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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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      ROMAN

      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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      ISABELLA

      “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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