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“All right,” I said, “I’m now part of the wolf pack.”


The alpha smiled, a possessive, smug look. My entire body tensed and I waited.


A colossal hand clasped my shoulder and yanked me backward against a massive, firm body. Then, Ramsey spoke the longest sentence I’d ever heard from him. “In accordance with the law of the Bjorn and the were-bear clans, I claim this one as my mate.”


The wolf leader’s face contorted with rage. “What the hell is this?”
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For Micki!


Thank you for letting me go a little off the beaten path with this one.




Chapter One


My sister lay in a hospital bed, and it was all my fault.


Oh, sure, one might blame the two cannibal Wendigo that had attacked and kidnapped her. One might also blame the burning building she’d jumped out of. Bathsheba had set it on fire herself to force the Wendigo out of the mansion so they’d have to face the powerful were-cougar Beau Russell, head of the Paranormal Alliance.


But I knew whose fault it really was. Mine. If my sister hadn’t been trying to protect me, she wouldn’t have been here in the hospital. If Bath hadn’t felt the need to constantly be on the lookout for her baby sister—the fucked-up little sister who couldn’t control her own body—then she would have had a normal life. One where her biggest problems would be getting the kids to dance class and football practice on time.


Instead she was up to her elbows in supernatural creatures, her life in jeopardy, all because of me. It was an uncomfortable but all too familiar feeling.


I took her hand in mine. Bathsheba was always so tall and strong, even when we were kids. I was the small one who needed to be protected. She looked fragile in the hospital bed, an IV in her arm, her face almost as pale as her white-blond hair. She had cuts and bruises all over her body and two cracked ribs. Long scratches covered her torso from where the Wendigo had clawed her.


The Wendigo had lied and told her they’d captured me. She’d run straight to them, fearing for my life. She’d known it was stupid, known it was a death wish, and she’d still gone because I was her baby sister and she would protect me.


Me, a werewolf, needing to be protected by a human. I wanted to laugh at the irony of it. But I couldn’t laugh. The lump in my throat was too enormous.


The door opened and a tall, handsome man entered the room. Beau’s eyes had circles under them, and his thick hair was a disheveled mess. He looked as if he hadn’t slept for days.


He quietly shut the door behind him, then moved to Bath’s bedside and sat in an empty chair, reaching for her hand and pulling it into his. His drawn face kept watch over her, as if he had to supervise every breath she took just to make sure she was fine.


The agony on his handsome face mirrored my own.


“Thank you for being here,” I said quietly.


Beau looked over at me. “I’m not leaving her side.” His hand clutched hers tightly, careful to avoid the IV. “The Wendigo took us by surprise. Never again.”


Bath and I had been so focused on keeping the wolf pack looking for me that we’d been blind to everything else. Then, the wolf pack had taken Savannah Russell, Beau’s were-cougar cousin, captive to force the Alliance to give up a mysterious female wolf in their territory.


Me.


Except the Alliance hadn’t given me up, and I didn’t know whether to feel grateful for that, or guilty that the wolves still had Savannah and it was all my fault.


It seemed that a lot of things were my fault lately.


“Your cousin?” I asked quietly so I didn’t wake my sister.


“Still missing,” Beau said. “The wolves keep laying false trails to throw us off. My brothers have spent the last week chasing their own hindquarters.” His jaw clenched. “We’ll find her. It’s just a matter of time.”


But time wasn’t on Savannah’s side. She’d been about to go into heat when she’d been taken. It had been days now, and all the affected males in the territory had responded to the need, taken care of it any way they knew how. Most of the Russells had taken a date for the night. Beau had taken my sister, but who would Savannah take when she was surrounded by wolves? The heat would escalate until she was mindless with the need to have sex . . . and she was trapped.


Another life ruined to protect mine. I looked at my sister’s pale face in the hospital bed, felt the bile rise in my throat. “I should turn myself over to them.”


“No,” Beau said. “They don’t get to demand things and just assume that we’ll fall in line with what they want. The days of supernaturals living in fear of the werewolves are gone. They need to learn to act like civilized human beings.”


Except they weren’t civilized human beings. They were werewolves, and they didn’t give a shit about a human law if that law didn’t suit them. They certainly didn’t care about Alliance laws, either. If they wanted something, they took it and dared someone to say otherwise. No supernatural would go to the police: they’d ask too many questions, and they couldn’t know that the things that went bump in the night were a reality. So because everyone was afraid to speak up, the wolves got to do whatever they wanted.


The Alliance fought back, but it was hard when you played by the rules and your opponents didn’t.


“We have to do something,” I said, desperation edging my voice. I reached out for Bathsheba’s long, tangled hair, brushing it off her shoulder. “I don’t want anyone else getting hurt because of me. How many lives are worth mine?”


Beau looked over at me, his mouth firming into a frown. But he didn’t disagree, simply ran his fingers over my sister’s knuckles. He was torn, I knew. He wanted to keep me safe because that would please my sister. But my safety was costing Savannah her freedom, and he couldn’t allow that to happen. Beau was stuck, just like me.


It was a lose-lose situation, and I was going to lose either way. The wolf pack wanted me because female werewolves were hard to come by. Every wolf pack in the area seemed to have only one female. Maybe two. The pack demanding me had eight men and one female—their sister. They wanted me as a mate to complete their pack, and they weren’t going to take no for an answer.


Beau gently brushed his fingers on her face, and his gaze swept over her body, taking in her bandages, making sure everything was in place. He then scrutinized her IV, then her vitals ticking on the monitor nearby, and adjusted her blanket, making sure that everything was fine. Looking out for her when she couldn’t look out for herself.


I needed that, I thought wistfully. A mate to have my back when I was unable to protect myself. An idea flickered in my brain, and I sat up straighter. I forced my voice to be casual. “What would happen if I had a mate?”


He looked over at me and shook his head. “I’m not following you.”


“What if the wolf pack tried to claim me . . . and I already had a mate?”


“A mate takes precedence,” Beau said, playing with my sister’s fingers as he spoke. “You could officially be part of the pack, but if you had a mate that wasn’t pack, you wouldn’t be forced to go with them. You wouldn’t be forced to mate with them, either. You’d be taken off the market. Mates are sacrosanct.”


Perfect! I nearly jumped with joy. “Then that’s what I want to do. I want a pretend mate. We can tell the wolves we’ll meet with them, insist that they bring Savannah, and then we can throw the mate thing at them at the last moment.”


Beau thought for a minute. “That’s kind of underhanded and dirty.”


“So are the wolves,” I retorted. “Since they want to play nasty, we can play nasty right back.”


A hint of a smile tugged at his mouth. “You have a point. Are you sure that this is something you want to do? It’s going to put you right in their crosshairs.”


Hell no, I wasn’t sure I wanted to do this. But right now we didn’t have a lot of options, and poor Savannah was suffering because of me. “I’m sure,” I told him. “I’m already targeted by them, so they can’t do much worse to me. And I’m tired of living in fear. So we just need a volunteer to be my pretend mate to get the wolves off my back. Do you think Joshua would do it?”


Joshua was the next oldest Russell brother. He was friendly, flirty, charming when he wanted to be, and easy to get along with. I was comfortable with him and could easily pretend to be his mate for a few hours. Hope fluttered in my breast.


Beau shook his head. “Joshua’s the wrong man for the job.”


My heart sank. “Why?”


“They’d challenge him for you. We need someone that they won’t want to fight.” A wicked grin curved Beau’s face. “So we’ll pair you up with Ramsey.”


A squeak of alarm rose in my throat, and I coughed. “Um, Ramsey?”


Beau stood, grinning. “This’ll work. They won’t challenge Ramsey because they’ll be too intimidated by him.”


Of course they’d be intimidated by him. I was terrified of him. Ramsey Bjorn was a were-bear, and he was just as big and muscular and surly as you’d imagine. “I don’t—”


“Great idea, Sara,” Beau said. He leaned over, ruffled my hair, then glanced down at my sister. “Stay at her side. I’m going to go talk to Ramsey about your plan. He’s still out in the waiting room, so we can get this resolved fast.”


When he turned to leave, I managed a shaky “Wait!”


Beau looked back at me, impatience on his handsome face. I recognized that look. He had a plan and he wanted to move with it. All I had to do was pretend to be Ramsey’s mate for a few hours, right? Surely I could do that. I swallowed hard, thinking.


“You having second thoughts?”


“No,” I lied. “But if we do this, let’s tell my sister it was your idea. She won’t go along with it if she thinks I’m putting myself in danger.”


Beau nodded. “That’s fine with me. But you won’t be in any danger. We’ll make sure of that.”


No danger, huh? He was far more confident than I was. As Beau left the room, I thought of massive, scowling Ramsey. I’d have to pretend to be that frightening man’s mate?


I needed to learn to keep my mouth shut.


Beau returned a few minutes later, a hulking shadow walking right behind him. Ramsey. I got to my feet at the sight of them, wiping my palms down my jeans. Lord. I’d forgotten just how . . . big Ramsey was. The two men crowded into the small hospital room and Ramsey pushed in front of Beau, moving to my side.


Fear shot through me—was he angry at Beau’s idea? Did he think I was volunteering him? As he approached I raised my chin, determined not to flinch or fall back in front of him. He didn’t need to know how frightened I was.


Ramsey stepped in front of me, his gaze skimming over my small form. His hard mouth twitched and then pulled into a frown. “So you’re my mate.”


“I am,” I said defiantly.


He grunted and looked back to Beau. “I’m in.”




Chapter Two


As dawn peeked through the clouds, I crouched in the wet grass and thought of rabbits. I needed to shift to wolf. The need ate away at my mind and made my muscles twitch. I dug my fingers into the dewy green blades, trying to still the endless stream of thoughts in my mind. Today was going to be a big day. An important day. A frightening day.


And what happened when I got frightened?


My body would revolt and change into my wolf form. I needed to be cool and calm today, so I needed to change now and run it out of my system. Get the wolf out of my head so when my body locked down with the urge to flee, I wouldn’t sprout gray fur and a tail.


I crouched, cleared my mind, and thought of rabbits again. The wolf side of me liked the taste of rabbits, raw and bloody. The warm, salty flavor in my mouth, fresh from the kill. On most days I tried to think of anything but rabbits. Acknowledging the wolf side of me usually brought it into play, and that was normally the last thing I wanted.


But today I needed to get it over with, and get it over with fast.


Just like ripping off a Band-Aid, I told myself, closing my eyes and concentrating hard. My head throbbed, but instead of running away from the pain, I faced it. Pain was usually a precursor to a shift. I focused on the twinges under my skin. Forced the ache to the forefront, concentrating so hard that I felt a drop of sweat roll down my forehead, my slight body trembling at the exertion. I hadn’t moved a muscle. My body felt fine.


My brain felt like Silly Putty.


Behind my eyelids, red stars and flashes began to burst, and I bit down on my lip, concentrating harder. That fucking wolf was somewhere deep inside me, I knew it. I just had to find that wild little part of my brain that scurried away like a cockroach when I wanted it—


I stopped, opened my eyes. Something in my surroundings was off. I glanced around the huge backyard of the Russell house, which was more a dorm than an actual home. Like some supernatural version of the Brady Bunch, the Russells were all piled into the large, heavily modified two-story structure that served as home for the were-cougar clan, and they owned all the land around it. Plenty of privacy for a family of shifters.


I stood and wiped the sweat from my forehead, frowning.


There it was again. The wind shifted and I smelled something. I turned in the direction of the nearby barn, where the scent was coming from, mixed in with the familiar scents of dirt, gasoline, and dust. “Who’s there?”


A long moment passed. Then, just when I thought I was imagining things, a tall figure stepped out from the side of the barn.


Ramsey. My keeper and my brand-new “mate.”


Skitters of unease locked my spine and I straightened, trying to seem nonchalant as he strode toward me. We were alone out here, the thought making my breath come harder and faster. I tried to be brave, but my entire body tensed with the need to flee. Clenching my fists, I gritted my teeth and forced myself to hold my ground, even though it made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. I wasn’t afraid of Ramsey. I wasn’t. I wasn’t.


If I repeated it long enough, maybe I’d start believing it.


Ramsey kept walking toward me slowly. It was easy to be scared of him, I had to admit. Most shifters looked like normal people. Beau was a tall, lean man with well-styled thick brown hair and a wicked smile. Not a smidgen of were-cougar in his looks, but he occasionally purred around my sister. It was kind of cute.


Ramsey Bjorn was not like normal people.


Ramsey was massive like the Grand Canyon was massive. He was the biggest man I’d ever seen, over six and a half feet tall, with shoulders wide enough that he probably had to worry about door frames. He was covered in corded muscle, and his biceps were probably bigger than my waist. His hair was a dark, shaggy blond that hung in his face, as if he’d cut it himself, and he had a permanent scowl on his big, square jaw. To feed the cliché, he dressed like a big redneck in long-sleeved plaid shirts and jeans.


When he was almost in my face, he stopped. His jaw clenched, which I supposed was Ramsey’s way of saying hello.


I rubbed my arms and pretended to shiver in the early morning air, keeping a cheerful smile on my face. Fake it until you make it. “Morning, Ramsey. Kinda brisk out, isn’t it?”


“No.”


Oops. Of course. Shifters didn’t feel the cold like humans did. Guess that excuse wouldn’t work for me anymore, now that everyone knew I was a shifter. I stared up at him. Ramsey’s silence made me want to chatter more to cover up the gaps in conversation. “Well,” I said brightly. “I’m going to head on in. Bathsheba’s probably making breakfast, and I should go in there and help—”


Ramsey put a hand on my shoulder.


I flinched, my entire form stiffening as I took a step backward.


He jerked his hand back, as if burned, and stared down at me with the same scowl. No, wait, his scowl was larger.


“I’m not going to hurt you,” he gritted in his low, deep voice.


I put on my bright smile again. “Oh, I know that. It’s an involuntary reaction. Habit. Don’t you worry about it.” And as if I couldn’t help but make a liar out of myself, I took an instinctive step backward.


What can I say, I have trust issues.


Ramsey crossed his arms over his chest, as if proving that he wouldn’t reach out and grab me again. “Wanted to talk. Before.”


For him, this was downright chatty. I cocked my head slightly and tried not to bolt for the back door. I’d say Ramsey’s massive form didn’t frighten me, but that’d be a lie. But I was also an excellent pretender and could feign casualness around him. “What about?”


“Your plan.”


“You mean Beau’s plan? We have to say it’s his or Bath’ll never go for it.” My sister had a big, protective blind spot, and its name was Sara Ward. If she had even a whiff that this dangerous, insane, terrifying plan was my brainchild, she would nix it in a heartbeat. But because it had come from Beau, she’d trusted him.


I didn’t know whether to be hurt or amused.


Ramsey ignored my correction. “This is a dumb plan.”


Well. Casanova he was not. I put my hands on my hips. “It’s too late to say it’s dumb. I wanted Joshua, but Beau insisted you do it. You agreed, so it’s too late to back out now. Besides, it’s the only plan we have.”


“I remember,” he said gruffly. “Bad for you. Not for me.”


Really, it wasn’t ideal for either of us. But today was the day, and our options were gone. I sighed, then thumbed toward the house. “Breakfast?”


He just continued to stare. “Why are you out here? This morning?”


I didn’t want to talk about my wolf. It was humiliating enough that I sometimes changed in front of my sister. “Just wanted some fresh air. I’m going in now. You should come, too. You’ll need your strength today.”


A flicker crossed his face and I took another step backward, my face scrunched up in another flinch. After all these years, my body was still attuned to the slightest hint of male temper.


He turned, staring at the sun rising in the distance, and said, “You go ahead. I’ll catch up in a few.”


I didn’t need to be told twice. I ran inside.
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My sister smelled of cougar. I tried to be polite and not notice it, grabbing the least crispy pieces of bacon from the plate. The wolf in me liked my meat undercooked, and I suspected my sister knew that. There was a worried look on her face this morning, her pale brows knitted together as if there was a problem she couldn’t quite solve.


Ignoring the stifling smell of cat in my nostrils and mindful of her still-healing ribs, I leaned in and kissed her cheek as she stood over the bacon pan. “Everything is going to be fine today,” I told her. “Trust us. Trust Beau.”


She gave me a tremulous smile. “I trust you. This is the best plan to get Savannah back. I know it is. I’m just . . . worried. That’s all.”


Her gaze lingered on my bright blue hair and the black eyeliner I’d racooned my eyes with. My hair was normally in a chin length, silky bob that was nice, sweet, and unassuming. Perfect for when I needed to fly under the radar. Today I felt the need for additional armor, and when I hadn’t been able to sleep last night, I’d bleached the hell out of my hair in the bathroom, and then attacked it with a blue temporary dye. The resulting mess was stiff, streaky, and neon blue, but it made me feel better, stronger. So did the heavy makeup and the edgier clothing. If the wolves thought I was tough, maybe I wouldn’t feel like such a rabbit on the inside.


Wolves ate rabbits, I reminded myself, thinking of the hot blood that would burst into my mouth if I bit down on a rabbit’s leg, struggling and flailing against the clamp of my long teeth—I swallowed hard and forced myself to think about other things. Six Russells—brothers and cousins to Beau—sat at the massive kitchen table, eating as fast as Bath cooked up food. Ramsey had come in while I’d been talking to my sister, and he sat at the far end of the table. I could feel his gaze on me.


“Where’s Beau?” I asked. “And how are your ribs?”


“My ribs are fine. Beau’s getting dressed,” my sister said as she threw on more bacon, her gaze fixed on that skillet as if feeding us could solve all her problems. “Sara, I just don’t know—”


“We’ll be fine,” I repeated and sat at the table with the were-cougars, grabbing a plate and piling it high with food I had no intention of eating. My stomach was so knotted that the thought of eating anything made me want to barf.


I tore apart my biscuit and toyed with the bacon as the Russells methodically ate. No one was chatty this morning, which suited me just fine.


Beau came in a few minutes later and went immediately to my sister’s side. He tugged on her long, white-blond ponytail and pulled her close for a kiss. “Morning,” I could hear him murmur in a low voice that should have only been audible to my sister.


My sister blushed.


It was cute, in an overly sweet sort of way. I was thrilled for my sister, I really was. Beau seemed like a good guy. Bath was happier than I ever remembered seeing her; despite the hospital visit and anxiety over my situation, she positively glowed.


For so long it had been her and me, hiding my secret. A team, sisters and best friends combined. Adding a guy into things . . . well, I wasn’t sure where it left me. I hated that I even thought about that. It seemed selfish, but I was at a loss. Here I was, twisting at ends, and everything was falling into place for my sister. I glanced down the long table and noticed that Ramsey was still watching me, his dark eyes keen. I looked down at my bacon.


Beau moved to the table and flipped a chair backward, then straddled it and sat next to me. “Are you sure you’re okay with this, Sara? Your sister has some concerns with my plan.”


I nodded and tried to look calm. “I think it’s the best way.”


“Good,” Beau said. “Because we’re out of options. Savannah’s heat has passed—if they haven’t already helped themselves to her, she’s going to be bad off.”


“Fucking wolves,” Joshua muttered farther down the table, shoveling another biscuit into his mouth and gesturing down the table, still talking over the mouthful. “I’d like to take all of those low-down, dirty bastards out back and shoot them.” Suddenly he looked over at my pale face and grimaced. “Sorry, kiddo.”


“No worries,” I said quietly. Joshua didn’t mean to hurt my feelings. He liked me like a little sister. But I couldn’t forget that I was one of those “low-down dirty bastards,” even if they could. I couldn’t change what I was.




Chapter Three


My sister cast me worried looks on the entire drive to the meeting grounds, her hands clutching mine. I kept my expression serene, knowing that she was looking for any sign of fear, which would let her insist on not doing this.


And then Savannah would still be hostage and I’d be responsible, and the wolves would keep hunting me for the rest of my life. I’d have to keep hiding the monster I’d become. Keep bathing in perfume to disguise my scent with other shifters. After six years of hiding, I was so very, very tired of living in fear, of waiting to turn the corner and have the world come crashing down, of making the wrong move and ruining everything once again.


We drove out into the country and pulled up at an abandoned tract of land. Tall weeds overgrew the property, and the barbed-wire fence was falling down in several places. When I got out of the car, I smelled something dead—likely roadkill—in the distance. The wind shifted and then I smelled something else—the faint scent of wolves. The skin on the back of my neck prickled, and my mouth began to water with fear, two signs that I was close to changing to wolf. I clamped the thought down and bit the inside of my cheek hard, struggling to maintain control. Now was not the time.


My sister scanned the woods, her brow wrinkling, and I knew she didn’t realize they were here. Every shifter in the area was very aware, though—Beau’s posture had changed from easy to alert. Joshua and Austin Russell closed ranks around me, and a massive shadow loomed over my shoulder. I didn’t have to glance backward to know that it was Ramsey.


Fort Sara. Like it would do any good.


Then Beau stepped forward and my shadow was gone. He stood in front of all of us, waiting for the wolves to emerge. I bit my cheek harder.


After a few minutes, they appeared. The scrubby grass led to taller bushes in the distance, then to a thick stand of trees. I had guessed that was where they’d been hiding, and I was correct. I hadn’t anticipated them appearing in wolf-form, though. The smell of them laced my nostrils, overpowering all other scents and bringing with them a wealth of memories.


I crouched low in the kitchen, raising my arms over my head. “No, please, Roy. I’ll be good.”


“It’s because I love you that I have to teach you a lesson,” Roy said, snapping the belt over my head and lashing it over my arms and shoulders.


I just whimpered, knowing he would hit me harder if I screamed and called the neighbors. Screaming showed I was weak. He wanted me to be strong. The beatings, he told me, were to condition me to pain.


I just huddled smaller and waited for him to be done. But then the belt caught me across the mouth and my mouth filled with blood. I spat it on the ground and looked up to see that Roy was changing, his nose lengthening to a canine snout, his arms covered with hair. . . .


I shivered, my mouth filling with saliva. I pushed the horrible memories aside and waited, my entire body tense. Wolves pushed out of the woods, two . . . three . . . six . . . seven. Beau had told me that the Anderson wolf pack had eight male wolves and one female, so two were missing. I craned my neck, looking for them until I heard my sister’s soft gasp. Her gaze was on the wolves, and I glanced back to them. They had stopped and now were crouched, changing back to human form. One naked man stood, stretching as if he hadn’t a care in the world. He looked over at me and winked.


My sister averted her eyes.


I didn’t. I stared back at the man, looking for signs of a quickly done shift. His brow wasn’t wrinkled, his skin was smooth of wolf hair. How the hell had he shifted so very fast? My own shift was painful and drawn out, always leaving me aching and heaving. This man acted like he’d woken up from a very pleasant nap.


As the others quickly changed, they lined up behind the first man. So he was the pack leader—Levi Anderson. He stepped forward and turned toward Beau, his gaze still on me out of the corner of his eye. “You brought the wolf girl?”


They saw me here; why the pretense? I tensed. Was I going to be just a nameless creature to abuse again? Roy had always called me “girl,” too—just before he’d beaten me. The skin on the back of my neck rippled, and I bit down on my cheek again, willing my body under control.


“We brought Sara with us, yes,” Beau said. “Where’s Savannah?”


The lead werewolf glanced back at me. I remained where I was. I wasn’t moving forward until I had a nod from Beau or Ramsey. My stomach churned hard, and I had to force myself to relax my sweaty hand so I didn’t squeeze the hell out of Bath’s fingers.


The lead wolf raised a hand in the air and motioned someone forward. I heard the rustle in the woods before I saw the two emerge: a man about my age and a young, dark-haired woman. Her clothes looked borrowed, and I could smell the faint scent of cougar.


“That’s Savannah,” someone murmured for my sister’s benefit. As the only human at the parlay, she missed all the subtle signals that put the shifters a page ahead of her.


As Savannah moved forward slowly, one of the Russells breathed out hard, and I wondered at the angry sound. Savannah glanced at the wolf shifter at her side, gave him a long look, then rushed toward us.


The Russells enveloped her in warm hugs, patting her on the back and clapping her shoulder, but their expressions remained grim. A short distance away, Beau looked furious. Savannah’s smile was wide and she wiped relieved tears from her eyes. Her scent was heavy with wolf, and judging by her calm demeanor, I realized why the Russells were mad.


Savannah was no longer in heat. Which meant . . .


“She’s all yours again,” the Anderson wolf leader drawled. “Give us Sara.”


Bath drew in a sharp breath.


I fought the sick feeling in my gut and gave my sister’s hand a squeeze, then released it. I stepped forward past the Russells, past Beau and Ramsey, and approached the naked pack of wolves. All of them were tall and muscled. The leader had a beard and a rather stern face. The others were younger, but I was still the youngest—and smallest—one. None of them looked like Roy, for which I was thankful. The leader’s gaze was assessing as I approached, studying my body, my face, testing my scent on the air. I knew what he was looking for.


He was judging me as a potential mate.


The skin on my back bunched and rippled, and I inhaled sharply. The scent of wolf was almost overwhelming, and my legs were seizing up, cramping. Shit. I bit my cheek so hard that blood filled my mouth, and I forced my expression to remain serene. I would never take another wolf as my mate. I’d die first.


“Hello, baby doll. We’re gonna treat you real nice,” he said in a low, mild drawl, clearly sensing my nervousness. His gaze was oddly hypnotic, and I avoided making eye contact. An alpha could control the wolves in his pack. I felt that strange thread of compulsion even though I wasn’t even officially in his pack, and it frightened me.


Not daring to look backward at the Russell clan, I took a step toward my new “family.” I tried not to shudder. “I’m going with you of my own free will,” I announced, using the phrases we’d decided on to bring the plan into action. “A trade is a trade.”


The werewolf alpha nodded at me.


I turned back to Beau. “A trade is a trade, right?”


He nodded at me, his body tense. Behind him I could see my sister’s hands pressed against her mouth, fear in her wide eyes. Beau didn’t take his eyes off me. “Agreed.”


“All right, then,” I said, and hated how small my voice was. “I’m now part of the wolf pack.”


The alpha smiled, a possessive, smug look. My entire body tensed, and I waited for the plan to kick into motion. Waited for rescue. Waited for Ramsey, for Beau . . .


A colossal hand clasped my shoulder and yanked me backward against a massive, firm body. Then Ramsey spoke the longest sentence I’d ever heard from him. “In accordance with the law of the Bjorn and the were-bear clans, I claim this one as my mate.”


The wolf leader’s face flicked with confusion, then contorted with rage. “What the fuck is this?”


I flinched backward at the alpha’s rage; the wolf in me was terrified. Normal anger scared me, but the alpha’s rage made my entire being quiver. It affected the other wolves as well; I watched them shift anxiously on their feet.


A strong arm looped over my chest, drawing me closer against Ramsey’s large frame.


He was protecting me.


The wolves frowned and muttered, exchanging glances. The bearded alpha gritted his teeth and glared at me and Ramsey. A low growl sounded from his throat. “This is a trick.”


Ramsey’s arm tightened across my chest, and I squeaked when I realized his hand had accidentally cupped one of my small breasts. I didn’t think he realized it either, until I made that small noise, then it shifted lower.


“Not a trick,” he growled back, the rumbling in his throat much deeper than the alpha’s dangerous growl.


My mouth filled with saliva again and I bit my cheek harder. God, not now. I couldn’t go wolf now.


The alpha’s eyes flashed with anger, anger that he focused on me. “She don’t look excited to be your mate, Bjorn. She looks scared.”


Uh-oh. I put on a smile and gave Ramsey’s hand a little pat. “I’m just surprised that my Huggy Bear declared our love openly. He’s kinda private.”


Someone snickered. Ramsey’s arm tightened on me, and he leaned down and kissed my temple. The oddly tender motion threw me for a loop.


The wolf leader didn’t look convinced. “You two aren’t a couple,” he declared. “This is bullshit.”


“We are, too,” I blurted, desperate. I turned in Ramsey’s arms, though my skin crawled at the thought of turning my back on the wolves. I looked up at Ramsey, who stood at least a foot and a half taller than me and weighed at least twice as much. And I grabbed the collar of his shirt and tugged him downward. Surprised, he bent down, and I planted my mouth on his.


I felt a tremor of surprise rip through him, but I ignored it, kissing his hard mouth. I had to make this look as real as possible, so I slid my tongue against the unforgiving seam of his lips, coaxing them apart, then sucked on his lower lip. Ramsey hesitated a moment, and then I felt his big hands cup my ass, pulling me closer against him, and his tongue flicked against mine. I made the kiss deeper, wetter, wrapping my legs around his big body like I wanted to ride him, making small little noises of pleasure in the back of my throat for the audience’s benefit. Ramsey inhaled sharply, then his tongue stroked deep against mine. Startled, I broke off the kiss and stared up into his eyes. His brown gaze met mine and he leaned in and gave me another light kiss on my wet mouth, as if reluctant to let the contact end. The way he was looking at my mouth sent a shiver all the way through me.


I heard my sister’s gasp. Jeez louise, she was going to give everything away. I twisted around in Ramsey’s arms, unwilling to unlock my legs from his torso, and looked over at the wolf pack.


All of the naked men were staring very pointedly at me. Several of them had erections.


Oh, God. Had I just made things worse? What if they didn’t believe us and I had to go with the wolves? What if I left with them and they all held me down and raped me? Would they even have to hold me down? Would the alpha bark a command and I’d just drop to all fours?


Fear quickened my breath, and I felt the tight band of a headache surge through my scalp. Oh, no. Another sign of an imminent shift.


The wolf leader put his hands on his hips and stared at Ramsey, then at me, then at the Russells. His body was tense, his posture wary. “If she’s your mate,” he said, the growl still in his voice, “then why’s she so fucking scared?”


Ramsey’s hand on my ass tightened. “You,” he snarled back.


The leader looked surprised. “Me?”


“She doesn’t like wolves,” Ramsey’s bass voice rumbled. I glanced back at the Russells, who stood in front of Savannah and my sister, the phalanx of tall, lean were-cougars closing ranks around the two females. No one spoke—it was up to me and Ramsey.


“She must have liked wolves enough at some point,” the Anderson leader said crudely. “She let one between her legs.”


“I didn’t know what he was—” I began.


“Likely story. You were probably begging for it.” He gave me an assessing up-and-down look that made my blood run cold.


“I was not!”


“Bullshit,” Levi retorted. “That’s a bullshit story, just like all of this”—he gestured widely at everyone—“is bullshit. You’re acting like fools, trying to convince us that this isn’t some dumb game designed to fool a bunch of redneck wolves.”


Silence. It was what we were doing. So much for my plan.


Levi snorted. “Thought so. Well, you know what? Fuck that, and fuck all of you. We’re taking her.”


Ramsey’s response was a low growl.


I heard a chorus of responding growls from the throats of the wolf pack. This was getting worse, not better.


I needed to do something. I unhooked my legs from Ramsey’s body and slid down him. He seemed reluctant to let me go, but he let me drop back to the ground.


“Let’s be reasonable about this,” I said in my most reasonable voice. “There’s no reason to fight—”


The wolf alpha leveled his gaze at me. “Get over here, girl.”


Caught by that compelling stare, I shrank my shoulders and pulled away from Ramsey, dropping to my knees. I couldn’t stand tall in front of the alpha, had to show my submission. . . .


Ramsey roared, a feral sound, and I heard the Russells surge forward, though I wasn’t sure if they were going to stop Ramsey or stop the wolves. The Andersons rushed forward as well, and I was suddenly surrounded by a pack of naked men, their backs to me as the leader tried to pull me away from the furious Ramsey.


“A wolf belongs with her alpha,” the Anderson leader snarled.


“No,” I gasped, but I was unable to rise from the ground. My legs tightened and rippled. One of the Andersons reached for me, taking my arm in his hand. To my horror, the skin rippled in his grasp. The Anderson wolf gave me a look of surprise and let go of my arm just in time for a convulsive wave to crash over me.


Oh, God. Not here. Not now. My back arched and my body undulated with pain. I cried out and dropped to my haunches, my panicked body beginning the painful transformation to wolf.


In humiliation I endured the endless rounds of pain as my jaw cracked and shifted, my nose elongating, every muscle twisting and stretching like a rubber band pulled taut. My skin shivered the entire time as the wolf worked her way through me. I tried not to cry out, but this change was so hard and sudden that I nearly blacked out with the pain of it.


The clearing had gone deathly silent except for the sounds of my labored breathing and whimpers, the roaring of blood in my ears as I became the hated half of me. I struggled to remain human, and that made things harder. As my hands turned to paws, I felt each excruciating twist of tendon and bone acutely. After long minutes passed, my shredded clothes fell to the ground. I gave a long, humiliated body shiver, then rose shakily to my feet. My wolf feet.


Both sides stared at me—the Russells in something like chagrin, the Andersons in surprise. Ramsey’s expression was one of disappointment. For some reason, that made me feel worse, and my wolf stomach lurched. I gagged and threw up blood in the grass, unable to keep it down. On some of the more painful changes, I vomited blood. Today, it seemed, was one of those days.


The Anderson leader pointed at me, and the stink of wolf rolled off him, my nose attuned to the scent. “That,” he said, his voice an echoing boom in my sensitive wolf ears, “was a fucking disgusting show.”


A small whine crept out of my wolf throat.


“You’re letting her kill herself,” the alpha continued. “She keeps transforming like that and she’s going to destroy herself from the inside out. And you assholes ain’t helping her?” The Anderson leader spat at Ramsey’s feet. “I thought you said you wanted to be her mate?”


I heard the crack of Ramsey’s knuckles as he clenched his fists, and I looked up at him. He wouldn’t look over at me.


The Anderson leader moved toward me. I shied back but he held a hand out, fingers extended, and the wolf in me felt compelled to sniff them. I did so, and he touched my ears, then ran a hand down the ruff of my collar. I endured it, feeling the wolf’s need to please the alpha.


“She’s killing herself if that’s how she’s changing,” the Anderson leader said again, his voice softer. “Ain’t supposed to be slow and painful like that. Ain’t supposed to make her puke blood. If that’s what she’s doing, she’s gonna be dead before a year is out.”


My sister’s breath caught in a soft sob. “No.”


The wolf in me couldn’t process. My body was still radiating pain, though it was slowly ebbing. I paced, whining. Humiliation tore through my thoughts, along with fear. Was he right and I was going to die? What could I do? I didn’t want to go with the wolves. I wanted to go back with my sister. I wanted to run away. My tail flicked.


As if sensing my thoughts, the Anderson leader tried to put a hand on my ruff again, but I flinched away, skittering back a few feet, human fear overriding wolf instinct.


“We can help her learn how to change,” he said in a calm, low voice meant to soothe. “Send her with us and we can save her. Even wolf babies know how to shift better than she does. Not only is she putting herself at risk, she’s putting others at risk. What if she changes in public?”


Ramsey stepped forward and looked down at me, into my wolf eyes, and must have seen the fear there. He looked back at the Anderson leader and took two more steps forward, getting in the man’s face. To the wolf leader’s credit, he did not back down.


“She is my mate,” Ramsey said in a low, dangerous voice. “She stays with me. The laws make it so.”


“Still singing the same tune, eh?” The Anderson leader looked at me, then back at Ramsey. “If you aren’t gonna let her go with us, then one of us is going to go with you. I’m not gonna let you kill her. She’s one of us.”


“Actually,” Beau said, stepping forward, “this is an arrangement we’d be interested in. We’ve been thinking that it’s long past the time for the wolf pack to join the Alliance.”
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A half hour later my flesh began to ache and crawl again, and I hurried off to the edge of the woods, my sister trailing behind me with my clothes as I began to change back. Several long, agonizing minutes later I lay in the grass, naked and panting, waiting for the pain and nausea to pass.


My sister crouched next to me and handed me my clothes. “Oh, Sara,” she said softly. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


I shrugged, slipping the shirt over my head and then dragging on my jeans. My bra and panties had been destroyed in the change, and the shirt was in tatters. “I didn’t know it wasn’t supposed to hurt. How could I?”


The man who had turned me had been abusive and a bully. I’d thought his “gift” of being a werewolf had been just another way to remind me that I was weak. Another way to force me under his thumb.


“When Beau changes, he’s not in pain. It’s not like your shifting. The noises you made . . . does it always hurt so much?”


I squeezed my eyes shut. God. I wanted to die of embarrassment. I’d had an ugly, messy transformation in front of everyone. Everyone assumed that you just knew how to shift. No one talked about the mechanics, any more than you’d describe how it felt the last time you’d taken a leak. “Let’s just go, Bath,” I said irritably. “I want to hear what they’re saying.”


But when we arrived back at the rendezvous, all the deciding had already been done. Beau was smiling through clenched teeth and the Anderson leader looked mollified, if not overly pleased. Only Ramsey continued to scowl. I approached slowly, holding my tattered shirt together.


“Levi and I have come to a solution that is satisfying for both parties,” Beau said and beckoned me forward. Reluctantly, I went.


“Levi wants to help you,” Beau said. “He says they can teach you how to shift better. And they want to make sure your mating to Ramsey is of your own choosing.” He put a brotherly hand on my shoulder. “Since the wolves want to make sure you have a choice in your mate, Connor Anderson is going to come with us. He’s going to stay with you for the next month to teach you how to be a wolf. Among other things.”


Oh, great. A chaperone, a tutor, and a suitor all in one. Just what I needed.


Levi nodded, then gestured for one of his wolves to move forward. Connor turned out to be the young, attractive werewolf that had brought out Savannah, and I wondered what the story was there. Though he stood next to me, his gaze remained locked on Savannah, who stared at the ground.


“We get a wolf chaperone. What does Levi’s pack get out of this?” my sister asked. “My sister doesn’t want to live with them. She wants to live with her mate.”


“Don’t want nothing but the well-being of my wolves,” Levi said in a soft voice, though I could hear a dangerous undercurrent in it. His arms crossed over his chest and he stood strong, legs apart, as if challenging Beau. “She had a bad experience and needs to know most wolves ain’t like that. We don’t turn people to control them. It’s my job to make sure my wolves are safe. If you’re pack, you’re mine. And she’s one of mine.”


No, I’m not! The words wouldn’t come out of my mouth.


As if sensing my distress, Levi looked over at me. The alpha’s eyes locked with mine, and I felt the overwhelming urge to obey. It frightened me. How could he have such control over who I was?


“And in the meantime,” Beau said, “we’re going to discuss the possibility of the Anderson wolves joining the Alliance. A few have expressed interest in the Midnight Liaisons service, as their pack is looking for a few mates to add to their family.”


“Oh,” my sister said in pleased surprise. “That would be very good.”


Midnight Liaisons was the dating agency my sister and I owned, and it catered exclusively to paranormal clientele. The wolf packs traditionally shunned the use of the service, and the thought of adding them clearly excited my sister.


Seemed like everyone was getting something out of this deal but me. I looked over at Ramsey, whose mouth was still pressed into a tight line of disapproval.


“All right,” I said meekly.


Levi clapped me on the shoulder, nearly startling me out of my skin and making me flinch away from him. “Good girl. Looks like you get to have your Huggy Bear after all. Unless you decide otherwise.” The small comment had an entire volume of menace. His tone implied that I should definitely consider “deciding otherwise.” But then he smiled, showing all his teeth. “Why don’t you go give your man a big kiss and wipe that scowl off his face?”


It looked like the last thing Ramsey wanted right now was to kiss me, but I was terrified of losing the fragile peace, so I moved toward Ramsey.


When he swept me up in his arms, I just gave him a light kiss on the mouth. His lips didn’t part under mine this time.




Chapter Four


The ride back to the Russell compound was extremely awkward. Connor insisted on riding with me, and since he was there, Ramsey refused to leave my side. As a result, I spent the long drive back into the city squished between Ramsey’s big frame and Connor’s rangy one. I desperately wanted to talk to my sister about what was going to happen next, but I couldn’t exactly do it in a crowded car.


When we arrived back at the Russell compound, Connor frowned, his nostrils flaring as we stepped out of the car. “I smell lots of cats here,” he said uneasily, glancing back to the other van as the Russells—Savannah included—poured out. “This is where you’re staying? As a mated couple?”


“We’re staying at my house,” Ramsey declared. He turned to my sister. “Get Sara’s things.”


Bath glanced over at me, then nodded. “Be right back.”


Guess that was settled. “I’m going to go help her—”


Ramsey grabbed my arm. “No.”


I flinched and instinctively recoiled.


Roy’s hand grasping mine, his claws digging into my skin. “No, Roy. Please. I’ll be good. Please don’t hit me.”


Ramsey immediately released my arm, his gaze meeting mine. “Please,” he said in a low voice, so low that even with my shifter hearing, I wasn’t entirely sure I’d heard it.
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