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      My books are steamy.

      Shifters are a passionate lot so there may be a bit of swearing. I like to think it adds colour but if you’re not a fan of cursing, consider yourself warned.

      There is some violence but nothing too graphic. Some injuries too but given these shifters have special healing powers, nothing permanent.

      Due to the use of British English, there will be too many u’s, double l’s and not enough z’s for my incredible US readers. These spellings and grammar quirks aren’t wrong, they’re just different :) Let’s focus on the spice instead!
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      The hollow ache grows inside my chest the further I drive from Grey Ridge, the only home I’ve known. Leaving behind the closest thing to family I’ve had since I lost my parents as a teenager feels wrong; so wrong that I feel sick.

      My wolf is restless, the pack is everything to him, my position as Cooper’s beta meant everything to us. Without it, I’m not sure who I am; which in itself is a serious problem since it’s a role I can’t seem to do right.

      The leather steering wheel creaks as I adjust my grip and grit my teeth, staring out at the dark night. I need to do this, I remind myself, strengthening my resolve.

      Leaving is the only way to help the pack, no matter how hard it might be. Isn’t that what a good beta does? Put the pack first, above themselves? The Jones’ might not appreciate it now, but this is my way of protecting them.

      My slip-up allowed Leah to be kidnapped.

      Rex explicitly asked me to watch out for her while he was out of town, but seeing how in love Rex and Cooper were with their own mates, I was desperate for my own happily ever after. I left Leah under the protection of two inexperienced wolves so I could meet Lucia for a date. I thought Leah would be fine but I was wrong. She nearly lost her life because of me, and I will never forgive myself for it.

      Someone took her right out from under our noses. How broken Rex was when she was dragged, lifeless, from the water, is an image that will stay with me for the rest of my life.

      Thumping the steering wheel with a clenched fist, I swallow around the lump forming in my throat. The guilt is overwhelming. Although I helped save Leah in the end, it’s not enough; and, now, doing something, anything, to make up for my mistake is all I can think about. Leah told me I don't need to, but I can't accept her generosity, it makes me feel worse.

      Proving myself worthy of their faith in me is the only way I can imagine ever taking my place as beta again.

      I need to find who they are and make them pay.

      It all started when Hayley thwarted Toby’s attempt to defraud our pack, and since then, the female mates of our pack’s leadership have been targeted.

      Toby may be dead, but those who supported him are still out there, causing trouble. Maybe it’s the hired guns he brought in to help him as he sought revenge; or maybe it’s rogue members of the Anderson pack who still support their wannabe Alpha. That’s what I intend to find out.

      My ringing phone breaks my train of thought and I force a smile, trying to sound cheerful as Lucia’s gentle voice fills the truck.

      “Hey,” she whispers softly. “How are you doing?”

      Lucia knows how hard this has been for me. Hearing the compassion in her voice, I can picture her sitting in her room, curled-up elegantly in her armchair with her brow furrowed in concern.

      “I’m fine,” I lie. Sighing, I correct myself, “I will be fine.”

      “It’s going to be okay, Ethan. Just relax and get here. Your wolf will settle in quickly, and I know the rest of the pack will love you.”

      She doesn’t go so far as to say they'll love me as she does, but that’s okay. We’re not there yet.

      Lucia was Toby’s mate. Even though she severed her end of the bond before he died, Toby never accepted her rejection, so his passing was still painful for her. She suffered both emotionally and physically. We’re taking things slow and, because my head is a mess and I'm focused on my quest to flush out the culprits behind the attacks, slow suits me just fine.

      “I know,” I agree, although I don’t really know that at all. Maybe my wolf will hate it. He is stubborn and fiercely loyal to the Joneses. Maybe the Anderson pack will hate me because I’m from Grey Ridge, and they’ll blame me for the loss of Toby - even though he was the architect of his own downfall.

      “Will you get here tonight?” I can hear the eagerness in her voice. She’s lonely in a pack that isn’t sure if she has what’s needed to take over from her much-loved father.

      I’m not far outside the pack territory, but something stops me from immediately answering her question. Passing a sign for log cabin holiday rentals, I stop the car as an idea pops into my head. I hadn’t planned to leave Grey Ridge as quickly as I did. Maybe a night or two on my own, to gather my thoughts, will improve my mood and help me make a better first impression. Some time on my own to recharge my batteries might be just what I need.

      “No, sorry. I have a couple of other things to tidy up before I get there.” It's not exactly untrue. I have some work I could do for the brewery. The least I can do after leaving so abruptly is stay on top of that.

      “I miss you,” she says softly and my heart clenches. Am I being an ass for not going straight to her? Looking at the sign again, the appeal of time on my own to regroup is too strong to ignore.

      “Me, too,” I reply. “I’ll be there late tomorrow, and I’ll take you out for dinner to make it up to you,” I offer.

      “I can’t wait.”

      There's a promise in her sultry voice as she hangs up. Normally, that would be enough for me to reconsider my choice, but for some reason, even the prospect of enjoying her beautiful body isn't enticing me. I turn the car around and follow the signs to the cabins, smiling for the first time since I left Grey Ridge. This is the right decision.

      As the tree cover breaks, I see five quaint cabins set back in a semicircle, a small reception, and parking lot. It’s quiet, and it’s isolated. It’s absolutely perfect. The rustic and not at all fancy cabins each have a small porch out the front. Warm lights glow from behind the curtains of four cabins, but the last is in darkness. I might be in luck.

      Parking up, I get out and stretch, instantly feeling less stressed as I roll my shoulders. A crackling radio draws my attention to the reception shack where an older man with a shock of white hair sits patiently, waiting for me to approach.

      "Evening. $100 for one night," he rumbles, going straight for the sale with no attempt at making small talk. I love this guy already. Handing over enough cash for a night's stay, the old timer barely looks in my direction as he tosses me a set of keys from a hook behind him.

      "Number five."

      Leaning out the hut window, he points to the last cabin and shoves a welcome pack at me. Milk, bread, butter, eggs, and fruit. Enough essentials for one night. Clever.

      “You got an adult version of this?” I ask, gazing longingly at the can of beer sitting in plain sight on the table beside him. Scratching his chest through his red and navy checked shirt, he eyes me suspiciously, then sighs, and reaches into the fridge behind him. Pulling out four chilled cans, he hands them to me with a huff.

      “Normally I don’t share but you look like you could do with these.” He holds his hand up to say no when I try to pay, and struggles to his feet.

      “I’ll only get in trouble with herself indoors if I drink them all, anyway.” He winks conspiratorially and steps outside to lock-up. “If you need anything, I’m down there. If you’re leaving early in the morning, throw the key in the letterbox.”

      With a tired salute, he trudges down the hill toward a larger, more modern cabin set apart from the rest, and slips inside. There are brightly painted flower pots and wind chimes tinkling in the soft breeze. It doesn’t suit him, but herself indoors probably calls the shots when it comes to decorating choices.

      I chuckle to myself as I tuck the precious beers under my elbow and carry the bag of supplies to my sanctuary for the night.

      The sky is bright, very few clouds block out the stars or the light from the moon. The air is crisp and fresh. The deep lungful I suck in calms me as I scan the surrounding forest, mentally plotting the layout of the site in my mind. It’s isolated; located just outside the border of Lucia’s pack, it’s blissfully peaceful and private.

      My nose twitches and I frown; turning in a circle I try to work out what’s caught my wolf’s attention. I don’t hear anything other than the quiet murmur of conversations within the neighbouring cabins.

      As my foot hits the bottom step of my own porch, and the wind shifts, I freeze. A shiver runs down my spine as I pick up the scent of another wolf, one I don’t recognise. It calls to me on a primal level. My heart pounds in my chest and the noise of rushing blood fills my ears.

      Trying to remain calm, I drop everything in my arms onto the wooden porch and turn slowly, scanning the row of cabins. My senses sharpen as I use my wolf’s abilities to track what I’m sensing.

      Creeping back the way I came, my eyes fix on an open window in the cabin next to mine. Another breeze blowing past the curtains carries the mouth-watering scent in my direction and adrenaline pumps through my veins.

      She’s here.

      Flexing my wrists and fingers to relieve the tension building in me, I pause outside cabin number 4, unsure of what to do next. My wolf wants to burst through the door and pledge his undying devotion to whomever is on the other side

      But I’m here on a mission.

      How is this going to work? I’ve left my pack and I’m on my way to a new one to work for my girlfriend.

      My wolf growls at me, annoyed with my hesitation. What is there to think about? This is everything I’ve ever wanted. Without thinking, I’ve already climbed the steps and am now standing inches away from the front door, hand raised. All that stands between me and my future is this flimsy piece of wood.

      The delicious scent is stronger, and an uncontrollable rumble starts deep within my chest. I try to regain some control and think of something intelligent to say, but there’s not enough time. Before I can knock, the door flings open; the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen blinks up at me.

      Her scent hits me full-force and I growl loudly, clenching my fists so hard I feel my claws puncture the skin of my palms. Big hazel eyes widen for a split second then flash to green, her wolf instantly recognising what must be taking her a moment to comprehend. Her full red lips part in disbelief and she steps back, looking like a deer caught in headlights.

      “Mate,” she whispers, staring at me in wonder.

      We both wait, chests heaving, not sure what to do with the whirlwind of emotions and desires swirling around us. The sight of her pink tongue darting out to moisten her lips cracks my resolve and my wolf decides he knows exactly what to do. Stepping inside and reaching out to cup her cheek in my hand, I groan when she leans into my touch and closes her eyes. Kicking the door shut behind me, I feel my wolf rising within me, possessiveness flooding me.

      “MINE!”
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      Staring down at her, I’m completely absorbed in her beauty, but I snap out of it just in time to catch her as she flings herself at me.

      Small hands wrap themselves in my hair as her lips crash down on mine. Her long legs wrap around my waist and I grip her ass in my two hands, squeezing bare flesh under her oversized t-shirt – it’s all she’s wearing. I love how her full breasts press against my chest as she clings to me, and her body moulds to mine.

      “I’m Ethan,” I mutter breathlessly, pulling away to look her in the eye, as though introducing myself means we’re no longer strangers. Then I dive right back in. She tastes incredible as we kiss frantically, grabbing and scratching, sucking and biting.

      “Belle,” she pants, leaning back just long enough to grab her t-shirt and yank it up over her head. No bra. She’s only in panties now, every inch of skin exposed to my view.

      “Fuck, you’re so hot!” I groan, dipping my head to pull one taut nipple between my teeth. Stumbling, I blindly cross the room, having no clue where I’m going.

      “Left, go left,” she moans, grinding herself against my rock-hard erection. Her needy tone and the scent of her arousal are driving me crazy. I attempt to move to the left, but slam us both into a wall, rocking my hips against her and groaning as need consumes me. I’m burning up from the inside. When she buries her head into my neck and nips the skin there, I curse, squeezing her harder against me.

      Fingers tangle with my belt, and I feel the button on my jeans pop open. I nearly come when her warm hand wraps around my painfully hard cock. Tingles dance across my skin wherever she touches me, and I’m lost in a frenzy of lust.

      “Belle,” I groan. “Where have you been, my mate?” She purrs as I stroke up her arm, cupping her face tenderly and kissing every inch of skin I can reach. “I can’t believe you’re finally here.”

      She melts into me, relaxing and resting her hands on my shoulders as I slow things down, still panting hard, but rocking slower against her now. I force myself to think straight, if only for a moment.

      “Are you sure? We can slow down. Maybe this is too fast?” I’m not one hundred percent sure I could stop now, but I’d try.

      “I’m sure! Don’t stop,” she cries out, and I chuckle. Looking slightly sheepish, she continues in a less emphatic tone. “I need this. I want it.”

      Nodding, I kiss her again, softly this time, and she smiles, yanking her panties out of the way and lining me up with her dripping wet core. Pressing her against the wall, one hand braced to her side, I slide deep inside her, gritting my teeth and fighting the urge to come.

      “Mate,” I growl possessively as her warmth wraps itself around my cock, tighter than I’ve ever experienced. Resting my head against hers for a second, I pause. Our eyes lock and she gasps as she can feel my pleasure through our tenuous bond. If it’s this good now, I can’t imagine what it will be like when we’re marked. Moaning, she clenches around me and I curse.

      When she rolls her hips and I push further into her heavenly curves, I lose myself. Something snaps, and I thrust into her, fast and hard, a primal need to claim her taking over. Arching into me, her breasts press into my chest, and her fingernails dig into my skin. She bucks in my arms, wanting more, giving it to me as good as she’s getting it, grinding her clit against me on each pass.

      Fuck, she’s perfect for me.

      “More. More,” she moans.

      Spinning us sideways, I wrap an arm under her ass and lower her onto the sofa, keeping us connected. Looming over her as she sinks into the plush cushions, I stare in wonder at the beauty fate has gifted to me. Teasingly, I brush my lips against hers, backing away when she tries to deepen the kiss. Bringing my lips to her neck, I kiss and lick my way from her shoulder to her ear as I resume my thrusts, stroking slowly in and out of her.

      “I said more!” Her demands are breathy, her voice barely a whimper as I torture her with sensual pleasure instead of the frenzied lovemaking of a minute ago. Her heels dig into my ass and she rises to meet me, trying to force me to go faster and deeper.

      Nipping her earlobes with my teeth, I decide I like her like this. Desperate and needy.

      “This pussy is mine. Do you hear me?” My possessive growl sends goosebumps across her skin. “I’m going to fill it with my seed and claim you as my own.”

      Belle nods rapidly, and I smile. She’s lost to the euphoria of mating with her fated partner, but one of us should think clearly. I won’t mark her. We’ve only just met, and I need to be sure she has a clear head to make that decision. I’ll claim her in every other way that I can, though.

      “Say you’re all mine.” Knowing I can’t mark her right now, my wolf needs to hear it, to satisfy this urge to possess her completely.

      “You’re all mine,” she repeats with a wicked grin. A grin that turns into a moan when I smack her cheeky ass. “Ow! I’m yours, I’m yours, my mate.”

      That sounds so good.

      Soothing the sting with one hand, I smile down at her, loving her playful spirit. We’ve barely spoken but I can already see why we’re destined for each other.

      Hooking one arm under her knee, I push it up and out to the side, opening her up to me. With one foot on the floor for balance, I let her have what she wants. I thrust harder, shoving her along the couch with each hard snap of my hips. She stretches her arms back, stopping her head from hitting the arm rest and shoving those small tits deliciously higher.

      “Yes. Yes!” Her cries become wilder and she claws at me, urging me closer, pulling me into her body even more. Strumming her clit with my thumb, I’m rewarded with a moan that I will remember for the rest of my life. Her head thrashes from side to side, and she bites her lip as I rub faster and in time with my thrusts. My balls tighten and I growl, knowing I can’t hold back any longer. I grip her hair in my fist and force her to stop squirming so she can look at me.

      Our eyes lock and time stands still as she detonates. Her mouth falls open in a silent scream and she convulses around my cock, gripping and releasing, over and over. Cursing, I follow her with a roar, my cock twitching with each incredible aftershock.

      Sweaty and sated, I let go of her thigh and caress her legs as I pull free. Dropping to my knees, legs weak, I turn so my back rests against the side of the couch. Tipping my head back to catch my breath and absorb the magnitude of the moment, I let my hair fan over her thigh. My hand finds hers and I tangle our fingers together, brushing my thumb back and forth over her silky skin as I soak in every detail.

      With her other hand, she trails her fingers through my messy blonde hair and massages my scalp. It’s heavenly, and I melt into a puddle of relaxation in her hands.

      “I suppose you better tell me a little about yourself.”
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      I’m so busy admiring his messy blonde hair and those incredible blue eyes that I almost miss what he’s telling me. We’re lounging on the sofa; he’s sitting upright and I’m leaning into his side, gazing up at him adoringly. My wolf is so smitten she’s practically purring.

      “... and I'm the beta of the Grey Ridge pack. Was the beta?” He frowns, and I rest my cheek against his arm, stroking my fingers along his tanned forearm to ease his discomfort. “It’s complicated.” His mouth twists in a wry smile, but it’s forced, and I see a flash of pain in his eyes.

      “You don’t have to tell me all your secrets right now. I know we’re mates, but we’re also strangers. It’ll take some time.”

      A sigh of relief passes from him and he tilts my chin up so he can press a soft kiss to my lips. “They didn’t kick me out. I’m taking a break while I sort out some stuff for a friend. When I can, I’ll tell you more.” He holds my eye and I nod.

      I know it’s a vague answer, but with one brother the alpha of a nearby pack and another who’s an enforcer, just like me, I understand that secrets come with the territory.

      “I’ve never been to Grey Ridge, but I’ve met Cooper and Hayley.”

      Ethan swivels toward me and raises an eyebrow, intrigued by our loose connection.

      “When they came to visit Zoe. I’m from the Steel Pack.”

      My mate’s face falls, and my chest tightens. What’s wrong with my pack? Sensing my mood change, Ethan pulls me into his lap and presses his lips to my cheek before whispering into my ear.

      “I was supposed to go with them. We could have met back then.” He nips my earlobe, and I shiver, my nipples tightening as I react to his touch. “We’d be mated already. You’d have been wearing my mark all this time.”

      His mention of marking hangs awkwardly in the air, but neither of us mentions it. In the heat of the moment, I wanted his teeth to sink into my neck. My wolf was disappointed when he didn’t claim us completely. Without the fog of lust to cloud my judgement, though, I’m glad he didn’t. We’ve just met, and I’ve got a job to do. A mark wouldn’t make it impossible, but it would raise questions about what I’m doing so far from home.

      Ethan’s lips part as though he’s going to discuss it, so I crush my lips to his. Hoping to distract him from whatever he was going to say, I swivel so my knees rest on either side of his powerful thighs. Running my fingers through his hair, I pull him closer and deepen the kiss. His hands fall to my hips as the heat between us rises again. It’s not the only thing. I can feel his length, hard and thick, pressing against the front of his jeans, and he shifts, rubbing it against my sensitive clit.

      Placing my feet on the ground, I stand and step back, extending a hand to the big male in front of me. He takes it, allowing me to pull him to his feet with a cheeky smile. As he looms over me, an indulgent smile on his lips, I realise just how big he is. I walk backward, tugging him along, our hands joined loosely at the fingertips.

      “Where are you taking me, little mate?” a teasing tone to his voice. “I’m not sure I trust you. You could be trying to take advantage of me.”

      I laugh as I lead him toward the back porch, pulling open the door to the balcony, only a short height above the sloping land that leads to the forest behind the cabins. “Would that be so bad?” I’m giggling as he makes a show of thinking about it, his gaze hungrily travelling up my bare legs to the hem of his t-shirt.

      “No, I think it sounds pretty perfect, actually.”

      Aw. I grin at him and roll my eyes at his cheesy charm. He pretends to be offended and tightens his grip on my hand, yanking me to him so hard I crash into his firm, bare chest. My hands rest on his hot skin and I can’t help letting them slide lower, feeling every ridge and dip of his defined abs. I hook my fingers into the waistband of his jeans, and when he groans, loosening his hold on me, I let go and dance from his grip.

      Ethan’s eyes darken, his features stern. Dangerous. A giddy thrill runs through me. He steps forward and I step back, his gaze becoming more and more intense as I tease and taunt him.

      “Careful, Belle. I might be all smiles, but I’m not above spanking that cheeky ass if you tease me too much.”

      He watches silently, his tongue darting out to wet his lips as I tug his t-shirt over my head and drop it to the floor. I love how I’m covered in his scent, now smelling like the perfect combination of the two of us.

      “Belle…” he warns as he reaches out, but I back away further. His muscles are taut and I can see his wolf reacting with frustration as he’s denied my touch.

      “You have to catch me first.” With a wink, I jump.

      One foot pushing off the edge of the balcony, I launch myself over the edge. Shifting in midair, I land gracefully ten feet below on the soft grass. Twisting around, Ethan is staring at me; jaw clenched and his knuckles white, as he grips the wooden railing tightly.

      “Oh, you’re in trouble now,” he growls, reaching down to unbutton the top of his jeans. With an excited yip, I turn and run, crashing into the dense forest. I need to leave tomorrow, and I can’t bring Ethan with me. There are some serious conversations to be had this evening, but for now, I just want to have some fun.
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      Skidding in the dirt, I change direction abruptly. Ducking under low scrub and squeezing through some fallen logs, I doubt Ethan’s wolf will be able to follow. My wolf is positively vibrating with happiness, even though we can hear him coming. His heavy paws thud on the damp ground as he quickly closes the distance.

      My bushy tail wags with excitement as I plunge into a small stream and run a few metres up the bank of the far side. Heart pounding in my chest, I change course back into the water and sprint along the steam’s path.

      A low growl sends a shiver through me, and I leap from the slippery rocks into some ferns. Crouching down, I know he’s close. The silence tells me he knows he nearly has me. I smother a growl when he steps out of the trees, head bent low as he tracks my scent. He’s magnificent. Powerful muscles ripple under his coat as he prowls closer, his steps confident, and my mouth waters.

      Yes, this is a worthy male. Strong, intelligent, and capable of handling a female with alpha blood running through her veins. Someone like me.

      His broad head swings from side to side; his tongue hanging out as he pants, he’s not taking this too seriously. As I hoped, he follows my path through the water and up the far bank. When my trail ends, he stops, lifting his head and spinning around in a circle with a frustrated snarl. I struggle to smother a yip of delight from my wolf at his confused face.  Ethan’s eyes narrow, glowing dark blue in the dappled sunlight.

      He stops in the stream and lifts his nose in the air as he tries to work out whether I went upstream or down. Anticipation coupled with pride, as I watch this massive wolf seek me out, has me whimpering with need.

      With a low rumble, he sniffs once more, and his head snaps to face me. Eyes dancing with mischief lock on to mine. He stalks closer and my body floods with adrenaline, torn between loving the chase and the desire to see what happens when I'm caught.

      Frozen in place, I wait as he approaches with confidence, predatory and majestic. Stopping a few feet away, he looks both smug and proud; he found me, but it was harder than he expected.

      He’s in for a shock if he thinks I’m going to be the kind of mate who just rolls over and lets him have his way.

      Shifting to his human form, he stands and reaches for me, but all I can focus on is his naked body, right here in front of me. Whimpering again, I creep forward and he sinks his hands deep into my fur.

      “What a gorgeous girl you are,” he hums, and my wolf preens at his praise. “Now let Belle come back. I need to show her it’s not nice to torture her poor mate.”

      With a nervous yip, my wolf spins, rubbing her fur against his legs and covering him in her scent. He watches with a heated expression on his face as I shift back and slowly stand, hands spread at my sides, placing one foot slightly behind the other.

      “Don’t run again, Belle,” he warns. “This time when I catch you, I’ll fuck you on the spot.”

      His threat makes me pause; running again had been my plan, the adrenaline rush pushing me to continue the chase. Clearly, it’s not a good idea, so I force myself to relax and loosen my limbs. I let out a deep breath and smile when Ethan’s easy grin spreads across his face.

      I’m thinking about how much fun it’ll be to do this again when we are marked, but he’s suddenly on top of me, all traces of laid-back Ethan gone. In his place, a fierce, possessive male who is not one bit happy. He presses my back against a tree, grabbing my hands and pinning them over my head. Shoving a thigh between my knees, he parts my legs easily.

      “I take it you’re not working for Steel as an accountant,” he murmurs, his lips trailing across my collarbone, sending shudders of need through my body. Rocking against him, I cry out when he nips at my shoulder; he doesn’t break the skin, but it’s enough to send a flare of panic through me.

      “Enforcer,” I whisper, my mind hazy as the feel of his naked body so close to mine steals my concentration.

      “And what, pray tell, is an enforcer of the Head Alpha doing on her own in the back of beyond while there’s a threat against his new mate?”

      Shit.

      “Annual leave,” I mumble, leaning into him as he licks his way up my neck, leaving featherlight kisses along my sensitive skin. He scoffs at my ridiculous answer, but I don’t care if he doesn’t believe me. All I care about right now is that he doesn’t stop.

      “Try again.” It’s an order, but his tone is soft. When he grips my hair in his fist, tilting my head to the side and exposing my throat to his caresses, I moan, despite recognizing the move for the trap it is. He’s using my desire against me, and I couldn’t care less.

      “Going to visit a friend.” Technically, it’s the truth.

      “You’re sure about that?”

      I nod emphatically, grinding my needy pussy against his thigh, but he pulls away, earning an angry groan from me. His piercing blue eyes study me closely; sensing no lie, he leans back and runs his nose along mine affectionately. His hand on my waist drifts lower, teasing my lips apart and trailing through my slick. His finger draws my wetness up over my clit and he strokes me lazily.

      “Male friend?” More a snarl than a sentence, the words are barely distinguishable. My poor mate is jealous already and I haven’t even left his company. How is he going to cope when we’re properly parted?

      “No. A she-wolf named Liv. I haven’t seen her in years.” Again, all true.

      “Good girl,” he whispers, kissing me gently, ignoring my attempts to deepen the kiss and tempt him into something more. He smiles, and slaps my pussy, hard enough to make me twitch but lightly enough that it sends pleasure scorching through my body. Soothing the shock by stroking a finger inside me, I buck in his grip, but he has me right where he wants me. Tormenting me, he adds a second and slowly pumps in and out of me, twisting his hand so I can’t rub my clit against it, can’t get the friction I need so badly.

      “I thought you said I was a good girl?” I moan, my voice a pathetic whine as I swivel my hips, trying to get him to touch me where I need it most. Stubborn and having way too much fun, he brings me to the brink over and over, but each time, refuses to push me over the edge.

      “Maybe for eventually telling me the truth, but that doesn’t excuse running. Never for running. And bad girls have to beg.”

      With my need for him dripping down my bare thighs, any semblance of my pride is long gone, “Please, Ethan. Please.”

      With a chuckle, he leans back to look at me. I know my eyes are wild and my hair is a tangled mess. His intense gaze runs the length of my body, and he slowly shakes his head. I cry out in indignation.

      “Sometimes, not even begging works. Sometimes, you have to show just how sorry you are.”

      My eyes widen in disbelief as I realise he’s genuinely prepared to leave me hanging. He grips his cock and pumps it, teasing me with the sight of him - thick, hard, and ready. It makes my pussy clench; the longing to have him buried inside me, overwhelming. Standing in shock, my jaw hanging open, I shriek when he unceremoniously tosses me over his shoulder and slaps my ass.

      “You can think about how you’re going to make it up to me during the walk back.”

      I’m outraged, squirming to get free, and I curse at him for being so unsympathetic to his mate’s agony. But as I watch his muscular ass flex with each step, and admire the muscles in his back moving as I dangle over his shoulder, I grin. This isn’t so bad. Pinching one temptingly perfect butt cheek, I laugh when he shouts, batting my hand away and slapping my ass once more.

      “You’re not supposed to be having fun,” he snaps, but I can hear the smile in his voice.

      This. This is what I always wanted. The banter. The fun. The fire. I curse the fates for their timing, but we’ll make it work. He’s a beta. He must understand what it’s like to be busy. I just have to convince him it’s better to wait a while, and then I can be all his.
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      I’m awake long before she stirs, her body exhausted after a night of exploring every inch of each other. Stroking my fingers through her long, glossy hair, I admire her beautiful features and commit every cute little noise she makes to memory.

      I know what comes next: I can’t stay. I have no idea what that’s going to mean for us, but I already know I’m going to need these memories to get me through.

      “Are you going to keep staring at me like a creeper or tell me what’s wrong?” Rolling onto her side, she draws the crisp white sheet higher, covering her breasts.

      Glaring at the thin material hiding her from my hungry view, I scowl. Already, I don’t like the distance between us, and we’re only a few feet apart.

      “Nothing’s wrong,” I reassure, but her expression remains blank. She is a pack warrior after all, and seems to have been very well trained in how not to reveal anything under interrogation. This lady is no pushover. Sighing, I reach over and tangle my fingers with hers, sliding closer so I can pull them to my lips. “But… I need to go. Even though I really don’t want to.”

      Hoping she can feel how sincere I am, I try to get a read on her reaction.

      “Today?” Her tone is calm and I stiffen, feeling it as she shutters her emotions from me.

      Nodding slowly, I wait, afraid to breathe in case I do anything to make this worse. Anxiety already fills me at the thought of being away from her, and when she looks away, my heart hurts.

      “Anything - I would give absolutely anything to stay here with you. I promise, I will make this up to you. When we see each other next, it’s going to be forever. I’ll never leave your side again.”

      Belle looks at me, eyes narrowed. She finally relents, stretching her free hand to stroke down my bare chest.

      “How long?” Her voice is tight and I feel like the biggest asshole in the world.

      Am I really doing this? Hurting my mate just after meeting her? Swallowing hard, I run through some calculations and scenarios in my head. I need enough time to complete my mission.

      “Three weeks.” I wince when she jerks her hand from mine and her fingers pull away from my chest as though I’ve burned her.

      “I have to go back to work too, so I knew we’d be apart, but three weeks…” Standing, she clutches the sheet as though she needs it to protect herself from me. Her hurt face crushes me, and I move from the bed, trying to get closer to her.

      “Belle, I swear, if I could think of any way out of it, I would. But you must know the shit that’s been going on in our pack, and it’s not over. I need to do this to make sure everyone’s safe.”

      Doubt flashes behind her eyes. Even a few nights apart feel like a lifetime for a newly mated couple, let alone two wolves that aren’t marked.

      “I’ve been waiting for you my entire life,” I whisper, edging closer and cheering internally when she doesn’t move away from me again. “You’re my everything. I hate this. I want to start our life right now.”

      Something about how pathetic I look begging her to understand must reach Belle, and she nods.

      “Three weeks, Ethan.” She repeats, blowing out a deep breath. “It’s going to be tough.”

      Teary, she lets me haul her tight against me, and I sway our bodies together.

      “I’m so sorry. This isn’t what I wanted, but please know that I’m yours. You’re mine, Belle. I’ll never let you go. Trust me.”

      She nods against me, and I feel the moment she accepts it; she shakes her arms out at her sides to free her tension and release the emotions flooding through her.

      “I’ll be busy with work. That will keep me distracted. But you’re going to be making this up to me for the rest of our lives,” she warns cheekily, turning rosy as she talks of our future. It makes my insides melt to see how kind she is, despite the less-than-ideal start I’m inflicting upon us.

      “Gladly.” Pressing a kiss to her temple, I breathe in her delicious scent. “Thank you.”

      Stroking my hands up and down her back, I smile against her shoulder, the temptation to bite down overwhelmingly strong. I drag my teeth over the spot where I’ll place my mating mark, my pointed canine scoring the site gently, and I growl as she shivers in my arms.

      “How about you let me adore you until our time is up? I’ll kiss and clean every inch of this perfect body.”

      With a nod, she gives me a girly laugh as I scoop her into my arms, bringing her to the bathroom in a bridal carry. Turning on the warm spray and stepping under it, with my mate still in my arms, I shield her from the water until the temperature evens out. Setting her down gently on her feet, I turn her so her back is pressed against my front and I lick over her marking spot.

      “I can’t wait to sink my teeth in here and see you wearing my mark every day,” I murmur, reaching around to cup her breasts, taking their weight in my hands as water sluices down her front. “I’m not going to do it now when I can’t be in mindlink range, because that seems cruel to our animals. But soon.”

      Humming in agreement, she leans back and widens her stance. She may not be paying attention to what I’m saying, but I’m enough of a coward that I don’t stop to make sure she’s on board with my reasoning. I slip my hand lower, sliding my fingers through her pink, slippery folds.

      “For now, I’m going to make you feel so loved that over the next few weeks you’ll never doubt that I’m thinking about you every second of every day.”

      “Ethan…” she purrs, going loose and relaxed in my arms as I tease her clit with one hand and massage her breast with the other. Resting her head on my shoulder, she sighs with content and lets me kiss, stroke and wash her entire body. My cock is hard and aching, resting against her ass as I tend to her, pouring my devotion into every touch. I ignore the need to sink into her and satisfy my primal urges. This is about her. For what I’m about to put us through, I deserve to have blue balls if that’s what it takes to make her understand how much I care for her already.

      She sneaks her hand back between our bodies and wraps a warm, slick palm around my rock-hard cock. Grunting, I draw my hips back and away from her grasp before my chivalry deserts me, and I take her again.

      “This is about you,” I whisper, pressing one finger, then two, deep inside her silky warmth. “Fuck, you feel so good.”

      Whimpering, she stretches her arms back and drapes them around my neck.

      “Ethan, you’re so amazing at this. What am I going to do for three weeks?” she moans, pouting in a way that makes me feel a hundred feet tall. She’s going to miss me, just like I’ll miss her. Slowly, luxuriously, I ease her into her orgasm, catching her with an arm around her breasts as her legs wobble and give way with the strength of the pleasure washing over her.

      Belle blinks up at me, dazed, as I soap a sponge and wash every part of her beautiful body. Her nails scrape against my scalp as she runs her fingers through my hair.

      “If you keep doing that, I might forgive you,” she teases as I wrap her in a warm, fluffy towel and lift her out of the shower.

      I feel the weight of crushing guilt sitting heavily on my chest.

      “I don’t deserve you,” I whisper, because it’s true. She laughs and lets me lead her to the bed, where I carefully dress her in comfy sweats. All the while, I avoid her gaze and concentrate on my task.

      I don’t deserve her. Hopefully she doesn’t realise that before I can get back to her.
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          BELLE

        

      

    

    
      Guilt is the overwhelming emotion I feel from Ethan as we lounge on the sofa. Neither of us is strong enough to part ways just yet. He was supposed to leave an hour ago and his phone vibrates on the coffee table, once again, where he’s left it face down. In every other way, he has been completely open with me, but I’m a trained investigator. Experienced in a variety of missions, not just running patrols on the pack borders, I’ve seen it all before.

      “Is it serious?” I ask, annoyed that my voice isn’t as strong as I wanted it to be. Ethan tenses beside me; judging by the grief-stricken look on his face, I must be right. My fingers curl into the fleece blanket I’ve thrown over myself, as if it can protect me from this pain.

      “No, it’s not.” Somehow disentangling my hands from the fluffy material, he grips them tightly in his as he presses kiss after kiss to my knuckles. “Fuck! We’ve been dating, but nothing compares to this. To you. But she deserves to hear it from me, face-to-face. She was mated once. She’ll understand.”

      My heart pounds in my chest as I try to shove down the devastation I feel at hearing he has another woman in his life. Rationally, I know this happens all the time; nobody knows when they’ll meet their fated mate, or if they ever will. Wolves in a relationship usually respect the bond when one meets their mate, and, though she’ll be hurt, more likely than not she’ll understand and step aside.

      It still feels like a knife to the gut, though, knowing he cares for her enough not to mark me. While it speaks to his integrity, that he wants to break the news to her first, which I would normally admire, I can’t be rational about it. He’s my mate, and the green-eyed monster is in control.

      “You should have told me. Is that where you’re going now?”

      He nods, his head hung low and unable to meet my eye; shame radiates from him. “I didn’t want to ruin this when it was going so well. It’s bad enough having to leave for work…”

      With gentle fingers, I grip his chin and lift it. “We can work through anything so long as we’re honest.”

      He blinks at me and I sigh, leaning back on the couch and pressing my fingers to my eyes. I’m exhausted and emotional, the mate bond is riding me hard, and my wolf is already pining for him when he hasn’t even gone.

      “Go. Get it over and done with. The sooner you leave, the sooner we’ll be together again.”

      He surges to his feet and smothers my lips with his, pressing my back into the soft cushions as he devours me, showing me with one kiss how much he wants me. With one hand tangled in my hair, he pulls back, those dazzling blue eyes still shocking every time I see them.

      “I’ll call you tonight. I promise.”

      My throat feels thick and I don’t trust myself to speak without crying, so I close my eyes and nod so hard my head feels like it’s going to fall off. With my bottom lip quivering, I fight to keep my composure. Ethan’s scent surrounds me as he presses a kiss to each delicate eyelid and then my forehead, cupping my face in his hands with such devotion, a sob escapes me. I can’t look, because I can also feel his pain. If I see any hesitation on his face, I’ll beg him to stay, but that’s no good to either of us. He needs to sort out his own shit, and I have some things to do, too, before I can throw myself into being mated.

      Ethan doesn’t say a word, just eases back, letting his thumbs brush away the tears on my cheeks. As he walks toward the door, his steps falter, but instead of coming back to me, he forces himself to keep going; his resolve, ironclad. In a way I’m glad, it would just prolong the agony.

      After he’s let the front door close, because I’m a glutton for punishment, I move to the window and throw myself into the armchair so I can watch him for a few more moments. He disappears inside his cabin and while I expect him to emerge minutes later with his bags, it takes him far longer. When he finally reappears at the front door, I can’t fight the urge to cry any longer, letting the tears take me with big jerky sobs as he jogs down the steps, bag in hand.

      His hair is freshly washed, damp against the collar of his shirt.

      He changed for her. He washed all traces of my scent from his body, after he bathed me and cleaned me up.

      No marks. No scent. No evidence.

      No, I tell myself. Stop being paranoid. He’s your fated mate. He’s just being considerate, not going to her covered in the scent of sex. If I were her, I’d want the same courtesy. Rising, I pull the blanket around myself as I pad to the bedroom, throwing myself into our rumpled sheets, still smelling of him and us, to comfort my wolf.

      I text Alpha Steel to tell him I was held up but I’ll give him an update in a couple days. I can’t work when I’m in this state. Something in my gut tells me there’s more to it, that it’s not that simple, but my emotions are going haywire and I can’t trust myself to think clearly right now. Pressing my face into the pillow he slept on, I moan in distress. My intuition is rarely wrong. I just need to put my faith in the goddess that she got this one right, and I’m not about to have my heart broken.

      

      Ethan

      Halfway from the cabins to the Anderson pack, I can’t go anything further. My wolf is howling inside my head, clawing at me, desperate to go back and erase the sadness from Belle’s eyes. The smell of her tears wrecked me. We’re not even marked and I’ve already hurt her. She said we could get through anything if I was honest; it was my chance to tell her what’s really going on. Instead, I clammed-up, refusing to tell her anything that could inadvertently interfere with my quest or drag her into this mess.

      Rubbing my breastbone with the heel of my palm, I grunt. I need to get this over with quickly so I can go back to her. Once this is done, I can devote every second to our new mating. I’ll lavish affection on her until she’s sick of the sight of me. She’ll have so many orgasms she’ll forget all about the little white lie I told.

      Banging my hands on the steering wheel, I curse because I know that’s a lie. My mate is fierce, and when she finds out what I’ve really been up to over the next three weeks, she’s going to be pissed as hell.

      Pulling onto the road again, my mind swims with what our future could look like. Whose pack will we go to? How many kids will we have? Will they be able to kick Cooper's kid’s asses? For a while, I almost forget how fucked-up this is - until I arrive on Lucia's pack territory.

      The atmosphere is immediately awful. I can feel this is a lost and unhappy pack. Lucia has her hands full trying to turn this around. When I pull up to the front of the property, I sit in the driver’s seat and ignore the packhouse. I can't force my legs to move.

      "Where have you been? I was worried sick," Lucia purrs, running up to the car, a big grin on her face and a pretty pink tint to her cheeks. She beams at me, excited to see me finally here at her pack territory. Ignoring her questions, I climb out and retrieve my bag from the backseat, her happiness fading when she senses my unease. "You have your own room. I'll let you unpack and get settled before we meet later with some of the pack to discuss your role."

      Relieved, that gives me a couple of hours reprieve. When I finally nod, she clasps her hands together and points, but doesn’t move to touch me. "Get something to eat and I'll see you soon."

      Lucia gives me a once over, a heated look, one I would have lapped up before, and panic blooms inside me. I’ve found my mate. There's no way in hell I can touch her like that.

      With a sweep of her arm, she gestures down the hall.

      "Don’t go wandering until I've introduced you to the pack." Her sweet smile falls again, but she recovers quickly. "I want to announce your role and qualifications first, so nobody can complain that you’re not right for the job. Or for me."

      She rests her hand on my arm and revulsion washes over me, and I swallow to quell the urge to squirm away from her. This is going to be torture.
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