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“Lost little human girl in the middle of a wolf's den. I have neither seen nor smelled anything more enticing. I have never wanted anyone more than I wanted you, and it was so easy."

He growls and continues. "How desperate you must be to be in a place like that. What it would take to break you, to earn your trust? It took you too long to notice you should not have joined our game and I thought to myself: it would be so easy to take you and make you mine, splayed across the poker table, your hands interlinked in mine, soft gasps from your lips as I thrust into you," he drags his fingers over her lips and dips his finger in as if to make a point.

The image fills her mind. She remembers too clearly the smell of alcohol and cigarettes in the air, the texture of velvet of the poker table. It would be easy, she thinks, to succumb to the beautiful man who's helped her. She closes her eyes, feels his calloused fingertips drag over her lush lips. Her lips part slightly.

"How good you would feel beneath me, soft and pliable, so innocent," he growls. "And it would be the first time anyone's taken you, wouldn't it? Perfect little human, keeping yourself pure just for me," he growls as he rubs his finger over her teeth. She wants to say it's not true, that the reason why she's never been intimate with anyone is because she doesn't know if she can control her animal. But her mind screams, yes, yes, and please, please, please!

She moans and opens her mouth, taking his finger into her. He presses his finger inwards without hesitation and she closes her lips gently on the digit, wetting it with her tongue. Tentatively, she sucks at it, tastes the green of the fresh vegetable he was cutting and fresh cotton of his own clothes on it. Beneath it all, he is coated with his own scent, musky and deliriously wonderfully. She sucks at it greedily.

She watches in delight as his pupils dilate in pleasure and he dips his finger deeper into her mouth, growling in approval when she sucks harder. She licks the tip with her tongue and feels his body vibrate against her. He is half-hard, pressing against her inner thigh.

"It would be easy to own you," he says. "The right words at the right time, your knight in shining armour from my brute of a brother."

He pulls his finger from her mouth with an audible 'pop' and drinks in the look of intoxicated desire in her eyes. He kisses her again and she knows it is meant to be a fleeting kiss because he tries to pull back immediately after.

Without thinking, her fingers wrap in his hair and she pulls him back down, demanding he deepen their kiss. He chuckles into her lips as his hands rests on her hips, large palms warming through the towel.

He pulls back with a jolt. He seems to return to himself, his expression hardening. "But then, I realized it would not be so easy."



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: Play Nice

[image: ]




Nora knows she should’ve left the moment her nose picks up the scent of cheap tobacco and overpriced beer from the sidewalk. It’s not her usual hangout, but she’s no longer welcomed in her usual places and there are not enough illegal gambling opportunities near her university. She takes shallow breaths, trying not to fill her lungs with too much second-hand smoke.

“Lost?”

She frowns, seeing not one, but two bouncers at the door. That should’ve been her first clue that this isn’t the kind of place for her. She’s desperate enough not to care.

She does her best femme fatale impersonation, fluttering her long lashes and smiling seductively at the larger males. Her voice adopts an unfamiliar seductive tone when she says, “I’m not lost. I’m exactly where I want to be.” She’s fully prepared to slide them a fiver in order to get in, but evidently long lashes are all that’s needed.

His leering gaze makes her want to cross her arms over her chest. She keeps smiling like she enjoys the attention. After a pause, he asks, “You want in?”

No, I’m standing in the cold because you’re such wonderful company. She resists the urge to roll her eyes. “Yes, sir,” she allows her lips to curve slightly and tilts her hips. The red dress hugs her body at all the right places, accentuating her large breasts and small waist, flaring out at her hips and stopping just short of her knees to show off her long, shapely legs.

“Go ahead,” he says, nodding inside.

She steps into the threshold of the pub and wraps her oversized jacket back on, draping it over her small frame and covering the sexy bodycon dress that she’s worn to disarm her opponents if necessary. She hopes it’s not.

She wishes she hadn’t wasted money she didn’t have on a fake ID. It’s only a few months before she’s finally legal anyways. Even then, she knows she’s going to be carded. At least at the places that cares about drinking ages. The places that offer what she needs don’t care about her age.

Her heels stick to the floor with layers of things she would much rather not identify as she steps into the dimly lit pub. She’s suddenly grateful she’s not gifted with an enhanced sense of smell.

It’s not an unpleasant place. There’s a dance stage where a scantily clad woman is doing away with most of her clothing. She averts her eyes and drinks in the dozen filled tables and - she sighs in relief – a few poker tables.

The bartender doesn’t care about her age either. She finds a seat in the back, nervous fingers picking the label from her bottle, the cold biting her fingertips. The soggy paper peels easily beneath her nail, leaving a trail of glue and residue on the amber glass.

“I can do this,” she murmurs a quiet encouragement to herself and presses the mouth of the bottle to her lips. She takes a sip, flinching with the bittersweet liquid makes its way down her throat. It’s Friday night. Most of her friends are busy getting themselves drunk in sorority parties and there she is, trying to make ends meet. She swallows the bitterness. It goes down with the beer.

There are four poker games going on simultaneously. She nurses her drink slowly as she observes them without being too blatant about it. She’s taking care not to get drunk. She needs herself sober if she wants to win.

The first table is tempting, especially with the crisp greens in the middle of the table, but the buy in is two hundred bucks, more than she has in her wallet.

The second table is speaking in a foreign language she can’t pick up, the words guttural and dangerous. She senses an unspoken threat beneath the sharp curses and laugher. Two of them were smoking cigars, the other two drinking whiskey.

The third and fourth table are more promising. The third table doesn’t look like they’re keen on inviting new players. For one thing, most of them are already too drunk to be making bets, not that it’s stopping them. There’s no honor in winning from drunkards. More importantly, drunk losers can get violent.

The last table is her best bet. There’s three of them, sitting around and bantering good-humoredly. They seem like old friends, but she senses a tension in the air, like none of them really wants to be there. She hears a hint of Italian in their conversation, but most of it is in English, probably for the benefit of the only black guy at the table. She imagines running her palm over his shaved head and wonders if she will feel any hint of hair growing. His arms are littered with tribal tattoos that disappears inside the sleeves of his shirt.

The other two had their backs to her, but they’re no less intimidating in size. She will normally take longer to figure out their game, but she’s desperate.

Desperation is dangerous, a little voice whispers in her head. She ignores the warning and sashays over to the table, making a show of swaying her hips just enough to gain attention. The drunkards in table three whistle at her as she walks past.

“What’s the buy in?” she asks table four even though she’s seen how much money they’ve tossed in the pot in the beginning of the game.

They ignore her, the black guy dealing out three sets, passing the cards over her like she’s invisible. That’s usually her cue to leave, but rent is due in a week and she’s not going to make it with her part time job. The university’s policy of not allowing more than twenty hours of work a week is going to be the end of her.

She bites her bottom lip and considers taking off her jacket to entice them. She sees no rings on any of their fingers.

She knows she looks good. She’s a young, fertile, eighteen-year-old woman, who, her friends have admitted, smells curiously enticing to shifters with enhanced smelling. They don’t know what she is. It’s safest if nobody knows. She can tell, based on instinct alone, that all three men at the table are shifters, but she can’t put her finger to what kind of shifter they are.

Her gaze wanders to the two men she couldn’t see from behind. The two looks like brothers, same blue eyes, dirty blond hair, and tanned skin on gorgeous, perfect physique. She gulps when she takes in their faces, one clean-shaven, the other slightly stubbled. The jacket stays on. They’re beyond her league and she’s not going to win any points just by being pretty.

“You want in?” the one without the stubble asks, his brow arching impressively.

“Really, Dom?” his brother drawls, unimpressed by the interruption.

The black man arches his eyebrow, “Dominic?”

“I want in,” she says in the quiet the followed. She really should be leaving. Her gut is screaming for her to leave. These men are dangerous, her subconscious screams, too dangerous to get involved with in any way or form.

It looks like they’re gambling for money, but there’s something more to the fifties and hundreds they’re putting on the table. There’s something else at stake. She doesn’t know what it is, and her gut tells her she shouldn’t be there.

“That is not a good idea, ma chére,” the giant black man says with a southern accent that piques her curiosity. Briefly, her traitorous mind wonders if he speaks French to his lovers in bed. It’s a beautiful language.

“I’ll pay double,” her mouth says before her brain can catch up with her. She really needs to shut up.

“This is a private game,” the black man intones, carefully putting the remaining cards on the table. He has a deep baritone voice that makes her bones sing.

She looks away from him deliberately. She’s not going to focus on how large and masculine his arms are. There’s something off about all the men at the table, something not quite right.

Loud, obnoxious laughter can be heard from a few tables away. She tunes them out and focuses on finding out why the men at the poker table doesn’t belong. They’re wearing suits, which is a little odd, but not unheard off, especially since it gives an air of confidence that helps win poker games. They aren’t smoking, and none of them looked like they are on drugs. They look like they’re in their thirties, maybe early forties.

They’re too clean, she realizes with shock. Their suits are too expensive, too clean-cut and fitting. They are neither drinking, smoking, nor ordering anything from the bar. By all reasonings, they shouldn’t even be allowed in here, and yet here they are.

Most importantly, everyone is giving a wide berth of them. She’s never been able to sense when shifters are dangerous to get close to. She should’ve listened to her animal. It’s always known better than her when to back away from danger. Problem is, she doesn’t always listen.

“Let her play, Jonny” Dominic drawls, glancing at her with his sea-blue eyes.

“Maybe this isn’t such a good idea,” is what she should’ve said. Instead, she nods.

“Buy in is fifty,” Jonny says in that same pleasant tone.

She knows that already. Her stomach does a flip as she grabs a chair and drags it towards the table. She takes a seat between Dominic and his lookalike. The man’s sharp blue eyes cut to her, drinking in the sight of her as if he can see her creamy soft skin through jacket.

She avoids his eyes carefully and watches as Jonny reaches for the deck and reshuffles to make a place for her.

“You know the rules?” the angrier brother asks.

She nods. A hundred and fifty on the table. Another hundred from her bumps it up to two hundred and fifty. That leaves her with eighty something and change. She shouldn’t have bought the overpriced beer. She licks her lips. It’s more than she’s planning to spend on one round.

Maybe this isn’t such a good idea. She tosses the crumpled bills into the pot. Her wrist is caught in a firm grip before she manages to stuff the back in the safety of her jacket. She looks to the man and hides her fear, keeping her gaze on him as if it’s not wreaking havoc on her lunch.

“What’s a pretty thing like you doing in a place like this?” he asks. You don’t belong here, his gaze says.

It would be so much easier to ignore him if he didn’t look like some sort of sex-deity. His sea-blue eyes don’t blink at all, staring at her as if waiting for her to crack. She doesn’t. She also doesn’t let her eyes drift to his mouth, knowing it would be as perfect and kissable as the rest of him.

“Play nice, Elliot.”

She wrenches her hand back and pushes her animal away from the surface. It’s not time to strike. It’s never time to strike.

It takes a moment for her heartbeat to slow.

“I know what I’m doing,” she says, resisting the urge to rub the ache from her wrist. She nods her thanks at Jonny when he finishes dealing her the cards. She can feel the men’s eyes on her, trying to figure her out. They don’t know she has the upper hand, having observed them longer.

The cards looking back at her are not in her favor. She has a six, an eight, a ten, a queen, and an ace. She tosses two of the smallest cards and picks up two more, praying for doubles of any of her cards.

She should’ve walked out when she had the chance. She keeps her cards covered. Shifters can tell when someone’s bluffing.

“Here with someone?” Elliot asks.

She resists the urge to retort with, ‘Are we playing or talking?’. She will play one game and then leave. There’s a danger here. She keeps her expression neutral even though her heart is beating out of her chest. “I’m here on my own,” she regrets the words the moment they leave her lips. He shows teeth, liking the answer.

Jonny folds and Dominic raises with a sixty.

She counts sixty from her pocket and tosses it in to join the rest.

My, what sharp teeth you have, she thinks as Elliot catches her eyes. He meets the sixty and raises another hundred, all the while looking at her as if he knows she doesn’t have enough in her pocket to cover it.

Fuck.
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Chapter 2: Three of A Kind
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She looks at her cards then. There’s no use betting everything on cards that aren’t any good. She tilts her head and the lines around her eyes deepen. Her heart skips a beat and she knows by the side-glances from the shifters that they heard it. She can’t cover the raise, but it’s not as if she has nothing else to offer. She stares at the pot. Her cards are good, but are they good enough?

Dominic places another hundred-dollar bill on the table without looking at his cards. There’s no concern behind his blue eyes. He’s confident he’ll win. She turns to Elliot. They both are.

Either they’re both bluffing, or their cards are spectacular. She prays it’s the former.

It’s her turn now.

She pulls all the rest of her money from her bag and tosses it in to join the rest. The coins clatter on the table loudly. She stays absolutely still despite the curious gazes she’s drawn from the table.

Elliot smirks at her. “That’s not enough, Bambi.”

She grimaces at the pet name but doesn’t try to correct him. “It’s all I have,” she shrugs, trying to appear nonchalant about it.

“Then, you have to find another way to cover the differences, haven’t you?” Elliot asks, leering so openly that she has to avert her gaze.

“I’m going all in,” she says, trying to apply the universal rules for poker. If she had chips instead of cash, she would be tossing all of them into the pot now.

“If you can’t meet the raise, you’re out, mon chére,” Jonny says, sounding somewhat apologetic about their own addition to the rule. It’s familiar rule around these parts. It avoids the complicated math calculations for side pots and main pots. It’s also an underhanded way to win money from the underdogs. “Maybe it’s best you leave,” he adds.

“No, let’s give the girl a chance. I’m sure she’s got some pretty goods hidden under that jacket,” Elliot says, his lips pulled back in a smirk that sends a cold shiver down her spine.

“What do you have in mind?” she asks, taking off her jacket dutifully, like it’s no big deal at all. She knows she’s pretty. It’s helped her win plenty of games. She shouldn’t have waited until she’s down to her last two hundred and change to find a pub. It’s better when she has more money to try her luck, more chances or not fucking up. Like right now.

There’s a deadly silence in the pub. If the tension in the air had been palpable before, it is crushing now. She’s suddenly aware that the other poker players have stopped gambling in order to observe their game from a respectful distance. She wishes she could scent the men and find out what kind of shifters they are, but it’s too risky.

“Stop harassing the poor girl, Elliot. I’ll cover her raise,” Dominic picks her crumbled tens from the pile, slides it back to her as if it offends him, and adds two crisp hundred-dollar-bills to the pot to meet Elliot’s raise.

“Ever the knight in shining armor,” Elliot snarls at him. He’s mad that he’s taking the opportunity of... whatever it was that he has in mind taken from him. Nora prefers not to think about it.

“Thank you,” Nora murmurs.

“Or perhaps I am merely confident that I will win regardless,” he says serenely, ignoring Nora’s gratitude.

Nora reassess her previous thought that they’re brothers. They obviously hate each other.

Elliot is furious. Nora feels the hairs on the back of her neck stand on edge. She knows if she’s any other shifter she will be on her knees, terrified beyond words. To other shifters, she appears like an unwitting human. She’s held her animal back for so long that she’s not sure if she’d even recognize her own animal if she lets it out to play.

“All in,” Elliot snarls. All in is a lot of money, more than Nora can count. The stack of hundreds in the middle of the table is starting to be dangerous rather than tempting. Every instinct in her body is telling her to run.

“Really?” Dominic purrs. There’s humor in his gaze, like Elliot’s anger just made things interesting. Jonny is looking at the two like he’s ready to step into a middle of a fight when it inevitably breaks out. “How much do I have to match, little brother?” he asks.

Brother? Nora thinks with a jolt. They behave more like mortal enemies. Maybe that’s how brothers act with each other.

“I don’t know. Why don’t you fucking count?” he hisses.

“I fold,” Dominic says, peacefully placing his cards on the table without turning them over.

Nora’s never seen a man’s head explode before.

“Oh, you fucking-!” Elliot flips his cards on the table in rage and-

Nora feels a wash of relief and a bubble of adrenaline.

“Three of a kind,” Elliot says in triumph, flashing his three nines, a Queen, and an Ace.

“Straight,” Nora says, flipping her cards over. Her draws of Jack and King yields her with the sequence of cards from Ten to Ace. She was hoping for a pair of any sort. She reaches for the money and feels Elliot’s hand grab hers for the second time that night.

“You didn’t match my raise,” he says.

He’s right. She couldn’t match all the money he threw in the pot, but he’s the one who ended the game by showing his cards.

“Now you’re just being unreasonable, Elliot,” Dominic comments, still with that serene smile on his face. There’s no doubt in her mind that he’s having fun.

Rules doesn’t matter. Now anymore. And everyone’s waiting to watch the fight happen. Nora tries to pull herself free. It’s been too long since she’s had someone touch her with the intent to injure, just as it’s been so long since she’s allowed anyone to touch her at all. The desire for contact is one that does not fade away. She finds she likes the way Elliot’s grasping her wrist as if he has no intention of letting her go. His calloused fingers circle her small wrist, holding it in place, the tips of his fingers so tight it will likely bruise. There’s comfort in the pain.

Maybe there’s something wrong with her. It has been so long since she’s let her animal out to play. It’s too dangerous, too unstable, too feral.

She misses being her animal; it’s a sudden wave of desire and need that hits so hard she almost loses her footing in the force of it. Even after all this time, it still takes her by surprise, where her loss feels as fresh as it had the night she buried it. She misses the power coursing through her veins, the freedom of not being caged, the way she can do whatever she wants without repercussions. Those days died when her parents did.

“Let go,” she says, quiet, just enough of a tremble in her voice to imitate fear. Her increased heartbeat could easily be mistaken for terror instead of excitement.

The pub has stopped pretending to do anything other than watch. Pale blue eyes glare at her, waiting for her to beg. She’s ready to. She’s done it a million times. Play the prey, pretend to be weak, let them have their way and she can continue to be free. Something about the way the men at the table look at her makes her blood sing. Her eyes narrow. It’s as if she knows what everyone’s thinking.

Poor, weak human girl, a hapless prey locked in a den of apex predators. That won’t do, her animal bristles in a rare moment of pride. Let me out, it whispers. Let me play.

She allows her gaze to lift and his baby blues reflect her own bright amber, like an ocean that’s been set alight. It’s almost beautiful. She lets her animal out, just a little, enough for her to realize that she’s at a table of Alpha werewolves, enough for him to glimpse.

He releases her and makes a valiant effort of not running away. Biology wins. He takes a single step back.

She resists the urge to preen at the unadulterated fear in his gaze. What an expressive man, she thinks. I wonder if he’s as expressive in bed, if he growls when he fucks, grunts when he comes. I bet he does. I bet he’ll be a wonderful mate.

Her attention wanders from one man to another, finding enough qualities in all three that her animal desires. They’re all apex predators. Alphas. Powerful and in control of their own packs; Healthy, masculine, and more than capable of providing her with cubs.

Cubs? She thinks in panic, the word echoing in her mind. That’s why her animal has been restless.

The blood drains from her face when she realizes what she’s done. She forces her animal back and prays that the glimpse isn’t enough for people to realize what she is.

“Interesting,” Dominic says, his voice so close to her that she can feel his breath on her skin. She twists around to find him behind her, a solid wall of sinewy muscles, barely hidden beneath his black and white suit.
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