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    Dear Readers:


     


    Norseton Wolves is a self-contained miniseries spun off from The Afótama Legacy. You don’t need to read The Viking Queen’s Men or The Chieftain’s Daughter to understand where the Wolves are or why they’re there, nor do you have to read the four novellas in order. Each Norseton Wolves story is set at approximately the same time. The stories are interwoven and characters may appear throughout the miniseries, but the timelines more or less overlap. The stories may end at different times, depending on how long it takes a couple to find their happily-ever-after, but the ending of one book does not affect another book.


     


    In terms of continuity, Norseton Wolves is set mostly after The Chieftain’s Daughter and before Viking’s Flame.


     


    I hope you enjoy reading this shapeshifter arc set in the Afótama world as much as I loved writing it.
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    -P.S.: If you’re wondering if Scion is the last-ever Norseton Wolves story, there will be future installments set later in the Afótama timeline. Look for a holiday story in late 2015 featuring Christina’s brother and Lisa’s sister.


     

  


  
    Werewolf Ashley Madeira’s father wants her to accept a mate within their New Jersey pack, but Ashley knows such an arrangement is doomed to fail.


     


    She flees to a strange, new pack in New Mexico to become mate to a random wolf, but as it turns out—her would-be husband is no stranger.


     


    Vic Carbone was ousted from his birthpack as teen along with his parents, and along with the other Norseton Wolves, has spent years on the road living hand to mouth. He can’t believe his old alpha’s daughter would be so clueless about the strife he caused the Carbones. She may be blameless, but he hates everything she stands for.


     


    Old grudges form a seemingly insurmountable wedge between the Madeiras and Carbones, but the wolf goddess will only grant Vic and Ashley with perfect mates once. If they’re to have a hopeful future in the Norseton pack, they must set aside the insults of the past. It may take a small miracle for them to manage it.


     

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE


    As Adam Carbone—the alpha of the Norseton wolfpack—paced in front of the bench where Ashley Madeira and three other eligible mates waited, Ashley fretted.


    Maybe I was too rash in coming here. Maybe I should have stuck it out at home.


    She blew a quiet raspberry and nibbled on one of her manicured nails.


    So stupid.


    There were plenty of men back at home. After all, male werewolves were born at a higher frequency than females. But because of the cultural tendency to cull strong males from the pack, her available options were slim.


    Had she been any other woman, she wouldn’t have lived to her age without being given to some wolf her alpha deemed suitable. There would have been a riot—people would have demanded that the man in charge chose someone for her.


    Even at twenty-nine, there were still some perks to being a daddy’s girl, especially if Daddy was also the alpha.


    Even he couldn’t hold off any longer, though. He’d set a date to announce his choice for her mate to the pack, and dread pushed Ashley to do the unthinkable. She’d accepted an offer for a random match.


    She’d never done anything so impulsive before. She was a think twice, act once sort of woman, and recklessness frightened her, but she’d been in the right place at the right time and jumped on an opportunity.


    For reasons she didn’t know, her father almost never posted the mate calls that other packs sent into the wolf network, but she happened to be in front of his computer when one came through in his open email:


     


    Need: 4


    Wolf Type: Any


    Pack Name: Inquire.


    Pack Location: Inquire.


    Contact: Leave message at 555-319-1512.


     


    If Ashley hadn’t been so desperate, she would have disregarded that email for its lack of information, but she couldn’t wait for another bulletin. She’d dialed the number right then and there, and had been worried sick when she didn’t get an immediate return call. Her father’s announcement date loomed closer, and as much as she trusted him, she knew there was no way anyone in the pack could have been a good match for her. If they had been, she certainly would have known already—she would have felt the certainty in her gut. Intuition was one of the few advantages female werewolves had.


    She’d been in her bathroom losing her lunch from nerves when Adam finally called back two days later.


    “I can get you on a plane tomorrow morning,” he’d said. “Take it or leave it. We’ve gotta act fast. We’re trying to get all four of you here at once, for privacy reasons. I’m sure you understand.”


    “I’ll take it!” She hadn’t even bothered giving it a second thought. She’d scrambled to her feet and ran immediately toward the closet where she stored her luggage. “I just—might need some help getting out of here. Don’t worry. I’ll figure it out. Just tell me what to do.”


    “Show up at the airport in Newark by five tomorrow morning and check in at the Southwest counter. There’ll be a ticket for you there.”


    “Great! Thanks. So, where am I heading?”


    “Home, Ashley.”


    He’d hung up, and she’d stood there reeling for a minute before she could get her wits about her. She’d wanted to be out of town before her parents knew of her plans, and she didn’t let herself over-think. She just moved.


     


    “Home” had ended up being an isolated desert community in New Mexico called Norseton. She’d been there barely twenty minutes and already, she sat on a bench with three other mate call respondents, waiting for her new alpha to match her with some wolf.


    Stomach churning, Ashley leaned to the lady at her left—another East Coaster whose name was Lisa—and whispered, “Tell me this was a good idea.”


    Lisa gave her a slight nudge with her elbow and whispered back, “Of course it was. There’s opportunity to make something here. I didn’t have that before. Did you?”


    Ashley made some noise that sounded like half scoff and half sob. “The answer to that depends on who you’d ask.”


    Alpha passed by again, rubbing his chin as he scrutinized them.


    Although Ashley’s father had rarely put out mate calls for his pack, but Ashley was somewhat familiar with how they worked. She had a friend who’d answered one and ended up with a pack in Colorado. Ashley had always hoped to join her there, but obviously it hadn’t been in the cards. Alpha holds the cards now.


    Her father had always been mysterious about it, but supposedly, he would consult the wolf goddess for guidance on how to pair the mates with his wolves, and if the goddess was feeling indulgent, she’d tell him who was compatible. Unfortunately, the goddess wasn’t always communicative.


    Ashley hoped the goddess was in a sharing mood, because the last thing she needed was to have traveled such a long way only to be paired with some lousy jerk who had no backbone. She could have found one of those sort with her eyes closed back in Jersey.


    Alpha looked over their heads, and she couldn’t help turning to learn what was worth seeing. Three wolves waited in the shadows of the small adobe houses behind them. Two dark-haired, one blond. One was missing.


    She wouldn’t have turned any of the three that had bothered to show up out of her bed, though. The men in the pack, Alpha included, were amongst the largest born wolves she’d ever seen, and she knew grey wolves. The best she could tell, they weren’t that.


    Tapping her finger against her chin, she worked down the list of probable species. It didn’t really matter, but she was certainly curious. She didn’t know any mixed wolves. Mixing just wasn’t done in her old pack.


    “Vic,” Alpha called. One of the dark-haired wolves pushed off the wall he was holding up and, with hands jammed into the pockets of his loose-fitting jeans, strode over.


    The power radiating off him was familiar—like Alpha’s. When he was just inches in front of her, she understood why. The men had the same strong jaw, the same tall foreheads, and the same-shaped eyes, although Alpha’s were a deeper brown. Vic was likely what Alpha had been twenty or thirty years before.


    Alpha’s son.


    Her counterpart. Her equal.


    “Good luck.” Alpha gave Vic a hearty thump on the back before turning his attention to his next match.


    What did he mean by that? Alpha had been looking at Vic when he’d said it, as if there was something wrong with her.


    Is there something wrong with me?


    Vic canted his head toward the nearest house and raked his hair back from his face. “Let’s get your bags. I’ve got to be somewhere in an hour, so you’ll have to forgive me for running right out.”


    “Oh. Okay.” She stood slowly, looking to Lisa for reassurance.


    Lisa gave her the thumbs-up signal.


    Ashley cleared her throat, raised her head high, and tucked her purse under her arm. “I have four bags. I guess my father will ship the rest of my things when I tell him where I am.” Certainly he’d found her note and was probably preparing to send his figurative dogs out to find her.


    Vic pushed up one dark eyebrow and scoffed before starting for the house.


    She followed. “What was the scoff for?”


    “Most mates travel with a couple of suitcases and assume they’re starting from scratch.”


    “Yeah, well, I imagine most don’t have two nickels to rub together.”


    “And whose fault is that?”


    “Well, it’s—”


    He pulled open the screen door, walked in, and let it slam closed in her face.


    Her jaw fell open. Is this guy for real?


    “Waiting on your answer. And which bags are yours?” he called out from inside.


    She took a deep breath and closed her hands into fists at her sides. She wasn’t going to let herself overreact—not yet. “The silver hard-shells. And I don’t understand your question.”


    He brought her suitcases out without another word, and dragged them briskly down the path and around the courtyard connecting the five little houses.


    She tottered after him, cursing the sweaty insoles of her espadrilles, and wishing she’d dressed slightly more practically for a cross-country trip. She didn’t know why she’d bothered dressing up for him. He’d barely even looked at her.


    He shouldered open his unlocked door, set the suitcases inside, and gestured to the inner sanctum. “Make yourself at home. I’ll be back in a few hours.”


    “You’re really leaving?”


    He shrugged. “I’ll be gone two hours, no more than three. I need to escort the Afótama queen to a meeting.”


    “The who?”


    He crooked his thumb toward the town about half a mile down the dusty road. “Our hosts are called Afótama. That’s all you really need to know about them. You’ll be okay here.”


    “I’m sure I will be, but—”


    He didn’t wait for her to spit it out. He was already around the corner before she could think of anything else to stop him.


    She snatched the strap of her heavy purse off her shoulder and tossed the bag to the floor. Her toiletry bag tumbled out, spilling the jewelry she hadn’t wanted to put into her checked baggage. She pawed through the mess, and made sure that all of her necklaces were still there and that both pearl earrings had arrived unscathed. She zipped the bag, nestled it back into her purse, and let out a manic little laugh.


    “I think I gambled and lost. This has got to be some kind of joke.”


    And if it was, either the goddess had a sick sense of humor, or her new alpha did. She wasn’t sure which she preferred.


     

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    Vic didn’t agree with his father on most things. If he had to be perfectly honest about it, he’d have to admit they agreed on very little that didn’t have to do with the pack. The generational divide made them view life through different lenses, but Vic tried to at least understand where the man was coming from. His father was a damned good alpha. No one could dispute that—especially not Vic—but the man seemed to get way too many chuckles from making Vic’s life miserable on occasion. “You’re my only son. It’s my prerogative,” he’d always say.


    Apparently, his newest prerogative was to set Vic up for a lifetime of matrimonial misery, and Vic couldn’t even rightfully bitch about it. His pop had always had a clear connection on the goddess hotline, and if the wolf goddess thought that Vic’s mate was the one who’d arrived reeking of some other alpha, Vic would suck it up. Eventually, his mate’s scent—her father’s—would go away. The rest of the shit that was wrong with her probably wouldn’t.


    He knew her type—a pampered wolf, and from a pack with a reputation for making trouble. He’d done his research on all the women, just in case, but had kept his mouth shut so as not to make his pack fellows anxious. Every one of the four women that answered the mate call his pop had put out had to be chock full o’ neuroses, but none like the coddled wolf princess in his house at the moment. He just bet that while he was out doing his job, she’d gone through his house and itemized every little thing that didn’t meet her exacting needs.


    Probably with her nose turned up.


    She was going to be in for a huge shock if she thought he had any desire whatsoever to subsidize her former lifestyle. Her father could send all the money he wanted, but if Vic didn’t like how she was spending it, he wasn’t going to be quiet. Too many alphas got their wealth from the dues they collected from the members of their pack. That money was supposed to pay into a salary of sorts, but it was also supposed to go back into the pack’s coffers to pay for community benefits. More often than not, though, alphas collected more and more money each year to maintain the lifestyle they’d become accustomed to, and none of the dues trickled back down.


    He couldn’t help but to take it personally. When his father had been expelled from his birthpack along with his mother and a young Vic, the expulsion had not only been about his father’s threatening power, but about his resistance to paying more dues.


    Life on the road wasn’t an ideal situation for any child—wolf or human—and after nearly two decades without a place to belong, Vic and his pack had finally found a permanent home. A territory for a bunch of unwanted, could-be alpha wolves. A different kind of pack.


    Not like Ashley’s.


    He stepped into the house via the garage door at around eight and found Ashley at the kitchen counter dipping a teabag into a mug.


    He didn’t drink tea, but he recognized the scent. It was that stuff his mom blended and bagged herself.


    Fuckin’ great. Mom’s been here. He hit the light switch in the garage and closed the door behind him.


    “So,” she said. “I’m Ashley, by the way.”


    “Yeah. I know.” He knew everything he thought he needed to know about her already.


    “All right, then.” She tossed the teabag into the sink and walked past him, sipping that cloyingly sweet brew.


    His mom said it was good for nerves, but the powerful smell had always upset his stomach. He flicked the bag down the drain and chased it with some water as he let the garbage disposal do away with it.


    “I’m a full moon shifter, by the way,” she said from the sofa and took a long sip of the tea.


    “I’m aware of what you are.” And who you are.


    “Well, that’s good. Seems like you know far more about me than I do about you, though. Mrs. Carbone would only say so much. She said we’d have plenty of time to chat before the ceremony tomorrow morning.”


    “Right. The ceremony. How could I possibly forget?” That was the way it always went. The women got their mates’ bites, which not only activated their ability to shapeshift into their wolf selves, but also changed their scents. They’d smell like their mates, and it’d be clear to any other male wolf that they were taken. Very soon after receiving their bites, most mated pairs were legally married. Not all bothered with the paperwork nowadays, but Vic’s mother would certainly insist on it. She was a bit old-fashioned.


    “Ask your questions,” he said. “You want to know something, ask it outright.”


    “You have a problem with friendly conversation? My, this’ll be a gold star relationship, for sure.”


    He rolled his eyes. “I don’t have a problem with conversation. I just don’t believe in beating around the bush. Speak pointedly. I assure you that you won’t hurt my feelings.”


    “Fine.” She shrugged, and leaned back against the sofa cushions, bringing the teacup to her lips for a long sip. “You seemed disturbed by my presence here. I just want to know why.”


    “Okay.” He leaned his forearms onto the counter and steepled his fingers. “I asked you to speak pointedly, so I’ll do the same.”


    She kept on sipping that tea, probably hoping she’d be a changed woman by the time she made it to the bottom of her cup. He wouldn’t hold his breath.


    “I know about you. All four of you. When Dad approved the call responses, I was the one who did the background checks on you.”


    “Obviously, whatever you found couldn’t have been so awful if you let me come anyway.”


    “I hoped you’d be some other wolf’s problem.”


    Her mouth opened, but no words came out immediately. She set down her teacup and folded her hands atop her lap. “I—wow. That wasn’t very nice. Why would you say that?”


    Seriously? He’d warned her that he was all about simple truths, so she shouldn’t have been surprised.


    “I’m not a problem.”


    “Aren’t you? You going to tell me your hands are clean of all the dirty shit your father cooked up for your old pack?”


    Her bright eyes went from round as saucers to dark, narrowed slits as she slowly shook her head. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. You might as well be speaking in code.”


    “Of course you don’t. You don’t know anything about anything, I’m sure, exactly the way your father probably wanted.”


    “I’m not sure what it is you think we did, but whatever it is, it has to be imagined on your part. My father never broke any laws.”


    Vic entwined his fingers again and again, and stared at her. Seriously?


    She obviously believed that. That doe-eyed expression and wan complexion hinted to her being stunned, but he didn’t understand how she could possibly be. A woman of twenty-nine wouldn’t have been so clueless about her pack’s modus operandi. Vic’s little pack never made itself out to be anything but what it was—a group of unwanted losers who made their money doing dirty work. More often than not, they were on the right moral footing, even if they weren’t on the right side of the law. Ashley’s pack, though—there was no way to ignore what its leaders did. Too many people went missing, too many assets mishandled…too many wolves out in the streets, being turned away with empty hearts and empty pockets.


    His father probably had his reasons for not telling Vic that Ashley was from their old pack before he’d run the checks. They’d been expelled along with all the other Eurasian wolves that had found safety in the group for so long. Maybe Pop had hoped—like Vic—that Ashley would go to Anton, Darius, or Colt, and the Carbones could pretend they didn’t know nothing about nothing.


    Funny how the Fates work.


    “Let’s just get this out of the way, shall we?” he asked. Might as well get it over with. Once mates showed up in response to a call, they rarely left, and if she was going to play dumb, he’d humor her.


    “The bite, you mean.”


    “Yep.”


    She pushed the mug farther back on the overturned milk crate he used as a makeshift coffee table and fisted the hem of her T-shirt.


    He shoved away from the counter and made his way slowly out of the kitchen and through the living room.


    Her breathing sped, and cheeks glowed red as he approached. She may have finished the tea, but his wolf sense of smell said her adrenaline level was through the roof. She might have been still and feigned calmness, but he could read her fear—her tentativeness.


    He wasn’t sure what she was expecting from him, but pissed though he was, he’d never hurt her. He might hurt her feelings, but that was to be expected given the Carbones’ history with the Madeira-led wolfpack.


    He grated his back molars as he stared at her. The dark, glossy hair swept over one shoulder, the full, pouty lips currently pressed into a tight line, the curious grey eyes that held a glint of terror.


    He might have been suspicious of her, but she was afraid of him. Hell of a way to start a relationship, but it was the hand they were dealt. He’d wanted a mate, and had agreed it was time for them to put out the call, but after the life he’d had, he’d really hoping for a mate he didn’t have to work so hard to get along with. Ashley was the worst possible scenario.


    He let his incisors extend into his mouth, and before she had a chance to flinch, lifted her shirt and sank his teeth into the unmarred flesh over her high, taut breast.


    And then he drew back, pressing her hand to her shirt hem for her to hold it out of the way of the blood.


    He passed his tongue over his teeth as they receded into his gums and watched her expression shift from pain to curiosity to…


    Nope. Not sticking around for that.


    He strode to the patio door and slid it open. “If you feel like you’re going to shift tonight, come on out. Make sure you take off your clothes when it starts, or I’ll have to cut them off you to get you out of the tangle.”


    “Don’t feel like you have to do me any favors.”


    “I’m not. Don’t worry.” He closed the screen door. Bare minimum was the way he was going to do it. He’d keep her confused wolf-self from flinging herself into any canyons, but beyond that, she was on her own.


    He started around the path to his parents’ house. Obviously, they needed to have a family meeting.


     

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    Ashley didn’t remember much about what had happened after Vic bit her besides the fact that she’d been incredibly horny and things were kind of hazy. The horniness wasn’t surprising. She couldn’t have lived to be twenty-nine without knowing at least from hearsay what happened after a female wolf took her mate’s bite. Given the hormone surge activated by her mate’s enzymes, it wasn’t unheard of that she’d want to do her part in marking him, too. Her sex would mix up his scent just as his bite had done to hers.


    But, he’d bounced. He’d left the house like he had fire in his pants and didn’t come back, as far as she could remember.


    She must have shifted sometime after he bit her, but she couldn’t remember it. She’d woken up nude, curled into fetal position at the back door, and Vic had been in the kitchen—dressed, shaved, and staring at her through the glass as he sipped his coffee.


    She’d stomped to the shower, and as she scrubbed the desert dust out of her hair, she cursed him up, down, and sideways.


    “Fucking savage.” She tossed a twig from her hair over the shower curtain. “I could have stayed back east and endured this crap. What the hell is wrong with me? I should have walked away the moment he looked at me like garbage. Daddy would have found way to get me home. Daddy would have—”


    She stopped scrubbing and let her gaze fix on the gray water swirling around the shower drain.


    Vic had said awful things about her father. He’d accused him of being dirty—of treating his wolves badly. Why would he think that? Or rather, what had he learned during his so-called background checks? Her father had done his fair best to keep Ashley out of the loop on pretty much all wolfpack concerns. She wasn’t exactly sheltered, but in hindsight, there was no specific thing about the pack’s business she could speak intelligently on.


    She resumed her scrubbing and turned to let the hot water strike her sore back. Evidently, as a wolf, she’d used muscles she didn’t even know she’d had.


    “Could it be possible an outsider would know more about my pack than I do?”


    If they had a reputation, she wanted to know about it. She wanted to know what people knew about her—the information she’d been shielded from.


    She gave her hair one last rinse and nudged the water handle to the off position.


    She’d never been a coward—or at least she liked to tell herself she wasn’t one. If there was something going on back at home, she’d find out what it was and make judgments for herself. She could certainly set aside her affection for her father to use rational judgment and common sense. She would have bet that some of the biggest monsters in history were kind to their daughters.


    “Where are my suitcases?” She pulled her towel a bit tighter around her chest and held her head up high as she faced Vic in the kitchen.


    He eyed her up and down and warmed his hands around his coffee mug. He gave her no words.


    She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms over her chest. Unbelievable. “I’m sure you saw it all last night when I was writhing around out on the patio with no clothes on. Thanks so much of bringing me indoors and out of the elements, jackass.”


    He shrugged. “Best you get acclimated to it. There will probably be a lot of evenings when you find yourself naked and outdoors.”


    “Not if I can help it.”


    “Well, you’d better get that wolf of yours reined in, then, because last night, you were all over the place, sweetie. Me and my cousin chased you across half the damn canyon, and let me tell you, the canyon isn’t so close to here.”


    “Sorry for the inconvenience.” Asshole.


    “Your suitcases are in the guest bedroom. First door on the left, down the hall.”


    She turned on her heel and growled.


    “The ceremonies are in half an hour. I guess you’ll need your birth certificate and photo identification.”


    “I’m surprised you still want to go through with it, given that you obviously despise me.” She padded just inside the door of the guest room until she found the light switch, and swatted it on. “Jerk.”


    “Does that make you feel better?”


    “What, calling you a jerk?” She laid the largest of her suitcases on its bottom and popped the latches. She’d tried to pack everything important into those bags and had fretted through both flight legs that she’d left things she’d intended to bring back in her apartment. Her father could have her things packed up and shipped, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to contact him just yet. She needed some time to figure out what was what.


    “Yes. Calling me names when you think I’m not in earshot. Your hearing will improve, supposedly. I don’t hold out any hope that anything else about you will.”


    “What is your fucking problem?” She rooted through the suitcase corner and found clean underwear…which made her wonder where the ones she’d had on the night before were.


    “I’m hoping you won’t be a problem, but I’ve always been a realist.”


    “Why did you even request a mate if you planned to be an insufferable shit to her?”


    “I didn’t plan on being an insufferable shit, believe it or not.”


    “Sure.” She stood, let the towel fall, and flicked her wet hair over her shoulder.


    Scowling, he ran his hand over the droplets on his face.


    Ha.


    She stepped into her panties and grabbed a maxi dress from the suitcase. “I don’t need supervision. Go finish your coffee.”


    “I think you do need supervision. Can’t trust what kind of trouble a Madeira will get herself into when she thinks no one is looking.” He backed into the hallway and bobbed his eyebrows. “But, hey. I’ll give you some space to tie your own noose.”


    He walked away, and she stood there seething, and twisting her ninety-dollar dress into a wrinkled mess.


    What does he mean about Madeiras and trouble? “Hey! Come back here and finish the discussion. If you’re going to talk shit, go ahead and spew it all at once. You’ll feel better when you get it all out.”


    She waited. Again, he made no response.


    “Ugh!”


    She stepped aggressively into her dress, and dropped to her knees to dig a pair of sandals out of her suitcase. Then she remembered what she was dressing up for—a wedding. She was about to marry that asshole.


    Her second manic laugh in two days burst through her lips, and she gave her head a shake. “This is what wolves do. Oh my god, this is what we do.”


    Mates stayed together, in spite of their incompatibility, because they couldn’t extricate their scents from each other. Reeking of some other wolf was a huge turnoff. Besides that, everyone knew that mated pairs tended to behave more like business partners than devoted lovers. No one really married for love. If she wanted love, she couldn’t look to a wolf to get it.


    She drew in a long, bracing breath and wrung the top of her toiletry bag in her hands. “I’m gonna have to marry him anyway. Fuck.”


    She couldn’t go home. If she went home, her father would have no choice but to pair her off with someone the day she arrived, and she wouldn’t have the luxury of being choosy. She had another man’s bite.


    We could probably postpone the wedding…


    At least, perhaps, until they’d worked out their enmity between each other, but it seemed pointless to her. She had a little money to live on her own for a while if she needed it, but when that was gone, there would be no replenishment unless she called her father. She couldn’t let her father know what why she needed it. There’d be questions, and she already had too many of her own already.


    She pulled herself up using the dresser’s edge and let out a breath. “I’m so screwed.” Yet, she didn’t even understand what the contention was, and Vic didn’t seem particularly forthcoming about sharing.


    In thirty minutes, she was going to become Ashley Carbone, and the wife of a wolf who probably wouldn’t even spit on her if she was on fire and there was no other water around.


    She tossed the makeup into her suitcase and pushed her hair back from her face. “Why bother?”


    He didn’t give a shit, so neither would she. And if he as going to give her hell, she’d do the same. She was used to getting what she wanted.


    She just wasn’t so sure what it was she should be wanting, but she’d figure it out soon. Hopefully before she shapeshifted again for the evening and woke up the next day alone, wondering which way was up.


     

  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR


    Ashley would likely look back and remember the most amusing part of her wedding being her new mother-in-law scolding Vic about his inability to dress himself properly for the event. Leather and denim did not make much of a suit, but damned if he didn’t look fine in it. He was tall and broad, and just oozed sex appeal, even with his seemingly permanent scowl.


    Gods forbid that he smile.


    The second most memorable thing would likely end up being Vic going off to confer in hushed tones with his father while new brides Ashley, Lisa, and Stephanie huddled in the Town Square gazebo ogling each other’s rings. Ashley’s rings were nice enough. Better than she had expected, actually, given her and Vic’s coolness toward each other, but they weren’t distracting enough to keep her from wondering what Vic and Alpha were discussing, and whether it concerned her specifically.


    The redhead, Stephanie, gave Ashley’s shoulder a little squeeze. When Ashley turned her attention to her, the other woman pointed across the square to Main Street. “We’re going to explore. Let the guys entertain themselves for a while. We need to get our bearings in this place.”


    “Right. Sure.” Ashley cut her gaze back to the Carbone men, who were now casting inscrutable looks toward her.


    She’d never been the paranoid sort, but old dogs learned new tricks all the time.


    Mrs. Carbone swooped into the gazebo, snapped her camera’s lens cap on, and looked at each woman in turn. “I’m gonna go see what happened to Christina and Anton. You got my number if you need anything?”


    The three new brides all pulled cell phones from their purses and waited for Mrs. Carbone to relay the number.


    As Ashley, Lisa, and Stephanie started for the business district, Ashley took a look back. The Carbone men had dispersed, along with the other two wolf men, and were nowhere to be found—just that quickly.


    “Efficient,” she muttered.


    “That’s not a bad thing,” Lisa said. “Trust me. It’s better that they get moving than to stand around shooting the shit all day, whether it’s their day off or not.”


    “What do they even do for a living? Mrs. Carbone wouldn’t say.”


    “I have no idea,” Stephanie said. “Darius isn’t much of a talker.”


    “I think they provide security to the people who run this place,” Lisa said.


    The women waited at the corner for the light to change and watched a few higher-end vehicles pass in front of them.


    Ashley grunted in appreciation. Norseton wasn’t very big, but the residents seemed to be well heeled, at least. The best she could tell, the oldest buildings in the community were around a hundred years old, and the newer structures were built in concentric rings around them like most smartly planned cities. It expanded outward, rather than new buildings popping up here and there and sprawl happening unfettered.


    The wolf housing was situated about an eight-minute walk from the center of downtown, but that seemed practical. Packs needed room to run, and while Ashley’s pack had been pretty urban, they had access to undeveloped areas whenever they had to shift for the full moon.


    Norseton seemed to be an ideal place for a pack that had some wolves who had to shift, and some who shifted by choice. Mrs. Carbone said the wolves and Norseton fell into the latter group, and that had floored Ashley. She’d known such wolves existed, but couldn’t remember ever having encountered any personally. Her father had always spoken of them with suspicion, and now she was in their lair—married to one.


    They crossed the street, and Ashley pointed to the coffee shop. “Can we start there? I need caffeine to be able to make sense of my lot in life. I didn’t have time this morning.”


    Lisa snorted. “Your lot in life seems pretty simple to me. You’re a full-fledged werewolf married to the pack alpha’s son.”


    “Put that way, it sounds like a fairytale.” If only it were.


    The three women stepped into the shop and got into a line that was nearly out the door. It wasn’t quite nine o’clock, so half the community was probably still waiting to get its caffeine fix.


    “From where I’m standing, you’re pretty lucky.” Stephanie bent and peered into the glass case containing bagels and pastries. Ashley had to admit they looked pretty good. The Afótama clan may have lived in the middle of nowhere, but they obviously took their breakfast carbs seriously.


    “How so?”


    “Well, you not only get a mate, but also in-laws. The rest of us are completely lacking in the family department here.”


    “Some of us might say that’s a good thing,” Stephanie muttered and pointed out a lemon Danish to the clerk.


    Ashley twirled some of her hair around her fingers and let her gaze flit between the crullers and the cinnamon rolls. “I happen to like the family I had back at home.”


    “Me, too,” Lisa said. “My parents are the sweetest wolves you’ll ever meet.”


    “Sweet?” Stephanie scoffed and turned to the clerk again. “Can I get a really big black coffee? Thanks.”


    They all moved a bit closer to the register.


    “They’re not typical wolves, that’s for sure,” Lisa said. “But neither are pure. That probably has something to do with it. They’re probably a lot less inbred than some others in the pack.”


    Ashley cringed, and put in her order for a dry cappuccino. She’d heard the whispers and jokes about her pack and how insular it was. She’d always thought there wasn’t much they could do about that. If they wanted wolf children, they had to take wolf mates.


    “There you are.” At the sound of the newcomer’s voice, they all turned to find Mrs. Carbone in the shop’s doorway with mate number four, Christina, under her wing. She gave the timid, smaller woman a squeeze around her shoulders. “I figured you’d start here and make your way around, but I caught your scents. That verified it for me. I’m going to show you all what’s what around here. Need clothes? Groceries? Voter registration? I’ll show you everything.”


    “I wish I’d had someone like you on my first day of college,” Lisa said.


    Stephanie chuckled and scooped her dish up from the counter. “Seriously. I was hopeless.”


    They went to college?


    Lisa let out a dry chuckle and bobbed her eyebrows at them as they departed for a table.


    Higher education hadn’t been on Ashley’s radar during much of her childhood. Her parents hadn’t explicitly dissuaded her from aspiring to it, but they hadn’t exactly been cheerleaders for it, either. Maybe they’d suspected she wouldn’t be able to get into a good school. And whose fault is that?


    Ashley ground her back teeth and slid a ten-dollar bill to the clerk. “Keep the change, okay?”


    As she navigated through the tight tables, she wondered how things might have been different if she’d grown up outside a wolf community and gone to school with people who weren’t wolves. What would I have learned? Maybe nothing different. I’m just being paranoid. I would have learned the exact same things, probably.


    Unconvinced, she gnawed at her bottom lip as she sank into the seat Lisa pushed out for her.


    “What’s wrong?” Stephanie asked. “You look confused.”


    Ashley straightened her spine and put on a smile for her fellow mate. “Nah, I’m okay. Just thinking about pack stuff.”


    “This pack?”


    “Well, no. Other packs, like my old one.”


    “What kind of stuff?” Lisa asked through a mouthful of bagel.


    “It’s nothing, really, just…” Letting the words trail off, Ashley stirred her spoon through the foamy top of her drink and watched the tiny bubbles pop. “What was it like for you? Did you go to a pack school?” She looked up to see both Stephanie and Lisa shaking their heads.


    “Up until I was sixteen, I grew up with my human mom away from my dad’s pack,” Stephanie said. “When he made me move in with him and enrolled me at the school most of the pack kids attended, I ended up placing out of it. It’s not that I’m a genius at all, but most of the kids in the pack school were way behind.”


    “In my case, the pack just wasn’t organized enough to pull all the kids into one school,” Lisa said. “I’m sure they would have, if they could’ve, just to carry the brainwashing over into yet another institution.”


    “Brainwashing?” Ashley said it in a whisper, as if the concept wasn’t meant to be discussed in polite company. “What do you mean?”


    Stephanie scoffed. “It was like night and day, my educational experiences. So much in the wolf school was bare minimum—about knowing our places in the pack.”


    “Society, you mean?”


    “No, the pack, because that’s supposed to be the only society a wolf knows.”


    Ashley found that hard to believe. Wolves can’t be productive citizens of the world if…


    She brought her coffee to her lips and sipped. The realization burned her heart more than the scalding hot beverage did her tongue.


    She wasn’t a productive citizen of the world. Up until she’d responded to the mate call, she was barely even a productive member of her own household. Whatever her parents didn’t handle for her, the household staff they’d hired for her when she’d moved into her apartment did. She’d thought she’d had agency and freedom, but really—and it pained her to realize it—she’d never had room to make even simple choices on her own. She’d gone from her parents’ house to the care of people being paid by her parents, then straight to her new husband’s house. She didn’t know what it meant to be independent. She may have been nearly thirty, but out in the real world, she was practically a baby.


    At the sharp rap against the plate glass window nearby, she jumped—her sense of hearing amplified since receiving her bite. Everything was louder and smelled more pungent, too. She clutched at her rapidly beating heart as she turned to the window, only to find her mate standing on the other side.


    Now, her heart seemed to stop, and her stomach dropped. That face he was making was unquestionable. He found her abhorrent, and she was so confused that she wasn’t sure if she was supposed to be returning the sentiment.


    He crooked two fingers at her in a come here gesture, and she swallowed hard.


    That feeling she always got when she was certain she was about to be grounded for doing some stupid thing came rushing at her like a freight train.


    She was so still—frozen there in her seat—that he knocked again and waved her out, his eyes narrowed and brow furrowed.


    “You’d better go see what he wants.” Lisa tipped her head, indicating the citizens in the room behind them. “The locals are watching.”


    Ashley risked a glance over her shoulder to confirm that they indeed were. They didn’t seem hostile, just curious. Too curious, in her opinion. She was used to doing things behind closed doors.


    She pushed back from the table and hitched her purse up to her shoulder. “He probably forgot to tell me something. Like where he was going, or whatever.”


    “Probably so.”


    Ashley mustered a grin and walked with artificial confidence to the door. “I’ll be right back, but if I’m not for whatever reason, call my cell phone.”


    Or check the dumpster in the back of this place.


    With that murderous glare of his, she thought he looked like he wanted to toss her into it.


    He took her by the elbow and started her at an aggressive pace down the block.


    “Um—”


    “Don’t start.”


    “Excuse me?”


    He didn’t respond, beyond pressing his hand to the small of her back and moving her even faster. They crossed the street, and he helped her up into the passenger seat of a big, black pickup truck.


    “Are we going somewhere? I didn’t finish my cof—”


    He slammed the door on her words, and in seconds, had raced around the front of the truck and heaved himself up into the driver’s seat. He speared the key into the ignition and peeled out of the parking space before she could even get her seatbelt buckled.


    “Are we going some—”


    “Don’t talk.”


    Her jaw flapped wordlessly for a few beats, but she couldn’t come up with any words to say that would do any good. She could ask questions, but chances were slim he’d deign to respond.


    She crossed her arms over her chest and stared out the windshield as he drove out of the Norseton business district, past the wolf houses—which she’d assumed he’d stop at—and steered the truck off-road.


    He shifted into a low gear, motored to what seemed like miles beyond civilization, and brought the truck to an abrupt stop near a deep gulch.


    He yanked the parking brake up and snatched her purse off the floor.


    “What are you doing?” She tried to grab it back, but his reflexes were faster, his grip stronger.


    He found her phone in the bag, powered it off, and got out of the truck.


    “What are you doing?” she repeated, following him. Dread was heavy in her gut.


    He went to the edge of the gulch, wound his arm back like a major league pitcher, and tossed the phone what had to be a hundred yards toward the center.


    She stood petrified, unable to move or even think after hearing the soft thunk of her cell hitting the rocky bottom.


    Her phone. Her lifeline.


    He grabbed her by the harness back and pulled her away from the edge. Near the truck, he fisted her skirt and started working it up.


    Her brain finally rebooted, and she swatted at his hands. “Stop it!”


    “Take it off, or I’ll take it off for you.”


    “No. What the fuck is wrong with you? Stop touching me, asshole.”


    He gave his head a slow shake. “There’s absolutely nothing wrong with me, and everything wrong with you. Take off your clothes, or I’ll force you to shift and you won’t have a choice.”


    “You can’t do that.”


    “Don’t think so? I’m the son of an alpha, and an alpha in my own right. Get me angry enough, and I can pour off enough energy to make your wolf come out by force, and she’ll be too scared to shift back after the full moon. You’ll be running around on four legs for days, and will probably find yourself a nice, deep, death trap like this one to fall into because you’re not careful. Take off your fucking clothes so I can search you, or I’ll take matters into my own hands.”


    “Search me for what?”


    “Don’t pretend to be more stupid than you actually are. My scanner went off, so I searched your baggage back at my house. You had a tracking chip stuck inside your makeup bag. Deactivated, fortunately, but I’m certain that would have changed as soon as your daddy was sure you were all settled in. And if he planted one there, I’m sure he put more on you. So.” He rocked back on his boot heels and folded his arms over his broad chest. “Strip.”


    “There’s nothing on me. My father didn’t even know I—”


    He scoffed. “Don’t tell me what your daddy wouldn’t do. You want to act like you don’t know what goes on in his pack? Fine. But I’m not letting you return to my pack’s sanctuary until I’m convinced you’re not transmitting information back to Jersey with every move you make.”


    “No one knows I’m here! For fuck’s sake. You’re going to feel so stupid when you realize you’re flying off the handle about nothing.” She kicked off her sandals and pushed her dress straps down her arms.


    His cold gaze was locked on her face as she stripped, as if she wasn’t even good enough for him to ogle.


    She draped the dress over the tailgate and covered her bare breasts with her arms. “See? Nothing there.”


    He grunted and moved around her. Efficiently, he lifted her hair and patted her down from neck to armpits, and gave her clenched ass a grope that no police agency in the country would have tolerated as part of a legal search.


    Then he turned her, pressed her arms to her sides, and lifted each of her breasts.


    So fucking clinical. It was as if he didn’t even see her as a woman, and that angered her more than the fact that he was patting her down in the first place. Wolves were supposed to be hungry for their mates, and he acted as if she were just some random bitch who meant nothing.


    He let her breasts fall back into place and tucked a finger into the front of her panties.


    She took a big step back. “If you think I’ve stuck something up myself that doesn’t belong, you’re insane. Stay away from my cooch.”


    His growl echoed into the gulch as he pulled his own phone from his pocket and held it up so she could see the display. It kept vibrating, although there didn’t seem to be a call coming in. The words Live Device Nearby flashed on the screen.


    She furrowed her brow. “I don’t understand. What kind of device? Like, a bomb?”


    “I’m starting to wonder if you’re not playing dumb.”


    “I keep telling you I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’ll admit to not knowing everything. I’ve never been ashamed about doing that.” She tucked the hair that had fallen into her face behind her ears and tried to straighten her spine. It was hard to muster up any dignity, given the circumstances. “Tell me what you’re looking for, and maybe I can help. That’d make things go faster.”


    His dark gaze lowered ever so slightly to her right ear.


    She put her hand to it. “What?”


    In barely a blink of the eye, his fingers had clamped onto the large pearl stud.


    She yipped at the pinch when he grabbed the earring back. “Stop! That’s a real pearl. My parents gave me the earrings a couple of weeks ago.” Right after telling her the date her father would be picking her mate.


    “Oh, the irony.” He knelt, set the earring against a nearby wide, flat stone, and picked up another rock.


    “No! You can’t—”


    He crushed the pearl along with its metal components, and picked through the bits.


    She clamped her hand over her other ear when he looked up. “No. No way.”


    “My pocket is still buzzing, so either give me the earring, or I’m going to have to explore those cavities you insist you haven’t shoved anything into.”


    She swallowed hard and shifted her weight. She didn’t understand how he could be so unrelenting, so cruel. He completely disregarded her discomfort. Maybe he’s blind to it. There’s no other explanation.


    Typical wolf in one way, at least. He only cares about himself.


    “You want me to promise to replace them? Fine.”


    “I don’t care if you replace them. It’s the principle of the matter.”


    He shrugged and held out his hand. “What’s it gonna be?”


    “Ugh.” She unfastened the earring, handed it to him, and grabbed her dress from the tailgate. She wasn’t going to watch him crush another fine pearl.


    She heard the crunch, and cringed.


    “Son of a bitch.”


    She didn’t think he was talking about himself, so she turned to see what had caused his outburst.


    A tiny speck of green glistened on the rock. She moved closer and bent to inspect it along with him. “What is that?”


    “It’s a tracking chip.” He held up his phone yet again. It had stopped vibrating, and now read, “No Devices Nearby.”


    “A—a bug?”


    “Probably meant to act as a relay to your phone. Who knows how much your folks back east overheard already.”


    “I—I don’t understand. My parents wouldn’t have done that. Maybe it was there when they bought them.”


    He scoffed, brushed the bits of shattered earrings into his hand, and stood.


    “I didn’t put them on until this morning. For the wedding.”


    “Right. You wouldn’t have wanted to risk losing them during the trip.”


    “No! Why do you think I know anything about this?”


    “Because that’s what you are, Ashley.” He pulled open the truck’s door, grabbed a napkin from the center console compartment, and dropped the earring components into it. “You’re a born liar who wants to make everyone you think is beneath you miserable because it makes you feel bigger, right? Well, you’re not going to do that here. We don’t run our pack like the sociopathic maniacs where you’re from, so you’d better start praying to the goddess if you can’t fit in. How’s it feel to be the bottom wolf for a change?”


    She wasn’t aware that she was the bottom wolf, but she did know she felt like shit. In fact, she couldn’t imagine feeling any worse.


     

  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE


    Vic was unmoved. His mate stood before him, jaw flapping and eyes wide as saucers, and he just didn’t fucking buy it. In his mind, there was no way a woman could live to see twenty-nine years without knowing what her father was capable of, even on the most rudimentary level.


    His father had encouraged him to hold his anger until Vic was certain Ashley deserved it, but Vic didn’t see how she didn’t. While she did seem genuinely shocked at what he’d found in her earring, it was just as likely that she was merely upset that he’d destroyed valuable objects than that she’d gotten called out on her deceit.


    He was trying to be sympathetic—or at least, as sympathetic as he could be—but he remembered too much. She’d been just a little kid when the Carbones and the others like them in the pack were expelled, but it was such a contentious ousting that the history had to linger in the pack. Unless the princess was kept extremely sheltered, there was no way she wouldn’t have heard about it.


    The Carbones’ particular strain of werewolf genetics—Eurasian Wolf—wasn’t particularly common in the United States, or anywhere, for that matter. A couple of dozen had immigrated to the US in the eighteenth century, and just like everyone seeking freedom and opportunity, followed the money. Some, like Vic and Anton’s ancestors, settled in the northeast. Some made their way south and west, like Darius and Colt’s families.


    Their packs were never particularly robust in the New World, so they’d integrated somewhat into other packs, though not completely. Moon shifters preferred mating with moon shifters, which left the Eurasian wolves at a distinct disadvantage as far as gene pools were concerned. There just weren’t enough wolves to go around. How they’d survived into the twenty-first century, Vic could never figure out. Their plight certainly wasn’t made any easier by people like Ashley’s father, who would on a whim decide to oust an entire portion of his pack in a night.


    “Go or die,” he’d said, and so Vic’s parents and forced Vic out of his teenage sleep of the dead, put him and Anton in the van, and hit the road before the shit really hit the fan.


    Maybe his parents didn’t look back, but Vic certainly did. And now even if he looked forward, there was still a Madeira ahead to taunt him.


    He forced out a breath and turned his gaze heavenward. “I don’t buy it. I just can’t fucking buy it.”


    “I don’t know what you expect me to tell you,” Ashley said. “What is it you want me to confess?”


    “Your father is a known extortionist and blackmailer. He would have seen sending his daughter into a new pack as an opportunity to extend his reach.”


    “That’s utterly ridiculous. My father didn’t even know I answered the call. I didn’t tell anyone but your father that I was coming here. Besides, alphas don’t meddle in the affairs of other packs.”


    “I don’t buy for a minute that you didn’t tell anyone. You can’t actually expect me to believe that. And since when did your father do anything the way an alpha should?”


    “You think you know so much. And more than me, about my own pack? That’s bullshit.”


    “I’ll know more about it than you’ll ever imagine.”


    “Why?”


    He leaned his ass against the side of the driver’s seat and canted his head to the dress she held. “Put it on. We’re leaving.”


    “Ha.” She shook it out and rolled it up as if to step into it. “Not gonna leave me out here to make my way back on my own? Seems like it’d be a primo opportunity to get rid of me. You’re being shortsighted.”


    “Lucky for you, I’m not cruel.” Just obsessive. That was one of the reasons he’d never be the pack’s alpha. He was too dogged about remedying personal slights, and he knew that about himself. It was just a part of his constitution, the same way having brown eyes and brown hair was. Anton was the better choice for their next leader, and Vic was pretty sure his dad had always known that. The guys in the pack called Vic “Scion” because they assumed he’d be next in line, but they’d probably learn the truth soon enough.


    “Yeah, lucky for me,” she muttered. She shimmied back into the dress and brushed out the wrinkles of the brightly printed skirt.


    He had to admit it was a pretty dress. The woman who happened to be modeling it made the garish pattern infinitely more attractive. She was beautiful—exquisitely molded and so fucking feminine—and fortunately, she didn’t look a damned thing like her ogre of her father. If she hadn’t been a Madeira, he might have been able to muster up some pride about it.


    She moved away, ostensibly in search of her sandals. “So, what now?”


    He sighed and raised a hand to scratch his head. The gold of his wedding band glinted in his periphery, and he suppressed a groan. He was married to her and mated to her. Whether he liked it or not, they were connected until the day one of them kicked the bucket. “I’m going to drop you off at wolf housing.”


    “And where are you going?”


    “Does it matter?”


    “I suppose it doesn’t to you, but I’ve gotta say, this isn’t exactly how I imagined my wedding day to pan out, if I had to have one at all.”


    “Oh? Did you imagine you’d play the scene for the rest of your life? Is that how you made it to twenty-nine without being given to some guy?”


    She wound her arm back and tossed a sandal at him, but he easily dodged it.


    She got in his face, wagging an index finger at him. “First of all, I’m not a thing to be given away.”


    He closed his hand around her finger and pushed it out of his face. “Watch it.”


    She snatched her hand back, stood on her tiptoes, and got a little closer to him. “Second of all, you need to watch your tone.”


    “Why? You should be used to men using that tone around wolf women. And what are you going to do if I don’t watch it? Are you gonna call your daddy and tell him your new mate is a big meanie? Boo-freakin’-hoo, babe. I’m shakin’ in my boots.”


    “Ugh!” She brought up a knee rapidly in the general vicinity of his junk, but thanks to his wolf reflexes, got quickly out of the way.


    He grabbed her from behind by the waist and pinned her torso against the truck seat.


    She writhed and squirmed under his grip, but even if she were stronger than she had been before her arrival, she’d never be a match for him. He gripped her wrists together in one hand and pressed them to the small of her back, keeping his other hand on her shoulders.


    “You’re such a dick!” She squirmed ineffectually, but there wasn’t much she could do and not hurt herself against the steering wheel or other protruding interior components. “Let go of me.”


    “How are you gonna get so indignant about being suppressed when you just brazenly tried to knee me in the jewels? This is self-defense, babe.”


    “Yeah, like you really need to try so hard to get out of my way. You’re just being an ass. Let go of me.”


    “Nah. Maybe I’m enjoying the view too much.” He spread his feet a bit farther apart and insinuated his body closer to hers.


    His inner wolf thought it was a nice view, indeed. It was hard to ignore a woman who had her ass presented so enticingly to her mate.


    “I should fuck you right here.” The words came out of his mouth unfiltered and unfettered, and he grimaced, but he wasn’t going to take them back. In spite of everything, she was still delectably fuckable, and those rings she wore indicated that what was between her legs was for his access only.


    She squirmed a little more and forced a violent gust of air out of her lungs to blow her hair out of her eyes. “In your dreams, asshole.”


    “Who needs dreams? You’re right here in the flesh, and you’re dripping wet, aren’t you? Don’t bother lying. I can smell it.”


    “You don’t smell a damned thing. You wouldn’t know the smell of arousal if it came in a bottle, labeled—assuming you can read, dipshit.”


    “Funny.” He moved the hand at her shoulders away briefly, only to pull her skirt up over her hips. A quick glance of her panties confirmed what his nose had been hinting at. “Either you want to be fucked, or the desert sun has got you sweating in some very unladylike places.”


    Had she had been any other woman, he wouldn’t have said such a thing. He would have tried to preserve the sanctity of her femininity—pay into her self-esteem—but Ashley was not only a woman his inner wolf recognized as a sworn enemy, but also a mate he was stuck with. It didn’t matter that his dick was hard enough to cut glass, or that his innate drive was to deposit his seed into her. She was someone he was supposed to avoid as much as possible, not tease and torment because his body wanted hers so badly.


    She groaned softly and buried her face against the seam between the seat and backrest.


    “Does having someone hate you turn you on?” He nudged one leg of her panty elastic aside to expose more of her ass’s supple flesh, and gave her bottom a little swat.


    Her hands, pressed against the leather, curled into the seat, and she muttered a swear into the seam.


    He pressed his palm to her ass and gave it a teasing squeeze. “Answer me. You want to be fucked, don’t you? You want to feel like you didn’t have a say in the matter, and that you were just going along with it because it’s so dirty, right? You can’t really be so weak that you’d want to get fucked by me, but if I overpower you”—he nudged the other side of her panties over, too, to expose the entirety of her ass—“you’ll feel blameless when all is said and done. You have a fantastic ass, by the way. I guess you didn’t come by it by sitting on it all the time. Shocker.”


    “Shut up.”


    “Don’t like having the truth told to you? That’s a shame, because I’m never going to lie to you. Never been my style, or the Carbone style, in general. Say the word. Tell me to just go ahead and get it over with and fuck you since I’m going to do it anyway, and then you can pretend to cry because the big, scary wolf made you whimper and come.” He leaned in, pressing his body on top of her back as much as he could in the tight space, and put his lips to her ear.


    He drew in a breath and hated her a little more for smelling so good. Like oranges and vanilla. Sweet, delicious things he’d never been able to resist.


    “Here’s the thing,” he said. “I don’t have to fuck any woman who doesn’t want me. I’m not forcing myself on any woman who tells me no, and that includes you. I don’t need to beg, and I’m never desperate. I can find a volunteer almost anywhere who’ll suck my dick without even asking me to tell her my name.”


    “Fuck you.”


    “Why, because you know it’s true?”


    She didn’t respond other than to mutter some more of those obscene words into the seat. She ground her ass against his crotch, and he backed off her, only to pull her upright.


    He spun her around to face him so quickly that her eyes were crossed when she picked her head up.


    He put his lips right back to her ear. “You’re desperate, aren’t ya? The mate bite made you want to fuck, huh?”


    “You know how it works, asshole. Don’t get cocky.”


    “Aw, if you ask me nicely, I could put you out of your misery.”


    “I just bet you would. You’d throw me into that gorge right on top of my busted cell phone.”


    “Get your priorities straight. Phones are replaceable. The safety and security of a pack is not so easy to repair once it’s been breached. You, prima donna, are a security risk, and I’m not even going to let you breathe if I think something bad will come of it, so don’t go getting any ideas.”


    She brought her foot down hard atop his steel-toed boot, which accomplished exactly nothing besides making her swear again and swat at his chest.


    He rolled his eyes and crossed his arms over his chest. A Madeira who can’t even fight. Unbelievable.


    “If you’re just going to stand there being an obnoxious asshole, then let’s leave. Let’s get in the truck, and you can drive me back to your house and lock me in the basement for all eternity, if that’s your plan. Whatever. The longer I stand here, the more I want to—”


    He pulled her forward by the waist and pulled her dress up to her hips again. “Want to what?” He slid his hand into the front of her soaking panties and pressed his middle finger against her slit.


    Her legs shook beneath her and her eyes went wide.


    “Say something. Say you don’t want me to touch you. Tell me to take my hands off you. Go on.” He massaged a gentle circle around her clit and she wrapped her long, elegant fingers around his wrist. Not stopping him, really, but seeming to hold on.


    “Of all the things you’ve said to me”—he dipped the tip of his middle finger into her opening and her muscles tightened around it—“you haven’t yet told me no. You haven’t told me not to touch you. And it’s not because you can’t say no, or because you’re submissive to me, right? It’s because you don’t want to say no. Admit it.”


    He didn’t know why he was pushing for the words, only that he had to hear her say them. He needed that confession from her like he needed air to breathe. The craving for it tightened his chest and stilled his breath. Anticipation made his skin tingle and his inner wolf lay low to watch.


    What’s it gonna be, Ashley?


    “Fine. I confess. I don’t want to say no.” She dropped her drawers, kicked them aside, turned, and gave him a hard poke in the shoulder. “You happy now? Huh? Does that get your big bully rocks off, or do I need to be on my hands and knees for that?”


    He could hardly believe it. He moved his hand slowly to his belt buckle, and waited for her to recant. Never had he made an idle threat before, but if there was the slightest bit of unwillingness on her part, he wouldn’t touch her. His pack didn’t do that—they didn’t hurt their women, even when so many other wolves would have said they deserved it.


    Her gaze fell to his waist, his fingers unfastening his jeans, and he watched the lump travel down her throat.


    He said nothing, just watched and sniffed the air for changes. When hormones spiked, it was often difficult to discern the nuances between adrenaline or fear or excitement, and the hormones associated with arousal. There seemed to be a little fear on her part, but it was a healthy fear. She was eager. Probably also angry that she was eager.


    He held his open pants up by the belt as he walked to the cab, and then grabbed a blanket out of the emergency kit. He unfurled it onto the ground, and looked at her.


    There you go, prima donna.


    It was her move. Her chance to back out, and his chance to say, “Well, you made your choice.”


    Clearing her throat, she lifted her chin pridefully, and stepped onto the thick blanket.


    He joined her as she sank to her knees, and then turned onto her ass.


    “On your knees. That’s how your wolf wants you, doesn’t she?”


    She didn’t respond beyond repositioning herself. Hands and knees down, with her shoulders to the blanket. Lifting her dress over her ass, he let his pants and boxer shorts fall to his knees and pulled her closer to him.


    He parted her wet folds with his thumbs and slipped one between his lips for a taste. He couldn’t help himself, it just seemed like something he had to do, and he didn’t regret it. If he weren’t so strung out at the moment, he would have dipped his head for a longer taste. A lick right at the source. He could tongue her until she moaned and tried to crawl away from the unbearable teasing.


    Maybe next time.


    He pushed his cockhead against her folds and braced himself for the refusal, but none came. She bore down onto him, taking him in inch by inch and fisting the blanket as she swore under her breath.


    Naturally, he didn’t move. The spectacle was too fucking amazing to look away from—her knees spread wide and his cock disappearing inch by hard inch between her folds.


    How’s that, motherfucker? his inner wolf seemed to ask. You’ve suppressed your prey. Are we happy now? Can we just fuck and not think?


    Vic was happy enough for the moment. He wasn’t making any promises about the future, though. The wolf part of him was concerned with planting seeds and siring pups, but the man in him needed to be concerned with more pressing issues like her father, and the elephant in the room—that they’d once been in the same pack.


    Worry later. Enjoy now.


    On a sigh, he put his head back and closed his eyes.


    She rocked back and forth slowly, taking as much of him as she could and squeezing her muscles hard, as if to punish him.


    He’d let her punish him all day long if that was her idea of torture.


    “You’re gonna—gonna let me do all the work, huh?” Her words were accusatory, but her voice was breathy. “You’re gonna say later this was all my idea, and that you were just giving me what I wanted, right?”


    He sighed and put his hands on her hips, squeezing them gently. “Are you really antagonizing a wolf who has his dick inside you? I can do all the work, if you want. You better know what you’re asking for, though.”


    “You think you’re the first wolf who’s had his dick in me?”


    A growl rumbled from his chest, and he didn’t even bother suppressing it. Probably the only shifters more prone to jealous rages than wolves would be cougars.


    She laughed and tightened around him again. “If you think I can’t handle whatever you give me, then you need to slowly and carefully deflate your ego.”


    He dug his fingers deeply into the flesh of her haunches and thrust into her hard and fast, and she gasped. It was not time to be smug yet, though. She’d teased the wolf, and he needed to make sure she didn’t do it again. She didn’t have the right—not after what her father had put his family through.


    She was a Madeira in Carbone territory. The tables had been turned, and the Norseton wolves did things differently. But having her so near knocked him back into the past and made him forget the wolf he was supposed to be.


    He was justified in hating her, but the anger would never be productive. It would never create anything useful. Worse, he hated himself, too, for not being the bigger person.


    His father would have been.


     

  


  
    CHAPTER SIX


    Ashley had certainly had her fair share of angry sex, but she couldn’t remember it ever taking her breath away.


    Vic thrust into her with a stunningly rapid speed that had her teeth chattering, toes curling, and torso tightening with anticipation. She needed air, but she couldn’t draw in a breath. Every time she tried, he’d pull her hips up again and stoke her even hotter. She moaned and gasped, but those things didn’t make for very good breathing.


    She knew she shouldn’t have teased him—shouldn’t have pushed him to such an antagonistic place—but she couldn’t help herself. She was the daughter of an alpha, and she was used to getting her way. She wanted Vic’s sex, wanted his fire to consume her and burn her alive, if need be. She’d told herself that they could shake out the consequences later, if ever, but for the moment, she wanted what he was giving her.


    “Fuckin’ hate you so much.” Without missing a beat, he slipped his fingers between her legs and strummed her clit in such a considerate way she doubted the veracity of his words.


    Her exhalation came out in a long, raspy gust, and she pushed up onto her forearms to balance herself. She wanted to help—wanted to make the thrusts even more impactful by adding some of her own. She needed to come, was so desperate for relief. “Hate you, too, asshole.”


    Be nice, her inner wolf chided.


    Ashley rolled her eyes at herself. Her selves, rather. He doesn’t deserve nice. He deserves a swift kick in the nuts and a slap to the face.


    He leaned over her, still thrumming her tender clit, and pressed his teeth gently to the side of her neck. Not a bite so much as a nip—a reminder he was there, in case she’d forgotten.


    How could I forget?


    She couldn’t possibly forget, even if she wanted to.


    “You’ve got my scent,” he growled out pressed his fingers hard against her tender zone.


    Her lungs seized, mouth flew open to catch the breath she couldn’t draw in, and voice sputtered out in an embarrassing vibrato. “Oh, gods.”


    He kept stroking, rocking his hips again and again, and pushing his cock head past the G-spot that had already set off one debilitating orgasm. Now it seemed he was intent on completely undoing her—cutting the puppet strings holding her up so that she fell apart right there in the desert, half-naked and wild, with red dirt in her hair.


    She was boneless. Didn’t want to move or even hold herself up, but he wasn’t done.


    As she collapsed onto her belly, gasping with the aftershocks of her orgasm, he followed her down and kept going from the new angle.


    Adaptable, her mate was.


    And there went his teeth again in the meat of her neck, then his hot tongue lashing up the column to the now unadorned earlobe. He pulled it between his lips and sucked, and he seemed to find a direct, nervous line to her sex. With every suck came an answering tug down below, and she didn’t think she could any more.


    “You’re going to kill me,” she whispered.


    “Not like this.”


    Having uttered those inscrutable words, he backed off of her, only to slip his hand beneath her and angle her ass a bit more upward.


    “I should paint your ass with my seed,” he said. He had to know as well as she did that he wouldn’t. Not only would it be an insult to his mate, but it was their first time together. His inner wolf would be extra incentivized to mark her in every way he could, inside and out. He wouldn’t cut off his own nose to spite his face when he had a biological imperative to reproduce.


    “Whatever gets your rocks off,” she said and squeezed his cock tightly inside her. “Go on, Vic. You wanna act like a porn star, go on and do it.”


    “You’re asking for trouble.”


    “You assume that anything you can do to me would be a surprise. Think again. I’m not a sheltered as you seem to think. Just because you’re my first and only mate doesn’t mean I haven’t had plenty of practice. You couldn’t even scandalize me by shoving it into the wrong hole. Been there—” One more squeeze just to taunt him, and it set off another small orgasm for her that had her squirming beneath him and biting her lip. “Done that.”


    “You—fuck!” He twitched inside her and pinned her very flat, holding her very still until his cock stopped moving.


    Score. She smiled ruefully as he pulled out of her until he gave her ass a hard swat.


    “Do you ever stop talking shit?”


    “Do you ever stop being a shit?” Growling, she pushed up onto her hands and knees and crawled toward her underwear. Risking a glance over her shoulder, she found Vince tucking himself back into his boxers. Still hard. Of course he would be, though. She’d never known a wolf like him who wasn’t ready to go again within a few moments. All that testosterone was good for something.


    Well, not good for her at the moment. Contrary to what had come out of her mouth, she didn’t think she could handle another round just yet. The adrenaline was crashing and her body was starting to report in to her brain with all the aches and sensations that had been stifled beneath the pleasure. Even with her superior werewolf healing, her hips would probably be aching for days.


    “You could probably never go home now, even if you wanted to.” He pulled open the truck door and leaned into the crew cab. After some rustling, he drew out a raggedy towel of questionable cleanliness tossed it to her.


    She cringed, but since beggars couldn’t be choosers, she used it to clean her sticky thighs the best she could before slipping her panties on. “Why can’t I go home?”


    “You reek of Carbone now. You’ve got one for a mate and one for an alpha. That’s not gonna sit well with your folks back east.”


    “Why not? Enough with the insinuations. Out with it, already. Obviously you know something I don’t.”


    He stood in front of her with his arms crossed over his chest and drummed his fingertips against his biceps as he stared at the sky. “If you still had a phone, I’d tell you to call your daddy and ask him why your pack shrank so much when you were a little girl. Hell, I’d lend you my phone so you could do it, but I don’t want my number traced. I know your daddy is good at that. So—hmm. How about this?” His pale brown gaze fell to her face.


    She would have bet her heirloom gold cross that at that moment that he had a bit of the devil in him. She wasn’t so afraid of the devil himself, but of the truths he told.


    “Why don’t you ask one of the women in the pack if you can borrow her phone? Maybe Stephanie or Lisa. Ask your daddy what happened, and then tell him who your new mate is. That is, if you haven’t talked to him already.”


    “Why, so he can rescue me?” The suspense was killing her. What does my father know? No, what does Vic know? Obviously, too much. Does that mean Alpha knows it, too?


    Frustrated, she twisted the end of her ponytail into a knot she’d probably have to cut out later.


    “He’s not gonna want you back, unless he’s become a hypocrite in addition to being a cheat. Say whatever you want to him, but I’m gonna listen in on the call. I would strongly suggest you not clue Daddy Dearest in on your location, because if you do, you’ll regret it.”


    “Because you’ll hurt me.”


    He furrowed his brow and took a step away from her. “I may dislike who you are, but I don’t hurt women unless they try to hurt me first, and mortally. You are my mate. There may be absolutely no affection between us at the moment, but I will protect you to the best of my ability, and make sure you’re provided for. I can’t make any promises beyond that, but I won’t hurt you.”


    “You won’t love me, is what you’re saying.”


    She didn’t know where the words had come from. Love seemed a petty concern at the moment. Maybe it was her inner wolf speaking through her human half, or maybe it was just her sex-addled brain making her spew gibberish. Either way, she did want to know the answer.


    He was quiet. His expression gave nothing away, and his body language remained closed off. Cold as ice.


    “Listen, the other mates might be at home now. You should be able to catch one.”


    Now it was her turn to be silent. She didn’t think any of the ladies would have a problem loaning her a phone. They were probably going to ask her why she needed it, but that wasn’t a big deal. Ashley had always been able to come up with a good lie in a pinch. The thing that scared her more was the possibility that Vic’s taunts and jeers were founded in something other than just outright meanness. There might have been some truth in them. She’d never known the promise of truth to be such a frightening thing.


    Holding her head up high, she walked around to the other side of the truck and got in. She’d done nothing wrong. She wasn’t going to start acting like she had.


    ___


    Ashley thanked Stephanie for the use of her phone, and the other woman waved her off. The redhead backed down the path toward Darius’s house with heavy shopping bags dangling from her forearms. “Just hold onto it until I see you again. No need to bring it back in a hurry.”


    Ashley nodded and glanced toward Vic’s house.


    He waited in the doorway with arms folded over his chest. She didn’t want to be closed into that house with him again, so she headed for the bench she’d sat on during the mate-matching ordeal.


    She pulled in a long breath as she dialed her parents’ home phone number, and then froze before putting in the last digit.


    Maybe calling Daddy isn’t a good idea.


    Her father would be suspicious if she called out of the blue and started asking questions. Or perhaps, he might have been expecting it and already had answers queued up and ready for her. That would be bad. She would learn exactly what kind of liar he was, and confirm that what Vic was saying was the truth. The really fucked up part was that she wasn’t quite sure who’d she prefer to be the liar—her father or her mate. Either way, she didn’t expect to have a smile on her face when all was said and done. She was screwed.


    “Fuck.” She cleared the digits and put in her mother’s number instead. Her mother answered on the third ring.


    “Hi, who’s this?”


    “Ma, it’s Ashley.” She looked over her shoulder and found Vic headed up the path, likely to supervise her call. Just like he said he would.


    “Ash? Why’d you skip out on us like that? That’s some crazy stuff you did. You’ve got your father all in a panic.”


    “I bet,” Ashley said dryly.


    “When are you coming home? Did you get bitten, or what?”


    Ashley pinched the bridge of her nose. “Yeah, I got bitten. I stink of my mate, but that’s not important right now. I need you to tell me the truth about something.”


    “Getting a bite’s not important? One that you hightailed it out of here without a word to get? Come on, little girl. Really, Ashley, what’s wrong? You need your dad to come get you? Where are you?”


    “Leave Daddy wherever he is for now. I’m okay. It’s just a simple question or two.”


    “Is it about what happens after a woman gets her bite? Honey, that’s normal. It’ll pass. You won’t be so—well, amorous forever.”


    Ashley rolled her eyes. She certainly hoped not. Being as horny as a teenager with her only outlet for relief a mate who looked as though he could set her on fire with his gaze wasn’t her idea of a good time, and even if Vic was an epic dickhead, she wasn’t a cheater. She’d just have to suffer—and perhaps buy a vibrator and lots of rechargeable D batteries.


    “What’s he like, this guy? Better than you would have gotten here? I don’t think so. None are better than here.”


    False.


    Vic plopped onto the bench next to her and leaned his forearms onto his knees, watching Ashley through the corners of his eyes. She was grateful he didn’t look her straight on. He was too intense—hard to look at for too long without her questioning her worth. And she did question it.


    Might as well come out with it. She pulled in a bracing breath and fiddled with the wrinkled fabric of her dress. “You remember when I was around—gods, I don’t know—eight or nine, maybe? A bunch of folks left the pack in a couple of days. I remember the gatherings were smaller for a long while. Why was that?”


    Her mother always had a response, and usually a quick one. For once, she was silent, and that scared Ashley. If it weren’t for the ubiquitous classic rock her mother always kept playing on the radio in the background, Ashley would have thought the connection had dropped.


    “Ma?”


    “Hey, maybe you should talk to your father about that. Why are you bringing that up now? Where are you?”


    “Oh, gods. Why can’t you just answer the question? It’s simple enough, right?”


    Ma groaned. “Look, sometimes, packs just need to be culled.”


    “I understand that. Packs send boys away all the time, but we lost a lot of folks at once—adults, too.”


    “They left on their own.”


    “Really?”


    Vic shook his head and scoffed. He whispered, “If she believes that, she’s deluded.”


    Of course he could hear her. He could probably hear a pin drop on the moon. Ashley was grateful for it, though. He might learn that she really had no clue about most of the things going on around her, and that she hadn’t lied about not telling her parents where she was.


    “Why are you asking? It was so long ago. Don’t you have more important things to worry about? Tell me about your mate. What’s he like?”


    “Actually, he’s the one who told me to call. I think he’s under the impression you might know who he is.”


    Silence again. Ashley counted off seconds in her head. Fifteen. Sixteen. Seventeen.


    “Well, who is he?”


    Ashley pressed the phone between her ear and shoulder and pinched off a cuticle that was peeling back toward the painful danger zone. “Last name is Carbone.” She cut her gaze to Vic, who raised an eyebrow. “That name familiar?”


    “God damn it, Ashley. Somehow I always knew you were gonna get us in trouble.”


    “Us?” Ashley squeezed her bleeding digit between her thumb and forefinger and pulled the phone back from her ear.


    Vic rolled his hand in a Go on, keep talking gesture.


    If only I knew what to say.


    He made the gesture again.


    She closed her eyes and groaned. “I take it you don’t like the sound of that name.”


    “Let me get your father. Just—”


    “No. Tell me now what you need to tell me, or I swear to any god who’ll hear the oath that you will never hear from me again. You’ll never know if you end up with one of those granddaughters none of my brothers have managed to give you so far. You’ll be totally in the dark, especially since all the bugs you planted in my shit don’t work.”


    “It wasn’t me, Ashley. It was your father!”


    “So you admit it? You bugged me and my bags, and had my mate distrustful of me before I could even say fifty words in my own defense? Fuck, Ma. I haven’t even been here a full day yet, and he hates me. I mean, literally, hates me. He hated me from the moment my name popped up on the respondent list, and that’s not fair for me. You tell me why, and now. What happened? And tell me everywhere you’ve got tracking devices attached to my belongings, and I mean everywhere.”


    “As far as I know there were just the three. One in your earrings, one stuck to the bottom of that lipstick your father replaced for you two weeks ago, and one in your phone.”


    Vic nodded. “That’s all I found.”


    Ashley didn’t buy for a minute there were only three. She couldn’t trust a damned thing that came out of the woman’s mouth. How could she? Ashley had no way of knowing just how many lies she’d been fed during her life. Everything she knew was probably a lie. “Tell me the rest. What happened?”


    “It was a treaty issue. It’d been made by the alpha from a bunch of generations ago when we first started colonizing this place. He absorbed the Eurasian wolves into his pack in exchange for their protection. When shifted, they’re so much scarier than the rest of us. You’ve seen ’em by now, I’m sure.”


    Ashley looked to Vic. He shrugged.


    Ashley couldn’t remember what he was like as a wolf. She couldn’t remember shit from when she’d shifted.


    “The treaty had been in place for a long time, and it got renegotiated every ten years or so. At the time of our little drama, Adam Carbone was the contact.”


    “He wouldn’t negotiate?”


    “He would, but he wanted your father to change some things. Your father didn’t like it.”


    “What kind of things?”


    “It was—oh, I don’t know, Ashley. Ask your father.”


    “No, I’m asking you. You know what it was, so tell me what was bad enough that they made them leave with all those fuckin’ kids. Go on. I’m dead curious.” Her foot tapped out an impatient rhythm on the stone walkway, and her back molars ground. She just knew shit was going to get worse and worse, and that Vic was going to be justified in his revulsion of her. She could feel it in her bones, just like every time she knew when someone was going to win a huge Powerball payout.


    “I think it was about dues or something.”


    “Dues? You’re saying you expelled pack members because they wouldn’t pay dues?”


    “It wasn’t that they weren’t paying them, but—jeez, I dunno.”


    “Don’t pull that on me, Ma. Don’t do that submissive alpha’s wife shit. Don’t act like you don’t know what’s happening in your own household and in your own pack. You kept me in the dark well enough that you certainly had to know what it was I needed to be shielded from, so fuckin’ tell me now.”


    “All right. Gods, the mouth on ya. Fine. Adam didn’t like what the money was being spent on, and he and your dad had it out.”


    “They fought?”


    “Yes.”


    “And Adam lost?” It just didn’t seem possible. Having been in touching distance of both her father and her new alpha, Ashley was convinced of which of them had more power, and it wasn’t her father. It practically poured off of Adam and took her breath away. Power didn’t always mean that a wolf would win a fight—especially if their opponent played dirty—but the odds were stacked very high in Adam’s favor.


    “No,” Ma said. “He didn’t lose.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “It was a mess, that’s all I can say. Adam didn’t want the pack, so the only reason behind the ass-kicking was to prove a point.”


    “Which was, what? That Daddy was the weaker wolf?”


    “Yeah. Basically. And that got people questioning things, and all sorts of stuff came to light.”


    “I didn’t know any of this.”


    “Your father has good enforcers. They made it so no one can even remember what the truth was, after a while. But, in the end, Adam left because the enforcers made him. They ganged up on him.”


    “You mean, challenged him?”


    “No. Threatened to beat him down if he didn’t go and take his kind with him.”


    “Daddy has five enforcers. That wouldn’t have been a fair fight.”


    “I never said it was fair, Ashley.”


    “Shit.” Ashley pressed the meat of her palm to her eyes and rubbed. Vic had been right. He was probably right about everything. “What am I supposed to do now, Ma?”


    “I don’t know what to tell you. But are you all right? You feel safe?”


    “Oh, I don’t know. What does safe feel like? I always thought I had a good idea about that, but that was just smoke and mirrors, wasn’t it? All an illusion you set up to shield me from the truth and from the way the outside world truly operates. You screwed me, Ma. You and Daddy. Half the packs in the country probably wouldn’t want to have anything to do with me.”


    “Sounds about right,” Vic muttered.


    She balled her hand into a fist and let her nails dig into her flesh. The sharp pain took the edge off her anger, and in its place came a rush of fear. In two days, everything she’d thought she’d known about herself had turned out to be lies. She wasn’t sure who she was, or even what she was supposed to do to find out.


    “Don’t tell Daddy I called, okay? Just—don’t even try to get in touch. Delete this number from your phone and pretend I never called.”


    Ashley disconnected the call, cutting short her mother’s rebuttal in the process, and added her parents’ numbers to Stephanie’s blocked callers list.


    She needed to say something to Vic. That was the obvious next order of business. Meeting his gaze shouldn’t have been so hard, though. She’d never been afraid to look people in the eye and tell them what they needed to be told, but she stared at the phone in her hands, and crossed, then uncrossed her ankles again and again.


    She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t think there was anything she could say that would make a difference.


    “I’ve got stuff to do. See ya.” Vic stood, and by the time she could muster up enough courage to look up, he was rounding the corner of his house. A moment later, his truck’s engine roared to life, and gravel churning as he backed onto the street.


    And still, she didn’t move. She had no rudder, no purpose, and a mate who despised her.


    She couldn’t fix that. It used to be that she relied on her father to fix things for her.


    That didn’t seem to be such a good option anymore.


     

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVEN


    There were only a few people Vic allowed to give him unsolicited advice, and at the moment, he didn’t particularly want to hear what any of them had to say. Still, he clenched his jaw, tightened his fingers around the steering wheel, and said nothing in retort as his father talked at him.


    “A month’s too long,” his father said.


    Vic drummed his fingers against the wheel and kept his gaze on the road. They were picking up a couple of Afótama VIPs from the airport and needed to be waiting when their planes landed so bogus representatives didn’t intercept them. The Afótama had way too many enemies, and those enemies were stunningly proficient at keeping their identities under wraps. If they weren’t, the wolves would have rooted them out months ago and neutralized the threat. They were usually better at that.


    “Your mother thinks you need to go back to your own house.”


    “To do what? Stare at that woman and try to force myself to say one kind thing to her?”


    “She’s your wife, Vic. She hasn’t left. Doesn’t that tell you she wants to try to make it work?”


    “No, it actually doesn’t. Where could she possibly go? No one else would have her.”


    “Maybe. Maybe not. Another pack might be hesitant to welcome her, given the dirty tracks her father has left all over the country. That doesn’t mean she can’t go off on her own, if she wanted to. If she needed a bit of money to hide out somewhere in a little apartment, me and your mother could probably come up with some.”


    “Why would you do that?”


    “Because in spite of everything, I’m her alpha. I’m charged to take care of her, just like it’s my responsibility to take care of you.”


    “I’m thirty-five years old. I think I’m doing okay.”


    “Are you, though? Look, I knew we were going to have some issues the moment it was clear to me that you two were a match. But the thing is, you’re not gonna stop being a match. You don’t get another try unless she dies. I don’t imagine you wish death on her.”


    “Of course I don’t. What kind of asshole do you think I am?”


    “The same kind you’ve always been.”


    Vic rolled his eyes and steered the truck onto the highway off-ramp.


    “And you don’t really want to imagine her moving on to someone else, do you? She could always shack up with a human guy or some other kind of shifter. Your bite wouldn’t matter so much that way. They wouldn’t be able to discern your scent.”


    Of course Vic didn’t want to imagine that. He’d been imagining nothing but that for the past month, thanks to his inner wolf’s constant the sky is falling agitation. The emotions were too confusing to sort out. There was a beautiful woman in the house he hadn’t used for much more than a closet in the past month—a woman who represented everything that had made the past two decades of his life a living hell. The logical part of his brain understood that not everything—or anything, really—was her fault. She was trying to fit in. She’d made friends with the other ladies, and they trusted her. That should have counted for something, because Vic trusted them. They were good women, all of them fit to be an alpha’s wife in their own ways. Sure, they had a collection of neuroses that could have broken even the best psychiatrist’s brain, but they were all so smart. Just by being there, they made the pack better.


    “I honestly think the best thing you can do is sit down and have a meeting of the minds,” his father said. “Hash out all the tough stuff and figure out what you want from each other.”


    “I have no idea what I want from her.”


    “I imagine you’d want the same thing from her that you’d want from any other woman you’d consider settling down with. You weren’t one of the holdouts when we held the vote for me to do the call. Obviously, you had to have some idea in mind of what you wanted.”


    “I wanted a partner. I wanted what you and Mom have.”


    “You think it’s always been a walk in the park for us?”


    “You make it look so easy. So yeah, I guess I assumed that.”


    “We make it look easy because we let ourselves care about each other. You gotta get all the other shit out of the way so you can do that. Everything else will fall slowly into place afterward.”


    “I can’t imagine you and Mom ever having problems.”


    “Fuck, Vic, we went at it like feral cats, fighting over everything and nothing, just because we had to.”


    “What do you mean?” Vic waited for the light to turn green and made a left turn onto the airport road.


    “It’s natural. When a guy with an alpha’s level of power takes the right mate, that lady isn’t going to go to him meekly. She’s gonna give him hell, and he’s gonna give her hell, because maybe he feels a little threatened by her. A good alpha pair always manages to find the right level of give and take, and the lady always makes her man better.”


    Vic just couldn’t see it. “Then why are there so many screwed up alphas? You can’t say the Madeira lot isn’t completely fucked up.”


    “I keep telling you boys that there’s alpha, and then there’s capital-A Alpha. Just because you’re capital-A doesn’t mean you have the right stuff. We’re talking about nature, not titles. Nature has a funny way of giving us what we need if we know how to listen to it. So listen to it.”


    “Listening is easy. Obeying isn’t.”


    “I never said it was easy. Stop thinking shit’s supposed to be easy. That way you’ll be less shocked when it’s not.”


     

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHT


    Walking into his house for anything beyond grabbing a change of clothes felt like an intrusion to Vic. He hadn’t been there for more than five minutes at a time in a month, and had limited most of his visits to points when he was nearly certain Ashley wasn’t there. She’d taken a job somewhere. He didn’t even know where. He hadn’t asked—hadn’t really allowed himself to care.


    He was curious, though, and wondered what a pampered wolf prima donna would do to earn money. He didn’t even know if she’d ever had a job before. He didn’t know anything about her at all, really, besides who was in her family tree and that her middle name was Raquel. That’s what their marriage certificate said, anyway.


    He closed the screen door softly behind him, and took a moment to assess the state of his house. Although he’d been living there for about six months, he hadn’t done much in the way of personalization. During his brief visits, he hadn’t noticed that Ashley had done any either, but obviously, he hadn’t been paying attention. He’d been too busy trying to hurry in and out like a coward.


    There was more furniture than there had been before. Little things he hadn’t seen because of his tunnel vision. Side tables. Bookshelves. She’d left a ring of upholstery fabric swatches on the table near the door. He picked it up and idly thumbed through them as he made his way farther into the house. She wasn’t in the kitchen, but some new canisters and a drying rack were. He paused to lift the lid on the largest of the containers and found it filled with sandwich cookies. He set down the swatches, grabbed a couple cookies, and moved farther into the house.


    She wasn’t in the guest bedroom, but the curtains—apparently, I have curtains now—were thrown open and closet door ajar.


    Curious, he poked his head in to find her luggage and some organizer baskets, which he quickly learned contained spare linens—apparently, I have spare linens now—and a few random AC adapters and surge protectors. Probably a better place for them than the kitchen counter.


    She had to be home. The front door had been unlocked and her purse was dangling from the back of one of the kitchen chairs.


    She wasn’t in the bathroom, but she’d left the light on. There was still some moisture in the air from a recent shower, and toiletries crowded the countertop. He’d never lived with a woman besides his mother, so the clutter intrigued him. He stepped into the small room and took stock of it. Moisturizer, de-frizzing serum—whatever that is. Toothpaste for sensitive teeth. Some kind of scissor-handled torture tongs. He picked them up and accidentally knocked the toothpaste over the counter’s edge. Bending to retrieve it from the trashcan, he froze with his hand extended and tried to make sense of the white cardboard box within.


    “What’s that for?”


    Stupid question. He knew what it was for. Living on the road for so many years hadn’t prevented him from seeing his fair share of those “One line means no, two lines mean yes” commercials. He just couldn’t wrap his head around the fact that she would need the product.


    Swallowing, he pulled the toothpaste tube from the top, set it back onto the countertop, and pulled the trashcan closer.


    The telltale clicks of sliding coat hangers against the bar in the master bedroom’s walk-in closet gave him pause, but he had to assuage his burning curiosity. He lifted the box, and a couple of open foil packets fell out of the end and clattered against the rim of the metal trashcan.


    Two of them?


    “Hello?” Ashley called out.


    Shit. He quickly plucked out the two discarded sticks and turned them over, window-side up. “Fuck.”


    “Hello?” she repeated.


    “Yeah. It’s Vic.” He stuffed the wands back into the bin and covered them with the box. “Fuck,” he repeated. Mine?


    He hadn’t lived to age thirty-five without having a pretty good idea of what could happen when a man and woman had unprotected sex. But apparently, for the few minutes they’d been going at it, he’d forgotten that the rules of nature applied to him.


    He rolled his eyes at himself, and pulled his body up to standing. Of course the kid is mine. If she’d already been pregnant, he would have known by her scent, and the chance of her having a “close encounter” with another man in the same time period was just too fucking small given the travel time involved in moving to Norseton.


    “Well, that complicates things.” He started down the hall, and stopped halfway to the bedroom door. “Or maybe not.” Maybe it makes some things easier.


    “Wow. A baby.” Statistically speaking, the pack was long overdue for someone to have one. Before the women had arrived, the youngest person in the pack had been Darius, who was nearly thirty-one. The fact that none of them had an accident up to that point—that any of them had fessed up about, anyway—was a testament to the consistent use of prophylaxis and staying the hell away from women who smelled like they were ready to be mamas.


    He continued to the bedroom and paused in the doorway right as Ashley stepped out of the closet with her towel still tightened around her torso.


    Spotting him, her hand went, seemingly reflexively, to the towel’s knot, and her cheeks took on a dark hue.


    He put up his hands placatingly. “It’s all right. Didn’t mean to scare you.”


    “I’ll be out of here in a minute. I need to get to work.”


    “No hurry. I didn’t need anything.” He cringed. What he said wasn’t quite true, and he didn’t want to perpetuate the notion that she counted in that “anything.” His father was right—Vic had to try. He’d wanted a partner, and Ashley was the mate the goddess had approved for him. It was up to him to figure out how to make it work. He wasn’t the only injured party, and he had to keep reminding himself that she’d been fucked over, too.


    Watching him wordlessly, she gripped the coat hanger a bit more tightly in her fist, and shifted her weight. The dressed she held was some kind of belted, sleeveless sheath. Not fancy, at least in his opinion, but he knew fuck-all about women’s clothing. It had probably been expensive.


    He leaned against the doorframe and hooked his thumbs into his belt loops. “Where do you work?”


    “Um.” She bobbed her eyebrows and sputtered her lips. “I guess I’m kind of a high-end babysitter.”


    “You’re a nanny?”


    She held the dress against her waist beneath her forearm and used her now-free hand to make a waffling gesture. “Not exactly. My job is to get Ótama up to speed. She doesn’t know anything about the world.”


    That was probably as close to an understatement as a person could get. Ótama was the progenitor of the Afótama clan. For nearly a thousand years, she’d been confined to a Purgatory-like place, and recently, the old Viking gods saw fit to return her to the land of the living. She was a powerful witch and an efficient diplomat, but incredibly naive. It wasn’t her naïveté that had killed her the first time she’d been alive, though.


    Childbirth had done that.


    And that reminded him… Shit. Can Ashley even carry a kid? Moon shifter birth rates were low in comparison to Vic’s ilk. When a mother shifted, the fetus got tangled up.


    Does she know that?


    She furrowed her forehead, probably growing annoyed at his inability to hold up his end of the conversation.


    He cleared his throat. “Uh, that’s a pretty sweet gig.”


    Ashley shrugged and backed into the closet. She turned the light on and closed the door almost all the way.


    Dammit. Vic blew some air through his lips and let them flap. He didn’t know how to make peace with her. With the guys in the pack, it was easy. They argued and fought just like any close group of friends who every now and then annoyed the ever loving shit out of each other. In the end, they always figured out ways to shake off the frustration, whether it meant having a scuffle in their wolf forms, or some passive aggressive shit like “forgetting” to relieve someone of his guard duty.


    “I think Lora tapped me for the job because I’m qualified to carry a firearm,” Ashley said. The rustling noises from the closet were probably her slipping into that fitted dress. His mind wandered to that place of curiosity—of imagination. He wondered if her body looked exactly the same as it had a month ago. How pregnant is she? He was pretty good at math, but his biology knowledge could probably use a refresher. “Or was, rather,” she added. She stepped out of the closet wearing the knee-skimming dress and tightened the belt around her trim midsection.


    Nothing to see there.


    “I need to get credentialed for New Mexico. Probably won’t be a problem.”


    Vic pushed up both eyebrows.


    “What?”


    “I dunno. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that you know how to manage a handgun.”


    “You mean, given who my father is, right?” She slowly, calmly wadded her wet towel into a bundle and kept her gaze locked on him.


    He pushed a hand through his uncombed hair and grunted.


    “It was a necessary evil. You can’t be a woman my age who can’t shapeshift unless you’ve got some other way to protect yourself. My father wasn’t always going to be around to protect me.”


    “If what he did even qualifies as protecting.”


    “Fine. I’ll let you have that one, because you’re right.” She tossed the towel into the corner hamper and stepped into a pair of sandals.


    “Look, I didn’t come over here to insult you.”


    “But you can’t hold your tongue, right?” Since she was bent at the waist, fastening the strap of her shoe, her voice came out in the muffle.


    He pushed away from the doorframe and slowly closed the distance between them.


    She peered at him out of the corners of her eyes as he approached.


    He leaned his butt against the dresser’s edge and crossed his arms over his chest. Then he changed his mind and pressed his hands to the dresser. Confrontational body language wouldn’t help his cause, whatever that was. He still wasn’t sure what his cause was. It was an amorphous thing swirling in his head, bits and pieces that didn’t quite congeal, but that were all important individually.


    He needed to connect with his mate—that was for certain. The wolf part of him was becoming increasingly anxious about the separation. All of the members of the pack were charged with doing all they could to ensure the health and wellbeing of the group, and a big part of that was keeping their exchanges positive and respectful. He didn’t know who had started the lie that a bunch of could-be-alphas couldn’t get along in the same group, but it was pervasive. Most big packs sought to eliminate their strong young men as soon as they could because the leadership felt threatened by them. The higher-ups were concerned with job security and lining their pockets, and not doing what was right.


    Every man in the Norseton pack had been sent away from his birthpack in one way or another because of that fear, but they’d proven they could get along—and that a pack was only as strong as the weakest wolf in it. Strong was good, and there was room for them all.


    That included Ashley.


    He didn’t know how to express that. She wasn’t Anton or Colt, so he couldn’t just say, Are we cool, man? and expect that she’d shrug off the hurt. And he knew he’d hurt her.


    She straightened up and fixed her gaze on him. She said nothing, but her expression was easy enough to read: Well?


    He turned his hands over. “Look, do you want to get dinner or something?”


    She stood, brushed the wrinkles out of her dress, and gave him another sideways glance. “Dinner?”


    “Yeah, something in Norseton. Pretty sure you don’t want me to cook.”


    She entwined her fingers in front of her belly, drawing his gaze down to it. Distracting him with his own questions and worries. “I don’t think I’m going to have time today.”


    He cringed and righted his stare. Her cheeks glowed a soft pink he was pretty sure he had put there. With her scent being muddled due to her changing hormones, guessing her mood would take some practice. Not that he’d had much practice at it before she was pregnant. It might have been easier if he had. “Tomorrow, then?”


    She gave her head a slow shake and twirled her thumbs. “Uh—tomorrow isn’t looking so great, either. Still playing catch-up for the two evenings last week I lost to battling the full moon.”


    Battling. Right. Pregnancy and moon shifting were incompatible. He didn’t want to let on yet that he knew why she hadn’t shifted, though. “Just tell me when.”


    She shrugged and strode to the door. “Maybe sometime next week.”


    “Seriously?”


    She gave no response.


    The soft pads of her sandals slapped against the wood floor as she walked farther and farther away. Past the bathroom, even, and he stood there like a dumbass.


    By the time he got his feet in motion, she was at the front door and pulling her purse onto her shoulder.


    No words came out as he leaned against the counter. He watched her leave, not certain what else he could do.


    He was a wolf dancing on eggshells, and hated the feeling—like no matter what he did, he’d break something.


    Maybe it’s supposed to be that way.


    He pounded his fist gently against the countertop and squinted at the new dish rack.


    Maybe they—the collective thing that was Ashley and Vic—were broken, but Ashley wasn’t. Not yet, anyway. She had to be as resilient as elastic after what he’d put her through, and after the way she was raised. He could pull her to the point of snapping and was in a unique position to do so. He was her mate: her husband. But he didn’t want to break her.


    Their pack needed strong wolves, and the moment, he was the weakest link.


    Not her.


     

  


  
    CHAPTER NINE


    Ashley suppressed a chuckle as she gathered up the pile of Uno cards.


    “That was mean,” Ótama said with a pout.


    “It was not mean.” Ashley tamped the cards into a tidy pile and shuffled them, grinning like an idiot, probably, and she didn’t care. The Afótama matriarch embodied so many contradictions, she made Ashley’s head spin. She was small, but powerful. Naïve, but tenacious when necessary. Sweet, but aggressive. Ashley couldn’t picture the tiny brunette making much of a Viking, but she swore that’s what she was—the only daughter of the chieftain Alfarinn, and probably the most dangerous witch in the country. Ashley was happy she was a wolf and wasn’t susceptible to the choking intensity of Ótama’s energy, even at its baseline. She’d heard from some of the folks in the mansion that it was incredibly humbling.


    “Those are the rules of the game,” Ashley said. “Sometimes, your opponents get a bunch of really great cards, and their goal, obviously, is to use them to make you pick up a whole lot of cards to keep you in the game longer.”


    “I never did like games of chance.”


    “Yeah, this one definitely has the potential to raise your blood pressure. If you want to play something a little more cerebral, there’s always checkers. Or chess. I never learned to play chess, though, so I wouldn’t be much of an opponent for you.”


    “Nor did I. Perhaps we could find the rules of the game in a book and learn together.”


    “Or we could just Google them.” Ashley snapped a rubber band around the stack of cards and returned to the shelf used to store games in the Norseton mansion’s library.


    “I find Google to be terribly distracting. I do not believe I wish to fall down that rabbit hole today. Only two days ago, I went to do a search for a recipe to give to Muriel and ended up on some purveyor of filth’s website.” She pressed her hand her heart and gave her head a solemn shake.


    Ashley cringed and carefully extricated the checkers from the stack of game boxes. “Sorry about that. Eventually, you’ll develop a gut feeling for what’s not safe to click on. I imagine Internet porn would come as a shock to someone from your era.”


    “Pah.” Ótama waved a dismissive hand and fixed her cloak around her. Beneath it, the ancient princess had on modern clothes, but the best Ashley could tell, she wore the old-fashioned cloak as a sort of security blanket. Fiddling with it seemed to give Ótama something to do with her hands. “The content did not disturb me. I am not as naive in some regards as you children insist on believing.”


    Ashley pressed her lips together, praying the laugh she tried to tamp down didn’t find an exit route via her nose. Ótama looked to be around thirty, which might have been damn near elderly back in her day, and her habit of referring to people in Ashley’s generation as children amused Ashley and the rest of the staff way too much.


    “What bothered me was the fact that they wished to receive money for it.” Ótama scoffed. “What could possibly be worth thirty American dollars?”


    “Well, just between you and me, the premium stuff is unabridged, newer, and the clips have better sets and props than the stuff you get at the freebie sites.” Ashley set the checkers box on the table and lifted the lid. “Not that I’ve been looking.”


    Ótama leaned in, holding her cloak closed at the neck, her bright eyes awash with mischief. “But is it worth thirty dollars? My descendants manage my funds. I do believe they would investigate such a charge on my credit card statement.”


    Knowing Queen Tess and her cousin Nadia as Ashley did, she suspected they would indeed investigate the charge, if only to see if it were accidental. “That could potentially be awkward.”


    “That is why I have you, is it not? You are supposed to teach me to be independent.”


    “Okay, so here is one of the most important lessons I’ll ever give you—get a prepaid card and use that for unsavory Internet stuff.”


    “Oh, you are a crafty one, Ashley.”


    Ashley shrugged. “I kind of had to be, given the way I grew up.”


    Ashley was having a better understanding of exactly how she’d grown up the longer she spent away from her birthpack. There’d been nothing normal about her upbringing, or about how much of her education about the world had been suppressed. She didn’t know how fucked up her life was until she’d had something to compare it to. The more she thought about it, the more depressed it made her.


    Ótama chucked Ashley’s chin and clucked her tongue. “You are not one of mine, so I cannot read your mood, but I can tell from looking at you that something is bothering you.”


    Ashley put on a smile and scooped checker pieces out of the open box. “Don’t worry about it. My mind’s just going places it shouldn’t.”


    “I see.”


    “Yeah, don’t worry about it. I’ll work it out.” Somehow.


    She’d spent the past month being so angry in general. At first, she was angry with Vic, then her parents, then herself. For a while, she was angry with everyone—just generally angry—and being so impotently mad was exhausting. Her uterine hitchhiker wasn’t helping matters any, either.


    She hadn’t told anyone, but everyone would know soon enough. Mrs. Carbone had already figured it out. It had taken her one sniff. She’d probably known even before Ashley did. Ashley hadn’t been able to believe it. She kept taking tests, expecting one day she’d pee on one and it would tell her all the previous ones were just flukes. But that was unreasonable. The midwife was pretty sure that the kid was going to stick, but Ashley had to do her part to make sure that he or she did. She wanted that baby—she wanted one person to love her just as she was and not because she was some kind of pawn. She’d do anything to protect it, even going away if she had to. Although she was growing quite comfortable in Norseton and for once in her life felt productive in a genuinely useful way, she’d leave if she and Vic couldn’t see eye to eye. The baby was innocent of everything that had happened in the past. If he couldn’t get that through his thick skull, she’d do all she could to cut off his access.


    And speak of the devil…


    His energy lapped at her from across the room, seeking her out. She pushed down the standing hairs on her neck and shook off the chills.


    “Hello, Mr. Carbone. Do I need to be somewhere soon?” Ótama asked him.


    “Nah, your schedule is clear for the day,” Vic said. “Do you mind if I grab my wife for a few minutes?”


    Ashley pinched the bridge of her nose. Fuck. The last thing they needed was a mansion full of people to potentially overhear them screaming at each other.


    “It is fine with me if it is fine with her. I think I will visit the kitchen and see if your mother has brought me any new treats. She is working today, is she not?”


    “She just left. Knowing Mom, though, she probably put enough leftovers into the fridge to keep you going back all night.”


    “Splendid.” Ótama gave Ashley a nod of farewell, pulled her cloak around her, and padded to the hall.


    Still, Ashley didn’t turn.


    It didn’t matter. Even if she hadn’t been able to hear the falls of his booted feet, she would have felt his approach. His energy lapped at her and sought her out as if she were some thing that belonged to him and he demanded back.


    He pulled out the seat Ótama had vacated and slid a couple of clear vials across the table.


    She looked from the drugs to him, and read the sheepishness on his expression. She would have been more shocked at his relative shyness if she weren’t feeling so damned sheepish herself.


    He knows.


    She pulled the little bottles closer and wrapped her fingers around them. They were more valuable per ounce than gold, and the fact he’d brought them to her meant he knew about his imminent fatherhood.


    He’s not upset?


    He cleared his throat. “Uh—Mom pulled those out of today’s FedEx delivery. You have to let the doctor know they have to be stored in a refrigerator. He probably hasn’t administered it before.”


    “She. I have a midwife. And it came fast. I didn’t know your mother would be able to get it so quickly. There’s usually a waitlist for it. Moon shifter packs have to stockpile it.”


    “I guess she was motivated. She’s been waiting a long time for grandkids.” His voice was quiet, tone even.


    Careful. He’s being careful. If a man from her pack had used that soft voice on her, she’d know he was trying to keep his temper in check. She wasn’t reading aggression off him, though. His energy was more or less neutral, almost artificially so.


    She drew in a long breath and let his scent—the one that pervaded her skin and their entire freakin’ house, even when he wasn’t there—hit the back of her nose. Tea. She put her hand over her mouth to suppress a giggle. He’d been drinking his mother’s tea.


    “She’s probably not going to give you five feet of space when the time comes. Sorry in advance.”


    “No, no. I appreciate it.” Suddenly, Ashley wished she had a cloak like Ótama’s to fidget with as she sat chatting. She needed some excuse to look away from Vic’s intense gaze. Anything beyond the fact that she didn’t know what to do with him, which was silly. In wolf culture, as a mate, she wasn’t supposed to have a say, but that had never felt right to her. Sometimes, men needed to be called out on their bullshit. She was certain that was why Adam was a good alpha—because he had a good wife, and he let her be a good wife.


    I could be a good wife.


    The question remained if Vic would let Ashley be one. She wanted to be.


    Closing her left fingers around the vial, she pushed back from the table and then fetched her purse from the nearby sideboard. “Um—if I’m lucky, I could get the midwife to jab me without an appointment.”


    Vic followed her into the hall, down the stairs, and out of the atrium door. He said nothing as she walked briskly toward the town square, just kept a respectful distance behind her. It was still close enough to keep the hairs on the back of her neck dancing.


    Say something. Don’t be like Ma, holding your tongue and acting like you don’t know shit. She cringed, and paused at the crosswalk to wait for the light to change. Glancing back over her shoulder, she dove right in. “Like I said, I’m going to see if I can get an injection today. This stuff needs to build up. I don’t want to get too close to the next full moon without it being at its peak effectiveness. Last week was scary.”


    He furrowed his brow. “How far along are you? I mean, I can guess, but pregnancy math doesn’t make sense to me.”


    The light turned, and she stepped into the street. “Six weeks, almost seven.”


    “Which means you’re due, when?”


    “I have no idea.”


    “Right. Right. You can’t tell if you’re going to gestate like a human or like a wolf.”


    “Or some average of the two. Last ultrasound said I looked like twelve or thirteen weeks, so who knows what’s going to happen.”


    “When were you going to tell me? Did you think I wouldn’t care?”


    She stifled a groan. She had thought that. “In my old pack, a wolf wouldn’t care unless it were a boy.”


    And then that wolf would stop caring about that boy altogether if he decided his son was a threat to his place in the pack. She couldn’t wrap her mind around anyone willingly expelling a much-wanted son to preserve his own stature. Certainly, Vic could, though.


    By the time they reached the opposite curb, he was at her side. Her inner wolf seemed to collapse with relief, as if that was exactly where he belonged, and that he’d finally come home.


    Silly wolf.


    “I was going to tell you,” she said. “Probably right after I believed it for myself.”


    He jogged ahead of her and pulled open the clinic’s door. “I’d care either way, boy or girl. Every kid deserves a chance.”


    Of course he would think that. He’s a Carbone. And so was she now. She kept forgetting.


    She set the drug vials onto the reception desk and hitched her purse strap higher up onto her shoulder. When the clerk looked up, she said, “Is Jackie here? I need to see if she can squeeze me in for a shot.”


    “She was about to run out for a break. Let me get her before she escapes.”


    Vic leaned against the wall beside the counter and crossed his arms over his chest. He stared down at her, his gaze long and assessing.


    “What?”


    “Pregnancy suits you, is all.”


    If only I had that cloak… She’d probably pull it over her head to hide her burning cheeks. She’d never been one for blushing, but apparently, Vic possessed some black magic that kept her burning up. “How so?”


    “For one thing, you smell nice.”


    “What do I smell like?”


    “It’s hard to describe. It’s my scent, plus a little something else. Extra pheromones, I guess.”


    “Oh. That’s typical of my species of wolf. It’s supposed to keep daddy from abandoning mama during her time of need.”


    “I wouldn’t abandon you.”


    “Of course you wouldn’t, now that you’ve sniffed me.”


    “No,” he said softly, as if the word would break him. “I wouldn’t abandon you because I try to do what’s right, even when it’s hard.”


    Even when it’s hard. What they had at the moment was definitely hard.


    “And even if it’s late. I hope I’m not too late. Am I?”


    She opened her mouth to give him the answer her brain hadn’t even thought out yet, but didn’t have the chance to say it.


    The office door swung open and Jackie stuck her head out. “What’ve you got for me?”


    Ashley pulled her gaze away from Vic and all the sorrow etched in his face, and swallowed hard to force down the lump in her throat. He was trying—admitting he was wrong—and she knew how hard that was for wolves, especially male ones.


    Maybe there was some hope for them after all.


    To Jackie, she said, “Um, it’s that shifting suppressant I told you about. I need to get a stick once per week through the end of the pregnancy.”


    Jackie took the vials. “Come on back and have a seat in exam room two. I want to check this stuff out in the drug database. I trust you, I just want to know what all the potential side effects and off-market uses are. Not being wolves, the Afótama obviously don’t have full moon problems.”


    Ashley followed her through the door and Vic skirted in behind her before it shut. Obviously, he wasn’t going to be content to wait in the lobby. She was glad he wasn’t going to be content to wait in the lobby. She wanted him near and interested, and on his own accord.


    She settled onto one of the hard, institutional chairs adjacent to the exam table in room two and hugged her purse against her belly.


    Vic paced in front of the door, looking alternately from her to his feet. He couldn’t have been doing it very long—thirty seconds, at the most—but that was long enough agitate her inner wolf, who Ashley already had enough problems settling.


    “Vic, sit. You’re tying my stomach into knots.”


    “Sorry.” He sank onto the chair beside her, but even sitting, his energy was through the roof. He bobbed his knee and drummed his fingertips atop the armrests. Obviously, the tea’s calming effects was wearing off.


    She clapped a hand over his turbo-charged knee and stilled it, unable to suppress her chuckle. “Stop. It’s just a shot. It’s not a big deal.”


    “It’s not just the shot. It’s a lot of stuff all at once, you know?”


    She started to pull her hand back, but he gingerly grabbed her wrist and wrapped her fingers over his knee again.


    He didn’t say anything, but stared at her. His expression was a curious blank, and never before had Ashley wished so much that she’d possessed some of the Afótama’s psychic skills. Reading Vic’s mind would be a lot easier than trying to figure out what to say to him to get him to say what he needed to.


    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I guess that’s the best place to start. It’s probably not enough, but it’s all I got.”


    “What are you sorry for?” Squeezing the words out of him felt cruel, but she had to know if they were on the same page, and if he was apologizing for the right things. There were so many things both of them could be apologizing for. She owed him a few I’m sorrys, too.


    “Mostly, I—I guess I’m sorry for not giving you a real chance.”


    “You were right to be cynical. Look what happened.”


    She still didn’t know how her father had gathered that she was leaving. Maybe he’d guessed preemptively that she wouldn’t stick around and had a contingency plan in place. Or maybe he’d bugged her apartment. She might never know, and she didn’t care enough to ask him. She was done with all the bullshit—didn’t have room in her new life for it. Adam had presented her with the opportunity for a clean break from her old pack, and she was going to snatch it.


    “Cynical, maybe, but not mean. I don’t want to be mean to you. It’s got me all fucked up, you know? I knew I’d gone too far and that what I said was wrong as soon as it came out of my mouth. I don’t go around trying to hurt people’s feelings. I do everything I can to avoid it.”


    “Those are words I never expected to hear coming from a wolf.”


    He shrugged. “Most wolves don’t have a mother like mine.”


    So fuckin’ true. In Ashley’s opinion, Mrs. Carbone should have been sainted. She’d raised four born alphas while living on the road. Those grunting hunks of fur and testosterone were her boys, even the ones not related by blood. And they were all decent men. Surprisingly decent. It was a damned shame that Ashley would be so surprised.


    “I don’t know what’s going on with you and your family—your old pack—right now. I have to trust, though, that you’re here on good faith.”


    “And that I’m not going to sabotage things, huh? I’m not like my father, Vic.”


    “I know.” He put his hand over hers and gave it a tentative squeeze.


    Such gentleness from a wolf. Given the aggression he’d expended during the last time they were even a little bit physical, she hadn’t thought he was capable of it. There were probably a lot of things he didn’t think she was capable of, either. Like loyalty, kindness, and affection.


    But, she was capable. She craved those things and wanted to give them in return. They meant security, and a wolfpack had nothing without it.


    “My allegiances are in the right place. I’m not going to do anything to compromise this pack, even if that means having to turn my back completely on my old one. I don’t want their interference. I don’t want the garbage they put out following me here.”


    “Clean break, huh?”


    “Yeah, if I can manage it. I’m sure my father has already got folks out on the trail, hoping to join up and infiltrate. To annex another group of wolves to pay into the pack dues.” She sighed. “I’ve been doing my research in the past couple of weeks, with some help. Looks like he had some reach into Lisa’s pack down in Delaware.”


    “How many packs has he annexed? No, don’t fuckin’ answer that. I don’t care. If you want to tell anyone, tell Dad. I don’t want to get my blood pressure up about it.”


    “He already knows. I told him.”


    “Oh. I guess I missed a lot.”


    “Yeah, you’ve missed a lot.”


    He cringed.


    “It’s all right.”


    “It’s not, though. I’m not gonna get mad at you for telling me the truth, even if it hurts me. I sure as shit gave it to you.”


    She nodded, slowly, but even with what had happened, she didn’t want to hurt him. He’d been hurt enough already—maybe not by her directly—but she understood why he’d be suspicious of her. She wished they didn’t have that history so that nothing got in the way of them connecting, but it was like Adam had told her over dinner a few evenings ago—“It’s not supposed to be easy.”


    After two brisk knocks, the door swung open and Jackie stepped in holding a capped syringe. “I want you to come back in a couple of days so I can check you out. You should be okay, but you’ll have to humor me for feeling like this is experimental. There’s only the bare minimum of information available in the database. I imagine there’d have to be, given the private nature of the people the drug is developed for. How do you people manage to spawn if you miscarry when you shift?”


    “My species of wolf shifts as needed and isn’t pulled by the moon, so it isn’t an issue,” Vic said. “Moon shifters, though—”


    Ashley sighed. “Most of us get knocked up before we get our bites. It’s why our families aren’t very large, usually. Once a wolf knocks up a bitch, he wants to bite her. My father managed to resist biting my mother until after I was born. I was kid number four.”


    Jackie set down the syringe and massaged her temples. “Here I was thinking Afótama mating practices were complicated. All right. Stand and hitch up your dress. I’ll try not to jab your bony little hip.”


    “I’m not bony. I’m streamlined for efficiency. But don’t worry. A few years and a few kids from now, you probably won’t even be able to find my hipbones, or even my waist.” She stood, put her back to Jackie, and pulled her dress by the hem.


    Vic’s eyes were comically wide as Jackie swiped an alcohol pad over a meaty stretch of flesh.


    Ashley chuckled. “Scared of needles, wolf?”


    “No. You said a few kids from now.”


    She cringed. “Yeah. I guess I did. I’m sorry. It was automatic. Ow!”


    Jackie giggled and emptied the syringe full of drugs into Ashley’s ass muscle. Then she pulled out the needle and pressed a bandage over the skin. “All done. Two days, missy. If you don’t show up, I’ll hunt you down and you won’t remember which of us is the wolf.”


    “That’s cruel. I want a new care provider.”


    Jackie grinned. “Good luck. I hear Doctor Lee has cold hands and likes to clear his throat every fifteen seconds during exams. You’ll never know if he’s just phlegmy or if he simply doesn’t know what to make of what he’s looking at.”


    “Never mind.”


    “Thought not.” Jackie waved goodbye and glided away like some kind of graceful, evil midwife fairy.


    “Jeez.”


    Chuckling, Vic stood and pressed a hand to the small of Ashley’s back.


    She was startled, but then rolled her eyes at herself. He wasn’t going to hurt her. She knew that. But for as much as she craved his touch, she was unused to it.


    “I think we need a reboot,” he said softly. “A do-over.”


    She looked up at him. His expression was so earnest—repentant—that she would have given him anything he wanted at that moment. “A do-over?”


    “Sounds stupid, but I can’t think of anything else.”


    “Not stupid at all.”


    It was romantic, even, and wolf men weren’t much for romance. That didn’t mean she didn’t crave it, though. “So, what, you wanna meet me at the bench in the courtyard and let your dad reintroduce us?”


    “We don’t need the chaperone. I think we can figure out how to be nice to each other without being told what to do. Don’t you?”


    She nodded and slipped her arm around his. “I have to go back to work and finish teaching Ótama about—uh—Internet security.”


    “I’ll walk you back there.”


    And he did. They didn’t talk as they traced their steps back to the executive mansion, but for once, she felt like they didn’t really need to. They had plenty to talk about, but they also had plenty of time. They didn’t have to get things right all at once, and they had a lot of things to fix. They owed it to themselves to go slow and easy. And to forgive themselves for their rocky start.


    He deposited her at the atrium door and gave Darius, who was on guard duty, a head bob of acknowledgement as he strolled past.


    “So—courtyard at five?”


    She shifted her weight and mentally ran down the list of things she had to accomplish with Ótama before the end of the day.


    “Never mind.” His cautious grin dissolved into its former, neutral blank. “Maybe some other time. I’ll see you later, huh?”


    He started to turn away, but she grabbed the back of his shirt and gave it a forceful yank.


    “Seven o’clock. If you’re late, I’ll take it personally.”


    Bit by bit, the electric tension around him eased and his shoulders relaxed down to their natural position. He reached out, slowly, and pushed her hair back from her eyes.


    “You can touch me, Vic.”


    “I don’t feel like I’ve earned the right. Will you let me earn it?”


    She bit her lip to keep the hasty words from spilling out, and forced herself to think for a moment. Forgiving him was an easy thing, and she was probably three-quarters of the way there already. But, he was showing he didn’t want to take her for granted. It was a sentiment she’d never expected, and she wanted to learn what such regard felt like. She wanted to be able to teach her daughters one day, should she have any, what to demand from their men. First, she needed to figure out what to ask for herself. Her mother hadn’t been able to teach her that, and would probably never learn the lesson herself.


    “Yeah. I’ll let you, Vic.”


    He stroked his thumb along her jaw and a wry smile pulled at the luscious lips she had yet to kiss. And gods, she wanted to, so she did. It was just a longish peck, but that small touch was enough to make her heart race and cheeks burn. It made her inner wolf rejoice and the tension in her gut unfurl. They felt right.


    Thank the gods.


    She would have swooned if he hadn’t been propping her up.


    “Seven, then,” he said with a smug grin, and turned her toward the door.


     

  


  
    EPILOGUE


    Vic thought his wife was a bit off her rocker for even entertaining the idea of letting his mother name their kid, but he didn’t like arguing with her. That pout she wore whenever his words took on the wrong inflection tore him to shreds on the inside, and there was only so much of that a man could survive. He’d walked away from at least five car wrecks, been shot three times, and had once had his femur crushed by a sailboat mast, but Ashley’s sad-face fucking killed him.


    It was easiest to just let the woman have what she wanted, and she wasn’t all that unreasonable, so it was usually no inconvenience.


    But still…naming their son “Adam” might have started a pack war if word ever got out, and if Vic hadn’t taken certain precautions. Word would get out, of course. The Norseton Wolves were excellent at keeping secrets, but that didn’t mean everyone they encountered was. Vendors and delivery people cycled in and out of the neighborhood all the time, and it wasn’t unreasonable to assume that eventually, word would get back to New Jersey that Ashley had a son, and that his name was Adam Carbone.


    “Quit fidgeting.” Ashley looked up from the exam gown she’d been loosely tying over her big belly and furrowed her brow at him. “My inner wolf is cranky enough with being locked inside me for this long, and your agitated beast isn’t helping matters.”


    “Sorry. I’ll run it off later.”


    “Go now.”


    “No. I want to know how close you are.”


    “Why, so you have a better shot at winning the betting pool?”


    Shit. He winced and raked a hand through his hair. It was hard to be a moralistic asshole while participating in illegal betting behind his wife’s back.


    “Thought I didn’t know about it, huh?”


    “The prize is five thousand tax-free dollars, babe. It was either I stand back and let one of the wolfpack assholes or opportunistic Afótama gamblers collect money on my kid, or I’d toss in some cash and try to scoop it up myself.”


    “Five thousand bucks, huh?” She rubbed her chin and narrowed her eyes. “You know what I could do with five thousand bucks?”


    “You? I was thinking of using it to finish paying off your bride price.”


    “Ha ha. I’m worth more than five thousand bucks.”


    “So much more, but the going rate on an ex-Madeira with a Carbone husband is fifty thousand bucks.”


    “Whatever, Vic.”


    He entwined his fingers and sank a little lower in his seat, pulling his gaze down to his outstretched legs.


    “Seriously, tell me you’re joking.”


    If only.


    A knock sounded on the door, and Jackie pushed in the portable ultrasound machine before they could respond. “Let’s see if we can figure out how big this kid is. Your amnio said his lungs were mature, by the way. So—labor could happen at any time.”


    “Mm-hmm,” Ashley hummed.


    Vic looked up at her, and as he expected, found her looking at him, and not Jackie who was bent over plugging in the machine.


    “What?” he mouthed.


    She narrowed her eyes at him. “Fifty thousand dollars?” She didn’t even bother whispering, but in five months, he’d learned that was Ashley in general. She didn’t keep things hidden, and she didn’t lie about important things. She didn’t have to, because she tried so hard to be decent—maybe harder than anyone would have expected her to. Sometimes, he wondered if she believed she had something to prove, and perhaps that was partly his fault.


    He sighed. “It’ll be worth every penny.”


    “How much have you paid them so far? And where did you get the money? And what, exactly, does it buy?”


    Jackie tamped the bottle of ultrasound goop against her palm and looked from Ashley to Vic and back. “Should I step out?”


    “No need to,” Ashley said. “We’ll probably be loud enough that you could hear us anyway.”


    “You gonna yell at me, babe?” Vic asked.


    “If I have to. Have you forgotten how loud Italians can be without trying?”


    “Okay, look. Shit. I used to do penny stock trading in my downtime. I took it up when I was out of commission because I’d broken my dominant arm. I was going to use the money on the new house, but this was more pressing.”


    “They blackmailed you?”


    “Yes and no. A couple of your dad’s enforcers caught up to Anton and me when we were on the road last month with the Afótama royalty. Let’s just say some threats were issued—on both ends—and your father agreed to forget you or anyone with the name Carbone has ever existed for the previously stated amount.”


    “You shouldn’t pay it. That pack’s got nothing on us, even if they do outnumber us ten to one. They’ve got no strength. What the hell do you think they could do? You guys are already sniffing the mail that comes into this place for bombs and chemicals. Nobody comes in here that hasn’t been cleared, and us girls rarely even leave the Norseton boundaries unescorted.”


    Jackie turned her stare to Vic and made a Well? gesture. The conversation would probably turn out to be the most entertaining thing she’d witnessed all day. If she wanted to see real entertainment, though, he’d direct her to his parents.


    “Maybe they can’t really hurt us, but they can annoy the shit out of us. Fifty thousand dollars is a small price to pay for a little peace if we can get it. We’ve got enough problems without that petty bastard stirring up drama.”


    Ashley pinched the bridge of her nose and sputtered her lips. “You’re giving him the last laugh. You know that, right?”


    He shrugged. “Let him laugh until he cries. He’s not always gonna be the leader of the pack, and when he’s cast aside, all he’s gonna have are whatever ill-gotten gains he’s squirreled away. And, you know what? When you go, you can’t take it with you.”


    “Wise words, wolf,” Jackie said. She helped Ashley lie back onto the exam table.


    “He’s so smart, and I get to go home with him,” Ashley said. “Aren’t I lucky?”


    “I’d say,” Jackie said, and switched on the machine.


    Vic knew better. She had an obstinate, hardheaded wolf for a mate. If anyone were lucky, it was he. Fortunately, they had a lot of years ahead for him to prove it to her, and if it took paying off a bribe to make those years far easier than their rough start had been—so be it.


    She was worth it.


     


    The End
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