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        I was forty-five the night a werewolf bit me. No one thought I’d survive, let alone become one of the most dominant wolves around.

      

        

      
        Two years later, Stella Kendrick is still adjusting to the supernatural world and living with a pack who can’t stand her because of the strained mating bond she shares with the alpha.

      

        

      
        Out for a run after a nasty encounter with the pack, she stumbles across the dead body of someone from her past. Desperate to bring the killer to justice, Stella presses the alpha until he allows her to work the case.

      

        

      
        Tensions rise with the discovery of more bodies, bringing the leader of the North American werewolves to town. With him comes a slew of issues Stella’s unprepared to deal with as she navigates a world rife with danger, desire, and dark secrets.

      

        

      
        When things get twisted and magic collides with malice, Stella lands in a world of trouble she's not sure she can outrun.

      

        

      
        If you like your urban fantasy and paranormal romance on the steamy side with a shot of dark & twisty, the Stella Kendrick series is for you!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This book contains mature content

        and material that some may find triggering.

        If you’d like to see a list of content warnings,

        please visit www.sarahcbrody.com.

      

        

      
        Reader discretion is advised.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      The reek of animosity smacked me in the face as I walked into Kelley’s Bar & Grille that evening. My step faltered, but I did my best to ignore the roomful of hostile werewolves as I strode to the bar.

      Clarissa Dupree was working. Tall, willowy, toned, with a mane of wavy honey-blond hair, and sky-blue eyes, she epitomized boho beauty. Only a few wolves in the pack liked me. She was one of them.

      She smiled and motioned toward the box in my hands. “Hey, Stella. Whatcha got there?”

      “I made Carter a birthday cake.” Carter Murphy was the alpha of the Jones Mountain Lake—JML—pack in Georgia. “Since I won’t be at his party tomorrow, I thought I’d leave it in his office and have a drink.”

      I set the box down and unwound the scarf from my neck. It was a chilly October night, but the bar was warm, and we werewolves ran hot. I didn’t need it, I just had a thing for beautiful, jewel-toned yarn, and scarves were relatively quick knitting projects.

      Boisterous laughter reverberated from the friendship bar, a long, high-top table where the alpha and his inner circle congregated. Empty shot glasses and pitchers littered the tabletop. I cast a wary eye at them, both disappointed and somewhat relieved Carter wasn’t present.

      I gave Clarissa a tight smile. “I didn’t expect the bar to be so crowded tonight.”

      She smirked. “The parking lot full of cars and bikes didn’t clue you in?”

      “Ha ha,” I said, deadpan. “Motorcycles are always in the lot.”

      Most of the local wolves preferred them to cars. They also liked to drink themselves stupid, so the lot remained filled with bikes, no matter the time of day.

      Clarissa leaned on the bar and pouted. “I wish you’d reconsider attending the party.”

      I bit my bottom lip and shook my head. “It’s not a good idea. I don’t want to upset the pack, and Carter deserves a night off to have some fun. If I show up, he’ll be tense the whole time.”

      Because of our mating bond, or as I liked to call it, a clusterfuck of angst and ennui. We were more emo than the nineties, and I was too old for that crap. Carter liked me fine when we were alone. When other wolves were around, though, he became distant. No doubt because they’d have sooner ripped my throat out with their teeth than given me a smile.

      I’d been a werewolf less than two years and was still in my new-wolf probationary period—yep, that was a thing. Werewolves ran a tight ship, but although they were organized, they lacked modernization. As a rare dominant female, I ranked higher than almost the entire pack regardless of the mating bond. It made the other wolves uncomfortable.

      In most packs, females were at the bottom of the hierarchy, the exceptions being those with male mates, whose rank they took. Carter’s pack was different. He believed it benefited a pack when females ascended the ranks based on their own dominance.

      I thought it a no-brainer, but some of his wolves, both males and females, had been alive for centuries and were stubborn as mules. While I’d expected it from the males, I assumed the females would rally around a dominant female.

      I couldn’t have been more wrong about that, but I shrugged off the perpetual disappointment. Change was hard. I knew that better than anyone.

      While the submissives and most of the wolves in the middle of the hierarchy came to accept my dominance, they hadn’t accepted me. My refusal to defer to less dominant males worsened things. They expected me to fall in line like a good little bitch, but as the alpha’s intended mate, they didn’t dare challenge me without a damn good reason.

      Though strong, I wasn’t a skilled fighter, unlike many of Carter’s wolves. I’d never win on two feet. On four? My wolf could take almost anyone in the pack.

      Clarissa held up her hands. “Alright, I won’t force the issue.”

      I smiled, grateful she’d relented. She winked and headed for another patron. Watching her go, I noticed Harlan Beaumont and Cliff Seaborne on the other side of the bar. We exchanged smiles and waves. I adored the couple. They were human and fae respectively, not pack. That I was a dominant female didn’t bother them like it did the wolves, and they’d gone out of their way to be nice to me. I debated going over to say hello, but they were eating, and I didn’t want to interrupt.

      My dominance was just one of many issues the pack had with me. I was the only female over-twenty-five on record who survived both the attack and the first change. My transition from human to werewolf, the time between the infecting bite and the first shift, had been easy compared to what most wolves claimed to have suffered through. However, it remained the most agonizing pain I’d ever experienced.

      The attack left me with two huge scars, one above my right hip and one below it. The wolf who assaulted me, not satisfied with tearing one hunk of flesh from my body, went back for seconds. The scars from those bites would be with me until I died.

      Werewolves healed from most everything except those initial bites and extended contact with silver. It slowed the healing process and could poison us if ingested or introduced into our bloodstreams. Wolfsbane could also slow healing and make us sick to our stomachs. I supposed it could kill us if we ingested enough, but it would take a metric shit ton of the stuff.

      Mating bonds were real—and seriously fucked up. The gist was that some sort of soul bond tied one wolf to another. The kicker? Only the male laid a claiming bite on his female mate during the first mating, and she wore that scar for life, too. But there was no reciprocity.

      What kind of patriarchal bullshit was that? Not that I opposed some teeth during sex, but I liked to give as good as I got. Plus, I had zero desire to be branded like a sex slave. Why more females didn’t balk at that was beyond me. And what about same-sex pairs and non-binary partners? Was it a dominance thing with them? Or did they get to choose who did the biting? I had so many questions.

      Clarissa frowned at me on her way to deliver drinks. A moment later, she slapped a menu in front of me. “You should eat, Stel. You’re stressing.”

      I pushed it back. “Thanks, but I don’t need this.”

      “I can’t believe she had the audacity to come here,” Penelope Lane, a petite blonde known to stir up trouble, said, sneering as she walked by with her usual minions in tow. “She’s so desperate to be near the alpha. Pathetic.”

      Their disdain hit me like an oily cloud, followed by their cheap perfume. I wrinkled my nose. Werewolf musk didn’t pair well with most manufactured scents. That’s why I bought unscented products. If I wanted something extra, I added a few drops of essential oils that complemented my new spicy smell.

      That was a whole other thing. The more dominant the wolf, the spicier they smelled.

      Being a werewolf was weird.

      Clarissa set a shot glass before me. “Ignore them,” she said, filling it with bourbon.

      “Thanks.” I tossed back the amber liquid. The familiar, smooth burn coated my throat as I reached for my wallet.

      “On me.”

      “Thanks,” I repeated as I dropped my wallet back into my bag.

      Penelope’s usual crap had doused my desire to hang at the bar. “I should drop this off and leave.” I cast a sidelong glance down the hall that led to the offices. “Is he in the back?”

      She shook her head and gave me a small smile. “No, I think he’s outside somewhere. If you’re quick, you’ll miss him.”

      Clarissa wanted me and Carter to seal the mating bond. So did my best friend, Jason Kelley, who, besides being my favorite wolf, owned the bar and was the pack’s beta, or second in command. They knew how I felt, and that the alpha and I had reached a detente, yet they believed I’d be happier fully bonded to Carter. I had my doubts, but worrying about the messed-up bond stressed me out, so I tried pushing thoughts of it away, but they stuck to me like dog hair.

      Instead of reminding her of my stance, I ordered something to go along with a round for Cliff and Harlan, then headed to the offices. Midway down the hall, I glanced in the mirrored beer sign on the wall and stopped, scrunching my nose at the strands of silver threaded through my shoulder-length, dark brown hair. Otherwise, it was fine, but my makeup needed help.

      I set the cake box down, then used my fingers to unsmudge my eyeliner. I reached into my bag and grabbed a tube of sheer, berry-hued lipstick. After a quick swipe over my lips, I reassessed. Better.

      At least the pop of color brought out the green of my eyes. I hadn’t bothered with anything else, thanks to the boost my skin and overall complexion had gained from the lycanthropy virus. Not bad, considering I was forty-six. I shrugged at my reflection before bending to pick up the cake.

      After becoming a werewolf, I had hoped for reverse-aging, and that I’d revert to my twenty-five-year-old face and body. No such luck, but something in the magic of it stopped the aging process. During the time between attack and first full moon, it also knocked a few years off new wolves’ faces and honed us to the healthiest, best versions of ourselves.

      I had no complaints about my toned body and flawless skin, but I remained disappointed that my thick thighs had only slimmed down a little. No thigh gap for me, but at least the cellulite I’d been unable to get rid of after my fortieth birthday had disappeared.

      I rapped on Carter’s door. “Alpha?” No answer. The door was ajar, so I peeked inside, assuming he might be on a call, but didn’t find him. He disliked others being there without him, but I risked his annoyance, toed the door open, and made a beeline for his desk.

      I searched for a place to set the cake box, but it was hopeless. There were stacks of files and random documents everywhere. I decided to leave it in his chair, rather than disturb his organized chaos, but something caught my eye.

      Cake still in hand, I glanced at the flier with a bright-red-and-black logo. Something about it seemed off. I leaned in for a closer inspection when I heard a noise behind me.

      I spun around and collided with Carter.

      The box crushed between us on impact. I watched in slow-motion horror as the cake exploded from the cardboard, sending the aroma of rosemary, pears, and honey into the air. Crumbs landed on his immaculate, crisp, white button-down as what remained of the cake landed in big chunks at our feet.

      He dropped his eyes to his shirt and grimaced. “Damn it.”

      Shit, shit, shittity, shit, shit. Shit.

      “I’m so sorry.” I knelt and began scooping chunks of cake off the floor.

      Carter shook crumbs off his now stained, no longer crisp shirt and stepped back. He frowned at the mess on the floor before his gaze bore into me. “Stella? What are you doing back here?”

      I froze, still on my knees, struck as usual by his silver fox good looks. Tall, well-built, with striking, pale gray eyes, only his nearly white hair gave away that he’d been in his forties when bitten. Like me.

      My cheeks blazed, and I silently cursed my pale skin. With a longing glance at the door, and a wish that I was anywhere but there, I added the cake incident to my running list of reasons for him to dislike me.

      “I, ah, made you a cake and popped in to leave it.” My voice trembled, and I cringed, hating that I sounded like a wimp. I gestured at the chunks of cake on the floor before continuing to clean up the mess. “You mentioned once that you liked cakes but not the usual things like chocolate or white cake, so I baked you a honey pear Bundt cake with rosemary. I think you like it. Rosemary, I mean. When we had dinner that time, you raved about the rosemary in something you ate.”

      I knew I was rambling, but I couldn’t seem to shut the fuck up.

      “Anyway, I was dropping it off here because I didn’t think I should go to your party tomorrow because, well, you know.” I cast my eyes to the side rather than meet his.

      “Stella,” he said, his voice whisper-soft, as he extended a hand and brushed a stray lock of hair from my face.

      “I’ll clean this up,” I said, not moving as he cupped my face with a warm hand. I couldn’t help but lean into it. My traitorous cheeks burned so hot that sweat beaded on my skin.

      He smiled. I thought he might say something, but he didn’t get the chance.

      “What’s going on here?”

      I closed my eyes and slumped. I’d know that icy voice anywhere.

      It was Helena, Carter’s wife.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      I froze, even though I knew I looked like a homewrecking whore on my knees with my face in front of her husband’s crotch.

      Great. Another reason for his wolves to hate me.

      Carter closed his eyes and clenched his jaw. But it was his wife’s annoyance that burned into me like a laser beam, leaving me feeling targeted and exposed.

      Perfect, petite, blonde, and blue-eyed Helena. Except for her hair and eye color, she reminded me of a modern-day Audrey Hepburn, and I was… not that.

      Cool air replaced his hand as it slid from my cheek. “Stella baked me a cake for my birthday, darling. I made a mess of it by not paying attention when I came in.” He shoved a hand my way. “Please, stand up.”

      What I wouldn’t have given to be anywhere but there. I took his hand, stood and stepped back. “Please send me the bill for dry cleaning your shirt, Alpha.”

      I gave Helena a tight smile, though her eyes stayed glued on my hand, still in her husband’s grasp. Shit. I tugged mine free, but he seemed reluctant to let go.

      “I almost forgot.” Reaching into my bag, I grabbed his birthday card. I turned back and handed him the bright-blue envelope. “This is for you, too.”

      He stared at it like he’d never seen a birthday card before. His eyes flickered to me as he took it. “Thanks.”

      I gave him a pathetic smile and turned to go. “Good night.”

      Back in the hallway, I rolled my eyes and hurried out to the bar. Talk about awkward. Fortunately, my order was ready. I paid Clarissa, grabbed the bag, and hurried out the door.

      I almost made it to my car.

      “Stella.”

      Damn it. I sighed and turned around. Carter loomed before me, sexy as hell in the black t-shirt he’d changed into. His biceps strained the fabric, and the short sleeves showed off his intricate, brightly colored tattoos.

      I squared my shoulders. “Yes?”

      “Are you alright?”

      He cared, I’d give him that. But he had a wife. In some packs, that wouldn’t matter. Those alphas shared romantic relationships with both wives and mates. Hell, sometimes, they were throuples. I didn’t think Carter wanted either of those scenarios. I sure as hell didn’t.

      “I’m fine,” I lied.

      My intended mate was a handsome alpha who loved his beautiful wife. Hollowed out by loneliness, my hand went to my middle. The fact that I wanted a married male distressed me, but I missed my old life, too.

      “I heard what Penelope said to you.”

      I narrowed my eyes. I hadn’t seen Carter while I’d been at the bar, but obviously he’d been close enough to overhear.

      Damn it all to hell and back. But despite my annoyance, I was all for the change of subject.

      “Punishing her won’t do any good,” I said, hoping to preempt him. He stayed on me to command their respect, yet he never backed me up.

      If I clenched my jaw any tighter, I’d grind my teeth down to nubs. We’d been over it more times than I could count. He wanted me to discipline her for disrespecting me. While he had good intentions, his idea sucked.

      He glared at me. “You need to put her in her place.”

      I rolled my eyes. “It would be a waste of time. She’ll never change.”

      “Still, you should punish her for disrespecting you.”

      Fabulous. Yet another reason for his wolves to hate me. “Punishing her only makes things worse. Besides, I don’t care what they think.” We both knew it was a lie. I shrugged anyway.

      “I am their alpha,” he said, then pulled a face, like the words tasted bad, “and you are my mate. The pack will respect you.” His pale gray eyes brightened to silver, a sign of heightened emotion.

      My eyes tingled in response, and I knew they were changing from jade green to an obnoxious bright green. My wolf wanted to go to him, and we jockeyed for position. I eked out the win in the end. “Respect needs to be earned,” I said.

      He scowled and ran a hand through his hair. “Agreed, though I have earned their respect, and as my mate, that respect should extend to you.”

      “But that’s just it. They know you didn’t expect to get stuck with me permanently.” My voice cracked on the last few words. His face softened, and I went rigid. “Don’t you dare pity me.”

      I turned toward my car and stopped short when he reached it first. Damn his werewolf speed.

      He whispered, “I don’t pity you.”

      I tried not to focus on his lips and powerful jaw with its shadow of silver stubble, but it was hopeless. I wanted to kiss him and forget about everything else. Including his wife.

      “I stand by what I said,” he continued. “When we became mates, that fact alone should have afforded you their respect.”

      “But you didn’t think we’d become mates. You did it because you didn’t expect me to survive.” I grimaced. “And we’re not mates, yet.” As much as I wanted him, I refused to sleep with someone who was married.

      He winced. “I did the right thing.”

      My lips twisted down. The cloud of guilt around him said told me even he didn’t believe it. “Asking me to be your intended mate was the right thing? What about neglecting to tell me you were married?” When he didn’t answer right away, I huffed out a sigh and shook my head. “What’s done is done. Our wolves share a bond. You and I, though, we are boss and employee. Nothing more. Though why I agreed to that, I’ll never know.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “Why not? It’s true.”

      “It’s not, and you know it.”

      “So what? You. Have. A. Wife.” Why didn’t he get it?

      He shot me a dirty look. “In most packs, that wouldn’t matter. I’d be within my rights to bend you over your car and force it.”

      “Okay, then. Do it.”

      He wouldn’t. Supernaturals across the globe knew Carter Murphy as one of the most progressive alphas in the world. He’d rip out the throat of any male who forced himself on one of his females. Any female.

      “I never would,” he grumbled, “but it would be easier for everyone if you’d just submit.”

      “You’re married.”

      “You keep thinking you’re still human, Stella. You’re not. I’m not.”

      Why did I have to think like a wolf when he didn’t? In this new world I’d landed in, mate trumped human wife, but I never questioned him about it because I feared his answer.

      “I was human for forty-five years, and your wife remains human.”

      “Quit using my wife as an excuse. Helena knew before she married me that I might find my mate.” He stepped so close that the heat from his body kissed my skin.

      I balled my fists to keep from touching him. “But I didn’t know you had a wife.”

      He flinched, like my words were daggers to his heart. “I did what I thought best.”

      My jaw twitched. All the talking in circles was getting us nowhere. “Because you thought I’d die. If you’d known I would survive, you would have, what? Sent me away? Forced me to submit? Left your wife? What would you have done?”

      “Damn it.” He punched the hood of my all-wheel drive SUV.

      I flinched and jumped back as metal crunched, and something under the hood shattered. “So, your answer is to break my car. Got it. Great. Thanks.”

      Since he’d broken my car, I was going to have to walk home. I angled my head to the sky. No stars in sight, but at least it wasn’t raining.

      “Why are you so fucking stubborn?”

      I shifted my to-go bag from one arm to the other and met his gaze head on. “I don’t share well with others. Hell will freeze over before I’ll be the other woman. And if you’re entertaining the idea of a throuple, it’s not happening.”

      I had nothing against the polygamous lifestyle. I knew people who lived it, and they were happy. Me, though? I was too competitive, and I saw that setup going all sorts of wrong.

      “Throuple? I don’t even know what that is.”

      I bit back a smile at the confusion on his face. Sometimes I forgot he’d been alive for over a century and struggled to keep up with the speed of the ever-evolving English language.

      “When I’m in a relationship, I’m all in,” I said. “I expect the same from my significant other or mate. You can’t give me that. Fine. But damn it, Carter, please stop asking me to give you something I can’t. You will not relegate me to the role of side piece.”

      A deep growl escaped from his throat. “Side piece? I’ll not have you thinking I’d treat you like a lowly mistress. You are my mate.”

      The dude had the audacity to be indignant. We weren’t coming at it from different angles—we were coming at it from different planets. My wolf stirred, and I slanted my eyes toward the woods. She yearned to flee into the trees, find somewhere to curl up in a ball, and sleep for a century or two.

      “Intended mate.” I turned to go, knowing I hid behind the word, but I needed the imaginary barrier. It kept me from falling harder for him than I already had.

      “There is no intended about it. We. Are. Mates.”

      I started to leave again.

      “Stella, wait.” His words were a voice command, and the effect was instantaneous. Alphas had magic that allowed them to control non-alpha wolves to varying degrees just by speaking with intent.

      My feet slowed to a halt. I blinked, and he was standing in front of me. Damn him. If I hadn’t been so tired, I could have fought through his magic. Besides, he disliked reminders of my dominance. Rather than gaze into his silver eyes, I settled my attention on his sleeve of tattoos. His ink, gorgeous and modern in style, consisted of geometric designs in jewel tones.

      He hooked a finger under my chin and raised my head. The speed at which I caved and looked at him and those damn eyes mortified me.

      “You make things so difficult,” he growled. “Wait here. I’ll ask Jason to run you home, and I’ll ensure your car is fixed, and in your garage, before you wake up.”

      I handed him the key fob and watched him storm back to the bar.

      How was this my life?
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      The conversation with Carter had killed my appetite. As soon as I got home, I put the food in the fridge, then made a quick stop in the laundry room to strip and toss my cake-soiled clothes in the wash. I started the washer and grabbed my favorite yoga pants and a tank top from the pile of folded clothes on top of the dryer.

      In the living room, I opened the patio doors wide. The crisp air against my warm skin invigorated me. Since werewolves ran hot, it had to be below freezing outside for us to want a coat or even a sweater.

      Framed snapshots of my old life caught my eye as I turned toward the fireplace, and my gut hollowed out with the ache of loneliness. New werewolves had to live close to their alpha and could not resume their old lives until they had successfully completed a two-year probationary period. Job offers too good to pass up explained sudden moves. Once we relocated, pack alphas encouraged us to distance ourselves from our human friends and family.

      We had the potential to live for centuries, millennia, even. Watching the people we cared about age and die sometimes caused emotional trauma.

      Hot tears burned my eyes. Still feeling like someone had carved my insides out, I concentrated on starting a fire. Carter thought it was ridiculous that a werewolf used their fireplace so often, but the crackling sounds and dancing flames comforted me. During the fall and winter months, I opened doors and windows to combat the heat. In warmer months, I streamed videos of fires instead. It wasn’t the same, but I lived in Georgia, and even I wasn’t crazy enough to light a fire from April to mid-October.

      The fire soothed me for about two minutes. Restless once more, I searched for something to do. Most nights, I worked out, then spent hours knitting while I watched shows or listened to audiobooks. Sometimes I baked, although not as much as I’d have liked. I didn’t have many friends, so it didn’t take long before things became weird, like I was trying to buy their friendship with sugary goodness.

      Memories of the cake incident flashed before my eyes. What a disaster. Cringing, I strode to the liquor cabinet and poured myself a triple bourbon.

      One of my favorite perks of being a werewolf was not having to count calories. Our metabolisms were in constant hyper-drive, and we had to eat a lot to keep our bodies fueled. It also took more to get us drunk. A stiff pour might have given me a buzz, but it wouldn’t last more than half an hour. Plus, no hangovers. Total bonus.

      I tried shrugging off my mortification from the encounter with Carter and his wife while alternating sips of bourbon with sips of water, but I couldn’t shake it.

      “Fucking Helena.” She’d ruined what might have been a nice moment between me and Carter. Never mind that she was his wife.

      Guilt churned in my belly. I shuddered and wished I could move past his marriage, but it went against everything I believed. Desperate for something to do, I grabbed a container of bleach wipes and got to work cleaning my already immaculate counters.

      Once finished, I looked around and pondered my next move. Having already jogged twenty miles that morning, I was in no mood for another run. I considered lifting weights, but going to the gym meant risking encounters with other wolves, and I didn’t have the bandwidth for them. My knitting sat in a basket next to the couch, but I doubted I could sit still.

      “Just bake already.” Huffing out a frustrated sigh, I returned to the kitchen and gathered ingredients for chocolate chip cookies. I should have made Carter another cake, but still salty after our conversation, I nixed that idea.

      When I had everything on the kitchen island, I grabbed my phone and started a playlist of nineties grunge and eighties one-hit wonders. With music blasting from the built-in wall speakers, I got to work. Humming along, I zipped through the recipe, one I’d know by heart since before my adopted parents died.

      My Zen-like state lasted until I popped the cookie sheets into the oven and set the timer. Restless once again, I wandered aimlessly, wondering what to do next. I could have baked something else, but I didn’t even know who to give the cookies to, so I reconsidered Carter’s cake.

      Nope. Still salty.

      Sipping bourbon, I surveyed my home, wishing it wasn’t so clean. I’d hired a member of the pack, Lila, to do a deep clean every other week. A luxury expense, yes, but I didn’t care. Between her visits and my spot cleaning, the house stayed immaculate. Besides, she had kids to put through college. Pack funds were available for some of the expenses, but every dollar helped.

      I glanced at the old photos of me and my fur babies, mostly chocolate labs, who I’d loved dearly. I had six months left in my probationary period, so pets were a no-go. I ached for companionship. Plus, they came with the bonus of extra clean-up. Especially labs and their shed-heavy coats.

      Most dogs had no issue with werewolves. However, many wolves had control issues for the first few years of their new lives, though I had experienced none. The night of my attack, I swerved my car to avoid hitting a large dog and ended up crashing into a tree. Fortunately, when I got out to check, I found no evidence of the canine. Unfortunately, I totaled the car and got bitten by a werewolf.

      Since a dog was still out of the question, maybe a hobby… Tempting, though I needed another like a hole in the head. But werewolves needed structure, something Gideon Heimdall, the high alpha of the North American werewolves, had learned over his many centuries as a lycanthrope. Carter hadn’t shared many details about Gideon, except that he’d been a werewolf longer than anyone in the country, maybe even the world.

      Over one thousand years old, he’d led our kind since high alphas had become a thing. I couldn’t wrap my head around his age, especially considering that the average life span of werewolves after their first change was less than twenty years, mostly because of depression or rage issues. Hence the need for hobbies.

      It had delighted me when I learned that Carter, one of Gideon’s most trusted alphas, had contributed much to the modernization of werewolves. Over time, the JML pack became a model for other packs. Carter was also one of the high alpha’s regional directors, meaning he oversaw all the packs in several southeastern states. I hadn’t met the high alpha, but I wanted to. I wanted to hear his thoughts on society through the ages. Also, rumor had it he looked like a golden god.

      I made no apologies for my appreciation of the opposite sex, and I wanted to see if the reality matched the expectation. There was nothing wrong with a little window-shopping.

      My mind blanked as a gentle breeze carried in the spicy scent of werewolf from outside.

      Carter.

      I steeled myself and padded over to the open back doors. An enormous wolf, its coat mottled with gray, white, and brown, sat by the stone path near the dock. His eyes gleamed like beacons in the night. Most werewolves’ eyes turned some shade of yellow when their wolf neared the surface or took charge. Carter’s lightened to silver. Wolf eyes that stayed close to the human’s shade were a sign of dominance.

      I leaned against the doorframe and frowned as he trotted to the edge of the patio. “Go home to your wife. I’m fine.”

      His wolf cocked his head and whimpered. I widened my eyes, and my heart skipped a beat. He needed to be near me. Usually, it was the other way around.

      A few times each month, he arrived in the middle of the night when our wolves needed each other. It was a common occurrence for wolves who shared a mating bond, even before they sealed it.

      Carter could feel me through our bond, even though I didn’t have the same access to him. I tried to keep my side locked down, but I struggled to do it. He could have taught me, but he refused. Instead, he pushed sealing the bond as the solution, claiming I would have better control afterwards.

      I bit my bottom lip. Part of me wanted him to stay, but it was a bad idea. Even though in wolf form, he slept at the foot of the bed. Sometimes I shifted, too, and our wolves curled around one another. We slept better together, but it wasn’t an ideal situation.

      The mornings after were the problem. Nine out of ten times, we’d wake up in our human skins. Shifting forms was easiest while sleeping, though I didn’t understand how we slept through something so excruciating.

      Magic was weird.

      Though it didn’t hurt, I didn’t like it when we shifted back in our sleep. Most mornings, we woke up wrapped around one another. Our wolves were dirty, dirty whores, and they strived for our humans to complete the mating ritual. They exploited our sleep to get us to do things together.

      Once, I woke up straddling him, ready to go. The next week, I woke up mid-orgasm with his fingers inside me. Like I said, our wolves were dirty, dirty whores.

      Most mornings, things didn’t go that far. One of us usually wrestled back control before things got much past snuggling. The last time he slept over, I woke up in his arms with his erection pressed up against my ass. Awkward, but much easier to deal with than other things.

      “Okay,” I relented, silently cursing the damn bond. “But promise you’ll still be on four feet or gone before I wake up.”

      I’d been trying to set boundaries with him. It was a one-step-forward, two-step-back kind of thing, but we had to start somewhere.

      With a loud yip, he darted past me, and I locked up before we headed into my bedroom.

      Carter sat by the door while I stripped out of my yoga pants and crawled under the covers. After I settled in bed, he left to inspect the house before joining me.

      I listened as he completed his patrol before returning and curling up at my feet. My stomach clenched. I had no clue how to navigate life with him—and his wife.
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      I awoke to the aroma of freshly brewed coffee and Carter’s fading scent. Relief and disappointment warred inside me, as they had the night before. He’d plagued my dreams, and it felt so real when he’d slipped his fingers inside me. Though I ached to be intimate with him, I refused to succumb.

      “He’s married. It can’t happen.” Those words were my mantra and played on repeat in my mind throughout the day, but sometimes I needed to hear them out loud.

      I allowed myself a few seconds to feel sorry for myself before I hopped out of bed. After a quick trip to the bathroom, I padded into the kitchen for coffee. The alpha’s washed mug sat drying on a towel next to the sink. I smiled. At least Carter was tidy. My ex-husband had never bothered with such things. He left dirty dishes scattered about the house, assuming I’d clean up after his sorry ass.

      Carter’s scent filled the room. It lingered, stronger than in the bedroom. He must have hung around for a while. I pursed my lips, not sure how I felt about that. It was hard enough to keep him at bay without his smell wooing me. I opened the junk drawer, grabbed a lighter, and lit the giant coconut lime verbena candle on the kitchen island.

      Next up, coffee. I made it halfway to the fridge before I spotted a carton of almond milk on the counter. I rerouted to the coffeepot and reached for it, the chilly cardboard confirming my theory that he’d just left. My annoyance faded as a smile lit my face. He always remembered how I liked my daily elixir, unlike the asshole ex.

      After making a latte, I leaned on the counter and reviewed my to-do list. As usual, I had nothing exciting on my agenda. I was grateful I had a job, but I’d gone from business owner to glorified assistant, and it chafed a little.

      I spent my days updating the pack’s website, checking emails, and being available for things Carter didn’t have time for. Given the pack’s feelings toward me, that job aspect required little effort.

      I finished my coffee and went to shower. Most days, I would have gone for a run first, but I’d overslept thanks to steamy dreams and my four-hundred-pound snuggle buddy.

      Werewolves weighed roughly twice what their humans did. Carter’s human form was two hundred pounds of lean muscle on a six-foot tall frame. Visions of him naked led to an all-too-familiar tingling feeling. I glanced at my nightstand and debated taking my vibrator into the shower. It had been far too long since I last had sex, and that thing was a life saver. I’d been left to my own devices since before becoming a werewolf.

      I smirked. My own devices. Ha ha.

      I was low on time, so I left my toy in the drawer and trudged into the bathroom where Carter had laid out fresh towels after his shower. The asshole ex would have left his used ones on the floor. I was so glad to be rid of him.

      Long story short, he drained our bank accounts and left me high and dry. To make matters worse, after I found out about the money, I returned home and found an empty house with a foreclosure notice on the door.

      Following a hunch, I drove to our lake house, hoping to confront the bastard. I walked in and found him railing some bimbo bent over the couch. Imagine my surprise when that bimbo turned out to be my best friend of thirty years. Her betrayal was as bad, if not worse, than his.

      After verbally eviscerating them, I headed south to Atlanta, hoping to stay with friends. However, I lost my way in a freak fog and ended up on a windy back road. Right before I turned around, I had the accident that changed my life forever.

      Apart from excruciating pain and excessive bleeding, I had almost no memory of it until waking up in Carter’s cabin. The first few days were a blur, though I remembered Carter, Jason, and Doc, the pack’s MD, DVM, all present. I recalled a fourth person, too. A male, but the others told me there had been no one else. I didn’t argue when Doc suggested hallucinations caused by the lycanthropy virus, but I swore a lanky, blond male was in the bedroom with Carter at least once.

      The only thing I had crystal clear recollection of during that time was accepting the bond, something I never would have done if I’d known Carter was married.

      My stomach churned. With every passing day, I felt more like a home wrecking whore. Grimacing, I stripped and hopped into the shower to wash away the guilt. Thirty minutes later, I stood before the mirror, almost ready to go.

      We rarely worked at the office, so casual attire ruled the day for most of Carter’s employees. Though he dressed like he stepped out of a fashion magazine, so I attempted to look put together with dark-wash jeans, a nice shirt, and boots. I adored a good pair of boots.

      I slapped some mascara and tinted lip balm on my face and called it good. When I opened the garage door, I found my repaired and detailed SUV waiting for me.
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      Ten minutes later, I sat in a booth at Nadine’s, the local cafe, sipping another latte. Fortunately, clouds filled the sky, so I didn’t shut the blinds. I liked to stare at the lake while I ate breakfast and let my mind wander. I spent most mornings there because I loved the coffee, and the chocolate croissants were to die for. Plus, being there made me available to the pack without being in their faces. Though, most of the wolves still went to Helena.

      She was a master manipulator and, within weeks of my arrival, had turned most of the wolves against me. I didn’t blame her for hating me. Had our positions been reversed, I’d have felt the same. The difference was that I would have confronted her outright, rather than stooping to the passive aggressive bullshit she slung.

      Carter didn’t help matters. He doted on his wife and never stepped in when she insulted me or manipulated his wolves. I did my best to shrug it off, but it stung. Every time he let Helena’s disrespect slide, an arrow shot through the heart of the beast inside me, and I felt every bit of her misery and heartache. Our emotions were so intertwined, I had a hard time untwisting them.

      The pack paid attention to their alpha and followed his lead. Plus, they adored Helena and believed that with enough time, a mating bond would have manifested between the couple. Never mind they’d been married almost twenty years when I showed up. But to the pack, I was nothing more than the cheap slut who threatened their relationship.

      Something caught my eye before I fell down a rabbit hole obsessing over my situation. Penelope and her usual followers.

      Memories of the night before darkened my mood. Not wanting to deal with them, I kept my head down and focused on my laptop. Maybe, if I minded my business, they’d mind theirs.

      “Oh look, it’s the alpha’s whore.”

      I closed my eyes. Naturally Penelope didn’t mind her own business. I needed to assert my dominance, but the whole thing gave me a pounding headache.

      Even though I was the newest wolf in town, I controlled my emotions better than most of the wolves. Many in the pack acted like hyper-emotional teenagers, rather than grown-ass adults.

      I had a theory about that. Carter once told me that most werewolves got bitten before turning twenty-five, for whatever reason. Before their brains fully developed. Since they never aged afterwards, their brains never finished maturing. Hence, the amped-up emotional state. If I’d become a werewolf at that age, I had no doubt I’d have made Penelope look like an angel.

      Older werewolves, including Carter, Jason, and myself, were more level-headed. Then, there were the oddballs, like Clarissa and Doc, who became werewolves at twenty-five were even-keeled. I didn’t know why, and they were rare.

      “What are you doing here?” Penelope spat as she and her minions approached my table. “No one wants to come to you for anything. Not when we have Helena.”

      Despite my desire to ignore her, my wolf yearned to put her in her place. I shut my laptop and let out an exasperated sigh. “I’m eating breakfast. Last I checked that’s something people do in cafes.” On the outside, I exuded calm. On the inside, my wolf stood ready to lunge, and I sent a silent request for her to settle down. She dialed it back but remained ready for a fight.

      Penelope snorted and tossed her honey-blonde hair over one shoulder. “No one wants you here, Stella. Not even Carter. I can’t figure out why he keeps you around.”

      I’d reached my limit and stood, glaring at her with bright eyes. I had a good five inches on her and felt confident I could kick her ass, wolf or human. “Careful, Penelope.”

      “I think he keeps her around for that ass,” some random male called from another table. His companions laughed.

      Crystal, one of Penelope’s friends, snorted. “I bet he does. Sex is all she’s got to offer.”

      “Is that true, Stella?” Penelope’s smile, like the purr of her voice, was deceptively warm.

      Everyone laughed at me, and I bared my teeth. “Careful. I’d be within my rights to smack you down for talking to me like that.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Please. Alpha will never take your side over mine. You’re just his grubby whore.”

      I grabbed her by the throat and slammed her down against my table. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” I purred, mocking her tone. She struggled, but I squeezed her throat until she stilled. Satisfied she’d behave, I turned to look at the others. “I am no one’s whore. None of you need to like me, but I won’t tolerate being spoken to that way. Are we clear?”

      No one responded.

      I jerked Penelope up with a flick of my wrist and shoved her toward the table of males. I roared, “Are. We. Clear?”

      Okay. Maybe I had a few anger issues.

      “What the hell is going on?”

      Fuck. Helena. A quick sniff confirmed that Carter was with her. Fantastic.

      She hurried to Penelope. “Sweetie, are you okay?” She turned to her husband. “Carter. Do something.”

      He was watching me. While his face stayed neutral, I smelled his pride. I held his gaze and raised my chin. My body vibrated with adrenaline as the hint of a smile danced on his lips.

      His gaze bored into me. “Stella, what is this?”

      I opened my mouth, but his wife cut me off.

      “You’re asking her?” she cried in disbelief. “Clearly, she has rage issues. Poor Penelope is going to have bruises.”

      I rolled my eyes. Any bruising she had would be gone by lunchtime.

      Carter turned to me. “Stella?”

      “I was enjoying breakfast while I went through email. Penelope and her cronies started their usual BS. As she instigated things, I advised her to be careful when speaking to me. She chose not to be. I responded.” I spoke with a calmness that belied how amped up I was.

      Helena snorted. “This is absurd. Carter, you need to punish her. Getting violent with our wolves is unacceptable.”

      I flinched. They were not her wolves. They were my wolves, or they might have been, someday. I should have left it, but the words flew out of my mouth before I could stop them.

      I sneered at her. “Helena, I thought you knew the laws and customs of werewolves.” Her face went white. “As Carter’s mate, I have every right.” I eyed every one of them.

      “I don’t give a fuck if any of you like me, but the rudeness stops today.”

      They stilled, and their emotions filled the air, thick like chowder. Anger, mostly, but also a hint of shame. Point to the town whore.

      My wolf rolled around in satisfaction as I gathered my things and headed for the door. “If you’ll excuse me, I have more important things to do than listen to whiny bitches.”
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