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      Warning: This is a paranormal romance with dark themes, including minor torture and sexual assault. If these are sensitive topics for you, please refrain from reading.
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      Mae

      A thunderous roar burst through the forest from behind Dad’s Mercedes-Benz, conquering the light hum of its engine. Heart thrashing inside my chest, I stared into the rearview mirror with wide eyes, scanning the mammoth oak trees until I spotted the first few shadows of the wolves bolting through the forest behind us on their nightly run.

      “Drive faster,” I said to Dad, adrenaline rushing through my veins. I loved watching them run.

      Dad pressed on the acceleration, jerking the car forward. I rolled down the window, letting the wind blow back my silver-blonde locks, and glanced out into Witver Forest, catching sight of the enchanting golden eyes of the largest wolf among them all—the alpha.

      When he saw me, he howled to the setting honey sun and sprinted closer to the car with his pack, his claws scraping against the black asphalt with every leap. I reached out the window to stroke his fur, but before I could touch him, Dad rolled up the window, forcing me to yank myself back into the car.

      I clutched my arm and frowned at their slowing figures in the rearview mirror, their snouts pointed to the sky and their howls reverberating through the car. All I wanted was to be able to run free with them in their forest and live in peace, but someone didn’t find that acceptable.

      Knuckles white on the steering wheel, Dad clenched his jaw and shoved his foot down harder on the acceleration, throwing me backward against his leather seat. “You know better than to touch those filthy animals, Mae,” he sneered.

      After balling my hands into fists, I flared my nostrils and glared out the window at the sunset as we flew by the thousands of trees and toward the city.

      “Don’t you?” he asked me.

      Knowing that he wouldn’t let this go, I sank further into my seat and mumbled, “Sorry.”

      While I loved Dad, I hated him sometimes. He couldn’t see past his own prejudices.

      A deafening silence spread throughout the car, the engine’s continuous hum giving me some sense of peace and calmness among his madness. He relaxed his hand around the wheel and turned on Witver’s most conservative radio station.

      “Welcome back to our segment of Witver Without Wolves. All through the night, we’ve been keeping you updated on the riots that these filthy animals and their blind supporters are participating in throughout the city. And let me just say, they’re digging their own graves out there, igniting towns with lies about the wolves, saying that they’re civil creatures when all they do is kill. Our world is brainwashed. Werewolves should never live in a society with humans. Protect yourselves. Stock up on all the silver bullets you can get your hands on. Kill on sight. Our trusty police force is on our side. Those men and women are the true heroes, not those radicals trying to procreate with another species.”

      Rather than listening to this bullshit, I clicked off the radio station and glared through the shiny windshield glass. Dad tightened his grip on the leather steering wheel once more and cleared his throat, merging onto the highway toward the city. If he didn’t want to live with the wolves, I didn’t know why the hell we lived in the middle of Witver Forest. He could live in a high-rise with other humans in the city, but no, he’d had to find a gated neighborhood with people just as insane as he was.

      “I’m glad you decided to join me for dinner with the Braxons,” he said, thankfully not commenting any further on the Witver wolves. “I heard that Brett is going to be there tonight. He’s been asking for you.”

      “Brett?” I asked, glancing over at him and raising a brow. “He’s been asking for … me?”

      Brett Braxon was the biggest, sexiest flirt in all of Witver and my biggest crush since second grade, but too many other women and even some she-wolves fawned too heavily over him. I didn’t have time for that kind of competition; I was too busy figuring out my life amid all these protests about the treatment of wolves.

      “Are you excited to see Brett?” Dad asked, shooting his brows up and down.

      “Dad!” I shouted, cheeks flaming. “Please, don’t.”

      Since I’d moved out of Dad’s suburban home and into a secluded apartment in the forest with my best friends, I rarely talked to him about these things anymore. He always tried to overcompensate for Mom being gone, asking me questions far too personal about my love life. It was all with good intent, but … I didn’t want to be sucked into all his drama and negativity.

      I didn’t really like human guys anyway. I had my eye on a certain someone already.

      Turning off the highway, Dad parked in the lot to Tangled Orchard Winery. Overpriced and ritzy, Tangled Orchard Winery had large, bronze-cushioned chairs, white linen–dressed tables, and wall-length windows that flaunted the darkening honey-turning-violet sky. I hiked my cheap purse up my shoulder and stepped into the room, feeling out of place here.

      Dr. and Mrs. Braxon beamed at us from a candlelit dark oak table.

      Brett glanced over his shoulder with those sinful hazel eyes, his full lips curling into a smirk when he saw me. “Mae,” he said, rising from the table and wrapping me into a hug. “It’s been too long.” Muscles rippling against my body, he squeezed me tight.

      After awkwardly patting his back—not used to his proximity—I sat beside him, dreading tonight’s conversation. All anyone had been talking about lately were the protests downtown and throughout the forest.

      “Another one of those brutes was roaming around our neighborhood yesterday,” Dr. Braxon said, halfway through dinner. He sipped on his Tangled Orchard Winery red wine. “A neighbor called the police on him.”

      “What don’t they understand about that huge Humans Only sign outside our neighborhood?” Dad asked, shaking his head and scowling, accentuating the deep lines around his mouth.

      I balled my hand around my fork until my knuckles turned white, knowing where this conversation was headed and wanting nothing more than to say something. Yet every single time I did, Dad would go off on a rant or just completely ignore me. Once he was set on believing what that stupid radio station had fed him, there wasn’t any changing his mind.

      “I bet they’d understand if they were locked in silver cages and force-fed some wolfsbane, but the government is too afraid of them to do anything like that,” Dr. Braxon said.

      “Hun,” Mrs. Braxon said, shifting uncomfortably and smiling tensely. “Stop it.”

      “It’s a shame,” Dr. Braxon said to Dad, completely ignoring his wife.

      My nails cut into the skin on my palm, and I leaned closer to Brett. “They really are closed-minded, aren’t they?”

      Brett scoffed. “Would you want a feral animal roaming around on your property? Those beasts attack anything they want for any reason they have. They have no sense of logic. If we’re not careful, they’ll destroy everything we’ve built.”

      I stared at him with wide eyes, even after he turned back to the conversation. This was coming from the man who occasionally flirted and slept with she-wolves, as if he only used them for a good time and didn’t care what happened to their kind afterward.

      Forty-five minutes of agonizing conversation later, I was itching to leave. All we had left was dessert, but I didn’t want to spend a second longer listening to Dr. Braxon and Dad bad-mouth anyone else. It made me want to stab my ears out.

      “Dessert?” someone asked from my left.

      When I glanced up at him, my eyes widened. Standing at least six foot tall with a brawny frame, blond stubble, and vaguely pointed ears—one of the only distinguishing features of a wolf from a human besides their woodsy scent—a man stood with a platter of chocolate cake.

      A wolf? Here? He looked so … so out of place among all the humans.

      Dad scowled, his hatred for beasts making him ugly. “I am not eating that. Take it back.”

      “Have a human waiter bring it over, you dog,” Dr. Braxon ordered.

      Pupils dilating, the man tightened his grip on the steel platter. I inhaled sharply. Dad had warned me thousands of times that wolves’ eyes darkened right before they released their inner beasts. What if this man shifted and attacked him? Dad would provoke him more—I was nearly sure of it.

      Smiling nervously, I leaped from my seat and grabbed the platter. “Thank you so much! I’ll gladly take this cake from you if nobody else here wants it.” I sat back down with the entire cake in front of me, ignoring Dad’s death glare, and grabbed my silver fork. “Chocolate cake is my favorite!”

      “Mae!” Dad snapped. “What are you doing? Don’t you dare eat that.”

      Stuffing a forkful of sweetness into my mouth, I chewed and smiled at the grinning waiter. “This is delicious. By far the best cake that I’ve ever had. Thank you so much.” I didn’t know why I couldn’t shut my mouth. I just didn’t want to give Dad the chance to belittle him even more. I swayed my fork in the air at him, signaling delight. “You deserve a raise.”

      Dad shoved his chair back, the legs screeching against the wooden floor, and snatched my forearm. “I’m sorry for her rude behavior,” Dad said to the Braxons before dragging me to the other side of the room.

      The waiter glanced over his shoulder at me one last time and then disappeared through a side door as other workers stared at him quizzically, like they had never even seen the man before tonight. A strong urge washed over me to follow him, but I couldn’t do anything with Dad’s grip.

      Bracing for his scolding, I clenched my jaw and pressed my lips together. My logic failed every time against his closed-mind no matter what I’d say, he would never change his mind about people who differed from us. He had been scolding me for sticking up for them since I’d turned three years old and asked for a stuffed wolf instead of a stuffed doll at the store.

      “Don’t you ever do anything like that again!” Dad chastised, his grip so tight that my pale skin turned pink. “Do you know how embarrassed I am? You know better than to take anything from a brute. They are savage, disgusting, deadly animals; and they do not deserve to live in our society. We are better than them. We are higher class, Mae.”

      “Are you kidding me?!” I shouted back, unable to control my fury anymore. I ripped myself out of his hold and ignored the stares from the staff and other patrons. “Do you expect me to just sit around and do nothing while you disrespect an innocent person?”

      He stiffened. I rarely argued with him anymore, but I couldn’t stand his ridicule.

      “Why do you think I moved out and I hardly visit you anymore? I’m so sick and tired of you and your goddamn disrespect for people who are different! News flash: Not everything you listen to on that stupid radio station of yours is true!”

      Before he could even respond, I stormed away from him, snatched my purse from the table, and hurried to the exit without muttering a single good-bye to Brett and his family. They called my name, but I didn’t turn around and run back to them. I didn’t need them or even want to associate myself with them.

      Flinging open the door, I rushed out and crashed right into a man’s chest.

      “Sorry,” I muttered, glancing back through the closing door to see Dad shaking his head my way.

      I needed to get out of here as soon as—

      I glanced up at the man who hadn’t seemed to move away and inhaled the sweetest honeysuckle scent ever.

      With forest-green eyes that flickered gold every few moments, vaguely pointed ears, and a scar across his chiseled jaw, he was the most beautiful man I had ever seen. My heart stammered inside my chest, my mouth drying. The wolf from Witver Forest, the alpha who had run closer to our car and nearly let me touch him. It was him.

      But what was he doing here? Wolves never frequented places like these.

      After another moment, he stood straight and postured over me. “What are you looking at, human?” he snarled, his long canines extending past his lips.

      If I wasn’t slightly aroused, I would’ve almost taken it as a threat.

      When he growled at me through them, I did.

      All of the constant warnings my father had ingrained into me about wolves’ dangerous behaviors suddenly rushed through my mind, rearing their ugly heads. I hated that man for instilling such vile thoughts into me. For the past eighteen years, I had been trying desperately to get rid of that implicit bias.

      Yet, still, my heart raced at the sight of sharp and bared teeth.

      “Why’re you so scared?” he asked me, glowering at me. “Just a moment ago, I listened to you scream at your father about disrespecting wolves, and now, you’re nervous, just standing in the presence of one.”

      Gnawing on my cheek, I stepped back but couldn’t seem to look away from his huge teeth. While I’d originally believed that my nerves caused me to react this way in front of him, I … I … I couldn’t stop thinking about the feel of his skin on mine, the way his teeth could slip inside my neck, and—

      Gosh, no. What was I even thinking? Wolves and humans never mated.

      Parting my lips, I tried to think of an excuse for my foolish behavior. When I realized no words were coming out of my mouth, I took another step back, wanting to put space between us because … the closer we were, the cloudier my thoughts became.

      He moved closer to me, almost … instinctively, yet I stepped back again and plastered myself to the door.

      Was it getting hot out here? Because my whole body felt like it was burning, scorching in flames even.

      Placing both palms flat next to me, he trapped me between him and the door. I froze, gulped in fear that I’d do something stupid with Dad in the next room, and stared into those smoldering forest-like eyes that held so much passion, yet even more pain. I wanted to venture inside and peel back layer after layer of leafy facades and thick fortresses to see who this big, bad alpha really was.

      He leaned down slightly and inched his face closer to mine, his honeysuckle aroma overwhelming my senses and his eyes darkening, just as the waiter’s had. While I should’ve been terrified that this man would rip me apart, I felt oddly comfortable, like he and I were supposed to meet.

      The door behind me swung open, and I stumbled back. He wrapped his strong arms around my waist and held me to his chest, a blazing fire erupting where his skin touched mine. My fingers curled into his taut chest, the energy charged between us. Dark strands of hair fell into his face, his honey breath fanning my lips.

      “Get away from her!” Brett shouted from behind me.

      A low, possessive roar erupted from the beast. He wrapped his large hands around my waist and placed me behind him, the muscles under his gray V-neck flexing through his shirt. Claws lengthening, canines extended, he held one arm back, as if to shield me from Brett. “And who are you?”

      “I’m her boyfriend,” Brett said, glaring at the animal.

      Boyfriend?

      I wrinkled my nose, the mere label sickening me. Where had that even come from? And why would he even say that? This wolf snarling between us wouldn’t care what I was to him.

      The wolf growled viciously this time and bared his large canines at Brett, his back muscles stretching and nearly tearing the threads of his V-neck. “No.”

      Wanting to defuse the situation, I placed my shaky hand on the werewolf’s forearm. He jerked himself out of my grip and yanked me in front of him, his callous digits digging into my shoulders. I yelped at the sudden movement, my heart leaping in my chest.

      “Let her go,” Dad spat, walking out from behind Brett. “Or I’ll call animal control on you.”

      “You can have her,” the wolf said, shoving me forward.

      I stumbled into Brett, who enveloped me in his embrace and stepped toward the door. But I didn’t move from the spot. I didn’t want to go back inside. I didn’t want to sit through any more of their shitty conversation. I wanted to stay. I needed to know who this wolf was, why I felt this way toward him, and if he … if he felt the same way.

      He probably didn’t, but … I wanted to know what this meant.

      I lived with a werewolf and didn’t feel this strongly connected to him.

      “You can try to keep her away from us,” the wolf said to Dad, staring right at me with those golden-flaked green eyes, “but you can’t stop the way she feels about us, nor the way she’s drawn to me.”

      “My daughter doesn’t like any of you.” Dad seethed, lunging forward and flailing his arms around in an attempt to hit the man.

      Swiftly dodging the attack, the wolf stepped to the left and smirked at my father. “Of course you think that. You can’t smell her the way I can.”

      Though his words were degrading, I couldn’t stop the heat clawing its way up the insides of my thighs. Forget everything I’d said about this man. He was an asshole that I never wanted to see again, especially after that last comment. He hadn’t needed to sell me out to Dad like that.

      Dad shot in for another punch, but I wrapped my arms around his waist and pulled him back.

      “Stop, Dad. He’s just trying to get you angry.”

      The wolf walked backward off the sidewalk and toward the street, as if he never planned on dining inside the restaurant tonight, as if he had come for a different reason entirely—me. Lips curled into a smirk, he winked at me. “Until next time, Kitten.”

      After he disappeared into Witver’s busy streets, I stayed glued to the spot. I’d talked to many wolves before, but not once had a wolf drawn me in so effortlessly. Meeting this man had awoken an inner hunger that I hadn’t known I even had.

      A starved, feral animal rumbled inside of me, pleading for me to find him again someday.

      And maybe, one day, I would.

      Dad snatched my wrist and stormed with me to the car. “What’s your problem? You know not to talk to wolves and certainly not to flirt with one like that. Do you not remember what happened to your mother?”

      I ripped myself from his grip in the middle of the parking lot. “How could I forget, Dad? You mention it every other day.”

      Nostrils flaring, Dad shoved a hand into his pocket and pulled out a silver necklace with an off-white oval pendant hanging from the thin chain. In the center of the pendant, a red liquid substance sat within a small container. “I wasn’t going to give you this now, as I wanted to keep it with me, but it seems you need the constant reminder every day.”

      “Are you giving this to me because it’s silver?” I snapped.

      Silver like these repelled wolves and would make them bleed from a single touch.

      “No, I’m giving it to you because it was your mother’s,” he said. “She used to wear it and said something about it making her stronger during the blood moon. I hope it can make you stronger and smarter too. Maybe it will remind you of her death when you’re out, hanging around those disgusting animals.”

      After ripping the necklace from his hand, I shoved it into my pocket. Nothing from him could ever just be out of simple love for Mom and me. Nothing could be sentimental anymore, not even my dead mother’s necklace.
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      Mae

      “Goddamn, I can’t believe we just walked five miles,” Aaisha, one of my best friends, said, heaving as we walked away from the protest march around Witver city. She wiped the sweat off her brow with the back of her brown hand, her long hot-pink stiletto nails gliding against her forehead. “Mama needs something to drink, and some men.”

      Luca, my other friend, nodded to a bustling city restaurant that had a No Wolves Allowed sign on the door. “You can—”

      “We ain’t leaving you outside either, not with these crazy-ass people out here.” She shook her head, her shoulder-length black banana curls frizzing in this heat, and walked ahead of us toward the Wolf District of the city. “Nuh-uh. We gotta go somewhere they aren’t gonna kick us out of.”

      Cracked pavement, mossy clumps covering brick buildings, and boarded-up windows, the wolf sector of Witver’s inner city wasn’t large by any means. So small, in fact, that even the smallest percentage of city funding would drastically improve the neighborhood because just by walking across Hickory Avenue—from the human to the wolf side of Witver—it felt like entering a whole new world.

      About a block away, a neon red sign flickered.

      “How about we go to The Eclipse Bar?” I suggested.

      “People get handsy in that bar, Mae. Why don’t we get some liquor from the grocery store and go back home?” Luca said, placing one hand on my upper back and guiding me forward.

      If I didn’t know any better, I would’ve thought that Luca almost sounded … possessive.

      Not wanting people to get handsy with us … or me?

      I glanced up at him, a small smile creeping its way onto my face, my insides warming.

      Aaisha turned around and arched a sharp brow. “I ain’t waiting any longer. We’re goin’.”

      In true Aaisha-fashion, she kicked the door open with the tip of her shoe and strutted into the hooting and howling room of wolves. Luca sighed and held the door ajar for me, his biceps flexing through his crisp white V-neck.

      When we walked into the room, wolves sniffed the air, looked over their shoulders at Luca in disgust, and whispered to each other. I inched closer to him, not liking the way they eyed him up as people did to rogues. Luca might be a lone wolf, but he wasn’t a rogue by any means.

      Ignoring their judgmental stares, Aaisha strolled to a maroon-cushioned booth, sat, and picked up a menu like it was nobody’s business. I awkwardly trailed behind Luca to the table, hating the attention, and slid in beside him—closer than I should have. But Luca had always been … comfortable … to me.

      “Spill the beans,” Aaisha said after the waiter dropped off three drinks for us. She wrapped her lips around the purple straw and leaned forward. “What happened with your dad the other night? You’ve been actin’ weird all week.”

      “I might’ve met this guy.” I drew my finger against an image of the Moon Goddess on the napkin and avoided eye contact with Luca, who stiffened next to me.

      “You did?” Luca asked, gripping his cup tightly.

      “Ooh, tell us all the juicy details!” Aaisha squealed. “What does he look like? Is he hot?”

      Briefly glancing over at Luca, I swallowed hard, my heart jumping. “I was out to dinner with my dad, got into a fight with him about wolves, and stormed out of the restaurant and right into him. And … he’s a wolf.”

      Aaisha bounced in her seat. “I’m so proud! My baby’s growin’ up so fast!”

      Luca chuckled tensely and bumped his knee against mine. “You, uh, stood up for yourself for once?” he asked, thankfully directing the uncomfortable conversation elsewhere. He smiled at me, his brown eyes flickering amber for a second. “You’re usually too much of a pushover.”

      “I ain’t talking about that!” Aaisha said, cackling from the alcohol. “I’m talking ’bout Mae getting some sexy werewolf action!”

      Those piercing green eyes of that mystery wolf flashed through my mind, and my arm hairs stood straight up. I brushed my fingers against the leather bracelet with small starry pendants that Luca had given me for my birthday last year. I hadn’t taken it off for months.

      “Okay, okay, that’s enough,” I said softly. Not only would I never see that wolf ever again, but wolves also didn’t mate with humans. “You know nothing could even happen between us anyway. I’m human, and he’s a werewolf. Our species don’t date.”

      “Girl, you never know! You might be his”—she leaned across the table—“mate.”

      Luca grimaced. “Aaisha, that doesn’t happen.”

      “Says who?”

      “The Moon Goddess,” Luca said, pushing the napkin with her image across the wooden table. “She chooses who our mates are, and she rarely, if ever, matches wolves and humans. A human doesn’t typically survive the shift after a wolf marks them on the neck.”

      Aaisha held her glass of beer in the air. “Well, screw the Moon Goddess.”

      I kicked her under the table and shushed her as other wolves glared our way. The Moon Goddess was the most sacred being to the wolf species. They worshipped her every full moon, thanking her for another month on this earth. Wolf culture surrounded the moon, her rotations, and the Moon Goddess’s innate powers to match two wolves to spend eternity with each other.

      Aaisha rolled her brown eyes but then smiled at me. “For real, Mae, I’m glad you stood up to your dad. He deserves that and a kick in the ass sometimes.” She scoffed. “And that Brett guy … disgusting.”

      “I’m proud of you too,” Luca said.

      He leaned closer to me, his knuckles brushing against mine on the table, sending shivers down my spine. My heart leaped in my chest, thousands of what-ifs rushing through my mind. No matter how much I loved wolves, their Moon Goddess would never mate one to me, and I would never have the same kind of love that wolves shared in a mate bond.

      Yet I couldn’t seem to stop how I reacted to them, just as that mystery wolf had said.

      Maybe in another life, I would be fated to be a wolf, to run free through the woods, and to love a mate. But in this one, I had been destined to fight for better lives, equal rights, and the ability to share beautiful friendships with them … and to have the occasional hook-up, of course.

      A tall, dark-eyed wolf appeared at the head of our table, a dragon tattoo covering the side of his neck. “Can I buy you a drink?” he asked Aaisha, staring down at her with hunger in his eyes.

      Aaisha glanced up at him and then looked at me. “He talkin’ to me?” she asked, pointing at herself for emphasis. After I nodded, she turned back to him with a huge smile, jumped up, and held out her hand. “Aaisha.”

      When they disappeared into the crowd, I sipped my drink and glanced over at Luca. “I want to go to more protests with you, but that was … terrifying,” I whispered, thinking back to all those men and women screaming at us and at the wolves for just … being.

      Apparently, it was a crime for wolves to be alive.

      “That wasn’t as bad as some other protests,” Luca said, sipping on his drink.

      “They threw wolfsbane into the crowd and snapped silver whips in front of the protesters,” I said to him, fingers paling around my glass. If he didn’t think that had been that bad, what was worse? What had those opposing protesters done to the wolves?

      I gnawed on the inside of my lip and glanced up at the television in the corner of the room that played the nightly news. A wolf stood beside a fire outside the square, reporting about the latest protest that the police had instigated this time.

      Luca leaned forward, placed one finger on my chin, and turned my head to look back at him. “Forget that for now,” he said, amber specks floating in his brown irises. He drew his tongue across his lower lip, and I sucked in a breath. “We’re here to relax, Mae, so relax.”

      Placing my elbows on the table, I tilted toward him and smiled. “And how do you suggest we do that besides getting drunk off this strong wolf beer that I definitely shouldn’t be drinking?”

      “If Aaisha disappears for the rest of the night, we’ll have the whole apartment to ourselves,” Luca said.

      When Luca’s eyes flashed gold, I sucked in a soft breath, my stomach fluttering at the sight of his wolf so close. We stared at each other for a few moments until, eventually, Luca pulled away and leaned back in the booth.

      “We could, uh, watch that action movie that you’ve been wanting to,” he suggested.

      I looked away, my cheeks flushing, and gave a small smile. “Yeah, sure.”

      Two feisty she-wolves scooted into the empty booth where Aaisha had once sat, smiling at Luca.

      “Hey, Luca,” one purred at him, pressing her perky breasts against the table and toying with his shirt collar. “Haven’t seen you in a while. How’ve you been?”

      I clenched my hands into fists under the table as Luca tensed beside me. When the other girl dragged her claws across his forearm, I grabbed my empty glass and stood. “I’ll leave you all alone. I don’t want to intrude.”

      “Mae,” Luca said, seizing my wrist. “You don’t have to go.”

      “It’s okay, Luca.” I patted his shoulder like a friend would because that was all I could ever be to him. I gave the girls a tight smile, my chest tightening, and turned away. “I’m just going to get a drink … or two.”

      Before he could convince me to stay, I hurried through the crowd to the bar. I didn’t want to watch them flirt with my best friend, the man I … I had wanted for so long. I couldn’t stand to see them move their nails across his chest and purr at him—something I would never be able to do.

      Sighing, I slid onto a leather stool that seemed to be cut and taped in the center and placed my glass on the bar. I wanted to look over my shoulder and watch Luca like a hawk, but I didn’t want to feel this shitty anymore. I needed to just get over my stupid little crush.

      Nothing would ever happen between us anyway.

      “Mae!” Aaisha called, grabbing onto my shoulder and hauling herself toward me. Curly hair a wild mess, pupils dilated, and lipstick smudged all over, she grinned wickedly at me. “Hey, Mae! We’re going to get more drinks!” She exaggerated with a wink. “I might be back before tomorrow. Maybe. I don’t know. Don’t wait up!”

      The man who had asked her for a drink wrapped his arms around her waist and mumbled something into her neck. She giggled like the maniac she was and wiggled her brows at me.

      Before she left, I grabbed her hand. “Make sure to send me your location.”

      “Yes, Mom,” she said, waving me off. “I’ll be fine.”

      After she left, I slumped down in the stool and dared to look back at our booth. Luca had disappeared with those two girls, leaving our drinks and used napkins on the table. My phone buzzed in my pocket.

      Luca: Get home safe with Aaisha.

      My chest tightened at the thought of Luca going off with a couple of cute she-wolves for the night. It wasn’t like this didn’t happen often. I should be used to this by now. Ever since Luca’s mate had rejected him and he asked to live with us, he had been sleeping with other girls to make himself feel better. I just … ugh … I wished that one night, one of those girls could be me. Maybe it would ease these feelings I had for him a bit.

      Guzzling my drink, I listened to the rowdy music playing through the speakers and watched wolves grab she-wolves by their waists and sway to the steady rhythms together. I threw the glass back, thinking that if I got drunk enough, I could disappear into the crowd, too, and get snatched by the waist and taken home with someone.

      “Kitten,” someone growled into my ear from behind, his callous fingers sprawling around my hips. He trailed his nose up the side of my neck, which made me stiffen, my breath catching in the back of my throat. “I told you that I’d see you again.”
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      Damon

      I had been waiting to see that pretty human again for days. Fucking days.

      After spinning on her maroon barstool, she smiled up at me with those rosy-red cheeks and piercing gray eyes. Between the alcohol running through my veins and my wolf on edge just from seeing her, I couldn’t stop myself from grasping her face and feeling the tingles shoot up my arms.

      She stared up at me in a haze, her eyes glossy from the Eclipse beer, and leaned into my touch, running her small and frail fingers over my larger ones. I growled at the gesture, knowing that I shouldn’t be feeling this way toward a human—a damn human who would never be able to survive a shift into a wolf.

      But I couldn’t help myself.

      When she tugged at the ends of my hair, I slipped my hands around her waist and stepped even closer to her. “Kitten, you don’t want to see what happens when you get me excited,” I murmured into her ear, wanting nothing more than to take her right here, right now.

      She giggled and ran her hands down my abdomen, stopping right at the waistband of my jeans and hooking her fingers in the loops. “I think I do.” After a moment, she blushed, her cheeks flaming red, pulled herself away as if she had never done something so bold before, and grabbed her drink.

      Before she could take another sip, I took it from her and placed it back on the bar. “No more of this stuff. It’s too strong for humans. Let’s get you home,” I said to her, not liking the way that some wolves from my pack glanced over at her. I grasped her elbow, scolding them through our innate mind link not to even look her way.

      She was mine.

      “Am I going home with you?” she asked, staring up with hopeful eyes.

      I clenched my hands into tight fists, letting my claws slice right through the skin on my palms. If she were a wolf, I’d force her to come home with me. She wouldn’t have a choice. But this woman was human, and I couldn’t take the chance of bringing her home and losing all control of my wolf with her around.

      If I accidentally bit her … she’d die during the shift, just like my brother’s mate had.

      “No.” I had to force the word out of my mouth.

      Confusion crossed her face, brows furrowed. “No?” she asked, the confusion turning to fury. She ripped herself away from me and scanned the bar, turning back to her drink. “Then, I’m staying here.”

      “No, you’re not. This is a wolf bar, and you’re drunk. You’re not staying here alone.”

      “I am not drunk,” she said, hopping off the stool and nearly stumbling into me.

      Growling, I grasped her upper arm to hold her steady and dragged her drunk ass out the exit with me. Goosebumps darted across my skin at our contact, and my wolf pleaded for power, begging to see her too. Yet I held him back, curled my fingers even tighter around her arm, and pushed her toward my car.

      “Let me go! You can’t do this!”

      “You’re drunk. I’m taking you home,” I said, shoving her into my car.

      There was no way in hell that I’d let her stay here with a bunch of rowdy, horny, and drunk wolves. While humans and wolves didn’t mate, they still slept together whenever they could. And nobody was going to touch what was mine.

      Nobody.

      “You’re not gonna do anything,” she said, her words slurring.

      I slammed the door and hurried to the driver’s side before she could get out. When I slid into the car, I stiffened. Her sweet scent, trapped in such a small space, overwhelmed me to the point that my control almost slipped. Almost. I could feel my wolf on edge, ready to pounce on her whenever I offered the chance.

      “Where do you live?” I asked, merging onto the road and heading toward the human sector.

      She crossed her arms over her chest and glared out the window. “Let me go.”

      “Where. Do. You. Live?”

      When she didn’t say anything, I snarled and tightened my grip on the steering wheel. “Are you always a brat, or is it only when you drink alcohol?” I asked, letting the words slip from my stupid fucking mouth.

      She turned toward me and narrowed those gray eyes. “Are you always annoying, or is it only when you talk to humans?”

      Loving her attention—any attention that she gave me—I growled back and made a U-turn, driving to the forest. “I was just curious because both times I’ve met you, you’ve been very bitchy.”

      If she didn’t want to tell me, then I would take her back to the pack house for the night. Just the night. She’d stay in one of the spare rooms, and I’d stay in control.

      “WHAT? Was I bitchy when I stood up for your kind to my dad? Was I bitchy when you pushed me against the door? Hmm? Was I bitchy then?” she asked, flaring her nostrils and trying to look intimidating. It was almost cute.

      I ignored her comments and drove home through the thick fog that lay among the massive trees. Under the shadows of monstrous oak trees, wolves raced across the cracked pavement streets and into the woods around us. I pulled up to my pack house—a large wooden cabin nestled in the center of Witver Forest—and parked.

      “Come with me,” I called over my shoulder to her as I walked up the stone path toward the front door. I needed to keep my distance because her scent—her fucking scent—was too much for me to handle for any longer.

      When she stepped out of the car, some pack members glanced between us and whispered about her being a human. After what had happened to my brother and his mate, I had banned humans from my property, not wanting another human to die because of the innate yet forbidden decisions of one of my packmates.

      But she wasn’t just any human.

      And she hadn’t told me her address.

      That’s why I brought her here, I told myself.

      After ushering her into the house and up the spiral staircase, I opened my bedroom door and gestured for her to walk in. I had other spare rooms that I should’ve brought her to. I should’ve. I fucking should’ve. But I hadn’t. I didn’t want her to sleep anywhere else. I wanted her in my bed with me, wanted her scent all over my sheets, lingering on everything she touched.

      “What’s this?” she asked, furrowing her brows and walking into the room, glancing from the large wall-length windows to the dim yellow lights glowing underneath my bed. She brushed her fingers against the beige comforter and then looked back over at me. “Why am I here?”

      I placed my keys on the cherry-stained dresser. “You did say that you wanted to go home with me.”

      “That was before you called me bitchy. Now, I want to go home.”

      My wolf howled at the thought of her leaving. She couldn’t. I couldn’t let her go.

      “I’m not going back out. You’re sleeping here tonight.”

      “No, I’m not,” she said, stumbling to the door.

      Stop her, my wolf commanded.

      Before I could stop myself, I stepped in front of her. She placed her palms on my biceps and shoved me backward, but I didn’t move an inch. My talons lengthened slightly, and my canines extended, my wolf clawing to take power and claim the human before him. If I let her go, he’d surely take full control and force me to … to do something that I’d vowed to never do.

      Huffing and puffing, she stomped to my closet and then into it, slamming the door behind her. I let out a breath that I hadn’t realized I had been holding and slouched onto the bed, crossing my ankles and smiling at the door. She screamed inside the room and marched back out, her cheeks a rosy red.

      I arched a brow. “Are you done embarrassing yourself?”

      She snatched a blanket and pillow from the bed and tossed it on the floor. “You’re so annoying.”

      “Are you seriously going to sleep on the floor?”

      “Well, I’m not going to sleep with you,” she said, twisting and turning on the hardwood until she finally settled on her stomach. She stared at the wall-length windows and out into the woods, lit with the moon. “I don’t even know your name.”

      “Damon,” I said, staring down at her, my wolf pleading with me to go sit by her, to lie by her, to touch her like we had at the Eclipse Bar earlier. The feeling of her skin on mine had been … fucking magical.

      She hiked the blanket further up her shoulders to cover herself from me. “I didn’t ask for it either.”

      I balled my hands into fists at her blatant disrespect and forced myself to breathe to calm down. Nobody in my pack ever dared to talk back to me like that, and if they did, I would put them in their place faster than they had time to say another word.

      But I couldn’t lose it in front of a human.

      Yet when she turned around to face me, the moonlight bouncing off her gray eyes, and said, “I’m Mae,” I couldn’t stop myself from ripping the blanket off her, picking her up, and shoving her against those windows, my wolf in complete control.

      With the scent of lilacs overwhelming me, tingles from her fingers against my chest electrifying me, her tiny gasp making me shiver in delight, I buried my face in the crook of her neck and drew my nose up the column of her throat. “Mate,” I growled into her ear. “We found our mate.”
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      Mae

      “Mate?” I whispered.

      Part of me thought for just a moment that I was his mate. It would make sense. I had this odd attraction to him that I couldn’t seem to quite shake.

      I glanced at the tattoo on his chest of the woman in white—his Moon Goddess—which peeked out from under his shirt, and my heart ached. But as much as I wanted to be his, I couldn’t be. It was impossible. Werewolves didn’t mate with humans. Dad had told me, Brett had told me, Luca had told me—and he was a wolf, so he obviously knew.

      With fury rushing through me, I slammed my hands into Damon’s chest to push him back. “Why would you take me home? Why wouldn’t you just leave me at the bar? Were you planning to sleep in the same bed as me, even when you knew who your mate was?”

      Once mates met, they connected on such a deep level and latched on to every fragment of each other’s existence that, it was believed, their souls merged into one. They were possessive and jealous creatures, craving their other half for themselves only. If a wolf found his mate with another, he’d lash out and be driven to the brink of insanity. I had seen it firsthand with Luca.

      When Damon didn’t say anything, I shoved him again, hating that I loved touching him with my fingers on his bare skin. “I thought you wolves actually respected your mates enough to not bring home another girl. You’re not supposed to be like us humans; you’re not supposed to cheat when you have the mate bond.”

      Damon growled, large and sharp canines glistening with saliva, and dark raven-colored flakes decorating his golden eyes. “We would never bring home another girl! We respect our mate.”

      “If you respected your mate, I wouldn’t be here,” I said flatly, curling my fingers into his chest and then dropping my hands by my sides, scolding myself for the way I felt for this man. It was wrong, so wrong.

      “You’re …” he started, his jaw twitching. Those beautiful, wolfish gold eyes flickered to green a few times and then eventually settled into their natural forest color. He shook his head and stepped back from me, canines shrinking into his human teeth. “You’re right. I don’t care about her.”

      Before I could stop myself, I asked, “Why?”

      What had gone so wrong that he didn’t love her anymore?

      Suddenly, all emotions evaporated from his face, and he gave me a look so cold that I actually shivered in fear. He snarled at me and glared out the wall-length windows and into the woods filled with creatures of the night.

      “She’s weak. She could never hold the responsibilities of a luna, and help me run my pack.”

      My lips parted in disbelief. I didn’t understand. How could he speak low of his mate?

      “Listen, I don’t want to talk about her anymore.” He balled his hands into fists, veins protruding from his forearms, and tilted his head to look me in the eye. “I thought you’d be a good distraction from her for the night.”

      I slapped him across the face so hard that my hand stung. “You’re disgusting.”

      Did I care that I was just his distraction? Maybe a little. Was I angry that Damon didn’t care about his mate? Hell, yes. This man was nothing like the wolves that Luca had described. Damon didn’t care about the bond, about how much that poor girl’s heart must be hurting, knowing that her mate was out with other girls and trying to forget her.

      The mate bond was so sacred, so damn sacred.

      Hell, even though Luca’s mate had rejected him, Luca still loved her.

      How could Damon be so careless? Why was he acting this way?

      Damon growled and rubbed his red cheek, glaring at me with such fury. Instead of being frightened by him like I had been at the restaurant, I’d had too much alcohol at the Eclipse Bar to really give two fucks about what he did to me. He might be an alpha, but he was a dick. A freaking big one too.

      “Go to sleep. I’ll take you home in the morning,” he said between clenched teeth. Then, he stormed out of the room and slammed the door behind him, the harsh bang echoing throughout the house.
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      “You said that you’d take me home, not bring me out to breakfast,” I said, crossing my arms and glaring across the Midnight Treasure Café table at Damon.

      Outside the smudged windows, cars drove into the parking lot, dust propelling upward behind them. Black-and-white pictures decorated the walls behind the wooden coffee bar. Older wolves smiled at me from other booths and then grinned at their alpha, who studied the coffee-stained menu on the table between us.

      “I wanted to bring you out,” he said.

      “Well, I don’t want to be anywhere with you.”

      He growled and leaned forward, baring his canines at me. “Why are you still mad about last night? And why the hell do you care so much about the whole mate thing? You’re not even a wolf.”

      I met his glare, leaning forward to get in his face and to not draw attention to us. “Because I think you should love, care about, and respect the person you’re with or the person you’re supposed to be with. She probably cares about you. You can’t just treat her like she’s nothing. Don’t reject her, Damon. It’ll break her.”

      “What do you know about rejection?” he snapped, green eyes flickering gold.

      What did I know about rejection? I dealt with it every day with my best friend. Luca might act strong, but every time I looked into his brown eyes, I saw the sorrow. Hell, I could feel it. He slept with girl after girl to make himself feel better, but the next morning, he’d cry to me about it. I wanted to help heal him, but … but I couldn’t, nor could I be with him either.

      After shuffling my feet against each other, I grasped my glass of water and looked back at the menu. Luca wasn’t any of Damon’s business; I wasn’t about to blab to anyone about the heartbreak that he had been going through for the past three years.

      I glanced back up at Damon to see those piercing green eyes watching me carefully and a stupidly adorable, lopsided grin on his face. I shifted in my seat and forced myself to look away because if I didn’t, all that talk about respecting his mate would go right out the window.

      “Why don’t you look at the menu and not at me?” I suggested.

      “You’re not on the menu?”

      Cheeks flaming, I flared my nostrils and looked down. “Funny. Really funny.”

      “Morning, Alpha!” a she-wolf waitress said, walking up to our table and running her fingers up his forearm. She glanced over at me and smirked behind Damon’s back at me, as if to say, You’re not the only one who gets his attention.

      I turned myself away, giving them privacy. What Damon did with her wasn’t any of my business. It was obvious that he didn’t care about his mate, whoever that poor girl was. And I didn’t care about him or about the way that she-wolf ran her nasty fingers all over him. I really didn’t. Damon might be the most attractive man I had ever had the pleasure of meeting, but it didn’t matter.

      “Let me know if you need anything, Alpha,” she purred, not sparing me another glance.

      When the she-wolf left, I found myself just staring at Damon, unable to pull my gaze away, and I couldn’t fathom why. I ached to uncover the secrets he had spoken with his eyes and the memories he had seen with them, the hurt and pain and heartbreak within them.

      He propped his elbows on the stained table, rested his chin on his palm, and leaned closer to me, his minty breath on my lips. With his other hand, he reached out and rested it next to mine, brushing his fingers against my knuckles, sending a rush through me. My breath caught in the back of my throat, the electricity between us awakening that inner hunger in me again.

      I hated it. Hated the way I felt for him so much.

      Yet I didn’t pull away.

      He trailed his fingers across each hill and valley of my knuckles, his claws just barely dragging against my skin. And I let him because … I didn’t understand how, after everything I had learned last night, I could still feel this way for him.

      Was it wrong to lust after a man who had a mate? Was it wrong to crave his touch and to find comfort in it too? Was it wrong that I didn’t want him to stop, that I didn’t want this breakfast to end? What was Damon doing to me?
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      “I didn’t pin you for a girl who lives in the forest,” Damon said, parking in my driveway after breakfast. He sniffed the air as if he smelled something unusual, and then he shook his head and averted his attention back at me. “You seem like you’d live in the suburbs with that bigot father of yours.”

      “Ew, no.” I scrunched my nose. “I can barely handle having dinner with him.”

      He paused and lightly brushed his thumb down my bottom lip. “Good, Kitten.”

      “Have you forgotten my name already?” I asked, arching a brow.

      “No, I just like the nickname,” he said, giving me a breathtaking smile—unlike that scowl he’d had last night when I brought up his mate. He hopped out of the car and leaned down to peer at me in the passenger seat. “It fits you.”

      A small smile tugged at my lips as I got out. “You don’t have to walk in with me. I think I can make it twenty feet to the door without getting lost.”

      Damon shut the passenger door behind me and chuckled. “There are monsters in these parts of the woods, Kitten. I can’t have anyone else trying to eat your sexy little ass.”

      “Anyone else?” I asked, arching a brow. “I don’t recall—”

      “Heeeey girl! Is this that hot wolf guy you were telling me about?” Aaisha shouted out from the upstairs window. “Wait a minute! Let me come down and meet him. I’m sure he’s fine as fuck!”
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