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      “You won’t believe who I saw just now,” Sarah, my long-time best friend and soul sister, said as she pushed open the door to my boutique.

      “Who?”

      “That’s hardly a guess, but that’s okay, I saw Johnny Wulf!”

      My heart stopped at the sound of my ex’s name. He had been gone fifteen years, ran away to New York and left his small-town life behind. He ignored who he was and decided to live the big city life. “Did he see you?” I queried.

      She nodded, “Sure did, saw me walk in here too. So, you better be ready, I am sure Wulfy is going to stroll into this shop any minute now.”

      If it was possible for a heart to jump out of someone’s chest, now would be the exact moment for that to happen. Johnny had been my entire world. Our pack thought we were the perfect mates, our parents, hell, I did too. But he thought otherwise. The only problem was that I had moved on.

      At least in the physical act of having sex with someone else anyway.

      I swore I would never mate with anyone else after what happened with him so many years ago.

      It just wasn’t what I was looking to do. “Do you think he knows it’s my shop?”

      Sarah nodded, “I mean, your name is on the outside of the window.”

      I facepalmed myself and cursed wanting to have my own name as the store name. “Duh, I know. Why did I want to use my own name for the shop?”

      “Because it’s your grandma's name, and you wanted to honor her.”

      “It was rhetorical, Sarah.”

      “I know,” she laughed, “I just like messing with you.”

      I picked up the box I was unpacking and folded it up, “I didn’t think I would see him again, you know.”

      She nodded, “I know. But you knew one day he would be back; that he never left the pack.”

      “He left us, you know that, when he left me. He traded all of us in for that fancy life.”

      “Wulfy is the Alpha’s son, you knew he would have to come back at some point to claim his rightful position in the pack.”

      “Not every Alpha passes it onto their children.”

      I couldn’t help thinking back to when we were kids; when the plan was for us to take over the pack and bring in the new generation of wolves. We had plans for our plans. Everything was laid out in a clear order, and we knew no one could stop us.

      “You thinking about senior year?”

      Sarah knew me too well, “Of course.” My hand instinctively went to my stomach. “How could

      I not?”

      I felt her hand on my back, “I know, it was hard for all of us that year. Especially you two.”

      The part that hurt the most was I knew why Wulf left. I knew how hard it was to face the reality that our child died. I didn’t blame him, but I resented him. I resented that he could leave… leave me. I resented that I had to deal with the physical loss my body felt every day as I mourned. Part of me would love him forever, and another part of me would also hate him.

      “Jane?”

      I looked up when Sarah called my name, “Yeah?”

      “He’s coming.”

      My head shot over in the direction of the window. I looked around to see if I could see him, and there he was still as hot as the day we last made love. “Shit, I can’t let him see me like this.” “You look fine,” she tried to reassure me.

      “I’m covered in dust and dirt from unpacking inventory. Just stall him or something. Better yet, chase him away. I am going to the back to clean up.”

      I dashed around my store and slipped into the back office. I always kept a change of clothes and basic toiletries in the event I needed to freshen up. The dinging noise of the front door opening made my heart speed up. He is in my shop. He is in my shop! I kept repeating this in my head, over and over. I tried to take a few moments to breathe, but I just kept fixating on the fact Johnny Wulf was in my shop.

      “Jane, you here?”

      His voice was deep, smooth, and just like I remembered it. How many nights had we stayed up talking on the phone together? I could pick his voice out of a lineup instantly. I closed my eyes and counted to ten. I focused on my breathing to slow my heart rate down. I couldn’t avoid him forever. The mirror on the wall gave me a clear picture of what I looked like. I was thirty-five, disheveled, and still heart broken. I looked exactly how I should.

      Shaking it off, I walked to the door and opened it, stepped into the hallway and walked to the front of my store.

      “Hey Johnny.”

      My mouth wanted to drool. He looked amazing. Everything about him was the same. I could feel the desire to mate with him from across the room. I could feel his heart beating in time with my own. being in proximity to him, I knew his emotional state. My body knew he belonged to me and wanted him with me. I knew he could feel it too.

      “Jane,” his voice sounded almost breathless.

      “I’m just going to let you two catch up,” Sarah said, before ducking out of the front door.

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to chase her away.”

      All I could do was stare, like a love-struck teen. It all rushed back, and it took everything inside of me not to run to him. “We are about to close,” I finally said.

      Johnny looked at his watch and smirked, “It’s two in the afternoon.”

      I nodded, “Yes, we close early twice a week,” I pointed to the sign on my window.

      He laughed, “Guess I should be more observant.”

      Shrugging, I walked over to the register and pretended to be busy.

      “How are you, Jane? How have you been?”

      “Oh, fine, thanks for asking.”

      “One thing I learned from New York is when a woman says she is fine, she really isn’t.”

      “Maybe that is New York women for you, but I am fine.” I emphasized the last word more than I needed to, but the last thing I wanted was for him to come into my shop and start talking about the big city that stole my mate away.

      “You look great,” he said.

      I could tell he meant it, I could feel him, just like when we were together before, I could feel everything about him. It didn’t matter how much time and distance separated us, part of me would always belong to him and vice versa.

      “Thank you, Johnny.” I tried to soften my tone, but I really didn’t want to. I wanted to run away from him. I wanted to scream and kick and yell at him. But it didn’t matter what my head thought, my heart still melted at being near him.

      “Can I take you to dinner one night so we can catch up?”

      I shook my head, “I don’t think that’s a great idea.”

      “Why not?” He walked closer to me, not directly in front of me, but too close for comfort.

      Because I still love you, I wanted to say. “Because I am pretty busy.”

      Johnny grinned, “Then let me bring you take out and I can help you finish whatever tasks you’re working on that night. I just want to catch up.”

      There didn’t seem like a logical way around this, so I bit the bullet, “Fine, we can meet somewhere for dinner. I have to eat anyway.”

      He smiled; my body always would react when he smiled at me.

      “Great, I can pick you up at six tonight if you’re okay with that.”

      “I can meet you somewhere.”

      He waved me off, “No, I can pick you up. I learned in New York that women like to be treated with respect.”

      I bit my tongue, if he kept talking about New York, he wouldn’t need to worry about my unresolved feelings, my unresolved anger would rip him limb from limb with jealousy.

      “Is that Italian place still any good?”

      He was asking about our place, the one he proposed in. Why was he doing this to me?

      Nodding, “Yeah, it is still good.”

      “Great, we can go there.” He turned around like he was going to leave and then stopped,

      “Make sure you’re ready by six, okay?”

      “Yeah, I heard you, you don’t have to tell me twice.”

      “I’m sure you’re not like the New York women who were never on time. Okay, see you tonight.” He walked out of my shop and down the street.

      If I never heard of the city, New York, again it would be too soon.

      Why had I agreed to dinner with him? Oh yeah, because he had the body of a god, and I was still in love.
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      I made it home from work at five, hopped in the shower, dried off and put on the cutest outfit I had. My hair was a mess; long brown hair that was incredibly unruly. The waves came from 100 years of DNA that couldn’t escape any generation. The clock said 5:55 on it, and I heard the doorbell ring. He was early. I hadn’t put my shoes on yet, so he would have to wait a moment. I slipped on my sexy heels, fiddled with my hair one more time and reapplied my lip-gloss. I wanted him to realize what he left behind, and I wanted it to hurt.

      Calmly answering the door, even though my heart was racing and I was sure he could hear it through my chest, I smiled at him, “Hey Johnny.”

      “Jane,” he said breathlessly. The smile on his face told me I had done my job. “My God.”

      “You, okay?” I pulled my purse up over my shoulder and stepped outside. The air was cool, the kind of night that was perfect for a run.

      “Uh huh, you just look amazing. I could eat you.”

      “That wasn’t part of the deal tonight for dinner.”

      “The hell with dinner, we could stay in, you know, catch up.” He looked at me like I was a meal, I didn’t know how I felt about that.

      I rolled my eyes. What did he take me for, a woman who would let old habits slip back into the current time? “Not happening. You owe me dinner, come on.” I walked towards his car and after a few moments, I heard him race up to me in order to open my car door.

      “Let me. I learned in New York that if I was a gentleman from the start, it would be better for any date.”

      Here we go again, New York. “Uh huh,” I said in response. Maybe if I didn’t give him a reply when he mentioned that God awful place, he wouldn’t keep saying it.

      I slid into the front passenger seat and smelled the cleanliness of his car. I found that the inside of vehicles told me a lot about a person; if they were clean, trashed, had odors, etc. Unfortunately, Johnny kept a very clean car. I didn’t want to give him brownie points, but I had a feeling a lot of the night would be like this… me resisting what was inevitable.

      Johnny slid into his front seat and asked, “Are you excited to try the Italian place again?”

      “I suppose, but I eat there regularly, so it isn’t new or anything to me.”

      “Yeah, I guess that makes sense. What have you been up to?”

      I laughed, “Since you left me? Or just in general?”

      “Ouch, I guess I had that coming. I learned in New York that women can hold on to grudges for a while. I guess you probably are still mad.”

      I felt my hands forming fists. I squeezed my nails into my palms and then let go, repeatedly, focusing on my breathing. He didn’t realize he was pissing me off; I had to keep it cool. “I don’t really want to hear about New York, if you don’t mind.”

      “What’s wrong with New York?” The look he gave me told me he was as clueless as a puppy.

      It was almost like a tick was forming on the right side of my face, I shook my head a little bit before responding, “You left me, your family, everyone, for that horrible place.”

      “It isn’t bad! You would love it!”

      “I wouldn’t love it enough to abandon my responsibilities.” I sucked in a deep breath; I had to calm down. I didn’t mean to get into it now.

      “Jane, I know you’ve got every right to be mad at me, but I really hope we can push past this, work through it.”

      “I don’t think I can eat. Please take me home.” I looked out the passenger window. I knew this was a bad idea, I knew it. Why had I let him talk me into this?

      “You need to eat.”

      “No, I don’t. Please take me home.”

      He turned the car around, and we drove in silence to my house. When he parked in my driveway once again, he raced around to open my door.

      “Let me guess, in New York they taught you even when you’re getting dumped, you open the door?” I hoped he could hear my loathing sarcasm in my tone.

      “Why do you hate New York so much, Jane? I don’t understand what happened tonight?”

      “Why do I hate it? Seriously?”

      “Yes, why?”

      I marched up to my front door and unlocked it, tossed my purse inside, and then turned and looked at Johnny. “You are a selfish, arrogant idiot who left me. Left all of us. Left our child!”

      “Our child died, Jane. What was there to leave?”

      “Me, you left me. I had to grieve for our loss alone. You ran away without even a second glance back to see if I was okay.”

      “I don’t know what you want me to say. I’m sorry I left. I wasn’t ready to face all that. I was a dumb kid back then.”

      “You seem like a dumb kid now, talking about New York like it is some amazing place to be.

      We taught you all those things here in your home, but you were too dense to ever notice.”

      “Jane, I’m sorry I left you.”

      “Why are you back Johnny, tell me the truth?”

      I watched him run his hand through his hair; he looked so damn sexy when he did that. I wanted to control my hormones, but something about him set my whole body on fire.

      “Dad wants me to take over, he’s sick. No one knows. I had always told Dad that when it was time, I would come home. He told me last week that now is that time.”

      Hearing that his dad was sick felt like a gut punch. Everyone loved our Alpha; he was a wonderful leader.

      “You’re not ready to be the Alpha.”

      He shook his head, “No, that was part of what I wanted to talk to you about at dinner.”

      I brought my hand to my head, started rubbing my temples, and knew where this was going. I turned around and walked into my house. I left the door open hoping Johnny would follow me, which he did.

      “Come sit down, seems like we have a lot to talk about.” I walked over to the couch and took my place in the corner, my right arm sitting on the armrest while I pulled my legs under me, getting comfortable.

      “Dad knows I am telling you tonight, I told him as much earlier today. He said I could share whatever you needed to know.”

      “Needed?”

      Johnny nodded, “Needed, whatever you need in order to take me back.”

      “Take you back?” I let out a loud laugh, “You really think that I would take you back after you left me to grieve all alone?”

      “Jane, I am so sorry. I was running away. I couldn’t even fathom what you were going through when I was that young.”

      “You weren’t a kid, we were early twenties, we were adults.”

      He nodded in agreement, “But I didn’t grow up until I went to New York.” He held his hands up, “Don’t kill me just yet. Let me explain.”

      I closed my eyes and counted to ten; my breaths were steady, and I seemed calm. I gestured for him to continue.

      “I left without permission, Dad cut me off, I had to find work. I went from being the Alpha’s son to a nobody. My girl wasn’t with me; I was just alone. I found work quick and then a place to live. I learned struggles were real, and I had to work hard to make ends meet. It was almost the best thing that could have happened to me because it forced me to be a man.” “And now you’re home for good, as a man?”

      “Yes.”

      “And what do you need from me? Why do I even factor into this at all?”

      “Our parents made a pact.”

      “That you tore apart when you broke my heart and ran.”

      He shook his head, “My dad said they stayed in contact about it, and we are still sworn to one another. Plus, we were mated.”

      “No, we had sex, we didn’t mate. We never finished it.” I didn’t like where this was going.

      “We would be splitting hairs as far as our dads are concerned.”

      “How long have they been talking about this?”

      He shrugged, “Apparently since I left.”

      If this was true, I could just kill my father. Why hadn’t he told me? “So, I am expected to pick back up being your mate, regardless of what I want in life now?”

      “Yes, and I know that isn’t fair to you. I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t get to just say you’re sorry. I’ve been alone for how many years now; you don’t get to waltz back in my life like it is no big deal.”

      “I’m so sorry, Jane. I know you’re hurt, and I know I am the cause of that. Let me fix this.” “Get out,” I said, standing up and walking to the front door.

      “Jane.”

      “Get out, Johnny. I can’t right now.”

      He stood up and followed me to the front door. He was about to step outside when he pulled his foot back in and turned to look at me. “I have a proposition for you.”

      I sighed, “Okay?”

      “One kiss, you let me have one kiss and if you feel absolutely nothing, I will tell my dad I have to find someone else.”

      “Fine, I won’t feel anything. I guarantee it.”

      “Okay,” Johnny said, “but if you do, and you know I will know, then you have to be my mate, and we have to finish the ceremony.”

      I shook my head laughing, “You will really back off?”

      He nodded, “Yep.”

      I nodded my head at him, “Deal.”

      Johnny closed the front door with his foot, took his hands, and pushed me against the wall. He cupped my cheeks in his large palms when he kissed me; he started soft and tender. His tongue found its way through my lips and explored my mouth. Our tongues battled one another and without my brain thinking twice, my hands went around him. They explored while our lips danced a sacred tango. When he pulled away, he was grinning at me.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, Mate.”

      I didn’t even register what he said. I just watched him leave the house. It wasn’t until I heard his car drive off that it registered what he had just said to me. “Fuck.”
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      I went to bed with fury in my blood; I was insanely mad at him for the trick he had played on me. I never would have agreed to kiss him if I had known my body would deceive me like it did. I didn’t have feelings for him! I didn’t! Did I dream of him still? Yes. Did I think about him now and then? Of course. We had a child together. But I certainly didn’t love him after all this time.

      These thoughts ran through my head as I got ready to sleep, I couldn’t stop thinking about him.

      As my eyes drifted off to sleep, they just got worse and worse.

      There was a knock at my door, which pulled me out of bed. I looked at the clock and it was one in the morning. Who would knock on my door at this hour? I slept in the nude, so I had to grab my robe before I could answer. My alarm bells were going off, nothing good happened after ten at night.

      “Johnny,” I said out loud when I looked through the peephole.

      “Jane, I know you know it’s me, open up. I can hear your heart beating.”

      Sometimes, I really hated being a shifter. I knew it would just get worse if I delayed this anymore, so I opened the door and glared at the man I used to call mine.

      “Jane, we need to talk.” He pushed past me and walked into the hallway.

      Shutting the door, not wanting the neighbors snooping in on my late-night guest, I put my hands on my hips and said, “Johnny, what do you want this late at night?”

      “That kiss, Jane, you can’t deny what that was.”

      “It was a mistake, and I regret ever agreeing to it.” I crossed my arms over my chest, pulling my robe tighter.

      “I know you don’t mean that, baby.” He walked towards me, but I took a step away.

      I was shaking my head no, but my heart said yes. “I mean it.”

      “If that was true, why is your heart beating so fast?”

      “What do you want from me, Johnny?” I looked at him and I saw his eyes, his beautiful eyes, and I could feel my body melting.

      “I want you, us, our future, Jane. That’s all I ever wanted. I’m sorry I ran away.”

      He didn’t give me much of an option; he came at me quicker than light. His arms were around me and our mouths were kissing before I had a moment to breathe. Our lips collided, our tongues battled for control, and my blood boiled hotter and hotter. Everything about this screamed that I wanted him, only my brain said no.

      “Baby, stop fighting it,” I heard him tell me.

      “I’m trying,” I moaned into his mouth.

      “Let me take your mind out of the past,” he put his arms around me. He pulled me up, carried me to my bedroom like we were crossing the wedding threshold. That final mating ceremony.

      He walked over to my bed and placed me into it, my robe fell open and I was there, on display, naked before him.

      “God, you’re still so breathtaking. Those curls, beautiful natural curls, still protect your sweet spot.”

      He always liked the natural look, I never changed that, I never shaved myself because of how much he loved it.

      Without a moment’s notice, his face was between my legs, his mouth on my lips and his tongue flicking at my clit. His hands massaged my inner thighs as he worked them up and down my legs. My pussy was hot, in need, and the only thing that would be my savior was his cock. I needed him. I needed to complete the mating ritual.

      “Johnny,” I moaned.

      I felt his hand come to my mound; his fingers played in my pubic curls as he teased at my clit with his nose and tongue. When he came up for a breath, we locked eyes. The smile he gave me made my pussy tingle even more. He slipped his fingers inside and our eyes never broke contact as he finger fucked me fast and hard.

      “Cum for me, Jane, now.”

      He owned my body, commanded every action when I came, it was overwhelming and powerful. Magic overwhelmed me and took me on an ecstasy trip that I couldn’t comprehend. My vision went blurry and when my eyes opened, Johnny was on top of me, naked, and his cock slid inside. He fit perfectly, like we were made for each other.

      The legend says that’s exactly what it means to mate, that you’re made for one another.

      He pumped in and out continuously until I felt his body tense; he was about to release his seed in me, and I knew another baby would result from this. My body stiffened and he must have noticed because he stopped. “Are you okay?”

      “I don’t want to get pregnant,” I whispered.

      “You’re not ovulating, I can smell when you are.”

      My head shook back and forth, “I wasn’t the first time either.”

      Tears formed in my eyes, and I started to cry, “Jane, baby,” he said as he brought me in his arms. He moved us in a sitting position, his cock still inside me and said, “Don’t cry, Love.”

      I missed him, with all the passion and desire I had inside every fiber of my being.

      My eyes flew open, and I could feel the tears rolling down my cheeks. I could also feel my pussy was wet from desire and I knew that the dream I had just experienced was the most genuine expression of my feelings that I had. I didn’t know what I wanted to do with them. I didn’t know how to exactly process all of that.

      I heard my phone ringing, and I looked on my nightstand. Johnny’s name was flashing. I disconnected the charger cord from the phone and answered it.

      “Hello.”

      “Did you have the dream, too?” He didn’t need to say anything else.

      I couldn’t hold anything back; I let out an avalanche of emotion and cried into the phone. The man who crushed my heart was on the receiving end of the sorrow.

      “Jane, I am so sorry.”

      “I’m sorry too, Johnny, I can’t be with you, even though I never got over you.” I didn’t wait to hear his answer; I pressed end on the call, put my phone on silent, plugged it back in and then rolled over.

      I couldn’t go back to him, not feeling the way I do about how he abandoned me. It was clear my body still responded to him. I knew if we were having the same dreams, then he knew as well as I did what that meant. And that was a reality I was not ready to face right now. One I may never be able to face.
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      I worked in the shop all day, trying to distract myself from the fact that everything I had come to believe as my future could change. I was fully aware if Johnny and I were dreaming together then the mating had gone through and that meant I would never have children with anyone else. It was a hard reality to face, the idea of a life without a full family. But what else was I supposed to do? Johnny had left me, telling me what I was suffering through wasn’t worth staying around. What we had suffered.

      “You’re lost in thought over there,” I heard a familiar voice say to me. My mom always knew when to show up at the perfect moments.

      “Well, yes, I am.” I walked over to her and hugged her. Sometimes you just need the embrace of the woman who loved you more than anyone else in the world.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” She moved my hair from my face, hooked it behind my ears and kissed my forehead. “Sometimes two heads are better than one you know.”

      Letting a long sigh out, “It’s Johnny.” I didn’t think I needed to elaborate. My mother knew what his leaving did to me, she would understand without being spoon fed the details. Which was nice because I didn’t particularly want to relive them.

      “I did hear he was back in town. I assume he contacted you?”

      “Showed up at the shop… we tried to go for dinner… it’s just too much.”

      “When you’re separated from your mate for too long that happens.”

      “I don’t want him to be my mate, Mom.” I felt as if I sounded like a toddler complaining about eating my vegetables. “I don’t wanna!”

      She laughed, “You know better than anyone we can’t turn back time. You and he made choices, those choices have consequences.”

      “But in our world, young adults shouldn’t be allowed to make choices like that, humans have it easy; they can divorce and move on. Now I’m stuck with him.”

      “You can marry a human, adopt children, have a very fulfilled life, you know that. We’ve had this talk before, years ago.”

      I started to cry, “And live part of my life unfulfilled.”

      “Choices, my darling, we all have choices.” She walked us to the back office where we sat down, my head instinctually leaned on her shoulder where she wrapped her arms around me. “Being an adult is never easy. No matter what age, these types of choices hit you.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me dad was still talking to Johnny’s father about us?”

      “I think the better question is, why didn’t you realize he would be back one day? He’s the heir.”

      “Ugh,” I groaned, “why does it feel like I am a teenager again and you’re lecturing me before some school outing?”

      “Because you’re regressing to the age when he and you first got together. It’s okay, I’m here for my grown adult, teenage-minded daughter.”

      My mother always made me laugh. “I feel like you think I’m being irrational.”

      “I think you’re in denial, you can’t run from this. You always knew this day would come if you ever wanted more kids.”

      “And what if I don’t?”

      “You can’t let the past dictate your future. You have a lot of love to give in that soul of yours.

      You would be an amazing mother.”

      I nodded, “I don’t disagree, but I don’t want to face that heartache again. Ever.”

      “I thought you went to therapy?” My mother’s tone shifted, and it went from concern to annoyance.

      My head nodded, “A human therapist, not a were.”

      “What if the two of you went to a pack therapist?”

      I shook my head, “They would just want Johnny and I to come in together.”

      My mother looked at me in her stern glare, “And what is the problem with that?”

      “What does dad want me to do? Does he really want me to complete the ritual?”

      Her hand started to stroke my hair and back, like when she used to soothe me as a child, “We want you happy. We understand what that means, happiness fulfilled with the pack, and happiness fulfilled without the pack. Denying what your true nature is, worries us. But, in the end, we will support your choice, no matter what it is.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” I leaned into her and cried for a few more minutes before cleaning myself up and going back into my shop. She gave me stuff to think about, and I knew in the end she was right. I couldn’t deny my nature, no matter how much I may have wanted to. It wasn’t in my DNA to be a coward and right now I was taking the coward’s way out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The words my mother said to me ran through my head. Something that had changed in the last day was how it would feel to shift again, with my mate in the area. I knew I had denied myself a lot of my heritage because I didn’t shift with the others during our rituals. It never felt right. I knew I owed it to myself to experience it at least once more, while Johnny was nearby.

      I closed my shop at the usual time and instead of going home, I went to the pack’s site at the nearby campgrounds. I knew that no one would be meeting today since it wasn’t a scheduled event, I should have the field alone. I drove in silence, my thoughts carrying me through the short drive. I thought about what it was like as teenagers, finding each other. There was no denying how my heart felt thinking about it. The picture was clear to me; my heart and brain were at war. I had to find some way to bridge this gap. One way or another.

      My car slid into my family’s parking spot. One thing that was good, we had no theft. It was a safe place for us to undress and leave our vehicles, without fear of losing our possessions. It was why the pack bought the land; too many humans causing troubles for us.

      The last time I had shifted was after I lost my child. I had sworn to myself I wouldn’t shift again since I couldn’t be whole. Part of me worried I wouldn’t remember how to do it.

      My blood and bones had other plans. It seemed like it was just like riding a bike. I could feel the magic around me, as every fiber of my being wanted to claim my wolf form. I let my clothes drop to the ground, placed them on the front seat of my car and hid the key in the hiding box I knew my dad installed on my car. I never used it, but it had always been there, for this day.

      I walked naked into the forest; the trees welcomed me. As the magic swirled in the air, I felt my bones start to change, my teeth elongated, and my being transformed. I assumed the pain I felt was because I hadn’t done this in many years, but once it was done, I felt at peace. I started to run through the trees; the forest called to me. It was an overwhelming sensation that I transfixed on. I soaked it in. I had forgotten what it felt like to be free, and as the dirt hit my paws I remembered.

      My subconscious brain took me back to the spot we conceived. I sat in the grass, pawing at the blades of grass. I remembered the love we shared. It was a flood of memories I worked hard to keep at bay. Somewhere along this path I had picked up a visitor, my ears perked up and I snarled, turning my head towards the tree line. I didn’t want him here, but there he was.

      Johnny. In his wolf form too.

      He leapt over to me, and I knew that we couldn’t verbally speak, but my body language should have told him I wanted to be alone. He wasn’t listening. His paws brushed against mine, his body against my own, memories and smells, sensations and desires flooded every fiber of me. I snarled at him, and he grinned, his tongue hanging out, as if begging me for more.

      I turned around, giving him my back. He didn’t take it as a rejection; he nuzzled my rear with his snout. What started off as me ignoring him turned into a game and before I realized it, we were circling each other, tackling, jumping, and nipping at one another’s limbs. We were reliving how we started dating. A boy, teasing a girl he liked. I looked into his eyes, and I could see the man I loved looking back at me. He was still there, but had I changed too much?

      He lunged at me, bringing me to the ground. We rolled around a few times and then he mounted me. I knew it was instinct. I knew it. Yet for some reason, it didn’t feel like instinct.

      There was little I could do to motivate myself to stop him. I had wanted to feel what it was like in my wolf form with my mate, and here I was. My blood sang, my heart swelled, and when Johnny entered me from behind, I howled in pleasure.

      There was no turning back now.
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      Somewhere in the middle of our rolling around as wolves, we transformed back into humans, and the sex didn’t stop. Probably because it was more than just sex. It was love; lust and desire all mixed into one ball of hormones and emotions. We were naked under the moon, rolling around in the forest. The way God had intended for us to mate. This was the part of our ritual that hadn’t happened when we were younger. Yes, we had gotten pregnant, but our wolf forms hadn’t consummated the relationship.

      But now we were.

      “Jane,” he said in between our kisses.

      “Shh,” I replied.

      His hands were in my hair, pulling, stroking, exploring, all at the same time. My legs were wrapped around his waist. I held him close to me, unwilling to let him go. I had never let myself feel this exposed before, but with him it came so naturally. Even when I was mad at him.

      Johnny’s head lowered, and he found one of my breasts. His teeth teased my nipple; his hands massaged my round globes. His hard cock pressed against my sweet spot while we rolled around on the ground. There was energy in the air, the dirt electrified us. When he entered me, as a man and not a wolf, there was something powerful about the connection.

      A fierce growl escaped his lips as his hips pumped his cock in and out of my pussy. I knew I was wet and ready for him. I flexed my core muscles, the Kegels around his cock sent him mad with desire, I could see it in his eyes. I used my hips to reverse our positions, spinning off my back. Now I was on top, looking down at him, the man I had mentally run away from for so long. I leaned back and howled at the moon, my breasts pointing towards the heavens, my howl echoing in the woods. With the excitement that I had bottled inside, I rocked my body against his. Somehow, his cock was still growing.

      When I came, my body shuddered, and my walls clinched his shaft. It felt like his head expanded and suddenly, his hands clamped onto my hips and held me in place.

      “Don’t move,” he ordered.

      I froze as he maneuvered us around, him now on top. I felt him explode inside of me, but he wasn’t moving. It was like he was locked in place, unable to break free from the strain. Our eyes locked, and I felt it. The connection flared. We had finished the mating ritual; there was truly no turning back.

      My instinct told me to pull away, and when I tried, he stopped me.

      “Wait, don’t move, not yet,” his sentence came out in broken breaths. “It hurts to move when you do that.”

      “Hurts?”

      He nodded, “Yeah, because of the knotting.”

      It took me a few seconds to realize what he meant; I hadn’t thought about his cockhead actually growing and trapping himself inside me. Our pack had a unique characteristic that was passed down in the Y chromosome of all our men, they only knotted for their mates. It was proof that we had finished the bond. My heart felt heavy, and I didn’t know exactly what to do about the emotions I felt coming to the surface.

      “Johnny,” I said.

      He shook his head and kissed me, then mumbled, “No talking.”

      I wanted to follow his lead, let him dictate where we went from here. My heart ached to be with him. My head wanted to run; it wanted nothing to do with him, only to shield and protect myself. My head was losing.

      “Okay,” I murmured into his kiss. My arms wrapped around him, and I felt the filling sensation inside my core lessen. His cockhead was going back to normal size and slipping out of me. I was disappointed and relieved all at the same time.

      We were now both laying on our backs, my hair spread out over the dirt, the cool air kissing my skin. The moon shone down on us; our skin basked in its powerful illumination. Wolves were creatures of the night, and the moon was like our sun. Our energy came from it; we craved its bright light. I let my hand find his, our fingers intertwined with one another. He was right; we didn’t need to talk. I already knew everything I needed to know, and nothing was going to change it. No matter how much I wanted it to be changed.
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        * * *

      

      We woke up the next morning, still on the dirt floor. My head pressed into his arm; our bodies tangled as one. I probably would have continued sleeping if a loud man’s cough hadn’t woken us up.

      When my eyes focused, I saw our Alpha, Johnny’s dad, looking down at me, smiling.

      “Daughter,” he bellowed, “can I get you some clothes?”

      “Sir,” I struggled to say, looking around to see if anyone else was nearby. “No, they are in the car. I’ll be on my way.” I got up when Johnny’s hands wrapped around me and held me in place.

      “You’re not leaving me,” he said.

      “Johnny, let your woman get dressed. It’s cold, she could get sick.” Dennis Wulf was always a reasonable leader with a level head. Knowing he was sick made me look at him in a whole new light, and it broke my heart.

      “No, Jane, you’re not going anywhere.” His smile said he wanted to be playful, but his words annoyed me.

      “You know I am not the type of woman to lie around and wait for someone to tell me what to do, right?” I pushed off of him and stood up.

      Both men laughed and Johnny jumped up quickly and raced to my car door, “Let me help you get dressed.”

      I straightened my hair out as I walked to my car. When I looked back, I saw Dennis smiling at us. He was happy his son had what they both wanted. My father was going to be thrilled. Somehow, it felt like what I wanted wasn’t a factor at all in any of this.

      My clothes were pulled on as quickly as possible; Johnny’s dad was right; it was cold out. It felt good to have the warm material touching my skin.

      “Thank you for last night, Jane.”

      Smiling up at Johnny, “I should thank you too.”

      He leaned over and kissed me, and I kissed him back, a kiss that my heart wanted. I loved him and I had to own that, or else I would live in turmoil.

      As my eyes opened, I saw his dad out of my peripheral, and it looked like he was in distress. I broke away from the kiss and turned my head towards Dennis, and I saw him collapse. “Mr. Wulf!” I yelled out.

      “Dad!” Johnny cried.

      We both ran to him, I checked for a pulse. It was there, but Dennis was certainly not okay. “Call 911,” Johnny told me.

      Running back to the car, I dialed the EMS and requested an ambulance. The words Johnny had said to me the other day raced in my mind about his father being sick. And suddenly, today meant something completely different.
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      I watched as Johnny paced back and forth in the hospital waiting room. He was going nuts waiting to hear from the doctor if his dad was going to make it or not. Most of the pack had shown up and were with us. That meant they all knew what happened between us. We hadn’t had time to get cleaned up. Johnny went with his father in the ambulance, and I followed behind. Our clothes were covered in dirt, as were our faces and arms.

      Sarah sat next to me; our hands clenched together. I had tears falling down my cheeks. Not just because I was there when it happened, but because our entire pack was suffering as a family. When I called Sarah on the way to the hospital, she was on a breakfast date with Freddie. I felt bad, but I needed my best friend.

      “It’s going to be okay,” she said to me in a whisper.

      “You don’t know that, I told you what happened.”

      “Why don’t we go for a walk?” She stood up and pulled on my hand, “So we can talk.”

      I stood up and followed her out of the waiting room and down the hall. There was a water fountain we stopped at and that’s where I broke down. She held me as I cried. I wasn’t sure why I was crying so much. The emotional aspect of all of this was finally hitting me, and what it all meant.

      “I’m not ready for all of this, you know,” I said to her.

      She nodded, “I know. But we don’t know if he is going to die just yet. You could still have more time.”

      My head shook back and forth, “I told you Johnny came back because his dad was dying. And after what we did last night, the pack…,” my voice trailed off as I cried more.

      “Did you two really finish it?”

      I nodded, “I don’t want to admit it, but yes. We did. The mating is done, one way or another.”

      “Do you want to talk about that?” She reached around and grabbed a cup and filled it from the fountain. “You should drink something.”

      I was reluctant to talk about what Johnny and I did, but I knew that was also playing a part in my crying and my emotional turmoil at this moment.

      “You know I don’t want to love him.” My eyes were swelling from the crying.

      “But you do.” Sarah had been there with me through everything, all the pain, all the heartache, burying my child. She knew what he had put me through and had always found a way to be the supportive best friend.

      “I feel almost like I am betraying our child, taking him back after he left us.”

      Sarah shook her head, “You know that isn’t how pack life works. Once you find a mate, that’s it. You lose the option in so many ways, because you’re either with them or you’re partly miserable forever. No one is going to fault you for going back to him. Everyone will understand.”

      “Even me? I fault me.”

      “That’s because you haven’t forgiven yourself. You need to.”

      My heart knew Sarah was right, but we didn’t have time to keep talking. I saw the doctor heading towards the waiting room, “We have to get back right now.”

      Rushing into the room, I found Johnny and went to his side, “I saw the doctor, looked like he was heading in here.”

      Johnny put his arm around me and held me close. He had been crying, and I knew my job right now was to be there for him, to be strong for him and for the pack.

      “Mr. Wulf,” the doctor said as he walked into the waiting room.

      “That’s me, I’m his son.”

      “Is your mother here?”

      Johnny looked over to the woman in tears sitting near him, “Yes, that’s me,” she said through her sobs.

      The doctor walked over to her and sat down, “Mrs. Wulf, I am so sorry to inform you we were unable to save your husband. We tried, but we couldn’t stabilize his heart.”

      Johnny’s arms wrapped around me like a vice. I pulled his head to my shoulder and felt his tears running down my skin. Everything was changing in this moment for our family, for the pack, and I did not know how I felt about it at all.
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        * * *

      

      Johnny and his mother came home with me to my parents’ house. I knew they would need to eat, and they didn’t need to be in the home where Dennis’s presence would be a stark reminder that he wasn’t with us anymore. Sarah and Freddie met us there. I hoped that there would be enough people to offer distraction for enough time to get them food and to make minor plans for the next day.

      “Donna,” my mother said as we settled in the house, “please let me take your stuff. You can have our guest room as long as you need it.”

      “Thank you, Maggie, but tomorrow I have to make arrangements.” “Mom, I can handle it,” Johnny said.

      “Yes, Donna, let the kids handle it. You need to take care of yourself. This has been hard on you all these months.”

      “Mom, you knew Mr. Wulf was that sick?” I was astonished that my parents had kept that from me.

      “None of us knew he was so sick he would die today, but yes, your father and I knew it was going to be soon.” My mother looked over at Sarah, “Sweetie, would you go get Donna a spare robe and towels from my linen closet?” She then looked at me, “Baby, would you get the food ready? It’s all on the stove, it just needs to be put on plates. We can all benefit from some food.” “Let me help you,” Freddie offered.

      I nodded at my mom and went into the kitchen. She had baked chicken with steamed vegetables and rice, and it was all ready to go.

      “Thanks for helping,” I said to Freddie.

      “I know this is tough. You know Johnny and I stayed friends, right?”

      I shook my head, “I didn’t realize that, no.”

      “We did. He always asked about you. He never stopped.”

      Now wasn’t the time to talk about me and Johnny, but I appreciated what Freddie was trying to do. “There isn’t a point in discussing that now. What’s done with me and him is done and now we just have to move on with the future.” It didn’t matter if I felt trapped in this situation or not, I needed to accept my words and apply them.

      “Sorry, just trying to help.”

      I smiled, “Thanks, I appreciate that.”

      We put the food on plates in silence. He helped me set up the table and bring it all out. When my dad walked into the kitchen, I ran to him for a hug. Seeing him suddenly made everything all better.

      “Kiddo, I’m so sorry.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me that you and he had kept planning on me and Johnny mating?”

      “If I had told you that that needed to happen for you to be happy or to ever have kids again, would you have believed me?”

      “I know the rules. Of course I would have.”

      He sighed, “If you knew the rules, then deep down you knew this outcome of you and he mating was bound to happen, you had no choice.”

      “You act like you know it already happened.”

      He grinned, “Dennis called me when he saw you two in the grass. Guess that was right before he had the heart attack.”

      I sighed, “It was.”

      “I’m so sorry you had to experience that.”

      “I’m sorry too. But now I don’t know how to prepare for what must happen next and what it means for me.”

      “Johnny is a good man. He’s changed. Trust in him to guide you.”

      “Seems like everyone has faith in him but me.”

      Freddie laughed, “That’s because we all know something you don’t know.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Love conquers all,” he laughed as he said it out loud.

      “What a smart ass,” I grabbed a dinner roll and tossed it at his head, “such a sap.”

      We all walked into the dining room, and our tones changed. The somber realization that this new reality would stay forever made my heart ache.

      “Hey Johnny,” I said.

      “Yeah?” He walked over to me and wrapped his arms around me in a hug.

      “Can we talk??

      He nodded, “Yeah, after dinner. There is something I need to talk about with you, too.”
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      Sarah and I stuck around after the meal was finished so we could clean up. My mom had always been the most gracious hostess; everyone loved the events she managed. Even though I knew tonight wasn’t an event, it still felt like one. Mom kept the conversation light, we all managed to even laugh during different points of the conversation. Not something I would have thought possible a few hours ago. I heard the kitchen door open, and both Sarah and I turned our heads to see Johnny standing there.

      “Hey Sarah, Freddie is looking for you. I can take over helping Jane.”

      “Thanks, I wonder if he is ready to head home. We came together, after all.” She dried off her hands and gave me a hug, “Call me if you need anything, Jane, okay?”

      I nodded, “I will. Love you.”

      “Love you too.”

      We both watched Sarah leave the room. Johnny took her place next to me and resumed cleaning the dishes where she had left off. “Can we talk?”

      “Are you able to talk and work at the same time?” I said it in a joking tone, but I know my mom would want this cleaned up as quickly as possible to start preparing for tomorrow’s breakfast.

      “I’m not a child, of course.”

      “Do you want to talk first or do you want me to?”

      “Normally I would say ladies first, but given the situation, I feel like maybe I should just jump in.”

      The logic behind that made sense, I would honestly prefer Johnny to start. I nodded and grabbed another dish to dry off.

      “This was a lot; our mating, my dad dying, and knowing this now makes me the leader of the pack. I am sure your head is spinning.”

      “Spinning is one word for it.”

      “The full moon is ten days away, to complete the ceremony in front of the pack, we have to do it then.”

      “Just love how I get a choice in this,” I remarked.

      “You do get a choice.”

      I turned to Johnny and looked him in the eyes, “Do I? Because if I ever want kids, I don’t.”

      He held his hands up, “I am not forcing you to. You’re welcome to adopt kids, marry a regular human, have whatever kind of life you want. I won’t hold you back.”

      “Except you already have because we mated.”

      “Jane, you know this started a decade ago. We both started it. This was the only ending for us.

      Well, this or never being happy or fulfilled.”

      “Don’t you think it is a bunch of bullshit that what we did as dumb kids is holding us hostage?”

      Johnny looked hurt, “I’m sorry Jane.”

      I took a deep breath, “No, Johnny, you didn’t deserve this level of anger, not really. I truly know you’re not making me do something that I wasn’t fully aware of. I just don’t know that I am ready to be a leader of the pack.”

      He reached over and grabbed my hand, “It is a lot to ask of you. I get it. And if you say no, I will respect that.”

      “If I say no, what would the pack do?” I took a deep breath, because I was smart, I got it. Until I died, he was tied to me, which meant he would never have kids, and the pack line would change.

      “We would survive one way or another.”

      I couldn’t help the tears streaming down my face. I was a ball of emotions and didn’t know what to do with half of them. “Freddie told me you kept in touch with him when you were in New York.”

      “Yep, New York was great. You would love it. There was so much up there that it really changed me for the better.”

      “You didn’t even ask me to marry you properly.” I wasn’t sure why I said this, was that something I needed?

      He barked out a laugh, “Properly, is that what you need?”

      I shook my head, “I am being an ass, just spiteful over the fact I can’t choose my own destiny.”

      Johnny dried his hands off and then took the towel to mine. When both were dry, he grinned and got down on one knee. “Jane, I have loved you for so long that I can’t even remember a time without those feelings. When I first talked to your father about this, we were children. He gave me his blessing then, but I blew it. I know that I have so many years to make up for. New York was amazing, but it cost me the most valuable relationship I ever had. When I moved home, your dad still granted me permission, but this time, he seemed more reluctant. He made me swear a blood oath that if you said no, I would leave you alone forever. So, Jane, here is the moment.”

      There was an utter silence in the kitchen, as I knew the words that were about to cross Johnny’s lips.

      “Jane, will you accept our mating in public and stand by me as the leader of the pack?”

      “My dad really told you that you had to honor my words if I said no?”

      Johnny nodded his head. Somehow knowing my parents were behind me, regardless of what choice I made, really made all the difference in the world to me. I don’t even remember nodding my head up and down, but the way Johnny smiled up at me, I knew I was saying yes.

      “I promise you, Jane, I will spend my life focused on making you happy and keeping you and our future family safe.”

      “What if we can’t have kids?”

      Johnny stood up and pulled me in close, “Then we will adopt, and the bloodline will move onto one of my cousins. We will still have our family.”

      I could feel the tears starting to form in the corners of my eyes. I leaned in and kissed him. I hoped I was brave enough for what came next. I knew it would be hard. My mom always told me that anything worth having was worth fighting for. Clearly, that meant that what Johnny and I had was worth having.
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