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      The lunch rush at the Pack Bar and Grill in La Grande, Oregon was probably slow compared to any restaurant in Portland, but most of the town showed up for lunch, including the controversial group that ran the best mechanic shop in the state, if not the entire west coast.

      Sage wiped the sweat from her forehead and loaded up two trays with as many plates as she could. Then with a learned grace she took one in each hand and spun back around, walking past the other waitress with a grin, angling her body and lifting the trays up high to make room for her.

      Being a waitress wasn’t glamorous, but Sage was excellent at it. She’d spent years learning how to hold trays just right, the precarious balance as she figured out how to remove one plate without toppling all the others or spilling drinks all over her customers.

      After a few accidents, she’d learned, and now…she was the best.

      Which was why the manager always made sure she served the group from the Blue Mountain Auto Shop. Sage was fast, efficient, and unobtrusive.

      She didn’t mind serving such a large party, they always tipped well.

      Sage set down a plate in front of Kai first. He was the owner of the shop, but new to town just like her, or so she’d heard. Then Sage set down Olivia’s plate, making her way around the table as they chattered, paying her no mind.

      Olivia was too beautiful to move to La Grande in Sage’s opinion, but she didn’t know the other girl’s past. Just that she had arrived around the same time Kai had.

      The whole town loved to gossip about the mechanics and the way they all lived on the same property. Speculations rose and fell just like the seasons. It was all in good fun since Sage had never heard anything negative about them…

      Well, not recently anyway.

      Everyone in town loved Kai and the way he’d turned the town around, gotten rid of some thugs, and made a business that didn’t prey on people. Every woman in a fifty-mile radius came to La Grande to get their cars fixed, and the attractive employees weren’t the only benefit.

      Kai never overcharged or tried to trick a woman into spending more than a repair was worth.

      Setting down the last plate, she turned and grabbed the other tray from an empty table, going around the table clockwise. Sage had noticed recently there were new additions to the group, and from the looks of it they were romantic.

      The town was in a quiet uproar about the newcomers, Bonnie and Amelia.

      Sage smiled slightly at the comments she overheard on the daily, how the two women were from the city and were planning to start a business way out here. She loved listening to the talk and chatter, and she was so quiet no one really paid any attention to her, so she heard everything.

      Shane had his usual, and then his new girlfriend Bonnie had the salad. Alexander had his usual as well, the twins ordered enough for four people instead of two, and last but not least, Jacob and his BLT with balsamic.

      Even though he didn’t look at her, Sage blushed.

      She’d been serving these tables for weeks now and she still hadn’t gotten up the courage to talk to him yet. He was gorgeous and funny and kind, and she…she was no one really. Some girl from California.

      “Everything on the Jeep look okay?” Kai asked, taking a bite of his food.

      They liked to talk about work, but sometimes they talked about other things, things Sage never understood but couldn’t help thinking about. They definitely had secrets just as the rumors said, but she couldn’t figure out what they were exactly.

      “I’ll have it done today,” Jacob said, chewing on the extra bacon he always ordered on the side. “Thank you, Sage.”

      She blushed again and took away the trays, walking over to the server station to grab a pitcher of water. Sage hadn’t realized Jacob even knew she existed, let alone her name.

      Quietly she filled each of the water glasses while they talked about various other projects, including a few out of towners who planned to come for some custom work.

      As she turned away, Sage heard the conversation shift and she stopped at a nearby table, pouring water for those guests while she listened.

      “There have been tracks outside the territory line,” Jacob said softly. “Three or four of them if I’m right.”

      Silence stretched at that revelation and Sage kept her expression carefully blank as she moved to the next table, clearing the empty dishes and pocketing the tip.

      “From the east or the north?” Kai asked, voice grim.

      “North if my guess is right. They’re testing our borders.” Alexander’s deep voice was distinct from the rest.

      “Have the tracks crossed the line?” Shane asked.

      Slowly she wiped down the table and reorganized the condiments for the next guests as she strained to hear the conversation.

      “No,” Olivia replied. “They’re very careful.”

      “Keep an eye out and just observe,” Kai finally said. “I don’t want to set traps if I don’t have to.”

      Sage hefted the plates up on one hand and spun back around to take them back to the kitchen. Maybe they were having issues with wild animals. It was January after all, with more snow than anyone could remember.

      She’d heard the wolves were more active this year, as were the foxes, and even a few bears. Chickens had gone missing, dogs, cats, and the odd horse had been taken down.

      There had even been talk about hunting the coyotes at the last town meeting. They’d taken down a few cows and were bolder than they’d ever been thanks to the cold and lack of food available to them.

      That or pets were far easier pickings.

      “Sage, could I get another beer when you have a chance?” Jacob called after her.

      She nearly dropped the plates but turned the stumble into a little spin so she could smile at him. “Be right there,” she said softly, feeling her cheeks heat.

      “How’s Portland?” Shane asked as she tried not to rush off.

      “Focus Jacob!” Amelia said with a laugh. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you’d imprinted on her.”

      “Oh, har har.”

      The voices faded as the doors swung shut behind her. Sage set the plates down for the dishwasher and covered her hot face with her cool hands.

      Jacob knew she existed.

      She’d only been in La Grande for a few weeks, but she’d known right away Jacob was so far out of her league. That hadn’t kept her from crushing hard though. Sage was just a girl – one who had no ability to resist charm and good looks when it came wrapped in muscles for days.

      Heather gave her a knowing wink as she whisked by. Sage straightened her skirt and collected herself. Then she pushed through the doors to get Jacob his beer. The bell dinged with another order ready for her to take out, and Sage smiled.

      Some days, she loved her job.
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      Sage wrapped her coat around her tight and followed Heather outside. The lunch rush was over and there was just enough time to eat and hang out before dinner.

      The hours were long, but Sage could honestly say she’d never had a better job as a waitress, and she’d worked at a lot of different restaurants.

      “Jacob seemed smitten with you today,” Heather said with a laugh, lighting up a cigarette.

      Sage waved the smoke away and sat down at the table for employees behind the restaurant. The train tracks were just behind the grill and beyond that were the fields. The snow was patchy after the warmer days, but the clouds in the sky promised more snow overnight if she was right.

      “He knows my name,” Sage admitted. “I don’t think that means he’s smitten. It just means he knows how to read my name tag.”

      “They don’t pay any of us any mind, so it means something,” Heather said, raising an eyebrow slightly. “Though I can’t tell yet if that’s good or bad.”

      There were so many rumors about Kai and his shop that Sage couldn’t decide what was based in truth and what was simply wild accusations.

      “What do you know about them?” she asked, pulling out the peanut butter and jelly sandwich she’d brought from home. “They seem nice enough.”

      Heather flicked the ash from her cigarette and shrugged. “They keep to themselves, pay taxes, do their jobs, but before Kai came it wasn’t the fairy tale it is now.”

      Sage had so many questions, but every time she brought up the subject Heather changed it. Normally she let her, because Sage didn’t like confrontation. She was shy and would rather just avoid the entire situation, so she didn’t have to deal with upsetting someone.

      But this was getting ridiculous.

      “No one will tell me what that means,” Sage said, taking a bite of her sandwich. “I’ve only been here for a few weeks, but it doesn’t seem all that different from any other small town I’ve been to.”

      And she’d been to a lot between Los Angeles and Seattle. When her car had broken down, the closest shop that would take it so late at night was in La Grande. That was the first time she saw Jacob, but Sage doubted he remembered her. Maybe her car, but not her. Then she’d liked this place so much she’d decided to stay, and as a waitress she could work anywhere.

      “What really surprises me,” Sage said when Heather didn’t say anything, “is how gorgeous they all are. I was in Hollywood and even there they would be considered above average beautiful.”

      “Genetics?” Heather suggested, taking a long drag of her cigarette.

      “I’m being serious. I just can’t believe a group of mechanics look like they’ve stepped off the silver screen.” Sage watched Heather closely as she took another bite.

      “Harrison Ford was a carpenter before Star Wars.”

      “Jacob is way more attractive than Harrison Ford,” Sage muttered, wiping the crumbs from her fingers.

      “Look, they’re just weird okay?” Heather said, putting out her cigarette. “I would normally tell a new girl to stay away from them, but I’m sure it’ll work itself out.”

      “Why? What’s different about me?” she asked, working hard to keep her tone light and curious. Sage felt slightly defensive though, like somehow Heather had insulted her but she didn’t know how.

      “Just that every girl has tried to get with them at one point or another. We’ve all slept with them, but it never lasts. They make some kind of excuse and then that’s the end of it. They never call or text, it’s like you don’t even know each other anymore.” Heather sighed and sat next to Sage. “It’s a heartbreak every girl in La Grande has gone through. I suppose it’ll be your right of passage.”

      After years in Los Angeles, Sage was tired of drama and millions of people. She’d thought a small-town life would be better for her while she figured out what she wanted to do next, while she recovered from the pain of her last romance.

      The drama and betrayal and the embarrassment…Sage had honestly thought she’d put all that behind her.

      But it was starting to sound like she’d stumbled into another kind of drama, one that had a familiar ending.

      “So, who broke your heart?” she asked, trying to sound nonchalant as she tossed the wrapper from her sandwich in the trash.

      The breeze that whipped around the building was frigid and insistent. Sage tucked her hands into her pockets and waited, eyeing the girl she thought could be her friend one day.

      Heather picked at her nails. “It wasn’t Jacob.”

      Sage could hear the hurt in Heather’s voice still. It must have been recent. “That’s not why I’m asking. I genuinely want to know because I care.”

      “Liam and I used to go out,” Heather admitted, picking at the fuzz on her sweater. “If you can call it that. Around the time Kai arrived is when it ended. I don’t know why, but I’m grateful for it in the long run. Things have really changed for the better. For all of us.”

      Sage looked up at the clouds that seemed to get darker with every passing moment. She wouldn’t have suspected one of the sweet twins could be responsible for breaking Heather’s heart, but at the same time she didn’t know anyone very well past what they showed her here in the grill.

      “I don’t plan on doing anything about Jacob,” Sage murmured. “It’s not like I could ever ask him out.”

      Heather smiled. “You’re pretty. I’m sure he’d be into you. For how long though? I’m not sure. They’re all really nice, but they don’t do commitment. At least, I didn’t think so until those new girls showed up.”

      The timer went off on her phone and Sage silenced it. Slowly she stood, stretching before she had to go back inside and do it all again for dinner.

      Both Amelia and Bonnie were otherworldly pretty. Amelia’s red hair made sure everyone took notice and Bonnie was like Wonder Woman with how tall and fit she was.

      Sage could never compete. There was a reason she left Hollywood.

      “What was it like before?” Sage asked, opening the door for Heather and letting her pass before following her into the dark restaurant.

      Heather shuddered as she took off her coat. “Shane, Liam, Noah, Jacob…everyone but Kai and Olivia were here before and they were always kind, but the men they used to hang out with? They were violent and mean – criminals. But no one could ever pin anything on them. When Kai showed up the assholes cleared out. I don’t know why, but I’m thankful for it every day.”

      It must have been really bad for Heather to be so intensely grateful about something that had broken her heart.

      Sage shook her head to dispel the thoughts of what the other girl had to have dealt with. “Do you want their table tonight?” she asked instead. “They always leave amazing tips.”

      Heather smiled and nudged her with an elbow. “Nah, I’ll let you bask in Jacob’s presence for as long as you want.”

      It was so embarrassing how much she blushed. Sage had never been able to get that under control, another failure as an actress. She ducked her head and grabbed a glass of water. Maybe things were different now and Jacob was actually looking for something serious.

      She sighed and downed the water.

      Who was she kidding?

      Sage wrapped her apron around her waist and mentally prepared herself for another long night.
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      Jacob looked up from the notes he had and smiled at the new waitress. Shane had warned him to keep it in his pants thanks to the new rules, but for some reason he couldn’t seem to stay away.

      Ever since she’d started, he’d been finding excuses to come to the grill. He’d even been eating lunch there every day when he didn’t have to. No one in the pack had said anything yet, but he knew they would.

      That was his Alpha’s rule. No locals unless they were mates.

      But Sage was new. Jacob didn’t know if she was his mate or not, or at least that’s the excuse he kept telling himself.

      For a second he was mesmerized as she leaned over to pour him more coffee. The way the sun hit her freckles had him in some kind of trance. They were all over her body and he thought they made her look even more beautiful.

      Not that she was the typical kind of pretty, but something more…unique. Her not-quite-red brown hair and the bangs that framed her face were somehow all he could think about sometimes.

      Fuck, he had it bad.

      Jacob cleared his throat and turned back to his notes, thanking her quietly.

      “What are you working on?” she asked softly, like she was afraid she might bother him by asking.

      “Someone from out of town wants a custom job,” he explained, angling the notes so she could see his rough sketch. “The suspension alone will be a work of art.”

      She smiled slightly, hand on her hip and the coffee pot in the other. Jacob’s eyes caught on her full, peach-colored lips that somehow matched her freckles perfectly.

      “I don’t know anything about machinery, but it looks like you enjoy your work.” Sage smiled at him and Jacob’s brain went stupid for a moment.

      Why was this one girl messing with him so much?

      “Uh, yeah. I do.” Looking down at the sketch he shrugged. “Machinery is the only thing I’ve ever really understood. I’m not good at anything else.”

      Except maybe killing.

      Jacob had done things he could never forgive himself for before Kai. He’d lost people. Some days the only thing that kept him going was his work, and he hid it all behind a smile and some wisecrack remarks.

      “My car still works perfectly, thanks to you,” she murmured. “So, I’m grateful this is something you’re good at.”

      Before he could say anything, she turned and moved on to the next table.

      He didn’t remember working on her car, but he knew he had. Jacob mentally kicked himself. Alexander was better with the customers, not him. He was good at fixing things.

      Even vacuums.

      The sketch in front of him became unfocused as he spaced out.

      A year after living in hell and things still felt too good to be true – he didn’t trust it. But now this dream was being threatened and Jacob spent every night running their borders. The exhaustion was finally starting to hit.

      He’d be damned if he would let some wolves from Cascade encroach on their territory. Their promise not to test the borders seemed to have been lies even after Kai had handled the savage wolf causing problems.

      They would not take his home and everything he’d worked so hard for.

      His phone rang and Jacob picked it up. “Yeah?”

      “Those wolves are skirting the perimeter again, maybe even heading to Portland. I need you and the twins to take care of it,” Kai gritted out. “Contact the Midnight Coven if you have to. I want them out of my territory now.”

      Newly mated, Kai was stuck. But Jacob, Liam, and Noah could handle a few wolves. “Do I need to alert the Council?” Jacob asked, glancing around to see if anyone was watching him, but as usual they all minded their own business.

      “I’m going to be contacting them if I need to, but I’d rather not have them intercede on wolf business. They may not rule in our favor.”

      “Who’s the current representative of the wolves?” Jacob asked, wondering why the Alpha had called him and not Olivia. She ranked higher than he did in the pack after all.

      “An old wolf from the San Juan Mountains. I don’t know him well enough to say which way he’d lean.”

      Jacob grimaced. “The twins and I will handle it, Alpha.”

      Kai thanked him and hung up.

      Despite how much they’d all accomplished in the last year, there was still so much clean-up to do. They were a relatively small pack too. There was only so much they could manage alone.

      Then there was the issue of Portland. They needed a representative to protect their interests there, but no one wanted to live in the city and Kai wouldn’t force anyone.

      “Anything else I can get you?” Sage asked gently, refilling his water glass.

      Jacob looked up and blinked. How much had she overheard? “No thank you, I should be getting back to work.”

      Her eyes dimmed at that and Jacob hated himself for being the cause of it.

      Since when did he care about this kind of shit?

      “But I appreciate the offer,” he managed. “See you tomorrow?”

      Jacob stood and set cash down on the table, smiling down at the woman with the most beautiful brown eyes he’d ever seen. Like her hair they were not-quite-hazel, but in the right light they looked downright green.

      Jacob knew he shouldn’t come back tomorrow. He should eat the food that was in the breakroom, but something kept pulling him back here. If he was smart though, he’d stay away from her. The chances she was his mate were small and it wasn’t like he could ask to sniff the back of her neck without coming off as some insane creeper.

      These flirtations usually didn’t end well for the local girls and Jacob refused to disappoint his new Alpha if it turned out she wasn’t his mate.

      But then Sage looked up into his eyes and smiled slightly. “I look forward to seeing you then, Jacob.”

      Every thought went right out of his head and he couldn’t help the goofy grin he felt spreading across his face. “Okay, see you.” He softly punched her arm, like an idiot, and then turned to leave.

      Jacob hunched his shoulders and rubbed his face. Why did he have to be such a goofball around the one woman he couldn’t stop thinking about? He glanced back, hoping she would be busy doing anything, but of course she was smiling after him, empty plates cradled in her arms.

      He needed to deal with those wolves. Who knew what they would do to someone as sweet and innocent as Sage if they took over?
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      Sage checked her reflection one last time. Her bangs framed her face nicely, the rest of her hair was back in her usual ponytail for work. The turtleneck she wore was form fitting, but not obnoxiously so.

      She knew she was rather plain with her brown hair and eyes, freckles everywhere, and average height. Sage was the epitome of average and mediocre. The only thing she really had going for her was her curvy figure and flat stomach, but that hadn’t been enough to get a good job as an actress.

      Every acting class she’d taken they pushed her to leave her comfort zone, but Sage had quickly realized that wasn’t something she was capable of. And why pay the high prices of Los Angeles when she wasn’t benefiting from what the city had to offer?

      Leaving her family and friends had been hard, but it wasn’t her home and had never really felt like it, even growing up. After everything that had happened…it had been easy to leave that place.

      Her mother had tried so hard to get Sage into acting or dancing. Anything that she could do in the industry. But Sage preferred being behind the camera rather than in front of it.

      Even with that, she didn’t have the personality to direct and she could take pictures anywhere.

      She sighed and swiped on one last coat of mascara. That and her lip gloss was the only makeup she wore. Too much and it made her freckles start to look weird.

      With a sister who was a successful model and a brother who was a stuntman, it was hard to live up to all that. But if Sage were honest with herself, she enjoyed working as a waitress and learning how to bartend.

      Talking to people, even as shy as she was, was always entertaining.

      “Someone is here, asked to sit in your section,” Heather cooed from the doorway, giving Sage a wink.

      Straightening her apron, Sage nodded to herself. This time, she was going to ask Jacob about something other than work. Baby steps.

      Pushing the doors open, she immediately saw him at the same table he’d been sitting at all week, sketching something with a frown on his face. Sage stopped at the bar first, poured his favorite beer, and then grabbed a glass of water.

      She set both down in front of him and smiled, ignoring the butterflies in her stomach. “The usual today, Jacob?”

      He looked up and blinked like he always did. It was the most flattering, and embarrassing, thing she’d ever experienced. Sage assumed it was because he hadn’t realized she was there at first, but after a while she realized…maybe he actually thought she was kind of attractive.

      Then she’d mentally smacked herself for being so stupid. Jacob was used to women like Olivia, Amelia, and Bonnie. Not someone as plain and average as her.

      “I get the same thing all the time. Do you have any suggestions?” he asked, closing his notebook to give her his full attention.

      Sage smiled and pulled out the menu so she wouldn’t blush too badly from the way he was looking at her.

      It was difficult not to sneak glances and admire the breadth of his shoulders, the size of his arms, and the way his hair kind of fell into place. Jacob was tall and built. Every inch of him was gorgeous. He should be on some kind of calendar with the way his clothes seemed to hug every muscle.

      She cleared her throat and focused on his question. “I really like the chili when it’s cold like this.”

      “I’ll have the chili, then,” Jacob said, slapping the menu. “Some cornbread sounds good too.”

      Putting the menu under her arm, she smiled again and tucked a stray piece of hair behind her ear. It was the beginning of lunch, and no one else was sitting in her section yet, she had time to chat for a moment.

      Just one thing that wasn’t about work, she reminded herself.

      “The cornbread just came out of the oven,” she heard herself saying. “It’s quite good.”

      Her feet were frozen as she tried to think of something, anything, else to say to keep the conversation going. His brown eyes sparkled at her and his smile turned into a grin.

      “So, Sage,” he said. “What made you decide to move to La Grande?”

      She shrugged one shoulder and pulled out her order pad to write down what he wanted for the cook. “I drove through a lot of small towns. This one felt like home.”

      That made his smile falter slightly. “I know what you mean.”

      “Did you grow up here?” she asked, silently congratulating herself for finally asking him something personal.

      “I did.” He nodded slightly at that, eyes becoming slightly unfocused. “I went to Portland to learn my trade, but then came straight back. The city isn’t really for me.”

      “I grew up in a massive city,” she admitted, glancing over her shoulder to make sure no one else was waiting for her to take their order. “I don’t miss it at all, even if I do miss my family.”

      Jacob refocused on her, but he didn’t try to smile or make a joke. “You like working here?” he asked suddenly, as if he cared. “Do they treat you well?”

      “They do,” she admitted, getting the feeling that Jacob wasn’t in the mood to chat anymore. “Thank you for asking. Let me get this in for you.”

      With that, she turned and headed back to the kitchen, getting an odd feeling of melancholy.

      Heather was right about one thing, they were all weird and mysterious, but Sage couldn’t help the way she felt drawn to Jacob and his easy charm. But when else was she supposed to talk to him?

      Things were so awkward at work, and yet she didn’t really have the courage to go to the garage and see him.

      Sage sighed.

      Baby steps, she reminded herself. Maybe next time she would ask Jacob what exactly it was he learned in Portland.

      It wasn’t like she had much else to do with her time but to crush on this super-hot guy. Sage shook her head and went to take care of the next table. She needed to refocus on her hobbies. She couldn’t let a guy take up so much of her time and attention.
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      Sage tried not to read too much into it when Jacob didn’t show up for lunch three days in a row. The other mechanics didn’t come for dinner on Friday like they normally did either.

      Whatever was going on, it wasn’t just him, she tried to tell herself.

      Regardless, she needed to stop over analyzing every tiny detail. She wasn’t in high school anymore.

      Sage worked Friday through Sunday and didn’t see anyone from the Auto Shop. The days felt long and tedious for the first time since she’d arrived in La Grande.

      But Monday was her day off and she fully planned to take advantage of it. Her empty apartment was chilly even with the heater on, but she wasn’t planning on staying long.

      The kitchen was still bare too since she spent most of her time working at the grill. Sage poured one last cup of coffee and took it into the bathroom with her. Her hair was down, and she inspected her reflection, trying to decide what she wanted to do with her face.

      Mascara was always a given, but should she do anything else?

      Sage decided to do some eyeliner, a bit of a subtle gold eyeshadow and a pumpkin-red lip.

      It was about time she took her camera out. There were so many forests nearby and the drive would be easy enough even in her old car.

      It only took a few minutes to get dressed and finish her breakfast. Sage grabbed her camera bag and downed the coffee before she headed out. At least this would help distract her from Jacob.

      After so many days without seeing him, she’d thought maybe the crush would go away and she could finally stop thinking about him all the time, but the opposite had happened.

      Sage couldn’t stop thinking about the way he would turn and look at her as if every thought in his head disappeared when he saw her. No doubt it was all in her mind.

      If he really liked her, he would ask her out, it was that simple. If he wanted her, he would make it happen.

      She was done with pining over men. Sage wasn’t going to let herself fall into bad habits again. Desperation only led to pain and suffering. She needed to clear her head so she could think about more than the way Jacob’s arms looked in his shirts.

      Locking her door, she slipped on her coat and then went down the stairs. It was still frigid, and the clouds hung heavy in the sky. Sage shivered and headed to her silver Corolla.

      Most apartments in La Grande were just like anywhere else, but hers was small and blue – almost more like a motel than an apartment building. Sage was lucky she’d been able to find anything at all on such short notice.

      All she’d been able to get was a mattress after a few days in a motel. Sage didn’t have any other furniture thanks to being so busy. At first, she hadn’t been sure she’d wanted to stay in La Grande, but with every day that passed she was more in love with the mountains and the town.

      Sage put her camera bag in the front seat and started the car, waiting for the engine to warm up. At least there wasn’t ice on her windshield today. That was something she still hadn’t gotten used to.

      After spending her whole life in Los Angeles, she’d never had to deal with snow until this winter. Thankfully she was close enough to walk to the grill which she did most of the time, but the first few days driving from the motel had been rough without snow tires or even an ice scraper.

      She hadn’t even known what an ice scraper was until Alexander had suggested one from their shop.

      Finally, the air turned warm and Sage put the car in reverse.

      The drive was a blur as she tried to do anything other than think about Jacob.

      She’d never had the chance to shoot a snowy forest before. Beaches galore and ritzy houses? Sure, Sage had photographed all of Los Angeles including the secret spots and her Instagram was insanely popular since she captured the side of the glitzy city people really wanted to see.

      Her followers were insanely supportive about her current journey and she owed them something other than a few selfies.

      Fox Hill road took her to the campground and Sage parked her car. The roads were clear, but she’d bought snow tires the week before instead of new furniture. There wasn’t that much she needed with all the hours she was taking. If someone wanted a shift covered, she was there.

      Starting a new life was expensive, especially one where she’d needed to buy a whole new setup to deal with snow including a jacket that was actually warm enough for the freezing weather.

      She parked and got out of the car, slinging the camera bag over her shoulder. Sage looked up at the trees and smiled. They were always beautiful. Maybe she’d find some animals to photograph.

      Trudging along the path that would take her into the trees, Sage pulled her camera out of her bag and slung it over her neck, readying everything to take a picture at a moment's notice.

      It was too cold for anyone to be camping so it was just her and the wilderness. After a lifetime in L.A. she could hardly believe this was even real. The air was so clean and fresh. Everything felt so pristine and untouched.

      Even the parks in Los Angeles still felt like part of the city thanks to the noise of airplanes and helicopters, the occasional siren…

      There was absolutely nothing out here and Sage shivered, appreciating the danger as well as the beauty.

      Birds chirped, trees rustled in the wind that wasn’t quite howling yet, and the sun seemed to dim as the clouds came in heavy and dark. Sage glanced up, trying to gauge whether she should keep going or turn back.

      An owl hooted and she pulled up her camera, spotting it in the tree. It sat there patiently, eyeing her, nearly posing as it turned its head this way and that. Then she thanked it and kept moving.

      If the weather got worse, she would head back, but her boots were rated for the cold and snow as was her jacket. As long as she turned around in an hour, or at the first sign of falling snow, she would be fine.

      Sage had asked as many locals as she could for weather advice. Considering where she was from, they were all really nice and helped her out whenever they could.

      Pausing to take a picture of the watery light through the trees, she sighed. For some reason the magic wasn’t here today.

      She felt it in the grill and whenever she caught herself looking toward the trees and mountains, but not today. Was it because of the campground and the almost ‘man-made’ feel of this place?

      Maybe it was something else.

      Her eyes caught on the space between the trees and the pull of that location had her stepping off the trail.

      The locals had warned her never to step off a trail unless she was familiar with the area. There were wild animals and if she didn’t get lost, she could get hurt or eaten.

      Sage checked her phone. All four bars were full. She’d stop the second she lost two bars…just in case.

      As soon as she was surrounded by the trees, she felt it again – the magic that was hard to explain. It was darker here, in the thick of the woods. The air was heavy with something she couldn’t name and somehow it felt quieter.

      A fox ran across her path and Sage just managed to snap a few pictures of it, the clicks of the auto shots hopefully promised at least one good one.

      Just as she was going to go deeper into the trees the wind picked up and something howled off in the distance. Sage froze, the wind whipping her hair into her face.

      Was that a wolf?

      It could just be coyotes, but either way Sage decided it was time to go back. She could take some pictures of downtown instead. She turned back around and went back the same way she came.

      Something made the back of her neck prickle. She couldn’t help but pick up her pace until she was running back to her car, bag slapping against her thigh while she clutched her camera to her chest.

      Why she was so freaked out, she couldn’t say. Maybe it was the sense that she wasn’t alone?

      Another howl that sounded a lot closer rose from the trees right as she reached her old Corolla. Sage flung open her door and slammed it closed the second she was in the seat.

      The camera went back in the bag and the whole time she put it away her hands shook. She set it on the passenger seat and took a deep breath, resting her hands on the steering wheel.

      It was just a wolf or a coyote. No big deal. Next time she’d make sure to bring something to scare off whatever she came across that was bigger than a fox. There had to be something the locals used.

      Something slammed into her window and she screamed.

      “Sage!” Jacob groaned and slumped to the ground, blood streaking her window. “I need your help.”
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      Sage babbled as she opened her door, pushing him to the ground. Her scent filled his nose and Jacob winced as she tried to help him up. She apologized as she set him back down to open the rear door.

      Another howl had him snarling. “Hurry, we need to get out of here.”

      She apologized again as she helped him up and into the back of her car.

      Everything she said was nonsense as he focused on holding his stomach together. Blood was everywhere and it left a trail that led right to him and Sage. What she was doing out here in the first place he didn’t know, but her scent in the forest was the only thing that had kept him going.

      Otherwise Jacob would be nothing more than a pile of shredded meat and bones right now.

      “I don’t remember where the hospital is,” she said, voice quivering as she slammed her door closed and turned the ignition.

      When the engine didn’t immediately turn over, Jacob laughed. This was so typical.

      He moved his hand to inspect the damage and grimaced when he saw insides poking out. Gently he tried to shove them back, but the pain was excruciating.

      “No hospital,” Jacob insisted. “We need to get the engine going…”

      Something slammed against the car, metal groaned as the entire thing rocked on its wheels. Sage screamed, her fear filling the car and his nose. His hackles rose and Jacob snarled at the wolf with glowing silver eyes.

      “Just take a minute,” he said calmly, trying to keep them both from losing it. “Take a deep breath and try the engine again.”

      If he had to, he would get out of the car and shift, but his guts were still slowly healing. If he got out, Jacob doubted he’d win this fight.

      Sage did as he instructed and took a deep breath before turning the ignition again. This time the engine roared to life and she slammed it into reverse. The tires gripped and they were moving.

      “I need to take you to a hospital, Jacob,” she told him, glancing over her shoulder as the wolf howled behind them.

      He watched as more came through the trees, watching them, knowing exactly where they were going.

      They’d crossed territory lines. This was now a war.

      “Do you know where the homestead is?” He was starting to feel lightheaded. The healing was too slow.

      “There’s so much blood,” she whispered, pressing on the gas. “I’ll get you to a doctor, I promise.”

      “No!” He lurched forward in a panic. The pain from the motion was excruciating, and he felt himself losing consciousness. “Take me anywhere but a hospital. Take me to…”

      He didn’t get to finish his sentence before he passed out.

      When he woke up Jacob heaved forward, trying to identify where he was.

      Sage’s scent was everywhere, and he focused on the female bent over him, inspecting the wound with a frown. “It’s not as bad as I thought it was,” she admitted. “It looks like it might need stitches though. What the hell happened?”

      She put his arm around her shoulders and Jacob couldn’t stop staring at her. She was even more beautiful than the last time he’d seen her. “Where are we?”

      “My apartment, but I was going to call the Auto Shop until I saw the cut. I just don’t understand why it was bleeding so much.”

      Jacob leaned on her slightly, letting her help him walk up the stairs.

      He should pull away and go to the shop. He should call his Alpha or the Second. Hell, even the Third. But Olivia was running the perimeter with Liam and Noah. Alexander was in Portland, and Kai was with Shane on the other side of their territory.

      There was no one to call, only Bonnie and Amelia and they couldn’t shift yet.

      “I don’t have much, but I do have a first aid kit,” Sage was telling him as she stuck her keys in the door. “Once I get a good look at it, I’ll tell you if we’re going to the hospital or not, no arguing this time.”

      Jacob hesitated. The shop had a first aid kit. He could recuperate there, but he couldn’t bring himself to leave Sage. What if the wolves followed his trail right to her? What if they decided to make an example of her, or use her as a warning? Sage was only human; she wouldn’t survive that encounter.

      “Come on already,” Sage told him, pulling his arm. “We need to get you cleaned up and warm.”

      He stepped into her apartment and did a sweep of the space. It was completely bare of furniture. There was literally nothing in the apartment except a coffee maker in the kitchen and the microwave the apartment came with.

      But Sage didn’t stop or try to make excuses. She pulled him gently and led him into her bedroom. At least there was a mattress. Brand new by the smell of it with flannel sheets and big, thick blankets over everything.

      She didn’t stop there either. Jacob let her pull him into the attached bathroom. “Let’s get this off of you,” she murmured, pulling the shredded shirt over his head.

      How many times had he imagined this exact situation? Minus the blood and gore of course. Jacob was silent as he lifted his arms to cooperate, hiding the grimace of pain as his stomach twinged.

      Eyeing the gash in the mirror, he was relieved to see it had closed during the drive. At least he wouldn't have to explain why he was no longer dying.

      Sage bit her lip as she took a washcloth and turned on the hot water in the sink. “Your shirt is soaked with blood,” she whispered. “I don’t understand.”

      He didn’t bother trying to make excuses. Jacob just watched her as she wetted the cloth with warm water and started wiping the blood away from his bare chest.

      He couldn’t help himself anymore.

      Reaching out he touched a strand of hair that framed her face and she looked up at him in surprise, lips slightly parted. Her eyes looked green today. Jacob caressed her cheek with his thumb, holding her as he inspected every glorious freckle on her face.

      “Thank you,” he murmured. “I don’t know what I would have done if you weren’t there.”

      The Cascade Mountain Pack was trying to take everything they’d built over the last year, and now Sage was a part of this town and Jacob didn’t want things to go back to the way they were.

      What would they do to her? What would they do if she was his mate?

      “Hey, I’m just glad I was in the right place at the right time,” she said. That gorgeous color rose in her cheeks. “Let me get you cleaned up.”

      Then she was wiping his chest again and Jacob couldn’t help but smile. “Let me shower. It’ll be faster. Even if I like having you give me a sponge bath, it’s not very practical.”

      Sage blushed again and mumbled an apology before heading out. Jacob grabbed her hand and pulled her to a stop. She was so incredibly shy he had to remember not to joke so much with her.

      “You’ll be here when I get out?” he asked, hoping she’d look him in the eyes again.

      “If that’s what you want,” Sage told him, glancing up only once before turning to the linen closet just outside the bathroom door. “I don’t want to intrude. Here are some clean towels.”

      Taking the towels from her he shook his head. “No, you’re not intruding. You saved my life. I’ll be only a few seconds.”

      Jacob watched as she closed the door with a polite smile on her face. He could smell her fear fading, the desire she had whenever he saw her, and something else that was difficult to pinpoint – apprehension?

      He turned on the shower and knew he had to find out if she was his mate. Today. He couldn’t keep doing this – giving her false hope. If she wasn’t his mate, he had to leave her alone.

      They had rules for this exact reason. Now Sage was in danger because of him.

      Jacob sighed and stripped, checking the gash one last time. It didn’t look like it needed stitches anymore.

      At least there was that.
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      The sound of the shower running was loud in the silence of her empty apartment. It bounced against the walls until she felt like she was going to go insane.

      Looking down at her hands she shook her head. They were covered in blood as was her car. How had so much blood come from that cut? It was a decent size across his abdomen but still…she could have sworn it had been worse than it was when she wiped it clean.

      What exactly happened to him? Was it those wolves? How had he even survived that?

      Sage felt numb from the shock and fear. The way that wolf had thrown itself against her car, how Jacob had passed out in the backseat…

      She ambled over to the kitchen and turned on the water in the sink, watching it as she waited for it to warm up.

      Slowly she washed the blood from her hands, unable to get the memory of the wolves out of her head. The way they stared at her…she could have sworn they wanted to tear her and Jacob to pieces and she had no idea why.

      There had been wolves out there, chasing Jacob.

      Why was he in the forest in the first place? Had he been hiking? Alone?

      The shower shut off and Sage came back to reality. She turned off the faucet and stared at her hands. They were stained with blood. Some of it was still under her nails. But at least she didn’t look like she’d killed someone anymore.

      Looking down at her sweater she saw it was ruined, covered in red as well.

      She stripped off the sweater and tossed it in the garbage, shivering in nothing but her tank top. “I don’t have anything for you to wear,” she called out, wondering if she could get the blood out of his jeans.

      Maybe she should wait until it was dark so people wouldn’t see the stains as she carried the clothes to the laundry room. She didn’t want people asking questions she didn’t really know how to answer.

      Sage turned on the electric kettle and then headed into her room, opening the closet to search for something, anything, Jacob might be able to wear.

      “That’s okay,” he said as he opened the door. “I’ll just wear what I had on.”

      She scoffed, something she almost never did. It must have been the shock and the irritation she could feel building beneath her skin as more questions came up without any answers. “I don’t think you understand the state of your clothes. I might be able to wash them, but I doubt it.”

      “Hey, are you okay?” Jacob asked, suddenly a lot closer.

      Sage whirled around, hand to her chest. How did he move so quietly?

      Her eyes took him in, glistening with water from head to toe, towel wrapped around his hips. It hung so low she couldn’t help but look, wondering if the towel might just fall…

      Clearing her throat, she looked back up at Jacob, ignoring the knowing twinkle she saw there. “Let me take a look at the gash, then you can get under the covers. I turned the heater up and have hot water boiling for tea and whatever else we might need.”

      Jacob reached out again, but she ducked under his arm and went into the bathroom. It looked like some kind of murder scene in there, blood everywhere. Sage paused as the pool of blood from his jeans spread until it touched her bathmat.

      This was too much blood.

      When she turned around Jacob was standing there patiently, waiting for her to inspect him.

      Sage didn’t bother trying to make nice. She reached out and studied the gash. Then she frowned, leaning closer to get a better look. This didn’t even look like a ragged slice anymore. It was nearly closed.

      “I don’t understand,” she whispered. “It’s almost healed. There’s nothing to stitch up.”

      “It must not have been as bad as it looked,” Jacob said. But there was something about the way he sounded.

      Sage glared up at him. “You’re lying to me. I’m not sure about what, or why, but I can hear it in your voice. I was there! Look at this!” She was starting to lose her cool, but she couldn’t help it anymore.

      Pointing at the blood all over her floor, and then the blood on her shirt. “Explain this, Jacob. And don’t lie to me this time.”

      He opened his mouth and she could feel it. Sage shook her head. “Don’t. If you’re going to lie to me again, you can just leave. I refuse to let another liar into my life.”

      Everyone in L.A. was always lying and she was sick of it.

      It was one of the major reasons why she’d left. Sage was tired of people pretending to be what they weren’t. And now here she was in a place she’d thought was exactly as it seemed, and this guy was trying to make her feel like a crazy person.

      But there was proof. There was blood everywhere.

      He was silent for a moment as he appraised her. Sage gave him a minute to really think about the situation. If he was going to lie to her again, she was done. She would kick his naked ass out of her apartment, no matter how hot he was.

      This was something she would not budge on.

      “You passed out from blood loss in my car,” she reminded him. “It’s soaked into my seats, my clothes…and those wolves…” Sage shuddered as she remembered the way the first one slammed into her car like it could get in by sheer force of will.

      “I can’t tell you,” Jacob finally said. “Not unless…”

      “Unless?” she demanded, planting her hands on her hips and arching a brow at him.

      “Unless I can smell the back of your neck.” He winced at that and ruffled his wet hair, as if he were embarrassed.

      Her hands dropped to her sides as she processed that. “My neck?” she asked. This sounded weird, but…what was the harm in it? “Fine.”

      Sage went to her kitchen and pulled out the hunting knife she kept in the drawer closest to the door. It was sharp as hell too. “But if I feel like you might try to murder me, I’m going to stab you.”

      Jacob held up both of his hands and moved toward her slowly, the towel just barely hanging onto those hips. “I promise I won’t even touch you. It’s just…I’ll explain everything once I know.”

      Knew what exactly? “Just get it over with,” she told him, pointing the knife right at his belly where he’d been hurt, but now the skin was red almost like a scar.

      No matter how weird the whole thing was, Sage couldn’t help the way her heart started racing as he approached. Jacob was true to his word though. He didn’t touch her, but she could feel the heat of his body against her chilled skin.

      The smell of her soap on him was somehow relaxing despite the dichotomy of it. Pink velvet cupcake with pine trees was not a combination she thought she would like.

      When his hand brushed her long hair from the back of her neck, she gasped. It was stupid and girlish, but Sage had never felt anything quite so…intimate before.

      The second it took for him to lean down slowed, like sap from a tree in winter – as though something big was about to happen.

      Sage held her breath as his nose barely brushed against her skin. The sensation made her shiver and she closed her eyes so she could memorize the moment.

      Why did she like this so much?

      Then his hand rested on her shoulder and Jacob pulled her against his chest with a deep sigh. “Mate,” he murmured against her hair.

      The word rippled through her. Sage had no idea what it meant, but she knew it was important. She could feel the way it settled something deep inside Jacob and everything she’d been feeling for him over the last few weeks rose up, practically choking her.

      Sage heard the knife clatter to the floor as she turned and pressed her face into his bare chest, holding onto him like he was her only lifeline. She didn’t know what was going on, but somehow, she knew deep down that Jacob would protect her, would keep her safe, and he would never ever lie to her.

      “I think we should sit down,” he said. “And I’ll tell you everything.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Sage

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Her bed was the only place to sit, but Sage didn’t want to get it dirty. So, she told Jacob to give her a minute to rinse off.

      It was the fastest shower she’d ever taken in her life. Just long enough to wash the blood from her body and hair. Then she wrapped up in her favorite fluffy robe and padded into her bedroom.

      There was a space heater on the floor, and she turned it on to help fight off the chill. Something about a lack of furniture made the entire apartment feel cold despite the heater running.

      Jacob was texting when she came out and he ran his hand through his hair before tossing the shattered phone on the floor. He sighed and adjusted his legs so the towel still covered everything.

      “Better?” he asked as she came to sit beside him.

      Despite everything that had just happened she still felt shy around him. Sage knew there were things she didn’t understand, and she wasn’t sure she was quite ready to hear the truth, but there was no other way around this. Not after everything that had happened.

      “Yes, much better,” she admitted, climbing under the covers. “You should get under here too. It’s freezing.”

      He smiled down at her and then lifted up her blankets to slide in. “It’s not that cold, but body heat will warm you up faster than these blankets will.”

      She didn’t protest when he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. Between him, the heaters, and the blankets she was toasty in no time. Even her feet felt warm thanks to Jacob.

      “You’re not going to believe me,” Jacob told her, holding on tight. “But I promise it’s all true.”

      Sage could feel the honesty in his words. She could feel how fervently he meant what he was saying and the slight fear he had that she wouldn’t believe him. How she knew all this, Sage had no idea. But she knew it was true all the way down to her soul.

      “I’ll try to keep an open mind,” she promised. “Just be honest. And please explain the neck thing.”

      “I don’t even really know where to start. I’ve never done this before,” he admitted, rubbing his face against her hair.

      The whiskers on his chin tickled, and Sage rolled over so she was facing him. “Just…start from the beginning.”

      He smiled down at her ruefully. “I suppose that’s the best place.” He tapped her nose. Then he was studying her eyes again and his expression grew serious. “I’ve never seen anyone quite as uniquely beautiful as you,” he told her.

      And no matter how much she didn’t want to believe him, no matter how much she wanted to protest that she was a plain nobody, Sage felt the truth of his statement ring through her.

      It took her breath away – the knowledge that someone truly saw her as beautiful. Sage looked up at him in awe. She’d never thought she would be that girl for anyone. Not really.

      “Anyways,” Jacob said with another sigh. “I was in the forest today because I was tracking those wolves. They’ve been testing our borders, seeing how much of our territory they could take before we noticed. Those wolves aren’t just wolves though, they’re shifters.”

      Sage blinked as she processed. “Shifters?”

      “Yeah, meaning they have a human form and an animal form. Theirs happen to be wolves. Like me.”

      “Like you.” At this point she was just repeating the words in hopes that it would help her comprehend and absorb what he was saying. “A wolf.”

      “Yes,” Jacob said carefully. She could feel him studying her closely, watching to see if she was going to laugh in his face or call him crazy. But he was telling the truth. “We are wolf shifters. The Umatilla National Forest and Portland are our territory. The wolf shifters from the Cascade Range are trying to take over.”

      Wolf shifters. Sage pushed away from Jacob.

      She believed him, but her brain wasn’t accepting what he was saying. Suddenly she felt hot and she threw off the blankets, turning off the space heater.

      “Like werewolves?” she asked.

      “Kind of. Except we’re shifters. We can become wolves at will, not based on the moon.”

      Sage turned to face him, remembering the wolf who’d slammed against her car and the terrifying intelligence she’d seen there. “If that’s true, could you show me?”

      Maybe she would be able to finally hear and understand what he was saying if the proof of his words was right in front of her face, but there was also the chance that it would break her brain and shatter her mind if she couldn’t accept what she was seeing.

      Jacob hesitated. She wasn’t sure if it was because of the same concerns she had or something else, but Sage needed to see it regardless. Too much had happened today that she couldn’t explain.

      But if he shifted…then so much would make sense even if it challenged everything she had ever learned.

      He nodded as if coming to some sort of decision, face grim. Then he stood and removed the towel. Sage felt her cheeks heat to the point she thought they might melt her skin off, but she didn’t look away.

      Jacob inhaled deeply and on his exhale his body shifted, becoming bigger but lower to the ground.

      Until there was a wolf in her bedroom.

      Sage wanted to scream but she clamped her mouth shut as she tried to tell herself this gigantic wolf wasn’t going to eat her. It wasn’t the same wolf as the one who’d scared the living daylights out of her.

      No, this one had a darker coat. Blacker over the tan fur than she’d expected, and his face was rounder, almost like a dog. It gave him the appearance of a sweet, good-boy.

      The thought made her laugh and Sage clapped her hand over her mouth. “I’m so sorry, you just look like a big puppy.”

      He huffed at that and somehow, she knew he was laughing. Jacob’s silver eyes glittered at her as he circled the bed before flopping down on it, making the springs creak with his ridiculous weight.

      Then he laid his head on her lap and looked up at her just like any other giant puppy who thought he was a lap dog.

      She hesitated at first, but Jacob seemed content to stay in his wolf form for the moment. His body was massive, taking up her entire queen bed and then hanging off the edge with his head in her lap.

      But she gave in to the urge and stroked the top of his head, enjoying the silky feel of his fur and the comforting weight of his body on hers. With him here she knew nothing could get her. It was the ultimate safe place with him next to her, like this.

      Sage wasn’t ready to think about everything else this simple shift meant. Her mind wasn’t able to process much more than the hot guy she had a ridiculously intense crush on could turn into a giant wolf, who was still somehow gentle in his appearance.

      Jacob didn’t have the sharp facial features the other wolves had, the ones who’d chased him out of the forest and literally tried to smash her car open to get at him, and probably her by association.

      “Are those wolves going to come for you?” she asked, scratching behind one of his ears. “What about the neck thing? What does that have to do with me and your ability to shift?”

      Sage knew he couldn’t answer her. It was kind of nice if she were honest. Something about his inability to say anything gave her the freedom to talk about what was on her mind.

      “Are the others wolves?” Sage paused as she thought about that. Then she continued the soothing rhythm of stroking his fur from the top of his head, down his spine as far as she could go. “You know, that would explain a lot. Every conversation I didn’t quite understand, and why you all don’t really like to hang out with the locals, well, per Heather.”

      Jacob huffed at that.

      “Did Liam break up with her because he’s a wolf? And she wasn’t…whatever you called me?”

      Suddenly the giant puppy in her lap was a naked man and Sage blushed furiously when he rolled onto his back so he could look up at her.

      “Mate,” Jacob repeated. “You’re my mate.”

      Then he reached up and held her face gently, pulling her down. Sage felt her eyes go wide as she realized what was happening, but still not quite able to believe it.

      When he kissed her, Sage felt it throughout her entire body all the way down to her toes. His lips were soft, and his mouth was warm. Jacob tasted like home, like something she’d been craving all her life but had never been able to figure out exactly what it was she’d wanted.

      Her hands shook as she reached out for him, brushing her fingertips against his face first, and then finding his silky hair. Sage sighed into him, hardly believing any of this was real.

      Before she could blink Jacob flipped her over so that she was the one on her back looking up at him. Sage gasped, staring up into his silver eyes. His next kiss wasn’t gentle. It wasn’t slow and sweet.

      It was possessive and passionate.

      Her back arched as she tried to get closer to him, as she reached up to wrap her arms around his neck. Sage didn’t care that he was a wolf shifter. Not when she’d never felt like this with anyone before in her life.

      “Jacob,” she whispered against his lips, dizzy from the sensation of him on top of her, the smell of him, and the intense desire that was burning her up inside. “I don’t know what a mate is.”

      Those silvery eyes studied her face, and his fingertips trailed over the freckles dusting her shoulders. “It means you’re mine.”
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      She was everything he’d imagined and more. It was like peaches in the summer, sweeter than anything he’d ever tasted.

      Jacob had dated before, slept with women countless times, but it had never been like this. His past had been nothing more than a good time, a way to expend some of his endless energy and take care of the needs he had.

      But all of that had changed when Kai had taken over the pack. It had been annoying at first, but their Alpha made sure they all had time to go to Portland and take care of those needs since the locals were off limits now unless one happened to be a mate.

      No one had found a mate in all the years they’d lived here in La Grande. Not until now.

      Jacob still couldn’t believe Sage was his. The smell of the bond on the back of her neck was unlike anything he’d scented in his life. It was a scent he instantly recognized despite never experiencing it before.

      It was home. It was love. It was everything he’d been pining after since seeing what life could be like with a mate.

      When Kai had brought Amelia into the pack, it had felt like she’d always belonged. And seeing the look on his Alpha’s face every time he looked at her…Jacob hadn’t realized that was what he’d wanted until he saw the fierce way they protected each other.

      Then Shane had gotten lucky next. Bonnie, the harpy as Shane so lovingly called her, was his mate and it was like the universe had gone out of its way to make that happen.

      Two human females who happened to be best friends ending up mated to the Alpha and his Second.

      Jacob hadn’t thought he’d find his mate any time soon, let alone weeks after Kai and Shane. If anything, he’d figured Olivia might find hers first due to her rank, but it seemed the universe had other plans.

      Sage pulled back and stared into his silver eyes. “I still don’t understand what this all means. How does a mate make me yours?”

      His wolf pushed to take her now, to claim her.

      After those wolves tried to kill him, chasing him into his own territory, Jacob had felt on edge. Protecting Sage from them was his main priority.

      But his wolf would have to wait. She was a human and she needed to understand everything for this to really work. Jacob wouldn’t take her choice from her no matter how badly he wanted—needed her.

      “It’s weird,” he said, unable to look away from the freckles on her shoulders. Gently he pushed aside the robe and followed the trail down her arm. “But shifters have a mate. Someone in the universe who is made for them. It’s a weird combination of biology and magic. No one really knows why it’s this way, but we’ve had mates for as long as anyone can remember.”

      Sage ran her fingers through his hair, silent as she absorbed that. “Like animals,” she said.

      Thankfully she didn’t smell afraid anymore, only curious. And then under that there was the delicious scent of her desire that had him licking his lips.

      “Yes, but it’s more than that. There’s magic involved. A mate bond is a permanent thing once it’s accepted. It can be denied, but there are no others for me. Just you.”

      Her cheeks flushed at that, but she considered his statement. “What happens if the bond is denied then?”

      He shrugged, wishing this was easier. Though he supposed it could be going worse. Shane had such a difficult time with Bonnie, but it had worked out in the end when Jacob, the whole pack really, had been worried Bonnie wouldn’t accept him.

      “Nothing really, I guess. It depends on how deeply connected the pair is when it happens. If a bond is denied life would go on, or the wolf could die of heartbreak. Sometimes they go feral and live in their wolf form, never shifting back to human. It’s always been a double-edged sword. A blessing and a curse.”

      “But nothing will happen to me?” she asked, frowning slightly.

      Jacob leaned down and kissed the wrinkled skin between her brows, unable to help himself. “Nothing will happen to you. But the closer we become physically and emotionally the more pain you will experience if we are separated. It’s only until the bond is accepted or denied though.” He moved on to her right eyebrow, kissing her there too.

      Sage smelled happy underneath him, like this was something she’d been waiting for, for a long time. Had she really been interested in him since she’d arrived?

      How dense was he exactly to have missed it at first?

      “So, we have a choice?” she asked. “You could choose not to be my mate?”

      Jacob froze at the tinge of fear he heard in those words. “It doesn’t work like that. You will always be my mate, but we do not have to accept the bond.”

      “Do you even want it?” she asked, somehow becoming smaller.

      Before she could freak herself out too much, Jacob pressed his lips to hers and kissed her. He put all his fear of rejection, his fear for her safety, and the need he had for her into that kiss.

      The way she tasted pleased his wolf and Jacob growled slightly, tightening his grip on her. He wanted to taste her everywhere, he wanted to hear her say his name while he was inside her, and then he wanted to hear what she sounded like when she came.

      “I want you,” he said, feeling a little breathless as she looked up at him, dazed but happy.

      “There is no way I’m letting you go, not if you want me,” Jacob murmured, trying to convince her what he felt was real without freaking her out. “I can’t believe the universe let me have you as my mate.” He kissed her neck and breathed her in. “Do you want me?”

      “Yes,” she breathed. “More than I’ve ever wanted anything.”

      Jacob smiled down at her. “How did I get so lucky?”
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      How did he get so lucky? Sage felt like she’d won the lottery. She didn’t really understand everything that had to do with mates and how that all worked, but if that meant she was made for Jacob?

      That was enough for her.

      And somehow, he was made for her.

      Sage wasn’t going to give that up, even if it came with wolf shifters and who knew what else.

      “I think I’m the lucky one,” she admitted, tracing the five o’clock shadow along his jaw. “Ever since I first saw you, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you.”

      “The silver Corolla,” Jacob said with a small smile. “I don’t remember seeing you in the shop, but I think the next day you were working at the grill. I definitely remember noticing you when we went for dinner that night.”

      And here she’d thought those little looks were all in her head.

      “This all seems too good to be true,” she admitted.

      Jacob wiggled his hips and she bit her lip.

      No, she certainly hadn’t forgotten he was naked and that the only thing between him and her was the thin fabric of her robe. It hung off one shoulder and Sage had never felt so exposed and yet somehow completely safe and protected. It was a strange sensation, but one she secretly loved.

      “I will never be able to thank you enough for saving my life,” Jacob murmured, kissing the hollow of her throat. “But I’ll try to show you for as long as you’ll let me.”

      He went slightly lower then, kissing the flat part of her sternum between her breasts. Jacob didn’t move the robe aside and somehow that made it seem more intimate rather than less.

      Every part of her body was paying attention. She felt the tingle in her arms and legs, all the way down to the tips of her fingers and toes. Sage wanted this, she wanted him more than anything.

      But part of her still hesitated. Part of her still thought that maybe this was all a dream, or a bad joke. She didn’t want to wake up and find out it had all been in her imagination.

      If this was some cruel game…

      Sage couldn’t live through that again.

      “Do you promise this isn’t some dare?” Sage asked, barely breathing as he kissed the top of one breast, and then the other.

      Jacob looked up at her, nothing but concern and lust in his eyes. “A dare?”

      It was still hard to talk about.

      The sound of his growl rippled through her and Sage looked up to see his brown eyes were silver again. “What happened?” he demanded.

      “I used to act,” she admitted. “My parents did the whole child actor thing, and then I got a few parts. Nothing crazy, just small stuff. There was this guy I really liked – he happened to be the main actor of the show.”

      The whole thing was still so embarrassing. Sage covered her face, trying not to relive the moment she found out it had all been a dare. How he’d been told he couldn’t get her to sleep with him.

      And then how his best friend had also pretended to be interested in her. It had been a race to see who she would ultimately choose and who she would sleep with in their trailers on set.

      Well, Sage hadn’t realized the extent of the game until she found the sexy photos he’d taken of her online.

      That was the end of her acting career.

      If her father hadn’t been a lawyer, it would have all been so much worse.

      All because she had been so desperate for him to like her she hadn’t seen any of the warning signs or red flags.

      Sage briefly explained it to Jacob and tried not to get turned on every time he snarled.

      She was failing miserably.

      “My dad got them to take down the photos. Thankfully not many people even knew about the whole thing, but it was the final straw. I didn’t want anything to do with Hollywood anymore,” she admitted. “It took me a few years after that to realize I was done with the whole city. So, I went looking for a place that felt more like home.”

      “And then you found me,” Jacob stated, as if that were the end of it all. “I promise this isn’t some joke or dare. You’re the nicest, kindest person I’ve ever met and more beautiful than any woman in Hollywood.”

      Sage couldn’t help but laugh at that. “Don’t be ridiculous, you know that’s not true.”

      “It’s true for me,” Jacob insisted.

      Sage studied his eyes and instantly sobered.

      He meant it.

      Before she could lose her courage, Sage reached up and pulled his face down to hers, kissing him like she’d imagined so many times over the last few weeks. She took her time to explore his lips until they became nearly as familiar as hers.

      Jacob groaned when she slid her tongue into his mouth, tasting him like he’d tasted her. The sound of his need, and the feel of it between her thighs was almost too much. Sage couldn’t help the way she pressed up against him. Nothing but one thin slice of fabric separating them.

      Then it was gone and the feel of his body against hers was all she could think about. His skin on hers, the weight of him covering her, and the hard length between her thighs.

      Jacob held her face gently with one hand, and the other traveled down her arm, over her breast, and down even further to grip her ass tight. It was everything she’d daydreamed about and then some.

      Sage deepened the kiss, holding onto his shoulders tight.

      When he pulled back, she nearly begged him not to stop.

      “Are you sure?” Jacob asked, searching her eyes. “Once we get physical the bond will tighten. Any separation will be painful. If you decide this isn’t what you want…”

      It would hurt. It could kill him.

      But Sage had no intention of denying whatever this thing between them was. Jacob was a dream come true and even if he had crazy wolves after him and he occasionally howled at the moon…

      He was the nicest guy she’d ever met. It certainly didn’t hurt that he was also the most attractive.

      “I’m sure,” she insisted. “I’ve wanted this for a long time.”

      Jacob’s smile turned wicked. “I’m going to taste you first, then I’m going to make you scream my name,” he promised.

      Her breath caught and Sage’s thighs quivered as he slid down.

      What exactly had she gotten herself into?
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      When his hot mouth covered her pussy, Sage felt herself bow off the bed, hands fisting in the sheets. It sent an electric shock through her entire body and all she wanted was more.

      A gentle lick made her moan and part of her couldn’t believe this was really happening, and the other part was ready to beg for more – to feel him inside.

      She was greedy and she knew it, but Sage couldn’t help it. Having him take her had been her number one fantasy for the last few weeks and she was desperate and hungry for him in ways she’d never been for anyone else.

      “Christ, you’re already so wet and ready,” he rumbled against her, sending another shiver through her body. “And you taste so sweet.”

      It was weird to hear, and yet it turned her on. Sage spread her thighs to give him more room, watching as he licked from one end to the other. Then he spread her own fluids over her lips and clit.

      Shit, she wanted him so bad she could barely take it. Sage didn’t want to wait for him to decide he was ready to take her. She wanted Jacob now.

      “Jacob, please,” she begged, lifting her hips as he sucked on her. “You can prove your prowess to me another time.”

      His grip on her thighs tightened – the only thing that let her know he’d even heard her as he licked and sucked with a fervor that had her on the edge and shaking before she could say another word.

      “Please,” she managed, trying to pull him up.

      All she succeeded in doing was pull his hair as the pleasure built and she pressed up into his mouth.

      It was hot and wet and felt so good she knew it would shatter her when that orgasm finally hit.

      Jacob was so attuned to her he stopped just as she was about to come, moaning and writhing underneath him.

      “Your wish is my command,” he murmured, licking her one last time before sitting up on his knees.

      Sage looked up at him, memorizing the muscles in his thighs and the lines they made as he flexed and shifted. His ass was round and taut and made her want to dig her nails into the flesh to push him deep inside of her.

      The eight pack of abs was as glorious as she’d imagined and Sage reached up to trace the lines, enjoying the breadth of his chest and shoulders. Jacob was beautiful. His brown hair nearly black and his normally brown eyes glowed silver as he watched her admire him.

      Her eyes fell to the thick, hard length of him. Jacob’s cock was just as impressive as he was, pre-cum glittering at the tip as he took his time, letting her look at him. One of his large hands wrapped around the base and Sage licked her lips.

      Next time she’d taste him.

      Right now, she needed him inside her.

      Reaching for him, she gently slid her hand over his cock and wrapped her fingers around him. He was so big she knew it would take some getting used to, but Sage had no doubt in her mind that he’d be gentle unless she asked him otherwise.

      A slight tug and he smiled, falling forward and catching himself so he hovered just a few inches above her. Sage was breathing hard, aching for him, desperate as the tip pressed against her entrance.

      He didn’t move. Jacob seemed content to watch her squirm as she tried to press up so he’d slide inside.

      “Please,” she begged again. “I need you.”

      His silver eyes flashed and slowly Jacob pressed inside, allowing her the time she needed to stretch so she could take him.

      Sage had never felt anything quite like it. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head as the delicious sensation rippled through her. For the first time in her life she felt full – complete.

      Jacob’s hips met hers when she’d taken all of him. He didn’t move at all as her body adjusted. It was the most erotic thing to have him looking down at her with those silver eyes, deeper inside her than anyone had ever been before as she pulsed around him.

      She needed more. She needed that friction. Sage wanted him to take her hard. Her body demanded everything at once and it made her lightheaded and desperate.

      Rolling her hips, she pulled him down and kissed him, nipping his bottom lip slightly, wiggling her hips, and arching her back into him – anything to get him to move.

      Jacob growled at that and pinned her arms down, sliding his tongue in her mouth, ravaging her without once shifting. “I don’t want to hurt you,” he said – voice deep and gravelly. He was breathing hard and that only made her need worse.

      If she could flip him over, she would so she could ride him until he lost his mind, just like he was doing to her. But Sage could feel the strength in his arms – a strength no human possessed. If she was able to flip him over it was because he wanted her to.

      “You won’t hurt me,” she promised. “I trust you.”

      And she did. Without question. Sage knew it was too soon to feel so strongly about this, but she knew in her heart Jacob would take care of her, protect her, and she could trust him with anything.

      It had to be the bond he was talking about, but she knew it went both ways.

      Jacob felt the same way about her, and that was something she was still trying to wrap her head around – even if she could somehow feel its truth.

      Slowly he pulled out and she gasped. Her body was wrapped around him, holding on tight. Her legs went around his waist, urging him on. When he finally thrust forward the sensation struck her, shocking her entire body and she arched up as the pleasure spiked.

      She needed more. “Faster,” she urged.

      Her mind was putty as he obliged, breathing in harsh pants as she met him stroke for stroke. Sage groaned, her entire body taut as the pleasure built and built. She thought for sure she’d come already, but Jacob somehow prolonged the experience until she thought she was going to explode. 

      Jacob released her arms and she dug her nails into his ass, holding on tight as he took her faster, thrusting in and out and each stroke shot through her. Every muscle tightened as she just couldn't take any more.

      Her scream as the orgasm ripped through her would have been embarrassing if she had the brain cells to think and reflect. But all Sage knew was the pleasure and the feel of Jacob on top of her.

      His name on her lips was a whispered prayer as she shattered around him, unable to do anything but hold on as he took her. Sage urged him deeper, taking everything she could from him, riding the wave of her orgasm for as long as she could.

      “Jacob,” she breathed. “Come with me?”

      His answering growl sent a second ripple through her, less aggressive than the first, but no less mind blowing. Her vision sparked as he pressed into her one last time, the spurts of his cum making her muscles contract all over again.

      Sage milked him, riding him through the orgasm as she slowly came down.

      Her nails were deep in his ass and she was sweaty and breathing hard. But Jacob didn’t give her any time to feel weird about it. He savagely took her mouth, nipping her bottom lip. His tongue in her mouth made her groan again, somehow wanting more even after that impressive display.

      “Mine,” Jacob growled.

      And Sage couldn’t agree more.
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      The dark room relaxed him. The smell of sex, Sage, and him intertwined had settled his wolf. Jacob’s scent was all over her. Slowly their scents would combine over time until the bond was accepted and permanent.

      If he were honest with himself, he had no intention of making this a temporary situation – even though his past wasn’t the cleanest and his future was murky at best.

      Jacob didn’t know if this new world Kai had created would last. He didn’t know if the Blue Mountain Pack would survive the war that was to come, and he didn’t know how he was going to keep Sage safe through all of it.

      She was so vulnerable and human. Even if she accepted the bite, Jacob knew she was a submissive. Fighting would be difficult for her, but she had a quiet strength he admired.

      Kissing her neck settled him even further. The sweetness of her soap only enhanced her natural scent and he couldn’t get enough of it. Jacob felt like an addict, smelling her all the time.

      Sage made a cute little sleepy noise and Jacob pressed his whole body against hers.

      They’d fallen asleep naked and now he was seeing the advantage.

      Jacob pressed a kiss to the back of her neck where that smell of mate was. Then he kissed her between the shoulder blades, running his hand over her breasts, down her stomach, and between her legs.

      The hungry, desperate look in her eyes the night before was something he would never forget for as long as he lived. Jacob had never been so turned on, so out of his mind with lust and something else he’d never had with his partners – feelings.

      What he might even call love.

      She still wasn’t really awake, but her thighs shifted to make room for him unconsciously. Gently he rubbed her clit, making slow circles. Every once in a while, he’d slide down to feel the delicious wetness coming from her center. The smell of it drove him wild, but he bit his lip hard and gently slid a finger in.

      Then he slid in a second, pressing up to hit the G spot. His thumb found her clit and he went to work on that too.

      His dick was so hard it hurt, but Jacob kissed the freckles on her shoulder and kept his pace slow and easy. They had all the time in the world, and he was going to take advantage of it while he could. 

      Sage was his.

      Her deepthroated groan as he slid in a third finger nearly made him lose his careful control. His wolf went wild and the urge to claim her was so strong he bit his own arm to keep from marking her.

      What he hadn’t expected was for her to roll over and straddle him all in one move.

      Sage’s eyes were hazel again, almost green in the morning light. The desire in her eyes as she held his cock had Jacob on the edge and ready to come if he wasn’t careful.

      She sank down on him in one fluid motion and Jacob bit his tongue until he tasted blood to keep from coming. 

      “It’s not fair to tease,” she murmured, rocking her hips slightly.

      Seeing her from this angle, watching her take him with such confidence, Jacob knew he wasn’t going to last long. He grabbed her hips and thrust upward, making sure to hit just the right spot as he ground her against him.

      She threw her head back and the desperate desire in her voice when she whispered his name made him wild. Sage was his. She was his mate and he wasn’t going to let anything, or anyone take her from him.

      It took very little of his strength to lift her up and slam her down on top of him. She clenched around his dick, making his eyes roll back with the sensation. Her body around him was all he wanted.

      But he wanted to hear her scream first.

      Jacob helped her ride him, gritting his teeth to hold off until he felt the flutter of her muscles. He watched as she took her pleasure from him. He pressed up again. She was on the edge and he wanted to push her over, he wanted to hear those sounds she made again.

      On his next thrust he sat up and took one of her breasts in his mouth, sucking hard on the nipple as he tweaked the other. Her hands gripped his shoulders as she rode him through her orgasm.

      The sound of her screams as she held onto him was too much. Jacob held her tight and roared as he came, the sensation too much for him to process fully. She was all around him, holding him together, holding him close, keeping him sane.

      Sage was his whole world and she was all that was holding him in this form.

      She kept his past at bay. Jacob buried his face in her chest, the silky feel of her breasts against his cheeks calmed him. Somehow, she was keeping him calm despite the panic he felt right on the edge of his thoughts.

      “Hey, is everything okay?” Sage asked, stroking his hair as they both came back down to earth.

      Jacob didn’t bother lying to her. He knew she’d be able to sense it, either through that weird sixth sense she had or the mate bond. He shook his head slightly and sighed.

      He was going to have to tell her everything whether he liked it or not. Sage would think whatever was bothering him was because of her if he didn’t, and he refused to let her doubt the bond for even a second.

      “I wasn’t always this nice,” he confessed. “I worry how my world will affect you, what you’ll think of me once you know about my past…” he trailed off and softly kissed her lips.

      Jacob didn’t know what to tell her really. There was too much to explain, too much shit she really didn’t need to know about.

      Gently he set her down on the bed and extricated himself from her even if that was the last thing he wanted to do.

      He needed to get cleaned up, to call his Alpha, to figure out what the hell he was going to do about those wolves, and how he was going to keep them away from Sage.

      Jacob went into the attached bathroom and turned on the shower. It was hard not to notice the lack of amenities Sage had in her apartment. It was barely even functional, and yet she didn’t seem to mind at all.

      There were only two towels, toilet paper, and a drawer full of makeup. The first aid kit and a few other feminine items he couldn’t identify were in the medicine cabinet.

      All she had was her mattress in her bedroom and the space heater. Jacob hadn’t seen the inside of her closet, but he could guess she only had what she’d been able to fit in her car with her.

      Seeing the state in which she lived made him feel fiercely protective and possessive.

      He stepped into the hot spray and sighed as it nearly burned his skin off.

      Everything in him wanted to take Sage far away from this place. The only reason the Cascade wolves hadn’t come knocking on her door was because of how deep in Blue Mountain territory her apartment was.

      The apartments were right next to the grill and the auto shop. If Cascade wanted to take over, they had to be careful how much they disturbed the human locals.

      Arms wrapped around him and Jacob suddenly felt like he could breathe a little bit easier.

      “Talk to me,” she murmured against his back. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      The mate bond was the trippiest thing he’d ever experienced. Somehow it let him feel what she was feeling, and Sage was so attuned to him it was scary. Jacob was a mess and he didn’t want that affecting her.

      “A year ago, Kai came back,” he told her. Might as well get this part over with before they both got in too deep and there was no going back. “He was gone for about a decade doing some soul searching. See, the pack took him in when he was a little kid. He has no idea who his parents were.”

      Jacob remembered it like it was yesterday. Kai had grown up with them, back when the old Alpha had run things. Barney had been like a dad or a grandpa to all of them. He’d been fair and honest.

      The pack had been well taken care of, the members of the ‘group’ had been well respected, and as much a part of the local society and community as shifters hiding among humans could be.

      “Kai left when he was eighteen,” Jacob explained, closing his eyes as Sage rubbed soap on his back. “Not long after that our Alpha died without any born alpha to take over. His Second led as Alpha for a while but didn’t really have the head to lead.”

      He sighed and put his hand against the wall, wishing the hot water could burn the last ten years away. “That’s when things started going bad.”

      “Heather told me a little about it, but she wouldn’t go into details,” Sage admitted. Even her gentle touch on his ass, the backs of his thighs, and his calves weren’t enough for Jacob to turn around and return the favor.

      He was ashamed of the way those years had changed him.

      “Yeah, well the locals didn’t make it through that decade unscathed either,” he muttered. “Everything got messed up.

      “Before Kai came back, Alphas were challenged left and right. Every single one was worse than the last. Our pack became nothing more than a gang of thugs. A lot of us left, but this is my home,” Jacob told her. “I couldn’t abandon Shane and the twins. Alexander came in sometime during that decade and never left. I don’t think we all would have made it without him and Shane.”

      “Why did he come into such a volatile pack?” Sage asked, turning him around so she could wash his front.

      Jacob let her; gaze unfocused as he tried not to get lost in all the shit. “I don’t know. We thought at first he might try to challenge, but he never did. Alexander isn’t that dominating despite his strength and size. But he did hold a line. No Alpha wanted to go against him when he set his foot down.”

      Alexander managed to do a lot of damage control thanks to his no bullshit stance. But he wasn’t able to keep the alphas from running the pack like a gang.

      “There’s a lot I did that I’m not proud of,” Jacob admitted, grabbing her wrists to stop her. Sage looked up at him and he studied her eyes, trying to gauge exactly what she was thinking. “An Alpha has power over the pack. I couldn’t deny their demands. But not every kill I made was at their command.”

      Her eyes widened and Jacob waited, wondering if this was where Sage would walk. If she was smart, she would.

      “Then why did you kill them?” she asked, surprisingly calm despite the topic.

      Jacob released her with a sigh. “Sometimes it was to keep the pack from getting worse – like a barrel of apples, festering and rotten thanks to just a few. Sometimes it was to keep them safe, but I couldn’t save them all.”

      So many from the original pack had scattered. The lucky ones found other packs, a sanctuary, or managed to blend into the human world. But being a wolf without a pack…too many hadn’t survived the exodus.

      Including his sister.

      “My parents and my sister tried to get out,” Jacob said, pushing the hair back from Sage’s face. The hot water made her skin pink and the freckles stood out even more. “Shane got my parents to a traveling circus – a pride that runs a sanctuary for any and all paranormals. But the Alpha wolf at the time managed to capture my sister during the chaos. I didn’t find her before it was too late.”

      Jacob would never forgive himself for that. Vanessa was dead because of him.

      “She was too submissive and didn’t have any fighting experience. The Alpha tore her apart.” Jacob clenched his hands as he remembered finding them in the forest, blood soaking into the dirt and leaves. The entire place had reeked of fear and a sick pleasure that had made him gag. “So, I tore them to pieces. Alpha liked my ‘fight’ he’d said, so he let me live even though every day since I’d wished he hadn’t.”

      He focused on Sage and noticed how dark her eyes were. No trace of hazel in them at all anymore.

      Reaching out, he reminded himself that this was his life now. She was his future, and he wasn’t going to let what happened to Vanessa happen to her.

      “At least, I felt that way until I met you,” he confessed.
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      Jacob’s confession shook her to her core. She’d always known on some level that terrible things happened to good people. The news made sure everyone was aware of how easy it was for accidents to happen, for predators to find the weak and exploit that.

      But Sage had never really felt like it was real. Not really. She didn’t know anyone who’d just disappeared. There were people she knew who’d experienced horrible things – but nothing like this.

      Never had she been more aware that she’d lived in a safe little bubble than now.

      The average human problems seemed to pale in comparison to this. These survivors of war. For Jacob and the rest of the pack, they’d lived through a nightmare she could only imagine – that she’d only ever heard about in stories.

      Those glowing eyes that had emerged from the forest, eyeing her and Jacob like they were nothing more than meat…

      Sage had never felt like prey before. There were things out there with human intelligence that would kill her without a second thought. They might even seek her out.

      This new world wasn’t one she felt prepared for. Sage could barely handle a normal, human-only reality. How was she supposed to manage?

      “I’d understand if you wanted to walk away, find another small town,” Jacob told her, pushing the wet hair back from her face. “This is a lot to take in.”

      It was, but Sage didn’t think some other small town would be safer. Now she knew humans weren’t the only ones out there. There were people who could turn into animals…

      And whatever else was real. The monsters under the bed? She didn’t know.

      “I don’t want to walk away,” Sage told him, reaching around to turn off the water. She could condition her hair another time. Her life was about to change drastically and Sage wanted to be wearing clothes when it happened.

      Jacob didn’t say anything when she stepped out and grabbed one of the two towels she owned. Sage handed the other to him and then walked over to her closet, toweling off as she did so.

      For the first time since he’d stepped into her apartment, Sage felt embarrassed about the state of it. It was clean and well taken care of, but it was just so bare. The empty space was part of the reason she worked so much.

      Hanging out here was depressing.

      The light in the closet flickered before shining steadily on the clothes she’d brought with her. There were three suitcases full – all she’d been able to fit into her car.

      The cold weather clothes were brand new and she reached for some clean underwear. At least she had what she needed. Sage was grateful every day for that.

      “So,” Jacob said awkwardly from the doorway. “What’s the plan then?”

      She peeked at him over her shoulder. He was toweling off his hair which meant every delicious inch of him was bared to her and she let herself look this time. How’d this gorgeous, caring man end up being hers? Her mate?

      The mate thing was a little scary, but Sage kind of liked the idea that she was made for Jacob and her alone if she were being honest with herself. No one else could compare to her for the first time in her life.

      She stepped into her underwear and then grabbed a pair of fleece leggings. Who knew she’d be the possessive type?

      “I don’t have a plan,” Sage admitted. “I just know I can’t go back to the way things were.” She put on the leggings and then a bra, moving fast so she didn’t get too cold. “I don’t want to give up this thing we have, and I can’t pretend I don’t know what I do now. So, you tell me. What am I supposed to do?”

      “Go out with me?” Jacob asked with a half-smile, tying the towel around his waist and impeding her view.

      How long had she waited to hear him say that?

      Sage couldn’t help but laugh. “I suppose we could go out. Did you have anything in mind?”

      Jacob hooked his finger in her belt loop and tugged her forward. “We’ll probably be wearing clothes, for one.”

      His eyebrows wiggled and Sage laughed again, resting her hands on his chest. The skin was so much softer than she expected and the planes and curves of his muscles made her mouth water.

      “Oh, I don’t know. Clothes are overrated.” She stood up on her tiptoes to kiss his shoulder. Sage wrapped her arms around his neck and sighed.

      Whenever she was close to him like this everything else just fell away. It didn’t matter anymore that her apartment was barely live-able. It didn’t matter that scary wolves wanted to try and take Jacob’s territory.

      She kissed his jaw next, closing her eyes when his hands rested on her waist. “But if we did put on clothes, where would we wear them?”

      His eyes closed when she took his earlobe between her teeth and tugged. “We’re having this celebration at the homestead for the Wolf Moon. Since you’re my mate I get to invite you. Plus there’s tons of stuff to do on the property. Lots that you could photograph.”

      He groaned when she slid her hands down and pulled at the towel until it pooled at his feet. Then she wrapped her hands around his cock and started stroking him, gentle at first – teasing.

      “I guess you ended up imprinting on me after all,” she whispered before she kissed him.

      He groaned like she’d just made the worst joke ever, but he pulled her closer. Jacob gripped her arms tight as she worked him, stroking up and down. “That was terrible,” he told her, lips twitching as he tried to keep from laughing.

      Before she could protest he pushed her back and stripped her leggings and underwear down before she even realized what exactly was going on. As he stood his arms went around her thighs and he lifted her up, tossing her onto the bed like it was nothing.

      Sage screeched as she bounced, laughing as he pounced on top of her. “Hey, I was in the middle of something.”

      Jacob let her push him over, eyes glowing with that silver fire. He put an arm behind his head and watched her as she knelt between his legs. “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured. “Fuck!”

      The curse as she wrapped her mouth around him made her smile. Sage loved that she had this effect on the hottest, sweetest guy she’d ever been with. Every lick and suck she took him deeper, opening her throat to take as much of him as she could.

      He was so large he hit the back of her throat and she still had more so Sage wrapped her hand around his base and started stroking in time with the bobbing of her head.

      Sage wanted him to come like this, filling her mouth as she sucked him hard.

      He cursed again and pressed up into her mouth, one hand resting softly on her head like he was trying to ground himself.

      But she wanted him to lose control. Sage picked up the pace, sucking hard and fast as she stroked and twisted, enjoying how hard he was under her palm.

      Then suddenly Jacob growled and before she knew it she was on her back with him on top of her, eyes glowing and a snarl on his lips. “You’re mine,” he told her, voice deep and guttural. He pushed her legs apart with his knees and breathed deep. “You smell so good, so desperate, mate.”

      Sage hadn’t realized him manhandling her would turn her on so much. But she wanted him – bad, just like he said. Jacob could smell when she wanted him. That was so embarrassing, but…

      It seemed to do exactly what she wanted it to do. It brought out his animal side, which also made him extremely possessive.

      “You want this?” he asked, holding his cock and stroking it over her clit.

      Sage bucked her hips upward, trying to get him inside. “Yes,” she breathed. “Yes I want it.”

      He held her gaze as he slowly pushed inside her. It was hot and intimate and nearly had her coming on the spot. Jacob grabbed the back of her neck and kissed her hard, nibbling her bottom lip, tasting her mouth with his tongue, possessing every inch of her with his body.

      “I want to claim you,” he growled into her ear. “I want to give you the bite, bind you to me forever. I want you by my side for the rest of my life.”

      She didn’t understand everything he was saying, but she understood most of it. Sage knew what he meant and it didn’t scare her like she thought it might. Instead it made her want him even more.

      Sage wanted everything he’d offered and more.

      Wrapping her legs around him, she met him stroke for stroke until the pleasure exploded around her. Sage held on tight, gasping as she tried to remember how to breathe after her brain had essentially short-circuited.

      But Jacob wasn’t done. He still took her hard, hitting the right spot every time, filling her to the point he was practically rearranging her organs. Sage felt the pleasure build hard and fast on the heels of the first orgasm.

      “Wait,” she managed, putting her hand on his chest. “Wait.”

      Instantly Jacob stopped, going completely still on top of her. His entire body shook with the strength it took not to keep going. “What?” he gritted out. “Are you okay?”

      She pushed him off of her and rolled over onto her stomach. “I want you to take me like this.”

      His answering growl rippled through the room and his arm wrapped around her waist. Sage felt his lips at her ear and she shivered. “I’m going to claim you like this one day,” he promised. “One day, Sage.”

      Slowly he entered her from behind, hitting a whole new angle. Sage gasped, gripping the sheets as she pushed back against him. The lust nearly had her telling him to go ahead and bite her.

      On some level she knew it would hurt, but she also knew it would feel unlike anything she’d ever felt before.

      Jacob wrapped his hand around her throat as he took her hard. The sound heightened the pleasure and Sage grabbed his leg, urging him on.  She wanted to come so hard it forced him to come with her.

      He tugged her up so her back was pressed into his chest and Jacob held her gently, with just enough pressure she lost her mind. “I’m going to take you like this,” he promised. “And right when you come I’m going to bite you, marking you forever as mine. Would you like that?”

      Sage was right on the edge, his words putting a fantasy into her head she hadn’t realized she wanted until now. And she wanted it desperately. “Yes,” she told him. “Oh god, yes.”

      It was too much. She came hard, gasping as she felt her entire body clench around him. Her vision sparked and Sage held onto Jacob tight as she tried to ride it out.

      “Jesus fuck,” Jacob cried out, thrusting into her one last time. He held her tight as his entire body went rigid. She could feel his cum as it completely filled her, oozing down her thigh when there was no more room. “Holy shit, Sage.”

      She wanted to laugh at his shocked reaction, but Sage was still barely mentally present. Her entire body was tingling. Two orgasms so quickly made her practically useless. But she needed him to know.

      “I really do want it,” she whispered, holding onto the arm around her waist. “I want you to claim me.”

      Jacob kissed the back of her neck. “It’s not just a claim,” he said quietly. “The bite turns you. You wouldn’t be human anymore.”

      Sage managed to extricate herself from him and turned around. She held his face, staring up into those gorgeous silver eyes. “I don’t care, Jacob. I want to be with you. I want to help keep you and the others safe. If that means I need to turn into a wolf to do it, that’s fine with me.”

      She pulled his head down and kissed one eye and then the other. “Besides, I’ve never been special and…I would love to live this life with you.”

      He looked into her eyes, searching. She hoped he saw the answers he was looking for. Sage meant every word of what she’d said, even if on some level she knew it was crazy.

      Everything was moving so fast. It was moving at speeds she hadn’t thought possible, but she also didn’t care. This, this was what she’d been searching for ever since she left L.A. even if she hadn’t realized it.

      “I don’t deserve you,” Jacob told her. He hugged her tight and breathed deep, scenting her she assumed. All he would smell was the truth of her words.

      Sage sighed happily. “I feel the same.” She had no intention of doing anything today but enjoying his company, learning about this thing between them, about whatever he would tell her.

      She wanted to know more about the bite and the claim.

      Because being a mate was one thing, and it seemed that becoming a wolf was something else entirely. But Sage wanted to protect Jacob as he protected her. She was going to keep him safe too. And she couldn’t wait to join his world.
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      “Jacob, are you okay?” Olivia asked, her voice full of concern. “We haven’t heard from you for nearly twenty-four hours.”

      “I texted the Alpha where I was and why,” Jacob told her, watching Sage sleep.

      They’d ordered in and barely gotten out of bed, sleeping on and off. Healing from the wound he’d had took a lot out of him. It didn’t help that all he wanted to do was mark his mate, and at the very least make sure every wolf in the state knew she was his.

      “Could you have someone bring me a spare change of clothes?” Jacob asked – his other problem. They hadn’t been able to clean anything but his jeans thanks to how torn up it all was.

      His boots were still blood-stained after hours of scrubbing them. Jacob needed something that didn’t reek of his own mortality.

      “Yes, of course Jacob. I’m just glad you’re alive,” Olivia said with a sigh. “These damn Cascade assholes have been hounding our borders. It’s taken everything we have to keep them out, but we just don’t have enough people to protect our territory.”

      “Is Alexander still in Portland?”

      “I called him back, but he argued that it would leave Portland vulnerable. We just need to choose where we’re going to stand and fight,” Olivia muttered. “We’re stretched too thin and it’s going to get someone killed.”

      He couldn’t agree more, and Jacob refused to let that person be Sage. “Will she be safe on the property? Or should we stay in town?”

      The silence on the other end of the line wasn’t reassuring. “Shane has most of us here at the homestead,” Olivia finally said. “We would need to escort you here, but once inside the property lines you’ll be safe thanks to all the wards. She will be safe.”

      Paying the witches to ward their land had seemed like a stupid extravagance at the time, but Jacob was thankful for it today. “Okay, I can have us ready as soon as someone gets here with some clothes.”

      Sage mumbled in her sleep. All he could see was the top of her head and the brownish red hair peeking out. The auburn highlights glowed in the morning sun.

      Would she like the homestead? Would she get along with Bonnie and Amelia?

      Their pack was changing and evolving. No doubt Cascade sensed that. When the full moon finally hit in a few days they’d have two new wolves, maybe even three.

      Jacob shook his head and walked into the kitchen, nothing but his jeans on. Even his socks were bloody and gross. It was chilly, but not unbearable. He turned on the coffeemaker, content to listen to Olivia direct the twins before giving Jacob her attention again.

      “Sorry,” she muttered. “You know what they can be like when they’re on edge. Noah and Liam have spare clothes and are on their way to you right now. We’ll get you both inside the wards without incident. Amelia and Bonnie are making food right now. Then I want a full report on what happened the other day.”

      Coffee started gurgling into the pot and he could hear Sage rolling over in the other room, sighing slightly.

      He was attuned to her in ways that he didn’t understand, in ways that scared him, but Jacob also knew he didn’t want it any other way. Sage was his life. She was what he lived for now, and he would do anything and everything to keep her safe – to give her the life she deserved.

      “Will do, Olivia. The Alpha and his Second on the property?”

      “They will be by lunch. Just get here safe, Jacob.”

      The call ended and Jacob slipped the phone into his back pocket. She would be up soon, and he wanted to make sure he had coffee ready for her. There was some creamer in the refrigerator, so he used a bit of that and carried the cup into the room.

      “Hey,” he murmured, sitting on the edge of the bed. “I’ve got coffee. Liam and Noah should be here soon. What would you like to bring? I’ll help pack.”

      Sage didn’t respond right away. She reached out for the coffee and sipped at it, still mostly covered by the blankets. “Why are they coming here?” she asked, voice raspy.

      It was kind of adorable how the morning affected her.

      “They’re bringing me clean clothes. Then they’ll escort us to the homestead to be safe.”

      Her eyes narrowed and Jacob could smell the irritation at the Cascade wolves with a tinge of fear. “How long are we going to be there? I have work tomorrow.”

      His heart lurched at that. There was no way he could let her leave the safety of the wards, but he also didn’t want to tell her she couldn’t do something. Maybe he could get Kai to close down the grill for a few days until they got things under control.

      It would be safer for the humans in La Grande that way too.

      Who knew what kind of war the Cascade wolves planned on waging?

      “Just pack enough for a few weeks. I’ll drive you to and from work.” Jacob kissed her cheek and refused to admit that he’d sit there through her entire shift if he had to. He refused to leave his unclaimed mate vulnerable.

      She was his responsibility now and Jacob wasn’t going to mess this up.

      When and if she decided to become a wolf, he would train her to take care of herself. But as a human? Sage couldn’t do much against shifters, or all the other stuff in the paranormal world.

      He got up and went to grab his own cup of coffee, black. Jacob sipped as he listened to everything in her apartment and out. Paired with the scents he was getting Jacob knew exactly where everyone was, what they were doing, and whether they were a threat or not.

      His ears perked up when he heard the sound of Noah’s engine. The Jeep turned the corner and Jacob breathed a quiet sigh of relief. He would have help protecting Sage for now, and then once he got her on the warded property Jacob knew he’d breathe easier.

      All of this…it made him think of the days before Kai, and Jacob would do anything to keep that from happening again. But would they be able to protect their territory against an established pack?

      He didn’t know.
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      Despite the danger, Sage was excited to see the homestead. It was talked about a lot by the locals, but not many people had ever seen it. The construction crews that had worked on it a year or so ago only did part of it.

      Kai had apparently hired ‘family’ to come and work on most of the interior.

      Sage wondered who he’d hired.

      “So, Jacob imprinted on you after all,” Noah said with a snicker. “Poetic justice.”

      The drive was pleasant if a bit strained thanks to all three of the wolves being on edge as they drove through the quiet back roads. Noah smirked but kept his eyes on the road while his twin watched the passing trees from the passenger seat.

      “The Twilight jokes are getting old, man,” Jacob said, rolling his eyes. “Don’t make me pull out the Notebook again.”

      “I swear to fucking Christ if I have to hear y’all scream Noah like that again for days I’m going to lose it,” the other wolf snapped.

      Sage had to cover her mouth with her hand to hide her smile. Liam was too busy laughing hysterically to care.

      “Noah!!!” Liam screamed dramatically before falling into hysterics again.

      The other twin harrumphed and Jacob grinned. “That’s what you get.”

      “So,” Sage said quietly, trying to change the subject without upsetting anyone. “How do you guys like living on the same property?”

      “Makes things easier,” Noah admitted, shrugging one shoulder as he kept one eye on the road, turning onto the street everyone in La Grande liked to talk about.

      Some of the teenagers would dare each other to walk up it to see who got the closest to the gate.

      But so many of them never made it. Sage wondered for the first time if it had something to do with the magic Jacob told her was woven into their land.

      “It’s safer with us all close together,” Liam told her, turning around in the front seat. “We all have our own houses and there’s so much land I don’t ever feel claustrophobic.”

      “What did you guys do before Kai bought the land?” Sage asked, leaning into Jacob.

      But that seemed to have been the wrong question. All three of the wolves were silent as they contemplated the question.

      “Most of us lived in the trailer park,” Jacob admitted. “It was all we could afford.”

      Sage shivered as the Jeep suddenly felt colder. They must have heard or sensed it because Liam turned the heater up without her having to say anything. “I’m glad things are better,” she murmured.

      “Me too,” Noah agreed, turning onto an even more obscure road. “We’re almost there. Want me to take you to the main house or your place, Jacob?”

      Sage perked up at that. Soon she would get to see a place almost no one else had.

      “The main house,” Jacob told him, his arm tightening around her. “Olivia told me Amelia and Bonnie were there cooking.”

      Her stomach turned thanks to her nerves. Sage had never talked to Bonnie or Amelia despite serving their table at the grill countless times. The two of them were so gorgeous and Sage didn’t really know anything about them other than the gossip.

      Two Portland girls ended up with the mysterious hotties. What they did for a living was anyone’s guess, but they both had their own money per the business owners. They weren’t with the strange group for money, which had been a few people’s guesses since they didn’t date locals anymore.

      Would they like her? Would they try to include her? Or would they do that thing girls sometimes did and just give her the cold shoulder indefinitely?

      Sage took a deep breath and tightened her grip on her camera bag. It would be fine. She was overthinking again.

      And all three wolves’ eyes were glowing silver now, aware of her anxiety.

      This shifter thing was so embarrassing sometimes.

      “Everything okay?” Jacob whispered into her ear. “You smell anxious.”

      Sage nodded. “I’m fine.”

      Jacob gave her a look and she sighed. “I know I’ve kind of talked to you guys because of the grill, but it’s not the same as hanging out with you.”

      “The town talks,” Liam agreed. “We’re not as weird or as scary as they say we are.”

      Another, even smaller road and Sage gripped the handle on the door. There was so much snow and the road didn’t even feel paved.

      “Actually, they’re all in love with you, but you’re mysterious,” Sage told them. “Heather is still upset about the breakup, but for the most part everyone sings your praises – grateful for the change over the last year.”

      Again, she must have said something wrong because all three of them were quiet.

      The Jeep pulled up to a gorgeous mansion that was built to look like a cabin. Noah put the Jeep in park and glanced back at her and Jacob. “We’re grateful too. And the thing with Heather…” He exchanged a look with his twin.

      “She’s not our mate,” Liam said. “It’s hard to find that part out until it’s too late. Most chicks don’t want you smelling the back of their neck unless they know you.”

      Sage hadn’t thought of that. No wonder things were so awkward. She glanced at Jacob and blushed slightly. She probably would have let him sniff the back of her neck without question though, that’s how bad she’d been crushing on him.

      “Here, let me get your door,” Jacob murmured, kissing her cheek. “Everything will be fine, I promise.”

      He got out and went around the Jeep to her side, opening the door like a gentleman. Sage took the hand he offered and tried not to blush all over again. Normally she wouldn’t be so self-conscious at this point, after everything they’d done.

      But Liam and Noah were watching them with knowing smirks on their faces.

      Sage had never had an audience to a relationship quite like this before. The mate bond was a big deal to the wolves – all of them. So, on some level she realized she wasn’t just mated to Jacob, but she was joining a family—a pack at the same time.

      Her snow boots made sure she didn’t slip and slide on the uneven, icy surface. Noah and Liam grabbed her two suitcases and Jacob had his eyes on the trees, listening to things she could only imagine.

      “So, it’s not just your sense of smell?” she asked, studying the trees like she might be able to figure out what it was he was listening to.

      “We have an enhanced sense of smell, sight, strength, hearing, and speed,” Jacob told her. He nodded once like he was satisfied with something and then looked down at her with that smile she’d fallen for the first time she saw him. “And healing, obviously.”

      “Obviously.” Sage laughed and wrapped an arm around his waist, using his body to shield her from the wind. His warmth made her slightly less anxious as they followed after the twins.

      Sage hoped everything would go smoothly with Bonnie and Amelia. They all had to get used to each other if she was going to accept the mate bond with Jacob. The pack was tighter knit than a blood family from what she could tell.

      This had to go well.

      Jacob helped her up the stairs and Sage noticed the twins had dropped her suitcases in the mudroom, their outside shoes there too.

      It was the largest mudroom she’d ever seen, nearly the size of her bedroom. Stones tiled the floor in calming greys and blues, a drain in one corner of the floor. It was weird at first until she watched the snow from Liam’s boots melt and slowly drip toward the drain.

      How efficient.

      There was a cubby for everyone it seemed as she watched Jacob go over to one of the spots along the bench. He sat down and slipped off his shoes, reaching underneath the bench for a pair that was there waiting for him. He looked up as she just stood there and gave her that crooked smile again.

      “You don’t need to wear shoes if you don’t want to. Pick a pair of your own, or we’ll buy something for the house,” he told her. “Kai’s really anal about a clean house.”

      “It makes sense,” she admitted. “I just don’t know where to put my shoes.” Sage eyed the length of the bench and all the hooks, the cubbies underneath the bench, and then the shelf that ran along the top of the hooks for hats and various decorations. A caddy in the corner held umbrellas.

      “This is so…homey,” Sage admitted.

      Kai had made sure there was plenty of space for everyone, for potential new members…mates. This was his home, but it was also a place he wanted to be surrounded by family.

      “Do you live here, or at your house?” Sage asked, sitting down on the bench. She slid off her shoes and then her coat and scarf.

      Liam and Noah’s voices got louder for a moment and then quiet, sounds from farther in the house reached her. Sage wondered what they were arguing about.

      “I live here,” Jacob admitted, taking her coat and hanging it up. “The other house is completely empty. I didn’t see the point. None of us did really since we were all unmated. We give Kai and Amelia more space now, but we still mainly stay here. Especially lately.”

      Because of those wolves.

      Sage shivered and took Jacob’s offered hand. She took a deep breath and followed her mate farther into the house, trying not to gawk as the space opened up into a massive, open floor plan.

      The way the kitchen faced the main living room, and just how large it all was, how spacious and yet comfortable…and then the breathtaking view of the land and the forest thanks to the floor to ceiling windows in the living room…

      It felt exactly like it had when she’d first experienced La Grande.

      Sage had broken down on the side of the road and the twins had picked her up in the tow truck. They’d taken her straight to the auto shop and then drove her to a nearby hotel.

      As she’d been filling out the paperwork for her car, she remembered seeing Jacob take the keys and thinking he was the most gorgeous man she’d ever laid eyes on.

      After the way they’d all treated her she’d decided to stay. Sage had felt so welcome.

      But knowing what she knew now, she wondered if Fate hadn’t had something to do with it. Maybe it wasn’t the town exactly, but the people who were here that were her home.

      Sage smiled up at Jacob and counted her lucky stars for the thousandth time. Finding him while she’d been so lost…she knew without a doubt this was exactly where she was supposed to be.

      “Sage!” Bonnie yelled from the kitchen. “I’m so glad you guys made it here okay!”

      “Yeah, we heard about what happened,” Amelia said, bringing her a cup of coffee. “I can’t believe you were able to get Jacob out of there all on your own.”

      The two women were opposites of each other in so many ways, but as Sage took the coffee from Amelia with a quiet ‘thank you’ she knew they were more alike than they seemed at first glance.

      Both of them hadn’t hesitated to make her feel like part of the group right off the bat, and Sage would be forever grateful for that.

      “It was lucky I was there in the first place,” Sage admitted. She tried to keep from blushing, but it was no use. “I’m just glad the car started.”

      “No way, so it was like a horror movie?” Bonnie asked, eyes wide. “Man, I would have freaked the hell out.”

      Amelia nodded. “It’s been crazy with them at our borders. It’s good you’re here now.”

      Sage watched as Amelia went back to the kitchen and helped Bonnie with something, both of them arguing slightly as they worked, but like the twins it was good natured.

      “Told you it would be fine,” Jacob whispered in her ear. “They’re really cool once you get to know them.”

      “Hey, when’s Kai getting back,” Noah asked, flopping down on the couch. He threw an arm over his eyes and looked like he might fall asleep then and there.

      Liam came out of what looked like the pantry and handed a bag to Bonnie. “Seriously, we were up all night. We need to figure something out and soon.”

      A door opened and closed, and Sage turned to see Olivia who gave her a tight smile. “Glad there wasn’t any trouble,” Olivia told them as she passed. “They’re on their way now but won’t be here for another couple of hours. Kai said he has a plan, but we’re all supposed to stay on the warded property for now.”

      “Even Portland?” Jacob asked in surprise.

      “Alexander is already on his way,” Olivia said with a nod. “So, let’s eat. We’re going to need the energy.”

      Sage felt that flicker of fear for a moment, remembering the burning hatred she’d seen in that wolf’s eyes. Were all those wolves that intense, or was it just that one?

      Shivering, she followed Jacob to the massive dining room table and studied each of the people in the room with her. They were wolves. They were magical creatures and if they could be real, Sage knew things would work out.

      They had to.
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      Breakfast was lighthearted and fun despite the severity of the situation that brought them all there in the first place. Sage was impressed with their ability to compartmentalize and enjoy the time they had.

      Considering what Jacob had told her about the pack’s past, she wasn’t really surprised. When constantly surrounded by terrible things, you had to enjoy what you could or what was the point of living?

      “Kai and Shane are almost here,” Olivia announced when her phone chimed. “Alexander is about an hour out. He stopped for supplies in the city before heading here.”

      Sage was so full, but everyone else was still eating. They were working on their second or third plate and she was just amazed at how much they could put away, even Bonnie and Amelia.

      Were they wolves too? She couldn’t remember. Everything was starting to melt together.

      “Will we be able to celebrate the Wolf Moon tomorrow?” Bonnie asked as she ate more bacon. “Either way I’m starting to feel itchy.”

      Sage sipped her coffee and watched how they all interacted when they didn’t have to worry about humans watching or listening in. It was fascinating.

      “The Wolf Moon is the January full moon,” Amelia explained to Sage. “From what I can tell there’s nothing really special about it other than the wolves like that it’s named after them.”

      “It’s like our new year,” Liam said, sitting back with a contented look on his face, hands over his belly. “We usually have a small get together. Sometimes multiple packs get together to strengthen their peace treaties and all that. This is the first year we were going to do that since last year Kai had barely been Alpha for more than a few days.”

      “Yeah, we were going to invite Cascade,” Noah muttered. “Things have been shaky with them ever since they threatened to take our territory if Kai couldn’t get the savage, lone wolves under control. Well, I don’t think they really expected him to manage it.”

      Olivia and Jacob didn’t say anything. Jacob squeezed her shoulder as Olivia stared into her empty coffee cup.

      “I know I wasn’t here…before,” Olivia said, shrugging one shoulder. “But things weren’t easy before I found this place and I was willing to put in the work to build a pack I truly believed in. And I think we’ve managed that.”

      The twins and Jacob nodded while Amelia and Bonnie shared a look.

      “We don’t know much,” Bonnie admitted, leaning over to whisper in Sage’s ear. “They don’t like to talk about it, but I swear every week something new is revealed.”

      Sage’s stomach flopped. Would life in this pack be this chaotic all the time?

      Did it matter?

      “We’re going to celebrate tomorrow, no matter what,” Olivia announced, voice strong and determined as she set her coffee cup down on the massive farm table. “We worked our asses off all year, and we deserve this. We have two new wolves, and three mates. None of us thought we would get so far this time last year.”

      “Exactly,” Jacob murmured, looking down at Sage like she was the answer to all his prayers.

      She leaned into him and just enjoyed this small bit of peace they were able to have before whatever crazy shit happened next.

      “I couldn’t have said it better myself,” Kai said as he walked into the house, Shane on his heels.

      Bonnie got up and ran to give Shane a hug while Amelia waited for Kai to come to her. It was another way the two of them were different, and yet the same. They both had massive smiles on their faces as they reunited with their mates.

      “How was the drive?” Amelia asked, clearly worried.

      “You look at me like that,” Jacob whispered in her ear, somehow knowing exactly what Sage was thinking.

      She turned and admired Jacob for the thousandth time. He was perfect in every way, even if he thought his past made him into some kind of villain. “What look is that exactly?” she teased.

      Jacob squeezed her thigh and his lips tickled her ear. “Like you love me.”

      Her breath caught as the truth of those words rang through her.

      Did she really love him already? It was such a strange, terrifying thought for her human brain. Sage knew the mate bond thing had a lot to do with it, and she knew she wasn’t the only one.

      As she searched Jacob’s eyes, she saw the truth she felt reflected there. It was in the way his eyes softened every time he looked at her, in every smile that was just for her. It wasn’t his signature goofy, shit-eating grin he liked to throw around to hide whatever it was he was truly feeling.

      No, it was genuine and deep and truly happy because of her.

      “It’s great to finally meet Jacob’s mate,” Kai said, interrupting her thoughts.

      Sage blinked and looked up at the Alpha, unsure if she should stand or what, but she took his offered hand and shook it. “I appreciate you opening your home to me,” she said.

      “It’s nothing,” Kai promised, releasing her hand as his eyes flashed silver and then went back to normal. He took the seat next to Amelia and studied everyone at the table. “Without you Sage, I don’t think Jacob would still be here with us right now.”

      The nods around the table made her chest swell with pride even if Sage didn’t like being the center of attention.

      Jacob squeezed her thigh again, as if to say, ‘I told you it would be fine.’

      “Is there a plan?” Olivia asked carefully as both the twins focused on Kai.

      Sage watched Bonnie and Shane, whispering together and leaning into each other. She wasn’t even sure they were aware of it, but they moved like the center of their universe was the other person.

      The Alpha and his mate Amelia weren’t quite like that. They stood or sat shoulder to shoulder most of the time as she remembered those dinners in the grill. Kai liked to defer to Amelia whenever he could, but it was always with this smile on his face like he couldn’t wait to see what she would do next.

      What would she and Jacob be like? Sage leaned into him and focused on what Kai was saying. If what she could understand of her new situation was right, this was life or death.

      Cascade was hell-bent on changing Jacob’s pack one way or the other.

      Sage tried to take comfort in the fact that no matter what happened she wouldn’t leave his side.

      “The Cascade wolves have officially entered our territory,” Kai said, voice deadly serious. “Which means war if we can’t come to some kind of agreement. We invited them to our Wolf Moon festivities tomorrow before they attacked Jacob. Testing our borders is one thing, but they nearly killed one of our pack members. I can’t forget that, and I won’t forgive it.”

      Everyone nodded in agreement, including Sage. She would never forget what he’d looked like stumbling out of that forest.

      “How are we going to keep them back?” Noah asked, fiddling with the salt shaker. “They have double the wolves we do.”

      “Yes,” Kai admitted. “But we have the home team advantage. We know this land, our territory, and the property better than anyone. They don’t know what kinds of wards we have which is why they haven’t tried to cross. It’s why I called everyone here. We can make our stand.”

      For the first time since falling into this madness, Sage felt the gravity of the situation. She’d known this was war, but the way Kai was talking…

      It terrified her.

      They would make a stand against the other wolves, which meant there was nowhere else to retreat to. This was it. This was the end of their rope.

      Her rope now that her life was irrevocably tied to Jacob’s.

      “But do we have an actual plan?” Liam asked, glancing at his twin. “We’ve ceded everything but this property, and Alexander still hasn’t crossed onto our warded land. How are we going to fight back without the same numbers?”

      “We’re going to have to be smarter,” Shane snapped. “We’re going to have to use what we have to the best of our ability and fight like our future depends on it, because it does. Do you want things to go back to the way they were? Do you want to give up everything we’ve worked so hard for?”

      “Obviously I don’t,” Liam practically shouted, hand slapping the table. “I would rather die than go back to that life.”

      “Same,” Noah agreed. “We won’t do it again.”

      “Then we have nothing to lose and everything to gain,” Shane gritted out.

      Sage was careful not to look at Bonnie. That wasn’t quite true for the wolves who were mated, but she appreciated the solidarity it showed.

      “Our numbers will grow by two tomorrow,” Amelia said quietly, but her voice was strong and sure. “I know I haven’t been here long, but I would fight and die for every single one of you.”

      “So would I,” Bonnie agreed.

      Sage wanted to be a part of this, even if she’d just barely joined the group. She didn’t want to be a weak link. She didn’t want every single one of these people trying to protect her while they fought for their lives.

      “So, how does this wolf thing work?” Sage asked, shifting awkwardly in her seat as everyone turned to stare at her.

      Kai’s eyes flashed silver again but his face was carefully blank. He didn’t once look at Jacob, but rather gave her the courtesy of his full attention. “If a human is bitten by a wolf shifter, that human will become a wolf. But the first shift doesn’t occur until their first full moon. Until then they are stuck in their human form, but they do benefit from all the advantages we have in our human form – the heightened sense of smell, hearing, sight, strength, and healing. It works the same for those who are born shifters. A cub won’t shift until the first full moon after their birth.”

      That’s what Sage thought.

      “No,” Jacob told her, already shaking his head. He knew her better than she thought despite the short length of time they’d spent together. “It’s not a good idea.”

      But Sage ignored him. She needed all the information before she made a decision. “So, if a human were to be bitten say, a day before the full moon, would they be able to shift the very next day?”

      Kai finally glanced at Jacob. “Yes. Although Bonnie and Amelia have been training for the last few weeks.”

      “But not as wolves,” Sage pressed.

      Shane cleared his throat and glanced once at Bonnie. “No, not as wolves.”

      “Would it make a difference if you were to gain three wolves instead of two?” Sage asked.

      “Sage, this isn’t something you should make a snap decision on,” Jacob told her, desperately trying to get her to understand. “There’s no going back once the claim has been made. We would be permanently bonded, and you would be a wolf for the rest of your life.”

      Everyone else made sure to focus on anything but her and Jacob. Sage finally looked at him and smiled. “Yes, I know. So, would it help?”

      “Theoretically,” Kai said carefully. “But as Jacob said this would be permanent. I think you two should talk about it before committing.”

      “It would definitely help,” Liam told her, ignoring the dirty looks from the Alpha and his Second. Clearly the twins didn’t have any qualms with what the truth might look like at this juncture. “Even as untrained as you are, your wolf would be able to guide you.”

      “And if she’s submissive?” Jacob demanded.

      “We’re submissive and we’re still some of the best fighters out there,” Liam snapped. “Don’t try to say I’ve never kicked your ass in practice because that would be a boldfaced lie.”

      “Not to mention submissives can be savage when protecting their home,” Noah added, calmer than his twin but still irritated. “I’d say we’re the most important members you have. We follow orders, support the pack, support your decisions, and make sure they’re carried out regardless of what it takes to make that happen.”

      The room was so silent one could hear a pin drop in the next house over.

      Bonnie and Amelia shared a look and then Amelia faced Sage. “It is ultimately your decision, not Jacob’s. Remember that. No one is forcing you, and you have every right to want to protect what you care about. But it won’t be easy. You could die. We all could.”

      There was something in Amelia’s words Sage didn’t understand, but she could feel it, and she knew she could trust this woman just as she’d instinctually known Jacob would never hurt her and that she would always be safe with him.

      It must be some kind of wolf magic.

      “I’ve never felt more at home than I have here with you, Jacob,” Sage told him, keeping her words gentle and soothing as she held his gaze. “There is nothing else in this world I want more. Let me help.”

      She could see the fear and panic in his eyes plain as day. It wasn’t that Jacob didn’t think she was capable. He was just afraid for her, for her life, for what they could all lose.

      “I will always support you,” Jacob finally said with a massive sigh. “Even if I don’t particularly like what it is. But even I can’t argue that you wouldn’t be a massive help. You would, at the very least, be able to protect yourself to some degree. I just don’t want this bond to be forced on you because you feel obligated.”

      Everyone was suddenly busy talking about something else as she and Jacob stared at each other.

      Sage considered everything they’d all said and compared it to her own feelings.

      Even with their words of caution she didn’t feel any doubt whatsoever. This was the right path for her, the right choice. That she would be bound to Jacob for the rest of her life and end up gifted with a second form was just a bonus.

      “I want this bond,” she whispered, holding his gaze – not even blinking. “I want you. I want to know what it feels like to run free with you – to not be chained to this single body and experience. I want it all. Even the bad.”

      Sage felt it as she spoke the words, something between them tightened as it settled deep into her soul.

      “I want this too,” Jacob admitted in whispered words. The tears in his eyes would be their little secret, Sage wouldn’t tell. Jacob took her hand and kissed her knuckles. “I don’t deserve you.”

      Her heart swelled even though she felt like she was the one who didn’t deserve him.

      The door slammed open and Alexander came stomping into the house, arms full of supplies. “What did I miss?”
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      Jacob’s room was massive, and he said the master bedroom was twice the size. Sage looked around, setting one of her suitcases against the wall. It was almost as big as her entire apartment with its own attached bathroom.

      No wonder Jacob didn’t mind staying here.

      “You know, you can change your mind at any time,” Jacob told her from the doorway, watching as she opened the walk-in closet to see only a few essential items.

      He must keep most of his stuff in the massive dresser with the tv on top of it.

      “I don’t want to change my mind,” Sage insisted.

      She sat on the bed and watched as her mate set her second suitcase next to the first with a sigh. Sage knew it wasn’t that he didn’t want this. She could feel it – Jacob wanted to claim her more than anything.

      But for some reason he was afraid.

      “Is it because you think I’m…a submissive?” Sage didn’t really know what that meant outside of her limited BDSM knowledge. The twins had said they were submissive as well. She was totally lost on the whole concept.

      “No, it’s because this moves so quickly for humans, and yet you seem to be completely fine with it, taking it all in stride.” Jacob closed the door and crossed the room.

      When he went to his knees before her, her breath caught.

      Jacob took both her hands in his and stared up at her with that same awe she felt every time she realized this man was hers.

      “How do you do it?” he asked. “Why?”

      Sage didn’t know what to say or how to answer without sounding like a crazy person. Shrugging, she tried to think of the right words.

      Pulling her hands out of his she pulled off her sweater, exposing the tank top she had underneath. Then Sage reached down and slipped off her socks. It was barely midday, but she wanted this time with Jacob – just the two of them.

      They may not have forever.

      “It’s hard to explain,” she admitted, pulling her hair out of the ponytail. “But my whole life I’ve felt uncomfortable. I’ve been awkward and shy and just really embarrassed all the time, no matter what I did. Until I came here.”

      The sheer relief she felt around him was enough she didn’t even have to think twice about this decision.

      Sage lifted her tank top over her head and watched as Jacob’s eyes turned silver. It was the only reaction he allowed himself as he stayed on his knees before her, watching every move she made with an intensity that had her clit pulsing in anticipation.

      “I still feel shy, but I don’t feel as awkward and clumsy as I did in Los Angeles. Even working in the grill has been relaxing for me. I’m really good at my job and for the first time in my life I feel like I am. I feel how perfect you and I are together.”

      Then she unclipped her bra and let it fall to the floor.

      Jacob licked his lips then, but still he didn’t move. He wanted her answer more than he wanted her body and Sage felt a tingle wash through her as she realized how beautiful he was in this moment.

      Her perfect gentleman.

      “There is nothing in this world I want more than to be with you,” Sage murmured. “To know the magic of being a wolf firsthand, and to protect this feeling with everything I have. I already know I want this bond with you Jacob, I have zero doubts. Why wait a few days when it would do us so much good to do it now?”

      She stood then and slipped her pants off, waiting for him to say something.

      Jacob placed his hands on her hips and rested his forehead against her stomach. For the longest time he was quiet. Then he pressed a kiss just below her belly button, sending a shiver through her entire body.

      She wasn’t expecting him to stand, but when he did Sage bit her bottom lip as she looked up at him. He was so tall and beautiful, but she kept her hands to herself as she waited for him to accept her decision.

      And thanks to whatever it was between them, she knew he would.

      “The decade before Kai took over was a never-ending nightmare,” Jacob said softly, hands reaching for the buttons on his denim shirt. “Every day since has felt like a dream, and I’ve been living in fear that one day I’ll wake up and it’ll all be gone – just some trippy dream I had that felt so real.”

      Each button that came undone made her heart pick up speed until it was racing by the time the shirt fell open, exposing his chest and the angry red scar that had been open and gaping just the other day.

      “You made this all so real,” Jacob told her, sliding his shirt off completely. The tanned skin and scars wrapped around strong muscles that made her mouth water. “Even before I knew you were my mate you were in sharp focus while everything else seemed fuzzy and unsure.”

      Sage’s heart ached at each confession he gave her. They were both so desperate for someone to understand, for someone to fill that hole that life had left them with, that neither of them were quite sure if this was real or if it would all dissipate one day like a sick joke.

      At least, not until something had threatened everything they had in one fell swoop.

      She knew that she couldn’t live without Jacob, no matter how stupid and ridiculous that sounded. He’d filled her heart and healed her. And she could guess the same was true for him.

      When his hands reached for his belt, Sage realized her entire body was quivering with anticipation, hanging on every word that came from his lips.

      “I don’t like the idea of you becoming a wolf just to increase the ranks against our enemies.” Jacob slowly, so slowly, unzipped his pants. “But I meant what I said when I told everyone I’d support your decision. You know your own mind Sage, and no matter how scared I am of what will happen, I know I want this bond.”

      Another twang deep in her chest and she gasped as that invisible thing between them deepened, strengthened, and then felt like nothing at all.

      Except now she could feel what Jacob was feeling. She would know where he was without even having to see him.

      Sage knew then and there that their mate bond was permanent – accepted into their souls.

      “I want you to claim me,” she told him, her words strong and sure. The flicker of his pleased response at the other end of their bond made her smile slightly. “I want you to claim me, just like you promised you would.”

      When Jacob slid his pants and boxers down, his hard cock sprang free and Sage couldn’t help but sneak a look as he straightened.

      They were barely an inch from each other. Nothing but her underwear between them. Sage reached for the fabric, but Jacob grabbed her hands – faster than the human eye could easily follow.

      It made that pulse in her clit insistent and she ached for him in a whole new way that made her desperate and needy.

      “Let me,” he murmured.

      Jacob hooked his fingers into her underwear and the silver flashed. “How much do you care about these?”

      Sage shrugged, not quite understanding.

      Then he shredded them, tossing the fabric aside and her mouth fell open in surprise. Never had anyone been so savage with her, and Sage hadn’t expected to like it as much as she did.

      The way he held her gaze, silver eyes glowing, hands on her hips, had her breathing hard, that ache between her legs pulsing and he’d barely touched her.

      “You want to be my mate.”

      It was a statement not a question, but she responded anyway. “Yes.”

      “You want to become a wolf.”

      “Yes,” Sage breathed.

      Jacob took a step closer and his cock brushed against her stomach. Sage wanted him so bad it hurt.

      “You want me to take you right now.” Jacob’s grip on her hips tightened ever so slightly and she could feel the intense need he had for her – a mirror to her own.

      “I do.” Sage wanted him so badly she was about to take matters into her own hands if he didn’t hurry up already.

      Before she could say so Jacob flexed his arms and lifted her up like she weighed nothing. The move was so quick and easy Sage gasped, wrapping her legs around his waist instinctually, his cock resting against her.

      “And you want me to bite you while I’m inside you,” Jacob stated, words guttural and raw as he held her gaze the entire time.

      “More than anything,” Sage admitted, wiggling against him in hopes he’d slide in, but Jacob had his arm around her waist, pinning her to him so she had no leverage whatsoever.

      “It’s going to hurt,” he warned her.

      That made her a little nervous. Sage didn’t like getting shots either, but she figured this was like a tattoo – worth the pain.

      “I trust you,” she whispered, hands on his shoulders. Sage pressed up against him. If he didn’t take her soon, she was going to lose her mind.

      Then he kissed her hard, holding her up with one arm while his other hand came up to hold her face so gently, she almost didn’t feel it at all. Jacob’s tongue licked her lips, slid into her mouth, and tasted her so thoroughly her entire mind went blank.

      It was a desperate kiss, a claiming kiss.

      She held on tight, letting him lead them through this, excited and nervous and so turned on she could feel her own slickness on her thighs. Sage would feel embarrassed if she had an extra brain cell to spare.

      But Jacob was running the show and he didn’t give her time to feel weird.

      A small movement lifted her up a bit higher, and that hand on her face trailed down her spine until she felt it guide his cock to her entrance. He entered her smoothly on a gentle exhale until they were as close as two people could physically be.

      Sage used her arms on his shoulders to lift her own weight so she could ride him. It was slow and sensual and each time they came together, she felt that bubble building, faster and harder than before.

      It was something about the way he guided her hips, pushing her down on him. It made Jacob hit the deepest part of her at the same time as he rubbed against her clit – all while standing with her in his arms like it was nothing.

      Her nails dug into his shoulders as she held on, legs quivering, and right on the edge.

      “Faster,” she whispered into his ear. Each thrust pushed her further and further over the edge until she was just barely hanging on. “I want you to come with me,” she told him.

      Jacob moved, slamming her against the wall, hands on her hips, driving into her with a frenzy she understood completely. Sage held on tight as her orgasm started slow and then tore through her with that same frenzy.

      She closed her eyes and bit down on his shoulder, so she didn’t scream in a house full of shifters. Sage tightened her hold on his waist with her legs, entire body pulsing with the force of the orgasm as she milked him.

      Then Jacob snarled, an animalistic sound that had her right on the edge again. His teeth pierced her skin a second later at the same time he thrust into her and she gasped as the pain flared and then died.

      It didn’t hurt as much as she thought it would, but the sensation of his sharp teeth piercing the flesh of her throat at the same time his cock pierced her sent her into a second orgasm that had her spiraling out of control.

      Sage couldn’t contain her scream this time as she felt broken apart and remade in a single second.

      The pleasure suffused her entire body as Jacob held her up, holding on tight as she blinked.

      The sensation of something zinged through her veins and Sage felt it change her anatomy – her very DNA.

      When she opened her eyes, she licked her lips, smelling something strange yet very familiar. Sage could smell the mate bond thick and heavy between them.

      “Your eyes are glowing silver,” Jacob told her, kissing the tender spot where he’d bitten her. “I didn’t think it was possible, but you’re even more beautiful, my little wolf.”

      Sage smiled. She was a wolf.
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      They spent the entire rest of the day making love to each other. Sage wasn’t interested in dealing with other people unless absolutely necessary. She wanted to enjoy her mate while she could and get used to the new world.

      Bonnie was right, she felt itchy.

      It had to be the full moon being so close, because Sage wanted to scratch her skin off her body.

      Everything else though was amazing. She could see perfectly at a distance she hadn’t thought could ever be physically possible without binoculars. And it wasn’t just the sight, but the sounds and smells painted a picture in her brain that turned everything from three dimensional into four dimensional.

      It was as though she’d been living her entire life in shades of grey and Jacob’s bite was a pair of glasses that allowed her to see in color.

      Sage stared up at the trees, camera in her hands, but she didn’t feel the urge to take a picture. It wouldn’t be as beautiful as what she could see with her eyes, but she’d get used to it eventually.

      “How are you doing?” Amelia asked, bringing out a plate of snacks.

      The wraparound porch was something else. It was massive and had its own outdoor kitchen plus plenty of space to lounge and hang out with a fire pit and various seating options. It was very L.A. in the middle of the mountains in Sage’s opinion.

      “I’m adjusting,” she said, eyes tracking a bird in the sky before she even realized that’s what she was doing. “I don’t feel the cold the same anymore.”

      All she had on was a sweater and some gloves. Sage felt as though her coat and scarf might be too much with the sun shining as it was.

      She closed her eyes and breathed deep, filtering the scents she knew with those she didn’t. So much was new to her, but it hadn’t taken long to find the scents that marked each of them.

      Jacob stood out like her own personal lighthouse in a dark and stormy night.

      “I don’t really know how to tell you what this means to us,” Amelia said, staring down at her hands. “I’m not great with expressing myself, or so I’m told. But Kai and this place have become my whole world. I would fight and die for it in a heartbeat. Knowing that you’ll be joining us as a wolf…it gives me a tiny bit more hope.”

      The Alpha female of the pack, Jacob had told her.

      Sage didn’t feel the urge to look away when Amelia met her gaze, but she assumed there was some other kind of magic that wasn’t currently in play for that.

      “I know how you feel,” Sage told her.

      “You’re taking this all really well,” Amelia admitted, sounding a tiny bit jealous if Sage’s new hearing was right.

      “Everyone keeps saying that,” Sage said with a sigh. “But I just…trust my instincts, I guess. It’s not hard to make a choice when you feel a thousand times better than you did before.”

      Amelia nodded. “I guess that was part of my problem. I don’t trust my instincts at all, but I’m working on it. It’s gotten a lot better thanks to Kai and the therapist he introduced me to. Shane told me the doctor really helped him with his OCD and PTSD, so I took the chance.”

      Sage looked at Amelia in surprise. “I would never have guessed. You have so much confidence, at least from what I’ve seen.”

      Amelia snorted. “Yeah, now. But I had a hard time accepting my feelings for Kai. My ex-boyfriend was a real asshole.”

      “I get that.” Sage sighed as the memory of that dare resurfaced, but it stung less this time. “So, are we expecting them to interrupt the celebrations? When do we shift exactly?”

      The Alpha female of the pack shifted her stance slightly and Sage felt the Alpha magic as Jacob liked to call it. “Kai said as soon as the moon hits the night sky. So, at moonrise. The first shift is involuntary, but after that we’ll be able to shift at will. As for the Cascade pack…”

      Sage shivered.

      “Too many unknowns. They could come to our get together and ask for some kind of alliance, or they could deliver a threat. There’s also the likelihood that they’ll forgo both those options and attack. Kai suspects they might try at moonrise when we’re all distracted and at our weakest. I’d be able to protect myself now, but mid shift?”

      Sage hadn’t thought of that. The idea made her nervous. “What do the wards do?”

      Shane, Kai, and Alexander came out of the house with platters of meat and Sage could smell exactly what it was, and every spice used. Her mouth watered.

      “They explained to me that the wards keep shifters from changing forms once on the land, but it excludes pack magic. Everyone in the pack can shift at will, including you since you were turned by Jacob.” Amelia squinted at Sage. “Does that make sense? Like, the magic is passed on to you through him.”

      The whole magic thing was still really hard to wrap her head around. “To be honest, I barely understand the shifter thing, let alone magic, but I kind of get it,” Sage admitted. “The wards recognize me as one of you because of him. Okay, so what else do they do?”

      “They keep out humans, witches, and demons,” Bonnie said, bringing her and Amelia glasses of wine. “Shifters get stuck in one form because if they kicked out shifters that would include us. From what Shane has told me, they’re working on each shifter being ‘programmed’ into the magic. Like ravens are kept off our land just like witches, but again it’s complex.”

      “How do you bring guests onto the property?”

      Bonnie shrugged, huffing a little as she took a sip of her wine. “It’s really complicated and confusing, and I am pretty sure Kai and Shane barely understand it. They’re not witches. They just know some from the coven in Portland.”

      A coven? Demons?

      Sage was way out of her element. The more she learned about the paranormal world the more she didn’t understand. As she looked out at the land and the trees in the distance though, she knew this she could do. Being a wolf, being a part of this pack and family, protecting this land – this safe place, and loving Jacob?

      She could easily do all that. The rest of it she would leave to the Alphas.

      “The festivities won’t be as big and exciting as they could be,” Amelia told her, watching the tree line with narrowed eyes. “But we’re going to eat good food and then go on a run through the property at moonrise. Maybe next year we can have an actual party.”

      “The felines do a barbecue every year on the Fourth of July, or so I’ve heard,” Bonnie said. “They invite all the prides. We could do something like that. Or some kind of fancy party like the witches do for Samhain. They have a harvest ball and everything.”

      “They do a ball?” Amelia asked, red eyebrows raised in surprise. “How do you know?”

      “Shane is friends with that witch, Morgan, remember?” Bonnie told her.

      Sage was content to listen to the two of them talk and bicker good naturedly. She could hear the twins in the house doing much the same about the chili they were making and whether they should make regular cornbread, honey cornbread, or both.

      Then Liam suggested cornbread muffins and the arguments started all over again.

      It made her smile when Jacob butted in that they didn’t need three kinds of cornbread as he worked on his famous cranberry brie pull-apart bread. Jacob was so proud of his bread and Sage thought it was the most adorable thing ever, but now that she could smell it cooking, she had to agree. It smelled to die for.

      Olivia chimed in with a vote for honey cornbread as she worked on the apple dumplings from scratch. She’d told Sage her grandmother had taught her how to make them – and apparently the apples were from one of the trees on the property.

      All this…it was home. This was what she’d been looking for.

      Even if it was in danger, even if she’d just discovered it, Sage wasn’t going to let all of this disappear or be taken from them. 

      “What did you do before you came to La Grande?” Bonnie asked, refocusing Sage’s attention.

      “I worked in the film industry,” Sage admitted. “But I didn’t like it very much. Photography has always been a hobby, though I don’t want to turn that into a job either. I like working as a waitress.”

      It might not be a glamorous job, but Sage felt fulfilled. She may never want to do more and that was totally fine with her.

      “Wow, the film industry.” Amelia frowned, but Sage was quickly learning that Amelia’s facial expressions were different than most people, but it wasn’t hard to pick up on and even easier now that Sage could scent her. Amelia tended to frown whenever she was thinking. “That must have been pretty wild. Are famous people terrible?”

      “A lot of them are,” Sage admitted with a laugh. “But some of them are nicer than the average human by far.”

      “I’m nervous,” Bonnie suddenly blurted out. “Do you think it’s going to hurt?”

      The conversations around them died down a little, but no one interrupted or tried to give them their experience.

      “I’m nervous too,” Amelia whispered, glancing over her shoulder at Kai. “But I think it’ll be like a Band-Aid. Just rip it off and then everything will be fine.”

      Sage glanced over at the Alpha, his Second, and Alexander. The three men were careful not to look at them as they turned the meat on the grill, talking about how cooked they should make it.

      It was adorable how supportive they wanted to be without interfering.

      But Sage wasn’t nervous. If anything, she couldn’t wait for moonrise. For some reason she yearned for that second form. She had a feeling it would be more natural to her than her human body.

      All her life she’d been awkward and uncomfortable. She hadn’t succeeded at being a human – not really. She was good at her job, but everything else? Sage was usually too shy to talk to anyone outside her job, and that got lonely.

      Her apartment was depressing, and despite her work friendship with Heather, she didn’t have anyone to spend time with outside of work.

      Up until now her whole life had been lonely, always on the outside looking in, too shy to make any real connections.

      But under the moon she would be a part of a pack that had accepted her without question. She would be one of them, and a wolf just like Jacob. It would be something she could share with him, something she might even excel at.

      “I can’t wait,” Sage murmured, staring up at the sky and willing the hours to go faster. “Imagine how fast we’ll be, how strong.”

      Both Amelia and Bonnie looked up, marking the position of the sun.

      “Let’s get some food,” Amelia finally said. “We’re going to need all the fuel we can get.”

    

  




    
      
        
          
            19

          

          

        

    

    







            Jacob

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Sage was something else. He couldn’t be prouder of her if he tried and she made it so easy. His senses told him she was content, at peace, and excited. She was ready for what was to come.

      Jacob didn’t think anyone was as prepared as her, maybe not even the Alpha. It was like she’d accepted all possible outcomes and was completely fine with it. He didn’t know how she did it.

      Kissing the side of her neck, where the claiming scar was, centered him. Jacob breathed deeply, filling his nose and mind with her. Everyone else was nervous including him, except maybe the twins.

      Liam and Noah smelled a lot like Sage did – determined.

      He couldn’t figure out exactly what it was, but maybe it was just like the twins had said – the submissives knew what they wanted and what they had to do. As Alpha, Kai had to protect them all. Every choice he made affected the entire pack.

      Jacob didn’t envy him the position.

      The weather was nice enough they ate outside under the lights Alexander had strung up at some point. The chatter and laughter wasn’t forced or fake despite knowing every moment that passed brought them closer to moonrise.

      Bonnie smelled the most anxious, but Shane kept talking to her in soothing tones and Jacob smiled at that. The Second had very little patience for most things in life, including his own OCD, but for Bonnie he had all the time in the world.

      It made Jacob feel less like an idiot.

      Sometimes it felt like Sage had changed everything about him, but as he watched Kai and Shane with their mates, he knew it wasn’t that he was different now, but that his mate brought out the best in him. It had always been there, but he hadn’t really been aware of it. Not with all the shit they’d all gone through, the things they’d had to do to survive.

      And now they were on the cusp of another monumental change. Either Cascade would take over, or Blue Mountain would win and the pack would become stronger and larger.

      Jacob couldn’t wait to see what Sage’s wolf looked like.

      “Do you like the bread?” he asked, wrapping an arm around her shoulders.

      He couldn’t seem to stop touching her either.

      “It’s amazing!” she gushed, pulling apart some more. “Honestly, where did you even learn how to make something like this?”

      “It was my mom’s recipe.” He leaned into her, breathing in that sweet smell. It settled him and he felt more centered. “The smell of cranberries always reminds me of her.”

      Sage ate everything on her plate and then went for more. She smelled happy and it made him happy.

      But he still kept one eye on the horizon. It wouldn’t be long before the sun set and the moon rose. He had no doubt she’d handle it without issue. That wasn’t what worried him.

      Jacob wouldn’t breathe easy until those wolves showed themselves.

      Then someone’s alarm went off, warning them all sunset was close.

      Kai stood, wine glass in hand. “I’d like to make a toast before we head to the clearing.”

      Everyone quieted and turned to face the Alpha.

      Jacob studied Sage’s eyes and saw they were hazel again. There was no trace of doubt or fear on her at all. He knew there wouldn’t be, but he’d wanted to be sure.

      She was extraordinary and sometimes Jacob thought she couldn’t be real until she smiled at him like she had just now. It made him smile in response. Between him and his wolf, they would make sure nothing happened to her.

      “It’s been a great year,” Kai said. “We’ve found three amazing mates who have chosen to join us. They will make our pack stronger and better with their unique talents. Each of you lovely ladies have a different kind of strength that I think will prove to be invaluable in the year to come.”

      Bonnie nudged Amelia’s shoulder and Sage squeezed Jacob’s hand.

      “It has also been a difficult year,” Kai said, looking to each of the ones that had been there before.

      It hit home then that the past was really in the past. This Alpha was nothing like the others, but Kai didn’t want to pretend none of it had happened. They couldn’t, not when they still had to repair everything that had been broken.

      But they had made progress.

      “I’m not going to pretend that there isn’t a lot of shit we still have to figure out. I’m not going to pretend like we can beat Cascade without any issue at all. They’re a well-established pack with more members. But I do think individually we are stronger. Each and every one of us fight for our home, for those around us.”

      Jacob squeezed Sage’s hand this time. He fought for her, for this place she loved so much, for his brothers and sisters.

      When Liam and Noah had said they wouldn’t live that life again, he had felt the truth of it like a rock to the face. Jacob wouldn’t do it either. He wouldn’t let that happen to Sage.

      She was perfect just the way she was. He refused to let anything tarnish that look of joy on her face when she saw the sun was setting behind Kai.

      “So, I welcome the new members of our pack on their first shift,” Kai said, smiling down at Amelia. “And I look forward to celebrating the new wolves during our full moon run.”

      Everyone cheered and clinked their glasses. Jacob couldn’t be the only one curious to see what their second forms would look like. Who was the wolf that had settled inside Sage?

      What would she be like?

      Jacob couldn’t wait to find out.

      They downed their wine, and everyone got up, heading towards the stairs that led from the balcony down to the vast amount of cleared land that was between the house and the tree line in the back.

      For twelve full moons they’d made this run, and Jacob had never felt this giddy on any of them. He loved running as a wolf and did it every chance he got, but this would be different.

      He would finally be whole.

      Everyone’s clothes went into a cedar box on the balcony. Amelia, Bonnie, and Sage all looked uncomfortable as dicks and tits bounced around. He couldn’t help but laugh as he pulled her in close to keep her warm.

      “I expected this, and I’m still embarrassed about it,” Sage muttered.

      They moved aside to let Amelia and Kai go first, and then Bonnie and Shane went next.

      “You’ll get used to it,” he promised, watching Olivia follow, and then Alexander.

      He pulled Sage with him before the twins and the snow on his feet hurt like it always did.

      “The faster you move, the less you’ll feel the cold,” he promised, jogging after the others. “Any second now and you won’t feel the cold at all.”

      It was getting darker and darker, the sun nearly gone and the moon about to peek its head over the horizon.

      Sage laughed as she ran through the snow, cheeks and nose red with the cold. “Why don’t we shift on the porch?” she asked, breathless when they stopped to join the others.

      “Kai doesn’t like claw marks on the wood,” Jacob teased. “No, but honestly you’ll see why.”

      He grinned at her and looked up to the sky.

      Everyone waited with bated breath as that moment between dusk and true night hung in the air for a short eternity.

      Then the moon shone brightly in the sky.

      Jacob remembered what the first shift sounded like, but he must have blocked it out or assumed it was because the new recruits with the other alphas had all been turned against their will.

      But no.

      It was just as shitty and awful as he remembered.

      Sage’s scream sent his heart lurching into his throat as she dropped to her knees.

      “Jacob, breathe and stay calm. You need to be calm for her,” Kai warned.

      The Alpha must have smelled it on the air, but from the way Shane was gritting his teeth Jacob knew he wasn’t the only one freaking out. Kai murmured comforting words to Amelia as she shook.

      Falling to his knees Jacob ran his hand up and down Sage’s spine. “It’s going to be okay,” he told her. “I promise your wolf will make all the hurt go away. Just let her in.”

      He’d never really been given ‘the talk’ until this morning. Kai had walked him through a human mate’s first change and explained the bond would help her get through it with minimal issues.

      Jacob breathed deep and shoved down his panic and fear as her limbs started bending in awkward angles, shattering to be remade, to reform.

      “I know she feels strange and volatile,” Jacob whispered. “The wolf cannot be controlled, not in the way you think. She isn’t something to fear. She’s freedom.”

      And then suddenly he was stroking fur and she was in her wolf form. Sage threw herself into the snow and wriggled her body like she was trying to rub off an itch.

      Jacob was shocked. It was the fastest first shift he’d ever seen. Bonnie and Amelia were still reforming.

      She flipped onto her paws and looked up at him with a slight wag in her tail. Did I do a good job?

      He couldn’t help the tears in his eyes as he wrapped his arms around her neck. “You did beautifully,” he told her.

      Fuck, she was gorgeous too. He ran his hands over her neck, her snout, checking her ears, and then down her spine. Sage was massive. She wasn’t as big as Olivia, but she was a lot larger than he’d expected her to be.

      The real reason Kai didn’t want them shifting on the porch – there wasn’t any room.

      Her coat was thick and soft and nearly as white as the snow. Her eyes glowed icy silver and she stomped her front paws as if to say, shift already so we can play!

      Jacob laughed and ruffled her ears. He looked up and saw Amelia had managed the shift – a wolf with deep red fur, just like her hair, and black paws. If he didn’t know better, he’d say she was an oversized fox.

      Amelia was unique and gorgeous, and Kai’s eyes were shining with pride.

      Olivia, Alexander, and the twins were all grinning, excited to meet the new wolves.

      Bonnie was the last to shift, but when she did, holy cow.

      Her wolf was larger than Amelia’s and Olivia’s, nearly as big as Shane’s. She was about the same size as Jacob’s wolf, and jet black from head to tail.

      Bonnie knocked Shane over, and he laughed when she licked his face.

      They’d all made it through the first shift.

      Jacob felt relief suffuse his entire body. Sage and the others may be brand new, but they were in a much larger, stronger form. Their bite alone could break a man in half.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Kai said. “Our wolves look forward to meeting yours.”

      Jacob took a deep breath in like his father had taught him, and on the exhale he let go of his human form and embraced his wolf and everything about it – running, the sounds and smells, the feel of snow on his paws, the hunt, the taste of fresh blood and meat in his mouth – everything.

      Four feet instead of two.

      Jacob circled Sage, inspecting her as a wolf. He was nearly twice her size in this form. She wagged her tail and let him look, shoving her nose in his fur to learn his scent in this body.

      He could smell himself on her, on what made up her essence. The bond was thick and strong between them and Jacob could feel what she was feeling.

      Sheer, unbridled joy.

      Sage wanted to run and play and smell everything.

      Kai howled, letting them all know the run was about to begin. Shane howled his reply and the rest of them joined in. The sound of Sage’s ‘awoo’ was the cutest fucking thing he’d ever heard.

      Jacob bumped her shoulder with his. Are you ready?

      Yes. Sage gave him a wolfy grin, tongue lolling out of her mouth as she took off after Kai and Amelia, glancing back only once. Come and get me.
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      She was a wolf.

      She had four paws and a tail. Everything was in sharp focus, but in colors she wasn’t used to. It didn’t matter though, not when she could see in the dark.

      The trees whipped by and Jacob was hot on her heels as they all ran as fast as they could through the forest. There was no hunt, nothing to chase down. Just the joy of running and running.

      Her new legs ate up the miles. Every leap helped ground her in this new form. Every time they turned and ran in a new direction, she felt her muscles accommodate the movement.

      Jacob had been right. The pain was completely gone. Now that she was a wolf, she healed ridiculously fast and the tear of her muscles repaired almost instantaneously. She assumed that would only work for as long as she had fuel in her body, but for right now it was pure magic.

      It took miles for her to even feel the ache in her paws, the padding on the bottom was still new and building up its thickness. She wasn’t the only one who had to be feeling it though, both Bonnie and Amelia had slowed down as well.

      Kai took them in a looping circle back toward the main house, slowing down and making room for Amelia to lead the run.

      A red wolf.

      Sage almost couldn’t believe it, but she also could hardly believe she was a pure white – built for this landscape, for the snow and the winter.

      She jumped into a fat snowbank and waited, completely covered. Jacob loped by and she pounced. He rolled, letting her take him down, even exposing his throat to show her where to put her teeth.

      It was so cute.

      Carefully she grabbed his ruff, play-fighting as they rolled in the snow. Jacob shook her off and snapped at her heels, making her run toward the others. Then he was the one to pounce on her, and Sage wanted to laugh but all that came out of her mouth was a huff.

      Being a wolf was strange. It was exhilarating. It was the most freeing thing she’d ever experienced. Sage felt that same contentment she’d had when first meeting the pack, back before she knew what they were.

      This was home.

      A howl went up, but it wasn’t from Amelia or Kai. It wasn’t from anyone in their pack.

      Sage flipped to her feet and froze, trying to pinpoint where the sound had come from, but this was all still so new to her. There was so much to process and sift through. One day it would be second nature, but not today.

      Jacob growled and nudged her closer to the others who were all forming a circle facing outwards. If a threat came toward them from any direction, one of them would see it.

      For the first time since she’d been bitten, Sage felt a flicker of fear.

      She’d known this could happen, but the joy of her new form made her forget for just a few moments that it wasn’t just fun and games.

      The plan was to stand and fight.

      Kai had carefully kept them within the warded borders, but Sage knew they were close to the edge. She pressed her shoulder against Jacob’s, trying to find something among the trees but the night was quiet.

      Too quiet.

      Another howl pierced the air, a lot closer this time.

      Sage vividly remembered the fear and panic she’d had when walking in the forest alone. She’d run away, running for her car, hoping nothing would come after her.

      But that was then.

      This was a different time, a different Sage.

      There, dotted within the trees were glowing silver eyes. Sage growled, warning the others.

      Kai shifted back to his human form and walked to a random point in the snow. Sage didn’t know the land very well yet, but she assumed the wards ended not far from where he stood.

      “Show yourself,” Kai demanded, voice ringing in the quiet, wintery forest.

      Sage shivered and pressed harder against Jacob.

      What was going to happen?

      She didn’t feel ready for a fight, but Sage wouldn’t hide behind the others if it came down to it.

      Then another naked man walked through the snow as if the cold didn’t affect him at all. He was massive and built just like all the wolf shifters, but there was a mean glint in his eye.

      “Kai,” he said, stopping about a foot from where their Alpha was. “It’s a pleasure to see you again. Surprised that one’s still alive,” he said, jerking his head at Jacob.

      Sage lifted her lip in a silent snarl. She wanted to tear the bastard’s throat out for what he did to her mate.

      The thought didn’t even surprise her, not in this form. Not when she felt strong and sure and graceful for the first time in her life. Sage had confidence in her body. She knew she could accomplish the task, given the opportunity.

      He needed to pay for what he’d done to Jacob.

      “Does your Alpha know you’re here, Sam?” Kai finally asked.

      “He sent me here to test the waters, so to speak,” Sam said, a slight smirk on his face. “Your pack is even weaker than we anticipated.”

      The way the man eyed each of them made her hackles rise. Sage didn’t like him at all. She wanted him gone, one way or another.

      “So, what’s the plan then, all-out war?” Kai asked, tilting his head slightly. “Unless your Alpha isn’t aware you’ve crossed territory lines.”

      The other wolf’s eyes narrowed at that.

      “I can’t believe you let a witch on your territory,” he sneered instead.

      “Hm, I’m glad I did. Otherwise you’d be on my personal land.”

      Those eyes sought out Amelia, Bonnie, and then finally Sage. “Even with your new wolves you couldn’t beat us. I wasn’t even sure that one would shift,” he said, jerking his chin at Sage.

      How rude.

      “Is there a point to this or are you here to simply annoy me?” Kai asked with a sigh. Somehow, he managed to look completely unbothered despite being stark naked in the snow, inspecting his nails like he didn’t have a care in the world.

      Sage was impressed. She smelled nothing on the air that said Kai might be nervous or uncomfortable. How did he do that?

      “Cascade will rule all of Washington,” the other wolf said, crossing his arms over his chest. “You can join us, or we can take your territory by force.”

      Shane and Olivia snarled at that. Kai didn’t bother telling them to calm down, he smelled furious per her new nose.

      “Is that coming from you, or your Alpha? I can get him on the phone, and we can find out.”

      The Cascade wolf lunged forward with a mean snarl. He and Kai went tumbling to the ground with vicious sounds.

      Sage tensed when the Cascade wolves behind Sam surged forward. There seemed to be so many of them. More than they had, but it was probably just how fast they were moving. She braced herself and growled.

      The sound when they clashed with her pack was beyond anything she could have imagined. Each wolf was so massive, so strong and fast, it was like boulders clashing as they ripped and tore at each other.

      Sage didn’t know what to do. Half of her was screaming to run but the other half was telling her to fight and sink her teeth into anyone who came too close to Jacob.

      The one wolf, Sam, was now on their territory as a human and if the magic held up, he was stuck in that form. When Kai changed though he didn’t look scared. He grappled with Kai’s wolf, muscles straining as he kept those teeth from his throat.

      She didn’t see what happened next because a wolf slammed into her side. They both went tumbling and Sage prayed her wolf would guide her.
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      This wolf didn’t smell anything like her packmates. There was something definitely different about them even if she recognized that scent that told her they were a wolf shifter.

      Sage growled, flipping back to her feet on instinct. She had no idea what she was doing, but her wolf knew. She whispered to Sage, telling her the best places to bite and tear, where to kick and who was weaker than her.

      It was strange to turn her back on the wolf and attack the smallest one she could find. Her wolf knew someone else could take care of the other one, because that’s how packs worked. They worked as a team, knowing each other’s strengths and weaknesses.

      She wasn’t the biggest or the strongest, but Sage knew she could be the meanest.

      Her sharp teeth found the tendons at the back of an enemy wolf’s leg and ripped with surgical precision. It took seconds to lame them, and then she moved on to the next. Killing wasn’t something she was going to do, not unless it was life or death.

      Moonlight made the snow brighter; she knew as a human it would normally look blue but the shades of grey and brown and white were all she knew at the moment. Sage fell deeper and deeper into her wolf’s mind until the blood was relished, and she snarled, turning on another that the twins had cornered.

      The three of them ripped the wolf apart but stopped just before taking his life.

      A sound sharpened her focus, one that had her panicking, one that had Sage remembering her human thoughts and desires.

      Jacob yelped in pain and she spun, looking for him among the chaos.

      Bonnie and Amelia were handling a wolf nearly as large as Kai, and Shane had his teeth around another’s neck, shaking it until she heard a snap.

      There he was.

      Jacob was pinned down by two wolves, kicking and fighting and snarling to keep them from ripping out his throat.

      Alexander slammed into one of them – his wolf was the same size as Kai’s, nearly a horse.

      But the other was so close—too close.

      Sage ran, dodging bites and lunges from other wolves.

      Two more were circling him. She felt so relieved when he managed to get up and twist around, teeth glinting in the night as she watched him sink them into the exposed stomach of the wolf Alexander had pinned.

      Those two then turned on the others circling them, and Sage knew then that they could take care of it. They didn’t need her.

      Something that felt like hot knives sank into her flank and she yelped in pain, whining instead of screaming like she would as a human. Sage turned around, but another bit down on her leg while she was trying to find the source of the pain.

      She went down, surrounded as they tore at her. All she could do was kick and thrash, but she was getting tired. The smell of her blood soaked the snow and the air until it was all Sage was aware of, until she stopped fighting back.

      Despite everything she’d said, Sage had known she wasn’t ready for a full-on fight, but she was still glad she’d done this – that she’d gotten to experience being a wolf before it had all ended.

      She would never know if her presence had made a difference, but Sage liked to think it had.

      A vicious snarl brought the world around her into focus and Sage opened her eyes to see Jacob standing over her, protecting her just as he said he would.

      She would never forget the way he snapped at anyone who got too close, or how Bonnie and Amelia came to help, pulling off the others and dragging them to the Alpha for justice…

      The moon was high in the sky and shone down on her with a loving caress. Sage heaved a huge sigh and hoped that they’d win this fight, even without her.

      Her only regret was that she’d just found this place, these people, this life, and Jacob.

      “Please,” Jacob whispered, cradling her to his naked chest. “Fight for me. Don’t give up. Just keep fighting.”

      His scent washed away some of the acrid blood smell and Sage whined once. She couldn’t look at the damage or she’d never believe she could heal, not when she had been so human and mortal all her life.

      Instead, she closed her eyes and imagined what life could be like if she had a few more days, a few more years. What could this pack become given the time?

      “There you go,” Jacob murmured, sounding relieved. “Keep fighting, Sage. You’re so strong. Just keep healing.”

      Sounds started to filter in, and she heard the Alpha bark instructions at Shane, Olivia, and Alexander.

      They would be bringing the bodies and living wolves back to Cascade. It would be a declaration and a warning.

      “If they want all-out war, we’ll give it to them,” Kai said. “But maybe the Alpha will reconsider. If we can avoid more death then I think we’d all be grateful.”

      More death?

      Oh no, who had died?

      Sage lurched to her front paws, pain like fire in her sides. She couldn’t speak as a wolf, and she was starting to panic.

      “Hey, hey!” Jacob yelled, trying to hold onto her. “Be careful! You’re still barely put back together.”

      Sage did that thing Jacob did, focusing on her breath. On her exhale she let go of her wolf, remembering what it felt like to walk on two legs, to see in vibrant color, to eat hot dogs…

      “Who died?” she demanded the second her bones stopped cracking and she had a mouth that could form words again.

      “Oh, thank fuck,” Liam sighed, resting his forehead on her shoulder.

      Sage looked around and realized they’d all been surrounding her. All of them laying nearby, pressed close, their bodies touching hers.

      “We thought you would, little wolf,” Jacob told her, pulling her close and inspecting as much of her skin as he could.

      “You were gone for a few moments,” Noah said, checking her back.

      Sage let them touch her, inspect her, make sure her wounds were all closing – faster now that she’d shifted. Bonnie and Amelia hugged her tight, even with Jacob’s arms around her. He wouldn’t let her go.

      They’d been worried for her, scared even. Sage hugged Bonnie and Amelia back hard and let them all make sure she was still alive and healing.

      Her family. Her pack.
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      The ground was covered in her blood, stale now and mixed in with the snow, but Sage had bled that much and survived.

      She looked up at the trees, wrapping her jacket tightly around her body. Everything was healed, but there were scars to prove that what had happened was real. They were red and angry. Her body still weak and exhausted as it continued to rebuild and repair now that it was no longer just trying to keep her alive.

      The sun shone down and made the snow on the trees glitter. An owl hooted.

      It was hard to believe it had all happened only the night before.

      “I hope you’re not taking a picture of that,” Jacob said, wrinkling his nose as he studied the crusty patch of blood.

      What freaked Sage out the most was that it wasn’t the only patch. There were many others – proof a battle had raged here.

      She crouched down and angled her camera, getting the dips and valleys and mounds on the ground, the shadows stark, the blood still red…Sage snapped the picture and nodded once.

      It wasn’t something she thought would win any awards, but it was a part of her new life she didn’t want to forget. They’d fought for what was theirs, for what they loved.

      Sage smiled at Jacob, admiring the sharp line of his jaw and the way his dark hair always looked good even when it was messy. He was frowning at the ground, every sharp edge he had in profile.

      Another click as she took his picture.

      He looked at her in surprise.

      Shrugging one shoulder, Sage stood. “I wanted to remember that there’s this part of you that will always be there - the warrior willing to do anything to keep his family safe. A part I cherish just as much as your softer side.”

      Jacob grabbed her coat and tugged her forward. “I’m not the only warrior.” He kissed one cheek and then the other. “I’m so proud of you.”

      Warmth flooded her body and Sage leaned into Jacob. “Do you really think Kai’s plan will work?”

      “The Cascade Alpha is smart. I really don’t think he gave Sam the go ahead to cross territory lines, at least not yet or he would have had more backup. Hopefully this warning will make him rethink his plans. We’re not as weak as he thought we were.”

      Sage nodded, wondering how that would go. Would Olivia and Alexander just drop the bodies off on his front door? She didn’t know very much about the politics of shifters, or anything else in the paranormal world.

      But thankfully that wasn’t her job.

      “So, now what?” she asked, leaning into him, enjoying the brisk cold. “We go about our lives?”

      “Well, I was actually going to ask you something,” Jacob said with a chuckle, hands gripping her coat as he stared down at her. “I want you to move in with me, at the main house, or mine. I don’t care which, but I don’t want you going back to that empty place alone. How do you feel about that?”

      “You could always come live with me instead,” she teased. “The drive to the grill is a lot shorter from my apartment.”

      Jacob leaned down and gave her a soft, sweet kiss that had her knees weak and her toes curling. “If that’s really what you want then we can do that, but I have to drive into town every day for work anyway. It would take two seconds to drop you off. I’ll even make you coffee every morning.”

      Wrapping her arms around his neck Sage couldn’t help but laugh. “You sure make it hard to pass up.”

      Sage had no intention of turning down his offer, but it was fun to tease and play. Living with Jacob? Her entire body tingled at the idea of it. He was everything she wanted, and Sage had no intention of giving him, or this life, up.

      “You could always work at the shop with us too,” Jacob told her, taking her hand. He led them both through the trees back to where the ATV was waiting.

      Checking the wards and the property lines was no small job.

      “What would I do there?” she asked, swinging their entwined hands as she studied the landscape, one hand on her camera that hung around her neck. “I know nothing about cars. I’ve only really been good at waitressing.”

      “Whatever you want, little wolf. We could teach you, but it’s just a suggestion. You could manage the grill one day if that’s something you preferred. I’ll put in a good word with the boss.” Jacob winked and Sage laughed.

      “Isn’t Kai the boss?” she asked, letting him get onto the ATV before climbing on behind him.

      “He, or rather, the pack owns it. Alexander runs the grill for him.” Jacob placed one hand over the two wrapped around his middle. “It doesn’t really matter to me what you do, Sage. Not as long as you’re happy.”

      Sage hugged him tight, pressing her face into his back. With her new nose she could smell their mate bond, thick and strong between them. She could smell Jacob’s true scent with that spice from his soap she liked so much.

      “As long as I’m with you I’m happy,” she told him.

      And she meant every word.

      “So…you’ll move in with me then?”

      She kissed his cheek. “Yes, I’ll move in with you. We can figure out the details later. Now drive, wolf boy. I want to see the rest of my new home.”

      Jacob grinned and turned the ignition. “Hold tight, little wolf. The ride can get a little bumpy.”

      Tightening her grip around his middle, Sage breathed deep and sighed happily. Sure, life could get bumpy and rough. They still had to make real lasting peace with the Cascade pack, but she also knew that it would be easier to endure surrounded by friends and family.

      Good thing the pack was both.

      Sage watched the trees whip by and was grateful she’d gotten so lucky. She’d found her home, and the love of her life. All it had taken was giving up everything that was familiar to her and taking a chance.

      It had definitely been worth it.

      

      
        
        Want to read more in the Blue Mountain Wolf Pack? Preorder Alexander’s story here:

        Amazon US

        Amazon UK

        Amazon CA

        Amazon AU
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        While you wait check out more in the Council of Paranromals universe. I suggest the standalone Vaudeville Runaway or Spotted Her First! These two are reverse harem stories.

        Vaudeville Runaway

        Amazon US

        Amazon UK

        Amazon CA

        Amazon AU

      

        

      
        Spotted Her First

        Amazon US

        Amazon UK

        Amazon CA

        Amazon AU

      

      

      
        
        Keep flipping for more books and FREE stuff!
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      If you subscribe to my newsletter you can get these shorts free on Bookfunnel!

      

      A Bandit’s Prequel

      (Short steamy reverse harem shifter story.)

      

      Royal Guard of Draga

      (Novella prequel for a Game of Thrones in space slow burn story that turns into a reverse harem, this is also steamy and just the beginning.)
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      *Can be read as a standalone before or after Princess of Draga, but in the timeline takes place before Princess.

      

      *All paranormal stories are in the same universe - the Council of Paranormals.

      
        
        Want updates on when the books are released and my

        progress with them?

        Sign up for my newsletter @ emmadeanromance.com
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