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          DERWYN

        

      

    

    
      Titties everywhere.

      Big, small, bouncing, swaying, fat nipples, little nubbins. Titties pressed against my side. Pairs of titties smooshed against other pairs of titties.

      And bare butts.

      Everywhere.

      The scavenger females are giggling in my ear, cupping my dick, pinching my cheeks. All four cheeks.

      It’s the best moment of my life, and I am royally fucked.

      They’ve already caused me to lose balance and fall off the boards into the marsh. I don’t care about that. I’ve been standing up to my hips in swamp water for almost two months now, watching the trailer where the Alpha Heir’s mate lives.

      It’s an honor to be assigned such an important job. And if I was top ranked, I’d tell Cadoc Collins to shove the honor up his ass and watch his own damn female.

      But I’m mid-rank, so I’m gonna get in deep trouble for whatever is going on down here.

      Naked females plaster themselves to my front and back. And they wiggle.

      Worth it.

      I know my duty, though, and even though I’m generally considered dumb as dirt, I know a ruse when it’s shoving its titties in my face.

      Rosie’s making a break for it. I try to dislodge the females, but as soon as I peel one off, there are two in her place. And they’re strong.

      I’m not gonna hurt ‘em, so I’m gonna have to take the consequences of letting Cadoc’s mate escape. Hope she knows what she’s doing. He sure as shit doesn’t.

      “Oh, you’re a big ol’ nob, aren’t you?” a female my mom’s age squeals, squeezing my bicep.

      I am. Shifters aren’t often made with my kind of bulk. I got lucky, I guess. I gently pry her loose, and another one cops a feel. She’s closer in age to my grandmother. I flex for her before I lift her back up to the plank walkway that leads through the tall grasses.

      My ears are ringing with female laughter, and my nose is filled with—lemon.

      Lemon?

      Fucking delicious lemon.

      Sweet, juicy lemon. Bright yellow, sugar-crusted, cool-on-a-hot-summer-day lemon. My nostrils twitch. My wolf, who had been on his back with his belly exposed, loving life, hops to his feet.

      Which female is the lemon?

      There’s just so many. I start to sniff them as I disentangle them. Flowers. Rain. Oatmeal cookies. Weird. Nice, but weird.

      No lemon.

      My wolf has his snout in the air. He wants out. He knows he could nail the scent down in the blink of an eye, but I’m not shifting in this scrum and freaking out the females. They’re gonna get bored sooner or later.

      I breathe the lemon in, soothing my wolf with the knowledge that it’s still here, mingled in with the naked flesh and jiggling asses and beautiful, bountiful titties.

      A female is dangling from my neck while another hangs down my back, damn near choking me out—what a way to go—when a shrill whistle sounds. The females scatter, laughing freer than I’ve ever heard females laugh. Some splash through the water, disappearing in the reeds, while others clamber to the boards and bolt in all directions.

      Lemon.

      It’s heading down a plank toward shore. I hoist a struggling grandma onto dry wood and break into a run, following the scent. My wolf howls.

      I veer left and cut right. The boards are byzantine, but the scent is a beacon. I clear the bogs, pound across the path that winds around the lakeshore, and scramble up a mossy bank and into the woods.

      The night is dark and alive. Wolves bay in the distance. Old scents crisscross new ones, blending with every gust of wind that rolls down from the mountain.

      The moon is almost full, illuminating the tall trees budding with new growth.

      The lemon is zigzagging between trunks, over felled logs, up slopes, and down ditches. Her flight doesn’t make any sense. Quickest escape would be a straight line.

      I consider shifting, but I’m enjoying the burn too much in my thighs and lungs. I’ve been standing and watching a trailer for hours a day, week after week, and I’m sure Cadoc finds her endlessly fascinating, but Rosie doesn’t do much but hang with her friends and poke around the woods for—like—recyclables, I guess.

      This is the first time I’ve run free in a long time, and after a mile or so, I get what the lemon is doing. If there’s a ditch, she jumps it. If there’s an interesting scent, she investigates, even if she has to backtrack.

      If I get too far behind, she slows down. When I get close, she breaks off in a direction I don’t expect.

      My cock has been at half-mast since the naked females descended upon me, and it’s stiffening as the lemon grows stronger, which is awkward as hell since my summer-weight cargo pants don’t do much to batten down the hatches, so to speak.

      I’m aware of the other wolves in the distance. There’s some kind of disturbance. A chase. The action is to the west, though, and it’s no worry to me. Not with the lemon teasing my nose and close. So close.

      I run into a clearing ringed with elms, their bare, budded limbs like dark veins against the blue moonlit sky. The moss is thick under my wet boots.

      I stop to listen and scent the air.

      A wave of lemon hits me seconds before a wolf leaps on my back with a playful yip. I thank Fate in that moment for the years training in the ring with Cadoc, learning to save myself the worst of an ass-whupping.

      I spin away from the impact, letting the small, golden-brown wolf sail past me. I almost look badass, and then my foot catches on a hidden root, and I fall smack dab on my back. The wolf sees her opening. She bounds onto my chest, lifts her muzzle, and howls her victory to the moon.

      She caught me.

      I breathe her in. This is my damn day.

      She licks my neck, burrows her snout into my shoulder, kneads my abs with her small paws. She’s a little thing with sleepy, golden eyes.

      I stay completely still.

      “You win,” I tell her. She cocks her head.

      And then she tenses, seizes, her teeth baring in pain.

      Shit. Shit. What do I do?

      I panic uselessly while she shifts back to human on top of me. She pants a minute, and then she pushes herself up on my chest like her wolf was doing, but now there are soft hands braced against my ribs, and beautiful naked female nestled between my sprawled legs.

      She looks at me and smiles. “Hi.”

      “Hi.”

      Her titties are the best titties I’ve ever seen, and I have now seen a very large number, up close and personal. They’re little handfuls, barely swells, with the prettiest quarter-sized brownish nipples, the same color as the freckles splashed across her chest.

      “I know you,” she says. “You’re Derwyn Collins.”

      “Yeah. What’s your name?” I want to say something better—smarter, charming—but I can hardly form words at all. Her belly’s pressed against my cock.

      “Enid.”

      “Hi, Enid.”

      She grins at me. Her yellow hair falls in her face, and she tucks it behind her ears. They’re still pointed and furry. I reach up, slowly, and pet one with my finger. “You’ve still got some wolf left on you.”

      “Yeah?” She flicks the ears, but she doesn’t shift them back. “It was my first shift.”

      I know. If she’d have shifted before, I would have known her.

      Part of me, though, feels like I’ve always known her. It feels like my eyes are feasting on a friend I haven’t seen in years.

      “Was it good?” Oh, brilliant conversation, Derwyn. I’m screwing this up. I can’t talk to females. Or anyone.

      “Yeah.” She smiles again. She seems happy. I’m just going to stay right where I am, flat on my back, and continue saying dumb shit, and maybe by some miracle, she’ll stay that way.

      “You’re pretty.”

      Her brown eyes light up. “You are, too.”

      “I’m big and hairy.”

      “Yeah.” She licks her sweet pink lips and starts fiddling with the buttons on my shirt, lazily undoing them while she smiles up at my face. I fold my arms behind my head so I can watch her without getting a crick in my neck.

      “Your wolf is pretty, too.” Mine’s kind of camo colored and bristly. Hers is shiny and sleek.

      “I’ve never seen yours.”

      She’s got my shirt totally undone, and now she’s stroking her soft fingers through my chest hair. My pecs and abs jump under her touch, and she giggles.

      “You’ve got a lot of hair as your human,” she says.

      “Yeah.” Seth and some of the other males get theirs waxed. Fuck that. “I could shave it,” I offer.

      A bright peal of laughter rings out. “Why would you do that?”

      “Some males do.”

      “They do?” Her delicate eyebrows rise. “Wild.”

      Her fingers drop to the metal snap of my cargo pants. I hold my breath. I want to help her. Guide those soft fingers to my cock. I want to flip her to her knees and cover her. Bite that willowy neck while my knot makes her scream.

      I clasp my wrists so my arms stay put behind my head.

      She pops the snap and eases down the zipper. My cock springs out. She squeals, wiggling to resettle herself so she can get a good closeup view. My abs clench.

      Her silky hair brushes my cock, and I swallow a groan.

      “It’s really big, too,” she says, her breath hot on my shaft.

      I grunt. It is. “Not too big,” I reassure her. She’s tall, but she’s slender, and her hips are narrow. I’ll be careful with her. I’ll figure it out.

      “I won’t hurt you,” I say in case she’s worried. She doesn’t look worried—she looks happy and more than a little hungry—but I need to tell her.

      “I know.” She nuzzles my cock with her cheek, and the rest of my blood rushes down there. “I can take it.”

      How does she know?

      Strike that. I don’t need to know, and I sure as shit don’t want to be told. I found her. Or rather, she found me, and it doesn’t matter what happened before, I’ve got her now. Anyone who wants to touch her can learn to live without a head.

      “You gonna take it now, baby?” I ease my legs further apart so she can maneuver. Whatever she’s into, I want her to do it.

      She brushes her lips across the sensitive tip of my cock, and then she sits up, shuffling forward on her knees to straddle my stomach. My poor dick is waving in the air, inches away from heaven.

      She curves her back and braces her straight arms on my pecs, pressing her warm, wet pussy right over my belly button. I can’t help it. I move my hands to hold her hips.

      “Your skin is so soft,” I marvel, stroking her sides with my thumbs.

      She hums and rocks forward, her eyes falling shut as she tugs one of my hands down to her pussy. She doesn’t have to ask me to stroke her.

      She’ll never have to ask.

      I slip my fingers between her slick folds and circle her clit while I slide a finger inside, then two. She fucks herself with my hand, head thrown back, pointy wolf ears peeking from her blonde hair, white in the moonlight.

      She rides me, blissed out, and I am so mind blown, so lost in her, drowning in her scent of lemon and slick pussy, that I don’t smell the males until they’re on us.

      “What the fuck, Derwyn?” Seth Rosser, Cadoc’s second, calls.

      Enid tenses, and a hint of fear taints the lemon.

      Hell, no.

      In one smooth motion, I lift her, stand, and gently place her on her bare feet behind me. I square off with him. He fights well, but I can outlast him. I can outlast any shifter in this pack. The only reason Cadoc’s ever beat me is because eventually, I get hungry and bored. He wants it more than me.

      Seth is not a problem. He can fuck off. I tell him so with my eyes. My wolf rumbles his agreement.

      “You seriously let yourself be lured off by a female?” he asks, incredulous. I make out Geralt Powell and Griff Owen lingering a few steps behind him. Not a problem. Geralt’s older and soft, and Griff’s a bitch.

      “Wasn’t like that. I was overrun.”

      “By who?”

      “Females.”

      Seth curses. I don’t dignify it with a response. He wasn’t there. I’d like him to have done any better.

      “Well, fun’s over. We’re locking down the Bogs, and then we need to report to the Tower.”

      “Can’t.”

      Seth gets really still. I can see his instinct to throw down give way to his commitment to follow orders—and the fact that he knows I’ll kick his ass.

      He cranes his neck, tries to see Enid. My wolf growls.

      “Who is that?” he asks.

      “My mate.” It’s the first time I’ve said it out loud. I hadn’t even thought the word yet, but claiming her is as natural as breathing, as right as her huddled to my back, letting me protect her. I always will. Whatever it takes. To my last dying breath.

      “She’s a scavenger,” Seth says. Like that fucking matters.

      I grunt.

      “She needs to go back to the Bogs. Alpha’s orders.”

      “Then I’m going back to the Bogs.” It smells like shit, but I’ve gotten used to it. I’ll just keep Enid close so the lemon overpowers the marshy fish stink.

      “You need to report to the Tower. Alpha’s orders.”

      I’ve never gone against my uncle’s orders before, but I guess there’s a first time for everything. He’s been hiding it, but he doesn’t look so good these days. He’d probably still be able to hand out one hell of a beating, but I’ll outlast him. Would that make me Alpha?

      I don’t get the rules for who’s in charge. All I know is it’s not me, and I don’t want it to be, but regardless, I go where Enid goes.

      I don’t say all that. I just stare Seth down and say, “No.”

      That would’ve been that if there wasn’t a rustling behind us and a sudden reek of aggression in the air. Enid plasters herself flat against my back. I can feel her trembling.

      My wolf bares his fangs. I glance over my shoulder. It’s Brody Hughes’ bitches—Vaughn Lewis and Art Floyd. They’ve got Brynn Owens with them.

      Enid gazes up at me, wide-eyed. She’s afraid. I tuck her against my side and turn as we back up so we’re facing them all.

      Her fear demands that I kill something, but now it’s six against one, and one of the six is Seth Rosser.

      Fuck.

      “Having fun while the rest of us are working, Collins?” Art smirks.

      “We’ll help you out, man. We’ll take blondie back to the Bogs for you.” Vaughn’s hand wanders to adjust his junk.

      My wolf wants to lunge, but I hold him back. He doesn’t think at all. A fight isn’t ever six against one. I can fight three—max four—at a time, and what are the other two doing while I’m cracking skulls? Who’s protecting our mate?

      I gotta think, and it’s not my forte.

      Seth’s got that wily expression, the one that makes me want to punch him in his pretty face.

      “Yeah, Vaughn could take care of that for you.” He narrows his eyes. “Or you could let Geralt do it.”

      I know an order from a superior when I hear it. Seth knows I’m in a corner, and he’s giving me a choice.

      Let a piece of shit take my mate, or let Geralt Powell do it. He’s a piece of shit, too, but he’s a mated male. And he’s mated to a scavenger. He never claimed her—I guess ’cause he’s a complete asshole—but he can’t totally hate the Bogs like Vaughn and his type do. Between the two males, it’s no choice.

      “Enid, go to Geralt. He’ll take you home.” As I say it, I drill Seth with my gaze. My wolf snarls. Not a threat, a promise. It’ll be his blood if she doesn’t get there safely.

      “No.”   

      What?

      Enid clutches my arm. “I’m not going with anyone but you.”

      Shit.

      I did not anticipate this.

      “You have to go.” I gently try to loosen her grip, but she’s strong and scared. It’s an awful smell. Riles my wolf. I keep his growl out of my voice as I explain, “I can’t take you now. I’ll come to you later.”

      “No. I go with you, or you come with me. We’re mates. We stick together.”

      When this night is over, I’m gonna beat the shit out of every male in this clearing. For now, I pitch my voice lower. “I need you to go with Geralt now.”

      Her lower lip wobbles. “You’re sending me away?”

      My heart fucking breaks. She doesn’t understand. More than anything in the world, I want to fight them all, but it’s not safe for her, and even though I found her less than an hour ago, I already know that I will always do whatever it takes to protect her.

      “It’s for your safety,” I say, and nod at Geralt. As carefully as I can, I peel her fingers off my bicep. There’s a stone in my gut. My wolf’s going wild, thrashing against his cage. I can outlast him, too. Stubborn isn’t a strength, but over the years, I’ve learned how to make it one.

      Enid’s shaking. Her ears have drooped. Her big brown eyes shine with unshed tears.

      I’ll make it up to her.

      “You’re handing me over to them?” she murmurs. She’s not fighting now. She stumbles numbly to Geralt.

      I want to deny it, but yeah, at this moment, I am. “I’ll come later.”

      “Don’t bother,” she says, head hanging. “Mates stay together.”

      She doesn’t even look back at me as Geralt leads her back toward the lake.

      I’ve never done anything harder than stand in place while another male takes my mate away. When they disappear in the trees, Seth claps me on the back. “You made the right call,” he says.

      I slam my fist into his jaw.

      He’s a smart male. He stays down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          ENID

        

      

    

    
      The nobs keep us on lockdown for a week and halve our rations. They called helping Rosie escape “rioting.” It was some gratuitous nudity and running wild in the woods. It was basically any given Saturday night, but nobs are nobs. They don’t need a good reason to make you show your neck.

      Derwyn didn’t seem true to type. I noticed him, in his waders amongst the rushes, watching over Rosie’s trailer. I saw him get bored and weave the reeds into baskets and set them to float. He didn’t seem to mean any harm.

      Nobs don’t have to mean it, though. They are harm.

      He keeps coming by several times a day, asking to see me, but our males don’t let him onto the boards. No food, no pussy. The Bogs are in agreement.

      So I’m hungry, horny, and freakin’ miserable. And hot. So damn hot. I’m wearing a crocheted halter top and a mini sarong, and I’m still burning up.

      This morning, a bunch of old guys from the Council came by and said we have to go back to the Academy. We told them to fuck themselves, but they said they’d quarter rations. They can’t make us step lively, though, no matter how much they let their wolves growl.

      We trudge along the lakeside path. The pups aren’t even trying to run. They don’t have enough energy. I’m carrying my cousin Harri on my hip. His big brother Pritchard has one little sister on his shoulders and another wrapped like a monkey around his waist.

      It’s never been as bad as this.

      Even if Derwyn hadn’t ditched me like I was just some female he found in the woods, I wouldn’t claim him. I’ll never touch a nob after this. Never.

      Damn, Harri’s heavy. I hoist him higher.

      “Need a break?” Pritchard asks.

      “I’m good.” It’s just that I’m so sweaty. Poor little dude is slipping.

      Pritchard casts me a measuring glance. “You look sick. I’ve got a protein bar in my pocket. Break off a piece.”

      “That’s for the pups before the walk home.”

      “You know they won’t walk. You’ll be carrying Harri back, too. Eat something.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not hungry. It’s heat.”

      He blinks in surprise. “Who?”

      “Derwyn Collins.”

      He grimaces. “A nob. Damn, Enid.”

      “Yeah.” For a few minutes, after my wolf caught Derwyn in that clearing, I was happier than I’ve ever been. I felt like bubbles. I got popped right good, though, didn’t I? Scavengers belong in the Bogs. Not with their mates.

      Even if Harri wasn’t weighing me down, I’d be dragging my feet. My heart is as heavy as wet shoes.

      “Do you wish Fate had picked someone else?” I ask Pritchard.

      I do. I don’t want a mate who drops by when he’s got the time. I don’t want to lose my shine like Drona Kemble.

      “No,” Pritchard answers, no hesitation.

      I’m surprised.

      “Even though Nia’s like she is?”

      “Yeah. Even though.”

      “Why?” Oops. That was rude. “No offense,” I tack on.

      “When she’s happy, I’m happy. So, I’m, like, happier now than I was before.” He doesn’t sound happy. He sounds like he always has. Grim.

      “I hope Derwyn Collins is miserable.” I don’t like to think it—I don’t need the bad karma—but I mean it.

      “Trust me. He is.” Pritchard shoots me a wry grin, and we finish the trek to the Academy in companionable silence.

      As soon as we get to campus, my nerves go on high alert. If he wants, there’s nothing stopping Derwyn from confronting me here. And even though I hate him and all his kind, I can’t help but remember the woods. My throbbing clit grinding against his hard belly. His dopey expression while he tracked my every move.

      Everyone thinks I’m a ditz, but he looked at me like I was a goddess. His goddess.

      I really thought I’d gotten lucky.

      I don’t see him all morning. The nobs have reorganized things. They keep us in the same classroom by age and rotate the instructors in and out, so we aren’t moving around campus. Twelfth years are kept in an art room, and I’m grateful for it. The males reek, and the powerful smell of paint and clay at least helps drown out the stink.

      At lunch, the nobs don’t let us go to the Commons. They roll in cardboard trays on a cart. Half rations. Four chicken nuggets instead of eight. One apple for every two of us. Half a serving of corn.

      Pritchard makes a sack out of his shirt, and we collect the apples to take home to the pups. I finish my meal in five bites. My stomach’s queasy, but I force it all down. We’ve got three more weeks of this. I’ll need the sustenance.

      When I break down and let myself get knocked up.

      I lay my head down on the table. How can everything go so wrong so quickly?

      I’m resting my eyes when there’s a muttering at the table by the door and a delicious scent fills the air. Steak. And brown sugar. They shouldn’t smell amazing together, but they do.

      I raise my head, and my wolf perks up.

      Chairs screech against the floor. The males are standing and stalking towards the door. I kneel on my stool to see past them.

      It’s Derwyn. He has a metal tray in each hand, heaped with food. Steak smothered in mushrooms. A fluffy white roll. Scalloped potatoes. Asparagus. Coconut cake.

      I love coconut. It’s weird for a wolf, but I think in a past life, I was a tropical animal. That’s why I dig fishing and the scent of sunscreen.

      Unlike when he comes down to the Bogs, today Derwyn’s dressed like every nob at the Academy—pale blue dress shirt and khaki pants. He’s really not built like a nob, though. His thick, muscular neck strains his collar, and his barrel chest and tree trunk thighs make his clothes seem a size too small.   

      My mouth waters, and I’m sad at the same time. In the woods, it felt like I’d found the other piece of me. Now, he feels like a stranger.

      The males shuffle closer to Derwyn and aggression taints the air.

      I saw Derwyn kick Bevan’s ass at the track when Rosie first made a run for it, and it was like watching a giant fight a pup. Derwyn’s chest is rumbling. Folks are going to get hurt.

      This is my problem. I can’t let my folks fight my battles for me, no matter that they wouldn’t mind.

      I hop down from the stool and elbow my way through stinky Nevitts and Scurlocks and Goffs. The instant Derwyn sees me, his roughhewn face breaks into a shy smile.

      I have to school my lips to keep frowning.

      His face falls.

      He coughs to clear his throat, and when he speaks, it’s a gravelly rumble. “I brought you lunch.”

      He holds up the trays. I grab both and hand them to Pritchard. He carries them over to a table of females to divvy the food out.

      Derwyn’s brow darkens. He’s displeased, but he bites his tongue and eyes me warily. Then, I guess he notices what I’m wearing. His broad jaw drops. He can’t seem to decide between lust and dismay.

      “You’re wearing a bikini and a miniskirt,” he says.

      I cross my arms. It gives me a hint of cleavage, and his gaze drops.

      “I’m hot.” I draw my shoulders back so my tits rise. He sucks in a breath.

      “You look nice,” he says to my chest.

      When I don’t reply, he sighs and wedges his hands in his pockets. It’s a tight fit. “Aren’t you hungry?”

      “We’re all hungry.”

      I see the fact that the Bogs are on half rations register in real time. That’s nobs for you. If it’s not happening to them, they’re oblivious.

      “Shit.” He scans the room. I glance over my shoulder. He sees two trays passed from hand to hand, everyone taking a bite or two.

      His shoulders stiffen. “I’ll go get more.”

      “You can’t. They won’t let you.” I’m not sure why the nobs posted outside the door let him in with two trays in the first place. Probably because he’s big and scary—and the Alpha Heir’s cousin.

      “Then come with me,” he says. “We’ll get you something to eat. No one will stop me.” He’s absolutely confident, and I’m sure he’s right. He can do whatever he wants.

      But he’s not the boss of me. “I’m staying here. With my people.”

      I watch him think about arguing, and I can see the moment that he discards the idea. It’s like his expressions are subtitled. Is that because he’s such an open guy or because of the bond?

      It’s faint, but I feel it, thrumming between us. It makes me squirm. Fooling around with a male is one thing. Hosting a part of him permanently inside your chest is a whole other ball of wax.

      Derwyn is starting to squirm himself. Everyone’s staring at him, including me. Finally, he says, “Can we talk?”

      I shrug. I can’t stop him.

      “In private?” he adds after a long, awkward minute.

      I gesture around the crowded room. He’s flummoxed for a second until he sees the door to the supply closet. He grabs my hand in his meat paw and leads me there. Only a few of my cousins whistle and make remarks. That goes to show how hungry they are.

      He draws me into the dim room that smells like paste, and now, brown sugar. The sweetness is coming from him. It swirls a longing in my lower belly. I wrap my arms around my waist and stand as far from him as he’ll let me get.

      He’s not crowding me, not exactly. It’s just he’s freaking huge, and the closet’s a normal closet size. He paces a few steps, but quickly realizes that’s not going to work, so he stands like a soldier in front of a shelf of tempera paints.

      He stares at me as if I’m supposed to break the silence. Nope. This is his show.

      Finally, he sighs. “I didn’t want to let you go the other night.”

      He pauses as if he expects a response. I hike my chin.

      “The choice was between Vaughn Lewis or Geralt Powell. I knew Geralt would see you home safely. Vaugh’s a piece of shit.”

      I know this already. I’m not dumb.

      “Geralt’s mate is a scavenger.”

      My body tenses. Yeah, and he treats her like a whore and a broodmare.

      “I had to report to the Tower, and you had to go back to the Bogs. It was a direct order from the alpha.” Exasperation has crept into his voice. “Was I supposed to disobey the Alpha?”

      Anger stirs the embers of my heat, and I break out into a fresh sweat. My arms fall to my sides as my hands form fists. This is the problem with nobs. They live in some bizarre upside-down world, and they insist that we swear down is up and right is wrong, too.

      I step to him and crane my neck so I can stare him in the eye. “No. The choice was stay with your mate or hand her over to another male—”

      He interrupts me. “It was six to one. Who would’ve protected you when I was fighting?”

      “Me.” I poke myself with my finger. “I would’ve protected me. And you.”

      “You couldn’t have taken any one of them.”

      “Then I would’ve gotten a beating. Not my first. Doubt it’d be my last, either.” Our voices are raising, and the stench of Derwyn’s aggression is overpowering the art supply smell. I’m not afraid, though. He doesn’t want to fight me. He wants to fight reality.

      I force myself to take a breath. “Mates protect each other. No matter what.”

      Every one of his muscles is flexed with barely contained emotion, but he also takes a breath, and when he speaks, his words are intentionally calm and even. “The alpha gave a direct order. We had no choice but comply.”

      I’m shaking my head before he finishes the sentence. “I don’t know about you, but I never enlisted. No one ever issued me a uniform. I’m a wolf. I don’t follow orders. I bend my neck to my alpha, but I didn’t see him anywhere that night. Did you?”

      His brow is furrowed. He’s trying to figure out how I’m wrong.

      “Are you a soldier or a shifter? You can’t be both. A pack isn’t an army. It’s a family.” It’s like telling a little pup the names of things—it’s that simple a concept—but Derwyn’s mind is blown. I watch his world expand in real time.

      His expression grows grim. “You’re hungry. You’re all hungry.”

      I nod. He’s adding it all together.

      “The pups are hungry?”

      My eyes prickle. His harsh face crumples like a weathered statue come to life.

      I reach out and rest my fingers lightly on his thick forearm. “It’s not true that we didn’t have a choice. We always have a choice. Even when the choice sucks.”

      His gaze drops to where I’m touching him, and even though he wasn’t moving, somehow, he becomes even more still.

      “You need food,” he says.

      “Our people need food.” I watch him carefully. Does he understand?

      He raises his eyes to stare into the room where our packmates are slumped on tables, conserving energy, huddled together to comfort each other as best as we can, with closeness and warmth.

      Derwyn’s jaw firms and his spine straightens. “Okay. Look for me tonight,” he says. And then—so quickly that I can’t decide whether to let him or not—he plants a kiss on my lips.

      He’s gone before I remember to breathe again.
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      I don’t have the patience to wait around for anything, especially not when my body’s nearly quivering with nerves or hormones or magic or whatever’s going on, so I end up hanging out in front of Pritchard’s trailer with a bunch of other Wogans and a few neighborhood Goffs.

      There’s a fire going in a metal drum, and the smokes help cover the odor of the males I’m not related to. I always thought females were being dramatic when they hadn’t done the deed yet, but yeah, the stank is real.

      We’re passing a jar of moonshine, accusing each other of taking big sips to justify our own gulps, when there’s a shout in the distance. It doesn’t come from shore. It comes from the trailers farthest out in the lake.

      I stand and wrap my knitted rainbow shawl tighter around my shoulders. Despite my low grade fever, the wind tonight has a bite.

      “Is that lover boy, then?” Pritchard stumbles to stand beside me. We can’t see anything. Too many trailers and reeds in the way.

      “Should we go see?” he asks.

      “Probably trouble.” I don’t know why I’m feeling shy now. Maybe because I’m not pissed anymore. I’m just sad and scared.

      “Probably,” Pritchard agrees. He heads off toward the direction of the shout, and I follow.

      By the time we get to the furthest platform, the one we use as a dock, a dozen others have gathered, staring across the lake where the lights of a boat are heading steadily toward us. A big boat. Like one of the nobs’ yachts that they throw parties on and drop all manner of trash overboard to collect in our marsh grasses.

      “Who is that?” a Scurlock asks.

      “Trouble,” a Kemble answers. We all mumble in agreement.

      “Is he gonna run aground?” a Goff wonders. He sure will if he keeps coming at this speed, but a few yards out, he slows down and seems to drop anchor. There’s a splash and a dark shadow cuts through the dark water until it’s shallow enough to wade.

      I don’t need to see his face. I’d know his bulky chest anywhere. It’s Derwyn. I shiver down to my bare toes.

      “That’s one way to make an entrance,” Pritchard says in his monotone as Derwyn hoists himself up to the boards and shakes himself off like a dog.

      He doesn’t even glance around. He strides straight for me. My heart goes thumpity-thump and heat rushes to my pussy.

      He’s still wearing the button down and khakis from earlier, but they’re soaking, clinging to every bulge and ripple. There’s a dark stain down the front where the buttons of his shirt have popped off.

      He reaches for me, cups my shoulders, and smooths his hands down my arms like he’s assuring himself that I’m here. I let him. I don’t want to stop him. I lean into his chest, rest my chin right between his pecs and gaze up. His face is busted. Two black eyes. Cut lip. His nose is at an odd angle.

      “Brought you a boat full of food,” he says.

      My lips twitch.

      “You best unload and hide it now,” he says over my shoulder to the gathered males. “I knocked ’em all unconscious by the end, but I didn’t kill any of ’em.”

      My mouth curls, and I don’t try to hide it. “You stole food for us?”

      “Yeah,” he says. “For us.”

      In the “us,” I can hear everything. He understands. My mate. My beautiful, thieving mate.

      “Where’d you get the food?”

      “I took all they had at the Academy. The cafeterias and the Commons.” He draws me closer, wrapping me in big, strong arms. “Sorry. It’s not the best stuff.”

      “You’re the best stuff,” I say to the patch of wet, hairy chest that I’m squished to.

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You forgive me?”

      I give our delicate, new bond a gentle yank. He gasps, and then he chuckles. I expect him to yank back, but instead, without warning, I’m in the air, slung over his shoulder, dangling down his dripping back.

      “Who’ll trade me a bedroom for a yacht?” he calls.

      And that’s how we end up in the spare room at my cousin’s. There’s no bed, only carpet. At least it’s clean.

      In the back of my mind, my wolf whines about nests, but there’ll be time for that tomorrow. Right now, I fumble at Derwyn’s soaked shirt while he throws my shawl and top and skirt in quick succession into a corner.

      He’s still damp from the water, and I’m slick all over from the effects of heat. When he gathers me close, my tits glide over his chest, and it feels so good, I rub again and again until we’re both moaning.

      “Hold up,” he says, growly, his wolf in his eyes. “I wanna go back to—” He doesn’t finish. Instead, he collapses to the floor, somehow guiding me so I gently land on top of him, exactly like I was in the clearing. I wiggle just to hear him groan.

      “Is this what you like?” I ask, but I already know. He loves it.

      “Yes,” he says through grit teeth as I push myself up and linger, knees spread, his cock brushing my dripping entrance.

      “This is what you want?”

      “Hell, yes.” He grabs my hips and surges up as I sink down, and there’s no space between us anymore, nothing in the way of him and me and this.

      It’s how it’s supposed to be.

      And as I ride him, as he thrusts into me, hitting me right where I need him, as I explode quicker than I ever have before, and he shouts the roof off—I know.

      Everything will be all right in the end.

      Love is too strong.

      No one can stop it.

      No one ever has, and no one ever will.
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      Did you like the dynamic between Derwyn and Enid? You might enjoy Nickel’s Story between a guy with an anger management problem and a woman with a heart of gold. It’s book two in my Steel Bones Motorcycle Club series, but it can be read as a standalone.
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