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 Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    This book picks up right where The Alpha’s Warlock left off, and while the main characters are different and each couple gets their HEA, the larger plot arc continues from book to book in the Mismatched Mates series. Readers of Captive Mate may note that some questions remain about Arik’s childhood. Some of his past experiences will come to light in a future book featuring his adoptive brother — who’s kind of a badass. I can’t wait to write his book. 
 
      
 
    Including that book, I expect to write at least three more Mismatched Mates books over the next year or so. Look for the next one tentatively in the spring of 2021! I’ll be releasing several books in early 2021, in fact, including a couple of shared-world projects I’m very excited about. 
 
      
 
    At the back of this book you can find several ways to keep up with what I’m publishing next, including links to my newsletter sign-up and my Facebook readers’ group. And if you missed The Alpha’s Warlock and want to catch up, you can find it here. 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading, and enjoy! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    Divide and Conquer 
 
    Being chained up in a basement wasn’t as bad as being chained up in a cave, an outhouse, or a condemned poultry-processing plant. What did it say about my life that I could draw that comparison? Some might’ve pointed out that I ought to stop doing the shit that led me to be chained up, period. 
 
    I disagreed. That was victim-blaming, if you asked me. What was a little necromancy, anyway? Like, the guy I’d turned into a giant wolf-zombie-thing the other day was a complete asshole to begin with. I might’ve even improved his personality. 
 
    Not that anyone had asked me. As usual, I’d been ignored other than being locked into spelled manacles and dumped onto the floor of a secured room like so much dangerous trash — the radioactive waste of the supernatural world. Too hot to touch. Too toxic to discard in the open. Nearly worthless if I didn’t cooperate, but still with some potential to be used, if my captors figured out how. 
 
    First they’d try to get some magic out of me. Then, when I refused, they’d rape and beat me — they’d get some entertainment that way, if nothing else. 
 
    At least, that’s how it had gone before, more than once. Who knew what addled, bullheaded Matthew would do to me, or let his pack do to me, while under the influence of my spell? I’d never been raped by someone who thought he loved me before. Maybe this time I’d get a new experience. Broaden my horizons. Let another fraction of the miniscule bit of faith in humanity I’d held onto all these years shrivel and die. Not that I’d had much to begin with. I had faith in myself. Everyone else was a threat or a mark, and often both. 
 
    For now, though, I reclined on the beat-up orange shag carpeting, inhaling the acrid dust of decades that puffed out of it every time I shifted my weight. I closed my eyes, finding my center as well as I could with chains wrapped around me and cutting off my magic, the one thing I’d ever been able to control — other than the occasional undead monster. 
 
    I was Arik. I held on to that — the one, unshakable foundation of my identity, the name I’d been given by the only person I’d ever loved. 
 
    I was a shaman. A little quiver of ironic laughter there, because I hated that title as much as every alpha I’d ever encountered craved the use of someone who held it. 
 
    Sam Kimball was dead. 
 
    That allowed me a flicker of a smile.  
 
    And lastly, I had the Armitages’ alpha pack leader by the balls. And if he thought he could use me without reciprocation, he was about to have a rude fucking awakening. Chains, torture, and even fucking shag carpets couldn’t break me. Nothing could break me. 
 
    I was Arik, shaman and necromancer and survivor. I did the breaking. 
 
    Deep breath. I’d repeat that until I believed it. 
 
    I had the chance to repeat it several dozen times before anything happened to disturb me. Footsteps — several sets of them, it sounded like. Fucking yay. Maybe it would be all three of the stooges this time, instead of just Ian Armitage, Matthew’s brother, who’d come downstairs once the day before to growl and shout at me. 
 
    I’d ignored him. Then he’d shouted more. Then his mate, that little fucking asshole warlock Nate Hawthorne, had stomped to the top of the stairs and shouted at Ian about how they’d agreed he was going to deal with me himself. Really, I’d had better conversations. 
 
    By the time the door to the staircase opened, I’d managed to prop myself up into a half-seated sprawl against the end of an ancient ratty plaid couch. Couldn’t they have put me on the couch? No, of course not, but given how gross it was I was probably better off on the floor anyway. 
 
    I stopped short of laying the back of my hand against my forehead like a Victorian lady with the vapors, mainly because my arms wouldn’t stretch like that with the length of my chains. But I thought I probably got the point across. Limp arms, labored breaths, fluttering eyelashes, check check and check. That love-struck fool Matthew didn’t stand a chance. He might take his anger out on me at some point, or let his pack do it for him, but that would serve a purpose too. The more pathetic I looked now, the more guilt he’d store up for me to tap into later. 
 
    The first one through the door was Ian. He’d ripped the head off of Sam Kimball, leader of the Kimball pack, in the pack battle two nights before. The goons who’d lugged me down to the basement had made a point of bragging about it. Not that Sam had really been a Kimball anymore, not after the magic I’d laid on him. Either way, no loss there. If the goons thought I’d be crying over Kimball’s death, they didn’t know much. 
 
    Of course, it was obvious they didn’t know much. I doubted they knew how to tie their own shoes. 
 
    Ian was fucking huge, had an even bigger chip on his shoulder, and hated my guts. I wasn’t going to waste my focus on him, because I already knew how he’d react to any given stimulus: ripping off heads, etcetera. Boring and predictable. 
 
    Next came Nate, his mate, the bitch who’d knocked me out with a water bottle of all fucking things. Even in the dingy light of the one bare bulb on the ceiling, he looked better than he had the last time I’d seen him. The other night his dark hair had been matted with filth, his baggy clothes torn up, his face a pale rictus of terror and misery. Now he just looked mildly exhausted and was wearing jeans that fit, if you liked jeans that cut off the circulation to your dick. His brown eyes gleamed with wary suspicion, and he stayed close to Ian. 
 
    Matthew was last. 
 
    Matthew, with his broad shoulders, intense blue eyes fixed on me like he couldn’t look anywhere else, and a fucked-up mix of longing and loathing written all over his square-jawed face. My only hope for getting out of this alive. 
 
    When I’d cast that love spell on him, it’d been at Kimball’s suggestion. Or rather, Kimball had ordered me to get Matthew in line somehow, intending for me to tie Matthew directly to him. The love spell had been my…elaboration. Having Matthew attached to me, rather than to Kimball, had been my ace in the hole. It’d ended up screwing Kimball over, since Matthew had thought he’d been helping to ‘rescue’ me when he brought Kimball’s plans, and barn, down around his head. 
 
    Remembering how he’d thrown everything away to make sure I was safe made it a little harder to plan to use the spell against him…but his feelings were fake anyway. He didn’t get credit for them. 
 
    And besides, it’d helped me then and it’d help me now. I loved it when I planned ahead. 
 
    “Hello,” I whispered. My voice was so hoarse and scratchy I sounded like a three-pack-a-day hooker trying to attract a john. Hopefully they didn’t make that comparison. “Did you forget to bring breakfast again?” I put as much pitiful confusion into my tone as I could, and let my head loll back as if my neck simply couldn’t hold it up. That also had the effect of baring my long, pale throat to Matthew’s no-doubt interested alpha gaze. “What day is it?” 
 
    “It’s afternoon,” Nate snapped, just as Ian said, “Go fuck yourself.” 
 
    Matthew’s head whipped around so he could glare at his brother. “What the hell?” he demanded. “You told me he’d been looked after. That you were taking care of everything. He’s chained up on the floor and you haven’t even been fucking feeding him?” 
 
    I ducked my head — making it look like I was drooping the other direction with hunger and despair, but really to hide a triumphant smile. Score. Discord sown. First volley to me. “I don’t remember when they fed me last,” I said quietly. Sadly. Meekly, even. 
 
    Heavy footsteps shook the floor and I braced myself for a hit. “Hey.” Instead, a huge, warm hand wrapped around the back of my neck, the fingers tangling in my long hair and caressing gently under my ear. I glanced up through my lashes. Matthew’s brows were drawn together, and his eyes were soft with worry. “It’ll be all right, Jonah. We’ll get you out of these chains, get you a real meal and a bed, and you’ll be fine. You were confused. That bastard Kimball was threatening you. You’re safe here, I promise.” 
 
    Oh, thank fuck, that made for good hearing, even though the sound of the stupid fake name I’d chosen when Kimball’s shaman Adam asked for one three months before made me wince. This was going to be even easier than I’d thought. Matthew was wrapped around my tattooed little finger. 
 
    A second later, Matthew’s eyes rolled back in his head, the hand on the nape of my neck went limp, and he toppled to the floor, his head knocking a puff of filthy dust into the air as it thumped into the shag carpet. 
 
    I looked up. That bitch Nate had one hand out and pointed at Matthew, and a smug smile on his face I wanted to smack off of him with a water bottle. Or my fist. 
 
    “Nice going,” Ian said, sounding impressed. Asshole. 
 
    “Dor taught me how yesterday,” Nate replied, and brushed his hands together. “Whammy. I thought we might need to be able to do that if Matthew acted like a fucking moron again.” 
 
    Well, fuck. Not so easy after all. 
 
    With the speed of long practice, I forced my rage down and out of sight. “He’s your pack leader, and he’s doing his job,” I said, careful to still sound breathy and weak. It wasn’t that much of a stretch. They really hadn’t fed me, except for a granola bar the night before. “He’s trying to make sure you aren’t abusing helpless pris—” 
 
    “Oh, save it,” Nate snapped. “Helpless my ass. You might have him right where you want him with your crappy spell, but we’re immune to the bullshit.” I blinked up at him, slowly, giving him the full force of what I’d been told were very pretty green eyes. I’d also been told they made me look like an alley cat, but hey, pretty was pretty — and also, that wasn’t entirely wrong, if they only knew. “We’re immune to that too,” Nate added, although he took a defensive step closer to his hulking Neanderthal of a mate as he did, like he was afraid my wiles might have more of an effect on Ian than they did on him. 
 
    Which, maybe — okay, no. Under the circumstances, no, although seducing two brothers at the same time was well within my wheelhouse on a better day. But if it worked? Ugh. I wasn’t putting out for Ian, and he didn’t seem like he was the type to let a guy get away with empty promises. 
 
    “Look, let’s make this simple. Break the spell or I’m going to rip your throat out,” Ian put in, losing whatever appeal he might have had in the process. He crossed his massive arms across his equally massive chest and glared down at me. “Matthew won’t care once you’re dead.” 
 
    Nate shot him a worried look. “We can’t just kill him. I mean, he may not be harmless, or helpless, but he is a prisoner. That’s — we won’t do that, right?” 
 
    “The hell we won’t,” Ian growled. “You might not. But I definitely will.” 
 
    I glanced down at Matthew, sprawled next to me on the floor. They hadn’t even bothered to move him to the couch; apparently they were still really, really pissed about his part in betraying his pack. His hand, the one that had cradled the back of my head so tenderly a few minutes before, lay limp next to my knee. He was out like a light, and likely to stay that way for a little bit, by the even rise and fall of his broad chest. He wouldn’t hear any of this, and he probably wouldn’t believe it when Ian told him. 
 
    Fine. No more Little Orphan Annie. “Go ahead, kill me,” I drawled, looking back up to meet Ian’s furious gaze. “If you want to watch your brother die too.” 
 
    Ian and Nate stared at me for a second. “I call bullshit,” Nate said, although he didn’t sound as confident as he clearly wanted to. “Spells die with the caster.” 
 
    “Sometimes they do.” I shrugged. “When the caster’s not very skilled. I mean, I’m sure your spells wouldn’t last if someone did the world a favor and lit you on fire.” 
 
    Nate’s cheeks went flaming red. “Fuck you, you sorry excuse for a shaman! I knocked your ass out with a water bottle!” 
 
    Fury spiked up in me. “That was a fluke!” Fuck, fuck, I had to keep myself together. No anger. No emotions. I didn’t need them. “Anyway, this spell won’t die with me. You kill me, and Matthew’ll be dead within a few weeks. A couple of months, at most. Slowly. Painfully. No cure, and no counterspell.” 
 
    I broke off, breathing hard, and glared back at them. My heart was beating way too fast. I needed water. I needed off this fucking floor. And I really, really wasn’t sure they’d believe me. 
 
    “You’re so sure we won’t call your bluff?” Ian asked. His arms were still crossed, like he was all casual, but his fists were clenched so hard his knuckles were white. 
 
    “It’s not a bluff.” And it wasn’t, not that it was any comfort. If they killed me, I’d be too dead to have the bleak satisfaction of watching Matthew suffer and die too, and I was the only necromancer I knew with the chops and the cojones to bring me back. Irony at its finest. “He’ll die if you kill me. If you want to risk it, then do it. This basement sucks anyway. I mean, who decorated this place? The Bee Gees’ grandma?” 
 
    Nate suddenly turned away, making a strange choking sound. “Nate, seriously, what the fuck,” Ian hissed at him. “Really? He’s the enemy.” Nate’s shoulders shook, and then he turned around again, his eyes oddly bright. 
 
    Well, fuck me. He’d been laughing. I still hated him, but at least he had one good quality other than that fucking cute ass and his aim with a bottle. 
 
    “Okay, look,” Nate said, putting his hands on his hips. He cleared his throat. “No killing. Just in case it’s not a bluff,” he said, directing that at Ian, who huffed at him. “But torturing. That we can do lots of, right? Starving, beating, you know, um, other stuff. Torture’s not really my thing. I mean, obviously we can’t cut off fingers or anything, that would be fucked-up, but. Something?” He elbowed Ian in the side with force. “Feel free to jump in anytime, asshole.” 
 
    “I’m terrified,” I said. Other stuff? That would be fucked-up? As if that wasn’t the whole point of torture. What was wrong with this pack? Was there anything they were good at? Their victory the other night was obviously an accident. And I’d let myself be captured by these incompetents. Sometimes I seriously hated myself, too. “Really. Shaking in my shoes. Cringing. Would you like me to come up with some ideas for you? I hate massages, hot baths, and caviar, just for example.” Nate rubbed the bridge of his nose and shook his head. I smirked up at them. “Anyway, I can do torture for days. On either side of the equation. I couldn’t care less. But he will,” I said, nodding at Matthew, who was still drooling on the floor. “He won’t let you.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t give him a choice,” Ian said grimly. “He’s this close to being removed as pack leader by the council. I’m acting in his place right now, pretty much.” 
 
    My eyes darted back to Matthew involuntarily. Shit. I’d caused that, and a tiny little unfamiliar worm of guilt wriggled in my guts. 
 
    Matthew wasn’t quite as big as his brother, but he was more powerful, somehow, even lying there whammied by his brother-in-law. All those years of leading a pack left their mark. And he was a hell of a lot smarter. When I’d first met him, I’d been struck by how shrewd and observant he was — before he went under the influence of a fucking powerful enchantment, anyway. That tended to scramble a few neurons. I’d basically stuck a magical egg beater in his head and taken it to his brain — figuratively speaking. Although I was going to file that idea away for literal use at some point in the future. I knew a few assholes who deserved it. Maybe Ian. 
 
    “He’s still your brother,” I replied. That was Ian’s weak spot, I knew it. I had to lean on it, hard. “Do you do whatever the pack council says? Are you just their puppet? Even if they want you to betray your own family?” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Ian said, his eyes narrowing. “Don’t try to manipulate me. Like you give a shit about Matt. You’re the one refusing to remove your spell. This is your fault, not mine.” 
 
    Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck. He had half a brain after all. 
 
    Nate frowned down at Matthew, biting his lip, deep in thought. Double fuck. Maybe Ian could squeeze an idea out once in a while, but Nate was really the brains of the operation, even if he clearly thought with his little head as much as his big one — see Exhibit A, his mate. 
 
    “It may not be all that dramatic, but being cut off from your magic is worse than being beaten, for a warlock,” Nate said slowly. “Probably for a shaman, too? I mean, the only real difference is he’s a werewolf. And in chains like that, he can’t shift, either, which has to suck. Right?” Ian nodded, and for the first time since my capture, a frisson of real fear skittered down my back. “Okay, so no killing, and no torture. We can just leave him locked up here. Toss a loaf of bread and some water down the stairs every day, give him a bucket, someone can come down and empty it every morning. We won’t actually be hurting him. Unless you count having to stare at that abomination of a piece of furniture twenty-four seven.” 
 
    Triple, triple fuck. My chains rattled as my hands started to tremor. In my chest, my heart began a sick double-pound. How the fuck did he know? He couldn’t know. He couldn’t, because no one knew some of the things that’d happened to me when I didn’t have my magic to defend myself. Kimball and his shaman hadn’t known where I’d come from, not exactly, and whatever they’d guessed or discovered had died with them. 
 
    Ian smiled — the smile of a predator, which of course he was. Not the smartest predator, but he had instincts, and he’d probably already picked up on the dilation of my pupils. “Okay, works for me. He can go nuts down here all alone until he cracks. Maybe Matt’ll forget about him after a few months.” 
 
     “I won’t crack,” I said, and then swallowed hard, basically giving myself the lie. Could they see the sweat breaking out on my forehead in the low light? “Easy peasy. I’d like some time alone, after all these fun little chats.” Fuck. I was an idiot. 
 
    No, focus. Focus. I couldn’t do this. I had to make them think it was a bad idea. Torture, maybe they’d reconsider torture. 
 
    “He wasn’t bluffing before,” Nate said before I could try another argument. “But now he is. He’ll definitely crack if we leave him down here. And I believe him that Matthew will die if we kill him. So I’d call locking him in the basement a win-win.” 
 
    Ian nodded and strode across the room, scooping up Matthew and heaving him over his shoulders with the resigned air of someone who’d done this before. He stayed as far from me as he could, his lip curled with disgust. I wanted to sneer back at him, but I had enough to do trying not to hyperventilate. 
 
    With Matthew slung across his back, Ian grunted himself to his feet and headed for the stairs. Nate followed, turning his back on me without even so much as another glance, let alone a word. 
 
    Gods, no. They couldn’t just leave me here like this. 
 
    “I could kill myself down here and kill him with me,” I yelled after them, my voice rising to an embarrassingly high pitch. “This is a bad fucking idea. You’ll regret it!” 
 
    “I doubt that,” Nate called over his shoulder. “And just so you know, I’ll be the one throwing the water bottles down the stairs. So remember to duck.” 
 
    Two sets of footsteps echoed up the stairs, and then the door at the top slammed shut. They’d left the light on, thank every god there was, but I was alone, and it was silent. And I knew it was going to be like that indefinitely. 
 
    I closed my eyes and sought my center again. I wasn’t going to crack. Fuck that. I wasn’t going to crack. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Let Me Out 
 
    Cold. Black. The rattle of chains when I shift my position, never relieving the ache in my muscles and bones. I can’t stretch my arms out all the way, and my elbows are starting to seize up. Alone, and I can’t scream. My throat’s too dry. 
 
    How long? Can’t remember. Can hardly remember the feel of air, or sunlight, what the stars look like. Trying to count imaginary stars only lasts so long. So cold, so cold. My throat’s so dry I can’t swallow. 
 
    My eyes popped open. The contrast between the pitch-blackness of my nightmare and the gloomy blur of the basement made me wince, and I squeezed my eyes shut and sat gasping against the couch, drenched in sweat. Inside myself, I flailed, trying to reach my magic, but it was gone, still gone, out of reach, and I felt so empty and hollow… 
 
    Something creaked — the door at the top of the stairs. I’d been straining my ears for — how long? I didn’t know. Searching for any sound at all, and sometimes catching distant voices or the muffled thud of footsteps upstairs. Twice a day the door had opened. In the mornings — maybe, because if I were them I’d be doing it at different times and at irregular intervals, just to fuck with me — someone, maybe Nate, lobbed a large plastic bottle of water and a chunk of bread down the stairs. The first time probably wasn’t Nate, because the asshole’s aim sucked. 
 
    In the evenings, one of the goons came lumbering down the stairs and carried the bucket I used for waste into the basement’s attached bathroom to empty it. 
 
    If they thought making me use a bucket while a working toilet was only ten feet away was effective torture, they were right. I hated being dirty. Hated it, hated it, hated it, and when I could, I bathed several times a day. 
 
    On the fourth day, probably, the bread had been so dusty and dry and my stomach so upset I’d forced it down and then thrown it up again. 
 
    The smell was still festering a day later. Maybe a day. Too long, anyway. No one had come yet that morning. 
 
    Just as well, because I didn’t think I could keep any more bread down, or even the water. My stomach churned, and my head was swimming. All my limbs felt loose and weak. 
 
    I didn’t deserve this. Yes, I’d helped a trio of psychopaths try to kill the Armitages. I’d plotted with Jonathan Hawthorne, possibly the most terrifyingly emotionless bastard I’d ever met, so that he could enslave his own son. (Hawthorne would’ve deserved this.) I’d turned another one of my co-conspirators into a mindless half-undead monster and driven him into battle, where he’d injured I didn’t know how many of the Armitages’ pack and allies. 
 
    So objectively, maybe I did deserve this — from a certain point of view, that being that I’d had a real choice in my actions, rather than simply trying to survive. And also objectively, what they were doing to me wasn’t so bad. But I hated to be dirty, and I hated being cut off from my magic, and I needed to wash my hair before I lost my ever-loving shit. And I felt so sick. Why did I feel so sick? I hated being so weak. 
 
    How long were they going to leave me down here? They were supposed to be the good guys, right? The heroes. Where the fuck did they get off using tactics I might have used against someone else? The fucking nerve. 
 
    The creak at the top of the stairs turned into the door opening all the way, and then footsteps thumped their way down. 
 
    “Fuck, what’s that smell?” Nate’s voice. 
 
    “What do you think?” Ian replied. “He’s using a bucket. I told you I could handle this alone.” 
 
    “I’ll manage,” Nate grumbled. He’d manage? He’d probably had a shower that morning. 
 
    Nate and Ian appeared at the bottom of the stairs and stood shoulder to shoulder, examining me. Like they’d get any joy out of that. 
 
    “Where’s my bread and water? Run out of budget for grocery shopping?” The Armitages were notorious for being one of the brokest-ass werewolf packs in the west. A lot of the pack worked low-paid blue-collar jobs — or had, before the paper mill in the area shut down. Now they were unemployed and living off of odd jobs as handymen or furniture movers, and I was pretty sure they owned a junkyard. 
 
    An unprofitable junkyard, even as junkyards went. 
 
    I expected a sneer, or a mocking retort, but it didn’t come. Ian was pale and exhausted-looking, and he frowned at me silently. 
 
    “He looks like shit too,” Nate said. “He’s white as a ghost. And he’s sweating.” Come to think of it, he wasn’t looking his best either. 
 
    And…too? Little alarm bells were starting to go off. 
 
    Ian’s frown deepened. “What kind of spell did you put on my brother?” he demanded at last. 
 
    “As I told you in our first charming conversation the day after your fluke of a victory, I don’t share my proprietary techniques.” 
 
    I slumped back against the end of the couch. That long of a sentence had really taken it out of me, not to mention the effort of sounding like I wasn’t about to start begging for a bottle of Tums. Fuck, there was really something wrong with me. 
 
    And given Ian’s question, I was starting to suspect what it was. 
 
    “No, not gonna fly,” Ian said grimly. “Not this time. Something’s wrong with Matt. He’s sick. Like you are, it looks like. So you’re going to tell me what you did, and you’re going to do it now, or I will start torturing you. For real. No fucking bread-and-water bullshit.” 
 
    “He’ll die if you kill —” 
 
    “I didn’t say one fucking word about killing you.” His blue eyes were cold, icy cold, and they made me shiver. I was starting to get the idea that being a generally decent person wasn’t enough to make him weak. 
 
    He’d have a strong enough stomach for whatever he needed to do to help his brother, and at this point — I didn’t. I wouldn’t hold out for long. My head whirled with sickness and frustration and anxiety. Keeping the spell in place was my only leverage. But if it was the spell I’d cast that was affecting me and Matthew…it shouldn’t have, that was the thing. It damn well shouldn’t have. I’d built in the failsafe that would kill Matthew if I died very much on purpose, and I’d been damn proud of it, too. I still was. 
 
    Only…the only way to do that had been to modify the love spell, deepening its usually more superficial effects. It didn’t just cause lust. That wouldn’t have been enough to anchor the I-die-you-die that I needed in there. It mimicked a mate bond — specifically a werewolf mate bond — to make it more effective on Matthew. 
 
    And mates…well, they didn’t do well when they were separated. Especially when I’d enhanced that effect too, in order to make Matthew crave my presence and keep coming back to the Kimball territory. 
 
    Except that it wasn’t supposed to make him sick. 
 
    And it wasn’t supposed to do anything at all to me. 
 
    But…I didn’t have access to my magic, which had been anchoring the spell, using me as the focal point because that was how mate bonds worked. And now the spell had been running amok for days, without any anchor at all. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Frantically, I ran through my options, which ranged from fuck-that to oh-hell-no on the desirability scale. I could remove the love spell. That would leave Ian free to rip me apart, although he’d need to take me out of the spelled chains for me to do the spellwork, which might give me an opportunity…no, surely he’d have Nate and possibly that other freakazoid mage right there breathing down my neck. Not to mention, he’d have something sharp directly on my neck. I’d die that way, almost certainly. 
 
    I could do nothing. Then, Matthew and I would both get sicker, and probably die. Not an option. 
 
    That left me with confessing my fuck-up — though I’d try to phrase it a little better than that, to preserve my pride if nothing else — and admitting that actually, it looked like Matthew and I would need to be in closer proximity for the near future. 
 
    Much closer proximity. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “Well?” Ian prompted me. “Cat got your tongue?” 
 
    I stared at him, my heart pounding. Did he know? How the fuck would he know? I put up a good werewolf front. I’d gotten a lot of practice. And even if Nate had examined my magic or the spell, he wouldn’t be able to tell. Shifter magical signatures looked very, very alike to a non-shifter warlock like Nate. 
 
    But Ian didn’t know, obviously. He was just using an expression. I took a deep breath and put my game face on, as best I could given it was grimy and dripping with sweat and probably still streaked with dried vomit. 
 
    Best possible spin. I could do this. 
 
    I smirked at Ian. “Looks like you’ll need to not only keep me alive, but get me out of this basement and out of these chains. Because if Matthew’s sick, that means the spell I put on him is doing its job.” 
 
    Ian’s face went dangerously red, but Nate spoke up first, his brows furrowed. “Doing its job? I don’t believe you. This was an accident, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Oh, I was going to kill him the moment I had the chance. “You would think so,” I said snidely. “But not all of us are incomp—” 
 
    “Don’t you fucking dare finish that sentence,” Ian snarled, taking a menacing step toward me. “Tell me how to fix my brother, or the claws are coming out!” 
 
    “And you obviously did screw up,” Nate put in, “or you wouldn’t look like you’re coming down with the magical I-fucked-up-my-spell stomach flu, would you? Maybe it was meant to do this to Matthew, but not to you. You. Fucked. Up. So tell us what needs to happen to get that spell off.” 
 
    My anger rose past the point of restraint, boiling in my chest like magma. “The spell’s not coming off! No fucking way. I’m a dead man if I remove it. Let me out of this basement!” I yanked my arms, the chains suddenly too fucking much, too heavy — I couldn’t take it. They shook and rattled and banged against the floor. “Let me out! He has to be near me, or he’ll get sicker. He has to be near me, so let me out!” 
 
    “No, you’re going to take off this fucking spell —” 
 
    “He’s not going to,” Nate snapped. “It was worth a try, but if he ends it, he obviously thinks we’re going to kill him. If he doesn’t end it, he’ll die unless we do what he wants — but so will Matthew. Fuck this, Ian. Matthew got us into this crap, and he can deal with spending however long until we figure out how to break this spell ourselves stuck in a room with a smelly, bitchy, murderous shaman who can’t cast a love spell correctly.” He smirked at me, and I flipped him the finger. “Fuck them both. We can leave the manacles on so he can’t do any more super fun magic tricks. Matthew can handle him. Then we won’t need to deal with this bullshit anymore on top of everything else.” 
 
    No, I needed the manacles off, I needed them off… But Ian was nodding, and even smiling a little, his eyes gleaming. “You know, that actually works for me. I love you,” he added, with a sappy look in Nate’s direction that nearly had me throwing up every last drop of bile in my empty stomach. 
 
    Once I got over my disgust, what Nate had said really sank in, and…that would work. It would only be a matter of time before I got Matthew to take the manacles off and let me go — because he was in love with me, and leaving us alone together was fucking stupid. 
 
    “By the way, you’ll both be under guard,” Ian said. “No using my dumbass brother’s fake feelings to escape. He’s just going to get to be the one to deal with feeding you and listening to you whine.” 
 
    I opened my mouth, and then snapped it shut again. My head was starting to ache, and my legs had gone mostly numb. I was going to get out of the basement, and out of my chains. I’d presumably get the opportunity for a shower and clean clothes — and once I was closer to Matthew, I wouldn’t be slowly dying, either, which would be a good first step. 
 
    No, I could bide my time. 
 
    I nodded, and pretended I wasn’t plotting to kill all of them at the first opportunity. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Taking a shower with manacles on, under Nate’s watchful eyes, and in a shower stall that hadn’t seen a bottle of bleach since Jimmy Carter was president — well, it wasn’t my first choice, but the second the hot water hit me I didn’t give a fuck. The whole pack could’ve been staring at me. Carter himself could have been staring at me. Naked. Fuck, it felt so good. 
 
    I moaned, bit my lip, and tipped my head back to let the water run down over my face and neck. 
 
    Nate made a choking sound, and I smiled. Yeah, I was hot. And Nate knew it, too, or he wouldn’t have told Ian to wait outside. 
 
    I turned around and ran my hands down over my body, staring right at him. I was probably too thin by most guys’ standards — definitely Nate’s, judging by Ian. But hot was hot. I reached up and started to wash out my long blond hair, like that shampoo commercial that verged on soft-core porn. Only with more tattoos, and a lot more cock. 
 
    Another moan was just for fun. Nate blushed, but he kept his attention on me. 
 
    “You’re not my type,” he said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “I know.” I winked at him. “You like them big and dumb, and I’m neither. But you can’t blame me for trying to distract you.” 
 
    Sometimes, I’d found, telling people straight-up what you were doing to piss them off was more annoying than just doing it, and it worked this time, too. Nate looked like he was about to blow a gasket. 
 
    “You’re not distracting me. I’m still watching you.” 
 
    “Yeah, and so you’re distracted either way. Win-win.” Not that distracting him did much for me — I wasn’t going to be escaping anytime soon. But keeping my captors off-balance was one of my favorite hobbies. Some guys took up knitting; I antagonized my guards. It was a lifestyle. 
 
    I pointedly turned my back before I started rubbing soap lather on my ass. I could almost hear his teeth grinding. 
 
    It made me smile, but I wasn’t going to be able to enjoy pushing his buttons for long. It was getting more and more obvious that whatever I’d done to fuck up my spell was a serious fuck-up. My knees were shaking, and I had to take deep breaths to keep the nausea under control. 
 
    So when Nate started to bitch at me for taking too long, I didn’t argue. I was clean, by most people’s standards, anyway, and surely Matthew had a shower in whatever room we’d be locked up in together. I could be more thorough later on. 
 
    And if I didn’t get to him soon, I was afraid I was going to pass out. The steam was making me lightheaded and my heart was beating too fast. What the fuck had I done wrong? I couldn’t remember making any mistakes when I assembled the components, and the casting had gone off without a hitch. 
 
    Without a word, Nate handed me a pair of jeans and a t-shirt that had to be his: they were almost the right size, only a little too big in the shoulders. Asshole. 
 
    I dressed, trying to hide how unsteady I was, and then Nate opened the bathroom door. 
 
    Time to face Matthew, and hope I could be manipulative enough to fend off a love-spelled alpha wolf who had every reason to be pissed at me. I gave myself fifty-fifty. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Crazy for Loving You 
 
    The rest of the pack house was exactly what I would have expected from seeing the basement: infested with dust bunnies and poorly maintained. We passed through a large living room on our way up from the basement, where three younger werewolves were lounging on the couch, playing some kind of outdated video game. They all glanced up as Ian and Nate led me through, and they sneered, but they didn’t say anything. I could hear other voices in the house, though, maybe coming from what I thought had to be the kitchen around the corner. I could smell food from that direction. The smell turned my stomach and made me ache with hunger all at once. 
 
    The whole scene made me shudder. So many werewolves in one place…ugh. I wasn’t a pack animal, and the mingled scents and close quarters were just disgusting. 
 
    We went up the stairs, along a gross mint-green hallway that looked like it belonged in a cut-rate mental institution, and right up to a closed door with peeling off-white paint and a rusty doorknob. Outside of it was an armchair holding one of the biggest guys I’d ever seen. Matthew’s guard, I presumed. He grunted at Ian. 
 
    Ian unlocked the door without bothering to knock. Not that a lock would’ve kept Matthew in if he really wanted to get out, but if that huge mountain of a wolf was sitting outside all the time…well, I wasn’t loving my own chances of breaking out of there. Nate opened the door, and Ian shoved me inside. 
 
    “He’s all yours,” Ian said, and slammed the door behind me. 
 
    The lock clicked.  
 
    Matthew stood up from where he’d been sitting on the bed. 
 
    He looked like shit, with dark bags under his eyes and a tension in his body that practically thrummed in the air. 
 
    Although as I watched, that tension started to evaporate. My own nausea was receding, and my headache faded away within moments. 
 
    Well, fuck. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Matthew demanded abruptly. 
 
    I blinked at him, not quite fluttering my eyelashes, but close. “I’m hungry,” I said simply. “And cramped from being chained up.” I threw in a little pout. “It was awful down there.” 
 
    Matthew’s hands twitched, like he was resisting reaching for me. “You look good. More than good,” he said, and then added, more coldly, “I’m sure you’ll survive. But they should have taken better care of — I know you’re just trying to get to me. Fuck!” he shouted, and spun around, his shoulders heaving and his hands rubbing through his hair. 
 
    I edged away, but then my back hit the wall. His own common sense, and probably a lot of evidence his brother would have shown him by now of my active involvement in trying to kill him and his whole pack, was obviously having a knock-down drag-out fight with my spell. The spell made him love me, but it couldn’t prevent that love from turning toxic, becoming so intermingled with a vengeful alpha’s possessive, aggressive rage that it was indistinguishable from hatred. So I’d been expecting either care and concern or anger and lust, but not all of it at once.  
 
    Oh, this was bad. He wouldn’t need to try to break out of the room when he went crazy, which looked like it was happening any second; I’d be conveniently right there, and he could just break me. 
 
    And fuck, but this was ruining my half-formed plans. I’d had an idea of how to manage him if he was stuck in poor-Arik — well, poor-Jonah, since he still had my fake name — mode. I’d milk it for all it was worth. And if he was furious and finally convinced that he hated me but also wanted me, I’d have let him fuck me through the mattress, while appearing to resist, and then used either his remorse or his afterglow against him. 
 
    But now both of those ideas were out the window. 
 
    Speaking of. I eyed the two windows in the room, both of them regular old-fashioned sash windows just large enough for a full-grown man to climb in and out of. I’d have given a lot to be able to do that right about then. 
 
    But no, that could wait until I’d had a chance to lull Matthew a little bit — and then there was the problem of getting the cuffs off. I was short on allies outside of this house, not that I had any here, either. 
 
    And I had to work on that. 
 
    Change of tactics. I needed to reconcile his competing feelings, stat. 
 
    “Look, I cast this spell on you because I was afraid for my life,” I said, a little breathily and a little ruefully. The role of victim didn’t come naturally to me, but I could play one on TV. “I know I’ve done bad things. But — you know what Kimball was like. He threatened me. I didn’t have a choice.” 
 
    “You always have a choice,” Matthew growled, gravelly and low. The wolf was pretty close to the surface, it sounded like. “You always — fuck. You did have a choice. You did.” He sounded like he was trying to convince himself as much as me. 
 
    “Putting the spell on you didn’t hurt or kill you,” I said. “But if I hadn’t — do you have any idea what he was going to do to me?” 
 
    In an instant Matthew was right in my face, his hands planted on the wall on either side of me and his eyes glowing. 
 
    “Four of my pack died the other night, Jonah. Four. Because I was —” His jaw worked. “Because I was thinking about you instead of my family. Because I betrayed them to Kimball. Because I told the council, and all my betas, that Kimball wasn’t a threat and I was negotiating with him privately to form an alliance. No one was on their guard. No one was ready.” 
 
    I tried not to have a conscience; it was an inconvenient burden I couldn’t afford. But that shook me. I hadn’t known the death toll on either side; no one had bothered to tell me. I was sure the Kimballs must have lost a few more than that, but then, they were a bigger pack. 
 
    The thing was, it took a lot to kill werewolves. Fatalities were usually pretty low, even in a pack war. Wounded enemies would be left to live or die while the mobile combatants moved on to another fight, and they often lived. I’d been counting on that when I turned Kimball into a monster. He looked fucking horrifying, but that was more for shock and awe. And because I wanted to. I’d assumed most of his victims would live to tell the tale. 
 
    No wonder Ian wanted me dead. Those were his friends, people he’d known all his life. It was a weird thing for me, to try to put myself in the place of someone with real connections to other people. But for a moment, I almost saw it from the Armitages’ perspective. 
 
    Nope, twinging conscience or not, I couldn’t afford to worry about it. 
 
    “Kimball didn’t want me to put that particular spell on you, Matthew. He wanted me to tie you to him directly. If I had, you’d have been his puppet, and it would’ve worked out even worse for your pack in the —” 
 
    “You could’ve not done what that son of a bitch and his fucking psychopath of a warlock told you to at all!” Matthew roared. “You could’ve said no!” 
 
    “He would have killed me!” 
 
    “No, the fuck he would’ve. A shaman’s too valuable. Don’t give me that fucking bullshit, you —” 
 
    With a wordless snarl of rage, Matthew wrapped one of his huge hands around a fistful of my hair and smashed his mouth down over mine. He outweighed me by a lot, and his body pinned me to the wall...I could feel his erection digging into my stomach. 
 
    When I started to struggle, it wasn’t fake. His kiss was brutal, all teeth and force and anger, and I could’ve used it against him later and filed it away to get revenge for instead of fighting it, but it didn’t matter, it was wrong, and it hurt… 
 
    The next second he was halfway across the room again, panting for breath, his claws half extended. I leaned against the wall, my lips tender and bruised and the rest of me aching with some kind of pain I couldn’t define and didn’t understand. And at the same time, my whole body felt stronger, more alive — as if the spell was rewarding me for doing what it wanted. 
 
    “I’m not going to rape you,” he gasped. And again, it sounded more like he was trying to convince himself. Which was the opposite of reassuring. “I’m not.” A little more confidence, that time. And then he added, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    That shocked me into speaking without thinking. “Why?” 
 
    He looked up and stared at me. “Why aren’t I going to rape you?” 
 
    Well, that too, but… “Why are you sorry?” 
 
    “Why am I…sorry.” His eyebrows drew together. “I came really close to — why am I sorry? Aren’t you supposed to apologize for something like that? What kind of fucking question is that?” 
 
    “Nothing’s stopping you.” And nothing was. I didn’t get it. Maybe he had too much self-respect to fuck someone like me, or too much human decency to get off on forcing me, but apologizing? For thirty seconds of taking advantage of me? “I’m a prisoner. And you only kissed me.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t apologize for kissing you if you weren’t a prisoner. You have enough magic to fend me off. Usually,” he said, with a nod to my manacles. 
 
    “So take them off and kiss me again.” I extended my arms, cocking my hips provocatively. It was worth a shot. 
 
    Matthew shuddered, and his claws dug into his wrists as he clenched his fists. “You should lock yourself in the bathroom,” he said, slowly and evenly. “Right now.” 
 
    “A lock won’t stop you —” 
 
    “It’ll slow me down enough to get it together. Fucking now!” he growled, and his eyes were glowing again. 
 
    I dashed into the bathroom, slamming the door shut right as his body thudded against it hard enough to rattle the hardware and knock a few bits of chipped paint off the wall beside it. I pressed myself back against the opposite wall, breathing hard. Silence. 
 
    No, not quite silence. I could hear him breathing too, deep rasping pants that could’ve been used as a movie sound effect for the part where the ingénue was hiding in a closet with the serial killer heavy-breathing right outside. 
 
    Those scenes could go on for what felt like hours, with the tension ratcheting up until everyone, from the director on down to the moviegoer, wanted to scream. 
 
    Nope, this was going to drive me insane. “Matthew?” 
 
    “Yeah?” His voice was thick, like his fangs were showing. 
 
    “Are you going to break the door down?” 
 
    A long pause. “Jury’s still out on that,” he said ruefully, and I laughed a little despite myself. “Look. I hate you. You got my pack members killed. And I’m fucking crazy in love with you. I hate myself. I want to tear the door off its hinges and fuck you through the wall, rip you to pieces and then tuck you in bed and hold you all night while I tell you how beautiful you are.” 
 
    My lower lip hurt. I realized it was because I was biting down on it, hard. How the fuck was this making me…hard. I was getting hard, my cock thickening and pressing against the fly of Nate’s stupid tight jeans. 
 
    Oh, gods, there was something really, really wrong with me. 
 
    There was a thump against the door. His fist? Or maybe his forehead. “You asked, Jonah,” he said in a low almost-growl. 
 
    I swallowed hard. I couldn’t trust him, and I didn’t trust him. But I could at least give him something, one true thing that might make him let his own guard down a little. 
 
    Besides, I really, really hated that fucking name. 
 
    “Arik.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I sucked in a deep breath. It shouldn’t have felt as meaningful as it did to tell him my name, but maybe the fairies had something, with their obsession with the importance of it. And I almost never used it. I had more aliases than most guys had pairs of boxer-briefs. 
 
    “My name is Arik. Not Jonah.” 
 
    I hadn’t turned on a light when I went in, and there was only one small window set high up above the shower, so when the door rattled, I could see the light seeping underneath it go dim. Matthew had sat down, then. I let out a silent breath of relief. Sitting was good. Sitting meant breaking down the door wasn’t happening until he stood up again. 
 
    He sighed. “I’m glad to hear it. Jonah’s an awful name. It didn’t suit you at all.” 
 
    Now I was still half-hard, and also kind-of-sort-of starting not to dislike him. Ugh. “You don’t sound surprised.” 
 
    “That you lied?” He snorted a laugh. “No. Not surprised.” 
 
    Well, I wasn’t touching that with a ten-foot pole. He sounded almost normal, and I wanted out of this bathroom eventually. I seriously was fucking hungry — for anything that wasn’t bread. Gods, what I wouldn’t have given for a nice Cornish game hen cooked rare. I doubted this pack would have anything more sophisticated than a box of frozen chicken nuggets. Not that I’d turn that down at this point. Even if they were served still frozen. 
 
    I needed to get out of this bathroom. What was with this pack? Every one of them seemed to want to chivvy me or drag me or lock me into various crappy outdated rooms. 
 
    Unfortunately, it looked like the only way to get out, and get something to eat, and maybe get a few hours of sleep, was to somehow come to a truce with Matthew. Find common ground. 
 
    And wasn’t that fucking ironic. That was what he’d been trying to do when he first came to Kimball’s territory, summoned under pretense of burying the hatchet after years of muted hostilities between the two packs. I’d fucked that up for him — or helped, since with or without me Kimball was never going to simply make peace. And now here I was. 
 
    “You told me to run and hide just now.” 
 
    A pause. “Yeah?” 
 
    “So I’m gathering that you don’t want to —” I couldn’t say it, which was bizarre. I’d never shied away from saying anything, and often the more uncomfortable it made whoever I was talking to, the happier I was. But the word tasted foul and heavy on my tongue. 
 
    He knew what I meant, though. “No, I don’t want to,” he said, very low. “I shouldn’t want to. Fuck. Of course I don’t want to.” 
 
    Still not so reassuring. “Then you need to tell me how to help you not do that. Because I can’t stay in this bathroom forever. And you could get through the door in about two seconds anyway, so it’s not the greatest solution.” 
 
    “It helps when I can’t see you. I can still smell you, and hear you, and I know you’re there — but just removing one of my senses makes it a lot less overwhelming.” 
 
    And wasn’t that interesting. The part of my brain that still had analytical functions filed that tidbit away to mull over later, when I tried again to figure out what had gone wrong with my spell. It might be helpful. It might not. But if I could get a handle on the shape of the spell as it was now, instead of the way I’d envisioned it, I could maybe unravel part of it without undoing the whole thing. Make it a little easier to live with. 
 
    For me. And only for me. Of course. Fuck Matthew. He was nothing to me. 
 
    It didn’t matter that he’d pushed himself in front of me during a tense meeting when Adam, the Kimball shaman who’d overseen my work for the pack, had raised his hand like he meant to hit me. Or that he’d straight-up told Sam Kimball that there wasn’t going to be any alliance without Matthew taking me as his mate — and taking me away from a pack that anyone could see didn’t like me much. 
 
    Of course, at the time Matthew was under the impression that I was Kimball’s long-lost son, kidnapped by another pack as a child. Jonathan Hawthorne had been the one to come up with that ridiculous story, a little ironic considering what a shitty parent he’d been. Even by my standards. 
 
    So maybe Matthew had been the only person to try to protect me for years and years. Maybe he’d spoken to me like a person, listened when I spoke, and sometimes even made me laugh. Maybe he’d even laughed when I tried to make the occasional joke, although my sense of humor was dark enough to make most people cringe. That didn’t mean I owed him jack shit. Besides, he’d been enchanted. Not like he’d give a fuck about me either way without my spell. 
 
    I cleared my throat, trying to clear the bitter taste that thought left in my mouth at the same time. 
 
    Focus. Okay. He couldn’t be near me without needing to jump me. We had to be near each other. That meant controlled, planned contact was the only way forward. 
 
    “Do you think you could handle it if we were touching? Because I’m really hungry.” I hadn’t meant for that last part to sound so plaintive. I only wanted to sound like that when I wasn’t sincere, dammit. 
 
    “Touching how?” Matthew said, his voice hoarse. The door rattled slightly, and I tensed. Nothing else happened. He must have just shifted his weight. “Because thinking about touching you isn’t helping.” 
 
    “The spell kind of…simulates a mate bond. A little bit.” At least, that was my best guess. It had been meant to simply make him my bitch, but the part where I’d fucked that up was now well established. “I think if we have normal contact. You know, holding hands. Sitting next to each other. It ought to calm down the part of you that’s trying to claim me — if we act like you already have.” 
 
    There was an ominous silence. “Or I could just bite you and get it over with,” Matthew said in a low growl that raised all the hair on the back of my neck. Oh, fuck, no…mating an unwilling shaman wasn’t as simple as knotting and biting, but in this case it might actually work. 
 
    There was another growl, a real growl this time, vibrating and reverberating. The door creaked. Claws shot through the small gap between the door and the frame, splinters of wood flying, and the hinges groaned with the strain. 
 
    I scrambled to my feet and pressed myself to the wall. 
 
    It might actually work, and Matthew was coming through the door. 
 
    I’d been bitten before, more than once, by alphas trying to get control of my power for their own purposes. But shamans, being both shifters and magic-users, had a lot more control over the formation of a mate bond than the usual submissive mate would. When I’d been bitten with my magic available to me, I’d prevented the bond from taking, tearing it apart from the inside before it could get its hold on me. On the one occasion when I’d been bound like I was now, it had taken — but I’d broken it with the brute force of my magic once the bastard thought he had me, and it was safe to let me loose. 
 
    Only that one scar remained, since the bond had been completed before I’d gotten rid of it. I hated the sight of it, and though my shifter healing had long since made it inert, I could still feel it, like a phantom limb, reminding me of the violation I’d felt when the wound was made. 
 
    Of course, the shifters who’d tried to mate me were dead — with one exception. I’d seen to that, even when it took me a while to make it happen. Remembering that helped most of the time. 
 
    But it didn’t help right now. A thud against the door echoed through the bathroom, and the door cracked down the middle. I jumped, my heart pounding. If my spell had only gone one way, as intended, no worries. But now? With me affected too? I might not be able to break the bond once I got out of my manacles. 
 
    Matthew might not let me out of the manacles and give me the chance. 
 
    Or I might be so overwhelmed by the spell, and the bond, that I wouldn’t even want to try. 
 
    That terrified me most of all. To have my will taken away from me? Overridden by magical urges I couldn’t control? Just like I’d done to him… 
 
    Fuck, no, fuck. I was not going to feel bad about it. About anything. 
 
    Especially not when his claws flexed and the door peeled away from the frame like it was made out of paper, the broken lock and the doorknob clattering to the floor. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Near But Not So Dear 
 
    Matthew shoved the remains of the door out of his way and stood framed in the gap, his shoulders filling it from side to side. Yeah, maybe he wasn’t quite as big as his brother, or the hulking beast who was guarding the bedroom door. But he was tall, and broad, and an alpha; he had sixty pounds and five inches on me at the least. 
 
    And he was looking at me like I was his next meal. His eyes glowed, and his canines had lengthened. 
 
    Ready to pierce my flesh and make me his, whether I wanted it or not. 
 
    “Matthew,” I said, trying for calm, even though my body quivered with the force of my rapid heartbeat. “Matthew, don’t. You don’t want to mate with me. I’d be a terrible mate. You hate me. Remember? I don’t cook and I don’t submit and I don’t —” 
 
    I broke off, all my other undesirable traits fleeing my mind and the words withering on my dry tongue as he stepped forward, slowly and deliberately. It was so much worse than if he’d rushed me. Another step, and now he was halfway across the bathroom floor. Why couldn’t he get it over with? 
 
    Another step, and I wanted to scream. He was only a couple of feet away, close enough that I could almost feel the heat of him. 
 
    Think, I had to think, there had to be a way out of this… 
 
    And then it came to me, just as he took the final step that would bring him right up against me. 
 
    I went limp, my eyelashes fluttering and a small moan escaping my lips. Hitting the floor was going to hurt, but not as much as how badly he’d need to rip up my neck to get his bite to take. 
 
    His arms shot out and clutched me against his chest. My adrenaline spiked even higher. He might not believe I was fainting. Not with how my heart was racing. He scooped me up and carried me out of the bathroom, burying his face in my hair and shuddering. I stayed pliant, dangling in his arms like a rag doll. Predators liked to chase their prey. That was my experience, anyway — if a rabbit played dead, I’d poke at it, but I might not be as inclined to eat it. 
 
    Matthew carried me through to the bed and laid me down, wrapping himself around me and nuzzling my neck. Each one of his exhales heated my skin and paradoxically made me shiver. His cock jabbed into my side. It felt huge. 
 
    Gods, he was heavy. And hot. I was nearly suffocating, with my face pressed into his shoulder. He smelled like a forest in the summer, humid and rich. A strange sensation crept along every one of my nerves, a prickling, sparking awareness. Was this how magic felt to people who didn’t use it? Who couldn’t control it? I hated it, but I also couldn’t quite resist it. It made me want to tip my head and expose my neck even more, offer myself up like a not-so-virgin sacrifice. 
 
    Give in. 
 
    That snapped me out of my fugue. Giving in wasn’t an option. If Matthew mated me, I’d be as good as his slave. He’d force me to remove the spell, and then I’d have a mate who hated me, and I’d be the Armitages’ tool. Matthew wouldn’t be stupid enough to give me access to my magic until he was sure I was under his control. 
 
    I stirred a little, as if I was coming around. Matthew’s arms tightened. Slowly, trying to keep him calm and soothe his instincts, I slid my arms up and wrapped the one that wasn’t trapped under him around his ribs. I clutched a handful of his shirt with the other, and I rubbed my face against his shoulder. 
 
    Like a mate. Like a lover. Like someone who wasn’t a threat and was already Matthew’s. 
 
    “Arik?” he whispered, and brushed his lips over the skin just below my ear. “Arik, I know you’re awake.” 
 
    Apparently we were still going with the serial-killer horror-movie vibe, then. 
 
    “Hold me,” I whispered back, praying I wasn’t fucking this up. So far so good — no new holes in my skin. But that switch could flip again at any second. “Keep me safe?” 
 
    Matthew’s arms tightened around me. “You’re safe. No one’s going to touch you. I’ll rip their throats out if they try. You’re mine.” 
 
    His teeth grazed my jugular. I forced myself not to stiffen in his hold. 
 
    No, nothing to get worked up about here. Just lying in my bespelled captor’s arms, completely relaxed — because why wouldn’t I be, right? — with his massive erection prodding me and his teeth a millimeter from ripping my throat out, manacled to keep my magic inert and locked in with no hope of escape. 
 
    And the worst part was, I wished I could let go enough to pretend it was real for myself, and not just for him. You’re safe. No one’s going to touch you. That was a fantasy I couldn’t afford. A protector like Matthew, strong and decent and devoted…no. Not happening in reality, and not in my imagination, either, if I knew what was good for me. 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured, pressing a kiss to his shoulder. He vibrated against me, and I grimaced. No kissing, then. I needed him chilled out, not fired up and ready to fuck. “I know you won’t let anything happen to me. You’d never hurt me. You’d never let anyone else hurt me.” 
 
    Every word burned my tongue like acid. Maybe this was the real torture: being forced to voice my own deeply-hidden longings as a lie. 
 
    But it worked. Slowly, slowly, he started to relax — although his erection didn’t go anywhere. Maybe that was going to be permanent for a while. I grimaced again, this time in sympathy. Or maybe even empathy, because I’d been half-hard pretty much since I came into Matthew’s bedroom, and that hadn’t shown signs of softening, either. 
 
    Fuck this spell. If it’d been cast by someone else, he’d be so dead once I got my hands on him. 
 
    At long last, a while after the light through the windows had shifted to show it was afternoon, Matthew raised his head. He’d spent the time in between just breathing me in, his arms still locked around me and his body half-sprawled over mine. I’d been trying to zone out, to reach some kind of state of Zen, but my aching stomach was too much to ignore. So I lay there, miserable, trying both not to tense up too much and not to relax into his hold like the sweet, helpless little mate I’d been posing as. 
 
    His intense dark blue eyes fixed on mine, hard and cold as lapis lazuli. They looked a lot less insane; when he’d burst into the bathroom, he’d been like one of those cartoon characters with the swirly spirals going opposite directions in each eye. 
 
    But he looked far from happy, with a deep furrow between his thick straight brows and the corners of his lips tipped down. 
 
    “I think I’m in my right mind.” He said it like it came as a bit of a surprise to him. “I can think clearly.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. On the one hand, great — no biting. On the other hand — well, if he was thinking clearly, that meant he hated me again. That shouldn’t have bothered me. 
 
    But I needed him on my side, right? Of-fucking-course it bothered me. At least he hadn’t let go of me yet. One big hand was splayed across my lower back, and the other between my shoulder blades. Maybe that meant I still had some leverage. 
 
    “I’m afraid to move,” he said a second later, bursting my bubble. “I think you were right, much as it pains me to say it. We needed to be…closer.” The last word dripped with distaste, and his lip curled. 
 
    An unfamiliar sharp pain lanced through my chest. What the hell was that? Was the spell acting up again? 
 
    “I guess we do,” I said, my voice gone hoarse. I couldn’t even clear my throat, it was so dry. “Can we get something to eat though? Seriously. I think I might faint for real.” 
 
    His lips twisted in something smile-adjacent. “I knew you were faking.” 
 
    At least one of us did. 
 
    “Yeah, well, it worked,” I said sharply. “You didn’t want to be mated to me any more than I wanted to be mated to you, so you’re welcome.” 
 
    Matthew sighed, but he didn’t reply to that. “Hey, Luke?” he called out, only slightly louder than if he’d been talking to someone in the room. Right. The were-mountain had been listening this whole time, and that wasn’t fucking humiliating at all. “Can you get someone to bring us something to eat? Probably a lot to eat.” 
 
    A grunt from outside the door was our only acknowledgement. 
 
    Matthew rolled us both, flipping so that he was on his back and not halfway on top of me anymore. He flopped his head down on the pillow with a groan and closed his eyes. His left arm was still around me, but he threw the other over his face. 
 
    I wriggled my legs, trying to get some feeling back into them. Gods, I wanted to shift and stretch my legs so damn badly. Speaking of. 
 
    “When am I getting these manacles off?” I asked bluntly. There wasn’t much point in beating around the bush. All my plans to use Matthew’s feelings against him had gone down in flames. He was too fucking volatile. Fuck that spell, anyway. I’d rarely hated myself so much as I did right then. “What’s it going to take?” 
 
    “If Ian gets his way, they’re going to be permanent,” Matthew replied, without bothering to move his arm and look at me. 
 
    Something cold slithered down my spine: maybe a drop of sweat, or maybe just sheer terror. 
 
    “Only until I get a hold of a hacksaw.” 
 
    Matthew snorted. “Don’t think hacksaws work on those. We got them from that freaky mage. Pretty sure nothing short of an atom bomb would break them.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean for the manacles. I meant for my arms.” 
 
    That got a reaction. Matthew’s arm flailed off his face, and he turned and stared at me. “The fuck you are. Hack off your hands?” 
 
    “Better than living like this forever,” I said grimly, meeting his gaze levelly. “I can’t shift. I can’t do magic. This is hell. It’s worse than being physically crippled.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “You’re trying to get me on your side. It isn’t working. And like fuck we’re letting you anywhere near a hacksaw, anyway.” 
 
    Well, he had a point there. My own arms wouldn’t be my first target. I could think of a few things I’d like to do to that asshole Ian with something sharp. 
 
    Or Nate. Although if there was any justice in the world, I’d kill him with some form of beverage container. I’d hold that thought for later, when I had the time. I didn’t think the fantasy would get old anytime soon. 
 
    “Whatever you think about my motives, I’m not going to stay like this long-term. So you can either figure out a way to make that happen, or assume I’ll make it happen on my own.” 
 
    Where the fuck was that lumbering moron with our lunch? Actually talking to Matthew hadn’t been on my agenda. I was in serious danger of starting to… 
 
    Hang on a minute. I wasn’t just in serious danger of telling the truth, I’d been telling the truth. Without even thinking about it. No filtering, no spinning, no manipulation — just whatever was on my mind. I went rigid with horror. Now that I was conscious of it, I could feel it, a barely-there pressure in my mind nudging me toward spilling my guts. 
 
    I focused hard and said, “I’m not hungry after all.” 
 
    Matthew was staring at me again. “What the fuck, Arik?” 
 
    “Never mind.” Fuck. It had taken a little bit of effort to lie, and that simply wasn’t on. I lied like I breathed, and I didn’t apologize for it — and if I had, I would’ve been lying. “I’m starving. When do you think they’re going to get around to feeding us? Aren’t you supposed to be the pack leader?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, his voice tight. “I was, until someone cast a spell on me that made me incapable of doing my job.” 
 
    “That’s what you get for negotiating with that son of a bitch Kimball,” I spat back, stung and furious. “You should’ve never trusted him for a second when he contacted you trying to make ‘peace,’ like that was ever going to happen. And when you saw him with Jonathan fucking Hawthorne? What the fuck were you thinking?” 
 
    “I didn’t see him with Hawthorne until you’d already cast your fucking spell,” Matthew snarled, his eyes flashing. He popped up, his arm sliding out from under me and dropping me to the bed with a bounce. “And by the time I did, all I could think about was getting you out of there safely, back home with me where I could protect you from the psycho presumed-dead warlock and that creepy fucking Kimball shaman. Not to mention Kimball himself. You told me you were his long-lost son and I believed you, because I would’ve swallowed any bullshit you fed me, but the way he looked at you was not the way a father ought to look at his kid.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I hadn’t put my spell on you when Kimball called you,” I yelled right back. “So what’s your excuse for that? Too fucking stupid to kill him when you had the —” 
 
    “That’s your solution to everything?” Matthew shouted, his face going red, and the tendons in his neck standing out with tension. “Kill him? Kill everyone? You’re a fucking murderer, Arik, and you’re no better than Hawthorne. And speaking of which, you haven’t even started to explain what the fuck he was doing there —” 
 
    The door opened, and both of us broke off, panting, turning in unison to glare at the newcomer. 
 
    Who happened to be Nate, carrying a wooden tray piled with enough sandwiches to feed a small army — or in other words, barely enough for two hungry shifters. There were some water bottles, too. I nearly drooled. 
 
    He stared at us, his dark eyes wide. “Matthew, have you lost your shit completely? In bed? With him? And don’t get me started on how everyone in the pack is standing around the bottom of the stairs listening.” 
 
    “We’re getting to know each other,” I said coyly, wriggling my hips suggestively. “Matthew’s a lot of fun once he loosens up a little.” 
 
    Matthew’s fists clenched so hard I thought his knuckles might pop right out of his skin. “We have to stay close or I go crazy,” he said through gritted teeth. “Touching. And don’t get me started on how you and Ian ought to be keeping the eavesdroppers out of range while I’m compromised.” 
 
    Nate’s cheeks flushed, and I bit back a smile. Score one for Matthew. 
 
    And since when was I on Matthew’s side? Well, I’d be on anyone’s side if the other side had Nate on it, to be fair. 
 
    “Ian has a lot on his plate,” Nate said defensively. “Because he’s trying to be the pack leader and the second at the same time.” 
 
    “Can you put the tray on my desk?” Changing the subject. Probably smart, given that there wasn’t really a good reply to that. Definitely score one for Nate, damn him. “And then clear out the audience. Please,” he added grudgingly, as one of Nate’s eyebrows rose. 
 
    “Yeah, all right,” Nate sighed, and crossed the room to put the tray down on a messy desk set against the wall next to one of the windows. He stayed as far as possible from me, going in a semicircle rather than directly. He turned and looked at Matthew, a wistful expression on his face that I wanted to slap right off. How dare he look at Matthew like that, all affectionate and fucking stupid? “I promise we’re working on it,” he said, and left without waiting for an answer. 
 
    The door clicked shut behind him and the lock turned. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    You Don’t Know Me at All 
 
    My nose twitched, picking up the smell of ham, and Nate fled my mind. Ham. Actual meat. I rolled away from Matthew, nothing in my head but the need to go and eat everything in sight, and I yelped as a muscular arm wrapped around my middle and yanked me back onto the bed. 
 
    “Touching, remember?” Matthew said gruffly, his voice coming from way too close to my ear. He pressed up behind me, his chest against my back, a wall of heat and strength. 
 
    “I can get the tray,” I gasped. “I’ll bring it back. Just let me at the sandwiches before I eat you.” 
 
    He laughed, and I felt it more than heard it. “I wouldn’t say no. I’d rather do it the other way around, though.” 
 
    Oh, and that — that put images in my head. Lots of them. Vivid ones, starting with Matthew pinning my hips and sucking my cock down his throat, and rapidly moving on to me on my hands and knees with my ass in the air, and Matthew busy with his lips and tongue between my cheeks. 
 
    “Sandwiches,” I said as firmly as I could, shaking my head to try to get the picture of Matthew eating me out to go away. “One second.” 
 
    After a beat, Matthew released me, and I scrambled off the bed. 
 
    It took a little maneuvering to get settled on the bed again with me, Matthew, and the tray, but finally I was able to dig in. I didn’t care about the way his side was pressed against mine, or the fact that our hands kept brushing when we reached for the food. 
 
    And even though I was normally incredibly fastidious, I didn’t even care about the crumbs going everywhere on my shirt and the bed, or the gulping noises I was making as I stuffed sandwich after sandwich in my mouth. Every bite was paradise. I guzzled two bottles of water and ate until every scrap was gone. 
 
    I flopped back against the pillows, breathing like I’d run a marathon. My shoulder bumped into Matthew’s; I realized he’d stopped a while ago, and was already reclining next to me. 
 
    I turned my head. He was staring at me, with something between bemusement and — something else I couldn’t read. It was intense, whatever it was, and I was caught, unable to look away. 
 
    “Feeling better?” 
 
    “Did you not believe I was hungry or something? I was on bread and water in the basement.” 
 
    Matthew shrugged, a hard move to pull off while lounging on a bed, but somehow he made it look good. “Not believing you is a good default position.” Before I could muster a reply to that, he added, “But now that we’ve dealt with your immediate needs, you have some questions to answer. Starting with where Hawthorne was for the last two years, how he ended up with the Kimballs, and how you ended up with the Kimballs. And who you really are.” 
 
    I blinked at him. “‘Starting with’? That’s a long list.” I licked my lips absently, and Matthew’s eyes flicked down to my mouth. His pupils expanded and his breathing sped up a little. “I’m not answering those,” I said quickly. 
 
    Fuck. Damned if I did and damned if I didn’t, because the last thing I wanted was him getting all bitey again — except that was tied for last with how little I wanted to answer any one of his questions. 
 
    “Yeah, you are,” he said grimly, looking at my eyes again, at least. “You realize you’re never getting free until you do, right? The Kimballs are still a threat. Hawthorne’s dead, but who knows what he was up to while he was off the grid. He could still be a threat from beyond the grave — for the second fucking time. And until I have some reason to think you’re not a threat, you’re staying neutralized. I of all people know what you can do.” 
 
    My heart pounded away and my fists clenched. “Then you’ll be under my spell forever,” I snarled. “Because I can’t remove it with these fucking things on my wrists.” 
 
    Matthew shook his head and laughed a little. It didn’t reach his eyes, which were as dark and cold as the depths of the sea. “You won’t remove it anyway, right? Not when you’re convinced you’re a dead man as soon as you do. Ian told me about your little heart-to-heart.” 
 
    A few hours before, he would’ve been a hundred percent right. Nearly ending up knotted, bitten, and permanently mated had changed my perspective a bit. 
 
    And the danger wasn’t over, either. I’d have to be stuck to Matthew’s side, and on my guard, twenty-four hours a day until the spell was off. 
 
    Yeah, safe to say I was starting to come around on the spell-removal issue. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” I admitted grudgingly. His expression didn’t soften. Gods, he was so much better at this than Ian and Nate. They didn’t have any patience. Shouting and insults rolled right off my back, but if Matthew kept staring at me like that I’d start to squirm. “I’m not enjoying this situation we’re in either.” 
 
    “Then answer my questions. Because worst-case scenario, if we keep on like this? I mate you against your will. And I guarantee that’s going to be a lot worse for you than it will for me.” He shrugged again. “I’m in love with you, thanks to your magic. I’d be delighted to be your mate. Using your magic. Using your body.” Matthew’s voice had dropped to a low register that thrummed through me, sending shivers down every limb. “You’d belong to me, Arik. Mine.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” I whispered. “You hate me as much as you love me.” 
 
    “Makes it more fun,” he growled, and bared his teeth at me. 
 
    No. No, I didn’t believe it. Not a chance. Matthew’s passionate defense of me and my right to have a choice in who mated me, when he hadn’t even known I’d been listening to him arguing with Sam Kimball, was engraved on my brain. And his arguments had all been based in logic, too, not even dependent on his ‘love’ for me. Matthew had been sincere. 
 
    “You’re too nice for that,” I protested. “That’s not you. The way you tried to get me free when you came down into the basement the other day? You were worried about me. You’re a…responsible pack leader. You don’t believe in forced matings, either. That isn’t you.” 
 
    Matthew sat up slowly, propping himself on one elbow and looming over me, his face only inches from mine. “You know fuck-all about me,” he said quietly. “Yeah. I was worried about you, because we’d been separated and I was going crazy. And yeah, I don’t like torturing prisoners, and forced matings are fucked-up — in principle. But Ian and Nate told me a few things about what you did during the fight, and whatever sympathy I had for you is pretty much gone. Not to mention being near you for a few hours and getting that spell off my back a little has gotten my head on straight. I am a responsible pack leader. And using you would be the best thing for my pack.” His expression hardened, and his voice dropped even more, until he was almost whispering. “And I’m not proud of it, but if you think a big part of me wouldn’t enjoy it, then you really don’t know me at all.” 
 
    If you think a big part of me wouldn’t enjoy it, then you really don’t know me at all. The words echoed and repeated in my head. 
 
    That was my last hope, really. That Matthew would be too decent to take advantage of the situation. He hadn’t wanted to rape me — and he still didn’t, obviously, or he would be right now. But apparently he wasn’t completely a white knight, either, when he wasn’t overwhelmed by magic gone wrong. 
 
    Mating me and having a shaman under his control would be good for his pack — at least on paper. And underneath the fake love, he had a lot of reasons to hate me, so it wasn’t like rationally he’d need to feel too bad about forcing me into it. 
 
    If you think a big part of me wouldn’t enjoy it… 
 
    I shivered and edged away from him. Why was I reacting like this? He was just like any other alpha, to be avoided, manipulated, or killed if necessary before I ran like hell from his pack. 
 
    But the other alphas who’d tried this kind of shit with me weren’t good men. Not even close. And Matthew…I’d been so sure that he was. And maybe he still was, mostly. But not good enough to stop at…whatever it was he was going to do. Or not good enough to overcome whatever tangled mess my spell had made out of his brain. Trying to focus on it was making my brain into a tangled mess, whirling and confused. 
 
    “You really don’t want to be mated to me.” As an opening, that was all right, but then — I didn’t have a follow-up. I fell silent, biting my lip. 
 
    “What, because you don’t cook?” he sneered, throwing my earlier words back at me. “Like I give a fuck. I don’t cook either, why should you? Or is it because you don’t submit?” 
 
    “Alphas always want submission. So would you. And I don’t do that. I’d fight you every step of the way, even with the mating bond.” 
 
    Matthew’s eyes darkened, and he leaned even closer, until our lips were nearly touching. “That’s supposed to turn me off? Like I said, you don’t know me very well.” 
 
    “You’re not going to have me,” I gritted out. “Not now. Not ever. You can rape me, and you can bite me, but you’re not getting what you think you want.” 
 
    “Maybe I don’t want what you think I want.” He closed the final bit of distance between us and ran his lips over the line of my jaw. His hot breath fanned my neck. “If you don’t want to find out, start talking.” His mouth found the curve of my throat and closed over my flesh, lightly, just enough to make me jump. “Or maybe I’ll start biting.” 
 
    My head swam. I was going to claw my way out of my own skin, implode, anything to get away from the heat and pressure of his body over mine and the terror and confusion and…I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t think. 
 
    “What do you want, then?” I gasped. “What do you actually want, since I’ve gotten it all wrong?” 
 
    He lifted his head and smiled down at me, and it wasn’t a nice smile at all. “Glad you asked. I want my pack whole, unthreatened, and alive. If I can’t get that any other way, I’ll mate you and use you as much as I can. So. Start talking, Arik. Last chance.” 
 
    “Wait!” I tried to wriggle out from under him, but he tilted over, pinning me under him, and his hand clamped around my wrist. “Wait, ‘last chance’? This is a negotiation! You ask your questions, I dance around them, and the threats come later! It’s been five fucking minutes!” 
 
    “That’s because it’s not a negotiation.” 
 
    I stared up at him, afraid to struggle in case it set him off. His eyes were getting a little wild again, like having me trapped under him was bringing out the worst of his instincts. 
 
    “I don’t know very much,” I hedged. 
 
    “We’re skipping the part where you dance around the questions, remember?” he snarled. “Now fucking talk.” 
 
    Talk. Something I avoided at all costs, most of the time. Talking only got me in trouble. I lied, and I prevaricated, and I seduced, but actual talking? Honest answers? Ugh. Anything I said, he’d use against me. And the parts I could actually spin to make me look good? I wasn’t sure I could force the words out of my mouth, relive all of it in the telling. 
 
    “I don’t know where Hawthorne was while he was supposed to be dead,” I said, because that at least was both true and not all that important to me. The asshole had faked his own death two years before, disappeared, and only returned shortly before I came on the scene. And I hadn’t known him before then. “He mentioned Seattle. I think he was in Washington part of the time. But that’s all I know.” 
 
    “Not all that helpful,” Matthew said. “And also not the most pressing issue. How did you end up working for Kimball?” 
 
    “Working with Kimball,” I corrected him, piqued at the implication that I was some kind of pawn, and then realized my mistake when he frowned down at me. He still hadn’t let go of my wrist, and his fingers tightened. 
 
    “So he wasn’t coercing you after all.” Matthew wasn’t even angry. He simply sounded…resigned. Disappointed, but unsurprised. Like he’d known all along that I was a piece of shit and I’d just confirmed it for him. 
 
    Fuck, fuck, shit. “It was the best option I had at the time,” I said, my throat tight. “It wouldn’t have worked out well for me if I’d tried to walk away.” 
 
    Not that I had tried to walk away. What the fuck did I care about the Armitage pack, or the Kimball pack, or any pack? Werewolf politics were nothing but a means to an end for me, and the end was survival and coming out on top of whatever war was brewing. The werewolves themselves were nothing to me. I didn’t do loyalties. 
 
    “Yeah, because power-hungry murderous assholes don’t like being stabbed in the back by other power-hungry murderous assholes. Big fucking surprise.” 
 
    “I’m not power-hungry.” And I wasn’t, unless you counted my own magic — I was always looking for ways to make that more potent. But that was a matter of pride and principle, not a means to getting more control over other people, or money, or whatever. My power was mine. It was the only thing no one could take from me. Even the manacles only suppressed it and prevented me from using it. It was a part of me, and would be as long as I lived. “I didn’t care what their goals were. It didn’t matter. I needed somewhere to go. The Kimball pack was — somewhere.” 
 
    That was sort of true. An alpha pack leader from eastern Nevada had gotten it in his head that I belonged to him, and he wasn’t taking no for an answer. He’d knotted me and bitten me, with an allied pack’s shaman keeping watch and keeping me under control. The mating hadn’t taken, but I’d pretended it had long enough to get the fuck out and make a run for it. 
 
    I’d been lying low in southern Oregon when the Kimball shaman had come up to me in the shadows outside the back door of a biker bar where I’d been trolling for a place to sleep for the night and made me an offer. I’d seen a couple of guys who smelled like werewolves and looked a little familiar staring at me from across the street earlier in the day, and I was getting a bad feeling about sticking around. So I’d headed south across the California border with Adam, getting to the Kimball pack lands early the next morning. 
 
    Matthew’s jaw had clenched so hard I could hear the faintest grinding coming from his teeth. “Somewhere to go from where?” he gritted out. “You know what I need. Information about what you were doing. What they were doing. How’d you hook up with their shaman? Who else was involved? Who’s going to be the biggest threat in the Kimball pack? There had to be a plan beyond that travesty of a battle the other night, because that wasn’t planned at all! It’s fucking tempting just to bite you and make you talk once we’re mated and you can’t hold out anymore.” 
 
    He leaned down again, and all at once, sheer terror took over. He was going to do it. The only semi-decent alpha I’d met in years was really going to mate me against my will, bend me to his, take me and keep me and never let me go. 
 
    I fought like the wildcat I was, clawing and tearing and thrashing all my limbs, screaming something incoherent even to me. I went for his eyes, and he cursed, dodging just in time to save his sight and wrestling me down to the bed. 
 
    It was the worst thing I could have done, but I couldn’t help it. I’d hit my breaking point with being backed into a corner, and I just — couldn’t. It didn’t do any good, of course. He had me pinned within a few seconds, my arms over my head with one of his hands holding them down and his body flat on top of me. 
 
    I bucked, trying to head-butt him, and his other hand landed on my throat. 
 
    We stared at each other, our chests rising and falling too fast against each other. He was hard, his cock jabbing between my legs like it was straining to get inside me through all our layers of clothing. 
 
    The door opened, and Ian burst in. 
 
    “We have a prob— the fuck, Matt?” 
 
    I couldn’t turn my head to look at him, and Matthew didn’t bother. 
 
    “Get out,” Matthew said thickly. “Get the fuck out, Ian.” 
 
    “Nothing I’d like better,” Ian said, sounding horrified. “But you need to get off of him and snap out of it. Just got a call from some alpha from Nevada. He claims he’s this bastard’s mate, and he’ll be here in an hour.” 
 
    Matthew’s eyes widened and his hand twitched around my throat. And just like that, my chance to be honest on my own terms was gone. It shocked me how much I regretted it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Two Mates too Many 
 
    Being in the same room with Matthew, Ian, Nate, and two members of the pack council wasn’t my idea of a good time. The fact that I was sitting on Matthew’s lap made it so much worse. 
 
    My hands were clammy, and I had a twitch in the muscle next to my nose. Matthew was warm and solid. I wanted to hate it. 
 
    None of that compared to knowing that Parker had found me, was coming for me, and would be here to take me within the next fifty minutes or so. If I had my manacles off, I’d kill him. 
 
    As it was, I had to depend on the Armitage pack to protect me, and that was a losing proposition in more ways than I could count. 
 
    We were arranged around the pack house’s large battered dining-room table, in mismatched chairs that looked like thrift store rejects. Matthew’s chair, at the head of the table, was the largest — which meant it only creaked a little under our combined weight. Ian sat at our right, with Nate beside him, and the two members of the council took the other side. They were both older, and if one hadn’t been female and the other male, they could’ve passed for identical twins, what with their matching short salt-and-pepper hair, heavily muscled bodies, and uncompromising scowls. I had no idea what their names were, because no one had bothered to introduce me. 
 
    “What did he say, exactly?” Matthew demanded. 
 
    He sounded completely in control, which surprised me more than a little. I’d expected a meltdown when Ian delivered his news, but Matthew had paused, closed his eyes for a moment, and then climbed off me and started rapping out orders: to send six of the pack’s best fighters to the territory border near the road, to alert the council, and to have Nate ready to provide magical support. Ian didn’t argue, which surprised me even more; he’d been so adamant about Matthew being out of the driver’s seat. 
 
    That left me to awkwardly crawl off the bed after him, until Matthew grabbed me by the arm and hauled me downstairs, clamping an arm around my waist and yanking me onto his lap as I tried to sit next to him at the table. 
 
    Ian frowned and ran his hands through his hair. “He said he’s the shaman’s mate. That he’d run away, and he wanted him back, and he was coming to get him. And then he hung up on me.” 
 
    “I have a name,” I put in. 
 
    “No one gives a shit,” Ian snapped back. 
 
    “Yeah, and it’s probably fake anyway.” That was Nate, who didn’t even bother looking up from his phone to speak. He was tapping away at something that I hoped to hell was a plan to turn Parker into a frog, a pillar of salt, or possibly a giant shrieking-in-agony ball of flame. 
 
    Parker hadn’t been gentle when he mated me. His borrowed shaman was too powerful for me to fight, and sticking around to try to kill them both before I got away was too risky. If Nate wanted to incinerate him, I was more than game, even if I didn’t get to do it myself. 
 
    “Actually, we’ve already done the fake name. He’s Arik.” I risked a glance at Matthew’s face. It was set in hard, emotionless lines and didn’t tell me a fucking thing. 
 
    “Right,” Ian scoffed. “I’m sure that name’s real. Matt, what the fuck are we going to do? Holding someone else’s mate’s against every pack law there is. We’ll have to hand him over, and the second we do you’re fucked.” 
 
    “We’re not handing him over,” Matthew said with absolute finality. 
 
    “That’s not your call,” the female councilor said. Her voice was lighter than I’d expected, but it held authority. I had to swivel my head awkwardly to look at her. “You’ve been temporarily removed as pack leader. Your reinstatement is conditional on your getting back to normal, Matthew. And that won’t happen as long as this…individual is here.” 
 
    “We’ve been over this,” Nate said, looking up from his phone. He sounded exhausted, like they’d maybe been over it ten or twenty times. He held up a hand, ticking off points on his fingers as he went on. “Matthew can’t be separated from him or he gets sick and dies. If ‘Arik’ dies, so does Matthew. We can’t get the spell off without the caster’s assistance, so the manacles would need to come off if we want to break the spell. And we can’t trust Arik to take off the spell once the manacles come off, so that’s out too.” 
 
    “Which means we’re not handing him over,” Ian put in, sounding so passive-aggressively helpful that I nearly snickered despite everything. 
 
    Ian slipped his arm around Nate’s shoulders, a clear sign that his mate spoke for him, too, and the council could stuff it. Gods, what would it be like to have someone have my back the way Ian had Nate’s? Of course, Matthew had set me on his lap and wasn’t letting go, and wasn’t planning to give me to Parker, either. That was worth something. 
 
    “Believe me,” Matthew growled, “if I had the choice, I’d throw him out the door stark naked and into his mate’s waiting, probably violent arms this second, and let them make each other’s lives miserable.” Or not. “But that’s not possible. Jennifer, Paul, we need options. Oh, and by the way,” he added, “this asshole isn’t Arik’s mate. He’s lying about that.” Matthew’s arm tightened painfully around my ribs. “So I think it’s time for Arik to tell us why he’s lying, and why he’s here.” 
 
    Nate snorted. “Arik, or this alpha? Because I’d love to know why either of them is here and lying.” 
 
    “Right now, just why the alpha’s here and what his angle is,” Matthew said. 
 
    He’d been drumming the fingers of his free hand on the arm of the chair, but he lifted his hand and took my chin in a firm grip, wrenching my head around so that I had no choice but to look him in the eyes. 
 
    I kept my face neutral by force of will, but he was holding me tightly enough to really hurt. I’d have bruises if he didn’t let go soon. There wasn’t a trace of mercy in his expression; he meant it, and given the short timeline before Parker showed up — well, I didn’t have much leeway. 
 
    And any goodwill I might’ve bought by telling him about Parker sooner wasn’t on the table anymore. 
 
    “Parker tried to mate me,” I said. “He bit me. But shamans have some control over whether a mating bite takes. And needless to say, I fought it off.” Matthew’s eyes glowed, and he was holding me so hard I was fighting not to squirm. “I didn’t want him to, and I hadn’t done anything to him or his pack,” I went on quickly, hoping to pacify him and get him on my side, at least a little bit. Gods, if he ended up siding with Parker I’d be so fucked. “He forced me because he wanted a shaman under his control.” 
 
    “How did he force you?” Nate asked. I couldn’t turn my head, but I peered at him out of the corner of my eye. His face was twisted with something like…concern? Sympathy? Whatever it was, it had the corners of his lips turned down and his eyes all soft. What the ever-loving fuck? “I mean, did he have you in chains like these? Or — how?” 
 
    “He borrowed a powerful shaman from an allied pack,” I said, my throat tight. “The fucker took me unawares and bound me with magic. And he watched while Parker mated me.” 
 
    He’d been jerking off while he watched, too, but that detail was too humiliating to share. Telling them the barest facts of it was bad enough. I didn’t have much shame left, but that had been…a low point. 
 
    Matthew’s fingers dug into my jaw, and I yelped in pain as his claws sprouted out, piercing me for a second before he whipped his hand away. I lurched back, rubbing at my chin. Matthew was growling low in his throat, and his eyes had gone completely golden-orange. His canines were extended just past his upper lip. 
 
    “We are not handing him over,” Matthew said, and his voice vibrated with an alpha pack leader’s command. “We’re going to meet him at the border and tell him he has no claim. If he insists, we’re going to demand an independent shaman to verify the mating bond, and stall for time until Arik can fill us in on his pack’s strengths, weaknesses, and alliances. Anything to add?” 
 
    In spite of the stinging pain in my jaw, and the discomfort of how he was holding me hard enough to make my ribs creak, and the general awfulness of my situation, my cock went half-hard in seconds. I hated alphas. They always walked all over everyone, taking what they wanted and pissing on everything, sometimes literally. 
 
    But I’d never wanted to kiss someone so much in my life, alpha or not. Matthew was defending me. Defending. Me. And maybe it was self-serving, but…he was defending me. It had to be a trick. It had to be fake, somehow. He’d just said he’d throw me out naked and let Parker take me if he could. 
 
    But he wasn’t, and I felt like I’d been rappelling down a mountain and someone had cut my ropes. He was just assuming I’d tell them what they needed to know, acting like we were in this together. I didn’t have a blueprint for this. 
 
    The other councilor, Paul, cleared his throat and spoke for the first time, startling me out of my slack-jawed confusion. “We need a witness. It can’t be his word against ours. And any aggression must be on his side, or we’re fucked if a pack mediator gets involved.” 
 
    Matthew nodded, and Ian said, “Nate, I hate to say this, but maybe you should call that asshole vamp. He’s the closest thing to a local supernatural authority we’ve got.” 
 
    Nate got up from the table, already busy with his phone. “I’ll ask him if Dor can bring him directly to the turn-off from the main road and meet us there. And extra plus side, Dor can fuck them up if they try anything.” 
 
    He stepped away from the table and out of the room, his phone at his ear. Ian gazed after him like an abandoned puppy. Gods, I hated happy couples. Especially when they kept me chained in basements, but also just on principle. 
 
    “Any further comments?” Matthew asked, in a tone that clearly said, You won’t have any further comments if you know what’s good for you. 
 
    It was Jennifer’s turn to clear her throat. What was with these two? Did they do everything in tandem? “You’re still not in charge, Matthew. It might be the best way to proceed for now, but the council is going to take point —” 
 
    “No, the fuck you are,” Matthew said, cutting her off without hesitation. “I appreciate what you’ve done while I’ve been out of my mind. And I know I’ll need to rebuild some trust with the council. But if I’m not in front of this, we’re going to look weaker than we already do. And you know it.” 
 
    Matthew stared them down unblinkingly, and I twisted my head around to watch their reactions. After a beat they both ducked their chins. They were submitting. 
 
    I let out a breath I hadn’t known I’d been holding in. My erection hadn’t gone anywhere. If anything, it was a little bigger. I shifted in Matthew’s hold, turning my body so they couldn’t see it as they rose and left the room, grumbling at each other about what they were going to tell the rest of the council. 
 
    Which left me, Matthew, Ian, and my hard-on. Not awkward and fucked-up at all. 
 
    Ian pulled his phone out of his pocket and glanced at it. “We have twenty-nine minutes until the hour’s up, and we have to assume he’ll be early to throw us off our game. We need to head out.” 
 
    “Give us a minute,” Matthew said. His arm around me didn’t loosen at all. 
 
    “Matt, we need to —” 
 
    “One minute.” And there was that commanding voice again. 
 
    Ian sighed, frowned, and strode out of the dining room, slamming the door to the hallway shut behind him. What a prick. 
 
    Seconds ticked by. I couldn’t bring myself to look at Matthew’s face. Instead, I stared at Ian’s empty chair. 
 
    Matthew reached up and took hold of my jaw again, and I winced. “That was an accident,” he said. “Let me take a look at it.” 
 
    Gently but inexorably, he turned my face toward his. His eyes were still bright, but dark blue was starting to bleed through the gold. He stroked his fingers over the puncture wounds, frowning. 
 
    “Why aren’t you healing?” he demanded. “These should be closed.” 
 
    I wordlessly held up my arms in answer, showing him the manacles. Matthew’s lips pressed into a flat line, but he didn’t seem to have more to say, either. 
 
    “We need to go,” I said. 
 
    “Anything you can tell me before we do? This…Parker.” Matthew said his name with an inflection I couldn’t quite interpret, but I did notice his fangs seemed to lengthen slightly. “Anything helpful. Anything quick and helpful,” he amended. 
 
    Usually I’d have prevaricated — but this wasn’t business as usual. “He has a large pack, but he’s constantly having border skirmishes with another pack near him and with a colony of feral gnomes on the other side. So he’s stretched a little thin, no matter how much he postures. He probably expects you to just hand me over without an argument, since he’s claiming he’s my mate.” 
 
    “Anything about him specifically? Other than that he’s a dead man walking.” 
 
    A chill went down my spine at his tone, which was venomous and murderous and coldly resolved. Not just a chill, but something like a thrill, too. This was a side of Matthew I’d never seen, that I wouldn’t have thought he had. 
 
    And fuck me, but I really, really liked it. Had I always hated alphas for acting like this simply because it’d always been directed at me, instead of on my behalf? Was I that much of a hypocrite? 
 
    Probably. 
 
    I squirmed a little in his lap, drawing out a muffled grunt. I wasn’t going to bother pointing out that Matthew’s pack council wasn’t aware of, or on board with, the kill-Parker plan. That was fine with me. 
 
    “He’s arrogant and has a temper, but he’s not stupid. If you goad him too obviously, he won’t fall for it.” Matthew nodded, clearly absorbing that and adding it to his planning. I thought about it a little more. This was one case where I wasn’t going to try to withhold information. Matthew had already heard the part I would’ve liked to conceal. Knowing that he knew how Parker had used and violated me made me sick, in ways I didn’t want to analyze. And I wanted Parker dead, preferably with a lot of pain and maiming and shrieking and spouts of blood, nearly as much as I wanted these fucking manacles off. “He’s always suspicious that his pack enforcers are scheming to take over as pack leader. The only one he trusts completely is his second, Tyler. If you can find some way to sow doubt there, you’ve got Parker by the balls, and his whole pack would fall apart.” 
 
    That had been my back-up plan, if I hadn’t been able to escape as quickly as I hoped. Tyler was, if anything, worse than Parker: a sadistic bully without Parker’s admittedly shrewd and charismatic leadership to back it up. Watching them rip each other to shreds had been one of my fantasies. I’d have done it, too, but it would’ve meant spending longer as Parker’s ‘mate.’ Not happening. 
 
    “Good,” Matthew said, and stood abruptly, tipping me off of his lap and steadying me with a hand around my arm as I nearly fell across the table. “Then let’s go.” 
 
    He towed me out of the room just as Ian slammed the door open, frowning and muttering about how short we were on time. 
 
    We stepped out of the front door of the pack house a moment later, and I stopped, stunned by the fresh air and the feeling of sunshine on my face. It was the first time I’d been outside since my capture, and I hadn’t realized how heavily the lack of it had been weighing on me. 
 
    The sun. Oh, the sun. Stretching out, rolling onto my back and letting my belly grow warm and cozy, the breeze ruffling my fur…but I had these fucking cuffs on, and that was impossible. It was a beautiful day, though, even in my human form. Pine-scented eddies of cool air wafted past my nose, carrying tantalizing hints of running water and rabbits and wildflowers. Springtime was my favorite season, with all the daffodils and soft green grass and baby birds — which I didn’t even eat, thank you very much. I knew that probably made me a secret wuss, but fuck it. It wasn’t like anyone was going to find out about it. 
 
    “Can we move it along?” Ian said, sounding exasperated, with an undertone of anxiety I couldn’t help empathizing with. “We have to meet them at the border. If they get past it and into the territory, we can’t hide the fact that we had a battle here a few nights ago and how badly prepared we are for another one. They’ll know how fucking weak we are in two seconds.” 
 
    I didn’t see a waiting car, so I wasn’t sure how we were going to get there in time anyway — but then I jumped as a weird black vertical slash in the air appeared out of nowhere and widened quickly into a rectangle. The black-clad mage who’d helped capture me stepped out of it, as I watched in gaping shock. 
 
    I’d never seen magic like that. What the fuck was he? I couldn’t tell by his scent — and then it hit me. He didn’t have one. I could see him, and I knew I could hear him if he spoke, but if I’d been blindfolded and he’d remained silent I’d never have known he was there. 
 
    “Nate’s already at the meeting point,” the mage said. Dor, they’d called him? “If you would, gentlemen.” He stood to the side and gestured at the opening, which looked like it led to some kind of depthless void. Light didn’t enter it or escape it. 
 
    Matthew tugged me along, and I dragged my feet without even meaning to. 
 
    But a second later we were there, and Matthew wrapped his arm around my shoulders and pulled me through willy-nilly. With the manacles on, it didn’t feel like anything at all, but I wondered if I’d have had a different experience with my magical senses. 
 
    In a split second we emerged on the other side, and I was shaking my head, disoriented, as we stepped into a grove of redwoods by the side of the dirt and gravel access road into the Armitage territory. The small two-lane highway the road branched off of was barely visible a hundred yards or so away, the asphalt showing dully through the tree branches. Ian stepped out behind us, followed by Dor, and the opening vanished. 
 
    Ian moved to join Nate as if drawn on a string, wrapping an arm around his waist and nuzzling his hair like they’d been separated for days instead of a few minutes. A few feet closer to the road, Jennifer and Paul stood in a small circle with another middle-aged were, probably another councilor, talking quietly enough that I couldn’t make out what they were saying. They were flanked by a pair of big, tall, dangerous-looking guys in leather jackets who looked like they based their fashion sense on trying to copy Ian. Idiots. I dismissed them instantly, as I knew Parker would. If Parker had come looking for serious trouble, they wouldn’t be any use. And if he hadn’t, it wasn’t like they’d impress him much. Parker’s pack was heavy on muscle. 
 
    There was one more person there: the vampire, Charlie Fenwick. He’d been in the fight the other night, and Adam, the Kimball shaman, had shown me his picture before that so I’d know who he was. It was hard to believe he wielded any real power or authority; he looked like someone’s freckle-faced teenage kid, and the blue hoodie and jeans he was wearing didn’t help. And checkered high-top Converse, gods help us all. Dor moved to his side immediately, taking up a station at his shoulder and leaning casually against a tree. 
 
    If Parker hadn’t done his research, he’d dismiss Fenwick instantly, too. I wondered what he’d think of Dor. The sword on his back was intimidating, but it was also so long and so heavy-looking that it didn’t seem possible anyone could wield it effectively. Would Parker think it was an affectation, a showy piece that wouldn’t do much in a real fight? 
 
    If so, he was in for a rude awakening. I’d seen for myself what Dor could do with that sword. Imagining Parker impaled on the pointy end of it gave me a glow that warmed me more than the sunlight. 
 
    The sound of a car engine — no, several car engines, fuck, that meant Parker had come in force after all — sent the whole scattered group into action. Matthew’s iron grip on my arm meant I went with him as he took up his position right in the center of the access road. The councilors stood on his other side, which left Ian and Nate next to me. Fenwick and Dor exchanged a few quiet words and then sauntered to the side of the road, keeping themselves separate and sending a clear message: they were here as observers only. As I watched them, they…faded? What was I looking at? They were still there, but if you didn’t know it your eyes would pass right over them. 
 
    Fuck. So much for Nate’s hope that they’d be useful. 
 
    And then I couldn’t look at them anymore, because three huge black SUVs made the turn onto the access road and stopped about twenty feet from us. 
 
    The doors of two of the SUVs opened, and out stepped a whole gang of Parker’s weres, looking like they were spoiling for a fight. 
 
    Then the third SUV spilled out its passengers: all Kimballs, grinning like they’d won the lottery. 
 
    Double fuck. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Enemies New and Old 
 
    Parker led the way, his usual swagger and smirk very much in place. He was objectively handsome, in a blond-and-stacked kind of way, but he was also such a stereotypical alpha douchebag, with his big black motorcycle boots and t-shirt with the cutoff sleeves. Not to mention the forced mating thing. Seeing him again, after months of trying to forget him, I was almost shivering with the desire to flay his flesh from his bones and watch him die screaming. Flanking him were Tyler and four more of his enforcers, with several more behind them, all of them dressed like Parker-clones. 
 
    And the Kimballs were right behind them: Bill Kimball, Sam’s younger brother, and Bill’s son Colin, along with two more weres I didn’t know by name but had seen in passing while I was living in the Kimball territory. 
 
    Of course, neither of them had a shaman — and even though I’d been sort-of allied with Adam for months, that gave me a little bit of pleasure amidst the fear that we were all about to die. 
 
    Shock at the Kimballs’ presence whispered through our little group like a ripple in a pond. 
 
    I could practically feel the tension rolling off of Ian; he was ready to lash out at the slightest provocation, I could tell, and I hoped Matthew or Nate could keep him in line. We were outnumbered. And I was still fucking manacled, unable to do a goddamn thing about it. Without my magic, I was basically useless. I could fight well enough in my own weight class, sure, but I was half the size of these goons and wasn’t an alpha. I didn’t stand a chance against any one of them. 
 
    Parker stopped directly across from Matthew about six feet away, still smirking. His eyes flicked to me for a second, and what I saw in them chilled my blood. If he got his hands on me, my life wouldn’t be worth living. 
 
    Without even meaning to, I moved just a little closer to Matthew, craving the warmth and strength of him. He was all that stood between me and the rapes and torture Parker would dish out. 
 
    Matthew shifted slightly at my side. What the fuck? Body language was everything to werewolves in a face-off like this. Was he going to show weakness in the very first moment? 
 
    But…no, it was on purpose. When I glanced to the side to see what the hell he was doing, I saw that instead of being unable to meet Parker’s gaze, he was…fuck, he was shifting his attention to Tyler. He wasn’t looking at Parker at all. I started to get an idea of what he was doing, and my heart raced with something between fear, admiration, and arousal. It was such an asshole move. Petty, clever, and perfectly calculated to press every one of Parker’s buttons. 
 
    “I assume you’re aware that we’re at war with the Kimball pack,” Matthew said — to Tyler. Clearly, and unmistakably, to Tyler. His voice was confident and strong, the alpha in it reverberating in every word. “By bringing them onto my territory uninvited and unasked, you’re declaring hostile intentions. Explain yourself.” 
 
    Tyler gaped at him, looked at Parker, and then dropped his eyes submissively to the ground and stumbled back a step as Parker went an ugly shade of brick-red from his hairline to his collar, his fists clenching. 
 
    “Why the fuck are you talking to him?” Parker demanded furiously. “I’m Parker Taft, the leader of the Taft pack!” 
 
    “Oh, you’re the pack leader? All right,” Matthew said, managing to hit a pitch-perfect note of mild surprise mingled with indifference. Gods, I’d underestimated him again. I was so tired of that. Matthew shrugged. “You explain, then.” 
 
    “Of course I’m the fucking pack leader,” Parker snarled, his eyes flashing and his fangs dropping. Oh, fuck, this was beautiful. Matthew was playing him like a cheap violin. “Why would you think — and I can bring whoever I fucking want to get back my mate you kidnapped, you son of a bitch!” 
 
    “If I kidnapped him, then what was he doing working with the Kimball pack for months on end?” Matthew retorted. “He came to me unmated, and any shaman would be able to verify it. You have one minute to get off my territory and take them with you, or I’ll consider it a declaration of war and remove you myself.” 
 
    “The fuck you will,” Parker hissed, taking a menacing step forward. “I’ll take my mate with or without your permission, and if I leave you bleeding in the road no one would blame me. And no one would know,” he finished, baring his teeth. 
 
    Ian and Matthew both took a step to meet him, Ian putting himself between Parker and Nate and Matthew between Parker and me. The councilmembers to Matthew’s right were squaring off, too, and I braced myself. If this came to a fight, did I stay out of the way or stick to Matthew? Either one might fuck up my chances of staying alive. 
 
    But…I could run. The thought crept up on me. If they kept Parker and his goons busy, I could run. Get far enough away to find someone to bribe or fuck into getting these manacles off, and then never look back. 
 
    “Ahem,” said a light voice from the sideline. Parker spun, his claws sprouting, and his jaw dropped. 
 
    Well, I couldn’t blame him. I started too, having almost forgotten Fenwick and Dor were there until they decided to drop their don’t-look-at-me illusion — and they were kind of a jaw-dropping pair. 
 
    “I’d know,” Fenwick said cheerfully into the tense silence. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” someone said in the background — Colin Kimball, I was pretty sure. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” Parker demanded. “And who the fuck is that?” 
 
    “I’m an impartial observer,” Fenwick said, “who’s going to make sure you’re strung up by your furry little toes if you start another war right now, especially on such shaky grounds, while this neighborhood’s still enjoying the aftermath of the battle a few days ago.” He flicked his cold, too-knowing eyes to the Kimballs and shot them a pointy-toothed not-smile that would’ve given most normal people screaming nightmares. 
 
    Bill Kimball stood his ground, although he wavered a little; his son and his men took a step back, looking like they wanted to scramble into their SUV and roll up all the windows. 
 
    “That was Hawthorne who took your vamps,” Bill said defensively. “We had nothing to do with it.” 
 
    “The hell you didn’t, and don’t think that’s over,” Dor put in. “And since you asked so politely, I’m not necessarily an impartial observer, even though he is. I’d be just as happy as a combatant.” He wasn’t smiling. If he had, I thought I might have broken for one of the cars, and he was kind-of-sort-of on the same side as me, this time around. “Your neck looks like a sturdy target for practicing my swing, Kimball. It’s all in the shoulder for decapitations, did you know that?” 
 
    I heard Nate snicker on Ian’s other side. Apparently he was feeling confident in Dor’s willingness to take the Armitages’ side. I wasn’t so sure. I thought he might just be indulging his hobby of fucking with people. 
 
    All the color had drained out of Parker’s face, but not in a frightened way: he had that white-around-the-lips look that I knew meant he was violently angry. As I’d suspected, he wasn’t taking Fenwick and Dor seriously. Oh please, oh please, I begged the universe. Please let him keep not taking them seriously and say something truly insulting. I’d regret not having popcorn, but on the other hand, I’d be too busy running for it to really enjoy the show. I could probably steal one of the vehicles before anyone could get hold of me. I might not be heavily muscled enough for this kind of fight, but that made me quicker than hell. 
 
    “This isn’t any of your business,” Parker growled. “I knotted and bit this little bitch months ago, and his ass is mine.” He took a step forward, reaching out as if he meant to take me then and there. 
 
    Matthew moved a step to put me completely behind him, which was nice and all, except that now I couldn’t see what the fuck was going on. 
 
    Ian stepped forward by his side. A low chorus of growls rose up, emanating from nearly every were present. 
 
    A slithering, whispering sound interrupted, and I peeked over Matthew’s shoulder. Dor had drawn his sword, and the Kimballs were taking slow steps backward, looking a little green around the gills. Parker and Matthew were right in each other’s faces, staring at each other like no one else existed. Parker’s eyes were glowing. The tension was thick enough to slice through with one of their extended claws. 
 
    Maybe they should just fuck? That compromise worked for me. Since they were both alphas, they’d probably kill each other in the process, and either way — well, I really would need popcorn for that. 
 
    Bill Kimball cleared his throat. “Taft,” he said. “This isn’t the time.” 
 
    “Give me my property,” Parker said, as if Bill hadn’t spoken. “Or I’ll kill you right here. That asshole with the too-big sword doesn’t scare me.” 
 
    “Mates aren’t property, according to the pack law amendment of 1807,” Jennifer said, her tone as smooth and pleasant as it had been when she was having a chat in the pack house. I could see why she seemed to have been put in charge while Matthew was out of commission. “You have the right to petition the Pack Alliance Council for a shaman to verify your claim. You have the right to then petition for a mediator to resolve any differences between you and your mate, should he refuse to —” 
 
    “Fuck you and the Pack Alliance Council,” Parker spat. Literally. Flecks of spittle reached all the way to me, and I quickly ducked back down again to let Matthew take the brunt of it. I shuddered all over. Gods, his bodily fluids anywhere near me again…I wanted a bath, a thousand baths, and I wanted to kill him. “The PAC hasn’t been relevant for decades. Go ahead and petition them once I’ve taken my mate and ripped you all to pieces. They won’t do shit, because my pack’s powerful enough to matter.” 
 
    Unfortunately, he was right. World War II had been the last gasp of truly international — well, anything, as it turned out. Machine guns? Fine, supernaturals could just avoid them, heal from the wounds, or live in more remote places. Atom bombs? Not so much. A huge coalition of supernaturals of all stripes got together, eliminated the existential threat along with a few dozen world leaders, and reorganized the world in the process. Patchwork local governments had been the result, and larger groups like the PAC weren’t all that helpful if you didn’t already have clout of your own. Not that I gave two shits about politics, but I knew I was on my own in the world — and so were the Armitages. 
 
    “And Fenwick’s powerful enough to matter,” Matthew said, his voice a raspy snarl. He was losing his self-control. Fuck. “You can fight me here and now to settle it while he observes to make sure there’s no interference. Or you can fuck off.” 
 
    The two councilors both turned as one, protesting — but it was too late. A challenge like that couldn’t be withdrawn. 
 
    And Parker was — stepping back? Wait. Alarm bells were jangling so loudly in my skull I was surprised no one else could hear them. He was still furious, but that smug smile blooming on his face didn’t bode well. 
 
    “I accept,” he said. “And Tyler will fight for my pack.” 
 
    Matthew’s fists clenched. “You’ll fight for yourself, you coward —” 
 
    “It’s my right to designate my second,” Parker bellowed over him. “And I’ve chosen Tyler. Have your brother fight for you if you want, I don’t give a fuck.” 
 
    He did give a fuck, though. He wanted Matthew to fight Tyler. Those alarms were whooping shrieks now. Something was wrong. 
 
    Matthew had let go of my arm somewhere along the way, but I was still pressed up against his back, keeping contact. I wrapped a hand around his bicep and gave it a squeeze. “Matthew, don’t do it,” I hissed as quietly as I could, hoping only he, or maybe he and Ian, would be able to hear. “If he wants you to, it’s the wrong move.” 
 
    Matthew shook me off. “If you think you’re too weak to take me, I’ll fight him,” Matthew ground out. “Stand back then. Where it’s safe. You probably wouldn’t give me much of a fight, anyway.” 
 
    “Matt, come on,” Ian was arguing. “I’m your enforcer, it’s my job —” 
 
    “This isn’t the time for posturing,” Jennifer put in, sounding furious. “This wasn’t the plan —” 
 
    “Fighting you is beneath me,” Parker said, with an arrogant lift of his chin. He was pissed, though, I could tell, it was obvious…why wasn’t he rising to the bait? “Tyler, you’re up.” 
 
    In a moment of strange synchronicity, I turned my head just as Nate turned too. We stared at each other with matching What the fuck? expressions on our faces. “There’s something wrong here,” Nate mouthed to me. Well, no shit. I grimaced back. There was, but there wasn’t a fucking thing either one of us could do about it. 
 
    Matthew stepped forward to meet Tyler, and I hung back by Ian’s side, my heart doing a triple-time jig in my chest. 
 
    Everyone else took a few steps back, clearing a circle for the combatants. Fenwick was frowning but relaxed, Dor was leaning on his sword like a nineteenth-century dandy with his cane and looking mildly interested, and Jennifer and Paul were muttering to each other. Paul had his phone out. Probably texting the rest of the pack council. 
 
    Ian looked like he was about to explode, but Nate had him in hand, whispering urgently in his ear. 
 
    And on our side, that left me, standing by myself like the last kid to be chosen for a game. 
 
    Now that Matthew wasn’t right in front of me and Parker had withdrawn to the other side of the clear space between our two groups, Parker had a clear line of sight to me. 
 
    Our eyes met. His glowed with rage and lust and avid greed, like he was picturing holding me down and forcing me to his will. And making me hurt for all the trouble I’d caused him by running away. He licked his lips, slowly, and made a gesture with one hand that couldn’t be misinterpreted. 
 
    I shuddered and shot Matthew a sidelong glance. He was my hope here — and I had no idea if he could even fight worth a damn. Ian was known as a brutal fighter, and he generally took on the pack’s fights as Matthew’s enforcer and second. Could Matthew hold his own? What the fuck would happen if he couldn’t? If I didn’t need to be alive to keep him alive, would his pack just hand me over? 
 
    They might — or they might fight Parker and his goons and then kill me themselves. That would honestly be better, since it’d be quick. 
 
    Matthew had to win this fight. He had to. 
 
    He stood still, not posturing, not giving anything away. Tyler stepped forward to meet him, baring his teeth. His claws were out but he didn’t show any sign of shifting fully. Most weres didn’t, in fights like this; a half-shift gave a good balance between power and damage-dealing ability and still being able to grapple if necessary. A full shift was better for hunting, or long-distance running, or stealth, than it was for a fight. 
 
    There was something wrong about Tyler, now that I looked at him more closely. Something…off. I couldn’t put my finger on it. 
 
    Something magical? Maybe. Fuck these manacles. It was like being blind and deaf, being deprived of senses I’d possessed since I was a child. 
 
    I turned to Nate, hating that I needed to depend on him for anything but knowing he was most likely to be able to interpret whatever I was not-seeing, but as I opened my mouth, it was already too late. 
 
    With a roar of challenge, Tyler leapt forward and slashed his claws at Matthew’s neck. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Cheats Never Prosper 
 
    Almost too quickly for me to follow, Matthew ducked under Tyler’s swipe and came up with his own claws extended, slashing across Tyler’s belly. He connected, but Tyler lurched back quickly enough to confine the damage to his shirt. 
 
    Matthew twisted into another attack, more quickly than I’d expected given his bulk, going for Tyler’s shoulder with his left hand. That drew blood; droplets spattered from Tyler’s shoulder, and I heard the faint scrape of claws against bone. Tyler growled in pain and staggered back. Matthew’s claws stuck for a split second, though, and that was enough: Tyler lashed out, raking his claws down Matthew’s extended arm. 
 
    Crimson blood soaked through Matthew’s white t-shirt, spreading like ink. Matthew took a step back and shook his head as if to clear it. 
 
    When he threw himself back into the fight, his movements were slower. Noticeably slower. And he was still bleeding — he wasn’t healing. 
 
    And Parker was grinning, his eyes fixed on Matthew’s blood. 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” Ian said at my side. Well, no shit, Sherlock. 
 
    He moved as if to intervene, but Nate caught him by one arm and Jennifer dodged in front of me to grab him by the other arm and around his waist. “You can’t,” Jennifer said, quick and low. “You know you can’t. If you get in the middle Matthew forfeits.” 
 
    I sidestepped behind Jennifer and closer to Paul to get my view back. Sweat dripped down my spine. Matthew was staggering, keeping his guard up as best he could, but getting his ass kicked. Tyler swiped and swiped again, avoiding getting in too close because Matthew outweighed him by a lot, but doing damage every time. Blood ran in rivulets down Matthew’s arms and stained the front of his shirt. 
 
    His reaction time was fucked. Someone was using dark magic to cheat, and if my life and freedom hadn’t been on the line I might have respected them for it, because it seemed to be working like a charm. 
 
    “Finish him off quickly, Tyler,” Parker drawled. “Show some respect for the Armitage pack leader.” 
 
    Gravel flew as Ian tried to shake Jennifer off, and then Dor lunged forward and caught him by the back of the neck. The Kimballs were smiling, Parker was laughing, and I was poised to run, to try to seize my last few moments of liberty on my own terms — and then Matthew stumbled back out of Tyler’s reach and looked up. 
 
    Our eyes met. I’d have expected fear, or rage, or pain. But he looked at me levelly, calmly, like he had it all under control. And then he smiled, just a little bit, and slumped, his arms falling out of a guard position. Like he was too weak to hold them up for even a second longer, or like he was — playing it up for effect. 
 
    Tyler fell for it, howling his triumph and diving right into Matthew’s trap, going for Matthew’s neck with his descended canines. Matthew’s right arm came up like lightning, and as Tyler grappled him and bent to his neck, Matthew sank his claws so deeply into Tyler’s side that half his forearm was embedded in Tyler’s guts. 
 
    It was one of the grossest, most wonderful things I’d ever seen. For a moment they froze like that, their faces inches apart. Matthew was smiling, a bloody baring-of-teeth. I couldn’t see Tyler’s face, but he started to convulse, and he choked blood all over Matthew’s front. 
 
    Matthew jerked his arm free with a hideous squelch, with something that had probably been important to Tyler’s bodily functions clenched in his hand. He stepped back. Tyler toppled like a tree. Matthew dropped whatever he was holding — I wasn’t particularly squeamish, but I also didn’t want to look too closely — onto Tyler’s prone body. 
 
    Parker started to shout and jumped forward, Fenwick called out sharply that the fight was over, and the Kimballs leapt forward to pull Parker back. Ian was cheering and jogging forward to congratulate Matthew. 
 
    But all of it was background noise to me as I stared at Matthew, who’d gone white as a sheet and was slowly, painfully collapsing onto his knees. He kept his eyes on me the whole time, and I couldn’t look away. He looked like he was dying. He probably was dying, if I knew Parker; that asshole wouldn’t use half-measures. 
 
    And Matthew wasn’t disappointed, he wasn’t angry. 
 
    He thought it was worth it. 
 
    He thought I was worth it. 
 
    I ran to him. Not away and into the woods, or around the whole milling crowd of angry weres and into one of the SUVs, but to Matthew, weaving around Ian and skidding to a stop by Matthew’s side. I dropped onto my knees next to him, just in time to catch some of his weight as he listed over. 
 
    He was breathing heavily and his skin had gone ashy gray. 
 
    “You were faking it, gods dammit!” I shook him. “Snap out of it!” 
 
    His lips quirked. It wasn’t much of a smile. Lines of pain were etching into his face as I watched. “I was half faking it, and now I’m not faking it at all,” he muttered. “Something — on his claws.” Ian’s hands landed on me, roughly tugging me away, but Matthew looked up and said, “No, dammit, let him stay. Do your job and get — them — out of here.” 
 
    Ian snarled and disappeared, and then there was more background noise: Ian shouting at Parker that they’d cheated, that this wasn’t a fair fight and Ian was going to rip him to pieces, Parker shouting back that if Matthew died the fight hadn’t been settled and I was his to take, Fenwick chiming in, Jennifer and Paul saying — something. I didn’t care. 
 
    “You’re not healing,” I said. Blood poured out of his wounds, faster than it should have even without a werewolf’s healing abilities. “Can you focus? Do you know how to control it?” Some alphas could do that, and — gods, couldn’t Matthew be one of them, for fuck’s sake? Some little piece of good luck — 
 
    “No,” Matthew gasped, and he fell over. 
 
    I lurched after him, trying to ease him down to the ground, but he was so heavy it was more me falling with him. Nate landed on his knees on Matthew’s other side, his eyes wild. Our eyes locked over Matthew’s body. 
 
    “He’s not healing,” Nate said. 
 
    “Yes, you’ve been exceptionally on-point with stating the obvious today,” I shot back. “So fucking heal him, warlock.” 
 
    “I can’t unless I know what they did!” Nate protested, his voice going up an octave. “And maybe not then. I’m not much of a healer to begin with! I do — energy flow.” He sketched his hands in the air frantically. “Forces, wards, objects — not healing.” 
 
    “Healing is energy flow!” Was he that untrained? That fucking useless? I’d been knocked out of the fight the other night by someone who couldn’t even do this? “Find the source of the infection, or the toxin, whatever it is, separate it out from the natural processes. Its energy is different. You’ll see it. Eliminate it. Use a flow of fucking energy to do it, but now, Hawthorne, or I think —” I looked down at Matthew, my chest clenching. His eyes were shut and his breaths rasped in and out of his throat. “I think he’ll die.” 
 
    And I’ll die too, when your mate kills me. 
 
    Somehow, without noticing, I’d clasped Matthew’s hand in mine. His fingers were cold and limp. I flashed back to lying on his bed with him, his warmth surrounding me, his body burning so much hotter than mine. He’d threatened me, told me he’d take me whether I wanted him or not if it was what was best for his pack. 
 
    And then he’d fought for me. He might be dying for me. 
 
    Too many thoughts, too many feelings, all battling in my overwhelmed mind, trying to coalesce into something clear. An entropic system seeking temporary order before it spiraled into total decay. 
 
    Nate closed his eyes, laid his hands on Matthew’s chest, and went very still. I couldn’t see what he was doing because I was still blind. My fingers twitched with the need to take over and do it myself, because nothing was happening. 
 
    “Hawthorne?” Nothing. “Nate?” 
 
    He shook his head and his eyes popped open. “I can’t find it,” he said, and now he sounded on the verge of tears. “I can’t do it. Ian!” he called out desperately. “Ian, come here, right now! Dor, I need you too!” 
 
    I started; I’d almost forgotten anyone else was there. Everyone was still shouting, but the Kimballs were shoving Parker into one of the cars. Dor was standing in front of Fenwick with his sword raised, still looking like all he needed was a cup of coffee in his other hand to be completely at his ease. 
 
    Ian, Jennifer, Paul, and Ian’s two muscled clones were prowling in a half-circle, chivvying the Kimballs and Parker’s group into the SUVs. Someone must have convinced Ian to fight another day. I noticed that Jennifer was right in Ian’s space, probably making sure he didn’t change his mind and charge the retreating enemy. 
 
    At Nate’s shout, though, Ian broke off and loped back to us. With a choking cloud of dust and a spattering of gravel, the SUVs reversed and shot backwards out of the access road, their tires squealing as they turned to burn rubber down the highway. Dor sheathed his sword and followed Ian, and both of them knelt down by Matthew’s head. 
 
    It was getting really fucking crowded. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Ian demanded. And then looked at me, of fucking course. “What’s happening to him?” 
 
    “I might be able to tell you if I wasn’t cut off from using any magic,” I snapped. All my limbs were growing cold too. My head spun. Was I going to die with Matthew a lot more directly than I thought if I couldn’t use my magic to cut myself off from my spell’s effects? I squeezed his hand, hard. He didn’t even stir. “Why don’t you ask one of the two mages sitting right here not fucking doing anything?” 
 
    Ian and Nate both went bright red and started to talk over each other, worrying and speculating and arguing, but I focused on Dor. He was frowning down at Matthew, his head cocked to the side. 
 
    “I can see there’s something wrong, but I can’t do anything about it,” he said. “I’m sorry. Healing isn’t really in my wheelhouse, at least for this type of being.” 
 
    “Healing is just energy,” I protested for — only the second time? Panic was starting to set in. Matthew had bought me a reprieve from Parker, but what the fuck good was that if he died on me and left me at the mercy of everyone who’d blame me for it? “You can figure it out.” 
 
    “Nope,” Dor said with a sigh. “Not so much. Wrong kind of energy. I’m more…” He twiddled his fingers in the air. “Subatomic, I suppose you’d call it. If I try to heal him, he’s a lot more likely to glow in the dark than he is to survive.” 
 
    “Sub what?” Ian demanded, breaking off his argument with Nate. His eyes were huge in his pale face, and all his freckles were standing out like dirt in milk. “Dor, Nate can’t do it alone. The two of you need to —” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Dor repeated. “Not happening. I would if I could, believe me.” 
 
    “You’re telling me he’s going to die? Because he fought for this — for this —” Ian broke off with a wordless, miserable little moan, jumped to his feet, and stalked away, covering his face with his hands. 
 
    A long time ago, I’d lost someone I considered an older brother. He hadn’t died — though I’d have been surprised if he was still alive now. But I’d watched him walk away, going somewhere he’d probably get killed, and known I’d never see him again. That was the last time I’d cared about anyone enough to feel that gut-wrenching, lung-twisting agony when they were gone. 
 
    Ian was feeling that now. And for a moment, I felt it with him, visceral and nauseating. 
 
    I let go of Matthew’s hand and held out both of my own. They shook visibly, tremors running all the way up my arms. 
 
    “I can do it,” I said, looking at Dor and only Dor. Nate didn’t have the authority to make the decision. Ian might agree, but his posturing and freaking out and threats would take too long. Matthew was slipping away; that was obvious even without being able to feel his life force. His chest was barely rising and falling. If he wasn’t an alpha, he’d have been dead before we even started to fight about what to do to save him. 
 
    “No,” Nate said. His voice shook nearly as much as my hands. “He’s lying. Or he isn’t lying — I believe he can do it. But he won’t.” 
 
    Dor stared at me. His eyes — speaking of subatomic. There was something about his eyes that sucked me in, down and down, like a whirlpool that led somewhere horrifically creepy and seductive that would never let you out. 
 
    “Yes, he will,” Dor said, and reached for the cuffs. 
 
    “Don’t! Matthew wouldn’t want you to!” 
 
    Dor shrugged. “They’re my manacles.” He paused with his hands wrapped around them. The touch of his skin made my flesh crawl. It wasn’t even necessarily a bad flesh-crawling, but…I wanted him to stop. I couldn’t explain it. The panic welled up again, bubbling through my chest like air pockets in gelatin, slow and heavy and viscous. “And he will. What he does afterward is up to all of you to sort out.” 
 
    Dor twisted his hands oddly, his fingers working some pattern on the cuffs I couldn’t begin to follow, and they fell away. 
 
    Sensation rushed back in. The trees around me, solid pillars of ancient life, flowing dark-green so slowly the human mind couldn’t encompass their motion. Bright sparks dotting the forest in all directions, tiny bursts of life-force so delicate they could be snuffed with little more than a thought: squirrels, birds, rabbits, mice, and the pinpricks of insects of every variety. Nate, a glowing bundle of energy in a tangle of conflicting currents. Ian, with his deep-red alpha strength throwing out heat, and the other weres, weaker but similar, each with their own flavor. Fenwick and Dor were voids in my senses, present by their absence. I shied away from them instinctively, like a mosquito blown off course by the swat of a giant hand. 
 
    And Matthew. Matthew, who was guttering like a candle, his life force reduced to the smallest burgundy ember. I could feel him most of all, tugging on me, trying to pull my life into his through the spell that bound us. 
 
    I could stop it. Easily. The spell was mine, and I could control it — with the fucking manacles gone, I could cut him off like closing a window, escape the effects the spell was having on me, and let him die instantly. 
 
    Instead I dived in, chasing that faint glow, wrapping my magic around it like a shield and feeding it the slightest trickle of energy. It was like blowing a tiny stream of air into a dying fire, giving it stronger temporary life and praying for a bit of kindling to fall into place. I held that, and I stretched my senses through his body, finding the source of his imminent death. 
 
    I’d expected poison of some kind, but this was worse: it was magical in nature, and it had been created by a shaman. And not just any shaman. The same one who’d watched while Parker brutalized me. I’d have known the oily feeling of his magic anywhere, and I flinched back, the touch of it against my own magic almost more repellent than the touch of his body would have been. 
 
    But I couldn’t remove it without touching it, since magical tweezers weren’t a thing. I braced myself and reached out, feeling the contours of it. It was an insidious little spell, bound to a physical compound that must’ve been coating Tyler’s claws. I made a mental note to dissect him later, if Parker hadn’t thought to carry off the body. 
 
    I grasped one particle of the magical filth and poured power through it, calling out to all the similar energies in Matthew’s body. They coalesced, slowly at first, and then rushing through Matthew’s veins in clotting, black clumps that gathered around my magical touch like tar. I pulled, and pulled, and finally it was all there. 
 
    One last pull, one violent yank, and poison oozed visibly from the wound in Matthew’s shoulder, flowing over his arm like a venomous snake. 
 
    “What the fuck is that?” Nate whispered. “It looks — it looks like death.” 
 
    “Get it off him and incinerate it.” I kept pulling. Nate made an exaggerated moue of disgust that might have made me laugh if I hadn’t needed to concentrate so hard, focused his own power, and started to gather up the goo and compress it into a levitating ball that hovered over Matthew’s chest. 
 
    At last it was all out, all together, and Nate swooped it away, dropping it onto the dirt a few yards away with a splat. 
 
    I felt a rush of power and heat. He was doing what I’d told him, thank the gods. 
 
    I closed my eyes again and dipped back into Matthew’s energy. That ember of life was still glowing, and now I could feed it and let his body take over. My strength poured into him as I opened the floodgates and gave him what he needed. 
 
    The magic hit him like a wrecking ball, and he arched off the ground, his mouth open in a silent scream. His head rolled on the ground, dust all over his skin and redwood needles tangling in his hair. But it was working, and his wounds were closing, shrinking so quickly I could see the skin knitting together with my eyes as well as with my magical senses. 
 
    I slumped back, sitting on my feet and drawing what felt like my first breath since I’d started. What was with this overwhelming relief that made all my limbs loose and weak? Parker was gone for now, and I wasn’t dying with Matthew, bound in manacles that cut me off from the ability to save myself — but my situation wasn’t much better than it had been. Dor was still hovering nearby, poised to incapacitate me — or possibly make me glow in the dark — if I tried anything. Ian was ready to kill me. The next step would probably be trying to force me to lift the spell on Matthew, and between Dor and Nate and Ian, they might be able to. 
 
    The spell. That reminded me. I reached out along the conduit of magic binding me to Matthew and adjusted the balance of it, carefully and subtly so as not to attract Nate’s attention. When I was done, I was completely free of the effects of it: I didn’t need to be in Matthew’s proximity anymore. 
 
    But I left it so that he had to be near me. Because I was pretty sure that if we were separated, it wasn’t going to work out so well for me, starting with Ian being able to threaten me without Matthew’s interference and ending with being locked in that fucking basement again. 
 
    I lessened the effects on him, too, though. I didn’t need more near-misses with being mated to brighten up my life. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, Matthew’s were starting to flutter open too. Ian had dropped down on his knees by Matthew’s head and was gripping his shoulder so hard his knuckles were white, the look on his face painfully naked, relief and love in his eyes and the set of his mouth. 
 
    But Matthew’s hazy gaze found me first. His lips stretched in a wonky sort of grin, and he blinked up at me loopily. “Anyone ever tell you how beautiful you are?” he slurred. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Ian’s lip curled in disgust. “Did you scramble his brains even more?” He glared at me accusingly, and he was turning a dangerous shade of red. 
 
    “I had to channel most of my magic into him to save his life, and yes, it’s temporarily scrambling his brains even more,” I said, slurring a bit myself. Shit. I’d really drained myself. He’d been so close to death…I shuddered a little. The result of being low on magic, no doubt. “You’re fucking welcome.” 
 
    To my shock, Ian’s anger seemed to fade away a little. He looked down at Matthew, and then back up at me. “I still think you’re fucking scum. But thank you.” 
 
    I couldn’t help it; I started to laugh, dropping down cross-legged next to Matthew and resting my elbows on my knees and my head in my hands. It was both the best and the worst expression of gratitude I’d ever gotten, since honestly? I couldn’t remember another time someone had thanked me for anything for years and years. Maybe I hadn’t done anything worth being thanked for. 
 
    I laughed harder, and it started coming out more like sobs. The skin of my face buzzed and tingled, my fingers were numb, and I couldn’t stop laughing. 
 
    “We need to get them both to the house. He’s used too much magic, and Matthew’s still out of it.” Was that Nate’s voice? Maybe. It stretched and throbbed, like the funhouse-mirror version of sound. 
 
    Hands pulled me up, whose hands I didn’t know, and then someone pushed me through one of Dor’s weird void-spaces. I emerged in Matthew’s bedroom and someone else shoved me onto the bed, where I landed next to Matthew like a felled tree. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Down the Drain 
 
    It was quite a while later, going by the dark window and the glow of the lamp on the nightstand, when I crawled out of a groggy sleep to the sound of quiet voices. Long practice with waking up in strange places had given me the ability to come to consciousness without stirring or making a sound, so I lay there perfectly still, figuring out who was there before I let them know I was awake. 
 
    “…saved my life,” Matthew was saying. “He’s a little shit, but he’s obviously not a total psycho.” 
 
    Ah, they were talking about me. How nice. I’d have gotten that just from the ‘little shit’ descriptor, but good to know I wasn’t the worst person Matthew had ever met. 
 
    That was probably Jonathan Hawthorne. Jonathan Hawthorne had probably been the worst person anyone who’d met him had ever met. Not for the first time, I wondered if Nate had actually had it worse than I had, growing up with that for a father. I mean, I’d been totally without parents — my long-lost adoptive brother, only an adolescent himself at the time, had found me hiding behind a dumpster when I was a kitten, and I’d never known what happened to them — and I’d always thought maybe parents were more trouble than they were worth. Meeting Nate and his sire had only reinforced that opinion. 
 
    Speaking of Nate. “He wanted those manacles off. He would’ve done anything to get free, even something decent. I wouldn’t give him too much credit.” Nate didn’t sound completely sold, though; there was a little hesitation there, a touch of doubt. Solidarity among magic-users? Possible. Also possible: he was kind of a soft touch, and I ought to use it against him. 
 
    “He could have bargained for more,” Matthew replied, wearily, as if they’d already been over this ground. “He could’ve demanded that we let him go. Had all of you wait out of easy range with a running car parked right next to him, to give him a chance to actually get away.” 
 
    Huh. Not the worst idea, and I kind of wished I’d thought of it. Not that Dor’s freaky subatomic passages through spacetime would’ve made a car particularly viable as an escape plan. 
 
    “You were too close to dying. There wasn’t time for a bunch of bargaining. He had to save you and take his chances, or not save you and take his chances. And if you’d died, Ian would’ve ripped his head off either way. So saving your life was his only shot.” 
 
    Matthew just sighed in answer to that, and there was silence for a minute. I used the time to evaluate my condition. My magic hadn’t regenerated much, which was worrying. I felt nearly as drained as I had right after healing him. And — shit, I could also feel the effects of my spell again. Not as strongly as before, but without enough magic to use to balance it out, the pull to Matthew was back. 
 
    I was probably drained, I realized as I reached out with my magical senses, because of the draining spell someone had put on me while I was asleep. 
 
    Well, fuck. 
 
    I reached out a little more, trying to explore its contours. It wasn’t terribly subtle, and it felt like normal human magic — that is, I was sure it wasn’t Dor’s work, because his magic was bizarre. If human, or human-like, magic was plain white bread, Dor’s was some kind of fruitcake with sardine-flavored jelly beans in it. 
 
    Nate, then. Which meant I had to be able to break it. Except that with my magic at a minimum, that would be difficult…ugh. It definitely wasn’t as strong or as inescapable as Dor’s manacles, and I would be able to work on it eventually, but it was going to do the job for now. 
 
    A throat cleared loudly. “I can feel you fucking with my spell,” Nate said. “I know you’re awake. Stop playing possum.” 
 
    I opened my eyes and rolled onto my side. Matthew was sitting up propped against the headboard on the other side of the bed, with Nate straddling a backwards chair a couple of feet away. Matthew looked like himself again, his color normal and his wounds completely healed, and he’d changed his tattered shirt. He still had a few redwood needles in his hair, though. 
 
    Which reminded me of how gritty and filthy I was, stinking of sour sweat and blood. Was there any chance of a real bath in this place? The Armitage pack house was like the roach motel of places to be held prisoner. 
 
    “Where’s your worse half?” I asked Nate. “Off grunting at small animals?” 
 
    “Ian prefers to grunt at large animals,” Matthew said blandly. “More of a challenge when they grunt back.” 
 
    I forced a yawn, trying to cover my helpless choke of laughter. Damn Matthew for getting under my guard like that. 
 
    Nate frowned, but his eyes were alight. “He’s trying to play catch-up on that asshole Parker’s pack, figure out how many of them are in the neighborhood, and decide what to do next. You’re welcome, by the way. Since, you know, they’re only here because of you.” 
 
    I pushed up on my elbows so I could glare at Nate more effectively. “And I’m only here instead of bleeding on Parker’s knot because you have a use for me, so don’t act like you’re some big hero. You wouldn’t give a fuck what happened to me otherwise. And if you’d just let me go in the first place, he never would’ve come here at all!” 
 
    “Would you give a fuck what happened to you if you were us?” Nate had gone bright red, and his dark eyes flashed with anger. “What part of I’m not joining your fan club is so fucking hard for you to understand?” 
 
    I’d spent as little time as possible near Hawthorne Senior, just like anyone else with a functioning brain and sense of self-preservation, but I’d picked up a few things. The night he’d kidnapped his own son and planned to suck all his magic out of him had been particularly illuminating. 
 
    “I don’t have a fan club. Fan clubs are for teenage losers.” I batted my eyelashes at him and, with malicious pleasure, watched him turn even redder. “But either way, you don’t have to put posters of me on your wall with hearts drawn on them with your favorite pink glitter pen to, I don’t know, not drain my magic for your own purposes? Isn’t this a little bit like father, like son?” 
 
    The color vanished from Nate’s face so quickly I could practically hear the blood whooshing south. “How do you know about that?” His voice was a hoarse whisper. 
 
    I almost felt sorry for him. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    But he had a secure, rock-solid place in a pack that would protect him, no questions asked — and yeah, they were the Kroger store-brand of packs. But they still had fighters like Ian, or Matthew. A council. Allies like Fenwick and Dor. 
 
    He wasn’t alone in the world, and he could go fuck himself with his self-pity. I was sure it was big enough to give him a good ride. 
 
    “Everyone knows what a pathetic wuss you are, Nate. Letting your father use you like that.” I doubted almost anyone knew, actually, but the more off-balance he was, the less likely he was to be able to maintain that fucking spell he had on me. “What kind of warlock just hands his power over to someone, much less a psychopath like that? I mean, even I think he was a psychopath. What does that say about you, following him around like a whipped dog your whole life?” 
 
    “Arik, that’s enough,” Matthew said sharply. 
 
    “Fuck you.” Nate stood abruptly, knocking the chair to the wood floor with a clatter and a thud. “I didn’t have any choice, okay?” 
 
    The pull of his spell was weakening, and I could feel my magic starting to regenerate. Come on, come on…it wasn’t fast enough. By the time he got hold of himself again, I’d only have enough to maybe try to knock out either him or Matthew, and I had to be able to get them both at once if I had even the faintest hope of making it out of the room, let alone the house. 
 
    “Oh yeah? No choice? You couldn’t walk away? Couldn’t kill him in his sleep?” I remembered some other gossip I’d picked up from listening to Colin’s younger brother Jackson go on and on about people I mostly couldn’t give a shit about. “Couldn’t do something, anything, other than spread your legs for your mate’s cousin —” 
 
    “Shut up!” Nate cried, and now he looked like he was on the verge of tears. 
 
    Matthew moved so fast I couldn’t dodge; he flipped me onto my back and slapped a hand over my mouth, hard. “I said enough.” 
 
    I stared up at him, holding perfectly still, not fighting him at all. His blue eyes were cold, filled with nothing but contempt. 
 
    You fought for me, I wanted to say. You fought and nearly died for me, and then I saved your life. Doesn’t that count for anything? 
 
    Good thing he was keeping me from talking, because if I had said any of that, I’d have had to kill myself out of sheer self-disgust. 
 
    I didn’t need to talk, though. I needed to act. Because Nate’s control had slipped, and my magic was flowing back along the spell’s conduit. 
 
    Matthew’s hand on my mouth was warm, the skin firm and callused. I needed him distracted too. I parted my lips as much as I could under his grip, slipped my tongue between them, and teased his palm with it. 
 
    His eyes widened and his whole body stiffened. Now that I had all my senses, I could feel his arousal through my own spell: it took him over, making him want with every cell in his body. 
 
    He wanted to hold me down and knot me, he wanted to bite me and make me his mate. He wanted me to writhe in pleasure under him… 
 
    I shivered and moved the tip of my tongue in a little circle, like I would have on the head of his cock. Matthew let out a quiet, gut-punched sound — would that be what he sounded like when he came? 
 
    Fuck, it didn’t matter, and I didn’t care. 
 
    My magic wasn’t quite there, but I couldn’t wait any longer. I wouldn’t get another chance like this. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Nate standing there, breathing hard, his hands over his face. Maybe he was crying. Maybe he was getting his shit together. 
 
    Either way, I didn’t have long. 
 
    So I struck out while the striking was good, hitting them both with a wave of as much magic as I could gather up at once. 
 
    Matthew jerked like he’d been electrocuted, every one of his muscles going rigid. I pushed up with all my physical strength and shoved him off, sending him tumbling over me and off the bed onto the floor. 
 
    I lurched to my feet, throwing what little power I had left at Nate, who’d stumbled to his knees in my first attack. I wrenched at the spell between us, pulling not just my own magic through it but his, too, as much as I could grasp, like strands of yarn on a broken loom, catching and pulling and tangling. 
 
    My magic looked like deep reds and purples, shifting and shadowy. His was mostly blue, shot through with strands of gold. It might’ve been pretty if I wasn’t fighting for my life. 
 
    And I nearly won. Nate cried out and fell to the floor on his side, gasping for air, his hands flailing reflexively as he tried to seize back control of his magic and of mine. 
 
    I was so sure I had him, and I got greedy; the thought of taking something of his with me, of strengthening myself at his expense after what he’d put me through, was more than I could resist. 
 
    I pulled harder, tearing at the core of his magic, stripping him bare. 
 
    And what I revealed wasn’t the soft, pulsing magic of a weak man, but the granite resistance of someone who’d already lost too much and wasn’t going to lose what little he had left. 
 
    I smacked into his magical core like hitting a brick wall. Reeling back, dizzied, I lost control, all of our magic spiraling around us like streamers in a gale. 
 
    “No,” I heard from — inside my head? Through my ears? I wasn’t sure. But then I heard, “Not again!” loud and clear, and it was definitely Nate’s voice. 
 
    My head rang, and I staggered for the window. I could still escape. I didn’t have much magic to spare, but neither did he. I tugged the sash up wildly and flung myself halfway through. I’d have enough strength to cushion my fall. I’d shift, I’d run, and they didn’t know my real scent, because I’d spent years layering myself with enchantments to cover it up even when my magic was temporarily out of commission. They’d lose my trail in the woods. 
 
    A huge, heavy arm came out of nowhere and wrapped around my waist, jerking me away from the window and plastering my back against a broad chest. 
 
    I struggled wildly, screaming and striking out at anything I could reach. Matthew caught my arms and pinned my wrists in front of me. 
 
    The fight went out of me like air from a balloon. 
 
    I was done. I’d tried, and I’d failed — and I’d lost. Again. As I slumped in Matthew’s grasp, Nate’s spell settled back into place and what little magic I’d had drained away again like shower water swirling out of the tub. 
 
    Matthew was breathing heavily. I could hear Nate, too, rasping for air and shuffling to his feet. 
 
    My eyes squeezed shut. I wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction of crying. I wasn’t even sure I remembered how, anyway. 
 
    “Is your spell working again yet?” Matthew asked, sounding strained. Yeah, the effort of holding me still and also keeping a handle on the erection prodding my lower back was probably getting to him, the fucker. 
 
    “Yeah,” Nate gasped. “Yeah, it’s working. You can let him go.” Matthew didn’t move a muscle. “Or, you know, not, if that’s what floats your boat.”  
 
    “Go find Ian,” Matthew said, every word vibrating through me. “He’ll have felt that through your mate bond. Let him know you’re all right.” 
 
    “I’m fine, and I’m sure Ian will show up —” 
 
    “Go find Ian,” Matthew repeated through gritted teeth. 
 
    There was a short pause. Matthew still didn’t move. His fingers around my wrists were as hard and unyielding as Dor’s manacles, and his grip was just shy of hurting me. Of course, I could heal now, so he could be as rough as he wanted without leaving marks that would last more than a couple of hours at most…I swallowed hard. 
 
    “Oh,” Nate said. “Oh. Um. Much as I’d like to not see whatever it is you’re thinking about doing right now? Like, less than I’ve ever wanted to see anything in my life? Ian and I aren’t crazy about leaving you alone with him. Partly because of the stuff I don’t want to see.” 
 
    “Get out, Nate. Or I’m going to throw you out.” 
 
    I wondered how he was going to do that if he wasn’t planning on letting go of me — but then again, now I’d seen him fight. He could probably pull it off if anyone could. 
 
    I didn’t even know if I wanted him to get Nate to leave. I couldn’t stand the thought of looking Nate in the eye, not after losing to him again. Again. Like the first time hadn’t been humiliating enough. Now I knew he could match me, and it wasn’t a fluke. 
 
    On the other hand, the last time I’d been alone with Matthew in this room he’d nearly — and I realized, abruptly, that I simply didn’t care. He could fuck me. He could bite me. I’d be able to throw the mate bond off eventually. Probably. And in the meantime — what the fuck did it matter, anyway? It was him or Parker, it looked like, and given that binary, I’d play happy mates with Matthew until the end of time. 
 
    With some more grumbling under his breath, Nate finally left the room, shutting the door a little too hard behind him. I heard the quiet murmur of voices as he checked in with whoever was on guard outside the door. 
 
    And then it was just me and Matthew. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    You Always Have a Choice 
 
    Slowly, carefully, Matthew let go of my wrists and loosened the arm around me. I stood pliant, not fighting and not moving and not — anything at all. I didn’t have anything more in me. 
 
    He turned me in his arms. I leaned back against the wall, letting the cool breeze from the open window fan my burning cheeks and ruffle my long hair. It felt good. If I left my eyes closed I could almost pretend I was outside, somewhere far away from anywhere, somewhere no one could find me. 
 
    There was a huge boulder on a hill near where I’d lived as a kid, during those few years when everything was more or less all right. While my brother worked nights as a security guard, I’d shift and run out there, scrambling up to the top to gaze down at the world spread out beneath me. It was just a run-of-the-mill small town in northeastern Oregon, but it was my domain, and I’d stand there and let the wind rustle through my hair, or my fur, depending on whether I’d shifted or not, and feel the Earth turning beneath my feet. Just me and the stars. 
 
    It was quiet in this room, too, except for Matthew’s breaths. They were slow and even again. He was calm, and it was almost soothing. 
 
    “Earlier today,” he said quietly, and then stopped. He sighed. “Earlier today. Arik, will you look at me?” 
 
    His hands still rested on my waist, but he wasn’t holding me in place, just — holding me. My shirt had ridden up when he grabbed me, and his fingers pressed against the bare strip of my skin that had been exposed. His skin was hot, especially in comparison to the damp chill flowing through the window. The air smelled like rain, fresh and wild. Matthew smelled like the forest after a rain, earthy and even wilder — even a little dangerous. 
 
    “I’d rather not.” My voice was small, like every bit of me was trying to shrink into nothing and disappear. 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    I shook my head. What would I see if I looked at him? Nothing good. Nothing that would make me feel any better. 
 
    The air between us shifted, and I felt his breath on my forehead as he leaned down. “Arik,” he said, almost a whisper. “You don’t need to be afraid of me.” 
 
    I didn’t quite have the energy to laugh; it came out more of a heave of my chest and a sigh. “Sure.” 
 
    “You don’t.” He gave me a gentle shake. “Earlier today I told you that you always have a choice. What you said to Nate…you were out of line there. You know you were, right? You shouldn’t have said that shit to him. I’d think you’d have some sympathy if anyone would.” 
 
    That hit home, but I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. Yeah, maybe in a different universe I wouldn’t have needed every weapon I could possibly put in my arsenal to survive. In that one I’d have been out of line for hitting Nate, with his admittedly fucked-up past, exactly where it hurt. But I didn’t regret it. I only regretted that it hadn’t worked. 
 
    And maybe I also regretted that I’d made Matthew hate me even more by saying it. He might be trying a different tactic with me now, softness rather than aggression, but his expression as he’d gazed down at me after I taunted Nate was going to stay in my head for a long time. I doubted he was feeling much kinder now that I’d attacked both of them and tried to escape. His loyalty was to Nate, and it made me ache somewhere deep inside. Matthew was capable of that kind of loyalty, of that kind of affection and understanding — why couldn’t he extend a little bit of that to me? 
 
    Right, because I’d put him under a love spell and betrayed him. 
 
    Matthew sighed again, a deep one this time, and waited. When it was clear my mouth was shut, he went on with, “Look, I’m not saying you were right, but…maybe I was wrong. Partly. A little bit.” 
 
    An alpha admitting when he was wrong, even if it was the most half-assed admission I’d ever heard? I cracked an eye open and peeked at him. He’d bent down so close to me that our faces were almost touching. And he was just — looking at me, his gaze steady. Like he had nothing better to do than see me. Like I was worth looking at, and not just the parts of me that he might want to fuck. 
 
    That shook me down to the very core. The only parts of me safe to reveal were right there on the surface. The rest of it…the rest of it couldn’t be examined, brought out into the daylight. It wasn’t safe. He wasn’t safe. I couldn’t let him be something safe, not if I wanted to get out of this intact and as self-sufficient as I had to be to survive. 
 
    “You’re going to need to be more specific, asshole,” I managed. “You were wrong about a lot of things today.” 
 
    The corners of his lips turned down, and he sighed. “What you said to Nate was unfair. He didn’t have a choice. Or at least — all of his choices were bad, and possibly even suicidal. And it made me think about our conversation from before. I think I was unfair to you, too.” 
 
    My shoulders relaxed back against the wall; I hadn’t even realized I’d been holding myself with that much tension. With the easing of it came a sudden welling-up of anger. I shouldn’t care what Matthew thought of me. I didn’t care what anyone thought of me, least of all some overbearing alpha dickhead with delusions of grandeur because he was in charge of a raggedy-ass pack out in the wilds of buttfuck nowhere, and because he was an alpha with a knot. 
 
    Fuck that. My spell was messing with me, that was all, and I wasn’t going to let it. I lifted my hands, shoving them against his chest to get him off me. He didn’t so much as budge, and my anger only grew, tightening my chest and rising up to choke me. 
 
    “Yeah, you were,” I said. “You were unfair. But what difference does it make? It’s not going to change anything. You’re not going to let me go, right? So why the fuck should I care that you’ve decided you want to absolve yourself of being a dick by admitting it?” 
 
    A dark-red flush spread across his cheeks. “I’m trying to apologize to you! Fuck, I —” He broke off, and his gaze skittered away for a second before he looked back at me. My mouth opened to retort, but he beat me to it. “And maybe I’m doing a shitty job, okay? But I’m trying.” 
 
    Trying? He was trying? Fucking awesome. That and five bucks would get me a latte. 
 
    My hands were still on his chest, my fingers digging in. He hissed in pain as my rage started to trigger my shift and my claws came out, puncturing his shirt and drawing beads of blood from his skin. 
 
    “Don’t push me,” he growled, leaning in until his lips were a breath away from mine. “I’m sorry you didn’t have anywhere to go but the Kimballs. I’m sorry you — none of what Taft did to you was your fault, even remotely. But Nate never did half the shit you did, even when he didn’t have any good choices to make. The only person he hurt was himself.” 
 
    I shoved again, twisting my body to try to throw him off, and he lunged forward, pinning me to the wall with his hips. He was hard again. Fuck, it seemed like he was always hard when he was pressed against me. 
 
    And this time, I wasn’t afraid of him — I was furious, my pulse racing and my blood pumping through me and making me ready to fight or to fuck. Every inch of me lit up, my cock pushing up to meet his. Fuck, I hated alphas. I forced my claws in deeper, blood dripping down his chest — and he closed the tiny gap between our mouths, slamming his down over mine. 
 
    This time it didn’t hurt. It didn’t feel wrong. It felt like he was drawing out every one of my secrets, every one of my fears, and swallowing them down, leaving nothing but longing and need in their place. 
 
    One of his hands came up to wrap around the back of my neck and he held me still, thrusting his tongue into my mouth and devouring me. His alpha heat was almost too much, searing me from the inside, like his cock would if he threw me down on the bed or the floor, or turned me and shoved me face-first against the wall and took me then and there… 
 
    And if he had, right then I wouldn’t have wanted to stop him. 
 
    I wrenched my head to the side, breaking the kiss with the last of my willpower. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t give in to this, take the path of least resistance, let my frustration and my body’s weakness and need take over like this. I knew what happened when an alpha took what he wanted. 
 
    “Stop,” I gasped, even as my hips surged up to meet his. “I’m not doing this. You’ll take — everything. I didn’t escape Parker to end up like this.” 
 
    He froze in place, like I’d turned him to stone with a particularly fucked-up bit of magic. The hand on my waist gripped me so hard I knew I’d have bruises. 
 
    “I’m not him,” he said, very low. I felt the brush of his lips against my cheek as he spoke, and those feather-light touches sent shivers all the way down to my toes. “I’m not — fuck. I want you. And I want what’s best for my pack. But that’s not why he — I’m not him.” Matthew pulled back, only his hands still on me. He was breathing hard, his lips parted and his face still flushed. But he pulled back. “Arik, let me show you I’m not him.” 
 
    “You said you’d enjoy it. Fuck, Matthew, you — you said you’d enjoy it,” I repeated desperately, as the hand behind my neck tangled in my hair, tugging with enough force to hold me, but not enough to hurt me. “You’d enjoy — mating me whether I wanted it or not.” 
 
    I squirmed in his grasp, and he let out a helpless moan and bent to press his lips to my neck, worrying a tiny bit of my flesh between his lips. My head tipped back against my will. I was baring myself to him — submitting to him, and I couldn’t seem to stop myself. 
 
    “I like the way you say my name.” He moved an inch to the left, latching on and flicking my skin with his tongue. He pressed kisses along my collarbone and then lifted his head, looking me in the eyes. His were dilated, glowing faintly, and — completely sane. 
 
    He was in control, and that maybe scared me more than insanity would have. I had no control left, and if he did — I was fucked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, more gently than I’d thought he could speak to me. “Yeah, I would have. With that fucking spell driving me out of my mind, I would have. And I would’ve hated myself for it as soon as I wasn’t crazy.” He pressed his mouth to mine again, softly, coaxingly. He licked along the seam, teasing me open, and then withdrew a little, just enough to whisper against my lips. “I wouldn’t enjoy it now. And I won’t do it. Arik. I’m not him.” 
 
    His lips found mine again, and I opened up for him. I couldn’t help it. And this time, the kiss went on long enough that my hands slid up his chest, my arms wrapping around his neck. My lungs burned for air, but I tumbled deeper and deeper, giving in, my cock hard and throbbing against his thigh. Every bit of me surged with instinct: to submit, to give the alpha what he wanted and let him give me what I needed. I’d spent my whole life running from this. What a horrible irony it was that I’d done this to myself when I put Matthew in my thrall. 
 
    We broke for air, and then kissed again, and the hand on my waist eased down, sliding around my hip to cup my ass and lift me onto my toes. 
 
    “That’s not what this is,” Matthew whispered against my mouth. His breath was coming raggedly, like he was barely keeping it together. “I needed you to cooperate, earlier, when I was asking you about the Kimballs. I was threatening you…but this isn’t an interrogation.” 
 
    “And you don’t need me to cooperate now? You’ll take what you want?” 
 
    A pause. “I’ll take whatever you give me. Whatever you want to give.” 
 
    Matthew’s big body pressed against mine from chest to knees, the wall against my back more yielding than he was. Stuck between a rock and a very, very hard place…I stifled a laugh and a moan all at once. 
 
    Why not? Why not give in? I had choices — and all of them were bad. Parker’s slave or Matthew’s plaything. Freedom wasn’t in the cards. Maybe it never had been, when freedom was just endless paranoia, looking over my shoulder for the next threat. A shaman without family or allies was always going to be a target for the next power-hungry alpha, and maybe letting Matthew fuck me and get it over with was better than being afraid of what might happen next. 
 
    Maybe I should let him mate me. No, no, not that…I shoved that part of my mind down, hard, trying to forget I’d even let the thought surface. 
 
    What I gave him. Right. Like he’d stop with what I offered. 
 
    But maybe he would. 
 
    What I wanted to give… 
 
    And my body did want it, aching to be filled and used, my cock throbbing. His hands on me burned like brands. I wanted that feeling on the rest of my skin, on my thighs and my ass and around my throat, on my legs as he shoved them apart, on my shoulder blades as he shoved me down and mounted me. 
 
    No matter how much I craved his knot right at that moment, how ready I was to beg for it, I couldn’t let him have that. If he knotted me, if we were tied together like that…there was too much that could happen while he was stuck there inside me. Too much that could be said and felt. 
 
    “You can have me,” I said. “But you can’t knot me. And you can’t bite me.” 
 
    It was like a switch flipped, and all of Matthew’s restraint went up in smoke, incinerated the second he had my permission. With a growl, he yanked me into his arms — and I’d thought we were as close as we could get before, but this was like being absorbed into him, the heat of him melting me into his body. His hands were everywhere, tearing at my clothes and stroking and pulling me closer. 
 
    My head spun as he dragged me to the bed, flinging me down and landing on top. It was a blur of his mouth on my throat, his glowing eyes, my hands clinging to his shoulders, my shirt ripped from my torso and the shreds flung aside, and then he was moving down, nipping and sucking and licking at my chest and stomach. I arched, biting my lip to keep in my moans. 
 
    He ripped my jeans open and pulled them down my legs, where they tangled at my ankles. He didn’t bother getting them the rest of the way off. An instant later, he ducked his head and swallowed my aching cock in one motion. 
 
    I had a split-second to be impressed, since my cock wasn’t small, before sheer sensation took over. He used his lips and his tongue and even his teeth — not wolfed out, thank the gods — to bring me to the brink within moments, the suction nearly unbearably intense. My flailing hands landed in his thick wavy hair, grasping onto the strands like a lifeline. It had to hurt, but it only spurred him on. He growled his satisfaction around my cock, the vibrations traveling up into my balls and ending my fight for self-control. 
 
    I spilled down his throat, shaking, squeezing my eyes shut and riding the wave of my orgasm like a swimmer caught in a riptide. It pulsed through me, through and through, spiraling along the magical pathways my spell had forged from him to me and echoing in the shared space between us, over and over. 
 
    My body ached like I’d been running. I collapsed, coated in sweat and shaking. My fingers trembled in his hair. It probably felt like I was stroking him. 
 
    Maybe I was stroking him. 
 
    The cool air from the window caught every droplet of moisture on my skin, an icy counterpoint to the burning heat where his hands still pinned my hips. 
 
    Slowly, Matthew let my cock slide out of his mouth. I couldn’t look. I didn’t want to see whatever was written on his face. For weeks, while he ‘negotiated’ with Sam Kimball, Matthew had looked at me, his serious blue eyes rarely resting anywhere else if he had the choice. Even before I cast my spell he’d watched me more often than he needed to. Before the spell, I hadn’t been able to interpret those looks. 
 
    After the spell, I’d known exactly what was on his mind, because I’d put it there. Desire. Lust. Possession. And I’d responded to it anyway, somewhere deep inside where I tried not to look, because who wouldn’t? How were you supposed to stay totally indifferent to a man like Matthew, an alpha like Matthew, constantly focusing his formidable attention on you? 
 
    Especially when Matthew was so easy on the eyes. And so rational, so devoted to his pack. 
 
    When he wasn’t being manipulated by a shaman, of course. 
 
    But still. Even when I had my spell on him, he tried to do the right thing. And once the spell put me in the category of things Matthew needed to protect, he’d tried to do the right thing by me, too. If I’d been what he hoped I was, what his addled brain was convinced I was so briefly, before it all went to shit, he would’ve protected me from Parker not because it was necessary to keep him and his pack alive, but because he loved me. 
 
    Matthew nuzzled my too-sensitive cock and then went lower, licking my balls, pressing kisses to my inner thighs. Why wasn’t he flipping me over and mounting me? I’d told him he could. I even wanted him to, if I was being honest. 
 
    That would be honest. A hard, brutal fuck, driving everything else out. Proof that Matthew was the kind of alpha I knew, the kind of alpha he’d shown himself capable of being earlier that day when he ripped Tyler’s guts out. 
 
    This was a lie. His tongue, teasing behind my balls and carefully seeking out my hole, was a lie. The huff of his breath on the inner curve of my cheek was a lie. And when he let go of me for a moment to shove my jeans off of my feet and then slide his hands down my thighs and push my knees apart, that was a lie too, because he wasn’t rough, and he wasn’t demanding. 
 
    He was gentle and inexorable, like this was something that had to be done. Something we both needed. 
 
    I dared to crack my eyes open. His hair was wildly tousled from my hands. His cheeks were flushed and his eyes were pure gold now, without a trace of blue. Somehow he was keeping the rest of his shift in check. I wasn’t; I could feel my own teeth lengthening and sharpening. 
 
    Matthew bent again and put his face between my legs. I’d only had a guy do this once before, and it hadn’t been very good: perfunctory, and we were both drunk. 
 
    This was different. Matthew ate me out like there’d be an AP exam on it later, swirling his tongue in circles and then prodding at my hole, kissing and licking and treating me like a French delicacy made by a famous chef, something to be savored as slowly as possible. 
 
    The pleasure of it burrowed into the core of me and sent out concentric ripples of sensation through my belly and my hips and my legs and my chest, expanding and contracting and overwhelming me. My cock was hard again. It hardly mattered. All that mattered was that Matthew never stopped doing that. 
 
    I arched into his mouth and took hold of his hair again, pressing him into me. 
 
    And then I froze. He was an alpha. I was trying to direct him, I wasn’t passive enough and he was going to flip out on me — but he didn’t. He went where I pushed him, muttering something against my wet flesh that sounded like, “Fuck, Arik, you taste so fucking good.” 
 
    I was groaning and thrashing by the time he slipped a finger inside. 
 
    I’d been right. His skin did feel even better inside my body than out. He found my prostate and worked it without stopping, his tongue still circling around, tracing my rim and pushing in next to his finger. 
 
    Gods, I was going to come again, and I hadn’t even gotten fucked yet. I started to tighten around him, all my muscles seizing with the first wave of an orgasm I knew was going to be even more powerful than the last. 
 
    Abruptly, Matthew slipped his finger out of me and sat up, letting go of me to tear at the fastenings of his own jeans. “I can’t fuck you. I’m sorry. I don’t think I’ll be able to keep from knotting you,” he said hoarsely. I opened my mouth to protest, like a fucking idiot, to take back everything I’d said. I needed him. I wanted his knot like I wanted to keep breathing, my hole so wet and ready and eager for him. He cut me off, saying, “We’ll do it like this.” 
 
    He winced as he tugged his cock out from where it’d been trapped down the side of his jeans and fell on me, taking both of us in hand and squeezing hard enough to make my eyes roll back in my head. 
 
    All right. We’d do it like that. I thrust up against him, pushed one of my own hands between us to grasp the base of his erection, and wrapped my legs around his waist. 
 
    My cock was pretty big; his was huge. Even his large hand couldn’t quite get around both of them. The friction still sent me into the stratosphere. I couldn’t get my fingers around the base of his cock, and I moaned, imagining that thickness stretching me open. 
 
    That was it, and I went over the edge like a runaway freight train. 
 
    Matthew shuddered and came, groaning, his head falling forward to hang between his shoulders. Come spattered my chest and ran down over our hands. 
 
    I lay gasping, covered in our mingled come, unable to move a muscle. Maybe I’d never move again. Maybe I’d just stay there until Matthew recovered enough to knot me after all. 
 
    He let go and fell over onto his back beside me, crossways across the bed, like someone had knocked him over the head with a sledgehammer. The bed jounced and creaked, and then the room was still. I listened to his breathing slowly calm and grow deep and even. 
 
    Was he asleep? I took a careful look from under my lashes. He was smiling, and my own lips curved in response. I was so glad his eyes were closed, and even more glad there wasn’t a mirror to show me how fond and stupid I must’ve looked. It had to be pheromones. Hormones. Whatever-mones. Something other than the helpless welling of affection that had spilled over into my expression. 
 
    I needed him to be asleep. I couldn’t have whatever conversation he might initiate, and for that matter…I was afraid of what I might say, cast adrift on a sticky, loose, post-coital sea and barely able to categorize my own thoughts, let alone express them without humiliating myself or giving too much away. 
 
    Nate’s spell was still working, now that I could take a second to check on it, but it seemed to have weakened a little. Maybe Nate was asleep. At the very least, he was farther away and not focusing on it as closely. 
 
    Cautiously, making sure not to attract Nate’s attention, I drew a little bit of power and nudged Matthew into unconsciousness. It didn’t hurt him. I found that right at that moment, the last thing I wanted to do was hurt him. But it did give me a little breathing room. 
 
    I sat up, propping myself on shaky arms. Matthew didn’t stir. He let out a soft snore, still smiling, and stayed completely out. His broad chest rose and fell, and his arms lay at his sides, one hand extended a little bit toward me like he wanted me to set mine in it. 
 
    He was dead to the world. 
 
    Well. Now I had time to think undisturbed. And I wasn’t sure that was a good thing after all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Cats Always Land on Their Feet 
 
    Thinking started with taking a shower. Matthew wasn’t waking up for a while, and my skin was crawling with the sensation of filthiness. Washing off Matthew’s come was priority one. It felt like he’d marked me as his, and I didn’t know what to do with the mix of reflexive horror — I didn’t belong to anyone, dammit! — and arousal that left me with. 
 
    Once I’d washed, extensively and thoroughly, it still felt like he’d marked me, like physically removing the evidence of how he’d had me wasn’t close to enough. 
 
    It was weird, because that wasn’t how it’d worked before. I was good at washing that man right out of my hair, to grossly misuse a really awesome musical number. After what Parker had done to me, I’d felt more lingering disgust over that shaman watching than over Parker himself. Yeah, I was furious, and yeah, I wanted revenge and would never forget how it felt — but I didn’t feel dirty. Once I washed enough to get his lingering scent off of me, I was clean. His touch couldn’t stain me. He didn’t have that power. 
 
    Matthew apparently did. I didn’t feel dirty or tainted. But I felt different, changed, like everyone would be able to look at me and know I belonged to an alpha. Like I would know, even if no one else could see it. 
 
    Any shifter who came within ten yards of me would know, anyway. One shower wasn’t going to remove the scent of that much come. 
 
    I lingered in the shower, but at last I had to get out and deal with reality. The bathroom was pretty spartan — not surprising, since Matthew didn’t strike me as someone who wasted time on the small luxuries of life; I mean, the guy drove a used Prius, he clearly didn’t have his priorities straight — but I managed to find a clean towel in a cabinet, a new toothbrush in a drawer, and some Q-tips in a small cup on the pitted blue-tiled countertop by the sink. 
 
    Clean ears. Fuck. Clean ears were highly underrated. 
 
    I stepped out into the bedroom with the towel wrapped around my waist. Matthew was still snoring. I stood and stared down at him for long minutes. Gods, he was handsome. And strong. And broad and tall and muscled, and everything an alpha ought to be. I could kill him here and now. Nate probably didn’t realize how skilled I was at using the little trickle of magic he'd left me. He thought I couldn’t get away with anything, what with a guard definitely sitting outside the room listening. 
 
    And they’d had quite a show. My cheeks burned with embarrassment. I wouldn’t have cared so much if whoever it was had been listening to Matthew force himself on me; that would’ve been par for the course. But they’d heard me moaning like a slut. And that — well, that was private. 
 
    Anyway, I could definitely get away with killing him. A tiny bit of magic to make sure he didn’t wake up, and then slit his carotid artery with one of my claws. Quick and easy. It’d take a little work to keep the wound open until he bled out, given his enhanced alpha healing. The sheets and mattress would be soaked. Maybe his dark blue eyes would flicker open and fix, glazed and empty of everything that made him who he was. He’d be choking and gurgling and… 
 
    Bile rose up in my esophagus, and I gagged and fled for the bathroom again. 
 
    I spat a mouthful of slime into the sink and then straightened, wiping away some of the steam to look at myself in the mirror over the sink. Dark bags under my bloodshot green eyes, like Christmas gone grotesquely wrong. Pale, sunken cheeks, lips even fuller than usual and swollen from Matthew’s kisses, and lank hair hanging in damp blond clumps. 
 
    Well. If I’d wondered whether Matthew really wanted me or only wanted me because of the spell, that question had been answered. 
 
    I brushed my teeth again and went back to the bedroom, carefully ignoring Matthew’s prone form — though I listened for his soft snores, now weirdly paranoid that he was going to die just from my thinking about it. 
 
    Nate’s jeans were beyond disgusting after being grubbed around in a mixture of dirt, tree detritus, and Matthew’s blood, so I snagged a pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt out of a drawer in Matthew’s dresser. The clothes hung on me like sheets on a scarecrow. I did what I could with rolling and tucking, and then I bit the bullet and looked at Matthew again. 
 
    I had to decide what to do. I couldn’t kill him. Obviously, since I’d gotten all squeamish and been turned into an idiot by this stupid fucking spell I’d put on us, that was off the table. Also, why go to the trouble of healing him earlier only to kill him now? I was sure I could come up with two or three more justifications, but those would do. 
 
    That left — what? Lie down and go to sleep myself and wait for whatever happened tomorrow? The past twenty-four hours had been an epic shitshow, and I knew Parker wasn’t just going to give up and go away. 
 
    Particularly since he’d shown up with the Kimballs in tow. After losing their pack shaman and their pack leader in the same night, the Kimballs weren’t going to give up their feud with the Armitage pack. They’d be out for revenge. Between their anger and Parker’s determination to get me back, the Armitage territory was going to be under siege. Hopefully Ian was on the case, but he struck me as less of an investigator and more of an instigator. I wasn’t brimming with confidence. 
 
    So: go to bed, deal with whatever Matthew did when he woke up, deal with Ian and Nate and the pack council…terror warred with anticipatory exhaustion warred with anger. But what other choice did I have? I couldn’t leave. The spell was still binding me to Matthew, and I’d get sick myself, given that my magic was low enough to leave me vulnerable until I got far enough away, or Nate got distracted enough, for the draining spell to break. 
 
    Unless I took the spell off of him and then left. 
 
    My heart gave a stagger and lurch and then started to pound triple-time. 
 
    Unless I took the spell off of him. 
 
    I glanced sideways at the open window, a square of blackness with the whole world right beyond it. There were Armitage pack members patrolling the woods out there, I had no doubt. And by now, Nate would’ve put wards on the territory boundaries. 
 
    But they didn’t know my shifted form, they didn’t know my real scent, and I was quick and clever and quiet in a way no wolf could ever match or anticipate. 
 
    It all depended on whether or not I could draw enough magic to undo the spell without alerting Nate. 
 
    Good thing I liked a challenge. 
 
    I perched on the edge of the bed, my hip pressing against Matthew’s thigh. The contact was grounding in ways I didn’t want to think about, especially when I was about to give it up permanently. My heart gave another painful lurch, but I ignored it, and I gingerly laid one hand flat on his chest. His heart thumped under my palm, and I spread my fingers, feeling the texture of his chest hair through the thin cotton of his white t-shirt, feeling the banked power of his muscles. I closed my eyes and went inward. 
 
    The strand of spell that bound us was twisted and frayed, damaged by my time spent without using magic to maintain it. No wonder it was so fucked-up, to use what any shaman would have recognized as a technical term. Undoing it wasn’t terribly complicated, but it would take a steady, slow, measured application of magic, and if I ran out of reserves before I finished? Well, fucked-up would be worlds better than what would happen then. We could both go insane, or both die. Or some fun combination. We could end up bound even more tightly than we were now. 
 
    Examining my own store of magic wasn’t easy without pulling on Nate’s draining spell, but I did it carefully and ran some calculations. 
 
    I could do it. I was sure I could do it. And if I failed at this, after all the failures I’d stacked on top of each other over the past weeks, well — I might as well just give up and go climb on Parker’s knot, since it would prove I wasn’t any fucking good for anything else. 
 
    Unraveling the spell between us wasn’t too difficult, though it took a little while. I tried not to remember that Nate or Ian could walk through the door at any moment; I couldn’t let my concentration slip. Once the untwisting was done, I started to gently detach the strands from me and from Matthew, one at a time, and alternating so that the remains of the spell wouldn’t go out of balance and snap in one direction or the other. First me, then Matthew. Then me, then — not Matthew, because the strand linking his emotions to mine was fucking stuck. I tugged a little harder. Matthew stirred and let out a small pained sound. Fuck. I fed a little more of my rapidly dwindling magic into him to keep him quiet. Sweat beaded on my hairline and gathered in the small of my back. My clammy hand was leaving a damp patch on his shirt. 
 
    At last it came free, and then the rest followed in quick succession. The spell withered in my inner sight, shriveled, and blew away like dirt on the wind, vanishing into nothingness. 
 
    I slumped back, breathing hard. I’d done it. I’d actually done it. I wasn’t tied to Matthew anymore, and Matthew — the realization hit hard, and I flinched. When Matthew woke up, he’d hate me. Not love me and hate me, want me and hate himself, but hate me, with no qualifications. 
 
    I had to get the fuck out of there. 
 
    Since I was going to shift, I pulled off Matthew’s clothes and dropped them on the floor. He’d probably want to burn them since I’d touched them, anyway — although what he’d do about his dick in that case was worrying. And also his fucking problem. 
 
    I stood by the window and let the shift come. It flowed through me, as naturally as breathing, from my head — now fuzzy — down to my toes — now small and clawed. The room appeared to expand around me as I shrank down, compressing into my feline body. Shades of red and pink morphed into greens, and the room was brighter, the one lamp nearly a beacon in my lynx’s sight. 
 
    The scents of sweat and sex sharpened, becoming almost unbearably thick. I wrinkled my nose and forced myself not to pad over to the bed and take a sniff of Matthew where the scent was strongest, a disgusting impulse for which I hated myself. 
 
    I took a last look at him. I’d probably never see him again, and that was for the best. At least I’d gotten my cock sucked. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I hopped up onto the windowsill and peered down. It was a long drop, but it wasn’t just a myth that cats always landed on their feet. It was true for me, anyway. I bunched my legs, made sure my toes had traction, and leapt down, landing with a soft but jarring thump on the grass two stories below. 
 
    There wasn’t much magic left to me, but what there was I deployed to cover my trail and make me even harder to see than I already was, slinking through the darkness. 
 
    And then I ran. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leaving the Armitage territory felt momentous. It’d taken me nearly an hour to reach the boundary, since I’d had to pause a few times and wait silently for one of the pack to pass by ahead of me. There were bobcats in this part of California, although they’d often avoid a wolf pack’s land, so if they caught a faint trace of my scent it wouldn’t be too unusual. 
 
    And I didn’t smell like a shifter — I just smelled like your forest-variety bobcat. I’d made sure of it. It had led to a couple of awkward encounters with real bobcats — the female who thought I’d make a nice father for a litter of kittens stood out, though luckily I’d convinced her otherwise — but in general, it worked. 
 
    Finally I stood poised right inside the wards. I could see them, a faint glow of magic in a long, looping strand. Nate had done a good job. 
 
    I could admit that in the privacy of my own head, at least. If he asked, I’d tell him how his technique wasn’t up to par… 
 
    Not going to happen, though, because I wasn’t going to see Nate again any more than I was going to see Matthew. 
 
    My emotions weren’t quite the same as a lynx — or at least, my ability to parse them wasn’t the same. Right then, I was grateful for it. The world was simpler. Whatever complicated mess of regrets was stewing in the back of my head, it’d wait until I was on two legs again. 
 
    Speaking of which. I had to cross the boundary. It didn’t really matter if Nate felt the disturbance, although he wouldn’t; my spells hid more than my scent. I’d feel like any other wild animal trotting through the woods, unless Nate was much, much more skilled than I suspected he was. He’d get there eventually, but years with Jonathan Hawthorne would’ve stunted anyone. 
 
    I had to cross the wards. I had to leave. There was no going back now, even if I wanted to; there was nothing forcing them to keep me alive, now that Matthew wouldn’t die if I did. 
 
    I didn’t want to go back, of course. Cats didn’t cry, but my eyes stung, and I rapidly opened and shut both of my sets of eyelids. 
 
    Putting my paw over the line broke something in me, and I ran and ran and ran, trying to escape something that wasn’t going to be left behind, no matter how fast I went or how far I fled. 
 
    Hours later, it was clear that there wasn’t going to be any pursuit — or if there was, it wasn’t going to be effective. I was far enough away that if they’d come howling after me, I wouldn’t have heard it anyway. 
 
    The fresh, light scent of running water drew my attention, and I veered off course to find it. A small stream flowed through the redwoods, rushing over polished rocks and gurgling between pine-needled banks. I stopped and drank deeply, savoring the cool of it on my tongue and in my belly. My paws ached. I needed rest, but I didn’t think I was far enough away to completely relax yet. This wouldn’t be a bad place to take a breather, though. 
 
    I sat back on my haunches and worried a fragment of redwood needle out from between my toes with my teeth. 
 
    There. Much better. Now I could evaluate. 
 
    I’d headed northwest, going on instinct and not really thinking about it too hard. Now I had a choice: keep going, which would take me into the larger local town of Lancaster, or veer to the east to avoid it, circling around and continuing north once I’d cleared its outskirts. I didn’t want to go west, certainly, since that would take me straight into the Kimballs’ territory. And I definitely didn’t want to go farther east than I needed to, since that would take me toward Parker’s territory — hundreds of miles away, but still. Nevada was off-limits for me forever, and I wasn’t too upset about it, either. I mean, it was Nevada. 
 
    Lancaster. Charlie Fenwick ran Lancaster with a petite freckled fist, and it was crawling with vampires. He kept them in line and kept them off the local human population, but I’d be fair game, even if I wasn’t recognized. 
 
    And Fenwick wasn’t an ally of mine. If Nate made some of those glittery fan posters, I doubted Fenwick would want one. 
 
    On the other hand…I couldn’t run forever. I needed information, and I needed somewhere to get a few things — a lot of my magic didn’t need spell components, but anything more complicated might require a shopping trip. 
 
    A shopping trip made at night during hours when the store was closed and not involving the exchange of money, but details. 
 
    And Parker was still out there. 
 
    That was really the rub. I could hope he gave up after I disappeared, or hope to evade him if he didn’t, but — I was tired of running. I wanted to kill him. 
 
    While he was here, distracted and not on his home turf, would be the best possible opportunity. 
 
    Lancaster it was — and then, once I was supplied with what I needed and not simply on the run with nothing but my relatively small claws, I’d scope out the Kimball territory, find Parker, and kill him with extreme prejudice. 
 
    I took one last slurp of the clear, cold stream water, told my hungry belly it’d need to wait, and set off to the northwest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    On the Hunt 
 
    Even if you ignored the infestation of vamps, Lancaster was a shithole. Okay, sure, it was supernatural-friendly, and it had an all-organic grocery store — which just pissed me off, because it made me think of Matthew’s Prius. But it was a shithole all the same. 
 
    Laceyville, the even smaller town a couple of miles from the edge of the Armitage territory, didn’t even qualify as a shithole. More of a shit stain, since that was all that was left. The paper mill closing had killed it. 
 
    Lancaster, on the other hand, had a thriving cannery and a few vineyards (the latter all owned by Fenwick), and there were campgrounds that brought in tourists of the more bearded and smelly variety. The cannery didn’t strike me as a particularly desirable place to work, but at least it kept the locals mostly in beer money. 
 
    Gods, but I wanted a beer. 
 
    It’d taken me two full days plus a few hours to reach the edge of Lancaster, about forty miles from the edge of the Armitage territory. Part of the first day after escaping had been spent hunting and resting; I’d left in the middle of the night, and I’d been flagging by mid-morning. 
 
    But I’d made it. It was approaching dawn on the third day, and I needed to find a place to hole up and make a plan. 
 
    At the moment, I hadn’t gotten past perching on the roof of a gas station’s convenience store at the top of a small hill, where the main road from the east dipped down into the town. I was doing my best to pick out landmarks, but I hadn’t spent much time in Lancaster while working with the Kimballs. Lancaster was Fenwick’s territory. 
 
    I knew that Fenwick had a large, fancy house somewhere on the northern edge of town, and he owned businesses all over it. There could be vamps anywhere. And it was absolutely guaranteed that Dor had warding up — one reason why I’d stopped at this gas station, which sat just outside the city limits. I was hoping Dor hadn’t bothered with wards beyond that boundary. 
 
    Opening myself up to my magical senses, I extended my vision as far and as deeply as I could. The day before, knowing that by morning they’d have been certain I was long gone anyway, I’d used up the last of my reserved magic to break Nate’s spell, which was attenuated and weak from the distance I’d traveled. 
 
    The snap of it had given me an instant headache; I wondered if Nate had felt the same effect. 
 
    But I was free of it, and I had all my magic at my disposal after sleeping for a while and devouring a rabbit I’d hunted in a forest clearing. 
 
    I couldn’t see Dor’s wards, though. I tried again. Nothing. I could see sparks of magic around the town, the life force of Fenwick’s vampires pulsing darkly, a couple of green blobs that had to be gnomes, and a blur of pastels that would’ve shown me all the humans in the town, if I’d had the strength and focus to separate them all out. 
 
    But no magic that looked like Dor’s — and no Dor or Fenwick, either, though I’d have been shocked if they’d left themselves open to being spied on like that by other mages. 
 
    Which left me taking my chances. I’d have to depend on the spells I’d used to conceal myself and hope shifting within the borders of Fenwick’s territory didn’t trigger anything. 
 
    The convenience store was only a one-story building, so I hopped off the roof without difficulty and loped down the hill, staying near the road but not near enough to be seen from passing cars. At last the trees thinned out, and strip malls and scattered houses started to take over. From here I’d need to be a lot more careful. 
 
    It was a cold pre-dawn, with faint apricot-gray only starting to stain the eastern horizon, and my breath steamed in front of me. I slunk through a small suburban neighborhood, seen only by a chihuahua that lost its mind barking through a window. I bared my teeth at it and went on. Too bad it wasn’t outside; I could’ve eaten it for breakfast. 
 
    At last I trotted through an alley and came out at the edge of a small shopping plaza’s parking lot. The place reeked of stale bread and grease, the garbage in the nearby dumpster, and asphalt, with an undertone of cigarette smoke and the much more pleasant scent of mice. 
 
    Mmm. Mice. My nose twitched and my stomach growled. 
 
    Maybe later. The dumpster and its little residents weren’t going anywhere, and I might be able to get some human food along the way and skip having to hunt. 
 
    The plaza contained a chain pizza joint, a liquor store, a nail salon, and — bingo. One of those work uniform stores that specialized in Dockers. Perfect. A quick trip around the back of the plaza, a tiny application of magic to the lock on the back door and another to the security system to fritz it, and I nosed my way inside. 
 
    When I stepped out again, I was fully equipped in sturdy pants and a t-shirt and jacket, with a few changes of clothes in a backpack and a pair of steel-toed boots on my feet. They’d even had cheap sunglasses. I changed my appearance too, using magic to make me look shorter and broader than I was, with shoulder-length brown hair. 
 
    The sun wasn’t peeking over the hills yet, but it was fully light, the alley washed gray and dingy by the unforgiving purity of sunrise. 
 
    I took a deep breath, holding it in until my lungs burned, and then let it out slowly. I couldn’t smell the mice in this form, luckily, because they weren’t delicious at all to my human taste buds, but the garbage and old pizza remained. 
 
    What was Matthew doing right at that moment? I’d been gone for more than two full days, now. Was he looking for me? Did he regret what we’d done? Almost certainly. My belly clenched. Just because I was hungry and tired, dammit. I could still smell Matthew on me, or imagined I could. I wasn’t going to try to catch that scent. I’d take another shower as soon as I could. 
 
    Had they written me off as a bad job, called Parker and told him he could look for me elsewhere? Were the Kimballs circling, looking for another opening to take revenge for Sam and Adam’s deaths, the deaths of their pack members in the fight, and their overall resounding defeat? 
 
    Not that I cared about the Armitage pack. Fuck them. I only cared about myself, and I needed to know what Parker was doing in order to kill him. That was all. 
 
    I needed a car. I needed herbs, salt, chalk, and candles, and possibly a few other oddball items. First I needed food and a place to sleep until night fell, when I’d be free to move. 
 
    I slipped down the alley again, just another scruffy drifter wandering the streets at dawn. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Kimball pack had a much larger territory than the Armitages did, and it was a lot closer to civilization, such as civilization was in this part of the country. The northeastern edge of it was only nine miles or so outside of Lancaster. 
 
    A little over a mile before the border, there was an abandoned campground. I’d seen it a few times when coming and going from the Kimball territory. Since it was closed, park rangers never went there, and that close to pack land the county sheriffs wouldn’t bother with it either. 
 
    It was right after midnight when I crept my stolen Honda sedan down the rutted dirt road, after a quick stop to remove the barrier across the road and then replace it in my wake. I used a little bit of magic to hide the tire tracks. I wasn’t using headlights, relying on my enhanced night vision, and after a while I lost patience, pulled the car in between some trees, and killed the engine. This was far enough from the road to be discreet, but close enough that I’d be able to circle back to the car if I needed more than a bobcat could carry. 
 
    Because I had to do my first approach fully shifted, there was no doubt in my mind about that, for all the same reasons fully shifting had been better for escaping from the Armitages. I wouldn’t trigger the wards, my smell wouldn’t attract that much attention, and I was so much quicker and quieter. 
 
    I stripped, leaving my clothes in the front seat, and I set the small backpack I’d rigged up with something like a harness on the ground, carefully arranging the straps. It already held the spell components I’d liberated from their captivity in a superstore and in the back of a small herbalist shop earlier that night — and a pair of track pants and a t-shirt, because like fuck was I doing magic in the Kimball territory in human form completely naked. I shifted, melting into my lynx form, contorted myself into a variety of stupid-looking poses to get the backpack situated on my back, and set out into the night. 
 
    A small creek divided the old campground from the Kimball territory, and I picked my way across it after a twenty-minute trot. I opened up all of my senses, magical and cat, collecting as much information as I could. 
 
    They had boundary wards, and at first glance they looked much fancier than the ones Nate had constructed for the Armitages. Impressive, even, with a lot of the magical equivalent of flashing neon lights and whizzing alarms. Like some cheap, desperate, off-brand Las Vegas casino — and I seriously was not going to miss being able to visit Nevada. 
 
    I wrinkled my nose and huffed. Ugh. The wards were so like Adam — all form over function. 
 
    The wards also weren’t hard to bypass; all I had to do was strengthen the spells that kept me looking like a normal old wildcat. 
 
    Wearing a backpack, but hey. That didn’t matter to the wards. I made a mental note to suggest to Nate that he modify the Armitage wards to pick up on spell components that weren’t commonly used in other contexts, in order to set off alarms for shamans who might make it through otherwise. 
 
    And I stopped dead, one paw suspended in the air. 
 
    I wasn’t going to see Nate again, not even to kill him with a water bottle. I wasn’t going to see — any of the Armitages. I shivered. What the fuck was wrong with me? 
 
    I went on, forcing myself to put one paw in front of the other and focus. Parker. Kill Parker. Leave. Never see Matthew again. 
 
    My chest ached. I must have gotten a stitch in my side from running. 
 
    One paw in front of the other. 
 
    The Kimballs had a larger central compound than the Armitages did, too. The Armitage pack house was basically it, plus a large garage and a couple of outbuildings holding tools and gardening stuff. The pack, such as they were, lived either in the main house or in a bunch of dilapidated cottages out back. 
 
    But the Kimball pack house was more of a mansion, much added-to over the years, three-storied and sprawling. They had more outbuildings, several garages, and then a few three- and four-bedroom houses not too far away, each holding large families. There were a lot of buildings to avoid as I approached. 
 
    But I made it all the way there without being seen and without, as far as I could tell, drawing any other kind of attention, magical or otherwise. Where the fuck was everyone? 
 
    I got my answer once I made it a little closer to the center of the territory. I started to hear shouts and movement, like a lot of people were very busy. It got louder, and then I smelled what seemed like half the Kimball pack, all assembled. From the shelter of a large pine’s drooping branches, I finally got a good view of the wide expanse of gravel in front of the pack house. 
 
    The house itself was lit up in every window, and the floodlights on the outside of the building illuminated a few dozen weres at least, all loading things into vehicles parked all around the driveway, and talking in small clumps. There was a boisterous energy to the crowd, the kind of bouncing, boasting arrogance men got before they went to war. 
 
    They were going to war. Tonight. 
 
    I needed to know what the plan was. I needed to warn Matthew…but why would I? If I’d been in human form I’d have slumped to the ground and covered my face with my hands, but in this one all I could do was pant for breath. 
 
    Either way, I had to know more. 
 
    I gave the milling crowd a wide berth, padding silently a few feet inside the trees, which grew in scraggly clumps all around the main compound. 
 
    My destination was one of the smaller buildings out back, basically just a lounge with a small bathroom and kitchenette, that Sam Kimball had always used as his private office and a place for his closest cronies to drink and smoke and carry on. I was betting that his brother Bill, now almost certainly the pack leader, would’ve taken it over for the same purposes. I hadn’t seen or smelled him out front, so that was likely where he’d be, along with everyone else in charge of this circus. 
 
    I was right. I froze, my heartbeat ratcheting up painfully, as I caught Parker’s scent. It was unmistakable, and so strong through my lynx’s nose that it made me glad I hadn’t eaten any mice to vomit up. His sweat, pungent and musky and faintly sour, his whiskey-tinged breath…I swallowed down bile. 
 
    This was good news. It was good news, because it meant he was still here to kill. I had to focus on the goal. 
 
    Fuck, but I wanted to turn stubby tail and run for it, run and run and run all the way to…Matthew, his dark head bent over me, his tongue turning me molten…fuck, I had nowhere to run to, especially if the Kimballs and Parker were planning an attack on the Armitages. Nowhere to go but — somewhere Parker wasn’t, and I couldn’t live like that. 
 
    I forced my jittery nerves to calm and drew deep breaths until my tangled thoughts drew back together into something like order. 
 
    Parker’s scent was only one of several, and I parsed through them as I crept forward, keeping to the shadows and slinking on my belly through taller tufts of grass and bits of undergrowth. Bill Kimball was there. So was his younger son, Jackson. There were two other scents I vaguely recognized but couldn’t put names to: one Kimball, and one from Parker’s pack. 
 
    Since Adam was dead, and Parker didn’t have a shaman of his own, there wouldn’t be any magical interference in my eavesdropping. 
 
    As I snuck around the corner of the building, looking for an open window, I caught another familiar scent: Colin Kimball. He wasn’t inside. His smell was coming from down the hill behind the meeting room. 
 
    Curious. He might be on guard, but with his father as the de facto pack leader, he’d be able to delegate that to someone else, right? 
 
    I detoured down the hill a little, picking my way around the small concrete patio littered with cigarette butts onto which the back door of the office opened. A few bushes ringed it, and I kept to their shadows. I was downwind from Colin, so I felt fairly confident. 
 
    As I got closer I could hear him, and I could finally catch his silhouette. One of his arms was bent, holding something to his head. 
 
    On the phone, then. I slunk closer. 
 
    “…not listening,” Colin hissed. “He’s convinced Taft and his pack are going to be enough to give him an edge. But they don’t give a fuck about us. Taft’s out to get his shaman, and once he does that, he’ll fuck off back to Nevada and leave us holding the bag. My dad thinks Jonah — yeah, the shaman — is going to end up staying with us and joining the pack, or something. He’s nuts.” 
 
    My ears pricked up. Dissent in the ranks? Someone who recognized Parker for the solipsistic, sadistic son-of-a-bitch he was? 
 
    I didn’t know Colin very well; he wasn’t someone I’d gone out of my way to talk to. He was lazy, and he didn’t take anything seriously, and I didn’t have time for people who didn’t care enough to have a purpose. And of course he was an alpha, so I despised him on principle — and my overall opinion of the Kimballs was somewhere down below what I thought of the parasitic worms you could catch from eating rodents. But maybe he wasn’t a total idiot. 
 
    More to the point, maybe he’d be a useful tool. 
 
    Colin was shaking his head, listening to whoever he was talking to. Who was he talking to? It couldn’t be someone in the Kimball pack. He’d have talked to them in person. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I tried that,” Colin snapped. “I’m telling you, he’s not listening. He’s so pissed about my uncle Sam he can’t fucking think straight. They want to go after Jonah early this morning, a full-on assault. The Armitages have their own pack, and no one in their right mind wants to fucking fight Ian Armitage, right?” Colin paused and then laughed, a humorless bark. “Right. And they have a warlock now, plus the vamp and his psychotic bodyguard to call in, since they hate us right now too after that bullshit with kidnapping those other vamps, plus whatever Jonah does. He could’ve been an ally in the Armitage territory if it was just us, but now with Taft coming after — no, he’s not Taft’s fucking mate, I told you. No. And even if he was, he’s too smart to want to — dude, I’m not going to go into it, but the shit Taft’s saying about what he wants to do to the guy —” Another pause. “Fine. Fuck. Call me back.” 
 
    Colin poked at his phone like he wished it was an old-fashioned landline he could slam back down into its cradle, cursed, and stuck the phone in his pocket. 
 
    My mind whirred through what Colin had said, trying to process it all at once. The hardest part for me to wrap my brain around was that the Kimballs, and Parker, still thought I was on Armitage territory. 
 
    The Armitages knew I was gone, obviously. Or at the very least, Matthew did. 
 
    Had Matthew somehow hidden my escape from the rest of his pack? No. That was absurd. 
 
    So the pack knew, but they were hiding it from the Kimballs. But why? Parker might want revenge for Tyler, but…I’d never gotten to do that exam on Tyler I’d wanted to perform. Whatever was on his claws had been deadly to Matthew, and it had to have been seeping into his bloodstream too. Parker would’ve known that; if he’d planted that booby-trap on Tyler, Parker probably wasn’t that broken up about his death. He must’ve finally gotten paranoid about Tyler and decided he was expendable. 
 
    If Parker didn’t want revenge, then he’d have no reason to go after the Armitage pack if I wasn’t there. Of course, they didn’t know Parker, and might not follow that chain of logic. They might think pretending to still have me gave them leverage, rather than simply making them a target. 
 
    In a few hours Matthew would be fighting for his life, fighting Parker, because Parker wanted me. I shivered, my fur ruffling, and my claws flexed involuntarily. 
 
    Matthew wouldn’t be fighting Parker for me. I’d ended any chance of that when I took the spell off of him. He’d be fighting Parker because of me, a subtle but significant difference. Why did that leave me so hollow? Defended not because I was worth defending, but because Matthew was embroiled in a pack war that he had no way out of other than through…I owed Matthew nothing. Nothing at all. Just as little as he owed me. 
 
    I didn’t care if the Kimballs killed him and Ian and Nate and all of them, as long as I killed Parker. 
 
    I could picture it as clearly as if it was a memory and not my imagination: picking my way through the battlefield, stepping around bloodied, torn-up bodies until I found Matthew’s. His blue eyes glassy, staring at nothing, his throat a bloody pulp, one arm thrown out at his side with the fingers curled as if waiting for someone to take his hand, just like when he’d slept beside me after taking me to bed… 
 
    Fuck. My stomach was in painful, twisting knots, and I couldn’t attribute it to the fast-food hamburger I’d scarfed down earlier in the evening. 
 
    The fact was, I couldn’t walk away, not knowing what was going to happen. 
 
    And I couldn’t kill Parker and escape, either, because the Kimballs wouldn’t stop. They didn’t give a fuck about me one way or the other. They were going to take this fight back to the Armitages no matter what; as worked up as they were, there was no stopping them now. 
 
    I certainly couldn’t stop them, not on my own. All I could do was warn Matthew, hope he believed me, and maybe sabotage the Kimballs a little bit from behind the lines. 
 
    And then kill Parker. That was non-negotiable. 
 
    Fuck. I had to take a chance; I had to talk to Colin. He might be loyal enough to his father not to betray him, but he sure as fuck wasn’t loyal to Parker. And it didn’t sound like he believed stopping this fight would be betraying his father, either, necessarily. If I could convince him I wanted to help the Kimballs stay out of Parker’s bullshit and avoid a fight with the Armitages that would just result in more pointless deaths, Colin would be on my side. 
 
    But my window for that was closing, because Colin was heading back toward the meeting room. 
 
    I popped up out of the shadow of the bush I’d been crouching under and let out a soft meow. Colin froze, then turned and stared. I lifted one front paw and waved it in a clearly beckoning gesture. 
 
    Colin peered at me through the gloom. “What the ever-loving fuck?” 
 
    I meowed again, beckoned again, and trotted down the hill away from the meeting room. 
 
    “Either that’s a cat wearing a backpack, or someone drugged me,” Colin muttered, and set off after me. 
 
    I might’ve laughed if I hadn’t been, well, a cat. As it was, I led him away into the woods, counting on his curiosity to keep him following. He was an alpha werewolf, and those assholes were always overconfident. He was ten times my size. Hell, even if I’d been shifted into human form, he would’ve been twice my size. 
 
    Still, he extended his claws, and his eyes glowed faintly. At least he wasn’t a complete moron. That was reassuring, considering I meant to try to form at least a temporary alliance with the guy. 
 
    Once we reached the trees at the bottom of the hill, I slipped between the trunks, squirmed my way out of the backpack’s straps, and sat on my haunches to wait for him. A moment later he cautiously followed me into the woods. 
 
    I took a deep breath. I never let anyone see my animal form, and I hated having to do it now. Not to mention that he might try to kill me, he might howl for his pack to come running, and he might laugh. Either way, I had to take a chance. 
 
    I shifted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Keep Your Enemies Closer 
 
    After a stunned pause, Colin’s eyes widened, and he let out a sharp crack of laughter. “Shamans are so fucking weird, dude. Really? A fucking bobcat?” 
 
    Now, I’d never found Colin particularly attractive; he wasn’t quite tall enough, and his muscles were overdeveloped, and he had light hair and brown eyes, and he didn’t hold a candle to — other people. Even so. He was looking at me as I stood in front of him naked, and laughing. And calling me weird. 
 
    “Do you want me to burn you alive or flay your skin from your bones, or would you rather try again?” I glared him down, my nose in the air. How dare he? And then I crouched down to dig my clothes out of my backpack, because he didn’t deserve to see me naked. 
 
    He made a choking sound that was probably another stifled burst of laughter. “I apologize,” he said completely insincerely, holding up his hands in a ‘come on now, calm down’ gesture that only infuriated me more. “Just — I didn’t expect it. What the hell are you doing here, Jonah? You’re supposed to be Matthew’s prisoner right about now.” 
 
    The sound of Matthew’s name sent an unpleasant jolt through me. Why couldn’t he have just referred to the Armitage pack? “I escaped,” I said tersely, letting the obviously, you idiot hang in the air unspoken. I tugged the track pants up my legs and unrolled the t-shirt. “And I’m here to help you. Just maybe not the way you expect.” 
 
    Colin tilted his head and examined me through narrowed eyes. “That sounds like the kind of shit a mage says when they’re about to turn you into a diseased frog and then explain how it’s actually for your own good.” 
 
    I choked down a laugh of my own. Now there was an idea. I could get behind Parker living out the rest of his life as a diseased frog. It wouldn’t be a long one, since I’d stomp him into diseased green slime. But still. Not a bad idea. 
 
    “No frogs. Probably,” I amended. “Not you, anyway. Look. I overheard your phone call.” He startled, his face going red, and started to protest. “No, I don’t know who you were talking to, and I also don’t care,” I said before he could really get going. “But I know you think your pack’s making a wrong move. And I agree with you.” 
 
    He pursed his lips. “Yeah. That’s super fucking convincing, dude. You don’t have any attachment to my pack. How do I know you didn’t make a deal with Matthew Armitage? You could be playing everyone against the middle. That sounds like the Jonah I know.” 
 
    I paused in the act of straightening my shirt. The thing was, that was the Jonah he knew. It was also the Jonah I knew, and the whatever-pseudonym-of-the-week I and everyone else had always known. 
 
    But it apparently wasn’t Arik, which probably came as even more of a surprise to me than it would to anyone else. 
 
    And it was disheartening as fuck, because if I couldn’t convince Colin, who didn’t have any particular reason to hate me, how in the hell was I supposed to convince Matthew? 
 
    I could spin a story. I could lie to, manipulate, and even enchant Colin if I needed to. 
 
    But what if this Arik, the one who was starting to feel something uncomfortably close to partisanship, or even, perish the thought, loyalty, for the first time in thirteen years, wanted to try something different? 
 
    Well. Sort of different. It wasn’t like I was going to start baring my soul or anything. 
 
    I sighed. “Look, Colin. You’ve been spending a little time with Parker Taft, yeah?” He nodded, looking grim. “So you know a little bit about our history?” 
 
    “I know he thinks you’re his mate even though you obviously aren’t and don’t want to be. And I know he wants to ‘violate both your holes until you can’t scream anymore.’ And there was a lot more where that came from, but I tried to tune it out. So yeah. I may not know the details, but I know enough.” Colin sounded as grim as he looked. “And in case you were wondering, if you want to — what were you going to do to me? Light him on fire or flay his skin or some shit like that? I won’t be stopping you.” 
 
    Had Colin had some personal experience with an alpha like Parker? Not likely, not when he was an alpha too and a member of a fairly prosperous pack. But someone he knew? Either way, his tone was uncompromising and sincere in a way I couldn’t doubt. 
 
    My tension eased, just a tiny bit. Gods, but it said a lot about how fucked-up the world was, or how fucked-up the part of it I’d known had been, that an alpha shifter actually condemning another alpha for rape seemed like a stroke of luck, rather than the standard it ought to have been. 
 
    “So you get it,” I said, my voice a little too hoarse. My throat felt thick, and I swallowed hard to clear it. “That’s why I’m here. I don’t want you and the Armitages to kill each other, and I think it’s fucking stupid, but I’m not really on their side any more than I’m on yours.” Lie. My heart skipped a beat. “But I want Parker dead. And if you can help me make that happen, I’ll help you end this fight however you think it needs to be ended.” I drew a deep breath. “And I think the first step in that is to call Matthew Armitage and warn him what’s about to happen.” 
 
    Colin snorted and shook his head. “Right. Yeah. You and me, I bet we’re really high up on his list of people to trust when they call with shit like that. And if you are working with him, then me calling him is part of your plan.” He stopped and frowned. “Although I’m having trouble seeing how calling him is a trick.” 
 
    “Because it’s not,” I said, pressing the advantage while I had it. 
 
    The moon was sinking behind the treetops, and the night wasn’t getting any younger. I couldn’t smell the rain yet, but I could feel the clouds rushing in from the east, teasing the edges of my magic with their pregnant shadows. It was going to be an ugly, bloody, muddy morning if we didn’t do something soon. 
 
    “Colin. Sam brought what happened to him on himself,” I said, praying he’d listen, agree, and gloss over the passive-voice construction that left out my having done it to Sam directly. “The Armitages didn’t attack him. Matthew was trying to make peace, you know that. Why was he so fucking dead-set on taking over the Armitage territory in the first place, anyway? There’s nothing there. And the pack’s hardly worth absorbing. There’s no point in this pack war. Your father has to see that.” 
 
    “He doesn’t see anything right now,” Colin said bluntly, shoving his now unclawed hands into his pockets. That was a good sign. If he didn’t see me as an immediate threat, maybe we were getting somewhere. “Sam had this fucked-up plan. He was stupid enough to listen to that maniac Hawthorne.” I nodded emphatically. We were on the same page there. “And Hawthorne convinced him and my dad that the way to get a leg up in the new supernatural organization that was coming was to take over any other local packs. Become one of the big players in California.” 
 
    New supernatural organization that was coming? The hair on the back of my neck lifted until it felt like it ought to be waving above my head. 
 
    What. The. Fuck. I hadn’t heard anything about that while I was with the Kimball pack — and that had obviously been on purpose, because I’d been around for a lot of their planning. And now Hawthorne was dead, and whatever he’d known, whatever he’d been plotting, had died with him. 
 
    What had he been doing for those missing two years? The answer hadn’t concerned me much before, but it had suddenly become a much, much more urgent question. 
 
    New supernatural organization. Oh, my fucking gods. That’d been tried a few times over the decades, and always ended in rivers of blood and no organization at all. Not something a lone shaman like me wanted to be in the middle of. I cleared my throat, trying for something less insane than screaming demands for details. Fly casual, Chewie. “Has Bill heard from them? The, uh, organization? Since Sam died?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I’m not sure my dad was so eager to tell whoever Hawthorne was working with that he died, for real this time. And I’m also not sure even Sam knew exactly who Hawthorne was working with, actually. That asshole really played his cards close to his vest, you know?” 
 
    Yeah. I knew. And it suddenly hit me that whatever plans Hawthorne had for Nate, they were probably bigger, and a lot worse, than whatever petty power-draining I’d thought it was going to be. 
 
    Not that petty power-draining was all that petty when it was you getting drained. An unexpected pulse of hurt went through me. How could Nate do that to me, when he’d had it done to him? My jab about like father, like son had been just that — poking him where I thought it’d hurt. But really thinking about it…how could he? I wasn’t that awful. That hateful. Was I? 
 
    “Fuck it,” I said. Much as I wanted to pin Colin down and dissect his brain until more information came out, I didn’t have the time and he probably didn’t know much more in any case. “That’s for later. Right now, we have other problems. If you can’t talk Bill out of pursuing this fucking stupid-ass crusade of his, we have to find another way. You can’t possibly want more of your pack to die for nothing.” 
 
    “Of course I don’t. I’m just not sure what we can do.” He sighed heavily. “You really think Matthew’d listen?” 
 
    No. “Yes. He has to.” 
 
    Wordlessly, Colin pulled his phone out of his pocket, tapped at it for a second, and then handed it to me, Matthew’s contact information already on the screen. 
 
    All I had to do was press send. I felt like I’d been frozen in place, caught in some weird magic of Dor’s. Matthew Armitage, right there on the screen. Like he was just a person, someone you could call on the phone, and not — whatever he’d become to me. It felt like he ought to be unreachable. Distant. In another universe. 
 
    I touched the button and held the phone up to my ear. 
 
    One ring. Then two. I started to exhale. Maybe he wouldn’t answer. I could send a text. 
 
    “Yeah. Colin?” Guarded. Defensive. Matthew’s voice, gruff and deep. The rest of my breath rushed out of me in a whoosh. 
 
    “It’s not Colin. I’m — I’m calling from his phone.” No shit, Sherlock. I licked my bone-dry lips and started to sweat as Matthew said nothing. “Hello? It’s Arik.” 
 
    “Yeah. I got that.” His voice had gone down another octave. “I guess I don’t need to ask where the fuck you are. Should I ask what the fuck you’re doing, or just assume you’re going for round two of attacking my pack? Different Kimball, different day, same bullshit?” 
 
    That hurt, piercing me deep in a place I’d thought I’d walled off years ago.  
 
    “Different Kimball,” I managed to say. “Different day. And similar bullshit. But this time you have advance warning. And I’m not involved in creating it.” 
 
    Matthew laughed, an ugly, bitter sound that echoed in that same place inside me. “Right. I’m sure this call is totally altruistic. Fine. Tell me what you called to tell me.” 
 
    I drew a deep breath — a shaky deep breath, but close enough. I hadn’t really expected another reaction, had I? Like, say, relief that I was all right and Parker hadn’t caught up to me? Or even a hello. I’d have taken it. 
 
    “Parker and the Kimballs are planning an assault tonight, before dawn. Apparently Jonathan Hawthorne was involved in something. Some kind of supernatural group that’s trying to — I don’t know what, because Colin doesn’t know more than that Hawthorne had a larger agenda. But he got Sam Kimball on board with the idea that taking your territory would give him a place in that. And now Bill’s convinced he wants to carry on, plus now he wants revenge for Sam’s death.” 
 
    There was a short silence; I waited it out this time. Matthew was probably having the same WTF reaction I’d had a few minutes before. 
 
    “That piece of shit motherfucker,” were the first words out of Matthew’s mouth. He blew out a breath loudly enough to make a rushing sound on the phone. “He dies twice, and still manages to cause trouble afterwards.” 
 
    At least he believed me about that part. “I’m not involved, Matthew,” I said, trying to forget how he’d told me he liked the way I said his name. “I don’t want some new world order created by Jonathan Hawthorne’s fucked-up allies any more than anyone else who’s not batshit insane.” Matthew huffed a laugh, which I chose to take as him believing me. “And I want Parker dead. That’s why I came to the Kimball territory in the first place. Then I talked to Colin, and I found out about this.” 
 
    “And Colin Kimball’s just — ready to betray his own father. Just like that.” His skepticism was nearly tangible, floating out of the phone. “I didn’t know you and Colin were close.” 
 
    Matthew spat Colin’s name like it was something disgusting that he wanted out of his mouth. What the fuck was his problem? He’d been trying to make peace with the Kimballs from the get-go. He wasn’t the type to hold grudges if it was more practical, or more politic, to let them go. And Colin hadn’t been the driving force behind anything that had happened. Matthew had to know that. 
 
    “Colin’s ready to help his father avoid doing something really fucking stupid. Even if that means going against Bill’s plans.” I glanced up at Colin and raised my eyebrows; he nodded emphatically. Good. I wasn’t just putting words in his mouth. “He’s not your enemy, Matthew.” 
 
    “Right. And he lets you speak for him?” There was that tone again, like he was accusing me of something I didn’t understand. 
 
    I bit my lip, hard, and then released it, letting the sting ground me before I answered. Carefully. I had to choose my words carefully. “He thought you might not listen to anything a Kimball had to say right now.” 
 
    “Yeah. Listening to him is tied with how little I think I should listen to you. Fine,” he went on before I could argue, “let’s say I believe you that you’re not setting me up somehow, even though we both know how that went last time. I need to talk to Colin directly. Hand him the phone, please.” 
 
    I pulled the phone away from my ear and stared at it in disbelief for a second. That was it? No Thanks for warning me, no Are you sure you’re all right, no Thanks for taking that fucking spell off me before you left instead of killing me, which you totally could’ve done and no one would’ve been able to stop you? Fucking seriously? A curt dismissal. Hand the phone to the alpha present, please, so I can talk to an equal. 
 
    My cheeks burned with humiliation, and I swallowed down a lump in my throat. I always felt like this when I was angry, dammit. It had nothing to do with longing for something I wasn’t going to get. 
 
    I held the phone out to Colin. “He wants to talk to you.” 
 
    Colin took the phone, and I crouched down by my bag of magic tools, listening with half an ear. I sorted through, making sure I’d have everything I needed for…well, honestly, I was stalling and making myself look busy. 
 
    But it was good to be prepared. 
 
    “I don’t want any more deaths,” Colin was saying, his tone uncharacteristically serious. “Except Taft. That fucker can burn as far as I’m concerned.” A pause. “Yeah, that too. But you should’ve heard the way he was talking about Jonah.” He sounded royally pissed, and in spite of everything, it made me smile. The smile fell away when he said, “Fine, fuck, I won’t kill him. I just don’t want anyone else to die.” 
 
    Matthew was telling Colin not to kill Parker? Fuck him. Fuck him sideways. My eyes burned, and I shoved a coil of string back in my bag with more force than necessary, breaking a piece of chalk in the process. 
 
    Fuck. I tidied up the pieces, my hands trembling too much to fish the smaller bits out of the bottom of the backpack. 
 
    I’d missed a bit of the conversation, and it sounded like it was winding down. “Yeah,” Colin said. “Okay.” He nodded and paced in a small circle. “That works for me. I’ll tell Jonah. Maybe he should get there sooner to help with the magic shit. No one but me knows he’s here, so he can leave without being noticed. Uh-huh. I need to go, dude. They’re going to wonder where the fuck I am. Yeah. Text me.” 
 
    He hung up and then stood there, holding the phone and looking at me oddly. 
 
    “What the fuck are you staring at?” I snapped. “And where did you just volunteer me to go?” 
 
    “Back to the Armitage territory,” he said. “To help them prep. Matthew thinks Hawthorne Junior can set up some kind of magical trap. Catch our pack as we step over the Armitage wards and pin us all down while we, and I quote, ‘deescalate the confrontation.’ Where the fuck did he learn to talk, anyway? Like, he went to the same high school I did.” Colin shook his head. “You’d better get going. Do you have a car?” 
 
    I stood, resignedly stripping off my shirt again and rolling it up to go in the backpack. Not for the first time, I wished there was a way to shift and keep my clothes somehow. 
 
    “It’s parked in the old campground.” 
 
    “We’re supposed to leave here at three AM.” He lit up his phone’s screen and glanced at it. “It’s one-thirty now. So you have that much of a head start.” 
 
    That wasn’t much, especially if I was going to have to try to set up some kind of magical booby-trap, with no planning, and with Nate as my partner in crime, gods help me. 
 
    But I had to know. Matthew did like to solve problems peacefully, if possible. Of course he wouldn’t want another potential pack war on his hands, this time with Parker’s pack and possibly half of the rest of Nevada. 
 
    Which was obviously more important than what Parker had done to me. Of course it was. To Matthew, there wouldn’t even be a comparison. Objectively, even, given the lives at stake, it wasn’t a comparison. Not that I was all that objective. 
 
    That lump in my throat had only grown bigger, but I forced out, “Why didn’t Matthew want you to kill Parker? Does he want to ‘deescalate’ with him, too?” 
 
    Colin laughed, shaking his head. “No, dude. He told me he’d kill me if I got to Taft before he could. Something about, like, beating him to death with his own spinal column? I guess the way Taft cheated in the fight the other day must’ve really fucking pissed him off, or something.” My mouth dropped open, and the pants I’d just pulled off my hips fluttered out of my fingers to the ground. Colin didn’t seem to notice. “I’m heading back to the house. I’ll see you in a couple of hours. Good luck.” 
 
    With a mock-salute of a couple of fingers at his temple, Colin turned and jogged back up the hill, through the pines and out of sight. 
 
    The way Parker cheated in the fight…or something. I stuffed the pants in the backpack, arranged the straps, and shifted. 
 
    I didn’t want to hope that something was me. But I ran a little faster on my way back to the car. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Break on Through to the Other Side 
 
    Getting out of the Kimball territory was as easy as getting in. By two I was on the highway heading east, straight for the Armitage territory. I knew I needed to conserve my strength for later, but I put a little burst of magic into the car. Not exactly an illusion, like the one I’d used to obscure the license plates, but a little something to confuse any cops with a radar gun into thinking I was going the speed limit. 
 
    Not that speed limits were much of a thing out here in the boonies, but the Kimballs owned half the police around here. And I was short on time. 
 
    At least I wasn’t getting tired yet. I’d slept most of the day, and I was still wide awake. 
 
    More than wide awake, since my brain was running in circles like a meth-addled hamster. Somehow I’d gone from working with Jonathan Hawthorne, to being the Armitages’ prisoner they wanted to kill, to escaping, to now going back to the Armitages voluntarily. 
 
    And somehow I’d also gone from enchanting Matthew with the intent to help kill him, to being stuck to him like superglue, to saving his life, to letting him put his tongue in my ass, to escaping, to going back to him as…what? An ally, I guessed? A temporary ally, and I didn’t need to guess about the temporary part. 
 
    The spell wasn’t in effect anymore. I was useful right now, and then they wouldn’t be able to see the back of me fast enough. 
 
    I’d been on the move since I was fourteen years old. Thirteen years, now, even longer than I’d had a semi-stable life in the first place — since I’d already been about two when my brother rescued me. 
 
    The woods rushed by in a blur, and the highway wound away in front of me, empty but for the glare of my headlights. I had the window rolled down, and cold air blasted my cheeks into numbness and whipped my hair around in a wild tangle. 
 
    How many days, months, years had I spent like this, alone in a car on a deserted road, going anywhere I thought I could eke out a living and avoid becoming prey? 
 
    A lot of those days I’d convinced myself I was an old-school American nomad, enjoying the freedom of the open road. No commitments. Nothing tying me down. Nothing to do but please myself. 
 
    Most of the nights, it hadn’t felt so classic-movie glamorous. Getting fucked in a dive-bar bathroom. Having to use magic to defend myself when the guy with his dick up my ass decided he didn’t like my long hair, or my tattoos, or my attitude. Sleeping curled up alone on a lumpy roadside motel mattress with springs poking me in the hip, with one eye open in case someone who could get through my wards tried to force the door, listening to the shouts and hollers of the drunken assholes in the other rooms. 
 
    I’d been running, not living the life of a carefree vagabond. Only problem was, I hadn’t been running to anything — just away from the possibility that if I tried to find a place for myself in the world, I’d lose it. Again. The way I’d lost my brother, or the way I’d never even known my parents. I had nothing to show for those thirteen years. I might as well have curled up in a hollow tree and hibernated it away; if it’d all been erased from my memory overnight, there wouldn’t have been much to miss. 
 
    And I was tired of it. The car’s headlights flicked over a sign for Laceyville: 9 miles. Almost there. Another place I’d be leaving in the morning, once I’d done my part to bring peace to the galaxy. 
 
    The miles flew by, and in no time at all — definitely before I’d managed to get my shit together — I was turning onto the access road into the Armitage territory. Gravel and chunks of dried mud left over from the rains the week before flew up from the tires and spattered the tree trunks on the side of the road. I glanced at the clock on the dashboard. Two-thirty. The Kimballs would be loading up and heading this way all too soon. I wondered if Matthew was getting updates from Colin. 
 
    I drove as far as the pack house and was met by one of the pack, someone I didn’t recognize, who jogged up to the car and bent down to the window. “Keep going along that little road north,” he said without preamble. “They’re waiting for you up there.” 
 
    He stepped back, and I hit the gas and followed his directions. The ‘road’ was generously named, even with the ‘little’ qualifier, and the Honda jolted and jounced over more potholes than I could count. Tree branches scraped the sides of the car. 
 
    Oh well. It was stolen anyway. I could’ve probably made it faster on foot — on four feet, certainly — but I wasn’t planning on shifting in front of the Armitages. Werewolves tended to be assholes about any other breed of shifter, since they were the most numerous and were often super arrogant about how much better they were. I’d once seen a weretiger fully shift in front of a group of werewolves. Their petulant, sullen, impotent irritation remained one of the few treasured memories I would miss if I got sudden amnesia. 
 
    Anyway, I wasn’t a tiger, and that wouldn’t work for me. 
 
    About two miles down the ‘road,’ Nate popped out of the trees and flagged me down. Ian appeared right behind him, looming and scowling with his arms crossed over his massive chest. 
 
    Fucking alphas. 
 
    I pulled over and parked, cutting the engine. Deep breath. I could deal with them. I had my magic under my own full control now, and I could handle any of them — any of them besides Nate, maybe, and he had his hands full with preparing a reception for the Kimballs. 
 
    Gathering up my backpack, I stepped out of the car. 
 
    Nate trotted over to me, his cheeks pink and his hair flying every which way. He had on a giant sweatshirt with the sleeves rolled up, one sleeve starting to slide down his arm. He shoved it up impatiently as he came to a stop, the flashlight in his other hand blinding me for a second as he waved it around. Nate looked like what you’d find in a dictionary to illustrate the word flustered. 
 
    “I’ve gotten the wards set up to trigger a barrier spell to hold them, but the barrier spell isn’t fucking working,” he said in a rush. “Seriously, this is bullshit. I know I need the components arranged in a circle to match the salt circle that’ll form the barrier itself, but the order in the book doesn’t seem to be working and —” 
 
    “Don’t tell him that,” Ian put in, pacing over to take up his usual position at Nate’s shoulder. “He’s not here to help us. He’s probably spying.” 
 
    I lifted my chin and stared him down. I was done taking Ian’s crap. “What did Matthew tell you?” They probably wouldn’t notice that my voice shook a little when I said Matthew’s name. “You’re not the Armitage pack leader, last I checked.” 
 
    Ian’s scowl deepened. Good. Asshole. “Neither is Matthew while he’s not back to normal.” 
 
    What? “But he is back —” I broke off, shaking my head. Ian probably didn’t trust Matthew’s state of mind even after the spell was broken, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to be the one to convince him. “Whatever. You’re not the pack leader, and if the council’s letting Matthew call the shots tonight, that ought to be good enough for you. Are they?” 
 
    A pause. “Yes, they are,” Nate said, sounding thoroughly exasperated. He punched Ian in the arm, and Ian winced and rubbed at the spot. I covered my mouth to hide my smile. Right. Like Nate had hurt him. “Matthew is in charge, and he said Arik’s helping us. I’m not happy about it either.” He paused to glare at me. “But I need a second set of magical hands, and you sure as fuck aren’t going to be useful, Ian.” 
 
    “I’ll be useful once we start fighting,” Ian grumbled. 
 
    “If this works there won’t be any fighting,” Nate said. “Hence, you know, the treacherous shaman who was trying to kill us a couple weeks ago and may or may not sabotage us.” 
 
    “Thanks for the introduction,” I said. “Really. I’m blushing. Also, could we maybe stop with the pleasantries and get to setting up the spell? Because the Kimballs are supposed to be here in less than an hour.” 
 
    Nate gestured with his arm, turned, and set off into the woods. I followed, with Ian lurking between us and baring his teeth at me. 
 
    We ended up in a small clearing about a hundred yards into the forest, off the path and closer to the territory boundary. 
 
    I stood, hands on hips, and surveyed Nate’s preparations where they were set out in the center of a small dirt circle. To the side was a battery-powered lantern with a tattered volume of spells set out beside it, a couple of pebbles weighing the pages down so they didn’t flap in the mild breeze. 
 
    His candles were the wrong width, but I chose not to comment on that. They’d do. That was just nit-picking. 
 
    On the other hand… 
 
    “That’s common mallow, not marshmallow root.” I set down my backpack and crouched to dig through it. “That’s not going to work for you.” 
 
    “What?” Nate snatched up the herb, peering at it and turning red. “I picked it myself!” 
 
    “Yeah, and it looks really similar. Easy mistake to make.” I mentally patted myself on the back. I could be tactful! I could get along! “I can tell by the smell.” I set aside a few baggies, rummaged a little more, and pulled out a sack of marshmallow root. Thank the gods I’d grabbed some. I hadn’t been planning on doing this type of spell, but you never knew. 
 
    “I don’t have a shifter’s nose,” Nate muttered, sounding somehow sulky, apologetic, and defiant all at once. “I thought it was the right thing.” 
 
    “We’ll just replace it.” It took real effort, but I forced myself to hand him the bag rather than doing it myself. If I simply took over, Ian would assume it really was sabotage, and Nate would get even sulkier. “Here, you do that, and I’ll look at the book for a minute.” 
 
    Nate nodded, his cheeks still burning red, and took the bag. 
 
    We worked mostly in silence for a while, with me examining the spell to see what precisely it was supposed to do while Nate fiddled with the herbs. As I’d expected, it was a spell for containment: a large salt circle set closer to the wards, activated through our incantations here, that would be strong enough to hold a whole gang of angry alphas and keep them from crossing the line. It looked good in theory; all I had to do was figure out where Nate had gone wrong other than the mallow, and watch as he carefully adjusted the placement of the components. 
 
    Ian paced the clearing, making unhappy noises whenever Nate and I were close enough to touch, and sending and receiving the occasional text on his phone. 
 
    I bit my lip a dozen times when my mouth tried to start talking without my brain’s permission and ask who he was texting, what the rest of the plan was, and where the fuck Matthew was. 
 
    But by the time Nate and I had everything set up, I didn’t need to ask. 
 
    My nose tingled. I could smell Matthew’s unique pheromones. He was on his way. My cock stirred in my thankfully loose track pants. Fuck that little — well, not so little — traitor, anyway. A minute later, I heard quiet voices and footsteps crunching on the forest mould. 
 
    I kept my head down. The last time I’d met Matthew’s eyes, he’d just had his mouth on me, his big hand wrapped around my cock. Both our cocks. We’d been covered in each other’s come. 
 
    And then when he’d woken up, I’d been gone. 
 
    What would I see in his face when I looked at him again? I wanted to wait as long as possible before finding out. 
 
    It wasn’t that long. I was facing away from the approaching group, but I knew they’d stepped into the clearing when Nate glanced up and smiled. “We’re almost done!” he said, sounding like a kid looking for a pat on the head. 
 
    I wanted to sneer, but the low rumble of Matthew’s voice from behind me wiped the nasty smile right off my face. “I knew you could do it, Nate. We’re lucky we have a warlock in the pack.” 
 
    Nate lit up like a Christmas tree, his cheeks flushing from pleasure this time, not embarrassment. And I felt like someone had kicked me in the stomach. 
 
    A warlock, not a shaman. They didn’t need a shaman if they had Nate. Yes, shamans had some talents warlocks didn’t, like the ability to use magic while shifted into animal form — and the ability to shift into animal form in the first place. And we had an affinity for bonding magic and other were-specific things. 
 
    But a warlock could set wards, do some healing, create illusions, and use magic in a fight; Nate had the pack covered. 
 
    And Matthew appreciated him for it. 
 
    It shouldn’t have mattered. I didn’t plan to stick around. But my gut still ached like I’d taken a physical blow. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be working without Arik,” Nate said. And sounded — chiding? I glanced up, startled. Was he defending me? 
 
    The back of my neck prickled. I knew Matthew was looking at me. “That’s why he’s here,” Matthew said gruffly. 
 
    Oh, so Nate got gratitude, but I was expected to turn up and help? What the fuck sense did that make? It was his pack. Not mine. 
 
    But Matthew was his brother-in-law. And Matthew was nothing to me. And maybe that explained it. 
 
    I stood slowly, gathering my courage, and finally turned. Matthew had been right behind me, just as I’d thought. Now he was right in front of me, his wide shoulders and looming six-feet-plus of alphaness making me feel small and insignificant. 
 
    I lifted my chin. It didn’t make me any taller, but at least I looked like I was going to stand my ground. 
 
    The look on his face defied interpretation. I’d noticed when he was coming around the Kimball territory before I’d put my spell on him — and after, too, when he wasn’t focused on me — that he had an uncanny ability to be neutral, unreadable. Not blank. Just — pleasantly not expressive. It had served him well with Sam Kimball, who’d complained a lot about Matthew’s lack of tells. 
 
    Much as I hated to agree with that asshole Sam, may he rest in not-peace, in that moment I shared his frustration. 
 
    Was Matthew angry with me? Murderous? Bored? Who could tell? 
 
    Whatever he was, I couldn’t begin to deal with it now. “Have you talked to Colin? How far away are they? And I assume you’re sure they’ll be crossing the boundary here?” 
 
    The faintest trace of…something…passed across Matthew’s face, and one of his hands twitched at his side. “They’re on their way. And yes. Kimball said this was the point they’d chosen. This is one of the less obvious places. They were planning to take us by surprise.” 
 
    You’re welcome was on the tip of my tongue, but I bit it back. No, fuck it. “Well, you’re welcome,” I snapped. 
 
    Both of Matthew’s fists were clenched now. “Kimball would’ve called me anyway,” he gritted out. 
 
    “Nope,” I said, popping the p as obnoxiously as possible. “He wouldn’t have.” I could feel my own claws pricking at my fingertips as my anger started to mount. Why was I so determined to get credit for something I barely cared about anyway? I should’ve just waited it out at the Kimballs’, assassinated Parker, and made a run for it. “That was my idea.” 
 
    “I guess I’m lucky you and Colin Kimball are so close.” If the sarcasm had been any heavier it would’ve crushed us both like a landslide. 
 
    Matthew turned away abruptly, snagging Ian’s attention and leading him off to talk to a group of councilors on the other side of the clearing — and dismissing me completely in the process. 
 
    Fuck. Alphas. Fuck Matthew. Fuck. 
 
    I turned and quickly knelt back down again, adjusting the position of a candle that didn’t need to be adjusted so that I could pretend that was what I meant to do all along. 
 
    “We should create the salt circle now,” I said, my voice a little too rough. 
 
    To my surprise, Nate just nodded without comment, and we each took one of the big bags of rock salt that had been sitting off to the side and headed closer to the territory boundary. 
 
    It was a beautiful night. The rain was still holding off, though the air was getting damper and chillier by the hour. I hoped it kept holding off until we were done with the salt; dissolved salt circles were a fucking bitch. They could still hold power temporarily, but the amount of magic that needed to be fed into them increased exponentially the soggier they got. There was some nerdy chemistry researcher up in Oregon who’d been studying the relationship between magical force and chemical bonds as expressed in equilibrium equations; I’d read one of his papers online one time when I was bored. All I knew was that it sucked when it happened.  
 
    Nate looked up at what could be seen of the moon and the stars through the gathering clouds and the feathery branches above us as we crossed the clearing and headed a few yards north. He tripped over his own feet, and I reached out without thinking and caught him by the arm, keeping him from face-planting. He glanced around himself a little shiftily, but Ian was still engaged with Matthew and the council, planning what to do once we trapped the attackers, from what I could tell — or how to deal with it if trapping them failed. 
 
    “Would he really get pissed at you just for letting me touch your arm?” Typical controlling alpha bullshit. Not that I cared about Nate, but…yeah, all right, I cared if another mage was stuck with an overbearing dickhead mate with nowhere to go. Fine. I could admit it. 
 
    Nate laughed a little. “No. He’d be pissed at you and assume you were trying to hurt me, and then he’d get all worried, and then we’d end up not setting the salt circle until the Kimballs were already here. I don’t think asking them to wait would go down so well, you know?” 
 
    That startled out a laugh of my own. “Yeah, ‘Excuse me, Bill, stand still for a second? No, a couple feet to the left. Perfect.’” 
 
    The silence that fell after Nate’s answering chuckle was almost…companionable. 
 
    We started at the same point on the circle, back to back, and went around in opposite directions. I used a little flare of magic to create an illusion of a perfect circle drawn in a pale glow on the ground so we could follow the line, and then funneled a bit more magic into the stream of salt I was pouring out of my bag to keep it neat. 
 
    Nate made an approving noise from behind me. Maybe he even sounded a touch impressed. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” he asked abruptly when we were halfway around, with the full diameter of the circle between us. “I’m trying not to be too suspicious. I really am. I’m pissed at you. But I’m trying to get over it.” 
 
    I poured more salt, focusing on keeping the line smooth and even. “Did Matthew tell you what I heard from Colin? About —” Shit, I really was getting soft. Mentioning Nate’s father felt cruel. “About what the Kimballs were involved in. Some kind of movement to reorganize supernaturals.” 
 
    Nate snorted. “Get us under someone’s thumb, you mean. My father was involved. That means they’re not out to help anyone. And yeah, he told us.” 
 
    That simple us caught me by the throat and made me swallow, hard. Nate was part of an us, and he didn’t even think about it. Everything he did was with Ian; even if they weren’t together physically, their mate bond made them one. 
 
    “Good,” I managed to say. “Then you know why I’m here. I’m as against that as anyone else.” 
 
    He hmm-ed but didn’t say anything else. 
 
    A minute later we met on the other side of the circle and stood back to survey our work. It looked good. Even and geometrically accurate. 
 
    “We’re glad you’re here,” Nate said quietly. “Even Matthew. I mean, I know it’s the spell and everything, but I think underneath that he was genuinely worried that asshole Taft had caught up to you when you escaped and then just disappeared.” 
 
    I turned my head and glanced at Nate, trying to figure out if he was fucking with me. I’d taken off the spell. Why wouldn’t Matthew tell Nate and Ian that it was gone? And his council, for fuck’s sake. That was their reason for suspending his leadership of the pack. All he needed to do to get back his full authority was show them the spell was gone, which meant telling them first, and then having Nate do a thorough magical examination to prove it. 
 
    Maybe he hadn’t had the time? But I’d been gone for days. 
 
    Well, fuck Matthew. If he had some reason for hiding it, he could stuff it up his arrogant alpha ass. I wasn’t a mind reader. And I wasn’t obligated to keep his secrets. 
 
    “I undid the spell before I left. There wasn’t any reason to have it in place anymore, and I hoped you all would take that as a goodwill gesture and let us go our own ways.” 
 
    There was a short silence. Nate stared at me, his eyes narrowed. “Um, no,” he said. “You didn’t. Matthew said the spell was still on him. Obviously you fixed the proximity effect when you got your magic back, but —” I raised one eyebrow, staring him down, wanting him to remember how and why I’d gotten my magic back. “Yeah, I know — I mean — yes, I fucking know that was my fault, all right? I got too confident. I thought it would hold you even if I wasn’t there. Fine. You won that round. Are you happy?” 
 
    “It wasn’t hard to break,” I said dismissively. 
 
    Nate’s face shut down completely, and he turned away. My heart sank a little. Well, there went the tentative rapport we’d built. 
 
    “Yeah, whatever,” he said. “And fuck you for lying about the spell on Matthew.” He whirled on me again, his eyes flashing. “And when this is over, you’re taking it off for real, you hear me? He doesn’t deserve this bullshit.” 
 
    I was going to argue, shout, something, but the sound of approaching voices shook me out of it. 
 
    Fuck this. Matthew probably hadn’t wanted Nate poking around magically for some other reason, or he’d wanted to show the council he could function even enchanted — or something, fucking whatever. I didn’t care. Matthew’s brother-in-law and council and pack were his problem, not mine. 
 
    I turned to see Ian coming out of the trees. “We’re done,” I said. “What’s their ETA?” 
 
    “Ten minutes,” Ian said shortly, not even bothering to add something insulting or threatening. “You two need to get in position.” 
 
    I nodded and walked past him, but he caught Nate by the arm, holding him back and whispering urgently in his ear. Probably more warnings about being alone with me, since Ian would be here dealing with the Kimballs directly while Nate and I focused on the spell from the background. 
 
    I wouldn’t stay there until it was all over, of course; at some point I needed to kill Parker. But I’d hold the spell with Nate as long as necessary. Bill Kimball needed his head pulled out of his ass, or this whole region was going to descend into supernatural infighting. No one wanted that. No one sane, anyway. 
 
    Since Matthew was probably following Ian, I detoured a little bit and approached the spell-circle clearing from another direction, weaving my way around tree trunks and brushing my fingers over them as I passed. I murmured to the trees, and to the life of the forest, asking it to acknowledge me and help me. A faint susurrus of branches tickled my ears, and a tingle of answering deep magic rose through my feet and prickled my fingers where they touched bark. 
 
    Nate jogged into our clearing a moment after I stepped into it. His lips were swollen and shiny and his hair was even more tousled than it had been before. 
 
    I pointedly ignored it, kneeling down by the circle and taking up my position. 
 
    Nate mirrored me. He was breathing hard, but it evened out after a moment, and I matched my breaths to his. 
 
    All we had to do was wait. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Taken 
 
    It wasn’t long before I knew they were there. They must have parked farther out and walked in, which was why they’d taken a little longer — but they were there. I could feel their life forces approaching when I extended my senses, reaching out through the forest’s rich green to find the smudges of alpha-red and regular old werewolf-orange. 
 
    Nate reached across our carefully arranged spell components, holding one hand palm-up and the other palm-down. I matched him, and we joined hands, going into that space under the mundane world where the energies flowed, visible to those with the talent and training to see them. 
 
    The book’s incantation only required one vocalization, so I let Nate take the lead on that, concentrating on echoing his meaning with my own power. 
 
    The spell built between us. It layered, and folded, and started to thrum with magic. We could hold it for a bit, but then it’d need to go somewhere — which meant Matthew and his pack had to lead our attackers into the trap quickly. 
 
    Shouts broke out. I had to force my hands not to tighten around Nate’s. We needed calm. Focus. 
 
    It was hard when I knew Parker was right there, coming for me. 
 
    Harder when I knew the Armitages were outnumbered, and that Nate and I had to get this right. 
 
    Howls rose over the shouts; they were shifting. 
 
    “Ian says now,” Nate gasped. 
 
    “I didn’t hear —” 
 
    “Through the bond! Now!” 
 
    Fuck, I was an idiot. I threw all my strength into the spell, concentrated on Nate’s power, and triggered it at the same moment he did. 
 
    Our combined strength flowed through the spell and hit the salt circle like a grenade, lighting it up as brightly as a magical floodlight. 
 
    More shouts and howls, this time filled with rage and frustration. We’d caught them, it sounded like. And I could feel them now, a couple of dozen weres, battering against the circle’s boundary and trying to force their way out. 
 
    They didn’t stand a chance. Our spell was fucking solid. 
 
    I opened my eyes, a smile blooming across my face — and at the edge of the clearing, ten feet behind Nate, stood Parker. 
 
    My heart went crazy, fluttering like a trapped hummingbird, and my smile froze in a rictus. Parker was grinning, his teeth bared and elongated, his claws out. 
 
    And he ran straight for us. 
 
    I didn’t have a choice; I broke the connection to Nate and leapt to my feet, lashing out with a burst of power that nearly drained my reserves, but that should have taken Parker down and left him writhing and foaming at the mouth. 
 
    My magical attack parted around him like river water around a boulder, flowing over him to either side and dissipating into the ether. 
 
    “Nate, run,” I choked out, and I dodged around our circle, trying to get between him and Parker. 
 
    Nate looked over his shoulder and his mouth dropped open; he flailed to the side, but Parker was on us. 
 
    Without taking his gaze from me, Parker swiped out with one arm and raked his claws down Nate’s back. Nate screamed and fell to the ground, blood drenching his tattered shirt. 
 
    I charged in, throwing more magic at Parker that bounced off of him uselessly. “Got you, fucking bitch,” Parker growled, and then he had me. 
 
    A howl rang in the distance — Ian, probably, feeling his mate’s terror and pain. 
 
    Claws pierced my sides as Parker heaved me over his shoulder. The clearing spun in a dizzy blur: the guttering candles, trees around us, dirt and pebbles, Nate’s prone body covered in blood. My mouth opened in a silent, breathless scream of rage and guilt. Parker wanted me, and Nate wasn’t anything to Parker except unlucky enough to be near me. Parker couldn’t be allowed to kill anyone else, ruin any more lives, especially not because of me. I hopelessly reached for Nate, projecting as much pure strength as I could at him, praying it’d help keep him alive. I hadn’t seen how deep the wounds were. He could bleed out in minutes. 
 
    Parker pinned me over his shoulder, even though I thrashed and kicked and shouted, and then he ran, at full alpha-werewolf speed, the trees flashing by and the branches whipping across my face. I kicked, and he dug his claws in deeper. A scream burst out of my raw throat. 
 
    My magic wasn’t affecting him, and he was carrying me away, and it was the end for me. He’d escape with me while all the others were dealing with the Kimballs. Ian might think I’d been the one to attack Nate. But they wouldn’t come after me even if Nate told them the truth. 
 
    My whole world narrowed to the smell of Parker’s body and the jouncing of my body over his shoulder, the whiplash as my neck took the brunt of our movement, the agony of five razor-sharp claws embedded in my hip, the wet heat of blood running down my thigh. And this was nothing, nothing compared to what he was going to do to me, how he was going to use and punish me for getting away the first time. 
 
    Another howl broke out, raw and deep and roaring, filled with rage. Tears burned my eyes. Nate. Gods, he might be dying, and it was my fault… 
 
    One more roar, this time closer — following us. Right on Parker’s heels. I craned my aching neck, struggling to see what the fuck was going on through the wetness in my eyes and the way I was bouncing on Parker’s back. 
 
    A big shape, an alpha, with claws flashing in the moonlight and glowing eyes. 
 
    Matthew. 
 
    It was Matthew, and he was sprinting after us full-out. “Taft!” he shouted. “Put him down and fight!” 
 
    Parker laughed, a deep, horrible chuckle that vibrated through me. 
 
    And then he dug his claws in again, using them to heave me off his shoulder. I cried out as he flung me aside, and I whirled through the air and struck a redwood, hard. Dazed, I slid to the ground, blood running from the wounds in my side and with all my bones bruised, my legs numb. 
 
    Redwood needles under my palms, little stinging pinpricks. My rasping breaths, every one making my ribs ache; clouds of steam rising in front of me in the chill pre-dawn air as I panted. My cheek rested on the forest’s detritus, gritty and poky and cold. 
 
    I tried to shove myself up. My arms shook too much. Behind me, claws whistled through the air and Matthew and Parker grunted and cursed. 
 
    At last I got my arms under me and rolled to the side. 
 
    The moon was starting to set behind the clouds, but my night vision was better than even the average werewolf’s, and the scene was as clear as daylight. Matthew and Parker grappled, claws digging in and legs straining, and then they flew apart. Drops of blood spattered away from them, but I couldn’t tell whose wounds were worse. 
 
    “I’m going to rip your guts out like you did to Tyler,” Parker snarled. He was half-crouched, eyes glowing with power and malice, and he started to side-step, looking for an opening. Matthew moved too. He was favoring his right leg. It would be healing by the second, but a second was all it would take. “I’ll drag the little bitch back home and he’ll spend the rest of his life chained up taking my knot. Think about that while you fucking die.” 
 
    On the last word, he lunged, his claws aimed straight for Matthew’s chest. Matthew dodged back, stumbled, and nearly went down — and Parker raked him across the lower abdomen. 
 
    Matthew let out a grunt of pain and stumbled again, but then faster than I could follow he was on the attack again, scoring a hit across the side of Parker’s thigh. 
 
    Parker grappled him again, and they both went down, rolling across the ground, snarling and clawing and trying to tear each other’s throats out. Redwood needles and dirt and bits of fallen branches flew in a cloud as they wrestled, and something wet hit my cheek: a stray drop of blood. 
 
    My own injuries were healing, and I could feel my legs again. I pushed up. I could hardly breathe, but that was fear as much as pain. I could hear distant howls, the Armitages and the Kimballs in whatever conflict Matthew had left to follow me. 
 
    Matthew had left his pack to follow me. 
 
    And that thought gave me more strength than hours of healing would’ve done. 
 
    I shoved myself up, getting shakily to my knees. Parker was on top now, and he slashed downward. He’d pinned one of Matthew’s arms with one knee. Matthew struck out with his other arm, digging his own claws into Parker’s ribs, and I heard the hideous, spine-tinging scrape of claws on bone. 
 
    Parker howled in pain, but he didn’t stop trying to pin Matthew’s other arm. If he got both knees on Matthew’s shoulders, Matthew was dead. 
 
    My heart raced and my gut heaved; panic took over, blurring my vision. I couldn’t use my magic. Parker was immune to it, somehow, and there was no time. 
 
    “Arik, fucking run!” Matthew shouted, as he bucked to try to throw Parker off. Parker wobbled but landed even harder. “Run! Back to Ian! He’ll protect — fuck —” 
 
    Like fuck I was running back to Ian, I couldn’t leave Matthew, I couldn’t do anything…oh gods, oh gods…Parker was immune to my magic. 
 
    I looked around wildly, praying for some miracle. 
 
    The forest. Parker was immune to my magic, but the trees weren’t. The trees, that had welcomed me to their forest and shown me the currents of their own subtle magic. 
 
    I slapped my hand flat against the trunk of the massive redwood Parker had thrown me into. The bark was damp with my blood. Thank fuck, that would conduct my magic even more effectively. Goody two-shoes mages like Nate treated necromancy and blood magic like anathema, but blood and bone held power like no other substances on Earth. 
 
    All my magic, all of my life force — I tore it out of myself and slammed it into the ancient tree, begging it to wake, to speed up, to burst out of its narrow track of lethargic, incremental growth and movement. To leap into action, in a way trees decidedly didn’t. 
 
    For a long minute, too long, I thought I was throwing my energy away, that it would be absorbed into the tree’s massive life and dissipated into the earth. 
 
    But then the tree woke. It stirred with a deep, rending groan, its branches popping and its trunk pulsing under my hand. The tree felt me, and I could feel its curiosity in turn. What was happening in its forest? No one had spoken to it in rings and rings. 
 
    Please, I whispered through our connection. The light-haired one. He wants to hurt me. To break and burn me. Please! 
 
    The tree shuddered with displeasure. 
 
    With a tremendous creak and a rushing like a gale-force wind, the tree moved, a branch trembling, then swinging, and then striking straight down. I turned in awe, just in time to see Parker pulling his arm back, claws aimed right for a killing stroke across Matthew’s neck — and the tree branch swung down instead, whacking him off of Matthew like a perfectly-placed golf ball, sending him flying through the air and straight into the trunk of another tree. 
 
    He hit with the wet crunch and squelch of pulverized bone and mashed flesh. The other tree seemed to shimmy, like someone might shake themselves to get rid of an insect crawling on their neck. Parker slid to the ground and lay still, his limbs crumpled at horrible angles. 
 
    I used a burst of magic to send my fervent thanks to the tree and pulled myself up, trying to crawl to Matthew. 
 
    But then he groaned, pushed himself off the ground, shook his head like he was clearing the ringing in his ears, and staggered after Parker. 
 
    Matthew stood over Parker for a moment, his shoulders heaving with the effort it had taken him to cross those few feet. I thought he might gloat, or say something clever; I would’ve, if I’d had the breath for it. Wasn’t that what you were supposed to do at moments like these? Like, yippee-ki-yay, motherfucker? 
 
    But Matthew proved once and for all that he was more practical than I was. 
 
    And also how completely lacking in squeamishness. 
 
    With a heavy sigh, he knelt down by Parker, who was stirring slightly and moaning. Not dead yet, and apparently that was something Matthew meant to remedy as quickly as possible. 
 
    I wrinkled my nose in disgust as he took Parker apart with the efficiency of a butcher having a bad day and wanting to get it over with and go home. Matthew pulled something out with a zipper-like ripping sound and tossed it aside. Oh, ugh. That was Parker’s spine. Yeah, and that looked like his lungs. No way was that healing. 
 
    Slumping down against my friendly tree, which was still vibrating slightly from its mighty effort, I absently patted its trunk gently, soothing and thanking it. 
 
    Even in my fairly varied experience I’d never seen anything so gruesome. My heart lurched, and then set up a pitter-patter rhythm that had my vision shaking and my hands trembling. 
 
    The kind of man who could kill like that — kill for me — calmly, methodically, and without qualm, just because it was necessary…that was a man I could trust. Depend on, even. If I hadn’t been half-dead with exhaustion, my cock would’ve been hard. I’d never wanted anything more in my life than I wanted Matthew to kiss me in that moment. 
 
    At last he finished with what was left of Parker. Parker, who could never, ever touch me again. 
 
    I was safe from him. I let out a long breath. I hadn’t realized how heavy that weight was until it was gone. 
 
    Now that it was quiet in our little corner of the woods, I could hear that the howls had died down. Distant shouts still carried, but it sounded like they weren’t fighting. Arguing, maybe. I reached out with my magical senses, but I couldn’t feel the salt circle. I’d broken my connection to it when I broke my connection to Nate. 
 
    Nate. Fuck, Nate. Guilt hit me hard. I’d forgotten about him in the terror of the last few minutes, but I had to get back to him — I was the only one who could heal him. 
 
    “Matthew,” I said, or tried to. It came out as a hoarse, reedy whisper. 
 
    But he heard me. He stood, rubbed the gore off his hands onto his jeans, and then turned to look at me. 
 
    What I saw in his face, in his eyes, made my breath catch. He limped over to me and dropped down on one knee, leaning in close and examining me. Matthew reached up as if to touch me, then grimaced and dropped his hand again. It was still liberally smeared with blood. 
 
    He looked me up and down, his expression hardening. “How badly hurt are you?” 
 
    “I’ll heal.” I wanted to touch him. I wanted him to touch me. The longing for him to just pull me into his arms and hold me felt like magnetism. “You — you’re still bleeding.” 
 
    He was, from wounds on his legs and shoulder and stomach. 
 
    “I’m healing too. I’ll be fine. But you —” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “I need to get back to Nate. Parker — Parker attacked him. He was bleeding, badly. I need to get back to him.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Matthew said, with feeling. “If he dies, Ian — come on, I’ll help you.” 
 
    He got a hand around my waist and I leaned on his shoulder, and somehow we both got to our feet, leaning on each other like drunks. Matthew smelled like blood and sweat and redwoods and dirt, and I wanted to bury my face in his chest and inhale him like incense. The touch of his hand burned through my shirt and burrowed into my skin. 
 
    We moved as quickly as we could, gaining speed and strength as we went. Thank the gods for alpha healing; he’d be fine within half an hour, probably. I’d take a little longer, but the wounds on my side had already started to itch and burn, signaling that they were closing. 
 
    Flashes of movement through the trees resolved into a small group in the spell-circle clearing, all of them clustered around someone on the ground. 
 
    I let go of Matthew and broke into an ungraceful stumbling run, with him right on my heels. 
 
    Several heads turned as we lurched into the clearing: two of Matthew’s councilors, including Jennifer, and to my shock, Colin Kimball. What the hell had happened here? 
 
    Nate lay on the ground on his side, in Ian’s arms, with his face pressed to Ian’s stomach. He wasn’t moving. Ian’s face was gray with shock and grief. Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck…but on Nate’s other side was someone from the Kimball pack, and it looked like she was trying to work on Nate’s wound, which she wouldn’t have been doing if he was dead already. Maybe her name was Alicia? But I knew she was the pack medic, and she was putting pressure on Nate’s back and speaking urgently to Ian, something about severed nerves and surgery and a small chance of recovery and I’m sorry, Armitage. 
 
    My stomach clenched into a tiny, agonizing ball. Parker was dead, but it didn’t matter if Nate died too. Or if he spent the rest of his life paralyzed, broken, in misery. 
 
    I pushed through the small group and dropped down next to maybe-Alicia. 
 
    Ian looked up at me, and every trace of the threatening, arrogant alpha was gone. “Please,” he said. “Please, can you — please. He’s everything to me.” 
 
    An answer wasn’t possible, not without breaking down. And I had to focus, I had to be at my best, even though my best was somewhere back there in the woods whimpering under a tree. 
 
    I squeezed in next to Alicia and tore Nate’s shirt the rest of the way off of his back. I needed bare skin. My hands settled on either side of his spine, and I gathered what little reserves I had left and went in. 
 
    This wasn’t like healing Matthew from his fight with Tyler. That had been a simple matter of chasing out the poison and letting Matthew’s body do the rest — simple in theory, at any rate. 
 
    But Nate wasn’t a shifter, let alone an alpha. His body wasn’t repairing itself. And the damage was severe. Alicia hadn’t been exaggerating. His spinal column was nearly severed right at the base of his neck. Shock and blood loss were spiraling him down quickly, and on top of that, one of his lungs was punctured. 
 
    Nate living long enough to get to a surgery that wouldn’t do much in the first place sounded way, way too fucking optimistic. 
 
    And I didn’t have enough left in me to heal him. I was sure of it. I was running on fumes. 
 
    But there was no choice but to try anyway. I focused on his lung first, closing the wound as much as I could and stopping the flow of blood, pushing some of my own dwindling strength into him to try to keep his body from giving up. I moved on to his spine. His nerves were so delicate, so fragile, and they wouldn’t knit back together. Sweat was pouring down my own back and my forehead, my hair was falling in my face and sticking to it, and I wasn’t going to be able to do it. Nate wasn’t going to make it. 
 
    I’d failed again, and this time — this time, as much as I kept my conscience clear by simply not giving a shit, it was my fault. Parker had been after me. Nate was just collateral damage, and he was going to die in his mate’s arms only weeks after thinking he could actually be happy. 
 
    A whisper at the edge of my consciousness pulled me halfway out of my semi-trance. Not now, not now…but it didn’t go away, only grew stronger, poking and prodding me, demanding entrance to the space I occupied between my magic and Nate’s dwindling life. 
 
    It had a presence like…well, like the forest. Green. Quiet. Ancient and abiding and deep. 
 
    And it wanted to help me. 
 
    I opened to it, and heavy, slow-flowing power oozed into me, sliding along my own nerves and sprouting tendrils through my magic and into Nate. 
 
    One of the tendrils wrapped itself around his damaged nerves. They lit up like tiny fireflies, the severed ends connecting as if they’d never been separated. Another tendril teased at Nate’s still-damaged lung, whipping back and forth like a sewing needle. 
 
    I channeled what was left of my own strength directly into Nate’s flickering life-force, a delicate little blue-gold flame. It kindled and rose up, growing and growing until I had to look away from the brightness of it. 
 
    As the forest’s magic withdrew, the tendrils petted Nate’s skin, closing over the wounds in his back. They pulled out of me, leaving me empty and dark and drained. It didn’t matter. Nate was safe. Nate was healed. 
 
    And then they were gone, whispering away into the redwoods. The trees around us rustled and sighed, and then were still again. 
 
    My head spun and I started to topple, sliding sideways toward the ground. 
 
    Strong arms wrapped around my body. Matthew’s arms. I sighed, gave in to it, and let him catch me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Disenchanted 
 
    What was left of the night passed in a hazy blur. I heard Colin say, “Matthew, you look like shit, let me carry him,” and then I felt Matthew let out a low, warning growl. After that I was in motion — kind of lurching motion at first, as Matthew was still healing. But his arms around me were bliss. Warm and strong and careful. I dozed. I was safe, and as weak as I was, I followed my instinct and trusted that implicitly. 
 
    Trusted Matthew implicitly. 
 
    Then the arms were gone, and for a moment I was cold. Then there was some kind of blanket. 
 
    And then I slept. 
 
    I woke, blinking slowly, to shafts of early-morning sunlight filtering rosy-gold through a set of dusty blinds. I was on a couch, not a bed, but it was a pretty comfortable couch, and I stretched just like the cat I was, arms over my head and toes pointed. 
 
    Fuck, that felt good, working out all the kinks from being clawed and kidnapped and flung into a tree and then healing it all. 
 
    I propped myself up on my elbows and looked around. 
 
    Under the window with the blinds was a bed, and in that bed was Nate, curled up with only the top of his head and part of his face peeking out, with a mound of quilts on top of him. I only had the one blanket, but fair enough; shifters ran warmer than humans. And I was guessing it was overprotective Ian who’d tucked him in. 
 
    Speaking of Ian. A shower was running in the background. It was probably Ian getting into it that had woken me. There was a closed door near the foot of the couch, and the sound was coming from there. 
 
    This must be Ian’s little house, then, where he lived separate from the rest of the pack. The place was shabby but homey, and it was fucking quiet. I didn’t blame him. I wouldn’t mind living in a place like this. 
 
    But it wasn’t my place, and I needed to get going. Find Matthew, find Colin, find out what the fuck had happened the night before. Someone had taken off my boots and set them by the couch, so all I really had to do was pull them on. 
 
    The shower shut off while I was rolling my way off the couch. 
 
    A moment later Ian stepped out in a pair of old plaid boxers and a white t-shirt. I hated to admit that the look totally fucking worked for him — although I’d have gone another few rounds with claws and a tree-trunk before I admitted it out loud. 
 
    More than anything, I was nearly drooling with envy. His red hair was sticking up in damp clumps, droplets of fresh, clean water trickled down his neck and legs, and there wasn’t a trace of blood or dirt on him. I felt like I had half the forest floor stuck to me, not to mention the dried blood gluing the remains of my clothes to my skin. 
 
    “How’s Nate?” I asked him. 
 
    For the first time, Ian smiled at me. Actually smiled, and not a mocking or nasty smile. It was…friendly. Fucking weird. I hardly recognized him. 
 
    “I think he’s fine. I got him to wake up and wiggle his toes and everything.” The sheer, overwhelming relief in his tone explained the smile, I guessed. 
 
    And I found myself smiling back. “Good. I’ll check him out again before I leave, just in case, okay? And in the meantime — I’d kill for a shower. If I can borrow another set of Nate’s clothes.” 
 
    “You can have anything in this house,” Ian said earnestly. “Up to and including one of my kidneys.” 
 
    “Any good spell really requires both of them,” I said without thinking. 
 
    Ian laughed. He fucking laughed. And then, as I stared at him slack-jawed, he strolled over to the scratched, unvarnished dresser against the wall and pulled out a long-sleeved t-shirt and a pair of jeans, tossing them over his shoulder onto the couch. 
 
    After a second of rummaging, he turned around, holding a pair of socks. “These,” Ian said seriously, waving them at me, “are the best fucking socks you will ever wear in your life. Nate’s made a couple of pairs for me.” He blushed. “Um, long story. They’re waterproof, bulletproof, and kick harder than steel-toed boots. Also, they’re warm as hell.” 
 
    He brought them over and set them down on the coffee table with a flourish, like he was presenting me with a gold watch for my years of service. 
 
    Socks. Well, I’d been given stranger things, and these were obviously important to Ian. 
 
    I picked them up carefully and took a look. They were full of magic; I could tell that at a touch, and I’d have been able to see it if I’d bothered. I was still magically worn out from the night before, though. 
 
    “Thanks. I’m — uh, I’m really — honored.” Was that the right response to being given a pair of enchanted black cotton socks? 
 
    Apparently it was close enough, because Ian nodded, seemingly satisfied. “Help yourself to whatever’s in the bathroom.” 
 
    I escaped in there with Nate’s clothes, including the socks, and took him at his word. He had surprisingly nice shampoo. My long hair used up a lot of it. I used the time I spent working it through all the tangles to brood over Matthew dumping me off here with Ian and Nate and not even bothering to check on me in the morning. 
 
    I stuffed my filthy clothes into the bathroom trash and stepped out clean, refreshed, and in an incredibly foul mood. 
 
    Ian was puttering around making coffee, and Nate was still dead to the world. But not dead, and that lifted my spirits a little. 
 
    “If you want to fill me in on what happened last night I can just take off from here,” I told Ian. “My car’s still where I left it, right?” 
 
    I sat down on the couch and started to lace up my boots. 
 
    Ian paused his coffee-making to frown at me. “Long story short, Colin Kimball took over his pack and ousted his father. And you need to take that spell off of Matt before you go anywhere,” he said. “I mean, come on, he killed that asshole who was after you. We’re not holding you prisoner. After you saved Nate’s life, I owe you mine, and I’d defend you to the death no matter what water’s under the bridge. We’re your allies, even if you’re not ours. So take off the damn spell, okay? You’re not gaining anything by leaving it on him. You don’t need an insurance policy.” 
 
    Oh, for fuck’s sake… “It’s already —” I cut off with a sigh. Why fucking bother? I’d end up having to see Matthew anyway. And…maybe I had to for my own sake, so I could see his indifference to me and let it really sink in. “I’ll go over to the pack house before I leave.” 
 
    I finished with my boots and crossed to the bed, glancing warily at Ian as I did. He just quietly poured hot water into the coffee filter setup, like a recently enemy shaman standing over his unconscious mate wasn’t anything to get worked up about. 
 
    Like he trusted me. 
 
    I swallowed down the little lump in my throat. We’re your allies, even if you’re not ours. I’d never had allies. Never had someone I could count on since my brother’s past had caught up with him, forcing him to leave me. If another Parker attacked me, I could call Ian — and he’d take my call. Show up and fight for me. It was the difference between standing on the edge of a precipice in a high wind, every moment of balance a struggle, and having a brick wall suddenly appear at your back to lean on. 
 
    Without disturbing Nate’s nest of blankets, I laid my hand gently on the side of his head. He let out a little murmur but didn’t stir. It only took a moment to double-check what I’d already known: he was tired, and his magic was depleted, but his body was perfectly whole and healthy. 
 
    “He’s fine,” I said, taking my hand away. I was almost reluctant. Nate’s hair was soft, and he was warm, and non-sexual, non-threatening human contact — and a lot of my human contact was both sexual and threatening — was something I missed. “Make sure you save some of that coffee for him, though. He’s going to need it.” 
 
    Ian rolled his eyes. “Believe me, that’s a lesson I learned the hard way.” He paused, fiddling with a couple of mugs on the counter, and staring down at them like he couldn’t quite look at me. “By the way, you want some?” I shook my head. I didn’t like coffee — it tasted like rancid mice. “Okay. But look. You know, there’s no reason why you shouldn’t stick around. If you’re not sure where you’re going next, you know?” 
 
    Right. Because why let a perfectly good shaman go to waste? “I know where I’m going,” I said shortly. Not here. That was where I was going. It wasn’t really a lie. 
 
    Ian looked up, his eyes sharp, like he knew what I was thinking. He proved it when he said, “You don’t have to do any magic. Nate has that under control.” He sounded like he was challenging me to disagree, but I didn’t rise to the bait. “Anyway, you can stay if you want. Suit yourself.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t Matthew have a say in that?” That came out a lot crankier than I’d intended it to, and I bit my lip. My heart picked up a little, just from saying Matthew’s name. Fuck, I really needed to leave. 
 
    Ian looked…shifty at that. “Just go talk to Matt, okay? Take off the spell. And then talk to him.” 
 
    And I was sure that was all I was going to get out of Ian. 
 
    “Tell Nate I said thanks for the clothes, okay? And the socks.” My feet really did feel warmer than they had in weeks. 
 
    “Will do.” Ian went back to pouring coffee. 
 
    Well, all right then. 
 
    I stepped out of the house onto a small, sagging porch, streaked with moss and missing a board here and there. The view couldn’t be beat, though, as long as you didn’t look down. One path led off through the forest, presumably to the pack house, and otherwise there was no sign of humanity at all. Birds chirped. It was nesting season; they sounded cheerfully amorous. 
 
    Well, at least someone was getting laid without complications. 
 
    It looked like the rain had come and gone while I was passed out. Every twig and needle on the trees held a glimmer of moisture, and the ground exhaled the scent of growth and rot and damp, all the elements of life and death on Earth. 
 
    I set off down the path, taking long strides, breathing deeply, and letting myself settle into a moment of peace, just me and the forest. 
 
    I came around a small bend and stopped dead in my tracks. Me, the forest, and — Matthew, who was striding up the path toward me with all the grim determination of a man heading somewhere really fun, like a colonoscopy appointment. 
 
    He came to an abrupt halt too the second he saw me, about ten feet away. He wasn’t nearly far enough: I could see the deep-sea of his eyes, and the motion of his throat as he swallowed, and I could catch a faint hint of his clean, spicy scent. 
 
    He wasn’t nearly near enough, either. But that was my own fucking problem. 
 
    “You’re healed,” he said, after a long few moments of excruciating silence. 
 
    “So are you.” 
 
    Silence. Again. We’d both reached our personal limits on stating the obvious, apparently. 
 
    Matthew’s lips tightened. “I don’t care,” he said after a couple of minutes, almost like he was speaking to himself. “If you blow me up or something, I’ll take it.” 
 
    With that, he crossed the distance between us in a couple of quick strides and hauled me into his arms, leaning down to bury his face in my hair. 
 
    Blow him up? Did he think my magic worked like a grenade launcher or something? I only wished. 
 
    But it didn’t matter, because getting him to stop was the last thing on my mind. I should’ve done something to stop him, for my own sanity, but he wasn’t doing anything aggressive or sexual: just holding me, the muscles in his arms rigid with tension, like he expected me to be yanked away any second. 
 
    My face was pressed into his chest. Every ragged breath, every beat of his heart, echoed in my cheek and sent little tremors through me. My arms were trapped at my sides, so I didn’t have to choose whether or not I’d embrace him too. 
 
    All I had to do was feel. 
 
    I closed my eyes and breathed him in. When I’d first gone to his room after being let out of the basement, he’d smelled like danger, like alpha and sex and threats. 
 
    Now he smelled like safety. Like a haven from the rest of the world, a place where I could rest. 
 
    I wasn’t going to cry. No alpha deserved my tears, dammit. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Arik, I’m so sorry,” he whispered, his breath ruffling my hair and tickling my ear. “He should never have been able to get near you. I should’ve protected you. I’m so, so fucking sorry.” 
 
    The tears started to leak out after all, dampening his shirt. He didn’t have anything to apologize for — I was a big, bad shaman and able to take care of myself ninety-nine percent of the time. And when it turned out I couldn’t, in that particular instance, he’d ripped Parker to shreds for me anyway. Win-win. 
 
    But it felt so fucking good to hear. I sniffled a little. 
 
    Of course he heard me, and he reached up and petted my hair, stroking me like someone would pet a cat. 
 
    And yeah, it worked on me just like on any other cat. I leaned into him, stifling the rumbles that wanted to rise up out of my chest. At least I was standing up, so I couldn’t roll over and show my belly and meow. 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault. I was going to go after him anyway,” I mumbled into his chest. His alpha hearing could handle that too; I wasn’t going to move. I was too comfortable right where I was. “If I’d done that without any backup, I’d be — I wouldn’t be here right now. He resisted my magic. I don’t know how, but I couldn’t fight him at all.” 
 
    “Talked to Colin Kimball about it on the phone a few minutes ago,” Matthew said. And there was that little emphasis on Colin’s name again, like he hated even saying it. “He confiscated Taft’s possessions. There were a few — amulets, I guess? Little cloth bundles, with instructions that were in this shorthand we couldn’t understand.” 
 
    “Spell bags. Yeah.” Well, that explained a lot. I’d been wondering how Parker had managed to time Tyler’s freaky poison-claws and his own resistance to magic so perfectly without having a shaman along. Sounded like he’d had that fucker from his allied pack make him a few tricks to take with him. It wasn’t easy to craft those things, but both of the effects I’d observed were definitely possible for someone with skill. 
 
    “Right,” Matthew said. “Those. I guess he had a few more for emergencies. Kimball asked me to see if you wanted them.” 
 
    I shuddered. Yes, I did, because turning down a chance to analyze someone else’s clever magic was fucking stupid, but…I’d have to touch something that shaman had touched. And examine the textures of his magic, something as intimate as touching a person. And I couldn’t do it. 
 
    “Tell him to put them in a metal drum or something, buried in salt, douse them in gasoline, and light them on fire. And then throw the whole drum away without touching the contents.” 
 
    “You can tell him yourself when you go back to the Kimball territory.” 
 
    I jerked my head away from his chest and stared up at him. “What the fuck? I’m not going back there. Are you trading me to him for something, or — I’m not going to just meekly let you —” 
 
    “No!” Matthew sounded as aghast as I felt, and his eyes went wide with shock. “Fuck no. I’m not trading you — no. Of fucking course not!” 
 
    “Then what the fuck did you mean?” I snapped. 
 
    His lips were too close. His arms were around me, one hand in my hair again. If he tilted my head a little, we’d be kissing. 
 
    “I meant Kimball sounded like he’d be seeing you soon,” he said. “So I — assumed. I mean. You two know each other a lot better than I’d thought.” 
 
    It probably should’ve twigged much sooner than it did — but then, I wasn’t primed to expect men to give a shit about me after they’d fucked around with me once. 
 
    But the men I fucked around with weren’t werewolves, and they sure as fuck weren’t alphas. Possessive, overbearing alphas who thought they owned anyone they came in, on, or around. Any preposition would do, really — because they were alphas. 
 
    “Who I know and where I go isn’t any of your business.” Fuck. Here I’d been thinking Matthew might really care, and instead? He was letting his alpha instincts and his dick lead him around. I wrenched myself out of his arms and took a step back. “I’m leaving here this morning. That’s all you need to know.” 
 
    For a second, something like panic flashed across Matthew’s face before it settled into that neutral expression that always meant he was keeping something off the surface. He crossed his arms over his chest. “Not before you take this spell off. That’s not negotiable. The Armitage pack won’t ever come after you. In fact, you can think of us as allies after what you did last night, helping with the spell and saving Nate’s life. You don’t need to keep me on a leash anymore.” 
 
    Don’t make the obvious dog joke, don’t, don’t do it… “Maybe I should get you a muzzle to go with it,” I snarled. Oops. 
 
    Matthew’s expression went from neutral to grim. But he didn’t lash out in return, like I’d expected him to — like I’d been hoping he would, so that I could have a reason to be a bitch. 
 
    “Take the spell off, Arik. That’s all I’m asking of you. And it’s not very much to ask, considering I’d never done a fucking thing to you, and the only reason you put it on me in the first place was to help Sam fucking Kimball and Jonathan fucking nutcase Hawthorne. In case you’d forgotten.” 
 
    Ouch. Fucking ouch. I hid my wince with difficulty. 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    His face flushed a furious red. “You mean you won’t —” 
 
    “No, seriously,” I yelled over him, “it’s not that I won’t. I can’t. I already removed the spell the night I escaped from here. It’s gone. Has been for days.” 
 
    Matthew stared at me. “No, the fuck you did.” 
 
    “Yes, I did!” What was with no one believing me about this? Fuck! “I removed the spell,” I said slowly, enunciating each syllable with exaggerated care. “It’s fucking gone. I can’t remove it any more than it’s already been removed.” 
 
    The crimson in his cheeks faded to an ashy white. “You didn’t. I don’t feel any— You’re lying,” he stammered out, his voice hoarse. 
 
    My vision went sizzling red. Lying? After everything that had happened the night before, he couldn’t believe one fucking word out of my mouth? 
 
    “Have Nate examine you if you won’t take my word for it,” I snapped. “He’ll be able to see it’s gone. He was able to see it when it was there, right? And anyway, I’d think the fact that you don’t feel sick when you’re not around me, and I don’t know, maybe the fact that you’re not fucking in love with me would be a pretty big tip-off?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said softly after a second. “Yeah, I guess it would.” 
 
    “Right! So stop being an asshole about it. I was nice enough to take that spell off before I left, even though I was still a prisoner and it would’ve been totally reasonable of me to leave it just out of principle. But I didn’t want to be tied to you anymore.” 
 
    Matthew sucked in a breath hard, like I’d punched him in the solar plexus, and what little color was left in his face drained away. “Okay. I can’t blame you for that. Not after — not in general. And I believe you, for what it’s worth.” He swallowed, and he uncrossed his arms. His hands clenched at his sides. “Good luck, Arik.” 
 
    He turned abruptly on his heel and strode away down the path, back toward the pack house and out of sight. 
 
    I stared after him, eyes fixed on the empty air where he’d been. 
 
    No. Fuck no. He did not get to walk away like that, after having sex with me and killing Parker and carrying me to bed and growling at Colin, and holding me like that with his hand tangled in my hair and just being…Matthew. Good luck, Arik? Fuck him. 
 
    I sprinted after him, more angry than I’d ever been in my life. 
 
    No way was he getting away with that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Fuck Me, or I’ll Find Someone Who Will 
 
    “Hey!” I shouted. “Hey, come back here!” 
 
    Matthew was already way, way down the path, walking as fast as he could without outright running. What, he couldn’t wait to get away from me? Good luck, Arik, and then making his escape so he wouldn’t have to give me another thought? 
 
    I chased after him, my feet pounding on the path and sending up muddy spatters. 
 
    “Hey!” He finally turned, his face drawn and wary. 
 
    I slammed into his chest with my hands outstretched, palms flat. He rocked back on his heels but didn’t even stumble, which only pissed me off more. 
 
    “What the fuck, Matthew? What the fuck? You just wish me good luck, and that’s it?” 
 
     “What more do you want from me? Arik — what the — stop it —” I whacked away at him, pounding my fists on his chest and then swinging for his mouth. He ducked back, and my knuckles glanced off his jaw. 
 
    Quicker than I could match, he caught my wrists and held them out to the sides while I tried to kick him in the shins. 
 
    “I want you to stop being such —” I tried to kick him again, and he shoved me back. “— a fucking dick! I saved Nate’s life! I saved your life! We had sex, and all I get is good luck, go live with Colin fucking Kimball?” 
 
    And then I got to see what Matthew looked like when his self-control finally evaporated — not from being insane, or enchanted, but just him. His dilated eyes glowed gold as he roared, “We had sex, and then you fucking ran away! To Colin fucking Kimball, who apparently wants you to go live with him, so I’m trying to let you get what you seem to want, which is getting far away from me!” 
 
    I stopped, stunned, breathing hard, my wrists still trapped in his big hands. He was panting too. A flock of startled birds streamed out of the trees by the path and fluttered off, twittering in anger. 
 
    “You think I should’ve stayed? So that you and Ian and your council could decide how you wanted to keep me prisoner?” 
 
    Matthew swallowed hard, his eyes bleak. “No. I don’t. I think you did exactly what you had to do. I wish I’d given you a good reason to trust me, but I know I didn’t. That’s not your fault. I’m just saying — Arik, I’m not the one who’s trying to get away from you. It’s the other way around. You’re acting like I’m trying to get rid of you.” 
 
    “No,” I snapped, “you’re acting like I can’t leave fast enough and you don’t give a fuck what happens to me after I go. I don’t have anywhere to go! Do you want me to — what, sign up to be the Kimball shaman and hop on Colin’s knot —” 
 
    “Not unless you want me to start this pack war all over again,” Matthew snarled, his teeth bared and his eyes wild and blazing with fury — and something else, something that made me suck in a breath, my cock hardening and my whole body tensing. “You’re not going to fucking give yourself to him because you feel like you don’t have another choice. You want to be a pack shaman? Then stay here. But fuck that, Arik, you’re not selling yourself to Kimball just so you aren’t on your own —” 
 
    There was only one answer to that. 
 
    I flung myself forward and pressed up on my toes, molding my mouth to his and kissing him with rough desperation. 
 
    Matthew cut off with a moan and hauled me into his arms, his grip on me just this side of painful. 
 
    Kissing wasn’t enough. I burned for him, I needed him everywhere, and I practically climbed him, trying to get my legs around his waist and my arms around his shoulders, my fingers digging bruises into him and my tongue spearing into his mouth. 
 
    He grabbed my ass, hoisting me up, and staggered off the path and between the trees. 
 
    My back hit a trunk a little too hard, but I didn’t care; now there was something to keep me in place as he thrust between my legs, his cock pressing against the cleft of my ass and making me squirm and moan for more. 
 
    “Fuck,” I gasped as he tore his mouth away from mine and worked his way down my neck, sucking marks into it that I hoped would last for days. “Fuck me, Matthew, now, if you don’t fuck me right this fucking instant I’ll go get Colin to do it after all — oh, gods —” I let out a throaty groan as he squeezed my ass hard, his fingers pressing between my cheeks and putting not enough pressure on my hole. 
 
    I looked around wildly, as much as I could with Matthew’s head buried in the curve of my neck, and saw only muddy redwood needles and bits of bark. 
 
    Fuck that. Maybe I was a wild animal part of the time, but I had standards, and those needles poking me in intimate places — absolutely not. 
 
    Magic. What was the point of being a shaman if I couldn’t use a little strategic magic? Matthew worked a hand up under my shirt and thumbed over one of my nipples, and I clung to his shoulders and tried to focus. 
 
    Soft. It had to be soft. I sent my power out through my feet, reaching into the ground and rearranging the fabric of the forest floor. Redwood needles trembled, rose, and danced into position, weaving themselves into a blanket of sorts, with all their sharp little ends pointed down. 
 
    I shoved at Matthew, using the leverage of the tree. “On the ground,” I gasped. “Not up against a tree.” 
 
    “The ground’s too —” He turned his head, stared, and said wonderingly, “Never mind. Fuck. Shamans are awesome.” 
 
    “Fuck yes we are,” I growled. “Now put me on the ground and fuck me.” 
 
    Matthew turned back. His eyes had gone full alpha, and it sent a shiver through me that made the blanket I’d woven whisper in sympathy. 
 
    He grinned, kissed me, and spun me around and down, landing on top of me with an oof, his arms underneath to cushion the impact. I bucked up against him, our cocks straining through two pairs of jeans, both too much friction and not enough. 
 
    I’d been holding back my shift, but I let it out, my claws bursting from my fingers. I tore Matthew’s shirt to ribbons, ripping it off and letting the pieces flutter away in the breeze. 
 
    “Stop,” he said, laughing and catching my wrists again as I reached for his jeans. “I’ll take them off the old-fashioned way. No claws below the belt.” 
 
    Well, that was fair enough, but… “If you want to enforce that, then take your fucking clothes off already!” 
 
    He scrambled to do as he was told, pulling away to rip off his jeans and then stumbling from foot to foot as they caught on his boots. I yanked off my own clothes, falling back and sprawling spread-eagled and naked on my makeshift forest blanket. 
 
    Matthew stopped and stared, his jeans hanging from one hand, the front of his boxers barely containing his erection. My mouth watered. Gods, but alphas really did have their good points. His chest was strong and broad, with thick dark hair in the center of it and spreading down in a line to the waistband of his boxers. 
 
    I wanted those thighs between my legs. 
 
    I wanted what was between his legs between my legs. 
 
    His gaze dropped right where I wanted his cock to go, and his breathing sped up. “Fuck, you’re beautiful.” He looked up again, meeting my eyes. “You know exactly how gorgeous you are, don’t you?” 
 
    Well, yes. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t nice to hear. I couldn’t help preening, tipping my head back to show off the long line of my throat, and wrapping a hand around my cock to give it a teasing stroke. 
 
    That backfired. I mainly teased myself, and I had to bite my lip to keep in a whimper. 
 
    Matthew tossed his jeans aside, rid himself of his boxers, and — stalked me. That was the only word for the way he approached, his hands out at his sides as if he was getting in position to grapple with his prey, his gaze avid and possessive and hungry. 
 
    The nape of my neck tingled, my fight-or-flight response activated in a way that made my erection agonizingly hard. My ass clenched, the muscles there spasming with how much I wanted to be filled. 
 
    Matthew knelt between my legs, still moving slowly, still without looking away from my eyes. “If I fuck you, I’m knotting you,” he said, very low. “Tell me you want it, Arik.” 
 
    I didn’t respond to commands from alphas. Fuck that. But his voice reverberated through me, the vibrations calling to my instincts in a way no other alpha had managed to achieve. 
 
    “Please,” I gasped. “Yes, please, knot me, I want it, I want it so badly —” 
 
    Matthew cut me off with a kiss, taking my mouth and making it his. He shoved my thighs apart and settled between them, the head of his cock nudging behind my balls and rubbing over my hole, which was almost aching from how desperate I was to get him inside me. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around his back and lost myself in heat and pressure and want, more want than I’d felt in — possibly ever. Fuck, but I needed this. To submit for once, to give in and let someone else give me what I craved. Matthew teased me with a finger. 
 
    A dry finger. Fuck, I could fix that. I summoned more magic, complicated magic this time, drawing on the formulas inked into my arms. My power snaked down into the center of my body, leaving my ass perfectly clean and as slick as if I’d used a bottle of lube. 
 
    Matthew’s finger pressed in, and he hissed and jerked it back. “Magic,” I whispered. “All good.” 
 
    He let out a shaky laugh. “No arguments from me. Fuck. That shouldn’t be so hot.” 
 
    I smiled into his kiss, because — yeah, that was a little piece of magic I was particularly proud of. 
 
    He used two fingers to stretch me, his calluses sliding deliciously against my overheated, delicate flesh. Every stroke made me arch and groan. 
 
    “Now, or I’m going to flip you over, tie you down with magic ropes, and ride your knot myself,” I growled against his mouth. 
 
    He pulled his hand away, and I moaned, but I didn’t have more than a second to mourn the loss of his fingers before he’d put himself in position and filled me in one hard thrust. My eyes widened, and I stared up at him in shock: framed by the branches above us, his face was flushed, and his dark hair clung to his damp temples. He looked like he belonged there, as wild as the forest around us. 
 
    Matthew pulled his hips back and slammed into me again, my body shifting up the blanket with the force of it, and then again, and again, opening me up for him and spreading me apart. 
 
    It was perfect, and overwhelming, so deep and hard and hot, and he was over me, pinning me down…my heart rabbited, my breaths came fast and raspy, and my chest constricted. 
 
    “Stop, Matthew, stop!” My hands flew to his chest, fending him off, shoving at him, but it didn’t matter, he was too heavy and too big — 
 
    He pulled out of me, so quickly that I cried out. 
 
    “What happened? Did I hurt you?” I bit my lip and squeezed my eyes shut, tears leaking from the corners of them. This wasn’t supposed to happen. I wanted this. “Arik? Sweetheart, I won’t. Do you need me to — I won’t touch you.” 
 
    I finally caught a full breath, pulling it in as far as I could and letting it out slowly. 
 
    Then I could crack my eyes open and look at him. 
 
    He wasn’t angry. There was nothing in his face but fear and worry, and his hand was hovering over my leg like he wanted to comfort me but was afraid to hurt me. 
 
    “I needed to know you’d stop,” I whispered, my voice breaking. 
 
    And then I cringed, because that made it sound like a test. It hadn’t been, at least consciously. But still — it had been, sort of. And that made me such an asshole. I’d said I wanted it. I did want it. And I still made him stop. If he got up and grabbed what was left of his clothes and left me here, I wouldn’t blame him for it. 
 
    Or he’d launch into some overly careful, too-sensitive attempt to smother me with pity. If he did that, I’d hate him. No one pitied me without my getting pissed about it, not even me. 
 
    I braced myself for either — or even some fucked-up mix of both. 
 
    Instead, he just sat there on his heels, looking at me thoughtfully. “What’s going to be better for you, here?” he asked. “Do you want to keep going? Or do you want to get dressed and — I don’t know, sit for a while? Go find some breakfast, maybe? Because it’s your call.” 
 
    Something in my chest snapped a little, like ice breaking in the spring. My call. My decision. If he’d point-blank refused to have sex after this, that would’ve been as wrong as if he’d insisted on fucking until we got off. Either way, he would’ve been saying I was too broken to make up my own mind without him doing it for me. 
 
    He didn’t think I was broken. And he still wanted me. 
 
    I cleared my painfully dry throat. “Would we be eating breakfast together, in this scenario?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said softly. “Absolutely. Bacon and eggs.” 
 
    I glanced down. He was still fully erect, and he was just…ignoring it — to talk to me about the breakfast menu. 
 
    Breakfast could wait. 
 
    How would an alpha pack leader feel about letting me take charge a little bit, though? Because I didn’t think I could let him fuck me on my back again. I didn’t want to ruin it. More than that, I didn’t want it ruined for me. 
 
    Only one way to find out. “Lie down on your back, okay?” 
 
    Matthew climbed over my outstretched leg and lay down beside me without a word, folding his arms with his hands tucked under his head. He looked completely relaxed, like he was sunbathing or taking a nap — except for the glow of his eyes and his rampant erection. I wanted to trace the hard curves of his biceps with my tongue. 
 
    Well, why not? I straddled him, staying up on my knees so I wasn’t actually sitting on his cock, and bent down, trailing my tongue from his right elbow to his shoulder. He vibrated under me; it took a second to realize it was a growl, coming from so deep in his chest I couldn’t even hear it. His neck was next. I nuzzled under his chin, and he lifted it, letting me suck a mark of my own into the side of his throat. 
 
    It was silent except for our breathing and the chirp of a bird a few trees over. A breeze whispered through, ruffling my hair and chilling my bare ass. Time to warm it up. 
 
    I sat up, bracing my hands on his chest, and carefully lowered myself down, teasing the head of his cock with my wet opening. 
 
    He didn’t thrust. He didn’t move. His whole body shook with the effort he was expending to hold perfectly still. 
 
    I rewarded him by sinking onto him, letting gravity pull me all the way down until his cock was sheathed inside me. 
 
    With a ragged little moan, I started to ride him, rocking back and forth and lifting my hips in miniscule increments, driving him deeper and deeper until I felt like he was pressing the air out of my lungs. 
 
    At last sensation took over. I wasn’t a shaman with an alpha, I wasn’t at the mercy of someone twice my size; I was just Arik, and he was just Matthew, and his thick cock stuffed inside me was the best thing my body had ever felt. My hands slipped on his sweaty shoulders and I collapsed to my elbows, letting him take my weight because I knew he could, bouncing my hips on his cock as fast as I could manage. 
 
    “You can — feel free — mmm — to help out — any time now,” I choked out between pushing myself down and sliding back up again. 
 
    “You sure?” he said, his voice taut with strain. 
 
    “Yes! I’m not doing all the work — oh, fuck,” and he pulled his arms out from behind his head, caught me by the hips, and slammed me back onto his cock with a force I’d been desperately trying for. “Fuck, Matthew…” 
 
    He groaned as I said his name. Matthew braced his feet and pounded into me as he pinned my hips in place. 
 
    That was it for me; I moaned, sank my teeth into his pec, and clenched around him as I came in a rush all over his abdomen and mine. 
 
    I was stuck to him from my damp cheek to my sweaty chest to my come-drenched stomach and groin, and I bounced up and down on his torso as he kept fucking me, harder and harder, until I felt his knot begin to swell. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he rasped, thrusting even harder. “Fuck. Are you sure you want me to —” 
 
    I squeezed my ass around him as hard as I could, making him moan. “I’m sure,” I whispered into his skin. 
 
    Matthew’s fingers flexed so hard around my hips that it hurt, but it didn’t matter. He wasn’t trying to hurt me. I dug my teeth in again and held on, savoring the rough brush of his chest hair against my cheek and the points of pain on my hips as a distraction from the pressure of his knot stretching my hole past the point where anyone ought to be stretched. 
 
    Gods, it hurt. It was the best pain I’d ever felt, the most agonizing pleasure, putting so much pressure on that sweet spot inside me that my cock twitched, a few more drops of come slipping out. All the muscles of my abdomen contracted and released, growing used to the knot in me. Matthew came hard, in hot gushes deep inside. 
 
    I bit my lip and rode it out, feeling almost more like a vessel than a participant. 
 
    And I loved it. I’d had my orgasm — my spectacular orgasm. All I had to do now was lie limp and pliant on Matthew’s big, solid body and take it. Take him, everything he had to give, every alpha drop of it. 
 
    He went still at last, shuddering a little, and slowly loosened his death-grip on me to slide his hands up my sweaty back. One came to rest splayed at the base of my spine, his pinky teasing the crack of my ass, and the other cradled the nape of my neck. His sigh felt like my sigh, the last of the tension bleeding out of me. My hips were canted at an awkward angle, my pelvis stretched by the knot buried in me, but it felt safe. Like the thick length of his cock was the linchpin holding me together and keeping me here where nothing could hurt me. 
 
    My mind drifted, and that always meant trouble; my mouth started to move without my conscious consent. “Maybe next time you can be on top,” I mumbled, shifting my head a little so I didn’t get his chest hair in my mouth. And then I shifted my head a little more, just enjoying the texture. 
 
    His soft laugh vibrated through me. “Or maybe next time you can tie me up after all,” he countered. He sounded about as mellow as it was possible for a powerful predator to sound, the verbal equivalent of a cheetah sunning itself on a rock. 
 
    My eyes popped open. “You’re fucking kidding me. You’re — an alpha.” 
 
    And alphas didn’t do things like that. Kinky alphas were always on top, in every way. I didn’t think Matthew would want me to fuck him any more than I’d want to fuck him, but for an alpha, being vulnerable or submissive in any way was a no-go. 
 
    Matthew shrugged. “Why not? I’d still be an alpha if you tied me up.” 
 
    “But — yeah, but aren’t alphas supposed to, I don’t know, prove their virility or something?” Or supposed to want to do that, more like, but I wasn’t really sure how to put it. 
 
    “You’re a shaman,” he said, like that was an answer. And then he went on with, “And you’re the fucking hottest guy I’ve ever seen. You’re powerful. You’re beautiful. You’re ruthless when you need to be.” 
 
    He was getting at something, but I didn’t quite follow. “And I’m blushing, but what’s your point?” 
 
    Matthew shifted his hips, getting a little more comfortable on the ground, and the pull of his knot made me bite my lip and dig my fingers into his shoulders. Gods, but that was huge. I’d never had a knot in me that I really, really wanted, and other feelings had always dwarfed that sensation at the time. Now that I was focusing on it — well, I’d like to focus on it again. Maybe tomorrow, but also that night. Or in the afternoon, I wasn’t picky. 
 
    “My point is that I don’t need to have my arms free, or hold you down and mount you.” The hand on my neck tightened, his fingers pressing lightly against my jugular. “You want me. You spread your legs for me,” he said softly. “I’m inside you. You.” He rolled his hips, making me moan, and gave me a gentle shake. “I think that makes me the alpha-est alpha ever.” 
 
    I stared over his arm and shoulder at the greenery, not really seeing it, as that processed through my brain. 
 
    Once it did, that little snapping in my chest from before turned into a full-on crack. I’d had alphas use me to prove how powerful they were before — by conquering me, or trying to. Taming me. Owning me. 
 
    Matthew felt powerful because I’d found him worthy of having me as a gift that I gave, not as something that he took. Or rather, he’d taken me, and I’d loved it, but he’d taken what I freely offered. 
 
    And that was everything. 
 
    I snuggled down into his chest and squeezed his knot again, smiling when he gasped in surprise and gripped me closer. “Once your knot goes down, I want that bacon and eggs.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he breathed against my hair. “Anything you want.” 
 
    We stayed like that for a long time, long enough that my legs started to fall asleep. The trees watched over us, and the soft breeze caressed us. I was safe. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Well, This Is Awkward 
 
    Of course, getting bacon and eggs wasn’t as easy as it sounded in theory. Matthew’s knot went down at last, and I wriggled around a little until his cock slipped out of me. 
 
    And then we were left with the quiet, sticky aftermath, separating our melded bodies and going back to being two entities who needed to find our clothes and had aches in odd places and couldn’t quite meet each other’s eyes. My shirt was still intact, albeit dusted with dirt and tree detritus, and my jeans were fine. Nate’s magical socks didn’t have a speck of dirt on them, and even as distracted as I was I took a moment to be impressed. I needed another shower so badly, but at least my socks were pristine. 
 
    But Matthew’s shirt was in little scraps all over the ground, only the seams still mostly holding together with a few sad threads in between. It looked like it’d gone ten rounds with whatever alien Captain Kirk had been fighting that week. 
 
    So when we stepped out onto the path again, my hair a hopeless rat’s nest and my lips swollen, the marks of Matthew’s mouth still throbbing and visible on my neck, and Matthew shirtless — there were Ian and Nate, just coming around a bend in the path a few feet away. 
 
    Of course. 
 
    Nate was carrying a mug clutched in a death-grip in one hand, and the cup tilted, spilling coffee all over his knuckles as his mouth dropped open into an exaggerated O. Ian looked like someone had smacked him across the face. 
 
    Apparently whoever had been outside Matthew’s door the night of my escape had kept his mouth shut about me and Matthew’s little goodbye. 
 
    “We’re going to the pack house to get some breakfast,” Matthew said, not smoothly at all. “Um. What about you?” 
 
    He wasn’t distancing himself from me, but he wasn’t exactly putting an arm around me and pulling me close, either. It shouldn’t have hurt, but it really, really did. 
 
    “This isn’t what it looks like,” Ian said, sounding like he was pleading with the gods to make it so. “This isn’t what it looks like. Right?” His gaze shifted to me, and his eyes were alight with anger. “He’s under a love spell, you — you — I trusted you!” 
 
    “I already fucking told you, there’s no spell anymore!” I said, fury and frustration welling up, right as Matthew said, “The spell’s gone, Ian. I’m not under any kind of compulsion.” 
 
    “You took it off this morning?” Nate put in. “Really? You didn’t need any special preparation or anything?” 
 
    And okay, so his professional interest was moderately less infuriating than Ian’s assumptions, but seriously? I’d told him there wasn’t a spell. I’d told all of them there wasn’t a spell. And after I’d saved Nate’s life, I’d have thought I’d earned a little bit of trust. 
 
    “The spell was already gone,” I said through gritted teeth. “Gone. Kaput. Over. Days ago. Like I already told you.” 
 
    Nate’s mouth dropped open again, and he glanced back and forth between me and Matthew, his eyes widening. “Oh — oh shit. Really?” He let out a burst of laughter that shook him enough for coffee to spill down his arm again. “Fuck, ow. But really, you were telling the truth?” 
 
    What the fuck was so funny? “Yes, I was telling the truth. Gods. I’m not actually a liar unless I have a good reason for it.” 
 
    Nate was chuckling again, shaking his head, his eyes bright. “Okay. I believe you. That just explains so m— I mean, I believe you. Yeah.” He cleared his throat. “So, breakfast?” he said hopefully. “And more coffee? Since I spilled half my cup.” 
 
    “It’s your third cup,” Ian grumbled. “You’re going to be buzzing like a hummingbird.” 
 
    “I’m barely awake. And you should talk. You drank half the pot before you bothered to wake me up…” 
 
    I tuned out their bickering and snuck a glance at Matthew. His lips were turned down, his whole expression gloomy. Because Ian and Nate had caught us together? I edged away from him, preferring to create some distance myself before he did it for me. 
 
    And then went rigid with shock as Matthew leaned in, grabbed me around the shoulders after all, and tucked me under his arm, with my head pressed into his bare shoulder. “Come on,” he muttered. “They’ll fight for a while if we sneak off and leave them to it.” 
 
    Well. All right then. We turned slowly, not drawing their attention, and sidled down the path, picking up the pace once Nate’s protests about only having used his share of the milk started to fade away behind us. Matthew didn’t let go. It was odd, matching my stride to his, but I had long legs for my height and fell into the rhythm of it. 
 
    It was odd, but it felt good. 
 
    “What happens after breakfast?” I hadn’t meant to sound quite that needy. Fuck. These little twinges of uncertainty in my belly and the happy, helpless smile that kept trying to spread over my face could both fuck right off. 
 
    “Showers. Or maybe just one shower. And then — I don’t know about you, but I could sleep for a week. So maybe we can squeeze in four hours or so before someone comes to fucking harass me.” 
 
    “Were you up all night?” 
 
    I glanced up at him and caught his nod. “I’ll tell you all about it while you eat.” 
 
    We strolled the rest of the way in silence, which wasn’t quite as awkward as before but was still a little on the heavy side. His arm was heavy, too, resting on me. I wanted to lean into it, so much so that when we reached the pack house and he let go of me as we went up the front steps, it was kind of a relief. 
 
    My shoulders felt weird without his arm, though, like the phantom of his touch was still weighing me down. 
 
    No one was in the main front room of the pack house. In fact the whole house was oddly silent. 
 
    “Everyone who isn’t patrolling the boundaries is in bed, probably,” Matthew said before I could ask. “No one’s trying to kill us right now. As far as I know. I’ll be right back.” And he jogged off up the stairs without looking back at me. 
 
    I wandered into the kitchen warily, in case someone else was around after all, although I didn’t hear or scent anyone. The kitchen was plain, functional, and outdated, with a scratched-up table and chairs and a groaning old fridge. My stomach made a similar rumbling sound as I sat down at the table. 
 
    Ugh. I winced and shifted my weight. Sitting in wooden chairs probably wasn’t my best move today, although I knew the soreness would heal within a few hours. I could heal it myself, but — well, I was still a little drained from the night before. And that was a really excellent reason I could use to cover the fact that I simply didn’t want to. What if Matthew changed his mind? I needed to hang on to this feeling as long as I could. Savor it. I traced a long gouge in the table with my fingertips, wondering what it would be like to stay in a place long enough to have a piece of furniture with history like this. For all I knew, Matthew had made this scratch with his fork — or his claws — as a grouchy boy having an argument with his brother. 
 
    Usually I could ignore my grief over my own adoptive brother, but for a moment it took me by the throat. 
 
    Matthew burst back into the kitchen, now wearing a shirt, and headed for the stove, and I blinked it away. 
 
    He shoved two frying pans onto the stovetop and went to the fridge. “I can’t cook anything besides fried eggs,” he said. “I hope that’s okay.” 
 
    Gods, this pack needed help. A cook. And maybe a financial planner. Not that they could afford either of those. 
 
    “Fine. Thank you.” I shot him a polite little smile. Miss Manners would’ve approved. Fuck, why couldn’t I just be normal? Maybe because I’d tried my normal, and they’d locked me in the basement. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Matthew said with a slight answering frown. He seemed stiff and weird too. 
 
    With his back to me, and the pans starting to sizzle, it got even harder to relax. The strong lines of his body were an excellent view, but I couldn’t see his face. I’d have preferred to at least know if he was still frowning, if he was standing there panicking over how to tell me he wanted me to eat my eggs and get the fuck out, offhand comments about sharing the shower be damned. 
 
    “What happened? With the Kimballs?” I prompted him, once the sound of sizzling had started to wear on my nerves. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Matthew said, as if he’d totally forgotten. “Well, I missed most of it…” 
 
    He launched into an explanation of what had happened before he took off after Parker, and what he’d gleaned afterwards about what he’d missed. Our salt circle had caught most of the Kimballs, but not all, and while our side was getting the loose ones subdued Parker had slipped away and gone after me. 
 
    Colin and his father got into a shouting match that ended with Colin straight-up challenging his father for pack leadership. Ian had run to Nate, and meanwhile Colin and his father fought it out; Colin won, and at that point he called off the pack war. The Kimballs argued, the salt circle failed, and there was a general fracas that didn’t result in any deaths but left a few weres on either side nursing injuries. 
 
    Which brought us to me and Matthew coming back to find Colin and his medic helping Nate, and everyone else retreating to lick their wounds. Colin was, for now, the official pack leader, but he still had to deal with his pack council and assert his control. 
 
    But none of that was my problem, and personally, I thought Colin would pull it off. The Kimball council was full of a bunch of spineless cowards, and they’d defer to whichever Kimball came out on top in the family’s infighting. 
 
    “I guess we’ll have to wait and see,” Matthew said as he slid eggs onto two plates. And then he paused, sighed, and got out two more plates. Nate and Ian’s voices were floating in from the front room. Ugh, we’d have to share our breakfast. “Anyway, I’m going to batten down the hatches and keep quiet. If I try to help Colin take power, it’ll only make him look weak.” 
 
    He set a plate with only two eggs in front of me. Damn Nate and Ian anyway. I helped myself to way more than my share of the bacon and stuffed some in my mouth before anyone could stop me. 
 
    Ian and Nate stomped in, took their plates from Matthew with barely a grunt of thanks, and settled themselves opposite me; Matthew sat down next to me, and then — yeah, I was going to focus on my food. 
 
    Nate kept looking at Matthew and me, smiling weirdly, shaking his head, and stealing bacon off of Ian’s plate. Ian just shoveled his food down without looking at anyone. 
 
    I scarfed my own breakfast as quickly as I could, because I couldn’t take much more of this. The hickeys on my neck felt like they were lit up in giant strobing neon lights. Matthew ate methodically at my side, not showing any more signs of wanting to talk than anyone else. 
 
    Nate took a swig of his coffee, and the writing on the side of his mug caught my eye. “Does that say The Only Mate I Need Is Coffeemate?” 
 
    Ian grunted and rolled his eyes, and Nate grinned. “We have another one that says Not Before Coffee. I’ve been writing on them with Sharpie when the coffee’s brewing in the morning.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Ian muttered. 
 
    “What’s wrong with that?” I asked. 
 
    Ian finally looked at me. “Not not — knot, with a K,” he said, sounding as embarrassed about that as I felt about the state of my neck. 
 
    I couldn’t resist needling him — and this couldn’t get more awkward anyway, so I might as well embrace it. “Is that because you always have morning sex?” I asked brightly, with a big smile. “Or is Nate trying to tell you oh-so-subtly that he’d rather wait to get bent over until after the coffee’s already —” 
 
    “Okay!” Matthew said loudly, pushing his chair back with a clatter. “We’re done! You can do the dishes, Ian. I cooked.” 
 
    Matthew grabbed me by the arm and hauled me out of my chair and out of the kitchen. I was chuckling too much to resist, and Ian was speechless anyway. 
 
    Maybe I hadn’t quite gotten my own back for the basement’s shag carpet, but I was on the way. It might even be worth it to hang around the Armitage territory for a while, just to make Ian look like that more often…and with that, my mood plummeted. Matthew had told me that if I wanted to be a pack shaman I should stay here, but that was hardly a warm invitation — and he’d said it in anger. 
 
    So many thoughts were spinning through my mind that I hardly noticed getting up the stairs or into Matthew’s bedroom until the door slammed shut behind us and I was spun around and pressed up against it, Matthew leaning down over me, his hands on either side of my head. 
 
    “You really know how to press Ian’s buttons,” he said, and I couldn’t read his tone at all. 
 
    “He deserves it.” I stared him down without flinching. 
 
    “Yeah,” Matthew said quietly, and a smile teased the corners of his mouth. “Yeah, he really does a lot of the time.” 
 
    My mouth dropped open in shock, and he took advantage of it to lean down and kiss me, his tongue delving into my mouth and teasing mine. 
 
    We made out against the door for an indeterminate while, lost in the play of tongues and the soft sounds of kisses and pleasure trapped in the intimate space between us. Our bodies molded together like they’d never been apart. 
 
    One final kiss, and then he leaned his forehead against mine. His eyes were still closed. Gods, he looked exhausted. Those dark bags under his eyes were big enough to travel internationally. 
 
    “Shower?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    Matthew chuckled. “Shower. And then sleep.” He opened his eyes and smiled at me; his eyes were smiling too, with little crinkles at the corners. Even worn-out and coming down from a night of fighting for his life and a morning of fucking in the woods he was so fucking handsome. It was unfair. “Stay with me?” 
 
    Well, how could I say no? I nodded, and he caught me by the hand and led me into the bathroom, his fingers warm and firm around mine. 
 
    I didn’t usually shower with other people, even when I was sleeping with them. I liked to linger, soaping every crevice and then letting the water wash down over me endlessly, a soothing, hypnotizing cascade that sluiced away all my thoughts along with the soap and grime. 
 
    Matthew turned out to be an excellent shower partner. For one, he let me stand directly under the hot water, exiling himself to the edges of it. Well, not totally exiled. There was barely enough space between our bodies for the water to flow through. But he let me hog the shower. And for two, he didn’t get in my way. He didn’t grope me, or try to wash me, or mess with my hair — which was something I would’ve hated, because I had a system. I was particular about how I got clean, even when I wasn’t in my other form using my tongue. 
 
    Instead, he shared the soap and minded his own business, letting me enjoy the warm press of his body while I washed. 
 
    I closed my eyes and tipped my head up, allowing the water to course down my chest and rinse away the last of the lather. Billowing steam softened my skin and warmed my lungs. I was in heaven. 
 
    Matthew’s chest pressed up against my back. Well, I was done. Why not lean back and luxuriate? His chest hair felt even better in the shower. The rest of him wasn’t bad either. 
 
    “Ian has really good shampoo,” I said without thinking. “You should get some of that.” He tensed slightly, and I shot an elbow into his ribs. “He wasn’t in the shower with me, asshole. I woke up in his and Nate’s place, where you left me, I might add. Was I supposed to just stay dirty?” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything.” Matthew sighed and wrapped an arm around my waist. “Sorry. Our mom gets him that stuff. I guess she thinks I’m enough of a grown-up to get my own.” 
 
    “Where are your parents?” I knew Matthew and Ian’s father had been the pack leader at some point, from an offhand comment Sam Kimball had made, but I hadn’t seen or heard any sign of them since I’d been with the Armitages. 
 
    “Cabin up north. My dad’s an alright guy but — okay, honestly? He was a terrible pack leader. He hired Jonathan Hawthorne, just for example. And after the pack council strongly suggested he should retire early, they moved. My mom hates pack politics anyway. They’re both happier.” 
 
    Matthew’s hand crept down my abdomen, and I squirmed a little. It tickled. My cock was perking up, though, and his was showing definite interest against the small of my back. 
 
    “Ask her where she gets it. You’re obviously not grown-up enough to handle your own toiletry purchases.” 
 
    I wished I’d bitten my tongue as soon as I heard those words out loud. I might as well have said, Buy better soap because I’m going to be sharing your shower and your bedroom indefinitely. And I’d insulted him, as a bonus. 
 
    But Matthew just nuzzled my ear and laughed. “Obviously not.” His hand went lower, wrapping around my growing erection. “I’d rather not talk about my parents right now.” 
 
    He stroked me, up and down, slow and even, with a squeeze right below the head thrown in for good measure. “I thought you wanted to sleep.” 
 
    “I can multitask.” He reached his other hand between our bodies and pressed his fingertips into the crack of my ass without changing the rhythm of the hand jerking me off. “See? Multitasking.” 
 
    “Mmmph,” was all I could manage, and then a longer, drawn-out moan as his fingers found their target. 
 
    “I have an even better idea,” he murmured in my ear. 
 
    And he went to his knees behind me. 
 
    I bit my lip as he parted my cheeks and started to lick. No more moaning. I’d make him think I was easy. He speared my hole with his tongue and ran his thumb over the head of my cock. 
 
    Oh, fuck, I was so easy…I moaned, and then whimpered, and then moaned again. This was so much better than simple healing magic, the swipe of his tongue and the gentle caress of his kisses. The lingering soreness made it better, added that tiny frisson of pain to the sweetness of being worshipped like this. 
 
    When I came all over his hand and the shower wall, my knees nearly buckled, and I had to slap my hands against the side of the shower to hold myself up, my head hanging down between my heaving shoulders. 
 
    Matthew stood, gathered me up, and bundled me out of the shower and into a towel. “Now we’re sleeping,” he said, and leaned down to kiss me. “I’m locking the door. And if you feel like putting some magic on it so anyone who knocks on it for the next few hours gets an electric shock or something, I won’t complain.” 
 
    I kissed him back, letting it linger. “Consider it done.” I staggered to the bedroom door, put my hand on it, and concentrated for a minute. “Just a silence ward,” I told him as I turned around. “We won’t be able to hear them knocking. And they’ll maybe get a sense of horrible impending dread when they try the doorknob.” 
 
    Matthew tossed his towel onto a chair and collapsed into bed, his eyes closed before he was even horizontal. “Works for me,” he mumbled. 
 
    He was already half asleep, his mouth falling open on a soft snore. Gods, that shouldn’t be adorable. Adorable or not, towels couldn’t be left like that. They’d get all mildewed. I wrinkled my nose, sighed, took both our towels into the bathroom like a responsible person, and then crawled into bed next to Matthew. 
 
    The bed sucked me down and I was out in seconds. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Take Me Home 
 
    My mistake, it turned out, was forgetting to put silence wards on Matthew’s phone — or to just, you know, silence it. 
 
    I woke to buzzing, and then Matthew cursing, and then a heartfelt, “Fuck.” The buzzing stopped. “Yeah, Kimball. What?” 
 
    Colin, then. I’d been stretched out on my stomach, and I rolled over and peered up at Matthew. My limbs felt leaden. However long we’d slept, it hadn’t been nearly enough. He looked more or less refreshed, though. Fucking alphas. 
 
    I closed my eyes again. Fucking Matthew, fucking Colin. Fucking annoying alphas the both of them. They could deal with each other without my help, since they were apparently able to function without sleep. 
 
    Until Matthew said, “Yeah, I can ask him and have him call you back. He’s still here, yeah.” 
 
    Oh, gods. Ugh. That meant me. 
 
    My eyes popped open again. What did he mean by he’s still here, anyway? Was that a problem or something? 
 
    And now there was no way I was going back to sleep. I rolled out of bed and headed into the bathroom to wake up. 
 
    When I came out again, Matthew was scowling down at his blank phone screen like it had told him he had fleas. 
 
    “Can I use your phone to call him back?” I didn’t have one at the moment, but I’d need to get one. I couldn’t depend on Matthew for my outside communication. 
 
    Presuming that I would be staying here, and that there was an ‘inside’ and an ‘outside,’ which was maybe nuts. He hadn’t even kissed me when we woke up. Okay, he was on the phone…but shouldn’t he be kissing me now? Or doing something other than getting pissed someone besides him wanted to talk to me? 
 
    Matthew tossed his phone across the bed, still scowling. “Colin wants you to come to the Kimball territory. If you’re going, I should go with you.” 
 
    I picked up the phone and turned on the screen. His attitude was rubbing me the wrong way; did he think he owned me now that we’d fucked? “Did he ask you to come? And weren’t you just telling me you needed to keep your distance?” 
 
    “I don’t think you should be going anywhere alone —” 
 
    Oh, fuck that. He didn’t think I should be able to make my own decisions? 
 
    “I think you should mind your own fucking business,” I snapped, and poked the call button with a little more force than I needed to. 
 
    Matthew got up and stomped into the bathroom, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    It took two minutes to find out what Colin wanted: he needed new wards on the territory, he wasn’t sure about dealing with the spell bags and hoped I could at least supervise their disposal, and the council was giving him trouble about taking over for his father, probably at Bill’s background instigation. Having a shaman backing him up and helping with all the shit the death of their previous shaman had left undone would give him leverage. 
 
    And he wasn’t asking for a favor; he wanted to pay standard freelance rates. 
 
    I dropped Matthew’s phone back on the bed and looked around. Water was running in the bathroom, and it sounded like maybe Matthew was shaving. 
 
    Fuck. I’d left my clothes on the bathroom floor, including my boots. 
 
    And I couldn’t deal with this. I opened the window, shifted, and jumped down to the ground. Ten minutes later I was in my car, fully dressed in some of the spare clothes I’d left there, and on my way to the Kimball territory. 
 
    I’d stop in Laceyville to get some new boots and a phone. Matthew could kiss my fuzzy bobcat ass — and maybe I’d even let him once he stopped being a controlling douchebag. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Arik!” Colin said with a smile as I got out of the car, new boots in place and phone in my pocket. “You look good.” He subtly sniffed the air, and his smile wavered. Yeah, I hadn’t cleaned up nearly enough to get rid of the scent of what Matthew and I had done together. 
 
    “I don’t need to look good to fix your territory wards,” I said, maybe a little more sharply than I needed to. 
 
    Because what I really didn’t need was another alpha telling me how attractive I was and then acting like a douche. 
 
    “Oookay,” Colin said, raising his eyebrows. “Glad you’re recovered from the fight, is all.” 
 
    And then I felt like a douche. 
 
    I sighed and followed Colin into the house, nodding at a few passing pack members as I did. I could at least try to be polite. 
 
    Which…yeah. Trying to be polite lasted me approximately five days. 
 
    I’d met with the pack council when I arrived, walked part of the territory boundary with Colin, and tried not to snap at him too much. Being knotted by an alpha could induce a negative reaction to other alphas’ pheromones, but I was edgy even when no other alphas were around. 
 
    I slept in a spare room in the pack house, got up early in the morning, and started work on the wards. Adam really had left a lot of loopholes, and it was hard and absorbing work — or would’ve been, if I could’ve fucking focused. 
 
    The next days were more of the same, and it started to wear on me. I wasn’t getting any more relaxed, and every time I thought of Matthew — every five minutes, in other words — my stomach clenched with arousal and my teeth started grinding. 
 
    On day five I spent all day along the boundary. Colin brought me fresh bags of salt as needed and made attempts at conversation — which consisted mostly of decreasingly subtle questions about my relationship with Matthew. 
 
    I cut him off in the middle of asking me whether Matthew had any plans to take a mate anytime soon — because, seriously? Fuck him. If Matthew wanted me as a mate, I’d know but I wouldn’t tell Colin, and if he didn’t, then I wouldn’t know — and told him I needed to be alone to work my shamanic mojo. 
 
    Which was total bullshit. But I needed him to go away. I was edgy, and increasingly miserable as the afternoon wore into evening, and it looked like it was going to rain again. For someone who loved showering so much, I hated getting caught in the rain. 
 
    “I’ll just — I’ll head back to the house, then,” Colin said, looking more confused than anything. “You’re going to follow along once you’ve done your thing?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” I said. Just leave me alone. 
 
    Colin turned and headed back the way we’d come, leaving me alone in a stand of pines near the main road. The warding here really, truly sucked. 
 
    I let that evaporate from my mind and closed my eyes, trying to breathe deeply, even though my chest felt tight, and also trying to get to the bottom of this odd, unsettled mood of mine. Pine and dirt. Damp. A faint hint of engine oil and gasoline emanating from the stained asphalt a few yards from me. Rabbits. My nose twitched. I was getting hungry, and rabbits were delicious. 
 
    The nearly undetectable scent of Matthew, still ingrained into my skin — or just into my imagination. 
 
    I opened my eyes. Nothing but the gray-shadowed branches of trees, fading into the descending twilight. 
 
    He’d knotted me. That shouldn’t matter. 
 
    But it did, and it wasn’t only a physiological reaction. For the first time in a long time I didn’t just feel alone — I felt lonely. 
 
    A breeze carried a damp breath of nighttime chill past me, and I shivered, even though cold didn’t bother me much at all. 
 
    And then my phone rang. I pulled it out of my pocket and stared at it. A local number, but no one had my number except Colin. 
 
    “Yeah?” I said cautiously. 
 
    An exhale down the line. “It’s me,” Matthew said. “And before you ask, Dor can apparently hack the phone company with his brain, and no, I don’t know how, and yes, I realize this makes me look like a crazy stalker.” 
 
    I let out a shaky laugh. Why did I suddenly feel like I could breathe again? 
 
    “Are you a crazy stalker?” I meant it to sound teasing, but my voice faltered. 
 
    He paused. I realized I could hear some background noise. Rushing, or rumbling, or something. Was he — yes, he was driving. And I was pretty sure I could guess where he was going. 
 
    “I’m going to go with maybe,” he said at last. “I’m not sure if I’m crazy.” Another deep inhale and exhale. “Arik, are you totally, completely sure you took that spell off?” 
 
    My heart gave a fluttery lurch. He didn’t sound accusing. He sounded — lost. “We’ve been over this more than once.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. And I don’t doubt your word. Fuck. Forget I said anything. I don’t doubt your skill, either, even though I know that sounded like it. But I don’t feel — where are you right now? Are you at the Kimball pack house?” 
 
    “No, I’m near the highway. Maybe — maybe two miles from the turnoff into the Kimball territory. Past it, I mean. From the direction you’re coming from.” 
 
    He didn’t even try to deny it. “Can you wait there for me? I’ll be there in ten minutes.” 
 
    It felt like I was answering a totally different question. A way more important one. “Yeah,” I said softly. “I’ll wait here.” 
 
    I hung up the phone and leaned against a tree trunk, taking a few minutes to sink into its deep, slow-moving consciousness and try to calm my own emotions. When I emerged I could hear tires on asphalt, and I felt a little more grounded. 
 
    Matthew pulled over onto the shoulder a few yards away and got out. Once he shut the door and the dome light and headlights faded out, we were bathed in gloom, with the last ghost of the afternoon sun fading away over the treetops. It felt like our own world. An owl hooted quietly from a little distance away. 
 
    I waited for Matthew to come to me. He’d driven this far, and the gods only knew what persuasion and begging he’d had to exert to get Dor to find my phone number. He could cross that last little distance, because I didn’t think I could do it alone. 
 
    And he did, coming up to me without hesitation, stopping only a foot away. Close enough to touch, if I could bring myself to reach out and do it. 
 
    Instead I dug my fingers into the tree trunk behind me. 
 
    Matthew looked tired, and serious, and resolved. Like he’d made up his mind about something. His dark blue eyes were unflinching as he gazed into mine. 
 
    “I don’t feel any different,” he said into the silence. “I didn’t feel any different after you left the first time. Not as crazy, but I still felt like I was going to crawl out of my skin if I couldn’t see you again.” He swallowed hard. Not quite as calm as he was trying to look, maybe. My heart picked up, jolting my ribs with every beat. 
 
    I flashed back to the moment I’d confronted him after leaving Ian’s house. You didn’t. I don’t feel any— You’re lying. And then I’d been so angry that I hadn’t paused to really think about what he’d said. 
 
    He didn’t feel any different. 
 
    He’d felt like he was in love with me, because I’d put him under a spell. 
 
    Then I took the spell off, but he still felt… 
 
    “What are you saying, Matthew?” I asked hoarsely. “I can’t — I can’t afford to make any assumptions about this.” My fingers were going to break if I pressed them into the tree any harder. 
 
    He smiled crookedly. “You can’t afford to? I’m the one who’s out on a limb here. And I’m pretty sure you’re going to saw it off, but every minute of the last five days has been fucking endless, wondering if you’re going to stay here with Colin, or disappear again, for good this time. And yeah, I know I’m the one who should be out on a limb. You were working with the Kimballs when they attacked us, yes. But — all your available choices were bad, remember?” He took a deep breath. “When you had that spell on me, I couldn’t think about anything but you. I craved you. I would’ve done anything to protect you, and to win you. And I’ve felt that way ever since. If I’m being honest…I think I started to feel that way before the spell, too. I’m not quite sure when you put it on me, for one thing. Seems like a change I should’ve noticed.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, dizzy and nauseated and hopeful and aroused and — joyful? Was that sick feeling joy and fear mixed together? I couldn’t tell. It felt like swooping down from a height and not knowing if you were going to miss the ground. Did I even believe him? 
 
    Yes, I did, because I knew damn well my spell wasn’t affecting him anymore, even if it had taken a little time for his mind to resettle into normality. This was how he really felt. How he’d maybe felt before the spell even took effect…and I could hardly even process the possibility of that, that he’d seen something in me that made him start to love me before I’d even messed with his head. But would it last? I had no way of knowing. 
 
    And did I want it to? That was a lot easier: yes. Yes, I did, I wanted it so badly I was paralyzed. 
 
    Alphas can’t be trusted. Alphas always lie, always take, never give. Alphas don’t love anyone but themselves. 
 
    That had been my mantra for most of my life. And part of me still believed it. 
 
    But Matthew had stopped when I told him to, and then left my choices for me to make. Matthew had lain back with his hands behind him and waited for me to show him what I wanted. Matthew had killed Parker, ripping him to shreds because Parker had hurt me and wanted to hurt me again. He’d used his strength to protect me, not to compel me. 
 
    Maybe if I expected to be treated like more than a shaman and a commodity, it was time to treat him like more than just an alpha. 
 
    When I opened my eyes again, it was in time to see Matthew’s veneer of calm melt away into something like despair. 
 
    “You can take more time to give me an answer,” he said. “You can — fuck, I don’t know. You can tell me to fuck off right now, too, obviously.” 
 
    “You haven’t asked me a question,” I whispered. 
 
    He leaned a fraction closer and sucked in a deep breath. I was lost in his eyes, pleading and sincere — and behind that, a reservoir of avid desire that made my heart pound. “Come home with me. Please?” 
 
    “I’m supposed to be putting up the wards.” 
 
    A slow smile bloomed on Matthew’s lips, and his eyes grew soft with relief; yeah, he’d recognized that for the weak, barely-there protest it was. 
 
    “And it’s quitting time. Come home. I’ll drive you back in the morning and be that asshole who drops his boyfriend off at work and kisses him in front of his clients so they know to keep their hands off.” 
 
    Boyfriend. What a strangely innocuous word to describe whatever we were to each other. It was normal, and human, the kind of word no one had ever thought to associate with me. 
 
    I mean, ever. Even if you left out the claws and the teeth and the magic, my tattoos and long hair alone made me don’t-take-home-to-mother material. 
 
    Of course, Matthew was taking me home to his brother, who decapitated monsters for fun, and his brother-in-law, who’d knocked me out with a magical water bottle. 
 
    So maybe I was the right material for them. 
 
    And he was taking me home. 
 
    I was smiling helplessly as I asked him, “So are you going to growl and pop your claws at Colin too, or do you think kissing’s going to get the pissing on your territory point across?” 
 
    Matthew moved in even closer, filling my whole field of vision and crowding me against the tree, until kissing was practically a necessity. “Are you going to kiss me back?” 
 
    I finally unclamped my fingers from the tree trunk and slid my arms up over his shoulders, clasping my hands loosely behind his neck. Evening had really set in. It was noticeably chillier. And I didn’t feel it, because Matthew warmed me all the way down, a glow that had nothing to do with alpha body heat and everything to do with how I knew nothing was going to get to me as long as he stood that close. 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I am.” 
 
    “Then I don’t need to piss on anything. You can tell Colin you’re mine, since you’re the one who gets to make that decision anyway. And I’ll stand there looking incredibly fucking smug.” He paused. “I may flip him off with my claws and stick my tongue out when your back is turned.” 
 
    When he finally closed those last few millimeters between us, I was laughing. 
 
    I’d never had a laughing kiss before, never felt lightness and arousal and longing all bubbling up in me at once, fizzier than champagne and sweeter than honey. 
 
    “Take me home,” I murmured into his kiss, and he wrapped his arms around me and led me back to the car. I’d text Colin later to let him know where I’d gone. 
 
    Matthew’s hand was hot and heavy on my hip, sneaking down to grope my ass with some serious intent. Fuck, I was aching for it. It’d been nearly a week. 
 
    I’d text Colin much later. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Cute Little Tufty Ears 
 
    Home was an idea that took a while to really register with me. 
 
    Yeah, Matthew and I fucked every night. And yeah, I got some of Ian’s fancy shampoo and put it in Matthew’s bathroom — our bathroom. My bathroom, almost, considering how much time I spent showering, something Matthew smiled at but never teased me about. 
 
    He always got to knot me on nights when I spent an hour in the shower without him saying a single fucking word about it. 
 
    The Armitage pack was wary at first, but I knew they’d started to accept me when the pups were allowed to run through the house without their parents watching warily, brushing past me as carelessly as they did everyone else. The pack didn’t have that many kids in it, but there was a small gang of pre-teens who liked to shift and wrestle around out back, and a few toddlers who sprouted tiny claws and fuzzy tails when they were startled. I wasn’t a pack animal, but these kids were well cared for and obviously well loved, even though all their clothes were old and mended. I couldn’t help smiling when they barreled through and howled in squeaky little voices. 
 
    But it didn’t fully sink in until two weeks after I’d gone back to the Armitage territory to stay. 
 
    I’d mostly finished with my jobs for the Kimball pack. I couldn’t be sure whether or not Matthew had carried out his threat, but the first morning he’d dropped me off, I’d turned to say hi to Colin and Colin had looked behind me, turned bright red, and shaken his head. I thought it was more dignified to pretend I hadn’t noticed anything. 
 
    So Colin had been a lot more professional, and the work had gotten almost done, but I had to head back that day for a few hours to fix the warding in a spot where they’d done some landscaping work. 
 
    I was just putting away the cereal box when the front door slammed. A moment later Nate came stomping into the kitchen, scowling ferociously. He had a cup of coffee in one hand, and an empty mug in the other, which he slammed down on the counter in front of me. 
 
    “For you,” he growled. 
 
    In scrawled, cramped, nearly illegible handwriting, it read My Mate Is an Asshole Who Won’t Let Nate Grow Valerian Because He’s a Princess Who Doesn’t Like the Smell. I had to pick it up and turn it all around, squinting at it, before I could make it out. 
 
    “Ian won’t let you grow valerian?” 
 
    Nate grimaced. “Ian doesn’t care. It’s Matthew. Fucker. He claims it stinks. I’m the pack warlock, I need my herbs!” 
 
    Valerian did smell terrible, but it was necessary for a few spells I did too. I was totally on his side on this, but…oh, fuck. Hang on. 
 
    “Wait a minute. Matthew? He’s not your mate.” My brain slowly churned to the inevitable conclusion. “He’s not my mate either! What the fuck is this?” 
 
    I set the mug down on the counter and backed away from it slowly, resisting the urge to wash my hands. 
 
    “Right,” Nate snorted, with an epic eye-roll. “Not your mate. What the fuck ever.” He took a giant swig of his coffee. Before meeting Nate, I hadn’t realized coffee-drinking could express such a range of emotions, but I’d wised up. The way Nate was slurping meant he was furious. He pointed an accusing finger at me. “I don’t care what you have to do, but change his mind!” 
 
    And with that he stomped out again, muttering about how Matthew didn’t know anything about gardening anyway. 
 
    I stared at the mug. It didn’t do anything untoward except…exist, which was more than enough. 
 
    Matthew. My mate. 
 
    Something he hadn’t even hinted at wanting from me. 
 
    And yet here I was filling the role of the pack leader’s mate, at least in this makeshift excuse for a pack: being harassed before I’d even eaten my breakfast by pack members who had some problem with Matthew and hoped I’d intercede for them. Other packs had more formal processes for putting complaints through a leader’s mate, like filing a petition. 
 
    This one did snide handmade Sharpie coffee mugs. 
 
    Fuck, some days the Armitages really underlined the point of why Matthew’s mother had been so happy to move to a remote cabin in the mountains. 
 
    Maybe they had a spare bedroom. 
 
    Ugh. 
 
    I abandoned my cereal and headed to the car, slipping away before Matthew could reappear from wherever he’d gone with a councilmember who needed his take on some boring issue or other. I needed to brood. 
 
    And brood I did, through a long day of carefully spreading salt, muttering incantations, and funneling power into the broken part of the Kimball wards. It only took a quarter of my attention at most. That left seventy-five percent of my brain to worry about what Matthew did want from me, if he didn’t want to mate me. 
 
    He hadn’t even said he loved me, not in those exact words. And not at all since he’d tracked me down to bring me home. 
 
    Was I a placeholder for some future mate, a nice werewolf girl who’d know how to deal with her brother-in-law shoving mugs at her angrily? Someone Matthew’s council would fully support, someone who might bring a pack alliance with her, or even, gods forbid, some money? 
 
    I wasn’t a girl. I wasn’t even a werewolf. 
 
    …And Matthew didn’t know I wasn’t a werewolf. I would’ve liked to have said it hadn’t come up, but why would it have? I was a shaman. My scent was odd anyway, and disguised to boot. He’d never asked. And like a cowardly idiot, I’d never brought it up. 
 
    I was still brooding when I gave Colin a short, cranky farewell and got in the car, still brooding when I pulled up by the Armitage garage and yanked too hard on the parking brake, and still brooding when I went straight upstairs and got immediately into the shower, locking the bathroom door behind me. 
 
    Forty-five minutes of hot water and a really irresponsible amount of fancy shampoo later, I still had no idea what to do. What I was doing. What Matthew was doing. Fuck. Ugh. He was in lust. He didn’t actually love me. 
 
    Did I love him? 
 
    By the time I got there, I really hated myself for caring. 
 
    I stomped out of the bathroom with a force worthy of Nate on a rampage, and stopped dead. 
 
    Matthew was lying on the bed, shirtless and with his jeans unbuttoned, his bare ankles crossed. He was texting on his phone, but the second I came out he stopped and tossed the phone onto his nightstand. 
 
    Because he had his nightstand, and I had my nightstand, because…somehow, I lived here. 
 
    And I had no idea why I was living here. 
 
    On my nightstand, I realized, was Nate’s fucking awful mug. And it had steam coming out of it. 
 
    “I found this great mug and made you some tea,” Matthew said with a mischievous grin. Gods. Either he was completely oblivious, or he vastly overestimated how well teasing me when I was in this mood would work out for him. 
 
    “Fucking great,” I snarled, and stomped back into the bathroom to hang up my towel. 
 
    When I came back out he was standing by the bed shucking his jeans, his eyes glowing a little despite my grouchiness. 
 
    Right. Because I’d taken a long shower and was naked. Frustration welled up so strongly and so suddenly that it burst right out of me. 
 
    “How the fuck do we have old-married-couple routines and people giving me mugs that say you’re my mate on them when all we are is two people who like to fuck?” I wasn’t shouting, but it was close. “We’re not mated! We’re never going to be mated! I’m not even a fucking werewolf!” 
 
    And by the end, yeah. I was shouting. I stopped, fists on my hips and chest heaving, probably all red from the shower and looking ridiculous. 
 
    Matthew finally, finally had the good sense to look wary. 
 
    Wary, and also shocked. His eyes widened, and he carefully set his jeans aside on a chair, as if afraid they’d start shouting at him too. 
 
    “Okaaay,” he said slowly. “So, I’m not sure which part of that to try to argue with first.” 
 
    “I didn’t say it because I want you to argue with me!” 
 
    “Well, you can’t expect me to just nod and agree, can you?” And now he was angry too, or getting there. His jaw clenched, and his eyes were full-on blazing now. 
 
    “Yes, actually,” I ground out. “Yes, I can expect you to nod and agree with me, because nothing I said is arguable.” 
 
    Matthew’s eyes narrowed. Oh, shit. I’d activated pack-leader Matthew, who spent all day arguing with his council and with Ian and with various people who were understandably reluctant to loan the pack money. 
 
    “One,” he said, and I groaned and turned away. “One!” he repeated, now sounding really fucking pissed. “We have couple routines because we live together. And you’re welcome for the tea, by the way.” I winced. I did feel a little bad about that. A lot of nights Matthew made me something to drink before bed, and I loved it. “Two, I’m not responsible for Nate expressing his feelings via drinking vessel.” He paused, and I felt my face flaming even redder. “Sorry, was that tactless?” 
 
    And now he was laughing at me? I whirled on him, ready to give him a huge fucking piece of my mind and possibly claw his face off, and I found him right behind me, having snuck up on me silently in the two seconds since he’d spoken. 
 
    Fucking alphas, gods dammit. 
 
    I opened my mouth, and he seized me around the waist and grappled us both down onto the bed, landing so hard on top of me that the bed creaked and bounced. He’d managed to get between my legs, and his boxer-clad hips pressed into my naked inner thighs. I wriggled. He moved his hips, and his boxer-clad cock nudged behind my balls. 
 
    I gasped up at him, so indignant I couldn’t even fight back. 
 
    “Too soon with the water bottle jokes?” He was grinning. 
 
    “Nate’s right, Matthew, you are a fucking asshole,” I spat. 
 
    His grin faded away, replaced with a thoughtful look that meant trouble. “I thought it was the mate part of the mug that had you so pissed.” 
 
    I pushed on his chest. As usual, it was like pushing on a warm, perfectly muscled brick wall. My fingers lingered a little before I yanked them away like they’d been burned. Traitors. 
 
    “I’m not pissed. I’m…” Inarticulate? Confused? Either would’ve worked. Trying desperately not to believe in something that seemed impossible? 
 
    That too. 
 
    Matthew sighed and settled on one elbow, using his other hand to stroke the hair off my face. It’d gotten all tousled, and after I’d spent so much time brushing it out. 
 
    “Forget the numbered list. You’re not one of my councilors. Sorry.” He leaned down and kissed me, and I didn’t have the heart to turn my head away. Gods, his lips were wonderful. But he broke the kiss and leaned up again to gaze down at me. “So you’re not a werewolf. What are you, then?” 
 
    I blinked up at him. “There’s no way you’re not angry I didn’t tell you before now. And there’s no way that isn’t a problem for you.” 
 
    He pressed his lips together. “Actually. Nate told me his wards would’ve activated if another werewolf crossed them, so I was already pretty sure you were something else. I’ve just been waiting for you to want to tell me.” 
 
    I’d been agonizing over it, and he’d known the whole time. So fucking typical. “Well, now I’m telling you,” I said. “And don’t tell me it’s not a problem for you, because your council would never go for —” I snapped my mouth shut before one more word could escape. 
 
    Fuck. Double fucking fuck. 
 
    Matthew stared at me, the beginning of a smile teasing the corners of his lips. “My council would never go for what exactly, Arik?” 
 
    My lips were closed, gods dammit. I shook my head and glared at him. 
 
    “Because,” he went on implacably, “it almost sounded like you were about to be upset that they wouldn’t accept you as my mate. Which you wouldn’t care about if you didn’t — care.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t,” I said, even though I’d been so determined not to say another word. “They wouldn’t.” And that came out sounding…pathetic. Like I really did care. 
 
    “Yeah, they would,” Matthew said softly, his eyes glowing. He put his hand to the side of my face, his palm cupping my cheek tenderly. “They would, because they’d have to. If they didn’t, I’d resign as pack leader. And then they’d probably have to deal with Ian. No one wants that.” 
 
    He meant it. Gods, he actually meant it. 
 
    “Why haven’t you asked me then? Why haven’t you — you let me think you didn’t want more than this.” 
 
    “I told you I loved you. I told you five days without you was too fucking much and I wanted you here, with me. And in case that didn’t sink in: I love you. I’m in fucking love with you. I’d mate you right here and now, if you were wondering, and I’m not going to ask anyone’s fucking permission but yours.” He gripped me a little tighter. “I left the ball in your court. Did you really want me following you around like an idiot all day every day, begging you to let me knot you and bite you and keep you forever?” 
 
    Well…yes? Fuck. I couldn’t admit that. I couldn’t even admit that to myself without feeling like I belonged on the cover of a teen magazine. Or worse, in a teen magazine’s advice column. 
 
    I swallowed hard. “I’m a lynx. A bobcat, specifically.” 
 
    Matthew stared for a second and his eyes lit up. “Do you have the…” He took his hand off my face to gesture vaguely at his ear, looking like he was about to burst with the force of suppressed laughter. 
 
    “Yes, asshole, I have the cute little tufty ears, fuck.” My cheeks burned, and I scowled at him — until he swooped down and kissed the scowl right off my face. 
 
    “I love tufty ears,” he muttered between kisses, “and I love you. Bond with me. I’ll knot you every night and eat your ass until you scream.” 
 
    “I don’t — mmm — scream when I’m — mmm — oh, gods,” I cried out, as Matthew abandoned my mouth in favor of moving down. 
 
    And then farther down. 
 
    It turned out I did scream, and I loved every second of it. 
 
    Matthew’s eyes were glowing and his shiny, reddened mouth was stretched in a cocky grin when he left off between my legs and braced himself over me. He’d pushed his boxers off at some point, and his erection was flushed and dripping. A bottle of lube was lost somewhere in the tangled sheets, but he’d already gotten a lot of it on his hand. 
 
    I spread my legs even farther, wrapping my hands around the backs of my knees and giving him an unmistakable invitation. 
 
    “Like this?” Matthew slid two fingers inside me, making me bite my lip and squirm. 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I meant on your back like this.” We’d been experimenting with positions, but mostly I’d either ridden him or he’d fucked me from behind, spooned together on our sides. He never complained — just the opposite — but I knew there was a large part of him (a very large part) that wanted to hold me down and pound me into next week. 
 
    I shoved anything other than this moment out of my head. Matthew loved me. I was starting to believe it, even. And there was a part of me (a tight, well-slicked, very eager part) that wanted that too. 
 
    “Yeah,” I breathed. “Like this.” 
 
    He twisted his fingers and made us both moan, and then fumbled around for the lube and slicked up his cock. 
 
    When he sank into me, his whole body pressing me down, I’d never been less afraid in my life. I held myself open, threw my head back, and let him have his way with me. Matthew looped one arm under my waist and lifted me up, holding us both off the bed with the other arm braced in a display of alpha strength that should’ve — who gave a fuck what it should’ve done to me, it made me stare up at him, eyes wide, and come in convulsions that wracked my whole body and made me clench around him hard enough to draw out a groan. 
 
    Matthew’s knot swelled inside me, pushing the limits of my body’s capacity, and he collapsed on me, his arm still under my waist and cradling me close. He buried his face in my neck and mouthed at the sensitive skin there. I felt the careful, restrained scrape of his teeth. 
 
    “Not tonight?” I whispered. 
 
    “Whenever you want,” he said, pressing soft kisses to my throat. “If you ever do. I love you.” 
 
    I opened my mouth, but the words got stuck somewhere between my lungs and my lips. I’d never said that to anyone. I was terrified of saying it, even though I knew logically it wouldn’t change anything — not when it was an increasingly louder refrain in my mind, repeating endlessly whenever Matthew smiled at me, or took my hand and kissed it, or looked at me like I was the sunrise and the sunset all in one. 
 
    So I went the Han Solo route. “I know,” I said. 
 
    Matthew vibrated against me — with laughter, I realized. “Good enough for me, sweetheart.” And he kissed my shoulder and put his head down with a contented sigh. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around his back and stroked him. It was good enough for me, too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    I Know 
 
    Two months later 
 
      
 
    The lights of Lancaster were fading in my rearview mirror, and I pressed down on the gas until the pedal hit the floor. Ian’s car surged, growling like an alpha, eating up the miles between me and the Armitage territory. 
 
    No, between me and home. I’d been gone for a whole week, even though it was only supposed to be three days. A fledgling pack with only six members was getting established right over the Oregon border, and they’d called Matthew and formally requested the services of his pack shaman for their wards and a few charms to repel a particularly aggressive little band of gnomes who lived nearby. They were tired of having all their cutlery stolen in the middle of the night. 
 
    I’d accepted the job, because even though they were only starting out they had cash money, something our pack always needed. I’d kissed Matthew goodbye — and then he’d kissed me goodbye at much greater length, bending me backwards over Ian’s car with a hand fisted in my hair — and I’d headed out, breathless and with my cock straining the front of my jeans, but secretly a little glad to get a few days to myself. 
 
    Pack life was a bit much, it turned out. I wasn’t complaining, but…yeah, I needed a few days of relative solitude. 
 
    And driving Ian’s million-horsepower monster of a car was a perk I couldn’t turn down. I was the only person he let drive it. The first time I’d seen it I’d practically started drooling and made a few comparisons to Matthew’s Prius that Matthew didn’t appreciate at all. Ian said I deserved it, since I was the only person he knew who drove faster than he did. 
 
    Nate just shuddered, rolled his eyes, and went to get a cup of coffee. 
 
    Whatever. Nate liked Matthew’s Prius. His opinion wasn’t worth shit. 
 
    It was barely getting dark when I roared and rumbled my way down the access road, finally pulling the car carefully into the garage. As the engine quieted, there was nothing but the chirping of early-summer insects and the pinging of cooling metal. 
 
    I got out into the humid evening. Matthew wasn’t waiting for me. 
 
    I frowned, and that last little bit of worry that I couldn’t persuade away started gnawing at me again. What if a week had been too long, and he’d decided to cut his losses? 
 
    That way lay madness, so I grabbed my bag and went inside. A couple of adolescent werewolves looked up from their video games long enough to nod at me, and I nodded back before I headed up the stairs. 
 
    There were new scuffs and scratches on the walls, the paint peeled away in a couple of places as if it had been scraped off. Odd, although how this house hadn’t simply given up and fallen down was beyond me. 
 
    I turned the corner. Our bedroom door was open, and I could hear Matthew and Ian’s voices. “…dry enough,” Ian was saying dismissively. “It’ll harden completely by tomorrow. But you can use it now.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. That sounded…dubious. If Ian wasn’t Matthew’s brother, I’d have been charging in demanding to know what the fuck he’d been up to while I was gone. 
 
    “It’s not for me,” Matthew said. “You know that.” 
 
    “Yeah, Matt. I know. You’re pathetic. You know that, right?” 
 
    “Takes one to know one,” Matthew grumbled. 
 
    I stepped into the bedroom and dropped my bag. Matthew popped out of the bathroom, his face flushed, his hair a mess, and his clothes and exposed skin liberally spattered with something white. Paint? I sniffed the air. I didn’t smell paint, exactly, but there was something else, something home improvement-related. 
 
    “What’s going —” Before I could finish the sentence, Matthew had me pinned up against the wall, kissing me like I’d been gone for months instead of days. He ground his cock into my hip, and I thrust back, simultaneously trying to climb him like a tree. 
 
    Giddy joy surged up in me, and I couldn’t pull him close enough, couldn’t kiss him hard enough, wanted my clothes to spontaneously combust so that I could have his skin on mine, now. 
 
    “I’ll get my keys back later, fuck,” Ian muttered as he brushed past us and left the room, shutting the door with pointed force behind him. 
 
    Matthew pulled back, and I whined in protest. “I have to show you something,” he said breathlessly, and then dived right back in. “Fuck, fuck, I missed you,” he said against my neck. “Fuck.” 
 
    “Yes please,” I moaned, and started to tear at his stained clothing. 
 
    “No,” he said, and pulled back again. “No, wait, seriously. I need to show you.” 
 
    “Show me quickly, then, and get back to the fucking.” 
 
    Matthew smiled — gods he was gorgeous like this, all happy and lustful and filthy — and pulled me into the bathroom. 
 
    Which wasn’t the same bathroom anymore. It had contained a toilet, a sink with a small counter, and a shower stall. 
 
    Now there was barely enough room to get to the toilet and the sink, the shower stall was gone, and filling most of the room was a massive bathtub. 
 
    Not just a bathtub. A sunken deal, with jets in the sides, and one side sloping and contoured for maximum lounging potential. 
 
    I gaped at it, for once completely, utterly speechless. 
 
    Grout. That was what I’d smelled and what was all over Matthew. That was why the walls were gouged and scraped. Matthew and Ian must have carried this monstrous thing up the stairs, a job that would’ve been impossible for a couple of normal human men, and challenging even for two tall alpha werewolves. 
 
    “I got it used, I’m sorry,” Matthew was saying, sounding adorably worried. “I bleached the fuck out of it, though. Nate used some magic to make sure it was ‘molecular-level clean,’ whatever that means. It’s — it’s kind of big, but I thought you — do you like it?” 
 
    My brain seemed to have stalled out. So had my mouth. I opened and closed it a few times like a landed fish. 
 
    He needed me to say something, but — what did you say about something like this? Something that showed a fundamental understanding of what I liked, of me, that no one but my brother had ever taken the time or made the effort to achieve? Most of the time I was gone had to have been spent on this project. That explained why he’d sounded so chill about it when I called to say I’d been delayed, something that had hurt my feelings at the time. 
 
    And Matthew had done it himself. He hadn’t hired a contractor or gotten one of the pack to do it. He’d grouted the fucking bathtub himself. 
 
    “Bite me,” I gasped. 
 
    A short, startled pause. “What?” 
 
    I spun around and met Matthew’s eyes. I knew my own were probably wide and wild; his were too. “Bite me. Mate me. Fucking pin me down and take me and knot me and go all alpha and leave your mark on me —” 
 
    Matthew growled, his eyes flashed, and he seized me around the waist and hauled me into his arms, dragging me into the bedroom. 
 
    Ever since I’d lifted the spell and Matthew had been sane again, he’d been so careful with me. Not always completely gentle, but never rough, and never fully dominant. Not the way he’d been when we’d fucked the first time. He held himself back, he watched me carefully, and he never, ever lost control. 
 
    I’d almost forgotten how it felt when he did. 
 
    And this time, there wasn’t a trace of fear mixed with my arousal. My whole body sang with it, with being the focus of Matthew’s unrelenting force. He shredded my clothes with his claws, kissed and nipped and licked me everywhere, and I writhed under him, gasping encouragement and pleas. 
 
    He flipped me onto my stomach, the pillow cool against my burning cheek and my legs splayed at an angle that left me completely exposed to him. I was helpless, totally under his control, and I knew that a single word from me would stop him. His breath fanned hot over the back of my neck as he pressed between my thighs, his hands hot and rough on my fevered skin. 
 
    “I’m going to fuck you,” he breathed. “Fuck you so hard and deep you’ll be feeling it for days. You’re mine, Arik. Fucking mine.” 
 
    I canted my hips up even farther, presenting myself like the submissive alpha’s mate I’d never thought I’d want to be. 
 
    Not that I’d be submitting anywhere else. But here — here, with Matthew’s heat and strength and power sheltering and claiming me, I could be whatever I wanted to be. No barriers. No restrictions, and no fear. 
 
    Matthew took me by the hips and thrust into me in one hard motion. 
 
    I didn’t try to hide what I felt. I clawed the bed — really clawed, as my fingers were shifting without my conscious input. I screamed, and I begged, and I pushed my ass up to meet him until he fucked me so hard I collapsed onto my belly. 
 
    He hauled me back up again and fucked me mercilessly. We weren’t two separate people anymore, but one, surging and hot and desperate and filled with the same need. 
 
    I felt his mouth settle on the curve between my neck and shoulder, his breath cooling my sweaty skin. I shivered, and he stilled, his cock buried impossibly deep. Aching pressure was building inside me, my hole stretching around his knot. 
 
    One of Matthew’s hands sought out one of mine, and he laid it on top. I tangled our fingers together and squeezed. Yes, do it. Please. I couldn’t say it, I could only whimper. But he knew what it meant, and he bit down hard, his extended canines sinking deep into my flesh. 
 
    The bond exploded between us, a chorus of gold and red and purple, the warp of my magic and the weft of his alpha power weaving into an unbreakable whole. 
 
    My orgasm caught me by the throat and ripped out of me. His hot come spilled into me. 
 
    I drifted away for a while, the sharp pain in my neck and the unbearable pleasure of having him in me overloading my senses. 
 
    When I came back to myself, Matthew had turned us a little onto our sides. We were stuck together, and I shifted, moaning as the knot tugged on my ass. He sighed against my neck, soothing the bite mark with his tongue. 
 
    Our hands were still joined. I looked down at our fingers, mine long and slender and tattooed, his thick and callused. 
 
    I smiled, and I could feel a slight spike of pleasure through the bond, as if Matthew was smiling with me, even though I couldn’t see it. 
 
    “I love you.” The words floated out of me as if I’d said them a million times. 
 
    Matthew went very still behind me. “You do?” he asked, in the tone of a man who’d just been told he’d won the lottery the same day his most hated enemy had been dismembered. “You — oh, fuck, Arik —” His voice broke, and he pressed his forehead into my hair, breathing raggedly. He cleared his throat. “I mean, yeah,” he said hoarsely. “I know.” 
 
    I let out a shaky laugh, closed my eyes, and leaned back against him, certain that he’d hold me there. I knew too. And I’d never doubt it again. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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 If you missed The Alpha’s Warlock… 
 
      
 
    It had been years since I set foot in the Armitage pack's territory, and I'd hoped to keep that winning streak going for a while longer. Of course, being kidnapped and cursed had a way of changing your plans. 
 
    Not that I was really setting foot in it now, more like setting hands and knees. I'd fallen so many times that I'd stopped trying to get back up, and was just crawling through the thick, loamy mud under the drenched forest canopy. 
 
    The patter of chill rain on the back of my neck was bad enough, every drop sending new shivers down my spine, but my soaked jeans were chafing in every direction and on every sensitive bit of me. Why had I worn skinny jeans this tight again? Oh, right, going out clubbing, and not planning on being kidnapped and cursed. Mud squelched through my fingers and seeped into my ankle boots. 
 
    I'd been so careless, so arrogant. My father, such as he was, had been dead for two glorious years, and the magic he'd stolen from me all my life was finally back where it belonged. I could take anyone, right? A powerful young warlock, paranoid as only years of living in the shadow of a criminal with a lot of enemies could make me. 
 
    And all it took was a few drops of witchbane poison in my fruity cocktail. 
 
    So impressive. My father, may he rot in hell, would be laughing his freaking ass off. 
 
    With a grunt and a pitiful moan, I lurched from crawling to belly-flopping in the mud. A wet and filthy rotting leaf poked into my mouth, and I spat it out, my stomach heaving as the flavor of mold burst on my tongue. I wasn't going to make it. Where the hell were the pack's perimeter guards? Someone had to patrol this huge territory, what with rival packs only a few miles away and a master vampire and his brood in the next town over. 
 
    Especially since one of those rival packs had snatched me from the club, and especially especially since they'd done it as the first step in a plot against the Armitage pack. 
 
    Or at least so I'd gathered as they chained me up in an abandoned warehouse, drew a circle of burnt celandine, and had their pack shaman start a ritual nauseatingly similar to the one my father used to do every month at the new moon. 
 
    “Armitage can't defend against this,” one of the werewolves in the corner of the room had said to another, gesturing my way. “Once his energy's bound to yours, he'll have all your resilience and all his powers, all under your control. He'll be the perfect weapon.” 
 
    He'd sounded like he was trying to talk the other were out of some serious doubts about the plan. I thought the other were was probably the smart one, since I had some serious doubts myself. 
 
    Strike that, I had no doubts at all. I was going to die here in the forest, my magic drained out of me by this fucking curse, my body withered away to nothing and sinking into the mud until only a few bones wrapped in skinny jeans remained. 
 
    And then I heard the growl. 
 
    It was the kind of sound that would make any human's nervous system go into overdrive; it had a low, throbbing undertone to it that raised all the hairs on the back of my neck. I managed to turn my head and peer into the pre-dawn gloom. A pair of glowing golden eyes looked back at me, set in the face of a wolf with his (probably his, but I sure as hell wasn't going to try to inspect) teeth bared. 
 
    Finally. Jesus, would it kill them to keep a better eye on their borders? 
 
    “I'm Nate Hawthorne,” I rasped faintly, drowned out by the rain. It didn't matter. With the wolf's supernatural hearing, I could have been twice the distance away and he'd have heard me as well as if I'd had a microphone. “I need to see Matthew Armitage.” The wolf stared me down. My head started to spin, and I dropped down, my cheek hitting the ground with a splat. “Take me to your leader.” I started to giggle, my chest heaving as the laughter morphed into sobs, the curse draining more of my life away. I could feel it like a physical tug on every vein and nerve. 
 
    The wolf tipped his head back and let out a long howl, a call that probably carried all the way to the other edge of the pack's territory. And then he came a cautious couple of steps closer, sniffed me, let out a disgusted huff, and settled on his haunches a few feet away. 
 
    He was waiting for someone, then. Backup. Maybe, hopefully, someone who could find me a shower and a borrowed pair of boxers. At least he wasn't ripping out my throat. 
 
    I probably passed out for a few minutes, because between one second and the next, another wolf was prowling out of the forest. Even with the rising sun hidden behind clouds, and even with my vision as bleary as it was, I could see that he was enormous, easily half again as large as the first. Most of the werewolves I'd seen fully shifted had some shade of gray fur, but this one had a coat like a tawny owl, variegated hues of brown and tan, dappled like sunlight through trees. 
 
    The wolf came right up to me with a nonchalant saunter that was more than a little insulting. To be fair, if I'd been a giant predator with four-inch razor-sharp retractable claws, I probably wouldn't have been too terrified of the twink in skinny jeans lying in the mud like a lump, either. 
 
    He sniffed me like the other werewolf had, and then shoved one dinner plate-sized paw under my shoulder and flipped me like a pancake. An expression that in a human would be utter horror and disbelief was oddly clear even on that lupine face. His lips drew back, exposing a wicked set of fangs. 
 
    “I need to see Matthew,” I choked out, hoping to convince him before he ripped my guts out and had his minion throw me down a ravine. I hadn't meant to tell the details of the story to anyone but the leader of the Armitage pack, for the sake of discretion, but...wasn't saving your own ass the better part of discretion? Or something? “I was kidnapped. By the Kimball pack, and it had something to do with your pack, and Jesus you don't need to kill me —” My voice rose to a squeak as he leaned in, his teeth fully on display, his enormous muzzle way, way too fucking close for comfort. 
 
    But he didn't bite, just sniffed me again, from my head all the way down to my feet, pausing at my wrists. Finally he let out a surprised-sounding huff. 
 
    A second later his huge form blurred, rippled, and reshaped into a man nearly as enormous compared to other humans as his wolf form was compared to garden-variety wolves. Messy auburn hair curled around his temples, and his freckles might have given him an air of innocence if it weren't for the cold, pale blue eyes. Oh, and the shoulders and chest bulging with muscle. And the claws. 
 
    Either way, I knew he was the opposite of innocent, and I knew damn well who he was. 
 
    My heart sank. Ian Armitage. My dead ex-lover Jared’s best friend and cousin, the pack leader's second in command, and one of the most feared werewolves in northern California. And he hated me. 
 
    The curse might still try to kill me, but now it would probably have to get in line. 
 
    Ian flexed his hand, extended his gleaming claws, and laid them gently across my throat. My vision blurred as my heart rate shot into the stratosphere. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing here? One flicker of a lie, and you'll be dead in seconds.” 
 
    I had to struggle for breath before I could answer, and that was irritating as hell. Yes, I was less than thrilled to have a supernatural apex predator about to rip out my jugular, but mostly I was just cursed. And having him interpret my shortness of breath as pure terror was plain embarrassing. 
 
    “You can smell them on me, can't you? The Kimballs,” I panted, and he nodded, his grip on my throat tightening a nearly-puncturing-my-veins fraction. “They kidnapped me. And they started some kind of —” Deep breath. “Ritual.” I forced another breath into my lungs. “I need to see Matthew.” 
 
    Was the sun going down again? That wasn't right. It was just coming up. But everything had gotten darker. 
 
    Yeah, I was passing out. Everything went black, and Ian's furious face was the last thing I saw. 
 
      
 
    Available on Amazon and in Kindle Unlimited


 
   
  
 

 The One Decent Thing 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Available on Amazon 
 
      
 
    Everyone says kindness costs nothing. It’s a lie. Kindness can cost you everything.

Sebastian
The only decent thing my high school bully ever did for me got him sent to prison. Aidan was a jerk, but he saved me from making the worst mistake of my life, and in return, my parents ruined him. Now that he’s out, I’m determined to make amends. No matter what he needs, no matter how long it takes, I will make it all up to him. But first I’ll have to figure out how to hide my attraction to my sexy, confusing new roommate.

Aidan
Saving him cost me everything. I have nothing and no one—except Sebastian. He’s determined to make good on a debt I never asked him to repay. He’s offering me money, a place to stay, and help adjusting to life on the outside. But all I’m really wondering is…who can save Sebastian from me—the desperate, bisexual ex-con who probably wants more from him than he’s willing to give?

The One Decent Thing is an M/M new adult bisexual romance with lots of heat, angst, and physics jokes. 
 
      
 
    Reviews of The One Decent Thing 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like a GFY storyline, yet Eliot Grayson makes it squarely about hearts not parts, so I relaxed into the story — in Eliot I trust… This is 5 star reading — enjoyable, interesting, engaging, a book I know will be a comfort reread favourite.” 
 
    — Kazza at On Top Down Under/Dark Hints Book Reviews 
 
      
 
    “Both characters were strong in their own ways, but didn’t realize how much until they recognized it in each other. Thanks, Eliot, for the story of forgiveness, redemption, and love.” 
 
    — Lena Grey at Rainbow Book Reviews 
 
      
 
    Read on for an excerpt from The One Decent Thing, available for sale and in Kindle Unlimited on Amazon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Four Years Ago 
 
      
 
    Through the rain-specked windshield he was as indistinct as a ghost, a gray shadow bathed in the sickly orange of the street light over the bus stop. I’d planned to get a burger, maybe a root beer and some fries if I had a few quarters in the center console of my car, and go home. It’d been a long day, a fucking long, boring, awful day at the superstore where I had a shitty stocking job that barely paid my rent, and I was so done. Even the weather was messing with me. Rain this late in May wasn’t normal, but they were predicting a cold-ass summer. 
 
    I’d just made a left after waiting forever at the light, of-fucking-course, with my greasy burger almost in sight, when I saw him. 
 
    Sebastian Peach. Silly name for a weird guy, and shit, I’d made sure he knew my opinions on his name, and his clothes, and everything else when we were in high school. But it’d been almost a year since I graduated, and real life had kicked me in the face enough times since then that I couldn’t remember why fucking with him had seemed like fun. Why make life worse for people when life itself was good at doing that all on its own? 
 
    He’d been two years behind me, though, and had to still be stuck in that crappy school. It was the end of his junior year. 
 
    So what was he doing sitting at a bus stop at nearly ten in the evening with the rain starting to come down — and was that a duffel bag by his feet? 
 
    I crossed a lane and pulled over, jerking to a stop about fifteen feet past the bus stop. A glance over my shoulder showed no bus coming, and no other cars in the way. I put it in reverse, backed up until my passenger window was right in front of him, and rolled the window down. 
 
    Sebastian was looking shifty, leaning over and holding onto the strap of his duffel like he was ready to run. I didn’t really blame him. He was maybe a buck twenty soaking wet, dressed like the gay, nerdy hipster kid he was, and honestly looked like he might as well have had the words easy prey stamped on his forehead. 
 
    Leaning over, I called out, “Hey, Sebastian!” He jumped, hefted the duffel bag, and stood, poised to make a break for it. “Sebastian, it’s me. Aidan.” How could he not recognize me? We hadn’t seen each other in a while, but I’d clocked him from across two lanes in the rain. 
 
    “I know,” he said tightly. My heart sank a little. Right. He wasn’t ready to run because he didn’t know who I was, he was ready to run because he did. “Just keep driving, okay? Don’t — just don’t.” 
 
    His voice cracked on the last word, and his face was crumpled like he was about to cry, or had already cried, or both. 
 
    “I wanted to make sure you were okay,” I said, and I actually meant it. 
 
    Sebastian frowned. A car drove by in a whoosh of tires on wet asphalt. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Dude, you’re at a bus stop with a bag, in the rain, like, too late at night on a school night.” Which made me sound like a total asshole since I was only nineteen, but whatever. “At the very least you need a ride somewhere. I can drive you home. Your phone run out of battery or something?” 
 
    “Someone’s coming to get me.” He shifted his grip on the bag’s straps, and he didn’t look me in the face. “You should go.” 
 
    I thought about it for a second; I even took my foot off the brake. But then I slammed it back down again. There was something really off about the whole situation. If his mom or somebody was coming to pick him up, why hadn’t he said so? And if he wasn’t catching the bus, why was he at the bus stop instead of inside the taco place a couple of blocks down, where it was dry and warm and there were people around? He only had on a thin-looking purple hoodie — with rainbows on the sleeves, of course — and a pair of skinny jeans, and he looked cold and miserable. Dirty-blond hair flopped around his face in limp, rain-damp waves and hung into his eyes. 
 
    I pulled up the parking brake and got out of the car. As I rounded the front, Sebastian started backing away, dragging his bag with him like it was too heavy for him to lift. 
 
    My hands went up in the universal okay, okay gesture, and I stopped. “Seriously.” I put as much sincerity as I could into my voice. “Seriously, dude, something isn’t right. I’m not going to be able to sleep tonight if I leave you here. You can use my phone if you want?” 
 
    His brows drew together, and his lips quivered a little, and oh, fuck, if he started crying I had no idea what I was going to do next. I didn’t give a shit that he was a guy. I would’ve been at least as panicked and confused if he were a girl. 
 
    I was opening my mouth to try to say…something. You’re okay, or Please don’t, or something equally dumb. Instead, he burst out with, “I’m not a fucking kid!” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “I mean, I’m turning eighteen in less than a year! I’m not a fucking kid, and I need to be able to have a life, and just because I’m gay doesn’t mean I can’t go out in public, you know? Like there’s something wrong with me, and they’re embarrassed when people see me and know I’m their son! I am so fucking over this. I’m done!” 
 
    By the end of his tirade, there were a couple of tears trickling down Sebastian’s face from his glassy blue eyes. The drizzle was coming down enough by now that I thought I could get away with ignoring them and pretending I hadn’t noticed, since his face was damp anyway. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to say. Yeah, it sucked when parents were controlling, and having parents who tried to control you because they didn’t even like you? That had to be…well, I wouldn’t know. Mine didn’t care enough either way. So if what he said was true, I didn’t really blame him for taking off and running away from home, which it looked like he was doing. 
 
    But. I was just old enough that he sounded like a kid to me, a bratty kid who couldn’t wait to live life on his own terms and resented his parents for trying to make him follow their rules. He could be exaggerating. A lot. He could have been about to walk out of the house wearing glittery rainbow pants on his way to a job interview at a funeral home, and his mom said his clothes weren’t really appropriate, and it escalated from there…he could even be basically making this all up, his version of events that didn’t match reality. 
 
    Or, again, he was maybe telling the truth, and his parents were assholes. It didn’t matter, because either way, here he was alone. 
 
    Waiting for someone to pick him up. The alarm bells in my head started up again. 
 
    “Who’d you say was coming to get you again?” 
 
    His jaw set and he stared down at the sidewalk. I just stood there, silently waiting him out. I didn’t know Sebastian all that well, but I’d teased him enough at school that I knew he was never, ever able to keep his mouth shut, even when he really should have. Say something to piss him off, and then wait. He’d fill the silence and dig himself even deeper. 
 
    Fuck, I’d really been a douchebag. But at least right now I knew how to handle him. 
 
    “A friend,” he said at last, sounding like the words were dragged out of him. 
 
    Score. He was talking. “A friend?” And then I waited again. 
 
    A few long seconds dragged by. Another couple of cars turned at the light and drove on past, and the rain picked up. It was pattering down now, splattering in little pools on the bench and turning the streetlight’s shine into a fuzzy glow. I wiped my eyes with the sleeve of my horrible uniform button-down. 
 
    Finally, the words tumbled out of him. “I mean, I’ve never met him, but he seems really cool. Like, he was willing to come and pick me up, and he lives two hours away! And he’s gay. He knows what it’s like. He got kicked out of his house when he was my age.” 
 
    The alarms weren’t just ringing, now, they were screeching and flashing and practically jumping out at me and hitting me over the head. 
 
    I tried to sound calm. Make him figure it out for himself. But if he didn’t, I was going to hogtie him and stuff him in my trunk if I had to, and take him…maybe to a relative’s house, maybe back home if I couldn’t think of anything else. Home with jerk parents was still better than raped and beaten and dumped on the side of the road. 
 
    “So how long ago was that?” 
 
    Sebastian looked up sharply. “What does that matter?” 
 
    I took a deep breath. Time to be a little more direct. “Sebastian, how old is this guy?” 
 
    Maybe he was more aware of how fucked up this was than I’d thought, because his cheeks went bright red, and now he couldn’t look at me again. “He’s older, but he’s not, like, old or anything.” 
 
    “Is he in college?” If he was under twenty-five, then there was a super slim chance he was just a dude with a crush on a younger guy and not a complete pervy predator. 
 
    Sebastian dropped the straps of his bag and crossed his arms over his chest, his shoulders folding in like he was trying to curl up into a fetal ball while he was standing. His face wasn’t getting any less red, and I could see how hard he was breathing by the shifting of his torso and the puffs visible in the chilly air. 
 
    “Is he out of college? Over thirty? Over forty?” 
 
    “He’s not over forty!” 
 
    I let that hang in the air for a minute in the ringing, defensive silence. “Not over forty. So, over thirty?” He pressed his lips together, like he hadn’t already said more than enough. “Dude. He’s twice your age. Like, he could be your father if he knocked someone up in high school.” 
 
    “It’s not what you think,” Sebastian muttered. He glared at me, tipping his chin up. I knew that look. He got that expression when he was about to try to fight back. “You just think the guy’s a creep because he’s gay. You’re a fucking homophobe!” 
 
    He threw that at me like it was a mic-drop argument-ender, and I almost laughed. I kept it down. Tact. I needed to have a little of it. “Imagine you were a girl —” 
 
    “What, because I’m gay? Because I wear girly pants and my name is a fruit?” He stopped, panting, fists on his hips, looking like some avenging gay angel. 
 
    I winced. Fuck, those sounded like direct quotes. From me. I took a deep breath. Yeah, I wanted to defend myself, or even apologize. But I couldn’t let him sidetrack me or we’d be here all night. “Because if a seventeen-year-old girl was standing here in the rain waiting for some guy twice her age she met online to come pick her up, what the fuck would you think was going on, Sebastian?” 
 
    That hit home. He flinched a little. “I can take care of myself. I’m not a girl.” 
 
    Inspiration struck. “Yeah? So you a misogynist now? Girls can’t take care of themselves, girls are weak, whatever?” 
 
    Sebastian gaped, his jaw dropping open. It snapped shut with a click I could hear over the soft whisper of rain and cars crossing at the intersection. 
 
    I decided it was now or never; I needed to press my advantage and get him the hell into my car before this asshole showed up and I had to get in a fight. I didn’t fight much, because I never saw the point. I also didn’t fight much because I was starting to fill out my six-foot-three-inch frame, and most guys didn’t want to go there. 
 
    Why I’d be willing to throw down on the side of the road for Sebastian — well, I wasn’t sure, and I didn’t need to think about it right then. It just was. 
 
    “Sebastian, any guy in his thirties who wants to pick up a high school kid is a creep. Gay, straight, whatever. Like, off the internet? I mean, it might be different if you were friends because you met in real life doing some hobby or something. Like if you got to know each other because you played in the same hockey league, or whatever.” He snorted, and I couldn’t help smiling. “Okay, maybe hockey was a bad example. Church. Putting on a play. Whatever.” I loved hockey. Sebastian wasn’t a jock, and that was putting it mildly. “If this dude is really your friend, he’ll be happy to meet for coffee later, right? He won’t mind if you change plans. If he only wants to get you alone at night, he’s probably not looking for someone to talk to.” A guy that old wanting to meet a high school kid for coffee sounded a little creepy, too, but it would sure as fuck be better than this. 
 
    Sebastian stared into space, chewing on his lower lip. Another car turned left, and this one slowed down and almost stopped just before the bus stop. When I turned to look, it sped off. 
 
    “I can’t go home, though,” he said finally, sounding defeated. “I mean, I don’t have anywhere to go if he doesn’t pick me up.” 
 
    “Why don’t you come to my place?” Fuck, what was I saying? But I kept going. “I don’t have a guest room or anything. I mean, it’s a studio. But I have a carpeted floor with a blanket. It’s not raining there. I think I have some hot chocolate. It’s not much, but I can put a sleeping bag —” I cut myself off, flustered as hell. Why did I suddenly sound like a real estate agent listing my crappy apartment’s amenities? He was lucky I was offering him a place to stay at all that wasn’t a wet bus stop or some pervert’s basement, right? 
 
    By the way Sebastian was smiling, he thought I sounded like a moron too. He hesitated, glancing along the street as if weighing his options, and then looked back at me. It turned out he was a lot nicer than I was, because he didn’t laugh at me; all he said was, “Thanks, Aidan.” 
 
    I grabbed his duffel bag and slung it in the back seat of my car, relief flooding me and making me a little weak in the knees. Fuck, what if I hadn’t happened to drive by? We had people in common on Facebook. I probably would’ve seen ‘Share this post about a missing high school student’ in my news feed within a day or two. 
 
    Once Sebastian was settled in the passenger seat, I jogged around and jumped in myself. I didn’t have enough money to get us both a burger, and I had no idea if Sebastian had any money and didn’t want to ask and make it sound like I thought he owed me, so I headed for my apartment. We’d need to eat ramen. Wouldn’t be the first time, wouldn’t be the last. But at least Sebastian was safe. 
 
    Four hours later, I staggered out of bed to a thunderous pounding on my front door, shouting voices and the crackle of radios, muffled whoops and blips from the cars outside, and Sebastian’s worried, “Aidan? What’s going on?” 
 
    I should’ve stopped to think about that question before I flung the door open, but I didn’t. I was thrown to the ground, my cheek pressed into the gritty carpet, a knee on the small of my back, cold air flowing in over my bare legs. All I could see were boots and the edge of Sebastian’s sleeping bag. He was arguing, yelling, while the cops rattled off my rights and tried to talk him down. 
 
    I didn’t find out the answer to Sebastian’s question until later, but what was going on was pure shitty luck. The car that’d slowed down? The driver was a woman who worked with Sebastian’s dad. She’d seen him, in the dark at a bus stop and about to get in a car with a bigger and older guy, and she’d written down my license plate and called his parents and the police. 
 
    As I was dragged away in handcuffs, with two cops telling me that a sick kidnapping gay rapist fuck like me was going to have a great time in prison, all I could hear was Sebastian shouting my name and that I hadn’t touched him, hadn’t hurt him, hadn’t anything. 
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    The moors spread out on either side of him like an unrolled parchment. A particularly crumbly unrolled parchment, filled with the details of religious practices in ancient Pythia, perhaps. Although Pythia had at least been known for its fig wine and moonlit dances among the olive groves. Owen frowned. He was probably being rather too kind to Trewebury and its environs. If anyone could produce a single drop of fig wine within a hundred miles, he’d eat his unfashionably low-crowned hat. 
 
    And as for moonlit dances — Owen sniggered at the thought of his staid father, belly straining against his brown-striped waistcoat, cavorting in the moonlight. It would take a deal of fig wine to bring that about. 
 
    The moors had very little to recommend them, too, in any light. They had a certain bleak grandeur, Owen supposed, but mostly they had drizzle, and low, prickly bushes that caught at one’s ankles, and the occasional surly sheep. 
 
    And Owen. He was there, seemingly for always, and seemingly always alone. 
 
    He could forget that, though, once he reached the cliffs that bounded the moors to the west. The glory of the ocean spread out before him seemed temptingly close despite the hundred feet of cliff-face that stood between him and it. Gulls swooped and wheeled, their calls echoing the shrill and terrifying cries of Mirreith, their patron goddess. And Owen’s, due to the sigil she placed on his body while he was still in the womb. At least he had their company — the gulls and the goddess. Although the latter had been marked by her absence since troubling to claim him some decades before; Owen would have welcomed some sign of what her plan for him might be, even if that came in the form of a portentous seagull. 
 
    He watched for a little while, but the gulls did nothing but circle, occasionally diving down to examine some presumably delicious bit of slimy ocean detritus on the shore below. If the goddess meant him to take some meaning from that, he lacked the intelligence to discern it. 
 
    With a sigh, Owen turned back, away from the setting sun and toward home, where his parents would soon expect him for dinner. He tramped across the moors as often as he could escape on his own from his family’s dull and respectable home, for there was simply nowhere else to go. Trewebury was more than a mere village; it was the local market town and busy enough in the mornings when tradesmen and farmers plied their services and wares in the central square and along the several streets that led into it. But it was entirely devoid of anything that could excite a young fellow of two-and-twenty with no interest in the girls who flocked to the market with their baskets. 
 
    Not that Owen would excite them, either. Trewebury was small enough that everyone knew of the goddess-touched in their midst. He wished, most passionately some days, that he could hide what he was. The town’s young women either giggled at the very thought of him, or — often worse — thought to treat him as one of their own, an impulse he knew had its root in kindness, but one that left him feeling less of a man but not nearly a woman, either. He tried not to think of what the town’s young men thought of him; if they thought of him at all, Owen suspected it was in terms he would not find flattering. 
 
    The sun sank deeper into the heavy bank of fog closing in from the sea, and the moor before him lost all its remaining color. One stray shaft of light still highlighted the top of a granite tor about a mile distant, the gently rolling swells of grass surrounding it only the gloomier and more featureless by contrast. It didn’t matter. He knew this stretch of moor as well as he knew his own bedchamber. 
 
    Owen set a course just to the right of the tor, planning to scramble down a bit of hillside and meet the path that led around the foot rather than circling to it across flatter ground. Just as he reached the top of the slope, the sound of hoofbeats startled him out of his reverie, and he jumped, slipped, and with a cry, went tumbling down. 
 
    There was the scrape of gravel on his palms, and the slide of scree beneath his flailing legs; the ground and the sky whirled in a sickening dance, and then he landed flat on his back with a crunch, his head swimming. He blinked, and flinched as a few more bits of gravel pattered down. 
 
    When he blinked again, a dark, rather wavery shape blotted out what was left of the light. A giant frowning hat? That couldn’t possibly be right. Owen tried to push himself up onto his elbows, only to be gently but firmly pushed back down again. 
 
    “Don’t try to move,” said a deep rasp of a voice. “You’ve most likely struck your head on something on the way down.” 
 
    The shape removed its hat and resolved into a broad-shouldered gentleman, his face still too blurry to make out in detail — except for the outline of his expression. Of course. It was the man’s face that was frowning. That made a great deal more sense. 
 
    Owen tried to laugh, felt very sick, and rolled to the side, retching and barely able to see, and then not seeing at all. 
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