Panting.

      When she arrives at the pack, she bends to finger the straps I ripped in my haste to get them loose, flashing me her swollen, pink, glistening wet pussy. I groan, and she shoots upright, realizing what she’s done.

      Need surges through my veins. She’s so beautiful, and she hates me, and maybe she should.

      “What do you want to do, baby?” I ask her, but I should know. I should be the one telling her.

      She frowns. Her pupils are pinpricks. The baby hairs at her temple are sticking to her face.

      “You’re going into heat.” I’m sure she knows, but she almost seems high.

      She whimpers, her brows knitting.

      “Let’s get out of here, okay?” I take a step toward her. She doesn’t tense or back away. “It still smells like feral. We’ll go find a nice place. Okay?”

      Her lip quivers, and then she nails me with those aching brown eyes. “I don’t have a choice,” she says.

      I don’t jerk. I take the hit, keep my hands unclenched, my arms loose at my side, and I don’t let my voice harden. “We’ll go make you a nest, okay? You can do it however you want.”

      I hold out my hand.

      She stiffens her spine, raises her chin, and with grim determination, she takes it. “I used to want it to be you,” she says, as if it’s an afterthought.

      Something in my chest cracks.

      As I grab the pack and lead her away, I shut my mouth and don’t let my face show a thing.

      I don’t say that I wanted that, too.
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      My head is full of cotton, my vision’s kind of hazy, and my pussy aches. I keep slipping my free hand between my legs. When I realize what I’m doing, I suck in a horrified breath, and Alec looks over to see why I made a noise. Then my skin burns even hotter.

      I’m not sure where I’m going anymore, but I’m happy we’re moving away from the feral’s stench. We’re walking downhill, and Alec’s holding my hand. It feels good, like something I’ve always wanted, but it makes me sad, too, and when I try to remember why, my brain hurts.

      And he keeps speeding up. When he’s gotten to the point where he’s basically dragging me by the arm, he grumbles at himself and slows down. Then, a few minutes later, he’s doing it again.

      “Why are we hurrying?” I ask him. I feel the urgency, too, but I don’t know what we’re late for.

      “Oh. Sorry.” He forces himself to shorten his stride.

      I’m not totally gone. I know this is heat, and I’m losing my mind to my animal side.

      I know this is going to happen no matter what I want, and I hate it, and it’s messing with my head because part of me—most of me—also wants Alec Cameron.

      I want that feeling I’ve only ever had with him—that I’m special, so special he wants to keep me to himself—and I know that’s a delusion, but it feels real. Especially now, when it’s just the two of us, and his grim mouth is so serious, and his sharp gaze keeps darting to check out every rustling leaf and chirp from the bushes.

      Good protector.

      My wolf is stretching her spine, luxuriating in this strange delirium.

      Good, strong bite.

      She throws up a picture of Alec’s wolf chomping down on the feral’s skull. My stomach lurches, and I clutch it, moaning.

      “What’s going on?” Alec snatches my hands off my belly like I’m hiding something. “Are you going to puke?”

      I instinctually suck it in which doesn’t help the queasiness and makes me feel stupid besides. I’m naked. He can see me doing it, see my chub dimple as my abs contract.

      “No.” I tug my wrists free from his grasp. “I just remembered the feral.”

      Alec grips me by the upper arms, frowning down into my face. “I killed him. Ferals are loners, and he would’ve run off any other predator in his territory. You’re safe. Okay?”

      “Okay.” I say it so he’ll let me go, so we can keep moving. It throws me when he presses his forehead firmly to mine instead. His skin is cool. Nice.

      “I won’t let anyone or anything hurt you.” His dry lips brush my temple as he speaks.

      The declaration tears a jagged, raw seam of sadness inside me, and to distract myself from it, I whine, “I’m thirsty.”

      “Right.” He drops the pack and fishes out the plastic gallon jug of water.

      I chug until he takes it from me.

      “Keep going like that, and you will puke,” he says.

      I snatch it back and guzzle a few more sips. His lips curve. It’s almost a smile.

      “I don’t understand you,” I say, screwing the lid back on.

      He holds his hand out. I pass the jug. He unscrews the top and drinks before he answers me, gaze averted, totally serious. “You know me better than anyone else.”

      I can’t begin to wrap my woozy brain around that. It can’t be true.

      But he’s not a liar. I don’t think he’d bother.

      I can’t unravel that now, not in this state, so I tuck it away and scan the spot of woods where we’ve stopped. The deer trail has become more of a runoff gutter for rain, and up ahead, the river curves to the west and the trees and the undergrowth thicken. To our left, though, there’s a small meadow, not much bigger than the footprint of a house.

      The grass is green and high, sprinkled with sweet violets and snowdrops. My wolf rumbles her grudging approval.

      It’ll have to do.

      I wander off to explore, sniffing for snakes. Miss Nola says they don’t have a scent, but they do. They smell slithery.

      Alec follows at my heel, and he knows enough to be quiet. I keep my ear on him through the bond as I check the angle of the sun and the slope of the ground. It’s not a den, not even close, but time is running out, and at least the grass is cool on my bare feet.

      I need blankets.

      I turn, and Alec’s squatting over the pack, unpacking quickly but neatly. Like he’s reading my mind, he brings me the quilt and a small stack of my clothes. It’s not nearly enough.

      “We need more,” I tell him. This stack is paltry. Insulting.

      “This is all we have,” he says gently, with great regret. He understands, and that’s not the same as blankets, but for a moment, it smooths the edges of my agitation.

      I take the stack and consider the open meadow, a fresh wave of panic welling. “I’m not sure how to do this.”

      No one ever tells you how this works. They say that a female just knows. Her instincts take over. Her body will know what to do.

      Well, I need to make a nest, and I have one quilt and a couple shirts and pairs of pants, and we’re in broad daylight, fully exposed, and nothing’s the way it’s supposed to be. My eyes burn.

      “Here.” Alec eases the quilt from the bottom of the stack, shakes it out so that it snaps, lays it carefully on the grass, and looks to me. “How is this?”

      I sniffle. “It’s upside down.”

      He nods, and without batting an eyelash, he picks it up and lays it down again, rotating it one hundred and eighty degrees. “How about now?”

      “This is crazy,” I say, a hot tear dribbling down my cheek.

      “I won’t tell anyone if you don’t,” he says, smiling as he casually brushes a black lock out of his face.

      My heart catches. He’s the most handsome male I’ve ever seen, and still, even now, after everything, he stops my breath, and I can’t believe I’m here with him.

      His smile fades. “What? What’s wrong?”

      I shake my head. “You’re too beautiful.”

      The smile peeks out again, but just at the corners of his mouth. “Yeah? Does that mean you’ll come over here then?” He lowers himself to kneel on the edge of the quilt and sits on his heels.

      I make my way over, slowly, cautiously. It feels right and wrong at the same time. Dangerous and safe.

      I kneel opposite him on the other side of the quilt and set to arranging my nest, piling clothes and sorting them and piling them again. I can’t get it right. There’s just not enough.

      I can’t stop fussing, and part of me is painfully aware of how my breasts dangle when I lean forward and how the meat of my thighs spreads wide, my skin puckering on the insides, when I rest my butt on my heels. I can’t do anything to hide or present myself in a better angle. I’m too compelled to build this ridiculous thing.

      Alec waits, patient and watchful, his stiff cock flush against his chiseled abs. He wears his usual cool expression, but the bond and this strange, heightened state gives me superpowers, and I can see past his mask now.

      He’s scared shitless. I’m not sure of what, and it’s not an imminent physical danger kind of fear, but he’s terrified. He’s also angry that he’s not in control. His emotions are a mess, but still, his attention is one hundred percent locked in on me. Not on my breasts or my pussy, but on my every move. He’s tracking me like he wants to note every single thing I do. Like it’s important to him.

      A shiver races down my spine, tingling the tip of my tailbone.

      He’s not disgusted, but he’s never been disgusted by me when he’s about to get off. He’s always asked me to show him.

      Cup your tits. Higher. Put your finger in your pussy and show me. I want to see how wet you are.

      He’s not bossing me around now.

      I wish he was. That’d make it easier. Something inside me loves to do what he says, replays his demands on an endless loop at night when I sneak my hand down my pajama bottoms and again, just before I go to sleep, when I imagine him demanding other things. Don’t leave. Say you’re mine.

      This respectful Alec makes me itchy. He irritates my wolf.

      How do I make him be the way he usually is?

      My wolf rumbles, rattling my ribs. She doesn’t like the idea of making him do anything. He should be doing what she wants without asking.

      Alec’s wolf howls in reply. Alec grimaces, pounds his chest a few times, and his wolf settles. His hand drifts to wrap around his straining cock, and he begins to stroke it.

      My pussy throbs, my juices rolling in beads down my creases and crevices, dripping to the quilt under me, making a damp spot. I shuffle my knees wider so he can see and cant my hips so my slick folds open for him.

      He groans, his burning, black gaze roaming my body, resting on my face, falling to the slick pinkish-brown flesh I’m fingering, skimming my swollen breasts, my hard, nubby, aching nipples.

      I see the moment his carefulness breaks. His eyes blaze, and with a growl, he prowls forward, grips me by the scruff of the neck, and holds me in place while he searches my face. He’s so close now that his scent fills my nose and lungs. It’s on my tongue, that warm summer kitchen smell—blueberry cobbler and raspberry preserves, a prism hanging in the window casting rainbows on the faded floral wallpaper, a breeze fluttering the crisp white curtains.

      A profound feeling of safety and belonging sweeps away my lingering fear and unease.

      “You’re gonna do what I say?” he growls, and I whine, suddenly, perfectly happy, floating off on a rush of excitement and anticipation. “You’re gonna take my knot?”

      I reach behind me, tugging at his wrist. I want him to let me go so I can present. It’s time. I want it now.

      Instead of letting go, he tightens his grip on the nape of my neck, and my pussy gushes. I can hear the patter on the cotton.

      “I asked you something, Flora,” he says.

      “Yes,” I gasp.

      “Right.” He puts pressure on my neck, guiding me onto all fours, and positions himself behind me. His heavy palm rests on the base of my spine.

      I lower my chest to the ground, expecting him to drive inside me at any second, but instead, I feel him prodding at my entrance. Then, oh no, he slips, and he’s prodding at another entrance, further back. I yelp and readjust my hips until he’s back where I want him.

      “You feel so soft, Flora.” His voice is so deep, it’s shredded. “Can you feel me?”

      I whimper.

      Crack. He slaps my ass, hard, and I squeal. It stings so bad that my nose tingles. I clench my butt cheeks and try to wriggle forward, but he’s got me by the waist, his unforgiving fingers digging into my squishy middle.

      “Can you feel me?” he repeats.

      “Yes,” I gasp.

      He’s pushing forward now, stretching me. It burns. He’s big, and I’ve only done this once, and it was a long time ago.

      I moan, tilting my pelvis to make it easier, and he slides deeper, filling me, and the fullness does something, flips a switch, and where I’d been presenting, now I’m working, rocking my hips, arching my spine. It feels so good, so right. I want it to feel even better.

      “Where is my cock?” Alec growls.

      “In my pussy.”

      “That’s right,” he rumbles, and warmth blooms in my chest. “It’s in your wet pussy. Can you hear it, Flora?”

      I can. It’s a slurpy sound, and it makes my face flame, and my thighs weaken and wobble. He drives into me, over and over, so hard, and I’m meeting him, taking him, bucking so he goes as deep as he can go, so his hard thigh muscles slam into my bottom.

      “You feel me, Flora?”

      “Yes.”

      “Touch your clit.”

      I whine. My upper body is pressed so flat to the ground, I can’t reach it.

      “Flora.” His voice holds a note of alpha command. My pussy spasms around his thrusting cock, and it feels so unbelievably good. I want more, harder, faster. I want him to batter me, to force the thing coiling in my belly to explode.

      “Flora, play with your clit.”

      “I can’t.” Can’t he see? I’m smooshed into the ground.

      He curses unintelligibly under his breath, wraps an arm around my waist, and hauls me upright, flush to his chest. I shriek. He doesn’t miss a stroke.

      “You can touch it now,” he says.

      “You’re going to drop me.” I cling to the arm holding me up.

      He’s thrusting into me, manhandling me into the angle he wants, and I’m not taking any of my own weight. My knees aren’t even touching the ground.

      He squeezes more firmly across my midsection, making my belly spill over his forearm. I’m trapped, captured, held tight.

      “No, I’m not,” he says between pants. “I’ve got you. Now rub your clit.”

      “I can’t reach it.” His arm’s in the way.

      He grunts, switching up his hold to free his right hand, and then he pulls out and grabs me between my legs, squeezing my pussy like he’s feeling out where it is in the dark. He’s never touched me there before; he’s only watched me touch myself.

      His touch is rough, but not cruel.

      His breath grows more and more ragged in my ear. He delves between my tender, punished folds, spreading me wide, sliding his middle finger inside me while he rubs circles around my clit, exactly the speed and direction as I do when he watches.

      A burst of pleasure—aching, itchy, exquisite pleasure—makes me clamp my knees shut, a purely instinctive reaction, and he wrangles them apart again, muttering, “No. Be good. Don’t try to stop me.”

      He flicks and circles my clit with his calloused finger, his sweat-slick chest pressed to my back, one arm holding me up, an elbow bracing my knees apart. I’m hyperventilating, waves of relief and ecstasy crashing through me, each reaching further than the last, but none going quite all the way.

      “Alec,” I sob.

      “Do you need to come, baby?”

      “Yes,” I cry.

      “Okay, come for me now.” He hauls me up and drops me onto his cock, thrusting into my already spasming pussy at the same time, not letting up for a second on my clit. Every muscle in my pelvis bears down, and the next second, my body erupts in pure, electric joy.

      I scream. Alec tightens both arms around me, squeezing the air from my lungs, as he bucks once, twice, coming with a shout as his knot swells, locking him inside me, and while his shout still rings in my ear and my body soars, convulsing with aftershocks, and my brain goes blank white, he sinks his fangs into the crook of my neck.

      Pain explodes in the same instant that my limbs instinctually freeze. My wolf whimpers.

      I wasn’t ready for this.

      I didn’t think this through.

      Alec’s wolf rumbles to calm me, vibrating my back, as Alec carefully extracts his fangs from my flesh and licks the wound with his rough tongue. He’s sunk down on his butt now, and I’m sprawled on his lap, trapped in place by his knot, boneless and paralyzed and trembling.

      I clutch his forearms because there’s no other way to steady myself.

      We’re mates for real now.

      I didn’t want this, not like this, but I didn’t have a choice either, and resentment and regret feel like abstractions floating just out of reach as my brain wakes up and takes in this new physical reality.

      I’m stuck on Alec’s cock. I wiggle to test the knot, and it’s lodged in there, and all moving does is make me feel like I have to pee. And my neck hurts. The sharp pain is ebbing, but it’s being replaced with a dull throb. I want to see what it looks like. I want to touch it, but I don’t know how bad my skin is torn, and I don’t want to poke an open wound.

      I’ve never felt so sated or so powerless, and my wolf’s never been so pleased.

      “I-I want to get down,” I say.

      Alec shifts, adjusting his hold on me, and it is a little more comfortable, but he doesn’t let me go. He can’t.

      He rocks us slightly, side to side, while his wolf rumbles. “Soon,” he murmurs.

      “How much longer?”

      There’s a pause before he answers. “I’m not sure.”

      He nuzzles my shoulder, near where he bit me. He’s scent marking me. Claiming me.

      Once upon a time, this would have been a dream come true. Bitterness fills the empty space left when my body wrung itself out. I push up to see if I’m still stuck. Alec tries to hold me tighter, but his reflexes are a touch too slow. I throw myself forward, and it hurts, but with a wet pop, I get myself free, falling onto my knees. Cum gushes down my thighs.

      “Fuck, Flora.” Alec comes after me, gathering me back to his chest, tucking me between his bent legs, and I’m so drained and limp that I can’t even fight him except for a few half-hearted smacks. “I never knew you were so stubborn.”

      “You don’t know me at all.” Even my voice is drained.

      He snorts, but gently. “I know you.”

      “You didn’t even know about Harriet.”

      “Who’s Harriet?”

      “My rabbit.” He’s proving my point.

      He starts playing with my hair, brushing it out from my face, smoothing it back. “I know you take care of things. You’re good with your hands. You’re good to people.” It’s not sweet talk. He says it like he’s pointing out the obvious.

      It’s still instinct to argue, but my fuzzy brain trips over what he’s saying, and I shut my mouth without speaking.

      He’s right.

      I’m the one who keeps the machines running at the laundry, the one who keeps the stockroom full of supplies. I’ve figured out how to fix almost everything around the house since Miss Nola doesn’t like people in her space. I took care of my dam before she passed, and then I took care of Miss Nola. Before I bailed on her.

      I squirm, jerking my hair out of his hands. Alec doesn’t take offense, he just switches his attention to stroking my arms, smoothing me, shoulders to wrists, tangling his fingers with mine and moving on before I stir myself to snatch my hand away.

      I thought males took off after they did their business. Bram Blackburn did. He told me that if I mentioned what we did to anyone, he’d deny it, so I’d better keep my mouth shut, and then he left out the back.

      Alec’s hands roam to my breasts, and he plays with them, not hungrily like he does when we sneak off together, but lazily. Tenderly. It distracts me, so I don’t react right away when he smooths his palm over my stomach and cups the pudge that rounds my lower belly, as if that’s a totally normal thing to do, and isn’t weird at all.

      I screech and slap his hand.

      “What?” he asks, groggy, like I woke him up.

      “Don’t touch that.”

      “Why not?” He sounds genuinely confused.

      “It’s gross.”

      “What are you talking about?” He straightens, shifting me so that he can see my face at the same time I try to wriggle free. He ends up settling me on his thigh and wrapping both arms around me again to hold me there. His leg hair scratches my bare butt. I stiffen. The languid, mind-blown feeling is gone.

      “Let me up.”

      “You think me touching you is gross?” His voice drops. He’s pissed.

      I’m not scared, but I’m still quick to correct him. “I think what you’re touching is gross.”

      “This?” He cups my chub again. I can’t suck it away with the way I’m sitting.

      “Yes!”

      “Your squish?”

      “My what?”

      He does it again, and it’s so weird. The way he’s holding my tummy reminds me of how I hold Harriet’s when I cradle her on my forearm.

      “Your squishiness,” he says, the faintest hint of playfulness in his voice.

      Alec isn’t playful.

      “Well, leave my squishiness alone,” I say, but I stop squirming. He doesn’t back off and moving only makes me jiggle.

      “I like it.” He gives it one last squeeze before he wraps both arms around me again to hold me to his chest, smooshing my cheek against the place where his heart thumps and the bond flows.

      “No you don’t,” I mumble into his sticky, cooling skin.

      “I like your body. You know that,” he says, his voice gritty with exhaustion.

      “How would I know that?” No one likes my body. It’s an embarrassment. I’m never allowed to forget it.

      “Flora.” He sighs. “What do you think we were doing all those times we messed around?”

      He was taking what he could get. What came easy.

      “Flora.” He jostles his knee, jiggling me.

      “You tell me what we were doing,” I say, sour.

      He kisses my temple, not at all tender and sweet. He pecks it like his face accidentally bumped my forehead. It’s the first time he’s kissed me.

      “I don’t know about you,” he says. “But I was trying not to fuck the shit out of you.”

      My heart bottoms out. “Because you didn’t want to dishonor your future mate, messing around with someone like me.”

      “Because I knew if I let myself, I wouldn’t stop.”

      He’s lying, right? This is him trying to smooth things over since I’m his mate now. He’s marked me. The bond is strong and solid. He’s trapped, so he wants to rewrite the past.

      But it’s just—Alec doesn’t bother to lie.

      “I want my shirt.” I don’t want to be naked anymore, and besides, now that the sun’s going down, the parts not in direct contact with Alec’s skin are getting chilly.

      He groans and leans forward, folding me in half, squashing my squish and not loosening his grip for a second as he snags a T-shirt from one of my sad little piles.

      “You can let me go now.” I struggle to get the shirt over my shoulders. His arms are in the way.

      “You’ll bail.”

      Not now, at this very minute. My legs are jelly, the mark in my neck throbs, and I want to be still. Everything’s upside down. I’m mated. I got knotted.

      Shit.

      Did we make a baby?

      My brain shorts.

      “I have to pee.” I excuse myself, stumbling to my feet and hustling across the meadow to the tree line. I find a big oak, squat behind it, and while I wait for my shy bladder, I poke the squish Alec had just been manhandling and force myself to think.

      A baby.

      How did I not plan for this? Consider it, at least?

      It’s like ever since my heat hit, life’s been unfolding at triple speed, and I’m racing to keep a step ahead so I don’t get dragged behind. In all the bustle and angst, I conveniently didn’t spare a thought to how all of this has nothing to do with feelings and plans and personal epiphanies.

      It’s about biology. Making shifter babies.

      I’ve got a half-sleeve of gingersnaps, some canned soups, and no pack. How am I going to keep a pup alive?

      I waggle my butt to drip dry as best I can and stand. I’m numb and suddenly, unequivocally, overwhelmingly terrified.

      I take a single step back toward camp, and Alec’s wolf snarls, close, a few feet away, hidden by another thick-trunked tree. He prowls into view in his human form, but his fangs have descended, and there are patches of fur on his shoulders and chest.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks, striding for me as he shoots murderous glares at the wood. He herds me back against the tree, placing himself between me and the empty woods.

      I try to push him aside. He’s unmovable.

      “Can’t I have a moment of peace?” I shove him harder. “Nothing’s wrong.”

      “Then why do you smell like fear?”

      “This is ridiculous.” He was right about the feral clearing the area. I can’t hear or scent another animal bigger than a squirrel, and he’s got me crushed against a tree, trying to protect me from my own freak out, and my little puddle of wee is literally six inches away from his foot.

      I snort. Just a tiny one. His wolf growls, rousing my wolf from her post-heat nap. She grumbles back, none too happy to be disturbed, and I remember how tired I am, too.

      “I was just panicking about all of this. There’s no threat or anything.”

      He cranes his neck to peer down and check my face, and I guess he believes me because he steps aside.

      “You don’t have to panic. Everything is fine.” He gestures for me to walk ahead of him back to the meadow. “We’ll sleep here tonight, and tomorrow, we’ll go back home. We’ll run as our wolves. It’ll take half the time.”

      He keeps talking as we pick our way through the tall grass and come to the spot with our quilt. It smells like crushed violets and sex.

      “When we get back, we’ll move you into my place. I’ve got a kitchen. Got a gas range and a fridge. A side-by-side. I can get an oven if you want one. We can move the rabbit down, too. If you want.”

      He sits and guides me down beside him. “Can’t lie, my cousins might try to go after it, but I’ve got an idea about some measures I can take.”

      He lays on his side, spooning me to his chest, tucking one of his hard biceps under my head as a cushion.

      “I was thinking traps might do it, but I’ve got to give credit where it’s due, and I think most of ’em could outsmart a trap, given enough time. Better to secure the rabbit. Best offense is a good defense.”

      He tries to wrap his free arm around my middle, but when I wriggle and huff, he rests it on my hip instead, which is better, I guess. My hip’s more firm, less squishy.

      The ground is hard, and Alec is a furnace against my back, but the night wind is picking up, and I’ve got goosebumps all down the fronts of my thighs.

      My body is more tired than it’s ever been. I’m sore between the legs, sticky and cold, and every muscle aches, especially the ones that held my core upright while Alec pistoned his cock into me, over and over, until I came in a way I didn’t know was even possible.

      I’m uncomfortable, but my dumb heart doesn’t want to be anywhere else in the world. Alec’s actually talking to me, holding me like he’s armor, and I’m something precious, smelling like salt and musk and pots bubbling with sugar and fruit.

      I don’t have to be mad and hurt. No one’s making me. I could let it go, snuggle deeper into his arms, and go along for as long as this impossible dream lasts. Go back to Salt Mountain and cook his dinners in his kitchen, hide in his house and raise his pup, and when people run their mouths about Alec Cameron’s disgustingly fat mate, I wouldn’t hear them, so what would it matter?

      I wriggle onto my back and stare at the dark sky. I want to sleep more than anything, but my brain won’t stop. It dashes from thought to thought like when my wolf was first let loose in the woods.

      A baby.

      Salt Mountain.

      Alec.

      Maybe a baby girl.

      She could take after her pa, a lot of girls do, but maybe she’d take after her dam. Maybe she’ll be born with chipmunk cheeks and chubby thighs with rolls, and everyone will love to tickle her to make those fat legs kick, but they’ll be watching with eagle eyes.

      How much is she being fed? How often? What’s on her plate? Why is she like that? Shifters aren’t fat. Our kind lives in harmony with nature, and fat is unnatural, unhealthy, and wrong, and if a fat shifter exists, they shouldn’t.

      They have to be fixed. Helped. Pinched when they reach for a cookie at the baked goods table. Lectured to do better, eat less, run more, no matter what they’re actually doing, it doesn’t matter, they’re probably lying.

      They must be told over and over that they’re fat, because they must not know, must not truly understand, because if they did, they’d fix themselves.

      A mirror must be held up to show them their own disgustingness. For their own good.

      And if the little girl crumbles under it all, turns to food because it makes her feel good when everyone makes her feel like an outcast, well, she should work on her self-esteem. That’s what caused the problem in the first place. Low self-esteem.

      I can still hear Brenda’s voice, years later, when I skipped the brisket at a full moon cookout and piled my plate with the salad that never gets finished, not at any pack gathering I can remember. “Good choice, Flora. See? You just need to start taking some pride in yourself. That’s all.”

      I remember hiding behind the house later that night, crouched under the kitchen window, cramming Miss Nola’s coffee cake into my mouth, the one she was saving for Sunday morning, hating myself, hating that I let my pride be so easily crushed.

      I remember lying in bed, dreaming about sleeping in Alec Cameron’s arms, keeping his house, bearing his pups. Being the only one who could make him smile, the one he cared about when he didn’t care about anyone. Dreaming about being where I am right now.

      With a baby in my belly.

      Maybe a girl.

      Maybe a shy, chubby, hardworking girl. Good with her hands. Good to people.

      Am I going to take her to a brand-new pack, where I have no blood ties, on the word of a hedge witch?

      Am I going to take her back to Salt Mountain, where my blood ties want nothing to do with me, to be the mate of a male who’s treated me like a shameful secret?

      Where they messed up my head so bad that I let him treat me like a shameful secret?

      I rest my palm on the round swell that Alec was messing with earlier and strain to hear a clue that there’s another being alive in there, but all I hear is the bond, rushing strong and certain, oblivious to the conflict in my mind.

      No matter what I always told myself in my daydreams, a mate isn’t going to make everything better. He isn’t going to change the pack or how people think.

      There’s no going back.

      Only forward.

      With or without Alec Cameron.
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          FLORA

        

      

    

    
      Alec sleeps like the dead. As soon as he conks out, he stops spooning me and sprawls out on his back like a drunk starfish. I sleep lightly, waking at first light, and with him gone to the world, it’s easy to slip my leg out from under his, change into a fresh T-shirt and jeans, and stow the rest of my clothes in the backpack. I take a few minutes to reknot the straps to shorten them and then consider the quilt.

      It reeks of sex, it’s got crusty patches that make my face burn to think about, and Alec is staking it out like Da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man, except with no circle drawn around him and a much bigger, harder dick. It’s pointing skyward, kind of twitching. Watching it makes my face burn hotter. That was inside me. Stuck inside me. It made me feel ridiculously good.

      I sling the backpack over my shoulders. I’ll have to leave the quilt. It sucks, but I can’t run the risk that Alec pulls some kind of alpha move and kidnaps me back to Salt Mountain. I’ve made up my mind.

      So why don’t I walk away? The day’s not getting any younger as my dam used to say.

      He just looks different like this. He’s always so self-possessed. I’d call it wariness if he didn’t come off as such a dick. Passed out like this, he definitely doesn’t look innocent or boyish or anything females say about the males who nod off in their folding chairs by the bonfire. Alec looks like a worn and weary soldier, old for his age, who’s set down his weapon to steal a few winks before he’s got to get up and march on.

      What is so hard for him? The females fawning? The males kissing his ass in case he comes out the winner in the stakes for the next alpha?

      Or something I can’t see, that I don’t know about?

      I steel myself with a deep breath and force myself to look away. It doesn’t matter, and if it did, I’d know it after all these years, wouldn’t I? Shouldn’t I? There’s nothing here for me.

      It’s time to go.

      I orient myself, put the mountain at my back, and with a soft tread, I continue downhill. The sun rises, yellowish orange and round as an egg yolk, and the further I get from the feral’s territory, the more chirping and rustling I hear. I find the river again, and between the daytime critters stirring and the water rushing, I can almost ignore the bond, stretching like a piece of bubble gum.

      Alec can do whatever he wants. It’s nothing to me. I’m going to the Old Den Pack. If Abertha’s map is even somewhat accurate, I should reach it later today.

      My blisters still hurt, and my body aches—and stinks—but I feel better as the sun and activity limbers me up.

      I’m not making a terrible mistake. This is just what being brave feels like.

      I didn’t leave anything behind, except Harriet and Miss Nola, but once I get settled in, I’ll find a way to get them.

      I’m strong enough to do this. If I’m not, what were all those years of bullshit for?

      I pump myself up and trudge along, my palm clasped like a tourniquet to my chest where the bond tugs and twinges.

      I hike for an entire hour before I smell raspberry jam on the breeze. My heartbeat picks up while I take a deep breath to try to regulate my panting.

      He followed me.

      My wolf alerts and lifts her muzzle, and although my body smothers most of my wolf’s howls, I hear a muffled answering howl from Alec’s wolf about twenty feet behind me. For the first time since we left him, my wolf shakes her fur, casts off her guard stance, and plops down at the border between us to watch what happens next.

      I keep walking, but slower. I don’t want him to come up on me while I’m huffing and puffing. I’m not out of shape, no matter what Brenda and Greer and the others say. It’s just this pack is so damn heavy and awkward. I’m not only carrying it, I constantly have to keep it from falling off one side of my back or the other. My obliques are working harder than they ever have.

      If I’m honest, I’m not surprised he’s here. And if I’m really honest, I’m not disappointed.

      I can’t trust him, but I’m not stupid. He’s a good fighter, and I’m a lone female in strange territory. And he’s Alec. For all that he’s screwed everything up.

      He overtakes me like an angry bull. I shouldn’t have worried about my panting. He’s huffing and puffing and glowering and stomping, the quilt folded lengthwise and draped over his shoulder like a Roman senator, my yellow sweatpants slung low on his hips. He still looks like a Greek god.

      “What the fuck, Flora?” He lifts the backpack off me in one smooth motion, drops it on the ground, and proceeds to shove the quilt in while he shoots daggers at me from under his long black eyelashes.

      My belly tingles.

      “Give it back.” I stick my hand out.

      He ignores it, cinching the pack closed and slinging it over his shoulders. For a moment, we stare at each other. Well, I stare. He glares. His ire burns my nose, acrid and heavy. My wolf whines.

      “Enough of this,” he says. “We’re going back to Salt Mountain.”

      “No.”

      “We’re mated. You wear my bite.” His body vibrates with contained rage, and so help me, it gives me shivers, the good kind. It might just be biology, but he cares. A lot. “You might be carrying my pup in your belly. Enough of this childishness. You belong with me.”

      “I rode your cock,” I throw back. “Our business is done. We can go our separate ways now.”

      “Is that what this is about? What I said at the run? How many times do you need to hear I’m sorry?” He’s shouting now.

      “How about once?” My voice rises as loud as his.

      He grinds his teeth and spits out, “I apologized.”

      “You said, and I quote, ‘Do you want me to say sorry? Is that it?’ That’s not sorry.”

      “Well, I am sorry,” he roars.

      “Because I won’t do what you want.”

      “Because I hurt your feelings.”

      White rage inflates me like a balloon. “Oh, shut up. You used to hurt my feelings like it was your job, and you didn’t notice, and you never cared.” As I’m saying it, I’m admitting it to myself, for the first time. “How do you think I felt when we were done, and you never even talked to me?”

      “I don’t talk to anyone.” There’s a second when he seems utterly confident in what he’s said, and then his eyes flicker, he grimaces, and he throws his palms up like I’m a truck backing up that he’s trying to stop. “Hold up. I didn’t mean that.”

      “Yes, you did, but I’m not just anyone, even before we were mates, and you should have talked to me.” It’s clear now, and I can’t think too much about why it didn’t occur to me before, or I’ll lose track of this argument, and I’m going to win it.

      “What was I supposed to say, Flora?”

      A dozen things jump immediately to mind—how do you feel, are you good, I want to see you again, you’re amazing, I don’t want you doing this with anyone else.

      I love you.

      I shake my head. I’m not handing him that kind of ammunition. “Oh, no. I’m not telling you how to be a decent, functioning person. If you don’t know, I can’t help you.”

      “I’m no different than you, Flora. Don’t rewrite history. You were right there with me. Every damn time.”

      My hands curl into fists, and my eyes burn. I wish I’d left earlier this morning. I wish I’d run.

      “Shit.” He squeezes his eyes shut, tilts his head back, and then, exhaling, looks at me again. “We can work this out. We’ll go back, get showers, eat something, and figure it out.”

      “No.”

      “Damn it, Flora,” he starts shouting again, dropping the attempt at being calm and reasonable like a hot potato. “We can’t just waltz into another pack’s territory. That’s not how it works. We’re gonna have no rank. No shelter. Our scrip’s worthless. I can fight, Flora, you know I can, but not a whole pack, not every day. You don’t know what we’re walking into.”

      He doesn’t get it. The burn in my eyes turns hot and wet. “B-but I know what it’s like back there.” I point up the mountain. “And I will never, not in a million years, make a pup live like that. I can fight, too. I can take whatever the whole pack dishes out, every fucking day, but I’ll die before I let them do that to my pup.” I drop my arm to curve around my belly, smashing my lips together to stop my chin from wobbling.

      I can read what he’s thinking like his face is close captioned. You’re taking it too personally. It’s not that bad. Packmates are hard on each other. Rank is a bitch. If it weren’t your size, it’d be something else. Shake it off. Toughen up. Show them it doesn’t bother you.

      If it bothers you so much, lose the weight.

      My dam loved me more than life, and she thought that way, too.

      Until very recently, so did I.

      I wait for Alec to say it out loud, and he clenches his jaw, like for once, he’s thinking through the words before he says them. Finally, he grits out, “If anyone says or does shit that you don’t like, I’ll kill them.”

      “Now you will.” My voice is tired.

      There’s nothing he can say to that.

      I don’t expect him to hang his head, and he doesn’t. He draws himself up, hardens his face, and lets the alpha come through when he says, “Yes. Now I will. We need to go back, Flora. You know we don’t have a choice.”

      He turns as if to head back uphill, so sure on the outside, so grimly determined, but I can feel his insides through the bond. He’s knocked for a loop, and he’s furious. But not at me.

      “Come on now, Flora,” he says gently over his shoulder, holding out his hand.

      I take a half step back. “You’d leave me to go the rest of the way with nothing?”

      He drops his arm. His muscles tense, his neck striating, his collarbone cast in sharp relief. His face is a thundercloud. I brace myself.

      His chest rises, then falls, up and down, and like I tore it from him, he finally says, “No.”

      He stares at me, waiting. I stare back. Around us, the woods are quiet, but not in an ominous way. In a peaceful mid-morning way. His dark eyes blaze, his jaw juts, and I can feel how much he wants to fight something, and whatever it is—Salt Mountain, himself—I know with perfect clarity that it’s not me.

      I turn, holding myself like a glass of water filled to the brim, and begin to walk downhill. Step by step. Five feet. Ten feet. Twenty. I keep to the right side of the rainwater gully I’ve been following. When I’m almost to a bend in the trail, my wolf yips back at his.

      After a few more seconds that feel like hours, Alec falls into step beside me.

      We’ve been walking for a while when he grumbles, apropos of nothing. “Our pup.” He glares at me expectantly.

      “Our pup,” I say.

      He passes me the jug of water. “Drink.”

      I do, and then he drinks, a small fraction of the gulp I took, and he carries the jug as the incline grows less and less steep, the gully disappears, and our path begins to meander as we pick our way around thickets and ditches. The mountain becomes the foothills, and as we hike in silence together, for the first time in maybe my entire life, I feel what it must be like to have someone by your side.
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ALEC

        

      

    

    
      I’m walking into what is most likely to be an epic ass beating, and I’ve lost all control over my mate—if I ever had any—but I can’t bring myself to be mad. She’s walking beside me, and she’s wearing my bite.

      Every so often, she touches it as if checking to make sure it’s still there. It is. My wolf rumbles with satisfaction. It’s a good mark. It’s not going anywhere.

      It’s the only thing going right.

      Well, and the heat. The stories didn’t even scratch the surface. She was totally uninhibited, crouched on all fours, hiking her hips and spreading her knees so I could see every inch of her pretty pink pussy.

      It wasn’t anything like being together before, both of us looking over our shoulders, keeping the noise down. Holding back. White knuckling the trunk of a pine tree so I didn’t throw her onto her back and do what I really wanted to do. Bailing as soon as I came so I didn’t say something stupid.

      I want to do what we did in the meadow again. Me on top, face to face. Her on top. Her on top and backwards. Shit.

      I reach down and adjust my dick for the hundredth time. Flora’s gaze doesn’t even flick down this time. She must be getting used to me rearranging my perpetual hard-on.

      She was so damn soft. Not just her skin, which has got to be softer than that rabbit of hers, but her body. It’s got give. I was pumping into her, sinking into her tight pussy, and there was so much to take in—her ass cheeks rippling, her thighs quivering, her tits bouncing, her moans and whimpers, her hair flying into my mouth.

      I don’t want to say it was like fucking a cloud, that’s not it, she’s way too solid, but I’ve never touched anything as sweet and soft.

      I’ve imagined fucking her thousands of times. Hell, back when I was younger, I used to come in a wad of tissues at night just thinking about her touching my dick with her hand. Reality is better.

      The further we get from the mountain, the louder my instincts scream at me to throw her over my shoulder and haul her back home. Toss her onto my bed. Flip her onto her back and fuck her until she makes those desperate little mewling sounds again.

      Her wolf would be down for it, if only to get the hell out of here. As we hike toward the worst idea ever, she gives my wolf a nervous whine every now and then. At least her wolf has the sense to be anxious about trespassing on another pack’s territory.

      My wolf rumbles back a reassurance, but he’s on alert, ears straight up and nose twitching. Flora’s the only one marching into trouble with the confidence of the drunk or the stupid.

      Of course, she’s neither. I’ve never seen her drink liquor, and despite this particular wild hair, she’s got good sense. She doesn’t stir the pot or do shit for attention. The opposite, really.

      So she means it when she says she’d rather die than go back to Salt Mountain, than to let our pup be raised there.

      I flash a glance at her round belly. She catches me doing it and sucks it in. Why does she do that? Last night, she was naked, mindless and bouncing on my cock. I’ve seen every inch of her.

      Blood rushes south at the same time as a spark flares to life in my brain. Bad timing. I focus on the head attached to my neck and follow the thought. It feels important.

      She’s always sucking in her gut. I try to remember when, in particular, and a picture flashes into my mind of her doing it when she walked down the aisle of the bus to Moon Lake, long after I’d gotten the females to stop messing with her. Her hips would bump the seats sometimes ’cause of that delicious sway, but it’s not like she didn’t fit, or that sucking in her belly would help if she didn’t.

      But every time she walked down that aisle, she’d keep her eyes lowered, and she’d suck it in. Most times, you couldn’t even see her do it, it’s just that her shirt would hang different off her boobs. Probably no one but me noticed.

      So why’d she do it?

      It seems like some kind of instinct. Like how your arms go up in a fight.

      Because her body’s bracing for a hit. Making itself a smaller target.

      So she thinks I’d hurt her? Here? Now?

      Heat burns the back of my neck, and my stomach knots. Of course, she does. I’ve done nothing but fuck up with her.

      But that doesn’t explain the bus and all the other times back home.

      She obviously does it because people mess with her about her belly. I know they do. That’s pack life. People run their mouths until you shut it for them, and if you’re not strong enough to do it, you’ve got no choice but to deal with the bullshit. That’s rank. Rank’s a bitch.

      Nobody’s gonna say shit about our pup. Nobody would even think about it.

      Because they’ll know what I’d do.

      But they said whatever they wanted to Flora because I kept my distance, protecting the female I thought was my future mate. I can hardly swallow, my throat is clenched so tight. The logic is a knife, pressing into my gut in slow motion.

      I never gave a shit if people ran their mouths about me. Why do I care what weaker wolves yap about? And it’s not like they’d have the balls to do it where I can hear.

      But Flora cares. Flora cares so much that she’s dragging us into another pack’s territory on the word of a witch I’ve never seen in human form. Flora says she’d die before she’d let our pup grow up the way she did.

      All this happened right in front of me, and I didn’t see it. No, that’s not true either. I saw it. I saw Flora keeping to herself, and the females ignoring her, or laughing at her, and I thought it was petty shit. Pack life. I thought at the end of the day, better for Flora that she gets left alone.

      Better for me that no one was getting close to the female I couldn’t quit and couldn’t claim.

      I’ve fallen off a roof before. I stepped wrong, my ankle turned, and I rolled off like Jack and Jill. One second, I was about to nail down a shingle, thinking about nothing, and the next, I was flailing in midair.

      This feels like that, the sudden knowledge of how badly I’ve fucked up, the pristine clarity about what I should have done, painfully obvious only as I’m hurtling toward the ground.

      I’m an asshole.

      I reach out and grab Flora’s arm. I need to say something, but I’ve got no words, so I end up holding onto her like I’m stopping her from running. She frowns, confused. I scrape the very bottom of my brain, open my mouth, and as Flora stares at me as I gape like a fish, there’s a rustling from the shrubs ahead.

      I swing Flora behind me. My canines plunge through my gums, and I taste blood.

      A female bursts from the greenery, her short black hair sticking up all over like a porcupine. There are leaves in it. She careens to a halt. A male follows, zipping his camo pants. He sees me, snarls, and throws the female behind him.

      “Flora?” The female peeks from behind the male. She’s got a lot of metal in her face, hoops and shit.

      “Nia?” I hear Flora inch out from behind me. I sidestep to block her.

      My wolf rattles my chest as I stare down the male. He doesn’t back down, but in his eyes, I see his wolf struggle not to bend the neck. I don’t pull alpha often, but my wolf will bring the big guns to a knife fight every time. The surprise is wearing off, and I’m beginning to recognize the couple, too. They were at Moon Lake Academy with us, but they were a grade or two behind.

      “Flora from General Numeracy?” The one with the metal, Nia, shoves her way out from behind the male.

      “Hi,” Flora says shyly. Nia elbows past me and drags Flora forward. Her male growls, his already wolfish features sharpening. Dude’s face is almost all shaggy beard, and there’s fur tufting from his shirt sleeves like his pit hair’s gone Rip Van Winkle.

      My claws are out, but other than that, I’m in full control of myself. Unlike some.

      “What are you doing here?” Nia links arms with Flora and strolls off with her. It’s like she’s trying to put distance between herself and the furball she was just wandering in the woods with. Can’t blame her. He smells like dog.

      I follow them. The male falls in beside me. Our wolves snarl at each other like grizzled old males fighting over a bone, neither invested enough to draw first blood.

      “I’m going to Old Den,” Flora’s saying. “Do you live there now?”

      “Yeah. What brings you here?”

      I growl at Flora, trying to stop her from saying too much. We need to scope out the scene first. Just because we know these guys doesn’t mean they’re friends.

      “I’m looking for a new pack. Abertha sent me here.”

      I grit my teeth, and my canines scrape my chin. The male’s nostrils twitch, and he smirks.

      “How is the old witch?” Nia asks. “Haven’t seen her around these parts lately.”

      “I think she’s good.”

      “Hard to say with that one.”

      Flora murmurs in agreement. She seems intrigued by the brash female. She keeps sneaking glances at the hardware on her face and the nipple rings obvious through her skintight, midriff-baring shirt.

      “Eyes up, asshole,” the male beside me snarls.

      “Fuck you,” I spit back.

      “Boys!” Nia snaps over her shoulder. “We’re having a conversation here. If you want to go compare dicks, that’s fine. Don’t let us stop you.” She turns to Flora. “Do you mind if your mate gets lost?”

      “He’s not my mate,” Flora says. No hesitation. It’s a boot to the gut. “Well, he is, but not really.”

      Nia’s painted eyes widen. “Interesting.” She casts another look over her shoulder. “He doesn’t look too happy that you said that.”

      Flora’s cheeks pinken. “He can do what he wants. And I’m doing what I want.”

      “Exactly,” Nia crows, holding up a palm like humans do. Flora presses hers to it, a small smile curving the corners of her mouth. “Hear that, Pritchard? I’m not ‘messed up in the head,’ I’m not an ‘unnatural female.’” She makes air quotes with her middle fingers. “I’m the vanguard of a new movement. Fuck destiny. ‘I am the master of my fate! I am the captain of my soul!’”

      “What is she talking about?” I ask Pritchard. The swagger he came out of the bushes with has all but disappeared, replaced by a long-suffering tension.

      He shakes his head. "I don’t know half the time, man.”

      Nia rolls her eyes. “It’s from ‘Invictus?’ By William Ernest Henley? Everyone knows that one.”

      Pritchard looks at me and tilts his head. I shrug. I’ve never heard of him either.

      “He from North Border?” Since I don’t fight on the circuit, I don’t know all of those males by name.

      Nia sniffs and pulls Flora closer to her side. “So are you trying to escape from this guy? If you want, I can have Pritchard beat his ass and send him on his way.” She casts me a mean glare from the side of her eye, not even bothering to lower her voice. She’s got an admirable, though misguided, faith in her mate.

      Beside me, Pritchard stiffens. His wolf grows quiet. They both know he’s outmatched. Males do tend to recognize the alpha blood sooner than females.

      “No,” Flora answers with certainty, but before I can feel good about it, she goes on. “He can do what he wants. That’s his decision. Can you take me to Old Den, though? I have human money, and I’m a hard worker. I don’t need much space.”

      Pritchard gives me a look of such scorn, I’d punch it off his face if Flora’s words hadn’t skinned me to the bone. No self-respecting male’s mate should ever find herself begging for shelter, offering up her own money. It’s unconscionable.

      “She’s got this crazy idea she wants to trade packs,” I grumble at Pritchard. “She’s just mad. And she might be with pup. She’s my mate. I’m not going anywhere, and I’ll do whatever needs doing.”

      I catch his eye. He must read my intentions in them because his expression changes. He slows his step. I drop back to walk beside him.

      “She’s rejected you?” he asks.

      My gut twists. “After a fashion. Yeah. I guess so.”

      He whistles. “Females,” he says, shaking his head.

      I nod in silent commiseration. We walk a while, listening to Nia and Flora chatting a mile a minute up ahead. Flora’s shoulders are relaxing, and her voice is losing the defensiveness, melting back to the sweet, breathy chirping I’m used to.

      “What’s it gonna take to bunk with y’all for a few nights?”

      Pritchard eyes me up. “I remember you from Moon Lake. You ran the woodshop.”

      I grunt. A human, Mr. Burnham, was technically the instructor, but he didn’t have the ability to dominate thirty young males around a bunch of power tools and sharp blades. I stepped in and kept order. Unlike the rest of the idiots, if I was forced to spend my time in a classroom, I was gonna learn something useful, and I couldn’t do that if some douchebag was staple gunning some poor asshole’s nuts to his taint.

      “What can you do besides carpentry?”

      “Electrical. HVAC. Masonry. Welding. Plumbing.” Pritchard’s eyes light up.

      “Plumbing?”

      Shit. Should’ve left that off.

      I grunt. He gets that expression. That “just take a look, let me know what you think” expression that ends up costing me two weeks’ unpaid labor and a few hundred bucks in parts.

      Shit.

      He claps me on the back. He packs a wallop. “I’ll have to talk to my alpha, but I think we can make room for y’all for a spell.”

      “Your alpha’s that kid Cadoc Collins?”

      “More or less.”

      “What’s that mean?” I’m not letting Flora anywhere near a pack during the middle of an alpha challenge. No way in hell.

      “I mean, he is, but us scavengers bend the neck more to Rosie’s wolf than to him, but they’re mates, so, you know, potato, po-tah-to.”

      “What’s up with Rosie’s wolf?”

      “She’s a beast, man. Massive.”

      I nod. It’s good for a female to have a big wolf. If you don’t have the killer instinct, size is a good advantage to have.

      For whatever reason, my gaze shifts to Flora’s ass. She’s hustling now, like she’s excited to get where she’s going, so it’s swishing back and forth, bouncing with each step. I want to bite it, bury my face in it, grab it with both hands until she squeals.

      I want her to look back at me.

      She’s talking Nia’s ear off, though, completely ignoring me. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her have so much to say. Nia’s laughing and carrying on like she’s known Flora forever.

      I’m not jealous of a female. “We’ll only be here for a few days,” I tell Pritchard. “Until we work things out.”

      “Sure thing, bud.”

      I keep my eyes straight ahead until we reach the base of a slope and wend our way through waist high cairns to a gash in the rock that Nia ducks through, drawing Flora after.

      If I don’t see Pritchard’s face, I won’t be tempted to punch the pity off of it.
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      Even though the ceiling of the entrance tunnel is so low that I have to squat-walk into the Old Den Pack like a chimpanzee, I still have a good feeling about this place.

      What are the odds of running into Nia Scurlock in the middle of the wilderness? Back in school, we used to sit next to each other in General Numeracy. On the days she decided to do work, she’d nap while I worked the problems, and then she’d trade me to let her copy. I got all kinds of things—cool marbles and brand-new pencils and those packages of cheese crackers that human pups eat.

      I would’ve done it for nothing. No one messed with me when Nia was there. I vaguely remember her best friend, a sweet, quiet female named Rosie. She must be the Old Den alpha female. It’s hard to imagine. Rosie and Brenda aren’t just different types of alphas, they’re different species.

      Luckily, the narrow entrance tunnel doesn’t go far. After about ten feet, it opens into a huge cavern and the cloying, condensed “other wolves” scent dissipates and my wolf settles a little.

      Alec is right on my heels, and I don’t mind. My wolf wants to duck behind him, but I don’t go that far. When he comes to stand beside me, though, I shuffle close.

      This place is wild. It’s easily the size of the stadium at Moon Lake, and the ceiling soars. Eerie stalactites dangle high overhead like the teeth of those freaky deepwater fish in the science magazines they made us read back in school.

      Right in the middle of the cavern, there’s an opening that lets the sun in, and underneath the opening, naked folks are standing in a crystal blue pool, staring at us, water dripping from their hair, and in a few cases, fur.

      Everyone’s staring. The females around a cooking pit or in crafting—or gossip—circles. The males clustered around folding tables laden with disassembled machinery or lounging in makeshift living room arrangements made with shabby, secondhand furniture. The pups hanging or crouched or perched in every nook and crevice and ledge in the place.

      The first thing that strikes me is how you could easily sort everyone into two piles. There are the people like Nia wearing a motley assortment of patched shirts and mismatched bottoms, almost all in scuffed boots or barefoot, many with a bit more claw or fur or fang than is generally considered proper in human form.

      The rest wear a uniform of khaki pants and collared shirts, although whoever’s been doing their laundry has no idea what they’re doing. The fabric has the dinginess of a rinse cycle that isn’t running clear, and I see more than a few tears and missing buttons. I recognize a few faces. These are the shifters that regular folk like Nia called nobs at school, the high-ranking Moon Lake wolves who lived like humans in buildings with elevators.

      Salt Mountain wolves generally kept to our own as a rule, but I made a special effort to avoid them. They looked at me like they were offended by the sheer audacity of the size of my ass. Nia’s kind didn’t seem to notice, except their males tried to get me to smile if they could catch my eye, so I kept my head down.

      Since everyone’s gawking now, I feel brave enough to check them out, too, and I begin to recognize faces. There’s Lowry Powell, a high-ranking female who was friends with the Moon Lake equivalents of Greer and Rhona. She’s greasing what looks like a bear trap.

      I see Enid Wogan with Derwyn Collins. She always wore the best outfits, bright and random and very often polka-dotted. She’s got Derwyn standing on an overturned milk crate. It looks like she was in the middle of pinning the hems of his overalls, which match hers. They’re orange corduroy with purple star appliqués.

      My wolf relaxes, dropping all her wariness, and she begins to prance and dash, whining for me to let her out to explore. There are amazing scents in here. Fresh water and cool earth and mellow sunshine, and layers upon layers of wolf. Old wolf. Ancestor wolf.

      I look up at Alec. I don’t know why.

      He’s already looking down at me, his face stern as usual, but I see his wolf in his eyes. He wants to dash around and roll on his back and poke his nose in corners, too.

      I smile.

      A flicker of something like pain flashes in those dark eyes, and it’s not his wolf. It’s gone in a split second. I don’t have a chance to wonder at it before a voice calls “ho!” and boots stomp in the entrance tunnel.

      Alec pushes me behind him as he pivots toward the sound.

      Two familiar males stride into the cavern. Well, one strides. The other struts, kind of like that cartoon tiger with the bouncy ears and the long chin. The striding one is Seth Rosser, Cadoc Collin’s right hand. The strutting, bouncy one is Bevan Nevitts, Nia and Rosie’s friend.

      He’s grinning at me, flashing the same gold fronts he always used to wear. “Flora Ritchie! I knew I smelled you.”

      He’s coming straight at me, smile shining, warm eyes crinkling, arms stretching. Is he going to hug me?

      Alec’s chest erupts with muffled snarls, and he tries to step back into me to block me fully, except he can’t. My hips are wider than his, and my boobs show, too. My face burns. We must look ridiculous, and everyone’s still watching.

      And then Alec opens his mouth, his voice mingled with his wolf’s, and it echoes off the ceiling, sending a shock down my spine as the fine, sweat-matted hairs on my neck rise.

      “Back up,” Alec says, the words mangled by the rattling of his ribs.

      Everyone near us in the cavern shuffles a step or two backward. Males edge in front of females. Females mutter, annoyed, and whack the males’ arms or elbow their sides.

      Bevan stops in his tracks, but if he’s scared, he doesn’t let on. “Whoa, king. I just want to say hi to my girl. It’s been a few years. Hey, Flora.” He cranes his neck to peek past Alec, waggles his fingers, and winks.

      “She’s not yours.” Alec’s wolf is still in his throat, so it comes out like he’s got a mouthful of rocks.

      “Turn of phrase, my dude.” Bevan cocks his head and smirks, real dirty. “Though if Seth and I read your tracks correctly, the lady’s been trying to ditch you since you met up.”

      Aggression blasts from Alec’s pores, stinging my nose, and my wolf bares her teeth. She remembers Bevan’s scent, and she remembers liking him back in school, but she’ll fight him, right here, right now. Without compunction.

      I clear my throat and try to turn down the temperature. “Hi, Bevan.”

      Alec’s rumble goes from loud to some point on the Richter scale. I swear the floor under our feet is vibrating. Clearly, that was not the thing to say to defuse the situation.

      “’Sup, girl,” Bevan replies, lifting his chin.

      Alec’s claws snick from his fingertips.

      “Quit baiting him,” Nia pipes from behind Pritchard. “We don’t do rank in the new pack, remember?”

      “This isn’t about rank.” Bevan sneers at Alec, his lip curling. “You know, when our patrol caught your scent two days ago, Seth and I doubled back to make sure you aren’t some kind of Magnum Horse—”

      “Trojan Horse,” Nia interjects.

      “Whatever. We were making sure you came alone. Shit’s been weird lately. You can’t be too careful. Anyway, I saw that squirrel you caught her. And the sweet grassy patch you found for her heat.”

      “Bevan,” Seth cautions, reaching for his arm. Bevan shakes him off.

      “You’re a real provider, aren’t you? ’Bout what I’d expect from the kind of shabby-ass motherfucker who didn’t even bother to walk his female back to class.”

      Two things hit me at once, like a slap to the face and a punch to the gut. Bevan noticed me sneaking off with Alec in school, and if he noticed, he wasn’t the only one. My gaze darts around the cavern, from familiar face to familiar face. They knew. And if they knew, so did all of Salt Mountain.

      I want to puke.

      It can’t be true. If Greer or Rhona had known, they’d have used it. Called me a fat slut. Whore.

      But not if they thought it’d piss Alec off. Or give me rank.

      And if Salt Mountain knew, then Bram Blackburn knew. He didn’t come by the laundry because he had a stain he needed treated. He thought I’d put out. He figured I was cheap.

      I was.

      The awfulness rises in me, drowning the good feeling like a dumb rat on a sinking ship that stuck its nose out of its hole. I should have known, but I didn’t, and now I’m trapped. I can’t run. I already ran. Here.

      While my brain whirls, Alec’s growls explode, and he draws himself up, his chest rising, his triceps tensing, his shoulder pulling back, his weight shifting. He’s going after Bevan. Any second.

      Alec’s going to punch him, and he’ll probably knock Bevan out because his alpha blood is true, and then the Old Den shifters will pile on, and eventually, Alec will have to show neck, and they’ll throw us out, and all of this will have been for nothing.

      Bevan bares his gold teeth and throws his arms back, shaking his shaggy head, welcoming what he must see coming, too.

      The males shuffle forward, their wolves stirring, rumbling at the promise of a challenge.

      I reach for Alec’s arm.

      Before I can touch him, he turns.

      He turns his back on Bevan. On all the Old Den wolves.

      His dark eyes are blazing, his nostrils flaring, every one of his muscles rigid, angrier than I’ve ever seen him, angrier than any male I’ve ever seen. He glowers down at me, and my stomach twists.

      He grabs my hands, one of mine in each of his, and pushes me backward toward the entrance tunnel.

      I’m too stuck between fight, flight, and freeze to do anything but follow his lead. It feels like what we did in Human Sport during the square-dancing unit. I never understood how dancing was a sport since no one wins, but as Alec maneuvers me into an alcove, hidden from the larger cavern, and he backs me against the cold wall, I get it—he definitely has the upper hand.

      He leans down and presses our foreheads together, hard, splaying his hand over my heart like he’s staunching a wound.

      “No, Flora. Stop. You don’t feel hurt. I fucked up. I was wrong. I’m the asshole. You don’t feel bad about that.” Alpha tinges his voice, and every sentence is domineering and brusque, an apology without the slightest hint of sorriness.

      He’s trying to command my feelings.

      He walked away from a fight. Salt Mountain males never do that.

      He’s pinning me to this wall with his whole body like he doesn’t want to give me the narrowest chance of escape.

      “I don’t understand you,” I whisper.

      He shakes his head dismissively. “Nothing to understand. You just need to know that I’m the asshole, and you have no call to feel like this. You’re—”

      He runs out of steam from one word to the next, and as he growls in frustration, he cups the nape of my neck and presses a hard kiss to the place where he’d just been pinning me in place with his forehead.

      He kisses under my eye, on the socket bone.

      He kisses the tip of my chin.

      I’d say he’s missing, but I don’t think he’s aiming. His breath is ragged, his wolf still kicking up a ruckus in his chest. The bond is an undertow, sweeping me out of my head and into this moment.

      He kisses the divot beside my nose.

      I reach up and rest my hand on his, and instantly, he moves so his is on top, twines his fingers with mine, and squeezes tight.

      He backs up a few inches. I can see his eyes now, burning black, staring me down with blown pupils like I’m a bomb with its timer running down, and he’s got a pair of scissors, a choice between two wires, and no clue.

      He searches my face, but I can’t help him. He lost me when he didn’t knock Bevan out.

      “You’re the good one,” he says, and then he firms his jaw, closes his eyes like he’s going to jump from an airplane, and slowly, softly, presses his lips against mine.

      I’ve been waiting.

      For years. Ever since that third or fourth time we hooked up in the janitor’s closet when he cut straight to dropping his shorts, and I thought it was a fluke, and he was just overeager, but then he never bothered to kiss my lips again.

      And years ago, I stopped waiting, too. I figured out that fairies and elves were stories, and no one was going to miraculously see that I’m beautiful on the inside, and Alec Cameron was never going to kiss me again.

      But he is.

      Like he’ll die if he doesn’t.

      Like he’s telling me something.

      He is bad with words, but this—

      His mouth is so sweet. His lips are so gentle. So demanding. Not at all hesitant like I remember.

      He slips his tongue past my teeth and steals my breath.

      He wraps his arms around me, gathering me as close as he can, lifting me onto my tiptoes, kissing me until I can’t help but understand that the longing in me is somehow, impossibly, inexplicably inside him too.

      He’s kissing me like he just found me, and he’s been missing me as long as I’ve been wanting him.

      “Why did you stop?” I ask, breaking away. He frowns. “You kissed me the first few times, back in school. And then you didn’t. Why?”

      His frown deepens. “Your mouth…it’s too close to your neck.” He shakes his head as if to clear it and tries again. “If I kept kissing you, I would’ve ended up biting you.”

      “You wanted to bite me?”

      “Every damn day.”

      I don’t even get the chance to wrap my brain around this when a throat clears.

      Nia pokes her head around the corner. “Weird turn on, getting shat on by Bevan Nevitts, but I’m not one to kink shame.”

      “What’re they doing?” Pritchard’s head pops up next to hers. She elbows him away.

      “Give the newly-mateds some privacy.” Nia grins, making no move to retreat. “You can come back now. I sent Bevan to cool off. I had no idea he had a thing for Flora.”

      I don’t think he does. Back in school, Bevan was a joker—and a toker—but he was a noticer, too. He was the kind of chaos agent that bends the arc of the universe toward good in the dumbest ways—picking the lock on the snack machine and leaving it open, telling substitute instructors his name was Brody Hughes, the school’s biggest bully, whenever he got busted breaking rules.

      Bevan was always kind, but not because he had the hots for me. Because he noticed how I was treated, and he felt sorry for me.

      I was grateful for his kindness then.

      Now, I feel ashamed that I needed it.

      Alec’s wolf rumbles a quiet warning. I think he’s reacting to how my smell just changed, but there’s no one to warn away, only bad thoughts.

      I wipe my hands on my jeans and straighten my shirt by tugging the hem. This is not the first impression I wanted to make.

      Alec straightens himself, too, and grabs my hand, leading me back into the cavern, blocking me from curious glances. If he’s embarrassed, he doesn’t let on.

      For a few long seconds, we stand there, and the Old Den folk who haven’t already lost interest stand opposite us, and we all stare at each other.

      It’s Pritchard who breaks the silence, slapping his thighs. “All right, Cameron, since you’re here, and since we’ve got to wait for Cadoc and Rosie to come back before anything gets decided, you might as well come with me and take a look at the demon clog from hell. See what you think.”

      Alec winces at “demon clog.”

      “I’ll show Flora around,” Nia offers quickly.

      Alec glances over and checks with me. I lift a shoulder. A tender, scared, weak part of myself doesn’t want to let go of his hand, but I need to get things back on track. I came here for me, to find myself a new home. I can’t lose track of that. Alec isn’t on my side.

      He’s proud to be seen with me now, in a strange pack, when he has no choice but to claim me if he wants his pup. I can’t let a kiss erase years of hiding me like a dirty secret or sucker me into forgetting everything that happened before he caught up to me on the trail here.

      I drop his hand and go to Nia. “I’d like that,” I say, offering her a tentative smile.

      I let her lead me off without a backwards glance.
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        * * *

      

      The best thing about the old den is how it smells, like wolf and earth and home scents like baking and cut flowers and fresh cut wood. The main cavern looks like a haphazard campground or flea market, but as Nia takes me around, I begin to see how things are organized.

      Close to the entrance, there are racks for hanging clothes and containers for shoes—bushel baskets, an old wooden barrel sawed in half, and shelves made from weathered two by fours and bricks.

      Just like the shoe containers, everything in the place is motley and makeshift. Further into the cavern, there’s a gathering place, a circle with every type of chair you can imagine, folding and beach and recliner and stool, a few obviously stolen from the Academy classrooms at Moon Lake, a rocker or two, a glider, benches. The chairs that can be stacked are piled in Seussical Leaning Towers of Pisa. I hold my breath when I scurry past them.

      There’s an area with all the things you’d find in a workshop, and another area, way too close, where the young pups play, climbing stacks of truck tires and crawling in and out of a blanket fort made of every color and pattern of sheet, quilt, comforter, and tarp.

      On the far side of the pool, there’s a fire pit for cooking and long tables for dining made of plywood panels on sawhorses. Against the furthest wall, orange extension cords run the length of the cavern, powering chest freezers and an ancient television with rabbit ears wrapped with tin foil. Males are gathered around, shouting and rocking back and forth on the buckets they’re sitting on.

      “Ignore them,” Nia says as we pass. I sneak a peek anyway. An enormous truck with green flames drives over four, lined up rusty cars, races up a ramp, and flips, landing on its hood, its ridiculous big wheels spinning in the air.

      “Rewind!” a male hollers.

      “You get up if you want to see it again,” a male in the seat closest to the television shouts back.

      “You can literally bend over and hit the button.”

      “I can literally bend your mother over and hit her button.”

      Someone throws a soda can, nailing the smart-mouthed male in the back of the head. He launches himself into the gathered group, and anarchy erupts. Males are knocked off buckets, fists fly, snarls fill the air. Nia stops us a little past the action and turns to watch.

      I frown at her.

      She shrugs. “I’m not into monster trucks, but I dig wrestling.”

      The brawl rages until Seth Rosser jogs over from the far side of the cavern, wades into the melee, and starts tossing bodies into three piles. An older, drunken male, more wolf than male, refuses to stay where he’s thrown, so Seth lifts him by the back of his overalls, grabs another male, knocks their heads together, and drops their limp carcasses back where he’d put them.

      It all ends with a pile of groaning, grumbling males rubbing various parts of their anatomies to ease their ouchies, and one skinny pup on the verge of his transition, sitting calmly on a bucket in the middle of the carnage, legs casually crossed, a remote control in his hand.

      “You threw Uncle Dewey in the wrong pile,” the pup says. “He’s a Kemble, not a Wogan.”

      Seth bares his teeth and growls. “Is that the missing remote, Danny Powell?”

      “Danny Kemble, not Powell.” The pup smirks. “You’re real shit at names, aren’t you?”

      Seth starts for the pup, and the groaning, bellyaching males liven up. Someone calls, “Watch yourself, Rosser. His dam’ll come after you, and not the way you’ve been angling for.”

      Nia snickers and nudges me to move along. “Come on. I’ll show you the warrens.”

      She leads me to the entry of a round tunnel clearly carved by hands, instead of nature. She points to another opening, a jagged gash in the wall, halfway across the cavern. “That’s the passage to the latrines. There’s another exit that way, too.”

      She gestures me into the hobbit tunnel. Lights strung from a cord throw halos on the walls. Every ten feet or so, another tunnel breaks off. Nia takes a left and another left.

      My wolf loves the scent and the feeling of being surrounded by earth, but my human side gets a little anxious.

      “Do the lights ever go out?” I ask.

      “Hardly ever. If they do, just shift and use your nose.”

      “What about pups?”

      Nia’s brow knits. “What about pups?”

      “What if they’re down here alone and the lights go out?”

      “Who’d leave a pup alone?”

      My cheeks warm. I was alone plenty when I was little. My dam worked in the laundry, too, and even back then, Brenda was fussy about females bringing their young to work, so I stayed with my aunt. She thought exercise would be good for me, and she didn’t want me under foot since her hands were full with her own pups, so she sent me outside. I had to stay out there except for lunch.

      I didn’t mind it so much. I’d explore the ravine behind my aunt’s house, build play houses out of stones and logs, weave flowers into necklaces and crowns. If it was lonely, at least there was no one to make critical remarks. I mourned the freedom and peacefulness when I got old enough to go to school.

      “These dens are for mated pairs.” Nia gestures to the openings along the tunnel covered with beaded curtains or bedsheets hanging from tension rods. “We’ve run out, so there’s a waiting list while we dig out more.” She says it like it’s pertinent information.

      “Oh. Alec and I aren’t really mated.” I instinctually cover my bite mark with my hand.

      Nia nods, not at all thrown. “Pritchard and me neither.”

      She must read my curiosity. “Fate doesn’t get to decide who I share my life with. I decide.”

      Yeah. I give her a smile. We both know it’s not entirely true, it can’t be, what with heat and rut, but still, even if you don’t get every choice, you don’t have to give up all of them. I get that.

      Nia’s mutinous expression fades. “Don’t get it wrong. Pritchard isn’t an asshole or anything. We’re just not suited.”

      I nod and try to give off the air of a female who has totally turned down males before.

      “Is that how it is with Alec?” Nia asks. “I don’t mean to pry, except Alpha’s gonna want to know the story, at least the broad strokes. If you’re going to be Old Den.”

      The words warm my heart. I want to be Old Den, more than anything. Everything is so mismatched and haphazard here, I can’t imagine I’ll stand out.

      “So do you two just not get along or—” Nia arches an eyebrow. Yeah, she’s not averse to prying. Shifters love gossip, all of us, even badass females with rings in their noses.

      “Oh, no, he’s an asshole all right.” I laugh. Alec’s surly, and for years, he treated me like a toy he could take out and put away at whim. That evening at the river, he was cruel.

      He can’t say sorry, or he won’t.

      All the evidence I have that there might be a decent person inside—carrying the pack, making sure I drink, trying to comfort me when I was going into heat in the river, failing miserably, killing the feral, following me here—all of it can be explained by the biological imperative to secure a mate.

      Except that kiss.

      It’s flustering.

      Kisses shouldn’t count, certainly not against so many strikes. Not even kisses that feel like finding a friend in the darkness. Like coming home.

      I clear my throat. “We don’t fight or anything. We’re just not together. I’m not sure he’s even going to want to hang around. I’m the one who wants a new pack. He wants to go back to Salt Mountain.”

      Nia snorts. “Oh honey, that male isn’t going anywhere. If I know anything, I know what a clinger looks like, and that dude is it.”

      I shake my head. Alec is the opposite of a clinger. “It’s just biology.”

      “Fuck biology.” Nia holds up her palm again like the humans do. This time, I’m prepared, and I slap it good.

      “All right.” She grins.

      She takes me all the way to the furthest den and brings me back a different way. She shows me where the pups bed down for naps during the day, and we watch the tangled cuddle puddle of softly snoring little ones for a while before we wave goodbye to the female knitting in her rocking chair as she watches over them.

      Nia explains that mostly dams drop them off when they get cranky, but sometimes, pups will decide they’ve had enough and deliver themselves to the nap den. She taps the walkie talkie clipped into the belt of her black jeans and talks about how each “area of endeavor” has a “marshal” who is in contact via radio. She says easily half the calls are to the nap den with a marshal jokingly asking if one of his grown workers is there.

      “So marshals are the highest ranked?” I ask as she leads us up a new corridor.

      “We don’t have rank. Except for Cadoc. And Rosie. And Rosie’s wolf.”

      “How is that possible?” Rank is innate in shifters, like heat and mates and our wolves themselves.

      “Well, maybe I should put it a different way. Rank is there, it just doesn’t matter. You don’t get anything because of it. And if you want to do something, and you can do it, no one’s stopping you. And we try not to talk about it, but you know—” She shrugs. Yeah, shifters talk.

      “So how do you pick marshals?”

      “Honestly? Usually whoever shows up early and will do the work. And it helps if folks will listen to you.”

      “Are you a marshal?”

      Nia smirks. “You could say that. I kind of marshal the marshals.”

      “Is Pritchard a marshal?”

      “He’s in charge of facilities.”

      “So you outrank him?”

      Nia waggles her eyebrows as she gestures me through a beaded curtain into a large cavern. Metal bunk beds line both sides of the space, probably two dozen altogether. There are containers at the foot of the beds—steamer trunks, plastic tubs, shelves.

      “This is one of the female dorms. There are a few free beds.” She points to a bare platform with boxes and bags stacked on it. “Folks’ll bitch about moving their stuff, but them’s the breaks.”

      My heart rises. “You think Cadoc will let us stay?”

      “You? Definitely. Your mate?” She lifts a shoulder. “I couldn’t say.”

      Inexplicably, my stomach sinks.

      “You can smell the alpha on him, and he doesn’t fight on the circuit, so he’s not a known quantity. He doesn’t exactly come with a recommendation, either.” Nia casts me a speaking glance.

      I stare at the brushed concrete floor, ignoring the knot in my gut and pondering the topsy turvy-ness of it all. At Salt Mountain, I would never be called on to speak for Alec Cameron, not in a million years. His value and my lack were a given. More than given. Inherent.

      “I don’t think he wants to be alpha,” I venture. “He doesn’t really like people very much.”

      Nia nods politely as if this is indeed a mark for him when we both know it makes him sound even worse.

      “Back home, he runs the crew that fixes things. He’s good at that.”

      Nia’s nod is a little more speculative this time.

      “He doesn’t get into fights or beat on people.” He cracks skulls when the males play sports, but he doesn’t throw his weight around at other times like Bram and Leith do.

      “You ever consider that your standards are low?” Nia raises her palms and flashes a disarming smile. “No offense. We’re working on raising our own standards around here on the daily. But if the best you can say for a guy is that he works hard and doesn’t beat on people, that’s not much, right?”

      I know she doesn’t mean to be unkind, but still, my hackles rise. I didn’t even know I had hackles. “Well, he killed a feral for me.”

      “No shit.” Nia’s whole demeanor changes, her eyes lighting. “How’d he do it? By himself? No shit. Where were you? Oh my god, did you know it?”

      I tell her, and by the time I’m done, my hackles are rising for a whole other reason. Nia keeps shaking her head and saying, “Damn, what I wouldn’t give to have seen that. Damn.”

      I knew it was a big deal—I was there and scared out of my mind—but something about Nia’s reaction squirms in my chest. Even the males are told to run for the village if they ever encounter a feral out in the woods. Don’t try to fight. But Alec went for him.

      Alec’s wolf went for him.

      I fall quiet, and Nia takes the hint to move on. She gestures for me to lead the way out of the dorm, and I do, but I don’t get far. A male is leaning against the hall opposite the door, a foot propped on the wall, clearly waiting for us.

      He grins and his gold teeth glint, even in the dim light of the bare bulbs.

      “Is there a problem, Bevan?” Nia asks.

      “I don’t know.” He tilts his head, looking at me from under his long wolfish lashes. “Did I cause you a problem?”

      Nia’s eyebrows rise, her mouth pursing, deliciously scandalized, the diamonds over her lips twinkling in the creases.

      Bevan straightens, shoving his hands in the pockets of his baggy jeans. “Mind if I walk you back, Flora?”

      Nia looks at me, rounding her eyes.

      “Sure,” I squeak. All of a sudden, I’m very aware of my body—the dirty film on my skin, the lankness of the hair I’ve got tied back at the nape of my neck. It’s been a long couple of days, a long time without a proper shower.

      “I’ll go find Lowry and tell her she’s got to find a new home for her shit,” Nia says, and without further ado, she lopes off up the tunnel.

      Bevan faces me. I face him. He gives me a funny little bow and hitches his head toward the main cavern.

      I blush, and we begin to walk together. He’s intentionally slowed his bouncy hustle, but unlike when Alec matches his pace to mine, it doesn’t feel forced. It’s like Bevan can actually downshift and stroll.

      “I wanted to, um, apologize. I was out of line earlier. The last thing I wanted to do was embarrass you.”

      “I wasn’t embarrassed,” I rush to reassure him before I’ve had the chance to consider whether I was or I wasn’t. I take a beat, drawing on the new sturdiness inside me. “Yeah. Actually, I was. That wasn’t cool.”

      Under his wolfy beard, his cheeks flush. “I know. It’s just—” He’s staring straight ahead up the corridor, avoiding eye contact. “You never saw anyone but him, and he had this beautiful female looking at him like he hung the fucking moon, and he treated it like it was nothing.”

      Beautiful?

      What?

      Did I read him wrong?

      I peek at him. He’s got a very un-Bevan-like expression on his face. Sober. Bashful. He’s still got his hands mashed in his pockets.

      “You know, it’s different here than at Moon Lake. We choose our own path.” He shoots me a glance, his clear blue eyes overflowing with trepidation and daring. “We don’t have much, but I can do a hell of a lot better for you than squirrel. If you wanted.”

      I don’t know what to do.

      A male has never said anything like this to me before. Even in my dreams, my fantasy Alec sounded nothing like this. That male would sweep me off my feet, declare that I belonged to him, that he cannot live without me a moment longer, and he’d carry me off to make sweet, miraculously tidy, not-at-all-awkward love to me. I never had to say anything.

      “You don’t have to give me any kind of answer,” Bevan goes on. “I know things are complicated for you now. With the—” He gestures at my belly. I suck it in before I realize he means the pup that may or may not be in there.

      I forgot.

      “Anyway, I just wanted to say sorry. I had it in my head to set him straight, and it didn’t occur to me until it came out of my mouth that you didn’t need to hear that, and you sure as hell didn’t need me to say it in front of a bunch of folks you don’t know yet. I was a dick. I’m sorry.”

      It’s an apology. A whole one, and he’s sincere. He’s looking at me like what I say next really matters.

      “You think I’m beautiful?” I know it’s not the point, and utterly embarrassing to say, but my brain is swinging off that part like a wriggling fish on a hook. As soon as it’s out of my mouth, my cheeks blaze.

      “Yeah. Since I first saw you.” He’s not lying. Bevan’s face has the kind of openness that can make you wince. I’m not unfamiliar with that particular disadvantage.

      We’re approaching the main cavern, and I don’t want anyone to see me with Bevan, blushing like a ripe tomato. I don’t want Alec to see, and I can’t begin to unravel why that is, not when I’m in the midst of rebuilding my entire concept of self with the revelation that a male thinks I’m beautiful. And he’s thought so since he first saw me.

      “My face, right?” I ask. My mother always said I had a pretty face.

      “Yeah, that, too.” Bevan grins and knocks me in the upper arm with his shoulder. I feel a rush of pure affection for him for not making this more awkward than I already have.

      “I’ve got to, uh—” He jerks his head toward the hustle and bustle over by the den’s entrance. “Make my escape before I, uh, talk too much and totally ruin my chances.”

      He ducks his shaggy head and smiles up at me, both sheepish and serious, and I’m slack-jawed. He gives me a weird salute, pivots on his heels, and bounds off for a large group gathering on the far side of the cavern. It looks like they’re stripping off for a run, even though it’s only late afternoon and nowhere near the full moon.

      I quickly drop my eyes before I see Bevan drop his pants, the corners of my lips sneaking up.

      A male thinks I’m beautiful.

      He really, seriously does.

      The chaser comes fast and bitter.

      That means I am not totally, utterly repulsive. Right?

      The reality is that I’m gross. Tragically or unfortunately or shamefully or inexcusably—opinions differ—but the truth is irrefutable. Like bog worms and vomit and pus, my body is objectively disgusting.

      Right?

      But Bevan likes it. And Alec too. All along, Alec has liked it. Not enough to let people know, but enough to want to see it.

      What does it mean?

      It can’t mean much. Everyone else thinks I’m gross, even the folks who loved me. My mother. My aunt who sewed tucks into my shirts to “give me a waist.” Miss Nola who told me black was slimming, and that I should tell Rhona and the other mean girls that people might not be able to help how they look on the outside, but they’d be ugly in their hearts until the day they died.

      It doesn’t really matter, I guess, if two males in the whole world don’t mind looking at you. It doesn’t change the facts. It sucks, though, that being called beautiful can make you feel so goddamned sad.

      I’m standing there, deflated and numb and at a loss for what to do next, when I notice Alec making a beeline for me, scowling, with wet hair and a new pair of men’s sweatpants.

      So help me, a part of me reaches for him.

      He comes to a halt a foot from me and proceeds to scan me, head to foot, glowering even more darkly, as if he’s checking for damage.

      “What’s wrong?” he finally barks, I guess when he doesn’t find whatever he’s looking for.

      “Nothing.”

      “Did that female just leave you here?”

      I change the subject. “Did you get a shower?” I am so jealous.

      “I scrubbed off in the pool.” He jerks his head to the centerpiece of the cavern. For once, there’s no one splashing in it, and now that I’m noticing, the crowd has thinned. I guess folks have left for the run. My wolf whines. She’s jealous of them.

      “You’re upset,” he presses.

      “I feel nasty.” I peel my shirt away from my skin. It’s damp from the coolness of the deeper warren. “Where’d you get pants?” Unlike my yellow sweats, his new ones fit him perfectly. He looks more like his cool, collected self.

      “I fixed a clog, and a guy traded me.”

      “The demon clog?”

      “It wasn’t a thing.” He frowns at me.

      I see him opening his mouth to ask me what’s wrong again, and I rush to head him off. “Where’s our backpack?”

      “Pritchard stowed it for us. It’s safe.”

      I gaze over Alec’s shoulder wistfully. I’d give anything to be brave enough to bathe in the pool. The late afternoon sun streaming in from the skylight is so bright that the water must be warm.

      Alec lets out a sound halfway between a growl and a sigh. “You aren’t gonna tell me what’s bothering you, are you?”

      I shake my head.

      He chews on that for a long moment, and then he digs in his pocket. “I got you these,” he says brusquely.

      He holds out two plastic barrettes with rabbits on them. They’re the old-fashioned kind that don’t hold more than a few strands before popping open.

      I take them from his calloused palm. The white plastic is yellowed with age. When I was young, I had blue ones with ducks and pink ones with a cat playing a fiddle. They’d been my granddam’s. I used them for my dolls.

      “You like my hair down,” I say because it’s the thing that comes to mind.

      “You like it pulled back.”

      I blink up at him. He’s still frowning, swaying like he does when he’s playing ball and waiting for the whistle, palpably uncomfortable.

      “How’d you get them?” I ask.

      He tosses a shoulder. “I traded. For the drain.”

      “The clog that wasn’t a thing?”

      “I got us a mattress and bedding, too.”

      My face flushes at the word ‘mattress.’ “Is that all?”

      “Some human cash. They don’t use scrip here.”

      “And the clog was nothing?”

      “If you know what you’re doing.” From another male, it’d be bragging. From Alec, it’s exhausted disappointment in his fellow man.

      We fall silent, and my gaze wanders to the pool again.

      “You can get in, if you want,” Alec says. “There’s an alcove there by that island thing where I can block you.”

      I’m about to say no.

      Of course, I’m going to say no. I’m ashamed of my body. There’s no way I’d risk anyone seeing it in broad daylight, even if there’s only a few older shifters chatting or futzing around in far corners of the hall. The pups must have all been herded into dens to nap or be kept out of trouble.

      But I’m grimy and sticky and still sore between the legs. My poor feet are desperate for a long soak. And besides, for good or ill, my body’s nothing new to Alec.

      And I’m beautiful. Or so I’ve been told.

      I pop open my new barrettes and run my thumb along the plastic teeth. “Okay. I need a change of clothes. Where’s the backpack?”

      “I’ll get it. Meet you there.” He points to the low slope where folks get into the pool and jogs off. He seems relieved to be doing, or at least to be done talking.

      He really isn’t a talker. I’m quiet, too, but it’s more because that’s what’s expected of me. If no one better’s around at the laundry, I’m the listener, and if a higher ranking packmate shows, I’m supposed to fade away into the background. Only Miss Nola’s interested in what I have to say, so I’ve become accustomed to just thinking my thoughts.

      Folks listen when Alec talks, but he rarely does. He doesn’t deign to. Or does he suck at it?

      I smile to myself. Oh yeah, he sucks at it. The only time he seems comfortable with words is when we’re alone, and he’s growling orders. Orders? Or requests? I can replay things he’s said to me in the heat of the moment, word for word, but for the life of me I can’t be sure of the tone anymore.

      I heard them as demands. Because I saw him as the one in control and myself as—well—as the one on her knees.

      What if I read it wrong?

      The sound of Alec’s bare feet hurrying back to me on the stone floor distracts me from my thoughts. He’s got a big terry cloth towel, a net bag like you use to wash delicates, a shirt, and a pair of my jeans tucked under his arm.

      “Where’d you get a towel?” I ask.

      He shrugs, drops my clothes, and shakes the towel out, holding it up like a screen.

      “Payment for the nothing clog?”

      He ignores me, scanning the hall. “No one’s looking.”

      Am I really going to do this? I scan the hall, too, but the few folks around are still immersed in whatever they’re doing. No one’s paying us any attention.

      “Look away,” I say, and Alec huffs, but he tilts his head back and stares at the ceiling. A ray of sunlight catches his hair, showing the black for the dark brown it really is. His Adam’s apple bobs, and the cords in his neck tense.

      He’s thinking about what I’m doing.

      My breath shallows.

      I peel off what I’m wearing, quickly folding everything and stashing my bra and panties between my top and bottom. I tuck my new barrettes into my pocket and take the towel from Alec’s outstretched arms, winding it around me, clutching it together at my back.

      Alec kicks off his sweatpants, grabs the net bag, and steps easily down into the pool. I rotate the towel so I can tuck it between my breasts. The edges gape if I don’t curve my shoulders forward, but at least it’s long enough to cover my whole ass.

      Alec offers me a hand. I take it and lower myself to the ledge, easing my legs over the side. The water isn’t warm, but it’s not cold, either, and it’s crystal clear. The bottom is smooth gray stone. This close, I can see a slow current running through.

      “The water doesn’t come from rain.” I’d figured it collected during storms from the cave’s sunroof.

      Alec grunts. “The river feeds it. It comes up there.” He points to a spot on the far side of the pool. “And it drains there.” He points to a rocky outcropping at the base of the little island to our left. It’s covered in moss with clumps of grass and wildflowers with a few actual spindly pines, no bigger than potted trees, growing from the rock.

      “There’s a river under us?”

      Alec grunts again. “It’d come in real handy if anyone here knew shit about fluid dynamics.”

      “They don’t?”

      Alec snorts. That’s a negative. “The folks who used to live here did. They built a whole drainage system, carved it from the rock.” I’ve never heard this note of respect in his voice before. Except maybe—maybe—when he said you’re the good one. Before he kissed me.

      I shake the thought away and slide all the way into the water, hiking the towel higher so it’s above the water line. The bottom is slippery. As I take a careful step away from the edge, Alec grabs my elbow. I don’t fuss. The last thing I want to do is slip and send water splashing everywhere like a cresting whale.

      No.

      Nope.

      I don’t think things like that about myself anymore.

      Even though whales are lovely animals.

      Alec helps me across the pool, around the island, to the alcove he mentioned. He’s right. For being in the center of everything, with the way the cave’s walls curve and how the little island is situated, it’s almost private.

      “Here.” Alec reaches into the bag and takes out a bar of soap in a net bag like you use to wash delicates. It smells like lavender. It isn’t mine. Must be more demon clog booty.

      I tell Alec to turn around, and when he does, I lift the towel, ball it, and thrust it over his shoulder. He grabs it and drapes it around his neck.

      I immediately sink down until the water is up to my chin and exhale. It’s amazing. For a moment, I just soak in the weightlessness and the wonder of it all—this place, the fact that I’ve done what I’ve done, the male guarding me like it’s the most serious kind of business.

      Eventually, I use my hands to scrub myself. Although it’s the homemade kind of soap that doesn’t make much of a lather, all the tackiness and dried sweat washes away until my skin is cool and smooth and slippery.

      I float on my back to wet my hair and stare up at the stalactites and the framed patch of bright blue sky. A ray of sunshine streams in at an angle, shimmering in the air, reminding me of the picture in our mythology textbook of a human god visiting a female on earth as a shower of gold.

      The light lands on a tableau a few yards from the pool—two ratty upholstered chairs on either side of an overturned barrel. A knitting bag spilling over with yarn sits by the foot of one chair. On the seat of the other, there’s a thick, clothbound book left open and upside down to hold the reader’s place. I can’t make out the title on the spine from here.

      This is a strange place. Life is lived out in the open. Shamelessly.

      It’s terrifying.

      The only thing that made life in Salt Mountain bearable was that I could hide myself away in the laundry or the back of the hall or in my bedroom at Miss Nola’s cottage. I was expected to hide myself.

      What would it be like to be seen?

      My eyes travel to Alec’s broad back. True to his word, he’s blocking me as much as he’s able, his stance wide, his hands on his hips. He’s tense. He’s always tense.

      Except for when we’re touching each other.

      Then he’s too caught up to be uptight. Too honed in.

      Because he thinks I’m beautiful, too?

      I clear my throat. Softly. Alec straightens. I imagine him glaring into the middle distance, thinking grumpy, disdainful thoughts about fluid dynamics.

      I clear my throat again. Louder.

      “Do you need the towel already?” he asks without turning.

      “I haven’t washed my hair yet,” I say. And then, without thought or plan, I hear myself ask, “Will you do it for me?”

      My lungs catch and then suck down the breath to speak while my brain scrambles for the words to say to take it back. Never mind. I don’t know what I’m thinking. Bad idea.

      Alec grunts and tosses the towel onto the bank of the mossy little island. “Hand me the soap,” he says.

      Well, there’s no getting out of it now.

      I hold out the net bag. He takes it. I paddle in a circle until my back is to him. He kneels.

      “Lean back,” he says, his voice deep. Deep and pleased.

      I do, swishing my hair back and forth until it’s fully soaked again. He rubs the soap on his hands and then combs his fingers through the floating strands until he reaches my scalp.

      “I’ve got you. Let go,” he says, and I let his hands take the weight of my head and allow my body to rise, my aching back, my sore bottom, my tired legs. I close my eyes.

      I know he’s looking at my breasts. My pussy. I let my legs drift apart in the water. He makes a strangled, choking noise, and then he coughs to cover it. I arch my spine and focus on his fingers scritching my scalp, paying special attention to the place right behind my ears. My wolf sprawls, blissed out, her tail swishing back and forth.

      In the pool, all sounds are far away—the wind blowing high above the roof, distant laughter muted by the earth and rock of the cave. All sounds except Alec’s breath growing heavier and faster.

      The moment has echoes of when we bathed in the river, but this feels like a brand-new thing. My mind isn’t clouded by heat. My feelings aren’t so raw and bruised. More than that, I’m not on a reckless journey into an unknown future. I’m here.

      I did it. I left home. I made my way. I don’t know if Old Den is going to work out or not, but if I can do it once, I can do it again. If I’ve come this far, I can go further.

      “What’s that?” Alec asks.

      My eyes flutter open. He taps the place where the bond disappears into my chest.

      “What’s that feeling?” There’s a softness and a curve to his lips.

      “What’s it feel like to you?” I ask.

      The corners of his mouth fall. There I go, asking him to name feelings. Words and feelings, his Achilles heels. What on earth is he going to say?

      “Good,” he says.

      I laugh softly. His brow furrows.

      “Feels good to me, too.” I close my eyes again, and when he stops fussing with my hair and draws me to his chest, I let him. He winds his arms around my waist, and I rest my head on his shoulder. He tilts us back so we can watch wispy white clouds drift across the patch of blue.

      His body is wired with tension, but he makes no move to do anything but hold me and float.

      I feel naked—I am naked—but I also feel drowsy and safe and alive in a way I’ve never been before. Free? Is that what this feeling is?

      “You know, I never did anything brave before.” I turn so my nose can nestle in the crook of his neck, and I inhale the scent of plump, ripe, dewy berries.

      Alec grunts, but the bond flows both ways, and now that I’m tuning in, I sense the emotions that match the tension in his body, the aftershock of adrenaline and cortisol, the fight or flight response triggered over and over until the only relief he can get is me safe in his arms. His wolf’s satisfaction.

      Even though Alec’s dick is hard and poking me in my back, he’s not turned on. He’s taking a breather while his wolf blisses out with mine.

      “You’re going to want to stay here if I do—aren’t you?”

      He clears his throat. “Pritchard and them, they can jerry-rig anything, but they’re trying to modernize the entire infrastructure of this place, and they just don’t have the know-how. Pritchard’s gonna talk to Cadoc when he gets back. Says he should be able to get us on the wait list for a den.”

      So much for what Nia said about Alec coming without recommendation. “So that’s a yes?”

      “If you want to stay, I want to stay.”

      “Because we’re mates.”

      He grunts, and my heart twinges. I close my eyes again and try to recapture the peaceful feeling, but the spell is broken. I start thinking about where the laundry is, and how dinner is managed here, and whether my boots are still where I left them. I’m about to give up and get out when Alec breaks the silence.

      “You’ve been brave plenty of times. Remember that McKay pup on midsummer?”

      Good lord, that was years ago. Some drunk idiot gave little Wally McKay a sparkler when he could hardly toddle. The poor baby caught his hair on fire, and it was pure luck that I saw it from where I was cleaning up the pavilion. None of the partiers around the big furnace noticed. I’ve never run so fast in my life. I was so panicked I didn’t think about how I was going to put it out, so I ended up grabbing his head, tucking it to my chest, and smothering the flames with my arms.

      His mother went nuts when she realized what had happened. Wally lost his baby curls, and I lost a hoodie and some arm hair, but it could’ve been a hundred times worse.

      “You were there?” I don’t remember Alec around, and I always kept track of him.

      “I was in the river. I didn’t see Wally; I just saw you bolt. I ran, but by the time I got out of the water, you’d put him out.”

      “You saw me run, so you ran?”

      He hums and draws me closer, resettling me between his stretched legs.

      “Were you watching me?”

      “Guess so.”

      I think back, trying to do the math, to remember when Christie McKay had Wally, and how old he would’ve been at midsummer. It takes a minute, but I figure it out.

      “That was when you were with Isla Sinclair.”

      His chest rumbles kind of ominously. I elbow him in the belly.

      “You were with her, but you were watching me.”

      “I always watched you.”

      “Why?” To catch my eye and jerk his chin toward the woods, right?

      “Nothin’ else I wanted to look at,” he says, almost muttering, and then he huffs and hauls us both upright, effectively putting an end to the conversation. I scramble to grab hold of him, but he’s got me, and he doesn’t let go until I’m steady on my feet.

      He fetches my towel, and after I wind it around myself, he hovers as I pick my way back to the ledge. Then he stands guard, blocking me from view while I dress. He tugs on his sweatpants over his wet legs while I comb my clean hair with my fingers, tie it back into a ponytail, and clip a rabbit barrette above each ear.

      As a cacophony of feet sound in the entrance tunnel and the Old Den pack spills into the cave, loud and happy from their run, Alec draws me close. He peers down at me and adjusts each rabbit a bit with the tip of his finger.

      “You miss Harriet?” he asks.

      “Hey, you remembered her name.” I smile up at him, teasing, but his eyes are dark and worried and waiting for an answer. “Yeah. Of course. She’s been a good friend.”

      He nods, and then I hear Pritchard call, “Cameron, come over here and meet the alpha.”

      The change is instantaneous and so subtle that I almost don’t notice. The dark in Alec’s eyes that has been swirling with feeling becomes cold and impenetrable. The tension in his muscles becomes menacing. The rigidity that I realize I’ve been reading as the weight of the world begins to look like a mantle of power.

      For the first time, I see what the others at Salt Mountain must when they see Alec—a natural leader. An unknown. A threat.

      I see a male who has no choice but to be hard.

      He turns, takes my hand, and yet again, puts his body between mine and what’s coming.

      And as he leads me through the gathering crowd to meet the male who’ll decide our future, my flighty brain gauges the difference between “beautiful” and “nothin’ else I wanted to look at.”

      I’m beginning to understand what growing up in Salt Mountain has done to me.

      What did it do to Alec Cameron?

      What did it do to Alec Cameron and me?
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ALEC

        

      

    

    
      I have never before given a shit if a male liked me or not. Granddad’s the only male I know whose opinion is worth anything, and he likes me fine as long as I put his tools back where I found them.

      So this is new.

      Cadoc Collins checks me out, head to foot, his face blank. His wolf is close to the surface, so I stand still, arms loose at my sides, and keep my eyes off his mate. Hard to miss her gargantuan belly, though. It’s like she’s got a watermelon smuggled up her shirt.

      My wolf is wary, and for once, I don’t have to wrangle him back. He’s happy to play this my way. I think Cadoc’s wolf freaks him out. The animal has a strange vibe, like someone buried him, and he came back wrong.

      I’m relieved my wolf doesn’t want to fight him. He’s always wanting to challenge Bram and Leith. It was a mess until I figured out that beating them at human sports chilled my wolf out. Last thing I wanted was for Conall Shaw to decide I’d make a great alpha because my wolf can’t help tearing chunks out of my cousins.

      I don’t want to be alpha of Shit Mountain. And now I have to convince Cadoc Collins that I don’t want to be alpha of this fixer-upper either.

      Cadoc finally speaks. “You’re Cameron.” His people have long since grown quiet, so the statement causes a wave of whispers to fan out through the gathered crowd. Everyone’s turned out to see the showdown.

      I grunt.

      “You carry Malcolm Shaw’s blood,” he says.

      I nod.

      “Your father was Graham Cameron.”

      I don’t bother responding. I get it. He’s going to say what he wants to say.

      “My father knew him.”

      They must’ve gone to school together. Madog Collins wouldn’t sully himself by attending a shifter fight, and that’s the only other place Moon Lake and Salt Mountain mix.

      “My father didn’t have much to say for him.” Cadoc watches my face.

      So the first test is whether or not I realize that my father was a piece of shit. I shrug. “There’s not much to say.” Some of us should’ve never been given a human skin.

      “You ran the woodshop at the Academy.”

      I wasn’t sure he’d remember. When I did my time, he was younger, but already much too important to spend time in the “vocational technology wing.” You can fancy up the name, but learning to drill is learning to drill. Way below the richest pack’s heir apparent.

      “Yeah,” I say.

      “That what you do in your pack?”

      Behind me, Flora’s anxiety is creeping higher and higher, rousting my wolf. I breathe through my mouth, but the scent still messes with my head.

      “Pretty much.”

      Cadoc raises an eyebrow. “You don’t talk much, do you?”

      Cadoc’s mate, Rosie, snorts. He clenches his jaw, and she whispers, “Sorry.”

      He exhales. “So what are you doing here?”

      His people would have told him already. My mate ran away, and I followed her. He’s sized me up, though, and I don’t know whether it’s the alpha blood or what, but I know he recognizes something in me, the way I recognize him.

      He’s not stupid. He knows I could’ve hauled Flora home at any time, and he also knows I didn’t. If he knows why, good on him, ’cause I sure as hell haven’t figured it out.

      “So far? Fixed a clogged pipe that’d been backed up for months, if I’m not mistaken.” I’m not. I dragged decades worth of sludge out of that pipe with a flat tire, a chain, and a little elbow grease. Could anyone have done it? Yeah, but they didn’t.

      Cadoc’s mouth softens. “I was told. You know what I mean.”

      “You’ll get no challenge from me.” I tell him what he really wants to know.

      He draws himself up and stares me down, his wolf in his eyes, a growl rattling his chest, and I let him. I don’t bend the neck—I don’t have it in me—but I let him make his point.

      He’s about done when Flora pops out from behind me and says, “H-He’s here with me.”

      I reach to drag her back, and she smacks my arm. “He’s only here because I came, and he’s my mate. He doesn’t want to take over or anything. He doesn’t even like people.”

      It’s like someone unclogged her. She just keeps going.

      “H-He’s not a jerk or anything—well, I guess that’s debatable, kind of depends on who you ask—but he won’t cause trouble and neither will I. Abertha sent me. She said you’d take me in. I have money. Human money. And we can both work. Or, well, I can work. I can do laundry, cooking, cleaning, mending, sewing. Basically anything with fabrics. And I can fix washers and dryers and vacuums and other small appliances. Probably. I haven’t got much experience except for vacuums. And Alec can work. I don’t mean to suggest he can’t, I just don’t want to speak for him. I don’t know if he wants to stay or…”

      She’s stripping my pride, just tearing strips from it. My mate’s begging, pleading with another male to see her worth, telling the whole fucking pack I can work, but she doesn’t know if I will.

      “Flora.” I infuse my voice with alpha command, but it makes no difference.

      “Alec’s really very handy, actually. He fixes everything back home. He can do carpentry. Electrical. HVAC.” She screws her eyes shut to remember the rest. “Masonry. Welding. And plumbing.” They pop back open, and she smiles.

      Cadoc’s lip lifts in the slightest of smirks. His mate steps forward, her arms wound around her massive belly like a winch.

      “Hey, Flora,” she says.

      “Oh.” Flora blinks, confused, as her roll is slowed. “Hi, Rosie. Whoa. Baby.”

      Rosie rubs her belly like a crystal ball. “I know, right?”

      “Congratulations. That’s so cool.” Her smile flickers, and her gaze darts to me, and I can read her mind. What if it isn’t cool? What if Rosie was trapped by heat like she was?

      My hands curl, and Cadoc’s wolf snarls. I force them to relax.

      “So cool,” Rosie agrees. “You got a bun in there, too?”

      Flora glances down, and her cheeks go pink. Now she’s wondering if her round belly makes her look pregnant. I hate that I know she’s thinking this, and I really fucking hate that she has the thought, that it hurts her. I had no idea until the bond how many land mines there are in her days.

      Her pants stick on her thighs when she’s pulling them on because her skin’s still damp from the pool, and she’s ashamed. The towel doesn’t quite wrap around her hips, and she’s ashamed. She steps into the pool, and the water sloshes over the ledge, and she’s ashamed. It’s like torture, the constant drip, drip, drip.

      When I noticed, my first thought was that I’d fix her. She’s down on herself. I have no idea how to fix that in a female, but I’d figure it out.

      But then I thought again. Flora’s tough. She doesn’t piss and moan and drag her feet so that someone else does her work or kiss ass for rank. She’s smart. Proud. What makes more sense? She’s ashamed of herself for no reason, or she was taught to be?

      “We don’t know yet,” I answer for her.

      Flora and Rosie both throw me a look like they’re surprised I spoke. I shrug.

      “So Abertha sent you here,” Rosie says to Flora.

      “Yeah.”

      “But not him.” Rosie nods at me.

      Flora gives her head a small shake.

      “Nia says you don’t claim him.”

      Flora’s face pales. My wolf leans forward. I force myself to be still.

      “It’s, uh, it’s complicated,” she says, staring at her feet.

      No, it fucking isn’t. I don’t say that, though. I straighten my shoulders and keep my mouth shut.

      Cadoc takes a step toward me, holding my gaze as he says, “What are you going to do if we let her stay and tell you to go?”

      Flora’s breath catches. It’s so soft, so quick, that if I hadn’t become hyper-aware of every move and sound she makes, I’d have missed it.

      I grip my wolf with all my strength, and I play back that little hiccup in my brain as I make myself say, “I’ll go.” My wolf howls, but I’ve got his jaws clamped shut.

      Cadoc’s eyes narrow. “Back to Salt Mountain?”

      I won’t lie. “No. Probably to the border of your territory.”

      “So you’ll stick around. Because she’s your mate. She belongs to you.”

      I don’t know why he feels the need to belabor the point. “Because she might need something. She’s gotta eat.”

      I feel the twinge in her chest, and I curse myself. Land mine.

      “You obviously haven’t cleared all the ferals from these hills,” I begin to bargain. If he makes me go, I’m not leaving, not without Flora, but it’ll be easier if he lets me hang around until I figure her out.

      For the first time, there’s a spark of interest in Cadoc’s expression. “That one must’ve resettled after Darragh Ryan cleared that area up by Tall Pines Lake. Isn’t that Salt Mountain territory?”

      “It’s close. A few miles past our border.”

      “Does Salt Mountain make a habit of ignoring problems on their doorstep if it’s not technically on their territory?”

      “Can’t say they don’t.” Not my problem might as well be the pack motto. For the longest time, there was a bog worm living practically on our border, and sometimes folks would say somebody should really do something about it, but somebody never did.

      For a moment, he takes my measure, and I have no idea where I stand. This male has the best poker face I’ve ever seen.

      “You’d give up your chance at pack alpha to be Old Den’s plumber?” he finally asks. Shit. That’s the offer. I picture the absolute clusterfuck that these soft and frequently stoned Moon Lake males have made of their elders’ elegant aqueducts.

      “I’m gonna need my tools,” I say. “Everything you’ve got is janky.”

      There’s another faint gasp beside me as Flora lets out the breath she was holding, and my chest swells. It’s the sweetest sound I’ve ever heard.

      She doesn’t know that I’d give up anything for her.

      No matter what I told myself—no matter how many times I forced myself to picture what it’d be like when she was mated to another male—I was never able to give her up, and I never will.

      I can’t.

      She’s the sweet in the bitter.

      She’s the heart I never had.
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FLORA

        

      

    

    
      Like I have every morning since we came to Old Den, I wake up in the female dorm thinking I’m still back in my twin bed at Miss Nola’s. It just takes seeing the metal bars of the bunk overhead to remember where I am. I scrub my eyes, tug on my jeans, and jam and wriggle my feet until they slide down into my laced boots. Then I shuffle out to the hall, searching for Alec.

      It’s become a habit. Since the first morning, my wolf—who’s always more alert than I am in the morning—has insisted we find him before we do anything else.

      Alec’s in the hall like usual, tinkering in the area he’s reorganizing into a “proper workshop,” as he calls it. He’s dumped the contents of a huge coffee can onto a table, and he’s sorting the bits and bobs into piles of screws, nails, and other random items. I see push pins, staples, bread clips, pen caps, coins, and about a hundred pull tabs from soda cans.

      “Are you sure that’s not someone’s marker collection?” I ask Alec as I squint over his shoulder. The Old Den wolves have an odd attachment to everyday objects, trading and collecting and gifting things like rocks and buttons. It’s a lot like how folks back at Salt Mountain bum tobacco and scrip.

      “They can keep the loose shit. I’ll trade ’em working plumbing for the fasteners.” He sweeps the nails and screws into waiting jars and dusts his hands off on his pants. “Ready?”

      I nod, but he’s already leading the way to the toilets. I don’t like to go alone. They’re located in a dim, dusty cavern that screams spider habitat. I don’t know what help Alec would be if a spider dropped down while I’m taking a wee but having him looking out by the sinks helps me relax enough to go.

      After I wash my face and hands, we make our way to the dining area, and Alec jerks his chin toward the seats we’ve claimed. Mated Old Den females get their own food, but Alec insists on doing it the way we do back home.

      I watch him fill my plate from the corner of my eye. He dumps heaps of everything on his own, but he’s careful with mine, snagging me the crispiest pieces of bacon and picking the cantaloupe out of my fruit salad. He’s much more finicky with my food than he was with Isla Sinclair’s.

      When he slides my plate in front of me, my chest warms, even though he’s been fetching my meals for a few weeks now.

      “Thanks,” I murmur and smile. He grunts, settles beside me on the bench, and dedicates himself to his coffee.

      He never has much to say until he’s had his second cup, and then he always quizzes me on the same things.

      “What are you doing today?”

      “Helping Rae.” It’ll be a good day. I like helping with the elders.

      When I first came, I offered to work in the laundry. Rosie said I could if I want, but she’d finally got the males to accept being on the domestic chore rotation, and she’d rather not “set the movement back.” I didn’t know what else I could do, so she and her friends took turns showing me other jobs.

      I went foraging with Rosie and learned how to identify ashbalm, dragon’s tongue, and wolf’s bane. I also found out what a “good” rock looks like. Alec didn’t like me wandering so far afield, though. He kept shifting to come check up on me which apparently caused delays to the urgent repairs that Cadoc had set him to doing.

      So after I was politely asked to stay closer to the den until Alec got the pipes fixed, Nia volunteered to take me “marshalling.” This entailed hunting down folks and interrogating them about things they haven’t done yet. The high-ranking folks from Moon Lake didn’t like being called on the carpet, but at least they stayed put and answered her questions, albeit grudgingly. The ones called scavengers back at the Academy scattered as soon as they saw her coming.

      After I admitted marshalling wasn’t for me, I watched the pups in the nap den with Rosie’s sister Drona and went on patrol with Lowry, the female who had to move her stuff when I moved into the dorm. Alec nearly blew a gasket when I came back that day, and Cadoc asked me to find something at the den “for the good of the pack’s infrastructure.”

      I’ve enjoyed it all, but my best days so far have been with Rae, an older female who lives with Rosie’s Uncle Dewey even though they aren’t mated, and he doesn’t spend much time in his human skin. She says she likes a warm ball of fur to curl up with on a cold night.

      Anyway, Rae takes care of the elders, serving meals and running errands, combing burrs out of their wolves’ fur, and chatting with the ones who seem lonely, or just reading to them, or helping them to the television area so they can be with the pack and enjoy the laughter and the raucousness.

      Alec swallows a mouthful of eggs and asks, “What are you doing with Rae?”

      “The usual. Oh, and we’re getting ready for a game we’re playing after lunch. It’s called bingo.”

      “Haven’t heard of it.” He pokes at my leftover sweet potatoes with his fork and raises an eyebrow. I give him a nod, and he sets to scraping my leftovers onto his plate. He’s not the best judge of how much I eat. I was insulted at first—embarrassed that he thought I ate so much—but I’ve been starting to suspect that he loads my plate so he can get seconds without getting back up.

      “What kind of game?” he asks.

      “A human one. There’s a wire cage and everyone gets a card and someone calls letters and numbers.”

      “Who goes in the cage?”

      “No one. It’s like a tumbler with a crank. It’s for the balls.”

      His eyes light up a little at the word balls. “Is it a throwing game or a hitting game?”

      “It’s a sitting and listening game. For the elders.”

      His shoulders sink. “You’re staying in the den all day, though?”

      I nod. “We’ve got everything we need except daubers. Rae says we’ll just have to use crayons.” Out of politeness, I ask, “What are you doing today?”

      “Work.” He begins to stack our dishes. I could ask follow-up questions, but I won’t get much more out of him.

      I used to think I knew him from watching him all those years, and we had nothing in common, but now that I’m really getting to know him, I realize how similar we are in some ways. Like me, his default mode is bracing for a hit, and he wakes up expecting a drubbing.

      He’s always grim in the morning, but as the day goes on, each time I see him, his jaw is a little less tight and his eyes are a smidge less creased at the corners, as if every time he comes around, and no disaster has struck, he allows himself to feel a bit less wary. Then, the next morning, he’s wound up tight as a drum again.

      That’s how I feel every day that passes here without getting called fat or having to ignore some snide remark. Relieved, but also, ironically, more and more tightly strung. The blow, when it comes, is gonna hurt. The Old Den folks really don’t seem to care about my size, but I haven’t made anyone angry yet, either. That’s when folks always let you know what they really think—when you step on their toes.

      Alec and I both stand, and I scan the hall for Rae. She’s already over where the elders gather. I make to join her, but before I go, Alec grabs my arm. His gaze darts from my eyes to my mouth to the place where his fingers circle my wrist, like he’s waiting for me to do something. Or he wishes I would. Or maybe he wants to say something. He’s done this the past few mornings. I don’t know what he wants, so I kind of smile.

      Just like those days, eventually, he takes a breath of bleak determination and lets go, clenching his fists at his sides.

      “I’ll be around,” he finally growls, turning on his heels and stalking off for the tunnel he’s been working in. To anyone’s ears, it would sound like a warning, but I don’t think he means it that way. I can’t guess how he does mean it. Maybe as reassurance?

      I wander over to the elders, bemused. He’s really nothing like I thought. His coldness isn’t callousness at all. It’s one hundred percent quills and spines. If he were a different animal, he’d be a prickly one. If he were a building, he’d be a tower. The male walks around with an invisible moat. The image makes my lips twitch.

      When I get to Rae, she explains that she wants the chairs paired with tables and facing the stacked pallets we’re going to use as a stage for the bingo caller. It seems simple enough, but a half hour later when I’ve only moved Old Uncle Nestor and Bet Nevitts, I see what I’m dealing with.

      It’s like one of those slider puzzles that’s missing a piece. First, I have to fetch and arrange a table, finding a place to store whatever the table’s holding. Then, I have to move each elder to a placeholder seat so I can move their chair. The elders are very particular about their chairs, so I have to return them to the right one. Finally, once I resettle them, I’ve got to retrieve their bags and pipes and ashtrays and drinks and sweaters and various other belongings.

      It’s all on me since Rae’s fussing with the bingo supplies and generally avoiding work.

      It’s not until I’m huffing and puffing and not even half done that I notice that there are also a ridiculous number of males hanging around, doing nothing.

      Given, work is done differently here. Cadoc doesn’t dictate an eight to five day with lunch at noon like Alpha Shaw. Crews begin their tasks either when their marshal hollers or when the group reaches a quorum of folks who are supposed to show up. There’s no whistle, and no one’s watching a clock. Still, there shouldn’t be so many idle males in the hall at ten o’clock in the morning.

      I finish pushing a heavy metal and wood folding table in front of the makeshift stage and take a second to wipe my sweaty forehead on the shoulder of my shirt.

      “How’s it going?” Rae asks, sorting the bingo cards like she’s got to get them organized. I do know the game a little. Our math instructor at the Academy had us play it a few times. I don’t remember the cards needing to be in any particular order.

      “Slow,” I say. “It’d go faster if some folks would help.” I cast a meaningful glare at Conway Kemble who’s lounging on a stool over by Auntie Madwen, stealing sunflower seeds from the can she keeps in her camp chair’s cup holder. I’m not cheeky enough to glare meaningfully at Rae. Besides, she usually does the lion’s share of the work. She deserves to slack when she feels like it.

      Rae glances up at Conway and snickers. “What, and miss the show?”

      I scan the chaos before me. I’ve got a half dozen folks seated in a row, another handful in random clusters hither and yon, and two souls shuffling off toward the tunnels, bored with the proceedings. “What show?”

      Rae lifts an eyebrow. “You know. The girls.” She gestures at my boobs. “And that bad boy.” She nods at my butt and winks.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Seriously?” Her fuchsia-colored lips purse, creating a thousand hairline fractures in her cakey foundation. “You aren’t doing it on purpose?” She makes a kissy face and mimes bending over, arching her back so her boobs stick out. “Oh, let me just pick up this heavy chair,” she says in a raspy falsetto. “It’s so big.” She cackles, grinning at me fondly.

      “I am not doing that.” I’m just moving furniture. I’m not even sucking my gut in.

      “Your butt’s doing that. That butt goes Boop-Oop-a-Doop every time you bend over.” She sings the boop bit in a squeaky falsetto. I have no idea where she came up with it, but the meaning’s clear.

      “Nobody wants to look at my butt.” How many times have I been told to move my fat ass?

      Rae snorts. “Honey, even I want to take a bite out of it.”

      I twist and try to see what she’s talking about, but my neck won’t turn that far, and besides, she’s crazy. Folks don’t want to look at me.

      I shake my head and go to help Miss Olwen up. As I return for her chair, I sneak a peek at the males. As soon as I squat to lift with my legs, the ones chatting by the tools pause their conversation. Conway Kemble stops chewing. As I haul Miss Olwen’s recliner to the table, their eyes are glued to my backside.

      Well, damn.

      I had no idea.

      As soon as I put the chair down and turn, conversation and munching smoothly resumes, but it’s not a dramatic resumption of activity. If Rae hadn’t pointed it out, I would have never picked up on it. I can’t see folks looking at my rear. I don’t have eyes in the back of my head.

      At first, I have the impulse to tug my shirt down, try to tuck my rump so it’s smaller, turn so that no one can see when I bend to lift.

      Shame. That’s my first impulse.

      But curiosity comes in hot on its heels. Are they really looking?

      I push another table into formation. Yeah, they are. I walk slower and observe from under my eyelashes. They track me. When I’m about to bend, there is an almost imperceptible hitch in their breathing, the slightest straightening of their spines. The muscles in their necks ripple as they swallow. They tug surreptitiously at their pants, readjusting.

      My mind is blown.

      This is how the Salt Mountain males checked out the females sunning themselves on their towels by the river.

      My wolf rolls on her side and yawns. She knows they’re watching, and she’s not the least bit surprised. Is this the first time? Or have they been looking since I got here?

      I help elders and move furniture, my brain reeling, my skin prickling and hot, exquisitely aware of every swish of my hips and bounce of my breasts. They only steal glimpses of my boobs when I’m bent forward, quickly glancing away as soon as I stand up.

      Ogling is obviously disrespectful. Females at Salt Mountain might have had to tolerate it, but they weren’t shy about complaining. Here at Old Den, I’ve seen more than a few males smacked upside the head for gawking.

      Anger would be the normal response. Irritation. Discomfort.

      I know this, but I cannot feel it.

      I used to daydream that I’d get wasting sickness, lose all my extra weight, and somehow miraculously survive. I imagined what it would be like to walk out of the house and through the village in my new, perfect body. Everyone would stare in admiration, and it’d feel like triumph, like vindication. Like flight.

      It’s not a dream. It’s happening. Right now.

      How long has it been happening, and I didn’t notice?

      I’m so caught up in the realization that when Alec emerges from a tunnel, wiping his hands on a dirty rag and scowling, my stomach doesn’t do its usual flip. I’m in the middle of resettling Gladys Goff, so I don’t immediately turn to him like I usually do when he comes around. He shoves the rag in his pocket and leans against a wall, directing his scowl towards the males congregated by the tools. They suddenly remember a place they need to be, as does Conway.

      Some impulse prompts me to keep on with my work. I pretend I don’t see Alec and go to fetch Gladys’ knitting. She keeps it on the floor at her feet. I don’t move any differently than I always do, but I’m aware of every little contraction of my muscles. As I bend my knees and squat, my hips lift and my breasts dangle and sway. In a matter of seconds, I’m standing again, but I feel wobbly. I peek at Alec’s face.

      It's cold and hard like usual, but the severity doesn’t frighten me from looking closely anymore. I track his gaze, and my heart lifts as I realize it’s a fish at the end of my line. I move, and his gaze follows, a shadow, a magnet. He’s staring, too, he’s just better at hiding it than the others.

      If he’s staring now, did he stare then? Back at Salt Mountain?

      Of course he did.

      How would he know when to nod at me if he wasn’t watching?

      And he wanted to see my body. Why else would he tell me to take off my shirt? Why would he always be pushing my hair back when it fell in my face?

      Why did I not understand until this moment that I was desirable, when a male like Alec Cameron desired me?

      I’ve always understood what the others got out of making me feel repulsive—no one’s pretty if no one’s ugly—but why did I refuse to believe the evidence right in front of me that I’m not?

      I don’t know, and I don’t know whether I should feel happy or stupid or excited or heartbroken now. So I keep moving furniture with my head down, and Alec leans against a wall, content to watch as he chomps an apple he dug out of his pocket, until Bevan strolls in, holding up full grocery bags in each hand, hollering, “Guess what I got!”

      Immediately, a buzz erupts amongst the elders. I’ve already learned that he could have anything, but it’s bound to be good. Once, he showed up in the middle of dinner rolling a cask of moonshine.

      He struts up to Rae’s table, grinning ear to ear, gold teeth twinkling, and upends the bags. A hundred plastic bottles spill out.

      “Daubers!” Rae exclaims. “Where’d you get them?”

      “Chapel Bell.” He sniffs himself, his slightly elongated, partly-shifted nose quivering. “I reek like humans and capitalism, but it’s a small price to pay.”

      “Oh, I love these.” Rae’s already got a cap unscrewed, and she’s stamping a card, squealing with delight at each dot. Elders stir themselves to go check out the action. I quickly offer Bet Nevitts my arm. She’s the tippiest, and she won’t use her cane.

      Alec tosses his apple core in the trash and heads over, helping Auntie Madwen and Miss Olwen on his way. His face is even grimmer than it was a few minutes ago, but he patiently helps folks over and unscrews stubborn caps. Everyone has to try the daubers out a few times, even the males grumbling about what kind of pup game we’re expecting them to play.

      Bevan is the alpha of the moment, telling all the curious folks about how he rode to town and the route he took and the traffic along the way and what the humans are selling these days and the cost of everything. I don’t know much about human money, but it doesn’t sound like it was a small price to pay.

      Beside me, Alec’s silent, seething aggression singes my nose. He’s not grown any fonder of Bevan.

      Eventually, some of the females helping with lunch come over to fetch the elders, and after they’ve had a chance to stamp the bingo cards, the area clears except for Bevan who’s sitting by Rae, turning the crank on the cage while he talks her ear off.

      Alec and I are left to ourselves at the other end of the table. I make sure the caps are screwed back on the bottles and line them up nice and neat. Alec watches me, arms crossed.

      “You could help, you know,” I tell him.

      “It’s female work,” he says offhandedly, his focus very obviously on scowling and acting like Bevan doesn’t exist.

      “Female work?” It’s such a Salt Mountain male response that I don’t think he even realizes he sounds like an ass before I take the red dauber in my hand and bop him on the nose with it.

      He blinks, his eyes crossing as he tries to make out what I’ve done. “Hey. What?”

      He scrubs at the dot, but he doesn’t do much but smear it.

      I go to dab him on the forehead, but his reflexes are excellent, and I’ve lost the element of surprise. He plucks the dauber from my fingers and dots my nose.

      “Hey!”

      A hint of a smile tugs up the corner of his mouth, and so quickly that it doesn’t fully register until he’s done, he rubs our noses together. A split second after, his lips are a stern line again.

      “I’m going to wash up for lunch,” he says. “Meet me at our table in five.” He gives Bevan one last glower and takes off without a backwards glance.

      I watch him walk away. His shoulders are so straight, his stride so assured. He tosses his hair like he does to get a rogue lock out of his face, and he seems like a male who’s never had a doubt in his life.

      But I know that the tension in his shoulders is going to ease the slightest fraction when he arrives with our lunch trays and finds me sitting at our table like he asked. Just like it did back in the woods at Salt Mountain when he was waiting, and he first caught sight of me coming through the trees.

      I’m lost in memory when Bevan comes to stand beside me, facing the haphazard auditorium I’ve assembled.

      “Alec left you here? Alone with me?” He winks.

      “He probably figured you could find this resistible.” I gesture at my red nose.

      “Nah. I dig it.” He waggles his wolfish eyebrows. “I’ve given up on us, though.”

      “You have?” I know he’s just playing, but still, a little thrill bubbles through me. This is flirting. I’m not into him, not like that, but it’s a novel, delicious feeling to know that I am admired. I tuck it close like the Old Den folks do with their markers.

      “Yeah. When a female looks at a male like you just looked at the boss man, you have to admit you’re beat.”

      “He’s my mate,” I say.

      Bevan smiles softly. For once, his gold teeth don’t show. “He’s lucky.”

      As I take my usual seat a few seconds before Alec shows up with our lunches, and his shoulders relax and his lips soften as he dusts a finger over the scrubbed tip of my nose, I think, for the first time, that maybe—now, here—he is lucky.

      Maybe we both are.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Alec said he’d be back, but he didn’t say when. I figured he was going to be working away from the den, and he’d be back by dinner. That was five days ago.

      I’m not too worried. I can feel him through the bond. He was calm, and then extremely irritated, and now he’s calm again. He’s fine.

      And I’m fine here on my own. I have friends for the first time in my life. I’m busy. It’s just—

      I should have asked him where he was going. When he said, “I’m heading out,” I thought he meant for the day, not for the foreseeable future. He’s absolute garbage at communication.

      I don’t need him, but I’ve been getting used to him. He’s a buffer between me and the others, and I miss that. Now that I’ve noticed that the males look at me, I can’t seem to unnotice it. And I realize it’s not only males. Folks see me here.

      They all look at me, and not to make me uncomfortable so I’ll leave, or to point out to their friends how disgusting and weird I am. They look and smile, welcoming me to come and talk. Or they look for me because they have something to tell me or show me.

      Those looks are just nice, but I don’t know exactly how I feel about the males. It makes me self-conscious about my body, but in a different way than I’ve always been. I should be above it, be more like Nia who doesn’t even notice when people gawk at her face hardware and her crazy get-ups, but I’m still adjusting.

      What’s kind of weird is that as I’m more aware of males checking me out, I’m also more comfortable in my clothes. I tug at them less, and I’m not worrying about how they lay all the time. The space that worry used to occupy in my brain is now totally filled with mooning over Alec. Thinking about that kiss. Floating in his arms.

      Wondering where he is and when he’s coming back.

      Not because I need him. I don’t. But maybe I want him. I want to tell him about my day at dinner, and like every time, when I’ve convinced myself that I’m babbling, and he’s not really listening, he’ll say something like “which chair are you talking about? I’ll shim the leg tomorrow,” and I realize that although he’s tearing through a pork chop, staring at his plate like it’s a television screen, he’s heard every word I’ve said.

      I want to see the flash in his eyes when I clip my barrettes over my ears in the morning, and he tracks me like he used to when I took him in my mouth.

      I want to know where the hell he’s been.

      But I don’t let on. I eat dinner with the Kemble females and Nia, I scurry in and out of the toilets, keeping my eyes straight ahead so if any spiders are dangling overhead, I won’t know, and I climb into my bunk early. It’s been a long, busy day. Even with worrying about Alec, I fall into a deep sleep in no time.

      My nose tickling wakes me up. The dorm is pitch black, filled with the snuffling and snoring of a dozen sleeping females, but the scent of warm jam drifts in from the hall.

      Alec.

      I’m across the room before I realize I’m only wearing a T-shirt and panties, but I can’t stop my forward momentum. I tumble into the dimly lit corridor, and he’s there, almost where Bevan had been waiting, but he’s not nonchalantly leaning on the wall. He’s standing straight-spined with his shoulders squared as if he’s bracing for a feral to leap from the door.

      I skid to a stop. His whole body tenses.

      “You’re back,” I whisper, suddenly shy.

      Somehow, he draws himself even taller and tenser, searching my face, his gaze lingering on my lips, and I think he’s going to lose it like he did before and kiss me, but instead, he steels his jaw and holds out his hand. I take it, and he leads me up toward the cavern.

      “I’m not wearing pants,” I hiss at him.

      His eyes drop to my legs, and they glint for a second before he schools his expression and says, “There’s no one up.”

      The cavern is dark when we get there, except for a blue glow in the middle of the space where the moon reflects off the pool. It’s late, probably three or four in the morning. Everything is quiet.

      He draws me over to the area he staked out for his workshop. There’s a massive duffel bag and a tool chest on a table that weren’t there before.

      “You went for your tools?” I ask.

      “Didn’t I say?”

      “No. You just said you’d be back.” Even though we’re alone, we’re whispering.

      “I am back,” he says.

      I growl. “You have to communicate better. If we’re going to be together.”

      As if I’ve confounded him, he stares. Blinks. And then he grabs me, hoists me onto the table, and wrangles my legs until they’re wound around his waist. His fingers dig into my ass as he pulls me as close as he can, until my pussy’s snug against the hard cock tenting his athletic shorts.

      I whimper, instantly flushed and breathless and melting. His chest rumbles.

      “Communicate?” he mumbles against my lips as he falls on me, kissing me like he’s starving.

      “Yes,” I sigh into his mouth, opening for his tongue, hooking my ankles so I’m squeezing him tight, so he’s pressing hard against the part of me that throbs.

      “I needed my pipe wrench.”

      “They don’t have wrenches here?”

      “Mine is better.” He darts a sharp glance around the empty cavern, and then he tugs the waistband of his shorts under his heavy balls so he can drag his bare cock up and down my slit, wedging the scrap of fabric covering me further between my folds. His other hand tangles in my hair, his breath ragged and shallow.

      “Communicate,” he mutters again when he surfaces for air.

      My breasts are aching, my own lungs working overtime. He’s here, and as close as he is, I need him closer. The twisted crotch of my panties rubs my clit, and I squirm, but all that accomplishes is making me achier and squirmier.

      “I got my money,” he says.

      “Okay.”

      “I picked up some clothes.”

      “I brought all my clothes.”

      “My clothes.”

      “Oh, yeah.” His clothes. Of course. What am I thinking?

      “I got something for you, though.”

      “What?”

      “Later.” He kisses me again, and I try to make him stay, but he keeps drawing back to tell me something else, so I chase his mouth and bump my chin on his cheek, my nose on his jaw.

      “I went as my wolf, so I made good time there, but I had to hike back.”

      I hum, absolutely disinterested, and with his next kiss, I try to trap the tip of his tongue in my teeth while I dig my heels into his ass. He still pulls back.

      “I checked on Miss Nola. Made sure she’s got enough wood.”

      My heart melts.

      “Is she okay?”

      “She wouldn’t come to the door, but my aunt says she’s fine.”

      Worry knots my stomach. Miss Nola’s all alone now. Now that Alec’s back, I need to talk to him about her. I’ve learned he’s got a knack for solving problems.

      He bucks his hips, hits me just so, and a little convulsion ripples through my lower belly.

      Later. After this. We’ll talk after this.

      He’s drawing his head back again, though, saying, “I told my cousin he can have my place for now.”

      I don’t care. Why won’t he be quiet? He’s blabbing like there’s a gun to his head, and if he shuts up, they’ll pull the trigger. Or like if he gives me a second to think, I’ll put a stop to this and slip away, but I wouldn’t.

      His body in my arms, his scent in my lungs, it all highlights the reality I’ve been steadfastly ignoring for five days.

      I missed him. Alec. Not the male I imagined he was, but this one, the real one, who’s as clueless as I am, as damaged as I am, and who wants me as bad as I want him. Who’s still going on and on.

      “I told him not to get comfortable. I’m coming back for the furniture. And the gas range.”

      I try to tug him down by the arms I’ve got looped around his neck, but he won’t budge.

      “And the fridge,” he adds.

      “Why do you keep talking?” I finally growl.

      “You said I need to communicate,” he says, dead earnest. “So I’m communicating the fuck out of you.”

      My laugh echoes in the empty cavern, and his eyes catch on my smiling mouth and go dark.

      “Lean back. Put your palms flat on the table.” Oh. I think he’s done communicating.

      Excitement erupts inside me like a startled flock of birds, along with something as light and buoyant as joy must feel.

      I do what he says.

      He takes my legs from around his waist and props my heels on the edge of the table, stretching both limbs as far apart as they’ll go until I whine. I’m showing him my pussy, the fabric of my panties threaded through the slit between my wet, swollen lips.

      My knees drift together, and he guides them back apart. “Keep them open.”

      My eyelids flutter shut, and I hold my breath, waiting for him to nudge my entrance with that thick cock, but instead, there’s a thud, and then a nose bumps the pudge right above my mound. My eyes fly open, and I crane my neck. All I can see is the top of his head.

      I squeak, my thighs clamping shut of their own accord, but he braces me open with his elbows, and I feel his hot breath on the pulsing bud that’s becoming the center of my entire focus.

      He’s on his knees. For me.

      He licks inside me, fore to aft and back again, and it’s wild, mind-stopping, sloppier and wetter than I imagined, and it makes me wriggle, but it also feels so damn good. His nose dips into my channel, and oh, no, what am I thinking?

      I haven’t bathed since yesterday when Nia played lookout, how could I have forgotten, and he’s licking me all over, the hairy mound above my clit—oh, heaven please no—the skin leading to my asshole.

      I shriek and buck and kick and twist my hips to the side so hard that for a second, I’m afraid I’ve snapped his neck, but he climbs to his feet, and he looks fine, except his shadowed cheeks are slick with my juices, and his eyes are wary.

      He considers me for a second as I try to pull my shirt as low as it’ll go. “What’s wrong?” he finally asks.

      I stare over his shoulder and thank my lucky stars that it’s dark enough that he won’t be able to see that I’m beet red.

      “Nothing.”

      He considers me again, brows knitting. I feel like a stubborn clog. “You liked it, and then you didn’t.”

      I shrug.

      He gives me another minute, and when I don’t elaborate, he sighs, grabs my hands, and pulls me so I’m sitting straight up, and we’re face to face, and with a note of alpha command, he says, “Flora, communicate.”

      The force of my embarrassment causes my forehead to drop and rest on his pec. “I haven’t bathed today,” I mumble into his hot skin.

      “Okay.” He waits like that was only half an explanation.

      “Your tongue was—” I kind of squawk and burrow my face into his chest. “It was heading the wrong way. And I realized I hadn’t had a bath.”

      His hand rises tentatively to cradle the back of my head. To comfort me. Maybe to hold me where I am. “But you liked what I was doing at first?” he growls in my ear, shooting shivers down my neck.

      I nod as much as I can.

      He grunts. “Good. I wasn’t sure.”

      I wriggle until his hand gives, and I can look him in the face. I’m not sure what I see there that makes my brain take the leap, but all of a sudden, puzzle pieces clink into place, and it’s impossible, but—

      “You’ve done that before, right?” I ask.

      His jaw hardens, and his face shutters. “No.”

      My brain leaps again. “You haven’t done any of it before, have you?”

      His expression is ice cold. No embarrassment, no defensiveness. “No.”

      “But you knew what you were doing.”

      He lifts his shoulder and then stands there like he’s bracing to get hit by an inevitable meteorite. My mind whirs through memories and moments. The time when we first started messing around, and he thrust into my mouth so hard that I puked on his shoes, and how afterwards—and how had I forgotten this part?—he’d made me chug the rest of his lukewarm bottle of sports drink, and kept saying, “Better now?” And I kept nodding yes while I desperately struggled to keep the fluid down.

      I remember the meadow when I went into heat. His dick slipped to the wrong hole, and I had to guide him back on track. He was so confident, though.

      “How did you know what to do?”

      “I know how plumbing works. It’s not rocket science.”

      “But you always had ideas.” My mind flashes back to him telling me to hold his cum in my mouth and show him.

      “I’ve got internet on my phone.”

      “Did you do other stuff? With anyone else?”

      He gives his head the slightest shake.

      He was never with Isla Sinclair. He might have had her dinner plate fetched and let her sit in his lap by the big furnace, but I’m the only one who touched him. Who he touched.

      For a second, my heart lifts, but then I remember. “Because you didn’t want to do what your father did.”

      It doesn’t matter that I was the only one. It doesn’t mean anything except he didn’t want a miserable mating like his parents.

      “I was the only female who’d let you keep her secret.” Sadness bubbles inside me, useless and bitter, chilling me to my toes.

      I wriggle back on the table, close my legs and cross my ankles, fold my arms. Across the cavern, a male hacks a cough. Alec glances over his shoulder, scowls, and with an exasperated sigh, throws the duffel over his shoulder and scoops me up like a bride.

      “Alec?”

      He ignores me, carrying me toward the dens, and I’m stiff and folded in on myself. From a distance, it must look like he’s hauling a piece of furniture.

      He takes the tunnel toward the male dorms, but turns off before he reaches them, heading down a corridor I haven’t taken before. At the end, he drops me in front of a door hung with a plastic seashell shower curtain, and growls, “Stay here.”

      He ducks inside, and I hear a thud as the duffel drops. For a few moments, there’s silence, and then there’s a yip, a whine, a halfhearted snarl, and then a muttered voice. A minute later, Pritchard’s big-bellied wolf noses his way past the curtain, a human twenty-dollar bill hanging from his mouth.

      Alec pushes aside the curtain and holds out his hand. “Come on.”

      I pretend I don’t see the hand and pass him, entering what must be Pritchard’s den. It reeks of wolf and stale beer. There’s a lamp sitting on the floor, plugged into an extension cord that runs into the hall. An unzipped sleeping bag, a black leather steamer trunk, and a tall red toolbox fills the rest of the space.

      I pretend to take it all in, my arms crossed tight and my chin lifted. I won’t look at Alec, but I can feel his eyes on me. His wolf is making low noises, probably unhappy with the thick scent of other male in the air. My wolf is alert and watchful. She’s waiting for something from Alec. Anticipating something.

      Suddenly done with watching me pretend he isn’t right there, Alec growls, takes me by the upper arms, walks me to the trunk, and sits me down. He looms over me and starts to pace before he reaches a curved wall and remembers there’s not enough room. He shoves a black lock of hair out of his blazing eyes. Moments later, another lock falls, and he huffs it away.

      Eventually, he plants his feet and glares down, his hands fisted and resting on his hips. When did he pull his shorts back up? Must’ve been a while back. I didn’t notice. There’s still an unmistakable bulge, but he doesn’t seem to be paying it any mind. He’s stuck in his head, wrestling with whatever it is that he wants to say.

      I can’t help him. I have no idea what’s going on in there. I used to think I did, but I’m beginning to realize I shouldn’t try to read minds. People don’t all think the way I thought they did.

      Finally, Alec takes a deep, aggrieved breath and says, “You weren’t a secret.”

      I open my mouth, but for some reason, I give him one more second before I argue.

      “You were mine. My good thing. For me. Everything else—” He throws his head back and glares sightless at the low ceiling. “My days were never my own. Something always needed fixed. Always. My future sure as shit wasn’t mine. I was gonna be alpha, which I didn’t want, or I was gonna be a bitch until the day I died. My free time wasn’t mine. I could never kick back, throw the ball around for fun for once. I didn’t dare lose, not ever, not once. Couldn’t sit one out. Not unless I wanted to hear it from every asshole in the pack. You gettin’ soft? Gonna bend the neck?”

      He gives his head a shake, and a lock falls across his forehead, and he doesn’t bother with it. He looks at me, every feeling amplified with crystal clarity through the bond, his eyes burning with years of banked rage. “You came to me. You wanted me. You were soft and sweet and you didn’t want anything from me except to touch me. You were the only thing that made it worth it to get out of bed in the morning, and you weren’t my mate, and one day, some asshole was going to take you away, and I had no fucking choice about that, either, and it was going to kill me.”

      Something’s cracking open in my chest. I press my palms over my heart and try to hold it in, give myself time, but it overflows, rushing out through the bond, flooding my veins. “Alec—”

      “No.” He raises his palm. “I’m communicating.” He waits to see if I’ll listen. I lower my hands to rest in my lap. “And then I find out you are my mate, and the very next second, that you fucked Bram Blackburn.”

      My skin burns, but he’s not done, and it’s not an accusation.

      “And I know how to keep my mouth shut, Flora. I’ve been doing it my whole life. I learned how from listening to my father use his to lose rank and friends and females and work until the day he died. And all I needed to do when you went into heat was say nothing, and I couldn’t fucking do it. Fate handed me everything I ever wanted, and I threw it on the ground. For what? For what, Flora?”

      He drops to his knees so we’re eye to eye. “It couldn’t have been pride. I don’t have any when it comes to you. I would follow you anywhere.”

      He searches my face, and I don’t know what he’s looking for—understanding or forgiveness or an answer to his question—but I can’t help him. The world around me is reconfiguring itself again, and I’m upside down.

      I was a secret, but not a shame.

      And he was horrible to me, and I was his one good thing.

      His one good thing.

      But words shouldn’t count for anything. How can I let them count for anything when they’ve been hurled at me like knives my whole life—pig, whale, dog, disgusting, sad, embarrassment.

      I can’t believe them, not even words that I’ve dreamed about. Longed for. Not even words from a male who’s sparing with them, who’s never bothered to lie.

      My eyes burn, and Alec’s gaze lifts to the wall above my head, as if in his frustration, he’s been reduced to prayer. His hands curl into fists. My heart spills, useless, despairing, yearning, and broken long ago.

      We are silent and stuck, powerless against the past.

      And then Alec growls and leaps to his feet. “Stay here,” he snaps. “Don’t move.”

      He’s gone for a matter of minutes. I’m still sitting on the trunk, reeling, replaying everything he said, when he comes back with an apple crate.

      He sets it in a corner, reaches in, and carefully lifts out a big ball of white fluff.

      Like magic, my heart lightens. “Harriet.” Impossibly, my lips lift.

      He brings her to me. She’s sleeping, thank goodness. Even though she’s accustomed to Miss Nola and me, the thick wolf scent in here would definitely freak her out.

      Alec kneels and lays her in my lap. I stroke her spine, run my fingers through the fur on her flanks, check to see if she’s lost weight and if all her bits are present and accounted for. She’s fine. Maybe even a little chunkier.

      Alec sits back on his heels and watches me pet her. “I’ll need to build her a new hutch. I figure we should see how she does in the cavern first, if she’s okay with so many wolves. If she’s not, I can set her up outside. Make her a good insulated box.”

      A hot tear dribbles down my cheek.

      Alec blinks, worry immediately darkening his eyes. “I’m sure she’ll get used to being inside. She was chill with me carrying her all the way here.”

      “You carried her?”

      “I made her a little sling. I needed my hands for the other stuff.”

      Harriet’s sides rise and fall with the slower rhythm of deep sleep, but her pink nose and white whiskers still quiver.

      I don’t know what to say.

      I thought you were using me, and I went along with it because my life was that sad and empty, but I loved you, too. I loved how tough you were, and how you didn’t care about anyone. I loved how you made me feel alive and special, and how because of you, I had dreams to keep me going through the drudgery of my days.

      You broke my heart, and it made me stronger than I’d ever been before. Strong enough to leave.

      And you followed me.

      I smooth my palm over Harriet’s haunches. She is so small and soft and vulnerable. I always felt a camaraderie with her, ever since I found her huddled up to her mother’s body, cooling in a snare up on the western ridge.

      I’m not a rabbit, though. I’m a wolf.

      I’m not trapped. I’m free. I can choose.

      Whether I believe or I don’t. Whether I forgive.

      Whether I trust.

      I decide.

      I slip my hands under Harriet’s belly and stand, carrying her to the box in the corner. There’s timothy hay, a dish of water, and one of the chews I made in it. I put her down gently, and she immediately plasters herself against the side and conks out.

      I use my toe to flip Pritchard’s sleeping bag into halves, and then I fold it the rest of the way, trying to touch it as little as possible. Even so, Alec’s wolf rattles his chest, and my wolf gives me an earful. She does not like me this close to another male’s scent-marked sheets.

      I set the sleeping bag on the trunk, and Alec backs up to watch me from the doorway. He recognizes the behavior, but he’s confused, probably because he doesn’t smell heat. I’m not feeling it either. I guess there’s a bun in my oven. I can’t think about that right now. I’ve made a decision.

      I squat beside Alec’s duffel and unzip it. The linens are all packed neatly in a stack. I knew he’d bring them. I shake out a thick patchwork quilt and lay it on the polished concrete. Then, I spread the blankets, one on top of another, until the floor isn’t quite so terribly hard.

      Alec tracks my every move, tense as a bow string.

      I kneel in the middle of my nest, peel my shirt over my head, and toss it away. His pupils explode.

      I ignore the urge to cross my arms and leave them loose at my sides. Alec’s gaze zeroes in on my breasts, his chest lifting and muscles flexing like he’s at the starting line, waiting for a pistol shot. His hunger, his longing, his cynicism, his desperate hope, it’s all written on his face as clear as day.

      I catch his eye.

      I jerk my chin toward the blanket.

      He doesn’t hesitate.

      He crashes to his knees, wraps me in his arms, and lowers me to my back, his lips slamming into mine, his knees spreading my legs. One of his hands plunges into my hair, cradling my head, protecting it from resting on the hard floor. The other rips my panties off.

      He grabs my thigh, hikes it up, and sinks inside me with one frantic, insistent thrust. I take him, over and over, as his hands search for mine, our fingers meshing, his biceps caging me while his hips work. He’s staking his claim, proving his dominance over my body, fucking me into submission while he mutters promises and pleas into my gasping mouth.

      “I’m going to make you happy. I’m never gonna fuck up again. Okay, Flora? Fuck, I love you. Whatever you want, I’ll get. Whatever you need. Don’t ever walk away from me again. I love you. You’re my mate. Mine. Beautiful. So beautiful.”

      I can’t ride the wave. It tears through me, almost before I realize it’s happening. My core clenches, and I’m swept off, pleasure racing from nerve to nerve, surging to the tips of my fingers and curling my toes.

      I scream, and Alec says, “Yes. Do it again.”

      And he suckles my nipples and plays with my clit and strokes, slower then faster, gentle then rough, feasting on me, wearing me out, muttering a litany of praise and gratefulness and love, until I do.

      When it’s done, and I’m curled up in a ball, and he’s sprawled on his back, trying to catch his breath, his hand resting proprietarily on my hip, it occurs to me.

      When I left Salt Mountain, I didn’t just free myself.

      I freed us both.

      And the little bean that’s probably sprouting in my belly right now.

      I did that. Even when I was doing it, I didn’t know I was capable of it, but I was.

      My wolf lets out a sleepy grumble, as if she can’t let the thought pass. I can’t be sure, but I think she’s saying girl, I knew it all along.
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      We settle in. It takes Alec a whole two weeks to get us a den of our own. I’m happy I didn’t know how he did it until after it was done. Nia was the one who told me that a major pipe burst in the aqueduct system, and when they called Alec to the scene, he said he could fix it, but it’d cost them.

      He swam under a collapsed archway in the pitch dark. Nia said he was down there so long, Pritchard and Seth went in after him, and all they got for their trouble was cussed out for getting in Alec’s way when he reemerged.

      I yelled at him that night. He yelled back. Then I cried, and he stormed out and came back with Harriet and a rumpled plastic baggie of candied pecans. “No one had chocolate to trade,” he said. “But I’ve got some coming in with the next delivery from Moon Lake.”

      Harriet doesn’t like the main hall, although she doesn’t mind our den for short hangouts. Alec built her a new treehouse hutch halfway up a pine near the den’s entrance, and he always scent marks the area when he comes and goes. It’s not to discourage predators—the patrols have cleared anything remotely dangerous from Old Den territory—but to discourage packmates like Uncle Dewey who are feeling peckish from helping themselves to a convenient snack.

      I’ve settled into doing mostly elder care, although I help cover the pup den or the infirmary when I’m needed. With me as a reliable second pair of hands, Rae has been able to set up a schedule for the older folks with wolf runs and pool time and nights that everyone attends where we project human movies on the cavern wall. I never knew I was a pack person, but it turns out, I am.

      My favorite part of the day is when Alec pops up. At breakfast, we tell each other what we’re doing for the day, and then at some point, Alec will show up where I am with some excuse like he’s on his way to trade out wrench sets or change his shoes. The elders are always excited to see him—the males because they like to tell him how he should be doing whatever job he’s working on, and the females because he is the most beautiful male in the pack.

      Sometimes Alec doesn’t bother with an excuse. He’ll just stand by the tunnel to our den, catch my eye, and jerk his chin. I always go. I never regret it.

      I haven’t bitten him yet. I will. I want to. The time is somehow never right, though. I don’t want to do it because that’s what females do when they’re carrying their mate’s baby. Which I am. Probably. I haven’t taken a test yet, but the smell of eggs and dairy make me gag, and my mouth tastes weird. Like I fell asleep with a sour gummy in it.

      Alec steals glances at my stomach when he thinks I won’t notice, but he follows my lead and doesn’t bring it up. I’m not ready to think about all that, not when I’m navigating the whole new pack and new mate thing. Luckily, with my belly, even if a bun is in the oven, you couldn’t tell.

      Overall, I’m content to see how each day unfolds, and it’s good, each better than the last, and then messengers from Quarry Pack arrive on ATVs in the middle of the evening meal.

      Without a word spoken, the anything goes, free-for-all pack I’ve grown used to immediately reverts to hierarchy. Pups are hustled to their dens. Elders are moved to the back of the hall. Females are shuffled behind a line of males, and Cadoc strides forward, flanked by Seth, Pritchard, Derwyn—and Alec.

      A fierce pride glows in my chest, competing with the dread trickling down my spine.

      The male from Quarry Pack speaks loud enough for all of us to hear. There’s been a kidnapping. A female from their pack and Darragh Ryan, the male known as the Haunt of the Hills, were taken by humans aided by a rogue shifter. The human government is involved. The alphas of the four civilized packs are gathering at Quarry Pack.

      Cadoc leaves immediately with a handful of lieutenants, and over the next few hours and days, information trickles in, unclear and conflicting. The rogue is from Salt Mountain. No, he’s not, that was a cover story. No one knows where he was from, or if he’s the only traitor to our kind.

      We hear that Darragh killed all the humans and the threat is over. Then, no, the enemy is still out there. It was the human government. No, it was powerful humans, hunting shifters for sport.

      Seth is left in charge of the day to day since Rosie’s occupied with her new pup. Security is tightened, and Alec is temporarily reassigned from marshal of facilities to leading third shift perimeter patrols. I hate sleeping alone, and I’m scared he’ll be kidnapped by rogue shifters or the human government or billionaire hunters, and it’s so bizarre, but finally, there’s an explanation for all the folks who left Salt Mountain over the years without taking their things, never to be seen again.

      Then, one evening when we’re finishing dinner, and I’m forcing myself to smile and act okay so that Alec doesn’t stress the whole time he’s on patrol and give me indigestion via the bond, I catch a whiff of Salt Mountain. The scent is followed by a bustle of activity by the entrance.

      I don’t have a chance to brace myself before Leith Munroe rounds the pool and strides for us, surrounded by an escort of stone-faced Old Den males. Leith’s white teeth flash an arrogant smile as he tosses his shiny sun-streaked hair out of his face, to all appearances unfazed by the fact he’s strolling through another pack’s territory.

      I don’t notice right away that there’s a female trailing him. She has a scarf wrapped around her head and the bottom half of her face, and it takes a minute for me to recognize Tandie, the quiet female with the dark marks on her face who cleans the Blackburn compound. She seems to be following Leith of her own accord, but she has the air of a hostage.

      “Alec,” Leith hails when he catches sight of us. His easy, plastic smile broadens, and he grips Alec’s hand and claps him on the back. He doesn’t acknowledge me. He never has.

      Behind him, Tandie offers me a hesitant nod, and I give her the best smile I can muster. A sense of foreboding constricts my lungs.

      “How are you, man? Long time, no see. Wow. Look at this place.” Leith surveys the hall the way you would a zoo enclosure. “Wild.” He casts a wry glance at the males guarding him. “Tell them I’m cool, man?”

      Alec considers it for a long minute and then gives the males a nod. They back off and spread out, but they don’t leave.

      Leith swings a leg over the bench and sits down at our table without invitation, leaving Tandie standing. I gesture to the free seat next to me, and she takes it, giving Alec a wide berth as she circles around. Close up, I see there’s a clammy sheen to her skin. She doesn’t look well.

      “What are you doing here?” Alec’s voice is cold, and his face is shuttered, but Leith doesn’t seem to pick up on the distinct lack of welcome. It makes sense. Back in Salt Mountain, Alec looked like this all the time. Nowadays, he scowls and curses out loud more, but he also smiles sometimes, usually at me, and almost always when he’s got a handful of my ass, or he’s caught me in the middle of changing my clothes.

      My stomach begins to ache. Whatever Leith wants, it’s not good.

      I try to recall my own defenses, but it’s been long enough, and I dropped them with such relief, I hardly remember how to make my expression blank. Looking at Tandie helps, though. Her face is stone.

      “You need to come back to Salt Mountain, man. Is there somewhere we can go to talk?” He glances meaningfully to where Pritchard lurks a few feet away, his gaze passing right over me. It’s weird how quickly I grew accustomed to being seen. It feels strange to be invisible again.

      “We can talk here,” Alec says.

      Leith shifts so he’s giving Pritchard his back and leans forward over the table. “There’s been a coup, man.” Leith pauses for Alec’s reaction.

      Alec’s face doesn’t even twitch.

      “Conall left to handle the shit at Quarry Pack, and it’s like Bram was waiting for it. He had it all planned, and most of the unmated Shaws were in on it. We were at the evening meal, and the whole hall broke out in a melee. Two-on-one, three-on-one, whatever it took. Blackburns are in the front seats now, the Sinclairs have replaced the Camerons, and the fucking Boyles—” He sneers at Tandie. “There are fucking Boyles in Munroe seats.”

      Tandie drops her head, hiding her face in her scarf. I shuffle closer to her. Asshole. Like any female in Salt Mountain has any control over what the males do.

      “They’ve taken the compounds, too. The houses. They’re throwing shit out into the yard, beating anyone on the street who doesn’t bend the neck quick enough.”

      Alec finally registers concern. “The elders?”

      Leith shakes his head. “They put them out, too.”

      “Have they touched them?”

      Leith shakes his head again. “No, and so far, they’ve left the females alone. Except the ones who took the opportunity to trade up.” His lip curls in disgust.

      “Fraser?”

      “Got his leg broken. He’s laid up at the McKays.”

      “Hamish and the others?”

      “Keeping their heads down.”

      Alec’s brow lifts. “You look remarkably good for a male who just lost an alpha challenge.”

      Leith gives him a mocking smile, but his blue eyes rage. “The coward wouldn’t fight. He had a dozen of his bitches blocking him like he’s a fucking movie star. Turned his back on me. Your cousin Wallace challenged him. Mac. Keith. Andrew.” For a moment, his smile loses its bitterness. “For what they lack in brains, the Camerons do have balls.”

      Alec seems neither flattered or offended. “He wouldn’t fight them either?”

      “No. He had his males and the traitor Shaws beat them ’til they stepped down. Bram took alpha without raising a fist or caring a fang.”

      “But you want to make him fight for it.” Alec is thinking hard. He’s got that pissed-off scent coming off of him.

      Leith leans forward. “We can be back on the mountain in forty-eight hours. Rally our males. I say we throw everything at Bram all at once, smoke him out, and whichever of us ends him, that settles it.”

      “And Conall?”

      “Fuck Conall. He’s the cause of all of this. Too scared to face his own mortality and pick an heir, so now we get to deal with this shit.”

      Alec stares up at the patch of deep blue evening sky visible through the roof above the pool, his mouth tight. The anger in his scent grows thicker.

      “Bram gave his brother your place, man. The kid traded your gas range for a barrel of Old Scott’s rotgut.”

      My heart winces. Alec loved that gas range, or at least, he mentioned it a lot.

      I shift on the bench, uneasy. Of course, Alec can’t let this stand. It’s his family, the things he worked so hard for. He’s going to go back to Salt Mountain, and if it comes down to him and Bram, Alec will win. After seeing him take out the feral, I have no doubt. Alec could become alpha.

      I don’t want to go back there. Just Leith’s presence and Tandie’s silent dejection sours my stomach. I can’t go back. I don’t want to feel freakish and invisible at the same time again. I don’t want to do laundry anymore or bend my neck all the time or pretend I have a thick skin when I’m really as soft inside as outside.

      I won’t.

      I shift to press against Alec’s side. But I don’t want to let him go, either.

      “How soon can you be ready to go?” Leith asks.

      Alec straightens, and very calmly, says, “I’m not going. Pass.”

      For a second, Leith is thrown, and then he narrows his eyes. “What do you want?”

      “Well, to start, are you fucking blind?” Alec asks with the acerbic tone he uses when someone interrupts him in his makeshift shop with what he considers an egregiously stupid question.

      Leith’s brow furrows deeper with confusion.

      “Is she fucking invisible?” Alec waves his hand at me. “What do you think I’m doing here?”

      Leith shrugs. “I figured you’d be done with that by now.”

      Alec’s rage hits me through the bond like a shot of adrenaline, but his posture doesn’t change, and neither does the cool evenness of his voice. “My mate’s name is Flora.” He stands, very calm, totally collected. “But you can keep it out of your mouth.” He grabs my hand, yanks me to my feet, turns to leave, and then thinks better of it. “You can keep that bullshit pack, too, and tell the Blackburn squatting in my house that when I get the time, one night, I’m going to burn his new place down, so he better enjoy it while he can.”

      Alec hesitates for a second as if he’s trying to figure out if he’s said everything he wants to say, and then he drops a firm nod and makes to drag me away toward our den.

      Leith’s voice stops him before he gets three steps. “She lived with Nola Murphy, didn’t she?”

      My heart drops. Alec and I both turn back.

      Leith’s eyes light up with a vicious satisfaction. “In one of Duncan Wright’s old cabins?”

      I squeeze Alec’s hand. “What did they do to her?”

      “They’re trying to turn her out and give the place to a Blackburn. She’s barricaded herself in, but they’re starving her out.”

      “She won’t leave that house. She can’t,” I say to Alec before whirling on Leith. “Where will they put her?”

      For the first time, Leith addresses me. “Someone’s spare room. Someone’s basement. I don’t know.”

      She’s even more frightened of basements than the outside. She won’t even let me down into the cottage’s root cellar. She made me store things in a trunk under the back porch.

      “Alec, we’ve got to get her.”

      He’s scowling, his wolf rumbling at my distress. My wolf is on her feet and ready to run.

      “Not ‘we.’ I’ll go get her and bring her back.”

      “She doesn’t know you.” Miss Nola has trouble going as far as Harriet’s cage, and she must be terrorized. She doesn’t shift. I’ve never even heard her wolf rumble. We need to go now. A memory flashes in my head of Miss Nola in her nicest slacks and blouse, sunk onto the bottom porch step, her purse perched on her knees, shaking so hard her teeth clattered.

      “She knows me well enough,” Alec argues.

      “She doesn’t trust males.”

      Alec draws himself up, and his voice takes on that alpha edge. “You’re not going anywhere near that shitshow, Flora.”

      I blink. Leith’s shoulders relax like he figures Alec has put his foot down and now things are going his way. Peeking from her scarf, Tandie’s gaze darts from Leith to Alec to me.

      “Watch me,” I say, and Tandie’s eyes round.

      There was a time I would’ve been shocked at myself, too, and it wasn’t that long ago. It hardly seems possible that a person can change so quickly. Weeks ago, I’d shoveled devilled eggs into my mouth because I was too cowed to say no and snuck off to the woods because Alec jerked his chin.

      Now, I walk away from him without a backwards glance with all the confidence in the world because I know something in my soul that I didn’t even suspect back then.

      Everywhere I go, Alec Cameron will be behind me.

      Grumbling and pissy and reeking of aggression, but there, dogging my steps.

      “Damn it, Flora, stop for a second, won’t you.”

      I keep marching.

      “Flora, I’m warning you.”

      I ignore him.

      He growls, and all of a sudden, I’m snatched off my feet and held in the air, my toes dangling. His wolf growls, and he sets me back down, very gently, but he doesn’t let my arms go.

      “Dammit, Flora, listen, would you. We’re not going off half-cocked this time. I’ll borrow a ride, and we’ll take a minute and be fucking prepared for once.”

      Dark slashes highlight his cheekbones and tension radiates from his jaw. He’s beautiful. I reach up to run a finger along the harsh line of his lips. “It’ll be okay,” I say.

      He doesn’t answer, but he does press a hard kiss to my forehead before he says, “I’ll get a four-wheeler. You pack a bag and strap that knife back to your ankle.”
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      The closer we get to Salt Mountain, the heavier Alec’s silence grows between his outbursts.

      Every few miles, his wolf will let out a howl, or Alec will erupt with “this is bullshit” or “fucking Bram Blackburn.” If I try to reassure him, he doesn’t respond, but he does pat the hand wrapped around his waist. His disquiet soaks his long-sleeved T-shirt and hangs around him as thick as skunk spray.

      My wolf rumbles to calm his animal. She’s alert, but she’s not scared. She has one hundred percent confidence that Alec’s wolf can and will kill anything that threatens us.

      Leith and Tandie are traveling with us on another borrowed ATV, even though Alec said in no uncertain terms that all he’s going to do is fetch Miss Nola. My guess is that Leith plans to use us as a distraction to get to Bram. If it comes down to a one-on-one fight, it’d be an even match. Bram is built like an ox, but Leith has a wiry strength, brains, and what’s always struck me as an evil streak.

      Salt Mountain doesn’t have a history of alpha challenges ending in dead bodies, not like Quarry Pack, but when power shifts, people get hurt. Folks take advantage of the uproar to settle grudges and claw up a few ranks, commandeer a house or vehicle they’ve had their eye on, that kind of thing.

      I’m with Alec. I want to get in and get out. I’m worried Miss Nola won’t come with us, but I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it. I’m just hoping she’s okay. She’s not so old that age has slowed her down, but she’s frail from confining herself to the house and not letting her wolf run free.

      When we cross into home territory, an odd sensation settles in my chest. Everything is so familiar I could close my eyes and still know exactly where the creek cuts under the road or the charred willow struck down by lightning rests in the crook of an oak beside it.

      I feel different, though, like these aren’t the lungs used to breathing thin, crisp mountain air. The hundred memories clinging to every building and mile of road belong to someone else, another female. Looking back at her now, I see she wasn’t weak or pitiful or sad, not like I’d believed. I was just too close to see things clearly.

      It’s mid-afternoon when we reach the village, and instantly, the empty streets and porches remind me that it’s the full moon. No matter the upheaval in the pack, everyone must be gathered up by the big furnace for the picnic before the run. Tradition must be observed. No one’s giving up a day off work.

      I feel relief flow through the bond as we turn down the lane to Miss Nola’s house. Leith and Tandie are trailing us. Alec’s thinking we can get Miss Nola and get out without dealing with anyone. I hope so.

      As soon as I catch sight of her cottage, though, my hopes are dashed. There’s a dirt bike on her porch, beer bottles on the railing, and the door behind the screen is wide open.

      I hop off the back of the four-wheeler before Alec turns the engine off, but he hooks an arm around my waist before I can take a second step.

      “You stay here,” he growls.

      “She’ll be scared of you.”

      “She’s not in there. I’m just going to check and make sure.” Alec’s nose is quivering. He’s sure, so he must not scent Miss Nola. My sense of smell has gone a little wonky since the bun’s been in the oven.

      He gestures to Leith, who’s pulled up a yard or so behind us, to stay put and strides toward the house, fearless, walking in like he owns the place. The house is so small, it only takes him a few minutes to come back out, his face grim, his expression bright with anger. He’s got Miss Nola’s purse and one of my winter sweaters.

      As he stalks back to me, he holds the sweater up. There’s something on it, grease or oil, like it’s been used as a rag. He shakes it at me. “This is yours.” It’s not really a question, but I nod.

      “You didn’t leave it wadded up on the kitchen floor.”

      “No.” I left it in my dresser with the rest of the clothes I didn’t have room to bring with me when I left.

      “Get on,” he snarls as he pitches the sweater on the ground behind him, hands Miss Nola’s purse to me, and straddles the seat, kicking the engine back on.

      “Alec?”

      He reaches back, grabs my arms, and wraps them back around his middle. “They didn’t let her take her stuff with her,” he says.

      “What are we going to do?”

      “You’re not going to do shit,” he says. “You’re going to watch.”

      He gives Leith a sharp, speaking nod, and peels off, but he doesn’t head toward the gathering place by the river. Instead, he goes east, cutting behind the dining hall before he turns north into the Cameron compound. Leith and Tandie follow.

      I don’t know it as well as the Shaw’s or the Blackburn’s, but I recognize the main house with its wraparound porch, and Alec’s small cabin set away from the rest of the clustered brick buildings with steep tin roofs. Except for the well-kept, tall fence around the property, the Cameron compound is like all of the others on Salt Mountain. Chickens roam free, and yards are scattered with cars on cinder blocks, metal cans blackened by trash fires, and cement lawn ornaments with the paint mostly worn off by the elements.

      Alec drives directly to a squat, white-washed cinder block building behind the main house.

      “Alec?”

      “Wait here.” He waves at Leith to stay put, throws up the garage door, and disappears into a dim and dusty workshop. Seconds later, he emerges with a long-handled sledgehammer with a rusted steel head.

      “What’s that for?” I ask as he resettles himself, propping the sledgehammer across his lap and leaning further forward to hold it in place.

      “Demolition,” he says and pulls out, heading uphill, the engine too loud for me to follow up.

      I should be scared. There are only two of us, and my wolf’s got heart, but I still don’t know if she can fight. To be honest, I get the feeling she’s all bark. I don’t fool myself that Leith Munroe will back us up if it comes down to him or us. He’s in this for his own reasons. I’m not exactly afraid, though. It feels more like anticipation tingling across my skin as we speed up the mountain.

      At first glance, the scene when we pass the alpha’s compound and pull into the gravel lot below the gathering place looks no different than it always does. Red and white plastic tablecloths have been pinned to the picnic tables, and the high-ranking mated females work the buffet, making plates and refilling dishes.

      The unmated females lounge in bikini tops and jean shorts on their hill, watching the males play a chasing and tackling game on the pebbled shore of the river. Elders eat in the pavilion, pups run hither, thither, and yon, and the mated males hang out by the big furnace, smoking and drinking and throwing sticks in the fire to watch them burn.

      Alec turns off the engine. “If I tell you to stay here, will you?” he asks grimly.

      I dismount and kick out my pant legs. My jeans rode up during the trip and standing feels good, but I don’t enjoy it for long before a wave of self-consciousness comes over me, an urge to tug my cotton shirt and stretch it so it hides the real contours of my belly. A pit forms in my stomach as the eyes of the pack turn to us.

      Despite my unease, I whisper, “No.”

      Alec grimaces. “Stay behind me.”

      Leith comes to stand beside Alec. Tandie seems to be staying by the four-wheelers.

      “If it comes down to it, you get Bram. I get the rest,” Alec mutters to him.

      Leith raises an eyebrow. “I’d have thought you’d want the pleasure.”

      Alec curls his lip. “Not worth the risk that I end up alpha of this shitshow. I’ll fix him later.”

      Leith smirks. “All right, then.”

      Hold up. What does Alec mean by “the rest?”

      Before I can ask, Alec hoists his sledgehammer onto his shoulder and starts for the big furnace. The closer we get, the more I notice the differences. There are new faces in the pavilion with the elders, males who’d had prime spots close to the fire before we left. Leith’s uncle Alasdair Munroe. Fraser and Hamish Cameron.

      Brenda Shaw is at the buffet table, but she’s sitting to the side by the coolers. Bram’s dam, Margaret, seems to be the one rushing to and fro, barking orders. Rhona Blackburn is still in the middle of the females sunning themselves, but it takes me a while to find Greer Munroe. She’s standing in a cluster a little distance from the grassy bank, wearing a big floppy hat and sunglasses, sipping a beer with the lower-ranking females.

      I’m not surprised, but I don’t see Miss Nola anywhere. Wherever she is, she’s alone in a strange place, and I have to shove that thought down because every time I think it, my wolf tries for our skin so she can go track our missing packmate down.

      The seats around the big furnace have all been rearranged. A quick scan shows no Munroes or Camerons, and quite a few more Scotts and Sinclairs than before. The remaining Shaws have been relegated to the outer circles with the Campbells and Boyles and a handful of sleazy McKays.

      Bram Blackburn is presiding front and center in Conall Shaw’s deluxe reclining camp chair, his dirty bare feet propped on an overturned milk crate, eating wings. Isla Sinclair is sitting on a cooler beside him, and when he licks the bones clean, he drops them onto a paper plate she’s holding on her lap. She looks miserable.

      To my surprise, I feel a twinge of sympathy. Was she unlucky enough to be mated to him while we were gone? Or is she doing what she did with Alec?

      From this vantage point, now that I’m the one by Alec’s side, she looks different. Beautiful and thin and immaculately made up, yes, but also powerless, as trapped by Fate and rank as the rest of us.

      I look away. Somehow, it doesn’t feel fair to see her so low.

      We’re close enough now that everyone has noticed us, and we’re causing quite a stir. The packmates by the river and in the pavilion drop what they’re doing and hurry to the big furnace, converging in a boisterous, drunken, gleefully expectant crowd. At the back, pups jump or climb on their taller siblings to try to get a better view of the action, and the elders cluster at the edges, complaining loudly to each other, probably about the disrespectfulness of youth.

      Folks move to clear a path for us as we make our way for Bram, and then surge back together behind us to form an impenetrable wall of bodies.

      For the first time, my confidence wobbles. We’re vastly outnumbered, and even though Alec is uncommonly strong, if everyone attacks as a pack, it’d be like fighting a tidal wave. I reach out through the bond. I’m not sure whether to look for comfort or to urge a retreat, but before I can do either, an unmated male, a Sinclair, doesn’t hustle quickly enough out of our way.

      Alec’s wolf snarls, the sound booming from his chest pure alpha command. The Sinclair jumps out of our path and cowers, and every soul that I can see bows their head and bares their neck, everyone except Leith Munroe.

      The intensity of my fear ebbs, but the pit stays, sour and hard in my stomach. I wrap my arms around myself and duck a little more fully behind Alec.

      Folks are muttering, the tone veering from gleeful to leery, except for a peal of coarse laughter that rings out from a cluster of unmated females. My ears are so well-tuned, they easily pick out the words. Fluffa. Fat slut. Dirty pig.

      Alec’s back is ramrod straight, every muscle rock hard and radiating tension. I strain to listen, but nothing comes through the bond except an indecipherable kind of emotional static. The signal’s jammed.

      I watch the cords popping in his neck, and somehow, I know he did it. He’s blocking the bond.

      Why?

      Is he scared? Is he having second thoughts?

      I feel sick, but time has run out. The Blackburn males back away, and we’re left alone in a wide circle in front of the big furnace, facing a smirking Bram now sprawled in his recliner with a thick leg thrown over an arm, a beer bottle dangling from his hand. He’s so beefy, it’s a miracle the chair’s frame is holding.

      It feels like the whole pack is holding its breath, waiting for Leith and Alec to attack, or for Bram to crash through his seat to the ground.

      “What’s this? The prodigal returns?” Bram spits onto the stonework patio under his feet. “Too late, Cameron. You walked away from the pack. They won’t follow you now. And Munroe.” He tuts, sneering. “This is your move? You think you’re gonna take this pack from me with one male at your side?”

      Beside us, Leith’s wolf growls, and a shiver creeps up my spine. There’s something in the quality of the sound that reminds me of the feral in the woods.

      Alec ignores both Bram and Leith’s wolf, and calls, cool and clear, “Where’s Nola Murphy?”

      Bram chuckles. “That’s what brought you back? That crazy old hag?” He rises slowly to his feet, an oily smile spreading across his blunt-featured face. A memory flashes to mind, that broad face, flushed plum purple and dripping sweat, as I whimpered slow down, give me a minute, it hurts, and he puffed be quiet, I’m almost done.

      Bram takes a step forward. “I have to say, I didn’t find that fat bitch’s cunt anywhere near good enough for this level of effort, but I suppose standards vary.”

      He raises a thick eyebrow. My lungs freeze. Behind us, the Blackburns shift. Readying themselves.

      Somehow, despite the white-hot shame blanking my brain, my instinct still parses what’s happening. Bram is baiting him. He doesn’t intend to fight either Alec or Leith in an alpha challenge. He’s messing with Alec, and when Alec loses it, Bram will give a signal, and his males are going to use the distraction to take Leith out, and we’ll be next.

      “Alec,” I whisper, reaching out to touch his back.

      He snarls at me, glaring over his shoulder, and I drop my hand. My heart plummets. There’s rage in his eyes. Disgust.

      I try to shrink, disappear inside my clothes, but I can’t. I’m huge. Obtrusive. Gross.

      No.

      I don’t think those thoughts anymore. I ball them up, throw them to the ground, stomp them dead.

      My gaze skates across the faces of the people hemming us in, the jeering and smirking, the sniggering disdain, the bloodlust and scorn. I blink, and all of a sudden, I can see through it.

      They’re ants, crawling over each other to get a piece of a dropped crumb, giddy to feel someone else’s body under their feet, grateful that it’s not their turn to be crushed this time.

      Their contempt isn’t something I have to bear. It belongs to them. It’s a whiskey before bedtime so they can sleep at night, a toke before work so they can get through the day. It’s theirs, another crutch they use to drag themselves through their small, scared, bitter lives.

      And Alec may be bitter, but he isn’t small, and he’s not scared. He might be furious, but not at me, and if he’s disgusted, it’s with them, not me.

      I know it like I know my own soul now.

      “Last chance,” Alec says, as cool and unaffected as if he’s facing off against them in a game beside the river. “Where’s Nola Murphy?”

      Bram lifts his chin to look over Alec’s shoulder. “What do you say, Fluffa? After we deal with your mate, I’ll let my boys work that extra weight off you, and maybe I’ll give you another chance to get on your knees for me.”

      Leith moves faster than any male I’ve ever seen in human form.

      With an unholy howl, Alec swings his hammer in an arc, but before it’s even over his head, Leith has leapt past him and tackled Bram, knocking him onto his back on the hearth, out of the range of Alec’s reach. Alec can’t stop the swing; he can only redirect it toward the crowd. It whooshes through the air as males flail and fling themselves backward to avoid impact, knocking each other over like dominos.

      As soon as he can redirect the hammer, Alec spins, sprinting toward Bram, murder blazing in his eyes, but Leith is in the way, knocking the bigger male back and forth like a punching bag, driving fists into his kidneys, slamming the flat of his palm into Bram’s nose.

      Meanwhile, the Blackburns rediscover their courage and surge forward. One reaches for me, but as his arm extends, Alec’s sledgehammer comes swinging up from below, colliding with the male’s elbow, shattering bone, and sending the limb and the attached body windmilling through the air.

      Alec glances over his shoulder at the hearth, and there is a second when his next move is obvious on his face. He’s going to go through Leith if that’s what it takes to get to Bram, and it’s just as clear that the Blackburns will take advantage of his turned back to swamp him. They’re already gathering in a loose formation, some shifting, some drawing knives from their boots.

      “Alec,” I cry and stagger into the nearest, least menacing Blackburn. I have a vague idea that I’ll create a distraction, but the move ends up with me losing my footing, my thrashing arms whacking the confused Blackburn about the head and chest.

      Alec snatches me away, flings me behind him, and sends the Blackburn flying with a swing of his hammer. His back leg pivots as he follows through, just like they taught us in human sport back at Moon Lake Academy during the golf unit.

      “Stay down,” he growls at me, and now that he’s lined up against all the males willing to fight, he gets serious, cutting a swath through their ranks like an angel with a flaming sword, mowing down males and wolves like a scythe through wheat. They try to band together, to get behind him to where I cower, but they can’t. Two against one, three, four, five—no one can bring him down and no one can get past him.

      Wet crunches and sharp cracks mingle with screams. The females and pups flee and form a loose circle several yards away to watch in horror as male after male crumples at my mate’s feet.

      Behind me, in front of the big furnace’s hearth, Leith Munroe whales on Bram Blackburn’s limp body. At some point, when the attackers have been winnowed down to a handful, Tandie ventures over from the gravel lot and picks her way through the carnage to crouch beside me and stare as Leith pounds Bram’s face into pulp. There’s an odd expression on her face. I wouldn’t quite call it pleased, but I can’t think of another way to put it.

      Maybe if I had a mirror, I’d see that I look the same. There is a weird satisfaction in seeing him flaccid and powerless, his body flopping back and forth with the force of Leith’s fists.

      My chest is unknotting, my muscles relaxing as the fight seems to wind down, but then, when Alec is temporarily distracted by a particularly wet crunch coming from Leith’s fist driving into Bram’s gut, a wild-eyed Scott makes a last-ditch leap for Alec’s back, his claws unsheathing mid-air.

      I jump at the same moment that my wolf launches from our body, sailing through the air, colliding with the Scott and rolling him away from our mate in a tangled ball of claws, fangs, and snarls. He doesn’t have a chance. My wolf is twice his size, and she’s not playing. She tears chunks from his flesh, ripping grooves in his pelt wherever her claws gain purchase.

      Alec unleashes a series of ringing howls, stark promises of a painful death, but all he can do is stand over us, searching for an opening, because my wolf isn’t letting up. She’s shredding the Scott’s wolf. Fur flies. She spits tufts from her mouth as she goes in for the next bite.

      I can’t stop her. I can only squeeze my eyes shut and try not to think about the splatter on our face.

      Finally, when there’s nothing but chunks and glop on the ground, she takes a break, panting, and shakes out her fur. Drops of blood pitter patter on the ground. She scans the silent pack, frozen in horror and awe.

      She’s looking for someone.

      Oh, no. I don’t know how to hold her back. I’ve hardly mastered letting her out.

      She lifts her muzzle and sniffs the air. She must scent what she’s looking for because she takes off for a cluster of females gathered at the front of the spectators. As she bounds closer, they try to melt backward and disappear into the crowd, but the packmates behind them shuffle together, closing ranks.

      My wolf runs straight to Rhona Blackburn. She’s clutching Brenda Shaw like a life raft.

      My wolf gets right up in her face, but since my wolf is so tall, she has to kind of squat. I know that despite what she just did to that Scott, she’s not a bloodthirsty monster. She’s much more of a mama bear. Rhona, Brenda, and the others don’t know that, though.

      My wolf lifts her head and howls. Every neck bends. Despite the scent of warm piss rising in the air, she must not feel heard and understood because she launches into a tirade of snarls, growls, and snapping teeth, darting toward the females, faking them out and reveling in their screams.

      Vaguely, I register Alec coming to stand behind me, dragging his hammer in the dirt behind him.

      Not a single person makes a move to protect the females, and for some reason, that incenses my wolf even more. She has fully dominated these females, as she’s been waiting to do forever, but in her mind, it isn’t right that the males leave them to their fate.

      She howls at the cowed males, railing at them to protect their females, and for a second, they exchange panicked glances with each other. Then Alec’s wolf lets out a muffled howl, a very clear “don’t even think about it,” and as one, they shuffle back a step and bow lower.

      My wolf looks over her shoulder, glaring her disapproval, and Alec lifts a shoulder. “They won’t be much good to the females if my wolf comes out and tears them up.”

      My wolf narrows her eyes, and Alec’s lip quirks. She huffs and wanders away from the pack to nudge his hand and lick his fingers.

      “Beautiful mate,” he says under his breath.

      My wolf rumbles, accepting the words as her due, and then as quickly as she took our skin, she relinquishes it, and I’m left standing buck ass naked in front of the pack. I shriek.

      Immediately, Alec strips off his shirt and drops it over my head. It’s tight across the boobs, but thank goodness, it’s long enough to cover my butt.

      Alec takes my hand and leads me back to the big furnace where Leith is still pounding away. We pick our way through groaning and limp bodies, and as we pass Tandie, she falls into step beside me.

      “Your wolf is so big,” she whispers, and the admiration in her voice touches a raw part of me, but it doesn’t sting.

      “Thanks,” I say.

      As we approach Leith, he straightens, still kneeling over Bram. He throws his head back, gasping for breath. The strands of his hair not coated in blood shine golden in the late afternoon sun. A wide, mad smile, gleaming as white as bone, breaks across his face.

      “Oh god,” Tandie mutters, horrified. “He’s the alpha now.”

      Leith’s smile fades as he lowers his head to stare at her. Bram groans. Leith casually slams another fist into his face, and he’s already drawing back to follow it up when Alec strides forward, hooks an arm around his chest, hauls him up, and drags him away.

      There’s a moment after Alec releases him when Leith tries to go back for more, and Alec shoves him away with open palms. They square off, their wolves rattling their chests. Leith blinks first, grinning and gripping the back of Alec’s head to press their foreheads together in some kind of moment of masculine bonding.

      Leith murmurs to Alec, but I can’t make out what he’s saying. He has visibly calmed, but Alec is still quivering with rage. Alec mutters something, no more than a word or two, and Leith shrugs, his smile widening.

      “Too bad,” Leith says, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Unless you want to finish him, I didn’t leave any left for you.”

      Leith slings an arm around Alec’s neck, and turns him so that Tandie and I are behind them both, and they’re facing the pack that’s been inching steadily closer, some to help their fallen friends, some to gawk at the new alpha or the sight of Bram Blackburn laid out on his back, splayed out like a starfish.

      For a long moment, everyone looks to Leith, bending their heads, waiting for him to speak and cut the tension that thickens as each second ticks by.

      When a voice rings out, though, it isn’t Leith’s. It’s Alec’s.

      He’s glaring at the gathered crowd, as if he’s challenging them one by one, growing more enraged as no one dares to meet his eye until he finally breaks. “I rebuilt that,” he spits.

      He lifts the sledgehammer and points it at the big furnace. “You didn’t bother to take care of it, and it crumbled, for years, and instead of fixing it, you stole the rocks to repair your own fences and pave your own driveways. And half of you didn’t take care of them, either.”

      Folks shift and feet shuffle, but no one says a word, and no one lifts his head.

      “I went up to the western ridge and quarried more stone. I hauled it back here, and I rebuilt this furnace, stone by stone, until it was stronger than the original, and you know what I learned about taking care of things? About how to keep the things that matter strong? How to protect them?”

      He glares around the crowd. No one answers him.

      “Nothing.” He shakes his head. “I didn’t learn a damn thing.” He drops the hammer to his side and looks at me. “Flora, I understand what I did. And what I didn’t do. I will spend the rest of my life rebuilding this.”

      He gestures between us. My cheeks flush. Everyone’s staring from their lowered eyes, and I don’t know what to say. I want to go to him. Grab his hand. Tell him he doesn’t need to tell everyone. That I know.

      Alec turns back to the pack and raises his voice. “My mate’s name is Flora, but it doesn’t matter, because you don’t talk to her. You don’t talk about her. Not now, and not later, after we’re gone. Not ever.”

      He glares at the crowd, seeming to wait for something while giving the clear impression that he will destroy anyone foolish enough to speak.

      “Do you understand?” he finally shouts, an echo ricocheting among the steep, barren peaks above us.

      No one dares answer.

      A terrible howl rips from his throat, and he explodes into action, lifting the hammer and swinging it against the slate. Mortar cracks, rock is pulverized to dust. He strikes again and again, demolishing months of painstaking stonework, splitting the mantel in two, smashing the hearth into jagged pieces.

      Someone drags Bram away by the feet moments before Alec’s hammer lands, and Alec doesn’t even seem to notice. His face is dripping, stray black locks plastered to his forehead with sweat.

      He works like he’s possessed, oblivious to the flying shards that nick his skin and the blood trickling from the cuts.

      I don’t understand, not totally, but I think he’s letting something out, setting something free. Guilt maybe, for the ways he feels he failed me, but I bet it goes deeper than that, too.

      He never did what I did. He didn’t leave Salt Mountain; he followed me. He never stood alone in the forest at night, and he never heard the world whisper that there’s more and better if he’s only brave enough to believe. Maybe that’s what he’s doing now. He’s freeing himself.

      I walk closer, but I don’t get near enough to get hit by flying rock. I don’t want him to stop before he feels done.

      The pack stares, eyes round and jaws gaping, and even though Brenda and some of the higher ranking Camerons and Munroes dart glances at each other, no one is stupid enough to open their mouth. Leith watches with his arms folded, a foot resting on Bram’s chest, an amused quirk on his lips.

      By the time Alec’s done, there’s a fine coating of gray dust covering his dark hair, and his grimy sleeveless undershirt is plastered to his skin. There is a house worth of rubble where the big furnace has always been. Even when it fell into disrepair, its bones had still stood, but it’s gone now. It’s a pile of debris.

      Alec lets the hammer fall to his side, and the head falls to the ground with a thud. He strides over to me, dragging it along, his breath ragged. He stops when we’re nose to nose.

      “I am sorry,” he says, low enough so that only I can hear. “For what I said, and what I did, and what I didn’t realize, but should have. I’m sorry I didn’t rescue you, and you had to rescue yourself, but I’m so fucking proud that you did and that you’re my mate.”

      I’m not sure if it’s the dust or what, but his eyes shine.

      “You knocked the whole thing down,” I say, staring over his shoulder and marveling.

      “I thought it’d prove the point.”

      “What point?”

      He shakes his head as if he hadn’t thought that far, and then he shrugs and says, “That they can fuck themselves.”

      I cannot help it. A giggle sneaks out.

      Alec holds out his hand. “Let’s find Miss Nola and get out of here,” he says.

      I slip my hand into his, and as we walk away, the voices of the pack behind us rise from cowed whispers to a shrill indignation that grows in confidence the further we get. I can’t make out a word they say. I’m not listening anymore.

      We’re all the way to the outskirts of the crowd when a stooped elder, leaning on a younger male for support, calls to Alec. “Hey, boy!”

      Alec immediately leads us over. “Granddad,” he says. “This is my mate.”

      The old male grins, revealing toothless gums. “Trevor here says her name’s Flora, but we’re warned to keep it out of our mouths.”

      Alec grins back. “Not you, Granddad.”

      “That my sledgehammer?” he asks, squinting at Alec’s side.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Well, put it back where you found it.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I suppose while you’re there, you’ll want to collect Miss Nola.”

      “You know where she is?” I ask.

      Granddad grunts, and it sounds exactly like Alec. “When we heard that Blackburn put her out, I figured you’d want her cared for, so I had Trevor here fetch her and bring her to my room.”

      “She’s been living with you?” Alec is as gobsmacked as I am.

      Granddad’s leathery cheeks darken under his bristly gray whiskers. “She’s had her privacy. I sleep in my chair. You know that.”

      “How is she?” I ask Trevor.

      He ducks his head as if he’s uncomfortable with the attention. “Fine. It took some doing to get her out from under the back porch, but she came.”

      My heart aches. “You didn’t have to force her out?”

      He looks up, fire in his eyes. “No. I waited. When the Blackburns got loud, she came out on her own.”

      I want to go back and kick Bram in the ribs myself. Stomp his face in.

      Alec reaches over, grabs my hand, and squeezes. “After we get Miss Nola to Old Den, we can come back if you want, and I’ll hold him while you kick him in the nuts.”

      His lip curves, and he’s teasing, but I know he would if I asked.

      We get to the four-wheelers, and Trevor helps Miss Nola onto one while Alec helps me onto the other. We ask Granddad to come with us to Old Den, but he says he hasn’t taught Trevor everything yet, and besides, he would never leave Shona’s cooking.

      Once Alec gets himself settled and ready to go, I wrap my arms around his waist and burrow my face into his damp back. Under the scent of sweat and blood and slate, bubbling strawberry jam tickles my nose.

      I remember the warm kitchen of my childhood in summertime, the windows open wide to welcome the breeze, my dam holding up a wooden spoon, her hand cradled underneath as she cajoled me, “Take a taste, Flora. It doesn’t get sweeter.”

      And as we ride down the mountain to the Cameron compound, I remember other moments. Sneaking off to the woods, breathless, Alec’s dark eyes blazing when he caught sight of me, in that split second before he called up the strength to school his face.

      The morning sun rising over the high peak at my back as I walked away from the only home I’d ever known with nothing but a backpack and a hand-drawn map.

      Alec’s steps behind me, and my wolf’s giddy yips as she recognized immediately what I’m only now understanding.

      I’m not alone.

      And it gets sweeter all the time.
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      I don’t know how I ended up with a pack of females except that Fate has a sense of humor. Moving them anywhere as a herd takes time, patience, and at least three trips to the bathroom.

      Miss Nola’s always ready when it’s time to go. Right now, she’s waiting at the den door with her purse and her hair done. Her face is pale and pinched, but she’ll make it outside all right.

      She’s come a long way since we brought her to the Old Den, and besides, she’s been looking forward to today since I told her the plan. She hates living underground with no windows, and I don’t think she would have made it at first if Flora hadn’t kept talking about how panicked she was about the pup. Miss Nola has trouble finding courage for herself, but she’s got plenty for Flora, and now, for our Maisie.

      Flora doesn’t have her shoes on, and Maisie hasn’t got drawers on. Flora’s wiping her down while she pumps her chubby legs. Seems like there must’ve been a blowout just before I got here. There’s a distinct odor in the air.

      I am also keen on living somewhere with windows again.

      “Hey, I got this. You get your shoes on,” I tell Flora once it looks like she’s got the deck swabbed down, so to speak.

      “My hero. Riding in just after the nick of time.”

      I slap her ass to get her moving and grab a diaper. As soon as Maisie catches sight of me, her face breaks out in a gummy, ear-to-ear smile, her chins creasing as she squeals. I can’t resist. I scoop her up and blow a raspberry on her tubby little belly, and she grabs my hair and pulls.

      “All right, I surrender,” I say, gently loosening her fingers before she snatches me bald. For a second, I dangle her in the air at eye level, so I can watch her grin at me like I’m the finest thing she’s ever seen, an object of pure delight. For the thousandth time since Abertha put her in my arms, I promise silently that she’ll never look at me any other way.

      It’s my life’s work to earn those looks from her mama, and she’s much stingier with them than our Maisie. I think she’ll give me a smile today, though. My dick twitches, and I tell it to settle. A happy Flora is often up to sneak off to Pritchard’s or one of the dens under construction, but she’s been tired lately since Maisie’s been teething. Flora’s more inclined to cuddle at night than come up with an excuse for Miss Nola so we can disappear for a few hours.

      Those days are about over, though. I stuff Maisie into a pair of leggings and put a flower headband on her. Flora’s a big fan of the headbands. She doesn’t want people thinking Maisie’s a boy since she’s still bald. I don’t see how anyone would. The pack’s not that big. Everyone knows everyone.

      I suppose it is getting bigger, though. As I lead my ladies through the crowded hall and get stopped a half dozen times with questions about work, it strikes me again that we’re growing. Soon, I’m going to need to deputize someone to say, “Who had it last? Well, go ask him what he did with it.”

      Say what you will about Salt Mountain, but at least the elders of Granddad’s generation taught us to put our tools back where we got ’em.

      As we exit the den into a bright, early summer afternoon, I feel Flora’s excitement ratchet up through the bond. I hoist Maisie higher on my shoulder so she can look behind and see her mama smile.

      “It’s not far,” I say, glancing over my shoulder. Flora’s got Miss Nola’s hand tucked in the crook of her arm, keeping her close. Miss Nola’s picking her way carefully, eyes trained on the ground, and that’s fine. Whatever helps her get to our new digs.

      We pass by the treehouse hutch I built for Harriet. It’s empty now. Pritchard asked if he could use it; he has some idea about turning it into a fattening pen for some wild chickens he’s got designs on, but I don’t think Flora would look too kindly on that.

      “Look at all the trailers,” Flora says. “It’s turning into a real town.”

      I grunt. After the threat from the human hunters was dealt with once and for all, Cadoc decided it was safe enough for his people to haul their homes over from the Moon Lake bogs and set up outside the den. We couldn’t carve out new warrens fast enough to keep up with the matings and the pups. There’s something about the Old Den. I don’t know if it’s the air or the water, but I’ve never seen so many females go into heat so frequently.

      I didn’t have anything to do with the Zaroff operation, and I don’t know much about it beyond that they named it after a story apparently everybody but me read back at the Academy. It was about a human hunting another human and calling it “the most dangerous game,” which is ridiculous. They aren’t. If we were to hunt humans, it’d be like shooting fish in a barrel.

      Anyway, I’m glad it’s done with because I’m more than ready to sleep in a bed with a frame with my mate. I will miss sneaking off, though. The danger of getting caught makes Flora hasty in a really greedy way. Once, she popped the button clear off my jeans.

      When I see the three tall firs I built our cabin between, I call back, “Put your hand on my waist and close your eyes.”

      There’s giggling as Flora does as she’s told, and Miss Nola swears she’s closed her eyes, even though she hasn’t, and Maisie screeches, sensing the excitement.

      I take Flora by the shoulders, adjusting her so she’ll be looking at the porch with the black, wrought iron railing, and the red front door. Miss Nola smiles at me, her eyes twinkling, and I take my place beside my mate.

      “Okay, you can open them.” I watch Flora as she blinks, a smile breaking across her face.

      “It’s tall!”

      I grunt. It is. I built the roof with a steep pitch, both to better handle the snow, and to allow for two loft bedrooms in case we end up with a passel of pups.

      “And yellow!” She grabs my hand and drags me with her to examine the outside. “How did you know I’d like a yellow house?”

      I didn’t. I wanted a bright color, though, a happy color, and I thought the yellow matched her somehow.

      We round the back of the house, and she squeals. She’s seen Harriet’s new digs.

      “It’s the exact same as our house! But it’s on stilts!”

      “Foxes won’t dare come around here anymore, not with the scent so thick, but we’re going to have neighbors eventually, and they’re going to have wolves.”

      Flora has already climbed the ladder to give Harriet a pet.

      Maisie reaches, her fingers splayed, but I recognize that gleam in her eye. “It’s Mama’s pet. Not food,” I whisper in her tiny ear.

      “Oh, Alec.” Miss Nola is kneeling next to her old trunk, running her fingers over its new hinges. “You didn’t have to.”

      I shrug. “It was nothing.”

      I see her looking for something else to say, her eyes misting up, so I hustle them into the house through the kitchen door.

      “Gas range,” I point out. “Refrigerator. It’s a French-door. That’s even better than a side-by-side.”

      Both females are suitably impressed, and they want to open the drawers and push the buttons, but I keep them moving and show them the great room with the woodstove, the two bedrooms, and the master bath. I built an annex for Miss Nola with her own bed and bath and a door to the outside should she ever want it.

      There’s not much in the way of decorations or curtains or furniture, but it’ll come. Cadoc has taken to loaning me out on occasion to advise on projects at Quarry Pack and North Border, and he lets me keep the payment. He says it’s good for diplomacy, and all I can say to that is better him worrying about such things than me. As long as I’m not gone too long, I’ll take the cash.

      There is a woven rag rug in the middle of the great room, and that’s where I plop Maisie so she can explore. Like usual, she’s not inclined to venture forth until she’s had a nice long time to play with her feet and tell the cabin at large a long, involved story in baby babble.

      I sit and relax on the sofa that I took back from my place at Salt Mountain and listen to the females poking around. A warmth fills my chest, a contentedness that I never felt before I mated Flora, more precious than gold, and terrifying.

      I pray to Fate every day for luck because if keeping this family happy comes down to skill, I’m fucked.

      Finally, Flora and Miss Nola finish with their inspection, and Flora wanders out to the front porch to admire the view. Miss Nola sinks to the floor to try and coax Maisie into crawling.

      I follow my mate, and before I shut the door, Miss Nola calls, “Take your time. I’ve got things covered in here.”

      Flora catches my eye, grinning. She heard Miss Nola, too.

      “So do you like it?” I ask, sidling up to stand next to her at the railing.

      “It’s perfect.”

      “You’re perfect,” I say, bending over and nosing my mark on her neck. She wiggles and then ducks to kiss the mark she gave me one night before she was too far gone with Maisie when we ran as our wolves until dawn broke.

      “Stay here,” she tells me and skips down the steps. I watch her ass swish and bounce as she strolls across the dirt lawn I’ve seeded and strewn with straw. When she gets to the trees on the far side of the clearing, she turns and smiles.

      She’s in the shadows, but sunlight filters through the leaves, dappling her beautiful hair and her pink lips and her magnificent breasts.

      “What are you doing all the way over there?” I call.

      She doesn’t answer. Instead, she jerks her chin.

      I go.

      I scoop her up, carry her far enough so that her screams could be mistaken for a bird, drop her to her feet, and fall on my knees.

      I would fight for our life together, kill for it. Die for it. But that’s not what I have to do. I have to treasure it. Protect it.

      Communicate.

      “What are you doing?” she gasps.

      I drag her pants down and off the one leg and throw her thigh over my shoulder. “Telling you that I love you,” I say. “Now be quiet and listen.”
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        * * *

      

      The Five Pack saga began with The Tyrant Alpha’s Rejected Mate, and it will continue soon. As you wait for the next in the series, consider checking out Against A Wall, a small town romance with a grumpy/sunshine dynamic similar to Alec and Flora’s, except in reverse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WANT MORE ALEC AND FLORA?

          

        

      

    

    
      Sign up for the Cate C. Wells newsletter for a bonus epilogue to His Curvy Rejected Mate and other exclusive content, updates, and special offers.

      

      If you already subscribe, a link to the bonus epilogue is at the bottom of every email.
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