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    Dear Readers:


     


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


     


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


     


    I hope you enjoy reading this shapeshifter arc set in the Afótama world as much as I loved writing it.
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    Lisa Modesto needs an ambitious, proactive mate to help her navigate Pack drama.


     


    With her younger sisters being on the fast track to matrimony with a couple of indolent werewolves from her old Pack, she has to get them out, and soon. She accepts a random pairing with a male from an unknown pack, hoping to find a potential safe haven for her sisters, only to get matched with an idle wolf who has a full moon-sized chip on his shoulder.


     


    Wolf-for-hire Colt Baylor is used to doing the bare minimum to get by. He’s convinced the stability the Norseton Wolfpack has experienced in the past half year is short-lived, and he doesn’t want to put his heart into impermanent things. He learned that lesson all too well as a teen, but his reluctant new mate would have him revisit it.


     


    Lisa is convinced that her born-alpha mate has the potential to solve big problems, but not without incentive. He’s a wolf with a troubled past, and if she pushes too hard, she’ll lose his trust. She can’t afford that. Colt may not only be the ticket to a better life for her sisters, but possibly the closest thing to a perfect mate a domineering Type A personality like her will ever find.


     


     

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE


    I could end up with a sorrier wolf than the one I got paired with last time.


    Lisa Modesto shuddered at the idea, and groaned quietly. She couldn’t believe the thought hadn’t surfaced before, but she’d been too busy to pee, much less think.


    The lady sitting next to her on the crowded bench bumped Lisa’s knee with her own.


    “Sorry,” Lisa whispered. “Just reminiscing.”


    Their new pack’s alpha, Adam Carbone, paused his inspection of the four women on the courtyard bench and accepted a cordless phone from his wife. He furrowed his brow as he accepted it. “Is it important?”


    Mrs. Carbone sighed and flicked a dismissive hand in his direction. “What do you think? You think I can’t tell what’s important after almost forty years of marriage? Give me some credit, you doofus,” she called over her shoulder before walking away.


    Alpha blew a raspberry, pressed the phone to his ear, and put a little distance between him and the women on the bench. “Carbone,” he said into the receiver.


    Lisa couldn’t help but to smile. It was so rare to see werewolf couples in relationships that looked anything close to normal. Her parents tried to set a good example, but they were far from an alpha couple. They were amongst the most submissive in her old pack, so they could get away with being kind to each other. No one paid them any attention until it was time for them to pony up their dues.


    “Been here before?” the woman to Lisa’s right whispered.


    “Well, this ain’t my first rodeo. Let’s put it that way.”


    “You’ve taken a mate before?”


    Lisa cringed. “Uh, no, I just came very close to taking one.”


    And that was why she’d decided that she had to be out of her freakin’ mind. Like, for real, straight up riding the crazy train. If she weren’t, she wouldn’t be sharing a bench with a group of hopeful single women, and participating in the second mate call of her life. After all, the first one she’d responded to four years ago had gone so wonderfully that she’d grabbed her luggage and went home before her would-be mate had given her his bite. No one did that. It was the werewolf equivalent of a bride deciding to call off a wedding, right after she’d marched up the aisle. Lisa had taken one tiny whiff of the asshole she’d been paired with, caught the stench of weed on his breath and clothes, and hit the road. Wolf women were used to getting the short end of the stick—they held no power in their packs—but Lisa knew if she stayed, there would have been bloodshed, and she hadn’t wanted to shame her family that way. They already got enough bullshit from their alpha as it was.


    After that disappointing ordeal, she didn’t expect to have another chance to answer a mate call—or even thought she wanted to answer one. Back then, she hadn’t been desperate. Now she was. She had little sisters to think of, and if it weren’t for them, she’d have stayed at home and toed the line. She’d made herself so undesirable in her pack that the men mostly left her alone, but her sisters… Well, they were sweet. They didn’t have Lisa’s bite, so they’d end up being the brides of some sorry excuses for wolves as soon as they turned eighteen, and their parents wouldn’t be able to fight it.


    Lisa could, though. Not with teeth and claws, but with cunning. She couldn’t spirit them away, but if she played her cards right, she could transfer them out of the pack. Answering the mate call was Lisa’s last chance to put the ball in motion before it was too late.


    The woman gave Lisa another nudge of the knee. Lisa didn’t even know her name, but she wouldn’t beat herself up about it. She hadn’t learned any of the women’s names last time, either.


    She forced a swallow down her parched throat and guessed that the lack of humidity in New Mexico was already wreaking havoc on her body. “It wasn’t here,” she said.


    Alpha, about five yards up the path, held the phone clamped between his shoulder and ear and patted his pockets. He pulled out a switchblade and slung it open.


    The four women on the bench gasped in unison.


    Alpha looked at them, pushed up one bushy eyebrow as if they’d all lost their marbles, and quickly cut the tag out of his T-shirt’s neck before resuming his conversation.


    The women relaxed.


    Jeez.


    Wolf men with weapons didn’t generally evoke thoughts of comfort for Lisa. Judging by the women’s synchronized reaction, that was apparently a trend across many packs.


    “Where was it?” the woman whispered when Alpha turned his back.


    He took a few paces toward the desert and the sun sinking into the horizon.


    Lisa gave her chin a contemplative rub. He was an odd man, her new alpha. Most didn’t like to be interrupted, but from the time he’d collected the four women from the airport, he’d been as calm and cool as a priest.


    “It was a pack up in Maine,” she said softly. “Some real dipshits up there, let me tell you.”


    “Ugh, I know about them. Interacted with them a lot during pack conferences. I’m from New Jersey.”


    “Ah. A neighbor, then.” Lisa held out her hand. “I’m from Delaware. Nice to meet you, I’m Lisa.”


    “Ashley.”


    “Long way from home, huh?” Lisa jammed her hands into her sweatshirt pockets and stared at the mountain range across the expanse of desert.


    “Yep.”


    The desert, of all freakin’ places. There was rarely enough information to guess where a pack issuing a mate call was located, but her imagination had gone to woodsy, green places, or semi-rural exurbs like where she’d grown up—not stark, arid terrain, rife with cacti and armadillos.


    “I have a friend in a pack up in Colorado, though,” Ashley said. “Maybe this’ll make it easier for me to see her.”


    “Mated into that pack?”


    “Yeah. Jersey girl, just like me. I waited as long as I could for her to tell me her pack was putting out another mate call, but I…couldn’t wait any longer.”


    Huh.


    Given the wistful tone of Ashley’s voice, Lisa suspected that Ashley might have been operating on a deadline of sorts, too.


    “How long have you been waiting?” Lisa asked.


    “A couple of years.”


    Lisa whistled low. “I guess you weren’t in a hurry.”


    Ashley’s cheek twitched. “Not until recently.”


    “Yeah, I know the feeling.”


    Lisa could tell when Alpha was back in proximity without looking up because the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, and her gut went flip-flop. The guy had to be a born alpha. His energy was unmistakable. She’d only ever encountered the breathtaking surge a couple of times, and neither time had been with her old pack’s alpha.


    Instinctively, Lisa stood, as did the other three women on the bench with her.


    “Ah, sit,” Alpha said. “You’ll get over the compulsion to stand soon enough, just like my wife.” He chuckled.


    They sat.


    Alpha rubbed his palms together and eyed each woman yet again. He paced in front of them, scratching his chin and looking over their heads to where Lisa was almost certain the waiting bachelors were standing. The other women turned to look, but Lisa didn’t want to kill the suspense just yet. She’d turned to look during her last matching, and the sense of disappointment had seeped deeper and deeper with each step he took. By the time her potential mate had made it to the tree where the ladies were waiting, Lisa had already thought up five reasons to say no. The weed stench had just pushed her over the edge.


    Alpha waved over one wolf, who walked away with the half-wolf redhead beside her, and then another, who took Ashley away.


    The quivering leaf of a lady at the far end of the bench had her head down and eyes closed, as if she needed to pray her way through the ordeal. Lisa wanted to squeeze her shoulder and say, “Hey, it’s okay,” but she’d never been a liar. She didn’t know what that little woman was going to get stuck with. For that matter, she could only hope Alpha knew what the fuck he was doing. Supposedly, a good alpha could feel the right mate match in his bones, or something. Lisa hoped his bones were extra wise, and that Alpha was honorable enough to actually listen to them.


    “All right. This’ll be interesting, I think.” Alpha waved someone over and pointed to Lisa.


    Oh, shit. She didn’t like that word—interesting.


    Interesting got people into trouble.


    Lisa stood again, this time turning to watch the man approach. She let out an involuntary grunt of appreciation.


    He was tall, broad, smiling like the cat that got the cream, and blond.


    She canted her head and squinted. “I don’t think I’ve ever been with a blond. Not common in werewolves, I guess.”


    “Common enough where he was from, but don’t worry,” Alpha said with a chuckle. “As far as I know, he’s not too terribly inbred.”


    “Alpha,” she scolded, and then realized what she’d done. She slapped her forehead. “Shit, did I say that out loud? I’m so sorry.” In most packs, speaking out of turn to the alpha was a surefire way to earn a mauling, but something about the energy of her new home loosened her tongue, for better or worse.


    “Eh, don’t worry about it. My wife doesn’t like my jokes, either.” He shrugged, nonplussed.


    Jeez. She let out a breath. Rein it in, girl.


    “Lisa, meet Colt Baylor. Colt, meet Lisa.”


    The blond wolf named Colt took her hand and kissed her knuckles.


    “Charming. Off to the right start, I see,” she said.


    “Of course. And you know what they say about blonds, right?”


    “What’s that?”


    He wriggled his eyebrows, and his dark blue eyes twinkled with mischief. “That we have so much more fun.”


    “You’re going to be trouble, aren’t you?”


    “Probably.”


    Alpha let out a long breath and massaged his temples. “I wish he were lying. Take her to my house and get her bags, Colt. I hope you cleaned up.”


    “Sure, sure.” Colt grinned one of those politician smiles that were all teeth and no truth.


    Oh, god. He was too blithe, too glib. She’d bet half a brick of gold that whichever of those adobe houses he lived in smelled like a frat house, and probably had sneakers and titty mags scattered all about.


    Oh well. She’d suck it up and deal with it. As long as he was trying to do something with his life, she wouldn’t complain. All things considered, she had it pretty good. He was attractive—in a Wheaties box athlete kind of way—and seemed to have a pretty hot body beneath that long-sleeved black tee and faded jeans. He’d probably have no problem bench-pressing his own weight. The last guy she’d been paired up with…


    Ugh.


    She suppressed a groan and gestured for Colt to lead the way.


    “Good luck,” she whispered to the last lady on the bench as she passed, but the woman didn’t look up. The poor thing was still praying.


    Colt walked into the nearest house, and called through the screen door, “What do your bags look like?”


    “One is bright blue, one has purple flowers, and there’s a laptop bag that has the monogram LLM on it.”


    That was everything she owned, in three bags. For the second time in her life, she’d pared down to just the basics so she could travel light, and she hoped she would never have to live so austerely ever again.


    He carried it all out and tilted his head toward the house in the opposite corner of the courtyard. There were five identical houses there, and there seemed to be a few more lots marked off for future expansion, as well. That was good. That meant the pack was looking to grow, and that there’d be space for others. They weren’t so insular and set in their ways yet. Dynamic packs were healthy packs. She wouldn’t bring her sisters to a place where there wasn’t the potential for them to thrive. She wanted more for them than the bare minimum. They deserved kindness and human decency, even if they weren’t quite human.


    “I’m counting on you to impress me,” she said to her wolf.


    “Oh, yeah?” He chuckled and passed her laptop bag over to her before setting off down the stone path. “You mean my superior good looks and large hands and feet don’t do it for you?”


    “I need a little more than that.”


    “Oh, I doubt you could take half of what I’ve got.”


    “I hope you’ve got some ambition to go along with that slick mouth of yours.”


    “I’m plenty ambitious. I’ve already gotten half of my to-do list for the day accomplished.”


    “I’m not so easy to impress. How many items were on the list?”


    “Just two. You think you’re smart, huh?”


    “I know I am.” Gambling on mate calls aside, anyway. “What was the first item on your list for today?”


    He propped open the screen door and turned the inner door’s knob. “Pick up a chick. That was a pretty big item.”


    She rolled her eyes at his back. Oh, God. “What’s the item yet to be marked off?” She figured she might as well ask, although she already had her suspicions.


    “It actually has two parts.” He opened the door and pulled in her bags.


    She stepped into the cool, airy living room, took one look around, and stepped back outside with a bark of laughter. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”


    “Hey, it’s not the Taj Mahal, but it’s home.”


    “I wouldn’t care if it was a tent if it were well taken care of. Is that your idea of cleaning?”


    It was worse than a frat house. It was half Hoarders episode and half horror movie creepy. It looked as if a tornado had ripped through his house and deposited every scrap of roadside trash within a ten-mile radius into his living room. At least it didn’t smell, though.


    “It is clean, from a hygienic perspective,” he said. “Just not de-cluttered. I’m going to clean up for real.”


    She got the sneaking suspicion that was a promise he’d made before and often, but she kept her mouth shut and crossed her arms over her chest.


    “Don’t give me that look,” he said. “It’s the same one Mrs. Carbone gives me. Shit, everyone’s a skeptic. I will do it. It’s not a big fuckin’ deal. Just step around the mess, princess. It won’t burn you to get close. But if it bothers you so much, feel free to tidy up.”


    She hitched her bag up higher on her shoulder. “Excuse me?” She thought maybe she hadn’t heard him right, or that perhaps he would realize what a stupid thing he’d said and recant it.


    “You’re going to be home all day, so you might as well get started now.”


    “Oh. Okay. Ha! Well, then.” She turned on her heel and hauled ass back to the bench, where Alpha remained with that praying chick.


    Unbe-fucking-lievable. I’d have no luck at all if it weren’t for bad luck.


    “What’s wrong?” Alpha asked when Lisa dropped her bag on the bench.


    She cut the air with a slash of her hand and shook her head. “I’m sorry. I can’t. I know beggars can’t be choosers when they answer mate calls, but I’d rather repay you for my travel expenses and fly myself home than play house with a mate who thinks he’s getting a wolf maid out of the deal. Fuck that.”


    She clapped her hand over her mouth. Shit. Apparently, her filter had completely unhinged during travel to New Mexico.


    Alpha stuffed his hands into the pockets of his cargo pants and rocked back on his boot heels. She expected there to be an energy flare—a punishing squeeze meant to put her in her place, but he kept his power in check. In fact, it didn’t seem to fluctuate at all.


    He pushed up one bushy eyebrow. “You don’t trust me?”


    “Look, I don’t mean to be tart. I know how to behave, even when I think the rules are stupid. Wolves have to toe the line, and usually I’m pretty good at it. You gotta understand this isn’t my first time answering a call, and after the last one, I promised myself I wouldn’t do this again. But then I did do it again, because I was out of options.”


    Alpha’s other eyebrow went up.


    “I guess what I’m saying is—”


    “You’re saying you don’t think it’s a good match.”


    She turned her hands over, conceding. “I hate to get off on the wrong foot, but I gotta be true to me. I don’t have it in my spirit to endure misery for the sake of tradition. My compulsion is to buck against tradition if it doesn’t make sense. I know that makes me a little defective as a wolf, and a lot pain-in-the-ass, but I’m not going to apologize for that.”


    He stared at her quietly for a while—a whole minute, maybe—and rocked on his heels again. It was such a casual, playful movement for such a powerful wolf. She couldn’t really wrap her mind around it. Then again, she couldn’t wrap her mind around much about the place she found herself in.


    “Between you and me,” he said finally, “all you girls are a little weird.”


    “What?”


    He crooked his thumb toward the silent woman on the bench. “It’s like she’s not even there, huh? Truth is, I would have been more surprised if I had fetched four completely ordinary mate prospects from the airport.”


    “Why?”


    He shrugged. “I don’t have ordinary wolves in my pack. Why would the goddess send me women who couldn’t keep up?”


    “You believe the goddess made this match?” She turned and pointed to the blond wolf leaning into his house’s doorway, whom promptly raised a middle finger in salute.


    Fucking asshole. He could probably hear every word they said, and she didn’t give a single shit.


    She turned back. “No disrespect intended, Alpha, but are you insane?”


    “Only in the best ways. Listen,” he said gently, “I’m not going to force you to stay. But of the four matches I made today, the goddess picked two, and I picked the others. She happened to approve of them.”


    “The goddess did? You can’t possibly claim that. She’s not so forthcoming, even if we hope she has a hand in guiding us.”


    “Doesn’t she, though?” His voice was a whisper now. “You know our lore speaks of how fond she is of her signs. Did she send you one before you came? Maybe she put a wolf image on some unusual place, like a doodle on a dollar bill. You recall anything like that?”


    Lisa’s stomach lurched. Not a dollar bill, but a travel agency ad she’d seen in the newspaper the day she saw the mate call. There’d been a yellow wolf in the logo. She forced down a swallow and put a hand over her thrashing heart. “Just a coincidence.”


    “I don’t think so. Hey, I try to be a decent person. That’s usually good enough for her, so she talks to me sometimes. No one’s expecting you to submit meekly here, Lisa. No one here expects you to anything more than to give respect to the people who are owed it.”


    That would be Alpha and Mrs. Carbone. The rest—her mate—would have to earn it. She was pretty sure that was what Alpha was saying.


    “Run your household as you see fit. I strongly suggest you stay and examine what you have. There’s always room for change.”


    “Change.” The word was like candy in her mouth—a luxury she was so rarely afforded. “You’d let me do that? Make changes?”


    “I wouldn’t have brought you here if I weren’t open to them.”


    “Fuck.” She’d held out a glimmer of hope that her mate would be if not easy to live with, then at least cooperative. He was going to push her past her tolerance, and she was going to be mad at herself for letting the domineering battle-ax out. She was volunteering for the sakes of her sisters, and she needed to be kind. She needed to make Alpha her advocate.


    Good luck, bitch.


    She let out a long, ragged breath. “At least he doesn’t smell like he’s been rolling in pot,” she said dryly. “That’s a start.”


    “And he’s gainfully employed. I hear ladies love that.”


    She groaned and rubbed her eyes. Shit.


    She trusted Alpha—believed his connection to their goddess was legitimate—but that didn’t make accepting the man assigned to be her mate any easier. First impressions meant something to her, and he couldn’t have blown his more if he’d tried.


    Still, she needed to commit, not only for her sisters, but to prove to the goddess that she could listen, even when doing so was hard.


    Lisa scooped up her laptop bag and hugged it against her chest. She swallowed. “All right. I’m going to go get my bite, Alpha.”


    “Thatta girl!” He gave her shoulders a little squeeze, and a trickle of energy skipped over her flesh. It felt like tickling fingers, and made her laugh out loud.


    She thought it was an odd use of his power, to make her laugh. But, he is such an odd alpha.


    He laughed along with her. “I’m not saying you don’t have your work cut out for you, Lisa, only that you’re the woman best equipped to do it. It may not seem like it right now, but you made the trip for Colt. You’re his match.”


    “That’s what scares me.”


     

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    “I knew this was a bad fuckin’ idea.” Colt tore the remnants of the previous night’s pizza crust into tiny morsels, and flicked them one by one toward the garbage disposal.


    He scoffed to himself. “We should have learned our lesson back in the garden, with Eve. How dare that woman show up and start slinging insults before she’d even had the chance to crack open her fuckin’ suitcase? Shouldn’t have gotten my hopes up.”


    He’d tried not to, but then it all became so real when Alpha had let the women out of the van, and immediately Colt’s gaze had locked on the ball-buster. Maybe it was her dark, sexy eyes, or the way her full lips tipped up at the corners. Or maybe it was because his inner wolf knew before he did that he was doomed, and his downfall was coming at the hands of that particular nag.


    He rolled his eyes and stared at the empty doorway.


    A couple of months before the women’s arrival, he’d scoffed when Alpha had called a meeting and broached the subject of the mate call. “It’s time,” he’d said. “You assholes aren’t getting any younger, and you don’t have an excuse anymore. Wolves take mates when they have stable homes, and you need to do it before you start acting like the animals you are.”


    They’d all groaned, but in the end, three out of four men had voted yes—Beast being the only holdout, because the attack that had scratched up the guy’s face had him kind of fucked up. Colt had voted yes, not because he was so desirous of monogamy or having a werewolf ball and chain, but because Alpha was right. Alpha wolves, which each man in the pack was in his own right, needed to take mates. Colt’s own wolf was becoming harder to control. “You do it or I fucking will,” was the gist of his impulses as of late. Conceding to the mate call was his way of getting ahead of his wolf’s increasingly desperate tactics. He needed to get himself in check, or Alpha would. The pack was the best thing to ever happen to him, and he didn’t want to fuck that up.


    As he glanced into the crumb pile-up in the sink, the screen door creaked open and slammed shut, and Lisa stepped into the foyer, scanning the great room and finally finding Colt leaning against the kitchen island.


    Her gaze was direct and cold. That stereotype about Latina women being warm swirled right down the drain, along with a few pizza crumbs. Apparently, her culture manufactured ice princesses just as well as any other.


    He gave her a little salute. “Shall I carry your bags back to Alpha’s, ma’am, or will my home be sufficient for your immoderate needs?”


    She narrowed her dark-as-night eyes and put her fists on the hips that her jeans barely covered. The things must have been painted on. They dipped so low, he could have probably seen the dawn of creation if she sneezed. Jeans like those wouldn’t have been allowed at his first pack. They had “decency and modesty” standards. He scoffed inwardly. What a joke. There had been nothing decent about that pack, and modesty flew out the window the moment his father was ousted as alpha.


    “I’m going to stay, and you can bite me,” she said, “but do not assume that means your home—or you, for that matter—are sufficient for my oh-so-immoderate needs.” She added, “Verga,” in a whisper, and strode into the adjacent room.


    “Do I want to know what that means?”


    “Use your imagination. It can’t be any worse than what you’re probably calling me.”


    “In that case, it’s pretty fuckin’ bad.”


    She shrugged and scanned the room, as if taking full stock of the chaos.


    It was just stuff he hadn’t had a chance to put away yet. The pack had arrived in Norseton, and everything had moved so quickly. They’d followed a lead that the queen of the clan of Viking descendants residing in Norseton had a hit out on her, and given Alpha’s respect for the queen’s family, they’d showed up voluntarily to neutralize the threat. Of course, Alpha had hoped to squeeze permanent jobs for them out of the ordeal, because they were all so sick of the roaming. They’d been hired pretty quickly, and their housing went up within a few weeks. He’d been in his house going on five months now, but he didn’t think that was an unreasonable amount of time to still have a bit of a mess.


    It looked worse than it actually was. It was three, four hours of works tops.


    Or perhaps eight or twelve.


    “Jesus,” she whispered. She stood in front of a leaning tower of boxes in the corner, pushing the middle one so the whole configuration was a bit more erect.


    The best he could remember, they contained kitchen stuff Mrs. Carbone had ordered for him. It wasn’t like he cooked, so there’d been no pressing need to unpack them.


    Lisa turned, hands on hips, and took a deep breath.


    Colt ground his teeth and made a Let’s have it gesture.


    “I’m a bleeder, so let’s do this in the bathtub,” she said. “If you want to brush your teeth beforehand, I won’t complain about you taking the time.”


    He scoffed. Again. “Ooh la la. Should I get the lavender bath salts for you, or do you prefer to stand while I service you, princess?”


    She was on him in a flash, eyes narrowed and decadent lips pulled back to show off straight, white teeth. “Excuse me? Have you forgotten I’m doing you a favor here?”


    Bitch. He leaned in and put his lips right next to her ear. “Some favor.”


    She closed her fingers around his nuts and gave him a squeeze that took his breath away.


    “Shit!” He pushed onto tiptoes, trying to inch away from her grip.


    “That usually works when I need to get a man’s attention.” Her voice was a quiet, modulated purr that confused his stupid cock. Should I get hard now? it seemed to be asking, oblivious to the pain in his nuts.


    Or is it pain?


    The longer she gripped him, the less sure he was. He spread his legs a bit to relieve some of the pinch from his jeans, which made her adjust her grip. It wasn’t tighter, just more complete, with her palm growing increasingly snug against his sac, and her fingertips pressing against his perineum.


    He drew in a bracing breath and curled his toes in his boots. He wouldn’t let her see him out of control. He refused to respond the way she seemed to be driving him to. Oddly enough, the wolf side of his brain didn’t seem to be demanding him to lash out. The wolf was curious—wanted to see what she’d do next.


    “I’m going to stand in the tub and bleed over the drain,” she said. “And if you call me princess or any other such frivolous nonsense again, I’m going to put my fingers in, on, or around things you’ll enjoy even less.” She thumped her fingers hard against his perineum, and he hissed. “Are you playing up the dumb blond stereotype, or do you actually understand me?” She gave his balls a little twist, and a defiant grin curved on her full lips.


    She’s getting off on this? He swallowed hard. Why is that so hot?


    Maybe it was because she probably knew exactly what she was doing, and left him no room to refuse. His inner wolf recognized that, and it seemed to make things easier. But the human male part of him—the part of him that was just an asshole—wouldn’t concede. “For fuck’s sake, I hear you.”


    “I didn’t ask if you heard me. I asked if you understood me.”


    “I understand.”


    “Good.” With that, she unhanded him.


    “Turnabout is fair play, don’t you think?” He picked her up, hauled her to the sofa, and put her over his knees. He pinned her wrists at the small of her back as she squirmed atop his lap, and pressed his free palm to her ass, rubbing it. “I’ve never been a fan of corporal punishment, but you seem to subscribe to it. I’ll happily play along. Pants on or off? Your choice.”


    “If you think you’ll be seeing my ass anytime soon except for me to shapeshift, you’re out of your mind.” She squirmed ineffectually under his grip. He had her by at least fifty pounds, so she wasn’t going anywhere unless he wanted her to. “Let go of me, or so help me, I will have your balls ten shades of blue, and I won’t even have to touch you to do it.”


    He let go of her then, not because he believed her, but because she asked him to. That seemed to surprise her. She took a couple of steps back and stared at him while rubbing her wrists.


    “If you want to come back, you’re welcome to.” He pointed to his lap.


    “If there’s anyone here who needs to be spanked, it’s you.”


    “You couldn’t hurt me if you tried, princess.”


    Shut your fucking mouth, he thought, even as she advanced on him yet again and gripped him hard.


    He chuckled as her expression went from pissed, to confused, and then right back to pissed again.


    “You’re asking for it. You’re trying to play me, and I’m not falling for it. Where’s the bathroom?”


    “Well, damn. I like you getting personal with my junk. You’ve got the sweetest little hands. That might hurt a little more once your wolf comes out for the first time, but I doubt it.” He gestured toward the hallway. “Bathroom is down there. First door on the right.”


    She unhanded him with a scoff and started toward the hallway.


    The chick was probably going to stress him into an early grave, but he was going to have fun with her before he went down.


    Is that what I’m doing? Having fun?


    He stood and followed in her footsteps. He should have been angrier at how she’d touched him, but instead, he’d felt a rush of anticipation. He wanted to know how far she’d go to put him in his place. No woman had ever tried to control him before, so it was natural that he’d be a little curious. That was all.


    He found her in the bathtub, shirt and bra off, and tucking a towel into the waistband of her jeans to catch the runoff, apparently.


    “I don’t think this is going to be as messy as you’re making it out to be.”


    “Yeah, because you’ve witnessed so many bites?”


    “Enough to know.”


    He leaned against the open doorframe and let his gaze track down her torso. She was fit. Most wolves were, because of their fast metabolisms, but a few women managed to put on a little extra weight in some very nice places. He’d noticed that about her ass when he’d been so lovingly stroking it. No false padding there. All real.


    If he’d been slightly more animal than he actually was, he might have stripped down along with her to make her look at him. He wanted to be looked at, too, and with something other than malice. He resisted, though. First things first—the lady needed his bite to make her wolf come out. He’d have plenty of time to make her look at him later—when they were truly mates, and no other wolf would want to touch her.


    “I’ve seen a lot of these,” she said. “Where I’m from, the men in the pack bite their mates in public, and maybe it’s just my particular variety of wolf, but we fucking bleed.” She held the towel over her chest and pointed to the stretch of skin between her collarbone and breast. “Come on.”


    “Right down to it, huh? No foreplay? I could still get that bath salt, if you’d like. And some candles. Maybe some oils? You know, so it’s special for you.”


    “Don’t try to spoil me, wolf. You wouldn’t want me to get too comfortable here.”


    Wolf. He forced out a breath and raked his hair back a little more aggressively than was strictly necessary. That word…it was like some kind of trigger. “My name is Colt, not wolf.”


    “I know your name, just like you know that mine isn’t princess.”


    She has a point.


    Grunting, he straddled the tub’s side—one foot in, one foot out—and stretched the bit of skin he’d be applying his mark to between his fingers.


    He let down his fangs, licked her smooth, tan flesh in preparation, and set his teeth into her in one quick motion.


    She pounded his back with her fists. “Fuck, that hurts!”


    “Mm-hmm.” He left his teeth where they were a little longer and pushed his tongue against them, making very sure that his saliva completely contaminated his bossy, would-be bride. No way she was going to be able to wash that out. She’d have his scent—his essence—in her until the day she died. No other man could come behind him and cover it, no matter how much he bit her. It was why a woman’s first mate was usually her only mate. It was also why more and more women put off taking mates for as long as their alphas didn’t force them to.


    Try to get away now, bossy. He rimmed his tongue along the backs of his teeth again and lashed at her salty flesh.


    Mine now.


    “Gods.” She thrust her breasts toward him and let out a long hiss as she pushed her fingers through the back of his hair.


    He’d heard there was no aphrodisiac quite as strong as receiving a mate’s bite, and her fertile scent seemed to support that. He pressed his fingers against her belly and inched his hand down into her waistband. If she were as wet as she smelled—fuck. He could have been inside her already.


    Why aren’t I inside her?


    “I think that’s good enough,” she whispered.


    Just like that, his hand stopped without any instruction from his brain, and he loosened his bite. She was being his brain, apparently—telling him what to do, and he just did it. Or maybe it was his inner wolf who was just doing it. Either way, it didn’t matter. If his guess were any good, in a few minutes, she wouldn’t be able to resist him. Her wolf was going to want to be let out, but before she could shift, she’d want to be fucked. And he could fuck her so good, she’d never forget it.


    Fuck. He was already hard. His cock strained against the front of his jeans, painfully stiff.


    He eased out of the tub and took a deep breath through his mouth, because her scent was going to drive him insane. Maybe I’ll be the one begging.


    Seemed likely, the more he thought of it.


    “See?” She pointed to his bite. “Told you.”


    Sure enough, she bled freely. The crimson streaks nearly saturated the white hand towel she held over her breast.


    He crossed his arms over his chest and grunted. It was a damn fine bite. “I do good work.”


    “Don’t let it go to your head. Any wolf can tear flesh. Get out.”


    “What?” He ground his teeth and tried to suppress the growl rumbling up his chest. “You don’t seem interested in anything besides my teeth at the moment, but I assure you, I’m good at everything I set my mind to.”


    “So am I. Get out. I’m going to shower.”


    He didn’t know why he was goading her—why he had to have that last word—but he leaned in and whispered, “Come on, princess. You can’t shower my scent off, if that’s what you’re thinking. You’re stuck with it now.”


    No, he knew exactly why he was goading her. It wasn’t Colt, but his wolf doing the talking. The wolf wanted her to react.


    She grabbed his hair again, yanking his head back. “You’re gonna want to watch how much shit you talk, motherfucker. I’m not the kind of submissive wolf who’ll be cowed by it.”


    Good, his wolf thought. The mouthy man part of him said, “I’m sure I’ve fucked someone’s mother before, though only once, and I didn’t learn her name.”


    Touch me again.


    She met his gaze for a long moment, and did just the opposite of what his inner wolf wanted. She let go of Colt’s hair and pointed to the door. “I’ll be out of here in five minutes. By the time I’m done, it’d be amazing if you got all those clothes cleared off the sofa so that we can sit down and have an adult conversation about our relationship.”


    In five minutes, we’ll be fucking. A born alpha just bit you. He grinned.


    “Sure thing. Anything else?”


    “Perhaps put them away, if they’re clean.”


    “They are.”


    “So why are they on the sofa?”


    “Why not? I think that’s the better question.”


    “Do you own a dresser?”


    “Two. I imagine you’ll be filling them with negligees and G-strings soon?”


    He must have been grinning like an idiot, because she furrowed her brow and pressed her lips into a tight line.


    “I don’t exist for your pleasure, wolf.”


    Wolf. His grin fell away. “My name is Colt. And no, no, of course you don’t. That would be too much like submission, wouldn’t it? And you’re not even a little bit submissive, are you, princess?”


    She ground her teeth and sneered at him.


    So damn sexy.


    “If that’s what you want, hold your breath for a while. I hear some people hallucinate when they’re oxygen deprived. Maybe you’ll get exactly what you want in psychosis.”


    “What were you saying before about talking shit? You seem to do more of it than anyone.”


    “Because I can back it up with action, and I will, baby. Now get out.”


    He did. He still wanted to have the last word, but his inner wolf got him moving.


    He scooped his pile of jeans and T-shirts off the sofa and carried them to the bedroom. Flinging all of it onto the bed, he scanned his inner sanctum and groaned. If Lisa thought the living room was a disaster, she was likely going to chew his ass out good for how the bedroom looked.


    He thought it was comfortable—like a nest. When he stumbled into bed after a late night after work, he didn’t care if he was surrounded by laundry, various unread magazines, and who knew what else. In sleep, none of it bothered him. He suspected she wouldn’t think that was a viable excuse. He’d probably have to clear it off.


    Later, though. First things first.


    He quickly wadded the laundry into random dresser drawers—it didn’t matter where it went, because nothing was sorted, anyway—and turned off the light. He was back in the living room straightening sofa cushions when the water in the bathroom stopped running and the door clicked open.


    Soft footsteps sounded down the hall, and his wolf-caliber hearing picked up breathing—heavy breathing—and his nose was flooded with that scent…


    Her scent, mingled with his, and…arousal.


    She was so aroused.


    Bingo.


    He turned, letting his gaze track up from the wet feet that left puddles across his tile floor to the long, leanly muscled legs that came together at the apex that her hand now cupped and rubbed.


    She was touching herself, and her breathing, well—he looked at her face and found her lips parted and dark gaze intense—her breathing was ragged as hell.


    He scanned downward to his bite and found satisfaction in its neatness, in spite of the circumstances in which he’d given it. It’d stopped bleeding, so all that was left was the perfect impression of his teeth and her tempting, smooth flesh.


    “Drop—drop your pants,” she ground out through clenched teeth.


    “What? I’m not sure I quite heard you.”


    “You heard me just fine, wolf. Take off…your fucking…pants. Now.”


    “My name is Colt.”


    Growling, she grabbed him by the belt buckle and yanked the strap out of the loops in one easy tug before assaulting his fly.


    Shit.


    His pants were around his ankles and his ass on the sofa before he could even think of putting up a struggle—not that he intended to.


    She pushed his spine against the sofa back and put her face very close to his, as if she were holding herself back from kissing him. Her breathing was so fast and unregulated, she had to be moments from hyperventilating. It wasn’t a time for teasing.


    She was so wet, she was fucking dripping.


    And then he was in her, and it felt amazing.


    Fuck. He ground his back teeth and growled as she settled onto him. There was nothing better than a mate’s touch. He’d heard that time and time and again, but he didn’t know what it really meant until now.


    She threw her head back and murmured something in Spanish at the ceiling while digging her fingers into his tense shoulders.


    His Spanish was pretty rusty, but he managed to catch something about el diablo. Whether she was speaking in general terms about the supernatural being, Colt’s cock, or Colt himself, he couldn’t guess from context. Didn’t matter, though. Knowing the meaning wouldn’t change what he wanted to do.


    He rocked his hips again and tried to push more of him into her tight, wet channel, and she put her hands around his neck and squeezed, cocking her head in a daring way.


    He let out a slow breath through parted lips as his belly spasmed and tingles danced down his spine and settled into his loins. His nuts drew up tighter as she grazed her thumbs up the column of his neck.


    “I didn’t tell you to move,” she whispered and gave his neck another little squeeze. It didn’t quite cut off his air, but still managed to amp up his anticipation all the more.


    His head was in a pretty fucked up place at the moment, with his inner wolf urging him to let her have her way, and Colt not really wanting to put up much of a fight.


    Do want you want, princess.


    He nodded, slowly, so as not to rile up her inner wolf’s aggression any further. He was guessing that’s what he was dealing with. Usually after a woman received her bite, her DNA would start to shuffle immediately, so the part of her that was wolf came out of slumber. Depending on her innate tolerance, the process might take a few minutes to start, or a few hours. Colt was the son of an alpha, and a born alpha himself, so he imagined that his bite wouldn’t be of the garden-variety sort.


    Just do what you want.


    Sighing, she started riding him, using her strong thighs to slide her pussy up and down his cock, and his breath came out in a growl.


    She clapped a hand over his mouth and bared her new fangs at him. Her first shift was starting, and she probably didn’t even know it. “Don’t. Talk. Shit.”


    He nodded slowly again.


    She squeezed around him tightly, and he held his breath so as not to let out the moan.


    “Good.” She stood quickly and turned, only to straddle him backward with her knees pressed to his thighs and her hands gripping his knees.


    Gods, please don’t…


    At that angle, he was going to come fast, and there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it. There was no mind over matter treatment for being ridden reverse cowgirl.


    She bounced. And then again. A double, this time, as if she were checking him for durability, judging by the way she looked back at him and assessed his condition before going on.


    He put his hands on the delectable swells of her ass and parted her cheeks.


    What he wouldn’t give to run his tongue along her cleft and make her squirm.


    “You’re going to get yourself into trouble,” she said breathily.


    “You said I couldn’t have fun. I’m not having fun. I’m being tortured. You could at least give me something to hold on to.”


    “Maybe you need to be tied up so you won’t have to.”


    “Tie me up, then.”


    “Next time.”


    Next time.


    Gods.


    He squeezed his eyelids shut as she bounced and clamped down hard enough on his bottom lip to draw blood as he hit the end of her channel against and again, and fuck, he wasn’t even allowed to like it.


    His fingers curled into the sofa fabric and he heard the rip—the ruination of expensive material that was supposedly designed to survive even the most rambunctious of families. Apparently, that furniture designer hadn’t had werewolves in mind when sourcing the polyester blend.


    His thighs shook and belly shuddered with each aggressive rise and fall, and he had to look. Had to see that gorgeous ass rippling as she rode him up and down.


    Her nails dug into the flesh of his thighs and she let out an ear-rending shout, full of what he was pretty sure were Spanish expletives as she clamped so fucking hard on him, milking him. But she hadn’t said he could come yet.


    “Can I—”


    Abruptly, she stood and yanked him up by the collar of his shirt. “It’ll have to wait. Oh, gods.” Her fangs dropped even more and her eyes darkened. Her skin rippled with the beginnings of her shift.


    He pushed her toward the back door, kicking his pants off his ankles as he went.


    Time to run. Nothing killed an erection like an impromptu shifting to one’s wolf.


    She screamed, writhed, and clawed at herself as the moon compelled her to shift, and he shifted right alongside her, although he didn’t have to. His variant of werewolf wasn’t affected by the moon, though most others were.


    He had to shift right then to make sure that she didn’t get confused and lost in her new form. It would probably take her brain a few shifts for the wolf part to connect with the human one, and until then, she needed to be supervised.


    He could tell her what to do when they were wolves, and she’d have no choice but to listen. It would probably be the only time she’d listen to me.


    Again, he wasn’t so sure he minded.


    That scared him even more than that time he’d had a madman swing a machete at him in a tight hallway. Colt had known what to do then, and had managed to put the guy down without any bloodshed. Fighting was easy. Relationships? Not so much.


    It wasn’t his fault, though. He’d had training in fighting. Alpha had made sure Colt was as dangerous on two legs as he was on four. When he was fighting, he didn’t second-guess himself. Alpha couldn’t train Colt on how to be in a relationship, though. His parents were supposed to do that, and…


    Well, they failed.


    All of his relationships were fucked up, so what was one more?


     

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    Lisa yanked open the screen door, and spotting her so-called husband on the sofa with a game controller in his hands, tossed her purse at his head.


    He easily dodged it and didn’t even have to take his gaze off the television screen. Of course he didn’t. His reflexes in both his forms were stunning.


    “Are you fucking kidding me?”


    “You seem upset, dearest.” He let out a volley of rapid gunfire on the baddie on the screen, and growling, she put her body in front of the massive display. She wouldn’t be able to cover all of it, but she could definitely annoy him. She wanted him annoyed—at least as annoyed as she was at the moment. After that first night when she’d lost control and let out her unleashed bitch, she’d been trying to rein herself in, but he made it so fucking hard. If anything, he seemed to be goading her on purpose, but she decided that couldn’t be true. A wolf like him couldn’t possibly want to be bossed around by his mate. He was a born alpha, after all. It had been evident to her after her wolf came out.


    He groaned and tossed the game controller onto the sofa. “What did I do wrong this time?”


    She sighed and batted a hair though her ponytail. “Oh, you know what you did. Seems like you healed okay, though.”


    He gave her that long, apathetic blue stare she was becoming so familiar with and let his hands dangle between his legs.


    She tapped her right foot against the floor and willed herself to stay focused. Pretty much nonstop for the three days since she’d gotten her bite, she’d been thinking dick, dick, dick—and not the word as an insult, either. Colt may have been batting zero in certain aspects of his personality, but his cock had certainly been worth the price of admission.


    Fuck, the man was going to drive her insane.


    She closed her eyes and balled her hands into fists at her sides. She could be calm and composed. “I heard Christina clawed you up.”


    Sweet little Christina—the prayerful one from the day of the matches. She was the kind of woman who wouldn’t hurt a fly. During a grocery outing with Mrs. Carbone and the other mates, Lisa had observed Christina to be the kind of woman who’d go out of her way to not step on a worm on a wet sidewalk. But apparently, even an unassertive wolf like her had limits.


    He shrugged. “Just a little swipe. I shifted soon after, so the cuts went away.”


    “What’d you do to earn it? Keep in mind that I already know.”


    “So why bother asking?”


    “Because I want to hear your side of the story. Perhaps I’m missing something. Maybe you’re not actually that big of a jerk, and people just overstate things because you’re large and imposing.”


    He scoffed. “Imposing, huh? Doesn’t seem to affect you one way or the other.”


    “I’m immune to that bullshit and so much worse, let me tell you. Now you tell me, what did you do?”


    “Usual shit. I was yanking Beast’s chain a little. He’s used to it.”


    “Anton, you mean.”


    “Beast. We all have nicknames.”


    “Really? What’s yours? I haven’t heard it yet.”


    Again, he shrugged.


    “I see.” She tapped her foot impatiently. “Well, let me tell you what I heard. I heard that you were talking shit to Anton, and Christina didn’t like it, so she gave you a swipe.”


    “Sounds about right. I’m sure you would have done the same thing.”


    “For you?”


    “Yeah.” He leaned sideways a bit as if to see the television around her body.


    She turned and pressed the game console’s power button with her foot.


    “Goddammit.”


    “I don’t know if I’d do it for you, to be honest. I might have thought you deserved the insult. You just can’t keep your mouth shut, can you? Not everything in life is a pissing contest.”


    He put his booted feet up onto the coffee table and crossed his legs at the ankles. “Oh, but it is. It’s just one big pissing contest. That’s what happens when you have the makings of five alphas in one confined area. Some of us handle it differently than others. Beast somehow manages to compartmentalize that shit. Loner keeps himself separate from everyone. Scion just puts his head down and tries to find shit to distract himself from all of the compulsions. Me?” Once more, he shrugged. “I crack jokes.”


    “You’re trying to start fights.”


    “No, no, no, princess. I’m not trying to. Wolves try to assert their dominance whenever possible, and I often do it with words.”


    She was going to break him out of calling her “princess” somehow and some way, but at the moment, it was the least of her problems. “How’s that dominance thing working out for you?”


    He turned his hands over. “It is what it is. Doesn’t seem to be working so well on you, huh?”


    “Like I said, I’m immune to that shit. I’m an alpha’s worst nightmare.”


    “I’ll say. You won’t consider me dominant in my own house?”


    “Well, you do seem to think you’re the one running it.”


    “You haven’t even been here a week yet.”


    “That’s right. When I commit to something, I commit one hundred percent. I said I’d stay and be your mate, but I’m not the complacent sort of girl who’s going to coast on the status quo. You’re thirty-four years old. You need to do better.”


    He scoffed. “You throwing my age into this, princess? You’re no spring chicken. You and those pretty tits of yours are twenty-eight, and as far as I can see, you haven’t solved any major world crises yet. What, precisely, should I be aspiring to? I’ve got a roof over my head, a pretty good job, and scheduled downtime. That’s far more than we had before we settled here. I’d like to enjoy it.”


    “You’ve been here for more than six months.”


    “Yep. I think it’ll take a little while longer to make up for a lifetime of shit-tastic situations. I’ve lived out of vehicles for the better part of my adult life, and left my birthpack when I was sixteen. That’s when my father got challenged. He lost. He was perfectly willing to stick around and be some guy’s ass-sniffing lieutenant, but I didn’t get to choose. I got sent away. Adam collected me after my mother sent him out to find me, and here I am. So, yeah, I’m enjoying this sofa and my television and my free time very much.”


    She sighed and closed her eyes. Goddammit. He just had to go and have a sob story. Still, that doesn’t excuse bad behavior. She had a fucking sob story. Thanks to her ex-alpha’s mishandling of pack funds, her family had nearly been homeless more times than she cared to recount. They’d always had to dig themselves out. The odds were stacked against them, and she hadn’t let that stop her. She sighed. “You should want more.”


    “Okay, maybe I’m an asshole. I freely and under no duress—beyond the blue balls you inflicted me with—can admit that. But that doesn’t mean I’m lazy.”


    “I never said you were lazy.”


    “You were getting there, I’m sure. My nickname is Idler, by the way, because I don’t volunteer for extra. I don’t do the above and beyond thing.”


    “Because you don’t care?”


    He gave his head a slow shake and let out a bark of laughter. “I care plenty. I just don’t think this is going to last, so I’m enjoying it while I can.”


    “You don’t think what’s going to last?”


    He swept his arm at the room. “This—domesticity thing. We’re not used to it. We’re the castoff wolves that our old packs couldn’t trust to let stay, but that’s our culture, isn’t it? No one can get too comfortable. Little boys with any power at all get sent away before they grow into it. Girls answer mate calls hoping to find something better than the shit puddle they’re living in.”


    Lisa groaned and rubbed her eyes. She couldn’t really debate that. She’d done it, after all. Twice.


    “Alphas get overthrown,” Colt continued, “and there’s chaos. So much fucking chaos. There’s no stability.”


    “And you don’t think it’s possible here, is what you’re saying?”


    He shrugged. “Maybe it’s possible. Alpha sure hopes it is. He’s so damned optimistic that he’s already got our hosts partitioning off lots for newcomers. He wants to make us a legitimate pack, I guess. Not just a roving band of mercenary nomads.”


    “You think that’s a bad thing?”


    He pursed his lips and made a waffling hand gesture. “Nice thing if you can get it, but it’s just going to be more of the same. The pack will get too big, and have too many little boys, and we’ll start sending them away because we’re afraid of them.”


    “It doesn’t have to be that way. There are ways for people to lead without them being the alpha in charge. I’ve seen it in other groups. If you structure the pack the right way at the beginning, align people’s expectations, you can give people a chance to do it a new way. A democratic way.”


    “If I had a little flag, I’d wave it at you right now. Nice speech, princess.”


    “I told you not to call me princess.” She stalked across the room, slammed her hand between his thighs, and grabbed his nuts.


    The sound he made was as much moan as it was a hiss. His eyes rolled behind fluttering eyelids, and she pushed up an eyebrow, in awe.


    “You like that, don’t you?”


    He swallowed audibly and pushed up his heavy-looking eyelids. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


    “You do. You’re prodding me, just like you do with your packmates. But from me, you’re not expecting a cranky retort. You want me to put you in your place, don’t you?”


    He dragged his tongue across his lips. “As if you could. No one can. Not even Alpha.”


    “That’s a lie.” She released his balls and drew out her hand. Giving him a little space to move, she hissed, “Stand up.”


    He did, but only after staring at her for a few seconds first.


    She put her hands on her hips and met his skeptical gaze. He couldn’t hold it and looked away, down at his crossed arms.


    No way.


    “Look at me.”


    His gaze flitted up briefly, then back down again.


    No freakin’ way.


    She knew men with attitudes like his who always played so nicely with her once they knew it was the best thing for them, but they weren’t wolves. Submissive alpha wolves didn’t exist.


    Or do they?


    There were a few ways to find out. “Listen, I need to get some work done. You’re possibly the most pessimistic wolf I’ve ever met, and that’s saying something, coming from a realist. I have to be optimistic. I came to this place to find somewhere better for my sisters, because they’re not doing so great back in that shit puddle—as you called it—where I came from. I’m going to make this a good place for them. I want to see them living on a couple of those unclaimed plots, do you understand me? Nod if you understand me.”


    He nodded and licked his lips again.


    “And you may not be particularly ambitious, but I am. I earn my way, and I like to have money in the bank to cover my ass. I’ve got work to do—clients to do taxes for. I need some room to do it. There’s a desk in your guest bedroom that needs to be assembled. You can have the couch and your game controller back when you’re done.”


    He waited a few seconds before moving, but he did move. Not a single retort passed his lips.


    Interesting.


    “Tools are already in there.”


    “Okay.”


    “Oh. And Colt?”


    He turned. “Yeah?”


    “Going above and beyond doesn’t have to be a fruitless endeavor. We’re not just talking about sowing seeds for the future. There’s something so—” Lisa slipped her hand inside her waistband and gave her clit a tender rub. “Mmm. So arousing about a hardworking man. Makes me want to corner him. To sit on his face and let him tongue me off. And if I’m still raring to go after that…” She strode to him, pulled her hand free, and tucked her fingers between his lips. “Well, you know.”


    “You’re killing me,” he said around them, and sucked them hard.


    “Not killing you. Motivating you. Ready to work?”


    He groaned and let her fingers fall from his lips. “Shit, I’m pretty sure there’s some rule about bribing one’s husband with sexual acts.”


    “You complaining?”


    “You’d probably say that’s all I do.” He continued to the bedroom, and Lisa stood, watching him walk away.


    So fucking weird.


    Her natural assumption had been that he wouldn’t want to be told what to do, because no strong wolf really did. But letting someone else do the steering wasn’t always a sign of weakness. Sometimes, it was the smartest thing a person could do, if the person doing the steering was trustworthy enough.


    Lisa liked to think she was, but she hadn’t earned his trust yet. She’d arrived at Norseton expecting its wolfpack to be like so many others—expecting its wolves to be like all the others. She thought she was taking one for the team—paving the way for her sisters. She’d given more thought to how she’d work the system than she did to figuring out a way to connect with her mate. She’d assumed he wouldn’t be worth her energy.


    Maybe he wasn’t. But if he was, then the trip to Norseton might turn out to be even more life changing than she’d hoped. She owed it to herself to at least try to see the man as a partner, and not just a mate.


    Perhaps she owed it to him, too.


     

  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR


    Colt carried the toolbox out of the guest bedroom and set it down in the hallway. Then he changed his mind and carried it to the garage. Lisa would probably have his ass if she found it there and tripped on it. Wolves tended to be a bit more spatially aware than plain-old humans, but he didn’t think the experiment was worth the risk. Besides, it was just a few more steps and carrying it wasn’t big deal.


    Shit.


    She’d been there for barely three days, and already had him jumping through hoops. Not even two days ago, he’d been cracking jokes at Loner about the same kind of shit, and there Colt was, letting a woman lead him around by the dick.


    He rolled his eyes and groaned. “Can’t think of a better part to be led around by.”


    He found Lisa tucked into the left corner of the sofa with her laptop propped between her legs and a tablet computer right next to her. Her brow furrowed as she typed away, looking from one screen to the other without acknowledging him. She had a wolf’s hearing now, so she had to have heard him approach.


    Maybe she’s holding up another hoop for me.


    He cleared his throat and rocked back on his heels.


    “I heard you. Give me a minute, okay?” Again, she didn’t even look up.


    Won’t even look at me. He scoffed and tapped his foot impatiently.


    His inner wolf thought he was being too sensitive. The part of him that was just man wanted the wolf to shut the fuck up. He hated feeling like his two halves were at odds. It was an unfamiliar situation for him, and he wasn’t sure how to navigate it.


    Pour some beer on it.


    He started for the kitchen. A quick glance at the microwave clock told him he still had a chance of getting eight hours of sleep before his six A.M. shift. Most adult wolves did just fine on four or five hours, but their reflexes were sharper and acuity more reliable when their brains got enough time to unpack and reorder all the crap from the previous day. He imagined his brain was going to have a roaring good time making sense of why he was allowing some slip of a woman to boss him around. The only person he’d ever let talk to him like that was Alpha, and Alpha had earned the right.


    Lisa, though…


    He put his hand on the refrigerator handle and pulled.


    “I’m ready for you,” she called.


    He froze. Get the beer, or hop to attention? Fuck, he wanted that beer, but he did need to be on security duty at dawn. Sobriety was a safe bet. He settled on pouring himself a glass of water, and drinking it while she waited.


    Why the fuck am I being so ornery?


    He rolled his eyes.


    Duh. Reflex. He’d been on autopilot so damned long, he didn’t know how to shut it off.


    “Colt?”


    “Yeah, I’m coming.”


    He poured another glass, returned the pitcher to its fridge shelf, and headed down the hall toward her voice. He found her on her knees, under the desk where she seemed to be assessing the craftsmanship. “Does it meet your requirements, milady?”


    He groaned inwardly. He’d done it again—his mouth was running on autopilot. She’d probably want to muzzle him soon, and he probably deserved it.


    Her gaze tracked from his face down to the hand clutching the water glass.


    “Want some?” he asked.


    “Nah, thanks. The desk is fine. Thank you for assembling it. Does this cable jack work? I’d like to move the Internet connectivity stuff into here so a heap of cords isn’t the first thing you see when you open the front door.”


    “I’m honestly not sure if it works. I’ve never plugged anything into it.”


    She pushed up one of her perfectly arched eyebrows.


    Fail. Fail. You fail, dude. “I mean, I can find out.” He thought longingly about that beer again.


    “I don’t need you to find out. I can figure out whether or not it works by plugging a television into it, but if you already knew, it would have saved me a little time.”


    “I hadn’t tried. Mrs. Carbone was the one who got in contact with the satellite dish company and got everything activated. I know every outlet in the front half of the house is hot—living room and kitchen—as is my bedroom.”


    “Our bedroom.”


    “Right, right, our bedroom.” How quickly he’d forgotten, seeing as how he’d been camping out in Sofatown for the last few nights. There’d been no wedding night roll in the hay for them, or even some night-after-the-wedding-night coitus. The ice princess had frozen him out of his own bedroom.


    Well, actually, that wasn’t true. He’d chosen not to pursue her. She’d never explicitly barred him entry. He’d just assumed she’d kick him out.


    Damn, I’m a chickenshit.


    “I’ll check it tomorrow. This should do for the time being, though.” She crawled out from beneath the desk—head down to avoid bumping it, probably—and wiggled her hips so damn enticingly as she backed out.


    If she’d been any other woman, he might have dropped to his knees and pulled her back against him—ground his erection against her backside to show her the consequences of teasing him. Trying such a thing with his wife, however, would be a scenario likely ending with him getting mauled.


    She stood, clapping her hands clean on her jeans. She twisted her lips to one side and gave him an inscrutable look that made his spine straighten instinctively.


    It wasn’t a hostile look, by any means, but he hated not being able to figure her out. All the missteps were ramping up anxiety he’d never felt before. He wanted to please her, but didn’t really understand the compulsion to. She was his mate, but that had never meant much in their culture. And she was also his wife—legally. Those were just titles, though. They didn’t dictate how they were supposed to treat each other. They were on their own to figure that shit out.


    She shoved her hand down the front of his pants, unerringly finding his cock.


    His body pulled tight as a bow. His spine arched away from her, yet pushed his hips toward her at the same time.


    He waited for the pain, for punishment, but she merely worked her fist from the base of his shaft to the head and rolled her dark gaze up to him.


    Please don’t tease me.


    “Are you always hard, or do you just go rigid at the slightest touch?”


    He sucked in some air and let it out in a sputter. “You know, there is really no good answer to that.”


    She couldn’t walk into the same room with him and not get him hard. Some of that was hormonal werewolf bullshit. She was obviously nearing a fertile period, and as her mate, he would notice the shift in her biology better than anyone. Of course he wanted to bend her over and push his cock into her as far as it could go, and then not get off her until he’d filled her with his seed. But, his eyes were working just fine, too. She was a beautiful woman, and he was fucking lucky.


    “How many women have you been with, wolf?”


    Wolf. He grated his teeth. She had to stop calling him that. Coming from her, it was like a slur.


    “My name is Colt, and why do you ask?” If any question could have deflated a woody, that would have been it.


    She freed her hand from his pants and undid the button. “How many?”


    “I don’t know. Why?”


    “You don’t know because you’ve lost count? That seems typical with male wolves, doesn’t it? You’ll fuck anything in a skirt, and then move on to the next prey.”


    “If you know it’s typical, why bother getting mad at me about it?”


    She let down his zipper and pulled his boxers away from his cock. “I’m not mad. I just don’t condone it. In fact, there are a lot of things about wolf culture that can stand to be changed. It’s not fair, is it? All of the double standards and chauvinistic leadership. A woman can never get ahead.”


    “That’s the way it’s always been.”


    “And do you like that?” She clenched the base of his cock once more and pumped it to hardness again.


    Took all of three seconds.


    He put his head back and rolled his eyes at the ceiling. Gods, so pathetic.


    “Do you?”


    “Like what? Having you play with my cock? I think the answer to that is obvious.”


    “No, I don’t mean that, but I’m glad you like it. I tend to touch when I talk. Usually not of this nature, but, we’re mated, so why not?”


    Yes, why not? “For God’s sake, keep talking, then.” He thrust his hips forward a couple of inches, pushing himself farther through her fist.


    She smirked and gave him a playful tug that had him hissing.


    So good.


    “What I meant was, do you like the way it’s always been? Women having no say, and men getting away with everything under the sun, including murder on the rare occasion.”


    “I’ve never really had an opinion about it. I mean, I like to think my dad was an okay alpha, but I’m sure he was just as entrenched in the bullshit as anyone else. I try not to think much about my old pack and what happened there. Easier to block that shit out.”


    “I see. Well, I can’t help but to think about mine, because my sisters are still there. I know my parents will do the best they can for them, but let’s face it—eventually, their alpha is going to insist that they take mates within the group—one of his disgusting sons or the sons of his lieutenants, probably. And then they’ll have no choice but to turn the girls over.”


    “They can say no.”


    Lisa dropped his cock and laughed. “You actually think that? If so, you really are naïve about your own culture.”


    He bristled at the accusation and opened his mouth to spew a retort, but with a great deal of self-restraint, he pressed his lips together. He knew fuck-all about what was happening in most packs nowadays, because Alpha chose to limit their interactions with them. Colt had no sisters and no close female friends growing up, so he couldn’t really understand the female wolf’s plight. Perhaps he’d even made himself purposely blind to it because it didn’t concern him. He’d only fucked human women in the past fifteen years, and none of them had ever had a problem saying no when they wanted to.


    “They’re sixteen and seventeen,” she said softly. “And men in the pack are eying them. They’re sweeter than I am. More docile. They’d make perfectly submissive mates.”


    “How is that possible if you were raised in the same household?” He couldn’t help himself. She’d left herself wide open for the observation.


    She sighed and crooked her index fingers into his belt loops. “Don’t get smart.”


    He wanted to see what would happen if he was, but for the moment, he could behave.


    She furrowed her brow and let out a long breath.


    She’s upset. Fix it, his inner wolf said. That’s your job.


    Colt swallowed and turned his gaze up to the ceiling. My job. Right. He was unpracticed in being a listening ear. The guys in the pack didn’t lay their burdens out for their packmates to brainstorm about, and his mother had never told his father shit because his father probably wouldn’t have done shit. Colt had never thought that was unusual until he met the Carbones. At first, he’d thought the Carbones were unusual in their constant communication. It had taken a year for Colt to figure out that they actually respected each other. He was pretty damned pathetic.


    She skimmed her fingers up his chest and grazed the stubble on the underside of his jaw. Her gaze was on his face now, and there was no question that she saw him. She was too meticulous with her strokes for her to just be fidgeting, though.


    Her hands moved with purpose, as did her lips, which shaped whispers.


    “I was wondering if you’d shave. I prefer this to the beard. I like being able to see your face.”


    “Yeah?” He breathed in time to the rhythmic gliding of her thumbs against his cheeks and closed his eyes.


    Every gentle touch seemed to loosen some tight knot, either in his body or in his energy. It was like she was molding it beneath her fingers, smoothing the rough edges. Forcing out the garbage.


    “Mmm, you’re a bit of an alpha yourself, aren’t you?” he asked as her fingers worked down his chest again. “I don’t know anyone else who can move power around like that. I bet your old alpha was happy to see you leave.”


    “He didn’t know I could do it. I would have had to touch him for him to know. And I think the gift is stronger now that I have your bite.”


    “Happy to be useful.”


    She laughed. “Always talking back, huh?”


    “Can’t help it.”


    “I’m seeing that.” She sighed and backed away, crossing her arms over her chest.


    Come back.


    “Hard to be so close and not touch you,” she said. “You’re distracting.”


    “That’s a bad thing?”


    “When you’re trying to have a conversation about things that aren’t sex? Yes. Listen, I raised my sisters more than my parents did, really, from the time I was eleven or twelve. It was a shitty arrangement, but we didn’t have a choice. While they worked, I babysat. Try as I might to get them to toughen up, they just aren’t fighters.”


    “No one really expects female wolves to be.” Not everyone could be like Lisa, just like how not every man could be a true alpha, even if he somehow managed to steal the position.


    “I’ve got less than six months to get the seventeen-year old out. My parents won’t be able to do it from the inside because they’ve got no clout, but I can do it from here. Everyone knows I’m a wildcard. The pack higher-ups will leave my parents alone, thinking it is all my idea. The pack won’t give them a hard time if the girls get absorbed into this pack first. They can’t leave without their alpha’s permission, or Adam’s consent for them to come, though.”


    “I don’t think Adam would deny them, but why can’t they do what you did and answer a mate call? There’s a chance they could end up somewhere better.”


    “Because mate calls are unpredictable. My old alpha is going to try to pair Graciella off the day she turns eighteen, and there may not be a call in time.”


    He rubbed his chin and furrowed his brow. He could figure it out. He was the best tactician in the pack, and the guys relied on him to find simple solutions to complicated problems. He could do that for Lisa, too. He could prove he was good for something besides being an asshole with a big mouth.


    And…hell, maybe he liked talking to her a little. He didn’t have conversations with the guys. They dealt more in grunts than words, and Colt was a talker. Always had been.


    “But even if you get her out, your other sister will be on the hook, and their alpha will know the game by then. He’ll be waiting to pounce and reject any requests that come through.”


    “That’s why I have to get them out together. I just need to figure out how.”


    Her voice always seemed to hold a note of persistence when she talked about her family. Colt had never been moved to such sentiment by anyone. He’d never wanted to fight for anyone, besides himself. His woman was scrappy. He couldn’t deny that. She wasn’t what he’d imagined he’d get in a mate, because he hadn’t really known that women like her existed.


    “In my old pack,” he said, “there used to be a custom that wolves would get promised during their adolescence. Arranged matings, I guess. Everyone would know about them, so none of the males would pursue the females that had already been earmarked. The day they turned eighteen, the women would get packed up and shipped off to their mates, no questions asked.”


    Lisa rubbed her chin and narrowed her bewitching, dark eyes. “That custom is widespread. People don’t do it much anymore, but I don’t see why I couldn’t try it. The problem is, there are no males here of the right age, or even any eligible ones for that matter.” She pressed her palm against his belly and slid it down idly, chewing on her bottom lip as she went quiet in her thoughts.


    He drew in a deep breath and let her fondle. His toes curled in his boots and ass cheeks clenched with each rasp of her fingernails against his tender skin.


    And then she stopped.


    “Don’t stop.”


    “Huh?” She cast her gaze upward and furrowed her brow. She probably hadn’t even realized she’d started touching him again.


    “Touching me. I mean, it’s okay, if you want to. I won’t get pissed, although I do feel a little teased. Not helping my blue balls any, but I’m not going to say no to your hand being on my dick.”


    She put her hand back and smirked. “Do any of you men have brothers or cousins young enough for a couple of naive wolves?”


    “I don’t.”


    “Damn.” Her smile fell away, as did her hand.


    No, no, no. You’re failing her. Fix it, dipshit. He grabbed her hand and squeezed it. He couldn’t remember ever just holding a woman’s hand, besides his mother’s. “Hey, I’ll ask around. Give me a few hours.”


    “Really?”


    “Yeah. You might be better off asking the other mates, though. You’re all younger than us. There’s probably one or two who have brothers who are close to being expelled from their packs anyway. Adam would definitely take them in.”


    “And if they don’t end up liking each other, it won’t matter, because they’ll be free to do what they want.”


    “And who they want.”


    She gave his cock head a punishing squeeze that had him spreading his legs for balance. “And here I was thinking you were being helpful.”


    “I’m trying. Goddess knows I am. I say stupid shit all the time.” He thrust his hips a bit and she graciously loosened her grip on him enough to let his cock slide through it. “Fuck. I’m so hard, it hurts.”


    “You’re dripping.” She worked her thumb over the swollen head, and he tamped down a pathetic moan. “You could jack off, you know.”


    “I probably should, and soon.”


    “What’s stopping you?”


    “So many things.” He’d been hoping she’d let him fuck her, for one, but mostly he hadn’t because she didn’t tell him he could. After he’d given her his mark that first night, she’d told him to go take care of himself, but he hadn’t had a chance to. He’d been too busy feeling sorry for himself.


    “Use words, wolf.”


    Wolf.


    He closed his eyes and forced some air through his teeth. “No. Colt. I’m Colt.”


    She called him wolf, just like the alpha who’d taken his father’s job. Wolf—as if he didn’t have a name, or at least that it wasn’t worth being learned.


    Wolf, as if he was some useless thing, one step away from being cast out on his ass with no one to care for him or about him.


    He’d thought maybe she might care, but obviously she didn’t. She was just another user.


    He wasn’t going to be called wolf in his own house, not even by a woman he’d let do anything to him. There, he drew the line.


    He swallowed and straightened his spine. “Well, princess, I didn’t do it because I figured it was your job, and I wanted to save all of my cum for your tight snatch.”


    Her eyes went wide and he chuckled, spreading his legs a bit farther apart. He placed her other hand on his cock and guided her in rubbing him.


    “Am I being helpful now, princess?”


    She gave his cock a hard pluck and walked away. “Fuck you.”


    “Nah,” he called after her. “I’m gonna do exactly what you said and go fuck myself.”


    At least that was reliable. He didn’t need anyone else. He had himself, same as always.

  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE


    Even when Lisa wasn’t in her wolf form, there were certain perks to having supernatural wiring. For one thing, her nose gave her information that her eyes and ears didn’t.


    She could see anger on Colt’s face and in his confrontational body language, and hear it in his thunderously deep voice. But anger wasn’t what she smelled. She was beginning to discern the nuances in scents the longer she spent around wolves and in her wolf form. Every strong emotion had its own hormone bouquet, and what Colt was feeling wasn’t just anger, though there was a bit of that there. There was something else that she couldn’t quite put a figurative finger on, but it gave her pause…so she gave him space.


    She wasn’t going to try to psychoanalyze him. Every wolf she knew was some degree of fucked up—herself included—and wolves generally weren’t so great at verbalizing what was wrong. It’d be too deep-seated and sewn into their personalities. But her parents had taught her to speak up, at least in her own house, and to pull up the people around her. If everyone around her were happy, she’d be happier, too.


    She and Colt were dancing around each other, tiptoeing over actual discourse, and discussing nothing about their relationship. She’d stormed into his house thinking he needed to be fixed—and maybe he did—but she’d given little thought to why he needed to be fixed. Only that he did. Then she’d managed to piss him off in a way she still hadn’t been able to figure out. It wasn’t because she was bossy, but there’d been some other trigger. Something she’d said, but she couldn’t determine what.


    After a month of avoiding Colt at every turn, and him doing the same by picking up all those overtime shifts he’d claimed before to not want, she met Ashley at the coffee shop in Norseton. They settled at a table by the window, and Lisa propped her laptop bag against her chair legs. She’d hoped to get a bit of work done outside of the house. Colt supposedly had the day off, so if she were the reason he didn’t want to be at home, she’d clear away for a while.


    Ashley pushed a swath of her dark hair back from her face and tented her fingers. “So, how are your sisters?”


    Lisa let out a long breath and swirled the coffee stirrer through her cappuccino’s foamy top. “Hanging in there the best they can. Their alpha keeps stopping by the house to supposedly check up on them when my parents aren’t home, and my folks usually aren’t. They’ve got five jobs between the two of them. They’re still trying to dig themselves out of the hole. That sleazebag wouldn’t let them file for bankruptcy earlier this year.”


    “Because the trustee would question why so much of their money was going to the alpha in dues?”


    “Yep.” Adam may be the only alpha Lisa knew of who didn’t collect dues. Mrs. Carbone did oversee a wolf fund that was earmarked for things like courtyard improvements, but every penny of that money was annotated on a log, and the log was kept just inside Alpha’s front door where everyone could find it, if they wanted to.


    “Did your sisters open the door for him?”


    “They try not to, but sometimes he hears, you know? Can hear them walking up to the peephole, and he makes them open up.”


    “What does he want?”


    Lisa shrugged. “Stupid shit. He doesn’t say much, but the girls say they feel like he’s sizing them up and making mental notes. It’s so fucking gross. I wish I were there. He didn’t do that shit when I was there.”


    “Did you talk to Alpha?”


    “Yeah, I talked to Adam. He’s a busy guy, though.” Lisa scoffed and took a sip of her coffee. “He actually works for a living, unlike some alphas.”


    “What’d he say?”


    “He said he’d take care of it, whatever that means. Then some call came in and he had to run off. That was last week. I’m getting more and more paranoid that something bad’ll happen before I have a chance to do anything for them. I wish they could all leave, but my parents wouldn’t uproot themselves with my grandparents still being in the area. They’re all old, and you know the pack’s not gonna take care of them the way they should, especially if my parents transfer out.”


    “That’s assuming your old alpha would even let them transfer out.”


    “He wouldn’t. No way. He wouldn’t give up two dues-paying members of the pack unless they were troublemakers, and as docile as they’ve been in public up to this point, no one would take them seriously if they did make a stink now.”


    “But they raised you to make a stink.”


    “Yeah. I’m not sure what they saw in me to smack that chosen one label on my forehead, but here I am.”


    “And there they are.” Ashley rolled her eyes and put her back to the window.


    Pushing up an eyebrow, Lisa looked out it. Three out of five Pack males were standing outside the deli across the street clutching bags in their big mitts—Anton, Vic, and Colt.


    Shit. Lisa put her back to the window, too, and muttered, “Trouble in paradise?”


    “Haven’t gotten to paradise yet. We’re still on the freakin’ plane, and it’s circling around the island because the landing strip is too short or something.”


    “Poignant.”


    “It’s the truth. He hates me.”


    “What?” Lisa turned slightly and cut a sideways gaze to Alpha’s son. From the interactions she’d had with him in five weeks, she’d known him to be a friendly guy. He was charming and well mannered, but of course he was, given Mrs. Carbone’s close influence. He should have been an easy wolf to get along with. Not like Colt.


    Colt…


    Colt, who was mysteriously quiet as his peers chatted in the doorway. The man always had something to say, but he sat on the bench outside the deli fondling his bag and staring at something—or perhaps nothing—down the street.


    Lisa suspected that if she got close enough to smell him, he’d discern he was sad. She might even discern that she was to blame for it.


    What did I do?


    She had to figure it out soon, and not just because she needed his help. She may have had dominatrix tendencies, but she was also a toucher, and she desperately wanted to touch her mouthy mate. The separation was driving her a little battier with each passing day. Mrs. Carbone had said that was normal. It wouldn’t work that way if it weren’t a good match. Deep down, Lisa knew it was. They were just having a bumpy-as-hell start, but she’d never been afraid to work for things she wanted.


    She set down her coffee cup and pushed back from the table. “I’ll be right back. Babysit my laptop, will you?”


    “Yep,” Ashley said.


    Lisa crossed the street, waving at the guys in the doorway as she cut between two parked cars.


    Colt turned, spotted her, and rolled his eyes before fixing his attention on the open bag on his lap.


    She kept her distance from him and leaned against the parking meter. “Doesn’t Mrs. Carbone usually make you guys lunch?” The question was for Colt, but she kept her gaze on Vic and Anton.


    “Mom’s tied up at the moment,” Vic said. “There’s some sort of big meeting at the executive mansion, and she’s up to her elbows in crudités, whatever those are.”


    Lisa stifled a snicker. “Cut-up vegetables for hors d’oeurves. Carrots and celery. Raw peppers. That kind of thing.”


    “Rabbit food.”


    She shrugged. “Not everyone has wolf appetites.”


    And speaking of appetites…


    She turned to the walking ball of sex on the bench and drummed her fingers atop the meter. She could hardly stand being in the same house with the man and not being able to touch him every time he stomped past. She wanted to grab him by his belt and yank him into submission—to quiet him and pry some words out of him. She needed to see what was wrong—how she’d offended him, because she obviously had, even if she couldn’t discern why. She was usually so much better at that, but none of her previous partners had been as wild as her husband.


    “Thank you for rewiring all the Internet stuff,” she began. “I don’t even know when you did it. You were so quiet, and I’ve hardly left the house in a week.” Quarterly taxes were due, and she’d been number crunching all through the night.


    “Last night while you slept.”


    “Oh.” She hadn’t heard a thing. There should have at least been a little swearing. If not that, then certainly some crashing and flailing. Wolves weren’t known for being delicate.


    Vic perched against the far arm of the bench and set his bag beside Colt. He gave the other man’s shoulder a nudge. “Coming down with something? Not like you to do your good deeds in secret. You want instant approval.”


    Colt didn’t respond, except to cut his pale gaze to his peer, and then he took a bite of his sandwich. Looked like turkey and cheese. No lettuce, no tomato—no so-called “rabbit food.”


    She didn’t even know what the man liked to eat. They had yet to sit down at the same table. Even when they were both in the kitchen at the same time—perhaps her on her laptop and him having a quick meal—he’d eat at the counter, turned away from her.


    They may have been mates, but they certainly weren’t acting like they were married. She knew couples like them. They only ever interacted by choice when the woman was fertile and her mate couldn’t resist her. That period had come and gone. Colt had stared at her a hell of a lot, and the bulge in his pants indicated that he was raring to go, but he’d kept his hands to himself—and his words, too.


    That had been just fine for her a month ago. Now, she was becoming increasingly annoyed by it. He was not only ignoring her, but suppressing his basest notions, too. That took a lot of willpower.


    “Not sure how you got him to shut up,” Vic said, “but you should be canonized for it.”


    Colt ground his teeth and stared at his sandwich.


    “Eventually, we all run out of things to say,” Anton said. He turned his wrist over and brought his watch up to his good eye. A patch covered his blind one. Apparently, he’d lost his vision in a nasty fight not too long before the mates arrived. “The new hires we’re supposed to shadow are due at the gates in about twenty minutes. We should head that way.”


    “Are they going to be living here?” Lisa asked.


    “Yeah, but in temporary housing for the moment. Up there.” He pointed to a two-story building on the corner, next to the coffee shop. There must have been apartments on the second floor. “They’re on probation for the next three months, and after that, we can look into giving them a little more space.”


    “Are they wolves?”


    “Nah,” Vic said. “There are a few wolves we would hire, but we haven’t been able to make anything happen. One of Christina’s brothers is a sharpshooter. We made him an offer. Discreetly, of course. We’re just waiting for it to catch up to him.”


    “Where is he?”


    Colt balled up his sandwich wrapper and tossed it into the nearby trashcan. “Got kicked out of his pack before turning eighteen just like all of us, and is roaming around on his own, likely looking for anyone to give a fuck about him.” He took off at a brisk pace down the sidewalk and didn’t look back.


    Lisa started to follow. They needed to go ahead and get their discussion—or argument—out of the way. Anton got in front of her and put up his hands, as if to calm her, but she wasn’t upset. Not yet, anyway. “Move, Anton.”


    “Just listen, will you? We’re all sensitive about being ousted. Some of us more than others, and we all show it in different ways. We’ve been a crew for a long time, and he’s never brought it up. If that’s what he’s working through right now, don’t ride his ass about it.”


    Was that it? Had she said something to churn up old memories? If she’d made him feel unnecessary somehow, she’d have to work extra hard to disabuse him of the notion.


    Vic joined them. “I agree. Trust me, I by far prefer the Colt who puts his head down and works without all the infuriating commentary than the one who thinks talking shit is an underutilized form of affection. But we all have to work through this garbage. We can’t keep dragging it from one generation to the next and taking out how pissed we are about what happened to us on other people’s kids.”


    “You won’t send your own children away, will you?” Lisa asked. “Has anyone had that conversation yet?” She hated the idea of sending her strong sons away, should she and Colt ever have any, almost as much as she hated the wolf treatment of girls.


    “What do you think, Lisa? My father is our alpha, and I’m still here. Any one of the guys could be an alpha somewhere, and Dad knew that when he scooped them up.”


    “You guys have built a rapport.”


    “That’s right,” Anton said. “And if we’ve proven that we can work together for a common goal, and live in a community so near each other without regularly trying to claw out each other’s throats, who’s to say it’s not possible widespread?”


    “And natural,” Vic added.


    “Just like with any group, you’ve got to blend personalities carefully. It’s not about how much strength a wolf has, it’s about what he does with it.”


    “You have plans, don’t you?” She tipped her chin to both in turn. “About what you want this pack to be?”


    Anton nodded. “We all do. Don’t make assumptions about us. About any of us. We’re in our own bubble here. What happens out there can stay out there. Got it?”


    “Got it.”


    The two men followed Colt’s footsteps toward the main road, and Lisa stared after them until Ashley called from across the street, “Everything okay?”


    Lisa hurried back and took her former seat at the table. “Not at the moment.”


    “What’s wrong? Did something happen at the mansion?”


    “No—nothing’s wrong in that way. I mean in general. With—with Colt.”


    “He yelled at you? You want me to find him and kick him really hard?”


    Lisa laughed and brought her coffee to her lips. “Nah. He didn’t yell at me. Would probably make things easier if he did. But that’s okay. I’ve got a plan.” She sipped, smirking.


    “Want to share it? I could use a little help.”


    “With Vic? You’re on your own there, sistah. Your wolf’s probably got issues a lot different from my wolf.”


    “That’s for sure,” Ashley said softly and slumped in her seat.


    “Hey. A year from now, we’ll probably look back on this and think we did a whole lot of fretting for nothing.” Lisa hoped that was the truth and not just a wish. She’d never had an overabundance of optimism when it came to anything, but she needed to turn over a new leaf for the sake of her little sisters.


    “I don’t even know why we got matched.”


    “I thought the same thing at first about Colt, but Alpha said something about us giving each other what we needed. I don’t know what that is, but I think I can get him to tell me.”


    And in the process, perhaps figure out what she needed from him as well.

  


  
    CHAPTER SIX


    Colt was beginning to see the appeal of the head-down, work-hard philosophy he hadn’t subscribed to before a certain domineering female wolf had been dropped into his world. If he was busy—kept his hands moving and eyes focused—it didn’t leave much room for his brain to chime in. He didn’t have to think so hard about what it was all that busy-ness was fixing, only that the activity kept the gnawing anxiety at bay.


    There was a certain rush that came from moving from one completed chore on to the next with no gap, no downtime. Or perhaps a burst of adrenaline released from completing a challenge in a self-imposed deadline no one else knew about. He’d painted his entire house, tossed enough junk and clutter to fill a pickup truck bed, hauled sheetrock down to the basement for the finishing he hoped to get around to, dug holes for fence posts in the backyard, and even had time to make a few phone calls.


    He was about to grab Anton and start on a corner of fence in his thumbnail of a yard when tiniest yank at the back of his pants made him stop. He looked over his shoulder and rolled his eyes at his wife. “Didn’t hear you.”


    She pointed to his ear. “Try taking out the foam.” She overemphasized each word, ostensibly so he could read her lips.


    He pulled out an earplug and tucked it into his pocket. “What’s up?”


    “You do realize you live here, right?”


    “I haven’t forgotten. My name is on the electric bill, after all.”


    “I had to make sure. You’ve been in and out of the house so much in the past six weeks, I couldn’t tell if you’d forgotten. Where’ve you been sleeping?”


    He shrugged. “Here and there.” His wolf didn’t care where he slept, really, as long as it was reasonably safe. Most nights, he found some nice overhang to sleep under with his only company being the stars and the occasional lizard. He was starting to understand what Loner saw in going off on his own so much.


    “Are you running from me? Because it usually happens the other way around. Wolf women do anything to flee their obnoxious mates, so they’ll find any excuse not to come home for the night. Maybe they’re staying late watching someone’s children, so it’s just as well they sleep over. Or perhaps they stay up late working on some chore or craft project so that they don’t have to crawl into bed with a monster.”


    Is that how I’m treating her? He’d been pissed at her cavalier treatment of him, yeah, but he’d never wanted to turn that back on anyone else. That would have made him no better than the institution he hated so much. He let out a ragged breath as he raked his hand through his hair. “You’re not a monster, and you’re not obnoxious.”


    “Just bitchy. And I don’t mean bitch-bitch as in female wolf, because that’s obviously incontestable. I mean insufferable.”


    He leaned against the doorway and crossed his arms, eying her. Insufferable? That word hadn’t come to mind. He’d thought a lot of things in both his forms. First, that if she wasn’t so fucking evil, he’d trot her out like the princess she insisted he not call her. That wasn’t even alpha wolf bullshit—that was just male braggart crap. Any guy would do it if they had a wife like her. Wolf women had a certain appeal in general, but none of them were as showstoppingly captivating as Lisa. And none of them had made him ever second-guess himself. His own mother had been capable of that kind of allure, but his mother hadn’t been the kind of alpha’s wife Mrs. Carbone was. His mother did what she was told and didn’t question anything—not even the bullshit.


    Lisa was sort of an alpha in her own right. Bossy. Take-charge and take-no-shit. Concerned for the wellbeing of others as any good alpha would be, but sometimes critical to a fault. The criticizing was what he couldn’t stomach. Seemed almost ironic.


    “You’re not saying anything. Obviously you think it’s true,” she said.


    He shook his head and closed his eyes to block out the visual stimulation. Her gaze was too dark, too wise, and he couldn’t help but to feel like he had all his sins laid bare and she was sorting through each and every one and ready to ask, “What’s that? And how about this?”


    “You’re not insufferable, but you’re hard for me to be around.”


    She laughed, and he opened his eyes. He couldn’t tell if the laugh was sarcastic, but she seemed amused enough.


    “Well, thanks for being honest. Why am I hard to be around? And don’t tell me you have anywhere to be right now. I have it on good authority that you don’t have to go back to work until Monday. You’ve got the whole weekend off, whether you want it or not.”


    “How’d you find that out?”


    “I’ve got Alpha’s ear. I guess if you’re a little pushy and overly idealistic, he takes pity on you and gives you want you want so you can go be annoying somewhere else.”


    “If you were annoying, he would have said so. Trust me. He tells me all the time.”


    “Well, he didn’t tell me that.”


    “Probably because he doesn’t think it. He likes you.”


    “I’m glad. My last alpha and I weren’t on the greatest terms when I left.”


    “Ditto.”


    She cringed. “Well, not only are you off this weekend, but so am I.”


    He pushed up an eyebrow. “Really? Not gonna bang away on your keyboard all day and swear about capital gains or whatever it is you’re always mumbling about?”


    “I’m caught up for the moment, and all of my invoices are out. Now I just wait for the money to roll in and chase it down when it doesn’t.” She wriggled her eyebrows.


    “Vicious.”


    “It’s not a quality exclusive to the males of the species, you know. I turn it on when I need to.”


    “You’ve demonstrated that.”


    She canted her head and narrowed those beguiling eyes at him.


    “What?”


    “I think it’s clear I have high expectations.”


    “I gleaned that.”


    “You gotta understand where I’m coming from. The first guy I was paired with during a mate match was a shit stain of wolf. The kind no one would ever worry about usurping an alpha. The kind so shiftless, you’d have to roll him out of his bed in the morning so he didn’t piss himself.”


    “You made that judgment pretty quickly.”


    She shrugged. “After a while, you learn how to peg them. You know what to look for, and what all the earmarks are. I know too many wolves just like him. Weak, and with no ambition. The same kinds that’ll turn their daughters over to monsters and hand over their entire paychecks to their alphas because ‘alpha knows best,’ right?”


    “Not a practice we have here. Alpha’s never collected dues.”


    “Of course he wouldn’t, though. You guys see Adam as a sort of surrogate father. He wouldn’t start skimming off your paychecks after spending so many years raising you into something almost tolerable.”


    He scoffed and yanked on the door handle. “Yeah, you can just—”


    She grabbed his wrist and gently pulled his hand from the knob, squeezing it. “I usually mean what I say. You may not like the words, but they’re my truth. They’re not always meant to be hurtful, and I’m sorry if they are.”


    Some of the tension in his spine eased away the longer she rubbed the top of his hand and massaged between his fingers. Her hand looked good there, atop his. Like it belonged.


    “Can we move away from the door?” she asked softly. “It’s easier for me to have a conversation if I don’t think you’re going to bolt.”


    “I’m not to going to bolt. I just have some things to do.”


    “There’s a film of dust on your videogame console. I considered cleaning it, but I figured you wouldn’t notice.”


    “I would have thought you wanted me to work hard. Isn’t that what you said?”


    She pulled him away from the door—or rather, he let her—and he followed her inside. She didn’t move to the sofa, though, but through the living room and down the hall. They went the past the office and into the bedroom, where she stationed him at the foot of the bed and had him sit.


    “Great job painting in here, by the way. You have good taste in colors.”


    “I don’t have any taste at all. I asked Mrs. Carbone, and she told me to ask you, but—”


    “But you didn’t want to talk to me.”


    He shrugged. “If I want to be yelled at, I can present myself to Alpha for a proper berating. He does it better than anyone.” Alpha could have a guy shaking in his boots and regretting the day he was born, but Lisa…Lisa was just too fucking efficient at getting to the quick. Her cuts were deep and deadly, and they weren’t the kind he was used to bracing himself for. He couldn’t use acerbic barbs and preemptive insults on her like he did on the guys. She and Colt were too intimate. Her words were too personal.


    He leaned back onto his forearms and watched her tug at his belt buckle. “What are you doing?”


    “I find it easy to get a man to talk when I’m touching him, but it’s even easier when he’s naked.” She had his button open and fly down before he could think to grab her hand.


    “Number one, how many men did you go through before you learned that? And number two, what should I be talking about?”


    “None of your fucking business, and you.”


    He disagreed that it wasn’t his business, but wouldn’t press. It probably wouldn’t be a great idea for them to start spitting out numbers because of that “jealous wolf” thing. It didn’t matter if she was Colt’s now. He’d want to eliminate everyone who’d come before him just in case she changed her mind. “What about me?”


    “Let’s start at the beginning—you as a kid. That seems to be the smartest place.”


    Releasing her wrist, he groaned and let his head fall back. “Depends on what your goal is. If your goal is to get me pissy and agitated, that’s a pretty good place.”


    “It’s hard to be pissy when you’re naked, so take off your clothes.”


    “You’re kidding me.” He straightened up and found her leaning onto the bed’s edge with her dark gaze leveled at him. No smile, no smirk. In fact, she seemed to be grinding her teeth a bit. His mate didn’t like to be kept waiting, apparently.


    Well, go ahead, his inner wolf said. She’s waiting.


    Standing, he pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it toward the closet. He cringed, picked it up, and carried it inside to the hamper. No reason to create more work for myself. While he was in there, he got rid of his boots, socks, jeans, and underwear. When he returned to the room, covering his shamefully erect cock, she gestured to the center of the bed.


    “On your belly.”


    “Why?”


    She folded her arms over her chest and stared at him.


    “What’s that stern look for?”


    “Sometimes, why is just a cowardly way of saying no. If you want to say no, say no, and tell me you don’t trust me.”


    “I do trust you.” He really did, in spite of her managing to shake him to his core with every fucking conversation. She was difficult to be around, but she wasn’t untrustworthy.


    “I’m glad. I want to trust you, too, but you need to teach me that I can. You haven’t been around, so I don’t know you. I need to know you.”


    “Why?”


    “Because you’re my mate.”


    Such a simple fucking answer. The right answer.


    He crawled onto the bed and settled into the middle, adjusting his cock beneath his belly.


    He looked over his shoulder and found her perched on the edge of the armchair, wriggling out of her jeans.


    Are we going to…?


    He hoped they were. He’d been aching to make love to his mate for weeks, and it’d been so fucking hard not to just ask her to take him out of his misery. Her scent had nearly driven him insane, and his inner wolf blamed him for everything that kept him from her. He wanted to be inside her, holding her—holding her, fuck’s sake—and letting her convince him he wasn’t as big of a fuck-up as he’d always been told.


    She skimmed soft, warm fingers up his calves and as far as she could reach without climbing over the bed. She rubbed the backs of his legs and sent prickling pulls up to his crotch that made his ass clench. “How tall are you, Colt?”


    “Why?”


    “Christina said the subspecies of wolves you guys originate from seem to be taller on average. I think she’s right.” She climbed onto the bed and straddled the backs of his thighs.


    “I don’t know if it’s the subspecies or if it’s just that people with enough power to be alpha tend to be larger than average. And I was six-three, the last time I was measured.”


    “Wolf average is five-ten. Ask me how I know.”


    “How do you know?”


    “Because I love numbers. Data. It’s orderly.”


    “Unlike real life?”


    “Yeah.” She pressed her palms at the base of his spine and worked upward, undoing every tight knot and sending tightening tugs around to his groin, which was already tight enough as it was. “I can’t imagine you as an alpha.”


    He pressed his palms to the mattress, ready to push up, but she inched up him, her ass on his, and pushed his shoulders toward the bed. “Don’t get bent out of shape, wolf.”


    Not fuckin’ again. He pushed up once more, and whipped his head around to look at her. “Do not call me that,” he snapped. “My name is Colt.”


    She flinched and yanked her hands back as if he’d burned her. “Wolf, you mean?”


    “Yes. That.”


    “That makes you angry?”


    “I have a name.”


    “I figured you wouldn’t mind a nickname. You said it yourself—you all have them.”


    “Not that one. Don’t call me that again.”


    “I’m not trying to be mean. It’s what you are.”


    “But I’m more than that. I’m not something that can be thrown away or pushed out. I’m as much man as I am beast. I’m not going to be treated like an unwanted stray in my own house.”


    Her jaw flapped, and her mouth opened and closed few times, but no words came out. Her gaze was curious and focused, but soft. Finally, she pressed her lips together and nodded before nudging him down to the bed again.


    “Yes, you do have a name. Or names. Many, huh? I have four, because I added Mary at confirmation.” She laughed softly. “Have you ever heard of a Catholic werewolf? It’s tricky managing the spiritual stuff nowadays. How many names do you have?”


    It took a moment for all the words to reorder in his mind and make sense. She hadn’t argued. He’d expected an argument—some defensiveness, liked he’d get from any other alpha—but it didn’t come.


    His coiled muscles relaxed one by one and his lungs expended all the air he’d been holding. “Just three,” he said, his voice groggy. “Unless you count Junior as a name.”


    “I won’t call you Junior. I knew a guy in my old pack we called that. He had about as much common sense as a goldfish, and was always getting himself into the kind of trouble no one wants to admit to have witnessed. I’ll call you Colt.” She leaned forward, pressed her hands to his shoulders, and squeezed all the tension out of them. Her nipples danced over his skin as she leaned and straightened, leaned and straightened. He kept his eyes closed and imagined what the view must have been like, her riding him like a…


    “It’s short for Colton,” he said. “Not like a horse, though I’ve had certain parts of me compared to one.”


    She gave the back of his head a little pluck and laughed. “I figured the lechery would come back eventually.”


    “I am what I am. I guess you’re stuck with it and me—unless you leave.”


    He hoped she wouldn’t. He didn’t want to do this again. The woman scared the hell out of him in a way Alpha couldn’t even come close to, and in entirely different ways. He found himself changing, for better or for worse. At first, he wasn’t sure he liked it. He was working and working some more, just so he could distract himself and stay out of her orbit, but then he’d come to relish the results.


    Maybe before he hadn’t thought he had much of a future—every day was the same. He had nothing to aspire to. He still didn’t know what he was aspiring to, but he looked forward to that idea at the back of his brain to finish congealing—the image of what he could have and what he was working toward.


    Lisa didn’t respond to his unasked question, but skimmed her fingertips along his jaw and across his lips. Both gentle and rough, she always seemed to have a knack for picking the perfect pressure for what he needed.


    She lay atop him and gave his earlobe a nip before whispering, “All work and no play makes Colton a dull boy.”


    He chuckled. “I’m definitely not dull. If that’s what you heard, you’ve been hanging around with the wrong folks.”


    “You haven’t played with me, though. Don’t you want to?”


    He opened his eyes to find her dark gaze very near his face and her lips pulled up into a sexy grin that both made his nuts draw up and also struck fear into his heart. “You look like you want to hurt me.”


    “You’re a big boy. I think you can take it.”


    He nodded slowly and swallowed. “Do I want to take it?”


    “Only if you trust me.”


    “I—I do.”


    “Can I touch you wherever I’d like?”


    “Hell yeah.” He didn’t even have time to slam his verbal filter down over the words. He wouldn’t take them back, though.


    “Hmm.” She pushed up and kneaded his back some more, then straightened up to gave his ass a smack hard enough to make him gasp.


    “Fuck,” he whispered as his muscles relaxed from the startling impact. His cock throbbed painfully beneath him, and his skin tingled with anticipation.


    She rubbed the flesh, squeezing his ass where she’d struck and made another hmm sound. “No? Yes?”


    “More. Give me all you want, and I’ll give you what I’ve got.”


    And he’d certainly try to do the same outside of the bedroom, too. He just needed her to tell him what to do. Lisa could be his little alpha. He just hoped she wouldn’t be the kind who would cast him out of their pack of two.

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVEN


    Lisa had called him wolf because that was what she called every male wolf in her peer group, but she knew that words sometimes had connotations that she couldn’t predict. She could also be hurtful without meaning to. Some people might have thought Colt deserved to get his feelings hurt on occasion, but Lisa had never been intentionally cruel. There was a fine line between hurting someone who needed it and tearing them down. She didn’t want to tear him down. She had to live with the man, and he was a man with so much potential. She’d been wrong when she’d arrived and was paired with him. He was nothing like that first wolf the Maine alpha had tried to pawn on her. Colt may have lacked ambition, but he wasn’t lazy. He’d just been…aimless. Any wolf with his background would have been.


    She could help him find an aim. Their aim.


    She settled onto the backs of his legs and kneaded his ass, like a cat settling down for a nap.


    “I don’t think anyone in my life has ever paid that much attention to my rear end,” he said.


    “It’s nice.” She gave him another swat to his right cheek that made him hiss. “I’m a bit put off by the full-body tan, though.”


    “I’m a werewolf.”


    “One who spends most of his time dressed.”


    “Is that what you think, or what you know?”


    She gave a hard smack to the top of his left thigh that made him chuckle.


    She growled. Chuckling was so not the response she wanted. “Just who’s been seeing you naked?”


    “You jealous?”


    She smacked him again, and the other thigh along with it. No chuckle that time, just a long escape of breath. His cheeks clenched and then released enticingly, so of course he had to jiggle them.


    “I think you’ve got a fetish,” he said.


    “I have a few. And I think you have a mouth that’s going to get you into trouble.”


    “Are you just now figuring that out? Tell me more about those fetishes.”


    “Nah. This isn’t about me. This is about you.” She reached back and spanked him again and again, making an imaginary patchwork of angry red handprints on his ass until his back arched and he gasped.


    She gripped his hips and bent to drag her tongue along the dimples, to kiss the red, tease his seam.


    “Whoa.” He pushed up.


    “Down.”


    He settled into his rest position again, but clenched his ass, as if to keep her roving tongue far away.


    “Afraid you’ll like it?”


    He didn’t answer, so she kneaded some more and reached a hand beneath his body to tickle his sac.


    He hissed and his body tensed between her legs.


    She worked her knees between his thighs and pushed them farther apart to improve her access to his crotch. “You know, we female wolves are discouraged from being sexually provocative because it’s supposed to be our men’s jobs to set the tone and pace of sex.”


    He scoffed. “I’ll take your word for it. You’re the first wolf I’ve fucked, and that’s not a topic that’s come up in the decade or so I’ve been in this pack.”


    “Your first wolf, huh?” She gave him a hard slap on each ass cheek in case he’d forgotten why she was there.


    The corner of his lips pulled up, and when she confirmed it was a grin, not a grimace, she did it again and licked the heated flesh some more.


    “Would you let me do that to you?” he asked.


    “What, spank me?”


    “No. Lick you.”


    “I could talk you through it.”


    “Don’t trust me to figure it out on my own?”


    “I’m just bossy that way. Turns me on to be the one leading the dance. See?” She straddled one of his large thighs and lowered her slick crotch to it, spreading her arousal against his skin.


    “Mmm, I see.”


    “I’m an aberration. Do you understand that? I’m not supposed to be like this. It’s not becoming of a female wolf.”


    “I guess I’m an aberration, too. For liking it.”


    “Do you?”


    “Mm-hmm.”


    “Roll over for me. I know something else you might like.” She eased off his legs, and he carefully rolled. His long, thick shaft curled enticingly against his belly, and she took it into her fist. “I don’t know what happened to you before you ended up in Norseton—”


    He blew out a breath and rolled his gaze to the ceiling.


    “But it’s in the past now, right?”


    “Some things leave scars you can’t see. You only feel the pain when someone pokes at them.”


    “And I poked at them.”


    He shrugged.


    “Don’t shrug. Tell me, so I don’t detonate another land mine. That’s why you’ve been avoiding me, right? Because I poked one of your scars?”


    She unhanded his cock to let him answer unimpeded.


    His Adam’s apple bobbed noticeably as he swallowed again and again, and he pressed his lips into a hard, flat line, as if the taste in his mouth had suddenly gone sour and it took all the willpower he had to keep down the reflux.


    She could tell him that it was okay, and not to worry about it, but it wasn’t okay. She was used to slowly pushing the limits of her partners in and out of the bedroom, and knew that at some point, there was a place that they both had to break through, whether it be his pain, or some secret confession. She could push Colt further and further to test his tolerance for extremes, but when it came to talking about important things, he was a novice. She’d have to lead by example.


    She lay atop him and propped her chin on his chest, looking down at his face.


    He slung his arm across her back—tentatively, it seemed. He likely didn’t understand what was going on, but he shouldn’t have. There was no real rhyme or reason to it—a far less structured situation than Lisa would have liked, but that seemed to be their norm. Him less focused, her more direct, but both capable of getting things done.


    “A few months ago, I had resigned myself to never having kids or a family of my own, because I didn’t want to perpetuate this wolf shit. I’ve been cynical about it for a long time, but I got to a point where I thought, fuck it.”


    “But you answered the mate call. Did you do that just for your sisters?”


    “Yes.”


    “Last-ditch effort?”


    “I guess it was, and that wasn’t fair for either of us. I came in here assuming that it’d be like everywhere else, and that Alpha wouldn’t know what he was doing—that he wouldn’t be a good enough emissary of the goddess, and wouldn’t know how to make a good match. He knows, though. Adam’s a damn good alpha—a true alpha.”


    “He is.”


    “Once I accepted that, it was easier for me to put my hesitations aside.”


    “About what?”


    “About being someone’s mate. About…making a family within the pack, and not just bringing my own family here.”


    “You want a family?”


    “Do you?”


    “I haven’t given it much thought. I’d guess that none of the guys had. I don’t think we made an automatic mental leap from mate to children.”


    “You were just thinking about the convenient sex.”


    His bark of laughter nearly vibrated her right off his chest. “Sex, and maybe some help around the house. We’re a bit hopeless, if you haven’t noticed.”


    “I noticed,” she muttered.


    “But that makes us about even, right? You didn’t want a mate so much as someplace to better to go. Is that a fair assessment?”


    “It is, but that’s how so many of these wolf pairings are. No better than arranged marriages, really, and sometimes the couple never really clicks. I want a little more than that if I have to do it.”


    He drummed his fingers along her side, tickling her ribs and starting her squirming atop him. “Seriously? A hard-ass like you is ticklish?”


    She swatted his hand away. “I’m sure you have ticklish spots. Make sure I never find them, or I’ll make your life hell.”


    “You’ve already gotten off to a good start doing that.”


    She slapped a hand over his mouth and narrowed her eyes at him. “Quit distracting me. You have something you wanted to tell me. About your scars.” She raised the edge of her hand a bit to let him talk.


    His long, ragged exhalation heated the backs of her fingers.


    She set down her hand.


    “When you called me wolf, it reminded me of when I got cast out of my pack. That’s what the new alpha called me. What he called everyone he thought was beneath him, really.”


    “Also all the wolves he thought would be a threat.”


    “I guess I never thought about it that way, but the semantics don’t change the way we were treated—like we were garbage. He didn’t care if we lived or died. This was a guy whose own kids grew up with a lot of the ones he pitched out. Their friends.”


    “Where are his children now, though?”


    “I—” Colt pressed his lips together on the thought and furrowed his brow. He’d apparently not given it any thought before that moment. “I imagine the two girls are still there. The boys, though…” He let the words trail off, as if to think.


    “Gone, like you?”


    “I bet one got sent away. He was eight or nine years younger than me when I left. He was never going to be an alpha—didn’t have the right energy for it, or the build—but even back then, he was a kid who questioned everything. Intelligent, but not so strong. I’d bet good money he grew up to be a pain in his father’s ass.”


    “Hmm.” And maybe just the right age for one of my sisters.


    “I bet I could find him. If there’s any wolf who’d try to integrate into human society, I think it’d be him.”


    “Would he come here?”


    “I don’t see the harm in trying to convince him. I will, if you want. He might be skeptical hearing from me after all this time, though.”


    “But you’d do it?”


    “If it’d make your wolf less angry at my wolf, then yes.”


    Lisa poked out her chin. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


    He let out another bark of laughter, and without the smarmy, conceitedness she’d encountered in him at first, it was a sound that sent a shiver of awareness down her spine and made her sex clench. Not every wolf could be alpha, but it was hard to deny that Colt had the makings of one. He commanded attention just by walking into a room, as did all the male wolves in Norseton. She understood why an insecure leader would feel threatened by the likes of them.


    “I really don’t,” she said.


    He shook his head and laced his fingers behind it. “Weird gift of mine, I guess. Most wolf men who could be alpha can sense how strong another werewolf is, but I can sometimes connect with that wolf part of people and suss them out. Usually, the wolf and person are in sync. I’ve got to know the person for a while to be sure of that, though.”


    “You think my wolf is angry?”


    “I think your wolf is a lot like her person.”


    “So you think I’m angry, then.”


    “Not at the moment. Right now, your inner wolf is…content.”


    She checked in with herself. Am I content?


    Well, she definitely wasn’t afraid or anxious. She was worried about her family, sure, but she thought she had a good plan for handling that—or at least a start to one. She was probably a lot less anxious now than she’d been in a very long time. And in her, anxiety almost always morphed into anger. People without options knew that all too well.


    “I’m definitely making my way toward content. I’ll concede that.” She pushed up onto her hands and knees and bent, skimming her lips across his.


    He grinned as her tongue traced the seam of his mouth.


    “Don’t move a muscle, or this stops,” she said.


    “Can I move my lips?”


    “Only when I tell you to.”


    “Okay.”


    She crawled slowly to the head of the bed and, knelt beside him. She stared down at him, teasing him with her grin and tugging her aching nipples between her fingers.


    A low, strangled noise rattled from his throat, but he didn’t move.


    “Good boy.” She inched one hand down her belly and dragged her tongue over her lips. When she parted her lower lips between two fingers, he made that noise again.


    “Am I wet? You can talk.”


    “Gods, yes.”


    “And what should I do about it?”


    He opened his mouth and formed his lips into the shape of some word, but closed them before pushing it out.


    “Changed your mind?”


    “You should do what whatever you like.”


    “I like that answer.” It probably wasn’t the first one that came to mind. His cock was hard and dripping with his arousal, so the obvious first response would have been something in the realm of, “fuck me.”


    And she would.


    Just not yet.


    “I’ll tell you what I’d like to do. First, I’d like to find some good, strong rope that even a wolf like you couldn’t break through. I’m good at knots. I’d tie you to that column in the living room with your hands behind your back and your feet spread far, and then I’ll tease you until you think you’ll die from it. How’s that sound?”


    He opened his mouth, but she slipped the fingers she’d used to reveal herself to him between his lips. He sucked them clean. She didn’t really want an answer.


    “I bet you’d get so hard while I whipped you. You’d be begging for the lashes and I’d be so pleased with you that I’d get on my knees in front of you and suck you off. How’s that sound?”


    Again, she didn’t really want an answer. Before he could formulate one, she straddled his head backward and eased down onto his face. “Move your lips, Colton. You have my permission.”


    He started unlacing his hands from behind his head but seemed to think better of it at the last second. He was obviously a fast learner. He molded his lips around her clit and gave it a tentative tug.


    “You can use the rest of your mouth, too.”


    “Mmm.” Lips, teeth, tongue. He used them all to gently probe and taste, working his tongue between her folds and spearing her as she rose slightly and descended onto his mouth again and again.


    She pressed her hands to his belly and eased herself down to rest atop him, bringing his cock to her lips.


    “Fuck,” he murmured, before resuming his task.


    She wrapped her fingers tightly around his shaft and licked everything that wasn’t in her fist before giving his cock a few teasing tugs.


    “Want to use my hands,” he said.


    “No hands. Work with what you’ve got.”


    He growled, but speared her more aggressively with his tongue, as if to make her regret her choice. Of course, she wouldn’t.


    She pulled him far into her mouth and let the tip of his cock brush her throat, rasping her teeth along the delicate flesh.


    “Gods.” He seemed to be in a retaliatory mood, as he nipped one of her lips before lashing his tongue against it to soothe the sting.


    “You’ll pay for that.”


    “Yes, make me pay.”


    She moistened a finger and slipped it past his perineum and just into his anus.


    “Fuuuu…”


    She sat more heavily on his face to muffle his protest, and chuckled while she pleasured him with her mouth and teased with her finger. She was pleased at how trusting he was. Already, her imagination flooded with scenarios designed to test his limits, and hers. There would be times she wouldn’t want to play—when she’d just want to make love—but even that required some negotiation. All sex did. Sometimes it was silent, but conscientious lovers always paid attention to it—looked for it.


    Lisa let him fall from her mouth and turned to crawl to his side. “Do you want me?” she whispered.


    He tracked his tongue across his wet lips. “I think you know the answer to that.”


    “Say it.”


    “I—I want to be inside you.”


    She laid on her back and made a come-hither gesture. “Show me.”


    “Mmm.”


    He settled between her legs and wrapped them around his waist as his gaze tracked down her body. “All mine.”


    “I think that’s usually the way it works.”


    “I hear it’s supposed to work both ways.”


    “That’s what the vows we took said, but,” she shrugged, “you can never tell with werewolf men. I think sometimes, they consider those vows to be mere suggestions.”


    “I don’t. Why bother taking them otherwise?” He pointed his shaft toward her entrance and pushed some air through clenched teeth as he breached her. “Gods. That’s fucking beautiful.”


    She tightened her legs around his waist and pulled him down for a kiss. “And I’ll be here every day.”


    “You promise?” He rocked his hips and a low, rumbling growl vibrated in his chest when she clenched around his shaft. “You’ll always be here when I come home?”


    “Yes.”


    He pulled out almost all the way and growled some more as he reseated himself. “You’ll want to see me? Won’t tell me to leave?”


    “I’ll want to see you, Colton. You can come home. I won’t make you feel like it’s not your home. This is—” She put her head back and waited for that first, encroaching wave of pleasure to retreat. His girth, the friction against her nipples, and the slight abrading of her clit would likely send her toppling over the edge sooner than she’d wanted, but maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing. He needed it. “I’m home now, too. We should—we should both be here.”


    “Yes. And you’ll keep me from fucking up?”


    “Give yourself some credit. I think you know what to do.”


    “I do now.” He leaned in and captured her lips, teasingly distracting her with his probing tongue and playful bites as he increased the speed of his thrusts. Filling her so completely, again and again, until the pressure was just too much and she shouted out his name on the tail end of some swears.


    “Feels so good, Lisa, so—fuck.” His hands tightened in her hair for a moment before he self-corrected and clenched the sheets instead. “Won’t hu-hurt you.” He stroked deeper, and his handsome features contorted that mask of pain that belied the actual pleasure he must have been feeling.


    His cock pulsed inside her as his seed surged, and he nestled his face onto the pillow next to her head, breathing hard. After he’d caught his breath, he said, “You on top next time. I prefer it.”


    She giggled, and gently raked her fingers down his broad back. “You gonna make me do all the work?”


    “I’d rather you just tell me what to do.”


    “Most men don’t want to be topped from the bottom. Bruises their pride.”


    “No one has to know.” He pushed up onto his forearms and furrowed his brow. “Right?”


    “Right. It’s no one’s business but ours.”

  


  
    EPILOGUE


    A month later, while waiting for a phone call from Alpha, Lisa paced on the patio and wrung her hands. She must have passed by the screen door one time too many, because Colt called out, “Babe, sit.”


    She sighed, stomped through the living room, and plopped onto the sofa beside him. He didn’t even look away from his video game—just shook his head. They’d been teaching each other a little something about work-life balance. Lisa was driven to work nonstop, and felt guilty if she didn’t. Colt felt like he was always playing catch-up, and that he owed something to the pack now, so he had been putting in way too many fourteen-hour days. Upon waking that morning, Lisa had rolled toward him—he’d come home in the middle of the night and collapsed into bed without her hearing him—and said, “Let’s be irresponsible today.” They’d gone back to sleep for a couple of hours, and then they did an activity in bed that was a bit more active than sleeping, so they’d finally rolled out of their respective bedsides at around eleven. But without work to do, Lisa was restless. Her sisters were coming, and she’d never been so nervous before.


    Colt obviously cleared his game level, because he gave a little fist-pump of jubilation and set down his controller. “Been trying to beat this fucking game for six months. It’s been an obsession. I’m happy it’s dead now. Shit.” He looped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close.


    He smelled so nice—like coffee and wolf and soap. She wanted to make a nest right there on his lap, but she resisted. One thing would lead to another, and he’d end up on his knees watching her stretch a cock ring, and she’d go into that headspace where she paid attention to nothing else but the man in front of her, for as long as he needed it.


    “Are you sure your sisters will be okay with sharing a room for the time being?”


    All of the wolf houses were pretty compact, and that was by design. They had needed to be constructed quickly. They all had lots picked out elsewhere on the property given to them by the Afótama to build larger homes when they were ready, but at the moment, it wasn’t a pressing concern. They would probably have to give it more thought in the spring.


    “They’ll be fine,” she said. “They’ll be happy to just be away from—”


    Lisa’s phone chirped, and she bolted upright.


    “Answer it, babe.”


    “Okay.” She swallowed hard.


    It chirped again.


    “You a coward now? For real?”


    “Okay. Shit.” She answered, and Adam said a lot of words. The only important ones were that he and his sisters were in the community, and that he was buying them coffee—and that he’d brought some tag-alongs.


    “They showed up,” she said, and set down the phone. “They were there at the airport, waiting. I don’t know who arranged it.”


    “Who?” Colt furrowed his brow, but Lisa knew that faux confusion all too well. It was the same look he wore when he was trying to earn himself a flogging.


    She narrowed her eyes at him. He was so up to something. “Your old alpha’s son. The one you said probably got expelled?”


    Colt sat up a little straighter and pushed up an eyebrow. “Yeah? Did he?”


    “Apparently, and fairly recently.”


    “Who else was there? You said they.”


    “Christina’s brother. I guess someone got word to him, too. Adam says he’s squirrelly. Has been on his own for a while.”


    “Anton and Darius will probably take him under their wings. Want to hop in the golf cart and go meet them?”


    “Dying to.”


    “Figured you would be. Give me one more sloppy kiss before we go, though. Who knows when I’ll get to do that again in my own living room?”


    “Shush.” She gave him the kiss, smiling as she did it. “And don’t play dumb. You found those wolves.”


    He chuckled and scooped her up. “Maybe I did. I work hard when I need to, don’t I?”


    “You do.” He proved that again and again. It just went to show that Alpha was right all along. She was the woman Colt needed, and as much so, he was the man she’d wanted. It was a damned sad state of affairs when a wolf assumed that her alpha was useless, and that he’d pair her with a weak man. Wolf culture needed work—change—but she could only do her small part. It started in her home, with her mate, and her family.


    Already, her outlook was so much better.


     


    The End
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    Look for Vic’s story in late July/early August 2015.
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