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   Snowy Mountain Wolves
 
   Book One: Hers
Book Two: coming soon.
 
   —~—


 
   
  
 




 
   —~—
 
   Snowy Mountain Wolves Playlist
(What I listened to while writing this series.)
 
    
 
   1. Avicii – Wake Me Up
2. Zedd – Stay the Night
3. The Neighbourhood – Sweater Weather
4. NONONO – Pumpin Blood
5. Chris Young – Who I Am With You
6. Taylor Swift – Everything Has Changed
7. Selena Gomez – Slow Down
8. Sara Bareillis – Brave
9. Lorde – Team
10. Bastille – Pompeii
11. Parmalee – Carolina
12. Macklemore & Ryan Lewis – Same Love
13. Daughtry – Waiting for Superman
14. Kat Graham – Power
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   HERS
 
   Plus size Kate is on the run from a one-date-turned-one-year stalking terror…until her car breaks down in Snowy Mountain, South Carolina.
 
   Sassy Ellie May gave up on finding her mate a while ago, settling on being the third wheel in her alpha’s sexual escapades. Scenting her mate changes everything, including what she’s willing to share.
 
   Meeting Kate, Ellie is certain of two things going in: her mate is straight as a doornail and full of secrets. The largest secret comes from neither of them though.
 
   Warning to Reader: This book contains bed rocking content and a cliffhanger. Book 2 is expected to release in October 2013.[bookmark: _GoBack]
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   Ellie
 
   “Are all lesbians as hot as you, El?” he quipped.
 
   I glared across the table, cutting my eyes at my sometimes-annoying alpha. “Are all muscle heads as callous as you, Jer?”
 
   His dark eyes crinkled at the corners, revealing his thirty-something age, as he cracked a smile. “Fair enough.”
 
   I curled my lips into a snarl, scrunching my nose. “Not really. You’ve got a lot of women in this Podunk town to choose from. I’ve got all of none. I wouldn’t exactly call that fair.”
 
   “True.” He took a sip of his black coffee. “Why don’t you go rally some new residents?” He wagged his brows.
 
   I rolled my eyes, dismissing his half-ass suggestion. Like it’s so damn easy. “Top off the fact that you’re alpha and I’m beta and that’s more unfair.” Damn. When did I become so cynical?
 
   His lips turned down. He set his cup down and faced me head on. “You can fight me for it.”
 
   I pursed my lips, considering him. It was tempting, but truth was, I respected Jerry; he did a good job running this town. I couldn’t let him know that though. “I don’t want to embarrass my best friend.”
 
   He snickered. “That confident you can take me?”
 
   “That confident I can kick your ass.” I jutted my chin out towards him, confirming my words.
 
   He threw his hands up, meeting my gaze head on with an amused smile lifting his lips. “Whenever your wolf is ready.”
 
   My wolf picked up her head, perking her ears. Despite the topic, she was calm. Her serenity told me now wasn’t the time. We were content for the moment. Lonely, but content.
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   Kate
 
   As I walked into the corner coffeehouse, I scanned the interior. It was normal human behavior to scout out a space upon entry, at least when you had a stalker like me you did.
 
   I glanced over the tables, gaining a quick glimmer at each face to ensure he wasn’t there. There was a group of elderly women laughing over cups of coffee. Two older gentlemen sat at separate tables reading the local newspaper. The retired citizens made the younger, in comparison, couple stand out all the more.
 
   My second scan was all curiosity. The town was small and quaint, much like the coffee shop. The main street my car decided to crap out on was full of old world charm. My heart warmed seeing the same feel carry into the business.
 
   My eyes passed over the older patrons, most of them with a friendly face, until I returned to the somewhat youthful couple – oh my!
 
   I quickly turned away from their intense stares and scuttled forward. They were scrutinizing me, analyzing every piece of me. Even with my back to them as I ambled towards the counter, I felt their eyes – soft, sky blue and deep, oak brown - boring into me. It was more than unnerving. I felt like every secret in my past was about to be exposed, like these strangers were peeling away every layer of me every second they continued their tense observation.
 
   I tried to push their presence to the back of my mind as the woman behind the counter greeted me, but I couldn’t. I had to rigorously fight the urge to look their way.
 
   “Well, hello, dear. I haven’t seen your face before. You new in town?” Lines feathered the woman’s face as she smiled invitingly.
 
   “Um, just passing through. I hope to be back on the road by tomorrow.”
 
   Her smile didn’t budge as she nodded her head in understanding. “Welcome to our humble town.”
 
   “Thank you.” I averted my focus to the counter, studying the wear on the butcher-block surface. It’d seen better days, yet somehow, added to the warmth of the place.
 
   “I hope we make a good impression on you; this town could always use another vital citizen.”
 
   I gave her a small smile, uncertain how to respond to her oddly phrased declaration.
 
   As if sensing my discomfort, she brushed past it. “What would you like, honey?”
 
   “A sweetened iced coffee, extra cream please.”
 
   “Coming right up.” She immediately got to work creating my drink.
 
   I shifted my carryall purse to the counter and unzipped the large pocket, fishing out my wallet.
 
   The woman returned with my drink and set it before me. She lifted her finger to punch the order into the register when a female yelled, “I’ve got it, Ruth.”
 
   I followed Ruth’s knowing, slightly smug, grin to the pretty couple that’d been visually dissecting me. The male appeared only slightly less tense now. His broad shoulders flexed, drawing my focus to his large muscles. His grip tightened on his cup. I was certain he was going to break it.
 
   A chill ran down my spine, warming in my womb, as I met his dark gaze. My heart began to beat faster, harder as I stared into his eyes. I swore bright honey striations flickered within his depths, like a strobe light.
 
   His lips inched upwards at the corners, alluding to his arrogance. Sadly, he was sexy and he knew it. His brown hair, symmetrical features and pouty lips gave him a reason to be.
 
   “Figures,” the female griped.
 
   My attention traveled to his female companion. She seemed angry that I’d taken notice of him…until I met her gaze. She literally stole my breath.
 
   My heart beat a little quicker as I got lost in her. She was beautiful, the opposite of me. Her legs seemed a mile long; voluminous, long, blonde hair fell around her shoulders, framing her face. Full pink lips amplified the sultriness wafting off her. Blue eyes, crystal clear, with tiny striations of gold bore into my flat brown ones.
 
   I swallowed hard, taken aback when the woman gave me a cheeky grin and a wink.
 
   I opened my mouth to speak, but immediately closed it, feeling myself already beginning to stutter. She was gorgeous. Roughed up skinny jeans hugged her svelte frame. Perky breasts that weren’t too big or too small filled her blue polo shirt, highlighting the stitched logo on the left that told me she worked for the local sheriff’s department. It was her hot pink, pointed-toe heels that set off the outfit and seemed to reveal who I was really dealing with: a hot, saucy woman who knew what she wanted and knew exactly how to get it. She was the kind of woman I always envied, the kind I always strived to become.
 
   Realizing I was moving into the rude territory by staring openly so long, I shook myself mentally into focus. “Um, I don’t mind paying for it,” I stumbled, still lost in the woman’s gaze.
 
   “Trust me, honey, you won’t be paying today. Just enjoy your drink and our town.” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Ruth walk away, busying herself with wiping down the counter.
 
   I knew I was being rude now, but I couldn’t stop gaping at the woman. I couldn’t explain my reaction. I’d never been attracted to women, but, oddly, there was something about this one. She captivated me; she challenged me.
 
   Registering movement beside her, and recognizing my own irreprehensible, intense gawking, I gave the woman a nervous smile. “Thank you.”
 
   She beamed, her cheeks arching perfectly. “Anytime, sweet cheeks.”
 
   I had to force myself to turn away from her. I slid my purse on to my arm and grabbed my already melting iced coffee. Carefully, I tore the paper off the straw and slipped it into my drink.
 
   Embarrassment swelled, tightening my chest. I felt foolish for practically falling over myself in front of this woman. She was so self-confident, mesmerizing…and sexy. They both were. It was too easy to feel inferior.
 
   I felt my cheeks heat. There was no way I could sit in here and drink my beverage now. Gathering my drink, I avoided looking in their direction on my way out. I took a shaky breath outside. I was overcome by emotions I didn’t recognize.
 
   What is wrong with me?
 
   I wasn’t myself. This wasn’t me. I wasn’t an intense person, but there was nothing light about what I’d just experienced.
 
   As quickly as possible, I put some distance between the shop and me. A cool breeze kissed my exposed flesh. I was grateful that this town actually had four distinct seasons and a September I could enjoy. I was running. Deep down I knew though. I wasn’t in front of her, but I wouldn’t soon forget her. She was burned into my mind in a way no other person before her was.
 
   A shiver chased through me as a pair of brown, then blue, eyes flashed in my mind. Strike that. They were both engrained as if they were an epic part of my life and I just didn’t know it yet. This was bordering déjà vu in a way. To say they made a lasting impression was an understatement.
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   Ellie
 
   “She’s cute.” I felt Jerry’s gaze on me, but I was focused on my mate.
 
   Through the window I watched her extra curvy figure disappear down the road. My wolf damn near shredded my insides, pissed that I was letting her go. Instinct had me leaping up and following her, but I could tell she was spooked and needed space. I sensed her confusion, and fear.
 
   Turning my attention to Jer, I growled. “Cute? Did you see the ass on her? She’s fucking delectable.”
 
   His eyes blazed. An awkward moment passed before he snickered. “I didn’t want you jumping me for saying the truth about your territory.”
 
   I nibbled my bottom lip, barely containing a smile. “My territory, huh?”
 
   I easily recalled her generous curves. Everywhere I looked was stunning, feminine softness. Black capri leggings showed thighs that would hug me tight while I fucked her with a strap on; they pressed together, guarding her sweet pussy. An oversized grey tee that hung off one shoulder hid most of her upper body, but couldn’t slim down her breasts. She had a healthy handful I couldn’t wait to suck on.
 
   Fuck. My hands tingled just thinking about caressing her.
 
   Dark brown hair was haphazardly knotted at the top of her head with so many strays that were just beckoning for me to sweep them behind her ear. Once there, it would be easy to cup her round cheeks, gaze straight into her chocolate brown eyes and kiss her sweet lips, boldly daring her to close her eyes and lose herself in my touch.
 
   My wolf dropped down, lashing me with her tail in a bitch fit. She viciously roared; her anger vibrated my lungs. She hated that I had a conscience sometimes.
 
   I hated that I had a conscience sometimes.
 
   “Don’t even think about it.” Ferocity lit his tone as he narrowed his eyes on me.
 
   “What?” I snapped.
 
   “She needs time.”
 
   I clenched my teeth, barely avoiding grinding them. “I know.” I crossed my arms over my chest, over breasts that were suddenly aching. I crossed my legs, squeezing my thighs together, attempting to avoid further misery. Being horny with no mate totally sucked.
 
   His muscles temporarily bunched. “I know you. You were about to ignore your own advice.”
 
   I sighed. “Don’t we have some kind of criminal activity to police?”
 
   Jerry finally relaxed into a laugh. “Nope. Even if we did, misery loves company. It’s not often I see Miss Ellie May with her panties literally in a bunch.”
 
   I shoved out of my chair, refusing to deal with his high-handedness. “Asshole,” I called over my shoulder as I walked to the counter. This only drew more laughs from him.
 
   I yanked a wad of cash out of my pocket and placed a few bills on the counter. “Ring up the iced coffee, Ruth.”
 
   The older woman eyed me conspicuously as she approached. “A please might get you further.”
 
   I released a breath. “Sorry. Please.”
 
   Her eyes lit with amusement; the gold in her grey irises told me her wolf was equally entertained. “It’s alright, dear. I remember how it was when I met my Harry.” She whistled. “That was some mighty intense stuff there. I don’t think we came up for air for a good month.”
 
   “Yeah, well, it’s a bit more complicated for me. I got a straight, human girl just passing through.”
 
   Ruth punched in the order and handed me the change. “I saw the way she looked at you, Ellie. You’ll get her, honey.”
 
   I wrinkled my nose. “Eventually doesn’t satisfy now.”
 
   “But it still satisfies something.”
 
   I shrugged, stuffing the money back in my pocket. “True. Have a good one, Ruth.”
 
   “You too, dear.”
 
   Moseying back to the table, I grabbed my empty cup and tossed it in the nearest trashcan. “Let’s go, old man.”
 
   “Old man? I’m only two years older than you.” Jerry followed suit, tossing his Styrofoam cup in the same disposal bin.
 
   I gave him a cheeky grin. “And yet, I look so much better than you.” I beamed, shoving out the front door.
 
   He quickly caught up. “Beauty is all about perception.”
 
   “Humph. Well, in that case, you’re an ogre, and I’m Barbie…because I prefer girls and all.” I winked sideways at him.
 
   He grinned my way; Jerry knew how to take my shit. I had an abrasive sense of humor. While he delivered a few blows from time to time, for the most part, he just let me run my mouth. He understood me, and my twisted lust for verbal quips. No one knew me better than Jerry.
 
   He nudged me with his elbow. “Half the men, and half the wolves, would have fought for you if you weren’t.”
 
   I entwined my arms around his left, encasing his massive bicep. “I love it when you kiss my ass.”
 
   “You’re a piece of work, you know that?”
 
   I laughed, breaking away from him to get in the cruiser. “I know.”
 
   He shook his head in dismay as he slid behind the wheel. “That poor girl has no idea she’s about to be hit by an El Bomb.”
 
   My heart warmed at the thought of her alone. “And as my mate, she’ll come to love every fucking minute of it.”
 
   “Too bad you can’t actually fuck her.”
 
   “Oh, I’m gonna fuck those curves.”
 
   He grew serious for a moment, his brows dipping inwards, his lips pursing tightly as he gazed out the windshield. “I know it’s none of my business, but have you considered the fact that you can’t mark your mate’s womb, so she won’t technically be your mate?”
 
   My wolf roared inside me, snapping at my ribs. “Oh, I’ll mark that womb. I’m sure I can find something to mark it with inside this crusty cunt.”
 
   His features twisted; his expression became indiscernible. He scrubbed his jaw, expelling a harsh breath. He shoved the keys in the ignition and started the car. His concern for me was beginning to transfer.
 
   I patted his shoulder. “Thanks for the concern, Jer, but you know I always get what I want.”
 
   He cocked a brow as he glanced back at me. “Not always,” he boldly stated.
 
   “Ninety-nine-point-nine percent of the time I do. And I’ll be damned if claiming my mate falls into that point-zero-one percent.” I stuck my nose up, determination setting my expression.
 
   His serious aura broke. He chuckled, a smile beginning to curl his lips at the edges. Checking out the side mirror, he pulled out onto the road. Shaking his head in amusement, he muttered, “You’re definitely a piece of work, El.”
 
   “Crack the windows, big dog,” I said, gazing out as he slowly maneuvered through our small town.
 
   “I don’t smell that bad.” Playful Jerry was back.
 
   I rolled my eyes. “What was it that Darcy said at the diner a few days ago?” I pursed my lips, feigning contemplation. “Oh yeah! You smell like a mutt down south.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I won’t say what she smelled like.”
 
   I laughed. “Now you just sound like a bitter old man, Jer.”
 
   “Bitter, yeah, but smelly, no.”
 
   “I wouldn’t know.”
 
   “You can take a whiff of my cock anytime you’d like.” He wagged his brows.
 
   “Not happening. I don’t dumpster dive.”
 
   “Whoa! Damn! That was harsh, El.” He feigned hurt.
 
   I shrugged impassively.
 
   It took a solid minute of silence for both of us to crack. Snickers ensued, as if we were middle school girls in front of our crushes.
 
   Sobering, I got to business. “Drive South. I last scented her going that way.”
 
   “You’re not going to stalk her, are you, El?” Despite his question, he made a U-turn to head in that direction.
 
   “I only have a day, Jer. You know you’d be doing the same so don’t give me any shit.”
 
   “Yeah, uh, the same,” he mumbled. He seemed bothered as he sighed. “Just don’t break the law. I don’t wanna have to explain why I arrested my second in command to any human or wolf.”
 
   I batted my eyelashes at him, giving him my best angel face. “I’ll try.”
 
   His features turned down, aging him a bit. “I’m fucked, aren’t I?”
 
   I lifted and dropped my shoulders, refusing to feed into his negative Nancy assumption.
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   Kate
 
   “Welcome back, Miss Anderson. I’m afraid I don’t have good news about your car.” The grease covered, well-preserved, middle-aged man gave me an apologetic look.
 
   My heart sunk. Fear curled low in my stomach as he invited me up to the counter. I took a deep, shaky breath. I didn’t withdraw enough cash to cover much more than the basics. Any expensive repairs would force me to call my brother and explain everything I didn’t want to.
 
   Andy laid a clipboard on the counter and turned it to face me. With a pen, he pointed to the lines. “Your transmission is shot, honey. Here are the quotes I got for a new one versus a used one. Regardless of which one you choose, the shipping is pricey and I’m afraid it’ll be a week before I can get your car back to you in runnin’ condition.”
 
   My eyes widened at the numbers on the page. The lowest was well over a thousand dollars with parts, delivery and labor, far more than I had.
 
   My heart picked up its pace. Sweat dotted my brow as anxiety coursed through me. I had budgeted for a few hiccups, but nothing to this degree.
 
   Noting my reaction, Andy removed the paper from the clipboard. “Why don’t you think about it tonight and let me know tomorrow. Tomorrow’s Friday, as long as I get the order in by five, it’ll ship out Monday and get here by Thursday. I’ll bump ya to the head of the list and try to get it back to ya by Friday at closing, okay?”
 
   I bit my bottom lip, nodding my head in agreement. I took the paper from him, handling the edges anxiously. “Um, do you have a phone I can use?”
 
   “Afraid it’s out in the shop. Can’t get to it in time in here if I’m workin’ on a car.” He locked the computer and stepped out from behind the counter. “Follow me.”
 
   In the back corner of the three-car-garage shop was an old-fashioned corded phone mounted partway up the wall. “Thanks.” My voice was weak.
 
   I watched Andy move to the car in the first bay. It was an older model Buick of some sort that took up a lot of space. It made my ancient Toyota seem much smaller than I perceived it to be.
 
   I took a deep breath as I focused on the phone. It was far from clean. I knew my hands would reek of oil after handling it.
 
   I was procrastinating. I wasn’t looking forward to explaining to my over-protective older brother why I hadn’t told him about my problems before now, and why I’d left the area without telling him.
 
   No use delaying it any longer. I dialed the Miami number I knew by heart.
 
   “Yeah?” His brusque answer told me he was on his way to a meeting or doing something important.
 
   “Hey, Billy. It’s me.”
 
   He paused. “Kat?”
 
   “Uh, yeah, it’s me.”
 
   I heard the phone rustle before he came back. His voice was a rushed, hushed growl. “Where the hell are you?”
 
   My heart hammered in my chest. “I’m in upstate South Carolina.”
 
   “Why?” he demanded.
 
   I sighed. I knew he was going to press for answers. It was risky even calling him. “I have a stalker, Billy. About a year ago, I went out on a blind date with this guy. He seemed nice at first, but he got intense really quick. When I turned him down for a second date, he, uh…well, he wouldn’t take no for an answer.” I felt my cheeks heat.
 
   “Did he hurt you?” I’d never heard menace in my brother’s voice before. Goose pimples freckled my skin.
 
   “Um, no. He…” How did you explain this to your ultra fit brother without praying for lightning to strike you dead?
 
   “He what, Kat? How can I help you if you don’t talk to me?”
 
   “He…” I glanced around the shop, making sure no one was paying attention to my conversation. Regardless, paranoia had me lowering my voice. “He likes fat women, okay? Apparently I was his perfect cup of tea.” I felt heat engulf my face.
 
   Silence met me on the other end of the line; I knew I’d stunned my brother for the first time ever.
 
   “He started sending me sweets, cakes, cupcakes, stuff like that regularly. I would just throw it out, thinking eventually he would get the hint when I didn’t call him. But he just became more aggressive with it. He began leaving notes with the desserts on my doorstep.”
 
   “On your fucking doorstep? He knows where you live and you didn’t think to tell me about this, Kat?” Fury coated every word he said. I knew him well enough to know he had a death grip on his cell and his other hand was probably fisted at his side, ready to slam into the closest desk.
 
   Moments later, I heard the telltale thud of his fist to wood. “What kind of notes are we talking about, Kat?”
 
   “Um, well, they range from degrading to out right threatening. But before you yell at me for that, I took them to the police and requested a restraining order, but the judge denied it.”
 
   “What the fuck?” he snarled.
 
   I sighed, rubbing my forehead with the back of my hand. This is what I’d been afraid of. I didn’t want to upset him. I didn’t want to worry him; he already had so much on his plate running his own company in Miami. “Turns out this guy works for the police. He’s an IT specialist with the MDPD. Within a day of me filing for a restraining order, he hacked into my e-mail and social media stuff. I was going to go to you at that point, but then Jason contacted me on the down low. He’s a cop at the department; he said, Donovan Andrews, that’s the guy, always gave him the creeps, but apparently Donovan is related to the governor and has a lot of pull. I don’t stand a chance against him, Billy.”
 
   “Do you still have those notes?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Good. I’ll hire a private investigator here. I’ll uncover so much dirt on the asshole no governor could save his ass from a media slay without costing himself the next election.”
 
   “Billy, he’s different. He knows the system inside and out and he’s really tech savvy. He’s not going to leave a computer trail. Worse, he…well, he’s smart. Just, promise me you’ll be careful. Jason said Donovan requested a week of vacation. He thought maybe he was planning something, so he suggested I get out of town for the week if I could. That’s why I’m here, but, I’m sort of stuck.”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “He’s a computer genius. I had to leave my cell phone and all of my cards at home. He has access to my bank account and cards if he wants. I can’t use them without him finding me, Billy. I…” My chest constricted; fear sent tears into my eyes, stinging my tired orbs. “My transmission went out in my car. I didn’t take out enough cash to cover it and have money for food and a hotel, and I can’t get anymore. I know he’s watching my accounts, Billy, and, I wouldn’t be surprised if he was watching yours too.” A sob choked from me. I turned away from the cars, trying to stifle the noise. “God, I wish I never went out with him, Billy. I’m…I’m so sorry.”
 
   “This is not your fault, sweetie. We’ll figure it out, okay? Give me some time and I’ll get something together. Where are you right now?”
 
   “I’m using the mechanic’s phone. I’m at Andy’s Auto in Snowy Mountain, South Carolina.”
 
   “Chin up, sweetie. Everything’s going to be okay, alright?” His conviction soothed me momentarily.
 
   “God, I hope so.” I did my best to slow my tears, knowing they wouldn’t change anything. They only showcased how weak I actually was.
 
   “Can I call this number back in a little bit?”
 
   “Um…” I glanced around the shop. It didn’t look like Andy was going to stop working on the car anytime soon. “Yeah. I’ll wait here.”
 
   “Okay, sweetie. I’ll call you back in a few minutes, promise.” I knew from the word ‘promise’ that he wouldn’t forget. Occasionally, Billy got sidetracked and didn’t call me back for hours or until the next day. He was busy. I understood that and didn’t push. When he made a promise though, he always kept it, ever since I was young.
 
   When I was sixteen and Billy was twenty, our parents died in a car accident. Billy dropped out of college and immediately took up the responsibility of raising me. I knew what he was sacrificing to keep me out of the system and tried not to bother him. He worked fifty hours a week at a crappy restaurant job serving tables into the wee hours of the morning. He always woke up to make me breakfast and send me off to school though, even if that meant only an hour of sleep for him. After I left, some days he would take a nap, but most, he worked on his business plan. Billy spent two years writing that plan, waiting until I graduated before submitting the plan to the bank; he said starting a business was too risky when you had someone relying solely on you for food and shelter. Eight years later, Billy ran one of the most successful commercial development firms in the entire Southeastern United States. He lived, ate and breathed the weather, real estate, construction and the ever-changing government regulations surrounding it. It’s how he was a step ahead of his competition: he knew the delays he would face and was upfront with his customers about all of them. He’d never been a day late or a dollar over his original estimate with any client. He prided himself on his research, and the businesses he signed with appreciated his approach. It garnered him far more referrals that he could handle in the beginning, prompting his company to expand much quicker than he’d planned.
 
   I was always in awe of him. I didn’t know how he did it, but he did, and he always came through.
 
   “Please hurry, Billy.”
 
   “Stay by the phone, Kitty Kat.”
 
   My heart skipped a beat at the childhood nickname. It’d been years since he’d used the endearment.
 
   Hearing it now only made me more aware of the stakes, of his concealed fear for me.
 
   I bit my bottom lip hard as I slid the phone back on the receiver, more than a little shaken.
 
   You never think it’s going to happen to you. As a plus sized girl especially, I never expected a man to become fixated on me. There was nothing special about me. I was just average. I lived a modest life.
 
   I worked five days a week as a research contributor for a popular web-magazine. On weekends, I volunteered at the soup kitchen down the street, often striking up conversations with the homeless on my research topic for that week. A few even came to ask me directly what I was studying that week. The people there were my second family; some of the most brilliant men and women I’d come across were homeless. Homeless did not equal helpless, witless or futureless.
 
   “Everything alright, Miss Anderson?”
 
   I startled at how close Andy’s voice was.
 
   I quickly swiped away any stray tears on my cheeks and turned to face him. “Um, yeah. I’m just waiting on someone to call me back.” Realizing I was being assumptive that he wouldn’t mind, I continued. “If that’s okay. I hope that’s okay.” I frowned, understanding a little more what it was like to be at the mercy of strangers for necessities.
 
   “No problem. You can wait inside if you’d like. I can go get you when they call.” He cleaned his hands with a dirty rag. Truthfully, though, I didn’t know if he was taking off the grease or putting more on.
 
   “Oh, I don’t want to interrupt your work. I’ve already bothered you enough today. I…” I shrugged. “I can just wait here. I don’t mind.”
 
   He watched me for a bit. I knew when his eyes narrowed on my cheeks that I hadn’t hidden the fact that I’d been crying.
 
   I offered him a small smile, hoping he wouldn’t pry.
 
   To my relief, he nodded his head and turned face.
 
   I expelled a breath I didn’t know I was holding as he resumed working on the Buick.
 
   A few minutes later, the phone rang. My heart took off. Impatiently, anxiously, I snatched up the phone on the first ring. Catching myself at the last minute, noting that it could be a customer, I decided to answer the phone accordingly. “Andy’s Auto. How may I help you?”
 
   “It’s me, Kitty Kat.”
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “Do you have enough money for a hotel and food tonight?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.” His voice wasn’t as tight when he spoke this time. “Jared’s going out on the first available flight tomorrow morning. He’ll land in Columbia and drive up to you. I’m sending him with money for you; I don’t want to hear any fuss from you on this. I’ve filled him in on what’s going on and he’s sticking by your side. Consider him your personal bodyguard until the asshole is behind bars.”
 
   “But that could be months or even years, Billy. Heck, that may not happen at all even.”
 
   “I don’t care. I can’t lose you, Kat.” Tension crushed his voice, lining his tone with condemnation, as if I was irresponsible, incapable of comprehending his reasons. “I just can’t, okay?”
 
   I softened. “I don’t want to lose you either, Billy, but assigning one of your best guys to me is a disservice to him. Just because Jared has muscles doesn’t mean he’s the best man to play bodyguard. And just because you give me a bodyguard doesn’t mean Donovan won’t still get to me.” I shook my head negatively, even though he couldn’t see me through the phone. “I won’t accept him, Billy. I can stay hidden much easier without a handsome handler drawing attention to us.”
 
   “Handsome? Don’t tell me you have a thing for him.” He practically snarled.
 
   I rolled my eyes. “I don’t have a thing for him, but a lot of girls do. I can blend into a crowd much easier without pretty boy beside me.”
 
   He was quiet for a minute. “I don’t like it,” he snapped.
 
   “I don’t either, but, it’s better this way.” I knew I had to appeal to his sensible side.
 
   He blew out a breath. “I’m sending him with a few thousand cash and a burner phone for you. I want you to check in with Jared or me every two hours. One of us doesn’t hear from you and I’ll have every security company I can hire within the hour move in on you. You go on the move again, I better be your first call. Deal?”
 
   “Deal.”
 
   “I’ll meet with a PI tonight and get the ball rolling on that end. If I thought me flying out of the area wouldn’t draw attention from the dickhead, I would be on that flight tomorrow.” I heard the heaviness in his words. It was killing him not being able to personally come to my rescue. “The moment you can come back, I’ll be waiting for you, Kitty Kat.”
 
   I always felt safe with Billy. I doubted anyone would love and protect me the way he did. “Thanks, Billy.”
 
   “Take care. I’ll be waiting by my phone tomorrow.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   He hesitated a moment. “I love you.”
 
   Pressure flattened my chest as my heart cracked; new tears wet my eyes. I knew Billy loved me, but he didn’t say it often. We didn’t grow up with overly warm, expressive parents. “I love you too.”
 
   I was left standing there with the phone, staring blankly at the receiver for a while after he hung up. How had things gone to shit so quickly? I never imagined meeting one person could change my entire life to this degree.
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   Ellie
 
   What the hell did my mate just agree to?
 
   Her voice carried to the car. I’d threatened and annoyed my alpha into parking outside Andy’s when I caught her scent so strong there.
 
   Hearing her tell a man named Billy ‘I love you too’ had damn near cost me my freedom. My wolf roared to the surface quicker than I was prepared for. My hands flew into heavy fists, ready to take on the world to gain her attention. A growl vibrated through me, erupting past my lips. It was a menacing declaration, waging war on whoever this Billy was that dared to own my mate’s heart.
 
   My muscles cramped; my limbs trembled beneath the pressure mounting in my joints. My wolf was demanding her freedom, demanding the opportunity to claim her mate.
 
   Teeth clenched, jaw taut, I fought the change with everything I could. I didn’t want her running scared away from me; I wanted her running into my arms, something unleashing my wolf wouldn’t accomplish.
 
   Over and over her declaration of love replayed in my mind. I was powerless to stop it, powerless to control my fury. Fate fucking sucked. What was the point of giving me my mate if she was already attached to someone else? Talk about injustice.
 
   I blinked repeatedly; each time I opened my eyes, less and less color lit my vision.
 
   Through gritted teeth, I begged my best friend for help. “Don’t…let…me…hurt her.” My gums ached; my sinuses felt ready to explode as my lips curled around sprouting canines.
 
   “Fuck!” The pressure became unbearable.
 
   In the distance, I heard Jerry get out of the car. “Close the doors, Andy!” he yelled.
 
   My wolf broke free. Next thing I knew, glass shattered around me and my alpha was standing between my mate and me.
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   Kate
 
   I hung up the phone. I only had a couple hours before nightfall. I needed to find a place to sleep tonight and hopefully a place to grab something to eat nearby.
 
   “Close the doors, Andy!” a man yelled.
 
   I turned just in time to see Andy fly out from under the Buick. He moved incredibly fast. Chills chased down my spine as I struggled to process what I was witnessing. No human moved like he was.
 
   In the blink of an eye, glass broke and a burly man was barricading me against the far wall. My heart thundered in my chest; my pulse echoed behind it in my head. Breathing was hard as I stared into the man’s back.
 
   A growl echoed around me. The man’s body vibrated as he returned his own growl; his was much louder and far more intimidating.
 
   I clung to my purse, haphazardly shoving the paper with the quotes inside it. Fear had me frozen in place, but curiosity was doing a good job of slowly quelling it.
 
   “Heel, El. Now!” The man leaned forward enough to give me a glimpse of a blonde wolf crouched a few feet away.
 
   A wolfing snarl was its response; its sharp teeth were on full display.
 
   I knew I was supposed to be afraid of the wolf, but, oddly, the sight of it propelled my fear into oblivion. Like the woman in the coffee shop, there was just something about the animal that was almost…intriguing. I found myself leaning around the man to study it.
 
   “What does it want?” I asked, watching the wolf closely. The flickers of blue in the wolf’s eyes were mesmerizing, reminiscent of the woman’s from earlier today. Golden hairs appeared silky despite their coarse texture.
 
   “You,” the man bluntly stated.
 
   I frowned, confusion mangling my thoughts. “Me? Why?”
 
   Why did Donovan single me out? Why was I suddenly attracted to a woman after twenty-six years of being straight? Why was this wolf targeting me? Why was any human facing these issues period?
 
   “You’re her mate.”
 
   I felt my features scrunch. I shook myself, trying to understand what kind of shit these people were pulling.
 
   Abruptly, the wolf launched itself at the male. My eyes shot open as his clothes shredded. In the blink of an eye, two wolves were scuffling around the shop, sending parts and tools flying.
 
   “Duck!” Andy yelled.
 
   I squatted down, pressing myself against the wall. I clamped my purse down over my head, trying to protect myself from the debris. I had to be dreaming. Maybe all of this was a dream. Maybe I never met a Donovan in real life and the entire year was just one long drawn out dream. Maybe I was in a coma or something…Maybe…Maybe…
 
   I shuddered as something smashed, the noise of it thundering around me. Pieces of plastic went flying, several sharp edges of it slicing into my skin. “Ow!” I hissed. My flesh stung as blood began to trickle down my face.
 
   “Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck!” The feminine voice rang out keenly.
 
   I looked up to see a naked woman moving towards me. I gasped as my mind registered who it was. It was her.
 
   She was flawless, not a scratch on her. Concern creased her brows. Her full lips puckered as her eyes scanned me.
 
   I don’t know what came over me. I just couldn’t help myself. My gaze fell to her tight little figure. Her breasts moved just enough to prove they were natural. Small rosy nipples had me licking my lips right before my conscience slapped me.
 
   What the hell is wrong with me? I closed my eyes, stopping myself from further gaping at her.
 
   “Dammit, Jerry! I told you not to let me hurt her.” Tender fingers brushed along my surface, leaving a trail of tingles.
 
   “Don’t give me that shit. I fucking protected her. You were the one acting out.” His words were declared, not offered.
 
   My eyes popped open at the slap reverberating off the walls.
 
   The woman crouched before me gave me a warm smile. Shrugging, she said, “He deserved it.”
 
   She extracted my purse from my death grip and set it aside. “Jerry, make yourself useful and get the first aid kit.”
 
   My gaze flickered to the male. His nostrils flared with every breath as he watched me. Noting my observance, he stood a bit taller. A smirk turned up his lips. He was a perfect specimen of masculine beauty. Toned, defined muscles, those belonging to most any Roman statue, eluded to his power and strength. Any woman would feel protected in his arms. And any woman would be satisfied with his package too.
 
   I immediately looked away from his nakedness; I knew my cheeks were flaming red. Granted I lived in Miami, a city full of speedos and itty-bitty-bikini clad people year round, but I’d never been exposed to full nudity in such a nonchalant manner. They weren’t the least bit embarrassed. They didn’t try to cover themselves. It was clear they were comfortable.
 
   “You can look all you want, sweet cheeks. We don’t mind.” I met her gaze just in time for her to wink at me.
 
   Unsure how to respond, I remained quiet. In no time, I was lost in her pretty blues again. I’d heard the saying a thousand times, “The eyes are the window to the soul,” but I couldn’t say I believed it. People stared into your eyes, showing you their own as they lied to you every day.
 
   This time was different though.
 
   Pale blue striations danced with deeper hues of the color. Ribbons of gold broke up the palate. But, it was more than a picture, a piece of her I was staring at. It was more so what was being conveyed through that portrait of blue.
 
   My breathing grew shallow as I was wrapped in anxiety, in panic; I recognized that fear: the fear of loss. Overshadowing that heavy layer was warmth, assurance, and determination. She was a fighter, fighting for what she cared about…who she cared about.
 
   “Here.” I jumped, blinking rapidly as Jerry handed off a metal box. I didn’t hear him move.
 
   He openly studied me, making me aware that I’d been gaping at the woman.
 
   I didn’t need a mirror to know I was blushing…again. I was baffled. I didn’t understand what it was about this woman. In Miami, I’d met my fair share of beautiful women, but, it was…it was her specifically for some reason.
 
   She took the box only to jam it backwards against the man’s jewels.
 
   A vicious roar erupted from him. “What the fuck was that for, El?” he demanded through gritted teeth.
 
   My brows furrowed. That’s the same name he’d called the wolf. I felt stupid for not putting the two together; I felt stupid trying to put the two together. Rational told me werewolves existed only in fiction, not in reality.
 
   Her eyes twinkled as she looked at me. “For letting my mate get hurt.”
 
   His hands balled into fists as he growled again, snarling down at her. “I’m going to find clothes.” He gave me and El a thorough once over before he stormed off.
 
   “Stay still, honey.”
 
   I froze, watching her every move, melting under her every move.
 
   Gingerly, she cupped my face. As she leaned in, her pine and floral scent filled my lungs, warming me in places I hadn’t been warmed in too long. Her breasts looked luscious from this angle, forcing me to mash my lips together and remain motionless.
 
   I closed my eyes as her tongue traveled up the side of my face. There was something so intimate about her licking away my blood. Anyone could wipe it away with a wet cloth, but she made my pain hers. And in that moment, rather than be grossed out, I found myself falling a little harder, appreciating the woman a little more.
 
   She softly pressed her lips over the wound at my temple. Moments later she placed a Band-Aid over the cut. Opening my eyes, I was mesmerized as she did the same on my arm. No one had ever done anything so touching. I wanted to gather her in my arms and hug her, to kiss her, to show her my appreciation on a deeper level.
 
   Before I could do anything stupid, Jerry returned dressed in a pair of jeans. He assessed me as he drew closer. “You okay?” he asked.
 
   I don’t know why I looked to the woman for assurance; she gave it to me though. She smiled, nodding her head once in encouragement. Her aura was warm, swaddling me in security though she wasn’t touching me anymore.
 
   I stared up at the well-muscled male. “Yeah, thanks.”
 
   He shook his head. “You have any questions, Ellie can answer them for you.” It looked like he wanted to say more, possibly something different altogether, but he didn’t.
 
   I knew what he was referencing; he knew I knew too.
 
   “Here, El.” He passed the clothes to her.
 
   Shamelessly, she rose up before me, giving me a full view of her well-groomed pussy. She slipped into the oversized t-shirt and athletic shorts; she was forced to tie the string as tight as possible, but they still slid down a bit.
 
   She extended a manicured hand towards me. When I didn’t immediately accept, a tidy brow arched, challenging me into submission.
 
   Her hand slid easily around mine. I gasped as she hauled me up with one swift jerk, pulling me against her.
 
   Involuntarily, my body melted against hers. The feel of her breasts so close to mine had my nipples pebbling. I bit back a breathless moan as she arched her hips into mine, jerking me taut against her. What was she doing to me? She was so strong, so persuasive; my body responded to her as if she had a hold over it, as if she was the puppeteer.
 
   “Stop teasing the poor girl, El.” I heard the disapproval in his voice.
 
   I averted my gaze, feeling foolish. This girl was beautiful. She was probably used to men and women falling over themselves for her. Hell, she probably used her body to her advantage with them all. I was just one of the masses…which mortified me more.
 
   “Um, thanks for the help.” I attempted to put some space between us, but she held me tight.
 
   “Where are you staying tonight, sweet cheeks?”
 
   My chest constricted. The urge to run returned. I was ready to flee, to abandon ship. Anxiety coursed through my veins, unveiling my disadvantage. I didn’t like the power she had over me any more than I liked the power Donovan had over me.
 
   Sensing my unease, she released me.
 
   Unlike Donovan, she let me go. And for some fucked up reason, that made me want to cling to her. I suddenly felt like I was about to lose her, and I was desperate not to.
 
   Emotions whirled inside me, overwhelming me. I couldn’t make sense of them, of this…of her.
 
   “Hey.” Her voice was a soft whisper as she brushed the back of her hand across my cheek.
 
   All I could do was stupidly gape at her. I got lost in her every time. I’d never wanted to disappear down a hole more.
 
   She returned my gaze with confidence. “You hungry, Jer?”
 
   “Starving,” he replied. I caught movement out the corner of my eye, but didn’t bother looking to see what he was doing.
 
   “How about you, sweet cheeks?” Her eyes visibly glowed.
 
   The fact that I gawked at her so much made me all the more aware of the bumbling fool I appeared to be. I practically fell over myself every time I came face to face with her. I was a stumbling bimbo who could barely form a sentence. I’d never reacted that way to any man…or other woman. I felt like my IQ dropped a hundred points around her, and it was outright humiliating.
 
   I forced myself to look to Jerry. His body was stiff, but his expression was of relaxed amusement. “A little,” I answered. 
 
   “Good. Then me and Jer can take you out on a proper date to make up for our rudeness.” She laced her fingers through mine and tugged me forward. “Be a doll and grab her purse, Jer.”
 
   I looked back at the suddenly steaming six-foot-something male. He ground his teeth as he swiped my purse up from the floor. “Sorry,” I mouthed.
 
   He immediately softened as he met my worried gaze. He gave me enough of a smile to tell me he wasn’t truly mad.
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   Kate
 
   At the car, Ellie bent down and picked up her hot pink heels amongst the scraps of clothes on the floor of the passenger front.
 
   “You owe me a new window,” Jerry said, rounding the vehicle to the driver’s side.
 
   She shrugged it off. “Dock me.”
 
   “Sometimes I wish I could deck you,” he muttered.
 
   She laughed, unfazed. “You’re the alpha. Technically, you can do what you want to me.”
 
   “Apparently, I don’t do nearly enough to warrant your respect all the time.”
 
   She stopped, frowning at the man. “I’m not perfect; I may get sassy sometimes, but I’ve always respected you, Jerry.”
 
   He stiffened, meeting her gaze. He stared intensely at her for a minute before his lips curled at the corners just enough to tell me the fight was over. “Less ball busting or else I’ll have to start hitting you harder.”
 
   Ellie snickered. “You’d have to catch me first.”
 
   Standing, she glided her feet into her heels. The final ensemble was more than a little humorous, but proved the woman could wear anything and still look great. I was definitely jealous.
 
   She slammed the front door, causing a few shards of glass to fall to the ground. Jerry grunted, clearly annoyed. She at least had the decency to issue an apology this time. “Sorry, Jer.”
 
   Turning to the back door, she opened it and stood beside it. Motioning her hand, she addressed me with a grin and a wink. “After you, sweet cheeks.”
 
   I wished I had a reason for my reaction to this woman, but I didn’t. I wanted a justification for the way she tongue tied me, the way she implanted this sliver of giddiness inside me, the reason she entranced me every time, but I didn’t have one.
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   Kate
 
   I fidgeted beside Ellie. She insisted I sit on the inside of the booth, next to the wall. “I don’t want you running,” she teased.
 
   Jerry sat across from us, a serious expression drew his features straight, but his eyes were glittering with humor as he watched us.
 
   They’d brought me to the only steakhouse in town. Someone had met them here with clean clothes. Now they looked fabulous in fresh jeans and sheriff department t-shirts, Ellie even swept her hair up into an elegant bun, and I was more than frumpy from driving the last two days. I badly wanted to shower, change and go to sleep in a nice, comfortable bed.
 
   The silence at the table was unnerving. I was typically okay without conversation, but not today.
 
   As if she had a sixth sense, Ellie repositioned herself to face me. “I think it’s about time we knew your name, sweet cheeks.”
 
   My heart sped up a bit. They worked for the police department. If they ran my name… Donovan probably had me flagged for stuff like this.
 
   Ellie and Jerry exchanged worried looks. “A nickname then?” Ellie pressed.
 
   “Kitty.” The pet name was out before I could think it through. Billy was the only one who called me that. It was personal.
 
   A sly grin curled Ellie’s lips. “You mean like a pussy cat?”
 
   Jerry rolled his eyes.
 
   “Uh, yeah.” I shuffled beside Ellie again, uneasy with the attention.
 
   “How utterly appropriate. Wolves eat pussy cats for lunch.” Ellie’s eyes were glowing; I knew to a degree she was teasing me, but-
 
   A thud sounded.
 
   “Hey!” she snarled at Jerry.
 
   He cut his eyes at her. His expression drew fear from within me.
 
   “Um, were you both born and raised here?” I hoped they would let go of whatever had them on edge.
 
   Luckily, it worked.
 
   Ellie puckered her lips in a pouting form. “Unfortunately.”
 
   “Why is it unfortunate? This seems like a nice enough place.”
 
   “That’s the problem. It’s nice when I prefer exciting.”
 
   “Why don’t you move then?” I’d thought about it a time or two. Billy kept me in Miami though.
 
   For the first time, I witnessed a nostalgic Ellie. “My pack is here. They’re my family.” She sighed. Perking up, she continued. “Plus, Jerry would be lost without me. Right, Jer?” She looked expectantly at him.
 
   His brows lifted, but he didn’t reply.
 
   “Where are you from, sweet cheeks?” She trailed a single finger down the side of my arm, sending chills through me.
 
   My mind momentarily blanked as she distracted me.
 
   It wasn’t until she stopped touching me that I could think clearly, adding to my ditzy feel. I wasn’t used to feeling so…well…dumb. I was an intelligent person…except around Ellie it seemed…and Jerry I guess by default. “I was born in Ocala, Florida, but my parents moved us to Miami when I was three. I’ve lived there ever since.”
 
   “Sorry for the wait, y’all.” The waitress approached with three massive plates of food.
 
   Upon arrival, a pitcher of sweet tea and three glasses promptly appeared on our table. No one had come to take our order though. I didn’t think to question it because Ellie and Jerry didn’t.
 
   A plate was set before each of us. Gazing down, I swallowed hard. A massive steak, medium rare, juicy and dripping, was pressed against a baked potato with butter and sour cream. A tiny –in comparison- portion of steamed broccoli was squished into the remaining space on the plate. Guilt rode me. I didn’t know how to break it to them without upsetting them.
 
   “Can I get you anything else?” the server asked.
 
   I cringed, fidgeting, contemplating.
 
   Ellie instinctively looked to me, observing me; I swore the woman had a sixth sense for me. She held up a staying hand to the server. “What’s wrong, Kitty?”
 
   I felt my cheeks heat as all eyes fell upon me. “I’m a vegetarian.”
 
   The waitress paled. “I’m so sorry.” She immediately took back the plate. I’ll get you a new baked potato and broccoli. Would you like a salad with it?”
 
   “Yes.” Ellie answered for me.
 
   “Of course.” The server set off for my new items.
 
   Ellie frowned; for the first time, I saw sadness in her eyes. She pursed her lips, watching me for a bit before looking to Jerry. “I’m not exactly great at this mate stuff, am I?”
 
   “You didn’t know.” For some reason, I had to reassure her. It’s like my happiness was dependent on hers.
 
   She met my gaze. A small smile lifted her lips. Her shoulders relaxed a little as she noted my lack of upset. “Aren’t you a cherry pie?”
 
   I couldn’t bite back my snicker. “What kind of Southern saying is that?”
 
   “An Ellie-made one,” Jerry offered.
 
   The woman shrugged her shoulders. “I like excitement. What fun is it repeating the same hum-drum stuff?”
 
   “Necessary hum-drum fun?” I lifted a brow.
 
   A full smile split her face. “You’re adorable.”
 
   “I always associated adorable with teddy bears.”
 
   Her smile turned mischievous; her eyes darkened. “You’re sexy.” Her voice lowered half an octave; sultriness swaddled her words.
 
   My heart beat a little faster as warmth slid through me. “So are you,” I breathlessly replied.
 
   Her gaze locked on mine. My gaze locked on hers.
 
   She leaned in closer, her gaze momentarily slipping to my lips.
 
   My breathing grew shallow as I watched, unable to move. I knew what was coming; I impatiently waited with baited breath for what was coming.
 
   Ellie’s hand came to rest on my hip; using her strength, she turned me a little more towards her.
 
   I swallowed hard, watching as she closed the distance between us. I swore angels sang as her full lips gently swept across mine. She was an intense person, yet this kiss was anything but tense. Cautiously at first, she brushed her lips against mine, kindling my warmth; it was as if she knew I needed to be broken in.
 
   Slowly, I gained bravery. Her lips covered mine, patiently teasing me, but this time, I met her caresses with hesitant eagerness. She was so soft; her lips were pliable, yet dominant. She controlled the kiss. She controlled what she wanted me to feel with this kiss.
 
   All I felt was passion; she lit my flame and drew me into her. She lured me in deeper to this web of wonder. I’d never wanted a woman before, but I wanted Ellie right now. All of her.
 
   Feeling myself lose control, I began to pull back. She didn’t fight me. She allowed me to retreat with one final kiss. She pressed her lips to mine and drew her tongue along the edge of my mouth. Desire squeezed my womb, teasing my nipples hard. Dang, damn, wow. The woman knew what she was doing.
 
   This was proven when she chuckled against my lips, nipping my bottom lip gently before she withdrew. “Later, sweet cheeks,” she promised.
 
   As she resituated herself beside me, Jerry came into view. His expression was one of shock, awe, and something akin to rage or disbelief. The other patrons in the restaurant were silent, focused on me. I froze, my eyes widening as I registered all the eyes trained on me.
 
   Ellie placed a strong hand on my thigh, reassuring me.
 
   Catching himself, Jerry stuffed a bite of his food into his mouth, quickly chewed and swallowed. “Good steak.” He smiled, trying to act as if he saw nothing.
 
   I adored him for this. It was enough to cut through the tension, enough to let me smile and enjoy the moment.
 
   Ellie watched me, making sure I was alright before she reacted. “If this pack doesn’t mind its own business, I’m going to make each and every one of your wolves pay,” she declared. Her voice bellowed through the restaurant, but she didn’t really sound threatening. It was enough to restart conversations and get the attention off of us though.
 
   “Here you are.” The waitress set down two plates of food, followed by a saucer filled with small cups of every kind of dressing I could potentially want. “I’m so sorry about before. Is there anything else I can get you?”
 
   Feeling more comfortable, more self-confident, I shook my head negatively. “No, thank you.”
 
   My heart warmed as Ellie beamed at me with pride. I felt giddy, stupid happy beside the woman, because of this woman. I lightly shook my head in dismay, baffled by the revelation. A woman, not a man, was making me happy right now.
 
   I looked into her sparkling blue eyes, and in one breath, I saw a forever in her, with her. This wasn’t about gender or labels; this was about love and happiness, both of which never discriminate. I never imagined myself with someone like Ellie, but now, I didn’t see how I could be happy without someone like her.
 
   It happened so fast. I knew there were fears lurking beneath my surface, but right now, happiness smothered them.
 
   For now.
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   Ellie
 
   I felt high as a kite. Talk about a fucking adrenaline rush. I could kiss this girl all day any day. She tasted as sweet as she looked.
 
   My wolf purred in agreement. She was temporarily sated, knowing we were getting closer to claiming our mate.
 
   The whole vegetarian thing threw me. It was going to take some getting used to, but as long as she didn’t picket the house over it- Hell! Who was I kidding? I wanted her; the pull was strong enough that I would give up anything, including meat, to be with her.
 
   The sweetest of moments were those when I caught little glimpses of the amazing woman she was; her personality came through in patches, and each time she took a little more of my heart.
 
   I was beginning to feel sorry for Billy. By tonight, hell would freeze over before I would let go of this girl.
 
   Across the table, I met Jerry’s gaze. He nodded his head in approval. He was happy for me on the surface; I knew deep down there was a part of him that was sad. He was too macho to show it of course, but he was past his prime, past his time for claiming a mate. We both were. It was a deep-rooted layer of our bond.
 
   The truth was, as often as humans read fiction books about wolves getting mates, in reality, not every wolf got one. Kitty’s arrival erased most of my bitterness, but not my empathy. Jerry deserved a mate. All I could do now was hold out hope. I wasn’t morbid enough to let it sour my happiness though.
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   Kate
 
   Ellie insisted on paying for dinner. We went back and forth a few times until Jerry intervened.
 
   “Trust me, you’re better off to give in now.” He’d been extra quiet for most of the meal. His gaze passed between Ellie and me in turn.
 
   Glancing at Ellie, she looked happier than a pig in mud at his bit of advice.
 
   I released a breath. “Fine. I concede. Thank you.”
 
   “Anytime, sweet cheeks.”
 
   “Where can I find a hotel around here?” I asked. Thus far I hadn’t seen one.
 
   Ellie mashed her lips together, as if she was biting back what she wanted to say for a moment. “You’re not going to a hotel. If you need a place to stay, then you’ll stay with us.”
 
   “Us?” My heart beat a little harder.
 
   “Ellie and I are shacked up together.”
 
   “Not literally.” Ellie cut her eyes at him. “I wouldn’t touch a cock with a ten foot pole, Jerry’s included.” She turned her attention to me. “I’ve only got eyes for feminine curves like yours.” She winked.
 
   I know I blushed. I felt heat infuse my cheeks. She was so honest, so direct. It was an intimidatingly admirable quality. “I know you mean well, but I don’t want to impose.”
 
   “You aren’t.” I met Jerry’s gaze, checking for truth in his words. Damn if my heart didn’t speed up a little as I looked into his brown eyes.
 
   “You’re not.” Ellie pulled my focus back to her. “I’m not dumping you at some hotel, especially when the closest one is thirty minutes away in the next town over.” Her eyes momentarily glowed; each word was delivered with ferocity.
 
   I fumbled…again…unsure how to respond to her. She was so strong, so self-assured. I wasn’t quite there yet, at least not around her.
 
   “Feel free to put on another show at the house tonight.” Jerry smirked, leaning back in the booth. “Or better, let me join in.”
 
   His arrogance was short lived. I heard a thud then a growl. In the blink of an eye, Ellie had him by his shirt. “You do not get to see my mate like that. She’s for my eyes only, got it?”
 
   He snarled, throwing her hand away from him. Rising up, his eyes flared to life.
 
   I slid deeper into the seat as Ellie rose up, facing him straight on.
 
   “You didn’t mind before.” Jerry practically spat the words at her.
 
   “They weren’t my mate.”
 
   “Have fun with your mate then.” He seemed more than bitter as he threw down a wad of cash and a pair of keys before stalking off.
 
   “You’re acting like a pup!” Ellie yelled after him.
 
   If I didn’t want to disappear before, I did now. Was all that really about me?
 
   “Grr! Men!” She huffed plopping down beside me.
 
   The restaurant had gone quiet again. A look around showed all eyes on us again.
 
   She growled; the timber of it vibrated my flesh. I couldn’t stop my shudder. I wasn’t afraid per se, but the sound awakened fright. It also sent the other patrons back to their own business.
 
   I knew my expression revealed my concern and discomfort.
 
   “Shit.” Ellie sighed. “I’m sorry, Kitty.”
 
   She gathered my hand in hers. Diverting her gaze, she blew out a soft breath. “I’m really fucking this up and I swear I don’t mean to.” Hesitantly she met my gaze. There were so many facets to this woman. “Why don’t we go home, shower and get comfy? We can talk then, okay?” She brushed a stray hair away from my face.
 
   She seemed overwhelmed. The confident woman I’d come to know and appreciate in such a short time proved a little less like Wonder Woman, and, yet, it made me like her a little more. It told me she could be vulnerable, and maybe, just maybe, we were a little more alike than I originally thought.
 
   Leaning in, I kissed her cheek. “Everything will be okay.” I didn’t know how with Donovan still lingering somewhere in the world, but I had to believe it when I told her.
 
   Looking into my eyes, she gave me a small smile. “I believe you.”
 
   I beamed, pleased to have built a little trust. “Good.”
 
   Her smile broadened. “Let’s go, sweet cheeks.”
 
   She slid from the booth and offered me her hand. I promptly accepted.
 
   Standing beside her, I watched Ellie pull some cash from her pocket, count it and set it on the table. She took the money Jerry had left and shoved it into her other pocket. Grabbing the keys, she grinned at me. “Let’s go, Kitty.”
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   Kate
 
   I didn’t know what I was expecting, but a log cabin the size of New York outside the main strip of town wasn’t it. Stepping inside was like walking into an upscale ski resort’s lobby. Browns and greens, wood and stone of varying hues greeted me, wrapping me in warmth. I easily pictured myself cuddling on the couch in front of the fireplace with a cup of hot chocolate and a good book on a cold, winter night.
 
   Moving down a short hallway, the end was a magnificent kitchen and dining room. A huge slab of honey granite atop a pine island dominated the kitchen. I thought for certain pine and honey were too close in color to pair, but it worked beautifully.
 
   “Who cooks?” I asked, studying the space.
 
   “My parents think they’re the next Ina and Bobby. I got none of their culinary skills.” She chuckled.
 
   “What about Jerry?”
 
   “Grilled cheese is the extent of his cooking know-how. His mom passed a couple years ago, and his daddy is about as useful as he is in the kitchen.”
 
   “Where do your parents live?”
 
   “A couple miles down the road.”
 
   “Do you have any brothers or sisters?” I circled the room, marveling at the attention to detail within the wood. Everything was uniform, exquisite; it looked more like custom work than a Home Depot buy.
 
   When she didn’t answer right away, I faced her. She was watching me closely.
 
   “Our pack struggles with fertility.”
 
   As a woman, I didn’t know what I’d do if I couldn’t have kids. It’s easy when you’re young to just assume any woman can bear children. It’s what we were created to do, right? Not so much. In my topic one week, I had to research if this was a new issue affecting women of this generation or if it was an issue throughout history only coming into public discussion now.
 
   It was the latter.
 
   I wasn’t running to get pregnant, but I hoped to be a mother one day.
 
   “Do you want kids?” I watched for her reaction.
 
   Ellie pursed her lips, considering me. “I think I need a hot shower and a shot of whiskey before I get into that one. Join me?”
 
   I bit my lower lip, looking at the blonde Barbie. We were both girls, we had the same things, but hers were packaged far better than mine.
 
   Noting my uncertainty, she took charge. She grabbed my hand, hefted my bag she’d retrieved last minute from my car back at the shop along with my purse, and led me upstairs.
 
   The staircase wound upwards and opened to a loft that acted as a second sitting room. A stone fireplace, like the one downstairs, made it cozier.
 
   She escorted me to the left. Opening the double doors, my jaw dropped at the massive master bedroom. The furniture matched the overall design; it was the rich accents that took it to an untouchable luxury level. A large bed of logs with four tall timber posts dominated the space. A thick, lush comforter with a muted palate of off-white against a pale caramel-colored, floral pattern added to the posh elegance. I wanted so bad to crawl into the center of the bed and snuggle beneath the covers. It was one of those beds you knew by looks alone it would be heaven to sleep on.
 
   Ellie dropped my overnight bag and purse by a nine-drawer dresser across from the bed. She reached for me and tugged me into her embrace.
 
   My heart took off again. My body tingled to life as she pressed herself flush to me. She was a few inches taller than me, minus heels; the difference gave her leverage, allowed her to touch me right where I needed to become putty in her hands…places that I never knew could be erogenous, like the simple grazing of my hips.
 
   Why am I letting this happen?
 
   With one swift jerk, Ellie freed my hair. Once cascading over my shoulders, she threaded her fingers through my strands.
 
   Pulling back a little, she tucked my hair behind my ears. “Your heart is racing,” she stated.
 
   Is it beating that loud or is her hearing that good?
 
   She met my gaze. “What are you afraid of, Kitty?” Gingerly, she trailed a finger over my bustling heart.
 
   “I’ve never done anything like this,” I whispered. The admission left my lips before I could overanalyze her question. The statement left me in awe of the idea that I was open to this.
 
   Her blue eyes softened, encouraging me to let down my guard. “I know.”
 
   “I…” I bit my bottom lip as I looked away from her. She shifted, prompting me to focus on her slim figure, the way it moved with purpose and grace. “I’m not built like you. I’m not a blonde bombshell with a immaculate body. I have flaws and fat and…” I frowned, searching for the right word.
 
   “Look at me.” Her command came as a growl. She cupped my cheeks, masterfully making me face her. “So someone put too much sand in your hourglass; I happen to love it. And if you can love my body just the way it is, why can’t I love yours just the way it is too?”
 
   I considered her, mulled over her words. They seemed too much like a fantasy turned reality, what you always dreamed someone would tell you and then they finally did. Beyond that though, how did she, as a stranger, know me so well to know what to say to shut me up?
 
   She implored me. “Trust me, Kitty.” At the last minute, she added, “Please.”
 
   I swallowed hard, trying not to cower. “Kate.”
 
   “Kate?” Her brows dipped slightly.
 
   I nodded once. “My name is Kate.”
 
   Her lips pursed their way into a smile. “I prefer Kate.” Her eyes twinkled as she leisurely took me in. “It suits you.” She took my hand and led me into the bathroom, a space no less opulent than the bedroom.
 
   Nickel fixtures appeared elegantly rustic against the slate floor, honey granite counters and pebbled shower. It was dark and light, feminine and masculine, strong, yet not overpowering. The one unexpected touch was the small clutter of vanity products on the left side of the counter. It made the room slightly less intimidating.
 
   Ellie left me to turn on the shower. Jets sprayed water in every direction. Steam quickly made the air sticky with humidity, reminding me of the thick Miami heat. Before me, she stripped off her shirt before sliding out of her jeans. Dainty curves filled her bra and panties.
 
   My body began to heat, anticipating her show.
 
   Reaching back, she released her bra and tossed it to the floor. Her breasts barely moved, standing beautifully high as soft peaks. Light pink rose buds perked as she watched me for a reaction.
 
   I could only stare breathlessly, bothered. My body was hyperaware of her. I’d always appreciated women’s bodies, but appreciating was a world away from attraction. I was attracted to Ellie. Watching her made my mouth water. I clamped my lips together, fighting the urge to run my tongue over every part of her, tasting her entirely.
 
   My heart beat faster, my mind swam with ideas, intimate in nature. I swallowed, surprised to realize I was dangerously close to switching teams. It was too easy to picture myself over her. I craved the mesmerizing experience of watching her come. Damn. I suddenly wanted so badly to kiss her again, this time with my arms wrapped around her, pulling her to me.
 
   My pulse began to flutter as my body heated, tingled more, before her. I saw the flicker of darkness in her bright eyes, eyes that narrowed as I absorbed her beauty.
 
   She confidently sashayed towards me. A grin added to her devious disposition. Slowly, torturously, seductively, she slipped out of her panties. Had it been me, I would have been a fumbling mess, far from graceful or sexy like her.
 
   She closed the distance between us. “Do you trust me, Kate?” She stared into me, forcing me to admit the truth, to face what we were doing. She wasn’t going to let me run.
 
   I nodded a dazed ‘yes’.
 
   Leaning into me, she whispered, “Then trust me.”
 
   Her soft breath sent a shudder through me. My pussy clenched, desire drowning my conscience, my sensible, straight self.
 
   Suddenly, she was gone. I was left standing in the middle of the bathroom, my body yearning, craving a novel, unexpected experience. I bit my lip, biting back a whimper.
 
   My womb pulsated in rhythm with my pussy; my breasts ached merely from looking at the woman. When she was before me, I was distracted, blind to the true control she lassoed over me. She knew though. She had to know.
 
   I blinked and darkness surrounded me. The door closed, the lock clicked and my heart puttered even faster.
 
   Out of nowhere, she appeared. My heart skittered as two glowing honey eyes pierced the blackness, two haunting beacons.
 
   I swallowed hard as Ellie wrapped her arms around me. Her eyes were unsettling before me, proof that I was indeed with a paranormal creature, proof that I hadn’t imagined what happened in the auto shop earlier.
 
   “Trust me to remain in control, sweet cheeks. Even if my wolf gets free, she only wants one thing.”
 
   Jerry’s statement replayed in my mind. “You.”
 
   “Me.” I gulped. Reality began to lift my heady fog of need.
 
   “To claim you,” she corrected.
 
   I breathed deep, trying to calm my nerves. My focus was locked on her eyes only to have them disappear. Her lips pressed to the pulse point on my neck. I found myself leaning into her touch. “Close your eyes, Kate. I only want you to feel.”
 
   I inhaled a shaky breath before obliging, waiting, wondering, wanting.
 
   She briefly leaned away, taking her warmth with her. “Good girl.”
 
   I gasped as something sharp grazed my flesh, down the center of my body and up both sides seemingly at the same time. Moments later, my clothes fell off of me.
 
   My eyes flew open; instinctively, I wrapped my arms around myself. A bucket of freezing, ice water couldn’t have shocked me more.
 
   She growled, honey eyes spearing me in the darkness. “Drop them,” she ordered.
 
   My lungs weren’t working; they were stuttering, hesitating, like the rest of me.
 
   “You said you trusted me, Kate. Either you do or you don’t.” Her tone was demanding, commanding, but it didn’t remove the truth. I had said I did.
 
   Timidly, I dropped my arms to my sides, closing my eyes to her reaction. If I shut her out, I could maybe shut out the fact that I was standing naked before a woman with glowing eyes that certainly saw me despite the darkness.
 
   A war waged within me. Part of me was enthralled by her commands; the other scared shitless. All it took was one word to calm my fears though.
 
   “Beautiful,” she stated.
 
   I stiffened, holding my breath as her lips grazed my hips before paving a trail up over my plush stomach. My exhale stumbled as she kissed the valley between my breasts.
 
   She chuckled as she continued up to my lips. “I love your curves, honey.”
 
   I screeched as she slapped my ass unexpectedly. Laughter bubbled from my chest as I processed my overreaction. “I feel like a klutzy virgin with you.”
 
   She laughed. “Honey, technically, you are.” She guided me into the shower, proven by the smooth, round bubbles beneath my feet, the texture of pebbles. Drawing me deeper into the space, water cascaded over me, around me, around us.
 
   I opened my eyes, but they couldn’t adjust enough to see. I was forced to trust her, and, somehow, I knew she preferred it that way.
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   Ellie
 
   I relished her blindness as the first test in our relationship. Keeping her on edge would heighten all of her emotions and all of her reactions, particularly the physical ones.
 
   She was an extra chunky slice of Maddie’s marshmallow dream pie. Her curves weren’t taut, but, like the marshmallows atop the pie, they were soft pillows of heaven always in the right place with every taste. She had nothing to worry about. I certainly wasn’t going to run from extra lush breasts that sat a little lower than mine, or a fluffy stomach I could kiss all day. Her imperfections were endearing to me. Shit, right now, they were downright enticing. I couldn’t wait to watch her writhe beneath my touch, to fall apart in my capable hands. The fact that I’d be her female cherry popper drove my impatience.
 
   I knew from sight alone, but instinct second, that Kate was going to be a delectable finger fuck.
 
   My wolf roared beneath the surface, continuing her bitch fit. I shoved her down, demanding her to be patient. She didn’t give a shit though. Sometimes it was hell sharing your body, particularly your desires, with a fucking wolf who thought she was more important than a human. She was the ultimate snob. I slapped the snub upside her nose, knocking her back; giving me time to focus on the most important person in my life now: my mate.
 
   The water trickled down Kate’s full figure. Her hair was thoroughly damp, beginning to cling to her. Her eyes were open, but I knew she couldn’t see, so I had the essence of surprise. I couldn’t decide what I wanted first though.
 
   Fuck.
 
   I wanted to taste every inch of her.
 
   Releasing a growl, I dove into her, pushing her back into the wall as I claimed her lips.
 
   There was no hesitation this time. Her mouth eagerly collided with mine. She responded to my every touch, every command.
 
   I gripped her hips, pressing my own into hers. It was difficult not to lose myself in her, in her scent, the way she tasted, felt, moved, to the point of bruising her.
 
   My wolf snarled, worked up. A roar escaped me as I jerked one of her thick legs up over my hip, exposing all of her to me.
 
   Her breath hitched, her lips faltering at my bold move. Her hands grabbed my waist, holding me tightly, fearfully.
 
   I knew she was battling a bit of angst. “Trust me, honey.”
 
   Eyes closed, she nodded her agreement. She bit her bottom lip, breathing through the moment. I was so fucking proud; excitement soared in my chest. I was one breath away from a cheesy romantic comedy moment.
 
   I closed my mouth over her neck, listening to her rapid pulse. I knew if I inhaled deep, through the dense fog, I would scent her burgeoning arousal.
 
   She whimpered, arching into my gentle tongue strokes.
 
   Holding tightly to her one leg, I swept my other hand across her pussy. She froze before relaxing into me.
 
   Traveling down, I sucked each nipple, gaining a soft moan from her. I released her with a plop. Letting go of her leg, I grabbed her hands and placed them over her breasts. “You play with these until I tell you to stop, got me, sweet cheeks?”
 
   Her blush was adorable, but she didn’t obey. It proved her innocence.
 
   “Pretend like I’m not here and I’ll pretend like you aren’t when I use my rabbit later.”
 
   She shuddered. “Jesus, Ellie. Are you always this intense?”
 
   I laughed. Damn if she wasn’t charming. “Most of the time.” I forced her fingers to pinch her nipples. Her breath hitched. “You have a problem with that, sweet cheeks?”
 
   She tried to bite back a smile. “I think I kind of like it…”
 
   I kissed her lips, commanding her full attention with my actions. I slid a foot between hers and widened her stance. Trailing my fingers over her excess sexiness, I dipped them between her lower lips. That was when she finally listened and began to massage her swollen breasts.
 
   She wriggled slightly. It was just enough to kill my patience. I needed to witness her fall apart now.
 
   Clamping a hand behind her neck, holding her to me, I plunged my tongue into her mouth. Her pussy clenched, her tongue tangled with mine as she ground her hips into me.
 
   Enjoying her demise, I drew circles around her clit, teasing her into surrender. The loving bitch in me wanted her to beg for her release, plead for her lesbian cherry to be popped.
 
   Her grip on her boobs grew rougher; her harsh squeeze pressed her taut peaks seductively against my chest.
 
   Breathing became difficult. My body screamed for satisfaction while my wolf howled for ownership, for a property title. Rather than her losing herself, I found myself lost in her, in awe of her bravery. I didn’t understand the affect we had on each other.
 
   We devoured each other’s mouths; no one tongue dominated. I damn near came when she took control of my breasts, rubbing her fingers over my hard nubs.
 
   It was losing myself that gave my wolf a platform. The greedy wench leapt for my surface, making the most of the opportunity.
 
   It was too fucking much.
 
   I ripped Kate’s hands off my aching breasts and returned them to hers with a nip on her lip. “Don’t disobey. It’s for your own safety.” I couldn’t subdue the scold.
 
   She stopped, opening her eyes, staring into my wolf no doubt. Her cheeks heated. “Sorry.”
 
   “Don’t tell me you’re sorry. Tell me you want more.” Pressing my cheek to hers, I whispered, “Beg me to let you come.”
 
   When she didn’t respond, I drove two fingers inside her. She cried out, shuddering against me. “Beg me,” I ordered. I slid my fingers out before plunging them back in again.
 
   She gasped, her breathing shallow under the new pleasure.
 
   “Beg me!” Over and over I pummeled her pussy with my fingers.
 
   Her head pressed back against the shower wall. Her mouth formed the perfect ‘O’ as she gasped for air. Her chest rose and fell; each time her nipples brushed her palms, she arched deeper into me.
 
   Fuck, she was gorgeous with abandon. I could tell she wanted more, but was too humble to ask.
 
   Upping her pleasure, I grazed my thumb over her pulsing clit with every upward throttle of my fingers, each time aiming to go deeper in her tight channel.
 
   Suddenly her brows furrowed. Reaching out, she grabbed me and jerked me into her. Blindly she sought my lips. There was something unexpectedly touching about it. My heart gushed knowing through the pleasure she was thinking about me.
 
   I gave in, kissing her hard, suppressing my own needs to please her.
 
   “Please,” she whimpered, pressing her lips to mine again. “Please, Ellie.”
 
   What the fuck was this woman doing to me? Tears stung my eyes as she gave herself to me, as she gave me what I wanted.
 
   My wolf sat back briefly, stunned by Kate’s generosity. She didn’t have to, she must have known, but she did.
 
   Fuck. There was no way I couldn’t fall in love with this woman.
 
   Dropping to my knees, I seized her pussy, immediately sucking her clit as I finger fucked her.
 
   She screamed, grabbed my head as she splintered into a thousand pieces. Driving my tongue into her, I tasted her sweet honey. There was nothing salty or even musky about Kate. She was a pure, decadent dessert.
 
   I felt her shaking, shuddering, shivering as she came down from her rush of stimulation, of eroticism. “I, uh, was not expecting that.” Even her hands were unsteady.
 
   Gazing up, I caught her blushing again. I kissed her soft mound before rising up, ensuring I held her.
 
   She nibbled her lips, staring where she felt I was. I knew what she wanted to ask, but after watching her, experiencing her on this end, I wasn’t ready.
 
   Gently, I brushed my lips against hers. “Later, sweet cheeks.” I squeezed her ass, loving the large swell.
 
   Unexpectedly, she threw her arms around me, burying her face in the crook of my neck.
 
   Damn. This shit was intense, way more than what I expected. Emotions, unfamiliar and strange, surged within me, warning of their strike. She wrapped herself around my heart so fucking quickly. The need to protect her, to love her and support her weighed heavily on my chest. She was my responsibility; she was the one person I never wanted to let down, the one person I never wanted to let go of.
 
   I didn’t plan for it to ever be this way. I suppose I was ignorant in that single sense to believe the stories were over-exaggerated with emotion.
 
   Fuck. Here I was telling Kate not to run when I wanted to myself. I didn’t want to lose her, but, shit, I’d never gotten serious with anyone before. It was some scary shit. I wanted to squeeze her closer to me while throwing her far away simultaneously.
 
   Abruptly, taking advantage of my weakness, my wolf broke free. My muscles began to tear; my bones started to snap. “Stay!” I yelled, reluctantly rushing out of the bathroom just in time to spare my mate another day.
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   Kate
 
   Shaken, I blindly stumbled out of the shower. I felt my way to the door, cracking it. I used the sliver of light to illuminate the light switch. Flipping it, I located a towel. Right away, I wrapped myself in it.
 
   I felt the bandage at my temple hanging down, long forgotten in the heat of things. Reaching up, I ripped it the rest of the way off. Despite still being in tact, I did the same with the Band-Aid on my forearm. The cut was still red and angry, but had stopped bleeding a while ago. I set the bandages on the counter and strolled over to the shower. I was just about to reach in to turn off the sprayers when I heard my name in the distance. Less than a breath later, Jerry barged into the bathroom, his breathing heavy.
 
   His eyes traveled over me before noting the shredded clothing on the floor. His expression hardened as he switched his focus. “Are you okay?” he demanded.
 
   I knew my cheeks were red as I clung tightly to the towel. “Um, yeah.”
 
   His gaze fell to the floor where the clothes were again before he made a move to help me, as if there worried him somehow. He jumped in and turned off the water, wetting his naked body in the process. Damn if they didn’t make some hot people in these parts too. The water helped illuminate the smooth valleys between each muscle.
 
   Realizing I was ogling the poor guy, I spun around. “Right. Sorry.” He reached around me and snagged a towel.
 
   My heart beat a little louder, a little faster. Uncertainty washed through me. “Is Ellie okay?” I glanced back over my shoulder, checking that he was covered before I turned. He’d secured the towel around his waist.
 
   His brows drew together as he studied the clothes yet again. I wanted to burn the dang things. I might as well have been wearing a sign that read, ‘I had sex with Ellie.’ …well, not technically.
 
   “She will be,” he stated, finally meeting my gaze.
 
   I fidgeted, unsure what to say or do. I stood staring at him like an idiot, feeling so uncertain of my fate in the moment.
 
   I about sang ‘Hallelujah’ when he broke the tension.
 
   “Why don’t we get dressed, separately, and meet in the kitchen? I haven’t done it before, but I’m sure I can figure out how to make a few cups of coffee.” He sounded distracted, but optimistic.
 
   I relaxed into a smile. “I’ll wait for you to fail before I come to your rescue.”
 
   “Ouch.” He clutched his hands to his chest.
 
   I chuckled, my body letting go of its trepidation at a time that I really needed to. Because if I wasn’t laughing, I would probably be crying.
 
   The way Ellie took off… I couldn’t help but feel like I did something wrong. Her eyes glowing in the darkness as she ran away from me was engrained in my mind.
 
   My humor quieted. I found myself staring at Jerry once again, unable to silence my heart, my confusion.
 
   He considered me. Cautiously, he approached. Looking down at me, he brushed my hair back over my shoulders. “Ellie will be back. She can’t stay away from you.”
 
   “Is that part of the whole mate thing?” I gazed up into his brown eyes. There were rich and dark in the moment, like chocolate. I didn’t know why, but I felt safe and comfortable with Jerry. As Ellie’s best friend, it was important that we got along. As a werewolf, it was important that I felt like I could trust him, and he protected me at the shop, so I knew I could.
 
   “Yeah. That’s a mate thing.” He averted his gaze as he took a step back. He expelled a breath. “I’ll meet you downstairs.” He gave me no time to respond. Much like Ellie, he was gone in a flash.
 
   In a way, I felt bad for Jerry. From what I gathered, he was single. It seemed as if he and Ellie had been a dynamic duo; their common bond of singlehood had added to their friendship if I had to guess. Maybe he needed some reassurance that I wasn’t going to steal her away from him…
 
   Dang! What is wrong with me? I’m talking like I plan to stick around, like Donovan doesn’t exist and my brother isn’t sending someone tomorrow.
 
   Oh, God. My brother.
 
   His political views leaned more red than blue. I didn’t even consider how he would react to me being with a woman.
 
   I took in and blew out a deep breath. Knowing I shouldn’t worry about what I couldn’t change, I grabbed my clothes, what was left of them anyways, and the bandages, flipped off the bathroom light and returned to Ellie’s room to get dressed.
 
   Uncertain if I could stay, if I should stay, now that Ellie was gone, I kept everything in my suitcase, including my shredded clothes. Additionally I dressed in clothes I could leave in or sleep in. Due to the year round Miami heat, most of my clothes were airy, breathable and, well, not pants.
 
   I wore a pair of dark, solid grey capri leggings with a long, high-low cream tank that flowed away from my body rather than clinging. The front kissed my crotch, and the back fell two inches below my ass. The sheer decorative panel in the back made the shirt less frumpy and more dressy while the antique style etch on the front broke up the palate, preventing me from looking like a bloated cream puff.
 
   I debated shoes, but decided to remain barefoot. I had flip-flops I could quickly don, should the need arise.
 
   I found Jerry in the kitchen, dressed in a pair of athletic shorts and a basic white tee. He was flipping the lid of the coffee maker, staring in where the coffee filter and water went. His confused expression was amusing, and ever-so-slightly endearing.
 
   He pulled the pot out and analyzed where it would kiss the machine. He scrubbed the back of his neck. “How about tea?” he asked, officially giving up.
 
   I laughed, moving towards him. “Make room for the coffee pro.”
 
   He set the pot on the counter and stepped away with his hands up.
 
   “Is the tap water safe here?” I asked, moving towards the kitchen gadget.
 
   “It’s not where you live?” He crossed his arms over his chest, accentuating his build as he leaned his back against the island.
 
   “Not really. We get a lot of ‘boil your water’ alerts. I’ve gotten use to using filtered water for everything, even brushing my teeth.” I shrugged. Carrying the pot, I filled it to six cups from the tap.
 
   As I turned, I saw Jerry scowling. “Why do you live there then?”
 
   I poured the water into the machine and set the pot back in its proper place. “My brother. My job. I grew up there and don’t know any place else. A bunch of little reasons really.”
 
   “Would you ever move?” He stood a little taller as he spoke, but averted his gaze from me.
 
   “Coffee and filters?” I quirked a brow.
 
   He seemed puzzled as he scanned the kitchen.
 
   Together we began searching cabinets for the supplies. Absently, distractedly, I replied,” I would have to have a really good reason to. I would essentially be leaving everything behind to do that.” I lazily chuckled. “Billy would probably have a hissy fit, as much as a man can anyways.” My laughter grew at the thought. “He would probably have security stalking me twenty-four-seven.”
 
   “He wouldn’t move with you?”
 
   “No.” Just then I spotted what I needed. I returned to the brewer and finished the prep before starting the machine.
 
   Jerry was silent for a minute, watching me work. “Does he love you?”
 
   “Without a doubt. Billy’s done a lot for me, more than I deserve probably.” I couldn’t help but remember all those sleepy mornings with him before school. I would make the coffee and he would make the food. Usually we were so tired we didn’t speak much, but it was still quality time with each other. Years later, I still cherished those quiet mornings with him. These days, I was lucky to get five minutes at a Starbucks with him. Of course if I needed anything, he was there. But regularly, in the day-to-day rigor, I rarely saw him.
 
   “Then why wouldn’t he move with you?” Jerry seemed genuinely perplexed, determined to solve the puzzle.
 
   “He owns his own business down there. He’s mega successful and while he could probably move it and achieve the same results quickly, Billy believes ‘if it isn’t broke, don’t try to fix it.’ He wouldn’t rock the boat unless he had to. The fact that Miami’s real estate market, commercial and residential, have been dead for years after the market crashed and he’s still exceeding profit margins and quotas says he has a great thing going.”
 
   Jerry stood quietly for a long while.
 
   “Cups?” I prompted as the machine began to gurgle its final bits of water through the filter.
 
   “I’ll get it.” He retrieved two mugs, located a bag of sugar and a carton of cream from the fridge before grabbing two spoons from a nearby drawer.
 
   “Your kitchen is well stocked considering you and Ellie don’t cook.”
 
   “Her parents shop for us.”
 
   “Do you work a lot of hours at the station?”
 
   “Rarely. Not much police work in a small town. The occasional domestic issue or bar brawl; that’s about it.”
 
   “I’d consider that a good thing. It’s a slow day to hear sirens five times a day in some areas of Miami.”
 
   We each customized our coffee. I awkwardly leaned against the counter after, unsure where to go and what to do. After a long five minutes of fidgeting and dainty, self-conscious sips of my coffee, I broke. “I don’t have to stay, Jerry. You and Ellie have-“
 
   “Stop.” He glared at me, killing my words.
 
   I knew my eyes were open wide; I felt my brows crinkling.
 
   “Shit.” He set his cup on the counter. “You can stay as long as you’d like, Kitty.”
 
   That dang name. I wish I had just told them my real name from the start.
 
   “Kate. My name is Kate.”
 
   He met my gaze, studying me briefly before he nodded once. “Kate.” He picked up his mug again. “Stay as long as you’d like, whether Ellie is here or not. We take care of our own. You’re a mate, so you’re part of our family now.” He gave me a small smile. “You’ll always be welcome here.”
 
   I’d only ever had Billy it seemed. Jerry was offering me more than I’d ever had, more than I thought I’d ever have. Emotions gathered in my chest, compressing it. “Thanks.” My voice was thick, inflecting what I felt.
 
   He took another sip of his coffee. Both of us heard the front door open and close. “In the kitchen,” Jerry called, watching me as he spoke.
 
   My heart beat a little faster as she rounded the corner. She stood unabashedly naked before us. Her hair was disheveled, as if she’d been driving down a highway in a convertible with the top down.
 
   We stared at each other. Her concern was palpable; it felt as tangible as my own.
 
   “I’m gonna shower. Meet you in bed in ten?” Her brows rose as she posed the offer.
 
   I shook my head lightly in agreement.
 
   She glanced sideways at Jerry. “Thanks, Jer.”
 
   He didn’t look at her, despite shaking his head in acknowledgement.
 
   I waited for Ellie to leave the room before speaking. “I’m not trying to take your place or steal her away from you. I hope you know that.”
 
   He lifted his head towards me. “I do.” He shoved off the island. His mug clinked against the metal as he set the now-empty cup in the sink. “Thanks for the coffee, Kate.” He left me standing in the middle of the big kitchen, staring after him like an idiot.
 
   Jesus. I felt so off-kilter. Everything had happened so fast, changed so rapidly. It seemed there was very little I was certain of these days, including my own sexual preference.
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   Ellie
 
   I could tell Jerry was still pissed at me. I was glad he didn’t punish Kate for our shit though. Seeing them together in the kitchen was a relief.
 
   My wolf snarled; I punched her down. She’d royally pissed me off. She may have ruined the very thing she wanted most, all because she couldn’t wait five more fucking minutes. We shared a body, but we each had a mind of our own.
 
   I rushed through my shower, hoping to find Kate in bed waiting for me.
 
   She wasn’t.
 
   I heard the water turn on downstairs and headed that way. I found Kate, body sidled up against the sink as she washed dishes.
 
   Dammit.
 
   Reaching around her, I turned off the water.
 
   “Somehow, I sensed you were there,” she said. She turned the water back on and proceeded to rinse the cup in her hands.
 
   That was a good sign. It meant that pull was working. I slipped my hands around her waist and pressed my body against hers. My pussy heated immediately. Instinctively, I ground my womb against the swell of her ass.
 
   She turned the faucet off. Her heart skittered a tad faster, each beat a little closer together. “Jerry’s here,” she stated.
 
   Her concern told me she wanted to do something, but was afraid of sensitive ears. “Trust me, he’s heard it all before. Probably seen it too.” I slid her hair aside and fixed my mouth to the side of her neck. She leaned into me right away.
 
   “Ellie?” Her breathing stuttered.
 
   I smiled against her, knowing I had her where I wanted her.
 
   Yanking up her shirt, I slipped a hand down her panties. She stiffened, holding her breath as I dipped my fingers between her folds, into her warmth.
 
   “What are you doing to me, Ellie?” She sounded weary.
 
   I chuckled lightly against her. “What does it feel like I’m doin’, sweet cheeks?” Moving fleetingly, I drew my fingers in a steady circle over her clit.
 
   She clamped her lips together, bowing over the counter, shoving me back, but a whine still escaped.
 
   Needing to be in control, I spanned a hand over her upper stomach and jerked her back into me. She squeezed my forearms as I continued my assault, much to my wolf’s delight.
 
   “Oh, God, Ellie,” she moaned, flexing her hips into my touch. My wolf sat up, stalking upwards, watching with interest. She was a temporarily distracted predator.
 
   I nibbled her ear lobe. “You better fall apart in my arms like a good girl.”
 
   Her reply was a breathless, “Fuck, Ellie.”
 
   Her chest rose and fell in a reckless rhythm, much like my fingers over her sensitive bud. She continually bit her lips, trying to hold back her whimpers and moans.
 
   Her nails began to bite into the flesh of my arms. Her head dipped back, resting on my shoulder as her body arched.
 
   “Fall apart, Kate.”
 
   She finally cried out as her pussy pulsated beneath my touch. I kept pace until she pressed a staying hand over mine. She stood, gasping for air, her gaze fixated on the sink. Her pulse sang a rapid, thumping melody.
 
   A soft growl in the distance gave away Jerry’s presence. Looking back, I caught him in the doorway. He glared at me. I swore fire blazed in his eyes, the flickers of honey warning that his wolf was close.
 
   We’d always shared. It was the only way I got any action in this small town. He’d always convinced the woman it would please him to watch us together. I suppose him wanting the same courtesy in return wasn’t something I should have held against him. But I did. Because it was different with Kate. She was my mate, not a one-night stand plucked up from the local bar. And, had my mate not been in my arms, in a vulnerable state, I would have charged him.
 
   My vision blurred momentarily as my wolf warned him off. I could tell Kate was inexperienced with sex, and as uncomfortable as she was initially with me, she would clam up the moment she saw Jerry there.
 
   His expression said this wasn’t over, that he would probably push the issue again. Thankfully, with one final look at Kate, he stormed off.
 
   I nuzzled her neck. “Let’s take this to bed.”
 
   She spun in my arms. Her eyes glittered with warmth. Her lips curled into a shy smile. “Okay.”
 
   My wolf damn near purred as I led our mate upstairs.


 
   
  
 




 
   — 14 —
 
   Kate
 
   Ellie effortlessly tossed me onto the bed. Just as I’d guessed, it was like landing on a fluffy cloud. She covered me a second later, aligning our bodies in the middle as her legs straddled me. Leaning down, she claimed my lips.
 
   Her mouth seared mine with little urgency. I was surprised by the amount of emotion in her touch. Her touch was tender yet strong; were I a treasure, she was handling me with cherished confidence.
 
   She brushed her lips across mine in short spurts; soft kisses of endearment before she pulled back. “I’m sorry I ran.”
 
   I opened my eyes to find her watching me closely, her brows dipping inwards.
 
   What could I say? It wasn’t alright, but I could tell she was sorry.
 
   I slipped my hands beneath her t-shirt. Her skin was so smooth, satin silk to caress. It was the opposite of every other body I’d slid my hands over.
 
   Her eyes flickered with gold as I hesitantly drew her shirt up, exposing her breasts. Desire swarmed within me. My mouth watered as I stared at the ripe globes.
 
   Lifting my gaze, I knew my cheeks colored. “Can…do you mind?”
 
   She tore her shirt off and threw it aside. “I’m yours, sweet cheeks. You don’t have to ask; just take, exactly as I do with you.”
 
   My body immediately responded to her words. My nipples hardened as I looked at hers again. My womb heated under the blaze of desire as my heart beat an assuring cadence.
 
   I was really doing this; I actually wanted to do this.
 
   Gaining an ounce of courage, I cautiously dove for her pink buds. Easy at first, I ran my tongue over one, the other I explored gingerly with my fingers. She tasted sweet and clean. There was something addictive about it, something that drew an animal-like reaction from me, driving me to taste more, take more, and be a little less careful.
 
   “Fuck, Kate. Your mouth is fucking heaven.” Ellie laced her fingers through my hair; her palms molded to my head as she kept me pressed to her.
 
   My body burned with need; my womb tightened and my pussy began to pulse as I grew more confident, as she boldly asked for more.
 
   I sucked her tit, circling her sensitive peak. I grazed my teeth against her tip.
 
   She growled, her eyes igniting the now familiar honey gold. She tossed my head back against the pillows and seized my lips in a frenzy. This time, I unleashed my own desires, setting them free. There was no point in being timid. As much as I felt like I knew Ellie, we were still strangers, and I was still leaving at the end of next week.
 
   I grabbed hold of her breasts and teased them. I knew what felt good to me and did it on her.
 
   “God, I’m gonna fuck you so hard.” Her words were a growl as she bit my lip.
 
   I don’t know what came over me. “Then do it.”
 
   In a flash, she was off the bed standing naked. She looked me up and down. “Strip before I get back or I’m shredding those clothes.” She walked into a closet.
 
   I scurried off the bed and fumbled trying to remove my clothes quick enough. I was too slow. A moment later my pants and panties were shredded.
 
   Ellie wrapped her arms around me. She pinched my nipples as something cold brushed my pussy. “On the bed.” She slapped my ass, shocking me into motion.
 
   It wasn’t until I was in the center of the bed on my back that I saw what had briefly teased my apex. Ellie gracefully mounted me, positioning the strap-on at my entrance.
 
   My breasts were swollen, needy mounds with desperate peaks. My pussy clenched in anticipation. Liquid desire rushed my channel as I stared longingly at her.
 
   “There’s one the exact same size inside me, and this little nub will vibrate on both our clits.” She pointed to the silicon pieces. The dildo was an average six-inches of glistening cock. Her eyes flared with gold.
 
   I licked my lips. I’d never wanted to be penetrated so bad, especially by a fake dick strapped to a gorgeous woman with mouth-watering boobs.
 
   “Hold on tight, sweet cheeks. This might get a little rough.” She winked. She pressed over the vibration piece and it roared to life.
 
   My inhale turned into a cry of pleasure as she shoved the cock into me. My body tingled with pleasure that shot from my core.
 
   “Let’s torture poor Jerry a little.” She smiled smugly as she sped up.
 
   Her pace was impossible for me to keep up with. Chaotic pleasure assaulted me with every thrust. My pussy squeezed the dildo as my clit lit up each time it vibrated.
 
   Ellie’s eyes, lighting with honey, were what I focused on. Her lips snarled, growls escaping as she thoroughly fucked me better than any man ever had. She maneuvered the molded dick to hit every sweet spot within me, drawing fresh pleasure with every touch.
 
   I clung to her arms as our breasts continually touched. I was holding on for dear life, on a wicked fast roller coaster where everything whipped past in a blur. The only thing that wasn’t a blur was the pleasure slapping me repeatedly, much like the wind. Pleasure lit every part of me until the pressure became too much.
 
   My lungs barely worked, my ears barely heard the noises in the distance, my vision began to blur as my pulse drowned out my conscience. My body seemed to twist itself into knots as I desperately clung to Ellie, as my hips furiously met hers.
 
   “Let go!” she commanded, pumping harder.
 
   It was enough to send me over. Fireworks burst before my eyes as my body undulated with erotic pleasure. The intensity of my release was unmatched. Wave after wave of powerful sensations wracked me. I lost all sense of gravity as my body drifted through each level of lingering pleasure.
 
   I felt shaky; my body tingled with awareness as my consciousness gradually returned. Blinking, I registered her lack of movement.
 
   Ellie nuzzled my neck. “That was a hell of a lot better than my rabbit.” She chuckled.
 
   I smiled against her, feeling sated and satisfied, but still a bit unsteady. She literally rocked my world, turning my sense of reality, my perception, on its head.
 
   She sat back, revealing her face glowing, dewy and sun kissed, with happiness; the afterglow of good sex, I supposed. “I’ll be back.” She gave me a swift kiss before gently pulling out and getting off the bed. This time she disappeared into the bathroom.
 
   My pussy was still throbbing, pulsating from my climax. I shivered as the cool air shocked my hypersensitive flesh.
 
   Ellie leapt onto the bed and proceeded to wipe me with a warm cloth. My heart clenched. No one had ever done that before. Granted, Id’ only had two partners before her, but there was still something so touching about the measure.
 
   She dropped another kiss on my lips before she stepped away again. This time when she returned she was empty handed. She pulled back the covers, prompting me to crawl over and then under them as she joined me.
 
   She gathered me into her arms. A single hand gently stroked my back and shoulder as I rested in the crook of her arm. My mind struggled to process it all, to adjust to Ellie, my situation, South Carolina. She had me feeling things I never had. She had me re-evaluating my life, and, dare I say, starting to consider a life outside Miami for the first time.
 
   She grazed her fingertips over my shoulder. A tinge of sharp pain had me cringing.
 
   She sat up a little. “Stay still.” She leaned over me.
 
   I held my breath as she dragged her tongue across the aching spot.
 
   “Sorry.” She laid back and settled me against her again. “It should heal in a day or two, but the mark is permanent.” She hesitated a minute, staring up at the ceiling before looking away. “It’s the only way to mark you as mine.”
 
   My heartbeat sped up. I didn’t have to ask to know: fiction got it right. Ellie’s wolf had bitten me.
 
   I suddenly felt cold; my nudity became uncomfortable. One phrase kept replaying in my mind: she didn’t ask. She didn’t ask if she could bite me, she just did it.
 
   I was hyperaware of the tenderness in my left shoulder. Serenity slowly slipped away as a fresh anxiety coursed through me. How was I going to explain this to Billy? Being with a woman in semi-secrecy was one thing, in complete openness on a permanent basis…that wasn’t me. I was straight. I was running from a stalker, not into the arms of a lesbian werewolf. Right?
 
   “Kate? Kate…”
 
   I blinked in quick succession. When did it get so cold in here?
 
   “Kate?”
 
   When did I get off the bed? Somehow I’d made my way a few feet from the bed. I stood, arms wrapped around myself, shivering as I struggled to make sense of it all.
 
   Ellie slowly moved towards me, a hand stretched out as if I were a wild, unpredictable animal, easily spooked into retaliation.
 
   Unease constricted my chest. “Stop.” My plea was breathless. I was so confused; overwhelmed. I wasn’t ready to face this. I wasn’t ready to be openly gay. Hell, I’d just found out I might be today.
 
   Finally beginning to register the situation, I jolted into action. I moved to my bag and tore through it for clothes.
 
   Ellie watched from beside the bed. “Talk to me, Kate. What the hell is going on?”
 
   I couldn’t dress fast enough. Panties, black leggings, flip-flops, bra, oversized teal, burn-out tee… Grabbing my purse, I dug for a rubber band and threw my hair up. My heart raced; my mind was drowning. This was all Donovan’s fault.
 
   I stalked towards the door.
 
   “Kate! Talk to me!”
 
   Hand on the door handle, I looked back over my shoulder. My tee was large enough to dip off one shoulder, exposing the red bit mark. I lifted my gaze.
 
   Ellie’s expression was anything but kind. She was frustrated. Where was the love? Where was the concern I’d seen and felt earlier? Had this whole thing been a ruse?
 
   I wanted my brother more than ever.
 
   Tears wet my eyes. “You didn’t ask.” I walked out the bedroom door, closing it behind me.
 
   Across the way, Jerry stood outside his room. His features were twisted with fear. He looked the way Ellie should have: worried, remorseful, focused. His gaze fell to my shoulder. His muscles flexed fervently at the sight.
 
   “Congratulations.” His voice was devoid of emotion, washing his word of all meaning. He escaped into his room, leaving me standing there again.
 
   A sob broke from me. I sunk down on the top step. I bit my bottom lip hard, trying to fight it, trying to deny reality, but I couldn’t anymore…
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   Ellie
 
   My wolf howled. How the hell did we go from claiming our mate, partly, to losing her entirely?
 
   Her sob carried through the wall. It squeezed my heart, plucking at my icy chords; it kicked at my frozen walls. I was supposed to protect her, not hurt her dammit. Love her, not fucking drive her away.
 
   The need to console her, even if I was the cause of her ache, overpowered the bitch in me. I pulled an old shirt from the dresser and slipped on a pair of short shorts. Something told me nudity would have her shrinking away.
 
   I opened my door just in time to see Jerry reach her. He glared at me over his shoulder. Sadly, the alpha often was the go-between among disgruntled mates in his pack.
 
   He sat down beside her.
 
   Kate was hunched over; her elbows pressed into her knees for stability. Her face was buried in her hands; her hands tried to contain her cries, but they spilled over.
 
   Guilt slapped the shit out of me. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be…
 
   “I’ve got it, Jer.” Approaching, I placed a strong hand on his shoulder.
 
   “Doesn’t look like it,” he snapped.
 
   “Yeah, well, it’s not the first time I’ve fucked up and it won’t be the last.”
 
   He stood and got right into my face. His wolf flared to life in his eyes. “You hurt her again and I’ll have the elders dishonor your mating.” His voice was unwavering, steady, yet loaded with menace. He’d never spoken so passionately, so protectively?
 
   Shit. I was probably just panicking like my wolf.
 
   My wolf roared. Her claws gutted my insides as she fought her way to the surface.
 
   That was the ultimate threat. He was hitting hard.
 
   “Not a chance in hell.” I shoved past him and dropped down beside Kate.
 
   Jerry hovered, listening closely, making sure I held up my end.
 
   I wrapped my arms around Kate from the side. I gently set my chin on the edge of her shoulder. “Want to bite me back?”
 
   I recoiled. Fucking hell, El. Great opener!
 
   She lifted her head, wiping at her cheeks as she faced me, an incredulous expression on her face. “Bite you?” she exclaimed.
 
   My wolf huddled down. I actually cringed inside from the aggression in her tone.
 
   She let out a hollow laugh. “No, Ellie, I don’t want to bite you. I didn’t want you to bite me, but you didn’t ask. You assumed.” Her voice grew thicker as fresh tears gathered in her eyes. She choked back a sob. “You didn’t ask me. You gave me no options, just like…him.”
 
   “You sure as hell didn’t seem to mind in there.” My temperature dropped as my anger blossomed, raising stubborn, internal walls.
 
   I was shutting down. Who the fuck wanted to hear their mate say they didn’t want to be with them forever?
 
   She closed her eyes, sighing. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. You’re…you’re an anomaly. I don’t know if you make me gay or make me straight with an exception. Hell, maybe I’ve been bi this whole time and didn’t know it.” She met my gaze. “You’re beautiful, but biting me proved we want different things. Just like him, you want a forever I don’t think I’m prepared to give someone like you.”
 
   I gave her some space by sliding over on the step. Crossing my arms defensively, I pushed for the truth. “And just what the hell am I like, honey, since you’ve got me all figured out?”
 
   She smiled wistfully, sniffing as her tears began to dry. “You’re sexy and confident; you’re fearless. You’re the opposite of all I will ever be. You deserve more, Ellie.”
 
   I scoffed. “That’s such a crock of shit. You’re just a scared kitty running from the wolf. Newsflash, sweet cheeks, I don’t plan to eat you. Contrary to popular belief, I’m more than a sexy bitch. I thought you saw that.”
 
   “I haven’t even known you a day. How could I?”
 
   My wolf was as quiet as I was; a deadly combination.
 
   I looked her up and down. My heart wrenched. I wished I could shut it off, be numb to what she invoked in me, the feelings she drew to the surface, but I couldn’t.
 
   Every time I saw those curves, I would want to strip and fuck ‘em. She fit perfectly against me. Dammit, she was perfect for me. I could already tell that she would balance me. That opposites attract crap tends to work best with our kind. We’re aggressive, opinionated and, sometimes, uncompassionate.
 
   Shit. Was I letting my ego destroy this?
 
   Fuck. This mating shit was hard. Everyone always made it look so damn easy, almost as if there was no choice, but also, no opposition.
 
   My wolf whimpered at the sight of Kate. She was our mate. I wanted to shake the truth into her.
 
   She was sexy. She was confident, when she told her conscience to fuck off for a while. She could be fearless and she already amazed me. She didn’t even blink when she discovered my wolf.
 
   Swallowing my pride, petting my wolf with assurance, I moved back into her space. I gathered her hand between mine. “You’re scared. I get that.” I laced our fingers. “I don’t want to scare you though. I want you running to me, not away from me. And as for a label, try Kate. I don’t give a fuck if you’re gay, straight or bi, as long as you give me a chance to be with you. I’ll do whatever it takes to be with you, Kate, even if it means going super slow and dressing like a man from time to time.
 
   She studied me sideways, biting back a smirk. “You’re too pretty to pass as a guy.”
 
   I shrugged my shoulders. “I’d do it for you.”
 
   This time, she didn’t hold back her smile. “Thanks, but that’s not what I want. No one should change who they are for someone else. Ultimately, that would doom us from the start.”
 
   “So there’s hope?” I tried not to be eager, but my poker hand might as well have been face up on the table at this point.
 
   She chewed her lip for a minute, keeping me on edge. Her brows furrowed as she stared at our conjoined hands. Exhaling softly, she said, “There’s hope, but there’s some stuff I have to get through first.”
 
   “Sure thing, sweet cheeks.” I squeezed her hand, glad to have salvaged our relationship for the most part, I hoped. “Now, come to bed. It’s lonely as hell in that massive beast.”
 
   Her gaze swept over me and back up to Jerry before she agreed.
 
   Standing, I kept hold of her hand and tugged her upright with me. The moment we turned, Jerry held up a staying hand to me. His expression was solemn, fierce. His wolf glimmered in and out of his eyes, putting my own on alert. A chill of foreboding shot down my spine.
 
   Jerry moved in front of Kate. “Who is he?”
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   Kate
 
   My heart took off. The tone of his voice, the flash in his eyes, the set of his features told me he knew, not everything, but something.
 
   I deadpanned.
 
   “You said ‘like him’ twice. I also happen to know of one man who overheard an interesting conversation, yet he won’t talk. He did say you were running. Now who are you running from, Kate?”
 
   Crap, crap, crap.
 
   I looked around. The only exit was the stairs and Ellie had just tightened her grip on my hand. It was do or die time. Either I trusted them with the truth, or- I sighed. I knew they wouldn’t let me out of telling them.
 
   “Talk to us, Kate.” Ellie squeezed my fingers.
 
   “We can’t help you if you don’t open up.” Jerry watched me closely. I knew he saw every minute movement on my part.
 
   I studied them in return. My heart seemed to crack at the edges as my lungs constricted. I’d already involved more people than I wanted. I hated that Billy and Jared were drawn into my messy web.
 
   Looking at Jerry and Ellie, I couldn’t put my finger on it. They could clearly defend themselves, but I felt the need to protect them both from Donovan, from the unnecessary. Despite being upset with Ellie still, I couldn’t do this to them; I couldn’t bring Donovan upon them.
 
   “Why are you shaking your head ‘no’?” Jerry asked.
 
   Was I?
 
   Ellie’s features turned down. Concern wrinkled her brows. Beyond that though, I sensed her hurt.
 
   Dang it. It seemed she would get hurt either way.
 
   I looked to Jerry. He was so strong, a true tough guy, but I’d caught glimpses of the teddy bear. He cared. He rescued me, he protected me; he was the reason I stuck around and worked through things with Ellie. He’d already done so much for me; I couldn’t ask for more, demand for more. Telling them about Donovan would do just that: prompt them for more.
 
   This time, I consciously shook my head negatively. I withdrew my hand from Ellie’s grip, wrapping my arms around myself. Dang it, Donovan. I hope you rot in hell.
 
   Jerry caught me off guard. He cupped my face, his eyes boring into mine. “We can’t help you unless you tell us.” The vein in his neck danced.
 
   My flesh tingled beneath his hands. He was so earnest. I gave him a small smile as I secured his wrists to my palms. “I know.” I pulled on his wrists, but they didn’t budge.
 
   A snarl echoed beside me. “Let go of her!”
 
   Jerry ground his teeth. His eyes glowed pure golden honey as he roared, “No, dammit!”
 
   His body began to shake. I knew my expression unveiled my disquiet as I watched him fight for control.
 
   Ellie shoved at him, but he didn’t move.
 
   He growled. “Why aren’t you worried? She’s your fucking mate?”
 
   My heart began to pick up its pace. If they fought, there would be nothing I could do to stop them.
 
   Ellie invaded his space, as much as she could. “Because as long as she’s with me, I’ll protect her with my life. No one’s going to get to her as long as I’m alive.”
 
   “And when you’re not? When you’re at work or on a run?” he pressed angrily.
 
   His insistence had me squirming. I didn’t know if Ellie’s lack of concern or Jerry’s raging distress was more unsettling.
 
   I frowned, watching blindly as the scene continued to unfold. Ellie had no idea who she was dealing with. Jerry didn’t either…but, in this moment, I realized something troubling. While I didn’t doubt that Ellie would protect me, I felt safer with Jerry. He reacted exactly as Billy did.
 
   The differences between Jerry and Ellie were becoming more and more clear to me.
 
   Growls bounced off the walls as my pulse caught up with my heavily thumping heart. “Stop.” I was more confused than ever, lost as to the best answer, the best solution to all of this right now, and their pissing contest wasn’t helping me think. It didn’t matter who was right or wrong, only what was. Donovan existed. Donovan was a threat, whether they knew it or not...
 
   “Stop!” I cracked.
 
   Two pairs of glowing eyes glared at me.
 
   “You…you have no idea who you’re dealing with.”
 
   “Because you won’t tell us,” Jerry said.
 
   Ellie cut her eyes at him. “Because it doesn’t matter.” Her statement made no sense from a police officer’s perspective. Knowing was half the battle. Knowing helped. Dang it. Knowing would help them.
 
   “But it does.” My voice was weak, weary, much like the rest of me when it came to Donovan.
 
   “I told you.” Jerry snarled.
 
   “When the fuck are you going to stop telling me what to do with my mate?”
 
   Jerry’s eyes sizzled with fire as he pulled me into his arms, securing me against him. My body melted around him as fresh tears stung my eyes. I buried my face in his chest. For one brief moment, I felt impenetrable.
 
   Until he said the one thing that would change everything…
 
   “Never, El. I will never stop telling you what is best for Kate. Because if you opened your fucking eyes for one goddam minute, just long enough to stop being so damned sadistic, selfish and fucking self-righteous, you’d realize that she’s my mate too!”
 
   TO BE CONTINUED…
 
   —~—


 
   
  
 




 
   Dear Reader,
 
   Let me start by saying I hate cliffhangers. (Sorry! Hypocritical, I know.) Trust me, I fought this one; I argued with the characters (mentally) for a while and then I proceeded to battle the words on the screen, trying to morph them into the bow-tied ending I always crave in a book or series, but, alas, it just wouldn’t work. The characters were right. This story had to be broken up for optimum relay. That last line wouldn’t have had quite the same effect if there was a man and woman on the cover and the title was Theirs rather than Hers. And Jerry deserved such a rise.
 
   As for why, he’s being more than generous with his point of view in the next book. I hope you’ll stick around for the next title. Jerry would like you to. It’s already in the process of being written. Barring all characters cooperate, the book should be released in October 2013.
 
   Until then…
~ Christin
 
   —~—
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