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   Dedication
 
   For my hot, hunky middle-aged alpha.
 
   26 years of marriage,
 
   and I am still yours,
 
   and you are still mine.
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About Mate of Honor
 
   Curvy fox shifter Bailey Corsac lost the man of her dreams to her childhood best friend. Though her heart still aches for the love that will never be hers, Bailey finds herself the maid of freaking honor for the wolf couple’s official union. At the wedding party’s scenting ceremony, no one is more surprised than Bailey when the groom’s older brother, and heir apparent to the alpha, decides to claim her. Forrest Blackthorn is maddening and grumpy and--okay, admittedly sexy.
 
   It’ll take more than growl and an alpha attitude to tame Bailey, and Forrest has another thing coming if he thinks he can simply Big, Bad Wolf this vixen.
 
   Forrest Blackthorn, the new alpha of the Blackthorn Pack, is instantly smitten with the sassy fox shifter, and the heat between them is nothing less than volcanic. So, he's understandably confused when she runs away from him.
 
   Choosing Bailey as his mate puts her in immediate danger. But the bad guys better watch out, because this wolf will stop at nothing to keep his foxy woman safe.
 
   Reader Note: This book is set in Milly Taiden's Sassy Mates world, and in that spirit, there is plenty of hot sex, a sassy plus-sized heroine, a hot, hunky alpha who will do anything to make her his own, and enough nail-biting action to keep you on the edge of your seats. You won't put this book down until you are done!
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Table of Contents
 
   Chapter One
 
   Chapter Two
 
   Chapter Three
 
   Chapter Four
 
   Chapter Five
 
   Chapter Six
 
   Chapter Seven
 
   Chapter Eight
 
   Chapter Nine
 
   Chapter Ten
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   About the Author
 
   Join Renee’s Newsletter
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
   A hand slides along my thigh, up, up, until I feel callused fingertips wet themselves on my aching core. I lift my hips, spreading my legs for…him. His dark eyes drink me until my throat tightens, constricting the moan of pleasure as he slides a finger inside me. His other hand on my breast now, his lips wrap my lust-hardened nipple. He licks and sucks and teases as his fingers thrust inside me, his thumb rubbing my throbbing clit.
 
   “Oh, God,” I whisper as the pressure builds to overwhelming pleasure.
 
   “Not God,” he says, his breath a scorching fire of desire on my skin. “Just a man. Your man.”
 
   The gold ring around his pupils mark him as more than a man. He is wolf. But why can’t I see the rest of his face? “Who are you?”
 
   He moves his body over mine and settles himself between my thighs. When he enters me, I cry out as his girth splits me wide open. As he thrusts deep and with purpose, I hear him say, “Who am I?”
 
   Bailey Corsac awoke with a whimper, her hands reaching out, groping for her dream lover. On finding her bed empty, as usual, she wiped at her eyes then curled into a ball under the blankets.
 
   “It’s not real,” she reminded herself. “It’s not real.”
 
   Her work cell phone rang, driving home just how unreal the dream had been. The number was “Unknown.”
 
   “Corsac,” she said when she answered.
 
   The voice was distorted. “I have information you want about illegal home seizures.”
 
   She sat up, wide-awake now. She and her partner Tory Thames had been trying to catch a break on the class action lawsuit they were bringing against the state, but they’d had little to no joy in finding a kind of paper trail. Without hard evidence that hundreds of people were being evicted without proper notice so their properties could be resold to investment companies, they didn’t have a case.
 
   “How did you come by this evidence?”
 
   “No questions,” the voice sounded panicked.
 
   Bailey tried another tactic. “What do you want for this information?”
 
   “Nothing,” the voice said. “I…I’ve changed my mind.” The person on the other end hung up.
 
   “Shit, shit, shit.” Bailey couldn’t even redial the number because of its “unknown” status. When the phone rang again, she didn’t even hesitate to pick up. In a desperate ramble, she said, “However you want to handle this, whatever you want me to do, I’m in.”
 
   “That’s fantastic,” a woman replied. “I was hoping you’d say yes!”
 
   “Uhm, to what?”
 
   “To being my maid of honor. Oh, Bailey, I’m so happy you’ll be a part of mine and Evan’s big day.”
 
   Oh, crap. “Hi, Lara.”
 
   ****
 
   Forrest Blackthorn listened to the noisy conversations coming from the lounge. He didn’t focus on any one person, so the sounds blended into a droning buzz from where he sat in the library. His father, Burn Blackthorn, an imposing man at nearly six foot eight inches tall, sat across from Forrest in his favorite chocolate brown leather club chair with a deep, semi-curved back. He leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, his hands steepled in front of his chin.
 
   Thick brows shadowed Burn's dark eyes. He was a man who liked to keep his cards close to the vest, so Forrest still didn’t have any idea why his father had called him home.
 
   “I want you to officiate your brother’s wedding ceremony.”
 
   “What?” Forrest would have been less surprised if his father had told him he wanted him to wear a tutu and cluck like a chicken. “I don’t understand. That’s the alpha’s job.”
 
   “Yes,” Burn said. “It is.” He narrowed his gaze meaningfully. “That’s why I’m asking you.”
 
   “It doesn’t feel like a request.”
 
   “My son,” Burn started, “You have been running Blackthorn Sporting Goods for fifteen years. You have almost single-handedly turned us into a billion dollar cooperation. We have more than fifty stores in a six-state area and close to twenty thousand employees. You oversee all of this with the deft hand of a strong leader. You have taken your place as the head of our business, and now, I want you to take your place as the head of our family.”
 
   Forrest stared at his father, and without hesitation, he said, “No.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “An alpha needs to be nurturing, diplomatic, and decisive.” Forrest shook his head. “I am only one of those three things. I know how to do what needs to be done, but I don’t know how to do it in a way that will make the pack happy.”
 
   His father chuckled. “You do lack a natural approach to diplomacy, but you can learn, son. As I did.”
 
   “Why don’t you let me shadow you for a couple of years? I’ll come home for the big meetings and watch you work.” Anything to postpone this terrible idea. His dad was still young. He could be alpha for another hundred or more years. Why was he doing this to Forrest? Why now?
 
   “You have watched me your entire life. Now it’s your turn.”
 
   “What if I fail?”
 
   Burn’s expression sobered. “There is nothing like a trial by fire to prove a man’s mettle. You must show the rest of the pack that you are the alpha they can rely on you for more than just lining their pockets. You must show them you are the pack leader they need.”
 
   “I’ll never be as beloved as you, Father.”
 
   “There is more to leadership than being loved, Forrest.”
 
   “But being loved helps,” he said, his words bitter on his tongue. He’d never been easy around other people. Sure he could assign tasks, make decisions that could cost or gain their business millions of dollars, and praise or discipline employees as needed, but personal relationships, the ones that were driven by emotion, had always been a weakness for him. He took a personality test once when he was in business school. It concluded that Forrest Blackburn didn’t like people. When he’d read the results, he hadn’t been surprised. The test only stated what he’d already known.
 
   “So,” his father said. “You will officiate Evan’s ceremony and take your rightful place as the new alpha.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I’ve promised your mother a trip around the world.”
 
   Forrest’s released a hasty breath as if gut punched. “You’re leaving?”
 
   “For a year, at least.”
 
   “But…what if I need you?”
 
   “Trial by fire,” Burn said again. “Now, your first duty is to see to attend Evan’s rehearsal dinner next week and oversee the scenting ceremony after.”
 
   Forrest raised a suspicious brow. “This isn’t some big ruse just to find me a mate, is it?”
 
   “Of course, it is.” Burn shrugged. “You need to pick a mate. Someone strong, either from one of the powerful families in our pack or a daughter from one of our rivals. And who knows, you might even find a woman that calls to your blood. Would that be such a bad thing?”
 
   Forrest cringed. His last three relationships had ended badly. Like throwing-plates-and-expensive-vases-at-his-head badly. The last thing he needed was the possibility of finding a mate that his wolf would make him keep. “I can manage my own love life, Father.”
 
   “You’ve done such a bang-up job so far.” A woman entered the room. Her chestnut brown hair was swept up into a soft bun, and her light blue eyes crinkled at the corners when she smiled. She walked to Forrest, and he dipped his head so she could kiss his cheek. “You have managed to avoid the annual scenting ceremony every year for the last two decades.”
 
   “Hello, Mother.” He kissed her cheek before she sat on the cushioned arm of his father’s chair. “I’m not looking for a mate.”
 
   “Hello, Forrest.” She ignored his declaration as she turned her attention to Burn. Forrest watched as his father, the strongest and most powerful wolf shifter in the area became a lap dog in her presence. “Hello, my love.” She leaned over and briefly placed a tender kiss on Burn’s lips. “You are looking very handsome this evening.”
 
   “And you, my dear, are more lovely every day.”
 
   Forrest stood up. Their affection for each other had always made him uncomfortable. He was so unlike either of them. He often wondered if they’d found him on the side of the road somewhere. His brothers Luke, Dorian, and Evan were easy going. People gravitated toward them, which had made them popular with their peers. Even his sister, Blessing, seemed to have gotten the “people” gene. All of them were touchy, huggy, and feely. Everything that made Forrest want to find the nearest deserted island to get marooned.
 
   A knock at the entrance captured their attention. Dorian, Forrest’s younger brother, stood just under the arch. “I can see by the pleased expression on your face that our parents have sprung the news on you. Congratulations, brother.”
 
   Dorian’s blue eyes were a paler shade of their mother’s, and Forrest could see the glint of humor and amusement. Dorian owned Los Lobos Luxury Cars. A high-end dealership in Blue Creek. He had charm and bullshit for days, which made him a great car salesman, but an annoying little brother.
 
   Forrest gave him side-eye. He curled his upper lip and snarled. “Nothing is done deal, yet.”
 
   His father stood up. “Yes, it is. I’m stepping down, Forrest, and you will step up.”
 
   “I can’t run the business from here.”
 
   “Evan can take over for you.”
 
   “Are you kidding? He just finished college.”
 
   “And he interned with you for over a year. You said yourself he’s competent.”
 
   “But not enough to take over.”
 
   His father waved a hand, a growl on his lips. “I’ll hear no more. You’ll be the new alpha and Evan will run the business. After his honeymoon, of course.”
 
   “And,” his mother added, “you will take part in the scenting ceremony, whether it results in a mating or not.” Lila Blackthorn stood up and gave him a look that stopped any argument on his lips. “The other families will be here, and it will go a long way toward their acceptance of you as the new alpha if you marry one of their daughters.”
 
   He got up and strolled to the liquor cabinet and poured himself two fingers of brandy. The sweet liquid warmed him as he drank it down in a quick gulp then poured another. He turned to his parents, who couldn’t hide their amusement.
 
   Dorian walked over and poured a glass for himself. He lifted his glass to Forrest. “Long live the Alpha,” he said.
 
   Lila and Burn nodded their agreement. “Long live the Alpha.”
 
   Forrest grunted then drank down the caramel liquid.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
   “Son of a bitch,” Bailey swore at the ten extra pounds preventing her from squeezing into her size sixteen jeans. “Honest to God these things fit yesterday.” She gave her best friend and law partner Tory Thames a forlorn look of disgust.
 
   Tory patted down her pulled back, black hair and shook her head. “Maybe the shoemaker’s elves took them in a size during the night.”
 
   “Ha ha.” When Bailey finally managed to button the top button of the jeans, her fingertips red and slightly pained, she fist pumped the air in triumph. “Hah!”
 
   “Congratulations,” Tory said dryly. “Bailey, I think you need a new a wardrobe.”
 
   “My clothes are fine.” She put on a chocolate brown, button-down blouse. It was one of the few colors that really flattered her pale skin and hazel-green eyes.
 
   “It’s ill fitting. The buttons are gaping.”
 
   “You suck.”
 
   Tory walked to Bailey’s bedroom mirror. She was the kind of woman who exuded confidence and grace. Tall, leggy, and with skin the color of dark honey. Regal and beautiful. “Did you ever hear back from that whistleblower? We’re going to have to drop the class action suit if we can’t get some physical proof. The judge is going allow the state’s attorney’s dismissal.”
 
   Bailey shook her head. “He, or hell, for all I know, a she, never called back. Using a voice modulator is some real paranoid crap.”
 
   “It’s not paranoia if the man is really out to get you. I know this wedding stuff is going to keep you busy for the next couple of days, but if you hear from him…”
 
   “I’ll call you immediately. No worries. I know what matters.”
 
   “Good. And so do I.” She pulled a sea foam fitted shirt from Bailey’s closet. It was an extra-extra-large. “This V-neck is flattering.” She held the shirt out at arm’s length in front of Bailey. “And va-va-voom, you are one hot mamma in this outfit.”
 
   “It’s a rehearsal dinner for a wedding, not a blind date.”
 
   “Regardless, Bailey, you are a beautiful woman, so you might as well take full advantage of your assets.”
 
   “You mean my ass.” Bailey smirked.
 
   “If the shoe … or in the case, the Spanx fits, you--”
 
   “Squeeze into them like sausage in a casing.”
 
   Tory rolled her eyes. “You need to embrace those curves, baby doll.” She stood behind her as Bailey looked at herself in the bedroom mirror. “You are sexy as shit,” she said. “Evan Blackthorn is going to be picking his tongue up from the floor when he sees you.”
 
   “So his bride to be can step on it?” Bailey sighed. She didn’t want to be jealous of Lara Hout. They’d been best friends growing up, and she supposed it wasn’t her fault that the guy they both had crushed on chose her. Tonight was the rehearsal dinner with a scenting ceremony to follow.
 
   Bailey didn’t know if she’d be able to stand to watch him sniff all over her, but she’d made a promise that she wouldn’t hide away like some pathetic coward. She repeated the mantra she’d been chanting in her head since Lara asked her to be in the wedding.
 
   I am human rights attorney. I fight against injustice for the little guy. I am bad ass. I don’t need Evan Blackthorn to complete me. “Besides, I’m not trying to steal the groom,” she said out loud.
 
   “You know, there are other fish in the sea.”
 
   “You mean wolves in the pack.”
 
   “Po-tay-toe, Puh-tah-toe.”
 
   Not really, though, considering Evan and Lara were both wolves.
 
   “I’m a fox shifter, Tory. And worse, I have no family or pack to back me. I never had a shot with Evan Blackthorn. I knew that from the first moment I saw him. His father is the pack alpha. Lara is a wolf, like him. Her father is the pack’s enforcer, and her uncle is the pack’s second. She is basically royalty. They belong together.”
 
   “I still can’t believe you agreed to be her maid of honor.”
 
   Bailey couldn’t believe it either. “In my mind, I’d screamed, nooooooo! But the word yes tumbled out of my mouth.” After she’d already said she do anything for the person on the other end of the phone. To add salt to the wound, the stupid Deep Throat character never called back!
 
   “What about his brothers Luke or Dorian? I hear they are single and ready to mingle.”
 
   “Yuck. They are the biggest players. Besides, I’m not sure I want any man who has slept his way through the alphabet of female pack members.”
 
   “Experience is nothing to take lightly.” Tory wiggled her brows and shook her hips.
 
   “Not happening.”
 
   “What about his cousin Brad? He’s cute and single. And I hear he’s going to be one of the groomsmen. It could make for a really fun scenting ceremony, at least from what you’ve told me.”
 
   Bailey gave her a pithy glare. “I’m not his type.”
 
   “Who wouldn’t love a voluptuous vixen?” she asked.
 
   Bailey rolled her eyes at the vixen comment. As a fox shifter, she’d gotten vixen comments her whole life. “I have a vagina. He likes dick.”
 
   Tory’s mouth rounded in a small o. “I had no idea.”
 
   Bailey let her off the hook. “He just came out last year.”
 
   “Well, I’m sure there will be some hunka-hunka you can sink your teeth into at the party.”
 
   Bailey pulled her shoulders back. “I will not be participating in the scenting ceremony.”
 
   Tory gave her a disappointed frown. “Why not? You never know. You might enjoy yourself, or even better, you might really find yourself a mate.”
 
   “I would not enjoy myself. I don’t relish the idea of prancing around in fox form to be ignored by all the wolves. I mean, seriously, I got enough of that when I was growing up.”
 
   Bailey’s mother, Lana, had emigrated from Russia when she was five-years-old with the help of the Blackthorns. They owned one of the largest sporting good chains in the Midwest, and they used their long reach to help shifters and other paranormals who were desperate or in dire straits. Her mother had been both. Mr. Blackthorn, Evan’s dad, and his wife, Lila, had taken an interest in Lana. She worked as domestic help for them in the big house, and in return, they paid her a fair wage and let Bailey and her live in the carriage house on the estate.
 
   Which meant Bailey grew up with the Blackthorn Pack, but she was certainly not one of them. Not by a long shot.
 
   It didn’t help that her mother had been crazy. She believed she’d been touched by fortune with a gift for divination in the right circumstances. She used to ask Bailey if she ever saw anything before it happened. And when Bailey would tell her “no,” her mother would say, “Maybe it is good, malen'kiy kotenok moya.” Which meant “my little kitten” in Russian. “The gift only comes after great pain.” Bailey, who struggled to remember her mother’s face at times, never forgot her thick Russian accent. “I hope you are never touched by it.”
 
   Her mother’s nutty fortune telling shtick made fitting into the pack even harder.
 
   Lara Hout, Evan’s impending bride, was one of the only females in the pack to make Bailey feel like she sometimes belonged. She and Evan were Bailey’s confidants, her partners in crime, and she and Lara had both developed some serious feelings for the youngest Blackthorn child during their formidable years. When Mach Larson, a friend of Evan’s, had called Bailey a “fat bitch” during their eighth-grade year, Evan had jumped in like a knight in shining armor to her damsel in distress. How could she not love him?
 
   Because he loved Lara. That’s how. She had to get over this fantasy that she’d carried around with her for too many years.
 
   “I hear Forrest Blackthorn is putting in an appearance.”
 
   “Great. That’s all I need.”
 
   The oldest Blackthorn son used to look at Bailey like she was a bug that needed squashing. The first time she’d been introduced to him, she’d been eight-years-old. She and her mother had been at the Blackthorn estate for three years. Forrest walked in while Bailey sat in the library chair studying math while her mother cleaned. She’d never forget the suspicion in his dark blue eyes when he asked her who she was and why she sat in his father’s chair. Bailey couldn’t get out of the room fast enough to suit either her or him. He’d been twenty-two at the time, just out of his first four years of college.
 
   This had been a rare Forrest sighting, and over the next several years, his visits were just as infrequent. She only knew this because her mother wouldn’t let her come up to the Blackthorn Mansion aka “the big house” whenever the prodigal son arrived for home visits. It hadn’t bothered Bailey one iota. The man had a stick in his butt, and she’d often wished she could pull it out and make him play fetch with it.
 
   There had been one solace with Forrest’s visits: Evan liked him about as much as Bailey did, so he would hang out with her at the guest house when his brother came to stay.
 
   She’d loved those days. They had been few and fleeting.
 
   The last time she’d glimpsed Forrest Blackthorn had been right after her high school graduation. Mrs. Blackthorn included her in the party for Evan and Lara who had been dating for a year already. Bailey had felt completely out of place. There wasn’t a single person at the party for her except her mother. It drove home the fact that she was alone.
 
   She remembered Forrest so clearly that day as she spied on him from the ballroom window. He’d been standing outside on the back lawn, his arms crossed, and his expression grim. Much the same as the day he’d walked in on her in the library. Everyone at the graduation, young and old, was having fun. Excerpt for Forrest. And Bailey, of course. For a second, she saw a man who was as out of place in this crowd as she was and she stopped hating him. Until he turned around stared at her like she had four head and three legs.
 
   Bailey had scurried away from the window like a whipped pup.
 
   Bailey left for college when she turned eighteen, and before her first semester had ended, her mother had been killed in a car wreck. She’d remembered her mother’s paranoid words, “They are afraid of my truth, malen'kiy kotenok moya. They cannot let me live.” But the wreck had been an accident. A driver had fallen asleep at the wheel and drifted into her lane. The head-on collision had killed Lana instantly. The driver went into a coma that lasted months before he died as well. Mom’s funeral had been the last time she’d returned to the estate. Shifters live hundreds of years, so having her mom snatched from her at such a young age made going back to the Blackthorn land painful.
 
   So why had Bailey said yes to Lara?
 
   She threw the shirt Tory handed her on the bed and flopped down beside it. She cast a forearm over her face. “I can’t do it. I just can’t.”
 
   “You already said you would. You are the freaking maid of honor, Bailey. Quitting two nights before the wedding is not an option.”
 
   “I hate you.”
 
   “Because I’m right.”
 
   “Yes, because you’re right.”
 
   “I wish I was coming with you.”
 
   “You’re only saying that because you’re human.” Tory had been at the same high school as Bailey, so she had grown up aware of shifters and other creatures that go bump in the night, but they hadn’t become friends until college. Even so, she’d become as close a sister. “If you actually knew what a scenting ceremony entailed, you and your human sensibilities would go running for the hills.”
 
   “I would not.”
 
   She looked up at Tory, the bravest person she knew, human or otherwise. Maybe she wouldn’t run. Maybe someone like her would be a perfect mate for a strong wolf. After all, Evan did have two other unmated brothers, not counting Forrest. Bailey grimaced. She wouldn’t wish the unpleasant wolf on her worst enemy. “Well…I can ask Lara if I can bring a friend.”
 
   “Are you bullshitting me? Because if you aren’t, my answer is not only yes, but fuck yes.”
 
   “I’ll call her. I’m sure she won’t mind.” And Tory would make a great buffer against the other bitchmaids, err…bridesmaids. Those ladies had snubbed the crap out of Bailey at the wedding shower.
 
   Tory jumped and squealed with excitement. “Yes, yes, yes!”
 
   “You are a bad ass lawyer, Tory. Bad ass lawyers don’t jump and squeal like thirteen-year-olds.”
 
   She stuck her tongue out at me.
 
   Bailey laughed. “They don’t do that either.”
 
   “Shut up,” she said. “I’m going home.”
 
   “But why,” Bailey whined. “I need your help.”
 
   “And I need to pick out an outfit for the party.”
 
   “Fine. Go. Leave me on my own. To weep. To wither.” Emotionally, of course, not physically, because Bailey planned to eat a piece of gooey cake she’d gotten at the bakery on the way home as soon as Tory left. “To die…”
 
   “Drama queen.”
 
   “I really am.” Bailey smiled. “Seriously. Go. Just meet me back here by seven o’clock tonight. The dinner is at eight, and it’s a forty-five-minute drive to the big house.”
 
   “You make it sound like jail.”
 
   “Little bit.” Bailey held up her hand and put an inch between her thumb and forefinger. She sat up on the edge of the bed.
 
   Tory leaned over and kissed her cheek. “You will survive this, Bailey.”
 
   She might survive a night of watching Evan and Lara groping each other, but she wasn’t sure her heart would. “Promises. Promises.”
 
   ****
 
   “Mom says don’t be late for the rehearsal dinner,” Blessing Blackthorn said. Her hair was cut in a short bob that framed her apple cheeks. Her eyes were the color of jade. He had a soft spot for his little sister, even if he didn’t always show it.
 
   Like now. “I know my duty to this family and this pack. I don’t need a reminder.” He’d been alpha for a week now. There had been a formal gathering of the Blackthorn Pack to announce his ascendancy to leadership. He got the feeling his people would have been happier keeping him in the role of CEO and out of pack politics. Well, tough shit.
 
   He’d had to meet with Jax Gold, Caleb Rahound, Tristan Wolfe, and Victor Silverback, and other alphas of some of the smaller clans. They’d offered congratulations and advice. Tristan Wolfe said, “Don’t take this gift lightly.”
 
   Forrest shook his head. “More like a curse.”
 
   “Every son, especially those who are alpha, must make their own way. You’ve turned your business into your pack, and your father knows that isn’t healthy. Employees aren’t family, a corporate office won’t love you, and your executives won’t always have your back. Not like a real pack will.”
 
   He wanted to tell Tristan to keep his advice to himself, but he kept his mouth shut. Let the politics begin.
 
   When the scenting ceremony was brought up, along with the fact that Forrest needed to find a suitable mate, Jaxon Gold, alpha for the Golden Falls Pack, quipped, “Wives are a handful.” He grinned.“But these,” he wiggled his fingers, “are two very happy hands.”
 
   The rest of the men in the group got a good laugh out of it, and the consensus was they agreed. The air was thick with testosterone, though, and when Victor Silverback mentioned Rocco, Rahound’s old pack alpha to Caleb, the new alpha for Rahound, the tension rose as well. This was why meetings between alphas were usually kept small and short.
 
   Tristan Wolfe, the eldest in the room, circled his finger in the air and whistled. “Time to wrap this up.”
 
   Victor Silverback was an old school asshole. He’d given Burn Blackthorn a little trouble back when Burn established his pack.
 
   “My daughter will be at the ceremony tonight,” he told Forrest when he met him at the door. “It would be a good match.”
 
   Forrest shook the offered hand but didn’t reply. The only good match there would be the one used to light the fuse on that keg of dynamite.
 
   Tristan nodded to Forrest as he left. “Welcome to the club.”
 
   As the rest of them left, Forrest felt less choked.
 
   The last alpha, Caleb Rahound, a pleasant young man, not nearly as confrontational or boisterous as the other men in the room, shook Forrest’s hand on his way out. “Good luck, man.”
 
   Forrest forced a smile. “Thanks.” He didn’t need luck, though. Tonight was going to be a disaster. What he really needed was an exit strategy.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
   The long five-mile driveway into the Blackthorn compound made Bailey’s heart hammer in her chest. The way the trees grew up and over the paved road, blocking out both sun and moon, always scared her. It was as if they were trying to strangle anyone who dared breach their path.
 
   “Ease up, woman,” Tory said.
 
   “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   “You’re white-knuckling the steering wheel, and your neck is sweating.”
 
   “Damn it.” Bailey grabbed a tissue from the console and dabbed her neck and chest. “We should just turn around and go back.”
 
   “Uh-uh. When will I ever get another chance to see the inside of the infamous Blackthorn Mansion?”
 
   “Oh,” Bailey said. “I forgot. This is all about you tonight.”
 
   “Sarcasm doesn’t look pretty on anyone.”
 
   “Bitch, you know I make that shit work.”
 
   They both laughed, reminding Bailey why Tory Thames was her best friend in the first place.
 
   “You better now?” she asked as they passed a second security gate. “Besides, it would be a shame for you to not be seen tonight. You look fantastic.”
 
   Bailey had changed out of her jeans into an A-line flouncy skirt with a fall leaf print. She wore a sage green lace shirt that featured a half-sleeve, a deep V in the front, and a slight flare around the hips. “Yes, and I’m better.” Bailey smiled. “And thanks. It’s a new shirt.”
 
   “Well, it enhances you in all the right places.” She rubbed her hands together. “Now, let’s get inside because I’m on a wolf hunt tonight, and I can’t do that if I’m babysitting you.”
 
   “Don’t make me regret bringing you along.”
 
   The big house, a limestone three-story, fourteen thousand square foot mansion, was a bright contrast against the rich, green forest and the rolling hills surrounding the large structure. The cobblestone circle drive was lined with ten vehicles. Bailey was the last to arrive. Fantastic.
 
   “I don’t want to go inside,” she admitted.
 
   “You got this,” Tory said. “And I have your back.”
 
   Bailey nodded, steeling her courage. “I’ve got this.”
 
   “Damn straight.”
 
   “Okay.” She took in a deep breath and let it out as she loosened her grip on the steering wheel. “I’m ready.” She stepped out of the car and walked toward the front door. The brown cut out high heels she wore pinched her feet. “I should’ve worn wedges.”
 
   “Oh no you shouldn’t have,” Tory said. “Girl, everything about you tonight looks perfect.”
 
   Rachel Meadow, one of the bridesmaids, had strolled up behind Bailey and Tory. She straightened her peach wrap-around dress and touched her shiny, brown hair. “Those heels are getting a workout,” she said pleasantly as she eyed Bailey’s shoes.
 
   “Bitch says what?” Tory muttered.
 
   “What?” Rachel asked.
 
   Tory and Bailey giggled. They were saved from more of Rachel’s vitriol when the door opened, and a woman dressed in black and white welcomed them inside.
 
   “This place is huge,” Tory said as they walked into the entry. The floors were hand sanded hardwood, the ceiling was vaulted to the third floor, and accented with exposed joists that matched the floor. The walls were textured like plaster and painted the color of buttercream, the only difference Bailey noted. They used to be a pure white, and the hint of yellow gave off warmth the entry lacked before.
 
   A woman with strawberry blonde hair and hard eyes ushered them through the foyer and toward the ballroom. She didn’t give her name. Bailey’s stomach ached. Her name wasn’t Forrester. She was the help. Like Bailey’s mom.
 
   The sounds of voices and laughter nearly sent Bailey in the opposite direction. This was the first time she’d have to face Evan after all these years. The first time she’d have to face her feelings for him. Was she strong enough to let him go? She hoped so.
 
   Tory squeezed her shoulder. “This place is amazing. I can’t believe you grew up here.”
 
   “Well, if by here you mean about a half-mile away in the guest house, then yeah, I grew up here.”
 
   “What are you doing out here?” a man said from behind them as they stood outside the ballroom entrance.
 
   Bailey froze. She recognized the voice immediately as the same someone who had asked her why she sat in his father’s chair.
 
   Forrest Freaking Blackthorn.
 
   Well, she wasn’t a little girl anymore or his servant’s daughter. He had another thing coming if he thought he could push her around now. She turned on him, intent on telling him exactly how she felt about his bully attitude, but when she saw him all the words stuck in her throat.
 
   Holy crapola. Forrest Blackthorn was nearly as tall as his father, which meant he towered over Bailey. He wore a sky-blue polo shirt that hugged his biceps and his chest, tapering down his long, narrow waist. His jeans fit him a little loose in the waist but tightened over his hips and thighs. Bailey’s gaze roamed back up his body to his chiseled cheekbones, his straight Roman nose, his wide full mouth, and the deep cleft in his chin. Forrest’s indigo eyes widened, and his nostrils flared as Bailey’s eyes finally met his.
 
   “Who are you?” he asked.
 
   The question snapped her out of the trance his appearance had put her in. “I’m the maid of freaking honor. Who are you?”
 
   Forrest’s brow wrinkled as he squinted at Bailey. “Have I seen you before?” He dipped his head and sniffed the air around her. “You’re not a wolf.”
 
   “No shit, Sherlock.”
 
   “Bailey!” a female voice called out.
 
   Bailey turned and saw Lara Hout almost sprinting her way. She wore a short white dress.
 
   Here comes the bride, Bailey thought.
 
   The skirt danced around Lara’s shapely thighs as she moved. “Bailey! I’m so glad you’re here.” She embraced Bailey. “The dinner is about to start. You have to come in and see everyone.”
 
   She glanced up at Forrest but didn’t meet his eyes. “Hey, Forrest.”
 
   He grumbled something unintelligible and brushed past the group of three women. Bailey’s stomach jittered as his arm made contact with her hand. He gave her a sharp look when she jerked her fingers back as if she’d touched a live coal but he kept moving into the ballroom area.
 
   Bailey turned her attention back to Lara. She gestured to Tory, who’d stood patiently quiet during the entire exchange which had lasted less than a minute. “This is my friend Tory. The one I told you about.”
 
   Lara’s smile brightened. “Oh, I’m so glad you came. I’ve been aching to hear all about Bailey’s life as a lawyer in the big city.”
 
   “I’m ready to dish,” Tory said, shooting Bailey a grin.
 
   Bailey stuck out her tongue, and they all giggled. The bell jangled for dinner service, and Lara grabbed Tory and Bailey by the hands and led them into the room. More than twenty pack members were making their way to a large dinner table that stretched at least forty feet. Even so, wolf shifter men tended to be broad shouldered, so every extra inch counted when it came to elbow room. The seating was boy-girl-boy-girl, which meant Tory was seated away from Bailey. So much for a buffer.
 
   Bailey recognized Mach Larson, her nemesis in school. Ugh. His father was on the board of Blackthorn Sporting Goods, so it stood to reason he’d been invited. She prayed to the god of chocolate and caffeine that she wasn’t seated next to him. It took a few minutes to find her seat. It was on the left side of the table, fourth from the head where Burn Blackthorn would sit, and stood behind her chair and waited for the alpha to arrive and sit first. She was relieved to see Mach standing behind a chair at the far end on the right.
 
   Two seats down from Mach, a man with pale blond hair, thin lips, and brown eyes stared at Bailey. She didn’t know him, but she recognized the sharp undercurrent of fear and anger in his expression. When she stared back, he quickly looked away. So weird and disturbing.
 
   The nameplates on either side of her were Dorian Blackthorn on the left and Steph Daniels on the right. She remembered Steph as a shy, quiet boy. Dorian was a joker and prankster. One time when Evan was in fourth grade, Dorian filled his pillow up with shaving cream and put a layer of talcum powder between his white sheets.
 
   If Bailey hadn’t known he was a wolf shifter, she would have guessed the second to the oldest Blackthorn as a coyote. She wondered what tricks he had up his sleeve for Evan and Lara’s wedding night. Amused by the thought, the corner of her mouth tugged up.
 
   As the rest of the party found their chairs, it surprised Bailey when Lila Blackthorn took the second spot across the table. The alpha’s mate generally took the seat next to him. Bailey glanced at Lara who stood behind the chair opposite Lila and mouthed, What’s going on?
 
   She shrugged then gave Bailey a quick shake of her head.
 
   Another bell rang and the double doors at the end of the ballroom opened. Bailey expected it to be the food servers, but instead, Burn, Forrest, Luke, Dorian, Blessing, and Evan Blackthorn entered the hall.
 
   Evan’s sandy brown hair was styled to be purposefully messy and playful. He had a day’s growth of stubble adding to the charm of his appearance. After all these years, he still wanted to be seen as someone who didn’t follow rules. His eyes, blue, like all the Blackthorns, were paler than his brother’s. Bailey held her breath, waiting for him to notice her, but his gaze made a beeline to Lara. She watched her friends, both of them, as their eyes lit up when they looked at each other, and she felt a piece of her heart shrink in size.
 
   She stared at her fingers as she gripped the back of the chair and stifled the grief of young love lost. What did she expect? It had been years, and she needed to let go of the past.
 
   When she regained her composure, she once again focused on the two men walking toward the table. Her pulse, which had managed to keep steady when Evan walked in, leaped in her throat when she found herself under the scrutiny of Forrest’s dark stare. She glanced away and noticed there wasn’t a single person at the table willing to meet Forrest’s gaze. She wasn’t pack, she was a Corsac Fox shifter, and the wolves in the room might have to show him deference as the oldest Blackthorn child, but Bailey was through letting Forrest make her feel like a scared rabbit.
 
   She narrowed her gaze at him, pleased when his brow raised and his lips parted with a hint of incredulity.
 
   That’s right, buddy. I have gall for days. She kept her eyes locked on him, trying to ignore the creeping flush of heat along her skin until Burn’s voice broke the hold.
 
   “Friends and family, I want to thank you for coming out tonight to celebrate Evan and Lara’s upcoming nuptials. Honestly, I never thought my last born would be the first to settle down with a mate, but Lila and I couldn’t be more pleased with his choice of Lara Hout. She would make any family proud to have her as a member.”
 
   Evan beamed, and Lara happily blushed at the compliment. Her father, Jesiah Hout, stood near his daughter and nodded his approval.
 
   Burn continued with his speech. “There is nothing quite so miraculous as mates finding each other. When two souls know instantly they are connected and never want to be apart. Knowing they would share the same breath, the same heartbeat, and that their wills have been combined into an unshakeable force, is something no one can understand until it has been experienced.”
 
   Hearing Burn talk about what it was like to have a mate burned inside Bailey like cancer eating away at her soul. She would never know what it was liked to be loved so completely. Finding a mate was more than just an emotional connection—biology was involved as well. She had to let the idea of Evan go. His biology and Lara’s were fixed.
 
   Not that she wanted to break them up. The adult part of Bailey would never be so immature as to think she could make someone love her even if the teenager in her wanted to throw a fit and break things.
 
   “My son Evan’s mating has reminded me that I too have a love that I would give up everything for.” Burn gestured to Lila. “And I want to spend as much time with her as possible. And so, as most of you already know, I am stepping down as alpha of the pack.”
 
   Nods and murmurs followed his announcement, which seemed to come as no surprise to nearly everyone but Bailey. She felt the blood drain from her face as Burn added, “I am happy on this occasion, to turn the reins of the pack over to my eldest and most capable son Forrest. He has proven his strength and loyalty to the pack.” He stared out at the group and crossed his arms as if daring anyone to say different.
 
   The room remained silent other than a nervous giggle and some light throat clearing. Forrest frowned as he walked to the table and took his spot at the head. His father sat to his left next to Lila. Dorian plopped down in the seat beside Bailey. He tilted his head back and peered at her. “What’s up, buttercup?”
 
   Bailey groaned. The meal would take an hour. She cast a sideways glance at Forrest who, once again was staring at her. She bit back a retort of, “Take a picture, it lasts longer,” and sat down.
 
   The rest of the party systematically took their seats. Bailey stared at her empty setting, feeling Forrest’s eyes on her and wishing the plate would open a portal into another dimension. She needed a place to hide, especially since she’d challenged the new alpha and his first order of business would most likely conclude with her on the wrong end of a hunting trip. What in the world had possessed her?
 
   She hadn’t known he was the alpha at the time, she reminded herself. Even so, he was next in line, as she had well-been aware. And instead of respect, she’d stared the man down, basically challenging him to a confrontation. And why? Because her inner child couldn’t let go of the shitty way he’d treated her all those years ago.
 
   Grow up already. Her inner child had had nothing to do with the way her skin flushed, or her nipples tightened when he’d brushed past her.
 
   The appetizer course was finely diced steak tar-tar, vibrant red and seasoned to perfection. The perfect opener for a table full of carnivores. Every once in a while, Bailey would sneak a glance at Forrest. He’d turned his attention to his own food and off of her, thank heavens. She told herself to quit looking at him, but man, there was something about Forrest that demanded her attention. Although, the misery on his face was unmistakable. She’d resembled that expression once or twice. For a brief second, Bailey felt sorry for him. This is a man who has it all, she thought. Money, family, and power. There was no sane reason on earth he needed her pity.
 
   Lila Blackthorn leaned forward and drew Bailey’s attention. “It’s lovely to see you again. I was so pleased when Lara told me you were going to stand up for her at the wedding.”
 
   “Oh, uhm, thanks, Mrs. Blackthorn. It’s nice to see you too.” Lila had always been kind to Bailey and her mother, but there had been an invisible line between servant and mistress that was never crossed. “Your home is as beautiful as I remember.”
 
   “I’ll be glad to leave it behind for Forrest,” she said with a blunt honesty that amazed Bailey. “Burn promised me the world when we mated, and I plan to make him keep his word.
 
   Burn chuckled and leaned forward, took her hand in his, and dipped his head and kissed her knuckles. “It’s only taken me forty years.”
 
   “I won’t hold it against you,” Lila said. She kissed him, and Bailey’s heart squeezed. Their love was like that out of a fairytale. True soul mates. If she ever wanted something like that in her life, she’d probably have to move back to Siberia.
 
   “You could’ve have waited another forty years,” Forrest muttered.
 
   Dorian snorted his amusement. For some inexplicable reason, his attitude toward Forrest pissed her off. “It’s a poor man who makes light of someone else’s misery.”
 
   Dorian was unfazed. He winked and with a grin said, “You haven’t seen my bank account.”
 
   “Enough,” Burn said.
 
   Bailey caught Forrest’s gaze again, and this time, there was something in the way he looked at her that sent a zing straight to her lady bits.
 
   Lord, help me. Please don’t let me get turned on in a room full of wolves. Everyone in the room would scent her pheromones. She made it a point to pretend Forrest didn’t exist for the rest of the meal.
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
   With each course, Evan and Lara looked more in love, Tory happily flirted with Luke Blackthorn and Landon Gilly, Dorian cracked jokes about marriage, the Pale Blond kept sneaking secretive looks at her, and Bailey fought the urge to run to her car and flee the estate.
 
   “Who is that guy?” she asked Dorian and gestured toward the stranger with the staring problem.
 
   “Oh, got your eye out for a man tonight, eh?”
 
   “Just tell me who he is, and without all the innuendo.”
 
   Dorian frowned, but the smile never left his eyes. “Dale Comfry. He’s a friend of Evan’s.”
 
   “Is he Blackthorn Pack?”
 
   “I don’t think so, but I don’t pay much attention.”
 
   That didn’t surprise Bailey one bit. “Thanks.”
 
   “Save room for me on your dance card, tonight, kiddo.” He nudged her with his shoulder. “I can show you a real good time.”
 
   Ugh. A rumble at the head of the table kept her from telling Dorian to dance off the edge of a cliff. Forrest’s lips were pulled back from his teeth. He glared at his brother and growled. Though he wasn’t directing anything at her, the rawness in his eyes as he stared daggers at his brother made Bailey’s heart skip a beat. She guessed Forrest was as disgusted with Dorian’s behavior as she was.
 
   This. Meal. Could. Not. End. Soon. Enough.
 
   Finally, the dessert came. It was a seven layer cream cake that featured orange sponge cake and chocolate cream filling. If this were any other night, Bailey would have been salivating at the sight of the yummy cake, but by the sixth course, her stomach had soured.
 
   Tory gave her an appraising look as she took one bite then pushed the plate forward a few inches, indicating she was done.
 
   She was done. There was nothing in the maid of honor codebook that said she had to participate in a rite of humiliation. Bailey refused to let a wedding game turn into one more embarrassment on a long list of embarrassments when it came to her and men. In half an hour the scenting ceremony would begin, and Bailey planned to be on the road and on her way back to the safety of her two-bedroom townhouse.
 
   “I’ll be right back,” she told Lara and Tory as they party headed outside to the backyard.
 
   “Where are you going?” Tory eyed her suspiciously.
 
   “I just need to pee. Is that okay? Can a girl pee without being interrogated and indicted?”
 
   Tory threw up her hands. “You know I’ll kill you if you bolt, right?”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere but the bathroom.” Bailey crossed her heart. “I’ll be out in a minute.”
 
   She remembered where the nearest bathroom was and made a beeline down the hall toward the library. Since she didn’t have to pee, just needed a moment alone to breathe, Bailey went inside the large room lined with floor to ceiling bookshelves stuffed with literary, educational, and instructional works. This had been her favorite room. She curled up in the big, leather seat and thumb through the pages of whatever tome Burn might be studying while her mother would sing as she cleaned. The acoustics of the room made her sound like an angel.
 
   Bailey sat in Burn’s chair and smiled when she saw The Must Have Travel Guide sitting on the end table. He really planned to give Lila the world. She picked the book up and flipped through a few pages before setting it back down where she found it.
 
   She closed her eyes and began to softly sing on of her mother’s songs, a favorite lullaby about a snowball tree, “Kalinka, kalinka, kalinka moya. V sadu yagoda malinka, malinka--”
 
   “What are you doing in my father’s chair?”
 
   The abrupt question put a halt to her reminiscing. Forrest Blackthorn stood in the doorway, his wide frame taking up most of the space. Her mouth went dry as his dark gaze raked over her body. Was that heat in his eyes? Her breath quickened, her pulse raced, and her skin flushed. The throbbing ache between her legs scared her more than the new alpha temperament.
 
   She sat up straight, squeezing her knees together and hoping upon hope that Forrest Blackthorn was scent-blind. “That’s the second time you’ve asked me that same question.”
 
   His eyes narrowed as he studied her. His voice was rough, coarse, and low. “I would have remembered you.”
 
   She wanted to shout, I’m the daughter of the help. The lowly maid’s offspring. The one you didn’t hesitate to treat like a slug when I was a child. Bailey shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.” She stood up. “Don’t you have a ceremony to attend?”
 
   “Don’t you?”
 
   “There you are, bro,” she heard Evan’s voice out in the hall.
 
   Bailey tensed at his presence. Forrest raised a brow at her.
 
   Evan said, “Dad says you have to get things started out back.”
 
   “Tell him I’ll be right there,” Forrest replied unhappily, but he kept his gaze on Bailey.
 
   “What you looking at?” Evan peeked his head around the corner. He smiled and gave a little wave. “Hey, Bailey. Lara and your friend were looking for you. You coming?”
 
   The throbbing ache that Forrest had incited dulled to a thrum. “Yep. Heading there now.” She shoved past the Blackthorn brothers and fled down the hall toward the back of the house.
 
   ****
 
   That was the second time Forrest had bumped into the strange and stunning woman. The light green top she wore brightened the green in her own eyes turning them to a pale shade of peridot. It hadn’t escaped him that the top also featured her lush breasts like displayed artwork. And her scent…God, she smelled like sweet berries after a summer rain. He’d never smelled anything more delicious. And when she hurried down the hall, the view of her wide hips and rounded ass made him want to take a bite.
 
   Forrest grabbed his brother’s arm before he could get away. “Tell me who that woman is?”
 
   Evan gave him a strange look. “That’s Bailey Corsac.”
 
   “You act like I should know the name.”
 
   “Dude, she grew up here at Blackthorn.”
 
   “I would have remembered someone like her.” A memory came back to him. He’d come home for Evan’s high school graduation at his father’s insistence. There had been a girl at the window. He’d felt her eyes on him before he’d even turned around. For a second, he’d felt as if he were being seen for the first time. Was this her? It had to be. He’d looked for her in the house, but the noise of Evan’s friends proved to be too much.
 
   “Her mom was Lana. You know, the housekeeper. Dad and mom took her in after she and Bailey immigrated to America.” He squinted his eyes for a moment, then said, “About twenty years ago. The lived in the carriage house. How can you not remember?”
 
   “I wasn’t around much back then.”
 
   Evan chuckled. “You aren’t around much now.” He shook his head. “That’s not fair. I’m sorry I said it.”
 
   “Don’t be,” Forrest said. “It’s true.” He pursed his lips and studied his little brother, who was not so little anymore. Evan was twenty-six now, about the same age Forrest had been when he started running the company. Was Evan ready for that kind of responsibility? “I guess I’ll be around a lot more now.”
 
   That was at the same time he’d left for college. His visits home were infrequent. His parents cycled through the domestic staff, not because they were unkind, but because they tended to place them in better situations when opportunities arose. “I don’t remember.”
 
   His brother clapped him on the shoulder. “Well, you’re a busy guy with a million things on your mind. But tonight, the only thing should be finding a mate.”
 
   “Did the folks pay you to say that?” Forrest looked at his brother. “You don’t mind. Dad stepping down, I mean?”
 
   Evan shrugged. “It doesn’t matter to me. You were always going to be the next alpha.”
 
   “But?”
 
   “No, buts. Just… you know. Watch your back. No one spoke up tonight because they are afraid of Dad, but I have feeling there might be a few who disagree with his decision to step down now. Some of the older wolves think you should have started your own pack, and the fact that you’re not mated doesn’t sit too well either.”
 
   Forrest stared at his brother. Evan had always seemed flighty. More interested in having his fun than in earning his place in the pack, but maybe… “You’re not dumb, are you?”
 
   “Whatever gave you that impression?” Evan smirked. “Lara’s going to kill me if we don’t get out there.”
 
   “I’m not going,” Forrest said.
 
   His father picked that moment to join them. He stared at his oldest son for a second, then said, “Walk with me.”
 
   ****
 
   Instead of going back to the party, Bailey made her way toward the bathroom. Holy cripes, she’d basically gone into heat the minute Forrest Blackthorn spoke to her, and mercy, she’d practically drooled down her chin staring at him.
 
   Distracted by thoughts of Forrest, she crashed into the tall blond from the dinner table.
 
   “What are you doing here?” he asked, his tone high with panic. “How did you find me?”
 
   “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   He grabbed her by the arm. “I told you I’d contact you.”
 
   Bailey was more confused than ever. Voices down the hall had the man breaking contact. Before she could ask him who he thought she was, he was practically running away. Bailey ducked into the bathroom. What the heck had that been about? That guy gave her the total creeps. Why did he think she’d followed him, or tracked him, as he’d put it?
 
   She heard Forrest out in the hall at a distance, and her lady bits went all jelly.
 
   “What is wrong with you?” She stared at her reflection in the mirror and ran her fingers under her eyes to straighten her eyeliner. She was a successful lawyer. A respected attorney.
 
   “I’m smart, damn it. Smart women don’t play with fire.” But she didn’t feel smart.
 
   Her nipples stood rigid under her blouse, and even through the lace, they were obviously erect, and the heat that had rushed to her pussy had left her with wet panties. She felt like a lust-filled kit, unable to control her own body. Lord, she hoped she didn’t have to sit down anywhere before the ceremony because that would be a spot she didn’t want to have to explain.
 
   Forrest’s voice was louder now, and Bailey held her breath when she recognized the other voice was his father. She wasn’t trying to eavesdrop. If she could have magically poofed away, she would have, but disappearing wasn’t an option.
 
   “This feels like an ambush, father,” Forrest said.
 
   “Call it what you want, son. Your mother and I have never pressed you to mate, but you are forty now and the new alpha, and you need a mate to help you.”
 
   “Doesn’t love matter?”
 
   “If we waited for you to fall in love, we’d be dead before you married.”
 
   Bailey felt the slice of Burn’s words. Whatever kind of asshole Forrest might be, it had been a harsh comment. Especially coming from his dad.
 
   “You will take part in the scenting ceremony tonight, Forrest. And you will choose a mate.”
 
   Bailey’s gut clenched. Forrest was being forced to participate. To choose a suitable female. One that would make him stronger in the pack. And it bothered her.
 
   Why? He’s a jerk. He’s cold. Evan and Lara had both said more than once that Forrest preferred numbers and contracts to people. It’s no wonder he was forty-years-old and alone. So why did the thought of him taking a mate make her want to throw up?
 
   She could still smell him on the other side of the door, his masculine musk lingering in the hall. But it had been quiet for over a minute, so she peeked into the hallway to make sure the coast was clear.
 
   Forrest stood there, his face unreadable as he stared at her. Bailey slammed the door shut between them and put her back to it.
 
   A knock startled her.
 
   “The ceremony starts in five minutes,” he said. “Don’t be late.”
 
   Fuuu-dge knuckles. She washed her hands as if she could wash the silly fool off of her and opened the door again. Forrest was gone. She shook her head. “I am a silly fool.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter Five
 
   The temperature had dropped at least ten degrees with the setting sun, and while it wasn’t cold at sixty-eight degrees, Bailey rubbed the goosebumps down on her forearms. She knew the raised bumps were less about the weather and more about the tall, dark, and brooding alpha who stood across the open yard from her with his arms crossed over his chest. His expression told Bailey that he wanted to be there as much as she did. Which meant, not at all.
 
   The dinner had been intimate with only twenty guests, but the scenting ceremony had brought out every single male and female in the pack, and many more wolves that Bailey had never seen.
 
   “Who are all these people?”
 
   The female to the left of her, a leggy brunette with the longest eyelashes, said, “With the Blackthorn alpha stepping down and his successor unmated females from the Rahound Pack, Golden Falls Pack, Wolfe Pack, and Silverback Pack have been invited to attend the scenting.”
 
   “And you are?”
 
   “Maxine. My father is the alpha of the Silverback Pack.” She cast a determined glance at Forrest. “He chose me at the scenting twenty years ago. He’ll choose me now.”
 
   Yeah, Bailey thought. He chose you, but he didn’t keep you.
 
   Answering the unasked question, Maxine added, “We were too young then. Forrest was still in college and wasn’t ready to settle down. But things are different now.”
 
   “Sure.” Bailey’s fox snarled inside her. She wanted to rip Maxine Silverback’s eyelashes out at the roots. What hope did she have against forty or more wolf bitches? Especially the females who could further pack interests. She berated herself for caring. She didn’t need to Blackthorns or their stupid pack. I am a human rights lawyer. I fight for the little guy. I am bad ass. I don’t need Forrest… Wait. Did she just think Forrest’s name? Not Evan’s? When she looked up to sneak a glance at Forrest, he was staring straight at her, his nostrils flaring as if angry.
 
   Tory stood next to Bailey on the right, bouncing on her tiptoes with excitement. “I won’t have to do anything I don’t want, right?”
 
   She’d been surprised when Lara had told her that Tory could participate in the scenting ritual since there had been more than one precedent for humans mating with wolves. Most of Tristan Wolfe’s sons had picked human females for wives. “Of course not, Tor. You’ll get sniffed by a guy in wolf form. If he likes what he smells, then he’ll turn human, and he’ll sniff you that way. You get to sniff him too.”
 
   “I’m not sure I want to smell any man’s ass.”
 
   Bailey giggled. “You can smell whatever part of him you want. And if you both agree, you’ll go out into the woods to take things further.”
 
   “For the mate mark, right?”
 
   “Slow your roll, Tor. You don’t want a mate mark. That’s permanent. You know. Marriage permanent.”
 
   “Oh.” She shook her head. “That would be fast. Too too fast. I just want a little fun.”
 
   “I think the fun is pretty much guaranteed.” Bailey laughed. “I’ve heard these guys are pretty take-charge when it comes to sex.”
 
   “You don’t know?”
 
   Bailey shrugged. “I’ve watched from the house, but I never actually attended or participated in a scenting ceremony. I was too young while I lived here, and since I haven’t been back until now, I’m as new to this as you are.”
 
   “I guess we are in for a one of a kind experience tonight,” Tory said. She grinned. “Maybe we’ll get lucky.”
 
   Bailey shook her head. “Well, you might definitely be in for a wild night, woman. I’ve seen Luke and his buddy Landon scoping you out.”
 
   Her eyes widened. “How do I choose?”
 
   Bailey snickered. “Very carefully.”
 
   “Who do you have your eyes set on?”
 
   “The exit.”
 
   “That’s not a who.”
 
   Bailey shot her a look of mock surprise and put her hand to her chest. “But I really like him.”
 
   “What about the new hubba-delicious alpha? He’s been eyeballing you since we got outside.”
 
   “Because he’s working out a way to kill me, chop my corpse up into tiny pieces, and bury my parts all over the backwoods.”
 
   “You’re being dramatic again.”
 
   “He hates my guts, Tory.”
 
   Tory glanced at Forrest then back to Bailey. “That’s the horniest hate I’ve ever seen.”
 
   “Bull shit,” Bailey hissed. “And stop talking about him. I don’t want him to hear you.”
 
   Tory sighed. “You’re lousy at reading people, babe. I have no idea how you got to be such a good lawyer. I thought shifters were intuitive.”
 
   Burn Blackthorn began to speak, thankfully rescuing Bailey from the conversation. “May you find your mates,” he said. He took Lila’s hand, and all the other mated couples did the same. They turned their backs on the single males and females and walked back up to the house.
 
   “What now?” Tory asked.
 
   “Time to take off our clothes.”
 
   “Jesus,” she whispered. “Just like that.”
 
   “Yep, just like that.” If Bailey had Tory’s body, she would have torn her clothes off. But she was self-conscious around all these shifters who didn’t seem to possess an ounce of fat. Pack members were already turning into their wolves, the women holding in place while the men paced in front of them as if they were at a smorgasbord.
 
   “Why aren’t you shifting?” Tory asked.
 
   “I’m scared.” A large brown wolf, his front paw white, paced around Bailey. She gripped the fabric of her skirt and sucked in a breath when he nudged her from behind. “Son of a bitch.” She hadn’t been paying attention to the changes, and she had no idea who this wolf was, but his cold, wet nose up against her ass, was pretty insistent. “Fuck it,” Bailey said.
 
   Without undressing first, she concentrated on the change. It had been a while since she’d shifted into her fox, but it the transition from human to animal was like riding a bike. Once you learned, you never forgot. Within seconds, she was down on all fours and tangled in lace and flounce. Damn it! She hadn’t thought this through very well.
 
   White paw tugged at her clothes with his teeth, assisting her out of the mess of fabric. Her underwear and bra were easy to step out of. The Corsac Fox, which is also the last name her mother had adopted for them when they came to America, was the size of a medium dog. They were short, and their fur was fluffy beige. When Bailey managed to get to her paws, she stared at the wolf who seemed intent on her.
 
   His eyes were amber and bright. The brown of his fur was actually a mix of browns, blacks, and caramels. He was large, his chest span was at least two feet wide. He was a strong male. Bailey let her instinct override her habitual human responses, and she held still as the male wolf sniffed her from head to toe. When he finished, he allowed her to do the same. His scent was a combination of musk, sandalwood, and a pure wildness Bailey could almost taste. He exuded a masculinity she had never experienced up close.
 
   When she’d finished, she transformed back into her human form, as was the next step in the ceremony. The wolf stared at her naked body for a few second before he began his shift into a man. When he unfolded to his complete height, Bailey sucked in a breath.
 
   Forrest.
 
   He stood facing her, his naked body hard with muscles. Tattoos decorated his chest and thighs, tribal designs all denoting important milestones in his life. They flexed and danced as his skin rippled as if on the verge of changing back to beast. His blue eyes were rimmed with amber, even more of an indication that his animal was close to resurfacing. He stared at Bailey, his lips pressed firmly together in a grim expression. Then he took a step toward her.
 
   Bailey, instead of launching herself into his arms, took a step back. Forrest’s set expression faltered, a snarl replacing his frown. “Woman,” he growled.
 
   Her girly bits instantly warmed with heat and moisture. God, the grumpier he acted the wetter she got. Did she really want to be Forrest’s first conquest as alpha? She’d be the laughing stock of the Blackthorn Pack. Nothing would stop the gossip. She roped one arm across her chest and her free hand she placed over her bush. “Uh-uh.” She shook her head at Forrest.
 
   He took another step toward her. “I will have you, Bailey Corsac,” Forrest said, his voice coarse and gruff. “Make no mistake.”
 
   She gulped, her mouth suddenly dry as day old toast. She tried to speak, but she couldn’t form coherent words. Not with Forrest’s focused gaze staring at her like he planned to put fox on his dinner menu. She broke from looking at his eyes, and the situation worsened. His cock was jutted from his groin, thick and hard. Fucking hell, he was nearly as big as her forearm. If she let him put that in her, he’d split her in two.
 
   “I know you want me. I can smell your desire. It’s thick enough to choke the air.”
 
   She took another step back. “I don’t think…”
 
   “I’m going to fuck you stupid, then you won’t have to worry about thinking.”
 
   Holy shit! He did not just say that to her. She tried for indignant, but it was hard to take the high road when you reeked of lust. Bailey’s eyes widened as he took another step. She yelped as her aching need short-circuited her brain, and without a plan, she took off into the woods as fast as her bare feet could carry her.
 
   ****
 
   Forrest howled as Bailey Corsac ran toward the woods and changed into her animal. He’d never seen another one quite like her before. She was some kind of fox, but not the red or brown foxes that were native to the United States.
 
   As the heir to the Blackthorn Pack, shifter females threw themselves at him. As a powerful businessman, he hadn’t lacked for human companionship either. Which is why this little vixen intrigued him. She’d been sexy as fuck with her clothes on and with them off…well, Forrest couldn’t wait to catch her to show her just how much he wanted every single inch of her.
 
   Her desire was a powerful aphrodisiac, a scent he wanted to bathe in. He howled again and changed into his wolf form. He would hunt her down, and he would fuck her until she came screaming his name.
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter Six
 
   Bailey’s heart hammered in her chest as panting replaced actual breathing. After a few miles, she’d finally slowed. Partly to drink from a small brook she’d crossed, but mostly, because, even in her fox form, she was sorely out of shape.
 
   The water tasted sweet and crisp, though she knew in her human form, the water was probably gross with bugs and dirt. It didn’t matter. She was hot and tired and completely freaked out. She’d outrun from Forrest Blackthorn.
 
   Who fucking did that?
 
   An idiot, she told herself, that’s who. If she wanted to keep from being the pack gossip, she shouldn’t have made such a spectacular ass of herself by running away. She could have simply told Forrest she wasn’t interested in him. She’d have been a complete liar on the epic scale of lying, but at least she would have her dignity. Now that she’d taken off, dignity was off the table.
 
   The woods on the Blackthorn property were full of oaks, pines, maples, and other tall trees that flourished over lush underbrush. Bailey could detect the scent of wolves, but it was hard to tell what was fresh and what lingered from days past. She tilted her narrow muzzle up and took in a long sniff on the air. A sharp aroma of fur and something floral had her opening her eyes about the time a large, furry wolf tackled her to the ground.
 
   Bailey yelped as the wolf pinned her with large paws. This beast had brown, red, and black around its face, its chest was black, and its body was a mix of white, the browns, and the blacks. This was definitely not Forrest. Then the wolf peed on her.
 
   Bitch! Bailey screamed in her head, but it came out a strangled growl. This was a female wolf, and she was showing Bailey who was dominant. The wolf was bigger and stronger, but Bailey’s fox was wiry and quick. She wiggled herself away, her teeth connecting with the wolf leg as she got to her feet. She hunched her back, circling, as the female wolf growled a warning.
 
   Bailey knew two things at this moment. 1) She was going to get her ass seriously kicked. And 2) this bitch would not come out the fight smelling like a rose.
 
   Pine and sandalwood overrode her fighting senses, that, and a loud growl, followed by a lot of yipping and whining as a new, even bigger wolf arrived and chased the bitch off. Bailey recognized the white paw. Forrest had tracked her down.
 
   Quickly, she jumped into the stream. Not to get away this time, but to rinse the other female’s scent from her fur. The idea of Forrest seeing her as weak was unbearable.
 
   He transformed into a man again and watched her, his expression curious. “You’re not running,” he said. “Good.”
 
   Bailey, feeling like a wet rat as she trotted back onto land, shook out her fur. The water spray showered Forrest. The look of surprise made her laugh, which came out as a series of high-pitched squeals.
 
   Forrest raised a brow. “You think that’s funny, huh?”
 
   Maybe, she thought. Definitely.
 
   “Let me see you,” Forrest said. “I want to look at your body.”
 
   She knew he meant he wanted to see her in her human form. Sudden modesty gripped at her throat. She was comfortable in her skin for the most part, but she wasn’t sure how comfortable Forrest would be with extra-extra. The possibility he might reject her scared her.
 
   As if sensing her hesitation, Forrest said, “You’re beautiful, Bailey Corsac. I’ve never met anyone who makes me so fucking hard.”
 
   She whimpered because it was all her animal self could manage as her fur turned to skin and her sleek body became a series of fleshy curves. When she finished, she stood and waited for him to speak.
 
   Instead, Forrest circled Bailey like a predator stalking his prey. He dipped his head and sniffed her hair. The heat of his breath shimmered across her skin. When he faced her again, his eyes were lit with something akin to fire.
 
   She resisted the urge to cover herself. “If you don’t quit looking at me like that, I’m going to shift back into a fox.”
 
   “Looking at you like what?”
 
   “You know, like I’m a push-up pop that you can’t wait to suck on.”
 
   “Oh, I haven’t had an orange Creamsicle in years. I bet you taste really good.”
 
   Bailey wet her lips and swallowed the knot in her throat. “You’re teasing me.”
 
   Forrest growled low, sexy. The sound made her lower parts go tight and wet. He inhaled deeply through his nose. “I can smell your arousal, Bailey.” His tone had dropped two octaves lower than normal.
 
   Emboldened by him, she asked, “Is the big bad wolf going to eat me?”
 
   “Only if you ask nicely.” Forrest’s voice went tight and quiet. “Come here.”
 
   Unable to resist him, she took a step in his direction.
 
   “Closer,” he whispered, barely audible. “I want to tell you something.”
 
   Cautiously, Bailey drew close enough to feel the rising heat from his skin.
 
   Quick as a cobra strike, Forrest’s arm wrapped around her, his large palm sweeping behind her neck. She yipped as he pulled her against him; the feel of his hard flesh against her skin stole her breath.
 
   “That’s better.” He grinned.
 
   Before Bailey could respond, he covered her mouth with his. His tongue slipped between her lips, and while her mind told her this was a very bad idea, her libido had plans of its own. She met his kiss with fierce passion. Her tongue danced against his until she felt a sharp pain then the taste of blood. Her damn canines had dropped with her fox just below the surface, and she’d punctured his tongue.
 
   Her first impulse was to pull back when the warm salted liquid dusted her taste buds, but the way it provoked Forrest’s passion spurred Bailey on. His cock rubbed against her stomach just below her breasts.
 
   “Fuck,” he said in a harsh whisper. “You drive me wild, woman.” He lifted her from the ground and wrapped his arms around her tightly while he feasted on her lips. “You’re so goddamn beautiful. Beautiful.”
 
   “You’re aggravating.” She moaned. “And arrogant.”
 
   “And beautiful,” he added.
 
   “Yes,” she panted. “And that. Definitely that.”
 
   His hands under her thighs moved until his fingers dipped into the folds of her swollen sex. “I want to feel you, smell you, taste you…” He held her easily as he brought his glistening fingers wet with her fluids to his mouth and sucked them, his eyes never leaving hers.
 
   Bailey drew a staggering breath at the sight as she watched him. His eyes nearly rolled into the back of his head as he fed himself from her.
 
   “God, you taste better than honey and spice.” He dipped his hand once again, fingers playing along her heated core, dipping the tip of his middle finger inside her as she moved against the pressure. Then again, he pulled his hand out to taste. She was surprised when he placed one finger to her mouth and traced her lips before sucking his finger clean again. Bailey watched his eyes glitter with hunger and savage lust. Raw and unfettered.
 
   With another growl, he dropped to his knees and laid her on the mossy ground. He trailed kisses down her chin and neck as he made his way to her breasts, cupping them with his strong hands and playing her nipples between his fingers. He nuzzled his face against her, his hot breath giving rise to gooseflesh on her skin.
 
   “Fuck, I want you.” Bailey closed her eyes and groaned as her body reacted, breasts tightening, nipples hard, and her pussy slick with heat. The heady scent of sandalwood filled her with a sense of unquenchable need.
 
   He suckled her breast, teasing her tightening areola with his tongue, tugging gently at her nipple with his teeth. His mouth moved farther down her stomach, and his head dipped between her legs.
 
   “Ah!” she cried out as his tongue slid against her, curling and flicking her clit.
 
   His hand molded to her breast as he came up and pressed his lips to hers, his tongue fighting for occupation in her mouth, then back down between her legs to lick and suck the tender flesh. He hooked his other hand under her thigh, lifting her to delve his tongue deeply into the heat of her pulsing core.
 
   She grasped his hair, squeezing her hands against the coolness of the short curls while his face worked gloriously between her legs. She pulled him up for another kiss, licking her own juices from his shiny wet lips. His eyes had been closed, and when he opened them, a yellow ring of amber had pushed all the blue from his irises.
 
   Forrest snarled as he took two fingers and plunged them into her pussy, his teeth nipping her lower lip.
 
   “Fuck, oh fuck,” she moaned into his mouth.
 
   “Yes,” he said. “That’s the plan.”
 
   He pulled his fingers from her and steadied his large, solid cock between her thighs. He rubbed the head against her clit, making her squirm beneath him, pleasure enhanced by the building excitement.
 
   Bailey forced herself to stop moving against him. She needed to feel him inside her. She wanted him, at that moment, more than she wanted air. “I want you. I want you in me. Now. Fuck me.”
 
   Growling, Forrest leaned back and flipped Bailey onto her knees, her ass pressed against his thighs. With the flat of his palm, he pressed the middle of her back down until her elbows rested on the ground and her buttocks were on full display for him.
 
   Her insecurities niggled their way through the heady lust, and she tried to move away. This was not a flattering angle.
 
   “Stop,” Forrest commanded. He splayed his hands across her cheeks, spreading her open for his view. “Your ass is as sweet as your pussy.”
 
   “Jayz-z-zus,” she stuttered as his blatant observation stole her breath. He traced the curves of her bottom with his fingers while his thumbs slid the crack. She heard a whimper and a chuckle. The whimper was her, the chuckle, him. God, he had her right where he wanted her. “Don’t play games with me, Forrest.”
 
   “But I like playing games with you, Bailey.” His slid the head of his cock between the slick folds and used the tip to circle her clit.”
 
   “Fucking hell,” Bailey gritted out. “Take me already. Now.”
 
   His hand slipped around her chest, cupping the mound of flesh. “You are mine,” he whispered hoarsely. He pinched her nipple between his fingertips as he simultaneously bit down gently on her shoulder and pushed his thick cock against her opening. He entered her slowly, inch by languid inch.
 
   “Yes,” she said. “Oh, God.”
 
   “You’re so tight,” Forrest said. “I can feel you squeezing me. Fuck.” His voice was strained, and the sound of him losing control turned Bailey on even more. He gripped her tighter as he entered her completely and held her as her body adjusted to his size.
 
   “God, you’re huge,” Bailey said. “Jesus.” Even completely wet, the accommodation to his girth took a minute.
 
   “Am I hurting you?” Forrest asked.
 
   “Yes,” Bailey answered. “But don’t stop.”
 
   He nipped her ear. “I wasn’t planning on it.”
 
   He withdrew a little, and Bailey sucked in a breath. He began to move against her, slow, shallow thrusts, with more control than she thought anyone possible. Soon, her muscles relaxed and the friction bringing rise to the pleasure.
 
   “You feel good,” she crooned. “So good.”
 
   “You like the way my cock feels inside you?”
 
   “Yes,” she panted. “God, yes.”
 
   “I can’t keep up this control much longer. My dick is going to explode.”
 
   “Take me,” Bailey said. “Hard. Fast. Whatever you want. I want your passion, not your control.”
 
   “Jesus, woman.” The words tore from his mouth as a declaration. Pleasure soared through Bailey as he quickened his thrusts, his hips pounding against her ass as he gave over to abandon. Their moans met in chorus. As he squeezed her hips with his fingers, his nails digging in, as the sound of their flesh slapping together took Bailey to the brink. Her pussy felt electrified with every driving joust of his hips. Her skin vibrated as ripples of ecstasy rolled down her spine.
 
   Shit, she was going to come and hard.
 
   His teeth bore down into her flesh, not enough to break the skin, but enough to hurt. The pain heightened the sensations as blood and heat raced to her lower regions, making her feel impossibly swollen around his rock-hard shaft. He was dominating her, which should have freaked her out, but she didn’t care.
 
   His teeth released the skin on her shoulder as a sound, much like a howl only lower, pushed through his mouth. One hand gripped the back of her neck, while the other rested on her ass.
 
   “Bailey, my beautiful Bailey.” He said her name like a prayer. “So good watching my cock slide in and out of your pussy. Hot and wet.” He lightly slapped her ass, and then dug his fingers into the giving flesh. “You feel so right, Bailey Corsac.” He surged forward again and added another light slap.
 
   “Oh, God…” Her words bit off at the end of a groan of ecstasy as his thumb slid over the circular opening of her ass, the pressure building inside her like a dam trying to hold back the ocean.
 
   “Tell me you want me,” he grunted as he pumped his cock into her so hard her elbows buckled, landing her face in the grass.
 
   She pushed herself up and leaned back into force of his onslaught. “I want you.”
 
   “Only me,” he said.
 
   “Only you!” The words tore from her as pain and pleasure opened her up.
 
   “Who am I?”
 
   She twisted her shoulders and looked up at the gold rings around his pupils and the wild, animalistic expression on his face. The man in her dreams had asked that same question. Was this a dream? The dream? The one she’d been having since she was a teenager? Could she really be a home in bed? He wet his lips and growled as his intense gaze bore a whole right into her soul.
 
   Again he asked, “Who am I?”
 
   “Forrest!” she screamed as the floodgates opened, her body bucking and shaking through the orgasm as ripple after ripple of ecstasy surged through her.
 
   Forrest’s pace quickened, his body rigidly moving against her, his grip tightening on the back of her neck and ass until…
 
   “Ahh!” he cried out with one final thrust, holding himself tight against her until the last of his seed pumped into her.
 
   He pulled out slowly as Bailey collapsed down, her forehead lying on a cool clump of moss. “Holy shit stick. Fu-uck me.”
 
   Forrest wrapped his arms around her and pulled her into his chest. “Again?”
 
   “You’re trying to kill me, aren’t you?”
 
   “I can think of worse ways to die.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Why what?”
 
   “Why did you come after me?” Bailey asked the question that had been on her mind since he chased the other wolf off. “What game are you playing?”
 
   “In the library, what was that song you were singing?” he asked, deftly changing the subject.
 
   Bailey sighed. “Kalinka. It’s an old song.”
 
   “What does it mean?”
 
   “Red berry. It’s about the little red berries that grow on the snowball tree.”
 
   “You smell like berries to me,” he said.
 
   “Really?” She never had anybody tell her that before. “I don’t know why.”
 
   “Maybe because you’re sweet and ripe.” He smiled with an ease she hadn’t seen before in him. “What language is the song?”
 
   “Russian. I was born in Siberia. My mother brought me over when I was five. After my father was killed.”
 
   “By another Fox?”
 
   Bailey shook her head. She was too young to remember much about her dad. But the one thing that always stuck was his kind eyes. “Hunters. Corsac fox fur is in demand in the cold Russian climate.”
 
   “Wow, I’m sorry.”
 
   Bailey shrugged. “My father had been on a run, and the men didn’t now he was a shifter. They thought he was a natural. They shot him. My mother said that when they got to his body, he had shifted back into his human form. They recognized my father. They would have killed my mother and myself as demons if she hadn’t escaped with me. The Russians aren’t as open minded about us as the Americans are.” She smiled and traced the line of his jaw with her fingertip. “I have never told a single soul this story. I don’t know why I’m telling you.” The story made her remember just how alone she was now with her mother gone too.
 
   “Because I’m special.” He smiled.
 
   “You think an awful lot of yourself, don’t you,” she teased.
 
   “You know I’m the alpha, right?”
 
   The reminder brought a sick feeling to the pit of her stomach. He was the alpha. And she was…no one. This was as far as things could go for her and Forrest. She’d heard her father say he had to choose a wolf mate, one that would add to his power base. She could never be that for him.
 
   “You are the Alpha,” she said numbly.
 
   “Yeah, I am.” Forrest, who hadn’t registered the shift in her mood, rolled Bailey onto her back and held her hands above her head. First, he kissed her stomach, then her breasts, one kiss on each, and lastly, he pressed his mouth gently against hers. “God, you’re soft.”
 
   Bailey tucked her chin as a familiar sense of wariness fell over her. “What’s that supposed to mean?” All her anxieties about her weight and her station popped back up as if she were a teenager again, forced to follow the rules of a pack that would never be hers. In her heart, she knew her reactions wasn’t about anything Forrest had done. It was her desperate attempt to save herself from heartbreak.
 
   The confused expression on his face made her want to kiss him. He frowned. “I love the way you feel in my hands, Bailey. Everything about you is perfect.”
 
   “Perfectly chubby, you mean.” Damn it, she was being an asshole. But the only way to get out of this without her heart breaking completely in two was to not let it go any farther.
 
   “There is nothing I would change about you,” Forrest said.
 
   “You don’t even know me, Forrest. You don’t know anything about me.”
 
   “I know I want you.” He’d never been good at reading people, but had he been so far off the mark with Bailey?
 
   “And you had me. Congratulations. You’ve satisfied your libido.” She scooched out from under him. Her face held an expression of hurt and pain he hadn’t expected.
 
   “Did I do something wrong?”
 
   “No, Forrest.” She shook her head sadly. “You didn’t do anything wrong. I did. I’m a fox. You’re a wolf and the new alpha of the Blackthorn Pack. You have responsibilities that don’t include taking an outsider, a loner, as a lover. You will have to take a mate, and I can’t stand by and watch. I can’t watch you mate with someone who isn’t me.” She stood up. “Fuck!”
 
   “Wait, Bailey. You don’t--”
 
   “You know what I’m saying is true.” Before she shifted into a fox, she gave him one last look. “Please don’t follow me this time.”
 
   The situation was impossible. It not only wouldn’t work between them. It couldn’t. And the realization tore Bailey apart.
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter Seven
 
   Forrest had been summoned--summoned!--like a child to the family lounge. He was in no mood for whatever his parents had planned. The night before had been simultaneously the worst and best night of his life, and he needed time to formulate his next step.
 
   When he walked into the room Evan and Lara sat on a crushed velvet loveseat, Luke and Blessing sat in chairs near the fireplace. Dorian perched himself near the bar--smart man. All his siblings and his sibling’s mate had the same look a rabbit gets right before they are caught by a predator. His parents, however, who stood near the piano, an instrument his mother played as well as any concert pianist, were covered in sheer disappointment.
 
   Not one to pussy-foot around difficult topics, Forrest crossed his arms and said, “Get on with it.”
 
   “You have put this entire family in jeopardy,” Burn said.
 
   The room stilled, everyone hyper-focused on Forrest’s response. “Fuck that.”
 
   Dorian dropped his glass of whiskey, the liquid splashed out, but the thick glass wobbled a bit then stopped moving.
 
   “Dorian!” Lila Blackthorn admonished.
 
   He was already bent over cleaning the hardwood floor with a bar rag. “Continue,” he muttered. “Bigger fish to fry than little old me.” He cast Forrest a wicked grin.
 
   It wasn’t often Forrest’s brothers got to see him get dressed down by their parents. The last time was, oh, never.
 
   Lila turned her ire toward her eldest son. “We’ve tried to make this transition to alpha as problem free for you as possible. All you had to do was choose one suitable mate.” She held up her index finger. “Just one. Do you want what happened to the Rahound Pack to happen to us?”
 
   “I am not Rocco Rahound.”
 
   “If you aren’t strong enough to hold the pack, someone like him might decide to take over,” Burn said.
 
   “I’d like to see someone try.” Forrest’s wolf snarled inside him, ready for action. Evan, Luke, and Dorian nodded their agreement, and it bolstered Forrest’s spirit. He might feel like an outsider sometimes, but his brothers were there if he needed them.
 
   Burn smacked the piano top. “That’s not the point, son.”
 
   “The point is, Caleb’s choice of mate had nothing to do with the turmoil in the Rahound Pack.”
 
   “You had almost forty females to scent, Forrest.” His mother threw up her arms. “You picked none.”
 
   “I picked one.” Out of his peripheral vision, he saw Evan, Lara, Luke, and Blessing all scoot forward in their seats. Even Dorian was paying attention.
 
   “She’s a lone vixen with no pack affiliation. She’s not strong enough to help you keep your position,” Burn said.
 
   “Wait, vixen?” Evan asked. “Do you mean Bailey?”
 
   Lara’s hand went to her lips as she stifled an astonished “Oh.”
 
   Forrest’s blood boiled at his mother’s implication that Bailey wasn’t good enough. He got the feeling she’d been told that a lot in her life. He fought against his wolf who wanted to surface and defend her. “I’ve already marked her.”
 
   “You what?” Lila sat down on the piano bench.
 
   “I marked her. She is mine, damn it.” His words ended in a snarling growl.
 
   “Bro, I’ve never seen you like this before,” Evan said.
 
   Forrest shot his brother a look of warning. “Stay out of this.”
 
   Evan put up his hands. “You got it.”
 
   “Are you mated?” Lila asked.
 
   “We will be.”
 
   “So there’s still time to fix this.”
 
   All he’d thought about since she’d ran away was how much he wanted her back, and his mother thought she could “fix this.” No. Fucking. Way. Bailey Corsac was his, even if he hadn’t permanently marked her yet. He’d made his intention clear with the bite on her shoulder. He didn’t want another woman, another mate. And the only thing that needed fixing was figuring out how to make Bailey want him as much as he wanted her.
 
   “Father, if you want to run this pack then take it back. I’ll gladly step aside. But, if I am to be alpha,” Forrest said. “I will be alpha my way. If someone wants to challenge me, I will make them regret the day they were whelped. And that is all I will say on the subject. Good day.” And with that final declaration, Forrest stormed from the room and headed out back from some fresh air.
 
   He’d never done well with being told what to do. In that way, he’d been born to lead. It infuriated him to have his parents treat him like a child. He’d negotiated contracts with some of the toughest, narcissist psychopaths in the business world. In other words, he could handle himself when it came to pack dynamics and rival pack politics. And if he couldn’t, then he didn’t deserve to hold the role in the first place.
 
   “You look like a man with the weight of the world on his shoulders,” a familiar voice said.
 
   Forrest glanced over at Maxine Garson. She lounged on the porch swing, using her feet to gently rock herself back and forth. He tried to smile but feared it looked more like a grimace. “How are you, Max?”
 
   “I asked first,” she said, a coy smile on her lips.
 
   “Technically, you didn’t.”
 
   “It was implied, Mr. Blackthorn.” She raised a brow. “But I guess an implied contract means nothing around here.”
 
   The Silverbacks were property developers, and Maxine had been adept with acquisitions. He’d even hired her once or twice over the years to help find locations for Blackthorn Sporting Goods centers. And though she’d indicated her willingness, Forrest had never had sex with Maxine after his first scenting ceremony all those years ago.
 
   The sex had been good, wild and adventurous, but when he’d tried intimacy with her outside of sex, Maxine lacked any real warmth or kindness. He knew she must have felt just as empty when it came to him. Forrest had no illusions about himself. He was cold, distant, and domineering--and that was on a good day.
 
   Except when it came to Bailey. What was it about that little fox that chipped away at his icy heart? His wolf howled for her in a way that scared him. He was like a pup again whenever he saw her. She called to him, and his body begged to answer.
 
   “It was nice to see you, Max.” He turned to go back inside.
 
   Maxine jumped from the seat and went to him. She touched his arm. “We could be good together, Forrest. We could make Blackthorn so powerful no one would dare make a move against us. I can do that for you. Together we are strong.”
 
   Forrest shook his head. “I don’t need another business partner. I need a mate.”
 
   Her smile dimmed. “You need to grow up.”
 
   “I’m not the one pissing on people.”
 
   She gave him a sharp look. “You knew that was me last night?”
 
   “I remember your wolf.”
 
   Her eyes softened. “We could be powerful together, you and I.”
 
   “Go home, Maxine. There’s nothing here for you.” He stared at where her hand rested on is bicep until she moved it.
 
   Her expression hardened once again. “We’ll see about that, Forrest. I know how to get what I want, and I play for keeps.”
 
   Forrest ignored the warning in her words. “Not this time. No hard feelings.”
 
   Her mouth tightened, and her eyes held a sharpness, but like a smart businesswoman who’d been outmaneuvered, she held her tongue as he walked away.
 
   ****
 
   Bailey sat at an outdoor table at the Hound’s Tooth Restaurant. The location had been Lara’s choice, the seating, Bailey’s. She wore an oversized hat and a pair of sunglasses because it was as close to crawling into the deepest hole possible without actually shirking her responsibility as Lara’s maid of honor.
 
   She’d arrived five minutes early but decided that if Lara were even one minute late, she would skedaddle.
 
   With prejudice.
 
   She’d cried herself to sleep the night before, and all she wanted to do was go back home and wash her damn pillowcases. Tory had gone into work at the office to take care of a legal motion that needed to be filed and woke her up with a call around eleven a.m. Unfortunately, there had been no hiding the red-rimmed eyes when she crawled out from under the covers to get ready for lunch, hence, the sunglasses.
 
   Bailey checked her phone. Eleven-fifty-nine. She gathered her purse and readied herself to make a break for it. Too late. Lara arrived.
 
   When she sat down across the table from Bailey, she skipped the platitudes and went right for, “Oh my God, Bailey, what the hell happened last night?”
 
   “Do I look that bad?” She didn’t bother to remove her hat or glasses.
 
   “No.” Lara shook her head. “Yes. But that’s not the point. The Blackthorn house was a minefield this morning. I’ve never had to tiptoe so much in my life!”
 
   “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Apparently, a certain new alpha defied the old alpha by choosing a fox over a wolf during the scenting ceremony.” She leaned forward and inhaled deeply. “Cripes, I can smell him all over you.”
 
   “I showered a dozen times,” Bailey protested. “I just can’t seem to get him off me.” It was part of the reason she’d cried. It hurt knowing she’d never have Forrest again. That he would never truly be hers.
 
   “It’s going to take more than soap and water to get rid of the scent of a mate.”
 
   “You’re talking gibberish now.”
 
   “I can’t believe you. And Forrest. Wowzers, how did you manage to pull the stick out of his ass?”
 
   Bailey gnashed her teeth. “Don’t talk about him like that.”
 
   “Whoa.” Lara put up her hands in an “I surrender” move. “I am just repeating your words back to you.”
 
   “Well, stop it.” She felt another self-pity party coming on. “It doesn’t matter. It was a one and done. Forrest Blackthorn is ungettable.” And unforgettable. She’d never be able to look at another man without comparing him to Forrest. Hell, she was considering a nunnery at this point.
 
   “Does this mean you’re over Evan?” she asked with an ease of friendship.
 
   “What?” Bailey took off her sunglasses and blinked. “I don’t…You…You knew?”
 
   “We knew.” She grasped Bailey’s hand. “But we loved you.”
 
   “Wow, you all must have had a really big laugh at my expense. Look at love-sick Bailey pining for a man she couldn’t get in a thousand years.”
 
   “Are you kidding me?” Lara smirked. “I can’t tell you how many times I was jealous of you and Evan. And believe me, when you started getting curves, he noticed. I can’t tell you how much I envied you.”
 
   “But he fell in love with you.”
 
   “And thank heavens, because I think the powers that be were saving you for something else.”
 
   “I don’t believe in fate.”
 
   “Call it what you want. Forrest Blackthorn stood in front of his family this morning and informally declared his intention to mate with you.”
 
   “You’re high.”
 
   As if on cue, a waitress brought out two mimosas and set them on the table. Lara held up her glass. “Not yet, but if I play my cards right...”
 
   Bailey laughed, but it came out like a nervous hyena. “Did he really say he wanted me as his mate?”
 
   “Uhm, let me see if I can get this right.” Lara straightened her shoulder, tucked her chin, and lowered her voice to mimic Forrest’s. “I marked her. She is mine, damn it.” She nodded at Bailey. “Exact words. Honest to goodness.” She traced an X on the left side of her chest. “Cross my heart.”
 
   Mark her? She’d stared at herself in the mirror when she got home and other than a little redness on her shoulder, Forrest hadn’t left any mark on her. “He didn’t though. He didn’t mark me.”
 
   “Come on, Bailey. Don’t be dense. He marked you with his scent. The first step in showing his intent to mate.”
 
   “Ahhh. And that’s why I couldn’t wash him off.”
 
   “Yes!” Lara snapped her fingers. “Now we’re cooking. And man, Forrest Blackthorn is pungent. Even more than when Evan marked me. He must have been really, really, reee-eally turned on.” She wiggled her brows. “You drive the boys wild.”
 
   “Stop it,” Bailey said, but couldn’t stop the smile forming on her lips. “By the way, I’m sorry.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For cutting you out of my life after graduation. I didn’t understand how…strong the pull was when you found, er, the right person.”
 
   “You can say it.” Lara giggled. “When you find your mate. And yes, it’s hell to resist.”
 
   Bailey shook her head. “This is ridiculous. He’s the new alpha of the pack. I’m no one. I don’t have any affiliation. Is he nuts?”
 
   “Those were all the points his parents touched on as well.” She took another sip of her drink. “Let me just say…Forrest did not give one shit about their fears. He’s certain he’s alpha enough to take on whatever happens, even without a marriage-alliance with another pack.”
 
   “He’s got a big set of balls.”
 
   Lara’s eyes widened, and she leaned forward. “Now we’re getting to the good stuff. Do tell me all about his balls.”
 
   “Lara!” Bailey snorted her drink right out her nose. “Ow. And yuck.”
 
   “Gosh, Bailey. I’ve missed you so much.”
 
   Bailey smiled, feeling just a hint of bitter sadness. Her jealousy had driven her from the two people who’d always had her back. “I’m sorry,” she said again. “I’m sorry I disappeared on you.”
 
   “You’re back now. And if Forrest Blackthorn has his way, you won’t be going anywhere anytime soon.”
 
   “My weird and whacky not-really-a-love-life aside, we should be concentrating on you. Tomorrow is the wedding. Are you ready?”
 
   “Hell yes,” Lara sighed. “I’ve been ready my whole life to be Evan’s bride.”
 
   “I get it.” Bailey couldn’t believe all the time she’d wasted pining for Evan. She couldn’t have loved him, not truly, if she could forget about him with one look at his brother Forrest. So why had she built such a fantasy in her mind? It had prevented her from creating any real relationships with other men.
 
   Fate? Maybe Lara was right, and she needed to carry a torch for one brother so she could be free when the other one arrived in her life. Was she being a fantasist again? Even if Forrest was serious about wanting to mate with her, could he really hold his alpha position if choosing her meant constant challenges against his authority?
 
   She was a lawyer. She understood the difference between a sympathetic jury and hostile one. If she gave herself to Forrest, they would have the odds stacked against them from the get-go.
 
   Bailey had some serious thinking to do between now and Lara’s wedding. Forrest didn’t seem like the kind of man who would take no for an answer, and she had to decide if she cared enough, maybe even loved him enough, if love this soon was possible, to let him go.
 
   Lara also insisted on paying the lunch tab, so Bailey waited for her outside while she handled the check. She hoped the fresh air would clear her head, but all it did was increase her awareness of Forrest’s scent. Damn that man. Damn his piercing eyes, his chiseled jawline, his wide kissable lips. Damn his wide sexy shoulders and his eight-pack abs. Damn his…she thought of his rock hard cock and the way it felt to have him inside her. Her stomach fluttered as she swore, “Damn him.”
 
   Her preoccupation with all things Forrest blinded her to the van that pulled up next to the curb, and to the two men who jumped out of the cargo door, snatched her from the sidewalk and yanked her inside.
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter Eight
 
   Forrest paced in his bedroom,--the only solace he could find in this God forsaken mansion. He didn’t care what his mother or father thought. The only person whose opinion mattered was Bailey’s. She would be at the wedding tomorrow, that much was a given. Even if she wanted to avoid Forrest, she wouldn’t let her friend down.
 
   Yes, he would take her aside after the ceremony was over and he would say and do whatever was necessary to win her heart. Bailey Corsac would be his mate, even if he had to give up everything to make it happen.
 
   His phone rang. Lara Hout? Why was she calling him? He considered ignoring the call, but his soon to be sister-in-law was also one of Bailey’s best friends. She might have some information he could turn to his favor.
 
   He put the phone to his ear. “Hello?”
 
   “Forrest!” Lara shouted, her breath quick and frantic. “Oh my God, Forrest.”
 
   The alarm in her voice raised the hairs on the back of his neck. “What’s wrong? Has something happened to Evan?”
 
   “Bailey,” she said and choked back a sob. “She’s been taken.”
 
   “I don’t understand.” His mind raced to make sense out of the nonsense coming from Lara. “Who took her?”
 
   “I don’t know! I was paying for lunch, and a van pulled up. Two guys grabbed her off the sidewalk. They took off before I could get outside.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “How would I know?” The rise in her voice told him she was on the verge of panic.
 
   His own heart was pounding his chest. He took a deep breath. Losing his shit now wouldn’t help Bailey. “Where are you?”
 
   “I’m in town at the Hound’s Tooth Restaurant, just two blocks from the Wolfe’s Den in Blue Creek.”
 
   “I know where that’s at. Call my brothers and let them know what’s going on.”
 
   “I called Evan first. He’s on his way here.”
 
   It irritated Forrest that she’d wasted precious minutes calling Evan. Minutes that would have put him that much closer to tracking Bailey’s kidnappers.
 
   He fought to hold his temper. “I’ll be right there.”
 
   ****
 
   Bailey felt like she’d been playing Road Trip, a game she’d played with Lara when they were teenagers. Each intersection they would flip a coin to determine if they would go right or left. The game had been an adventure every time, never knowing where they would end up by evening.
 
   This wasn’t quite the same adventure. The men who’d snatched her smelled like wolf, but they wore ski masks, so she had no idea who they were. There were three of them two in the windowless back with her and the driver up front. There was a wire mesh door between them, and she couldn’t see anything but sky and some of the taller buildings.
 
   “What do you want with me?”
 
   “Shut up,” one of the men said. They were about the same build as most wolf shifters, broad-shouldered and tall. The guy who’d told her to shut up had brown eyes.
 
   Could it be the creepo from the rehearsal dinner? Bailey shook her head. Maybe. Maybe not. Lots of people had brown eyes. If she asked him if he was Dale Comfry, she’d probably get a kick to the face.
 
   The van made a sharp right, throwing her into the metal wall. She cried out as an exposed seam cut into her arm. Brown Eyes slammed her to the floor of the van and put a knee on her back. With her hands and feet bound, she couldn’t brace herself up, and it was hard to breathe. The van stopped suddenly. They couldn’t have been driving more than five or ten minutes. Was this it? Was this where they planned to kill her?
 
   The cargo door opened. Without a word, the man yanked her up by her shirt and dragged Bailey out of the van and into the back of a building. She screamed, and he brought his other hand around, smacking her face. Pain blossomed across her cheek and mouth. “Shut the fuck up. I won’t tell you again.”
 
   Once inside, the men in masks grabbed her by the arms and hauled through a dusty storage area. Cobwebs laced across empty racks, and mouse urine and droppings scented the air. The thugs hauled her through an open door and into a hallway with open ceiling tiles and exposed wiring. Peeling paint, graffiti marks, and holes decorated the walls.
 
   Bailey tried to concentrate on shifting, but the two men holding her sensed her intention and wrenched her shoulders back and up. She cried out, the pain making transformation impossible.
 
   “Try to turn here, little fox, and I’ll be wearing your tail as a souvenir.”
 
   At the end of the hall, they took her through double doors into a kitchen of some kind. Large, too big for a regular restaurant. Greasy smudges across the smooth, stainless steel work surfaces smelled like old blood. The sinks were filled with soiled rags and refuse. The sour scent of mold and rot made her gag. Was this some kind of torture chamber? A kill room?
 
   One of them let her go and opened a walk-in freezer door, while the other shoved her past some crates and tossed her in like a rag doll. She landed on someone sitting up against the back wall.
 
   “Oh God,” the guy said. “It’s you.”
 
   “You.” Bailey scrambled off him. His face was swollen. His left eye looked like someone had sewn a ripe plum over the top and his bottom lip was split wide. Blood had dried to his cheek, chin, and neck. But she recognized the pale blond hair. It was Dale Comfry. Not one of the kidnappers. Just another victim. “You look terrible. Are you okay?”
 
   “How did you…?”
 
   “Find you?” She shook her head and rubbed her arms to ward off the shivering cold of the small room. “I was kidnapped. I have no idea what going on.”
 
   Bailey couldn’t see any ropes or ties holding Dale in place, and she wondered why he was just sitting here and not trying to figure out a way to get out. “Is there some other exit to this freezer? It seems like it’s a safety hazard not to have some kind of backup in case someone is…”
 
   “Kidnapped and locked inside. I don’t think the manufacturers thought that would be a problem restaurant owners would come up against.”
 
   “Don’t be a smart-ass.”
 
   “Lady, I’ve been locked up in this place since last night. My balls are as cold as a polar bear’s nose. Don’t you think I’ve tried to find a fucking way out?”
 
   “Shit.”
 
   He widened his eyes and said, “Exactly.” Then followed with, “Christ, you stink of Forrest Blackthorn.”
 
   Bailey blushed. “Mind your own business.” She could still smell him as well. He’d marked her, Lara had said. She inhaled deeply. His earthy scent calmed her.
 
   “If I knew how to mind my own business, I wouldn’t be here.”
 
   “Why are we here? Do you know?”
 
   “I’m here because I had the stupid notion that it’s wrong to steal from the poor so that the rich can keep getting richer. Idealistic, I know. If you hadn’t stalked me to the Blackthorns last night none of this would be happening.”
 
   “Again, I have no idea what you’re talking about. I was there for Lara Hout. I’m her maid of honor. I don’t have a clue as to who you are or why you think I’d want to hunt you down.”
 
   His expression blanked. “You’re serious?”
 
   “As serious as this kidnapping.”
 
   “I’m the whistleblower for your lawsuit against the state. I called you last week.”
 
   “And hung up. Why in the world would you think I’d know you from Adam?”
 
   Things were starting to make some sense for Bailey, but she still didn’t understand why they’d taken her and Dale. He hadn’t given her any information. She couldn’t hurt anyone at this point. So if they had the source of the leak, then why come for her?
 
   “I don’t have the drive, so why am I here?”
 
   Dale bit his lower lip. “I was buying time.”
 
   Bailey smacked him on the arm. “Asshole!”
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t think they’d grab you.” He shook his head. “I passed it off to that other lawyer. Your partner before she left last night. Right before I was grabbed. I thought if I gave you the information, you’d leave me alone.”
 
   “Tory has the drive?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And these thugs think I have it.”
 
   “Yes. Unfortunate, but yes.”
 
   “Shit.” Bailey fought against the rising panic. All it would do is cloud her ability to think.
 
   “I thought they would let me go if I told them I’d already let the cat out of the bag. I mean they can’t stop shit getting out now, right?”
 
   “That’s naïve.” Bailey had worked enough human rights cases to know that people who had no compunction ruining other people’s lives wouldn’t hesitate to hurt or kill someone who got in their way.
 
   The guy who’d dragged her in opened the freezer door. He balled his hands into fists. “Where’s the USB drive?”
 
   Bailey shrugged. “I don’t have it.”
 
   “A few hours in the cooler will loosen your tongue, isn’t that right, Dale?” He slammed the door. The freezer motors kicked in as even colder air began to pump into the room.
 
   “That guy a friend of yours?” she asked.
 
   “Used to be. He’s not really a bad guy. Just stupid.”
 
   “I think smacking me in the face and throwing me in here makes him a pretty bad guy.”
 
   “Not considering he could have just killed you and easily disposed of your body.”
 
   A shock a fear jolted Bailey. “Uhm, well, when you put it that way…”
 
   Dale closed his eyes for a second. “I’m sorry I got you into this.”
 
   It was too late for apologies. “I’m going to look for a way out.” The freezer door was locked, no surprise, and she searched around the cold storage for some glimmer of escape. “What information did you have?” Thinking about work might keep her mind off of the fact that she was scared shitless. “Who were you working for?”
 
   “I guess it doesn’t matter now.”
 
   “Who?” she asked again.
 
   “I worked for SIP,” he said. “In their development department.”
 
   Bailey shook her head. “Sip? What is that?” One of the wire racks against the wall was loose. Bailey worked at it, tugging and kicking until the bottom bar broke off. It was lightweight, but she thought it might do for a weapon.
 
   “Silverback Investment Properties.”
 
   “I met Maxine Silverback. It doesn’t surprise me that she’d be involved in stomping on the poor.”
 
   “Not her,” Dale said. “She--” He put his face in his hands and rubbed his cheeks. “Damn, it’s getting cold in here.”
 
   “Shift. You’ll be much warmer in wolf form.” She was debating letting her fox out, but when she would have to change back, she’d be naked.
 
   “He told me they’d kill me if I took animal form.” His eyes were stark. “I believe him. Actually, I think he’ll kill me no matter what happens.”
 
   She bounced a pipe against her palms, probably less than a pound. “What do you think? I’ll stand by the door and when your friend comes back…” Bailey pulled her arms back then swung the pipe down over her head. “Whamo!”
 
   “Unless you have a machete, I think you’re just going to piss him off.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s what I figured.”
 
   The freezer door rattled. Bailey opened her mouth, but Dale shushed her. “Don’t move.”
 
   “Screw that,” she whispered. “I’m not going down without a fight.”
 
   The man who stepped in had a tri-colored beard and short blond hair. His eyes held a look of pure satisfaction. Like that cat that caught the canary. The enforcer who’d smacked her around stood behind him.
 
   “This is perfect,” he said. “I can smell the new Blackthorn alpha all over you, sweet cheeks. This is like killing two problems for the price of one.”
 
   His presence was heavy, and Bailey could feel power roll from him like an unnatural tide. She held up the useless pipe as if it would be any real defense. “Who…who are you?”
 
   “Victor,” he said. “Victor Silverback.” He smirked. “You and I are going to get to know each other real well, vixen. Then I’ll let me friend have what’s left over.”
 
   Behind him, the man with the brown eyes pulled his ski mask off. Bailey gasped. “Mach Larson.”
 
   He bared his teeth. Anger and hatred colored his face. “I’m going to enjoy this more than I can say, you fat bitch. The fact that it will hurt Forrest Blackthorn is icing on the cake.”
 
   “After all these years, you are still a big, fucking douche-nozzle.” The two large men occupied most of the door space. Bailey’s only hope was to shift and run. No way she could best an alpha and an enforcer, but she was not going to let them use her to get to Forrest. “You can have me, assholes,” she said, surprised by her own ferocity, “over my dead body.”
 
   “That can be arranged,” the Silverback Alpha said.
 
   Bailey flipped Victor the bird. She threw the aluminum bar at him. He blocked it easily and advanced on her. Even as she began to shift into her fox, she knew her chances of escaping Silverback was slim, but she had to try. For Forrest’s sake, she had to fight. Unfortunately, her clothes made a quick shift impossible. Victor actually laughed as she struggled to get out of her top.
 
   A howl from behind her startled her when she finally got herself free. Dale Comfry had transformed into a large gray wolf. He lunged at Victor, giving Bailey the opportunity to skirt around him.
 
   Mach Larson kicked out, his boot connecting with Bailey’s side. Pain rocketed through her little body, but she managed to skirt the next kick and get out the door. The sickening crunch of bone, the high-pitched yelp of pain, and the deafening silence that followed wrenched Bailey’s gut. Dale had given his life to give her this chance. She wouldn’t waste it.
 
   She was in an unfamiliar building, but there was an opening to a staircase, and she took it. Not far behind her, she heard the yips and snarls of wolves on the hunt and the loud voice of Victor Silverback. “Find her,” he shouted with rage. “Find her and kill her.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter Nine
 
   Forrest texted his brothers to meet him at the Wolfe’s Den, a bar owned by Aric Wolfe, Tristan Wolfe’s oldest son. The place was closed this early in the day, but Aric had surveillance cameras both street side and alley on his bar, and he agreed to let Forrest look at the recent recordings.
 
   Aric and his mate Jordan were waiting at a side entrance for Forrest. His brother’s and Lara had already arrived. He hated the frantic feeling of helplessness clawing up his throat as they went inside.
 
   The interior of the bar was neat and tidy. The table surfaces were scratched and worn, but clean. His anger heightened his senses, and it took all his control to ignore the smells of men and women who must have drunk there the night before. Bailey needed him to be sharp. To find her. He couldn’t do that if he were distracted.
 
   Once in the back, the four Blackthorn brothers and Lara huddled around the monitor as they watched vehicles passing by at the time Lara had said Bailey was taken. Jordan Wolfe, Aric’s mate, came in with coffee for all of them. She was short and curvy like Bailey, but that’s where the similarities ended. Jordan was Latina, with dark hair and rich brown eyes. Though she had a vibrancy that reminded him very much of Bailey.
 
   He passed on the offered coffee. His stomach had knotted with worry, and coffee would only make it worse.
 
   Forrest kept his gaze glued to the screen. “No, thank you.”
 
   “You’ll get her back,” Jordan said gently.
 
   “I have to.” He gave her a brief nod and then one to Aric.
 
   Aric smiled across the small room at his mate, and Forrest, for the first time, understood what the bond between them must feel like. He hadn’t even formalized his bond with Bailey, but he knew, with certainty, he would give his life if it meant getting her back safely.
 
   “There,” Lara said, pointing at a van that passed by. “That’s the one.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes.” She bit her thumbnail. “I think.”
 
   Aric Wolfe brushed his shaggy, black hair back from his face. “XZP 12K. I’ll call a friend of mine at the police station to run the plate.”
 
   “It’ll probably come back stolen.”
 
   He shrugged. “Can’t hurt, man.”
 
   Forrest nodded. “Thanks.”
 
   Aric patted Forrest on the shoulder. “I’d be going out of my mind too if someone took my girl. You’ll find her. Just hang in there.”
 
   “Wait.” Dorian leaned forward. “Run that back and forward again. In slow motion.”
 
   “To the van?” Forrest asked. “What did you see?”
 
   “Something. But after the van.” He gestured for Luke to keep going forward. “There. Stop. It may be nothing.” He put his finger on a silver Mercedes SL Roadster. “Unless there are more than one of those in Blue Creek, that car belongs to Victor Silverback.”
 
   Evan stood up. “You don’t think…”
 
   “This can’t be about you not choosing Maxine,” Luke said. “That’s extreme, even for the Silverbacks.”
 
   Forrest swallowed the knot of fear in his throat. Maxine had attacked Bailey in wolf form last night, but it hadn’t been a serious challenge. She hadn’t even put her teeth on his little fox. If she had, he’d have done her damage. And while he knew she wanted him as a mate for reasons that involved power and politics, she didn’t love him. “She wouldn’t.”
 
   Dorian raised a brow. “It could be a coincidence. Victor could have just been passing that way.”
 
   Shaking his head, Forrest said, “It’s the only lead we have.”
 
   “We have no idea where he went from there,” Lara said. “How are we going to find her?” Guilt colored her voice. “This is all my fault. She’d been out of pack crap for years, and I had to suck her back in.” Her shoulders jerked forward as a sob escaped her.
 
   Evan put his arm around Lara. He looked at Forrest and shook his head.
 
   Dorian put his hand on Forrest’s shoulder. “I sold Victor that car.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And all my vehicles come with an anti-theft package that includes tracking.”
 
   Forrest blinked at his brother. “So, you can find him?”
 
   A wicked smile crossed over Dorian’s lips. “I can find him.”
 
   ****
 
   Bailey skittered out of the first open door after running up five flights of stairs. The musty, stained carpet snagged on her claws as she raced down the hall. The many doors on both sides of the corridors were numbered. 52, 54, 56 on one side, and 53, 55, and 57 on the other. This was a hotel. Abandoned by all accounts. She had to find a place to hide, and in fox form, she couldn’t open the doors. It scared her to make the transition to human again. She would be naked and vulnerable. A sitting vixen. But she’d have no chance if she let them trap her out in the hallway.
 
   She could hear the howls and barks echoing in the stairwell. She had to hurry, or her window of opportunity would be gone. She concentrated on the change, forcing her fox to recede. It fought against her, her fear making it want to take charge.
 
   Please, she begged her beast. Reluctantly, it withdrew. Quickly and quietly, she turned every knob, praying that one would open. She needed to get out of the open. Every locked door constricted the lump of terror in her stomach.
 
   Room 59, the last one on the left was open a few inches. The lock had been jimmied, probably by squatters, and the hinge was off at the top. Bailey shoved the door open and pushed her way inside. Closing it was impossible, but she did the best she could. The room had a rusted mattress frame, a pizza box with a dried up pepperoni slice on the floor next to it, a sleeping bag that smelled of human waste, and a broken bedside table with missing drawers. The scent was awful, but the aroma coming from the bathroom was worse. Someone homeless had definitely been holding up in the place and using the toilet without running water. The conditions made her sick. No one should have to live like this. It was the reason she’d started the class action suit in the first place.
 
   She ran to the window. Below was an alleyway. There had to be a fire escape, right? She peered down. Wrong. It was sheer brick and windows all the way to the hard pavement. She swallowed back the hot dread rising in her throat. If worse came to worse, that would be her way out. She wouldn’t let Victor or Mach use her. She’d kill herself before she let that happen.
 
   ****
 
   “Are you sure his car’s on this street?” Trust Avenue was on the poorer side of town. It was laced with apartment buildings with missing or boarded-up windows. Drug dealers hung out on corners, and two blocks down was an over-filled homeless shelter. He knew this because he’d been donating money to keep the place open since he’d taken over the family business. “I can’t see Victor driving his fancy car in this neighborhood.”
 
   “I’m sure,” Dorian said. He had his laptop out and had been navigating as Forrest drove the SUV.
 
   “This place gives me the willies,” Lara said from the back. She sat between Luke and Evan.
 
   “I think the people who live here feel the same way,” Forrest said.
 
   When he was in high school, he’d volunteered at the shelter on weekends. He’d had a friend whose family had lost their home, and they had to stay in the shelter for several months. It had given him a new perspective on how someone could end up in such dire straits. At the time, volunteering was the only way he knew to help. His friend didn’t want people to know about his parent's situation, so he made Forrest promise not to tell anyone. And Forrest never did. In some ways, he regretted not going to his parents to get them help. After all, even though his buddy was a human, it’s what the Blackthorns did.
 
   Dorian gave him a strange look as Forrest parked on the curb outside the Trust Hotel, a building with condemned signs on the front windows and door. “Have you been here before, Forrest?”
 
   “No.” Forrest looked at Dorian. “Where’s the car?”
 
   “According to the tracker, it’s down the side alley.”
 
   “Then let’s go.”
 
   The Blackthorns exited the SUV like a gang going to war. If Victor had Bailey, if he hurt her, the Silverback Pack would have to find a new alpha.
 
   The found the car parked behind the white van. “Son of a bitch,” Evan swore.
 
   “He has her,” Dorian agreed.
 
   The van was empty, but Forrest could smell Bailey’s scent. His nostrils flared as he swept his hand toward the side door. “That way,” he said. “They took her in there.”
 
   Forrest followed Bailey scent trail through the rundown storage area, down a hall, and into a kitchen. He could smell blood and death everywhere, almost to the point that it obscured the sweet berry smell he’d been chasing. His brothers and Lara had scattered, not wanting to leave any area unsearched.
 
   “Over here!” Lara shouted.
 
   Forrest ran, his heart loud as a bass drum in his ears. Inside a walk-in freezer, the corpse of a man lay naked with his neck twisted into an unnatural position. There were two sets of clothes on the floor. A man’s jeans, T-shirt, and tennis shoes, and a woman’s skirt, top, and flats.
 
   Forrest grabbed the shirt. “This is Bailey’s.” He could detect his scent mixed with hers.
 
   “That’s Dale Comfry.” Dorian turned him over. “Bailey asked about him last night.”
 
   Forrest remembered the man and the conversation. A growl ripped from his lips. “Victor was here.”
 
   Evan sniffed the air. “Mach Larson, too.”
 
   Lara gnashed her teeth. “That fucking asshole.” She gripped Evan’s arm. “He hates Bailey.”
 
   Forrest knelt at the door. The aroma of musk and fur hung heaviest near the entry. Fox and wolf. “She shifted,” he said. “She must have gotten past them when they were killing Comfry.” He pounded back the hope her escape gave him. He knew with three wolf shifters after her, Bailey’s freedom was temporary at best.
 
   “We can track better as wolves,” he said to his family. His pack.
 
   Dorian nodded. “Let’s do this, brother. Let’s get your mate back.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter Ten
 
   The howls and high pitched barks of the hunting wolves made Bailey want to shift into her fox skin again, but against three large beasts, her little fox wouldn’t have a shot. Only in her human form did she have any chance at all. She searched the room for something she could use as a weapon, something better than the laughable pipe she’d thrown at Victor in the freezer. She gagged at the pungent intensity of the piss and shit piled up in the toilet. The shower had no curtain or curtain rod. The sink was an attached porcelain bowl mounted to the wall with exposed pipes beneath.
 
   The sounds of the wolves were getting closer and trying break the pipes would only draw more attention to her. She’d touched every door in the hall. She hoped it was enough to slow them down. The mirror on the wall was cracked. Bailey grimaced as she saw her swollen and bruised cheek. She didn’t waste time on pity, though, instead, she gave the mirror a quick punch. Shards clattered down into the sink and on the floor. She ignored her bleeding knuckles and grabbed a large piece, about seven inches long and two inches wide at the base moving into a point at the top.
 
   She pushed the bathroom door shut, hoping the smell of human feces would override her own scent, and waited.
 
   The howls and barks stopped. Bailey held her breath.
 
   “Little pig, little pig, let me in,” Mach Larson sang.
 
   Heat scorched Bailey’s skin. She gripped the shard, the base cutting into her palm. The pain was nothing compared to her rage. She was going to gut that motherfucker, even if it took her last breath to do it.
 
   “She’s in here,” Mach said. “I can smell the bitch.”
 
   The shuffling of feet told her that all Victor and the other goon were in the room now as well. A pound against the bathroom door elicited a surprised noise from Bailey. She cursed herself for being so stupid. So careless.
 
   “You are just all kinds of trouble, aren’t you, girl?” Victor Silverback said. “You have your nose in my business and in my pack. You know what I do with folks who cause me problems?”
 
   The kill room kitchen gave her a pretty good idea. She braced her shoulder against the door. “Forrest is going to rip your head off, asshole.”
 
   “Not before I slaughter his precious mate.” Victor slapped the door again, and Bailey jerked her head back. He laughed. “You may think you’re smart, but you’re nothing but a scared chicken. This wolf knows how to clean out a henhouse.”
 
   Bailey put her back to the door as Victor turned the knob and tried to push it open.
 
   “I’ve decided to kill you quick, chick.” He chuckled at his rhyme. “A little mercy in deference to your alpha.”
 
   “Fuck you,” Bailey said.
 
   “She’s mine!” Mach Larson said, anger pulsing in his tone. “You promised me, Victor. You promised to give her to me. She’s fucking mine.”
 
   Bailey’s stomach roiled. She struggled to breathe as icy fingers of dread gripped her lungs and squeezed. She held the mirror to her wrist, willing herself the courage to act on her own behalf before the option was no longer hers. No, she thought, the neck. She could puncture her carotid, and it would be over in minutes.
 
   Four quick, hard punches against the door sounded, then Mach shouted. “You hear that, Bailey. I will fucking own you. You’re mine, you stupid bitch.”
 
   “She’s not stupid or a bitch,” Bailey heard someone say. “And she’s not yours. She’s mine!” Her heart leaped into her throat. Forrest. Oh, God. He’d found her.
 
   “You’ll have to take me on first, pup,” Victor growled. Bailey heard a thick grunt from Forrest. She yanked the bathroom door open, terrified for him against Victor and his two goons.
 
   The growls and snarls as two wolves she didn’t know took on Victor’s guy, while two other wolves cornered Mach. Forrest, naked, his muscles and tattoos glistening with sweat, as he grappled with Victor in a glorious frenzy of fists and fury. Bailey staggered into the room. She cursed herself when Forrest saw her. Her appearance startled him for a split second, long enough of Victor to connect a punch under his chin and throw him back against the wall.
 
   “No!” Bailey shouted. She jumped on Victor’s back, her arm wrapped his neck, and she kicked herself back, pulling the Silverback Alpha to the ground with her. She tried to stab him, but he rolled sideways and threw his elbow into her jaw. The mirror shard dropped out of her hand as the pain in her face exploded in bright and vibrant fireworks.
 
   “Bailey!” Forrest shouted. He grabbed Victor’s arm and wrenched the older alpha away from her.
 
   Bailey rolled away and pushed herself from the floor. The wolves had taken down one of Victor’s men, but Mach had smashed the bedside table and was using a piece of wood as a club. When he spotted Bailey, her head still reeling from the blow Victor delivered, he roared and jumped over the nearest wolf, landing right in front of her. He grabbed her hair and yanked her toward the bathroom.
 
   Forrest had Victor in a headlock, horror in his eyes as he watched. His eyes glowed amber as he wrenched Victor’s head. The Silverback alpha’s lifeless eyes were the last thing she saw before Mach pulled her into the bathroom and shut the door.
 
   “Try to come in here and I’ll kill her,” Mach shouted. He threw her down on the floor. She landed near the sink. “Do you hear me? I’ll fucking kill her right now.”
 
   The wolves began to whine. Bailey heard Forrest say, “Don’t. Don’t do it. I’ll give you anything you want. Just let her go.”
 
   She’d never heard him so desperate. Frankly, she never thought he was capable of sounding so vulnerable.
 
   “I love her,” Forrest pleaded. “You know what that means. Just let her go. You were following your pack alpha. You had to. I get that. But he’s dead now. You don’t have to do this.”
 
   Bailey knew Mach hadn’t just been following orders. He’d had a bug up his ass about Bailey since middle school. Forrest had to know it was personal for Mach as well, but he was giving the man an out. A way to leave with his life intact.
 
   Bailey's hands began to shake. “No,” she whispered.
 
   He was naked and bloody from where the wolves had torn chunks from his arms and chest. His back was to the door, his flaccid prick on display.
 
   “No fucking way.” She grabbed a mirror chunk from the ground and with a quickness she didn’t know she possessed, Bailey shoved the shard into Mach where his upper thigh, going for the artery.
 
   The look of surprise on his face when she pulled the glass out, and blood began to spray her skin put a feral grin on her face.
 
   “You won’t get away with this, asshole.”
 
   When he leaned over to grab Bailey, she struck with her hand straight up and stabbed him in the throat. Blood gushed as his angry snarl turned into a gurgle, and Mach slid down the door to the floor. Bailey crawled closer to watch as the life left his eyes.
 
   “Motherfucker, I am not your bitch,” she screamed, “and you don’t get to live.”
 
   “Bailey!” Forrest’s alarm snapped her from her vengeance. She reached up and turned the door handle. When the bathroom door opened, Mach’s bloody torso flopped back onto the floor. She crawled over him, her head pounding as the adrenaline waned. Forrest was there then. She was in his arms.
 
   “Safe,” she heard him say through her foggy brain. “You’re safe now.”
 
   “He doesn’t get to live,” she muttered as Forrest smoothed her hair back and away from her face. “He doesn’t get to…”
 
   “You killed him, baby. You took care of him.”
 
   She looked around the room. Dorian, Luke, Evan, and Lara stared at her, their expressions slightly horrified and impressed at the same time.
 
   Bailey blinked up at Forrest. “Why’s everyone naked?”
 
   “Big fight, babe.” He kissed her and when he pulled back, his lips were bloody. “Don’t you remember?”
 
   Bailey touched the side of her face. It hurt. Her whole head hurt. “I think I hurt my brain.”
 
   “Let’s get you out of here then.”
 
   “Wait,” Bailey said. “You love me.”
 
   He smiled, and it was the most precious thing she’d ever seen, even with the bloody lips. “Yep.”
 
   “Nuh-uh.”
 
   He picked her up as if she were a feather and cradled in her arms. “I think you did hurt your brain.” He kissed her forehead.
 
   “Dude,” she heard Dorian say as Forrest carried her from the room. “Bailey is bad ass.”
 
   A small smile formed on her lips. “I am bad ass,” she said.
 
   Forrest smiled as he walked with her down the hall to the stairs. “You sure are.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eleven
 
   Bailey closed her eyes, the back of her head against the tub. She’d already taken three showers because it had felt like two wasn’t enough to wash away all the blood.
 
   It was only seven at night, but it felt like two weeks had passed since the rehearsal dinner. Forrest had to call an emergency meeting of the alphas to explain what had happened to Victor, and why he’d had to kill him. He’d invited Bailey to attend, but the idea of facing all those guys after everything that happened, especially since Maxine, Victor’s daughter would be there, made her stomach turn.
 
   She’d shifted once after the first shower to quicken her healing. If she’d been human, it would have taken weeks to recover, but as a werefox, she only had a minor headache now. She drew her hands over the suds. The way Forrest had charged in to save her had been epic hero shit. All those years she’d thought of him as cold and unaffected, and today he’d proven he was anything but. He’d been passionate and raw, and willing to do whatever it took to keep her safe.
 
   Thinking about him tightened her lower bits. She slid her fingers down to touch herself, remembering how good it had felt when Forrest had slid his fingers along her wet folds. As she rubbed the swollen nub, she closed her eyes, imagining his mouth on her heat, lapping her juices. His tongue--
 
   “Woman?”
 
   She splashed in the tub and struggled to get upright. Forrest stared at her from the bathroom door. This was his room, so she hadn’t noticed a shift in the scent. Fuck. He’d caught her.
 
   “Uhm,” she licked her lips. “How did it go with the Big Kahunas?”
 
   He narrowed his gaze, his eyes rimmed in gold, his mouth pursed in a deep frown. “That’s my pussy.”
 
   “I…” She blinked. “What?”
 
   He walked over the edge of the large tub and stepped into it with his shoes, black slacks, and shirt still on. The water rose, overflowing the tub, as he knelt between her legs. The heat of passion born of an almost frantic need tightened Bailey’s nipples.
 
   He put slid his hands up her inner thighs, he spread the lips of her sex with one hand and thrust two fingers inside her with the other. Bailey gasped at the invasion.
 
   Forrest’s eyes darkened with hunger. He leaned forward his fingers working inside her and kissed her breast as it floated above the suds. Then he kissed her, his tongue sweeping her lips, thrusting into her mouth with the same rhythm as his fingers.
 
   Too soon, he leaned back and withdrew his hand. He brought his fingers to his mouth. “My pussy,” he said again then he sucked her juices from his fingers. “You’re so fucking sweet. I could eat you up.”
 
   Bailey managed to grab her wits before they completely left the room. “I seem to recall something about me having to ask nicely.”
 
   Forrest grinned, his wolf shining through. “So ask, Kalinka. My little red berry.”
 
   Bailey laughed, but Forrest's face grew serious. “Ask me,” he said. “Ask me to eat your pussy?”
 
   Bailey clenched in reaction to his words. Even in the hot water, she knew she’d be slick, drenched with the excitement that raced through her. “I…”
 
   He raised his brow.
 
   “I want you to eat my pussy. Please, eat my pussy, Forrest.”
 
   He growled with pleasure as he looped his large arms under her thighs. Bailey squealed as he lifted her out of the water and sat her on the edge of the tub. He spread her thighs, using his hands to hold her open and he licked from just below her core to her throbbing clit.
 
   “Oh, God, yes.” She braced herself, her ass slick with suds, to keep from sliding forward. He thrust his tongue inside her, fucking her as his thumb rubbed against her pleasure bundle. “I’m going to come,” she panted.
 
   “Good,” Forrest said. “I want to taste your orgasm. I want to feel you come in my mouth.”
 
   “Oh. Oh!” Bailey cried out as his lips melded once more to her swollen pussy. His hands were on her ass, holding her up, his fingers digging in as his tongue dove in and out and over, blood rushing away from her head and down to her groin. She threw her head back and whacked it against the wall when the orgasm hit, her sex contracting in spasms around his tongue, but even that minor pain didn’t stop the rapture as he kept taking her, all of her, into him.
 
   When the last of the shudders dwindled, Forrest withdrew his lips. Kneeling between her legs he eased her down onto his lap, his cock pressing hard through his wet slacks against her aching pussy. “You are sweeter than the ripest berry, my Kalinka.” He licked his glistening lips. “You scared me today,” he said. “I don’t ever want to lose you, Bailey.” He kissed her softly, but with purpose before he captured her gaze and held it. “Now I’m going to fuck you,” he told her. “Fuck you so good you’ll never even entertain the idea of running away from me again.”
 
   Bailey breath released in a staggered hiss, her eyes watering with her desire.
 
   “Do you believe me?” Forrest asked.
 
   “Yes,” Bailey said. “Yes.”
 
   ****
 
   Forrest couldn’t even fathom how much he loved this beautifully, curvaceous woman, whom he’d had such brief, albeit quality, contact with. She was his soul’s breath and his soul’s desire. His mate. And before the evening ended, he planned to make it permanent. His cock was so hard. When he’d seen her touching herself, it was all he could do to keep himself from ravaging her.
 
   “Why do you want me, Forrest?”
 
   He couldn’t believe she didn’t know. “You make my heart beat, my lungs breathe, my--”
 
   “Dick explode,” she supplied with a grin on her face.
 
   “That too,” he growled.
 
   “I’m complicated,” Bailey said.
 
   Forrest laughed. So was he. “We have a lifetime, thanks to you, to figure out just how complicated you really are.”
 
   “You’re going to need it.” She laughed. “Are you sure you wanna be stuck with me?”
 
   “Stuck with you, stuck to you, stuck in you. It all sounds good. You?”
 
   “We hardly know each other.”
 
   He slid his hands up her sides, and she trembled beneath his touch. “You know me.”
 
   “Do I?” Her long eyelashes glittered as she spoke.
 
   Forrest understood. Like him, she had insecurities when it came to trusting people, especially the opposite sex. “This will be magnificent.” He kissed her perfect bow lips.
 
   “Promise?”
 
   She had doubts, and while Forrest couldn’t blame her, he didn’t know how to assuage her fears. “I promise on my life.”
 
   “Kiss me again,” she breathed against the skin of his neck. “Make me a believer.”
 
   He pulled her gently into a kiss, slipping his tongue past her barely parted lips. Bailey leaped into his arms. Fiercely and fearless, she matched his passion. She ran the tip of her tongue over the part in his lips, before slipping it past his teeth. And Forrest fed from her mouth as if she were his last meal.
 
   He slid his palms under her ass and lifted her out of the tub. He carried her to his bed then stripped from his wet clothes. He crawled over her, kissing her stomach, her breasts, her neck. Bailey’s nipples drew to tight nubs as he played them between his fingers. He loved the soft feel of her large breasts in his hands--the way her skin shivered with excitement at his touch.
 
   “Mmm,” she hummed against his mouth. A sound of pure pleasure. His cock jerked against her thigh.
 
   She pushed her hand between them and wrapped her fingers around his shaft, rolling the rigid flesh with her palm. She rubbed the pearl of his desire with her thumb.
 
   He moaned, slipping his hand between her legs. Her pussy was swollen and wet with readiness and desire. Forrest slid a finger over her clit.
 
   “God,” he breathed against her skin. “I need to be in you. I need you so much.”
 
   “Need me?” she teased. “Like the trees need sunshine?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Like the flowers need the rain?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Like Hans needs Leia?”
 
   “Ye--Huh?”
 
   “Never mind.” She grinned. “I get it.” Bailey gazed around the deserted parking lot. “Okay, I’m in.”
 
   “Oh, thank the gods, kalinka moya.” He cupped her lovely, large breasts again, taking one nipple into his mouth, then moving to the other for rough lick.
 
   ****
 
   Bailey bit her lower lip hard. Moya is Russian meant my. She was his red berry. The little endearment set off a flutter of emotions. Love, lust, happiness.
 
   She gasped as he spread her thighs, kissing down her stomach again to her wet and ready sex. His firm hands grasped her buttocks as his mouth finally made its way to her pussy, his tongue flickering against the clit, licking and sucking the swollen bud sweetly between his lips.
 
   Bailey’s legs quivered. Tight tension coiled itself within her--the sharp edges of another orgasm sliced through her abdomen. His tongue moved incredibly fast as it made its way into her pussy, sliding in and out, flicking against her clit then back in, fucking and sucking her while his teeth grazed her sensitive flesh.
 
   “Oh, fuck, I’m going to come again.”
 
   In the next second, Forrest was up between her thighs, his erection butting against her pussy like a compass pointing due bliss. “Not yet,” he growled.
 
   She grabbed for him, his hair, his arms, anywhere she could find purchase and pulled her to him. “Get in me. Now.”
 
   Forrest thrust his hips forward, pushing his cock deeply into her. Lacing an arm around her waist, he lifted her up while keeping them joined.
 
   Unbelievably, even with her body on fire from the wake of the last orgasm, she could feel another one mounting. Forrest expertly slid in and out of her, controlling his strokes, the head of his cock gently nudging the sweet spot inside her channel with every passing sweep.
 
   “Oh, God. Yes!” she cried out, then screamed his name. “Forrest!”
 
   “Who am I?” he asked her, his eyes pure gold now. “Tell me.”
 
   The last time she’d asked, she said his name, but instinctually, she knew it was something else he needed from her. Something else he needed to hear. “You’re mine,” she said.
 
   “Fuck yes,” Forrest grunted as he pumped his hips harder between her legs. “And who are you?”
 
   “I’m…” Her breath caught in her throat as pleasure took her toward another climax. “I’m yours. I’m fucking yours.”
 
   “Damn straight,” he roared. “You are fucking mine!”
 
   “Yes,” Bailey cried out as Forrest yanked her close and bit down hard on her shoulder, his teeth breaking through the skin bringing on a combination of pain and ecstasy. “God, yes. Forrest, yes!”
 
   ****
 
   Feeling possessed, Forrest roared as her tight, hot pussy milked his cock. His mouth filled with her blood as he made sure his mark would stay. Bailey was his. His mate. He wanted her and everyone else to know without any doubt that he would take no other. He thrust harder, burying his shaft until his balls slapped against her ass.
 
   Bailey’s moans grew louder, and she pushed harder against him, thrusting her hips forward, hands clutching at his chest. He released his teeth on her and tangled his fingers in her hair. Her pussy clenched against his cock as her orgasm detonated in a series of tremors and shudders. Pushed to the edge, Forrest came, pumping inside her until every bit of his hot seed released inside her.
 
   “I love you,” she whispered with jagged breath.
 
   He nodded against her chest, choked with emotions he never thought he’d experience. Forty years was a long time to go without a true mate.
 
   Bailey stroked his hair. “Are you all right?”
 
   Forrest kissed her, letting all the tenderness he felt for her pour into that one action. When he finished, he said. “I love you too.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
   Bailey had just checked on the bride for the gazillionth time since early hours of the day. The wedding was less than an hour away. The maid of honor gown, which was a perfectly lovely shade of pale green, had an unfortunate off the shoulder cut that put her new mate mark on display for all the guests, including the rival pack alphas in attendance. If anyone had any doubts about who Forrest had chosen, that had been assuaged by mark.
 
   Bailey stepped outside for a minute to get some fresh air.
 
   The backyard had been turned into a bride’s fantasy. The chairs were all covered in white and decorated with pink and green ribbons. Lilies lined the rolled out carpet that formed an aisle in the center. At the end was a large, circular gazebo covered in ivy and baby’s breath. Howling wolf ice sculptures were strategically placed in the yards, and a soft breeze lent itself to the magic of the day.
 
   Tory, wearing a golden, shimmery dress that flattered her and made her even more gorgeous, if possible, bounded up to Bailey. “Did you look at the information Dale gave you?” She owed him a debt she could never pay, he’d saved more than her own life by sacrificing his.
 
   Tory’s brown eyes gleamed. “It’s pure gold, darling. With this information, we can’t lose.” She shook her head. “But today is about other things. Like what the hell happened to your shoulder?”
 
   “Remember when I talked about the mate mark?”
 
   “You mean the permanent, no going back, until death do you part, mate mark?”
 
   Bailey smiled.
 
   “Wow.” She looked around. “Who?”
 
   Forrest, dressed in a sexy-ass tux, picked that moment to walk outside. “The who would be me.” He looped his arm around Bailey’s neck. “I can’t wait until our wedding day.”
 
   Tory’s eyes grew huge like two saucers. “I better be your maid of honor.”
 
   Bailey laughed. “Of course.”
 
   Forrest drew her into his arms and kissed her as if she were breath itself. When he came up for real air, his father was waving at him. “Excuse me for a minute, Kalinka.”
 
   Bailey tried not to squee. She loved his little pet name for her. It was perfect. As to his parents, they’d congratulated Forrest for finding a good mate, and that was the only apology those two alphas were going to issue.
 
   “Kalinka methinka that man is a duh-reamy!” Tory said. “I have a date to the wedding too, by the way.”
 
   “Oh yeah.” Bailey tried to read her face. “Who?”
 
   Tory pointed toward Luke Blackthorn and Landon Gilly.
 
   “Is your date Luke or Landon?”
 
   “Yes,” Tory said. She wiggled her brows.
 
   “No.” Bailey looked at her BFF then over to her soon to be brother-in-law and his BFF. “Both of them?”
 
   Tory laughed. She waved her fingers at the two men, and they beckoned her over. “Gotta go, babe. Love you.” She kissed Bailey’s cheek and took off toward her dates.
 
   Dorian sidled up to Bailey next and nudged her shoulder. “You ready for all this?”
 
   Bailey sighed. Happily. “I think I am.”
 
   “Well, Forrest has definitely proven he doesn’t need a marriage alliance to be strong.” Dorian smiled. “You’re good for our ice king, little fox.”
 
   Bailey rolled her eyes. “We’re good for each other.” Maxine Silverback walked across the yard toward Forrest and his father. Bailey’s hackles rose, and her body went rigid.
 
   “Don’t you worry, sis. That isn’t about you. Turns out Maxine had no idea what her old man was up to. She knows Forrest is off the table, and she’s okay with it. She doesn’t need to go to another pack now that Vic’s dead. She just needs to mate with an alpha who needs a pack.”
 
   The way he talked about Maxine peaked Bailey’s curiosity. “You think you have what it takes to tame that bitch?” She was glad Maxine hadn’t been part of Vic’s operations, but it didn’t mean they were going to be friends.
 
   Dorian chuckled. “This is nothing wrong with Maxine Silverback that a dozen orgasms won’t fix.”
 
   At that moment, Maxine looked up at Dorian. Bailey couldn’t read the look, but it didn’t say, “Come get me.”
 
   “You have your work cut out for you, Dorian.”
 
   “And what pleasure I will take in the task.” He tipped his head to her as Forrest came back up the steps.
 
   He wrapped his arms around Bailey and held her tight. Safe. “You ready to run away from all this yet?”
 
   “Nope. Not even a little.” She tilted her head back, and he dipped down to kiss her.
 
   “Good answer.” He smiled and surveyed the pack members filling up the seats. “These are our people, Bailey.”
 
   “Ours.” She had never had a pack, and it had been so long since she had a family, she hadn’t even realized how much she had missed out on. “I will love them as I love you.” She wrinkled her nose. “Except the sex stuff, of course.”
 
   Forrest laughed. “That’s a given.”
 
   Lila Blackthorn rushed out of the house. “It’s time everyone. Take your seats. Wedding party. Inside.” She clapped her hands. “Let’s go, people!”
 
   “The mate of honor better not keep the bride waiting,” Forrest murmured in her ear.
 
   “Maid,” Bailey corrected.
 
   “You are no maid, my love.” Forrest kissed the mark on her shoulder. “Not anymore. Not ever again.”
 
   The End.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   About the Author
 
   Renee George is a USA Today Bestselling author of cozy mysteries, paranormal romance, erotic romance, contemporary romance, and romantic comedies that highlight varying themes. She lives in the Midwest with her husband, man-child son, two sweet dogs, and a senile cat.
 
   Find More Books by Renee George
 
   Amazon Author Central
 
    
 
   Join Renee’s Newsletter
 
   https://app.mailerlite.com/webforms/landing/m8p8u6
 
   


  
 

More on Sassy Mates
 
   Thank you for reading Sassy and a little Bad-Assy! I hope you enjoyed reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you did, please consider leaving a review when you have time.
 
   Did you enjoy this Sassy Mates story?
 
   Discover the series that inspired the World!
 
   AUTHOR: Milly Taiden
 
   TITLES: (listed in series order)
 
   Dirty Scent of a Mate | A Mate’s Bite | Unexpectedly Mated | The Mate Challenge | Fighting For Her Mate | A Fang in the Sass
 
   WEBSITE: http://millytaiden.com/
 
   Click HERE to sign up for Milly’s NEWSLETTER. 
 
   Grab it on Amazon.com HERE.
 
    
 
   Here are a few other books in the Sassy Mates Kindle World for you to check out:
 
   TITLE: Tamed
 
   AUTHOR: Bianca Sommerland
 
   Grab it on Amazon.com HERE.
 
    
 
   TITLE: Bonnie Sass
 
   AUTHOR: Erika Masten
 
   Grab it on Amazon.com HERE.
 
    
 
   TITLE: Kissing Sassy
 
   AUTHOR: Gracen Miller
 
   Grab it on Amazon.com HERE.
 
    
 
   TITLE: Sassy and a little Bad-Assy
 
   AUTHOR: Jessie Lane
 
   Grab it on Amazon.com HERE.
 
    
 
   TITLE: A Hot Piece of Sass
 
   AUTHOR: Melanie James
 
   Grab it on Amazon.com HERE.
 
    
 
   TITLE: A Witchingly Sassy Seduction
 
   AUTHOR: Mychal Daniels
 
   Grab it on Amazon.com HERE.
 
    
 
   TITLE: Mate of Honor
 
   AUTHOR: Renee George
 
   Grab it on Amazon.com HERE.
 
    
 
   TITLE: Dragon Sass
 
   AUTHOR: Selena Kitt
 
   Grab it on Amazon.com HERE.
 
    
 
   TITLE: Kiss My Sass
 
   AUTHOR: Serena Pettus
 
   Grab it on Amazon.com HERE.
 
    
 
   TITLE: Wise Sass Mates
 
   AUTHOR: Tasha Black
 
   Grab it on Amazon.com HERE.
 
    
 
   TITLE: Bite My Sass
 
   AUTHOR: V. Vaughn
 
   Grab it on Amazon.com HERE.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





