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      isabella

      “I’m better in bed.”

      “Well, I have a bigger ass, and he’s an ass guy, so⁠—”

      “Well, have you ever given hea⁠—”

      I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. Someone save me, please.

      I couldn’t deal with another catfight from Bitch One and Bitch Two behind me about who had a better chance with Alpha Roman. Neither of them really had a chance with him; they were both annoying as hell, and I doubted he wanted something like that in his pack house.

      “Quiet down,” Dr. Jakkobs said from the front of my Anatomy class. “I know you’re all excited because it’s the last week of senior year, but we need to get through this review material.” He looked at the class through his thick bifocals and then raised a brow, deepening the creases in his forehead. “After grading your latest exams, most of you need the extra review.”

      I gazed down at the exam on my desk and sighed. On the top of it in red ink, Dr. Jakkobs had scribbled another big, fat one hundred percent with a smiley face.

      Bitch One—the nickname my best friend and I had given Vanessa, one of the popular girls, after she made fun of us in middle school for obsessing over wanting to become warrior wolves in Roman’s pack—leaned forward in her seat until she was nearly breathing down my neck. “What are we learning about today?” she asked, her overwhelming strawberry perfume making me choke. “If it’s the female reproductive system, I can definitely volunteer myself as a model.”

      What the he⁠—

      Derek turned his pen between his fingers and rolled his brown eyes. “Nobody wants to see you naked, Vanessa.”

      The class broke out in a fit of laughter, and I pressed my lips together, trying to stifle a chuckle. Derek leaned back in his seat and flashed me his infamous smirk.

      Dr. Jakkobs walked around his desk, arms crossed, staring pointedly at Derek and Vanessa. “Enough,” he said. “I doubt you two really want to end up in the principal’s office this time of the year.”

      Vanessa huffed and sat back. Thank the Moon Goddess I could finally breathe again.

      “Now”—with pink marker, Dr. Jakkobs wrote Anatomy Review in large letters on the whiteboard—“let’s begin.”

      I sank down in my seat and gazed at my notebook, which didn’t have a single anatomy note in it. Instead, it was filled with the names of wrestling takedowns and reversals, different boxing combinations, and a list of judo throws that Derek and I had been studying relentlessly.

      High school ended this week, which meant that Alpha Roman was going to assign us positions in his pack based on our academic and physical performances. And no matter the number of perfect grades I’d received this year, I was determined to become a warrior.

      Since I had been four years old, I had been training almost every day with Derek. I had memorized the Lunar Battle Manual that all outstanding warriors read, and I’d even had the opportunity to train with the warriors in our pack last year when Roman was out of town.

      Well, Roman never officially told me I could. I just snuck into practice and hoped that nobody would say a word to him about me being there. Derek’s neighbor and retired warrior, Mr. Beck, urged me to practice with them; he’d told me that when he was training to be a warrior, he would sneak out to fight rogues during the night and that slipping into practice wouldn’t hurt me.

      Someone knocked on the door, and Principal Hackle popped his head into the room. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

      Dr. Jakkobs raised a brow at Derek and Vanessa and then turned to Principal Hackle. “No, not at all.”

      The door opened wider, and that was when I saw him.

      Alpha Roman stood right behind Hackle. Tall, tan, and terrifyingly tense. His muscles flexed through his white V-neck shirt, and I sucked in a breath. When he stepped into the room, nobody said a word.

      His gaze was fixed on me and only me.

      I glanced down at my notes. Trying to look busy. Trying not to think about last night.

      “Hi, Alpha!” Vanessa squealed, her nasally voice in my ear again.

      I could feel her toying with the ends of my brown hair. She was so … damn … desperate. But, hell, so had I been yesterday.

      Hackle said a few words and then disappeared back into the hall. Roman walked farther into the room and stopped when he reached my desk.

      Was it getting hot in here? My body felt like it was on fire, like everyone knew what had happened.

      He cleared his throat.

      Please leave. Please leave.

      The more I tried to push away my dirty thoughts of Roman, the more my cheeks flushed. He needed to leave now, so I could learn more about the now-very-interesting topic of the female reproductive system. Vanessa could be the demonstration for all I cared. It’d be so much more comfortable than being stared down by⁠—

      “Isabella,” Alpha Roman said.

      Fuck.

      I glanced up at him through my lashes and fiddled with my pen. “Yes, Alpha Roman?”

      “Outside. Now.”

      Without another word, he walked to the door and held it open for me.

      Damn it. I stuffed my exam inside my textbook and closed it, so Jakkobs wouldn’t see that I hadn’t been paying attention.

      Derek eyed me, brow raised, but I shrugged my shoulders and sent him a look that said, Last night, when you called me thirteen times and I didn’t answer once, I really wasn’t doing anything bad, I promise.

      After taking a deep breath, I walked out of the room. The wooden door closed behind me, but I didn’t dare turn around. This was not how I’d expected my Monday afternoon to go. Not at all.

      Roman stepped closer to me, and I could feel his body heat behind me. Warming me in places that it shouldn’t have.

      A kid walked down the hall, opposite of us, and then disappeared into a classroom.

      As soon as that door closed, he shoved me against the lockers, snatched my chin in his callous hand from behind, and ran his nose up the side of my neck. “What am I going to do with you?” he whispered in my ear. “This whole fucking week, you’ve been teasing me.”

      I shook my head. But I had been. I’d touched myself too many times to count, thinking about him pounding me against my headboard, about his cock inside of me, about his lips on every inch of my body.

      It was wrong to think these sinful thoughts about my alpha.

      “Don’t deny it,” he growled in my ear, his canines grazing against my soft spot.

      He pressed himself against my backside, and I clenched. He had never been this close to me before—at least, not like this.

      His fingers trailed up my leg and slipped under my skirt. “I know you keep your curtains open at night for me. You want me to watch as you rub your sensitive little clit.”

      “No …” I said breathlessly. “I-I don’t.”

      “Don’t lie to your alpha,” he said, the scent of mint overwhelmingly powerful. Just like him.

      I gulped and shifted from foot to foot. His fingers hovered mere millimeters over my clit, and my whole body was just aching for his touch.

      With one of his hands softly wrapped around the front of my neck, he pulled me to him. “Don’t lie to me,” he said against my ear.

      My core clenched; I was just waiting for him to slip his fingers into my panties and feel how wet I was for him. I didn’t care that there were only minutes left before the bell rang and everyone flooded into the hallway. I didn’t care that he was my alpha and that toying with him was wrong. I needed him so fucking badly.

      “I’m not,” I said.

      Lie.

      He chuckled lowly in my ear. “I bet you think about me as you do it, don’t you?”

      “No.”

      “No?” He pushed some hair behind my ear and ground his hips into mine. “You don’t think about my face between your legs, eating you until you’re trembling?”

      No.

      “You don’t think about my cock in your mouth?” His thumb brushed against my lips.

      No.

      “You don’t think about my hand wrapped around your throat as I thrust into you over and over and over again?”

      I closed my eyes and inched my legs closer together. Oh Goddess. Oh Goddess. Touch me, damn it. I needed it.

      “Please be quiet,” I said breathlessly. The walls were thin, and I didn’t want anyone hearing us, especially Vanessa. She’d make my life a living hell by telling everyone in our small town that I was the new pack slut. “People will hear.”

      “This is my pack, Isabella. I don’t care who hears you moaning my name.” He pulled his fingers away, taking a deep breath, and pushed himself off of me. “Close your blinds next time.”

      “Or what?” I asked, turning around to face him.

      That was my first mistake of the day.

      He roughly grabbed my chin and shoved me against the locker again. “Or you won’t like the consequences.” He gazed at my lips when he spoke, his thumb harshly brushing against it, and my heart warmed.

      The way he touched me told me one thing—that he wanted to devour my body. But his eyes, shifting between a soft green and a piercing gold, told me that wasn’t all he wanted. He wanted more.

      He took a deep breath, his chest rising and falling against mine. Tingles erupted on my lips, and I closed my eyes for the briefest moment. Not sure why him being so close excited me, but it did.

      When the bell rang, he shook his head, shoved me away, and walked down the hall and out the double doors. I stood there, inhaling his scent and staring down the hall in complete shock.

      I didn’t know what kind of threat that was from him … but he had said that I wouldn’t like the consequences if I didn’t close the curtains the next time I touched myself for him. So, being the good girl that I was, I knew the one thing I was going to do when I got home.

      Open the curtains as far as they could go.
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      isabella

      Students filed out of the classrooms, glancing strangely at me, and hurried out the front exit doors. I pushed myself off of the cold blue lockers and took a deep breath. Roman hadn’t even done anything to me yet, and I was aching for him. And … why were my lips tingling like that again?

      “What was that all about?” Derek asked a few minutes after the bell rang, tossing me my backpack.

      I walked with him down the hall. “Nothing,” I said, heat crawling up my neck. Absolutely nothing.

      He raised a brow. “Alpha Roman doesn’t just pull students out of class for nothing.” A small smirk stretched across his face. “So … what’d you do?”

      The last few students pushed past us, and I pulled Derek to the side.

      “I kinda did a thing,” I said, lowering my voice. “A really bad thing.”

      A thing I planned on doing again tonight.

      Vanessa sashayed out of the classroom, her black velvet heels clacking against the beige-tiled floor. She was typing on her phone, her short, manicured fingernails hitting her screen about a hundred miles a minute.

      I quieted down and waited for her to pass, but she didn’t. Instead, she lingered in the hallway a few feet away from us. Her back was turned, and her Coach purse with a small red-pink-and-purple pin hooked on to the strap hung off her forearm.

      “Isabella, Goody Two–shoes, did something bad?” Derek asked, giving me a fake, overexaggerated gasp.

      Vanessa lifted her gaze from her phone to the empty hallway in front of us. I knew she was listening to every single word we were saying, probably trying to figure out how she could get called out in the middle of class by her hunk of a crush, Roman.

      I tugged Derek down the hallway and to his car, away from her curious ears. “Okay, so …” I said, gushing about last night. I told him everything, from the past week to how I’d gathered all of my courage to look him right in the eye when I was touching myself yesterday to the tingles I’d felt a few moments ago.

      Roman had been watching me for weeks. Every night, I could smell his minty scent drifting through my open window. Every night, I could see his golden eyes piercing through the forest. Every night, I could only imagine how he would feel inside of me.

      “You’re such a ho,” Derek said when I finished, pulling on one of his sponge twists.

      I playfully pushed his shoulder. “I am not … but I need you to bring me home.”

      Derek chuckled and opened his car door. “So you can strip for your alpha tonight?”

      “Stop it! It’s not my fault. He’s the one watching me; I didn’t ask him to do it.”

      Derek rested one forearm on the hood of his beat-up white ’95 Chrysler and leaned over it. “I’m all for it, Izzy, but just be careful with Roman. He always keeps his promises.”

      “Is that a bad thing?” I asked, leaning against the hot car and batting my lashes at him.

      He arched a thick brown brow. “We’ll see.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We’ll see when you turn eighteen in a couple weeks and find out who your mate is.”
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      “See you tomorrow,” I said, hopping out of the car.

      “Don’t forget to bring your workout clothes tomorrow. We’ve got tryouts for the warriors,” Derek shouted from the driver’s seat.

      “You know that I won’t forget, Derek.” I waved at him and walked up the cement path to the house. “Don’t forget your stuff,” I said over my shoulder. “Roman won’t be assigning you to the hospital or anywhere else with your grades.”

      He lifted his middle finger at me through the windshield and chuckled.

      I smiled back at him and entered the quiet house. Mom and Dad were still at the hospital, working, and would probably be there until later tonight.

      So, after tossing my backpack onto my bed, I sat at my desk to study the Lunar Battle Manual for the hundredth time. I had memorized every move and practiced each one at least a thousand times; I even dreamed of them now and then.

      Nothing would stop me from achieving my dreams of becoming a warrior and protecting each member of this pack, especially those who couldn’t protect themselves … like Roman’s mother couldn’t.

      My gaze shifted from my journal to the forest outside. On the windowsill, there were seven pots filled with moonflowers glowing brighter than I had ever seen them. I brushed my fingers against their soft leaves and smiled.

      Dad always joked that I had too many in my room, but since I had been a little girl, I’d loved watching them glow brighter and brighter when the full moon approached each month. And besides, Dad had no room to talk. He had a whole garden of them out back. They glowed especially bright near my birthday but never like this. Lately, they’d been glowing with such intensity that they could suffice as the Moon herself.

      There was a small moonflower keychain that Luna Raya—Roman’s mother—had given me before she died. She had told me to never give up on my dreams, no matter how hard they might become. And I wasn’t going to.

      After reminiscing on better days when Luna Raya had still been alive and would invite me over to play with eight-year-old Roman, I climbed into bed. Trying to shake the stress of tryouts tomorrow and … maybe wanting to make Roman a bit angry again tonight.

      Since he’d pulled me out of class, I couldn’t stop thinking about him. His strong arms wrapped around me, his cock pressed against my ass, his fingers so damn close to my pussy, the way he’d made my heart race faster than it ever had.

      I pushed a hand between my legs, rubbed my clit, and pictured one of his rough, callous hands wrapped around his cock, stroking it back and forth as he watched me from the forest.

      Was it wrong? Yes. I didn’t even know if we were mates yet; I would find out when I turned eighteen.

      Though sex between two werewolves who weren’t mated was frowned upon and werewolves were expected to be virgins prior to mating, alphas tended to stray from that rule. They were notoriously known to sleep with a handful of women before finding their mates.

      I didn’t know about Roman’s sex life. All I knew was that I couldn’t keep it together with him. Every time I saw him training, his thick muscles glistening under the sun, I just wanted him to push me against the nearest tree and fuck me until I could barely move.

      A wave of pleasure rushed through my body. I continued to rub my clit in small, quick circles, thinking about him. His hand around my neck, pulling me to him with each thrust. Pumping in and out and in and out.

      Oh Moon Goddess. I grasped the bedsheets and moaned softly.

      His minty scent filled my nostrils, yet I didn’t see him in the woods. He smelled like he was closer.

      Someone knocked on the front door, and I ignored it, deciding to sink further into my silky gray sheets instead. Mom and Dad always told me never to answer the door for strangers, so for once in my life, I was planning on listening to their advice.

      Heat warmed my core, making my whole body tingle. I was so close to coming; I wasn’t about to stop.

      My door was suddenly slammed open. I pulled my hand away from my panties, sat up, and yanked the blankets over my body, my heart racing. Roman stood in the doorway, golden eyes ravishing me. I gulped and pulled the sheets closer as he walked to the bed.

      Sure, having him watch me from deep in the forest was fine. But now, he was here. So close and so fucking angry.

      He growled, “What did I fucking tell you?” His jaw twitched. “You don’t listen.”

      Why was he here? It wasn’t even dark out yet. He should be at the pack house, doing alpha stuff—training people, yelling through his phone at someone, giving orders to his guards. Not in my bedroom, not stalking closer and closer to me like I was his prey, not staring at my body like he wanted to destroy it.

      He yanked the sheets off me, his gaze lingering on my nipples poking through my thin white T-shirt. “Here I was, thinking you were some sweet, innocent girl.” He sat on the bed, making it dip, and pulled me over his knee. He rubbed his large, callous hand over my bare ass. “I’m going to show you how I treat people in my pack who don’t follow orders.”

      One of his fingers hooked under my panties, and he pulled them down my thighs. After gently rubbing my ass one more time, he smacked it hard. I bit my lip, trying to hold back a moan. Then, he did it again. And again. And again. Until my pussy was dripping wet. I crossed one leg over the other, so he couldn’t see just how much this was turning me on.

      “Are you going to be a good girl from now on?” he asked.

      His cock was hard against my stomach. I paused, my core clenching.

      “Answer me, Isabella,” he said, his hand grasping my ass.

      “No,” I whispered.

      “No?” He pulled some hair out of my face and roughly forced it back. “No?”

      “No.”

      He gripped on to my thighs, forcing my legs apart, and pushed two fingers against my folds. “Does disobeying me make you this fucking wet?” he asked, fingers sliding up to my clit. He rubbed small circles around it and inhaled my scent deeply.

      “Yes,” I moaned.

      “Look at me when you’re talking.”

      I gazed up at his golden eyes and furrowed my brows together. “Yes, Alpha.”

      His fingers moved faster, and I squeezed my eyes shut. This had to be a dream. This had to be a fucking dream. Here I was … lying over my alpha’s knee, letting him touch my pussy like he owned it, while my core pulsed with pure pleasure.

      The tension built higher inside of me, so high that I could feel myself about to explode. But he slowed down his fingers, and the pressure disappeared slightly. He glanced down at my parted lips and started back up again, fingers moving faster than they had before. My brows knotted, and his lip curled into a smirk.

      I didn’t know how many times he’d stopped and started again. My pussy was aching for a release, and I wanted to come for him.

      “Please, Alpha. Please let me come,” I said, digging my nails into one of his muscular thighs.

      “Is that what you want? To come?” he asked.

      I nodded, and he tilted his head, his smirk widening.

      “Only good girls get to come.”

      I stared up at him, brows creased. “I’ll be a good girl, I-I promise.”

      His fingers sped up one last time, and I clenched. I was … I was going to …

      He pulled his hand away from my pussy and tossed me onto the bed. “We’ll see about that.” He grasped my chin in his hand, his lips brushing against mine. “If you can prove to me that you can be good, I’ll reward you, my dear Isabella.”

      My breath caught in my throat, and I vaguely nodded my head, feeling as if I was in a daze. I didn’t know how he did it. It was wrong. So wrong. Yet it felt so right.

      I leaned against the headboard, wanting him to leave so I could finish what he had started, but he stayed in my bedroom with me, lingering for longer than he should have. Staring at my moonflowers. Looking over at the journals and textbooks about fighting. Glancing my way a few times.

      He stood up and walked around the room. “So, this is what the self-proclaimed warrior’s bedroom looks like.” He cracked a smile at the manual. “I didn’t expect any less.”

      “Watch what you’re doing,” I said, covering my body with the blanket. “I don’t need you messing anything up. I have the exact page open to where I need to study after you leave.”

      “Still the same old Isabella.” He flipped through it, doing exactly what I’d told him not to do. “Always training to be the best.”

      “Still the same old Roman. Always trying to annoy me.”

      He walked around the bed and sat down, resting his forearms on his knees and looking back at me. He didn’t say anything for a long time, and my pussy continued to pulse. I let my eyes close briefly, just enjoying his scent, and reopened them.

      Moonlight flooded into the room from my window, and a chilly summer breeze rolled in. I listened to him rub his palms together and sank further into my bed, staring at the muscles in his back ripple against his shirt. He looked back at me with eyes so soft that I felt those tingles again.

      “You remember when we used to stay out all night long?” he asked, smiling softly to himself.

      I played with my fingers. “When your mom used to invite me over so we could play-fight until midnight, and then she’d make you walk me home?”

      His smile faltered for a fraction of a second, and then his eyes lit up with excitement. “Remember that one time you bit me?”

      “I did not bite you.”

      He inched closer to me, resting his thigh on the bed and letting his knee graze against mine. “Yes, you did, Isabella.” He shook his head and touched his finger against one of his abs. “I still have the scar to prove it.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “You want proof?”

      “You just want to take your shirt off for me, so I can see just how ripped my alpha really is. If you’re so inclined to show me this scar, then”—my heart raced—“I guess so.”

      He raised a sharp brow, pulled up his shirt, revealing his toned abdomen, and brushed a finger against one of his abs, as if he had done it so many times before. “If you’re so inclined not to believe me, what’s this then?”

      The small scar glistened under the moonlight, and I rolled my eyes. “That’s just …”

      He cracked a smirk and inched closer to me. “A what?”

      “Just a … line.”

      He shook his head, his eyes dropping to my lips for a quick moment. I sucked in a breath. That look. That same look he had given me at the lockers earlier. That look that had made my lips tingle, that had made me feel this weird feeling that all she-wolves being pursued by alphas must feel.

      After another moment, he pulled down his shirt and stood. “Still up to no good, Isabella.”

      “Always up to no good, Roman.”
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      Sunlight flooded in through the windows behind my desk, hitting one of the hundred used pages in my journal. My pencil glided across a piece. Each line I drew imitated Isabella’s curves almost perfectly. I had sketched her so many times but nothing like this.

      Nothing with her naked. Nothing with her fingers in her pussy. Nothing with her eyes closed in utter bliss. Nothing like what I had seen last night.

      Her vanilla scent still lingered on my clothes, and I could feel her fingers curled into my chest. I loved the way she had stared at me with those big blue eyes when I walked into her room, but I loved the way she had smiled at me when I teased her about the little childhood love bite she’d left on me more.

      I couldn’t control myself last night. I needed to have a taste of her, needed to see how she felt in my hands. She had been driving me crazy for months. I put myself through pure torture, watching her touch herself and listening to her moan. I knew that I shouldn’t. I knew that it was wrong.

      Someone knocked on my door, and I scrambled to close my journal.

      My beta, Cayden, peeked his head into the room. “Ryker’s here to see you.”

      I stood up, clenched my jaw, and nodded. Ryker, the asshole leader of the Lycans, was here to talk my ear off for the next hour about rogues and how he needed more people to join his team of warriors to fend them off.

      “Listen,” I said, locking the maroon leather journal in my desk, “whatever he says, do not bring up Isabella.”

      Cayden furrowed his eyebrows. “But⁠—”

      “Do you understand me, Cayden? No mentioning her name,” I said, hardening my stare.

      He bowed his head and disappeared into the hallway. A few moments later, Cayden and Ryker appeared at my door.

      I plastered a fake smile on my face and shook his hand. “Ryker, what brings you here?”

      “Roman,” Ryker said, sitting across from me. “It’s always a pleasure to see you.”

      I bet it was.

      He leaned back in his seat. “Rogues are more rampant than ever. I’m here to recruit the strongest warriors from every pack in the area to join the Lycans.”

      “I thought I’d already told you that the group of trainees coming out of high school doesn’t have as much potential as my previous years.” I gazed into the thin file on my desk that had the name of every senior graduating this year, except Isabella’s, and handed it to him. “You can look through it … but I doubt there is anyone who will suit your needs.”

      Lie.

      Ryker took the file, sat back, and opened it. Tattoos of moonflowers—the official flower of our Moon Goddess—covered his forearms. Each one represented a rogue he’d killed to help keep the werewolf packs safe. Each one was a reason that I didn’t want him to know about Isabella’s superior abilities.

      “All of our wolves are average,” I said.

      Lie. Lie to protect her from joining a group of Lycans who fought against bloodthirsty, handsy, filthy rogues every day. Lie to protect her from him.

      After placing the file back down on my mahogany desk, Ryker kicked one ankle onto his knee and locked his hands together. “Which one is the most skilled fighter?”

      I gazed at Cayden and shook my head. “Derek probably.”

      Another lie.

      My sister, Jane, walked into the room. “Derek? Hell no. Isabella kicks his ass every day in gym class.”

      “Why aren’t you at school, Jane?” I asked through clenched teeth.

      She was going to ruin everything for me. Everything that I’d worked so hard to hide for the past three years.

      Ryker gazed at her, his eyes lingering on her hips. I growled under my breath.

      What a fucking pig. It disgusted me the way he looked at any woman, especially after the rumors of what he had done to Michelle—his supposed mate.

      I stood up from my desk and hurried to her, snatching her by the elbow. “What would Mom and Dad think about you skipping school?” I asked, trying to talk some sense into her.

      “Don’t use that card on me,” she said, ripping her arm out of my grip. “I’m leaving now. Just wanted to give you this … you left it on the kitchen table.”

      She handed me a sketch that I’d wanted to give to Isabella last night, but I’d been too scared and too horny to remember to bring it. Hell, I had been too drawn in to think about anything when she sat right on that bed of hers and thought she could just disobey me by touching herself.

      Jane crossed her arms over her chest. “You know that it looks awfully like Isabell⁠—”

      “School. Now.”

      She stomped down the hall, and I slammed the door. She had to ruin everything for me, like usual.

      Ryker cocked a brow at me. “Isabella? You haven’t mentioned her.”

      Of course I hadn’t mentioned her. She wasn’t even eighteen yet, wasn’t legal age to be considered as a Lycan. Ryker didn’t need to know about her. Not now. Not ever.

      “I’ve seen her fight,” I said. “She’s good …” I hated lying about her. I wanted everyone to know how great she was. “But … not great. She has a lot to learn.”

      Ryker nodded his head and stood. “I’ll be the judge of that.” He placed the file on my desk. “You’re hosting tryouts for your warriors this week, aren’t you?”

      I clenched my jaw. If I didn’t have a pack to take care of, I would kill him right here for even putting the idea of recruiting Isabella on the table.

      “Yes,” I said.

      He slapped me hard on the back, squeezing my shoulder like we were friends. “I’ll be by to see her sometime this week.” And with that, he walked out of the room.

      I just stood there, staring at the empty doorway.

      No. No, he would not take Isabella away from me. I wouldn’t let him.

      I had to do something, anything, to keep her safe. Even if it meant hurting her.
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      “Are you coming?” Derek asked, leaning against his Chrysler.

      I groaned and tossed my backpack into his backseat, still frustrated from last night. How could Roman leave me so desperate?

      “Hello?” Derek said, waving his hand in front of my face. “Earth to Izzy …”

      I shook my head, pushing my dirty thoughts to the back of my mind, and clasped Luna Raya’s keychain on to my bag. I had to focus on one thing and one thing only today—winning over the warriors and securing a spot on the team. Although there were more people trying out compared to last year, I wasn’t nervous.

      I’d trained thirteen years for this week.

      And Roman knew that I was one of the best recruits. After he’d left me last night, he’d messaged me and said that he expected to see me here today.

      Vanessa jogged past me and to her car in a small hot-pink sports bra, her boobs nearly bouncing out of it each time she ran, and in a pair of spandex shorts. “You guys are trying out for the warriors?”

      “You are?” Derek asked, brow raised.

      She smiled widely at me, batting her lashes. “I think I have what it takes.” She opened the driver’s door and waved at us. “See you at Roman’s.”

      I rubbed my temples. This would be a long afternoon if she was going. All I could imagine was that she would flirt with Roman the whole time, getting so close to him, running her fingers up his chest, and smirking at me.

      “You’re basically naked, Vanessa,” Derek said.

      She placed a yellow manicured finger on her lip. “Am I?” She looked down at herself and then shrugged. “Oh well. I’m sure Roman won’t mind.” She winked at me, then jumped in her car, and raced out of the school parking lot.

      I clenched my jaw. She didn’t even want to be a warrior. All she wanted was to get on my nerves. That had been her goal ever since middle school.

      “If she gets a spot just by rubbing her tits all over the warriors, I will lose it,” Derek said, his hand clenched into a fist as he turned to me. “But if you do it, I won’t mind.”

      “I don’t have to flirt with him to get a spot.”

      It was arrogant to say, but it was true. Everyone, including Roman, knew that I had the most potential out of the students trying out. Hell, even Mr. Beck—who thought he was the best warrior to ever live—believed in me.

      Derek bumped his shoulder into mine, the sun hitting his brown skin and making it glow. “I’m just kidding.”
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      Nearly twenty students from my senior class were waiting on the pack house lawn when we arrived. I bounced up and down on my toes and looked over at Vanessa, who was sitting on the ground with her legs spread, stretching.

      Dear Moon Goddess.

      The warrior wolves walked out of the pack house, sizing up the possible new recruits. Some of the women and men had necklaces with pendants shaped like the moon on their chests—a cultural symbol of being mated to someone that they loved. Along with a bite mark on the neck, it was the tradition in our pack and surrounding packs to give someone a necklace. It showed love between one’s wolf side and his or her human side.

      I smiled at Kerrie and Henry, two of the best warrior wolves. They were mated to each other, and each had their own personalized necklace. I couldn’t wait until I found my mate, who I knew would be a strong fighter like me. I had been waiting for my mate since I was a girl and used to watch Mom’s necklace sparkle in the moonlight every night. Just two more weeks, and I’d officially be able to find him.

      The wolves walked down the stairs and tossed their training gear near the side of the house, and then they stood in front of us. I stared curiously at them while Vanessa smiled seductively.

      I took one look at her, leaned my forehead against Derek’s arm, and tried to stifle a laugh at how stupid she looked. It was immature, yes. But I didn’t like her, and she didn’t like me. It had always been senseless, childish drama with her.

      If she didn’t try so hard, she could probably get anyone she wanted. She was beautiful—tall, blonde, curvy. I was all for flirting with people and self-empowerment, but this … this was too much.

      “Is something funny?”

      My eyes widened, and I sucked in a breath. Damn it. Alpha Roman stood in front of me, his gray T-shirt hugging his sculpted frame. He gazed at me with those sinister, golden eyes, those same eyes that had devoured my body last night.

      “I asked you a question.”

      Everyone stared at us, waiting for me to answer him.

      “N-no, Alpha,” I said, trying not to inhale his minty scent and turn to mush.

      “And you are laughing, why?” He crossed his arms over his chest, flexing his biceps.

      I glanced around, trying to come up with something that would get me out of this, but he gripped my chin and forced me to look him in the eye.

      His pure dominance made me want to test him. I placed my hands by my sides, balling them into fists so I wouldn’t do something stupid in front of the whole pack. But then, because I couldn’t help myself, I shrugged.

      He took a threatening step closer to me. “If you’re not going to take this seriously, you can leave.” He set his lips in a tight line. “I don’t need a pup like you wasting my time.”

      The corner of Vanessa’s lips curled. I could just hear her hmmph-ing at me in that snobby way she always did.

      Roman grasped my chin harder, his fingers digging into my skin. His golden eyes were smirking at me, like I was right where he wanted, like he had pure control over me. “Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, Alpha.”

      He released his grip and turned back to the warrior wolves, whispering something to his beta, Cayden. Cayden nodded and looked curiously at me. I let out a breath, fixed my gaze on the kicked-up grass under my feet, and clenched my fists behind my back.

      Damn him.

      “Five-mile run. Human form only.” Roman stared out at the thick green brush. “When you get back here, we will partner up and start the training.”

      The warriors led the run through the forest, some peeling away and running faster than the others. I gazed at Derek, itching to sprint past everyone and go at my own pace but not wanting to be disrespectful.

      Cayden slowed down until he was running beside us. “Keep up,” he said to me, running faster. “If you can!”

      I glanced at Derek and ran after Cayden, weaving in and out of the other warriors, jumping over fallen tree trunks, and pushing myself harder than I ever had. Cayden ran past Roman, and I followed.

      My breathing was heavy, my lungs were full, my mind felt so free. I felt like the forest and I were one. Running had always been a way to connect with my wolf. When we had been small, Roman and I would love getting lost in the woods, running for hours, just to get nowhere.

      Cayden slowed down when we reached the clearing near the pack house. He peeled off his shirt, his abdomen glistening with sweat, and pointed to me. “You ready?”

      I doubled over, placing my hands on my knees and gasping for air. “Don’t we have to wait for⁠—”

      He lunged at me, catching me off guard, and slammed me against the dirt. “No. Warriors don’t wait for anyone. They fight when they need to fight.”

      Without waiting another second, I hopped back up and crouched in my fighting stance. Well … I guessed we weren’t waiting for them. I circled around Cayden, trying to find an opening to attack. But each time I went in to take him down, he stopped me and threw me to the ground.

      As the others walked into the backyard, I watched Cayden’s ear continuously fly back, as if he was listening to them and not paying as close attention to me as he should have. I socked him hard in the stomach with my fist, stepped in toward him, and threw him over my shoulder.

      It was the only takedown I had gotten in ten minutes.

      Almost immediately, he hopped back up and smirked, turning his attention back to me. We continued to fight for the next fifteen minutes, and he didn’t let up once, pushing me harder than anyone had.

      But it seemed like everyone else was getting special treatment. Derek. Melissa from Geometry. Even Vanessa, who was trying hard to fight Roman. He let her work her moves—whether those moves were rubbing herself on him or actually doing some type of takedown.

      When I was too preoccupied with her, Cayden threw me down. I lay against the ground for a moment, taking a deep breath and envying how easily everyone else had it.

      Roman jumped up from Vanessa’s takedown, helped her up, and looked over at me. My heart raced with anger, jealousy, and a need to prove my worthiness as a warrior to him. I shoved my palms onto the ground and jumped up.

      “Come on, Isabella. You’re stronger and smarter than that,” Cayden said to me.

      I growled under my breath and stormed at him. After finding an opening, I came at him with everything I had, lifted him off of the ground, and drove him into the dirt. Hard.

      When his body collided with the ground, he grunted, “Damn.” He took a deep breath, as if he’d had the wind knocked out of him. “I didn’t know you had that in you.”

      After practice, I growled and hurled my sweaty T-shirt at my gym bag. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

      Nobody went easy on me—not that I’d wanted them to. I just didn’t want to look like I didn’t know what I was doing. Because I did know. I had studied and trained for longer than anyone. Yet they had gone harder on me—purposefully.

      “Growling will get you nowhere,” Roman said, standing a few feet to my left.

      Most of the warriors and recruits had disappeared into the forest to return home for the night.

      I pressed my lips together, wanting to do nothing more than to sink into my sheets and release all the tension from today. I tossed my bag over my shoulder and clenched my fist around the strap, turning to him.

      Covered in a layer of sweat that made his whole body glisten, arms crossed over his chest, biceps swelling from the sheer amount of pressure put on them from training today, he stared at me with his head tilted to the side and a smirk on those damn plump lips.

      “You seemed to be struggling today. Maybe being a warrior isn’t for you.” His golden eyes shimmered under the setting sun.

      My nostrils flared. All that talk about being a good girl because good girls got rewarded. I growled lowly. Fuck being a good girl for him. I wanted to be bad.

      Vanessa, the only other pack member still here, walked to her car. “Bye, Roman! Bye, Izzy!” She rubbed a towel across her breasts, wiping off sweat, and I scrunched my nose. “See you tomorrow.”

      Roman nodded, offering her a smile and a small wave. I narrowed my eyes at him.

      Who did this man think he was? Why the hell was he going easy on her?

      When she pulled out of the driveway, I brushed past him.

      He snatched my wrist and pulled me back. “I didn’t dismiss you.”

      “I don’t need you to dismiss m⁠—”

      He snaked a hand around my throat, squeezing tightly, and shoved me against the side of the house. “What did I tell you about disrespecting me?”

      I grasped his hand, my fingers tingling. “I don’t need any reward from you,” I said between clenched teeth.

      He pushed me forcefully against the siding, thrusting his hardness against my thigh. Warmth pooled between my legs, and I cursed myself for reacting like this. He moved his hardness further up my leg until it pressed into the front of my leggings. I swallowed hard and closed my eyes, my core pulsing.

      His lips grazed against my ear. “You don’t seem too sure about that.” He rubbed two fingers into the front of my pants, massaging my clit.

      I parted my lips, my head falling back slightly. Don’t give in to him so easily, Isabella.

      “You’re not even … fucking … good at this.” I pushed his hand away.

      He stared at me, eyes darker than ever, canines emerging under his lips. He gripped my chin and shoved it to the side. His fingers slipped into my panties and thrust into my wet pussy. “Not good at this, huh?”

      “Cayden could probably please me better than you could.”

      His fingers roughly pounded into my pussy, sending me further and further against the side of the house with each thrust.

      “His hand around my throat,” I said.

      Roman tightened his grip on my neck.

      “His fingers—those long, rough fingers—destroying my tight little pussy.”

      Roman entered a third finger into me, and I clenched. His hand traveled down my neck, and he roughly grasped my breast.

      Holy …

      I squeezed my eyes shut and gripped his wrist. “His fingers … Moon Goddess, his fingers tugging on my nipples.”

      Roman pinched my nipple between two fingers and tugged on it. I rested my forehead against his shoulder, whimpering as my whole body trembled. And when Roman’s canines scraped against the sensitive part of my neck, I couldn’t stop myself from moaning. Wave after wave of ecstasy rolled through me. I had never felt so good.

      After a few moments, he shoved me back harshly and stepped away from me, trying to gather himself. Though he was furious, his eyes were tinted the lightest shade of gold, just like the early morning sunrays.

      I smoothed out my leggings and took a deep breath, hiking my gym bag higher onto my shoulder. Roman was … he made me feel …

      We stood there, staring at each other for the longest moment. No, I had never felt this way before, but nobody had ever made me feel the way Roman did. Being with him was dangerous and oh-so exciting.

      He didn’t leave me in the yard alone, like he had at the school. Instead, he glanced down, clenching his hands into fists. “What’s this?” Roman asked, noticing and grasping the keychain on my bag. In an instant of realization, he widened his eyes. “My mom’s keychain? You still have it?” His face contorted into one of strain.

      I gave him a shy smile and looked down at it, a feeling of warmth washing over me. “Yes.”

      It seemed like it was yesterday when she’d thrust it into my palm, wrapped my small fingers around it, and told me not to tell anyone because this keychain was our little secret.

      He curled his lips into a small—a very small—smile and stayed quiet for a long time. “You know that she always loved you.” He looked as if he wanted to say something more about it, but then he shook his head. “Even more than me sometimes.” He chuckled to himself and looked down at his feet. “Always told me to take care of you.”

      “Of me?” I asked, brow raised. “Only me?”

      “Of everyone, Isabella.”

      “But especially me?” I teased.

      He gazed at me, eyes lighting up. “Especially you.”

      After another second of silence and a torn expression crossing his face, he grabbed my hand. “Come on. I want to bring you somewhere.”
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      Roman held his hands over my eyes and led me through the woods, making sure that I didn’t bump into any twigs or trees.

      “Where are we going?” I asked, trying to peek around his fingers.

      “Patience, Isabella,” he said.

      We walked for five more minutes with me in complete darkness. And then he suddenly stopped.

      When he peeled back his hands, I gasped. “You brought me back to the cave?” I asked, walking around it.

      We hadn’t been here since we were pups, when Luna Raya would invite me on playdates with Roman and we’d get lost in the woods.

      It had been so long. So fucking long.

      Moonflowers hung from the top of it, growing through rocks and dirt and twinkling softly. I grinned at them, bringing one to my nose and inhaling its scent.

      “Roman,” I said breathlessly.

      He stared at me, trying to suppress a grin, and crossed his arms over his chest. “Do you remember this place?”

      “Of course I do!”

      His grin widened, and he walked to one side of the cave, drawing his fingers across the stone and over the stupid little drawings that we used to create in here. “My favorite part about coming here was drawing these things.”

      I walked over to him, gazing over his shoulder, and sighed softly. “Is that a turtle?” I asked, trying to make out the disfigured animal carved into the rock.

      “You tell me,” he said. “That was your drawing.”

      “Was not!”

      “Was too!” He walked a few feet forward to the last drawing that we’d ever made here. Though they were all ruined just a little, this one was clearer than the others. “This one is mine.”

      It was a beautifully detailed carving of a full circle, representing the moon, and a silhouette of a woman in front of it.

      I stared at it for a long time and smiled. “The Moon Goddess.”

      He tensed—as if it wasn’t of the Moon Goddess but he didn’t want to admit to who he had drawn—and stared down at me, parting his lips to peak but no words came out. Instead, he leaned down, picked up a small rock, and handed it to me.

      “You want to draw another one?” I asked.

      “For old times’ sake,” he said, cracking a smile.

      He sat down on the dusty ground, taking a stone in his hand, too, and I sat next to him.

      “What’re you going to draw?” I asked, leaning over his shoulder and inhaling his minty scent.

      He pushed the rock into the wall and carved. I watched him with excitement, blurting out guesses now and then. He chuckled each time, asking me if his drawing was that bad when I guessed he was drawing a stick figure, and continued.

      I stared between Roman and the drawing, my heart racing. The way his eyes shifted effortlessly around the rock, the way he moved his hand so smoothly, the spark in his eye … it made me feel young again.

      He glanced over at me, and I knew he felt it too. It was like those tingles he had given me but something more, something deeper.

      His eyes drifted to my smile and then to the rock in my hand. “Let me help you,” he said, scooting closer to me.

      He rested one leg beside my thigh and one behind me, so I sat directly between his legs.

      When he grasped my hand, we both tensed. But then he leaned closer to me and placed my hand against the stone wall, moving my wrist in all different directions to create a carving of a werewolf.

      His breath was on my neck, his heart was beating against my back, his scent was enveloping me. We were close and not close, like we had been earlier.

      I shifted slightly, letting him rest his chin on my shoulder and enjoying when he took a big breath of me.

      After we finished the drawing, he reluctantly released my hand and put down the stone. We didn’t move for a long time, just stayed close, stayed so close that we could feel each other breathing.

      And I never wanted the night to end.
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      The next day, I slumped onto the ground, back against the pack house, legs stretched out in front of me. Everything hurt. My back, my legs, my arms, my abs, even my neck. But of course, Vanessa and everyone else didn’t have this problem. They had all been treated like normal werewolves with normal abilities. I had been pushed. Hard.

      Two tan and muscular legs came into my line of vision. “Sore?” Cayden asked, his black Adidas gym bag hanging from his shoulder. He tossed it down and sat in front of me.

      “What gave it away?” I asked, tracing the bruises on my quads.

      At least they didn’t hurt as bad as they had last night. After my night with Roman, Mom had made me sit in a warm bath with moonflowers floating around the top to help with the pain. It worked a bit but … not as much as I had hoped.

      Cayden rummaged through his bag and smirked. “That look of misery on your face.”

      I raised a brow at him and pointed to my face. “Oh, no. This look of misery is not because I’m sore. I just don’t want to go through another day of hell while everyone else takes a fucking walk in the park.”

      After he peeled off his shirt, he scooted closer to me. “Alpha Roman likes obedience.”

      Roman likes obedience.

      I stifled a laugh. I would disagree. Disobedience seemed to turn him on. I’d tested that many times, and each had resulted in the same way—him pushing his hard cock against me any way that he could.

      “I think you handled it well yesterday,” he said.

      The scent of mint drifted into my nostrils, so I inched closer to Cayden—knowing that this would surely be an act of disobedience in Roman’s eyes—and smiled. “Well, I do take punishments very well.”

      Roman growled, and my heart raced. But I didn’t turn around. Instead, I sat, smiling at Cayden, suggesting something more sinister than mere punishment.

      Something about getting on his nerves, about getting close to Roman however I could, always excited me.

      “I’m serious, Isabella,” Cayden said, completely oblivious to my flirting. “You’re strong as hell. Training with us will give you that extra oomph. You’ll be kicking my ass in no time. You’re close to it.”

      Roman walked over to us. Cayden’s eyes lingered on me for a second, and then they snapped to Roman.

      “Cayden,” he said, jaw clenched. “Lead the run.”

      Cayden stood and held out a hand. “Come on. You can make it.”

      I grabbed his hand, raising my brow at Roman to test him. Oh boy, did I love testing him.

      Roman eyed us, his hands clenched into tight fists. When Cayden released my hand and started walking to the crowd, I followed.

      But before I could lead the run with him like I had yesterday, Roman caught my arm. “You’re not going.”

      Cayden gazed at Roman, nodded his head, and disappeared through the woods. The rest of the warriors and trainees—except Vanessa—followed, their feet pounding against the dirt like a thunderous echo.

      “Alpha, you’re not coming?” Vanessa asked. Her tits were falling out of her white sports bra again. She leaned on one foot, sticking out her hip.

      My wolf growled inside of me, wanting me to bare my teeth at her. She was too close to him, too damn close. I didn’t like it.

      Roman gazed down at me with hard eyes, and then he looked at Vanessa, lips curling into a smirk. “Let’s run together. The three of us.”

      I clenched my jaw, turning toward the foggy forest. “No.”

      Roman grabbed my hand, his skin on mine making me feel some sort of way. Not taking no for an answer, he dragged me to the running path. I yanked my hand away and rubbed it softly. I didn’t have time to be distracted by him. I needed to focus.

      Vanessa stood on the other side of him, dragging her yellow nails across his bare shoulder. I took off through the woods, Roman hot on my heels and Vanessa actually keeping up.

      I wouldn’t be surprised if she accidentally tripped over a vine and accidentally sprained her ankle, just to get more of his attention.

      She started yakking about how she planned to work really, really hard this week because she had been dreaming of being the strongest warrior wolf in this pack. Like she hadn’t bullied me in middle school for wanting the same thing. She wouldn’t be able to last a single practice if they amped up the intensity for her like they had done with me.

      Roman gave her his full attention, smiling and staring and even flirting with her. I growled under my breath, leaping over a vine and ducking under a tree branch.

      I pushed myself harder, faster, farther away from them. Not wanting to even hear a sentence more of their conversation. Her voice was so shrill, so utterly shrill.

      Everyone was already stretching when we reached the practice area.

      I pressed my lips together, breathing heavily out of my nose, and walked straight to Derek. “If I hear another word out of her mouth, I swear I will cut my ears off.”

      Derek eyed Vanessa and Roman as they finally made their way to the practice area. She gazed at me, fingers brushing against his forearm.

      What was her problem?

      “Is someone jealous?” Derek asked, pulling his knee to his chest to stretch.

      I crossed my arms. “Jealous of her?” I asked, watching her talk to some other warrior wolves. At least she wasn’t hanging off of Roman’s arm anymore. “No, she’s just annoying.”

      He rested his forearm on my shoulder and tugged on a strand of my hair. “Mmhmm, that’s what they all say.”

      “You know, sometimes, I hate you,” I said.

      Derek gave me a cheeky grin, and I couldn’t help but smile back.

      Roman cleared his throat. “Get into partners. One warrior wolf with one trainee.”

      He gazed at me for a quick moment, and I thought he would walk over and partner with me. But then he turned toward Vanessa.

      I stifled a growl, not wanting to seem jealous. Because I wasn’t. No, I wasn’t jealous over the most annoying try-hard here.

      She grabbed his waist, her hands clasping behind his back, trying to take him down. Her breasts pressed into his chest, rubbing on him like she was his.

      I hated her.

      My wolf was jumping around inside of me, begging me to let her free so she could do whatever she wanted to Vanessa. I controlled my innate urges, gazing at Cayden from across the field.

      I walked over to him, determined not to let Vanessa or Roman get in the way of what I had studied last night in the bath. No letting Cayden push me around like he had yesterday. I would put up a fight.

      He barreled toward me, arms curling around my knees to try to take me down. I looped my arms under his, turned him onto his back, and slammed him onto the ground, his head nearly bouncing off of the dirt. He rolled onto his stomach and dug his fingernails into the dirt, struggling to push my body weight off of him.

      “Damn,” he said. “I expected you to go easy on me like you did yesterday.” He winked and rolled me over onto my back.

      I held a strong wrestling base with all of my strength and escaped his hold. Before he could throw me onto the ground again, I stood all the way up and shook my head. “I’m prepared today.”

      He headed in for another attack, this time a punch-jab-hook combo. I ducked under each one, avoiding contact. He grabbed my wrist, trying to break my stance, but I continued to resist him.

      Sure, I hated getting ragged on while everyone got it easy. But if someone was going to go hard on me, then I wanted it to be Cayden. After Roman, he was the second-strongest warrior in this pack. If I could fight him, I could fight anyone else here.

      We wrestled for the next half hour, not even stopping when everyone else rested. Maybe it was the way his lips were so close to my neck or the way his body was grinding against mine with each move, but I caught Roman glaring at us during practice. Each time he looked over, he was angrier.

      When Roman announced that we would end in two minutes, I faked Cayden out, pretending to go in for another takedown but throwing him over my hip instead.

      He landed on the ground with a thud and smiled up at me. “There’s that warrior that Roman always talks about.”

      I arched a brow and helped him up. Roman had talked about me, about my warrior abilities? Since when? What had he said?

      “I expect you to throw me around even more tomorrow.” We walked over to our bags, and Cayden grabbed a shirt. “You’re the most skilled trainee here.”

      “Well, Caydee…” I said, gazing over my shoulder at Cayden. Roman stood a few feet away, staring at me with those golden eyes. “I’ll be ready for you to go extra hard on me tomorrow then.” I tossed my gym bag over my shoulder and winked, walking right out of the training area, toward Derek’s car, and away from an angry alpha that I knew I would see later tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      isabella

      I brushed my fingers against the moonflowers on my windowsill, smiling and inhaling their natural, fresh scent. Downstairs, Mom and Dad were home early, talking about the hospital. The world outside was quiet, the forest darker and eerier than it had been. But I knew that he was out there, watching me.

      This one is for you, Alpha.

      After inhaling once more, letting his minty scent calm my wolf, I crawled onto the bed and rested my back against the headboard. The perfect view for him.

      Disobedience. Disobedience. Disobedience.

      I slipped my fingers into my underwear and massaged my clit in small, fast circles. My nipples pressed against my white tank top. I moaned softly and arched my back.

      He must be so angry, so annoyed, so hard because of me, because of the way I continued to defy him, because of my budding interest in his beta.

      From all the way in my bedroom, I could feel his intense stare on me, could see the moon reflecting off of his eyes in the woods. Two frightening, calamitous eyes that turned me on even more.

      I threw my head back, knowing that if I was going to get punished—and punished hard—by him, then I might as well do something worth being punished for. So, I rolled my nipple between my fingers and moaned, “Cayden.”

      One moment passed. Then two. Then, the door to my room swung open, and Roman stood in the doorway. His eyes were dark, hooded, and a suffocating gold. He didn’t say a word, just stood there with a clenched jaw.

      My eyes widened. “Roman,” I said quietly.

      Oh Moon Goddess, he was furious. I’d expected him to be angry, punish me for moaning his beta’s name and not his, but I hadn’t expected him to actually show up in my room with my parents downstairs.

      I wanted him to simmer, wanted him to feel some type of way, like he made me feel.

      Jealous.

      He stepped into my room and gently shut the door behind him, but I knew he would be anything but gentle with me.

      “Get up now.”

      I swallowed hard and pressed my knees together.

      You did a bad thing, Isabella. A bad, bad thing. Now, you’re going to pay for it.

      My wolf jumped up and down inside of me, running around, tail wagging, tongue out like a fucking dog, like she was ready to take this punishment from our alpha.

      When I didn’t move, Roman snatched my arm and pulled me up. “I said, now,” he said.

      I stumbled to my feet and straightened my back, keeping my gaze on him.

      “I told you what would happen if you didn’t stop this.”

      “What did I do?” my inner brat asked.

      I gazed up at him through my lashes. A part of me knew if I kept up this brat shit, he would flip out on me, but I couldn’t stop myself. He was too easy to get riled up. And my wolf and I loved riled-up Roman.

      He growled and pushed me onto my knees. “You know what you did.” His hand snaked around the front of my neck, and he forced me to look up at him. After unbuttoning his jeans, he pulled out his huge cock and pressed it against my lips. “Open your mouth.”

      I pursed my lips and shook my head. He tightened his grip around my neck at my blatant disrespect, and I clenched. This was going to feel too good; my pussy was already pulsing.

      “Now, Isabella,” he said in his alpha tone.

      It took everything I had to keep my lips sealed.

      Wetness pooled between my legs. I was seconds away from him thrusting his cock into my mouth, from him taking me rather than making measly demands. I was about to get it, and I was about to get it hard.

      He pushed his cock against me, coating them in his pre-cum. I moved my lips away from him.

      When he finally got fed up, he growled, “Is that really how you want to play this fucking game?”

      I smiled and batted my lashes, gazing at the moonflowers reflecting off of his golden eyes. His hair was a tousled brown mess. And his pure control was not making disobeying him any easier.

      Before I could do anything, he pinched my nose closed, so I couldn’t breathe. I pressed my lips together, the urge to open them hitting me every few seconds. My cheeks flushed.

      He pressed his cock harder against me. “Isabella,” he said. “Now.”

      I shook my head and furrowed my brows together. My eyes watered. I hadn’t expected to be on my knees for him tonight, and I hadn’t expected to enjoy it this much.

      When I finally gasped, he forced his cock into my mouth and pushed himself all the way down my throat. “There you fucking go. That wasn’t too hard for you, was it?”

      My lips met the base of his cock, and I gagged. Spit dripped out of my mouth and onto my chin. I placed my hands on his thighs, digging my nails into his skin.

      With long, hard, and fast thrusts, he fucked my mouth, making me gag over and over again. “If you wanted me to fuck your pretty little face all along, all you had to do was ask, Isabella. But since you want to make this hard, I will be hard with you.”

      He grabbed the sides of my head and pulled his cock fully out of my mouth. I stared up at him, my eyes watery and my lips swollen.

      “Fuck you,” I said.

      He pushed his cock back down my throat until my lips pressed against his base. He tugged on my hair, forcing me to gaze up at him. I pressed my hands against his thighs to push him away, but he held me in place.

      “Are you going to disrespect me again?” he asked.

      Heat pooled between my legs as his eyes grew darker.

      “Answer me, Isabella.”

      I shook my head, desperate to breathe again. “Mm-mm.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      I tried to speak, but all I could do was gag.

      “What was that?” He smirked and then began thrusting himself in and out of my mouth again, hitting the back of my throat each time.

      I gazed at him, pleading with him to let me breathe for just a moment but loving every single second of him like this.

      The wild, feral, dominant alpha.

      My wild, feral, dominant alpha.

      My pussy clenched. All I wanted was for him to plunge his cock into it, for him to brush his canines against my neck, to feel him moments away from sinking them into my flesh and claiming me as his own. My wolf purred at the thought.

      He tore off my tank top, the cool night air immediately making my nipples hard, and groped my breast in his hand. With two fingers, he pinched my nipple. A wave of pleasure rolled through me, and I moaned on his cock.

      Lacing his other hand into my hair, he thrust his cock all the way down my throat and stilled. “Moan for me again, Isabella.”

      He pinched my nipple, and I moaned on him. He groaned under his breath, his warm cum filling my mouth.

      When he pulled out, I collapsed onto my hands and gasped for breath, my spit and his cum dripping off of my lips.

      “Sit up,” he said.

      I sat back, my chest rising and falling. His gaze raked down my body—from my eyes to my lips to my tits. “Who knew you’d look so sexy with my cum dripping out of your pretty little mouth like that?”

      He brushed a finger against my bottom lip, wiping the cum from it, and stuck it into my mouth. I wrapped my lips around him and sucked his cum off of his finger.

      His eyes slightly softened for only a moment, becoming an inviting gold. He clenched his jaw, took a deep breath, and shook his head.

      Again, he paused and looked strained, as if he was torn between throat-fucking me another time and something else. But I didn’t know what that something else was.

      Without another word, he zippered his pants and walked to the door. “It’s sad, Isabella. If only you could fight as well as you suck my cock.”
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      I walked right out of Isabella’s room after trying not to stare at her teary eyes. It only made me feel worse. She was so fucking good at fighting, almost better than me.

      But I needed to get her angry, furious, livid for tomorrow. Ryker was going to show up, and I needed her to screw up. I needed her to stumble. I needed her to fail.

      I wanted to break her down piece by piece—had been trying to do it all week—so he would think she was just as weak as the next trainee. And so I could keep her to myself.

      Her scent still lingered on my body, and I readjusted myself through my pants. I never wanted to hurt her. I wanted to love her. We had fallen out of friendship so many years ago … and I wanted her back.

      But this—hurting her—I knew was beyond me. Even the dom in me wanted to take it back. He didn’t enjoy degrading her when he knew that she was the most beautiful thing to walk this earth.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket as I walked into the pack house.

      I’ll be at practice tomorrow to see Isabella, Ryker’s text message read.

      I sighed through my nose, grabbed my journal, and walked to the cave. It was what I did nearly every night that I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep.

      Draw her and think about how our life together would unfold.
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      isabella

      I hated Roman so fucking much.

      I didn’t hate the way he had thrown me to the ground yesterday. I didn’t hate the way he’d forced himself down my throat. I didn’t hate the way he’d ripped my clothes off and demanded I do anything he wanted.

      But this man had the nerve to tell me I sucked at fighting. Everyone knew that he put me through hell during each practice while they didn’t even have to try. Nobody—nobody—from my class would dare challenge me to a fight.

      I threw my gym bag down next to the pack house and angrily fumbled through the contents to find whatever I needed—I couldn’t even remember anymore.

      He did it to get on my nerves, to break my will. His job was to keep his pack in place, and he knew exactly what to do to make me bend to his command. Challenge my fighting skills.

      “What’s got Izzy all angry today?” Vanessa asked, gaze lingering on me for a moment longer than it should’ve.

      She placed a hand on her hip and sashayed over to me. I clenched my jaw, trying to hold myself together.

      “Is it because you aren’t getting any better at fighting?”

      I froze and glared over at her. This bitch.

      She giggled and twirled a finger around a strand of my hair, inhaling deeply and closing her eyes. “You know I can give you a few tips. It seems like you really need⁠—”

      “I’m not in the fucking mood, Vanessa.”

      “All I’m saying is that maybe you should at least try.”

      I wrapped my hands around her neck. I was done with this shit. I was done with being put down by her and Roman. That sick fuck had probably told her this to get on my goddamn nerves.

      Her big green eyes widened. She clawed at my fingers, trying to tear them off.

      This is for the past six years of dealing with your shit, Vanessa.

      “Isabella!” Derek said from across the field. He ran over to us, wrapped his arms around my torso, and pulled me away from her. “Isabella! Stop it!”

      Vanessa doubled over, coughing and making a bigger scene than she needed.

      Moon Goddess, what a damn drama queen.

      Derek tugged me to the side of the house. “Are you crazy? Doing something like that will get you kicked out!”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “I don’t care. I’m done with this.”

      “Don’t say that, Izzy. You’ve wanted this for years.” He placed his hands on my shoulders, brushing his thumb across my cheek.

      “I get bullied by him every single day that I come here.”

      “He’s just pushing you to get stronger.”

      “He’s not pushing anyone else as hard as he’s pushing me.”

      Derek tilted his head, lips curling into a smirk. “Well, not all of us can be born under the Second Wolf Moon like you. We can’t be innately stronger, asshole,” he said sarcastically.

      I arched a hard brow at him and sighed through my nose. It was just damn frustrating. Roman wasn’t even training me; he was just pushing me to my absolute limits.

      “We have one more day to get through … just please …” He gazed around the house. Roman, Cayden, and a few other warriors stood around Vanessa, glancing between her and us. “Shit.”

      Roman stormed toward us. His eyes shifted between a soft green and a blazing gold. “Did you attack Vanessa?” he asked.

      I pursed my lips. If I told him the truth, he would kick me out. I knew he would. It seemed like he had been looking for an excuse to kick me out since the first day.

      “No,” I said.

      “Don’t lie to me,” he said, jaw twitching.

      I wanted to scream at him. I wanted to wrap my hands around his throat. I wanted to scold him for talking to me the way he had yesterday. My wolf hadn’t let me sleep all night. She’d continued to moan and moan about how our alpha didn’t think we were good enough for him.

      By the way Roman’s lips curled into a smirk, he knew that he had me right where he wanted me. I couldn’t make a scene, or I’d risk being kicked out. I had to listen to him, had to respect him.

      “Am I lying to him, Derek?” I asked, glaring at Roman.

      Derek paused and tensed behind me. “No.” His voice was quiet, and I could tell that Roman sensed his lie.

      But instead of saying anything, Roman gazed between us, eyes lingering on Derek’s hands on shoulders, and then clenched his jaw.

      “You can leave now,” I said. “Practice doesn’t start for another fifteen minutes. Why don’t you go see what’s wrong with Vanessa?” The annoying-ass bitch who couldn’t keep her hands off of him. I turned away from him and tapped my foot on the ground.

      Was I jealous? Yes. He was driving me crazy. I didn’t know what was going on between us, what to call it even. Were we fuck buddies? Friends with benefits?

      I’d thought so, but then he’d brought me to the cave the other night. That wasn’t just any spot. That had been our spot when we were younger, and then there was all that talk about us being kids and his mother liking me and him letting me keep one of his mother’s most valuable possessions. It’d made me think—hope—that maybe there was something more because I was feeling all these weird emotions that I hadn’t felt. But … now … I didn’t know what to think.

      A tree branch broke in the woods to our right. I gazed over to see a wolf with thick black fur shift into a human. Moonflower tattoos covered his forearms. A large scar ran down the side of his neck. The man had the natural aura of a warrior—strong, stoic, and stony. His eyes were cold, his arms were crossed, and he was staring right at me. I sucked in a breath.

      Roman growled lowly, glaring at him, and then turned back to me. “I hope you’ll try a little harder today, Isabella. Try not to get on my nerves, try not to embarrass yourself … just try.”

      I snapped my head to his. “Get on your nerves? I think you need to reevaluate yourself before you start telling me⁠—”

      “You should just leave,” he said suddenly. “If you don’t want to respect me, if you want to continue this little game that you’re playing with Cayden and not take this seriously, you should leave.”

      Derek threw an arm around my shoulders and playfully placed his hand over my mouth to shut me up. “She will try today, Alpha. I’ll make sure of it.”

      Roman looked between us and then back at the naked man walking through the woods. Without another word, he turned and started toward him.

      Derek smacked me on the arm. “All right, listen. I don’t know what happened between you two, but you can’t go talking to him like that.” He shook his head. “Just please … control yourself today. Give it your all without hurting anyone, especially Vanessa.”

      I pressed my lips together. “No promises.”
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        * * *

      

      Roman didn’t practice with us. Instead, he and his annoying-ass attitude watched from the side with that wolf. They barely looked at each other; Roman would just nod his head now and then.

      The man lifted his hand to rub the stubble on his jaw. My eyes widened when I saw the silhouette of a werewolf tattooed on the back of it. It was a symbol of the Lycan Warriors.

      The Lycan Warriors were a group of the best warriors from all packs. There was nothing physically different between a werewolf and a Lycan, but Lycans tended to be smarter and better in combat. They dedicated their lives to protecting werewolves from vicious rogues, like the ones who had killed Roman’s parents.

      Cayden threw me onto the ground and landed on top of me, but I couldn’t stop gawking. Lycans were everything that I’d trained to be but more. Since I was young, I’d had dreams of protecting my pack. I would even pray to the Moon Goddess that I could be as strong as a Lycan someday.

      I pushed myself off of the ground and turned back to Cayden.

      Why was the Lycan warrior here? Lycans rarely visited packs to oversee practices.

      Whatever the reason, I wasn’t going to let him see Cayden push me around so easily. Even though I didn’t know him, I respected him. More than I respected Roman at this point. I was going to show off my abilities to this Lycan, maybe even get him to recruit me.

      Cayden lunged at me, but I sprawled back, curled an arm under his shoulder, and turned him onto his back, pinning him to the ground. He struggled underneath me, but I didn’t let him up. I continued to drive his shoulders into the ground until Roman growled at me and told me to stop.

      Throughout practice, I took down Cayden over and over. Only letting him slam me twice during the whole two-hour period. I fought like my life was on the line and harder than any other students from my class.

      When practice was over, Roman and the Lycan disappeared into the pack house, arguing with each other, but not before Roman gazed back at me, clenching his jaw, a conflicted expression on his face.

      “Do you two want to join us?” Cayden asked, sitting next to Derek and me while rummaging through his bag for his clothes. “We’re all going out to The Night Raider’s Café for some drinks. It’s a tradition that the warriors and the trainees go out the night before Roman assigns positions.”

      I gazed across the yard to see Vanessa grinning at a female warrior wolf. My hand tightened into a fist. “Is she going to be there?”

      Cayden followed my gaze and sighed. “Unfortunately.” He turned back to me, lightly tapping my shoulder. “But, hey … last day she’ll be bothering you.”

      “Last day?” Derek asked.

      Cayden tugged on his shirt and looked around to make sure nobody was listening. “You think she’ll make the team? She can barely do a sit-up without complaining. Roman already can’t take her shit.” He smoothed out his shirt and slung his bag over his shoulder. “So, you coming?”
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      isabella

      “So …” Vanessa said, sipping on her second Brawl Brew of the night at the Night Raider’s Café, a large tree-shaded café perched between five different packs that doubled as a club during the wee hours of the morning. She leaned closer to me, her breasts brushing against my forearm. “What’s going on with you and Roman?”

      I pressed my lips together. “Nothing,” I said. Not that it was any of her business.

      The waiter came over, setting another drink down in front of her.

      “Isabella needs another one too!” she said.

      The guy raised a brow at me, and I shook my head. Moon Goddess, I didn’t want to end up like Vanessa, who had undone the top two buttons of her shirt and was nodding her head offbeat with the music.

      She leaned even closer, and I pressed against Derek’s arm, trying to put as much space between us as possible. I didn’t want to snap again and ruin my chances of becoming a warrior just because Vanessa got on my nerves.

      After a moment, she dropped her gaze to my lips and frowned. “I know something’s going on.”

      She rested her arm on the table in front of us, sighing to herself. I glanced down at it, noticing the shiny scars on her skin that looked to be from something other than a physical wolf fight. They looked almost too straight, too planned.

      “Come on,” I said quietly, grabbing Derek’s hand and pushing him to the edge of the booth, needing to get out of here as soon as possible. “We’ll see you tomorrow. Thanks for inviting us.”

      As soon as Derek stood, I hopped up and tugged him to the door. Vanessa had been flirting with everyone she could tonight, even me. It was desperate, and a part of me felt bad for her. Hell, all of me felt bad for her, and I didn’t know why. I didn’t mind her flirting with people, but it was her flirting with Roman that made me and my wolf anxious.

      “Bye, you guys!” Vanessa shouted from across the pub as I hurried to the door with Derek. “Bye, Isabella!”

      “I don’t know how her parents deal with her,” Derek said when we walked toward his car.

      The sky was a dark blue, and the moon was blazing so brightly above us. I could just imagine how beautiful my moonflowers were glowing on my windowsill.

      “Me neither,” I said.

      Derek opened his door and froze, staring behind me. “Alpha.”

      I clutched the door handle, my knuckles turning white, and looked at him. He just had to ruin the night, didn’t he? Coming here, looking like a fucking sex god, probably going to flirt with Vanessa since he hadn’t had time to earlier.

      Roman walked up the sidewalk, eyes dark as the night. “I’m taking Isabella home,” he said, his gaze not leaving mine.

      “Derek’s taking me home.”

      He stepped toward me and clenched his jaw. “Derek is going to get in his car and drive home by himself, aren’t you, Derek?”

      Sensing the tension, Derek gazed between us. Roman asked him again, this time in his alpha tone, and he bowed his head.

      Oh, hell no. I was not going home with Roman. No fucking way.

      I yanked on the door handle. “Derek, unlock the car.”

      “Sorry, Izzy.”

      “Derek, unlock it!”

      He sat, shut his door, and started the car. I grumbled to myself, glaring as he sped out of the lot. He would get it later. Oh boy, was he going to⁠—

      “Isabella,” Roman growled.

      I narrowed my eyes at him, watching the moonlight hit his perfect damn skin. “What?” I said through my teeth.

      “Come with me,” he said.

      He held out his hand, wanting me to take it, but I turned on my heel and walked in the opposite direction—right into the woods. This man had some nerve. Yes, I was still angry from before. Yes, I wanted to hurl my fist right into his pretty face. Yes, I wanted him to tie me to his bed and finally give me what he had been denying me for the past week.

      I couldn’t wait until my birthday. When I found my mate. When I finally got what I deserved. A man who’d lift me up instead of put me down. A man who wasn’t so confusing, like Roman was. One moment, he was taking me to our spot and telling me stories of his mother, and the next, he was shoving his dick down my throat and telling me I wasn’t shit.

      “Isabella, I’m not in the mood for these games you play. Come with me,” he said sternly.

      I stepped over some branches, fingers gliding against the bark on the trees in the woods. He could stand there all night and try to convince me to go with him for all I cared.

      “For fuck’s sake,” he growled and followed me, snapping branches and breaking through vines to keep up. “Why don’t you listen to me?”

      He snatched my wrist, his whole hand enveloping it, and stopped me. I tried pulling away, but he just pushed me against the nearest tree and pinned both of my wrists above my head.

      “Stop fucking fighting me.”

      I growled. Stupid fucking alpha, always thinking he could just tell me what to do and what to think and … and …

      He was so close. The scent of mint and wet bark was driving my wolf wild. She was jumping inside of me, running around in circles, so fucking excited. He trailed his nose up the side of my neck and inhaled, his lips grazing against my soft spot.

      “Let me go, Roman,” I said.

      “No,” he said breathlessly. “I’ve been stressed out all fucking day.”

      I pressed my lips together. Now wasn’t the time or place for this.

      “What’re you going to do?” I asked. “Force me onto my knees again, so I can relieve my dear alpha of all his stress?”

      He ground his hardness into me, and I inched my knees closer together. Wishing away the wetness forming between my legs.

      Stop it, Isabella. Stop him. I was mad at him. So fucking mad. Mad that he hadn’t undressed me already and touched me the way I had needed him to for weeks now.

      “Is that what you want, Isabella?” he asked against my ear. “For me to force you onto your knees?” When I didn’t answer the question, he released one of my wrists and trailed his fingers down my body, slipping them into my pants. “It’s good that I don’t like giving you what you want, huh?”

      He rubbed my clit in small, fast circles. Damn him. I squeezed my eyes closed, tried to steady my breathing, and cursed at him for always knowing exactly how to touch me.

      “I give you what you need, Isabella. Not what you want.”

      He grazed his lips against my neck and sucked the skin into his mouth. My core tightened, and I grasped on to his bicep.

      “Is this what you need?”

      I let out a whimper.

      “Use your words.” He lightly trailed his fingers across my nipple through my shirt and then tugged on it. “Is this what you need?”

      A rush of ecstacy washed through me, and I clenched my pussy. Oh Moon Goddess. “Yes.”

      His fingers moved faster. “Yes, what?”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. “Yes, Alpha.”

      He pushed me further into the tree as his fingers entered me. They curled wildly inside of me, over and over and over and—oh Lord. Wave after wave of pleasure was coursing through my body, making my fingers tingle.

      “Come for me, Isabella.”

      He pinched my nipple hard between his fingers, and I bit my lip to stop myself from moaning out loud.

      I threw my head back. “Yes, Alpha.” I dug my fingernails into his shoulder, body trembling against him.

      My breaths came out short and ragged. I rocked back and forth against the tree, feeling like I was walking on clouds. It felt so good; he felt so good. I hated myself for giving in to him and for letting him rile me up so easily.

      I just couldn’t help it.

      When I finished, Roman nodded to his truck sitting in The Night Raider’s parking lot. “Come on.” He grabbed my hand and tugged me toward the lot. “I’m taking you home.”

      Without complaining to him for once, I sat in his car and inhaled his scent. It was impeccably organized inside—no empty bottles of water or failed math exams sitting on the seats like in Derek’s car. The dashboard was sleek, almost sparkling. He had a maroon journal sitting between us with a few sheets of paper sticking out of it. When he noticed me staring at it, he pushed the papers back into the journal.

      “You don’t make things easy for me,” he said, driving me home. His voice was soft despite the death grip he had on the steering wheel.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

      His eyes flickered back and forth between gold and green, and he stared out the windshield. Quiet. He was so damn quiet.

      I frowned and sat back. “Okay, don’t tell me.”

      He parked in my driveway, and I opened the door. Wanting nothing more than to sink into my sheets and sleep for once. This week had wiped me out, and I was finally satisfied.

      “Wait,” he said, tapping his fingers on his journal.

      I stared at him for a few moments, my heart racing.

      He parted his lips and looked down at his journal. “I …”

      I waited for him to say something, for him to tell me to stay longer, for him to grasp my wrist and tug me into the forest until it was midnight. But he didn’t do any of those things.

      He sighed through his nose and frowned down at his lap, looking defeated. He hadn’t had that expression since his parents died, and even then, I’d never seen it up close. I’d never felt how I was feeling now for him.

      “Have a good night, Isabella,” he said.

      I stayed in the car for another moment, hoping that he would break. Then, when I knew he wouldn’t, I shut the door and walked to the house, not looking back despite my wolf begging me to see him one last time.

      Inside of me, my stomach turned. We were wrong. This—whatever it was—was wrong. We shouldn’t be getting close to each other. I shouldn’t be feeling like this. It was supposed to only be physical, purely physical.

      An emotional connection would be frowned upon by my mate—whoever he was—because feeling this way about my alpha, well, that was beyond wrong.

      When I reached my bedroom, I looked out the window to see his car still in the driveway. He glanced up at me and gave me a small, trying smile.

      Good night, Roman.
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      Thank the Moon Goddess it was Friday because I was done with Vanessa bouncing in the seat behind me. Her warm breath was on my neck again, making me shiver.

      I ignored it and gazed at my warrior notebook. All the wrestling moves, punching combinations, types of kicks that Derek and I had practiced over and over were in this journal, to be remembered forever after tonight.

      After class, when my name rolled off Roman’s lips, followed by the word warrior, I would clutch this notebook close and be thankful for it all. Even all the nights we’d stayed up under the moon to improve our skills and all the times old man Mr. Beck had stared over Derek’s backyard fence while we practiced, telling us about the good ole times when he had been a warrior.

      My gaze lifted to Dr. Jakkobs, who sat at his desk, surfing through his phone and not even bothering to teach class. Seeing that it was the last day of school, he was probably just trying to end the year peacefully—without any disturbing comments from Vanessa about wanting to get naked in front of everyone.

      Derek mouthed the words, Three minutes, to me from his desk, running a hand over his fade, his sponge twists bouncing ever so softly.

      Three minutes until school was over forever. Three minutes until we headed over to the pack house and finally joined the warriors. Three minutes until I didn’t have to listen to Vanessa’s high-pitched, over-the-top, nagging voice every single day.

      Roman would probably assign her as a nurse in the hospital, make her take care of Mr. Beck. Or maybe he’d assign her someplace worse. As long as she wasn’t with warriors, I’d be fine.

      The bell rang, and everyone stood up. Cheering. Laughing. Racing out of the room. I tossed my journal into my backpack, butterflies fluttering around in my stomach, and walked to the door with Derek. I couldn’t wait any longer. Thirteen years had been long enough.

      “Isabella!” Dr. Jakkobs said, standing. He smiled at me with his perfectly straight teeth and pushed his glasses up higher onto his face. “Can I speak to you for a moment?”

      After reassuring Derek that I would meet him at the pack house, I walked over to him. My wolf was itching to get out of here as soon as possible, so we could see Roman and become one of his warriors. “Yes, Dr. Jakkobs?”

      “You’ve done phenomenal this year,” he said.

      All of my exams were spread across his desk. One hundred percent. One hundred one percent. Ninety-seven percent. Ninety-eight percent.

      “Thank you.”

      “I think you’d be a great fit at the pack hospital.”

      I gnawed on the inside of my cheek. I should’ve known that this was what he wanted to tell me. While I’d worked hard for good grades in his class and while working in the hospital ran in my family, that path wasn’t for me.

      “Thank you for the compliment, Dr. Jakkobs. I really like Anatomy, but I was born to fight.”

      He smiled and nodded. “Your mother tells me all the time that being a warrior has been your goal since you were a girl, but if you figure that it isn’t for you anymore, you’re always welcome at the hospital. We could use someone like you there.” He patted me on the back, gathered my exams, and said, “Good luck at tryouts today.”

      When I departed from his class, leaving the high school behind me, I took my time walking through the woods to the pack house. Everything seemed so much better today. Bluebirds chirped in the distance. Sunlight flooded between the trees, creating patterns on the path in front of me. I walked with a hop in my step.

      Unlike the past few days, I didn’t have that urge to rip off someone’s head. Maybe it was because today was the day I had been working toward since I was four. Maybe it was because Roman had finally let me come last night. Maybe it was because of the way Roman had looked at me after he brought me home. Sitting in my driveway, even after I walked into the house and shut the door. His gaze remaining on my window for the briefest moment.

      Green eyes soft. Hair resting against his forehead. Fingers clutching his journal, as if he had something inside that he didn’t want me to see. It wasn’t a look that I had seen before. He’d looked almost vulnerable, not the alpha who had barged into my room and demanded I suck his dick.

      Whatever was making me feel this way, I knew that nothing could dampen my mood. Today was the best day of my life.

      When I arrived, Derek and the rest of the trainees were waiting in a large room in the pack house. Pictures of our pack’s greatest warriors since the beginning of time hung on the wall, their lists of accomplishments in a frame next to them. Many battles won; too many lives lost.

      There was no official practice today, so I didn’t bother changing. Instead, I grasped the moonflower keychain and waited. Though Luna Raya had never been a warrior, she’d always seen the strength and fight in me.

      “What’d Jakkobs want?” Derek asked me.

      “He thought I would be a good fit at the hospital, but I declined.”

      “The hospital?” Vanessa asked, standing in front of me with her hand on her hip.

      I scrunched my nose, her strawberry perfume unbearably strong yet again.

      “Gross,” she said. “I don’t know how your mom and dad deal with that place all the time. There’s a bunch of smelly-ass old men and blood and …” She shuddered. “Just gross.”

      Instead of getting angry with her—just because she was Vanessa—I actually smiled and kept my temper under control. Nothing would ruin my day, not even her.

      “Sucks that you’ll probably end up there,” Derek said to her.

      She arched a sharp brow. “We’ll see about that. I think I secured a position on the team.”

      I nearly snorted. Secured a spot on the team? She could barely jog three miles without becoming out of breath.

      The warrior wolves filed into the room, and everyone quieted down. I clutched the keychain tighter. Roman walked in last, and my wolf purred. She couldn’t wait for him to touch her the way he had last night. After Roman said our name and everyone left the pack house and it was just me and him … we couldn’t wait.

      Maybe when I started spending more time with him, things would change between us. Maybe he’d take me to the cave again, and we could lie on our stomachs and whisper our deepest, darkest secrets to each other like we used to do.

      Roman stood in front of the trainee warriors with dark circles under his eyes and a hard expression. “Today is assignment day,” he said.

      I tried to suppress a smile and spun the keychain around my finger.

      For a moment, he gazed at it and clenched his jaw. Then, he turned away from me. “As much as we would like you all to join us, we do not have space on the team for everything to run smoothly. After much consideration, I have assigned you to where I think you’ll fit best. I’ve based many of these decisions on your performance this week.”

      Vanessa smirked at Roman, her eyes filling with excitement, and Roman … looked at her and smiled back? I gazed between the two, my eyes narrowing.

      What the fuck was that? My wolf growled lowly, glaring at Vanessa.

      Derek picked up on the subtle exchange and nudged me. “Did you see that?”

      I clenched my jaw but then forced myself to unclench it. Nothing will dampen my mood today, I repeated the mantra to myself until I calmed down.

      “All right, let’s get started.” He cleared his throat. “Alberto, warrior. Alice, warrior. Gene, nurse. Derek, warrior.”

      A grin broke out across my face, and I leaned into Derek, feeling so proud of my best friend. We deserved this more than anyone here.

      “Kelly, businesswoman. Niko, doctor.” Roman continued to assign trainees positions. He stopped for a moment, clenching and unclenching his jaw. “Vanessa, warrior.”

      My eyes widened. Warrior? Vanessa was assigned as a warrior?

      Vanessa squealed and clapped her hands together, a wave of her strawberry perfume hitting me like a wall. Cayden furrowed his brows and gave Roman a puzzled look. Roman didn’t say anything about it, just continued to call out names. Some of our classmates began whispering.

      Nobody could believe what Roman had just said. Vanessa was not a warrior. There had to be a mistake.

      Roman cleared his throat, silencing the room. “Let me continue.” He glanced around at a few people, finally settling his gaze upon me. His face was void of all emotion. “Isabella, nurse.”
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      Derek gasped. Cayden stepped forward. Vanessa laughed. And I blinked in surprise, unable to even comprehend what Roman had just said.

      Suddenly, the whole room erupted into a buzz of murmurs. People gazed from me to Roman to Vanessa, who was boasting in her victory. I grasped the keychain tighter in my hand.

      “You’re dismissed. For those of you who are now warriors, please stay behind for an additional meeting. We’ll take a five-minute break.” Roman walked out of the room, not sparing me a second glance.

      Cayden shook his head and swore, following him.

      This couldn’t be right. No … no, it couldn’t. Roman knew I was one of the best fighters here. There was no way he’d accept Vanessa over me. No fucking way.

      “Are you okay?” Derek asked, placing a hand on my shoulder.

      I pressed my lips together. “There is a mistake. There has to be.”

      Determined on finding Roman, I pushed people out of the way and hurried to the door. The warriors, all surprised themselves, created a path for me to walk through.

      Roman’s scent led me all the way to his office. Instead of knocking politely, I marched right into the room with a hand on my hip. He sat behind his desk, gazing down at some papers, with Cayden next to him.

      “Can I help you?” Roman asked, looking at me with the hardest expression.

      “You’re fucking with me, right?”

      He sat up and leaned his forearms onto his desk, pressing his lips together. “Cayden, leave.”

      “But—” Cayden said.

      “Leave.”

      Cayden walked out of the room, giving me a sympathetic smile, and shut the door behind him.

      Roman’s gaze remained on me the whole time. “Why’re you still here, Isabella?”

      I shook my head. “I’m the best warrior that you have, and you know it.” My voice rose with every word, pure anger pumping through me. “Why the hell would you assign me as a nurse?”

      His eyes were hard. “Your performance this week was disappointing.”

      “That’s bullshit!” I slammed my hand down on his desk.

      He was lying. Every word that had come out of his mouth was a lie. It had to be. It couldn’t be true.

      My wolf hurt.

      There was no regret in his eyes, not even the smallest bit of sorrow. This wasn’t a mistake. This was his decision. This was what he thought was best.

      “I’m the fiercest warrior you have, Roman. Do you think little Vanessa could fight against anyone stronger than a pup? She can’t do shit!”

      He stood up, looming over me. “So, that’s what this is about.”

      I slammed my palm onto his desk again, stepping closer to him. “No! This isn’t what this is about.”

      Did he really think this was about Vanessa? About the way she always flirted with him when I was around and tried to get under my skin, the way my wolf always reacted so viciously to her? No, this wasn’t about her.

      “I came to practice every day, giving it everything I had, which far exceeded anything you could’ve thrown at me. I’ve been working for this position since I was four, Roman! And you’re just going to take it away from me, telling me that my performance was worse than Vanessa’s?”

      He clenched his jaw. “I’m giving you one chance to stop disrespecting my decisions. The next time you raise your voice⁠—”

      I growled, “You’ll do what, Roman? You’ll punish me?” I shook my head and walked around the room, unable to even look him in the eye anymore.

      Though he was typically neat, Roman’s office was a complete mess—papers thrown everywhere, the paint on the walls chipped, desk drawers open.

      “I’m done with this little game that we’ve been playing. I don’t give a fuck about you or your stupid punishments.”

      Lie.

      I shook my head and stormed out, slamming the door behind me. The sound echoed throughout the house. Everyone had probably heard it. I pushed past Derek, past Cayden, past Vanessa, promising myself that no tears would fall from my eyes.

      None. I would shed none for this.

      Punishing me in bed … that was one thing. This punishment was the worst kind, and I would not give him the satisfaction of seeing me how he had last night. Vulnerable, happy, intimate. If he thought I was just another one of the pack whores he could fuck around with and not give a single ounce of respect to, then I didn’t want to see him again. I didn’t care.

      Except I did.

      My wolf hurt so fucking bad. Why didn’t he want us as a warrior? Why didn’t he want us? I didn’t know which part of me hurt the worst—my pride, my wolf responding to my alpha’s rejection, or me, who had kind of thought he might like me and my wolf.

      As soon as I stepped out of that pack house, I shredded my clothes and transformed into my wolf, sprinting into the woods. I needed to breathe, to reconnect with my inner self and make sure she was okay.
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