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				Writer Brienne Fox can’t stop thinking about her sexy new
					downstairs neighbor. But the chances of living out her X-rated fantasies with
					the man are slim when they’ve barely exchanged two words.

				Alistair Locke has good reasons for staying a solitary wolf.
					With his enemy on the hunt, anyone close to him is in mortal danger. Yet no
					woman has ever stirred the beast within the way Brie does, and they can’t resist
					the erotic pull drawing them together when they get snowed in together.

				But giving in to one night with the woman he desires may
					provide the perfect opening for his mortal enemy to destroy the exiled alpha
					wolf for good....
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				ONE

				She needed to quit daydreaming about the guy
					downstairs.

				Brienne Fox dropped her pen onto the table, barely hearing it
					roll off the edge and clatter onto the linoleum. The half-finished grocery list
					in front of her vanished from her thoughts like so much smoke. All she could
					hear was the key in the door, the footsteps...and the murmur of that dark,
					silken voice as he greeted what she assumed must be his cat. Not that she’d
					spent too much time thinking about what might or might not be in his apartment.
					Or what he did while he was in there.

				Or anything.

				Brie closed her eyes and dug her hands into her hair, resting
					her elbows on the table and slumping a little as she castigated herself. Every
					day was the same. She was a perfectly normal, well-functioning human being until
					that car pulled into the driveway they shared. But as soon as she heard the
					steady hum of his sleek little sedan’s engine, all of her functioning brain
					cells dropped whatever they were doing to focus on one thing, and one thing
					only.

				Him. Or more specifically, him naked and in one of a wide
					variety of compromising positions, all of which involved her.

				It wasn’t exactly productive, since Alistair Locke had barely
					given her the time of day the few times she’d managed to bump into him. When
					speaking was almost out of the question, a torrid affair didn’t seem all that
					likely.

				Brie pushed back her chair, got up and wandered over to the
					window to look out at the fresh tire tracks in the snow-dusted driveway.
					Alistair’s car would be parked by her sand-and—salt spattered SUV, as it always
					was, in the old carriage house that had been converted into a garage. Just as
					she had boxes of stuff next to his in the upper level of the garage.
					Unfortunately, her possessions got more time with him than she did. There was
					plenty of space for two people here—almost too much.

				She hadn’t been sure about renting an apartment in such an old
					house, no matter how beautiful it was. She’d had visions of lousy heat,
					electrical and plumbing issues, and of course, a resident ghost that would
					doubtless terrorize her into leaving anyway. But the place had sucked her in,
					from the high ceilings and gleaming wood floors to the big window that looked
					out on the wide street lined with old trees and stately old Victorians much like
					this one.

				The upstairs was hers, apparently ghost-free, and she loved it.
					It was the perfect hiding place for somebody like her, a working writer who
					thrived on a certain amount of quiet and personal space. Of course, having
					Alistair downstairs had provided a little too much
					fodder for what was already an overactive imagination.

				If she hadn’t been so boringly normal in every other way, she
					might have been really concerned about herself instead of just uneasy. She’d
					liked guys before. She’d lusted after plenty of them. But this didn’t feel
						quite...normal.

				Brie’s eyes rose to the sky, and she found herself momentarily
					diverted. The snow clouds that had hung heavily on the horizon all day had
					darkened to an ominous slate-gray, and they seemed to be moving in swiftly. They
					were predicting that the massive nor’easter would start hitting by early
					evening. She’d promised herself she’d get to the grocery store before the snow
					started falling, just in case. With luck, the power would stay on. Without
					luck...well, she’d cross that bridge when she came to it.

				And of course, Alistair had the only working fireplace in the
					house in his apartment....

				Brie squared her shoulders and headed back to the table to grab
					the grocery list. Food first. She’d just figure the rest of it out as she went.
					And along the way, it would be nice if her mind could focus its energy on
					something actually productive, instead of creating scenarios with her neighbor
					that involved firelight and a soundtrack loaded with songs by Enigma.

				Minutes later she was headed out the door and down the stairs,
					cozy in bulky boots and a heavy coat. She purposely avoided looking at the door
					to Alistair’s apartment. He never came out when she was around, and he wasn’t
					going to—

				Oh
					God, there
					he
					is.

				The door opened, and well over six feet of dark, shaggy,
					antisocial male walked out. Brie stopped short three steps from the bottom, so
					startled she could do nothing but stare. She rarely got this close to
					him...which was a shame, because up close, he was even more delicious than he
					was from a distance.

				Then again, considering the sudden pounding heart and
					lightheadedness, a little distance might be the healthier thing. She just wanted
					to climb him like a tree, wrap her legs around him, and bite.

				Brie’s eyes widened in horror at the images that flickered,
					unbidden, though her mind. Biting? What the
					hell?

				Alistair froze for a moment when he realized he wasn’t alone,
					and they stared at each other in the silence. Brie drank him in, unable to help
					herself. He was wearing all blacks and grays, which seemed to be a habit of
					his—black peacoat, gray-and-black scarf, black pants, all covering a long, lithe
					form that moved with sensual, effortless grace. His hair was black as a raven’s
					wing, and seemed less to be cut in an actual style than simply overlong. It
					waved slightly, falling around a face that was a study in hawkish beauty. His
					cheekbones were high and sharp, a perfect match for his blade of a nose.
					Handsome was probably the wrong word for him, Brie thought. Compelling was
					probably a better one.

				Alistair’s lips pressed into a thin, hard line as he watched
					her. His eyes—big, thickly lashed, and the blue of the deepest ocean—seemed to
					exert a gravitational pull that she had to struggle to resist. And she would
					keep struggling, Brie thought as she collected herself as best she could.
					Because she was reasonably certain that Alistair was not thinking “Please, hurl
					yourself at me right this instant,” no matter what his eyes looked like..

				“Miss Fox,” he said, his deep, cultured voice making a formal
					address sound more like a lover’s endearment.

				“Mr. Locke,” she replied, her lips curving up into a small
					smile despite herself. He couldn’t be much older than she was, early thirties
					maybe, but he’d never addressed her by her first name. The combination of his
					British accent and his old-fashioned manners fascinated her. It was like meeting
					a character from a Jane Austen novel right outside her door.

				She’d certainly pictured him in breeches enough times.

				Alistair inclined his head and hesitated. Brie imagined he was
					trying to decide whether to continue outside and risk actual conversation with
					her, or simply slink back into his apartment and wait for her to leave. Her
					smile faded in the face of the usual hurt and confusion. She wasn’t some troll,
					and as far as she knew her conversational skills were just fine. So what was his
					problem? For about the millionth time, Brie wished she could take this
					ridiculous attraction, light it on fire, kick the ashes away and move on with
					her Alistair-free existence. He was probably like this with everyone, she told
					herself. The man never had company that she’d seen. And some people simply
					didn’t like other people. But it got harder all the time not to take his
					repeated snubs personally. They were neighbors. She was low-key, neat, didn’t
					throw wild parties, never blocked the driveway, and had never reacted to his
					presence by turning into a slobbering idiot. Despite all that, all she generally
					had to do was say hello to get him to bolt.

				So she found herself shocked when Alistair shut the door behind
					him, locked it and continued speaking to her of his own volition.

				“And where are you off to before the storm, Miss Fox? Somewhere
					safer, I hope.”

				
			

		

	
		
			
				TWO

				Alistair had promised himself he wouldn’t get this
					close to her, but surely a walk to the garage was safe enough.

				Though of course, nowhere with Brienne Fox would be completely
					safe, he thought. At least, not where he was concerned. The woman had no idea
					how appealing she was. How much he wanted to explore every inch of that curvy
					little body with his lips, his tongue.

				His teeth.

				That last impulse was the most worrisome. It had been a long
					time since a woman had stirred his senses this way—if one ever had. No matter
					what he tried to tell himself to rationalize it all away, some deep, dark part
					of himself kept quietly insisting that Brienne was different. Singular. Which
					would explain why he was compelled to spend an unreasonable portion of every
					evening simply breathing in her scent, which seemed to permeate every nook and
					cranny of the house, and wishing he could just...roll around in it. Preferably
					with her.

				Frustrated, Alistair forced the unwanted thoughts away. He had
					good reasons for staying a solitary wolf, and he had no intention of endangering
					anyone...no matter how mouthwatering she might be.

				“I’m just headed to the grocery store, actually,” Brienne said,
					blissfully unaware of the heated images cascading through his thoughts.
					“You?”

				“I have a few last-minute things to pick up. Nothing more,” he
					replied. Such a casual way to put it, Alistair thought, smirking at the dark
					humor in the moment. Brienne was talking about buying milk and bread to weather
					a storm. He was talking about making final preparations to take on an enemy that
					had been snapping at his heels for years.

				It wouldn’t be long now. He could scent trouble on the wind,
					pressing in all around him. Owain was close by, searching. This time, he would
					allow his brother to find him...and somehow, he knew that the end of their long
					battle would come during this storm. It didn’t just provide convenient cover to
					avoid human attention, it was dramatic in a way that would suit Owain—howling
					wind, blinding snow, and a bloody crescendo.

				Alistair often wished his brother had decided to channel his
					impulses differently and just become an actor instead of a psychopath. In the
					meantime, he would rather not give Owain another weapon to use against him.
					Enough people had been punished for earning his affection.

				Alistair drew in a deep breath and opened the front door for
					Brienne, catching the scent that had slowly been driving him mad for months
					now—vanilla and apricot, a breath of summer on a blustery winter day.

				“Thanks,” Brienne said, the look she gave him bemused. It would
					be, he supposed. Chivalry was basically dead these days, but old habits died
					hard. And his were very old indeed. Old enough to terrify a beautiful young
					thing like her.

				“Of course,” Alistair said, hoping his voice sounded steadier
					than he felt as he stepped out after her.

				“My first real nor’easter,” Brienne said, her tone as warm as
					it always was when she tried to speak to him. “I’m not sure whether to be
					excited or worried.”

				She seemed to be both, which didn’t surprise him. Their longest
					encounter to date, shortly after she’d moved in, had involved Brienne chattering
					happily about the “adventure” of moving to this small Northern town from the
					sunny Florida coast where she’d been raised. She seemed to carry that sunlight
					with her, he thought. The woman was so damnably inviting. What puzzled Alistair was why she continued to try and
					initiate contact with him when he was anything but. He was an unsociable
					creature who’d spent too long focused on honor, duty, and nothing else. He was
					under no illusions about his meager appeal to someone like her. Most women
					seemed to sense his otherness and steered clear.

				And yet here she was again.

				Fascinated despite himself, Alistair fell into step beside her,
					letting his eyes rake her from head to toe when she looked away. Brienne’s
					beauty was striking each time he saw her. She’d twisted up the loose curls of
					her honey-blond hair into a bun, though a few obstinate tendrils had already
					escaped to frame the perfect oval of her face. Alistair’s gaze lingered on the
					pretty pink rosebud lips, the pert little nose, and the eyes, wide and an
					arresting shade of forest-green that quickly returned to him. He already knew
					the body that was hidden beneath her winter coat was perfect, small-waisted and
					amply curved in all the right places. He’d admired it often enough from
					afar.

				Not to mention imagined it enough in his unoccupied
					moments.

				Alistair didn’t realize he hadn’t responded to her until she
					tried again, her voice taking on a nervous edge that he knew he’d caused. Good, he thought. She ought to be nervous around
					him.

				“So do you think it’ll be bad? The storm, I mean? The weather
					people seem to think we’re going to get dumped on, but they’re wrong at least
					half the time.”

				“I think they’re right this time,” Alistair said. He could feel
					the approach of the storm deep in his bones, could smell it on the cold breeze.
					They would indeed get hit. One storm among hundreds he’d experienced, and one
					more he would spend without the warmth of his pack to surround him. He let
					himself wonder, just for a moment, how they were before pushing the thoughts
					aside. They were safe, according to his last conversation with Edwin. His nephew
					was doing a good job acting as Alpha in his stead, but lately, he’d begun
					pressing Alistair to come back. Edwin was increasingly insistent that with
					Alistair now healed, they could fight off whatever army Owain could muster. He
					was almost tempted...until he looked at his scars. And remembered the bodies—the
					friends—they’d had to burn.

				Alistair’s guess had been right—his brother hated him even more
					than he wanted control of the pack. As long as that stayed true, he would stay
					in this self-imposed exile and keep this the way it always should have
					stayed.

				Between the two of them.

				“Well, hopefully the power will stay on,” Brienne said, drawing
					his attention back to her. “I’m not sure the landlord has a generator to lug
					over, even if he could.”

				He frowned. “One never knows. Surely you have friends locally
					who’ve done this before.”

				She shrugged, flushing a little. “I’ve had some pretty tight
					deadlines since I’ve been here. And, you know, it’s kind of harder to make good
					friends when you don’t work outside your house. Not that I don’t have friends,”
					she added hurriedly. “They’re just mostly not, you know, here.”

				It hadn’t occurred to him until that moment that the woman
					wouldn’t have a backup plan that involved leaving. Or that she wouldn’t have
					dozens of friends lined up waiting to help her, even though he’d never actually
					seen any of them. It was a shock to realize they had something in common.

				“But you seem so”—delicious, beautiful, irresistibly
					lickable—”friendly,” Alistair finally managed,
					nearly choking on the word.

				Now she looked amused. “Oh. Well...thanks?”

				“You may want to think about visiting your family Miss Fox, or
					at least getting out of town if you don’t want to go that far. There’s still
					time to pack a few things and start driving. It’s likely to get very bad. Have
					you looked at the news? This is nothing like the hurricanes I expect you’ve
					seen. When the storm moves out, we could be snowed in for days.” And
					I’d
					hate
					to
					see
					you
					caught
					up
					in
					anything
					that
					might
					happen, he silently added. Surely Brienne had safer
					places to go, places she wouldn’t be alone without heat or light. Places where
					she wouldn’t be compelled to ask to share an unfriendly werewolf’s
					fireplace.

				One look in those intelligent green eyes and he knew that was
					exactly what she expected to do. That, and perhaps more. There was no ignoring
					the desire he saw simmering just beneath the surface...though the gods knew he’d
					been trying for months now. This would be so much easier if everything in him
					didn’t want to respond to her need by revealing his own. Alistair swallowed
					hard.

				“Please call me Brie,” she said. “And thanks for the advice,
					but I’m sure I’ll manage. You’re staying put too, right? If things get sticky,
					I’m sure we can figure something out.”

				It was spoken innocently enough, but Alistair found himself
					suddenly inundated with visions of how it might be if he drizzled honey all over
					her body and licked it off. Sticky, indeed. He fought back a shudder, glad he
					was wearing a coat that covered the hard, throbbing evidence of his thoughts
					about her. It was time to end this before he did something foolish. Fortunately,
					they’d arrived at the garage. Alistair opened the side door for her, and she
					stepped inside. He followed, but she startled him by stopping short and turning
					to look at him, a determined look on her face.

				He only narrowly avoided crashing into her. As it was, they
					were less than an inch from being pressed up against each other—and Brienne
					stood her ground. Pride had him standing his own. Surely he could manage to be
					so close just this once without tucking his tail between his legs and
					running.

				He’d always been supremely self-controlled. And yet with
					Brienne, and her alone, things had gotten infinitely more difficult all at
					once.

				She tipped her head back to look up at him in the dim light,
					the steam from her breath mingling with his. Alistair could feel her warmth,
					enticing him to get even closer.

				She
					knows
					I
					want
					her, damn
					it. She
					must. I
					should
					have
					stayed
					away.

				“Is there something wrong, Miss Fox?” he asked softly, and
					then, when her brows drew together, remembered what she had just instructed him
					to call her. “Brie?”

				The intimacy of being asked to use her nickname affected him
					more than he’d expected. Much like the woman herself.

				“No,” she said, still frowning a little, as though he were a
					puzzle she was attempting to work out. “I just...I wondered...if you might want
					to get dinner sometime.”

				“Did you,” he murmured, enchanted as much by the way her eyes
					went soft and hazy as he was by the innocence of the question itself. Before
					Alistair could think better of it, he’d lifted his hand, tracing the contour of
					her cheek with the back of his knuckles. She sighed, turning into his touch as
					he marveled at how very soft her skin was. Alistair’s breath caught in his
					throat. It was just a simple touch. But from the way it affected him, she might
					as well have pressed her entire body against his.

				He brushed his fingertips along the path he’d just traced, then
					across the temptation of her lips, which parted at his touch. Alistair gave a
					strangled moan when her tongue darted out to flick over his finger before she
					sucked it into her mouth, hot, wet, impossibly sweet. Her eyes slipped shut on a
					soft, breathy sound of pleasure. He hadn’t expected it, and the light suction on
					his sensitive fingertip nearly buckled his legs beneath him. The rush of desire
					carried with it visions of her using that mouth on him in ways he’d only dreamed
					of.

				Licking. Sucking. Biting. Every
					instinct roared to life, sending heat racing over his skin. The scent of her,
					each delicate pull of her lips around his oversensitive flesh, was suddenly
					overwhelming. The ancient beast that slumbered within him was awakened all at
					once, and when he groaned again, it sounded like the guttural growl of a wolf. A
					snippet of a rhyme from his youth drifted through his mind, just an ominous
					whisper.

				The
					mating
					bond, when
					true
					and
					real, is
					soft
					as
					velvet, strong
					as
					steel.

				Alistair didn’t know how he found the strength to pull away
					from her. As it was, it was a clumsy, frightened stumble, but there was nothing
					to be done for it. He could barely breathe. All he could do was feel, one
					sensation crashing into another until every inch of his body vibrated with need.
					All for her.

				Even in the shadows, he could see Brie’s furious blush, bright
					pink on peaches and cream. She didn’t understand. And he didn’t have time to
					explain.

				“I...I’m sorry,” she stammered, sounding as shaken as he
					felt.

				“No, that’s...I have to go,” Alistair said, hoping his rough
					voice sounded more human than he thought it did. He fumbled his way into his
					car, hitting the garage door opener with such force he was worried he’d broken
					it. A claw, long and black and only halfway retracted, punctured his visor as he
					pulled his hand away. He backed out too quickly, unable to get his breathing
					under control...or his arousal, which coursed through his blood like wildfire.
					His final glance at the garage before he sped off showed Brie bracing herself
					against the side of her car, head down.

				Alistair tried to regret touching her. How could he not have
					realized what she was, when he’d barely been able to get her out of his head all
					this time? But some part of him had known. It was why Brie kept trying to engage
					him, why he’d stayed here much longer than any other place he’d hidden in the
					past five years. He needed to stay safe, stay alone. But as he left Brie
					standing there, all he could think of was the release he knew he would find
					buried deep within her, tangled in her arms. Because no need on earth was
					stronger than that of a wolf for his mate.

				
			

		

	
		
			
				THREE

				By the time Brie got home, the snow was falling.

				By dinnertime, the wind was howling, and the homes across the
					street had vanished behind an impenetrable curtain of white.

				Brie huddled in her overstuffed armchair by the window,
					watching it come down. She had her knees tucked into her chest, comfortable in
					baggy jeans, a thick cable-knit sweater, and slipper socks. A cup of hot cider
					cooled on the end table beside her.

				She was brooding. And mentally kicking herself, repeatedly and
					very, very hard.

				Alistair’s car had been back when she’d gotten home. She wasn’t
					exactly sure how she was ever going to see him again without running in the
					other direction. Asking him out had been a brief instant of bravery, or maybe
					just insanity. That would have been embarrassing on its own, but she would have
					managed to get over it after his inevitable rejection. Things had gotten weird
					fast, though. He’d seemed so sweet and concerned and actually kind of...shy,
					almost. So she’d decided to take the plunge and get it over with, carpe
					diem and all that. In the garage, though, with him
					so close to her, her body had overridden her brain in a way she hadn’t realized
					was possible. Had she really sucked on his finger? Really?

				Brie closed her eyes and made a soft, strangled sound. Yes. Yes
					she had.

				Maybe she needed therapy. Or medication. Or more of a life.
					She’d been pretty happy with her life, though, until discovering that she was
					turning into some kind of nympho stalker.

				Brie sighed and sipped at the cider. She’d given up working for
					the rest of the day. It wouldn’t cost her much...she was a couple months away
					from her deadline. She just wished she could figure out a way to rationalize
					behavior that had been completely unlike her and accept the fact that her hot
					neighbor must be horrified that he was living in the same house with a creepy
					finger-sucking sex fiend.

				A gust of wind slammed into the house, making it creak and
					groan. The lights flickered, and Brie held her breath, waiting to see whether
					the power would stay on. It held just long enough for her to exhale,
					relieved.

				Then the lights went out.

				“Damn it,” she muttered as the apartment was plunged into
					darkness. The mug in her hands still steamed, everything around her cozy and
					warm. It wouldn’t be for long, though, if the power stayed out...and she knew it
					likely would until the storm had passed and the crews could get out to work on
					the downed lines. She hadn’t been completely honest with Alistair. There were a
					handful of people she’d be reasonably comfortable begging a bed from. There was,
					however, the problem of getting to their houses. Tonight was going to be out of
					the question. Good thing she had a lot of blankets.

				Brie groaned softly. She’d moved to Vermont because she’d loved
					the scenery and wanted an adventure, along with some fresh inspiration. She’d
					even wanted the snow. This, however, might end up being a little more than she’d
					bargained for. Especially now that she’d hit the self-destruct button on her
					little fireplace fantasy.

				She finished the cider, tapped her fingers against the mug, and
					then got up to light some candles. Maybe she’d get lucky and the power wouldn’t
					be out long.

				The thundering crash below her startled her so badly she nearly
					knocked the last candle off the counter. It was followed by a furious bellow
					that sounded—

				No, that was stupid, Brie decided as something glass shattered
					downstairs and another gust of wind blasted the side of the house. That had
					either been Alistair, his cat or a movie. Which he was somehow watching without
					electricity. Laptop, maybe? Except that had been awfully loud. Like,
					surround-sound loud. Another thud below her had the walls shaking.

				Her throat went as dry as the desert. Something was wrong down
					there.

				He’s
					in
					trouble.

				That single thought was more powerful than a lifetime of
					accumulated common sense. Brie hurried into the darkened kitchen, grabbed the
					big knife she’d splurged on one of the times she’d pretended she was going to
					learn to cook gourmet food, and left the apartment in her sock feet. Years of
					sneaking up on her older brother had made her an expert at moving silently, and
					she made no sound on the stairs as the blade of the knife glinted dully in the
					darkness.

				Doubt tried to creep in, even as her feet kept moving. Did she
					seriously think she was going to stab someone with this? Brienne Fox, the girl
					who spent more time catching and releasing bugs that got into her apartment than
					squishing them?

				A low, pained moan drifted up from somewhere behind Alistair’s
					door, and she tightened her grip on the knife. Fear vanished in the face of
					fury. If she had to use it, Brie thought grimly, she would.

				The doorknob turned easily in her hand, and the door swung
					inward. Directly in front of her, a cheery fire crackled and snapped in the
					fireplace. And there in the middle of the floor, sprawled out facedown on a
					heavy Oriental rug, was a man. He was big, blond...and definitely not Alistair.
					Brie sucked in a breath, looked to her left and right, and saw nothing. The
					apartment was quiet apart from the fire. There was no sign of struggle, or of
					blood.

				There was also no sign of Alistair. But there was something...a
					feeling, pulsing through her, pulling her step by step into the apartment. He
					was here. She knew he was. And the need to find him was overwhelming, even as
					her common sense screamed at her to turn around and run out into the storm, to
					find someplace warm and safe that was not here.

				Brie kept putting one foot in front of the other, unable to
					shake the image of Alistair lying somewhere nearby, hurt and bleeding.

				Then the door behind her shut with a neat little snick.

				Brie froze, and a voice behind her, gravelly and yet somehow
					familiar, spoke.

				“Don’t. Move.”

				There wasn’t even time to panic. The blond stranger was on his
					feet and rushing at her so quickly that Brie saw nothing but a blur of movement.
					Then she was flying, shoved out of the way with such force that she landed hard
					on her backside several feet away. Her knife spun away beneath the couch, out of
					reach. She gave a sharp, pained yelp that was immediately drowned out by vicious
					snarling that filled the entire room. Her eyes widened as she saw Alistair hurl
					the blond man to the floor, then leap at him. The blond rolled out of the way,
					incredibly fast for the blow he’d just taken.

				And then somehow, there were no more men, only an enormous pair
					of wolves, one silver, one jet-black, destroying furniture as they clashed in a
					huge, snarling, snapping mass. Brie was too terrified to doubt what she was
					seeing. Whether or not her mind had snapped, she knew she needed to get as far
					away as she could. She’d only just begun to propel herself backward, away from
					the fight, when the silver wolf twisted away from the black and lunged at her
					again. She screamed, trying to arch away as it snapped its massive jaws shut on
					the loose fabric of her sweater, then shook its head as if it had just caught a
					particularly choice bit of prey. There was a terrible ripping sound, a sharp,
					high-pitched yelp, and the attacking wolf was gone again, leaving a gaping hole
					in her favorite sweater.

				Brie felt as though she was watching a film in slow motion as
					she looked up from her ruined clothing. It was surreal, seeing the big black
					wolf, at least twice the size of a normal wolf, tear the throat out of the one
					that had tried to hurt her. She tried to breathe in, but only managed a shallow
					little sip of air. Then another. The urge to run was all but gone, replaced by a
					hazy disbelief that any of this could actually be happening. Her body tingled
					from adrenaline, but her mind, her emotions, were numb.

				When the black wolf raised its head, jaws wet and red, it
					looked right at her. It took a step toward her, then another, padding slowly
					across the room, head lowered. It watched her through eyes that glowed faintly,
					a deep, true blue that was vaguely familiar. But in her shock, she couldn’t
					quite gather her thoughts enough to know why.

				“No,” was the only word Brie managed to say, and it came out as
					a quiet, pitiful moan that was barely a word at all. When the wolf continued to
					approach, the only thing she could do was put her arms up, trying to shield
					herself. She closed her eyes, beginning to shake, and wondered whether it would
					kill her quickly. Whether it would hurt.

				She jerked when hands curved around her wrists, gentle but
					firm, and pulled them away from her face. Then there was only Alistair,
					crouching down beside her. His blue eyes shimmered faintly with light, not all
					of it a reflection from the fire. But at least he looked human. And very, very
					concerned. Brie stared up at him, still rigid with fear.

				His eyes. He was the wolf. But...that was impossible.

				“Here, now,” Alistair said softly. “It’s only me.” His deep
					voice held the sort of warmth she’d wanted to hear since the first time she’d
					set eyes on him. Not like this, though. Not when she could still see how red his
					lips were from—

				Brie swallowed hard as her stomach gave a roll. Despite
					herself, she looked past Alistair to the limp body sprawled out in the middle of
					the room. It had become a man again too. A very dead man.

				“Oh my God.” Her voice shook just like the rest of her. “I...oh
					my God.”

				“Brienne. Brie. Look at me.”

				She obeyed him, mainly because she didn’t want to look at the
					dead body anymore. Panic hovered just out of reach, but closing in. Her
					breathing quickened.

				“You killed him.”

				“He didn’t give me much of a choice.” Alistair was so steady,
					so calm. He might have been discussing the weather. It was the only thing that
					kept her from screaming.

				“But—”

				“He was sent here to kill me. He would have been perfectly
					happy to spill your blood as part of the bargain. But we’re safe now...for the
					moment.” He sighed then. “What possessed you to come downstairs with—” He
					stopped himself abruptly, jaw flexing. “You should have stayed up where it was
					safe, Brie.”

				“But...you were a wolf, and he was a wolf—” It sounded insane
					to say it out loud, despite what she knew she’d seen. Her obsession with
					Alistair notwithstanding, she’d always been firmly grounded in reality. If she
					were going to decide to hallucinate something, it wouldn’t have been like
					this.

				“Yes, we were,” Alistair interrupted her, his tone firm. “I was
					born a werewolf, a very long time ago. But that doesn’t mean I’m not also a man,
					Brie. And I would sooner have my own throat torn out than have you hurt.” The
					sentiment, graphic though it was, managed to cut through some of her panic.
					Alistair’s hands were warm against her skin, still curved around her wrists. His
					voice, deep and soothing, didn’t hold the slightest hint of fear. Her racing
					heartbeat slowed, her breathing evening out.

				The warmth where their skin touched spread, rippling through
					her. With it came a measure of calm, and sanity. Whatever this was, she didn’t
					want to question it. She needed to be able to think clearly.

				“But,” Brie protested again, but it was softer this time. She
					couldn’t seem to finish the sentence...there were too many things she didn’t
					understand. How was she supposed to know where to begin?

				Alistair looked at her, then at the body, and then at something
					over her shoulder while he appeared to sort through the situation. Finally, he
					seemed to come to a decision.

				“Come on and sit on the couch,” Alistair instructed her.
					“You’ll feel better.”

				Brie stared at him, incredulous. “I...seriously doubt
					that.”

				He surprised her with a smile, the first genuine one she’d ever
					seen from him. It turned his dark, somber face into something beautiful. It was
					an unexpectedly lovely surprise in the middle of a nightmare.

				“There you are,” he said softly. “Come on. Up you go.”

				She allowed Alistair to help her to her feet, and found she was
					reasonably steady—as long as she kept her eyes off the dead man.

				I’m
					not
					going
					to
					sit
					in
					here
					with
					a
					dead
					body. I’m
					not, she thought.

				His grip on her hands tightened all at once. “Hell. Brie? Close
					your eyes.”

				She frowned, tilting her head quizzically an instant before he
					dragged her against his chest and held her tight. There was a roar from
					somewhere behind him, then a series of cracks and hisses. Brie jerked away,
					certain that some other terrible thing had entered the apartment and was about
					to destroy them. Instead, she looked beyond Alistair and saw,the last few
					flickering white flames where the corpse had been, leaving nothing that she
					could see. The remaining ash evaporated before her eyes. Even the rug was
					intact, not even singed. The scent in the air, faint and rapidly vanishing, was
					like a blown-out match.

				“Oh,” was the only word she seemed able to manage. It was more
					a breath than a word, too.

				“Don’t panic,” Alistair said quietly. “That’s how my kind ends,
					is all. It’s one of the ways we’ve stayed hidden. Better that than being trapped
					in the snow with his carcass.”

				Brie nodded slowly, wondering if she really had snapped. Werewolves, burning bodies, nearly being
					eaten... Alistair’s eyes searched her face, and then he sighed.

				“Tea, I think,” he said.

				For a moment she wondered if she’d heard him wrong. “Tea?”

				“Mmm. Get comfortable on the couch. I’ve got the fire, and
					you’re safe here for now. I was expecting my brother, but all I got was a scout.
					Wherever Owain is, he isn’t close by, or I would know. So I’ll make tea,
					and...explain. If you’re in the mood to hear it.” He paused, watching her
					carefully. She could guess what he saw.

				“I’m not going to hurt you, Brie. You’re in no danger from me.
					You have my word.”

				Brie watched him warily. “How am I supposed to believe that?
					Even if you’re telling the truth, you just said there’s another—”

				“Owain,” Alistair interrupted. “My brother. It’s true, he’s
					anything but safe. All I can tell you is that when he’s nearby, I can...feel it.
					All his hatred. Wolves of the same pack are like that with one another,
					especially family members. Sensing one another’s emotions. It’s uncanny, I know.
					But useful. If you want, though, you can walk upstairs and try to pretend this
					didn’t happen.” His voice dropped, softening. “I won’t come after you, Brie. I
					swear it. You might be better off that way, really.”

				She considered it, or tried to. But the invisible bonds that
					seemed to pull her to him every time she was anywhere near him only seemed to
					tighten. He looked so impossibly sad, all the chilly distance he normally
					maintained gone. And her heart ached for him, in a way that shouldn’t have been
					possible given how little she knew him.

				“How long have you been running?” she asked. She could see his
					surprise at the question, but Alistair didn’t hesitate.

				“Five years,” he said. “I was badly wounded. Until I healed,
					running was all I could do. It’s kept him busy. And my pack safe.”

				Slowly, Brie nodded, her decision made. Though she supposed it
					had been made long before she’d run down here clutching a kitchen knife.

				“I’ll stay for tea,” she said. And then maybe she’d walk
					upstairs and shut the door. Or not.

				“Good,” he said solemnly, and held out his hand. She looked at
					it, suddenly sure that accepting such a simple gesture was actually a very
					important choice. Then Brie slipped her hands into his, feeling the bright snap
					of connection between them like a shock. Alistair gave no indication that he’d
					felt anything, but the echoes of it left her palm tingling.

				She allowed herself to be led to the large, overstuffed couch.
					Alistair took care to skirt her around the section of rug where the other
					werewolf body had been, and Brie was grateful for it. It would be a long time
					before she got those images out of her head.

				He could have been killed. Someone had come here and tried to
					kill him. The fact was slowly sinking in, just like her realization that she’d
					nearly gotten herself killed with her crazy need to protect him. He hadn’t
					seemed to need the help, and she’d probably done more harm than good in
					interfering. But because he was Alistair, he hadn’t said a word about it. Nor,
					she expected, would he. Shaken, confused, and unable to deny the overwhelming
					need to stay close to him now that she was here, Brie accepted the fact that she
					wasn’t going anywhere. It was nonsensical, but she wanted to find out exactly
					what was going on with her neighbor.

				The werewolf.

				She stopped in her tracks right in front of the couch, her hand
					still in his. Unlike earlier, he stopped as well, managing to keep a small
					amount of distance between them instead of nearly crashing into her.

				“Alistair?”

				The sudden wariness in his expression surprised her. After all
					this, what could she possibly do to him? All it did was drive home the fact that
					they didn’t know one another. She knew him even less than she’d thought, and
					that was saying something. Maybe he’d been lying about who the dead wolf was.
					Maybe Alistair was the cold-blooded killer.

				Except the second she thought it, Brie knew that wasn’t true.
					He might be a lot of things, but not that. Her certainty about it was so strong
					that it was actually unsettling. She was just a writer, not a psychic.

				“Yes?” he asked when she said nothing.

				Brie hesitated, trying to find the right words, hoping not to
					get tongue-tied around him the way she occasionally did. Finally, she said,
					“Look, I appreciate the...tea...but I’m the one who came storming in here.
					You’ve obviously been keeping to yourself for a reason. If you want me out of
					here, don’t worry about saying so. You don’t even know me, and I...I mean,
					especially after earlier...”

				God, she hadn’t meant to bring that up. She was supposed to be
					an artist with words. She should have at least managed to say something like,
						“Look, I
					know
					I’ve
					been
					completely
					creepy
					with
					you, and
					that
					the
					finger
					incident
					coupled
					with
					the
					botched
					heroic
					act
					probably
					make
					your
					skin
					crawl
					when
					you
					see
					me. In
					short, I
					should
					go.”

				He didn’t need her in his life any more than she really needed
					a hunted werewolf in hers. “Earlier,” he repeated, and then understanding
					dawned. Brie wanted to sink through the

				floor. Incredibly, a light flush stained his cheeks. Even
					Alistair Locke, it seemed, could blush. “Ah. Earlier.”

				“I have no idea what happened,” she rushed out while she still
					had the nerve. “I’m not like that. I mean, I don’t find random attractive men
					and...” Flustered, she tried a different angle. “And then tonight, I’ve never
					chased after anyone with a knife before. I don’t know what came over me.” She
					looked at him beseechingly. “Please understand that I’m not a freak, is what I’m
					trying to say. I’m not a freak, and I’m sorry your brother is trying to kill
					you, and don’t feel like you have to make me tea.” She closed her eyes, wincing.
					“Yeah. Look, I should go.”

				Alistair was completely silent, just for a moment. Then she
					heard his voice, beautiful and soft.

				“No. Stay.”

				Brie opened her eyes to look at him and saw that he was, as
					always, deadly serious. But there was more there, emotion she could only guess
					at. It gave her the courage to ask the question that encompassed everything
					she’d longed for and worried about since the first time she’d seen him.
					Everything she didn’t understand and desperately wanted anyway.

				“Why?”

				Alistair said nothing for a long moment, watching her with eyes
					that began to glow faintly again. Brie made no move to back away, determined to
					get some kind of answer. But he said nothing, instead stepping closer to her,
					leaving their fingers entwined. Brie drew in a soft, shallow breath. Even now,
					the hunger she saw in his eyes didn’t frighten her.

				Werewolf. She forced herself to
					think the word, willing herself to feel the right kind of fear, some modicum of
					terror. Instead, Brie felt safe when there was no reason she should have.

				Their eyes locked. He didn’t touch her, but she could feel his
					nearness like a caress, every inch of her body thrumming with it. Waiting for
					his touch.

				“Brie,” he said, a soft sigh filled with so much longing. Then
					Brie was rising up, melting into him as Alistair lowered his mouth to hers. And
					all she could think was: Yes.

				
			

		

	
		
			
				FOUR

				The first brush of his lips against hers was feather
					light.

				The second pressed just a bit more firmly, though it was just
					as fleeting.

				But when his mouth met hers a third time, Alistair sank into
					the kiss with a soft sound of yearning that Brie thought was the most sensual
					thing she’d ever heard. Her eyes slipped shut and, with the first tentative
					sweep of his tongue, she opened for him on a broken sigh. Brie curved herself
					around him, lifting her mouth into his as he began to taste her.

				Some part of her expected the rough, wild kiss of a man who was
					part wolf. Instead, even now, Brie found herself more aware of how much Alistair
					was holding back rather than what he’d chosen to give. It left her with the kind
					of want that had her quivering, almost afraid to move for fear that he’d pull
					away altogether. One of Alistair’s hands slid into her hair while the other
					skimmed down to the small of her back, fitting her to him with the barest hint
					of pressure.

				It was the sweetest kiss Brie had ever had, though it was
					excruciatingly gentle, as though he worried she might break—and as Alistair
					continued his lazy torment of her lips, it was Brie who found herself struggling
					with the urge to sink her nails into his back and drag him to the floor. She
					moved against him restlessly, wanting to get closer, to feel more of him against
					her. Tension pooled at the apex of her thighs until all she could feel was the
					hot, insistent pulse of her growing need to have him inside her. And still, he
					held her as though she were fragile, kissing her softly, thoroughly.

				“Please,” she finally managed to gasp between kisses, pressing
					her fingertips into his back, urging him closer. When that produced little
					change, she dragged his lower lip through her teeth, not hard enough to draw
					blood but plenty hard enough to get his attention.

				Through heavy-lidded eyes, she caught a flash of glowing blue.
					His voice, when he spoke, had dropped to a sexy growl. The sound of it had her
					breath catching in her throat.

				“Careful,” he warned her.

				“I want you,” she whispered, most of her inhibition already
					stripped away. “All of you.”

				For whatever reason, those were the words that spurred him to
					action, though not exactly the kind she so desperately wanted. In a flurry of
					movement, Brie found herself backed against the wall, her wrists pinned at
					either side of her head. Alistair’s face was only inches from her own, and she
					was stunned to see how haunted he looked, like some tormented prince of
					darkness. His breathing was uneven, his eyes dark and glittering. And she wanted
					nothing more than to have him against her again.

				“This is madness,” Alistair said roughly, and she could hear
					the wolf in his voice. It stirred desires in her that she hadn’t even known
					existed. “You have no idea what you’re asking for, Brie. What it would mean. I
					can’t do this.”

				“If I don’t know, then tell me,” Brie replied, her jaw tight
					with frustration. Was he really going to walk away again? Now? “What am I asking for that you can’t do?”

				“This,” Alistair groaned, and he crushed his mouth against
					hers. It was an entirely different kiss than his last one, hard and hot. The
					rough thrusts of his tongue kept time with his hips, which ground rhythmically
					into her. He kept her hands pinned to the wall, and Brie’s fingers flexed
					helplessly as Alistair switched from sweet seduction to raw possession in the
					blink of an eye.

				She whimpered softly, widening her legs and sliding one of them
					up to hook around his hip. Words deserted her, along with rational thought. All
					she had left was a flood of desire so potent she didn’t know quite what to do.
					The friction between them, even through their clothes, drove her quickly to the
					edge of orgasm. She’d waited too long, wanted him far too much to be able to
					hold back. The hard ridge of his cock pulsed over and over again between her
					thighs, until finally Brie surged against him with a harsh cry. Her body bowed
					with the force of her climax, back arching while her hands stayed pinned against
					the wall. There was something intensely erotic about being at his mercy this
					way, and the shock waves washed over her for longer than she would have
					imagined, until she could only barely stay upright.

				Alistair’s body quivered, strung tight as a bow, against her as
					he went still. He closed his eyes, touched his forehead to hers.

				“That...wasn’t quite the lesson I’d hoped for,” he breathed. It
					would have been funny, but for the torment etched onto his face.

				“You could try again, “ Brie suggested. She was barely upright
					from what he’d just done to her, and still she knew they’d only just scratched
					the surface of what it could be like together. “I’m game.”

				Alistair chuckled, but there wasn’t much humor in it. He
					sounded pained.

				“You have no idea what I want to do to you, Brie. And we should
					probably leave it at that before you get a lot more than you bargained for. I’m
					not human.”

				“If that bothered me, I wouldn’t still be here.”

				“It ought to bother you.”

				He backed away, releasing her, and the few steps he put between
					them might as well have been miles. He seemed to be struggling to collect
					himself. It was small consolation when it was all she could do not to melt into
					a puddle on the floor.

				Brie let her hands slowly drop back to her sides, and without
					Alistair’s warmth the room seemed chilled despite the fire. Brie wrapped her
					arms around herself, to ward off both the cooler air and the distance she felt
					Alistair trying to put between them. After that intense blast of heat, she hated
					to see him retreat back behind his shield. Though a single glance at the
					straining fabric between his legs told her that it was costing him.

				He looked away and shook his head as though he was trying to
					clear it, his shaggy black hair gleaming in the firelight. His smile was as
					sharp as the blade of a knife, and the bitterness it held surprised her.

				“Tea,” he said. “It’s safer. Though if you prefer to get as far
					away from me as possible, believe me, I understand.”

				Then, with a flicker of graceful movement, he vanished from the
					room. Brie leaned back against the wall, trying to catch her breath and figure
					out what had just happened. After a moment, she managed the few steps back to
					the couch and sank down onto the comfortable cushions. If she’d wanted
					confirmation that he was just as affected by her as she was by him, she’d just
					had confirmation, Brie thought. But his reaction to it, to her, to everything
					tonight just raised more questions than it answered. He wasn’t just running from
					the wolf—his brother—hunting him. He was still running from her.

				And she still wanted to know why.

			

		

	
		
			
				FIVE

				Alistair ached for her, and it was no one’s fault but
					his.

				Pointless, he told himself
					furiously, remembering how she’d writhed against him, asking without words—and
					then with words—to have his hands all over her. Knowing that he could be taking
					her against the living room wall right now instead of brewing this blasted tea.
					She’d come for him so quickly, so sweetly. He could only imagine how much better
					it would be for both of them if he brought her to that peak moving inside of
					her.

				Alistair groaned, curling his hand into a fist and resting it
					on the counter. He felt like putting it through a wall. He was harder than he
					thought he’d been in his entire life. And still, here he was, forcing distance
					between himself and what he wanted. What, in some twisted joke the gods had
					played on him, was meant to be his. His destined
					mate.

				And of course, he’d figured it out just as he was finally going
					to let Owain catch up with him. If he lived through it, which he intended to,
					then he could start thinking about Brie. Would she want the kind of life he
					lived? How would she feel about being uprooted and joining a pack? Would she
					even want to be turned?

				He breathed deeply, tried to focus. He couldn’t deal with any
					of that until Owain had been dealt with. He couldn’t sense his brother, couldn’t
					feel him near at all. But given the scout, it wouldn’t be long. Days, at most.
					This was what he’d chosen, what he had wanted. Now he knew he’d made a mistake
					in his decision, staying here to be close to his mate without allowing himself
					to acknowledge the reason. And of course she was just as drawn to him. He’d put
					her in danger. That was unacceptable.

				Until the day he was free to return to his pack, he refused to
					inflict his life on anyone else. But...God, he wanted her.

				Soon, he told himself. I’ll
					leave
					here
					as
					soon
					as
					the
					sun
					rises, meet
					Owain
					head-on
					somewhere
					else. Gods
					willing, I’ll
					be
					back
					before
					long
					and
					we
					can
					do
					this
					properly. Whatever
						“properly” is.

				Alistair tried to collect himself as he stood in the small
					galley kitchen, lighting the gas burner with a lighter to heat the water. The
					process was often soothing to him, the length of the steeping, the scent of the
					tea leaves. Not tonight, though. Though the wind howled and the electric lights
					stayed dark, he was almost certain he’d walk back out to find her gone, and the
					better for both of them if she was...but Brie was very quietly waiting for him
					on his couch when he emerged. Just the sight of her, those honeyed curls
					tumbling around her shoulders, lips still swollen from his kisses, left Alistair
					with an ache deep in his chest. The part of him that still possessed any
					rationality where she was concerned was uneasy about having insisted she stay,
					even for a little while. He was both man and wolf. And he was very familiar with
					what sorts of things happened when the wolf decided it really wanted something,
					whether or not it was the best idea.

				Mine, he thought, a fierce snarl
					from within. It had him moving to one of his wing chairs once he set the tray
					before her on the heavy chest that served as a coffee table. Alistair picked up
					his cup and settled into the chair as he watched Brie, who looked slightly dazed
					as she doctored her tea with milk and honey. She stirred it contemplatively
					before looking at him, her expressive eyes guarded. The air, however, still
					smelled of her desire. His jaw tightened.

				“So,” she finally said. “Who exactly are you, Alistair?”

				She had no idea how different her willingness to listen made
					her. But then, he already knew she was different than most. Alistair considered
					carefully how to begin.

				“I’m a werewolf. And I’m very old,” he said.

				Brie tipped her chin down. “Old. Are we talking fifty years? A
					hundred? Vampire old?”

				That made him laugh, a soft chuckle that helped a little with
					the tension that hung heavy in the air, sexual and otherwise.

				“There are no vampires, only the werewolves. The legends seemed
					to have gotten muddled together over the years, though. My kind lives for
					centuries, sometimes even longer. It’s hard to know, with so many of the older
					ones having died in battle before their time.”

				“And...you’re an older one.”

				Alistair frowned. “I think I’m more middle aged, honestly. I
					was born in England in the year 1509,” he said, “during the reign of Henry VIII.
					We were on the lower rungs of the nobility, but...isolated out of necessity. You
					see, my family is one of a handful ever to have produced hereditary werewolves.
					Not in every generation, but often enough that life at court would have been
					impossible. My father was not a werewolf, but he seems to have been a strong
					carrier of the genes required to create them. All four of my brothers, and three
					sisters, manifested the trait. My parents were...we’ll say disappointed...but they made do.” He smirked, remembering. “And our
					woods were known to have some of the best hunting in the kingdom. Remarkably
					free of predators.”

				Brie looked fascinated. “So you were actually born this way.
					Your whole family.”

				He shrugged, unused to discussing it. It felt odd to remember
					the earliest years of his life. “Yes, but we weren’t immune from the shortened
					life expectancy of the time. Three brothers and two sisters never made it out of
					the 16th century. Most were killed hunting, and one, Mary, turned out to be
					susceptible to the English Sweat, a plague of the time. Catherine, Owain and I
					survived. The wolf pack we founded remains one of the most respected in the
					world. I’ve worked hard to build that.”

				“So you went from being human nobility to wolf nobility.”

				Alistair smirked. “Yes. Though we’re better at being wolves
					than we ever were at being nobles. My situation is unique, even for a werewolf.
					I’ve been able to personally oversee generations of wolves brought in, the first
					either turned by or descended from Catherine and Owain.”

				“But not you.” It wasn’t a question. Somehow she knew. Sensed
					it, the way only a woman so compatible with him would.

				“No.” He knew it sounded odd. “As the eldest, I took on most of
					the responsibility. I didn’t have time to go hunting for a mate. Even if I had,
					I’m not sure I would have stumbled upon one.” At Brie’s quizzical look, tried to
					explain, worried that he would give too much away. “Wolves mate for life.
					Werewolves are no different. The problem is that true wolf mates are rarer and
					more...I’ll say combustible. It takes a certain chemistry, one that has to be
					just so. When it’s right, we know it. When it isn’t, we tend not to bother, not
					for long, anyway.”

				“Oh.” There was a wealth of meaning in that one word. He raised
					an eyebrow.

				“I didn’t say we stayed celibate, Brie.” Her blush amused him.
					It seemed to be her standard reaction to him.

				“I assumed that,” she said, sounding as flustered as she
					looked.

				Alistair felt his lips curving into an unfamiliar smile,
					relaxing into the comfort of conversation with her. It was nice to find he
					enjoyed talking to Brie, though perhaps not quite as much as he enjoyed kissing
					her.

				Thinking about it provoked a fair amount of heat in his own
					cheeks, and he tried to get his story back on track before they moved further
					into dangerous territory.

				“In any case, I’ve been busy dealing with Owain for most of my
					life,” Alistair said quickly. “He and I are like night and day. It hasn’t been
					pleasant. Roughly a century ago things got far less pleasant. Five years ago
					what I thought was a meeting to finally make our peace nearly resulted in my
					death. Which brings us to tonight.”

				“I don’t understand why your brother would want to kill you.
					That’s awful,” Brie said quietly.

				Alistair shifted in his seat, trying to remember a time when
					he’d thought of it as anything but normal. “Werewolves aren’t paragons of virtue
					any more than humans are. Owain always struggled with the violence in his
					nature. It didn’t take him long to focus on me as the source of all his ills. My
					death won’t get him what he wants, but that won’t stop him from trying. It never
					has. He’s got a substantial body count to attest to that.”

				“What does he want? The pack? You’re still the leader,
					right?”

				“Alpha-in-exile, right now. He does want the pack. He wants the
					legitimacy he feels like he never had as the youngest son. He wants the power he
					thinks I’ve squandered by showing restraint.”

				Brie looked confused as she took a sip of tea. When she looked
					up again, she said, “I don’t get it. He’s nuts, right? It’s not like he can just
					kill you, waltz on in and take over. Is it?”

				“No. He wouldn’t waltz. He’d attack with his group of
					bloodthirsty mongrel drifters until there was no one left in charge and then
					demand submission. If he proves strong enough to do that, they won’t fight him.
					He’s a Black. Heredity matters in our world, probably more than it should.
					Heredity and strength. It can be a vicious existence when things are
					unstable.”

				“What about your sister?”

				Alistair thought of her, eternally young and beautiful, and let
					himself miss her laughter and mischievous nature, just for an instant.
					“Catherine is mated to the Alpha wolf of another large pack. The two of them
					have their hands full even on a good day. One of her sons, Edwin, acts as Alpha
					in my stead. My nephew is a good wolf, but this isn’t something he wants as a
					permanent job.” He blew out a breath. “I’ve been gone five years. Not so long by
					some measures, ages by others. My pack is safe, with allies on either side of
					our land. But they’re getting restless. Now that I’ve healed, they want me back.
					And I need to find a way to do that, soon, before that restlessness turns into
					challenges to Edwin’s authority.”

				He wished she didn’t look quite so crestfallen. It would make
					this easier. He didn’t want her to worry over him...in case.

				“You left so that Owain would chase you instead of focusing on
					your pack,” Brie said. She shook her head. “You’ve been running for five years?
					What did he do to you?”

				“He gave me wounds so deep that they would have killed a human
					man a hundred times over,” Alistair said, setting his teacup down. “We’ll
					just...leave it at that.” he remembered that night too well—the relief that his
					brother finally wanted peace, the regret in Owain’s eyes, so sincere...his
					brother’s jaws fastening on his throat, claws in his chest, looking to tear out
					his heart.

				Brie was silent for a moment, staring into the fire. When she
					looked at him again, he saw she understood...possibly more than he wanted her
					to.

				“You’re going to fight him. Here. He just sent that scout first
					to feel you out.”

				He hesitated. “That was the plan.” He didn’t see any reason to
					tell her that he’d decided that the plan had changed. But perhaps, before she
					discovered he was gone, he could give her something that would help her
					understand. “Over the years, the pack has lost good wolves to his madness.
					Eventually, everyone I called friend became a target. Since I’ve been gone, not
					a one has been lost. My pack is a force to be reckoned with, and they would
					gladly fight for me, but my injuries were so severe that I couldn’t have stood
					with them. No good Alpha lets his people die for him while he simply lays there, weak as a pup. My absence has kept them
					safe. My brother is my problem. I have to take care of him on my own.”

				She paled. “You’re ready for this...this fight to the death?”
					She looked out the window nervously, where sheets of white shifted and blew as
					the wind howled. “Is this happening tonight?”

				Alistair tilted his head, closed his eyes, and reached out into
					the darkness with his mind, looking for a connection. He found nothing, only
					night and storm.

				“I don’t think so,” Alistair said, opening his eyes again. “But
					after tonight, you need to stay upstairs. Or elsewhere.” He managed a small
					curve of his lips. “Not that your kitchen knife wasn’t appreciated.”

				Brie shook her head gently. “And here I was, all this time,
					thinking you just didn’t like me.”

				The admission startled him, and guilt twisted in his gut. “It
					should be obvious by now that I like you quite a
					lot. More than I ought to.”

				“More than you want to,” Brie said, looking into her tea as
					though it might hold some of the answers she was still looking for.

				“What I want has been irrelevant for years now. I do what I
					need to, until this is done.” His eyes drifted over her, curled innocently on
					his couch with her tea. Possessiveness made a hard, hot knot in his chest. He
					couldn’t deny it—Brie was exactly where he wanted her.

				The prospect of leaving here tomorrow left him with a sick,
					sinking feeling. He had no choice, once again. Owain knew him far too well. If
					he discovered Brie, he would quickly mark her as a valuable prize...and Owain
					liked to play with his prey. This was a misstep he hadn’t intended to make,
					Alistair thought. If he didn’t act quickly, it would be the downfall of him. Too
					much was at stake to let that happen.

				Brie was looking at him in the oddest way. It unsettled him,
					until Alistair finally said, “Don’t pity me, Brie. I get by well enough, and it
					isn’t forever.”

				“It’s not pity.”

				“Then what?”

				“I just have to wonder...you’ve sacrificed a lot for your pack.
					To take care of them.”

				Alistair shrugged uncomfortably, not wanting her to lionize
					him. He was just a man, at the heart of it. One who took his responsibilities
					seriously. That didn’t make him a hero. It often made him tired.

				“They’re an unruly lot. Someone has to.”

				“I’m sure,” she said. “But that doesn’t tell me what I want to
					know.”

				“Which is?”

				She didn’t move a muscle, but her voice was as warm and smooth
					as any caress could be.

				“Who takes care of you?”

				
			

		

	
		
			
				SIX

				Alistair’s shocked, slightly panicked expression told
					Brie that she’d hit on the one thing he really didn’t want to talk about.
					Unfortunately, it was the thing she found she most wanted to know. Five years
					completely alone, she thought, and he’d spent much longer than that isolating
					himself to protect his pack. “I don’t need anyone to take care of me,” Alistair
					finally stammered. “I’m a five hundred year old werewolf!”

				Brie looked back at him skeptically. “You’re living in an
					apartment in a little Vermont town, and you never talk to anyone. Except...”She
					looked around with a frown, suddenly remembering. “Don’t you have a cat? I
					always hear you talk when you, ah, come home.” She flushed, realizing that she’d
					just made it sound like she listened for him. Which she did. Brie hunched her
					shoulders, aware that she probably looked fairly pathetic.

				Alistair burst into unexpected laughter. It was the first time
					she’d heard the sound, and it was richer, and sweeter, than she could have
					expected.

				“No,” he said as he subsided into chuckling. “Cats don’t like
					me, for obvious reasons. I have a fish.”

				“A...fish?” It was so normal that after all he’d told her, it
					actually seemed a little bizarre.

				“A betta,” he said. “Galahad. He’s lovely. No, don’t look at me
					like it’s sad, I know it is. I’d rather have a dog, but I’d worry too much about
					it, considering.”

				“You talk to your fish.” Brie considered this. “That’s actually
					kind of sweet.”

				Alistair snorted, looking mildly embarrassed. “I’m not sweet. Gods, I’m glad none of my pack is around to
					hear that. I’ve got a reputation to uphold, you know.”

				Brie watched him with a soft smile. She’d bet his pack found
					him intimidating. And grouchy. It was amazing how different the man underneath
					that image was. Alistair veered between formal and charmingly awkward now that
					he wasn’t trying so hard to get away from her. But she’d seen the other side of
					him when she’d seen the huge black wolf he’d become. It would be a mistake to
					forget that part of him, and of his life. Her smile faded.

				Brie looked over his shoulder, out at the darkness full of wind
					and snow beyond his partially drawn curtains. He might say they were safe
					tonight, but morning would come eventually. And given everything he’d told her,
					she could only come to one conclusion.

				“You’ll leave as soon as you can, I guess. Tomorrow?”

				She saw his surprise. And she saw the truth.

				“I haven’t got much choice, Brie.”

				Her mouth tightened, but she nodded. Protecting his pack, now
					protecting her. That seemed to be Alistair’s mission in life, making sure no one
					got hurt but him. It was ridiculous, the despair she felt at the idea of him not
					being here. But that didn’t make it any less real. Something he’d said earlier
					played on a loop in the back of her mind, refusing to let her be. That true wolf
					mates had a chemistry that was combustible. Like a wildfire, she thought. Or an
					explosion. The kind of thing that would have a normally nice and polite woman
					sucking on a complete stranger’s finger in a dark garage. Or have a mind-bending
					orgasm from little more than a passionate kiss.

				The truth landed on her like a ton of bricks. No
					wonder
					he
					bolts
					every
					time
					he
					sees
					me. Alistair knew. And he had too much honor to act
					on it and drag her into this.

				His unguarded expression was haunted as he looked into the
					fire, and Brie found watching it almost painful. He’d been alone for far too
					long. She couldn’t stop him from leaving, and she wasn’t foolish enough to think
					she could take on a werewolf in battle.

				But she could be his, even if it was only for a little while.
					Even if it was only for tonight. It was what she’d wanted since the first time
					she’d laid eyes on him, Brie thought. It would be a relief to finally give in to
					all those wild impulses. And now that she finally understood them, she had to
					think that Alistair would feel the same.

				She hoped, anyway. But there was only one way to find out. All
					her nerves kicked in at once, unleashing a torrent of butterflies in her
					stomach. Alistair was the definition of nobility on the surface. She would have
					to get through to the wicked wolf underneath.

				It took every ounce of Brie’s confidence to get to her feet and
					approach him. The wary look Alistair gave her was no surprise, but she didn’t
					miss the way he drank her in from head to toe, or the way his eyes began to glow
					again in the darkness.

				“Careful,” he said. “I bite.”

				“What a coincidence,” Brie said, trying to keep her voice light
					even as her heart started to pound. This was important. She knew it on a level
					so deep it was impossible to question. “So do I.”

				His deep chuckle was more of a groan as she braced her hands on
					either side of his head, gripping the chair, and leaned down, only inches from
					his face. She had never played the seductress, always too self-conscious. But
					with him, it felt right. She felt...powerful. More.

				“What do you want of me?” he asked, and it sounded more like a
					plea for mercy. Brie couldn’t find any. So close to him, every inch of her body
					was vibrating with need. If she walked away now, she could very well burst into
					flames.

				“Wrong question,” Brie said softly. “What do you want from
						me?”

				He shuddered, his eyes beginning to burn like blue flames.
					“You’d run if you knew what the answer was.”

				She shook her head slowly. “No. Actually, I don’t seem to be
					able to get close enough to you. I have some theories on why that is, and since
					there’s just you, me and a warm fire, I don’t see any reason not to test
					them.”

				Alistair licked his lips, and she saw a flicker of the hungry
					wolf within. “Brie, try to understand. I’m warning you. That might prove to
					be...”

				She leaned closer, breathing in the woodsy, slightly exotic
					scent of him, and spoke with her lips only a breath away from his.

				“Combustible,” she finished for him. “Did you think I wouldn’t
					figure it out?”

				His sharply handsome face flooded with understanding, regret,
					and terrible need. Before he could say another word, she brushed her lips
					against his, and a tremor ran through him that told her all she needed to
					know.

				“Alistair. Let go, just for tonight. You know what I am, and so
					do I. I’m yours.”

				He groaned, and in it she heard his surrender. His hands dug
					into her hips, and then she was being lifted, carried in a rush of air. Before
					she’d even had time to make a sound the plush rug was against her back, the
					fireplace warm and crackling to her left. Alistair loomed over her, his
					breathing harsh, hands at either side of her head. She could see the animal in
					him now, in the tense way he crouched over her, in the way the light glinted off
					his incisors, which seemed much sharper than before.

				It shocked her, how hot it made her.

				Alistair seemed to know, curling his lip and growling in a way
					that sounded utterly inhuman. “This is what letting go looks like. Are you sure
					that’s what you want?”

				In response, she lifted her hands and slid them into his hair,
					gently pushing the heavy silk of it away from his face, then again, stroking.
					Seeing how even that simple touch affected him had her breath stilling in her
					throat. Alistair’s eyes rolled back, then shut as he groaned softly. He leaned
					into her touch, urging her to continue. There was nothing explicitly sexual
					about it, and yet it was one of the most sensual experiences Brie had ever
					had.

				She hated to think of how long it must have been since he was
					touched...though she couldn’t wish the pleasure of it on anyone but her.

				Lost in sensation, Alistair’s face cleared of worry. He still
					looked somber—she doubted there were many instances when he didn’t—but his
					expression was softer, seductive. When he opened his eyes again to look down at
					her through impossibly long lashes, she could feel that something had shifted
					between them. He’d stopped fighting, at least for now.

				She’d take it.

				“Brie,” he said. She worried, just for a moment, that he would
					start to protest again. But all he did was repeat her name, more softly this
					time. “Brie.”

				He lowered his head, touching his nose to hers. Her lips parted
					when his breath teased them, but Alistair held back, looking in her eyes once
					more. He seemed to be searching for something, though she couldn’t imagine what.
					Then, before she knew what was happening, his mouth was on hers.

				It was exactly what she’d wanted, and far better than she could
					have imagined. Where his earlier kisses had tugged at her heart, this kiss was
					all about raw possession. Alistair’s mouth was hard on hers, his tongue sweeping
					into her mouth to taste her. She felt the scrape of his teeth against her lips
					as he deepened the kiss, stoking the slow-burning fire in her until she couldn’t
					hold a single thought. There was only feeling.

				She dragged her nails down his back, over the soft material of
					his sweater, and then slid her hands beneath to find taut muscle, heated skin.
					She flattened her hands against his back, trying to pull him down to her, but he
					didn’t seem inclined to obey. Instead, he pushed back onto his feet, rose and
					looked down at her as he pulled the sweater off. The look on his face as he
					threw it aside was deadly serious.

				“Be sure,” he said. And when she saw the scars, she understood.
					They were long and white, crisscrossing his chest and torso. Some were thin,
					some so wide that she knew the wounds had originally gaped open. He’d been
					savaged, she saw. Even his throat bore marks that bespoke sharp teeth.

				His brother, she thought sadly. He was warning her. Maybe he
					thought the truth would repulse her, or frighten her. Instead, she got to her
					feet, placed her hands gently on his chest, and leaned down to press a soft kiss
					to scar after scar, lingering on the ones over his heart.

				“I want you naked,” he said, his voice rough, his hands far
					gentler than his voice as he wound them in her hair and urged her to stand
					upright again. She straightened, and he skimmed his fingers down her jaw before
					letting them drop to his sides and stepping even closer, eyes burning down into
					his.

				“Now,” he said in a whisper that brooked no refusal.

				Brie swallowed hard at the command, so different from the
					perfect manners he usually showed her. But this was what she’d asked for—the
					wolf. And there was indeed something predatory about the way he looked at
					her.

				The firelight played over the hard, lean muscles of his bare
					torso, and Brie gave herself a moment to enjoy the sight before she did as she
					was told. Scarred or not, he was beautiful. Slowly, she lifted her own sweater
					over her head, leaving her in nothing but her simple black bra. She shivered in
					spite of the warmth coming from the fire, then reached behind her back to unhook
					the clasp.

				The focus in his glowing eyes as she pulled away the fabric to
					bare her breasts was like nothing she’d been subject to before. Her nipples
					pebbled in the cooler air, and her breasts felt full, heavy, aching to be
					touched. She shook her hair back over her shoulders. Undressing for him this way
					felt wicked, erotic.

				She heard his sharp breath, watched, fascinated, as he stepped
					back and his hand dropped to unbutton his pants. One button, then the
					zipper...and then a pause, an arched brow.

				Brie knew what he wanted. He’d already made it perfectly clear.
					And it seemed this was going to be a give-and-take. She slid out of her jeans
					quickly, stripping off her socks afterward. Then she was left in nothing but her
					underwear, simple bikini briefs that matched the discarded bra. That was where
					she hesitated.

				“Everything off,” Alistair said. “No turning back now.”

				No, there certainly wasn’t. Nor did she want there to be. Brie
					slid the scrap of fabric down her hips to the floor, then stepped away from
					them.

				Alistair’s gaze as it raked over her body burned hotter than
					the fire. She heard his shuddering intake of breath, saw the preternatural flash
					of his eyes.

				“So beautiful,” he growled.

				“Now you,” Brie said, but he shook his head. She frowned, not
					understanding. Unbuttoned and unzipped, his pants hung open just enough so that
					she could see the thin, enticing trail of hair that vanished beneath. When she
					raised her eyes to his again, what she saw there gave her pause.

				He looked...hungry. It wasn’t until that moment that she
					realized how much he was still holding back. And how close he was to snapping
					that tether.

				“I want to take a good look,” he rasped, “before I’m on you. In
					you. Mine.”

				She swallowed hard, her heart pounding.

				“Show me,” Brie said, barely getting out the words. She could
					hardly breathe.

				“My bed. Or maybe the floor.” His lengthened, dagger-sharp
					incisors flashed when he smiled at her. The reserved man she’d known was gone.
					This was the wolf. “Run.”

				She spun and heard the rustle of fabric as his pants came off.
					Brie sprinted away, almost giddy with a potent mixture of desire and fear. Not
					fear of Alistair, but the primal fear that being pursued always inspired, the
					impulse to get away, knowing that a predator was right at your heels. She knew
					she’d be caught—she wanted to be caught—but that didn’t stop the adrenaline from
					bursting through her veins as she sprang through a doorway and down a short
					hall. She could feel him, could hear his breathy snarl as he closed in on
					her.

				Brie only made it two steps into the bedroom before she was
					seized around the waist. She made a single, sharp sound of surprise as she was
					tossed into the middle of a massive four-poster bed. She caught only a glimpse
					of blazing eyes in the dark before he leaped at her, covering her body with his
					and entering her with a single hard thrust.

				Then Brie cried out for an entirely different reason. To be
					against him, skin to skin, had every nerve ending alight with pleasure at once.
					And he was filling her, the hot length of him stretching her so that she fit him
					like a glove. She was already slick with need, and Alistair gave a guttural
					groan as he began to thrust into her, the bed rocking from the force. Brie clung
					to him, pulsing around him more tightly with every stroke. She reached around to
					grip his ass, to feel the rhythmic flex of his muscles. At the apex of each
					thrust was a frisson of sensation that had her tightening, arching into him,
					wanting more.

				Alistair pulled out without warning, flipping her onto her
					belly. Brie clenched her fists in the comforter as he trailed his tongue down
					her spine, then back up.

				“Like this,” he growled, pulling her hips so that her knees
					were tucked beneath her. She rose up on her hands, struggling to make her limbs
					move the way they were supposed to, and found herself pulled back against him.
					He was also on his knees, and he spread her legs so that she straddled him, just
					facing away. She could feel his cock against her lower back, and she pressed
					back against it as Alistair began kissing her neck, running his hands up her
					waist to cup and knead her breasts.

				“Please,” she managed to say as he rolled the hard buds of her
					nipples between his fingers. She arched into his touch, letting him fill his
					hands with her. One hand dropped between her legs and began to play with her,
					circling and stroking, while the other hand drew her hair away from her neck. He
					began to torment her, nipping and sucking at the sensitive skin where her neck
					and shoulder met, all while teasing the sensitive nub that pulsed with every
					flick of his clever fingers.

				Brie whimpered, straining back against him as everything inside
					her began to tighten at once, quivering.

				“Please what?” he whispered in her ear, then dragged the lobe
					through his teeth. The words began to fall from her lips, all the things she
					wanted him to do to her, soft, gasping words as her hips rocked against his
					hand. Every dark fantasy she’d had about him, the things she’d wanted him to do
					with his mouth, his cock, while she’d been in bed alone at night, was revealed
					in the heated darkness of his bedroom. As she told him, his hands moved back to
					her hips, his own beginning to pulse against her again. The sexy little noises
					he was making in the back of his throat at the apex of every pulse nearly undid
					her—as it was, Brie was teetering on the edge of a shattering climax. She would
					need so little to push her over the edge...but she wanted him to come with
					her.

				It was the last thing she said before he pushed her back down
					before him, grabbed her hips, and thrust into her from behind. The different
					position, coupled with the deeper penetration, had Brie clenching around him
					immediately. She came hard, in an explosion of pleasure that blinded her with
					its intensity. And still he rode her, pushing her higher even as the first waves
					of her climax subsided. Brie realized she could feel the prick of his claws
					against the bare flesh of her hips, could hear the wolf’s growl in every shallow
					exhalation.

				She felt herself pressing back into him, wordlessly asking for
					more. She didn’t know what the more was, only that
					it hovered there, teasing, just out of reach. Brie could feel Alistair tensing
					as his thrusts grew wild, more rapid as he neared his own release. When she
					acted, it was on instinct she hadn’t known she possessed. Just when he began to
					gasp and shudder, she reared back, jerking her hair aside and baring her neck to
					Alistair.

				He reacted like a wild thing, giving a snarl before sinking his
					teeth deep into the tender flesh. The bright burst of pain was almost
					immediately followed by a wave of pleasure so intense that Brie screamed with
					it, a climax that took everything she had left to ride out. Alistair slammed
					into her twice more, holding her tight as he came, pouring himself into her with
					his teeth still in her neck.

				Light flashed in front of her eyes, and for a single, perfect
					moment, Brie felt the connection she had with Alistair strengthen, pulling
					tight, until she wasn’t sure where she ended and he began. They fused, sparked.
					Combusted.

				Then he pulled his mouth away, gasping for air as the tremors
					began to subside for both of them. The light vanished, but the feeling of
					intense connection lingered like the echo of a blissful dream. Brie collapsed to
					the bed, feeling boneless, weightless. Thoughts tried to gel, but broke apart.
					She could barely move, so sated that her entire body felt as though it was
					buzzing.

				Brie made a soft sound, the only one she could muster, as
					Alistair fell to the bed beside her and dragged her back against him. He pulled
					the covers over both of them and then buried his face in her hair. Within
					seconds his breathing had gone deep and even. Brie’s eyes drifted shut, and she
					wondered, just for a passing moment, what on earth she had just done, what it
					had changed.

				Everything. The word was there and then gone, fluttering away
					from her in the face of the onrushing dark.

				Then, exhausted, Brie joined Alistair in sleep.

				
			

		

	
		
			
				SEVEN

				Brie knew something was wrong when she woke up
					alone.

				She blinked slowly, surfacing in the cold dark. Her body felt
					strangely heavy, every movement taking longer than it ought to. The tender flesh
					between her shoulder and her neck ached miserably. It wasn’t until she’d pushed
					herself to a sitting position that she remembered why.

				He hadn’t just let go. He’d bitten her. She’d wanted it, Brie
					thought. Wanted all of him. The connection between the two of them had been too
					strong to resist taking that final leap.

				And now here she was. And Alistair was...wait...

				Brie shivered when she threw the covers off, getting to her
					feet in her own cold, dark apartment. The night could almost have been a dream,
					apart from her throbbing shoulder and the fact that she wasn’t wearing anything
					in a house that still had no power. Her clothes would still be on the floor
					downstairs, she guessed, before seeing them stacked in a neatly folded pile on a
					chair in the corner of her bedroom.

				She could see them, Brie realized, eyes taking in the confines
					of her familiar room. She looked quickly to the window, where the cold gray
					light of early morning was filtering in. the wind still moaned, but not as
					fiercely. Her stomach sank..

				Somehow, she knew he was gone.

				Brie hurried to her dresser, digging out a pair of old flannel
					pants and a sweatshirt, a thick pair of socks, and dragging them on as quickly
					as she could. She didn’t bother with her hair, instead rushing past her dresser
					and out into the darkened chill of her apartment. Brie didn’t shut the door,
					leaving it open as she hurried silently down the stairs, hoping to catch
					Alistair unaware before he vanished.

				It wouldn’t be for good, she told herself. He said—

				Well, he hadn’t exactly said he would be back. He’d just said
					he had no choice. What if he put off facing Owain again? What if she never saw
					him again? What if he died? What if...

				A litany of questions played over and over in her head as the
					knob of his apartment turned easily in her hand. Brie rushed in, knowing what
					she would fine, knowing she had let herself in for this. Still, it felt like a
					punch to the gut to see the cold, dark fireplace. She walked in slowly. The
					furniture was still here.

				Alistair was gone.

				She didn’t know how she knew, only that she felt his absence.
					Was that what Alistair

				had meant about being able to sense Owain? She’d thrived on
					Alistair’s presence for a long time now, Brie realized, even though they hadn’t
					been speaking. The house was empty without him.

				You
					wanted
					this, she told herself. Yes, she had. She seemed to
					have found the pinnacle of bad relationship decisions—sleeping with a
					five-hundred-year-old werewolf with issues. Mating
					with him, she reminded herself. Now all she could do was deal with the
					fallout.

				She just wished it didn’t hurt so much. He could have left a
					note. He could have left something.

				Numb, Brie wandered through his apartment, wondering if she’d
					missed something. She paused by the bed, which was neatly made, and wondered
					what had been going through his head

				As he’d straightened up, packed his things. He couldn’t have
					packed much.

				“Damn it,” she muttered, angrier at herself than anything.
					Alistair had been honest about his situation. And she knew she would only be a
					target. Still, being left so abruptly wasn’t what she’d expected.

				She trudged back out to the living area and stood in front of
					the fireplace, staring into it as though she might find some sort of answer in
					the ashes. All at once there was a prickling warmth behind her, coursing up her
					back and making the hairs at her neck prickle. Brie turned, her heart leaping at
					the thought that he’d come back for her. And for a brief instant, she thought
					the burning blue eyes watching her from the doorway belonged to Alistair. But
					almost as quickly, she realized her mistake.

				“Well,” said a raspy voice that
					held an eerie echo of Alistair’s velvet tones just the same. “So this is why he
					went running off into the snow so quickly. I wondered what he was hiding. I
					could feel his happiness...and my brother is never
					happy. He’s too busy with honor and duty for things like feelings.”

				Owain stepped into the light filtering in through the window,
					and Brie stayed frozen in place, unable to do anything but watch him move
					towards her. There was no question that he was Alistair’s brother. They had the
					same coloring, similar features. But there was a cruelty in the set of Owain’s
					mouth that she had never seen in Alistair, and his eyes, a blue so deep it was
					almost black, were flat and without pity. A jagged scar slashed across his
					mouth, even whiter than his pale skin. There was no honor in this wolf, Brie
					thought. This one was a killer. And though Alistair wasn’t here, he seemed to
					have found just what he was looking for.

				This was what Alistair had feared, Brie knew. And suddenly, his
					rapid departure made sense. He’d been trying to save her. But this time, no
					diversion was going to keep Owain from getting his hands on something that could
					hurt his brother without laying a finger on him.

				Desperate, and wondering whether Alistair had realized that
					Owain had come here instead of following, she tried to stammer out some sort of
					believable lie.

				“I’m sorry...I don’t know who you are, but I just live
					upstairs. I...I heard a sound, and wanted to check on—”

				Owain snorted and waved his hand as though he were batting her
					words away. “Please. Don’t bother. I can smell him all over you.” He breathed in
					deeply, eyes flickering like candles. “This is an unexpected surprise. I’d
					started to think my brother was simply incapable of making love to a woman.
					Turns out he just hadn’t found the right one. So particular.” He grinned, and it
					was terrible. “Should I bother checking for his bite? I can smell your blood,
					pretty little bitch. Oh, I am glad I decided not to
					follow him. He’ll be so sad when he realizes he can’t always keep me away from
					what he loves.” He stepped closer, and Brie finally found it in her to take a
					step back. But the fireplace was right there, and after watching Alistair fight
					the scout last night, she knew there would be no outrunning Owain
					regardless.

				His grin widened, and he laughed, a sound like nails on a
					chalkboard. “Yes, run. Please. I could use a little sport before I make you
					smell like me.”

				Brie stumbled back and off to the side, unable to catch her
					breath, or to really make a sound. She was on her own, she realized. Desperate,
					she tried to do what Alistair had described when he’d talked about knowing when
					his brother was near. She tried to catch some sense of another wolf, her wolf,
					out in the snow. But she felt nothing, and Owain laughed again. Mocking her.

				“No, we’re alone, pretty. And by the time he gets back, you’re
					going to know exactly why they used to write stories about the big bad
					wolf.”

				That was when she felt him, all the heat and joy and passion
					and need singing through her blood, rushing towards her out of nowhere. A
					furious howl echoed through the house so loudlyit hurt Brie’s ears, but it was
					still the most beautiful sound she’d ever heard.

				“No!” Owain screamed, and as he lunged at her, she saw his eyes
					blaze like twin suns, his human form bunching and shifting into that of an
					enormous black wolf with a slashing scar across its muzzle.

				Brie screamed just as another huge wolf—Alistair—slammed into
					Owain, knocking him into the fireplace with a grunt that was half roar.

				The two wolves tangled together before Owain kicked Alistair
					off. Brie darted across the room toward the door as Owain turned his attention
					on her, tongue lolling out of a wolfish grin. He jumped at her, and she dove out
					of the way just as Alistair leaped, sinking his fangs into Owain’s hide to take
					him down again. They rolled in a snarling, biting mass across the floor,
					smashing into furniture as each tried to get the upper hand. Her passage to the
					door was effectively blocked by the fighting werewolves. She looked around
					desperately for an escape route.

				Owain lunged at her again, far more nimble and graceful than
					the scout he’d sent last night. This time Alistair barely managed to drag him
					back, and Owain’s jaws snapped shut mere inches from her face.

				He would kill her. And from the look in Alistair’s eyes when
					they caught hers, if Owain managed to do that, he would have killed them both.
					Alistair hadn’t left her. He’d only been trying to get Owain away from here.
					From his mate.

				If they managed to get out of this alive, Brie thought, she
					would love him until there was no breath left in her body. He already mattered
					to her. He was meant to matter to her. She had no doubt it would be no time at
					all before she gave him her heart. That was, if she had the chance.

				She hit the floor behind a chair and tried to clear her head,
					to force herself to think of a way she could help Alistair gain the upper hand.
					She was no wolf, or she’d have been at Owain’s throat already. Maybe that part
					of the legend was true and it would come in time, but not yet. She was still
					available help, though, despite being only human.

				A glint caught her eye then, coming from beneath the couch. She
					frowned at first, then blew out a shaky breath as she realized what it was: her
					kitchen knife. This was where it had landed when she’d walked in and Alistair
					had tossed her out of the other wolf’s path. She started to inch forward, hoping
					Owain would be too busy to notice what she was doing.

				A high-pitched howl of pain made her wince, and she looked to
					see Alistair staggering around the side of Owain, who was bleeding from a huge
					gash in his side. Alistair didn’t look much better, though...blood dripped
					steadily from his underbelly onto the floor, and she didn’t like the way he was
					struggling to keep his feet beneath him. As she watched, Owain knocked him
					off-balance, then began trying to fasten his jaws on Alistair’s throat.

				Brie nearly sobbed with relief when her fingers closed around
					the hilt of the knife. She drew it out quickly and tucked it behind her, then
					turned her head just in time to see Owain looming over a panting Alistair, ready
					to go in for the kill.

				I can do this, she thought. Alistair had gotten some of those
					wounds protecting her. She had no problem repaying it.They were in this together
					now. And they deserved to be able to make a fresh start.

				“Owain!” she shouted.

				He looked up, and there was a terrible joy in his eyes the
					instant before he jumped. Everything seemed to slow down in that instant, and
					Brie saw Alistair’s mad scramble to regain his footing. She lifted the knife
					just before Owain made impact, and saw the instant he realized what she had. His
					roar was deafening, full of pain and fury, and she felt the first press of his
					flesh and fur just before he was yanked roughly back again, crashing to the
					ground where Alistair finished the chase that had begun so long ago. Blood hung
					in the air like crimson rain as Owain thrashed, then was still..

				When Alistair finally staggered over to her, still a wounded
					wolf, Brie had no misgivings. She wrapped her arms around his neck and buried
					her face in thick fur. She felt the burst of heat when Owain’s body
					self-immolated, but she didn’t bother to look. It was over. She and Alistair
					would get their chance.

				They’d earned it together.

				
			

		

	
		
			
				EIGHT

				Alistair awakened with a smile on his face, the first
					time in memory such a thing had happened.

				He inhaled deeply, his thoughts still pleasantly groggy, and
					was treated to the warm scents of vanilla and apricot, sweet as sunshine.
					Slowly, he became aware of the woman he was curled around, the warm skin pressed
					against his, the peaceful sound of a woman’s breathing.

				His woman. Brie.

				And now she was his in every way she could be, save one. There
					were words he needed from her. It was odd, to be the one needing reassurance
					after all that had happened. But he couldn’t have done what needed to be done
					without her. It was strange, to depend on another person so quickly after all
					this time relying on himself.

				Strange. But in this case, it felt right. He’d been so
					determined to stand for everyone else that he hadn’t imagined anyone might stand
					for him. He owed Brie his life. But for now, he thought his heart would
					suffice.

				That would please her, he thought. He hoped to find many more
					things that would please her, as long as she promised to stay by his side. The
					terror he’d felt when he’d sensed Owain’s approach near sunrise was a thing he’d
					never forget. He never wanted to lose her. Not when he had only just had a taste
					of all he’d been missing in his life.

				Alistair lifted up on one elbow to look down at Brie’s sleeping
					form. His heart ached at the sight. She was so beautiful, an endlessly
					fascinating mix of innocence and experience. He remembered the way she’d stood
					before him last night, like some moonlit goddess without a stitch on, and felt
					his cock stirring immediately. He didn’t think he’d ever get his fill of her.
					But then, that was what happened when you found your mate.

				Especially, Alistair thought with a smile, if it was at the
					most inopportune time imaginable. It was a good thing Brie had decided to take
					matters into her own hands, or they might still be dancing around one another,
					looking and not touching.

				And gods, did he like touching.

				Brie stretched against him with a sexy little sigh, then opened
					one green eye to peek sleepily up at him.

				“You’re awake,” she said, punctuating her sentence with a
					yawn.

				“Finally.”

				Werewolves could heal from all manner of wounds if given the
					time and rest, and from the look of the sky just visible beyond his curtains,
					they’d slept all day. It was what he’d needed, what they’d both needed after
					Brie had done her best to tend his wounds and they’d collapsed on his bed.
					Neither of them had spoken much. They hadn’t needed to.

				At that point, it had been enough just to quietly bask in their
					relief.

				Now, though, he was awake, and feeling better than he had in a
					good long time.

				“How do you f—oh...”

				He answered her question before she could even finish it,
					entering her in a single, swift stroke and finding her wonderfully ready for
					him. He stilled, looking down at his woman as they lay together, joined. Mine, he thought, and savored the heat in Brie’s eyes
					that told him she was thinking just the same.

				“I owe you my life,” Alistair said gruffly.

				“I already owed you mine,” Brie said, then gasped when he
					teased her with a pulse of his hips, nudging even deeper inside of her.

				“I need you, Brienne Fox. You’ve got the heart of a wolf
					already. You fought for me.”

				“Well...you’re worth it.”

				He felt as though every last ounce of the weight he’d carried
					with him all these years had been lifted from him. Finally, he felt as though he
					could go home...and he realized he could have done it long ago. That he was
					never truly alone in this battle. But then, fate would never have brought him to
					Brie. He would trade none of it.

				“Come home with me,” Alistair said softly. “I want a partner, a
					mate. I want a chance with you.”

				The emotion he saw in her eyes humbled him, and when she
					nodded, he knew they would have lifetimes together. She came here looking for an
					adventure, and she’d found him. He would do everything in his power to make sure
					the one they’d have together would surpass anything she might have imagined.

				When she spoke, she echoed the words she’d said to him before
					they’d made love. This time, they were even sweeter for all the meaning behind
					them.

				“I’m yours,” Brie told him, reaching up to cup his face.

				“And I am yours,” he told her before claiming her lips with a
					kiss that promised her everything he’d waited so long to give...his life, his
					loyalty.

				And most of all, his heart.

				* * * * *
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