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To Kristen because when I text her in need of a douche-y name, she doesn’t hesitate.

To my mom because she’s awesome and always has my back.

And to you, you monster romance lover, I hope you enjoy this one!
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CHAPTER 1

JACE

As I run through the woods, I feel the stress and the worry of what the future holds falling away.  I don’t think it can ever truly leave me, not when my future is so unsure.  I sometimes forget about becoming a monstrosity, but then I look down or I feel my feral mind brush against my consciousness, and I remember.

As the years have passed since the Halloween party where I was unfortunate enough to drink Dr. Karloff’s special punch, the things I dreamed about are farther away.  It’s not like my dreams were a big revelation, I just wanted to live a normal life.

I wanted to be the best park ranger possible and protect Screaming Woods because I loved getting lost there while being surrounded by nature and clean air without the noise of the town.  I found solace in the quiet.  I still do.

At least my job wasn’t hindered by my change.  In fact, I’m probably more suited for the job now than I was before.

The rest of what I hoped for my life?  Having a wife and kids?  Finding happiness and reasons to smile?

Yeah, I don’t think those things will ever happen.  Even with what seems like eternity at my disposal since no one has aged since that night, including myself.  I’m not going to hold my breath.

How could I expect a woman to fall in love with me?  I’m a fucking wolfman now.  Hell, I had my doubts I would find it before one drink changed my life.

It’s not like I didn’t have women in the town interested in me, but I didn’t feel the same.  It never felt right, and I’ve never been one to pretend.  I sure as fuck wasn’t going to pretend to be attracted to someone or have a connection to get my dick wet.

There were attractive women in town, before that fateful night.  I could appreciate them, but they never called to me.  There was always a voice in my head that said to wait.  I thought I’d feel some kind of pull to the right person.

Now, after a few years in my current state, I’m pretty sure the woods are going to be the only thing which gives me peace.

I’ve accepted my fate.  At least I can protect the woods to the best of my ability and the more monstrous side of me loves being outside.  I can run for hours without getting tired.  My sense of smell is heightened and I’m stronger than I used to be.  Anyone who wants to come out here and mess with the sanctuary I share with Mother Nature and a few of my other monstrous townspeople will have a fight on their hands.

I take my job seriously and everyone knows it.

As I run through the woods, I fight the primal need to mark my territory.  During the last full moon, I couldn’t stop the instinct and my marks are still very…potent.  I should be ashamed of it, but the feral thing inside of me is smugly proud.

I give Gregor’s property a wide berth as I head back toward my small ranger cabin.  He’s an ogre and a permanent resident here in the forest.  Like me, he’s a grumpy asshole.

It’s hard to be out here alone, as we are, and hold onto our humanity.

I snort at the thought.  What fucking humanity?  We’re monsters.

The humans of the town fled almost immediately, fear driving them, and I can’t say I blame them.  If I hadn’t been unfortunate enough to be turned, I might have left too.  I don’t know, these woods have always been my home.  I’d like to think I would have stayed.

Maybe that’s why I was destined to drink the punch.

I howl, the noise coming from me unbidden as my feral side tries to cope with the sadness and despair trying to pull me under.  It’s a daily struggle.  Feeling sorry for myself isn’t going to help anything.

I grit my teeth, my pronounced canines straining my lips as I do.  My howls can be heard for miles, and they only serve as a reminder of how much of an animal I’ve become.  They do help me feel a release of those emotions, like a pressure valve, but part of me hates it.  The part who is still Jace, before the change.

I make fists and run faster, my feet slapping over the ground, leaves and sticks, which litter the forest floor, crunching and snapping under my feet.  My nails, which I hate to think of as claws even though that is exactly what they are, dig into my palms and draw blood.

I growl, but the pain grounds me in the now and reminds me that my life as it is, my state as it is, is something I can’t change.  At least I have the woods.

When I get to my ranger cabin, I stomp through the door, intent on eating something and then sitting outside to search for peace.  The weather is starting to cool slightly, but I run hotter now.  I guess that is one perk to my wolfman state.  Even the coldest days of winter don’t bother me.

It makes my life out here easier, but it hardly makes up for everything I don’t have.

The night of the party echoes in my head sometimes.  We were all having so much fun.  Everyone was wearing costumes and celebrating Halloween.  It was festive and fun; it was the last night I’ve experienced that.

When Karloff arrived and started passing around the punch he made, it added to the atmosphere.  He’d always been the eccentric of the town.  Now, I’m pretty sure he’s the most normal of the bunch.

When he passed me my punch, he had a big grin on his face, “I think this is just what you need Jace.”

It’s a moment I relive, but I can’t take it back.  Nothing will ever take back what we turned into.  Karloff can try to find a cure for the rest of his life, but I’ve given up hope on it happening.

Gregor changed right in front of my eyes.  The sounds and screams coming from him still reverberate around me if I think about it too much.  It was horrifying and I found myself frozen as I stood there.

The only warning that I got before I changed as well was the feeling of my skin tightening.  My limbs elongated and then became covered in fur.  The sensation of my canines growing wasn’t nearly as painful as the feeling of my growing fingernails.  It was agonizing.

It took me a moment, but I realized my screams turned to howls.  I wished for death, but it never came.  It still hasn’t and considering my increased healing abilities, I have my doubts it ever will.

When I was able to come back to myself, my senses were heightened and I could see everything clearly, but also muted in other ways.  Being able to see as well as I did, considering it was midnight and dark, was jarring.  My night vision helps me in my job, but I still resent the hell out of it.

I resent all of it.

I do go by Karloff’s place now and again because his cottage is in the woods, my woods, but I still can’t bring myself to look the man in the eye.  He changed so many lives that night and I don’t know if I can ever forgive him.

I never had many friends because I preferred to be alone, which serves me well as a lone wolfman, but the change I went through has forced me to be even more reclusive.  We might be a town full of monsters, but there are times when I can’t control my feral nature.  The need to hunt, to chase, and to feel the blood pumping in an animal as I take it down sometimes drives me and my actions.

I’m afraid of myself.

It’s gotten worse in the last month or so and I have no explanation.  It’s not like there’s a support group for people who have been turned into monsters on the internet.  I’ve looked.  It’s not there.

When I find nothing worth eating, I sigh and run my clawed fingers through my hair.  It’s wild and unkempt.  Just like me.

I hate the idea of going into town.  I can hear so much and yet feel so disconnected from it all.  If I accept the others as the monsters that they were turned into then I’ll have to accept myself.  I’m not there and I doubt I ever will be.

It’s easier to stay away.  It’s easier to retreat and have the woods as my only safe place.

I hop in my Jeep and drive into town, letting the wind flowing through the open parts of the vehicle remind me I’m still outside, still in nature, and not caged in.  It’s one of my biggest fears—being trapped.  The beast I’ve become, no matter how much I might try and suppress that side of my nature, would never survive such a thing.

I need the wind.  The smell of the fall air.  The sky above us.

When I’m at the point where the woods are becoming more town than forest, the scent of home floats to me and I slam on the brakes.  I didn’t know what home smells like until right now.  It’s blueberry muffins baking and fresh squeezed orange juice in a glass.  It reminds me of mornings with my family and lazy days.

A growl comes out of the deepest part of my chest and the hair on my body stands on end.  My muscles bulge, threatening to rip the shirt I have on and the thighs of my jeans.  I find myself tilting my nose in the air and inhaling deeply, trying to get more of the scent.  My mouth is watering, actually fucking watering.

I’ve never had this kind of reaction to a scent before.  It calls me home and gives me hope, something I haven’t felt in the years since the fateful night I became a monster.  It doesn’t make any damn sense.

I force myself to start driving, but now I’m following the scent, tracking it through the open cab of my Jeep, needing it more than I need my next breath of clean air.  I know, without a doubt, I’ll never be able to exist without this scent in my life.

It’s comfort.

Home.

Forever.

What the fuck?

I clench my muscles and try to go a different direction, but I can’t.  It’s like the feral part of me is driving my body right now, the part of me I never give into.  The part of me I’ve tried to push away since my change, even though it never works.

I stop in front of a small house and take another deep breath.  It’s coming from here.

There’s a car in the driveway, one on the older side, but solid looking.  It’s not a car I recognize, but there’s been a lot of people moving in recently and I’m not in town enough to know who all the new people are or what they drive.  I know it doesn’t belong to one of my fellow monsters.  I would have smelled this before if it was a monster.

There isn’t any luggage in the car and the house already has a lived-in feel to it.  The scent is too concentrated to be brand new.  Part of me wants to climb out of my Jeep and stalk up to the door to find the origins of the scent, but another part of me wants to run deep into the forest and never come out.

Before I can decide, the door swings open revealing a woman.

One I’ve never seen before.  The first thing I notice is her hair because with the pastel purple, pink, teal and blue, she almost looks like one of the monsters, a siren, but I know she’s not.  She’s petit, at least to me and my 6’7” height.  I wasn’t always this tall, but even at the 6’1” I was before the change, I’d tower over her.  She has curves in all the right places and my cock goes rock hard as I look her over.

I’ve never had this kind of reaction to a woman.  I was pretty sure there was something wrong with me, but now my cock is aching.  What is going on?

As the woman approaches the car in the driveway, I’m hit with the blueberry muffin and orange sent again.

Holy shit.  It’s her.  She’s what smells so fucking good.

When her eyes come up and meet mine, I notice they’re ice blue as they widen.  It’s the last thing I see before I take control of my body and peel down the street.  I don’t know what the fuck just happened and I’m not sure I want to find out.

Life is strange enough around here.  I don’t need to add to it.

It’s not like she would ever want me anyway.
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CHAPTER 2

DAKOTA

There’s something calming about Screaming Woods.  Trust me, I know it makes no sense considering the number of…unusual people who live here.  It’s hard to process the different creatures I’ve seen, but I’m not judging them.  Creatures.  I fucking hate that word to describe them, but I’m kind of at a loss over what other word to use.

I’ve heard them refer to each other as monsters, but it feels wrong.  Sure, they’re not exactly normal, but who the fuck wants to be surrounded by normal?  It would be boring as hell if everyone were the same.

I almost got lost in what someone else expected of me and I’m not going to do the same to someone else.  I won’t put them into a box when they don’t deserve it.  Boxes are so hard to break out of.  I should know.

It’s one of the reasons I left Denver.  Something was pulling me to Screaming Woods as I started to look for the perfect place to open the first storefront for the business that I run with my best friend Hadley.  I can’t explain why, but every time I thought about going somewhere else, I would feel sick.

Not just uneasy or unwell, but I would get nauseous.  I can’t explain it, but then again, considering where I am maybe I don’t need to find an explanation.  I’ve seen things.  Things most people would think only exist in fairytales.

Orcs.  A fairy.  A vampire.  I swear I saw a dragon flying around the other night.  I’ve heard a howl from somewhere in the forest that set all the hair on my body on edge.

Not from fear though.  It was something else entirely and I’m not sure how to process it.

Which is why I’ve pushed it to the side.

I’ve been here for a few weeks now and I feel safe, even surrounded by all the residents of this little town.  People have either accepted that I’m joining the community, or we’ve kept our distance.  They’re far more wary of me than I am of them.

I guess it makes sense.  They don’t know me.  It’s their turf.

I think this is going as well as it would in any new place.  The place I chose just happens to have residents who are a little different.  I’m okay with different.

I’ve always felt unique, but I spent far too long trying to fit into a certain mold.  Hadley spent years trying to get me to be me, but I put that energy into helping our business grow.  I’m far more outgoing than Hadley is, but from the few conversations we’ve had since I came to Screaming Woods and she went to the Double Dog Dare Ranch, it sounds like she’s coming out of her shell.

I’m proud of her.

I didn’t even realize all the ways I’ve been suppressing the person I am and most of it was because of my ex-boyfriend, Macneal.  He wanted me to be a certain way, so I tried to fit into the box he created for me.  I know my need to be loved comes from my own issues of not feeling like I’m enough as I am.

Macneal took things too far.  He was always manipulative, but I let it go for the most part, and then I was in too deep.  It’s not uncommon and I won’t pretend like it is, but that doesn’t make it easier to heal from it all.

He wanted me to be polite and smile when he wanted to impress others.  He didn’t want me to laugh too loudly.  He had to approve everything I wore.  He didn’t want me to dye my hair.

The last straw was when he put his hands on me violently.  It was a wake-up call, and I knew I couldn’t look my family or Hadley in the eyes and stay with him.  The longer we were apart, the better I felt in a lot of ways, but I also felt less safe.  I knew he was stalking me.  After he showed up where I was the third time, I got a feeling in my gut that something wasn’t right and wouldn’t be as long as I stayed in Denver.

That’s when I started to look for a place to go, knowing I could go somewhere new and take the next step in our business plan.  Opening a storefront has been something Hadley and I dreamed about for so long.  We can ship most of our treats anywhere but opening a store in Denver was going to be too expensive and we had outgrown using Hadley’s van as our base of operations.

The last thing I did before I left Denver was go to Georgia, a friend of some of my customers who are one big family, to get my hair dyed.  Now it’s exactly how I’ve wanted it for years.  The purple, teal, blue and pink mermaid hair is perfect for me, and I feel like I’m stepping into who I am now.  Who I was always meant to be.

Was it a big ‘fuck you’ to Macneal?  Sure, and I’m not even a little bit ashamed to admit it.

He doesn’t deserve to make decisions for me.  Not after he left bruises on me.  Fuck him.

I can breathe here in Screaming Woods, and I’ve found the perfect place for Paws Up.  Things are exactly how they’re supposed to be.  The only thing I’m missing is Hadley being here, but it’s okay.  I have a feeling she’s right where she’s supposed to be.  We can still run the business together, considering she was always the recipe girl.

As I leave the little shop that I’ve found which used to be a café of some sort and already has the equipment we’ll need, I head down the street to Lucky Beans, a little coffee shop.  I need the caffeine.  I have a lot of work to do before I’m ready to open, but I’m so jazzed to get it going.  I have a goal of being done and ready to open within a few weeks

I can do it.  I know I can.  I’ve never wanted anything more than for this to work out and for Macneal to forget all about me.

When I think of him and the way he looked at me the last time I saw him, my gut twists in knots.  As I tell myself I’m okay and I’m safe, I get the feeling someone is watching me.  I stop on the sidewalk and look around, but I don’t see anything.  The wind changes direction and a smell hits me—it’s like the best day of fall, the woods, and crisp apples.  My knees turn to mush, but I force myself to keep moving.

No one is watching me.  Why would they other than to get a look at the new girl?  I’m okay with it considering I am.

I’ve heard about the history of the town and when everything went down at the party a few years ago, those who weren’t changed left.  I think it’s kind of shitty people let their fear make their decisions.  At the same time, their exodus is what leaves the spot where the old café was open for me to find.

I guess it’s a good thing in the long run.

When I get into Lucky Beans it looks like there’s no one behind the counter at first, until I look closer to see the metal mesh apron and gloves Roan has on.  The first day I came in to find a busy place, but didn’t notice anyone working, I was confused.  I figured out pretty quickly that Roan, the owner, is invisible and how the metal mesh helps him to run his business.

My heart goes out to him, it must be a difficult existence to not only not feel seen, but to actually not be seen.  I smile in the direction of the counter and watch in fascination as he grabs a cup.  Even with the metal glove he’s wearing, it looks like it’s floating in the air.

“Want your regular, Dakota?”

I grin wider as I get to the counter, happy to be known enough already that he knows what I want.  It makes me feel all warm and settled in a way I’m not used to.  It feels like I’ve spent a long time looking over my shoulder, but I don’t need to do that here.

“Thanks, Roan, sounds perfect.”  He turns away from me to make my mocha and I find myself studying the apron he’s wearing.  It’s only mildly strange at this point, though strange is kind of the norm in Screaming Woods.  My voice is bright, “How’s it going today?”

 “It’s a good day for some coffee,” I can almost hear the smirk in his voice as he chuckles.

“Every day is a good day for coffee,” I fire right back at him.

“True enough.”  The sound of his voice changes, as if he’s looking at me, “How’s the shop coming?”

“Great,” I chirp.  “I’ll be up and running in a few weeks.  If you know of anyone looking for a job, please send them my way.”

The cup lands on the counter in front of me as he promises, “I’ll do that.”

After paying, I give a little wave, and weave back through Lucky Beans.  I get a few nods or smiles of acknowledgement from some of the patrons in the coffee shop before I’m out the door again.  I needed a little break, but I also don’t want to stay away from Paws Up for too long.

Gunnar, the blacksmith and owner of Hot Steel, is making a sign for the shop and should be delivering it today or tomorrow.  I don’t want to miss him.  I can’t wait to see what he came up with.

The hair on the back of my neck stands on end again and I stop in front of Paws Up and look around.  This is so fucking strange.  It’s the same feeling I got yesterday when I was coming out of my house and locked eyes with a man who I can only describe as a wolfman.  He was still the hottest man I’ve ever seen, and I could barely tear my eyes away from his glowing yellow ones.

I wanted to run to him, but I held myself back and then he was gone.

Something inside of me is pulling at me and I’m powerless against it.  My feet are moving down the street and away from my shop without even realizing it.  What the fuck?

An urgency fills me and it’s the same thing I felt when I was looking into places to move and came across Screaming Woods.  I need to find out where this leads me, and I can’t rest until I do.  It’s so odd, but, strangely, comforting at the same time.

It’s like when you’re standing on the edge of a bridge, right about to step out over nothing, but with the bridge underneath you there’s no denying you’re safe.  It’s a damn good thing I’m not afraid of heights.  I’m afraid of being hurt and being alone for the rest of my life but taking this chance and following my instincts feels right.

When I get to the end of the block, I turn the corner and slam into a wall, which is strange.  There shouldn’t be a wall here at all.  I turned the corner; I didn’t walk into the building.  I don’t think.

A low growl has me snapping my head up to look into green eyes swirling with yellow.  I’m powerless against those eyes, my brain turning sluggish as fire and desire I’ve never experienced before engulfs my body.

“Fuck,” he grunts, and I blink up at him before looking him over.

He’s tall, really tall.  He must be almost a foot or more taller than my 5’6”.  His shoulders are broad, and I want to grab ahold of them.  I bet he gives the best damn hugs ever.  The parts of his arms which are exposed underneath his t-shirt are covered in hair.  When his lip curls up into a snarl, I see a canine.

A fucking canine.

My pussy floods with moisture and my eyes widen with the realization that I’m reacting to him.  I take a deep breath in the attempt to calm myself down when I’m hit with the same scent that I was earlier—forest and apples.

“It’s you,” I whisper.  “You’re what smells so damn good.”

I know I sound like I’ve lost it, but I don’t even care right now.

“You should watch where you’re going,” his voice is a gruff rasp as if he doesn’t use it often.

I look down his body and realize he’s brushing away liquid and my eyes widen in horror.  “Oh my,” I breathe out, “I’m so sorry.  I didn’t expect to run into you at all, but I felt this,” I pause, wondering if I should say it, but my mouth starts moving again before I can decide, “pull and I had to follow it.”

He looks me up and down and even though he tries to hide it, I see the way his eyes heat.  When I look farther down his body, there’s an obvious bulge in his jeans and I can’t help the pride and desire waging a war in me.  I did that.  I did that to him.

His nostrils flare and heat creeps up my neck and cheeks.  Can he smell me?  It wouldn’t surprise me considering he’s not exactly human.  Part of me is mortified and another part of me wants to preen and then present my ass to him so he can fuck me from behind like a wild animal.

This is, officially, the strangest thing that has ever happened to me.

“You’re new,” he growls, and I try and stop myself from shivering.

“I am,” I chirp brightly and nod.  “My name’s Dakota.  I’m opening an organic pet treat business here.  I’ve only been here about two weeks, but I found the perfect place and now it’s just a matter of cleaning it up, painting and hiring a worker or two.”

Holy shit, why the hell am I talking so much?

“Jace,” his voice is low and worn.  For a moment it seems like he’s under the same spell I am, his eyes roaming over me.  I swear I can feel his gaze on my skin.  Something shifts behind his eyes and the yellow flares for a moment before the green takes back over.  Okay.  “We don’t need a pet treat business here,” he grits the words out.

I furrow my eyebrows together, not understanding why he sounds almost offended.  Something clicks inside of me, and I trip over my words as I wave my hand up and down his body, “I wasn’t telling you because I think you would like them.  I mean, they’re edible for more than pets, but I wouldn’t recommend it just because they’re organic.”

Jace sneers at me, a growl rolling from his throat which has my knees almost buckling.  Then, without warning or a goodbye or even a last look, he turns and stalks off.  I blink as I watch his retreating back, sadness filling me for some reason I don’t understand.

I lean back against the building, my heart racing and my breaths coming out in little pants.

What the hell just happened and why do I want it to happen again?  Well, except for when he walked away.  My heart aches more and more the farther he goes.

This can’t be good.
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CHAPTER 3

JACE

I might have walked away from Dakota, but I didn’t go far.  I couldn’t.  The feral part of me wouldn’t allow it.  There’s something about her and her scent which calls to me.  I don’t understand it, but I can’t stop it either.

Honestly, it freaks me the fuck out.

When she told me she felt a pull to me, I understood exactly what she meant because I feel the same thing.  Knowing she’s feeling the same thing as me has had my cock harder than steel while I’ve watched her from afar.  My job has been everything to me for so long, but right now it’s the last thing on my mind.  I can’t go back to my little cabin without knowing she’s safe.

Whenever I try and walk away, my feet refuse to move and a low growl rumbles in my chest.  I know I was a rude, but my instincts were screaming at me to pull her close to me and to bite her.  I’ve never had that kind of feeling before and it scared me a little bit.

It took every ounce of willpower to walk away from her and every moment I’m not right next to her, helping her, making her smile, is torture.  It’s not helping that she bumped into me, and her blueberry muffin and orange scent is clinging to my t-shirt.  There’s also the scent of the coffee she spilled on me, but the way she smells easily overpowers it.  Which makes no fucking sense.

I wish I knew what was going on with me, but I’m at a loss.

I’ve never felt this before.  Even before the change, no woman ever called to me the way she does.  My brain is moving too fast, filled with dirty as fuck images of the things I want to do to her body along with all the reasons why it’s not a good idea.

I’m not under an illusion something could happen between us, regardless of her feeling a pull toward me.  I’m a…monster.  I’m not worthy of a woman like her.

She’s sunshine and happy mornings while I’m lost, alone and gruff.

I probably hurt her feelings with how I spoke to her.  If I had said more, if I had let myself feel more, then I would have thrown her over my shoulder and run.  I would have taken her to my favorite clearing in the woods where the moon shines down perfectly and makes me feel less alone.  It’s my favorite place to go and no one else goes out there; I would smell them if they did.

I want to bite her and fuck her under the light of the moon, and I have no idea why.

I’ve been watching Dakota for hours as she moves through her shop.  It’s not open yet, but with how hard she’s working, I’m sure it’s only a matter of time.

Pet treats.  Fuck my life.

She was adorable when she got all flustered over my reaction to her business.  I didn’t show it, but if she wants me to eat her damn treats, I will.  The pet ones, that is.  Okay, and the treats her body have for me.

I swear I can taste her pussy on my tongue.  Sweet and tart.  I know if I get a taste of her then I’ll be a goner.  When the smell of her arousal hit me as she looked me over, I was close to losing myself to my monster and my instincts.

The thought of hurting her accidently was the only thing that kept me in check.

I don’t think I’ll fare better the next time I’m around her.  Which is why I’ve been watching from a distance.

Every once in a while, she has looked out the windows as if she could feel me looking.  My heart hasn’t stopped pounding at the thought that she can.

When Gunnar stopped by earlier and delivered a sign, I saw red.  He was too close to her.  The need to protect, to possess, to defend, was so damn strong, I don’t know how I managed to keep my distance.

Thankfully, he was only there for a few moments, just long enough to drop off the sign.  Had it been even a minute longer, I would have been overtaken and killed him.  Not that killing an orc would be easy, but I would have given it my best damn try.

When Dakota leaves Paws Up, I follow her home and watch as she opens the door to the house she’s living in and breathe a sigh of relief.  I know she’s alone in there, I would smell it if she wasn’t.  She’s safe for the night.

I marked my territory around her house earlier and no one in town will cross the line.  I’m sure of it.  I don’t understand why I did it, but I had to.  My feral thoughts were pounding in my head and didn’t let up until I was sure she’d be safe the moment she stepped back inside the house.

The pull between us is still there and it’s taking everything in me to not go up to her door and knock, but I need some answers.  I need to understand what is happening.  I don’t know if Karloff will know anything, but he’s the only person I can think of who might.

I run through the woods to get to his cottage since I didn’t bother with my Jeep today.  It would have made my stalking more obvious, and I can move faster this way.  The faster I run and the farther I get from Dakota, the more my gut twists with how wrong it is.

The only thing keeping me sane is the cool, fresh air.  I take deep breaths, her enticing scent twirling around me and reminding me I should be somewhere else.  I’m not sure how I’m able to keep my feet from turning around, but I manage, needing to do this.

When I get to Karloff’s cottage, I bang on the door.  It’s not too late considering the sun is just starting to set.  When I look up at the sky, I can’t help but wonder if Dakota would like to watch the colors play in the sky and then fade into night.  Since Screaming Woods is such as small town, there isn’t much light pollution and makes the stars shine brightly.  Watching the stars calms me and reminds me I’m small in the grand scheme of things.

It’s oddly comforting.

It does make me feel a little insignificant, but I welcome that feeling since the change.  My problems and concerns aren’t nearly as big as the universe, and everything contained within it.  I’m but a spec in all of it, wolfman or not.

When Karloff opens the door, his eyes are wide and round.  I’m not surprised considering I tend to avoid the man even though he’s become a hermit since the night of the party.  I know he didn’t mean to change people, but the end result is pretty fucking hard to ignore, and I’ve been pissed about it.

“Jace,” his voice wobbles slightly, “what are you doing here?”

“I need to talk to you about something.  I’m not sure if you can give me answers, but I’m not sure where else to go,” I admit truthfully.

There’s a wariness in his gaze along with a little bit of hope.  It’s both been easy to shun him and difficult not to keep in touch.  I grew up in Screaming Woods and Dr. Karloff has been around as long as I can remember as a fixture of the community.  It’s small enough here that we all grew up knowing everyone.

It wasn’t just the humans and myself I lost that night, but I lost him as well.  He was that eccentric grandpa to so many of us and I’m no exception.

Today, to try and figure out what the hell is going on, I can put the past aside.  It’s not going to change, no matter how many times I’ve heard rumors about him trying to find a way to reverse the effects of his punch.  I’m not going to hold my breath at this point.

That doesn’t mean I’m any closer to accepting or embracing who I am.

“Of course,” he takes a deep breath and takes a step back, motioning me to enter.  “Please, come in.”

When I enter his cottage, I realize not much has changed out here.  I guess there is a little bit of comfort in something remaining the same when it feels like so much is different.

I follow him and have a seat, the chair groaning under my bulk.  It’s not exactly comfortable, but not much is considering my size.  Let’s hope it doesn’t come crashing down underneath me.

His voice is curious, “How can I help you, Jace?”

I scrub a hand down my face, careful of my claws.  Always careful of the claws.  The thought of hurting Dakota with them on accident has me growling deep in my chest.  Karloff looks up at me in surprise and the scent of his fear fills the space around me.

“Sorry,” I mumble.  “I’m not here to hurt you, Dr. Karloff.”  I figure manners never hurt anyone, though I haven’t needed to use mine recently.  “I came here because something has happened?”

His eyebrows shoot up to his hairline, his words measured, “Something has happened?  In relationship to your,” he pauses and swallows hard, knowing it’s a sore spot for me, “transformation.”

“I’m not sure if it is or not,” I grit the words out, trying and almost failing at putting aside my anger.

Nothing is going to change the past.  Deal with it.

Right.  Okay.  So damn easy.

He waits patiently for me, knowing I’ve never been one to be rushed.  I guess some things don’t change.  Huh.

“Yesterday afternoon I was driving into town to get some supplies.  I stopped on my way because I caught a scent, one I reacted to,” my words are slow while I try and get my thoughts together.

“Reacted how?”

“I slammed on my brakes and no matter how much I wanted to keep driving, my body wouldn’t cooperate with me.”  The questions in Karloff’s eyes are so damn easy to read, it’s almost laughable.  “It smelled like blueberry muffins and oranges, both of which I love.  It reminded me of home.”  I let out a self-deprecating chuckle.  “Not a lot feels like home, but this scent did,” I rub the back of my neck and correct myself, “does.”

“What was the scent?”

“A woman.”  Karloff is hanging on every word.  “Dakota.  She’s new to town.  She came out of the house I was parked in front of, unable to go any farther.  When she looked up at me,” I rub my hand on my chest over where my heart is pounding, “something happened.  Something shifted?  I don’t know how to describe it, but I wanted her.  I’ve never wanted a woman before,” I whisper the last words.

“Sexual attraction is normal, Jace,” his voice takes on a matter-of-fact doctor tone which is different from his excited mad scientist tone.

“It’s more than that.”  I close my eyes, unable to bear holding his gaze when I keep going and lay all the facts at his feet.  “I kept fantasizing about grabbing her and biting her.”  I reach up and touch the place where my neck and shoulder meet.  “Right here.  I want to bite her deep enough so that my mark will always be there.  I want to do it while she’s coming all over my dick,” I scoff a little because I didn’t mean to say all of that.

Karloff makes a humming sound and leans back in his own chair.  “And you say you’ve never experienced anything like this?”

“No,” I bark.  “Never.  I’ve never wanted to fuck a woman, not really.  I thought they were attractive, but this is different.  It’s more than attraction.  It’s a craving.  There’s this pull I feel to go to her and it’s always there.  I’ve been following her while keeping my distance and watching her.  I need to make sure she was safe.”

“You’ve been stalking her?”  There’s no judgement in his tone, only curiosity.  “You feel like you can’t leave her?”

“Sure, we can call it stalking.”  I shrug and the chair groans at the shift in my weight.  “I don’t feel like I can’t leave her.  I can’t do it.  The only reason I was able to come here now is because she’s in her house, locked up and alone.  It wouldn’t be enough by itself, but I also marked the property as my territory.”

“Is she your territory as well?”

“Yes,” I growl, the truth so easy to find in my heart, the feral part of me rising the closer I get to a realization about Dakota’s place in my life.

“Have you talked to her?”

I blow out a breath, not exactly proud of the way I treated her, but I wasn’t prepared for her to walk into me.  I didn’t expect for her to be feeling the same pull and not being able to ignore it.  She’s human.  A gorgeous human who I desperately want to make mine.

“Yeah,” I croak out before clearing my throat.  “I was watching her this afternoon at the shop she’s fixing up to open her pet treat business.”  Karloff presses his lips together, but I can see the amusement in his eyes.  If I wasn’t freaking the fuck out, I might find it funny as well.  “I didn’t make the best first impression.  Her scent was driving my instincts and I was afraid of what I might do.”

“Your instinct to bite her?  Not to hurt her, but to mark her?  You said mark, right?”

“Yes,” I growl, my primal nature taking a front seat, the words coming from the darkest parts of the monster I’ve become, “I need to mark my mate.”

“Mate,” Karloff breathes out.  “Oh my.  Oh my,” he starts chanting and I can see the gears in his head spinning.  “You said mate.”

I shake my head as if shaking off the baser part of myself and take a deep breath.  “What the fuck does that even mean?  It’s like this,” I clench my fists, trying to ignore that he’s at fault for what I am, “creature I am now is trying to tell me something I should already know.”  Each word starts getting louder, "How the fuck am I supposed to know anything about me?  About the monster?  I shouldn’t even fucking exist.”

Karloff’s eyes turn soft as he nods in understanding.  “I know, Jace, and I know sorry isn’t going to turn back time.”  I give a curt nod, the need to go back to Dakota and see her starting to ride me hard.  “I think you’ve met your fated mate.”  My eyes widen and I blink at him.  “There’s a lot of lore out there and I think some of it may apply to you.  Fated mates are unique, special, your perfect other half.  Maybe,” he sighs and shrugs one shoulder, “this is the way to find a balance and to get back something I took from you.”

“A fated mate,” my voice is full of awe.  I don’t even know what the fuck to say to that.  “I’m not sure I know what that means.”

Karloff looks me dead in the eye.  “She’s your soulmate.  Cherish her.  She’s yours.  Not your property, but the only person in this world who is your match.”  I stand up quickly, his words making, surprisingly, perfect sense while igniting my need to see her even more.  “Trust your instincts.  You are what you are, it’s time to accept it.”

I snarl at him, but I don’t tell him where he can shove accepting this bullshit.  I force my face to relax, and I give him a nod before giving into what everything inside of me is screaming to do.  I need to see my woman.


 

[image: ]




CHAPTER 4

DAKOTA

The knock at the door has my heart racing and not in a good way.  Is it possible that Macneal has followed me here?  Would he go that far?  He was obsessed with me while I was in Denver, but he should get over that quickly.  Out of sight, out of mind.

Right?

When the knock sounds again, softer this time, I find myself curious about who is on the other side instead of being scared.  I get the hint of a scent in the air, but I’m still wearing what I was today because there’s the smell of Jace on me.  The idea of changing or showering made me sick to my stomach.

So, I’ve been sitting her contemplating the universe and trying to figure out what the fuck is going on.

Jace was kind of a jerk.  He doesn’t give off the warm and fuzzy vibes, which is a shame considering how snuggly he looks with all the hair on him.  Okay, maybe not the canines and the claws, but I’m pretty sure I could work around those if it weren’t for his sparkling personality.

Not like I should want to get involved with a guy.  It’s one of the things I promised myself when I moved here—I wouldn’t get involved with anyone anytime soon.  I’m not ready.

Well, I thought I wasn’t ready and now my thoughts have been invaded by a wolfman with a chip on his shoulder who smells mouthwateringly amazing.

“Dakota,” the voice on the other side of the door has me hopping up and racing across the room to rip the door open.

“Jace,” I gasp.  “What are you doing here?”  I swallow hard and it feels like I can’t breathe for a moment.  “Why is my heart racing so fast?”  I look up at him, a plea in my voice, “Why do I want to bury my face in your chest and neck so I can smell you better and be soothed by you?  Will you growl for me?  I need it, which doesn’t make any damn sense and is starting to freak me out.”

He takes a step toward me and while my brain is screaming for me to take a step back, I’m stuck and unable to do anything other than see what his next move is.  That was a lot of words I just let fly and I’m not sure where a lot of them came from.

The pull is back and it’s leading me right to Jace.  Something is screaming inside of me to trust, to let go, to launch myself at him.  Which I don’t understand considering I don’t know him, and he wasn’t exactly welcoming earlier.

Before I can do anything that my instincts or my rational thought are screaming, Jace wraps his arms around me and hauls me up his body.  His hand, the one with the claws, is surprisingly gentle as he directs my face to the crook of his neck.  When I take a deep breath of his forest and apple scent, it calms me and soothes the edges of my soul in a way I’ve never felt before.

I mumble against his skin, “What are you doing?”

“I’m not entirely sure, little mate, but I’ve spent the last few years fighting every moment because of what I’ve become.  I’ve ignored a lot of my instincts, but when it comes to you that just isn’t possible,” the low timbre of his voice rumbles through me.

“What do your instincts say about me?”

Where the fuck did that question come from?  Why do I care?  What the hell is going on?  And did he call me ‘little mate’?  What does that mean?

“My instincts tell me that you’re the other half of me.  The woman I’ll lay my life down for.  The only person who can let happiness into my heart and my existence.  You’re,” he takes a deep breath without a single clue how deeply his words have struck me as tears are welling up in my eyes, “everything I fear the most and crave with everything in me.”

I whimper softly, somehow his closeness not enough.  His body is so warm and yet I want to feel him pressed against my skin.  All consuming passion fills me and it’s impossible to ignore.

“That’s beautiful.”  I whisper, “I want to be that.”

Jace’s hands slide down my waist to grip my ass as he hauls me up a little higher, unfazed by the weight of my body.  My legs wrap around him to stabilize myself even though everything is screaming inside me that he won’t ever drop me.  I know it the same way I know how to breathe, or my heart knows to beat.

It’s strange.  Really fucking strange.

Still, something was telling me to come here, to this town, and I can’t deny the pull I feel.  To him.  My wolfman.

“You already are,” he rasps.

When I pull back and look up into his eyes, they’re swirling with more yellow than green, the look he’s giving me speaking without words.  It’s feral wildness.  It’s howling pleasure.  It’s unending forever.

“Jace,” I whimper, “kiss me.”

He doesn’t need to be told twice.  His lips slam down against mine.  At first there’s a softness and a feeling of exploration.  When his lips pry mine open, his tongue which is a little rough, but not enough to be off-putting, slides against my own.  My pussy gushes with the thought of him licking my clit with his tongue.

I moan into his mouth as his hands squeeze my ass, his claws a delicious threat.  They’re right there.  He could hurt me, but I know he won’t.  I know he couldn’t live with himself if he did.  I don’t know why I know, but I do.

“You’re mine,” he growls, and I can’t help myself when I start grinding against him.

“I’m yours,” the words come feel natural and right.

This is a strange day.  Did I just meet him earlier today for the first time?  Why do we have so many clothes on?

A rumbled chuckle comes out of him.  “I don’t know, little mate, but we can rectify the clothing situation.”

I yank back from him, panting, as I look up at him with wide eyes.  “Did I say that out loud?”

Jace smirks, he fucking smirks, as a lock of his brown hair falls forward and covers one of his eyes as he puts me down.  Everything about Jace felt heavy earlier, but now he seems lighter.  I don’t think, I just grab his t-shirt, turn, and lead him to my bedroom.

The moment he steps inside the room, he takes a deep breath.  His eyes snap to mine and then he’s stalking toward me.  “You touched your pussy last night.”  My jaw unhinges and hits the floor.  How in the world?  “I can smell it, just like I can smell how wet you are for me right now.”

My eyes widen and when he grabs me, I’m too stunned to do anything.  He strips me quickly, a rumble of approval coming from him with every part of my body he uncovers.  The heat I see in his eyes has me wanting him even more.

“You keep calling me ‘little mate’?”  He nods as I squirm where I stand, naked in front of him, as he reaches back and grips his t-shirt and pulls it off.  “What does that mean?”

Jace grins at me before toeing off his shoes and stripping his jeans.  I’m not sure if I should be grateful that he’s wearing dark gray boxer briefs or not.  The view certainly has me salivating.  

When he takes a step forward, now naked, I take a step back.  Something flares in his eyes, something that wants me to run.  I feel an answering call.  I want him to chase me, to prove to me he’s worthy of claiming me.

What?

“It means you’re mine.”

Jace delivers the words as if he says them all the time and my heart falls.  “You’re my mate.  The other part of me.  The only woman I’ll ever want.  Even before the change, I wasn’t interested in anyone, so you’ll also be the only woman I’ll ever have.”

“You’ve never had sex?”  The words fly out of me, an odd blunder I wish I could take back the moment they’re out there.  I squeak, “Really?”  I shake my head and try to focus.  This guy is giving some real alpha, big dick energy for a virgin.  I’m here for it, it’s just surprising.  “I mean, okay?”

Jace advances until one more step will topple me back onto the bed.  He reaches up and cups my face in his hands.  The way he is looking into my eyes tells me more than his words, the ones from earlier when he was grumpy and short with me and even the flowery ones he’s bestowed since he arrived tonight.

“I never knew why I waited, but now I do.  It was always you, Dakota.  I don’t understand it, but I know it’s true.”  

I find myself nodding slowly.  While I was with Macneal and a few guys before him, I usually agreed to a date or whatever because I thought it was what I was supposed to do.  At night I would wonder if there was something wrong with me.

Now, I realize there wasn’t.  It was just that I hadn’t met the right guy.  This one.  This wolfman was always my destiny and now I’m here, right where I’m supposed to be.

“I didn’t know I was supposed to wait,” I admit softly as shame and embarrassment fight it out inside of me.

He shakes his head, the heat of his body against mine, the brush of the hair, or is it fur, on him causing my own desire to deepen.  When he pushes my shoulder gently, I fall back on the bed with a surprised yelp.  His eyes flare as he looks down at me, the dominant energy coming off him in waves has my thighs clenching together.

“It doesn’t matter,” he rumbles.

He covers my body, one arm gliding around my back to haul me to the middle of the bed.  He is careful of his claws, but I still feel them scrape against my skin and I’m surprised with how much I want more of the feeling.

“Don’t hold back,” my demand is soft, but I know he hears it with the way his nostrils flare.

“I don’t think I can,” the words are a plea for me to understand, but what he doesn’t realize is that I already do.

His mouth slams against mine and I get lost in the kiss.  It’s hot and wet; the scrape of his canines against me has me arching my back.  My body is screaming for more and he’s more than capable of answering it.  When I desperately need to breathe, he pulls away, but only for his mouth to skim along my jaw and down my neck.  He nips at the place where my shoulder and neck meet, and I gasp at the sensation.  I don’t understand why, but maybe I need to give up on the idea of understanding.  

Trying to understand, to think rationally, does me no good here.  Not in Screaming Woods.  Not underneath my wolfman.

Jace continues down my body, kissing and licking my skin.  He lets out a groan as if I’m the most delicious thing he’s ever tasted when he sucks one of my nipples into his mouth.  When I moan and beg for more, I feel him smirk against my skin only for him to release my nipple and give the other one the same attention.

My fingers thread through his hair, my nails scraping along his scalp and eliciting a rumble of approval from him.  I want to hold him to me, to never let him go, but he has other plans.  He’s so much larger and stronger than me and I have no hope to hold him in place as he continues to move down my body.

“I need to taste your sweet pussy, little mate,” he grunts.  “Need it,” he reiterates as if he’s not entirely in control of his actions.  I fully understand since this is incredibly surreal.

As he settles between my spread legs, his hair brushes my thighs before his hands grip me while pushing me open for him.  He holds me where he wants me, his eyes flashing more yellow than green as he looks down at my dripping pussy.

“Mine,” he growls.

It’s the only warning I get before he’s pressing his mouth against me as his claws dig into my flesh just a little, just enough to remind me that this is real, this is happening.  I give myself over to the feeling his slightly rough tongue gives me as he swipes along my slit.  His tongue circles my clit and my hips flex, wanting to follow the feeling.

I know he said he was a virgin, but the way he’s eating me out makes me wonder because I swear that he’s a damn professional.  Within seconds, I’m moaning and writhing as much as his grip allows.  He growls against me when he abandons my clit and buries his tongue inside of me as deep as he can.

“Holy shit,” I gasp, my back arching.  I’ve never felt anything like this.

The guys I’ve been with before pale in comparison.  They treated eating me out like it was something they were supposed to do.  Tit for tat.  Jace is eating me like he’s fucking starving and I’m the only thing to sate him.

Maybe I am.

I feel an orgasm building, it’s right there and I know he could push me over the edge with little effort.  Just as I’m about to tip over, Jace pulls away and I let out a low groan.  He chuckles under his breath as his hands release my thighs and glide up my body, the bulk of them as he covers me.

I cradle his body with my own and feel the head of his cock against my entrance.  His eyes snap up to mine.  He doesn’t ask.  He doesn’t warn.  He simply looks deep into my soul and plunges inside of me in one, long, very fucking long, plunge.  

It’s like a piece of myself clicks into place when I’m full of him.  It’s so damn right.  Tears prick the back of my eyes, but I hold them back.  It’s overwhelming, but not in a bad way.

Jace tips his head back and his howl shakes the windows.  It sends a shiver down my spine and causes my pussy to clamp down around his length.  His head snaps back down, his eyes a glowing yellow that causes me to do it again.

“Mine,” he roars.


 

[image: ]




CHAPTER 5

JACE

The feeling of my mate’s tight, wet cunt wrapped around my dick takes my breath away.  I’m reduced to rumbled purrs and clenched muscles to try and get myself under control.  I don’t want to get too carried away and scare her.  It would be far too easy to get lost in her.

The only thing keeping me tethered to the here and now with a leash on the feral side of me is the surprise that I’m here with her like this at all.  She shouldn’t have let me into her house.  I’m a fucking monster, but here I am, buried inside her.

She looks up at me, her blue eyes sparkling in the moonlight streaming in from the window.  It’s like she’s glowing or maybe it’s all my imagination, enhanced by whatever is strumming between us.  The tether pulls me closer to her, needing all of her.

I cover her body with mine, sheltering her and giving her pleasure at the same time.  Her hips move slightly underneath me, and I let out a growl of warning.  I’m right on the edge of something and I don’t want to hurt her.  I never want to hurt her.

“Little mate, you feel too fucking good.  I don’t want to lose control,” my words are growled and difficult to push past my teeth and aching gums.

I know what the feral part of me wants.  Bite her.  Claim her.  It’s a chant in my head and even when I try and push them away, they’re still there.

“Please,” she whimpers, “I need you to move.”

Her hands come up and wrap around my shoulders as if she’s the one who needs to feel grounded.  I let out a groan as I slowly pull out of her and thrust back inside.  I may not have never done this before, but I’m not ignorant or naïve.

“Yes,” she gasps and the feral part of me roars and puffs up in pride.

My instincts take over and I start to move my hips, pumping in and out of her, relishing how wet my little mate is.  She clings to me as her eyes become foggy with lust.  To give her pleasure, to know it’s because of me, it shatters something inside of me, the part of me that has been clinging to my humanity since the night I became something more.

I lick a long stripe up the side of her neck, but she’s not afraid.  No.  Dakota bends her head and gives me more access to her, her hips coming up to meet mine.  Our bodies move together as I taste her skin, the scent of her, the blueberry muffin and orange scent, gets sweeter and blankets me in a haze of desire.

“Fuck, little mate,” I grit out through my teeth, but it comes out garbled.

I leave open mouth kisses along her shoulder, but one spot keeps calling to me and I know what it means.  I don’t think I’ll be able to hold off.  I’m not even sure if I want to.

“Harder,” she pleads and I’m fucking powerless.

I move my hips, powering into her and moving faster, needing the friction, needing all of her.  Something starts to change in me.  I have no idea what it is, but I’m too far gone to care at this point.  

I need her.  I need to fill her with my seed.  I need to bite her.  I need to taste her blood on my tongue and claim her so that everyone knows who she belongs to.

“So close,” she moans.

When I’m balls deep, I swivel my hips causing her to let out a long, low moan that has the hair on my body standing up.  The way her pussy flutters around my length is so fucking good, better than I thought it would be.  I never want it to end.  I never want to be anywhere else but buried deep inside of this woman.

I don’t know her, the rational part of me tries to argue, but it doesn’t matter.  She’s mine.  Her scent called to me, and I heeded it.  We’ll have a lifetime of getting to know each other, but nothing can replace this connection, this bond, between us.

“Your cunt is perfect,” I growl the words against her neck and her walls squeeze me harder.

I know she’s close and so am I.  My balls tingle, but they’re not the only thing that does.  The base of my cock feels like it’s growing, and I have no fucking idea why.  I can’t dwell on it with the way her sweet pussy is begging me for my cum.

I adjust my weight over her to pull away enough so I can look into her eyes and move my hand between our bodies.  The moment one of my claws skims across her clit, Dakota’s eyes go wide.  She screams out my name as her channel clamps down on me in a rhythmic wave that has me burying myself deep inside of her, wanting to feel it all.

Knot her.

It whispers through my mind and my instincts take over.  The base of my cock balloons and locks into place inside of my mate and Dakota’s eyes roll back into her head.  I roar as the first jet of my cum fills her.

I don’t know if it’s my knot, my cum, or just how fucking good it feels, but I can feel another orgasm run through her body.  As I grind my pelvis against her clit, I strike without thinking about it.  My instincts calling for me to bite her, claim her.

My teeth sink into her skin, the same spot which has been calling to me.  I can’t be denied now.  The moment I taste her blood on my tongue, I growl and sink my teeth a little deeper.  Something inside of me snaps into place and I can feel how much pleasure I’ve just given her.

As I finish coming, I pull my teeth out of my mate and lap at the wound there, cleaning it, my feral nature pushing me.  Dakota lets out a little sound of contentment as she snuggles into me after I roll us to the side.  Her breathing evens out and the little puffs of air against my chest tells me she's fallen asleep.

When I try and slide out of her to get us cleaned up, I don’t budge.  Panic starts to bloom inside of me but is quickly shut down by the inherent knowledge that this is how it’s supposed to happen.  At least, with me the way I am now and with my mate.

I watch my beautiful mate, my eyes traveling over her and taking solace in the way she wraps herself around me.  It feels so close to acceptance, but I’m afraid of trusting it completely.  My eyes stray to the mark on her neck, somehow almost completely healed.

The evidence of my claim on her has my chest puffing up and a low purr rattling around behind my ribs.  I’ve never felt more whole, more connected to the monster I am.  It’s a nice change considering I’ve been fighting so much of my nature in the years since the party.

You try accepting being turned into a monster and see how well you fare.

Dakota stirs against me and her eyes pop open.  When she looks at me, the fear and uncertainty there has my heart clenching.  I can feel her panic and I wish I could take it away, but how can I when I’m the one who caused it?

“Jace,” there’s a thread of something too close to horror for my liking in her voice.

She tries to pull away from me but can’t because we’re still locked together.  Her eyes widen as she looks down at us.  When a whimper escapes her lips, my knot finally goes down enough for me to slip free.

She leaps off the bed, her eyes wide and wild.  “What the hell was that?  Were we just locked together?”  She gasps and her hand flies up to where I bit her and the only saving grace, I’m pretty sure, is that it’s not bleeding anymore.  There’s an accusation in her voice, “You bit me.”

I get off the bed slowly, my arms aching to wrap around her and hold her close, soothe her, tell her it’s all going to be okay.  I take a step toward her, needing the connection, but stop when she holds her hands up. 

“Little mate,” I rumble, but she shakes her head.

“Wait, just wait a moment,” her voice is high and tight.  I don’t like it at all.

I rub my chest where I feel the connection to her.  It’s more than a pull now.  It’s like a golden rope binding us together.  The fear she’s feeling almost takes me to my knees.

“You don’t need to be afraid, Dakota,” my voice is soft.  “I’ll never hurt you.”

“You bit me,” she snarls.

“I’m sorry,” I coo and even though everything in me is telling me to go to her, I hold myself back.  “I’m not really sure what this is or what happened, but I think it’s part of you being my mate.”

“We were stuck together.”

I nod slowly.  “I wish I could give you answers,” I tell her honestly, “but I don’t have any.  It’s not like I got a manual for how to be a wolfman.  I didn’t understand the pull between us, but when I went and spoke with Dr. Karloff, he gave me some ideas based on lore and told me to follow my instincts.”

“You followed your instincts, and they led you to being locked inside of me and biting me?”  Her words are measured and slow, as if she’s trying to process everything.

I rub the back of my neck, uncertainty swirling inside of me.  Not about her; never about her.  I’m just uncertain about what I did and what it means for the future.

Fear grips me.  What if she doesn’t want me now?  What if she rejects the way we are bound together?  I can’t explain it, but I know if she did it would be worse than death.

I don’t think I can handle anything else being taken from me.  It’s already been too much as it is.  But losing her?  No, I can’t do it.

Dakota gasps and presses a hand to her chest, her eyes rounding as she looks at me.  She whispers, “Is this your fear I’m feeling?”

I run my hands through my hair and let out a sigh, my shoulders slumping.  “I think so.  I can feel your emotions as well.  I don’t understand it.  I can’t tell you why this is happening, but I know how it felt to be with you, locked with you.  It felt so fucking right.”  When I look at her, I hope she can see the pleading in my eyes for her to understand.  “I felt whole for the first time in so long.”

“I felt the same way,” she concedes, her voice small.

“I know I’m grumpy and gruff.”  I take a chance and take a step closer to her, feeling the walls around her soften just a little bit.  “I know I’m,” I wave my hand to indicate my body, “a monster.”

Her eyes flash with anger, but it’s not at me, it’s on my behalf, before she whispers, “You’re not a monster."

I close the distance between us and pull her against my chest.  The touch of her skin soothes some of my worry.  I wonder if I do the same for her.  I hope so.

“I am and since I was turned it’s been almost impossible for me to accept this life and the way I am now.  Then,” I take a deep breath, letting her scent calm and ground me, “I caught your scent, and something clicked into place, the same way it did when I bit you.”

“The pull,” she murmurs absently, snuggling into me without even realizing it.

“The pull.  Our bond?  I’m not sure what to call it, but that word feels right just like it feels right to call you my mate.”  I bury my face in her neck and breathe deeply, not even caring that we probably look ridiculous considering our height difference.  “I’m sorry,” I whisper against her skin.

“I know.”  She sighs, her arms coming around my waist slowly.  “I can feel your regret.”

“I can feel your confusion,” I confess.

She chuckles, but it’s not really a happy sound and my heart shatters.  She pulls back from me and looks up into my eyes.  I could get lost in the ice blue sea of her eyes; I desperately want to.

“I just need some time to process all of this.”  Her eyes turn worried with a hint of pain.  “Can I have some time?”

I kiss her forehead, hating what I’m about to do, but knowing it’s the right thing.

“Of course,” I mumble against her skin.

I want more from her, I want it all.  I want to demand it.  Take it.

But I don’t.  Instead, I gather up my clothes, give her a long look full of longing and then I walk away.  The tether between us stretches, but it doesn’t break.  I’ll have to find some sort of solace in that.

I’ll give my mate whatever she needs.  If she needs some time, then so be it.  I just hope it’s not too much because with every step the ache in my chest grows.  I need her and I have a feeling she needs me just as much.
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CHAPTER 6

DAKOTA

It’s been almost a week since the night Jace showed up at my place and…all of that went down.  I’m still not sure if I know how to process it all.  There is part of me willing to jump into this thing with him, but another part of me needs to be cautious.

I hate to admit it, but my past is coloring my future.  It’s something I promised myself I wouldn’t do, but I’m not sure how to stop it at this point.  I hate how Macneal still has power over me.

I want happiness.

There was a moment with Jace when I felt truly whole.  It was the first time in my life I felt that way.  Then reality set in.

He bit me.  Then there’s his knot. 

I’m not going to say it was a horrible experience because it wasn’t.  It felt good.  Great even.

It’s also not normal and while I don’t normally care what people think of me, I can’t help but wonder if something is wrong with me because of how much I enjoyed it.

I don’t have anyone to talk to about it either.  I was going to talk to Hadley about it, but I couldn’t do it.  Instead, we talked all about the ranch and the two sexy, former military cowboys who want her.  Even if I didn’t confess, knowing she’s in an unconventional relationship, at least to most people, helped me a little.

I’m not sure some good ménage action and getting off on my wolfman’s knot is the same thing.

Things are coming along at Paws Up and I’ve been able to let myself get lost in the work I’m doing.  Who knew painting could be meditative?  I had no idea, but now that I’ve done it, including coats of primer and then color, I’m a believer.

Even though I’ve been keeping busy and haven’t seen Jace, I know he’s watching me.  It’s not all the time, but it’s enough of it for me to have figured out he’s not going to go anywhere anytime soon.  Honestly, it’s been oddly comforting.

It’s the hardest at night when I know he’s not out there watching me.  That is when a crushing loneliness seeps into the recesses of my being.  It’s a feeling I can’t shake, and it makes me feel like I’m gasping for air while drowning.

I don’t know what is causing it.  Maybe it’s whatever binds me to Jace since we haven’t been together.

Then there are moments when the place he bit me, my mark, burns.  It’s not painful, but it ignites something in me I can’t explain.  It’s almost like it’s telling me to go to him.

I think it’s been long enough, and I should give into the need I have to see him.  I’ve asked around about him a little here and there.  It’s how I know he’s a park ranger and where he lives.  Which is how I find myself pulling up to the small cabin at the edge of the woods.

Well, edge is kind of subjective, isn’t it?  Hell, I live at the edge of the woods, this place is definitely more woods than not.

And I’m nervous.  My palms are sweating and the anticipation inside of me is almost too much to take.  Will he turn me away?  Will we get caught up again in everything between us?  I don’t think I’d mind that too much.

My pussy clenches at the memory of his knot inside of me.  When it first happened, I wasn’t aware of it considering I was being rocked by an intense orgasm which made me feel like my entire world was being spun on its axis.  Then I couldn’t keep my eyes open.  Honestly, that has never happened to me before.

The ache in my shoulder where he bit me along with being able to feel Jace’s emotions was overwhelming.  I wanted to pull away from him and give myself some space, but I couldn’t, and it freaked me out a little.  I’m not proud of it now, but I needed some distance and some time.

I’ve had both and I’m ready to deal with this head-on, I need to.  No more hiding from fate.  I don’t think I could if I tried.  It brought me to Screaming Woods in the first place and now it’s time to put my big girl panties on and face my future.

I get out of my car and close the door like I’m about to commit a fucking robbery and don’t want anyone to be alerted to my presence.  Considering the way that the link between us is humming in acknowledgement, I’m not hiding anything.  He knows I’m here.

I go to walk up the steps onto the small porch of Jace’s cabin and the door swings open to reveal my wolfman.  My wolfman in just a pair of sweatpants.  They’re black and not gray, which is kind of a shame, but they still don't hide a damn thing from me.

His chest is heaving as if he just came in from a run, but the feeling in my chest is telling me it’s really because of how hard he’s holding himself back.

I swallow hard when my eyes travel up his body, which, admittedly, was holding me hostage for a moment, and meet his eyes.  The yellow is swirling, the green disappearing with every heaving breath.  I find myself matching him breath for breath as I harness my bravery and take another step closer to him.

His hands grip the wood of the doorjamb which groans under the force of it.  “Dakota,” he growls sending a shiver up my spine.  “Little mate, have you come back to me?”

When I’m only a few steps away from him, something breaks inside of me, the pieces shattering at my feet and the golden tether between us glittering.  It’s so tangible, I can almost see it binding us together.  I launch myself at him and he moves quickly to catch me, a small grunt falling from his lips at the impact.

I bury my face in his neck as I’m overcome with emotion and tears start sliding down my cheeks.  “I’m sorry,” I sob.

Jace purrs deep in his chest as he steps back into his cabin and kicks the door closed.  He’s moving, taking me somewhere, but I don’t care about the destination.  This is so right.  Now that I’m in his arms, I don’t understand how I could have stayed away from him for a whole week.

I can see how broken I was while away from him, fractured and lost, but everything is different in his arms.  I’m whole again.  I’m found.

He sits on the edge of his bed, and I snuggle into his chest, the tears falling uncontrollably.  Embarrassment fills me, but the relief is something I can’t deny and can’t push away.  I know he can feel what I’m feeling anyway.  The thought gives me comfort, even while a voice in my head tells me it should feel suffocating.

Jace’s fingers and claws run through my hair.  His touch is so gentle, at odds with the big wolfman he is.  He murmurs sweet words in my ear, but I’m not really listening to them.  His purr has me hypnotized, relaxing me down to a cellular level and I’m able to get my emotions under control.

“I’m sorry,” I whimper the words again, knowing how inadequate they are.

His claws tangle in my hair and he gives a gentle tug, pulling me away from his chest and peering down at me.  “Why are you apologizing, little mate.  You did nothing wrong.”

“I pushed you away.  Even though it felt wrong.  Even though I hated every moment I spent away from you.”  I reach up and rub the spot on my chest where it’s ached for him, the spot where he’s bound to me.  “It hurt and if it hurt me then I know it did the same to you, but you still stayed away and gave me space.”

My wolfman’s cheeks turn a little pink and the blush travels up to his ears.  It’s adorable.  When he looks away from me sheepishly, I bite my lip so I don’t laugh at the expression on his face.

“I didn’t exactly stay away,” he mumbles.

I can’t help it anymore and a laugh bubbles out of me.  “I know.”  His eyes snap to mine, and I flash him a smile.  “I could feel you watching me.”  I wave my hand between us and tease him a little, “You know, this bond thing doesn’t just go one way.  I knew when you were close to me.  I could feel you.”

“I just wanted to make sure you were safe.”  His eyes bore into mine with an intensity that has me wanting to strip down and get on all fours for him.  “I needed to do it.”

I nod slowly, my eyes roaming over his features.  When some of his hair falls forward in front of his eyes, I reach up and brush it back.  There’s a vulnerability in his gaze and it guts me.  I know I didn’t help by pushing him away.  It’s clear to me that my wolfman hasn’t fully accepted what he is. 

“I did feel safe, my mate,” I whisper the words and Jace stills before growling, the rumble vibrating through me.  “You kept me safe.  I didn’t mind you being there.”  My eyes slide closed at the memory of the pain we were both feeling, looping back to each other and magnifying.  “I’m sorry I pushed you away.”

“I understand, Dakota.”  His arms tighten around me, and I feel how hard his cock is through the sweatpants he has on.  I’m very aware that we have too many clothes on.  “I was willing to give you all the time you needed.”  My eyes open slowly and the heat between us flares to life even though it was never extinguished no matter how much time passed or how much distance there was.  “It wasn’t going to change anything.  You’re mine and that’s forever, but I knew you needed time.”

“Forever?”  The word sounds like hope on my lips, even to me.

“Yes.”  His hands glide up my back and with my next breath, he tugs my shirt up and over my head.  “Mating is for life.”  He leans forward and licks the mark he left on me.  “This is for life.”

“Jace,” I moan, “I need you.”

It’s like my words unlock something for the both of us as he stands me up and strips me quickly.  His movements are jerky with need, but he ensures he doesn’t hurt me.  It’s perfect.  He’s perfect, even if there’s a little bit of me that is still afraid.

Afraid this will all vanish.  Afraid it’s just a dream and I’ll wake up still stuck in my past life with Macneal and his abuse.

I push the thoughts aside when Jace stands, and I push his sweatpants down his legs.  He kicks them away and I giggle a little at the sound of fabric tearing as he does.  He’s not at all bothered, if the look of raw hunger on his face is anything to go by.

I crawl onto the bed and wiggle my ass at him because everything in me is begging me to present myself to him this way.  “I want to feel you grip my hips and take me,” I whimper the words, the need in me taking over and voicing my desires.

Jace tilts his head back and howls before he steps up to the edge of the bed, holding me steady with one hand.  With the other, he grips the base of his shaft, rubbing the head of his cock between my slick pussy lips.  I try and move back to take him inside of me, but his grip tightens on my hip as if reminding me who is in charge.

Goosebumps cover my skin, the anticipation of when he’s going to thrust inside of me making my head spin as I pant.  I make a sound in the back of my throat, it’s a plea and a prayer.  The purr coming from him only makes me wetter.

When he slams into me, I gasp at the feeling of fullness.  It was only a week ago that he was inside me last, but it was too long.  Too fucking long.  How did I manage to go a week without him?

“Fuck,” he grunts.  “Your pussy is perfect, little mate.  You’re so hot and wet for me.”

With every thrust, he’s moving faster and harder.  My eyes roll back into my head as he forces me to take everything that he’s giving me.  I moan with every movement of his length inside of me and stars dance in front of my eyes as the bond between us hums in satisfaction.

The feedback loop I experienced all week was full of pain, but now it’s filled with passion.  It heightens everything.  I can feel the satisfaction and pride he’s experiencing at giving me pleasure as well as how good it feels for him.

“Yes.  Please.”  I groan as his claws bite at my skin.  He slaps my ass and I let out a low moan of approval while the walls of my pussy squeeze him.

“You ran from me,” he growls in the back of his throat.  He spanks me again and again, timing them with the thrusts of his hips.  He understands why I needed time and space, but he’s punishing me for it.  If this is the kind of punishment he has in mind, I’m more than okay with it.  “Need you, little mate,” he groans, “always.”

“I’m yours,” I pant the words, bracing myself as our bodies move together while I’m being pushed closer to the edge with the way the bond between us coils with the passion I’m feeling.

“Mine.  My.  Mate,” each word is punctuated by a powerful thrust.

Just as I explode, my vision whites out and he pushes deep inside of me.  I feel the knot at the base of his cock expand and lock us together.  I scream out his name at the sensation of being stretched around him.  I don’t know how it’s possible, but it feels so fucking right.

“Dakota,” he purrs as the first jet of his cum splashes against my womb.

I’m covered, well, I was, but who knows if that kind of thing works when we’re talking about wolfman sperm.  The thought should have me freaking out, but I’m too drunk on sex hormones to give a fuck about it right now.

We’re locked together as Jace wraps one arm under my hips, the other sliding up my chest between my breasts and pulling me up to his chest.  He licks across my mate mark again and my pussy clamps down on him in response.

His chest vibrates against my back with a purr as he repositions us in the middle of the bed on our sides.  My fingers run through the hair on his arms, loving the feel of it.  The gentle rumble coming from him has my eyes sliding closed, but I know I’m safe.

In the arms of my wolfman I’m safe, but it’s more than that.  I’m whole.

What was I thinking trying to walk away?  I know it’ll never happen.  Not now.

Mates are for life, after all.
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CHAPTER 7

JACE

Something snuggles into my chest and there’s a moment when I don’t know what’s going on.  When my eyes pop open, I’m greeted with the soft pastel colors of my mate’s hair and breathe a sigh of relief.  I’m not used to waking up in bed with another person, but with her next to me happiness fills me.

Memories from last night flood me, making my already hard cock ache with the need to be buried deep inside of her again.  I try and shift my hips away from her, not wanting to pressure her.  I could see the skittishness in her eyes last night when she came to my cabin.  Not only that, but I want her to know being with her is about more than sex.

I’ve been beside myself for the last week while trying to give her space.  It’s been hell and everything in my world has been off.  It was because she was so far away from me.  I needed her closer.  I needed her in my arms.

Right where she is now.  It settles something inside of me while also making me crave so much more.  I bury my head in her hair and take a deep breath of her blueberry muffin and orange scent.  It comforts me in a way I’ve never experienced before.

Dakota, my little vixen, pushes her ass back against me, my hips cradling hers.  I know she’s still asleep by the way she’s breathing and her heartrate.  If she were awake, I don’t know if I could control the need to take her right now.

She’s perfect.  Still, I know she’s holding something back, something in her past.  She’s been busy getting her shop ready, but I’m hoping I can convince her to spend the day with me.  I want to show her the things I love in my forest while also getting to know her.

I know we have a lifetime together to get to know each other, but I’m eager for it.  We could have longer if Dakota wants to drink Karloff’s anti-aging potion; I hope she’s willing to think about it.  I want to spend eternity with her and there’s so much we still don’t know about what happened to us with the change.

My mate lets out a little groan before she sucks in a breath and turns slowly, her ice blue eyes opening and widening.  Her heartrate picks up, but I’m not sure if it’s from fear or if she’s starting to freak out again.  I try and block the flash of pain in my chest.  I don’t want her to feel it and her emotions are all over the place.

“Good morning, little mate,” I rasp.

She relaxes in my arms as a small smile plays on her lips.  “I’m sorry, I was just disoriented.  It’s been a long time since I’ve woken up with someone in bed with me and I thought,” she trails off and looks away.

I cup her cheek and bring her eyes back to mine.  “I know you have a past, Dakota.  I might be a possessive animal, but I’m not going to hold it against you.  I had my own reasons for waiting and a lot of it has to do with becoming a monster.”

“You’re not a monster or an animal,” she snarls, her fierceness shocking me.

“You’re adorable,” I coo as I lean forward and kiss her lips softly.

She sighs as her body relaxes against me.  My cock is throbbing, begging me to make her mine all over again.  When her hips shift forward and she presses her body against mine, it’s almost impossible to pull away from her, but I do, just enough to keep my sanity.

“As much as I’d love to roll you on your back, fill you with my cum and knot you until your eyes roll back in your head, I was hoping we could spend some time together today.”  She arches her eyebrow and I chuckle; the sound worn with disuse.  “I meant spend some time together out of bed.  I think we should get to know each other.”

Her eyes soften, the light blue sparkling as she looks at me.  The way the light streams in from the window has her looking like an angel.  And she’s all mine.  

“I’d like that,” she admits softly.

I hate the loss of her against me when I stand up, but I do it anyway.  I pick her up bridal style and stride into the bathroom, smirking at her.  “We should shower together though, out here I’m all about conservation.”

She tilts her head to the side, amusement filling her voice, “That is so green of you.”

When the shower warms, I pull her in with me and spend time washing every inch of her.  I love the way my heart swells by taking care of my mate.  A feeling of contentment fills me, something I’ve never experienced.  I know she’s not ready, but I’m already in love with this woman.

I think I fell the moment I first got a whiff of her scent.  It was all I needed and though I still don’t understand it fully, I’m all in and there’s nothing that can change it.

I’m thankful as fuck that she has a bag of clothes in her car, and I can’t help but laugh at the sheepish smile she gives me when she asks me to go and grab it.  It’s difficult to tear myself away from her when she’s standing in front of me in only a towel, but I want her comfortable and I want to show her my favorite place.

I bite back a growl as she covers herself up, but I know it’s just a matter of time before I strip her and bury myself in her wet heat.  When she looks at me, I can see the hunger in her eyes as she takes in the way my jeans hang on my hips.  My muscles strain as she looks me over.

I groan, “If you keep looking at me like that we’ll never leave.”

She bites her lip as if she’s considering if she wants to or not.  Her voice is full of faux innocence, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”  I arch an eyebrow in challenge, and she huffs, “Fine.”

When we step outside, I’m surprised that she reaches over and laces her fingers with mine, not caring about my claws.  She keeps surprising me.  I’ve never been one for surprises, I like order, but with her, I’m up for each little gift she gives me.

As we head deeper into the woods, the trust she puts in me has me filling with a sense of pride I haven’t felt for years.  It’s more than the feeling I’ve gotten the last few years as I’ve done my job.  With the tether between us, I can feel her excitement about where I’m taking her. 

There’s no fear there, which is amazing.  If she were afraid of me, I don’t know what I’d do.  Since the change, I’ve missed this kind of connection with other people.  It was easier for me to retreat to my cabin instead of facing rejection.  I got enough of that when the humans left; hell, I think all of us who were changed that night did.

“Tell me about Paws Up,” I prompt her as we’re walking.

She looks at me out of the corner of her eye, gauging if I’m seriously interested, but I know I am.  “My best friend, Hadley, and I have been running it for a few years now in Denver.  We did it mostly out of a van, but it’s been growing steadily.  Hadley handles all the recipes and I’ve been kind of the face of it all.  I’ve always liked dealing with customers and meeting new people.  She’s happy to be behind the scenes, so it worked for us.”  The soft smile on her lips warms my heart.  “We’ve always wanted to open a store, but it was never the right time.”

“What changed?”

“I needed to get away from Denver,” there’s a wariness in her voice.  I want to push her, but I also want her to tell me her secrets in her own time.

“Okay.  Why didn’t Hadley come with you to Screaming Woods?”

Dakota gets a faraway look in her eye.  “It was more of a timing thing, but she had the opportunity to go to a ranch where ex-military guys train protection dogs.  It’s like a PTSD therapy facility, ranch, dog training and breeding facility in one.”  She shrugs one shoulder.  “We know some people in Denver who have a connection to the place, and they arranged for her to speak with the owner.  He offered her a place to stay for as long as she wanted while she tests new recipes and researches what would be best for the dogs there.”

“Do you only make dog treats?”  I’m curious, but also wary.

Dakota giggles and shakes her head.  “I’m not going to have you test anything, my wolfman, if that’s what you’re worried about.”  I was, but I’m not going to admit it, not when I’m practically fucking floating because she called me hers.  “We make treats for all pets, honestly.  The dog ones are the best sellers though.”

“You said you felt a pull to come here when you were looking for a place to open?”

She bites her lip and breathes out, “Yeah.  I still can’t explain it.”

I give her hands a squeeze and then we step out into the clearing, the one I love and visit when I need to think.  Dakota gasps as she looks around.  It’s beautiful here year-round, but I can’t wait to bring her in the spring and summer when the wildflowers are blooming. 

“Wow.  I bet this place is even better at night with the moon shining down,” there’s awe in her voice.

I stop and turn toward her fully.  Surprise coats my words, “That’s my favorite time to come here.”

She gives me a knowing smile and admits, “It’s beautiful.”

I can’t look away from her, even though I’m where I feel most at peace.  “You’re beautiful,” I growl and watch as she blushes.

“Do you like being a park ranger?”

It’s not the most elegant change of subjects, but I let her get away with it because I don’t want to make her uncomfortable.  I can feel how much she appreciates my compliment; my chest burns with the joy in her heart as it flares.  It’s enough for me.

I nod and then pull her over to the edge of the clearing where there’s a fallen tree, one I’ve taken to using as a bench more than once.  “I do.  It’s all I ever wanted to do.”  I take a deep breath and let it out slowly, taking in the fresh air with a hint of my mate’s scent mixed in.  “I’ve always loved the woods here and I want to be able to help protect it.  It always felt like a calling of sorts.”

“Must be nice to know what you want to do early on,” she whispers, a bit of her own regret hitting me.

My voice is gentle, “Paws Up wasn’t your dream?”

“It wasn’t not my dream.”  She chuckles at herself and rolls her eyes.  “I love doing it, don’t get me wrong, but no, I didn’t dream about selling pet treats as a little girl.”

“What did you dream of?”

Dakota’s shoulders slump and I wish I could take the question back.  “I didn’t dream of much.  I dreamt of happiness.  A family.  I wanted to find a little place in the world that made me feel whole and at peace.”  She looks around the clearing, wistfulness in her voice, “A place like this, maybe.”

I reach over and grip her knee, giving it a squeeze.  “I’m happy to share this place with you.”

Her eyes sparkle when she looks back at me and teases, “Not like I’d give you a chance now.”

I throw my head back and laugh, loving her sass.  We sit side by side and take in our surroundings.  I could sit like this with her forever, but I also can tell there’s something on my mate’s mind.

She shifts slightly on the log, and I almost ask her if she’s uncomfortable when she whispers, “Earlier you asked me why I left Denver and I wasn’t entirely truthful.”

I give her knee a squeeze.  “I’m listening.  I’ll always listen.”

When she looks up at me, the smile on her lips is sad and her eyes are filled with pain.  It strikes me in the center of my chest, and I bite back my reaction.  I want to chase it away and wrap my woman up in my arms, not letting anything hurt her.

“I was with this guy, Macneal.  I knew he wasn’t a good guy and wasn’t good for me.  I just,” she sighs, her voice small, “I don’t think I wanted to be alone.” My body tightens, fear filling me at what she’s about to say.  “He became abusive.  At first it was words, but then one time he put his hands on me.  He threw me across a room and tried to choke me.”  She shudders and a low growl rumbles from me.  Her eyes snap up to mine and she covers my hand with hers.  “I’m okay, Jace.”

“He hurt you,” the words are feral snarls.

“He did,” she admits, her shoulders falling.  “I’m okay now though.  It’s one of the reasons I wanted to look for a place to open the shop away from Denver.  We broke up, but he was still obsessed.”

My protective instincts are riding me hard.  The need to make sure she’s safe.  The desire to eliminate the threat.  I’ll never let anything happen to her.

She lays her head on my shoulder.  “I haven’t heard from him since I moved, but I wanted to be honest with you about the things that are holding me back, even though I know you’re nothing like him.  I’m just scared.  So much of me is screaming to jump into this thing with you and part of me already has, but I’m still scared.”

I wrap an arm around her shoulders and tuck her into my side before kissing the top of her head.  My voice is a soft rasp as I try and control the rage inside me.  “I know you’re not ready to say it and that’s okay, but I want you to know, little mate, I love you.”  She sucks in a sharp breath and tries to pull away from me, but I hold her against me.  “I’ll protect you.  Always.”

“I know,” she whispers and melts into my side.

We look out at the clearing, breathing the clean air and enjoying the silence.  I hope she really does know because now that she’s mine, there’s nothing I won’t do for her.
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CHAPTER 8

DAKOTA 

I wipe down the display counter one more time and step back to check out my completed shop.  It looks damn good.  I found someone in town to paint a pet mural on one wall and it’s perfect.  They finished yesterday and, other than the deep cleaning I just finished, it was the last thing on my list.

Now, I’m really done.

It’s kind of wild when I think about how far I’ve come in this little space.  I have some treats cooling in the kitchen since I cleaned back there yesterday while the painting was happening.  Give me a wall that needs a solid color and I’m your girl, but art?  Yeah, not going to happen.  Not by me anyway.

When I spoke with Hadley yesterday, she was so excited about the road trip she’s taking with her men, Luke and Brock, to come to Screaming Woods for the grand opening in a few days.  I can’t wait to see her and meet the men who have stolen my best friend from me.

I know it’s not true, but I’m still going to give them shit about it.

Things are good.  I’ve seen Jace every day since I went to his cabin in the woods.  As much as fear fills me with me the idea of it, I know I’m falling in love with him.  Or I am in love with him, if I’m being honest.

I think I fell in love with him the moment I smelled his forest and apple scent.  It comforts me and wraps warmth around me without even trying.  I’m glad I told him about my fears and what happened with Macneal because it feels like a weight has been lifted from me now with it out in the open.

I know he hates it, and it makes him feel rage that is almost too much for him to handle.  I can feel it through the bond we share.  I can’t do anything to change my past and he knows it just as well as I do.

The fact that he’s willing to take his time, even though we’re already tied together, means everything to me.  He’s breaking down the walls around me and the fear.

I spent months walking around Denver looking over my shoulder.  I felt safe in Screaming Woods from the moment I moved here, but after meeting Jace, I feel untouchable.  It should make me wary, but it doesn’t.

It makes me feel alive, like I can do anything.

As I look around Paws Up again, I realize I can.

I have a few interviews tomorrow since I’m looking for an employee or two, even though the thought of not knowing how the shop is going to do and hiring someone gives me anxiety.  I know I can’t run the business all by myself, not if I want to stay on top of making the treats.  I could do the treats at night, but I don’t want to miss out on time with Jace either.

I start to head into the back to start bagging up some treats when the bell over the door rings.  I smile because I installed the bell all by myself yesterday afternoon.  I knew Jace was watching me, but I wasn’t going to ask him for help.

Yes, he could have reached the top of the door without the stepladder I required, but I’m not going to use him for his height or his strength.

The moment I stepped onto the stepladder; he was stomping across the street from where he was hiding while watching me.  He’s not there every day like he was when I asked or space, but he’s there often enough.

I giggled a little at the look of frustration on his face when he couldn’t open the door since I had positioned the stepladder right in front of it.  My amusement only made him scowl.  I could feel his worry for my wellbeing through our bond.

“Little mate,” he growled, the sound traveling through the window easily, “what are you doing up there?”

“I’m installing the bell,” I sassed him.

“I can see that.”  He scrubbed a hand down his face, his eyes starting to glow yellow with how much he didn’t like what I was doing.  “I meant why are you up there when I would have helped you?  It’s not safe.”

I scoffed, “It’s a stepladder, Jace.  It’s not like I’m on some rickety chairs or something.  This is perfectly safe.”

I wiggled a little on the step to prove my point and his eyes widened as he growled louder in warning.  The last thing Jace would ever do is hurt me, but that doesn’t mean I don’t push his buttons.  I know I do.

“Dakota,” he pleaded, “please get down.  I can’t stand out here and watch this.  What if you fall?  I won’t be able to get to you.”

I batted my eyelashes at him and blew him a kiss but went right on installing the bell.  The moment I stepped down and moved the stepladder out of the way, he charged inside and hauled me against his chest.  When he buried his face in my neck, he inhaled deeply.  The feeling of his breath on my mate mark made my pussy gush as I shuddered in his arms.

“I’m fine,” I assured him gently.  “I need to do some things on my own and I wasn’t in danger.”

He took another deep breath, kissing my mark gently before his tongue ran along it.  Holy shit, it lit my whole body on fire.  When he pulled back from me, I could see the concern in his eyes, the yellow still swirling with the green.

“I know.”  He took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  “I’m still going to worry,” he insisted.

I could only smile up at him before wrapping my arms around his neck while I tipped up on my toes and pulled him down for a kiss.  Even though someone was there painting and the windows allowed anyone walking by to see in, I didn’t care.  I kissed my wolfman like my life depended on it, thanking him for his concern and his care.

The memory of it, so fresh in my mind, has tingles running through me.  I feel a blast of contentment and curiosity coming through the bond.  Jace is working today, mostly at my insistence because he can’t spend all day watching over me.  He’s lucky he knew what his calling was early on and then made it happen.  He loves the forest and he’s there to protect it.

My lips part, ready to tell whoever has come in that we’re closed, as I turn toward the door and freeze.  My eyes widen and my heart starts racing.  I can feel the worry coming from Jace, but I can’t do anything about it.

Fear.

It’s the only thing I can process right now.

My voice cracks, “What are you doing here?”

Macneal takes a step closer, and I take one back out of instinct.  For most people that would be enough to tell someone to stop, but not Macneal.  Something flashes in his eyes, something sinister that has my gut turning over.

“I came for you, Dakota,” he sneers.  “You left Denver, and it took me a little while to track you down, but I’m here now.  I’m here to take you home.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you,” my voice is high and shaking with terror. 

I hate that he makes me afraid.  I also know I can’t do anything about it.  The memory of his hands wrapped around my throat has me gasping for air as if he’s doing it again right now.  I try and breathe, I try and focus, but all I can see is the way his eyes are begging for violence and how he’s getting closer to me.

My feet feel like they’re made of led, and I can’t take a step back anymore.  My eyes well up with tears and even though I try and blink them back, one slides down my cheek.  A sound comes out of my throat which sounds like a dying whale.

It only makes Maclean’s smirk widen.

His hand shoots out and he grips a chunk of my hair, his fingers tightening and causing me to wince.  His voice is low and threatening, “I told you not to dye your hair.  It looks ridiculous on you.”  He narrows his eyes, his words like arrows, “You’re trying too hard to be cool.  You’re not.  You’re nothing.”

“Stop,” I whisper, wishing I could sound stronger, wishing I could scream and yell.

I feel panic coming from Jace, but there’s nothing I can do about it, and I can’t shut the bond down between us.  I know he’ll try and get to me, but I have a sinking feeling that he won’t be fast enough.

“Are you really going to fight me on coming home?”

“Denver isn’t my home.  Not anymore.”  I try and shake my head, but all it does is pull at the strands of my hair that he’s still holding onto.  I have no doubt that his knuckles are turning white with the force of his grip.  “I’m opening the shop here.  I live here,” my voice gains a little bit of strength and I try and find some joy in standing up to the man in front of me, but it’s hard to fight the fear.

Macneal sneers and before my next heartbeat, which is a loud thud inside my chest, he slaps me hard across my face with his free hand, not letting my hair go with the other.  It causes the force of the hit to be even greater since I can’t absorb any of the momentum of the impact.

I have to just take it.

I hate feeling weak.  Macneal has always made me feel weak.  Now, after spending some time with Jace, I realize he doesn’t make me feel that way.  He makes me feel strong, wanted, and sexy as fuck.  It’s too damn bad that coming face-to-face with my past has caused such a realization.

I should have told Jace how much he means to me instead of letting fear rule me.  Now, I don’t know if I’ll get the chance.

Macneal grips my hair tighter, and I feel some of the strands pull out of my head as he starts to drag me toward the door.  I scream, but I’m worried no one will hear me.  Or maybe everyone will hear me?  I don’t even know.

I wonder if Macneal knows what kind of town he came to.  I’ve made some connections, but will it be enough to save me?

I send all the love I can through my bond with Jace.  If this is it, if this morning and the kiss goodbye was the last one that I get, I want him to know how much I cherish it.  It flashes in my head, one of those romance movie kisses that transcends time and space.  It was perfect.

It’ll be my last memory of him.

I can feel a sense of urgency coming from him along with a plea for me to hang on, but I don’t know if I can.  I don’t want to be, but I’m so fucking weak.  Tears are streaming down my face and blurring my eyesight.

As Macneal pulls me through the door, I grab ahold of the jam, my knuckles turning white with how much I’m trying to stop him from dragging me out.  I don’t want to go with him.  I scream again which is when I hear the murmurs of those coming out of their shops near me to investigate what is going on.

Relief starts to fill me, but then it slams into me as I hear a fucking roar coming from down the street.  I know who it is.  I know what it means.

Macneal freezes but then he turns to me, a snarl on his face that doesn’t fill me with fear, not right now, not when I know safety is so close.  “What the fuck was that?”  He narrows his eyes at me and scoffs.  “You think you’re safe now, but you’re not.  Dakota, you’re mine and if I can’t have you then no one can.”

He starts to drag me again, taking two steps but then his head swings one direction and then the other.  It sounds like a stampede coming our way, but I know it’s just one pissed off wolfman.  My wolfman.

“Get your fucking hands off my mate,” the words are a garbled growl, but I hear them clearly and so does Macneal.

He lets go of my hair, some of my strands still between his fingers while my scalp stings.  I’ll gladly take the loss of some hair over being taken wherever he was planning on forcing me to go.

Jace is here.  He came for me.  To save me.  He’s not the only monster on the street now and I can feel anger coming from all of them, but Jace is the only one that matters.
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CHAPTER 9

JACE

I don’t need Dakota to tell me who this fucker is.  It’s her twat of an ex, the one who put his hands on her before.  I wasn’t going to go and hunt him down, content with my woman in my arms as I worked on tearing down her walls, the ones she put up because of him.

He made a mistake by coming onto my turf.  I look around and notice I’m not the only one who came out to investigate my mate’s screams.  A sense of pride and community I thought was lost fills me.  I’ve isolated myself, even from my fellow monsters, because I couldn’t take it.

I was afraid.

Even if they’re not out here for me, I’ll take it.  Dakota has made an impression on a lot of people in a short amount of time, only further proving to me she belongs here, that she’s mine.  I heard her screams as I was already on my way to her.  Feeling her terror through our bond was almost too much for me to take and I cursed myself at being so far away from her.

I should have watched over her at the shop, but she insisted I needed to do my job.  She wasn’t exactly wrong, but now I don’t know if I’ll be able to let my mate out of my sight for a very long time.  The feelings coming from her as they washed over me had me moving faster than I ever have before.

I’ve never been thankful for the creature I was made into before, but right now, as I see the fear in Macneal’s eyes, I could kiss Karloff.  I won’t, but I’ll think about apologizing to him for treating him like shit and putting all the blame on him.

“Your mate,” Macneal scoffs.  He waves his hand toward Dakota who is using the front window of Paws Up to hold herself up.  “This bitch?  She’s mine.  I came to collect her,” he sneers the words and the feral part of me which was already on edge pushes against the chains of my control.

I growl, the sound low and threatening.  I can smell the fear coming off him, but he doesn’t back down.  So, not only is he an abusive fuck, but he’s stupid.

“She’s not yours.”  I shake my head slowly, my steps decisive and measured as I get closer to him.  I don’t know if I’ll be able to let him leave here with his life.  I hope it doesn’t make Dakota think less of me.  “You abused her.”  There are a few gasps from those watching on the street.  I can feel how much they want to step up to my side, but they know I need to do this.  “You filled her with fear.  You terrorized her and you pushed her to find a new home.  She’s found it here.”

He looks around him, but instead of running away with his tail between his legs, he lets out a maniacal laugh.  “Home?  With you fucking freaks?  I don’t think so,” he snarls.

He takes a step toward my mate, and I see red.  I grip his shoulder, feeling a pop in my hand as I spin him.  The first hit flies and breaks his nose.  He screams in pain and drops to his knees.  

“I’ll have you arrested for assault,” he screams.

This time it’s my turn to laugh.  I shake my head slowly.  “You think we have police here?  A sheriff?  You think they’d care or get involved?  Look around you.  We police ourselves and you’re an abusive fuck.”

The fear coming off him is intoxicating and it only fuels my need to hurt him, to break him, to show him he will never touch Dakota again.  My next hit is against his temple, knocking him out, but it’s not enough.  Not nearly enough.

I follow him down and land blow after blow.  I need to bathe in his blood.  I need to protect my mate.  Always my mate.

“Jace,” Dakota whimpers.

The red haze clears like whisps on the wind, and I snap my head over to where she’s still holding herself up against the window.  I expect her to be looking at me with horror, but I don’t see any in her eyes.  I check the bond and it’s not filled with fear either.

I suck in a breath when I realize it’s filled with love.  Love for me.  And relief.  So much fucking relief.

She doesn’t look down at her ex, she locks her gaze with mine and I get lost in her ice blue eyes.  I stand up slowly, my movements jerky because I don’t want to scare her.  I know Macneal is still alive because I can hear his heart beating.  I wouldn’t be sad if he were dead, but I don’t need his death on my soul, not when I have this woman in my life.

My woman.  My mate.

“Please take care of the trash,” I throw over my shoulder knowing someone will deal with him.

They might patch him up and send him on his way or they’ll dispose of him by giving him exactly what he deserves.  I don’t know and I don’t care.  As long as he’s gone and never comes back, it’s enough for me.

When I get to my mate, I pull her against my chest and bury my face in her neck, taking in her scent and letting it calm the last vestiges of the fear in me that I wouldn’t get to her in time.  “I’m sorry,” I murmur against her skin.

“Sorry?”  She chokes out the words, “Why would you be sorry?  You saved me.”

“You saw a side of me I never wanted to show you,” I admit on a whisper.

Her fingers thread through my hair before she pulls me back from her and my heart starts to crack, but then she looks into my eyes.  “I’m grateful you came.  I was so scared.”

My shoulders slump and I let out a low whine.  “I know, I could feel it.”

Her eyes are glassy with unshed tears as she shakes her head slowly.  “I was scared about what he was going to do, but that was only a fraction of my fear.  I was scared that I wouldn’t get the chance to tell you I love you.”

I blink at her, part of me unable to process her words.  I throw my head back and howl, the sound reverberating through the town.  She loves me.

I scoop her up and turn, not caring about what they’re doing to the piece of shit who thought he could come into our town and hurt one of our own.  I start running, needing to get to the woods.  Needing to get to the clearing even if I have no idea why.

I’m sure there are things Dakota needs to still do at the shop, but it’ll have to wait.  I know everyone will keep an eye on the shop and won’t let anything happen to it.  I shouldn’t have pushed them away for all these years, but I won’t do it anymore.

We’re a family, fucked up as it may be.  We’re in this together.

With my mate at my side, I can do anything.

Dakota wraps her arms around my neck and buries her face in my chest.  There is still some fear coming from her that I can feel in our bond, but with every step it dims slightly.  By the time I make it to the clearing, it’s dusk and she isn’t feeling any of the fear her asshole of an ex inflicted upon her.

It’s a full moon tonight and I can already feel the pull of it, the way it calls to me.  When I look down at the way my mate’s skin glows, I know I’m not the only one who feels it.

“So beautiful,” I growl as I lay her down.

I know I should be careful, but the need in me to claim her again, to show her and everyone else who she really belongs to, is riding me too hard.  I use my claws and slice through the fabric keeping me from seeing her beautiful body.  I throw the fabric away from her, hating the sour scent of that asshole on her.

She gasps and I watch as her ice blue eyes melt with heat and need.  I shred my own clothes and then I’m covering my body with hers, needing to feel her skin against mine.  Needing to know she’s right here with me.  I also need to replace his scent with mine as best I can.

“I was scared I wasn’t going to get to you in time,” I admit softly.

Her hands glide along my arms as she wraps her legs around my hips, her wet pussy gliding against my straining length.  We both moan at the sensation, raw desire begging to pull us under.

“You were right on time,” there’s steel in her voice, as if she’s daring me to tell her differently.  I grind my hips against hers and she whimpers, “Jace, need you.”

“I’m yours,” I grit out through my teeth.

I kiss her hard, needing to taste her mouth, needing to make her feel only good things.  She kisses me back, giving herself over to me.  The way she submits underneath me satisfies the feral part of me.

“I’m yours,” she murmurs against my lips, “take me.”

I growl as I pull my hips back and fill her with my cock in one hard thrust.  She gasps when I hit her cervix, but it’s not in pain.  I can feel it, feel how much she needs this, wants this, how much pleasure it gives her.

My movements are punishing and primal.  I never want her to doubt me, even though I can feel through our bond that she doesn’t.  She has faith in me.  She loves me.

It takes my breath away.

I kiss along her jaw and down the column of her neck as she arches for me, exposing herself to me, trusting me with her vulnerability.  Her pussy squeezes my length, begging me for more.  I’m more than happy to give it.

“You gonna milk my cock, little mate?”

Dakota’s hips move to meet my thrusts.  The hair on my body stands on end, the feeling of being whole and being buried in my mate almost too much for me to take.  She’s so much more than I imagined before I became what I am and after.

“Need your knot,” she pants as she buries her face against my shoulder and bites down.

It’s not hard enough to break the skin, but I feel the chains on my control break.  My eyesight changes slightly and my muscles seem to grow just a little bit more, the beast in me no longer the other, but part of me, a part I can no longer ignore.

I was able to save Dakota today because of what I’ve become.  I can no longer deny the truth of who I am, what I was made into, and what it means for my future.  If I weren’t a monster, would I have recognized Dakota for what she is?  My soulmate, my other half?

If I didn’t feel trapped and hadn’t isolated myself, if she didn’t need to run, would our paths have crossed?  I don’t know, but it doesn’t matter.  Everything, the good and the bad, brought me to this moment.

The moment I claim my mate again knowing full well what it means and having her love sing through the bond as it wraps around my heart.

I thrust into her brutally, but she takes it and whimpers for more.  I don’t stop, I can’t stop.

“Gonna fill you with so much of my cum that it’ll be running down your thighs for days,” I growl.

“Claim me,” she breathes out.

I tip my head back and howl into the darkening sky, the moon peeking out and basking us in a glow which steals my breath and baptizes our bond.  When I look down at her, I give myself a moment to enjoy her, to see her for the wonderful gift she is.

Then before my next breath, I open my mouth and strike, my teeth biting in deep right where I marked her the first time.  Dakota screams out my name as I fling her over the edge, her orgasm overtaking her.  Her entire body is shaking when I push my cock deep inside of her and my knot inflates, locking us together.

My cock jerks with every jet of my cum.  I growl against her skin, not letting go as I sink my teeth in a little deeper.  The action causes her to tip over the edge again and my eyes roll back into my head at the feeling of my mate’s pussy squeezing my knot.

I let go of the crook of her neck slowly, licking over the mark.  The moon bathes us in light as our panting breaths and shaking bodies start to float back down.  I’d say we’re going back to normal, but I know normal flew out the window the moment I smelled blueberry muffins and oranges.

"I love you, little mate,” I whisper against her lips as I kiss her softly and sweetly.

“I love you, my wolfman, my mate,” her words are slurred from the power of the pleasure I just gave her and the weight of everything that happened in town.

I can feel her contentment through our bond as I roll us, and my arms wrap around her.  As I stroke up and down her back, a purr starts deep in my chest.  When she snuggles against me, I know I’m damn lucky.

It doesn’t matter if I’m a human or a monster as long as I have Dakota in my arms.
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CHAPTER 10

DAKOTA

Today’s the day.  Paws Up is officially open for business and we’ve been busy all day.  I’m glad Hadley is here with her men because I need all the help I can get.  I know that most of this is because everyone wanted to come out and show their support to me and the business.  It’ll calm down after a little bit and then the two employees I hired will be enough.

When Hadley arrived a few days ago, I could barely sit still knowing she was so close.  The moment I heard her pull up, I was out the door with Jace following me and chuckling.  Nothing was going to stop me from getting to my best friend.

I had already told her on the phone about Macneal showing up.  She was horrified, but not surprised.  Neither was I.  I’m not sure what happened to him after Jace picked me up and carried me to the clearing to claim me all over again and I don’t care to know.

He’s out of my life for good which is all that matters.  Jace has been my shadow and it gives me another layer of peace.  All of that flew out the window the moment I saw my best friend when she slid out of the giant truck.

We ran to each other, hugging like it had been years since we’d seen each other instead of a matter of weeks.  No matter the length of time, it was the longest we’d ever gone without seeing each other.  I think she came at the perfect time for both of us, we needed the connection, to feel the sisterhood between us.

She squeezed me so damn tight, I had to pat her back and wheeze, “Can’t breathe.”

“Sorry,” she pulled back and laughed in a way that told me she wasn’t sorry at all.  “I just missed you so much.”

“I missed you too.”  I eyed the guys who had gotten out of the truck with her and were standing at her back, flanking her.  “Now I get to meet the guys who swooped in and stole my best friend’s heart?”  

Hadley gave me a huge smile and introduced me to Luke and Brock.  I could feel how happy my best friend was and could see how much she was glowing.  Ranch life, or maybe just life with her two men, agreed with her.

After I shook their hands I scowled at them, only partially meaning it as I threatened, “If you hurt her, I’ll track you down and no one will ever find the body parts.”

Hadley choked on a laugh, but that’s the moment Jace stepped up behind me and I watched as my friend’s eyes went wide.  “Oh my,” she swallowed hard and squeaked, “hi.”

I giggled at her reaction and looked at her men, both of whom were taking Jace in, but I didn’t see judgement in their eyes.  “This is Jace, my mate,” I exclaimed without a hint of shame.

I could feel pride and gratefulness in my bond with him as he wrapped an arm around my waist and tucked me into his side.  After the introductions, we all went inside and got to know each other.  Hadley and I were practically preening over the way the guys got along and the love they clearly showed for us.

When the guys were talking about something, Hadley leaned into me and whispered, “Mate?  You’ve got some explaining to do.”

I giggled and winked at her.  “I know, but I thought this was something you’d have to see to believe.”

“No kidding,” she mumbled.  She looked me over and gave a nod of appreciation.  “I can tell how happy you are and that is, ultimately, all I care about.”

“I love him,” I breathed out.

It was enough for my best friend just like her loving her men is enough for me.  It’s been so damn nice having them here and I’m already not looking forward to when they leave.  I know it won’t be the last time I see them, but it still stings.

Jace wraps an arm around my waist and pulls me back to his chest as he nuzzles my neck.  “What’s got you so sad, little mate?”

I look out over the shop, a smile tugging at my lips when Hadley crosses the room and locks the door behind the last customer of the day.  “I’m just going to be sad to see them leave.”

Jace purrs and sways with me a little, soothing me and making all the stress from the day melt away.  “I know, but it’s not goodbye forever.  It’s clear how much you mean to each other.”

“She’s my sister, but not by blood,” I whisper, and the vibration of his purr increases against my back.  “I know we’re where we’re supposed to be, and I’m glad we are.  I’m just going to miss her.”

“How about you come out to the cabin tonight.”  I turn in his arms and open my mouth to protest, but he kisses me instead.  He murmurs against my lips, “Just for one night.  There’s something I want to show you and I think they’d like a little time alone as well.”

When I look over, I see Luke has Hadley in his arms as Brock steps up to her back, sandwiching my best friend between them.  I can see the heat in the eyes of her men from here and I bite my lip to keep from giggling.  I have more than enough with my wolfman, but, damn, my friend is lucky.

“Okay,” I mutter and pout at Jace which causes him to chuckle under his breath.

We all work together to clean up and close the shop, an energy buzzing between us that you only get after going after something and seeing it through.  It’s joyous and I never want to go without this feeling.

When we’re heading out, the guys file out first and I pull Hadley back.  “I’m going to go to Jace’s cabin for the night so you can have some time with your guys.”

She whines, “But I want to spend time with you.”

“I know, but they need you and I know you need them.”  I wiggle my eyebrows at her, and we both erupt in giggles.  “Also, there’s something Jace wants to show me.”  

I shrug as if it’s no big deal when I’m almost jumping out of my skin with curiosity.  Jace looks back at me through the window and smirks.  He knows exactly what I’m feeling, and I send him a little needy sexual energy at him just to rile him up.

From the way his eyes swirl with a little more yellow, it works.

“Fine,” Hadley whines, but I know damn well that spending time with her men is not a hardship.  “We’re still here a few more days.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll kick the guys out tomorrow night and have a girl’s night,” I promise.

When I go to open the door, this time she’s the one to pull me back.  Her eyes are earnest as she looks at me.  “I’m so damn proud of you, Dakota.”  She waves around the shop.  “You did an amazing job with this place, you’ve hired some great people, and the town has really embraced you.  I know you’re going to make this work and I can’t thank you enough for doing it and encouraging me to stay with the guys.  I hate being away from you, but it’s where I should be.”

I pull her into a hug.  “I know and this is where I should be.  As long as you keep making new treats, I’ll keep this side of things going.  We’re a team.”

When we pull out of the hug, both of us have tears in our eyes which cause us to burst into laughter at how silly we’re being.  I wouldn’t have it any other way with my best friend.

After saying goodbye and going our separate ways, it’s quiet in the Jeep as Jace drives us to his place.  It’s not awkward or uncomfortable and I take the time to process how amazing my move to Screaming Woods has been.

Now I understand it was Jace pulling me here.  I don’t know where I’d be right now if I hadn’t listened to my instincts.  I don’t know if I would be as happy as I am if Jace hadn’t listened to his.

It might not have been perfect since there was a lot of fumbling around at the beginning, but I’m content with how it all worked out.  The future in front of us is pretty damn bright.

“I’m going to do it,” I drop the bomb in the silent space between us.

Jace’s head jerks around to mine.  His voice is a mixture of hope and apprehension, “You’re going to drink the anti-aging thing?”

I nod slowly and lick my lips.  “I’ve been thinking a lot about it.  I don’t want to get older and then, someday, die before you.  I have no idea what it would do to you with our bond.  I also can’t deal with the thought of having kids with you, especially if they turn out to be like you, and leaving them behind too early.”

“You want to have kids?”  His voice cracks, “With me?”

I reach over and give his arm a squeeze.  “Of course.  I love you, Jace.  You’re my mate and I’m all in.”

“I wish I wasn’t driving right now so I could kiss you until I can smell the sweet scent of your pussy filling the air,” he grumbles, the words full of petulance, but they still make me shift in my seat and rub my thighs together to get some relief.

When we pull up to Jace’s cabin, he’s quick to hop out and come around to my side.  He yanks me hard against him, his hands gripping my cheeks and, like always, being careful of his claws.  When he kisses me this time, it’s like I can feel the light of the moon shining down on me and making me glow from the inside out.

“I can’t wait for you to be pregnant,” he growls against my lips, and I melt against him.

“I can’t wait either.”

I know some people might wait for a ring or a wedding, but we don’t need them.  The connection between us is so much stronger than that.  I can feel it with every breath, every heartbeat.  The bond between us is a living thing.  It fuels us and takes from us, pulling us together even before we understood what it was.

It’s unbreakable and, for that, I am eternally grateful.

A lifetime and more with my wolfman sounds just about perfect.  The thought of adding kids and growing our family?  I know it’ll go a long way to heal both of us from our pasts.

Jace lifts me up and I wrap my legs around his waist.  As I snuggle into him, I know he’ll never let me fall.  I can feel it so clearly—his determination, his love, his devotion.

When we get inside, I’m a little surprised when Jace doesn’t take me to bed right away.  Instead, he takes me to the kitchen where there’s a large roll of paper.  For some reason, I want to see what it is, but I also feel a little bit of anxiety through my bond.

“Open it,” Jace whispers.

I look at him and give him a smile, knowing that no matter what it is, it’ll be perfect.  Still, knowing that doesn’t prepare me for what I find.  They’re blueprints.

Not just any blueprints, but ones for a house.  I can tell by the floorplan it’ll be big.  Definitely big enough for the two of us along with any kids we may have.

Jace might not have been certain I wanted kids, but he planned for them.  My jaw is slack as I look down and take in what’s in front of me.

“It’s a cabin, for us.  This place isn’t going to be big enough for the both of us and I need a place a little closer to the woods.”  I look up at him to find him running his clawed fingers through his hair.  “I thought this would be a good compromise.  Not that we’ll be spending a night apart, but I wanted to give us a place together."

"It’s perfect,” I breathe out.

The relief I feel in him turns into lust as I put down the plans and drop to my knees.  I can’t help but look up into his eyes as I reach for his belt.  The yellow is taking over the green, telling me how much of the feral wildness in him is yearning for my touch, for the pleasure only I can give.

I fully intend to show him just how much his plan means to me.  Then, knowing my wolfman, he’s going to take me to bed and knot me until I’m screaming his name.

I was running from ghosts when I came to Screaming Woods.  I didn’t understand it at the time, but I wasn’t running from fate, I was running toward it the entire time.
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EPILOGUE

ONE YEAR LATER

DAKOTA

I rub my belly while I look out into the woods surrounding our new house.  It’s perfect out here.  Peaceful.  It’s everything Jace promised me when he showed me the plans a year ago and so much more because it’s ours.

As I watch the moon shining brightly over the woods I’ve come to love just as much as Jace does, I’m reminded of the night I know our little one was conceived.  It was so similar to this; the air was crisp, and the moon was shining down. 

There was something in the air, something charged I couldn’t put my finger on.  We were staying the night in Jace’s cabin since this place was still being built and Jace was out doing one more check of the forest, something out there calling to him.

The moment he opened the door to the cabin, I jumped up and took in the way his chest was heaving, his yellow eyes locked on me.  He stalked me, one of his clawed hands diving into my hair and giving a little tug, testing me.  When all it did was make me wet for my mate, a feral grin grew on his lips.

He kissed me hard until I was panting and clinging to him.  When he let me go, he stared into my eyes with an intensity that had me almost vibrating in place.  I thought I was going to combust when he leaned into me and licked a long stripe up the side of my neck.

“Run,” he rumbled.

I don’t know what came over me, but the word was barely out of his mouth before I was darting out of the cabin and into the woods.  I could see okay with the moonlight, but I also knew, with my wolfman chasing me, I was at a disadvantage.

My heart was pounding in my chest, but it was from excitement.  The thrill I felt from running from him, knowing he was going to give chase at any moment, was almost too much for me to contain.  I’m not sure how long I ran, it felt like forever and no time at all, until a howl rang out.

I knew what it meant.  The chase was on.

I couldn’t hide, that much was clear right from the start.  I was his prey to be caught and there was no way I was going to be able to get out of it.  Not with the bond humming between us and giving away my location.

The thought of being caught, knowing what it would mean and how good it would be, had my legs slowing slightly.  I wanted it and my pussy was gushing as my fight or flight response was pushing me and confusing me.

I pushed myself to run faster, not knowing where I was going.  The moment I broke through the tree line at the edge of the clearing, I heard the snap of a twig behind me.  I barely had time to turn around before Jace’s arm wrapped around my middle and he took me down to the ground.

I screamed and tried to wiggle away from him, my instincts pushing me.  He was too strong, but I didn’t give up.  I kept thrashing.  With a dark chuckle, he crawled over me, and his claws made quick work of removing my clothes.

“You’re mine,” he growled, the sound going straight to my clit and making it pulse with need.

“Jace,” I whimpered.

“I know,” he purred, his feral side yielding a little bit.

He proceeded to lick every inch of my body, the slight rough feeling of his tongue against my skin had me squirming underneath him for an entirely different reason.  I was still buzzing with the adrenaline of the chase, and I needed him.

“You caught me,” I whined.  “What are you going to do to me?”

He flipped me and yanked me up on my hands and knees before he licked up my spine, the sensation making me wetter as I shivered with how damn good it felt.  He pressed his chest against my back, giving me his warmth and I loved the way his hair scraped against my overly sensitive skin.

“I’m going to breed you, little mate.  The moon demands it.”

I stilled at his words and then he was pushing his cock inside of me.  I thought for sure it would be a hard, brutal thrust, but it was a slow, smooth glide.  I was dripping for him already, but he still took his time.  I fell in love with my mate a little more under the moon.

He did get me pregnant that night.  I have no doubt about it.

Now, any day, I’ll be giving birth to our little one.  The only thing I worry about is the pain of childbirth.  I don’t care if this baby is more human or more creature.  They’re apart of us and I’ll love them unconditionally.

Jace wraps his arms around my waist, his clawed hands gently resting on the swell of my belly.  He buries his face in my neck, a rumble of approval coming from him.  

“What are you thinking about so hard?  You’re worried.”

I spin around and look up into his eyes.  I see his own worry there and a hint of his fear that I won’t accept him.  I understand it, but he’s wrong.  I’ll always accept him.  I’ll always pick him.

And it’s not because I’m his mate.

It’s so much more than that.

I wrap my arms around him and look deep into his eyes.  “I’m only worried about how painful it will be,” I admit honestly.

“You’re not worried they’ll be a monster like me?”

I tsk him and shake my head.  “You’re not a monster, Jace.  You’re my mate.”  He grins down at me, and I kiss his chest.  It’s not easy to get close to him considering the size of my baby bump.  “If our child is like you, I’ll consider us lucky.”

There’s curiosity and awe in his voice, “Lucky?”

I make a humming sound.  “You’re loyal, protective, loving, brave, smart, and driven.  We would be lucky to have a baby like you.”

Before he can say anything to refute my words, I feel a gush and look down to find the floor underneath me wet.  I gasp and then look up at my mate with wide eyes.

A huge grin spreads across his face before he leans in and kisses my forehead.  “It’s time, little mate.”

I nod, taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly.  “It’s time.”
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Ready for more monster romance?

A Bride for the Beast by Nichole Rose and Fern Fraser is up next!
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Ember Davis loves alpha heroes with a range of emotions, but a strong sense of how to take care of their women.  She loves her heroines from all walks of life, just like her heroes, and she wants them to be real and relatable.  Her heroines tend to be sassy, opinionated and smart.
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Pssst…it’s totally a pen name, but everything above is 100% true.

 

If you enjoyed this book, or even if you didn’t, I’d really appreciate you leaving a review and/or a star rating on Amazon!  This is a whole new world for me so any feedback you’re open to giving, I’d love to have.

 

[image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]

 

Subscribe to my mailing list here!

You get a free book when you do!
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