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Author’s Note

 


Thank you to the Wolves of Chaos Valley
authors. I’m so happy to share this unique world of shifters with
readers.
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The Chaos is coming . .
.


Tess:

Humans and werewolves don't mix.

We don't share drinks at the bar, shop at the
same stores, or even live in the same part of town.

There's no trust, just decades of superstition
and haunting rumors of a dark night only spoken about in hushed
whispers.

I know what everyone fears.

After all, my shop is located in the center of
the city.

When people want natural and herbal remedies,
they come to me.

My family has helped the people of Morningstar
for generations.

I hate the shifters as much
as they do.

When the handsome alpha breaks into my shop and
hurls accusations, I’m determined to set him straight . . . until
all hell breaks loose.



Quinn:

I'm the Alpha.

It's my responsibility to ensure my clan is
protected from the humans.

Four packs that rely on the Hogan brothers to
keep their secrets and families safe.

Years of mistrust, lies, and carnage have placed
a wedge between my kind and the humans.

Just when I have it all under control a new
threat emerges.

It’s not just my people
that are in danger.

To top it off, the need for a mate surges in my
blood as the Chaos approaches.

I had it all figured out until I recognized a new
and tantalizing scent and the female it belongs to:

A human with a secret, a
sexy smile, and an aura that calls to me in a way I can't seem to
resist.
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When the Chaos unleashes
there are no rules. Only the feral survive.
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The Harley’s engine rumbled as I sat idle,
staring into the darkness without much effort as my gaze slid over
every object in the vicinity with perfect clarity. Awareness of my
surroundings was something I did without thought, deep-rooted into
my psyche since I was a child. I didn’t need to worry about being
caught unaware or overwhelmed by the shadows hiding any looming
threats.

My wolf sensed every tiny movement of life
that scurried around my presence. Giving a wide berth, these small
animals foolishly thought I didn’t catch their frantic breaths or
pounding hearts. They were wrong. Hunters always knew where the
prey was located. It was instinct. Built and coded into our DNA
from birth.

I was, after all, the most dangerous
predator in the entire valley. Me, and those like me. We called
these wildlands and the forests home. My kind was numerous and
lived in this area for generations.

Shifters were the dominant species in the
valley of Chaos. Not humans. An important distinction depending on
who you were having the conversation with. Wolves knew we were the
ones who held power and had the most control, even if the humans
hated it.

The bike’s steady vibration lulled me into a
rare moment of relaxation. Riding was a familiar thrill I’d enjoyed
since I was young. A rebellious act I used to defy my father,
authority, and the rules shoved down my throat since my first
shift. The same laws I now enforced with ruthless precision. An
unfortunate reality that contradicted my current circumstances and
any previous attempt at willful defiance.

“I shouldn’t be here,” I mumbled under my
breath, not the least surprised to find my Beta lingering a few
trees away as he decided his next move. I saved him the effort,
calling out his name in a clipped but hushed tone. “Brick.”

Given the fact that our senses were
heightened, especially our hearing, taste, and smell, it was no
surprise he heard my whispered response. His movements were swift
as he left the edge of the forest, bounding forward with nearly
silent footfalls until he reached my side. “Alpha.”

Brick’s head dipped briefly in greeting. He
didn’t mind a bit that he was butt-ass naked, and neither did I.
Wolves weren’t shy. We stripped whenever the mood took us, and
often the wolf didn’t care if people were around or not.

One bare foot lifted and then rested on a
bed of soft summer leaves as he shifted from side to side. This
nervousness was odd for my Beta. He didn’t usually hold his
opinions inside, which was one of the reasons I trusted him.
Honesty and loyalty were two of the highest qualities an Alpha
desired in his Beta. Brick was both.

Whatever was on his mind, it wasn’t
good.

“What is it?” I barked, keeping my voice low
but pushing my impatience through our link.

This was a trick most Alphas used to subdue
or control their pack. It wasn’t necessary often with Brick, but I
was short-tempered tonight.

“There’re a few humans causing trouble close
to home. Caught them taunting the packs at several of the
borders.”

This information was nothing new. Humans
liked to show false bravado and attempt to intimidate us from time
to time.

They thought we would be easy to kill with
their guns and crude weapons. Never ended well. Wolves were vicious
and not easily fooled. We also had fast reflexes and razor-sharp
claws. Our teeth could snap bone with ease. Few humans possessed
the skill to match us in combat. The resulting feud usually ended
in bloodshed.

That was one of the main reasons humans
hated us. We were always blamed for the injuries and deaths that
followed. The fact that shifters stole their females when we sensed
our mates didn’t help our predicament. The Chaos aggravated the
friction, increasing tensions when it hit. This year would be no
different if the Chaos actually happened.

“Maribel?” I asked, concerned for my mother
and the packs’ unofficial Luna.

“She sent me to find you.” He scratched the
back of his neck before lifting his broad shoulders in a shrug.
“There wasn’t a way to refuse.”

No, he was right about that. I gave a curt
nod. “I’ll be home soon.”

Brick stood a few seconds longer and then
sighed.

“Out with it,” I demanded, wondering why he
was being so hesitant.

“We’ve had a few new silver complaints.”

Shit. Turning his way, I pierced him with my
hard stare. “Who?”

“Old Vickers said his nephew Trike came home
last night with burn marks in the final stages of healing. The kid
wouldn’t say who or what caused the injuries, but it’s too similar
not to be related to the recent silver attacks.”

He was right. “And the others?”

“Maribel heard a rumor the traders are at it
again. Probably rogues.”

Nodding, I agreed. Those bastards traded
silver to shifters in the hopes we’d eradicate our own kind. The
worst part was, they were partially correct. In battle, rogues and
ferals used silver to their advantage, quickly subduing their
enemies. In many cases, the only result was more shifter
deaths.

Silver was banned in my clan for precisely
this reason.

My lip twitched with a sudden rush of anger.
“I’ll look into it.”

Brick gave a brief chin lift in
acknowledgment but still didn’t move.

“Why do I feel like there’s something you
don’t want to say?”

“Fuck,” he cursed, “I know this is shitty
timing, but a body has been found at the edge of Bloodmoon Lake.
Washed up on shore this evening around dusk.”

“Human or wolf?” I asked, trying hard to
control the rapid increase in adrenaline and rage climbing to the
surface of my skin. I could feel the shift coming on and my wolf’s
need to be free, seeking out the killer before the monster could
escape. Keeping this latest bit of news quiet before gossip reached
the rest of the clan might prove difficult.

Brick hung his head. “Human male. Young.
Late teens. There were claw marks on the body.” He scowled and
shook his head. “I left Kane and Ward to keep the place clear until
you had a chance to investigate.”

“I’ll meet you there in twenty minutes.”

Brick dipped his head and spun on his heel,
walking briskly toward the thick line of trees.

“Beta?” He met my gaze as I crossed my arms
over my chest.

“Yes, my Alpha?”

“Keep a close watch on the rest of the
packs. I want Scully and Nick to report as soon as they hear
anything else. Something suspicious comes up; I want to know right
away.”

“Done.”

Brick disappeared as I heard the snap and
pop of his bones, followed by the heavy howl of his wolf. He would
carry out my orders swiftly, which meant I needed to head out to
Bloodmoon Lake without delay.

My plans for the evening were disrupted, and
I couldn’t help feeling frustrated by the fact that I couldn’t
engage in my favorite pastime of late—watching the herbal shop in
the quaint town of Morningstar and its sexy, buxom owner. Tess
Warner had gotten a little too friendly with the one wolf I wanted
to find above all others. She couldn’t be trusted. That was
obvious.

I intended to find out everything she knew
about Vandal Reid.

Vandal had eluded my pack and me for nine
long, agonizing years, and retribution was a long time coming.
Every year I awaited the Chaos in the hope that he would show, but
the coward never did. Nine years of denial and fury had built into
a rage barely contained within.

The only thing calming my beast was the
discovery of his scent that lingered on the property of Tessa’s
Herbals. She must know him, which meant he would return even if he
fled this part of the valley to avoid confrontation. That was why I
came back night after night with the hope that I could finally
challenge the murderer who nearly destroyed my family.

I wasn’t sure if the human female was dating
Vandal or not because I hadn’t gotten close enough to figure out if
his scent was entangled with her own. She was definitely his type.
I remembered the women he would bring over to visit my father. My
mother always disapproved. This human female was downright
beautiful and had curves in all the right places. Maybe she was as
deceitful and dangerous as Vandal; maybe she wasn’t. I wouldn’t
know until I spoke to Tess.

With tonight’s discovery, it was necessary
to leave the shadows and approach the human.

My clan’s safety and all the packs within
were my responsibility. If a threat lingered, I needed to find and
eradicate it as swiftly as possible. No one would stand in my
way.
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My Harley was parked a short distance from
the lake’s shore as I stripped down, tossing my leather jacket and
jeans over the seat before kicking off my boots. The familiar
snapping and popping of bone were accompanied by stretching and
pulling sensations as my body shifted into my powerful onyx wolf.
The pain didn’t last long, and soon I was immersed into the
primitive instincts that guided my animal side.

The moment my snout lifted, I was
overwhelmed with the rot and stench of death. My gums pulled back
from my teeth as I memorized the odor of this human male and the
scent of his attacker as they mixed. Other scents to distinguish
included additional humans and other wolves I didn’t recognize. It
would take some time to differentiate between them all.

Kane and Ward stood guard on opposite sides
of the lake, bowing their heads briefly when I trotted through the
gap in the trees and headed toward the body. Scent paths led in
three distinct directions. One by wolves. Two by humans. I’d follow
those trails soon and ensure the two humans were identified before
searching out the others.

The body on the ground was severely mangled,
with deep claw marks marring most of the torso and upper body.
Several bite marks were located on the right hand and forearm,
proof of defense during the attack. The left fist was closed tight,
and I caught a whiff of silver. Rigor had set in, and there was no
way to pry the fingers open without causing further damage and
disrupting the crime scene.

With a snarl, I shifted back into human form
and stared down at the young male’s body. He was a son, a brother,
and a friend to humans, and this wasn’t going to end well. Our clan
would be blamed simply because we were shifters. It didn’t matter
that we weren’t the culprits.

I jogged back over to my bike and tugged on
my jeans, reaching for my phone. I dreaded the call I had to make,
but it was necessary.

The tone of the voice that answered was
mixed with reluctance and concern. Sheriff Diggs never did like to
answer my calls.

“Need you down at Bloodmoon Lake,
Diggs.”

I heard him curse before he answered, “What
is it this time?”

“Body of a human teen. A male.”

“Fuck. Tell me one of your wolves didn’t do
this. Motherfucker!” he shouted, spouting off a bunch of nonsense
as I waited for him to calm down.

“None of my clan would attack and kill a
young human like this even if provoked. You know that.”

He grumbled a few words and then sighed. “I
know. I’ll be there as quick as I can.”

I ended the call and then dialed my mother,
not the least bit surprised that she answered on the second
ring.

“Do you know who the boy is?” she asked
after I finished describing the scene to her, immediately latching
onto the detail that I was worried about the most.

“No. Diggs isn’t here yet. Just gave him a
call.”

“He’ll know what to do,” she soothed,
sensing my restlessness and frustration.

I guess I wasn’t hiding my feelings well.
Never could from Maribel anyway. “Got a bad feeling, my Luna.”

Brick appeared through the trees, and I
nodded at his wolf, noticing that all three of my warriors were
keeping a sharp lookout for both humans and shifters.

“The Chaos is close. Perhaps this isn’t a
coincidence.”

“I doubt it’s gonna hit. Been nine years,” I
reminded her like we didn’t have this conversation almost every day
over the last few weeks.

“Something is different this year. I can
feel it.”

I didn’t want to admit that I felt a
stirring in my blood that I hadn’t since the last Chaos. The same
year my life changed forever. It was bittersweet. On the one hand,
I wanted the Chaos so my clan could find mates and more pups could
be born. That one week a year was the only time to find a mate, and
pregnancies were almost always guaranteed. Fertility was influenced
by the blood moon during the Chaos.

On the other hand, I was consumed with
vengeance and wanted the freedom to hunt down Vandal and his pack
across the entire valley. The Chaos would keep me close to home in
order to protect my lands and the compound where I lived as well as
all the packs. There was too much danger: too many rogues and wild
wolves who forgot the rules and reacted on pure instinct. Feral
need overrode common sense.

My wolf and I both wanted revenge for the
past. Further delays would only increase my anger and agitation. If
the Chaos hit, it would be nearly impossible to focus my wolf.

“We have no control. If this Chaos happens,
it happens.”

“I’ll do my best to prepare the females of
our clan and ensure we’re ready.”

“Thank you, mother.”

When the call was over, I slid my phone into
my front pocket. Diggs pulled up a few minutes later and skidded to
halt a few yards away, shutting off the ATV. He only rode the quad
through the forest since no vehicles could make it through the
thick trees, bushes, and dense foliage. A small trailer attached
wasn’t more than a skid with four boarded-up sides and an open top.
He used it to haul tools most of the time. Tonight, he’d be
carrying something else.

“Diggs,” I greeted, shoving my hands into my
pockets. “Where’s Ed?”

“Opening up the clinic. I told him I’d bring
in the body. Owe him a favor anyhow.”

Shaking my head, I didn’t pass judgment, but
I wondered if he had what he needed to investigate the scene
properly. Before I could ask, he pulled a big box off the skid and
set it on the ground, sorting through crime scene tape, rubber
gloves, and plastic bags to gather evidence. A camera hung from his
neck by a thick strap as he glanced my way.

“Got everything I need. I’ll follow up with
questions later, but you get a whiff of the wolf that did
this?”

“Yeah. I’ll personally look into it,” I
promised. “I’m leaving Kane and Ward here so that you won’t be
caught by surprise. They won’t leave until you’re all packed up and
gone, just in case someone decides to come back here and cause
trouble.”

“Sam’s wife just had a new baby last week,
so I don’t have the manpower to keep watch over the lake.
Appreciate it.”

“I’ve got it covered.”

“Thought so,” he admitted with a grunt.
“I’ll be in touch.”

Spinning on my heel, I marched to my bike
and tugged on my boots and leather jacket. There wasn’t a need to
repeat myself to Kane, Ward, or Brick. They already heard my
conversation with Diggs. Brick howled up at the moon and took off
into the forest, heading for home.

I was already on my way but decided on a
quick detour. There was a particular herbal shop I needed to check
on first.
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The sun had already breached the sky by the
time I entered my shop in the center of the sleeping city. Pink and
lavender hues dusted the edges and painted a lovely swath of color
from one corner of the horizon to the other. Beyond, tall trees
stood shoulder to shoulder and overlapped their numerous branches,
twisted in a remarkably human embrace littered with bright green
leaves. Summer had descended upon the valley.

All of this beauty was mine to enjoy every
single day—a perfect view outside the windows of my shop. Above, I
lived in an apartment that provided everything I needed. Since I
was single and happily ensconced within a safe and soothing place,
apart from the gossips but close enough to my neighbors if I needed
help, it was the ideal living arrangement. Only my brother lived
with me, and he spent a lot of his time with his friends or
tinkering with the dirt bikes they liked to ride.

I could gaze out into the forest beyond and
nearly reach the sparkling stars outside with my fingers every
dusk. The unusually large moon was almost close enough to lasso and
tug into my bedroom.

I had the best of both worlds in my tiny
part of the valley.

The store doubled as a factory. Half was a
shopping area with shelving and counters full of candles, incense,
soaps, pouches, and powders with various flowers, herbs, teas, and
other items. I enticed my customers with a different scent each day
and plenty of fragrances created using recipes that had been handed
down for generations in my family.

My great-grandmother opened Tessa’s herbals
in her youth, and it was bequeathed to every firstborn daughter in
my family ever since. My mother and aunt ran the shop for many
years before my aunt got sick. After that, my mother and father
kept it open. When I was old enough, I took over the business,
hiring a part-time assistant to free up more hours for production.
I kept my costs low by using as many local ingredients as I could
grow or hunt down. Even made my candle wax was created from the
beehives in my backyard.

Tessa’s Herbals was known for natural and
pure ingredients, and my customers loved the bath and skin
products. I wished that was the reason they entered my shop this
time of year, but I knew it was more than the need for new candles
or scented soaps.

A strange, curling mist covered the ground
this morning, and it was sure to send the gossip tongues wagging.
Ominous silence stretched across the tall grasses that led into the
forest beyond the edge of town. The birds didn’t chirp and tweet
quite so loudly, and even the wind felt subdued. My skin prickled
as the heat of the day began to rise, and I sipped on my coffee,
preparing the shelves with plenty of natural remedies the locals
would swarm my shop to get their hands on. Pouches of herbal blends
contained wolfsbane as well as calming teas with lavender or
chamomile and sage incense to ward off evil spirits.

Morningstar was more than a little
superstitious. Of course, they had a right to feel that way.
Nothing about the town, or the entire valley, was normal.

The bell dinged above the door, and I smiled
as my assistant skipped inside, flipping the sign to OPEN. She gave
me a silly wave and a bright smile before heading to the
counter.

“Morning, Tess.”

“Good morning, Posey. I already counted the
drawer. We’re all set to receive customers.”

She bobbed her head, plopping down on the
stool behind the counter. “Need any help? You know the crazies are
gonna be in soon.”

A light laugh tumbled from my lips. Posey
wasn’t a fan of the ladies who came into my shop around this time
of year. A small circle of women made it their mission to gossip
and badmouth the shifters, the Chaos, and everything else that was
wrong with the valley, blaming it all on the wolves. I had my own
feelings on the matter, but I wasn’t indulging their spite.

“I try to stay clear of the rumors.”

Posey snorted, thrumming the tips of her
fingers on the countertop. The nails rapped lightly on the wood,
and I caught a nervous fidget. She was never this restless. Bouncy
and full of energy, yes. This was different.

“What’s going on with you?” I asked,
standing up straight as I finished the last of the shelves and the
display by the front door. “You’re not leaving me, are you?”

“Goodness, no. I love this shop.” She waved
the idea off with one hand, the bright purple nail polish
glittering in the sunlight streaming in from the windows. “I’m
losing hope with Teague.”

Keeping a straight face, I tried not to
giggle. Posey had been in love with my younger brother for at least
two years, but he didn’t notice her as anything other than a
friend.

We had this discussion nearly every week
since her crush began.

“Well, he must have risen early. I haven’t
seen him since last night.”

Dejected, she frowned and leaned her head
back, letting out an exaggerated sigh. “I’m going to die an old
maid.”

I couldn’t control my laugh this time,
slipping behind the counter to give her a hug. “I don’t think
that’s going to happen.”

Posey was petite with a short pixie haircut.
Her hair was blonde, but she dyed the thick strands pink. I thought
she was adorable. Big, expressive blue eyes always held humor. She
was the most upbeat person I knew.

My brother was an idiot.

A few minutes later, the first customer
waltzed in the door. “Morning, Tess. Posey. You have any of those
wolfsbane pouches?”

Nodding, I gestured to the display located
on her left. “There’s also a sale on 3-wick candles. Buy two, get
one free.”

“Oh, that’s wonderful. Thanks.”

She picked up three candles and hardly
noticed which scents were labeled on the jars. Two wolfsbane
pouches, a bag of loose-leaf tea, and two scented pumps of soap
were added. The door barely closed behind her when another customer
walked in with her daughter.

“Hi, Mrs. LaFrance. How are you today? And
Tina?”

The petite girl gave me a shy smile as I
handed over a little doll filled with a sage medley that I made
yesterday from leftover supplies.

“Oh, is that sage?” Mrs. LaFrance asked.

“Yes.”

“Wonderful. Do you, uh, have those
pouches?”

“The wolfsbane?” I asked, clarifying.

She bit her lip and nodded.

“Yes, right on this display. I’ve also got
those specialty teas you enjoy back in stock. Would you like me to
add them to your order?”

“Please do.”

The morning carried on that way until we
closed for lunch.

Posey sat back on the stool and shook her
head. “You know they all just came in here today for the
wolfsbane.”

“Hey, they might be coming for the other
goods too,” I contradicted with a laugh.

“I guess it doesn’t hurt to sell the other
products along with it.”

“Nope,” I agreed, “It’s the best way to get
rid of older merchandise and move the newer stuff into the
store.”

“Looks like sales tripled from yesterday.
This town sure gets in a tizzy this time of year.”

The back door slammed, and I left her at the
front to move into the warehouse. My brother stomped his way
through, holding his right arm close to his chest as he focused on
the stairs that led to our apartment above.

“Teague!” I gasped when I took in the rest
of his appearance.

My brother had a black eye, a busted lip,
torn clothes covered in dirt and oil stains, and a large, gaping
wound on his arm. The gash looked painful and was oozing blood when
I halted him by calling out his name.

“It’s just a scratch,” he mumbled, scowling
as I tried to take a closer look at his arm. “I’ll be fine.”

“No, you won’t,” a feisty voice added from
behind us.

Posey took one look at him and shook her
head. “You march your butt into the bathroom so we can clean you
up.”

His eyes widened. “Posey, I don’t
think—”

“Yeah, that’s why you’re in the situation
you are now.” She lifted her hands, bending her fingers to air
quote his words. “I didn’t think.”

A chuckle left my lips as my brother stared
down at her with surprise and something close to irritation.

“Move it,” she added, following him up the
stairs.

Outside, I heard a commotion and walked
toward the shop’s front windows to peer outside. Townspeople were
milling around in the sunshine, moving in and out of the shops
located on the town’s main road. Mine was at the farthest end, but
I could see the General Store, Bakery, and Billy’s butcher shop
open for business. The Diner was already hopping and full of hungry
customers. The Grocer was opening his doors at the same time as the
Hardware Store owner. One single road where everything of
importance could be purchased without multiple trips.

Morningstar was a simple town, and its
people were the same. If anyone wanted something fancier, they
could drive to the next big city, but that would take them out of
the valley.

At the edge of the forest, I caught movement
and noticed the men that walked into town, carrying backpacks and
satchels full of goods to trade. Some of the villages in the valley
were far smaller than this one and lacked the modern conveniences
we enjoyed. These traders were infamous for bringing in rare metals
and looking to barter for goods. Silver was one of the hottest
items and was in short supply.

When I noticed the wolves pacing back and
forth along the edges of the road, I knew the traders had silver in
their bags. The shifters would be concerned about where this silver
went since it could be deadly to them. Most humans didn’t mess with
the stuff, but not the traders. They liked to keep the upper
hand.

One wolf, in particular, stood out with dark
hair and eyes that flashed like lightning in the center of a
storm.

The Alpha.

His gaze locked with mine briefly, and I
shivered, taking a step closer to the window. There was an almost
hypnotizing pull that yanked on my chest. He oozed power and
confidence even from this distance. My hand lifted, and my palm
pressed flat against the glass as I marveled at the sadness
reflected in those gray orbs that held my attention. There was fury
buried inside as well, and I wondered how such a complicated man
could be both human and wolf at the same time.

It was foolish to speculate. We all knew
these shifters were primal, feral when provoked, and deadly. I
wanted nothing to do with him or any of the others.

Dropping my hand, I backed away and turned
to run up the stairs, the hair on my arms sticking up when the
wolves began to howl. The deepest, loudest sound echoed above the
others, and I knew it belonged to the same wolf that caught my
attention.

By the time I made it upstairs and into the
bathroom, Posey had finished cleaning up Teague’s wounds, bandages
plastered on and covering every inch with a minor scratch. She was
sewing up the wound on his arm, chastising him every time he
squirmed.

Hovering at the door, I watched their
interaction.

Teague shifted in his seat, wincing as she
pierced the needle through his skin.

“Stop that,” Posey ordered, not bothering to
look up.

The corners of his lips twitched as he
leaned closer.

She lifted her head, and he immediately
scowled.

“What?”

“Nothing,” he answered smoothly.

“Don’t irritate me,” she spat, looking back
down to concentrate.

My brother smiled and lifted his other hand,
a tender expression I’d never seen before crossing his features.
The back of his knuckles brushed across her neck, and he stiffened
as she snapped her head up to give him a dirty look.

“What are you doing now?”

“Thought I saw a spider.”

Her eyes widened, and she dropped his arm,
the needle dangling below by a tiny thread. “What!?” she screeched,
doing a funny dance as she wiggled and spun in a circle.

“Never mind. I think it was just a fly or
something.” Teague’s guilty grin was proof enough that he was
toying with her.

“Teague!”

“Yeah, Posey?”

Posey stopped all movement and blinked at
the gentle way he said her name. “Uh, you’re still bleeding.”

“Yeah.”

Wow. My brother was in love with Posey. I
was certain of it. Why they had so many issues confessing their
feelings was beyond me, but I found their clumsy interaction
endearing.

Backing away, I headed downstairs to open
since lunch was nearly over. The wind had picked up, and I opened
the shop’s windows to let in the fresh air and the welcoming
breeze. My thoughts drifted back to the traders and the wolves from
earlier, as well as the possibility of silver in Morningstar.

Thunder boomed outside as the sky darkened.
A few fat drops of rain began to fall, plopping onto the ground
outside before it fell in thick, warm sheets that grew into puddles
within seconds. The storm was nothing new, but the sight of the
Alpha wolf at the edge of the forest as I stood there sent a tingle
along my spine. Ominous dark gray clouds littered the previously
beautiful blue sky.

Something sinister was coming to Morningstar
and the valley.

I may not be superstitious, but I knew an
omen when I saw one.
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“Mother,” I greeted as I bent down to press
a kiss on her cheek. Maribel’s hands were covered in flour as she
rolled out dough for baking. The apples of her cheeks were candy
red and dotted with a dusting of white powder. Her favorite
activity consisted of baking goods for the clan, including bread
and sweets of all types. It was a good thing, too, with all the
mouths we had to feed. She wasn’t alone, though.

Most of the females pitched in with baking,
gardening, and canning. Several of the males joined in too. It
wasn’t just women’s work, despite the fact that our clan was a
little old-fashioned. I wasn’t such an arrogant ass that I dictated
gender roles. Each wolf was free to do as they pleased as long as
they pulled their weight.

“You’ve got something on your mind,” she
observed, wiping her hands on her apron. “Let’s go to your
office.”

When the door shut behind us, I turned to my
mother, pacing the length of the floor. Our Luna was getting on in
years, but she was still young by wolf standards. We lived a long
life, which slowed the aging process down a bit compared to
humans.

‘You know about the silver traders,” she
began, taking a seat in one of the old comfortable leather chairs
facing my desk.

This office once belonged to my father. It
was the Alpha’s domain. A space that smelled like spice, leather,
cigars, and the lemon-scented oil used to polish the dark cherry
woods in the room. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves dominated a good
portion of the space, as well as a minibar, kept stocked with
liquor.

“Yes. I’m following up on that. No silver is
gonna be passed around in these parts.”

Mother nodded, watching me with that
intuitive gaze she’d had since I was a child. “And what else is
bothering you?”

“The body that was found tonight out at
Bloodmoon Lake. That human teenager was torn up, and it was
vicious. Unnecessary carnage that didn’t make sense.”

She sighed, shaking her head. “So young.
Such a terrible loss.”

“Yes. It’s going to cause trouble. Diggs is
looking into it, but I don’t know what he’ll find.”

“As he should. We can’t worry about what is
out of our control. Did you find anything else of interest?”

Snorting, I had to rein in my sarcasm. She
didn’t deserve to have my frustration and anger launched in her
direction. “Caught the scent of a few rogues. Not sure what is
happening, but I’m checking it out.”

“Rogues? It’s probably this time of year
drawing them close.”

“Probably,” I agreed. “Doesn’t make it any
less dangerous to the rest of us.”

My thoughts shifted back to the silver
traders. Fury skittered along my frame as I swallowed hard. Silver
was used to subdue my father and contributed to his death. Vandal
would never have gotten the upper hand against an Alpha without it.
Just knowing the traders were here with it pissed me off. My wolf
wanted to hunt down and destroy them all.

“You’re deep in thought,” she murmured,
rising to her feet to place a hand on my arm. “The past is the
past. At some point, we have to release it, or it does more harm
holding it all in.”

Her words of wisdom fell on deaf ears as my
gaze slid over the burns that covered the left side of her body,
not nearly as grotesque as the claw marks embedded into her neck
and left shoulder. Scars that never let either of us forget.

My mother was far too forgiving. I needed
revenge for losing my father and my mother’s scars. Most wolves
healed without these types of long-lasting injuries, but a toxin
had been thrown on my mother, and it prevented her body from
recovering as it should. It was barbaric. Cruel. A fate she didn’t
deserve.

I would ensure Vandal suffered for hurting
my clan’s beloved caretaker and the woman who selflessly raised me
alone.

“The Chaos isn’t far away.” She changed the
subject as she wisely understood I didn’t have the same ability to
forgive and forget as she did.

“There have been whispers in the forest,” I
replied. “Many wolves are on edge with anticipation and hope. Our
clan needs more pups.”

“What about you, my son? What are your
wishes for a mate?”

My mother’s softly voiced question sent
nothing but further confusion and longing into my overwhelmed
brain.

“I don’t have the time to focus on a mate,”
I finally admitted.

No wolves had found mates in the last nine
years. Nearly a decade. Nine long and dry years of desperation,
anger, and thoughts of vengeance. The exact length of time since my
father’s death and the cruelty of the attack that almost snatched
my mother away. A denial of mating within the packs that resulted
in matches that were nothing more than convenience or the hope of
something more, but it never mattered. True mates could only be
found one week a year in that elusive time known as the Chaos.

I yearned for it, and I hated the thought of
it at the same time.

There were no good memories for me. No
moments of hope to cling to or dreams for a mate. I was too focused
on finding that asshole shifter that ruined my life.

I’d given up hope long ago for myself. If
the Alpha couldn’t find his true mate, what did that mean for the
rest of the clan? Or my family? My choice to disregard a mate
shouldn’t hinder the lives that depended on me or prevent those who
wanted to from finding their mate.

“It’s something to consider.” She kissed my
cheek and left the room, returning to the kitchen.

There was a knock, and I glanced up,
catching a few of my warriors as they filed inside. Brick took a
seat as Kane, Ward, Scully, and Nick kicked back wherever they felt
comfortable. I wasn’t surprised to find Ward on the floor, his back
against the wall. The others seemed a little on edge, and I didn’t
blame them.

“The Chaos is close. Heard Maribel talking
to a few of the females,” Brick announced, clearly wanting to know
my opinion.

“If it hits,” Kane observed, ticking his
head toward the sky. “Looks ominous.”

The moon did look full, but that was nothing
abnormal.

“You think it’ll come this year, Alpha?”

I turned to Scully, lifting my shoulders.
“Been a long ass time. Who knows?”

Distracted, I decided to concentrate on the
tasks we could manage, focusing on security. Once my Beta and the
others had their orders, they left my office. In the silence that
followed, I felt antsy. A good run would clear my head. I headed
outdoors and shifted into my wolf, running for several miles,
heading into town to ensure there was no trace of the traders from
earlier.

A familiar stench filled my nostrils, and I
growled, closing in on the scent that belonged to my nemesis, which
also happened to lead right to the front door of Tessa’s Herbals.
Vandal’s odor clung to the base of the shop like he pissed all over
it. Why he was showing ownership, I had no idea. Only humans owned
the place and ran it; specifically that pretty brunette I caught
staring at me yesterday.

Agitated, I decided it was as good a time as
any to storm inside and demand answers. I was Alpha, after all. I
could do whatever the hell I wanted.
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Everything about the tall silhouette filling
the space of my open doorway was intoxicatingly handsome. He was
exactly as rugged and dominating as I had noticed yesterday. Tall,
brooding, and all pumped muscle sculpted to perfection.

If I weren’t opposed to the idea of hopping
in the sack with a wolf, I would definitely choose him from the
lot.

Rich, onyx tendrils curled around his
forehead and the nape of his neck as thick and silky as the finest
dark chocolate. The locks were too long and needed cut but
certainly didn’t diminish his sex appeal—quite the opposite.

Sweat glistened a light sheen over the
contours and valleys that spread across every inch of his lithe,
robust frame as if he finished a run seconds before arriving at my
door. Ducking into my shop, he narrowly missed cracking his head on
the upper edge. His towering and intimidating height conjured
nothing more than mild irritation and a reluctant appreciation for
the man.

Or wolf, if I was honest. He wasn’t human,
not entirely.

Too bad I swore off shifters. This one would
become the star of many erotic dreams over the coming months. I
didn’t doubt it.

There was just one problem with the arrogant
man who zeroed in on me so fast I nearly forgot to breathe. The
wolves in this area thought they owned the entire valley. I hated
the fact that this one, an Alpha that the town loved to gossip
about, was entering my place of business like he had a right to be
here.

I didn’t bother to greet him. His presence
would scare off my customers, and I wanted him out of here as
quickly as possible. “What do you want?”

One corner of his lip lifted, and I wasn’t
sure if it was amusement or a disgusted snarl. “You’re being
hunted.”

Great way to start a conversation, I
thought.

The words were spoken briskly, without a
hint of how or why he knew the information. Of course, I understood
what he meant, even if he didn’t give any additional details.
Wolves recognized one another by scent. It didn’t take a scientist
to comprehend body chemistry and the olfactory receptors that were
much stronger in shifters than humans.

Vandal and his pack made a point of coming
around my store and showing interest from time to time. He went far
enough to order his dogs to linger around my property, marking the
building with his scent like he was trying to claim my shop or me
in some strange way. I didn’t like him or his buddies that eyed me
up and down like I was a bone they wanted to fight over and gnaw
on. I’d given him a tongue lashing on several occasions, but it
didn’t stop him.

I wasn’t stupid. Vandal wanted more than I
was willing to give, even if he hadn’t issued any demands.
Eventually, he thought I’d mate him or somehow link my shop to his
pack. Complete idiocy if you asked me. The part I didn’t understand
yet, but I was determined to find out, was what he truly wanted
before he caught me by surprise. Just because I knew about shifters
didn’t mean I wanted to become one or be dominated by the
scoundrels either. No way.

My hands went straight to my hips as I
glared at the wolf, who stood with a confidence that I found
annoyingly attractive. “Listen, Wolfman—”

“Quinn.”

“I don’t need you in here—”

“I’m the Alpha.”

“—distracting me or my customers.”

Ugh. He said the Alpha, not an
Alpha. Such arrogance.

“It’s important.”

Sighing, I really didn’t want to continue
this conversation.

“You’re gonna want to stay away from
Vandal.” He spoke the words like he was issuing an order and
expected to be obeyed.

Fat chance.

Narrowing my eyes, I dared him to interrupt
me again as I squared my shoulders back. “I can handle Vandal.”

There was no mistaking the cold, cruel look
that entered the pale gray of his eyes. As hard as steel in an
instant. “You’re a fool if you think so.”

“Is that why you’re in my shop? To insult
and intimidate me?” He opened his mouth to object, but I pointed to
the door. “Get out!” A flush rose into my cheeks with the rapid
onset of my anger and frustration. Nobody told me what to do,
especially not some shifter that thought he was a gift to women.
I’d seen the looks of appreciation shot in his direction quite a
few times. More than a handful of the townspeople found him
fascinating, at least the ones that didn’t openly hate his kind. I
certainly didn’t see the point in admiring him, especially today.
All I knew was that he was bossy and pushy.

Quinn stared as if he was shocked that I had
told him what to do. Right. An Alpha. Bet no one ever raised their
voice at him. Well, there was a first time for everything.

I stomped to the door and opened it,
gesturing for him to leave. “Out,” I repeated. “Now!”

He tilted his head to the side, amusement
replacing the hard edge of moments ago. My outburst caused the
corners of his lips to twitch. “Not an insult, little firecracker.
A warning.”

Lifting my chin high, I decided not to
reply.

Quinn strolled through the door with a wink,
and I shut it behind him, flipping the sign to closed. I needed a
hot cup of tea and a break to finish my latest batch of incense
before the afternoon rush. The wax was already treated with the
right amount of spice, and I knew my customers were going to snatch
this up quickly. It was a hot seller.

Pushing Quinn to the furthest reaches of my
mind, I marched into the back of the store and focused on the tasks
that mattered.

I might have been successful if not for the
silvery-gray eyes that seemed to follow me for the rest of the
afternoon, embedded into my psyche as if he planted them with just
one stare.
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“That went well,” Brick observed with a
chuckle and more than a bit of sarcasm.

Flipping him off, I didn’t bother to hide my
irritation. I went into that little herbal shop with a plan, and it
completely flew out of my head when I was close enough to see those
sultry curves Tess kept hidden beneath the fabric of her clothes.
Her dark, almond-shaped eyes drew me in where I was sure to drown.
Bottomless, that was what they were, and my wolf immediately
noticed.

Stupid. I wasn’t mating a human even
if the Chaos did show up this year. Especially with this one with
her judgmental words and prejudice. No matter how delicious she
looked or how much my wolf wanted to lick her from toes to tits.
And that sure was a temptation. She was far too feisty to deal with
on a regular basis. I had enough headaches with my pack, the
approaching Chaos, and the humans.

A stubborn female was the last thing I
needed.

Brick smirked as he stripped down, sensing
my need for a run. My head was a cluttered, chaotic mess and the
easiest way to sort it all out was to shift and let my wolf burn
off some of this excess energy. Clarity was simple for a wolf. When
in control, everything was stripped down to the basest level, and
all that mattered was the freedom that beckoned within the forest
that I called home. Complications vanished, and as the will of the
beast merged with my own, I dismissed the emotions that were easily
overwhelming without his focus.

My paws pounded the leaves and dirt as I
raced Brick through the forest all the way back to the compound. By
the time we arrived, all thoughts of Tess had vanished, and I was
once more in control. The Alpha my clan needed who always had all
the answers and protected his packmates with his life.

As I entered and shut the gates that
bordered my property, I noticed Diggs leaning against the front
porch railing of my cabin. He’d already made himself at home and
lifted the mug of coffee in his hand as I approached. There was a
trunk on my front porch, and I opened the lid, tugging out a pair
of basketball shorts. The two smartest things I ever did were buy
that trunk and the giant cooler next to it. I always had something
to wear and a cold beer ready without having to go inside.

I popped the top off and took a long drag,
wiping my mouth before I ticked my head in his direction. “I take
it you have news.”

“Yep. Trike said he was with a kid named
Teague. They were out riding their dirt bikes and ended up toe to
toe with some of those traders who live in the north.”

My upper lip lifted in a snarl. “Those
bastards were in town trying to pawn off silver.”

“Sure tried. When I showed up and politely
asked them to take it somewhere else, it wasn’t pretty.”

I chugged the rest of my beer and slammed
the empty bottle down on the nearest flat surface. “What the hell,
Diggs? They coming back?”

“Don’t think so.”

“How do you know? My clan is in an uproar
about this. The humans already hate us. You’re the only one who’s
civil.”

Diggs shrugged. “We’ve known each other a
long time, Quinn. You saved my Emma. Never forgot that. It’s been
fifteen years, and I still have nightmares about that
near-drowning. Folks forget that all the shifters aren’t bad.”

“That’s because there’s plenty of rogues and
ferals to remind them,” I replied bitterly. “All the stories about
stolen females and the blood moon. It’s got everyone on edge.”

“It’s about the same in the human towns and
the shifter communities. No one knows what’s gonna happen this
year.”

“And this murder at the lake isn’t
helping.”

“Nope,” he admitted. “I’m gathering
evidence. Coroner says the cause of death was blunt force trauma to
the skull. All the claw marks and slashes were done after the kid
was already dead.”

“Fuck,” I cursed. What kind of sick fuck
toyed with the body like that?

“Exactly. We got a real problem here, Quinn.
Keep your pack close to home, and let me know if you find any
wandering wolves.”

“I will.”

Diggs stepped off the porch and hopped on
his ATV, practically jumping over the small hills and dips in the
dirt road that led up to the front entrance. Kane was at the gate,
and he latched the fence closed once Diggs was through and on his
way back to Morningstar.

Brick appeared at my side, glancing up at
the setting sunlight and bright amber color. “Those traders are
trouble, but that murder is bothering me more.”

“Agreed. Take Ward and Nick and see if you
can catch a scent trail. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

“We tracked those wolves as far as we could
after we found the body, but I suppose we could try splitting up
and cover more ground.”

“Do it.”

Brick dipped his chin. “My Alpha.”

“We must have missed something. Keep
looking. If you find the scent for the other human male, let me
know. Diggs said the boy is named Teague.”
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The hour was late when I shifted and
searched the length of the compound for any hint of the traders,
the silver they mined, the wolves who killed the human, or any
other scents that didn’t belong to my clan. A light fog had
descended, thick and low to the ground, covering everything in a
ghostly cloud of pure white. My senses were heightened as I ensured
the gates were secure and my packmates posted at the proper
placements.

The closer the Chaos became, the more I
increased security. We were back to full shifts and constant guards
with the newest threats. I wanted no surprises from our enemies,
especially since Vandal and his pack could attack whenever they
wanted. Nine years and he never dared to show his face. Not once I
was grown and could easily kick his ass. Still, the possibility
lingered.

The last post was secure when I heard a
rustling in the bushes and then a light thud as if someone had
fallen from one of the trees. Stalking quietly in the night, I made
my way through the misty cover provided by the fog. My paws left
little to no sound on the soft bed of leaves that led to this
fool’s location.

My ears flicked back as I scanned the edge
of the forest, listening for any other sounds. Leaves crinkled
nearby, and then someone huffed a few times like they were out of
breath. Humans didn’t understand how loud they were to predators
like me. This young one was noisy and careless.

I knew I was close when the wind slightly
shifted, and one of the scents that I’d been searching for tickled
the tip of my nose. My wolf bounded over the fencing without much
effort, and I closed in fast. My prey had nowhere to go, and the
kid held up his hands, backing into the trunk of the nearest tree
as he cursed, eyes widening as he emitted fear.

“Hey, uh, I know you’re a shifter.” He
swallowed hard before gesturing to my compound. “I have some
information I wanted to share with you.”

A low growl rumbled my chest as I slowly
circled him, moving closer as my gaze never left his tall, lanky
body.

“I guess that sounded like a shit offer.
Well, fuck. My name is Teague. I just want to talk.”

I shook my head, pulling back my gums to
expose my sharp teeth.

“Dude. Could you not eat me? I’m just trying
to do the right thing.”

The fog lifted slightly, and I moved closer,
inspecting the kid and his features in case I needed to locate him
later. He’d been in a fight, and the bruises, black eye, and
multiple bandages proved he didn’t win. Deciding the kid wasn’t a
threat, and it couldn’t hurt to hear what he had to say, I shifted
right in front of him.

“Oh, holy fuck! Shit! Aw hell,” he cussed,
covering his eyes. “Your junk is like all out and exposed.”

I couldn’t help a dark chuckle in response.
“That’s part of life when you’re half animal. None of us are
shy.”

“Are you gonna put some clothes on?”

Amused, I couldn’t help teasing him. “Nope.
Just don’t look at my dick, or I’ll let my wolf rip you to
pieces.”

“What the fuck was I thinking?” he
whispered, keeping his eyes covered. “If it’s all the same, I’m
gonna keep my hands where they are. Not interested in wolf
porn.”

Tilting my head back, I let out a loud laugh
as it burst from my chest. How this kid went from naked skin to
dangling dick to wolf porn was hysterical. I kind of liked him. Not
in a sexual way, although there were some wolves who preferred it.
No judgment on my part, but I was strictly pussy.

“Come on,” I ordered, “We’re gonna walk to
my place.”

“Uh,” he began, trying to walk without
uncovering his eyes. Kid smacked right into a tree as I shook my
head.

“Listen, uncover your eyes. I’m behind you,
and I’ll give you directions. It’s not far.”

“You’re not gonna shift and attack me, are
you?”

I gave a mild snort of derision. “Wolves
don’t need to attack from behind like a coward. I’m saving you the
embarrassment of staring at my naked ass, but if you wanna look,
let me know, and I’ll switch places.”

“Hell no,” he blurted, dropping his hands
and picking up the pace, practically running as I hollered out
directions. Kane let us in through the gate and eyed the kid like
he was a leper.

“What’s with the kid?”

“He’s got some Intel he wants to share. Keep
a close watch on the gate. I don’t know if he’s alone.”

“I am,” Teague interjected.

“We’ll see,” Kane replied coolly.

I led the kid to my house and pulled on a
pair of jeans. Once I was dressed, I opened the cooler and tossed
him a beer.

Teague’s eyes grew wide and round as he
grinned. “Thanks!”

“Your first beer, kid?” I asked, humored by
his reaction.

“Yup.”

“Try not to get drunk off it. You got any
family that’s gonna come looking if you aren’t home soon?”

He sat up straighter, eyeing me with
concern. “My sister. She’s worse than our mother ever was. I can’t
do a damn thing without getting caught.”

I took the beer from his hand and popped off
the top, handing it back over. “Enjoy this one. Don’t chug it.”

Teague tilted back his head and gulped down
a couple of times before he made a face. “This is awful. I love
it!”

Shaking my head, I chugged down half a
bottle of my own. “Tell me about your sister.”

“We live together in town. Our place is,” he
paused and realized I was pumping him for info and frowned. “You’re
smart.”

“And you’re not,” I pointed out. “Nothing
but lies should have rolled easily off your tongue. You want
something to happen to your sister?”

Teague set the beer aside and sighed. “No.
Tess is amazing. I love her for taking care of us and working so
hard. I don’t make it easy on her. I’m always screwing around and
riding my dirt bike.”

I finished my beer and set the bottle aside,
folding my arms across my chest. “Tess. Is she the same female that
owns the herbal shop?”

He smirked, giving me a once over. “She’s
badass. Kicked you right out and sent you on your way, didn’t she?
Tess doesn’t take shit from anyone.” A snicker passed through his
lips. “She’s not dating, so don’t get any ideas.”

“About?”

“Fucking around with her.” Teague puffed out
his chest. “I don’t want this to turn ugly.”

The kid had balls. I’d give him that. “How
old are you?”

“Eighteen.”

“How old are you, Teague?” I asked again, a
little sharper.

“Almost seventeen.”

Younger than I thought. It made me wonder
how he got mixed up with those traders and what happened at
Bloodmoon Lake.

“Don’t tell my sister I was here if you see
her. She’d flip out.”

“Yeah, I can see that.”

Teague stifled a yawn. “I suppose you want
to know why I’m here.”

“Sure do.”

“Before I say anything, can you tell me your
name? You’re the Alpha, right?”

“Quinn Hogan. I’m the Alpha of Alphas. This
is my clan. All four of the Hogan, Kenway, Axel, & Hartwell
packs. They all answer to me.”

Teague whistled low. “No wonder your wolf is
the biggest I’ve ever seen. Bet none of the others can clear your
fence as easy as you did.”

“You got that right.”

He tapped the side of his head. “See? I’m
smart when it counts.”

“Still up for debate,” I laughed.

“Listen, those traders caused a little
trouble, but it wasn’t them that killed Toby.”

“You tell Sheriff Diggs yet?”

“No, I was scared to come forward. That’s
why I came here first. It’s not the traders I’m worried about.”

“Who’s got you sneaking around a bunch of
shifters and taking your chances, kid?”

“Wolves. They weren’t like you or any of the
ones I’ve seen in town. These had shaggy and mangy fur with a red
tint. They seemed wild and out of control.”

“Tell me what happened.”

“Me, Trike, and Toby took our dirt bikes out
on some trails. There’s been a lot of mud since we had the last big
rain. We didn’t notice we weren’t alone until it was too late. Toby
lost control of his bike on one of the turns and slammed into one
of them. It caused a big argument, and the leader got pissed.
Snapped Toby’s neck and crushed his skull. Never been so fucking
scared in my life.”

“How did you get so banged up?”

“They came after Trike, and I couldn’t let
both of my friends die. We fought them off, but it wasn’t easy.
Nearly didn’t make it. We got out of there and haven’t been back to
the trails since it happened.”

“These wolves say where they’re from?”

“Something about the Badlands.”
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The Badlands.

A place where most of the rogues lived and a
few other packs.

I didn’t necessarily hate rogues; I just
didn’t prefer to have them hanging around my territory. They were
unpredictable. Loyalty was usually restricted to themselves alone.
That left my clan vulnerable. Too easy for one of my females to end
up taken, especially since the Chaos hadn’t happened in nine years.
Fertile females were in high demand. No pups had been born, and the
few pregnancies ended in miscarriage.

Another reason to worry about my clan and
how to ensure their safety. As Alpha, my responsibilities never
ended.

“Time to return home, Teague.”

He nodded and then stood, wobbling
slightly.

“You good?” I asked with a chuckle.

Kid drank every drop of his beer during our
conversation.

“Uh, yeah. Don’t tell my sister I had
alcohol. She’ll kick my ass.”

I could see her doing it too. “Sure thing.
Let’s go.”

The trip didn’t take long, but it was
entertaining. The kid kept tripping over his feet and nearly
faceplanted a few times on the forest floor. I helped him along
until he finally reached the shop’s back door. He should have been
more careful, but his tongue had loosened with the alcohol, and he
told me all about the place he shared with his sister upstairs.

Once he was inside the apartment that he
shared with Tess and presumably in bed, I lingered around the
property, annoyed when I noticed Vandal’s scent was fading. I
didn’t want it tangled with Teague or Tess, but that meant I wasn’t
finding him anytime soon.

There was nothing more to do tonight. The
effort was wasted. No one would show up so close to dawn. I headed
home to sleep a few hours and pushed my concerns aside.

The next morning dawned hazy and scorching
hot. I tossed and turned for over an hour before I rose and
showered. Sleep wasn’t possible when my wolf was this agitated by
the heat. The conversation with Teague last night surfaced, and I
decided to head back to Morningstar.

More curious than ever about the siblings, I
wanted to check in on Tess and Teague. The kid snuck out the back
door as I arrived, and I shook my head, noticing the silent, dark
interior of the store. His sister wasn’t up yet. I couldn’t think
of a single reason he was up this early except to chase tail. At
his age, I’d probably done the same. The prospect of getting laid
was everything to a young male.

Knowing he was quick to find trouble, I
should have followed Teague, but I didn’t move. My mind argued that
I needed to know when Vandal was back in town. It was logical to
watch for any trace of the traders or Vandal’s packmates. Deep
down, I couldn’t deny that I was enticed by the shop owner and her
dark, sultry eyes. Something about her fearless nature called to my
wolf, and I was intrigued by her fierce drive to protect her
brother and provide for them both. No parents were around, and I
had to wonder what had happened.

A surge of protective instinct rose within,
and I was slightly annoyed. It wasn’t my job to look after
humans.

Didn’t change the fact that I wanted to
learn more about Tess and Teague. My wolf confirmed that I
shouldn’t go far, and for a moment, I wrestled for control.

Sighing, I shifted and went for a run,
determined to wait at least an hour before I returned, but I
doubted it would be that long.
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“The weather outside is stifling,” I
complained, standing in front of the fan that blew a humid, hot
breeze around the room. “I swear I’m going to melt if it gets any
worse.”

Posey had another fan blowing directly on
her body, a mere foot away as she sat in a tank top and the tiniest
pair of shorts I’d ever seen. Her skin glistened with sweat, and my
own was worse. My clothes clung to my skin and left damp spots all
over my shirt. This had to be the hottest summer on record with the
highest level of humidity we’d had in years.

I piled my hair into a bun on top of my
head, but some of the shorter strands stuck to the nape of my neck
with my perspiration. Both of us were miserable as we sat inside,
waiting for the heat of the day to pass. We hadn’t had a customer
for at least an hour when Teague entered, ripping off his t-shirt
as he headed toward the nearest fan. A smirk crossed his face as he
eyed Posey and immediately blocked her.

She kicked him in the seat of his pants with
her bare foot in retaliation. “Get out of my way!”

He swatted at her feet, laughing as she
nearly slipped off the stool. “I’m hot.”

“You sure are,” she mumbled under her
breath, eyes lighting up with mischief. “Been out on your
bike?”

“Nope. Trying not to open these stitches,
but they itch like crazy. Sucks balls.”

“Hey,” I warned, giving him a look. “Watch
your language in the store.”

“There aren’t any customers.”

I stuck my tongue out at him, laughing when
he made a silly face. “You gonna tell me about what happened yet or
not?”

Teague frowned, glancing at Posey. “Not
yet.”

“Hey, I work here. I’m nearly family.”

My gaze slid over my brother and his
bandages. For some reason, I didn’t notice his knuckles covered in
thick scabs until now.

“What happened to you?” I asked softly,
walking over to inspect his stitches. Nothing was infected. The
injuries were healing nicely. “You still look like you went ten
rounds with one of those shifters and lost.”

Teague snorted, shrugging off my hand as he
slapped the bandage back in place. “Yeah, right. Those guys don’t
mess around. This was different.”

He never did like me fussing over him. I
wasn’t surprised when he shrugged, dismissing my need to examine
his bruises and scrapes further. “Different how?”

“Don’t go all crazy big sister on me, okay?
It was a rough night.”

“Hey, I have a right to do that, you know.
Mom and dad aren’t here, so it’s my job to look after you.”

He sighed. “I know.”

“Were you in a fight?”

“Sort of,” he admitted reluctantly.

“Did someone bully you?” Posey asked, an
edge to her voice. Her expression betrayed the extent of her
concern.

“God. No. Geez, you two. I’m good.”

“What are you getting mixed up in, Teague?
I’m worried, little brother.”

He bent down and pressed a kiss to my
forehead. “Stop hovering. Both of you. I can look out for
myself.”

Posey rolled her eyes. “Such a macho
man.”

Giving him a look that proved I was onto his
bullshit, I gave in. “Fine. Talk to me later. I mean it.”

“Sure thing, T.”

My heart melted when he called me that
nickname. The same one he used when he was a little boy. “You know
I love you, right?”

He ducked his head, placing a kiss on my
cheek. “I know.”

A customer walked inside, and Teague seized
the opportunity to flee. He grabbed an apple and headed out the
back. I sure hoped my brother wasn’t involved in something stupid.
He was an intelligent kid, but sometimes he didn’t think before
jumping in with both feet.

When we closed for lunch, Posey gave me a
pointed look. “Why didn’t you tell me about that hot alpha coming
into the shop?”

“Wh-what?” I sputtered, stumbling over my
words. “Where did you hear that?”

She waved a hand in dismissal. “Not
important. I need the details about this interaction. Is he
handsome up close? I’ve only seen him from a distance. He’s so tall
I wonder if he had trouble walking through the door. What was his
voice like? Deep?”

Her rambling caused me to blink several
times as I processed all her questions. “He’s cute but
annoying.”

She sat up straighter. “Cute? That’s
it?”

“Okay. Fine. He’s gorgeous. The man has
muscles on top of muscles. And when he speaks, that deep, seductive
tone makes you weak in the knees.”

Posey fanned her face. “Damn. I’m
jealous.”

“No, you aren’t. I see the way you look at
my brother. The Alpha doesn’t have a chance.”

Her giggle made me smile. “True. I still
want something for my spank bank since your brother is leaving me
deprived.”

“Oh my God. I can’t believe you just said
that.”

“You should be used to it by now.”

I shook my head. “You’re crazy.”

“You love me.”

“I do,” I agreed, completely sincere. “His
name is Quinn.”

Posey jumped to her feet. “Good. Now you
have someone to think about in bed at night.”

My cheeks grew hot at the thought. “Please
stop talking now.”

“I’m hungry. Want me to grab something for
you?”

Her shift was over, and I shook my head.
“Nope. I have plenty here. There are leftovers from yesterday in
the fridge.”

She winked and sauntered toward the door.
“Pleasant dreams. I’ll see you tomorrow for all the juicy
details.”

I picked up a sachet of sage and threw it at
her as she slipped out the door, laughing as she skipped down the
dirt road toward home.

The afternoon grew unbearably hot as the
hours ticked by at an agonizing pace. I finished the next batch of
candles and sorted various teas. I even swept the shop and dusted
off the shelves. The whole place was sparkling clean. Bored and
distracted, I was certain no one else was coming in due to the
heat. An hour early, I locked up the shop.

In all honesty, I could use a nap. Settling
down on the hammock I kept in the back of the shop, I closed my
eyes and welcomed the light breeze of the fan as I swung back and
forth like a pendulum.
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I couldn’t pinpoint the exact reason why I
awakened. It wasn’t one specific sound or feeling, but I rose off
the hammock in a hurry, goosebumps popping up over the surface of
my skin.

An eerie wind had picked up, and the windows
of the shop rattled as I walked to the front, double-checking that
everything was locked up for the night.

One glance outside, and I knew all the
rumors about the Chaos returning this year probably had merit. The
sun blazed as scalding as earlier in the day but was now covered in
a hazy film that dulled the usually bright rays.

A howl rose above the wail of the wind, and
I stilled, instantly freaked out. It wasn’t the fact that a shifter
was nearby. It was the familiar sound of a wolf I didn’t care to
meet.

Vandal.

My heart thumped hard in my chest, and I
backed away from the windows that exposed the fact that I was home
alone.

Scratching sounds alerted my attention, and
I spun around, running for the back door of my shop and the tiny
warehouse where I created all my products. Thankfully, I’d
remembered to lock the back door, but I could still hear the claws
that slowly dragged down the screen, ripping the rough aluminum
material to shreds.

A strange odor wafted through the open
window to my right. The sickly, pungent smell made my stomach roil.
I was nearly nauseous as I ran to all the windows on the bottom
level, tugging them all closed as I flipped the locks.

What the hell was that gross scent? It was
disgusting.

Shivering, I squirmed as more howls soon
joined the first. What did Vandal want? Why was he here? Did he
order his pack to intimidate me?

Well, this was my shop. I wasn’t
going to stand here frightened or helpless. No way.

Picking up the keys I usually kept clipped
to my waist from the nail on the wall, I ran to the gun cabinet. My
father’s guns had been stored in the back of the store in case I
ever ran into trouble since I was a child. My mother always said
they were emergency use only. Today was excuse enough to pull out
his shotgun. I fumbled with the lock, swung open the door once it
clicked, and reached for the gun. Once the weapon was loaded, I
slammed the door shut, locking it again after placing extra bullets
in my jean shorts’ front pocket. I wasn’t foolish enough to leave
it unlocked. There was no way to know if I had unwanted visitors
trying to get inside.

The scratching ceased as I spun around,
cocking the gun out of muscle memory. Since I was twelve, my father
insisted I knew how to clean, dismantle, load, unload, and shoot
all of his guns. He used to say that no child of his would be
unable to protect themself. Since his death, Teague spent every
Sunday with me at the old shooting range. I wasn’t some damsel in
distress.

This little human knew how to aim and hit a
moving target.

Kicking my back door open, I stared out into
the late afternoon sunbeams that glittered off the tail end of
Bloodmoon Lake. The body of water wasn’t far from my home. Thick
haze was descending over the valley, but I could still see clearly
enough.

A thick snarl was the only warning before a
heavy, furry body exploded from the line of trees. I squeezed the
trigger, hitting the wolf in the left flank as it was thrown
backward, rolling to a stop a short distance away.

“Come on!” I shouted, “I’ve got plenty of
bullets!”

Pissed off, I cocked the gun again, daring
another wolf to pop out. My eyes squinted as I watched the edge of
the forest. Leaves crinkled from within the tightly clustered
trees. A flock of birds flew up into the sky as if startled. More
growls echoed on the back of the gusty wind.

The attack came from the right this time.
Three wolves. I hit the first in the chest. The second was nearly
on top of me before I landed a bullet in his skull. The third hit
me hard, and I went down, slamming into the dirt as I rolled,
avoiding the gaping jaws and sharp claws as he swiped at my head.
Ducking, I managed to reach the gun but never had a chance to
shoot. Another wolf chomped down upon the barrel. 

Snatched from my hand, I cursed as he
crushed the metal with his teeth and snapped the gun in half. I
scrambled backward on my hands and knees, putting a few feet of
distance between us. My fist formed fast as survival mode kicked
in, and I clocked him in the side of the head as he surged forward.
Another punch landed in his eye as I stood on shaky limbs.

No one was getting me without a fight.

I should have been afraid, but I was far too
angry to think rationally. Kowing that my life was in danger, I
fled into the forest. Maybe if I could reach the lake, I’d avoid
becoming their next meal. Who knew if they wanted to capture me,
eat me, or just ravage my corpse?

Vandal and his pack were wild. Notoriously
unpredictable, they had a reputation for messing with humans and
causing trouble. The odd thing was, I’d only met him twice. There
wasn’t a reason to target my shop or me. I didn’t understand his
motivation.

Branches scraped my arms as I ran. One
slapped my cheek, and I felt the trickle of blood as it dripped
down the side of my face. Not pausing to assess the damage, I kept
moving, jumping over fallen logs as I heard the snap of twigs
behind me. The ground rumbled beneath my feet as I pumped my arms
and legs.

When I reached the edge of the shore, I
didn’t watch my step. My foot slipped in the mud, and I went down,
sliding through the thick sludge as my ankle twisted, and I landed
with a thud on my back. The impact knocked the air from my lungs as
I gasped, knowing my final minutes on this earth were probably
approaching.

“Teague,” I whispered, worried for my
brother. “Don’t come home.”
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Howls rose into the sky as I blinked away
tears, terrified that I would never see Teague again.

A deep growl reached my ears, far too close
to outrun.

“Please,” I whispered, fighting off a sudden
wave of fatigue. “Help me.” Rising on my hands and knees, I pushed
upward and managed to stand on my uninjured foot. Pain shot up my
other leg, pulsing from my ankle.

I was nearly hysterical trying to figure out
how I would outrun Vandal and his pack of wild dogs when big, warm
hands closed over my arms, sliding down to wrap around my waist.
Before I could turn around, I was lifted right off my feet.

Quinn.

My heart pounded hard in my chest as I
realized he must be following me or, at the very least, watching
over me. His deep earthy fragrance was familiar as I remembered the
scent he left behind when he entered my shop, and I ran him off.
There was a hint of leather and spice but mostly fresh pine mixed
with rugged male musk.

I couldn’t say why his scent latched onto me
so firmly or why it even mattered. All I knew was that I recognized
and even enjoyed the pleasant fragrance.

My Alpha rescuer handled me with ease,
swinging my body upward into his arms. He stalked through the
forest quickly in the hazy amber light of twilight. The sun was
setting far too early tonight. It was bizarre. I barely had time to
finish the thought as my breath hitched, realizing how close I was
to the handsome wolf.

He carried my weight as if it were nothing
and no burden at all. I wasn’t heavy, but I wasn’t considered tiny
or petite. He didn’t stop until we reached the side of a dirt path
where a sleek, black motorcycle was parked next to a tree. Quinn
plopped my bottom down gently on the leather seat and then swung a
leg over the side in front of me.

“Hold on tight,” he ordered as I slid my
arms around his waist, marveling at the tightness of his core and
the muscles that bunched beneath my touch. He inhaled a sharp
breath before the engine rumbled beneath us. My core throbbed with
the heavy thrum.

I squeezed my knees, swallowing hard as we
shot off, speeding through the dirt pathways that led toward the
edge of Bloodmoon Lake. I knew the area well. The falls were only
about ten miles from our location. A favorite place of mine since I
was a child.

In the back of my mind, I worried about
Teague. He could be anywhere right now. I didn’t know who he was
with or what he was doing. Would he come home soon? Was he in
danger?

My hands gripped Quinn’s jacket as we jumped
over puddles, skid in the mud, and took the corners of the pathway
much too fast. The crazy ride was almost exhilarating. If I weren’t
in a considerable amount of pain, worried, and confused about the
attack from Vandal and his wolves, I would have enjoyed being on
Quinn’s motorcycle.

Bloodmoon Falls loomed ahead. Quinn turned
onto a trail I’d never seen before, riding uphill toward a hidden
cave. The dirt path was overgrown with grass, weeds, and sporadic
rocks. We pulled to a stop outside as Quinn looked over his
shoulder, his flint-colored gaze sweeping over my face with a
frown.

“Listen, we need to move quickly to ensure
none of Vandal’s pack caught our scent. We’re going inside this
cave. I know how to see through the dark, and I’ve been here often.
We should lose them in the next few minutes. Lots of odors to
confuse the trail.”

A cave? Were there wild animals in there?
Stupid thought. I was riding on a steel beast with one right
now.

“Don’t be scared. We’ll be fine.”

“Sure.” I sounded far more confident than I
felt.

The bike rolled forward, passing through the
jagged edges of the cave’s entrance as I tightened my hold around
his waist. The bike’s engine echoed loudly within the hollow
interior. I expected to stop somewhere inside and park the bike,
reducing the noise level. It would have made sense to stash it
within the cavern to avoid being followed by Vandal and his
pack.

We didn’t stop. For the next ten minutes, we
slowly rode through the interior, pausing once as Quinn ticked his
head toward the roof.

My jaw dropped open when I saw the cavern
lit up with tiny aqua-colored sparkles. Some kind of organism lived
inside, and the entire area glittered like thousands of starbursts
had exploded all at once.

“Wow,” I managed to say before he rolled
forward again, picking up speed as I squealed.

He grasped my leg and held onto my thigh
with one hand, gripping the bike’s handlebars with the other. I
didn’t have time to ask why or what he was planning.

We exited the cave in a burst of power,
rising nearly a foot off the ground as we landed on the hillside
above the waterfall. The impact was jarring but not painful. He’d
seen to that. Quinn laughed as we plunged downward, skidding along
the ground until we turned onto another skinny dirt path. The tiny
road appeared to end at the base of the falls.

“Uh, we’re not going through the
waterfall, right?”

Quinn’s chuckle wasn’t reassuring. “Hold on,
little firecracker! Keep that leg secure!”

Shit!

He revved the engine, and we surged forward,
heading directly into the mist. Droplets of water clung to my skin
and clothes as I sucked in a breath. Damp and breathless, I knew
this wasn’t over yet. A rocky ledge was coming up fast. There was
no way to tell what lay beyond it or where we’d end up.

I closed my eyes as we jumped over the side,
going airborne for several heart-pounding seconds, then landed on a
slippery, rough surface that jolted my entire body. My ankle was
the only thing that didn’t ache. I nearly bit my tongue.

He tossed a grin in my direction, probably
figuring out that my bottom was going to have bruises later.
Laughter shook Quinn’s chest, and I slapped him, releasing my hold
as I sat back. I had no idea of the beauty that lay behind the
waterfall.

Mouth gaping open, I was shocked to find we
were inside the falls. Cascading sheets of water fell
steadily into a crystalline pool about thirty feet below our
location that spread out into an emerald lagoon. The water was so
clear that it was visible all the way to the very bottom. Jagged
rocks jutted out in a stairstep, allowing the trickling water to
flow down and over the smooth, polished stones. That wasn’t even
the most interesting or impressive sight.

The entire cavern was decorated like a
fairytale or one of the old historical romances my mother used to
read, transformed into a paradise that boggled the mind. Candelabra
were lit along the rocky walls, held in place by iron sconces.
Furniture was scattered about the interior. A long, rectangular
table with eight chairs, two bookcases filled with rows of books
and antique volumes, and a couple of recliners with an end table
between them. Even a few coolers were stacked next to an enormous
hutch covered with various knives, cutting boards, and wheels of
aged cheese. Meat hung from above, dangling from a thick cable
anchored by the rock. A stove sat next to the hutch, already giving
off a generous amount of heat. Logs burned inside as the flames
flickered in the low lighting. Round, braided rugs of various
colors were placed beneath furniture while several long runners
went the length of the cavern.

“This is incredible,” I exclaimed, not
understanding why I was here. “Isn’t this some kind of sanctuary
for your pack?”

That was the logical conclusion. I didn’t
know you could reach behind the falls, and I lived in the valley my
entire life. I’d never seen anything as magical as this place. It
was straight out of a storybook.

“Let me check on your ankle, and I’ll
explain.”

“Okay.”

He unzipped and tugged off his leather
jacket, revealing smooth, tanned skin beneath. I never noticed he
wasn’t wearing a shirt. It seemed to be a common occurrence with
him. Quinn tossed the jacket over the tank of his bike as he sank
low to the ground.

His jaw clamped shut as he stared down at my
ankle, frowning at the swollen sight of my foot. Carefully, he used
the pads of his fingers to press along my skin as he assessed the
damage.

From this angle, as he rested on his knees,
I had the advantage and seized the opportunity to look him over at
my leisure. A few stray curls fell over his forehead, but my gaze
slid over the detail and focused on the wide expanse of his bare
chest instead.

Was it possible to have ten-pack abs? And
those rounded, sculpted shoulders that looked like they could
balance the weight of the world? I’d never seen such muscular arms
except on the cover of romance novels or in the movies. Then there
was the dark ink that spread across those bulging biceps and up
over his shoulders to the base of his neck. Intricate, twisting
tribal marks stretched across and met a moon with clouds that
hovered above a dagger on his upper right arm. To the left, a
massive mural of a wolf covered his bicep and forearm.

My breath hitched in my throat with the
realization that I was checking him out. He was either ignoring my
reaction or too busy to notice as he reached for his saddlebags and
pulled out a t-shirt, tearing off a strip to wrap my ankle tight. I
nearly salivated as the muscles of his body bunched and moved with
the effort. I ignored the pain but couldn’t do a single thing about
the way my heart was jackhammering inside my chest with his
proximity.

What the hell was my problem?

He was a wolf. A shifter. And that meant
nothing but trouble. No matter how handsome or charming he could
be. Not that he’d done any flirting. His instincts seemed more
protective than anything else, and I’d be lying if I said that
wasn’t attractive. He was downright delicious, but this afternoon
proved I wasn’t a part of their world and didn’t need to be
either.

Deciding it was best to focus my attention
on something else, I asked a question I’d wanted to know for a long
time. “Why are the falls named after a blood moon?”

“Because of the Chaos. All the red haze and
fog glistens as it hovers over the surface. It’s been Bloodmoon
Lake for as long as I can remember.”

“Are we safe here?”

“Absolutely,” he replied with confidence,
rising to his feet. “We’re camouflaged in more ways than one. The
constant water flow helps disguise sound and conversation while the
numerous scents of dirt, lake water, grass, and river sludge
combine to cloud a shifter’s ability to pinpoint location with
accuracy. Then there’s the added layer of wildlife in every
direction.”

“So, you use this as a home base of
operations?”

His lips twitched with humor at my choice of
words. “Yes, to an extent. No one will bother us here. They don’t
come to the waterfall unless I give the order.”

Interesting. “I guess that makes sense.”

Quinn helped me off the bike, scooping under
my legs to lift me in his arms. “I think you should rest that
ankle. I’ll fix something to eat. You’re going to need protein to
heal.”

He must have had plenty of injuries in his
past to know that. “Thank you, Quinn. For finding me, bringing me
here, and for protecting me from those monsters.”

“You’re welcome, but we still need to talk
about Vandal and his pack.”

“I know.”

“It can wait, but I’m not taking you home
until we discuss everything.”

“Fine,” I agreed, suddenly overwhelmed,
depleted of energy, and ready to take a small mental break.

“You can use my bed. I’ll wake you up in an
hour or two.”

Dozing off, I vaguely noticed the enormous
bed I was gently placed upon. A soft, thick blanket draped over me
as my eyes slid shut. The last thing I noticed was the crimson
velvet curtain that dropped over the nook where his bedroom was
hidden, the splashing of the falls muted by the luxurious
barrier.
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Tess was asleep almost the instant her head
touched my pillow. I spent several minutes staring at her creamy,
perfect complexion, the dusty pink on the apple of her cheeks,
following a trail down the slim, delicate column of her throat
where the artery pulsed a consistent rhythm.

She was exquisite. Her beauty was only one
aspect of her personality that I was beginning to enjoy. Every
minute I spent in her company, I found something else that
intrigued me. It was a recipe for disaster the way my wolf was
becoming fascinated by her, but there was nothing I could do to
stop the way I felt.

This trim, feisty, stubborn human female
would make a perfect mate.

As soon as the thought landed in my head, my
upper lip curled into a snarl. She wasn’t a wolf, and she probably
never wanted to become one now that Vandal and his pack attacked
her shop. They were hunting her when I caught her scent on the
wind, accompanied by fear, adrenaline, and rage. My wolf instantly
broke free. There was no stopping my reaction as I chased her down,
dodging between the trees to find her before Vandal.

When I saw her injured ankle and heard her
pathetic plea for help, there was no way to resist. No female would
be left without protection while I lived and breathed—human, or
not.

My choice to bring her to my hidden alcove
behind the falls was a confusing one. She was correct when she said
this was a sanctuary. My father brought me here years ago, the same
as his father had done with him. Although oiled and well-preserved,
the furniture was as old as many of the volumes that cluttered the
bookshelves. Moisture was an issue, but I was careful to keep them
behind panes of thick glass, taking them out often to ensure they
weren’t deteriorating.

The point was that I never brought anyone
but my closest friends and warriors into my personal space. This
was a haven—a place of solitude on most occasions. No woman had
ever been inside or rested upon my bed until now.

Pacing the rocky ground, I tried to
reconcile my reasoning with reality. She shouldn’t stay here long.
It was probably best not to bring her here ever again. She should
be sworn to secrecy. Yeah, that was the plan.

I screwed up. That was clear. Humans and
wolves didn’t mix well, and everyone knew it. We had generations of
lies and mistrust between us. Our kind was constantly at odds with
the human towns. There were far too many reasons why this would
never work.

Huffing out a breath, I strode forward with
purpose. I’d prepare a meal, glean all the information out of her
that I could, and then take Tess straight home. Afterward, I could
assign Brick to watch out for Vandal’s pack and Kane to hunt down
her brother. That kid wasn’t safe either. In fact, he was in danger
right now. I didn’t like that he always wandered off and left his
sister alone. He needed to learn discipline. If he were part of my
pack, I’d be training him already.

That only left Vandal, and as soon as the
humans were reasonably safe, I’d finally hunt him down for good
this time. Attacking Tess and her shop was the last straw. She was
innocent. There was no provocation.

Tess slept for nearly an hour and a half as
I hunted down a wild pheasant, stripped and cleaned the carcass,
and then roasted the meat over hot coals. Sliced cheese, fresh
fruit, and a cooler full of sparkling ginger ale or beer were all I
could offer. My father was a serious hunter. Before he died, I was
taught everything he knew. Wolves were natural predators, but he
taught me skills that enhanced my born abilities.

I needed little outside of my talents to
provide sustenance. Our clan made cheese, churned butter, and
milked our own cows. We had a field of wheat and corn and grew
numerous vegetables in the greenhouse and garden. There was even an
orchard with several varieties of apples. Anything we couldn’t
grow, we traded with other communities or purchased.

The result was a nearly self-sustaining
community. Our clan would never starve. We were happy with a
simpler life, one that our ancestors built and cultivated many
moons ago. I liked to think my father was proud of the compound,
the community we lived in, and the health of our packs. My mother
was fond of pointing out all the good we’d done over the last
decade. I knew she was right.

Brought back to the present, I turned the
meat and pulled the succulent pieces from the heat. The plate was
loaded, and all the food settled on the table when I pulled the
cord outside my room, lifting the heavy velvet fabric that shielded
my private domain.

Tess had rolled onto her back, blinking as
her eyes slowly opened. She seemed momentarily startled until the
rushing water of the falls, my presence, and the drama from earlier
settled inside her pretty head.

“How long was I out?”

“Not long. It’s nearly dark now.”

She gave a brief nod and sat up, gingerly
placing her feet on the thick, roughly spun rug I kept next to the
bed. Bare feet could easily get chilled behind the waterfall. The
air was always cool, even in the heat of summer. Warm sprays of
mist danced in the air directly in front of us, where the amber and
salmon-colored sky beyond the falls painted a spectacular view. The
fire provided an extra layer of warmth that felt homey and
something else a little too endearing to linger on.

If I were a romantic, I’d say this was the
perfect first date. Of course, I wasn’t. Not at all.

Excluding the earlier attack, the ride on my
bike and bringing her to my sanctuary was a suave move, though. Not
that I was thinking about any of those things. Not at all.

Tess stood and winced as she placed her
weight on her ankle. “Dammit. Still hurts.”

“Because you sprained it,” I pointed out
with a light chuckle. “Lean on me. I’ll help you over to the
table.”

Tess was seated within a minute, and I sat
opposite her, carving into a loaf of bread. I probably should have
asked what she wanted, but I was too hungry to wait. Once we both
had cheese, bread, fruit, and some of the fowl, I dug in.

“You’ve got a big appetite,” she observed a
short time later.

Swallowing down a massive chunk of meat, I
shrugged before reaching for a beer. I washed down a few more
bites, then wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.

“It’s the beast. My wolf burns a lot of
calories. I have to eat often, usually large meals.”

Her head tilted to the side briefly as she
pushed her plate back. Only half the portions were gone. “I suppose
that makes sense.”

“You gonna finish that?”

She shook her head.

“Mind if I do?”

A small smile graced the soft pink of her
full, bow-shaped upper lip. “Nope.”

I tugged the plate closer, finishing off her
food as well as the remainder of my own. When I was done, I sat
back, popping the top off another beer. My one vice, if I had any,
was a cold beer.

Gesturing with one hand, I decided it was
time to have our discussion. “Tell me about Vandal.”

“We’ve only met twice. He came into my shop
the first time, looking for certain herbs. It was odd for a
shifter, but I don’t discriminate against a paying customer.”

“That’s good to know.”

“Well, I’ve got to keep food on the table
for Teague and me. Anyway, he didn’t purchase much, and I didn’t
think I’d see him again.”

“How long ago was that?”

“Last year about this time. Close to that
weird phase that you wolves call the Blood Moon.”

“The Chaos,” I gently corrected.

“Yes. He didn’t return until last
month.”

That was odd. “Was he looking for anything
in particular?”

“Wolfsbane, I believe. I don’t keep it in
large quantities. It has medicinal uses, but those are rare. The
poison is dangerous to keep in stock. I make sachets this time of
year upon request and for the superstitious townspeople who think
it will deter the wolves during the Chaos. If it comes.”

What did Vandal want with large quantities
of wolfsbane? “That’s rather odd. My kind doesn’t particularly like
touching the flowers or any part of the plant. It’s a bizarre
request.”

“I don’t see how he would need it unless he
wants to subdue wolves. The poison, as you know, can harm in more
ways than one depending on the dosage. The intent isn’t always to
kill.”

My entire body went rigid when I realized
she hit the nail on the head. Vandal was preparing for an attack.
Possibly all-out war with the packs in the valley. This close to
the Chaos, he must have a plan.

“When does the Chaos start?” she asked,
pulling my focus back to her and the sweet, alluring way she gazed
in my direction.

Nine years would mean she was young during
the last one, possibly no more than ten summers. “Tomorrow
night.”

“I suppose you’re all hoping for it. To find
your mates.”

She knew far more than most humans. I was
impressed. “Yes. Mating and fertility are linked to the Chaos. That
week is the most important of the year to any shifter.”

“That’s understandable.”

“May I ask you something?”

“Sure.” She tucked a loose strand of hair
behind her ear, and I followed the movement, tracking her slim
fingers as she gave me a nervous smile.

“Why is your shop named Tessa’s Herbals if
your name is Tess?”

“Oh, that,” she laughed, “I was named after
my aunt. My mother wanted to honor her sister and still give me my
own name. The compromise is Tess.” She shrugged, clearly not
understanding why it seemed like a big deal. “I like my name how it
is.”

“Fair enough.”

Silence stretched between us until I
realized I was practically leering at the poor girl. Rising to my
feet, I cleared off the table and dropped the dishes into a basin
to clean later.

“I think it’s best you stay until morning. I
don’t want a repeat of this afternoon.”

Tess sighed, shaking her head. “I can’t
abandon Teague.”

“I wouldn’t ask you to do that. I’ll locate
him immediately. Stay here until I return. If you get bored, there
are plenty of books.”

“Thanks.”

Once I handed her an additional drink, a
blanket, a pillow, and several different options for reading, I
finally left her seated on one of the recliners.

Her dark eyes sparkled as she leaned back,
picking up one of the books. Her choice was one of my favorites
from childhood. I didn’t tell her that those books hadn’t been
touched by anyone other than my family or me for nearly a
decade.

“Quinn?”

“Yes?”

“Uh, where is the bathroom?”

I turned to the waterfall, pointing to a
rock ledge that resembled the walking plank of a pirate ship but a
bit shorter in length. I’d managed to create a seat of sorts,
cutting through a hole wide enough for use. A tiny chest held
toilet paper and a few other necessities within reach. It was
primitive, but a bachelor wolf didn’t care about such things. If I
needed to wash off, the pool at the bottom of the falls served my
purpose. I explained all this without a hint of a smile.

Her expression was priceless as I dropped my
jeans and shifted, my wolf oddly pleased with the notion that Tess
was safe in our hideaway, tucked away from the world and any
threats.

I didn’t tell her until much later that I
went outside the cave to relieve myself. It was silly to
contaminate the falls and the lagoon below. The ledge was really
for emergencies and the occasional joke I got to make about it.

I wasn’t sure how she would react. When she
laughed, I was tempted to kiss her even if she was a human.


 


 Chapter 9 [image: ]

The first night—

 


Somehow, in all the days of sneaking around
and practically stalking the human female, Tess became my
obsession. The strong urge to enter the city of Morningstar didn’t
end from the moment I awakened until the second I finally closed my
eyes. All for a glimpse of the seductive and tempting Tess.

It didn’t matter that we’d only spoken a
handful of times. My wolf liked her, desired her, and was even
considering the human as more than just a casual fuck. I hadn’t
kissed her yet, but the idea was appealing. Perhaps I needed to
find a willing she-wolf and ease some of the ache in my groin. Even
as I considered the idea, I rejected it. No one else called to me
the way Tess did. It was frustrating.

Nothing good would come from stalking her or
constantly tracking her every movement, searching for her scent
among the humans. Even so, I was concerned for her safety and kept
to a rigorous plan. I kept one of my packmates on watch at her
property every moment I couldn’t be there myself.

Vandal and his pack disappeared again, but
that meant nothing. He could be hidden anywhere in the valley.
There was no sign of them in the Badlands either when I tried to
locate the elusive bastard. I couldn’t help feeling slightly
annoyed that my wolf chose to save Tess over ripping out Vandal’s
throat.

My agitation rose as I paced the length of
my cabin, feeling caged in and restless to the point of
distraction. Thoughts of Tess mingled with excess energy that
demanded an outlet. I couldn’t stay here within these walls. I’d
lose my fucking mind.

As I burst from the cabin, my wolf howled
within, clawing to be set free.

The entire Chaos valley was bathed in a
reddish glow that reminded me of slowly burning embers in a fire
pit left to extinguish on its own. The full moon hung low and
pregnant over the horizon as a hazy crimson fog lapped at the
uneven edges. The forest was too quiet. I’d seen this absence of
sound before and usually only once a year, but it had been nine
long, torturous years since I experienced the same level of
discontent. Monstrous trees loomed ahead as I stood at the edge of
my property and scanned the long rows that stood as a barrier
between my lands and the human cities beyond. My gaze skittered
over the region, and I let out a slow, steadying breath.

The Chaos was here.

The instant the knowledge sank into my brain
with certainty, I grew rigid in more ways than one. My body
stiffened at the exact moment my cock fully joined this fucked-up
party of pleasure, wild abandon, and deeply rooted need. It was as
if every hidden desire and longing for a mate surfaced all at once,
and my body trembled as my head tilted back, a loud rumbling roar
launching from deep in my throat. One hand slid to my erection as
my entire pelvic region tingled. Clothes grew instantly cumbersome,
and I stripped fast as my hips bucked and air hissed through the
tiny gap in my front teeth.

Fuck. The urge to mate hit hard as I
stumbled forward, one hand smacking against the hard, brittle trunk
of the nearest tree. I had zero control. The crimson fog that
lingered over the moon dropped lower and covered the ground,
weaving in and out of the tightly clustered trees, surrounding
forest, and long, wavy grass, leaving an enticing trail behind that
teased my heightened senses.

My cock pulsed, and there was no denying
what I craved or wanted. I palmed the thick rod of my dick and
began to squeeze, pumping the shaft in long, even strokes that sent
shivers of pleasure along my spine. Excitement flashed within, and
my heart thrummed faster in my chest.

I wanted to feel more than my hand on my
cock. I wanted, no, I needed, to plunge into the tight and
welcoming warmth of my mate’s pussy. I had to bury deep and fill
her with my cum, pumping into her over and over again as I filled
her, mated her, and branded her as my own.

Snarling, my hand moved faster, twisting and
lightly pulling as I found a rhythm that I enjoyed. My hips jerked
as I thrusted into my palm with brutal intensity. I gripped my
shaft tighter and wished the wet warmth of my mate’s mouth would
wrap around the skin and how she could tease the length with her
tongue, curling around the underside as she found the vein and
stroked along the edge. I imagined how she would wrap the bulbous
head and suck hard, drawing my entire length inside as she teased
the tip and her saliva dripped down the sweet cleft of her
chin.

My eyes nearly crossed as my balls
tightened, and I sucked in a haggard breath. Faster, harder, I
pumped up and down until my release hit with a fierceness that
stole my breath. A groan of pleasure exploded from my lips as jet
after jet of my release coated the base of the tree and left
sticky, white strands on the bark.

I wasn’t satisfied. This was a waste.

Next time I would be buried in the woman who
I mated. It occurred to me that I didn’t have a mate or even wanted
one until now.

The wind stirred, tickling the leaves on the
branches before exposing the sweetest, most tantalizing, and
sensually alluring scent that dared to brush across the tip of my
nose.

My entire body stilled. Even my heart slowed
and painfully thumped in the vast cavern of my chest as I realized
the truth.

My mate existed.

Every doubt I had before this moment
vanished. And then nothing, not a single damn thing other than
finding her mattered.

Not my past.

My promise to avenge my father.

Nor the driving need for revenge.

It all faded in the wake of that solitary,
delicious aroma that beckoned as relentlessly as the crashing waves
of the sea against the shore.

My body crouched down as the first impulses
of the change came over my body with a fierce and agonizingly fast
shift. Bones snapped and cracked. Claws lengthened along with my
canines. Thick, onyx fur sprouted up over the layers of my skin as
the muscles in my body responded, pulling and snapping into the
lengths required.

My snout elongated, and I could taste the
seductively rich scent of my mate now. As decadent as the silkiest
chocolate but as thick and creamy as my favorite frosting.
Buttercream. She was more flavorful, sweeter; hell, she was even
smoother than the bottle of old scotch sitting in the cupboard of
my kitchen. Goddamn, she was intoxicating. I was almost
drunk off her scent alone. How would she taste when I licked her
skin? Her delicate neck? The sweet cavern between her open
thighs?

I could imagine that butterscotch rich
flavor aged with the perfection of an expensive rum.

My snout lifted into the air as the red
streaks of the Chaos shimmered above the fog, weaving in and out
like a delicate, choreographed dance.

I caught the scent again as a growl rumbled
my chest.

This was far too enticing, like waving a
scarlet flag in front of a charging bull.

I was unable to tear my focus away or the
choice I made as a result.

My mate, whoever she was, was nearby.

I intended to find her, fuck her, and make
her mine.

Tonight.
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Something strange is happening,” I observed,
staring out at the odd-colored sky. There was a greenish hue to the
area around the setting sun and almost a bloody tinge to the moon
as it began to appear. I couldn’t remember seeing one so low in the
sky or quite so round, nearly bursting in fullness and
diameter.

“It looks like a weird storm of some kind,”
Posey agreed.

Teague was leaning against the countertop,
staring outside with a funny look on his face. “You’re both wrong.
It’s the Chaos.”

Blinking, I turned to stare into his eyes,
surprised when I realized he was right.

“Lock up, Tess. Right now.”

I didn’t get why he was concerned until I
heard a mournful, pain-filled howl that caused all of us to jump.
“Yeah, I think you’re right.”

The three of us rushed around the bottom
level of the building, closing the windows and doors, tugging down
the shades, and locking every inch.

“Um, little brother, now would be a good
time to mention I was attacked by wolves yesterday afternoon.”

Teague’s head whipped in my direction as he
let out a loud and frustrated grunt. “What the fuck, Tess? You’re
telling me now?” He rushed to my side, checking me over for
injuries. “Were you hurt?”

“Yes, dummy. That’s how my ankle got
sprained.”

They both noticed I was limping around, but
I refused to explain why until it mattered.

“What happened?” Teague demanded, narrowing
his eyes. “One of them jump you?”

Kind of. Alpha Quinn almost did. “No. I did
shoot a couple of them before I was knocked to the ground. Dad’s
shotgun is busted. One of the asshole shifters chomped down on the
barrel and crushed it into pieces.”

“Holy fuck, Tess!”

“Might have been worse if Quinn hadn’t come
along.”

“Sexy Alpha Quinn?” Posey asked, plopping
her bottom down on my couch as the three of us headed upstairs.

Teague shot her a glare. “I’ve met him. He’s
cool, but that doesn’t mean I want him around my sister.”

Posey rolled her eyes.

A giggle escaped as I thought about how my
core was right up against his firm ass on the bike. Not to mention
the fact that my hands were inches from resting on his crotch. I
bet that wolf had a thick root to go with the rest of his hard,
muscled body.

“Stop it,” Teague ordered with a flustered
look on his face.

“What?”

“You’re thinking about him. Knock it
off.”

“Oh, she’s thinking alright. Lots of
naughty, dirty thoughts too. Good for you, Tess.”

Teague groaned, spearing me with a stern
expression. “He’s a wolf. NOT. FOR. YOU. Okay? He’s too wild.”

Too wild? I couldn’t help the laugh that
bubbled out of my chest. “You worry about your love life. I’ll
focus on my own.”

Teague’s cheeks turned pink as I spun
around, heading toward the nearest window to gaze out into the
scarlet night. It was evening that fast. The blood-red moon hovered
above the trees as more howls pierced the quiet night.

“How long does this Chaos last?” Posey
wondered aloud.

“Seven days,” Teague spat, glaring in my
direction.

I ignored him, focusing on the sudden pull I
felt—an intimate caress followed by the urge to close my eyes. The
room spun as I sank to my knees, swaying as a cloudy mist swirled
along the ground, reaching out with ghostly fingers toward my
house.

In my mind’s eye, I saw Quinn. He stood with
his chest heaving; his features twisted into a feral snarl.
Fascinated, I watched as he shifted into his wolf form. Bones
snapped and popped. Muscles rearranged. His nose lengthened into a
snout as he dropped on all fours. The transformation didn’t take
long. Soon I was staring at the enormous black wolf, his coat
smooth and shiny under the red haze of the moon.

His head lifted, and he opened his muzzle, a
deep, primitive howl launching from his thick throat. As he turned
in my direction, I could swear that he actually saw me, our gaze
locking onto one another with a need I didn’t understand.

When my vision cleared, I heard Quinn’s howl
outside the window. My body didn’t hesitate to react. I was on my
feet within seconds, running downstairs and out the back door.
Teague was screaming my name, but I couldn’t stop to explain. Some
unseen force was driving me to meet up with Quinn.

At the edge of the forest, prowling back and
forth, Quinn’s onyx wolf seemed restless. He noticed me before I
had a chance to open my mouth and call out his name. The sound
never left my throat as he shifted, colliding with my body as we
slammed into the nearest tree. His eyes were mesmerizing as his
face paused inches from my own.

One hand rose to wrap lightly around my
throat. My back was up against the trunk as I swallowed, staring
into the handsome features of the most captivating man I’d ever
met. His voice was almost guttural as he whispered my name,
“Tess.”

It didn’t escape my notice that he was naked
or that the monster between his legs was hard, pressing up against
my stomach. His head lowered, and his nose lightly touched the spot
beneath my ear. He inhaled as a groan escaped his lips.

“So tempting.”

I didn’t understand what he meant, trying to
figure out why he behaved so strangely. “Quinn?”

“Fertile. Female. Mine.”

I wasn’t sure, but this didn’t seem like
Quinn. At least, not entirely Quinn. Was this his wolf?

“Can you hear me?”

He blinked, ignoring my words as he used his
tongue to lick up the side of my neck. “Delicious.”

I’d be lying if I said this wasn’t
intoxicating. He seemed utterly enamored by me. My body. My scent.
The taste of my skin.

Wow.

My entire body trembled when he lifted his
head and winked.

“My Luna.”

The words had barely left his mouth when he
suddenly bent his head and pressed his lips against mine. I
couldn’t breathe. All rational thought fled.

Quinn moaned, and then he had one knee
shoved between my thighs, rocking into my core as his large body
pinned me against the tree.

Holy shit. Was this really happening?

His kiss grew hungry at the same time that
his body ground into my own. This was better than I ever could have
dreamed. No quiet time in my bed compared. By the time he lifted
his head, we were both visibly shaken, panting for breath.

“Mine,” he repeated before releasing his
hold, stepping a few paces backward. “Home.”

I understood his order and managed to stand
upright, walking back to my place as the heat of his predatory
stare followed me all the way to the door. I flipped the lock once
I was inside, but I certainly didn’t want to stay there.

A part of me wanted to throw caution to the
wind, strip out of my clothes, and run out into the Chaos,
embracing every inhibition I ever had.

Except, I wasn’t a wolf.

I couldn’t blame the Chaos or moon for my
ardor or sexual desires. In fact, I was absolutely baffled why I
felt this way at all.

Only wolves were affected by the blood
moon.
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“What the hell was that?” Teague yelled,
standing in front of me like he was about to lose his shit.

By the time I came in the door last night,
Teague was in his room with the door shut, blaring loud rock music,
and Posey was asleep on my couch. I’d gone straight to bed, but my
night was filled with erotic dreams and a handsome man with
flint-colored eyes who kissed me as if I was his entire world.

The following morning proved none of it was
fantasy. The sky was still dark and the moon as scarlet as fresh,
dripping blood. A muggy, thick haze prowled the ground as if
looking for prey.

Sipping on a mug of hot tea, I leveled my
brother with a stare that could have frozen the entire room.
Luckily for him, he wasn’t intimated. “What are you referring to
exactly?”

“You know damn well what I mean. Rushing out
there to meet that shifter and his wolfish lust.”

Smirking, I tried not to be upset or
offended by his words. It wasn’t easy. “Sure. We fucked right up
against the tree in front of the whole world. That’s how careless I
am.”

Teague blanched at my words. “Jesus. You
didn’t need to be that crude.”

“Then watch your mouth,” I spat, momentarily
glaring in his direction.

A heavy sigh left his lips. “I’m sorry. I
was worried, T.”

I set the cup down on the table and placed
my hand over his as he swallowed hard. “I don’t know what is
happening between Quinn and me. He’s a shifter. I’m human. I
understand your concern.”

“Promise me you won’t act rashly. He’s rough
and wild and scary as fuck when he wants to be.” Teague swallowed
hard. “Shifters are dangerous, even the ones that seem the most
human. I don’t want my sister hurt.”

“Hey, I’ll be fine, okay?”

“I trust you. I just don’t trust him to keep
his hands—err paws—to himself.”

It was kind of adorable to see my brother so
protective. “If you’re worried, talk to him. Quinn is reasonable,
at least in my experience. You just need to get to know him.”

Teague snorted. “Right. He’d bite my head
off.”

As tough as Quinn was, and I knew he had the
ability to be brutally vicious if he wanted, I didn’t think he was
capable of being violent toward humans without provocation. He
wouldn’t harm my brother. I felt it in my heart.

Talk about weird. I barely knew Quinn, and
yet it seemed like I’d known him my whole life at the same
time.

What was wrong with me?

Did the Chaos unearth some deep, primitive
nature in certain humans? Did Teague or Posey feel the same pull
and urgent calling to run into the wild?

“Is the Chaos bugging you at all?” I asked,
giving my brother’s hand a squeeze. “Feel restless, edgy, or
anything like that?”

He gave me an odd look. “No. Well, maybe out
of sorts. That probably is just the fact that my sister wants to
bang a wolf.”

“I would if I was her,” Posey added, smiling
as she dropped into a seat at the table. “He’s delicious.”

Teague frowned. “Not you too.”

“Don’t worry, babe. I’m saving myself for
you.”

I expected my brother to scoff at her words.
Instead, he shot her a lascivious grin before rising from the table
and heading to the bathroom for a shower. As he closed the door,
Posey stared longingly at the wood. “He’s coming around, Tess. I
won’t have to wait for much longer.”

“I think you might be right,” I mused,
hiding my smile behind my cup as I lifted the mug to my lips. “This
Chaos is full of surprises.”
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The second night—

 


The Chaos was finally back, but that wasn’t
my cause for joy. It was the fact that I had found my mate. An
eruption of pure ecstasy invaded my brain. Not only did she exist,
but my one and only was the sweet, perfect human female I’d been
salivating over for weeks.

What were the odds of that happening?

Something was special about Tess, and I
couldn’t quite place it. I’d felt an inkling of it from time to
time in her presence, but now that the Chaos hit, it was nearly
overwhelming. She exuded an aura of pure light. It was mesmerizing,
but that wasn’t all. I felt a fuzzy warmth when I gazed into her
eyes. A hypnotic pull that was powerful not only for the man but
the wolf who lingered within.

Tess wasn’t entirely human. I knew that now.
She had to have a shifter somewhere along her genetic line. Maybe
it was generations back. That would explain the odd pull between
us. Nothing else could account for how she reacted last night
during the Chaos.

It would be easy to confirm. My mother was
an expert at such things. I would ask her when I returned to the
compound.

Right now, I was far too distracted. My wolf
refused to be away from Tess for long. I spent most of the night in
the forest by her shop, afraid to leave her side in case another
wolf tried to claim my mate.

Exhausted, I was struggling with the urges
that never stopped. Or the prodding to mate that kept my dick rigid
all night long. I was afraid I was going to need medical attention
soon. Of course, I knew the solution. Fuck my mate. As in literally
drop her on all fours and ram inside that pussy for hours.

My entire body ached. My head throbbed with
a dull pain. Everything was intensified. The restlessness that
lingered was multiplied by at least ten since the first night, and
there were six nights left before I would feel any relief. Every
single second I fought the impulse, the consuming need to shift and
return to my mate. She occupied every waking thought and even found
her way into my dreams.

The overwhelming desire for sex, violence,
and blood dominated my senses. I wanted to fight. To fuck. To spill
the blood of my enemies and roll in the crimson fluid after I
clawed and mangled their remains and nothing was left. These
brutal, graphic images and thoughts competed for attention
alongside the need for my mate.

Visions of fucking her in my wolf form
beside Vandal’s body were almost enough to make me come from the
delicious anticipation alone. My wolf wanted to prove his power and
ability to protect his mate. I governed my clan and every wolf in
my pack. It was my duty to ensure their safety as well as the pups
and females. My wolf was an arrogant, lust-filled Alpha who wanted
to prove to his mate that he would always be at her side and
destroy anyone who challenged me.

These urges were difficult and nearly
impossible to manage. If I was the Alpha and had this much trouble
with control, then my pack was going to be nearly feral. I wasn’t
sure how we all made it through the first night, but I needed to
check in with everyone as quickly as possible. Those who found
their mates would be busy fucking their way through the rest of the
Chaos and were at little risk.

It was the unmated wolves, ferals, and those
who wanted to steal women and mate against their will that posed
the biggest obstacle. At the moment, it was hard to tell what was
happening when every emotion and need was stripped down to a base
level and then heightened to the point of physical pain. The threat
mainly was the ferals, but any wolf that dared to cross my property
lines without permission was considered an enemy during the Chaos,
and that also included the city of Morningstar.

I wasn’t sure what led or controlled the
other packs in the valley or who determined what rules they
followed. Each Alpha had our own way that we handled life as
shifters. My father’s rules and traditions easily became my own.
They were all I knew.

Tess is my mate.

The knowledge randomly popped into my head
again, and I moaned, consumed with thoughts of our first kiss. She
must have thought I was some freak last night. I pushed her up
against that tree and nearly fucked her on the spot. My only reason
for caution was that she wasn’t a shifter. Her human side dominated
her life. She didn’t know our rules, traditions, or how we mated.
It was too much for the first night. I satisfied myself with a
single kiss, grinding my dick into her damp core as I grew dizzy
with the scent of her arousal.

She is attracted to me.

My heart pounded harder as I adjusted my
cock, groaning with the thought that I was going to have to take
things slow with my beautiful Tess. This was pure torture.

How the fuck could I end up with a human?
The moon goddess was fucking with me, and it wasn’t funny. I was
Alpha over the whole Hogan clan. I was supposed to find my Luna
wolf and have a bunch of pups, solidifying the leadership we needed
and the packs relied on, ensuring the next generation was born. A
human was an added complication, not an asset.

My body, however, didn’t get the memo.
Neither did my heart.

Not to mention my wolf. He lurked within,
impatiently waiting to rise to the surface and claim his mate. Her
scent constantly lingered on the fringes of the breeze, strong
enough to entice, weak enough to prevent a total lack of control.
The sensual aroma slammed into my brain as anticipation heightened
the pleasurable pain of denial.

I knew what was coming. My entire body was
tuned into the Chaos as every wolf in the valley was the same. The
forest was about to dissolve into madness. Uneasy energy mixed with
the unsettling sensation that something was off. It was more than
my reaction to the crimson fog or heavy, beckoning moon.

Something wicked lurked in the darkness and
hid among the trees.

Danger.

My right ear flicked back, and I listened
closely, allowing the sounds of the night to fade into the
background. I wasn’t worried about anything other than wolves.
Humans would pose no real threat during the Chaos. Only shifters.
One in particular. Now that the long wait was over, I wondered how
long it would take before Vandal arrived to challenge my authority
and my position as Alpha.

Remembering how he attacked my mate, my rage
began to build. He wouldn’t harm a hair on her head. If that meant
I needed to bring her into my compound, I would. Teague, too. That
kid would follow my orders and watch out for his sister if I
explained the situation.

Fuck. I wanted her. In my bed. Riding my
cock. Wearing my ring on her left hand. Most of all, I wanted my
bite on her neck, proudly displayed for every male in the valley to
see.

My wolf wasn’t letting go. Every time my
mind wandered, he brought her up again. Her sweet, rich fragrance
tickled my nose, drifting by in the breeze. My shoulders squared
back as I decided to visit her for another kiss. I would never be
able to stop at only one.

I’d waited all day, denied my wolf as long
as possible, and I was ready to burst with want and need and desire
as they collided. My skin felt too tight over my bones, and my
breath too stilted. Fuck. This was insane. The only cure was my
mate.

When I was close enough, I shifted into my
wolf, howling up at the moon in a primitive mating call I knew she
understood. The back door unlocked, and I shifted, standing fully
nude in the crimson moonlight, pleased to find her gaze roaming my
body with appreciation. She paused to stare at my cock, and I
grinned wide, ready to show her how well I knew to use it.

Tess ran in my direction, and I caught her
when she was close enough, capturing her mouth in a scorching, wild
kiss. Her legs wrapped around my waist, and I realized she was in
nothing but a thin slip of a dress. My beast rumbled his approval
as I spun around, propping her up against the base of the nearest
tree as I pushed up the hem.

Holy goddess!

Thin white panties were already soaked as I
lowered one of my hands, teasing her as I walked them up her inner
thigh. My other arm kept her still, securing her body up against
mine. I brushed my knuckles over her core, enjoying the slight
catch in her breath as I did so.

“You’re already wet for me,” I murmured,
lowering my head to place a line of kisses along her jaw.

“Quinn,” she gasped, rocking her hips as I
pushed the material of her underwear aside and slipped two fingers
through those silky lower lips.

I slid them into her tight, wet sheath and
moaned when I heard the sucking sounds that accompanied the
movement. Slowly, I began to pump in and out, rocking into her body
as my dick pulsed with the need to be inside her. Not yet. I had to
hold out a little longer.

“Fuck, Tess. You feel so good.”

“Quinn,” she moaned into my ear, and I
hissed, trying hard to keep control over my body and needs.

“Come for me, my sweet.”

She was bucking her hips, riding my fingers
as I picked up the pace, using my thumb at the same time to press
down on her clit. She jolted in my arms, and I pushed down again,
enjoying her reaction.

“Give me those sweet juices. I want to lick
my fingers clean.”

My dirty words must have made an impact
because she cried out, clamping down on my fingers as I groaned,
watching her cheeks flush, and her eyes glaze over.

“That’s it, ride out the wave,” I
instructed, stimulating her clit a little more as her legs shook
and the muscles spasmed. “Fuck, baby. You’re goddamn perfect.”

My sexy little mate nearly collapsed against
me.

“That was intense,” she whispered, her tone
languid.

I lifted my hand and sucked my fingers
clean, completely addicted to her taste as soon as it hit my
tongue. The next time I saw her, I was diving into her core face
first. “I’m taking you back inside to get some rest. Loop your arms
around my neck.”

She held onto me as I adjusted her clothes
and then shifted, ensuring her bottom was covered and carrying her
legs to the side to avoid questions from her brother if he saw us.
I would need to tell that kid soon. He was going to become a part
of my family. They both already were, if I was honest.
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“Beware of the blood moon.”

The customer who entered my shop wasn’t the
least bit shy to start gossiping as soon as she could to anyone who
would listen.

“I’m telling you, those shifters are crazy.
They keep howling day and night. It never ends.”

“It’s an entire week of this Chaos thing,”
another added.

“Too bad we can’t just kick them out of
Morningstar.”

What a ridiculous notion!

“You do realize they live here, right?” I
asked, slightly annoyed.

Why did the only two people who entered my
shop today have to be judgmental idiots?

The lady lifted her chin and gave me a
haughty look. “We’re the humans. They can find someplace else to
go.”

Posey was sitting next to me and reached for
my hand, giving it a squeeze. “The shifters lived here before we
did. That makes us the trespassers, not them.”

The lady shook her head. “You’re a mutt
lover too.”

A mutt lover? My anger quickly rose,
overwhelming in intensity, as I stood to my feet, pointing at the
door. “Take your bigotry out of my shop. Don’t come back here
either!”

The lady huffed, dropping her basket as tea,
soaps, and other products spilled all over the floor. What a bitch.
She marched to the front and slammed the door shut, leaving the
other customer standing alone, managing nothing more than a
wide-eyed stare.

“My apologies. Can I still purchase some
items?”

“Only if you keep your racist and
shifter-phobic comments to yourself,” Posey warned, crossing her
arms over her chest.

The other lady scooped up the items from the
floor and then rushed to the counter, paying for everything with
flushed cheeks. “I’m sorry about that. Won’t happen again.”

“Thank you,” I replied, happy one of them
managed to see the harm those words could cause. “Any conversation
that’s rude, racist, or phobic to any individuals or groups is not
tolerated in my store.”

“I understand.” She lifted her chin, and a
small smile appeared. “I’m glad you called her out on it.”

Posey dissolved into giggles when she left.
“Okay, I know it’s not appropriate to laugh, but did you see how
quickly she changed her tone after you said something? Amazing how
some people just don’t think before they speak.”

“It’s a disease,” I agreed, shaking my head.
“But the other lady was worse. Maybe they’ll both think before they
decide to run their mouths.”

“We can only hope.”

Even though it was the middle of the day,
the sky was black as tar with only the scarlet moon and creepy fog
to light up the night. It was strange how the Chaos kept everything
dark for a full seven days.

“How’s it going with Alpha Quinn?”

Posey had taken to calling him that, and it
was mildly amusing but also a little irritating.

“We’re fine.”

“Uh oh.”

“What?” I asked, noticing the face she
made.

“Either he isn’t great in bed, you haven’t
seen his cock, or you aren’t telling me all the sordid
details!”

“Oh my god. Why are you always so crazy?” I
asked, blushing at her words.

“You did get some lovin’, didn’t you?”

I slid from the stool, ignoring her as I
straightened already perfectly sorted shelves.

“He’s got a massive cock, doesn’t he?”

My eyes widened, and I didn’t dare admit
that it was true. I’d gotten an eyeful more than once already.

She sighed. “I’m taking that as a yes. I
would love to have one of those studs snatch me up.”

“Liar.”

“I’d get dick all the time that way. Your
brother, one hour. A hot wolf the next. Maybe I just need a reverse
harem.”

“You are completely insane,” I exclaimed,
giggling at her words. “My brother is upstairs. Go ask him what he
thinks.”

She snorted, not taking me up on the offer.
“You wish you had my wicked sense of humor. And the reverse
harem.”

I was still laughing after Teague joined us
for lunch and then left to walk her home. In the Chaos, we weren’t
taking chances.
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The third night—

 


“Shit,” I cursed, pacing back and forth in
front of my cabin. The need to follow Tess’s scent was creating
havoc in my brain. I could hardly focus away from her. My wolf kept
prodding me to return for more of those electrifying kisses and a
chance to lick between her sexy thighs.

As much as I wanted to do exactly that,
something was holding me back tonight. An odd sensation that I
couldn’t quite put a finger on. It had nothing to do with Tess
other than ensuring her protection. I’d die to keep her safe, and
the fierce reaction of my wolf proved I was right to be
cautious.

Dense layers of fog rolled in at the base of
the forest floor, beckoning to the powerful wolf that stalked below
the surface of my skin. He fought to be unleashed, clawing at the
thin veneer of my composure as he slowly eroded the barrier I kept
in place.

The struggle took everything I had to
resist. My bones ached with a constant residual pain that must have
been what soldiers who lost limbs in battle felt once they woke and
found their missing appendage. My teeth clenched, biting down hard
enough to cause a twinge of pain in my lower jaw. The resulting
ache—holy fuck!—the agony of continued denial was
brutal.

Fast, shallow breaths lifted my chest as I
panted, ignoring the steady, frantic rhythm of my heart. How the
fuck was I going to make it through the entire week without losing
my shit?

Wolves in the Chaos were stripped to the
basest and most primitive level. Wild, reckless, driven by instinct
to the point of feral, they hunted for a mate under the sanguine
haze of the full and hypnotic moon. Erotic and sensual urges
flooded their bodies. Growls rumbled from deep in their chests
while claws and canines extended, ready for the slightest hint of
battle. Drool leaked from gaping snouts as the hunger for mating
drove every single breath and choice they made. They craved and
yearned for the chance to fight and fuck the entire seven days.

It was, without a doubt, nothing but
chaos.

I knew this, but I forgot in the nine-year
lapse. Memories surfaced with a vengeance as I thought of my
parents and the tainted past. The massive, low-hanging slope of the
moon’s bottom edge hovered above the treetops, remaining within
constant view of every wolf in the valley.

Hatred, anger, frustration all waged war
inside that I didn’t want to waste energy on. I didn’t need to lose
focus or wish for something I could never have, which meant
stalling my mating Tess until I avenged my father’s death. This was
why I tried to keep my distance from my obsession. She was a
temptation that collided with the rational part of my brain. The
more I focused on her, the less I fed the part of my beast that
hungered for vengeance.

I was losing this war, and it felt like a
betrayal to my father’s memory.

My wolf was restless, and I decided to give
in to the shift, letting my primal side take over in order to give
my cluttered thoughts a rest. It should have been simple, but it
wasn’t.

I had a reason to feel restless tonight.

The stench hit my nostrils right away.
Without a second of hesitation, I howled up at the moon, calling
for my Beta. His answering howl was only a mile away. Rot and decay
filled my mouth with an acrid odor as I ran on four paws, streaking
through the crimson fog of the Chaos.

Noises clamored for the top position in the
night. Scurrying animals fleeing the chase of hungry wolves. The
slap of flesh as mates found one another and were unable to move on
without sexual release. The whimper of a female as she was bitten
and claimed by her male partner.

None of these distractions were as urgent as
the decaying body that I knew awaited discovery. My stomach churned
at the thought. Who was killed this time? Another human? I didn’t
detect any shifter DNA.

I arrived in time to catch a shadow darting
through the forest—a wolf with a silver stripe down the length of
his dark, shaggy fur. Giving chase, I lost him in the Badlands.
Somewhere close, there must be a hidden cave or underground tunnel.
It was the only thing that made sense. Frustration added to all of
the other sensations I wrestled with as a restless howl was
wrenched from my body.

I turned back toward my pack lands and met
Brick at the location of the body, not far from Bloodmoon Lake. The
killer had struck again at almost the exact location as the boy
we’d discovered. How arrogant! I was a fool to let the Chaos
distract me from the threat.

The female was on her stomach, the same claw
marks on her body as the first one we found. Stripped half-naked, I
didn’t detect any fluids. She wasn’t violated. Someone chased her
down and killed her simply because they could. It wasn’t a crime of
passion or even for sadistic pleasure other than an easy kill.

The motivation was unclear. It didn’t seem
to have anything to do with the Chaos. That was the oddest part of
all.

I pressed my nose closer to the body, and my
chest rumbled with a growl when I detected faint traces of silver.
I had caught a whiff on the first body, too, in a much smaller
dose.

Something strange was happening. Wolves were
targeting humans during the Chaos, and it wasn’t to mate, fuck, or
kidnap them as had been done in the past. Even the villages were
reporting fewer raids than in previous years of the Chaos.

The first murder happened days before the
Chaos began, leading to more confusion.

All I knew was that I needed to get to Tess
quickly and bring her into my compound. She wasn’t safe until we
found out the killer’s identity and stopped him before he struck
again.
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“Tess!” Quinn shouted, his voice carrying
above the wind as I slid from the bed and glanced out the window,
catching the hazy scarlet fog that rolled in from the forest. I was
moving before I had given it a conscious thought. Running down the
stairs, I opened the door in time to let him in, immediately
enclosed within his pine and leather-scented embrace.

“I need you to come with me. It’s urgent.
Pack a bag. You’re gonna be at my compound until the Chaos is
over.”

“Why?” I asked, leaning back to catch the
anxious expression on his handsome face.

“There’s been two murders. Both human.”

“What?” How was that possible? “Are you
sure? Who was it?”

“Two young teens. I’ll fill you in on the
details once we arrive. Right now, I need you to hurry.”

I ran up the stairs, and he followed,
glancing around the living room with a smile. “You sure like
flowers.”

“I do,” I replied with an amused twist of my
lips, “and herbs, potpourri, incense.”

“Of course.” His gaze roamed every inch of
the space before returning to me.

“I need to wake up Teague. He’s coming with
us.” I waited for Quinn to debate that statement. He didn’t.

Teague was flat on his back, snoring lightly
through his mouth when I opened his door. Shaking his shoulder, he
didn’t move as I nearly rolled him over. His jaw was slack as he
didn’t move a muscle.

“He’s a deep sleeper,” I explained with a
sigh.

Quinn walked over and yanked his blankets,
sending my brother crashing to the hardwood floor. He tried to hide
his laugh with a cough when Teague glared at the two of us.

“What’s happening?”

“We’re going with Quinn. Pack a bag. You’ve
got five minutes.”

He groaned as I left, tossing a pillow in my
direction that thumped into the wall and landed at my feet.

I walked into my room next, grabbing a
suitcase from the closet.

“That’s not gonna work, sweetling. You got a
duffle bag? That would be easier to tie to my Harley. Or even two
smaller bags that I can shove in my saddlebags.”

I forgot about the motorcycle. I had noticed
his bike when I opened the door to let him in. “Yeah. I can make
that work.”

Ten minutes later, I handed Quinn two very
stuffed duffle bags. One was smaller and would fit in his
saddlebags. The other was considerably larger but could be strapped
to the back of the seat.

“Teague!” I hollered, checking in his room.
My brother was still in bed.

“Little shit fell back to sleep,” Quinn
announced with a chuckle. “I’ve got this.” He marched into the
bathroom and found a cup, filling it with water. A wicked gleam
entered his eyes when he returned. He dumped the entire contents
over my little brother’s head as Teague sputtered, sitting up with
a cry of rage.

“What the fuck?”

“Get your ass out of bed, kid. That’s an
order. Two minutes or you’re leaving with the clothes on your
back.”

Teague scrambled from the bed, tugging on a
pair of jeans and his boots as we entered the living room. Three
minutes later, he complained under his breath, appearing with a
backpack full of clothes, some of them stuck in the zipper.

Quinn led the way downstairs and outside,
securing my bags. He eyed Teague with humor. “You riding
bitch?”

“No way!” My brother ran around the corner
and snatched his dirt bike, slipping on the backpack as Quinn
straddled his motorcycle. I secured the shop, locking the place up
tight before climbing on behind Quinn.

My arms slid around his waist, tightening
over his flat, contoured stomach. Before I knew what he intended,
Quinn turned his head, dipping his chin and pressing his lips to
mine.

“Hey!” Teague shouted, clearly unimpressed.
“Back off my sister, wolf.”

“She’s my mate. Better get used to it.”

“Your mate. No effing way, dude. We need to
talk about this.”

Amused, I just shook my head.

“Later,” Quinn conceded, starting the engine
of his bike as the beast roared to life. “Try to keep up, kid.”

My brother flashed him a grin. “Same to you,
old man.”

The bikes both lurched forward as we sped
off, weaving in and out of the dirt pathway that led out of
Morningstar and into the forest. I didn’t have a clue where we were
going, but Teague didn’t seem lost or concerned at all, even when
the Harley pulled ahead. I glanced back a few times to ensure that
Teague was still behind us, feeling tense about our crazy trip
across the valley. Quinn patted my thigh, assuring me that he
wasn’t going to let Teague out of sight.

Only when we entered through the gates of
Quinn’s shifter community did I finally start to relax. He shut the
engine down and stood, pulling me up and into his arms. A contented
sigh released from his lips.

My gaze fell on the man who saved my life on
multiple occasions, and I leaned in, resting my cheek over his
heart. He squeezed once, then dipped his head to press a kiss on my
hair.

Teague cleared his throat; arms crossed over
his chest as he scowled. “So, when did this become a thing?”

Quinn hugged me closer, his deep, sensual
tone vibrating his chest. “Since the moment we met.”
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“Where are we supposed to sleep?” Teague
asked, giving Quinn a pointed stare. “I’m not shacking up with you
even if my sister wants to share your bed.”

“The cabin next to mine is currently empty.
You can stay there if you wish,” Quinn offered. “No one will bother
you.”

“T, what about you?”

He gave me a hopeful smile like he wanted me
to refuse to share a bed with Quinn, but that wasn’t what I wanted.
My body and my heart were finally agreeing, and not only was it a
slight shock but also a thrill.

“I’m staying with Quinn.”

My wolf’s hold tightened around me as his
chest rumbled with approval.

“Well, that’s just wonderful. I guess all
that’s left to discuss is why the hell we’re here in the first
place.”

“Aren’t you tired?” I asked, hoping we could
postpone this conversation until a later time.

“Nope. I need to know what’s going on. Quinn
understands.”

Quinn squeezed and then released me,
reaching for my hand. “Why don’t we have a seat on my porch? I can
grab some drinks and answer your questions as long as you
want.”

“Alright.”

Quinn led the way, gesturing to the porch
swing and a couple of oversized chairs before handing us both a
cold soda. He popped the top on a beer and chugged half of it,
wiping his mouth before ticking his chin toward Teague. “What you
want to know?”

“What’s the threat other than a bunch of
horny, rowdy wolves?”

Quinn shook his head. “If only it were that
simple. There’s a killer out there preying on humans.”

Teague’s eyes rounded as he slammed the soda
down and demanded a beer. “If I’m expected to be mature enough to
handle this shit, then I want alcohol too.”

Quinn’s lips twitched with amusement as he
pulled two out from the cooler on his porch and tossed one to
Teague. “Fair enough.”

“One. That’s it, little brother. You’re only
seventeen.”

He waved a hand at me dismissively. “Really?
I can deal with men that are werewolves, murderous wolves on a
rampage during the Chaos, and dangerous dirt bike rides through the
forest at high speeds. But you’re not sure I can handle a couple of
beers?”

He had a point, but I still wasn’t fond of
the idea. “Fine. I still don’t like it.”

“I’m not going to do anything stupid.”

“So says everyone who ever got in trouble,”
I retorted. “I will kick your ass if you screw up.”

“You won’t have to, T. Wolfman here will do
it for you.”

Quinn chuckled, taking the empty seat next
to me on the swing while Teague flopped down into one of the
chairs. “Damn straight.”

Noticing the devious grins they shared, I
sighed loudly. “I don’t know why I bother to have an opinion. You
both do whatever you want anyway.”

Quinn slid his arm around my shoulders and
pulled me in tight. “You’re right, love. But that doesn’t mean we
both don’t appreciate the effort.”

“Agreed,” Teague announced after a hiccup.
“Still love ya, sis.”

“Right back at you, little brother.”

There might be total chaos in the valley,
but I couldn’t think of a safer place to be than tucked in close to
Quinn’s side and Teague here with us, surrounded by other shifters
who would never allow anyone within close enough distance to harm
us.
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The fourth night—

 


This heat was unbearable. Every inch of my
skin felt blazing hot and nearly ached from the scorching
temperatures and humidity.

Sweat coated my skin like freshly fallen
dew. I knew I was running hotter than usual and could only
contribute that fact to the Chaos and the presence of my mate as
she pressed back against the wall of my bedroom, staring up at me
with wide, lust-filled eyes. It was that expression that was my
undoing. The truth that lay within. All the proof I needed that she
desired me as much as I longed for and needed her. My mate.

Prowling forward, I pressed up against her,
lowering my head until my lips brushed across that soft, luscious
mouth. The Chaos was unleashing my beast, and there was nothing to
stop me from claiming what was mine. Tess would be my Luna.

There was no other. If I didn’t claim her,
there would be no mate or Luna to my clan. Before my wolf could
snarl at the thought, I reassured him that I would never let that
happen.

When I pulled back, staring into the eyes of
my beloved, the light of the blood moon reflected off the dark
strands of her hair, filtering through the window. She was encased
in a scarlet glow that beckoned both man and beast.

Tess was breathtaking.

A perfect combination of everything a man
wanted in a mate. Beautiful, intelligent, loyal, resourceful,
caretaking. She was all of that and more. Hell, she was feisty and
confident too. Our clan would grow to love her as deeply as their
Alpha.

There was no going back now. I wanted her,
needed her next to my side, and craved her with a bone-deep
intensity that was becoming impossible to resist. Her body pressed
flush up against my own, those curves pressing into my chest and
groin. My fingers twitched with longing and the desire to touch
every inch of her silken skin.

“Quinn?” Her sultry voice was a little more
high-pitched than usual. However, the smile that graced her lips
was proof that our union would be a powerful one.

“Shhh, I don’t want to talk anymore.”

“What do you want?” The words came out
breathy.

“You, my mate. Just you.”

My mouth fastened to hers in a kiss that was
hotter than the weather outside, rougher than I intended, but she
didn’t seem to mind. The kiss seared the sensitive flesh of her
plump lips. She gasped as I growled, capturing the back of her head
with my hand, holding her firmly in place as I ravaged her mouth.
My other hand gripped her hip and tugged her into my groin. The
proof of my desire left little doubt about how I felt or what she
did to me.

“I want this night with you,” I whispered
against her lips, licking the seam. “Tell me you want this
too.”

“I do, Quinn. More than you know.”

“I’ve wanted you since the first time we
met,” I confided.

“Then take me.”

Her words snapped the last of my
control.

The wall was no place to do everything I
wanted with her, to her. I picked Tess up, giving a light slap on
her ass before heading over to the bed. The room wasn’t large, but
the king-sized bed had more than enough space for the two of us.
Smooth sheets of the finest silk and a heavy comforter ensured all
the nights to come would be spent within the room and in luxury.
Beige, brown, and sage green welcomed my mate as she fell back
against the mattress.

I gently dropped her onto the pillows and
stood, staring down at the beauty I knew already owned my heart.
Her big, dark eyes were heavily lidded, but it was the light flush
on her cheeks and the artery in her neck that betrayed her rapid
heartbeat that let me know she was ready.

My jeans dropped to the ground as I
unfastened them, stepping out of the denim as I stood in all my
naked glory. Her eyes grew round as she focused her attention on my
erection. Masculine pride caused a wide grin to lift the corners of
my lips. She’d soon know how well I used that thick rod between my
legs too.

Her breasts were bare as she lifted her
shirt over her head, shimmying out of her shorts and panties at the
same time. I salivated at the expanse of creamy skin, heavy,
perfect tits, and the slight contour of her belly. Her curvy figure
and generous hips were perfect for both lovemaking and
childbearing. I brought one of her rosy-tipped nipples into my
mouth and suckled, groaning when she squirmed beneath my touch. The
bud tightened beneath my tongue as I hissed, licking the valley
between her breasts. I couldn’t resist sucking on her creamy skin
and marking it with several little bites. Having her this close was
doing wicked things to my body. The struggle for control increased
the lust and waves of desire that overtook my body.

I needed more.

Lifting my head, I rose upward, gliding my
hand over her thigh and then into her center, teasing the space
between. She was soaked, glistening with arousal. Her cream coated
her pink center, and if I weren’t so impatient, I’d be tasting her
first. As it was, I had no patience left.

My throbbing dick demanded attention. I
lined up my cock, surging inside with a single stroke. She was
tight and warm and clenched my shaft in a way that made every woman
before her disappear. There was only my mate. Her memory. Her
kisses. Her body joined to mine.

No other.

Tess cried out my name, tugging on my
shoulders as I slid in and out of her tight sheath. Filling her to
the base of my dick, I thrusted into her, desperate to keep this
intense, heavenly connection between us. She moved her hips in
tandem with mine, taking every inch of me, sucking my length deep
inside. She held me there, surrounded by her warmth, and I knew I
was addicted. I had to fuck her every night from now on. This
feeling of perfect rightness, of merging with my other half, was
life-changing.

When we both reached our peak, we crashed
together, smashing bodies as we rutted and mixing fluids that was
messy but fucking intoxicating. I stayed where I was, still lodged
inside my sweet mate as I brushed the hair out of her face.
Overwhelming adoration and affection filled my chest, opening my
heart to her even more until nothing was left that wasn’t touched
by this woman.

“I want you to be my mate and my wife, Tess.
In the eyes of my pack, to the humans. In every way that I can have
you and connect to you, I want it.”

“Quinn,” she breathed out, “Yes. That sounds
perfect.”

Gathering her into my arms as I rolled over,
I tucked her body close to mine, sheltered within my embrace, and
thanked the Moon Goddess I finally had a mate.
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Quinn left early and parted with a
scorching, passionate kiss after giving directions to the main
house where most of the wolves congregated for meals. I was nervous
about entering the area, unsure how I would be received. Did the
other shifters know about my relationship with their Alpha?

Reluctant to go alone, there wasn’t much
choice after entering the cabin next door. Teague was still
sleeping.

After freshening up, I walked to the main
house and entered through the kitchen, surprised by the size of the
massive room.

“Hello, honey. Quinn said you would find
your way to me when you grew hungry.”

The woman who greeted me beamed a wide,
welcoming smile.

“I’m Maribel. Quinn’s mother.”

The resemblance was uncanny. She was older,
of course, and a woman but many of their features were similar,
including the dark hair and flint-colored eyes. “Yes, he told me
that you were interested in having tea together. Hello, lovely to
meet you.”

“I’m so happy you could join me. Any female
that catches my son’s affection this strongly is important.” She
gestured to an empty table and pulled a kettle off the stove. Two
cups were placed down on saucers, and she poured us each a good
portion. Honey was on the table, and I drizzled a bit into my cup,
then lifted the steaming liquid to blow on the surface.

“Thank you,” I murmured before taking a sip.
“This is heavenly.”

“I’m glad you think so. I like to think my
special brew would appeal to you.”

Special brew? “It does. I love the hints of
lavender, jasmine, and rose.”

“As do I.” She cleared her throat, staring
into my eyes for a few seconds. “I think it would be best if I told
you something about your past. That’s going to sound odd, but I can
sense that you’ve not been informed of the truth, and your
ignorance isn’t necessary.”

“The truth about what?” I asked, fearing she
had something monumental to expose.

“Have you ever felt different, Tess? Not
quite the same as those around you?”

What an odd question. “Yes, I suppose
so.”

“I have a delicate question that I hope
won’t offend you. Do you remember when your parents passed
away?”

Swallowing hard, I nodded, biting on my
bottom lip. The pain was still buried deep inside but was never
forgotten.

“You’re very young to raise your brother on
your own. You’ve done a wonderful job, but it wasn’t supposed to
happen that way.” Her hand covered mine, patting the top. “You and
your brother should have been here.”

“Here?” I asked, confused about what she
meant.

“Yes. This compound. This clan.”

“What? That doesn’t make any sense. How do
you know?” I asked, thinking she must be wrong or possibly
crazy.

“Your mother and father hid your DNA. They
weren’t your birth parents.”

“I don’t understand,” I blurted, shocked she
would suggest such a thing.

“Your mother lived in our community many
years ago. Quinn is too young to remember her, but I believe she
was a friend.” Maribel paused a moment, and it seemed she was
gathering her thoughts. “A rogue killed your father on the last
night of the Chaos exactly fifteen years ago. Your parents’ union
was a happy one. The loss devastated your mother, who was
completely heartbroken when it happened.”

My chest was tight as I listened to her
story. The thrumming beats of my heart felt like they would crash
right through my ribcage. The weirdest part was, I could somehow
sense that all she was saying was true.

“Did she give us up? Who raised us?”

Maribel squeezed my hand. “I connected her
with a human I trusted. He placed the two of you with a family that
couldn’t have kids and desperately wanted them. You were loved. I
knew that and chose not to interfere until the moment you came
looking for answers. This may sound strange, but I knew you would
come back to us. Both of you.”

“And my father?”

“He was human. Your mother wasn’t a full
breed either. You and Teague are more human than wolves, but that
makes little difference to the beast within. When the time is
right, you’ll connect.”

“When will that be?” I wondered aloud.

“You’ll know. You and Quinn will figure it
out. Until then, welcome back home. I’m so happy that you’re
here.”

“Thank you.” I squeezed her hand in
response, feeling a connection that I hoped would grow strong. “I
need to know. What happened to my mother?”

“She fell into despair and depression. Her
mate was dead. She lost the will to fight the sorrow. It happens
more often than you think.”

Weren’t we enough to keep her happy? How
could she give us away?

“I know this is shocking, and it probably
hurts. I’m sorry for that. I would never wish to bring you pain,
but delaying the truth would only have hurt more.”

“I’m sure you’re right. What about my
brother?”

“I will leave that up to you. Teague
deserves the truth as well, but I’m confident it should come from
you.”

“Yes. I agree. Thank you.”

I stood and hugged her, noticing the scars
that she didn’t bother to hide. If this courageous woman could
overcome her past, then so could I.

 


[image: ]

 


I wasn’t sure how to process all that I’d
learned from Maribel. While it made sense and answered many
questions like why I felt the pull to Quinn or the urge to run wild
and free during the Chaos, it also meant that I needed to
acknowledge that I had a wolf side. Even if I was more human than
wolf, it left a lot of unanswered questions. And what of Teague?
How would he react?

My brother stumbled from his cabin an hour
later, stepping onto the porch and jumping almost a foot in the air
when he saw me reading in one of the chairs. Cell phone reception
was awful this deep in the woods, but I had tons of eBooks on my
app. There wasn’t much else to do to occupy my time until Quinn
returned or my brother finally woke up.

“Holy shit! You scared me,” he exclaimed,
laying a hand over his heart.

“Why? Are you guilty of something?” I gave
him the older sister look that proved I knew all of his
bullshit.

“Hey, I’m not a little kid anymore. If I
fuck up, it’s on me.” He sat next to me and slouched down in the
seat, groaning. “I’ve got a headache.”

“From one beer?” I asked, smirking.

“No,” he replied with a shake of his head.
“It was the other four beers I had after that and then staying up
half the night with Posey.”

“Teague,” I warned sternly. “What the
hell?”

“Hey, I needed to see her, and it was safer
to stay indoors than run around with the Chaos. I didn’t want her
in danger, so I went to her place.” He shrugged, sitting up a
little higher in his seat. “I’ll be fine.”

“I know you will.” Sighing, I closed the app
on my phone and shoved my cell in my pocket. It was time to have a
chat, and I wasn’t sure how Teague was going to receive the
information I needed to share.

“Hey, what is it? You look a little
pale.”

“I met Quinn’s mother this morning.”

My brother whistled low. “That bad,
huh?”

“No. Just not what I expected. Maribel is
wonderful.”

“Tell me.”

Laying it all out, I repeated the story that
I’d been told, watching my brother the entirety of the time. Five
minutes was all it took to change both of our lives forever.
Learning the truth was a double-edged sword. My emotions were
conflicted. To learn about our parents’ deaths and then the humans
who had raised us was almost too much.

Teague appeared as overwhelmed as I felt.
“Wolves? You’re sure?”

“Tell me you don’t feel it, Teague. That the
Chaos hasn’t tapped into some deep desire to be wild and free. That
you don’t want to run into the forest and strip your clothes right
this instant. Tell me that you aren’t driven by desire or that your
emotions haven’t been heightened since the blood moon filled the
sky.”

There was a pause as he shifted
uncomfortably in his chair. “I can’t.”

“Exactly. Neither can I. It’s what we are,
Teague. I feel it deep in my soul.”

“So do I,” he agreed quietly. “What does
this mean? Are we going to shift too? How? When?”

“I don’t know, but I’ll talk to Quinn. He’ll
help us.”

“You’d think I would feel unhappy or nervous
or shocked. I don’t. Somehow, I just feel free. Isn’t that
weird?”

“Yeah. But I feel the same way, little
brother.”
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The fifth night—

 


Memories of the previous night invaded my
thoughts, and before I could prevent it, a giant fucking grin
lifted the corners of my mouth. I could still close my eyes and
feel the warm softness of Tess’s skin, inhale that sweet, spicy
scent of honeyed liquor that clung to the base of her neck, and
remember the tight, hot depths of her pussy as I thrusted inside
her and coated her womb. My cock hardened, and the perfect memory
of that first plunge through her tight, soaked walls caused a groan
to pass through my lips. I adjusted myself and wished I wasn’t
stuck in jeans. I’d have a bruised dick later if this kept up all
day.

Not that it mattered. I was happy to know my
mate was close, and I could return to her once I finished with pack
duties for the day. Er, night. Chaos meant total darkness for the
entire seven days, which meant keeping track of daylight hours was
almost impossible. The loss of inhibitions was accomplished easily
under the guise of shadow and night. But daylight wouldn’t have
been a deterrent.

“You’re smiling.”

I turned to the right and caught my Beta
staring with awe.

“Holy shit,” Brick cursed, slapping me on
the back, “You found your mate.”

I couldn’t deny it, and there was no desire
to reject my sweet Tess. “Yeah, I did.”

“Wow. I’m happy for you. We finally have a
Luna.”

A Luna. The equivalent of a wolf queen. Our
pack hadn’t had one since my mother abdicated. Many still referred
to her as Luna, but it was out of respect more than the actual
title.

“You’ve met Tess. She’s a human,” I
clarified, “but I hope she’ll accept my bite. I want her to join my
life and my clan in every way.”

Brick blinked, rubbing the back of his neck.
“You know I don’t care, but it’s a good idea to let everyone know
as soon as possible. No one has seen her yet, but I can smell her.
It’s not hard to pick up the two of your scents intertwined. The
pack will want to meet their new Luna.”

“They will,” I replied firmly. “She’s my
mate. Human, or not.”

“I’ll pass that along.”

Good. I was the Alpha.

Anyone who wanted to object was free to
leave the clan and good riddance. Join the rogues in the Badlands
and leave me and mine in peace. I wasn’t overbearing, but I did
expect loyalty. Obeying the rules of our society was just as
important.

“Why don’t we celebrate with a drink?”

Now that was more like it. Through the
mind-link I used with my clan, I called my warriors home to the
compound. The Chaos would still be here after we shared a bottle of
whiskey.

Today I wanted to celebrate.
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“Mother,” I greeted, popping into the
kitchen for a brief visit before I joined my mate. “How was your
day?”

“Fruitful,” she replied with a smile. “I had
an interesting conversation with your mate.”

“And?” Unusually anxious, I didn’t move
until she answered.

“Tess is beautiful, intelligent, and worthy
of my son. You have my blessing.”

Relieved, I reached for one of the muffins
cooling on a rack. Fresh from the oven, the blueberry scent filled
the kitchen with a comforting aroma. “She’s everything.” My voice
caught, and I cleared my throat, lifting my chin as my mother
stared, her lips widening in a grin while her gray eyes
sparkled.

“You’re in love. It’s not hard to miss.”

“Yes.” The admission was easy, but I had
something I needed to ask.

“You’re worried,” Maribel concluded, wiping
her hands on a towel. “Why?”

“She’s human, but,” I shrugged, trying to
find the right way to ask my mother what I wanted to know. “She’s
different. There’s something more.”

“Of course. Her DNA is part shifter. Teague
and Tess are wolves.”

Blinking, I processed her words, nodding as
I agreed. I’d known. I felt it on numerous occasions. My wolf
latched onto hers and didn’t care how much DNA made it possible. He
just wanted her.

“You were too young to remember their
parents. Their mother was a shifter but not full blood. She fell in
love with a human.”

Teague and Tess had once been a part of our
clan? How did I miss that? Sudden anger spiked in my veins as
frustration brewed. “Why weren’t they raised among their own
kind?”

“The children were given up, my son. Given
to humans to raise. It was their mother’s choice and not my place
to interfere.”

Scrubbing a hand down my face, I sighed,
knowing she was right. “That didn’t stop you, did it?” I asked,
already sure how she would answer.

“No. I’ve kept watch over the years. Teague
and Tess belong with us. This union between our Alpha and Tess is a
favorable one the people will celebrate. I feel it deep inside. The
love you will share makes my heart want to sing.”

I reached out and hugged Maribel, grateful
for such a strong, capable woman and her bravery, love, and
selfless nature. “Thank you.”

“Give me a grandchild soon, and I’ll be the
happiest woman alive.”

“I’ll try,” I agreed with a chuckle. “Our
family will only grow from here,” I promised, placing a kiss on top
of her head before I rushed from the house, eager to find my
mate.
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“Posey is gone.”

Teague stood in front of me, his hands
pulling at his hair, his eyes nearly frantic with worry.

I’d never seen him so torn up. “What do you
mean?”

“We were supposed to meet up at the front of
the shop around six. She wasn’t there this morning. I waited for
hours. Posey never showed, and that’s not like her. She wouldn’t
blow me off.”

“Weren’t you supposed to be here?”

He waved me off. “Not important. The only
thing that matters is finding Posey.”

“I need more information than that. Why do
you think she’s in trouble? Did you try calling her?”

“Of course I did.” He gave me an exasperated
look. “Listen. It’s dangerous. There’s been a couple of murders,
and it’s the fucking Chaos right now. It’s not safe for humans or
females at all.”

“Wait. Are these the same murders Quinn
spoke about? How do you know about them?”

“Listen, you can get pissed at me later, but
I was there when Toby was killed. The same asshole shifters almost
killed Trike and me too.”

Shocked, I lunged forward and hugged my
brother around the waist. “Oh my God, Teague. That was how you got
injured and hurt your arm. Are you okay?”

“Yes. No. Shit, Tess. We need to find
Posey.”

“We should tell Quinn so the others can help
search. I don’t think it’s smart to go anywhere alone.”

“Good idea.”

We waited at Quinn’s house, but he didn’t
return. In fact, there weren’t many wolves outside at all. Howls,
growling, the grunting of sex all filled the air. But no Alpha. I
couldn’t find Maribel either. The main house was empty when we
checked.

“I don’t know where to look for Quinn. We
just arrived last night. This compound is a lot bigger than I
realized,” I admitted. There’s no reception to text or call
him.”

“You stay here. Watch out for Quinn. Tell
him where I went when you see him.”

“Uh, no way. You’re not going out into the
Chaos alone!”

“And you think you should be going?” He gave
a sharp shake of his head. “Stay here. It’s safer.”

“If you don’t take me with you, I’m only
going to follow you in a few minutes, and then we’ll be separated.
It’ll be twice as dangerous if we’re both alone.”

“Fuck, Tess.” Teague hung his head for a
moment. “Alright. We leave a note telling him where we’re going and
why. Give a general search area so they can find us. You think he
has any weapons?”

Weapons? “I don’t have a clue!”

“Well, we don’t have time to go home for
more, so we’ll have to take our chances.”

“I’m pretty sure Quinn can find my scent
without trouble now. He’ll show up if we need him.” I didn’t doubt
he was going to be pissed enough to hunt me down as soon as he
realized I was gone. If it wasn’t an emergency, I would never run
off like this.

Teague made a face. “No sex stuff. I don’t
want to hear a word.”

“I won’t say anything about his big—”

“Gross!”

“—muscles,” I finished, flashing a
smirk.

“Shit, Tess.” He threw up his hands, full of
drama. “Write a note. Now. Every minute we waste here is time lost
searching for Posey.”

He was right. I penned a quick note to Quinn
and found a roll of tape. Plastering it on the front door, I was
sure he would see it once he returned home from whatever duties
occupied an Alpha wolf.

Quinn was going to be furious. It would
cause an argument, especially after he brought me here for
protection. The thing was, I couldn’t let my brother head into
danger alone. He would have to understand. And another innocent
life depended on us.

Posey was in trouble, and I didn’t give a
shit how much my wolf boyfriend decided to flip out over my
choices.
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The sixth night—

 


She was gone. My mate was fucking gone.

Tess left without a word, taping a note to
the front door of my cabin like it was completely fine that she
rushed right into danger with a killer on the loose. Not to mention
the fact that hungry, desperate, nearly feral wolves would find her
appetizing in more ways than one.

Not all shifters used the Chaos as a time to
search for a mate. Others were far too ruthless and wicked. They
wanted to take females against their will. Kidnap them. Force them
into breeding, or worse. The rogues were dangerous. Even more
unpredictable than the unmated wolves who had zero control
underneath the blood moon.

My sweet Tess was out there, and she didn’t
even have a shifter to help protect or watch her and her stubborn
brother. My chest rumbled with a growl as my wolf demanded control.
There was only one choice.

The shift came over my body fast, my bones
snapping and popping so quickly I let out an agonized howl, falling
on all fours as I tried not to panic or worry about Tess. I didn’t
waste any time calling for my warriors as I lunged for the gates of
my compound, already tracking my headstrong mate.

What greeted me was a blood-filled haze of
fornication and fury.

Wolves from all over the valley seemed to
congregate in the forest around my home. Fucking. Fighting.
Slashing claws and snapping their jaws. Males and females alike
tapped into the deepest, most primitive part of their brains, more
animal than human. It was pure madness.

Everywhere I went, it seemed couples were
engaging in sexual acts. Up against the trees. On all fours.
Riding, humping, and licking one another to orgasm. And it wasn’t
just once. The air was saturated with sexual tension, the smell of
cum, and the rutting of every wolf in the vicinity. I had to fight
against the urge to stop and stroke my dick, the need for my mate
and her pussy almost overwhelming.

She was going to get dicked good and hard
when I found her. I wouldn’t be satisfied until I tasted her sweet
cream at least twice. I needed her to grind against my face and
ride my tongue as I drove her to pleasure repeatedly. Annoyingly
aroused, it wasn’t easy to stay focused.

Her scent trail was faint, but I managed to
pick it up. The minutes lapsed into hours, and there was still no
sign of my female. Tracking my Tess was taking far longer than I
wanted.

My wolf was furious with the delay. He
clawed at the ground, gnashed his teeth, and kept howling at the
moon with such a mournful wail that my chest felt tight.

As the new morning dawned, I realized I’d
hunted the entire night without finding her location. Snarling,
drool leaked from my gums as my head lifted, my mouth gaping open
as I growled with frustration into the crimson haze that covered
the moon.

I was going to lose my sanity. My brain was
going haywire. Painful tremors twitched the muscles in my body. My
stomach twisted in knots as I felt bile rise in my throat.

Where was Tess? Did someone take her? Was
she a captive?

The thought was the last that I could
handle. Something in my brain snapped. Lashing out, I spun in a
circle, attacking any wolf or human who got too close. There was no
control left: nothing but pain, rage, and the need to fight.

I was feral.

I knew I was far beyond the ability to think
and reason.

My mate was gone, and if that wasn’t enough,
all I could picture in my mind was the bed where I made love to
her, watched her fall apart, and come multiple times on my tongue
and my cock. Her perfect smile. That wonderful scent that clung to
her skin.

A deep, rumbling growl rose from within and
unleashed as my head tilted back, and I roared my fury like the
primitive beast I had become.

I was the monster of nightmares set free and
ready to tear apart the entire valley. Quinn was long gone.

 


[image: ]

[image: ]

 


Yips of happiness could be heard throughout
the forest, accompanied by sporadic growls. Into the fog, through
the red moonlight, I ran with Teague, dodging around wolves and the
numerous trees. We tried to stick to the paths as much as possible,
but neither of us was raised as wolves. We didn’t know which ways
were safe or would lead us into dangerous areas.

All around us, the beasts unleashed from the
Chaos searched for their mates, half-deranged by their excitement
and the pull of the blood moon. When a pair was lucky enough to
locate one another, their hands immediately roamed one another’s
bodies, kissing, fondling, and undressing in haste to get as close
as possible—skin on skin or, in some cases, fur on fur.

“Holy shit,” Teague gasped, eyes wide as two
shifters began fucking against a nearby tree.

“Look away!” I shouted, tugging on his
arm.

“Uh, that’s like nothing I’ve ever seen
before!”

“Well, duh. Did you think it was like free
porn on your computer?”

Teague shot a glare in my direction. “This
is insanity.”

He was right. It was pure Chaos.

Possessive, sweet murmurs of love were
followed up with the word mine repeated over and
over again as it filtered through the night and into the air. A
consistent word that perfectly summed up the crazy, possessive,
carnal behavior of those around us.

My heart ached as I thought of Quinn. We
should never have tried this on our own. Teague would never admit
it, but we should have waited for Quinn. The noises and fog and
confusion were so crazy that we just kept getting lost, all sense
of direction disappearing in the crimson mist that rolled over the
moss and leaf-covered ground. The increasing humidity only frazzled
my nerves as I wanted to scream in frustration.

Teague nearly tripped as we stumbled over
the body of a human male. He was covered in bites and claw marks.
Blood oozed from numerous wounds.

“Holy shit! Do you see this?”

“See what? The dead guy in front of us?” I
asked as I shivered, wishing I never left Quinn’s compound.

“He’s a hunter. There’s a gun here with
silver bullets!”

“You can’t search him!” I exclaimed,
horrified.

“I just did. We need the protection.” Teague
took the gun and shoved it into the waistband of his pants,
dropping the hem of his t-shirt over it. “I won’t use it unless we
run into trouble.”

Like that wasn’t already happening.

Ten minutes later, we entered a little
meadow, barren except for the flora. It was oddly quiet.

“Tess. Stay still. Something doesn’t feel
right.”

I opened my mouth to respond when someone
hit my side hard from the right, and I went down, staring up at the
wide, gaping maw of an unfamiliar gray wolf. A silver stripe ran
down his back as my eyes widened, terrified he was about to snap my
neck. My scream of horror alerted Teague. He spun around, pulling a
pistol from the waistband of his jeans.

“Stop right there,” my brother ordered.

The wolf snarled, lifting gums that revealed
sharp canines.

“Leave us alone! Go find a female wolf to
get your fuck on.”

The wolf tilted his head back and howled,
hunching down on all fours when answering howls echoed in the air
close to our location. Teague fired a shot, and a bullet lodged
into the wolf’s flank at the same time his body twisted in mid-air.
A whimper escaped his throat before he lunged for my brother.
Halfway there, his limbs gave out. The striped wolf collapsed on
the ground, twitching awkwardly.

Teague smiled, waving the gun around. “I
guess you know what I shot you with then, you unlucky bastard.”

There was a pitiful whine as the beast began
to foam at the mouth. His body jerked and spasmed. By the time he
collapsed, his tongue had flopped out of his mouth, oozing a
greenish-yellow substance that turned my stomach.

“Teague, we need to—”

“Who do we have here?”

Shit! Not now.

The voice belonged to someone I never hoped
to meet again.

Vandal Reid.

“Run!” I shouted to Teague.

We didn’t get far.

A growl ripped through the forest, and I
scanned the vicinity, hoping to lock eyes with my mate. The strong,
masculine, feral sound filled an emptiness I didn’t know I felt
until his onyx fur became visible in the distance. Red fog framed
his body like a halo. He was magnificent.

One of my hands lifted, reaching out for the
man I loved, hoping he could get to us in time. I had no idea what
Vandal intended. Were we prisoners? Food?

A familiar scream caught me by surprise, and
I recognized Posey lashed to the massive trunk of a nearby tree.
Tears were visible in her big blue eyes as she called out Teague’s
name. He let out a sound that was far too animalistic to be
human.

I never saw Vandal lunge in my direction. It
wasn’t until his hands wrapped around my throat that my brain
caught up with current events, noticing that I’d been slammed into
the trunk of a massive oak. As we fought, each trying to gain the
upper hand, I kicked out at his shin, knocking us both to the
forest floor. Frantic, I clawed at the hands that pressed down on
my windpipe, desperately trying to reach for anything that I could
use as a weapon. My fingers grazed the soft moss and then the
silky, smooth tubes that could only belong to the petals of a
flower.

A specific flower with deadly toxins.

The blue color stood out in my peripheral as
I dug my fingers into the dirt, grasping as much of the plant as I
could. Vandal blurred in front of me, spots dotting my vision. I
was going to pass out soon if he didn’t thoroughly crush my throat
first.

With all the strength I could muster, I
reached up and shoved the flowers into his open, snarling mouth.
Plunging my fingers in, I pushed the petals down his throat as he
began to choke, coughing on the wolfsbane as I withdrew my
fingers.

A funny expression dominated his features as
he smacked his mouth open and closed. His cheeks flushed, and he
narrowed his eyes as perspiration began to bead up on his skin.

“What did you do to me, you bitch!” he
roared, stumbling backward.

“Can’t you guess?” I croaked.

“You worthless cunt,” he hissed. “I’ll
fucking kill you. You’ll never finish bonding to your mate.” A
maniacal laugh burst from his lips. “I thought it would hurt him
more to snap your neck, but I think it’ll be worse to find your
ravaged dead body.”

His threat meant nothing to me. Vandal would
be dead within minutes, and he wouldn’t have the strength to stand
soon, much less continue out his disgusting threat.

Quinn howled with rage. He was almost here.
I could feel how close he was and knew that his fury would be
magnificent.

I turned my head, shocked to find Posey in
Teague’s arms. He pointed the gun at the remaining wolves, daring
them to come forward. Silver bullets were enough to make any wolf
hesitate. It was the only explanation for the severe allergic
reaction from the silver-striped rogue.

Funny how it didn’t bother Teague or me.
Maybe we didn’t have enough shifter DNA.

My ears were ringing, and my chest was
tight. In the crimson haze of the blood moon, I blinked, knowing I
was no longer alone. My mate was here.

Quinn’s wolf slammed into Vandal’s body as
he swayed, clawing at his throat. His skin had turned a sickly pale
color, and his eyes were tinged with yellow. He lashed out but was
no match for Quinn. With a single swipe of his claw, he ripped out
the right side of Vandal’s throat. Blood spurted and spilled down
the traitorous wolf’s neck, dripping onto his clothes. Vandal kept
gasping, twitching, and trying to speak, but he couldn’t. Frothy
spit bubbled from between his lips as he fell back, his eyes
rolling upward.

The bastard was dead.

“Rot in hell, Vandal Reid,” Quinn shouted, a
satisfied expression on his face.

My fingers tingled from the wolfsbane. I’d
often had a reaction to it and usually used gloves. I never
connected the dots until now. It was my DNA. Dark shadows pressed
in from the sides as I wondered why the nausea in my stomach and
the pain in my head wouldn’t stop. My vision was fading—a result of
too much contact with the poison. I’d be fine, but it would take a
few minutes before I recovered enough to regain the use of my
senses.

My mate noticed my weak, trembling hands as
I reached in his direction.

Quinn roared as he shifted, sliding into the
dirt as he picked me up, his voice hoarse with worry. “My sweet
Tess. I’m so sorry I didn’t get here sooner. Are you okay?”

I pointed to my throat. “I’ll live,” I
rasped.

His mouth lowered to mine, claiming my lips
in a soft but passionate kiss. “My mate. You’re safe now.”

“I know.”

He turned his head, scanning the bodies of
the other wolves on the ground. My brother had shot them all with
silver bullets. Each one was dead, including the mangy one with a
silver stripe on his back.

“You did good, kid,” Quinn praised, holding
me tighter. “That one with the silver on his back was the killer.
The wolf that attacked both humans, including your friend.”

Teague nodded, pressing a kiss on top of
Posey’s head. “Good. That means my girl is safe.”

Posey smiled, pulling him down to stare into
his eyes. “I love you, Teague. You’re stuck with me now.”

“Wouldn’t have it any other way, baby.”

Wow. My brother and Posey were finally
together.

I thought of Maribel’s words as we talked
over tea. She knew we belonged with the Hogan clan, and she was
right.

“Quinn?”

“Yes, my mate?”

“I want to go home now.”

His lips brushed mine softly. “That’s
exactly where we’re going.”
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The final night—

 


“You sure this is what you want?” I asked,
clarifying one last time.

“Stop asking me that,” Tess ordered,
slapping her hand lightly on my chest. “I want this. A life with
you without restrictions or worries. I want to be a part of your
world.”

Those words meant more to me than she could
possibly know. “Our world,” I emphasized, “I’m the luckiest wolf
alive.”

“You bet you are. Now kiss me.”

My mouth hungrily latched onto her own,
trying to stay pressed to her lips as we ripped off each other’s
clothes. I didn’t hesitate to kiss down her body, settling between
her thighs. I opened her soft pink lower lips, holding them apart
as my tongue dived in, licking, sucking, devouring my mate’s pussy
with a hungry growl. Her soft sighs and moans of pleasure went
straight to my dick. I would never tire of hearing my name leave
that sexy mouth. Teasing her clit, I rubbed over the nubbin,
thrusting a couple of fingers into her wet sheath. She bucked off
the mattress, releasing my name like a prayer.

I couldn’t wait any longer. I needed to be
inside my mate.

My hand stroked the thick, heavy length of
my cock before I lowered my body, rubbing the head against the
slick entrance that beckoned for pleasure. Her legs quivered, and I
knew she wanted me as badly as I needed her. Without a word, I
thrusted into her hard, going completely still as I gazed into her
dark, sultry eyes.

“Tell me,” I ordered, my voice husky.

“Quinn,” she moaned, trying to move her
hips.

“Say it. Tell me that you’re mine. I want to
hear you fucking say the words. I need to know that this is
real.”

“I’m yours. Always, Quinn. Forever.”

A wave of ecstasy shot through my body, and
I began to move, rocking in and out of her tight, sopping center.
She was perfection. The way she gripped me. Her breathy moans. The
love in her eyes.

My body went completely rigid, and I knew I
had to slow down or shoot my load too fast. I lowered to my elbows,
staring into those eyes that I adored.

“You didn’t say it all.”

She shook her head, biting her lip. “No, I
didn’t.”

“Are you gonna tell me now?”

“Alpha Quinn, my lover, my mate, my sexy
wolf. I love you.”

“Fuck, Tess, I love you with every breath,
every beat of my heart.”

Hearing her say that she loved me unleashed
my beast. Plunging inside of her, I savagely began to thrust,
pumping my hips as I slid my hand between us and rubbed her clit.
Strumming faster, I brought her to the brink of orgasm, growling
when I felt her nails sink into my back.

This was the point of no return. Not only
was I going to tap into her wolf and unleash her beast, but I was
also going to mark her, claim her, and ensure that Tess was my
Luna.

Biting a human and turning her into a wolf
was tricky. Not because the process wasn’t safe or guaranteed to
work but because there was more to consider than her physical
transformation. My sweet Tess would become a full shifter. She
wouldn’t be human anymore or free to live in that world. A part of
me felt sad for taking away her link to humanity. This wasn’t my
choice alone, and she had already made it. Tess was destined to be
mine. Today confirmed it.

The waterfall splashed behind us, sending
sprays of mist into the air among the crimson haze of the fog. I
was biting my mate and claiming her on the last night of the Chaos.
The transformation wouldn’t take long. Her pain would be minimal
and end quickly. She would recover with the help of the Moon
Goddess, as all wolves had done for centuries.

I lifted her wrist, biting down hard as my
canines sank into her skin. The metallic taste of her blood flooded
my mouth as I licked the wound, sealing it with my saliva. My
mate’s cheeks grew flushed, her head thrashing side to side as I
dropped her hand and began moving again, redirecting her attention
from the bite back to my dick and the pleasure that began to build
again.

Tess moaned, rocking her hips and lifting
them to meet mine with every single stroke. I held her down,
pistoning in and out of her pussy, groaning when I could feel that
she was close again. At the exact moment when she clamped down on
my dick and her channel flooded with her release, I sank my teeth
into the space between her neck and shoulder, claiming my mate
forever.

The magic of our union was cataclysmic. I
literally saw stars as a rush of heat flooded my entire body. Waves
of euphoria burst over my skin, and I pumped a few times before
spilling my load and coating her womb.

Peace. Blissful, perfect, all-consuming
peace filled every empty space in my head, every unreached cavern
of my heart. I was mated and filled with a love so profound that I
thought my heart would burst and break through my chest. My Tess
was the mate of her Alpha. We were one.

Closing my eyes briefly, I let the intensity
of the moment flow through me.

Tess was my river, and I was her valley.

Peaceful, calm, steady but strong, she led a
pathway from my past to my future. A stable and fierce love that I
not only craved but needed. My mate was a river that would always
flow no matter what obstacles were thrown in her way.

I was her safe place. Her shelter from the
storms of life. Within my arms was a haven where she would always
be loved and respected. In my valley, she was welcomed into my
home, heart, and pack, in every wolf of my clan.

She would become a Luna we would all
love.

“My beautiful mate,” I whispered, cradling
her face. “I love you, Tess.”

“You’re my Alpha.” Her eyes were wide, but
among the surprise was an acceptance, happiness, and fierce love I
knew would carry me through all the days of our future. “I’m so
happy.”

Tears shined in her eyes, glistening like
onyx pearls. I dipped my head, kissing her with soft but firm
pressure. Instantly turned on again, I began to rock against my
mate slowly. My hand slid into hers and squeezed. A sensual smile
teased her lips as she dug her heels into my ass.

“More.”

Always.

The Hogan clan finally had a Luna.
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“Roll over,” I ordered, ignoring the slight
sting and ache that pulsed from my shoulder and up through my neck,
radiating down my arm to my wrist as it lightly throbbed.

I was mated. Bitten. Claimed by the Alpha, I
wouldn’t want it any other way.

It took only a few moments for everything to
click into place.

Maribel was right. Bonding to Quinn had
awakened the she-wolf that resided deep inside. We shared a
consciousness. We felt one another’s feelings, desires, and needs.
We were separate but also one entity. It was odd, and at the same
time, felt like it was always this way. It should have been this
way from the beginning. The past delayed but didn’t alter the
inevitable.

I thought of my parents and the lies I’d
grown to believe. The reasons Teague and I were on our own, and I
hated the fact that sorrow, pain, and loss denied us the love,
acceptance, and life we deserved.

No more. Not ever again.

It was behind us now. I would miss my
parents and always love them, but I disagreed with my mother’s
choice. It was a judgment call that I would never have made. The
only consolation was the fact that I was finally the woman I was
meant to be, with the mate I was destined to spend the rest of my
days bonded to and loving.

All that was left was claiming my Alpha the
same way he just claimed me.

Quinn lay back as I straddled his waist,
slowly rubbing against the thick, heavy root of his dick. Gliding
back and forth, I used our combined essence as lube. His jaw locked
as he ground his teeth and kept his flashing steel-gray eyes
focused on my own. Veins nearly popped in his neck as I increased
the pace, causing friction to heighten our arousal. Heat spiked in
my veins.

“Tell me what you want, mate.”

His lip curled upward, the guttural tone of
his voice sending little shivers into my core. “You. Your hot, wet
cunt wrapped around my cock.”

Goddess. He had the sexiest, dirtiest choice
of words when it came to sex.

I lifted slightly higher, grasping his
erection and hovering above the velvet-soft tip. “Like this?”

“Yes.” His voice was more animal than man
right now.

Without another word, I slowly began to feed
him inside me, nearly laughing as he gripped the sheets, ripping
the material apart with a low growl.

“Tess, my seductive mate, I will never last
if you keep this up.”

Deciding the torment was over, I began to
move, driving him deeper inside me with every swivel of my hips.
Once he was all the way in, I pushed his shoulders back, undulating
my hips as we began to grind against one another. The pleasure of
our connection was nearly overwhelming. Soon, we were wildly
slapping our bodies together and rutting as only animals could. His
fingers teased my clit, but I wasn’t ready to come yet.

Pushing his hand aside, I opened my lips,
revealing the sharp canines that suddenly filled my mouth. My
tongue ran across the sharp tips, and I hissed. Leaning down, I
licked the side of Quinn’s neck.

“Fuck me, Alpha. Fuck me hard while I claim
what’s mine.”

Turnabout was fair play. He let loose with a
primitive roar when my teeth sank into the place where his neck met
his shoulder. I felt the flesh give way beneath the power of the
bite and then the rush of his blood as it spurted across my tongue.
Hot, rich, heavy with his intoxicating scent. Acting on instinct, I
licked over the wound and was astonished as the flesh instantly
began to heal.

Quinn’s entire body shook, and then he
flipped us over, driving hard, fast, and relentless inside me. It
was as if that moment solidified every single thing left uncertain
in my life.

I was changed and made new. Pulled apart and
then put back together. It was cataclysmic.

My wolf side was finally unleashed. Now I
was a part of a breed that had always been waiting for the right
time to emerge. A breed that I was born to become. The beast within
settled into her home with a joy that combined with the claiming of
my mate.

My soul rejoiced.

I was mated to the man I loved with all my
heart.

Forever.
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If you enjoyed the story, please leave a
review to help others decide on the book.

Do you enjoy shifters? Hot alpha wolves?

 


[image: ]

 


Try these other books by Nikki Landis:

Haunted
Wolf

Obsessed
Wolf

Possessive Wolf

Rebel
Wolf

Rejected
Wolf

Biker Wolf (2023)

Tarek

Mystic
Hallows Harem

 



 



Sneak Peek [image: ]

 


Renleigh Lovell was the first girl I
loved.

It was her smile, I decided, that won me
over. The same smile I had seen every day for the last twenty-four
years of my life. Those lips captured my heart from the moment I
was old enough to understand how boys and girls were different. In
an instant, she snagged my heart and loving her was the one
thing I got right . . . until the day being my intended mate caused
her brutal death.

Now that same smile haunted my dreams and
pushed my wolf to the point of reckless.

Enslaved by the past and living in a
self-imposed exile, I was a goddamn mess.

Sometimes I wished I could outrun these
horrid memories and let my wolf take over until nothing of my
humanity remained. Maybe then I’d find some sort of permanent
escape. It wouldn’t matter, even if I did. Ghosts never completely
faded away.

Renleigh was still dead.

Every day I lived with regret and the
knowledge that I killed her.

Me.

The man who swore to love her
unconditionally, to protect her and her younger sister from the
feud that existed between the clans.

I failed her. I failed my
Renleigh.

Nothing was as torturous as that single
thought as it raced through my head. I couldn’t take it anymore –
the guilt, the pain, the horror of reality. I ran out my back door,
shifting instantly as my paws hit the ground with a loud thud.
Hours turned into weeks until I finally made my way back. Padding
through the door on human legs, I didn’t feel any differently than
when I left.

Nothing helped. I was still a lost and
haunted soul. And the cycle just kept repeating, over and over
again.

That was how I coped. I escaped into my wolf
and let him take over. He was feral, wild, and borderline mean, and
he didn’t care about anyone or anything. Not since I had to stare
into the big brown eyes of Briar Lovell and tell her that her big
sister was dead. I’d never forget the look of horror, pain,
and shock that lingered on Briar’s face.

My fault. Mine.

Every part of me that was good vanished in a
single moment and died that day along with Renleigh. My heart
shattered into so many pieces it could never be repaired. I broke
multiple hearts that day, not the least of which was Briar and her
parents, Zev and Aimee.

For weeks, my wolf howled and raced along
the forest floor, desperate and hurting, but he never found peace.
He never found release or was able to atone for the horror of that
day.

He never would. It just wasn’t possible.

Cole Baxter was a killer.

Loving me was a death sentence. I could say
that since Renleigh wasn’t the first to die because of me. No, my
older brother Seth’s death happened long before I lost the love of
my life. Maybe I wouldn’t be so horribly at fault if those were the
only two, but I lost my mother as well. Giving birth to me ended
her life.

My father still resented me for it.

The cold, hard truth was that I wasn’t a guy
who deserved to find peace.

Tipping back the fifth of whiskey in my
hand, I drank straight from the bottle and skipped a glass. No
point. Getting shit-faced was my only real escape.

Dozing off in a drunken stupor, I awakened
to the sound of someone banging on my front door.

“Open the damn door, Cole.” I recognized the
voice of my older sibling.

“Fuck off, Rinnick.” He was a royal pain in
the ass, and I wasn’t in the mood.

“That’s no way to talk to your alpha.” The
new voice that I heard wasn’t my brother.

No shit? Theo was here?

Managing not to fall out of the chair, I
rose to my feet slowly and shuffled my way toward the door,
flinging it open with a stupid grin plastered on my face.
“Theo.”

“You look like shit,” he mused, bringing me
in for a hug.

“Yeah, well, losing everything you care
about will do that to you.”

Rinnick pulled me close next, smacking my
back hard as he mumbled in my ear. “You smell like shit too.”

Snorting with mild humor, I invited my best
friend and brother inside, not the least bit put off or
embarrassed. “Why don’t we skip the small talk since I don’t give a
damn about the weather or the pack. Why are you here?”

Rinnick flinched as if I smacked him. A low
growl rumbled in his throat, but Theo held up a hand.

“This isn’t about the pack.”

I sat back on the couch, picking up the
bottle of whiskey to take another swig. “Everything is about the
pack,” I contradicted.

Theo sighed. “I guess that’s true enough.
But this is serious, Cole. I came myself so you would listen to
Rinnick.”

My eyes met my brother’s, the exact same
shade of steely gray. A signature trait of the Baxter bloodline.
“Well, out with it.”

Rinnick folded his arms across his chest,
probably annoyed with my attitude, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t home
and under his thumb anymore. He didn’t have a say in my life. A
lone wolf wasn’t tied down to any pack, and I preferred it that
way. Going rogue was the only smart thing I’d done in three long
and agonizing years.

I only answered to the ghosts that haunted
me now.

“There’s been a few murders.”

I nodded. News like this was unfortunately
common. Gather a bunch of hotheaded shifters together, and they’re
bound to stir up trouble. Add in the alphas and bam, shit
went down fast. “And?”

“Someone is targeting the Baxter clan.”

Shit.

“There’s more,” Theo added. “A death threat
was sent to Briar.”

Fuck!

I jumped up and ran a hand through my black
hair, concerned for the only living child of the Lovell family. My
sobriety was quick to return with this news. “Where is she?”

“The compound. For now, at least.” Rinnick
shook his head. “I offered her my place, but she refused. Stubborn
little thing,” he chuckled.

I instantly felt a twinge of possessiveness
at his tone. Briar was too good for my brother. The alpha of the
Baxter clan was wild and loved to party. Briar was a sweet kid
attending college who planned on pursuing medicine. It suited her.
Briar should have been long gone and far away from the feud that
cost her sister’s life.

She should have run when I did.

“Who’s been assigned to her protection?”

“Brand, Rudie, and Dane.” Theo watched
closely for my reaction.

I wasn’t a fan of Dane. The guy was a
self-serving piece of shit. “Why the fuck –”

“Dane wants to mate Briar,” Rinnick
explained, cutting me off.

What. The. Fuck.

“Hell no! How could you even consider the
possibility of that whoring asshole courting Briar?” I began to
pace as rage boiled under my skin. My shoulders rolled back as I
cracked my neck. Seething, I knew I had to calm down. My wolf
snarled as I reined him in. “Who agreed to this?”

There’s no way Briar said yes.

“Dad,” Rinnick replied with a smirk. “She
doesn’t have a mate and she’s vulnerable.”

My jaw pumped a few times as I tried to find
the right words. “What did Briar say?”

“She said she’d follow her alpha’s
orders.”

I sank into my recliner, becoming more
restless than I had in a long time. My skin felt like it was pulled
too tight across my body and the urge to shift was overwhelming. My
wolf was pissed. Why was this knowledge affecting me so much? I
left the pack and couldn’t get away fast enough.

The bottle of whiskey was too great a
temptation. I picked it up and downed most of the contents as the
familiar and welcome burn trickled down my throat. A few minutes
later and I began to relax, staring at Rinnick and Theo hard enough
to let them know I didn’t want any more company.

“You can leave now,” I announced, grinning
as my head spun. Three more bottles filled the kitchen cabinet and
I’d probably consume them all by the end of the weekend after this
news.

“Not without you,” Rinnick replied with a
scowl. “When did you become such a drunken mess?”

I didn’t answer. Arguing with my brother was
too much effort.

“You have to come back, Cole.”

“Fuck if I do,” I slurred, looking down the
bottle at the fiery amber liquid I knew intimately.

“Listen, Cole,” Theo demanded, the smile
vanishing from his face. “We need you to help track down this
bastard who’s killing wolves.”

I didn’t answer as my eyes shut.

“Briar needs you, bro.”

I wanted to ignore the pain in my heart and
the throbbing in my head, the overwhelming fear that clenched my
spine with those words. No one’s life should be in the hands of
Cole Baxter. Sighing, I opened my eyes. This was sure to be a
mistake, but I had to return home. Theo was right. There wasn’t
much choice.

Briar Lovell was in danger.
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