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      Kole Winterclaw was a god among the wolves of the Blood Moon Pack. As alpha heir, he was powerful, gorgeous, and of course, every she-wolf in Moon Valley wanted to screw him. Except for me. I huffed out a breath and tore my gaze from the alphahole, forcing myself to focus on the lecture instead of the group of girls fawning all over him.

      My stomach churned, nausea clawing up my throat at the sight. What the hell was that about? I’d been taking classes with Kole for years now, and I’d never cared how many stupid girls drooled all over him. He wasn’t my type anyway—too ruggedly handsome with those blazing golden irises, dark wavy hair, and stupid cleft chin. Not to mention the totally unsexy scar across his dark brow.

      Worse, there were two of them.

      Kole had a twin, Knox. The Winterclaw brothers were total assholes, much like every other arrogant male I’d met since my arrival in wolf territory.

      Four years ago, I was torn from my human home and tossed into the supernatural world of Azar. Thanks to the Half-Blood decree, all humans of mixed origins were required to hone their special abilities in Azar, which was divided into territories by species: vampires, shifters, dragons, Fae, etcetera. I currently resided in the shifter realm of Marlwoods, or more specifically Moon Valley, lupine lands.

      Turns out, my mom had an affair with a wolf back in the day, and bam… seventeen years later, I was forced to delve into my roots. Thank the gods I only had one semester left of college, and I could finally return to the human world. Because spoiler alert, despite being half-wolf, I never shifted.

      Which kind of made me a pariah the last four years.

      Even my biological father and his pack shunned me. Harlan Devereaux of the great Blacksnout pack would never win any father of the year awards, that was for effing sure. He put the D in deadbeat dad. When he wasn’t drunk, he just ignored me, confirming the rest of the pack’s opinion of my loser status. So everyone avoided me like the plague.

      Fuck them all. I didn’t need these overgrown dogs. I’d be back home in the human world in a few short weeks, and the past four years would be nothing but a bad memory. Now, I just had to figure out what I wanted to do with my life once I got back.

      A book slammed shut, spinning my gaze over my shoulder. My eyes landed on a pair of familiar amber irises. My heart stuttered, and I sucked in a breath. No scar across this male’s dark brow. Rumors were that Kole had gotten it by taking out the alpha of a rival pack.

      But the same cleft chin, same wide jaw and wicked grin stared down at me.

      Knox Winterclaw, the other brother.

      I still wasn’t clear on how things worked in pack hierarchy, but as twins, Knox had gotten the shaft. Being born a few seconds later had robbed him of the coveted alpha heir title. Instead, the best he could ever hope for was beta. Unless something unfortunate happened to his twin. Which I’d heard wasn’t impossible. Wolves were ruthless when it came to a chance at becoming alpha.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled.

      “Huh?” Gods, I was so eloquent.

      “For scaring you? With my book?” He ticked his head at the textbook on his desk.

      “Oh, right. Nah, I’m good.” I’d learned keeping my head down was the best way to survive around here. Of the two brothers, Knox seemed nicer. He’d even bought me a coffee once, my first day at Moon Valley U. My eyes drifted closed, and my thoughts traveled to that day almost four years ago.

      

      “Dammit!” I stared at the puddle of coffee spilled across the cement, and tears welled in my eyes. It was irrational, I knew, but that was my last gelder, and I needed that hit of liquid caffeine to survive my first day on campus. My first class had been horrible. Werewolf 101.

      No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get my damned she-wolf to emerge. You’re a half-blood they said, your wolf must be controlled they said. What if I didn’t even have one? I spent my first night in the dorms at Lunar Hills researching wolf-human mixes. Not all hybrids even had an inner beast. So why the hell did mine have to be tamed?

      I huffed out a breath and shoved the pointless thoughts aside as I picked up the empty cup and considered lapping up the splattered remains. Since I was a freaking wolf that shouldn’t be frowned upon, am I right?

      “I’ll take another one of whatever she was having.” A deep voice drew my attention upward. To a pair of smoldering amber irises partially obstructed by a wild tumble of dark hair.

      The guy crouched down and handed me another coffee. I sniffed the warm, sweet nectar of the gods, and a faint moan erupted from my lips.

      He smirked, revealing a hidden dimple beneath his scruffy cheek, and embarrassment rolled over me. This guy must think I’m a total freak, moaning over a damned latte. “One of those mornings, huh?”

      My head bounced up and down like a moron, then I forced myself to my feet and the guy straightened to his full height. Damn. He was built like most shifters with broad shoulders and stacked muscles like he spent every day at the gym. The crazy part was that I knew he didn’t. None of them did, it was just in their supernatural genes.

      I definitely didn’t inherit those from my dickhead dad.

      He stared down at me from beneath thick, dark lashes, a slant to his full lips like he didn’t know exactly what to make of me. “You’re the new girl, right?” he finally asked.

      “Yup.” I took a sip from my coffee, and my manners suddenly kicked in. “Sorry, I didn’t even thank you.”

      He waved a nonchalant hand. “Not a big deal. You looked like you needed it.”

      I probably looked like total shit with the monster bags under my eyes from the night of sobbing. I’d met my biological father for the first time yesterday, and to say he’d turned out to be a let down was putting it mildly. “Thanks,” I muttered, unable to control the biting edge in my tone.

      His cheeks rosied, making him impossibly more attractive, and guilt seeped in. This was the first guy who’d been decent to me since I arrived, and here I was giving him attitude. “That’s not what I meant,” he stuttered. “You look great, you’re totally gorgeous, um, I mean…”

      A giggle bubbled out, and the high-pitched sound surprised me. I was so not a giggler. There wasn’t much that was amusing in my life. “Thanks,” I said again, and this time I meant it. Maybe I’d been too quick to judge, and my life wouldn’t be as horrible as I thought here.

      He raked his palm over the back of his neck. “I’m Knox by the way. And you are?”

      “Just call me crazy new girl.”

      That earned me a panty-dropping smile, and warmth pooled low in my belly. I hadn’t had the best history with guys in the human world, so the fact that I already liked this guy didn’t bode well. I was a douchebag magnet.

      Knox rubbed at his cleft chin, grinning. “Crazy new girl, I like it.” He ticked his head at a bench beside the coffee stand, and I followed him like a freakin’ puppy dog. I folded down beside him, my bare thigh only an inch from his. Faint sparks rippled over my skin at the near touch. “So, you’re from the human world, right?” he asked, tearing my thoughts from the odd sensations.

      Must have been a wolf thing?

      “Yup.”

      “From…?”

      “Oh right, outside of Los Angeles, in the valley. Have you ever been?”

      He shook his head, a hint of darkness creeping over his expression. “Pack life is pretty demanding, and my dad’s kind of an asshole. He thinks my brother and I are his lapdogs and makes us do all kinds of boring pack stuff.”

      “Oh, that sucks. What pack are you from?” Not that it would mean much to me, but I was trying to make an effort. I didn’t know the Thornpaws from the Crescents.

      “Blood Moon. My dad’s the alpha.”

      “Ohhh.” I hadn’t been in Moon Valley long, but I’d already heard stories about the ruthless lupines. They were powerful and wealthy and one of the top packs just below the special Lunar wolves. And the alpha heir… Every girl in the dorm wanted him or had already had a piece.

      My skin crawled at the idea of Knox with one of those girls. Which was kind of insane since I’d met the guy like a second ago and he’d only just bought me a cup of coffee.

      “It sounds better than it is, trust me.” He shrugged, and that dark look returned to his eyes.

      Please, poor little rich boy with an alpha daddy. Cry me a river. At least his father hadn’t abandoned him before he was born and left him to starve with a kind-hearted, but utterly clueless mother.

      I gulped down the rest of my coffee ready to give Knox the it’s-time-for-my-next-class excuse.

      “Maybe I can go with you one day.”

      I almost choked on the last sip. “Huh?”

      “To L.A., I mean if that’s okay?” His warm irises locked on mine, sparks of gold lighting up the amber and my stomach dipped. Gods, what was up with this guy and my raging emotions?

      “Yeah, sure. It won’t be any time soon though. I’m kind of stuck here until my wolf emerges, and I learn to control the beast.”

      “I’m sure you’ll figure it out soon. I’d be happy to help if you ever need it.”

      Images of a very naked Knox filled my mind, and heat rushed up my neck and blossomed across my cheeks. Holy shifter babies, yes. “Is there like a button you can press to force her out?” I snapped my jaw shut, internally cursing my loose lips.

      He chuckled, the warm sound doing unspeakable things to my insides. “Yeah, I’d like to find that button.” His heated gaze raked over me, that look more penetrating than a touch could ever be. Good gods, what was it with this guy? I already could feel the growing dampness between my legs, and he hadn’t even touched me.

      But damn, I wanted him too.

      His nostrils flared, and a horrifying thought streaked through my mind. Shifters had super sensitive senses, especially scent. I’d read all about it last night during my wolf research binge. What if he could smell my excitement?

      A cocky smile curled his lips, and I was pretty sure I knew the answer. Kill. Me. Now.

      “So are you going to tell me your real name or am I going to have to call you Crazy New Girl on our first date?”

      “Date?” I spluttered.

      “Yeah, I’d like to take you out and show you around Moon Valley. If you’d like that…”

      I snagged my lower lip between my teeth to keep myself from blurting why me? Because no one that looked like Knox and came from a family like his had ever showed any interest in someone like me.

      “Um, yeah sure,” I forced out, hiding my ridiculous smile behind the empty coffee container.

      “Great. How’s tomorrow night?”

      I nodded, too afraid to say something stupid.

      “You’re at the Lupine Hills dorm, right?”

      “Yup.” How did he know anyway? Maybe that was where all the newbie wolves were sent.

      He stood, that cute smile still spreading his perfect lips. I was sure I had some sort of confused expression on my face. This stuff just didn’t happen to me.

      “Knox!” A gruff voice spun my head over my shoulder to a mass of wolves walking toward us.

      I rubbed my eyes as I focused on the one leading the pack. The same wild dark hair, thick brows, full lips, cleft chin… holy crap. There were two of them.

      Knox grumbled a curse and crossed his arms over his chest. “What?” he barked.

      “You got a new friend?” The half dozen girls encircling the male shot daggers in my direction.

      “This is my brother, Kole.”

      As he moved closer, he flicked a dark tumble of hair behind his ear, revealing a scar across his brow. My gaze darted between the twins as I catalogued their overwhelming similarities. If it wasn’t for that scar, they’d be completely identical.

      Knox eyed me, and then I remembered I’d never actually given him my name. “It’s Aspen,” I finally answered.

      Kole’s gaze traced my body, lingering on the hand that nearly touched his brother’s. A low growl vibrated his throat, the sound so faint I wasn’t certain I’d heard it. Knox leapt to the side, putting as much distance between us as possible to still have a conversation without shouting.

      Kole inched closer to me, and the ring of females tightened like a noose. He inhaled deeply, and a streak of gold flashed across his irises. Now that he stood so close, I realized I was wrong. Though both brothers had amber eyes, there was something cold and vacant about Kole’s.

      “Come on, Knox. Let’s get out of here.”

      Knox threw me a rueful smile and trotted along after his brother.

      

      He never showed up for our date.
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      “Aspen?”

      My eyes snapped open, Knox’s deep voice drawing me from the past. It had been almost four years and that day was still so clear in my mind. I had no idea why. And Knox had only gotten more attractive, which was annoying as fuck. He’d never explained himself, never said much of anything else to me again. “What?” I snapped, the lingering hurt rising to the surface.

      “Are you okay? It was like I lost you there for a minute.”

      I grabbed my backpack and tossed my books inside. “Yeah, fine.” I’d made it this far without the Silverclaw brothers, and I did not need to unearth memories of the past now so close to graduation.

      I rose, trying to slide out of my row, but a wall of muscle appeared in front of me. I gasped and jumped back, my eyes lifting to another pair of amber eyes, these much colder than the last. An icy chill skittered up my spine as Kole stared down at me.

      Three girls stood behind him, one of their dainty hands on each of his shoulders and a third searching the contents of his jeans’ pocket. I had a feeling she knew exactly what she was looking for.

      “What?” I asked when his heated stare reached uncomfortable levels.

      “There’s something different about you today.” He scrunched his nose then turned to his brother. Both males’ eyes went glossy, and I knew they were having a mental conversation through the pack link. Likely about me.

      Since my wolf still hadn’t emerged, I didn’t have the luxury of private conversations with the Blacksnout wolves. Not that there was anyone I cared enough to talk to anyway.

      Knox eyed me, his glare more unsettling than his brother’s. His lips puckered and he spun away without a word, stomping out of the auditorium.

      “I wonder what’s got my little bro in such a huff.” He smirked, and the crew of fawning females giggled. The one with her hand in his pants must’ve hit a good spot because a deep groan erupted from Kole’s lips.

      My eyes darted to his fly, and my stomach roiled at the sight of the huge bulge. Oh gods, she was giving him a hand job right in the middle of the classroom. And besides that faint sound, Kole didn’t even seem slightly fazed.

      I wasn’t sure who was crazier, the girl for doing it, Kole for letting her or me for just standing here watching it. I made a move around Kole, but his hand lashed out and his fingers wrapped around my wrist. “Where are you going, Aspen?”

      Damn, how did he know my name?

      “I’d rather not watch that girl jack you off if it’s all the same to you.”

      He jerked my hand and pressed it against his erection. A sharp exhale hissed through my clenched teeth. “Would you rather be the one getting me off?”

      “No,” I hissed. Even as the words came out, a streak of heat darted to my lower half.

      He thrust into my hand, and my traitorous fingers curled around him. He was impossibly hard, and I found my palm stroking him before I could stop myself. Oh my gods, what was happening right now?

      Kole cocked his head over his shoulder at the three females. “Leave us now.”

      I glanced around the now-empty auditorium and gulped. We were the last ones here.

      The females whined in unison, muttering excuses. The one with her hand in his pants stroked him harder. I could feel her fingers beneath my own, and a flash of jealousy unfurled in my gut.

      “Get your hand off him,” I barked. A growl echoed low in my core, a sound I’d never heard in my life.

      Wolfy?

      Kole’s lips split into a smile. “You heard her. All of you, out.”

      The blonde flipped me off with the hand that had been tucked into his pants, her middle finger coated in his juices. She brought her finger to her mouth and licked it clean. Again, that irrational rage ripped through me.

      Mine. A dark voice whispered in my mind.

      They finally sauntered out and the moment the front door slammed shut, Kole’s hard eyes seared into mine. He trapped me between his body and the desk, and only then did I remember my hand was still wrapped around his thickening bulge.

      His fingers made quick work of his belt buckle, and it took my lust-addled mind a second to figure out what was happening. He whipped his dick out, and I couldn’t help the rush of air that burst from my lips. He was fucking huge.

      Damn, was this a wolf thing?

      If it was, I’d totally been missing out with human males all this time.

      “Can I fuck you?”

      “Excuse me?” I blurted.

      Kole throttled his erection, continuing what I’d started. “I have a theory I need to prove.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “I thought I felt something the first time we met, but…” He cupped my face, tilting it to his. “Are you saying you don’t want me?” His lips were only millimeters from mine, and a shudder raced down my spine, bringing my nipples to hard peaks. A wicked smile curled his lips, and he took my breast into his firm grasp.

      I exhaled sharply.

      His other hand slid between my legs. “You’re so wet, Aspen,” he growled. “I know you want this.”

      I gasped, his touch sending heat tearing across my core. And my panties still stood between us. This was insane. I couldn’t let this asshole screw me in the middle of this auditorium, could I?

      Damn, I wanted him too.

      His finger slid back and forth over my panties. Each touch quickening my breaths. If he kept this up, I’d lost it before our bare skin made contact.

      Focusing my thoughts, I panted, “What kind of an experiment?”

      His eyes locked on mine, fiery heat burning through the amber. “I’ve known you for years now, half-blood, and though you’re nice enough to look at, I’ve never wanted you like today. There’s got to be a reason for that, and I need to find out what it is.”

      Weird because I felt the exact same thing.

      My entire body went taut, and ice trickled through my veins. I’d learned enough about wolves after four years… but it couldn’t be, could it? The sudden irresistible attraction. My body’s reaction to his proximity. The hate I’d felt for the alphahole magically dissipating.

      Shit. Was Kole my fated mate?

      I squeezed my eyes shut as my thighs trembled. No, it couldn’t be.

      “Come on, Aspen, what’s it going to be?” Kole slipped his finger beneath my panties and glided it across my center. Oh gods, I was going to explode.

      It had to be the mate bond. Why the hell else would my body act like this? Unless it was just a shifter thing. Another tremor rumbled up my spine.

      No, this was not normal.

      He stopped at the bundle of my nerves at my core and drew a lazy circle with his thumb. My head fell back, and a moan ripped free.

      “Oh yeah, baby, that’s what I like to hear. Now beg me to let you come.”

      “No,” I hissed.

      He inched closer nestling his hips between my legs, forcing them to part. With me bared before him, he thrust a finger inside me. My back arched, and pleasure rippled down to my toes.

      “Say it, Aspen. Beg me to claim you.”

      “No,” I gritted out again.

      He plunged a second finger inside me, and my hips rocked against his palm, desperate for release. His thumb continued its teasing circles.

      “There’s no way you’ll win this, Aspen. I always get what I want. And what I want is to be buried balls deep inside you.”

      I shuddered at the visual, moisture dripping down my thighs. But dammit, I refused to give in. This guy had been a total ass since the day I moved to Moon Valley, and now I was just going to pretend none of that ever happened?

      He thrust his fingers deeper inside me, in and out, in and out and fiery pleasure ignited. Shit, I was going to explode all over his palm. His free hand moved to my top and he shoved it up around my neck, exposing my lacey bra. My nipples were so hard they could cut glass. Freeing one of my breasts, he took the pointed peak into his mouth.

      Another groan escaped, this one much louder than the last. I squirmed as the orgasm crept closer. I wouldn’t be able to hold back longer.

      “Say it, Aspen, and I’ll fuck you like you’ve never been before.”

      I was panting, squirming with need as his fingers plunged in and out, the wet sound seeping past our haggard breathing. I reached for his rock-hard erection, unable to stop myself and tugged it to my entrance.

      A satisfied smile curled Kole’s lips, and he withdrew his fingers. Teasing me with his dick, he rubbed it up and down my sensitive center.

      The door to the auditorium slammed open, the metal cracking against the wall. “Campus security is coming.” Knox’s voice cut through the lusty haze, and my eyes snapped open.

      Kole muttered a curse and stuffed himself back into his jeans. “This isn’t over, Aspen.” He brushed his lips against my forehead and marched toward the door.

      I drew in a sharp breath and willed my heart to stop pounding. Once my lungs had started functioning again, I fixed my panties and tugged my shirt over my boobs as heat rushed my cheeks. What the hell had come over me? I’d almost let Kole screw me, a man I practically hated, on a desk.

      Worse, his twin brother had walked in on us. Worse still, a security guard had almost caught us.

      I slid off the desk, wetness pooling in my panties. Great, now I was all hot and bothered. A cold shower. That was what I needed to clear my mind. Hitching my backpack over my shoulder, I darted out of the auditorium.
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      There had only been a handful of times when I wished I’d made friends in Moon Valley. This was one of them. I brushed my wet hair, staring at my reflection in the mirror. After my encounter with Kole, I felt dirty. I’d showered three times since yesterday. Ghost fingers roamed my body as unwanted heated memories of his touch sprang to the surface. I shoved them back, burying them to the farthest recesses of my mind.

      Never again.

      I had to find someone who’d grown up among the wolves and who would know more about the mate bond. How could it suddenly react like that?

      I’d seen Kole nearly every day for the past few years, and I’d never felt anything for him besides the range of mild annoyance to raging hatred. Could the mate bond just click into place like that out of the blue?

      There was one person I could ask. Vander Clausson. He was the beta to the supreme alpha of all shifters, and he moonlighted as a sort of resident advisor to the university. He’d been the one to get me set up in my dorm when I arrived.

      We weren’t close by any means, but he was someone I semi-trusted and had occasionally gone to over the years with problems. It was either him or my dad, and I’d rather spend the rest of my days in wolf territory hiding out in my den than ask him.

      And there was no way in hell I was going anywhere near Kole until I knew what the hell was going on. I couldn’t risk something like yesterday happening again. Throwing my wet hair into a messy bun, I stepped into my clothes, an oversized shirt and sweatpants, and tossed a hat on my head. It was stupid trying to hide from Kole, or any wolf, as my scent would give me away, but somehow, I felt better going incognito.

      I glanced at the clock, waiting for the final minutes to tick by. Vander made a daily trip to the campus café at this hour. His girlfriend was apparently nuts about the lattes. Sucking in a deep breath, I forced my feet toward the door.

      The coffee shop was at the foot of Lupine Hills, no way I’d run into Kole, right? As soon as I stepped out into the midafternoon light, I picked up my pace. Jogging down the hill, I avoided catching the eye of my classmates. There was no telling who could be one of Kole’s spies. The Blood Moon pack was huge, and I didn’t take his threats lightly. From what I understood, wolves were ruthless when they believed they’d found their fated mate.

      The café loomed in the distance, nestled between two brick buildings covered in climbing vines. The students may have been assholes, but Moon Valley University sure was pretty. I never could’ve afforded to attend one of these fancy private colleges in the human world. Not with Mom’s line of shitty jobs.

      When I reached the tables surrounding the café, I released a breath of relief and scurried inside. Just like always at this exact time, Vander stood in line. I cut in front of a few people, mumbling apologies, and poked him in the side.

      “Hey!” I gave him my best grin.

      “Hey, Aspen. How’s it going?” He gave me an easy smile, and I couldn’t help the twinge of jealousy. His girlfriend was one lucky girl. Vander was cute and sweet, and a total nice guy. Exactly the type of male I gravitated away from.

      “I was kinda hoping we could talk for a minute.”

      He glanced at his watch, light brows furrowing. “Sure, but I have to get back to Silverstalker lair by three—alpha council meeting. And Cass might kill me if I don’t get her coffee first.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re so whipped.”

      “But happy.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      He ticked his head at the chalk-drawn menu over the barista’s head. “You want something?”

      “Nah, I’m good.” I’d been way too hyped to sleep and coffee sure as hell wasn’t going to help.

      “Just the usual, Ember.”

      She nodded and gave him a warm smile. No one ever looked at me like that. In fact, Vander was one of the only other wolves who even acknowledged my existence.

      I shrugged off the pointless thought when the barista called out Vander’s name. He grabbed the two to-go cups and ticked his head toward the door. “Outside or inside?”

      “Outside works.” Supernatural hearing was something I always had to worry about in tight places. At least outside, we could put some space between us and the other students.

      I led the way to a picnic table in the farthest corner of the quad and folded onto the bench.

      “This must be serious if we’re hiding out all the way back here.” He tossed me a smirk.

      “It is,” I hissed. “So I’ll try to make it quick since you’re in a hurry.”

      He leaned across the table, warm hazel eyes sparkling. “Now I’m intrigued.”

      I huffed out a breath and steeled my nerves. “The mate bond, could it just magically trigger after years of knowing someone?”

      “Sure as shit it can.” He took a sip of his coffee, watching me.

      My stomach plummeted, and nausea crawled its way up my throat. F.M.L.

      “Why are you asking? Did something happen?”

      I contemplated confessing as I chewed on the inside of my cheek. If I just avoided Kole for the next few months, I could disappear in the human world after graduation and never be forced to tie myself to that alphahole because of some antiquated animal tradition.

      “Nope,” I finally said.

      “Liar.” He narrowed his eyes as he regarded me. “No way you got so flustered over some hypothetical situation. Just tell me who the lucky guy is.”

      I wanted to puke. The idea of being tied to Kole for the rest of my life made my stomach churn. I’d seen how he treated women, treated the rest of the pack. He was born to be the alpha. He was a total macho dickhead.

      “It doesn’t matter because it’s never going to happen.”

      “Aspen, I know you’re new to all this stuff, but a mate bond is pretty relentless. And once a male has figured out you’re his, they’ll go to any lengths to claim you.”

      A chill skittered up my spine. At least Kole wasn’t certain. That’s why he wanted to screw me in the freaking auditorium. If we had sex, and he bit me, we’d be tied together forever.

      “I’ll just hide out for the rest of the semester then.”

      “You know wolves are incredible trackers, right?” He sipped his latte nonchalantly like my world wasn’t spinning off its axis.

      “What’s he going to do, break into my den?”

      Vander shrugged. “I wouldn’t put anything past a wolf trying to claim his mate. And if you go into heat—” He pressed his lips together and let out a low whistle. “Forget it. He’ll find you from miles away.”

      Shift. Shift. Shift.

      “What happens if we don’t, you know, complete the bond?”

      “If you somehow manage to keep the guy from mounting you, in time, the link should fade. Especially if you were to escape to the human world let’s say.”

      Okay, that was a solid plan. There had to be a way I could finish out my classes online or something, right?

      “Aspen, who is this guy and why does he have you so spooked?”

      I gritted my teeth. “I’m not spooked. I hate the guy, he’s a total ass.”

      The corners of his lips twitched. “When was it triggered?”

      My thoughts jerked back to the auditorium, to the burning heat of Kole’s fingers on my skin. “Just yesterday.”

      “Give it a few more days and you might not hate him quite so much.”

      “You’re telling me this magical mate bond is going to make me fall in love with someone I hate?”

      “It has been known to happen.” He shrugged and took another sip of his coffee.

      “This is total bullshit.”

      “You know, if this guy really is dangerous, you should tell me who it is. I can protect you.”

      I shook my head. No way I was ratting out Kole Winterclaw. Vander might have been the beta of all shifters in Marlwoods and his best friend was the freaking supreme alpha, but the Blood Moon pack was ruthless. Rumors were they didn’t even respect the supreme alpha’s authority. And I'd seen Hunter Silverstalker; he wasn’t someone I’d ever mess with. I was pretty damned sure I was screwed.

      “Aspen, if you don’t tell me who it is, I don’t know how I can help you.” He rose, chugging down the rest of his latte. “I gotta run or Cass will murder me if I’m late, but if you change your mind, I’m always here for you.”

      “Thanks, Vander.” I gave him a tight smile.

      Avoidance was the only answer.

      Tugging my hat lower until it almost reached my nose, I stood and made a beeline for the university registrar’s office. There had to be an online only option. I was so close to graduation.
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      I stormed out of the university’s administration office cursing like a mer-sailor. According to every single person I spoke to, it was too late in the year to switch to virtual. Which made absolutely no sense. I was also assured that even if it had been possible, I wouldn’t have been able to attend my classes online from the human world.

      So I was royally screwed.

      I was so consumed by my annoyance, I missed the faint prickle of unease until I ran into it. My heart slammed against my ribcage as my gaze lifted to the amber eyes, cleft chin, and pouty lips. And no scar! I was so relieved, I loosed a breath and sagged into Knox’s firm chest.

      He definitely hadn’t expected that. He stiffened like a board, every muscle so taut I was fairly certain he’d shatter if I flicked him. But unlike when I was around Kole, I didn’t feel the urge to run. I also didn’t experience the burning desire from yesterday, but still some sort of unnamable energy flickered between each point of contact.

      I remained still, intrigued by these odd, new sensations.

      Maybe it was a wolf thing? Maybe my girl was finally going to emerge.

      I was so engrossed in my thoughts, I never peeled myself off Knox’s tense form. Not until he cleared his throat and slanted me a narrowed glare.

      “What are you doing?” he growled down at me.

      “Sorry.” I pushed off his chest and forced my legs to support my own weight. The tingles disappeared the moment our skin lost contact. “Did you feel that by the way?”

      “Feel what?” He crossed his arms over his chest, pinning them against his tight tee.

      I chomped down on my lip as heat rose up my neck and settled across my cheeks. “Never mind.”

      He eyed me for a long minute, his dark brows furrowed. His jaw ticked as if he had something to say but couldn’t quite spit it out.

      “Everything okay with you?” He’d dashed out of the auditorium so quickly the other day I wondered if his brother had forced him to leave.

      “Kole’s looking for you,” he finally mumbled.

      Icy fear clawed its way up my spine.

      “He thinks you’re his fated mate.” A rough edge bit into his tone.

      F.M.L.

      “He’s wrong,” I blurted. “Can you tell him that? There’s no way your brother and I are mates. We can barely stand each other.”

      “It didn’t seem that way yesterday.” His lip curled in disgust.

      Shift. Could he feel what we were doing through the pack link? Embarrassment steamrolled over me, and all I wanted to do was find a ditch to hide in.

      “It’s not like that…” I had no idea why I felt the need to explain anything to this guy. I didn’t owe Knox a thing. “Whatever, I’m out of here.” I spun on my heel, darting toward the dorms.

      “You won’t be able to hide from him forever, Aspen. If you’re mates, there will be no stopping him.”

      I wasn’t sure if he meant it to come off as a threat or a warning, but there was a jagged edge to his words that usually wasn’t there. I picked up my pace as I turned toward Lupine Hills. There had to be a way to survive this. A pit of dread burrowed deep in my gut, and I just knew if I gave into Kole, it would be the worst mistake of my life.
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      I paced the length of my den, the walls closing in on me. It had been an entire week and I’d only left the place once for a quick run for groceries. After six days of crappy delivery, I needed to eat something green. Plus, I was almost out of toilet paper.

      Dammit. This was never going to work. My professors had allowed me to do my schoolwork from home, but they would only buy my mysterious illness for so long. There was no way I’d last through graduation.

      I glanced out my window, the hollowed-out hole in the side of the hill my only connection to the outside world. Students milled around campus and though I’d never been particularly fond of MVU, I suddenly missed it like hell. Sure, I didn’t technically have any friends, but at least there were some classmates I exchanged an occasional word with.

      This was complete solitary confinement, and I was totally losing my shit.

      I dragged my fingers through my hair and huffed out a breath. Tomorrow was Monday, and I had an exam in my Azarian History class. I’d have to risk it. The professor was a total hard-ass, and he’d already warned me I’d fail if I didn’t show. The last thing I needed was to get stuck in Moon Valley for another semester for failing a class.

      I forced myself to sit back down at my desk and cracked the monstrous textbook open. At least I had plenty of time to study. Whoopee.

      Two sharp knocks sent the hair on the back of my neck bristling. I sucked in a breath and crept toward the door. My heart started to pound, and every nerve in my body stood at attention. I didn’t have to open the door to figure out who I’d find on the other side. Every bone in my body knew.

      I froze a few feet from the entryway.

      Knox and Vander were right. I’d never escape him.

      “Aspen, I know you’re in there.” Kole’s singsong sent goosebumps racing across my arms.

      I squeezed my lips together, clenching my teeth.

      “I just want to talk to you.”

      My feet inched closer, without my approval, and my palm found its way to the thick timber between us. I could feel him on the other side, which was absolutely insane.

      “Aspen, please. I can’t take my mind off you, off your sweet taste, the feel of you clenched around my finger.”

      I gasped, and a dark chuckle echoed through the door.

      “I knew you were in there. Why are you hiding from me, Aspy?”

      My stomach flip-flopped at the nickname. I didn’t even like it, then why were my insides in a freakin’ puddle?

      “I’m busy,” I blurted.

      “Doing what?”

      I glanced at the textbook splayed across my desk. “Studying for an exam.”

      “Aw come on, can’t you study later? Or if you want, I can help you.”

      I scoffed. “Are you the expert on Azarian History now?”

      “I can be whatever you want me to be.” His voice softened, and my stupid heart staggered on a beat.

      This was not happening. I could not let Kole into my den… could I? A swirl of heat surged below my belly button. If we were alone, together—No! Letting him in would be the worst idea ever.

      “I want to take you out, Aspen. On a date,” he whispered through the door. “I never should’ve treated this so casually. I regret what happened in the auditorium last week. I didn’t handle it well. I’ve just never felt that way before and I kind of lost my mind.”

      Samesies.

      I couldn’t believe I’d let him touch me like that. I’d almost let him claim me across the desk.

      “Please, just open the door. If I have to beg, at least let me do it in person.”

      The idea of seeing the great Kole groveling at my feet was too good to pass up. My fingers moved to the lock, and the sharp click sent my heart rocketing up my throat. The door swung open, and Kole filled the entryway.

      My pulse skyrocketed, and heat surged over every inch of my body. My skin prickled, I was too hot then too cold. Gods, what in all the realms? He flashed me a sexy smile, and suddenly I could see why every girl in the pack threw themselves at him.

      Kole was gorgeous. With strong cheekbones and dark stubble, thick wavy hair and luscious lips, he was ruggedly handsome, all male. He exuded that alpha power, that all-powerful, consuming force that had me wanting to kneel before him.

      He inched closer, lips brushing the shell of my ear. “Thanks. I was starting to draw some unwanted attention out there.”

      “I bet.” Crossing my arms over my chest, I hardened my smile. “You wouldn’t want all your little she-wolf groupies thinking you were off the market.”

      “Is that jealousy I hear?” He smirked. “Irrational envy is one of the first signs of a budding mate bond.”

      I blew out a breath. “Do you seriously think I’m your mate?”

      He shrugged. “Look, I’m not going to pretend I saw this coming, but it has all the classic signs.”

      “And you’re okay with that? Being mated to me?” Ugh. I hated how pathetic I sounded, but here we were.

      “As wolves, we don’t always get to pick our fate.”

      “We could ignore it. I read that if we stay away from each other, the feelings will pass.”

      “So that’s what you’re doing?” His lips puckered into what I hated to admit was a ridiculously irresistible pout. “I don’t want to ignore it. If we are mates, the goddess chose us to be together for a reason.” A hint of warmth burned through the typical icy mask.

      Could he really be serious about this?

      He stepped closer, his musky scent invading my space. I breathed him in, and my insides went wild. I wasn’t sure if it was a wolf thing, a mate thing or just a Kole thing, but my V started to throb. She couldn’t be trusted to be in the same room as this guy without giving it up.

      His nostrils flared, and a smile crept over his lips. “You can’t deny it, Aspy. You want me as bad as I want you.”

      Kill me now, I did.

      My fingers itched to rip his clothes off. I wanted him, all of him.

      He closed the remaining distance between us, running his nose along my jaw, then slipping his tongue between my lips. His arms wrapped around me, crushing me against his thick erection. He ground his hips against mine until I could feel him everywhere.

      I was a quivering, panting mess and we still had all our clothes on.

      His hand fisted my hair, yanking my head back so I arched against him. My nipples tightened to hard peaks as I rubbed up against his firm chest. He drove his leg between mine, rubbing at the fire building with his muscled thigh. I humped his leg like a freakin’ dog I was so hungry for his touch.

      “Oh, Aspen, I can feel your sweet wetness through my jeans.” He cupped my ass, driving me harder against him. “If we don’t stop now, I’m not sure I’ll be able to control myself.” He kissed me hard, teeth gnashing against mine. “I just want to bend you over that couch and claim you until you scream my name.”

      A delicious chill raced up my spine. Gods, I wanted that too. What the hell was wrong with me?

      “If we do this, there’s no going back,” I panted against his mouth.

      “I know, and I don’t care. I just want to feel you tightening around my dick.”

      My mouth went dry, another surge of heat rushing my writhing core. “This is more than just sex, Kole,” I rasped out. A mate bond is a forever kind of thing. I’d heard stories of mates dying without the other. Did I really want that with Kole freakin’ Winterclaw, a guy I hated? Who’d ignored me for years?

      My raging V said yes, but she wasn’t in charge. Or at least she shouldn’t have been.

      I forced him back, planting my palms on his chest. “You said something about a date?” I hissed out.

      The fire in his eyes dimmed, and he drew in a steadying breath. “Yes, if that’s what it takes. Put on something cute, and I’ll take you out to dinner. Then when we get back, I’ll toss you over that couch and treat you so good you’ll be begging me to claim you as mine.”

      My breath caught at the raspy edge to his tone. I pressed my thighs together to squash the raging heat. I needed a cold shower before this date. “Okay, give me an hour.” I eyed the door, waiting for him to take the hint.

      Instead, he slumped down on the couch, his erection still tenting his jeans. “I’m not going anywhere, Aspen. I don’t want to risk you running off on me.” He tossed me a smirk, and I was practically dripping. “And make it quick. I don’t want to wait an entire hour.”

      My brow rose in an irritated arch. “I can’t make any promises.”

      He chuckled and picked up a magazine from the coffee table. “You better be worth it.”

      Ugh, this guy was such an ass. Then why was I running into the bathroom to get ready? This damned mate bond was going to be the death of me.
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      Kole’s fiery amber seared into me from across the table as he swirled the deep crimson wine around in the fancy crystal goblet. I’d never been to such a swanky restaurant in my life. I thanked the gods I’d taken a shower. The cute little black dress I’d pulled out from my closet didn’t come close to the designer numbers most of the other females wore. Not to mention the uber-expensive Italian purses and red-soled stilettos. Yeah, I definitely did not belong in Kole’s world.

      When we’d walked in, dozens of envious glares had shot in my direction. With Kole’s arm entwined with mine, we’d caught everyone’s attention. The Winterclaws were an old money family, and everyone knew I was the half-blood with a deadbeat dad from the Blacksnout pack. We weren’t exactly a fairy tale in the making, except maybe Beauty and the Beast—in reverse.

      “Relax,” Kole murmured over the rim of his glass.

      “Easy for you to say. Everyone’s staring at me.”

      “They’re watching both of us. I don’t often come to this café with—” He pressed his lips together, fumbling for the right word.

      “An outsider?” I offered. It was better than the dozens of other words that came to mind: outcast, reject, social pariah.

      “Yeah, that’s it.” He shrugged and took another leisurely sip. “Until the other day in the auditorium, my father had been working out a deal with the Razorback alpha. His daughter is of age and would’ve made a good mate.”

      “Wait, I thought wolves had to wait for their fated?”

      He shook his head. “Some matings are for convenience or power, or both. Not everyone gets to find the one. Aren’t we lucky?”

      A swirl of heat streaked down my core at the dark twinkle in his eye. Gods, a few weeks ago I’d found Kole utterly repulsive and now, I was drooling at every word that dripped from those perfect lips. “Umhmm,” I mumbled and reached for my own glass of wine. The bottle of Fae wine cost more than my weekly food allowance.

      “If we truly are mates, everything’s going to change, Aspen. You’ll be mated to the alpha heir of the Blood Moon pack. Do you know what that means?”

      Money. Power. Notoriety.

      “No, please enlighten me.” I shot him a cheeky grin, possibly the first time my sparkling personality shone through all night. There was something so intimidating about the alpha-to-be that I’d completely lost myself.

      “It means you’ll skyrocket up the pack hierarchy. You won’t be a lowly Blacksnout anymore. My pack is second only to the Lunars. My father sits on the supreme alpha’s council, one of the few not blessed by the goddess herself.”

      I nodded. I’d learned all about the Lunar packs and the “other” packs in Werewolf 101 when I’d first arrived. There were seven special packs gifted with extraordinary powers, each from the different houses of Azar. There were demon wolves, faery ones, and even wolves with magic. It was pretty freaking cool, and I’d always wished I’d been born into one of those sparkly unicorn packs instead of my lowly station. But Kole was right; none of that would matter if we were true mates.

      “So how exactly do we know?” I chewed on my lower lip as his golden irises drilled into me.

      “Oh, we’ll know, as soon as I slip inside you.” A glint of mischief blazed across those intense eyes. How had I ever found them cold? Tonight, they burned the deepest gold, flames licking across the amber.

      I swallowed hard, all the air evaporating from my lungs.

      We’d finished eating a while ago, but I was nursing my wine, a mixture of dread and anxiety pooling in my gut. A part of me wanted to get home and let him claim me all night long but the other was terrified. I had a feeling I wouldn’t recover from this, however it played out.

      Kole’s hand found mine from across the table, his fingers interlacing with mine. “Knox was right. I’m glad we did this.”

      “Knox?” I almost choked on my last gulp of wine.

      “Yeah, he said I should woo you.” He scoffed. “My twin brother is definitely the romantic.”

      An unexpected pang lanced across my chest. I squeezed my eyes shut, and I was back at the coffee stand on my first day at MVU. Knox had been so sweet. And then he’d just vanished.

      As if my thoughts had summoned him, the creak of the restaurant door sent my gaze to another pair of golden irises. Only these burned with the fury of a fiery hell. He stalked toward us, and I shrank back in my seat. His gaze never deviated from mine until the last second when he spun at his brother.

      “What were you thinking bringing her here, Kole?” he hissed.

      “Chill, little bro. You’re making a scene.” A few of the other tables stared in our direction, but let’s be honest, they had been all night.

      “If you’re wrong about her, you’re risking the alliance with the Razorbacks. Father would murder you for screwing that up.”

      “I’m not wrong,” Kole growled. “Dad’s just going to have to find another way to get in their good graces. You’re still single, why don’t you mate with her?”

      Knox’s dark gaze chased to mine for a devastatingly long instant before spinning on his brother. “I don’t care about this political shit, and you know it.”

      “Then why are you here interrupting our date?”

      “I’m just looking out for you since you don’t seem to have an ounce of sense in that big head of yours.”

      I couldn’t help the smirk from pulling at my lips.

      “Go home, Knox. I’ve got a mate to claim.”

      A wave of heat surged up my neck and blossomed across my cheeks.

      “I hope she’s worth it,” he growled before shooting me one last scathing glare and stomping out of the restaurant.

      His words, an echo of Kole’s earlier ones bounced across my mind on repeat. Shit. “Is he always that intense?” I needed another bottle of wine now; I’d totally wrecked my buzz. And I had a feeling I’d need it for what came next.

      Kole snapped his fingers and a waiter in a white tuxedo and gloves dipped his head. “What can I get you, sir?”

      “Another bottle of the Spring Fae wine.”

      “Of course, right away, sir.” The waiter spun on his heel and returned with the wine seconds later.

      Had he freakin’ read my mind? “How did you know I wanted more wine?” I blurted.

      “It’s the burgeoning mate bond. I can read your feelings more clearly. Once we’re mated, I’ll feel everything.”

      I gulped.

      Once we’d finished off the second bottle, Kole paid for the bill which was more than what my first car cost, and we marched out of the café with tons of curious gazes boring into the back of my head.

      And the night was just getting started…
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      A current of nervous energy streaked through me as Kole held my den door open. I rushed past him, my arm brushing his and igniting a storm of electricity between our flesh. He glanced down at me beneath hooded lids, a sexy smirk curling his lips.

      “You see?”

      “Hmm...” I breathed.

      His eyes darted to the couch, a dark promise flickering beneath the golden depths and his earlier words sprang to the forefront of my mind. “I just want to bend you over that couch and claim you until you scream my name.”

      I squeezed my thighs together to smother the building heat. Kole hadn’t even touched me yet, and I was already wet and squirming with anticipation. His fingers laced through mine, and he walked me over to the couch. My pulse skyrocketed.

      I definitely should have had more wine. That faery stuff was potent, but not enough to get me through this.

      He folded down onto the sofa and tugged me into his lap. I hesitated for an instant, my body tense. Then his arm came around my shoulders, cradling me against his chest. It was sweet, tender, and completely unexpected.

      Then he parted my legs, and his hand skimmed up my thigh and settled at my apex, cupping me. “Oh, Aspen,” he growled, “You’re already wet for me. Good girl, that’s what I like to see.”

      I swallowed hard, my mouth like the freakin’ Sahara.

      “Tell me the truth,” he whispered against the shell of my ear. “Has anyone made you feel like this before?” He glided his finger up and down my lacey panties.

      “No,” I rasped. Not even close. The way my body reacted to his was fifty shades of messed up. It had to have been illegal.

      “You see?” he repeated. “Fated mates.”

      His finger glided along my panty line but before he plunged inside me and I lost all reason, I had to know one thing. “Why me?”

      His brows furrowed as he regarded me. “I just told you, it’s fated. We don’t get to choose.”

      “You said your father was working on an arrangement. Why not just go with that?”

      “Because I can’t resist you, Aspen,” he growled, the deep timbre lethal. “My wolf wants you and he’s an alpha. He’s used to getting what he wants.”

      My heart smacked against my ribcage. Gods, I wanted him too.

      “Plus fated mates are stronger together and if I plan on taking the alpha throne soon, I’ll need you at my side.” He thrusted his finger inside me, and stars exploded across my vision. My hips bucked against his palm and he gave me what I wanted, his thumb on my clit. He rubbed slow, endlessly torturous circles.

      I reached for his shirt, needing to keep my hands busy on something. Slowly unbuttoning it, a massive black wolf tattoo appeared across his tanned, perfectly muscled flesh. It was the symbol for the Blood Moon pack. The wolf eyed me, a wicked sneer on his lips.

      Kole’s free hand curled around my shoulder, slid beneath the low cut of my dress, and found my breast, tearing my thoughts away from the dark ink. My nipples were so hard they poked through my lacey bra. Between his fingers pinching the hard peak and his other hand between my legs, I was a writhing mess of sensations. Kole’s dick pressed into my ass through his thick denim jeans. I wanted it inside me.

      I reached for his belt buckle as he continued teasing me with his fingers, and he let out a hiss when my hands closed around his hard shaft.

      “Oh, Aspen, you don’t know what you’ve started.” A growl vibrated low in his throat, echoing across his chest. “Once you let me inside you, you’re mine forever.”

      A noise I’d never made before erupted from my lips.

      He slid another finger aside me, and I clenched around him. One more thrust of those fingers and I’d explode.

      “Kole,” I murmured, “Please…”

      “Please what, Aspy?”

      “I want you inside me.”

      “Oh, there’s plenty of time for that. We’re just getting started.” He pressed his thumb to my clit, and I shattered with his name on my lips. The storm of pleasure that raged through me was like nothing I’d ever felt before.

      Mates. Kole’s voice echoed through my mind. I was done denying it. There was no other logical explanation.

      Once the tremors subsided, Kole lifted me off his lap and jerked off his jeans. His erection sprang free, and my mouth curved into a capital O. Gods, he was huge. I’d felt him before but seeing it up close again, damn.

      He nudged me onto my knees and fisted my hair. I was pretty sure I was going to gag, but I felt like I owed him one after that mind-blowing orgasm. I licked his silky flesh, sucking the beads of moisture.

      “That’s my girl,” he hummed. He thrust into my mouth, and I choked on his impossible length. I slowed the tempo until I adjusted to his size, and he was moaning my name. A few more pumps and he was mine.

      A satisfied smile curled my lips as I watched him come, head thrown back, eyes glossed over with lust. To see the great alpha heir at my mercy was incredibly fulfilling.

      “Good girl, Aspen. Now let’s see how you ride me.”

      “Now?” My body was still humming from the last orgasm. I eyed his dick which was still rock hard. How was that even possible?

      “Now.” His hands gripped my hips, and he lifted me over his arousal. He positioned himself at my entrance, gliding the tip across my slick folds. “You’re so ready for me, Aspy.”

      I let out a groan, my nerve endings like live wire. My body was, but what about the rest of me? His earlier words about the mate bond ricocheted through my mind. “Oh, we’ll know, as soon as I slip inside you.”

      This was it. If I didn’t say anything, if I didn’t try to stop him, we’d trigger the mate bond. He brushed his dick against my clit and another moan pealed out.

      “Ready?” he rasped out.

      My head bounced up and down without my consent. He thrust into me, and I let out a hiss, my head falling back. A riot of sensations exploded through my body, like liquid lightning pulsing up my spine.

      “We’re made for each other, Aspen.” He urged me up and down, up and down, his fingers gripping me possessively.

      The flurry of emotions was so intense I couldn’t speak, I couldn’t breathe.

      “Mate. Mate. Mate,” Kole howled. “Do you hear it too?”

      I shook my head, my brain unable to form a single syllable.

      “You’re mine,” he growled as his fangs lengthened and sank into my neck. Another swell of heat raced through my veins, the fiery sensations ravaging every inch of me. Between the bite and his pounding thrusts, I was a mess. “Now bite me, Aspen.” He bared his neck and my stomach roiled, parting the cloud of lusty haze. My wolf still hadn’t emerged. How the hell was I supposed to bite him?

      Kole must have sensed my panic because he released his hold on my hips with one hand and bit into the inside of his wrist. “Here.” He offered me the two pinpricks of deep crimson.

      I stared in horror. I can’t do this.

      He plunged deeper inside me, urging my hips to meet his so he was so deep inside me I couldn’t tell where he ended and I began. “Come on, Aspen, bite me and let’s get this over with so we can come together this time.”

      Okay so it wasn’t the fairy tale prince charming stuff with sweet nothings but the guy knew what he was doing. The mate bond was insatiable, and we’d probably grow to love each other, right?

      He wrapped his hand around the back of my head and brought my lips to his wrist. “Drink my blood while I’m buried deep inside you. We’ll be together forever.” His eyes met mine, the fire burning bright within the amber.

      “Forever?”  I panted.

      “Forever.”

      I closed my mouth around his wrist and the metallic flavor filled my mouth. I sucked harder, taking him in as he pounded into me, each thrust pushing me closer to the edge.

      Once I released him, he wrapped both arms around me and thrust deeper, harder.

      “Hell, yes, do you feel that Aspen?”

      Tiny tethers wound around my heart. Warmth filled my chest and the empty hollowness vanished. In its place was Kole. I could feel him inside me, and not just his dick.

      Ready? Together. His voice rang out in my mind, and I nearly leapt off him. It’s the mate link, it worked.

      Holy shift.

      He chuckled, the smooth sound intensifying the building fire in my core. He took me harder, faster, until I panted with need. “Now, come for me, mate.”

      I dove over the edge, headfirst, my chest so full of emotion I was certain I’d spontaneously combust. He came with me, his dick jerking inside me. The tangle of emotions, mine and his, was too much. Tears burned my eyes, but I refused to let them fall.

      Gods dammit, just one time with my mate and I was already falling in love.

      I slumped against his chest, our ragged breaths filling the air between us. “That was incredible,” I murmured against his salty skin.

      “Hmm, it was.” His eyes locked on mine, and an unreadable emotion flashed across the burning amber. “Now turn around so I can keep my word from earlier.”

      My stomach plummeted but my V vibrated with need. And just like that I was ready for him again.
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      The weeks flew by in a whirlwind of hot sex and suspicious, jealous glares. But I didn’t care because Kole was mine. Our mating ceremony was in the works and before long, we’d be official. He spent most nights at my den which was fine by me. He said his dad was kind of a dick, and he preferred staying at my place. I never thought twice about it.

      Until I made the poor decision of having my morning coffee at the café instead of taking it to-go like usual. I sat in the far corner behind a column and Knox and a few of Kole’s buddies hadn’t seen me when they walked in.

      “It’s screwed up,” Knox growled.

      Micah, Kole’s best friend laughed. “They’ve only been mated for a few weeks and your dad’s right, if she can’t shift, she’s a dud. Kole can’t go through with the mating ceremony.”

      My heart catapulted up my throat.

      “My dad’s an ass, and she could still shift,” said Knox. “It’s not unheard of for half-bloods to take longer.”

      “Gods you’re a bleeding heart, Knox. Your twin would be better off without her, and you know it. Candi from the Razorbacks is the way to go. It’s a much smarter match than the Blacksnouts.”

      “Whatever, it’s his life.”

      “He’s going to be alpha, so it’s actually all our lives,” said one of the other guys whose name I couldn’t remember.

      “I heard he’s going to break it off with her today,” Micah whispered.

      “How?”

      “You know how.” Another evil chuckle from the bastard.

      I had to get out of here, but I was frozen. I couldn’t risk them seeing me. Kole wouldn’t break the mate bond, would he? They had to be messing around. He was the one that wanted this so badly.

      My mind flickered back to conversations about his father. He still hadn’t even introduced us. Was he embarrassed of me?

      Kole? I searched our mental link. Where are you?

      No response.

      My stomach soured, nausea crawling up my throat. I was hot and cold, a whirlwind of emotions. My knee jumped up and down, anxiously waiting for these effers to leave so I could get the hell out of here.

      Finally, what felt like hours later, they sauntered out like they hadn’t just shredded my heart to pieces. I needed to find Kole. Like right now.

      Kole, where the hell are you? I shouted through our mental link.

      Sorry, Aspy, helping my dad out with something. I’ll swing by your place later. His voice came back clipped, his breaths haggard.

      Or was I imagining it?

      I raced out of the café and followed the invisible tether that bound us together. It led me straight to Winterclaw Hill. I’d never been inside, but I knew which den was Kole’s. I sprinted up the incline and whipped the door open.

      Kole glanced up at me from his couch, a shock of black hair spilling over his forehead and brushing the sexy scar across his dark brow. His cold citrine irises met mine as I crept into his den, and ice shot through my veins. A girl was splayed across his lap on the couch, her butt cheeks hanging out of her jean cut-offs. She glanced at me over her shoulder before nuzzling into his neck.

      Red-hot fury exploded through my veins as she pawed at my fated mate. “What the fuck, Kole?” I shouted. “Who is that?” But I already knew.

      His hands closed around her hips, and he lifted her off his lap, gently placing the she-wolf beside him. He whispered something and she giggled, an irritating high pitch like nails on a chalkboard. My eyes bugged out of my head, and my heart pounded out a rapid staccato. If I’d had functioning claws, I would’ve ripped her pretty little face off.

      Kole stood and walked toward me, his arousal apparent through his low swung sweats like a stab to the heart. He was my mate. What was he doing hooking up with that girl?

      “This isn’t going to happen, Aspen. You and me, we can never be together. I’m going to be the alpha of the Blood Moon pack, and I must have heirs that can shift. With your mixed blood, who knows what could happen? I’m sorry, I didn’t want it to be like this, but you can’t be my mate.”

      I blinked rapidly. My jaw hung so low I was certain someone would have to scrape it off the ground.

      “I have to break the bond,” he continued when my brain refused to form a coherent thought, let alone a sentence.

      My skin felt too tight, my ribcage closing in on my lungs. My heart jackhammered, and the roar echoed through my eardrums. I was going to pass out. My hand shot out and met the wall as my knees began to wobble. “You can’t…” I muttered.

      “I’m sorry, I am, but I have to.” He palmed the back of his neck and crimson tinted his sharp cheek bones. “I’ve asked the elders in the pack, and there’s only one sure-fire way to break a mate bond…”

      My brain had stopped functioning. All his words blurred in the background. I looked into his eyes, but I saw nothing. I watched him completely numb as he continued to speak.

      “…you have to watch me with someone else.”

      My brows slammed together as some part of his monologue finally sank in. “What?” I screeched.

      He threw his thumb over his shoulder at the brunette sprawled on the couch. “You have to watch me claim her. It’s the only way to sever the mate bond for good.”

      “Are you telling me I have to watch you fuck her?”

      Kole lowered his head and snagged his lower lip between his teeth, drawing my gaze to his stupid cleft chin. “I’m sorry, really. You have to understand. I’m the next alpha, and I have to produce more alpha heirs.” Oh, my gods, this wasn’t happening. I pressed my fingers to my temples and sucked in a breath. Why, oh why did I ever come to this damned realm?

      My teeth ground together, and I clenched my fingers into tight fists at my side. I needed to get a hold of myself. It’s not like I really cared about Kole anyway. It was this stupid wolf shit I’d gotten sucked into. I glanced over his shoulder at the brunette. She shot me a toothy smile as she rearranged the girls in her bra. I wanted to smack the look of satisfaction off her pretty pink lips.

      Eff this. I didn’t need this. I never wanted to be mated to an alpha. Liar. Liar. Liar. A tiny crack rippled across my heart. It was just the bond. Just the bond. I repeated it over and over again until my idiotic wolf-half got it.

      “Do it,” I snarled.

      Kole’s eyes slowly lifted to mine. Something like shame flashed across the amber. At least he had the decency to feel guilty. He spun around and sauntered toward the brunette and I wrapped my arms across my chest, flesh and blood armor to keep myself from falling apart.

      When he reached her, he slid off his pants. I couldn’t help my eyes from tracing the hard muscles of his ass as his sweats pooled on the floor at his feet. The female cast a satisfied grin in my direction, and I bit back the slew of curses at the tip of my tongue. She slid to the edge of the couch, and Kole moved between her legs.

      The hiss of a zipper being dragged down metal teeth, and the shuffle of tight jeans against skin forced bile up the back of my throat. I swallowed down the nausea, forcing myself to breathe. Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale.

      Kole thrusted forward, his buttocks straining, and the girl’s groan of pleasure filled the room. Oh, vomit. I clapped my hand over my mouth. I was going to be sick. How much of this did I have to watch?

      As his tempo increased and her moans intensified, the tiny crack in my heart opened up into a gaping hole. Pain lanced across my chest, and I buckled forward. My ribcage was closing in on me, each haggard pant harder than the last. I crumpled to the floor, helpless to look away from the train wreck a few feet away.

      My battered heart rammed against my ribs, desperate to escape. It couldn’t endure the pain of watching her wolf mate claim another female. Another streak of pain pierced my insides, and I curled into a ball as black consumed my vision.

      Thank the goddess. At least I wouldn’t have to watch them anymore.
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      I choked on a sob and swept the tears back, furious with myself as I shoved the last of my clothes into a suitcase. I’d been so stupid to trust Kole. So, so fucking stupid. Of course, he’d screwed me over the first chance he got. Literally.

      Thank the gods for Vander’s help or I would’ve been stuck here for another month forced to finish my classes. He’d come to me when he’d heard the news about Kole, because of course everyone in all of Moon Valley had heard what he’d done to me, and Vander had helped me convince the dean of MVU to let me finish out my classes online. He came up with some story about a family issue at home.

      So here I was running back to the human world with my tail between my legs. And my heart broken. It was ridiculous really. I barely knew Kole, barely even liked him, but that damned mate bond had fucked with my head big time.

      A deep chasm opened up in my chest, and I was hollow. I could barely breathe, barely think without Kole’s damned face popping into my head. It was hell.

      I zipped up the suitcase and took one quick glance around my old home. Not a hint of remorse about leaving. I’d never fit in here. I was stupid to even try. At least in a month, I’d have a degree and I could start my new life back in Los Angeles. Doing what, who knew? But at least I could put all of this behind me.

      As soon as I could start functioning again.

      I hauled my suitcase off the bed and caught my reflection in the mirror. My eyes were so swollen from days of crying, I could barely see through them. My hair was a tangled mess, and my cute pink sweats hung off me, already a size too big. I hadn’t eaten, hadn’t slept. This damned mate bond would be the death of me.

      Fishing out a hat from my suitcase, I plopped it on top of my head. Maybe I could get out of shifter territory without running into anyone else. I’d thought the stares had been bad when I’d been with Kole, but after he rejected me they’d only burned harder. Pity. Satisfaction. Gratification.

      They sent me their silent I told you so’s through their blatant stares. I would never be good enough for their alpha heir.

      With a huff, I marched out of my den and never looked back.

      The walk to the portal station was a close one, but the heavy ass luggage didn’t help. Despite the hat, eyes bored into me across campus. I was the freaking laughingstock of MVU. I’d heard Kole had already announced his impending mating ceremony to Candi from the Razorbacks. That was probably the girl I’d watched him screw.

      I wished them nothing but misery and pain.

      Darting through campus as fast as my legs would carry me with the fifty-pound weight of my luggage, I kept my eye on the portal station beyond. I passed the coffee stand at the edge of campus, and the scent of roast coffee beans made my stomach growl. Suck it up, you can get coffee in LA, Aspen. My luck, I’d probably end up as a barista and have all the coffee I could ever desire.

      I didn’t expect a college degree from the supernatural world held much clout in the human world. At least, I had my mom’s place to fall back on. A few months in the valley until I could get back on my feet.

      I scurried past the coffee stand, but a wall jumped in front of me. I smacked right into the hard barrier of muscle and dropped my suitcase. My eyes drifted up, and my heart sank at the familiar amber irises.

      All the air vacated my lungs, and I was suffocating again.

      Until my gaze landed on the male’s brow. No scar. Not Kole, Knox. Not that much better, but I’d take it.

      He stared down at me, an unreadable expression on his face. And just like that, it was gone, a cold mask slid into place. “You’re leaving?” he muttered.

      “Yup.” I took a step back and reached for my discarded suitcase. Thank the gods it hadn’t opened when I dropped it. The last thing I needed were my bras and panties strewn across the ground.

      “Where are you going?” he asked tentatively.

      “Far away from this fucking place and your asshole brother.”

      His lips pinched. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry it turned out this way.”

      “Whatever.”

      “It looks like you could use a coffee. I can buy you one—”

      I lifted my hand, cutting him off. “I’d never accept anything from you or your brother again. I’m not that stupid. I just want to get the hell out of here so please get out of my way.”

      Knox scowled, that stupid mouth reminding me so much of Kole’s my measly banana breakfast threatened to make a reappearance. He stepped to the side and I barreled by him, angry tears stinging my eyes.

      I blinked them back, refusing to shed another tear for that dickhead. It was over. Whatever came next had to be better than this. And one day, I would get my revenge, somehow, some way. I’d make Kole pay for what he put me through.

      

      To find out just how Aspen got her revenge on Kole, keep reading for a little sneak peek or continue her story on Hitched Live on Vella!
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      Chapter 1 – Are Twelve Guys Too Much?

       

      Dating twelve supernatural guys at once on live television sounded like my idea of hell. I stared at the glossy sheet of paper my new roommate shoved in my face and scowled. “Me? Audition for a reality dating show? Have you lost your effin’ mind, Romey?”

      He bounced up and down in front of me like a puppy who had to pee. “Hear me out, girl. This could be just the thing to get you out of this slump.”

      “Slump?” I shrieked, and a group of tourists hanging out in front of the Chinese Theatre whirled around. I waved them off, and they continued snapping photos in front of the famous Hollywood landmark. Turning back to my friend, I hissed, “I was rejected by my fated mate and ran away to the human world with my tail between my legs. Do I need to replay the horrible story for you again?”

      “Aspen, we all have bad break-ups. The guy I was dating last month was cheating on me with our trainer. I knew he’d been spending too many days at the gym for his ass to still sag like that.”

      I snorted on a laugh, shaking my head and a few strands of my blonde mane whipped across my face. “That’s not even close to what happened to me. You don’t get it. There’s nothing like a mate bond in the human world. When he rejected me, and I had to watch him screw that she-wolf, something broke inside me. It was like a piece of my soul was torn out.” I clamped my mouth shut because I was tired of reliving that hellish moment. Just because I was a half-blood werewolf that couldn’t shift, Kole shouldn’t have done me dirty like that.

      Romey draped his long arm across my shoulders and tucked me into his side. “I’m sorry, babe, but all the more reason you should try out for Hitched Live. Nothing would piss off your ex more than seeing you getting all hot and heavy with twelve bachelor hotties.”   

      I couldn’t help but smile. Romey may have never met Kole but he sure knew the alpha-hole type. I’d only met my roommate a couple weeks ago when I moved back to Los Angeles after a four-year stint at Moon Valley University in the supernatural realm, but we’d clicked instantly. He was an actor, not struggling, as he’d pointed out immediately. One of the few who actually made a decent living at it without having a side gig. Besides being runway model gorgeous with dark hair, deep ebony skin, chiseled cheekbones, and big, soulful eyes, he was actually talented. And sweet.

      I’d told him all about my sad story. Thanks to the Half-Blood decree, all humans of mixed origins were required to hone their special abilities in Azar, the supernatural realm, which was divided into territories by species. At seventeen, I’d been shipped off to attend university in the shifter realm of Marlwoods to learn to control my wolf. Spoiler alert – I never shifted. My wolf remained in hiding the entire time, and I was deemed safe to return to the human world. It would’ve been a happy ending had I not met my supposed wolfy fated mate while at the university.

      I’d met Kole when I first moved to Moon Valley, wolf territory. We had a couple classes together, and he seemed decent enough. A lot of the other females fawned over him and his crew since he was an alpha, and that had been enough to keep me away, but then the mating link triggered one day in Azarian History class. We’d been partnered up for a project and bam it struck. Like I’d actually been hit by cupid’s arrow.

      But Kole was an alpha and having a mate that couldn’t shift meant the possibility of baby wolves with the same affliction. So he rejected me. In the most brutal way possible. My mind sped back to that day; I squeezed my eyes shut begging with my subconscious to let it go, but it wouldn’t. It kept forcing me back to re-live the horror.

       

      A shock of black hair spilled across Kole’s forehead, brushing the sexy scar across his dark eyebrow. His cold citrine irises met mine as I crept into his den, and ice shot through my veins. A girl was splayed across his lap on the couch, her butt cheeks hanging out of her jean cut-offs. She glanced at me over her shoulder before nuzzling into his neck.

      Red-hot fury exploded through my veins as she pawed at my fated mate. “What the fuck, Kole?” I shouted. “Who is that?”

      His hands closed around her hips and he lifted her off his lap, gently placing the she-wolf beside him. He whispered something and she giggled, an irritating high pitch like nails on a chalkboard. My eyes bugged out of my head, and my heart pounded out a rapid staccato. If I’d had functioning claws, I would’ve ripped her pretty little face off. 

      Kole stood and walked toward me, his arousal apparent through his low swung sweats like a stab to the heart. He was my mate. What was he doing hooking up with that girl?

      “This isn’t going to happen, Aspen. You and me, we can never be together. I’m the alpha of the Blood Moon pack, and I must have heirs that can shift. With your mixed blood, who knows what could happen? I’m sorry, I didn’t want it to be like this, but you can’t be my mate.”

      I blinked rapidly. My jaw hung so low I was certain someone would have to scrape it off the ground. 

      “I have to break the bond,” he continued when my brain refused to form a coherent thought, let alone a sentence.

      My skin felt too tight, my ribcage closing in on my lungs. My heart jackhammered, and the roar echoed through my eardrums. I was going to pass out. My hand shot out and met the wall as my knees began to wobble. “You can’t…” I muttered.

      “I’m sorry, I am, but I have to.” He palmed the back of his neck and crimson tinted his sharp cheek bones. “I’ve asked the elders in the pack, and there’s only one sure-fire way to break a mate bond…”

      My brain had stopped functioning. All his words blurred in the background. I looked into his eyes, but I saw nothing. I watched him completely numb as he continued to speak.

      “…you have to watch me with someone else.”

      My brows slammed together as some part of his monologue finally sank in. “What?” I screeched.

      He threw his thumb over his shoulder at the brunette sprawled on the couch. “You have to watch me claim her. It’s the only way to sever the mate bond for good.”

      “Are you telling me I have to watch you fuck her?”

      Kole lowered his head and snagged his lower lip between his teeth, drawing my gaze to his stupid cleft chin. “I’m sorry, really. You have to understand. I’m the next alpha, and I have to produce more alpha heirs.” Oh, my gods, this wasn’t happening. I pressed my fingers to my temples and sucked in a breath. Why, oh why did I ever come to this damned realm?

      My teeth ground together, and I clenched my fingers into tight fists at my side. I needed to get a hold of myself. It’s not like I really cared about Kole anyway. It was this stupid wolf shit I’d gotten sucked into. I glanced over his shoulder at the brunette. She shot me a toothy smile as she rearranged the girls in her bra. I wanted to smack the look of satisfaction off her pretty pink lips.

      Eff this. I didn’t need this. I never wanted to be mated to an alpha. Liar. Liar. Liar. A tiny crack rippled across my heart. It was just the bond. Just the bond. I repeated it over and over again until my idiotic wolf-half got it.

      “Do it,” I snarled.

      Kole’s eyes slowly lifted to mine. Something like shame flashed across the amber. At least he had the decency to feel guilty. He spun around and sauntered toward the brunette and I wrapped my arms across my chest, flesh and blood armor to keep myself from falling apart.

      When he reached her, he slid off his pants. I couldn’t help my eyes from tracing the hard muscles of his ass as his sweats pooled on the floor at his feet. The female cast a satisfied grin in my direction, and I bit back the slew of curses at the tip of my tongue. She slid to the edge of the couch, and Kole moved between her legs.

      The hiss of a zipper being dragged down metal teeth, and the shuffle of tight jeans against skin forced bile up the back of my throat. I swallowed down the nausea, forcing myself to breathe. Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale.

      Kole thrusted forward, his buttocks straining, and the girl’s groan of pleasure filled the room. Oh, vomit. I clapped my hand over my mouth. I was going to be sick. How much of this did I have to watch?

      As his tempo increased and her moans intensified, the tiny crack in my heart opened up into a gaping hole. Pain lanced across my chest, and I buckled forward. My ribcage was closing in on me, each haggard pant harder than the last. I crumpled to the floor, helpless to look away from the train wreck a few feet away.

      My battered heart rammed against my ribs, desperate to escape. It couldn’t endure the pain of watching her wolf mate claim another. Another streak of pain pierced my insides, and I curled into a ball as black consumed my vision.

      Thank the goddess. At least I wouldn’t have to watch them anymore.

       

      “Yeah, no, I think I’ll pass.” I crumpled up the flyer for Hitched Live and tossed it in the trash.

      “No!” Romey groaned. “It’s been three whole months, Aspen, it’s time to get back in the dating game.”

      I scoffed. “Sure, maybe I’ll download one of those dating apps or something, but there’s no way I’m going on live television. Plus, do you know how many desperate women try out for these things? Even if I wanted to, I’d never get picked.” When I’d returned to The Valley desperate for a job, I’d briefly considered auditioning for a part as an extra. The money was good, and with my blonde hair, blue eyes and all-American girl looks, I’d done some modeling as a teen. But the possibility of getting rejected was too much for my fragile psyche so I’d dismissed the idea. 

      Romey waggled his dark brows, and a huge grin lit up his face. “That doesn’t sound like someone who’s totally against the notion.”

      I was against it. I really was. I just couldn’t help the tiny part of me that reveled in the possibility of making Kole jealous, making him regret choosing the pack over me. I’d wallowed in self-pity at my mom’s place in The Valley for over a month when I’d returned. It had taken me that long to finally force myself out of bed and start looking for a job, an apartment, the whole nine yards for a fully functioning twenty-one-year-old. 

      “I am fully against the idea,” I finally said.

      “Come on! My agent can totally get you an audition, and then if it doesn’t work out, it doesn’t work out.”

      I narrowed my eyes at my new roommate and he stuck out his lower lip, in full sad puppy dog mode. I had literally just had my heart ripped apart, and the last thing I needed was to jump into a dating game with more supernaturals.

      He nudged me as my mind wandered. “I know you want to. I can see the little gears grinding in your head. You need this! Random sex with a bunch of hotties? Why not?”

      “I don’t need to go on a TV show to have meaningless sex.” We passed Madame Tussauds, and I jerked my thumb at the life-size Thor. “I could find that at any of these fine establishments.”

      “True enough, but would you also get a ridiculous payout from it?”

      Dollar signs flashed across my vision. I needed cash badly. In desperation, I’d taken a job as a barista while I found something more permanent. Shockingly, a degree from Moon Valley University didn’t count for much in Los Angeles. Plus, I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life. Cutting off that damned mate bond had shattered more than just my heart. It had broken me, carved out my insides, destroyed my self-esteem, my motivation. Everything.

      I was lost.

      I’d always heard that a wolf without a pack was a lost soul. I didn’t have a pack, couldn’t access my wolf, and my mate bond had been brutally slaughtered. Most days I didn’t even know how I managed to keep breathing.

      “What kind of a payout are we talking?” I finally asked.

      “A half mil to start and an undisclosed bonus based on popularity.”  

      My jaw nearly hit the pavement. “Holy shit,” I managed when I got my brain to start working again.  

      “Yeah, no kidding. I’d be the first one lining up to audition if I had boobs.”

      I snorted on a laugh as my mind spun. What were the chances I’d ever get the job? Highly unlikely. So I’d lose half a day and get a VIP sneak peek of the Warner Bros Studio. There were definitely worse ways to spend an afternoon. “You really think Janine could get me an audition? I have zero acting skills.” Everyone knew these reality TV shows were just jumping off points for struggling actors. Would there be any non-actors like me?

      “Babe, she owes me so when I say I can make it happen, trust me.” His eyes twinkled with excitement. “So is that a yes?”

      I clamped my teeth down on my lower lip and nodded quickly before I could rethink it. This could be bad, monumentally bad. Or it could be fan-freakin-tastic.

      

       

      Chapter 2 – When You Gotta Go, You Gotta Go.

       

      How had I let Romey talk me into auditioning for Hitched Live? Oh right, the half-a-million-dollar paycheck. Still, I was seriously out of my mind for even considering it. My knee bounced up and down as I sat on the edge of the plastic chair in the auditorium. A huge arena had been set up at the edge of Warner Bros. Studio to accommodate the horde of women who’d shown up to audition. Dozens of Barbies in every size, shape and color filled the seats around me. I’d been waiting for over an hour already, and I’d told myself two was my limit.

      I eyed the door the production assistant popped out of every fifteen minutes or so then glanced at the clock. Two minutes to go… Grabbing my I-Phone, I took a quick selfie to check out my hair and make-up. Blonde curls cascaded over my shoulders in wavy tendrils and the smokey eye I’d recently perfected made my blue eyes pop. Good enough. From the look of it, I was the only girl in here who hadn’t been professionally made up. I’d gone with a simple black dress, sexy yet classy. It wasn’t too low cut, but it accentuated my decent cleavage. Some of the girls in here looked like they’d just stepped off Hollywood Boulevard, and others, off the red carpet with their Jimmy Choo’s and Laboutin’s. 

      The door swung open, and my head spun toward the sound, along with the hundreds of other women. I could practically see the drool dribbling down their chins. The assistant glanced at his clipboard and announced, “Brenda Farth, Lexie Coven and Jacqueline Briggs, you’re up.” The three girls squealed in excitement and raced toward the door, nearly barreling through the assistant.

      I glanced at the clock and sighed. Thirty minutes to go, and I was out. Across the huge arena, a restroom sign caught my eye. After downing a large, iced latte on my drive over from work, I didn’t think I could wait any longer. My new job at the café was going to be a real problem for my caffeine addiction.

      Hopping out of my seat, I threaded through the rows of chairs to make my way across to the opposite side of the auditorium. I crossed my fingers, hoping it would take a large portion of the remaining time and then I could just leave. I finally reached the restroom sign only to find another one a few feet away with an arrow pointing outside. Ugh. I squeezed my thighs together. Hopefully, it wasn’t a port-o-potty.

      The warm California sun grazed my bare shoulders as I squinted, stepping into the brilliant light after the dim auditorium. A dark figure blotted out the sun’s blinding rays, and I rammed into a hard body. My hands reached out instinctively, scrambling for purchase as I teetered on my new stilettos and my fingers splayed across firm pecs. Dammit, I knew I should’ve gone with the wedges. Before my ankles gave way, and I toppled on top of the stranger, a pair of steel bands wrapped around my waist, steadying me.

      “Sorry about that. You okay?” A deep voice muttered over my head, and I was forced to tilt my neck back to meet the guy’s eyes. The dude was huge. In my heels, I was nearly five foot ten and this guy towered almost a foot over me.

      With the sun directly behind his head and my pupils still dilated from the auditorium, all I could make out was a dark shadow rimmed in golden hair. I wriggled free of his hold and stepped back. “Yeah, I’m fine.” I darted around the beast and raced for the bathroom. His thick fingers had grazed my bladder when he’d steadied me, and the situation had become urgent.

      I whipped open the door of the bathroom trailer and jumped into the nearest stall. At that point, I wouldn’t have cared if it was a port-o-potty. As I squatted, I glanced around the tight, but clean space. This production must have a hell of a budget if it could afford to build an entire auditorium, fancy portable bathrooms, and still offer to pay its leading lady half a million dollars. And that didn’t even account for the guys… How much were they getting paid?

      As I washed my hands, the creak of a door spun my head back. Mr. Tall, Blonde and Handsy strolled out of the next stall and stopped at the sink beside me. His broad shoulders skimmed mine as he dispensed pink soap into his palm. Swirling tattoos inked up his forearms, the intricate designs drawing my eye.

      “So that’s why you were in such a hurry.” He smirked as he lathered up. 

      “What can I say? When you gotta go, you gotta go.” I inspected the hulking giant from the corner of my eye as I prolonged my handwashing. Besides his enormous stature, the guy was crazy hot. Like ruggedly handsome with day-old scruff and a wide jaw, none of that pretty boy stuff.

      After an indecent amount of ogling, I stepped away from the sink, grabbed some paper towels and headed for the exit. Somehow, the big guy shot in front of me and held the door open.

      “And they say chivalry is dead.” I threw him a smirk, and he responded with one of his own, showcasing perfect white teeth.

      He held out his hand, a lock of dirty blonde-hair tumbling over his forehead and said, “I’m Deacon, and my mama would be thrilled to hear something stuck.”

      I slid my palm into his, and it was instantly enveloped in his huge bear-sized paw. Warmth seeped through my skin, like an abnormal amount of heat. I ripped my hand free of his as alarm bells went off in my head. Shifter. Shit. “Sorry, I gotta run. I have a thing!” I raced down the steps and across the sidewalk back into the auditorium.

      My heart beat out a manic tempo as I crept back inside the tension-filled space. “Sorry, excuse me.” I shimmied past rows of scowling girls. By the time I reached my seat, my pulse had settled, and I slumped back into the chair. Geez, get a grip, Aspen.  I internally berated myself for acting like such a spaz. So he was a shifter? It was bound to happen eventually. There were tons of supes in Los Angeles.

      My last day in Moon Valley sped to the forefront of my mind, but I shoved it down to the darkest recesses. I did not need to relive that moment again, not here and not now. What was I thinking coming here? I was not ready to start dating. Especially not supes.

      I shot up and grabbed my bag, eyeing the exit, a blinking red beacon in the sea of darkness that my mind had become.  A door creaked open, and the weaselly assistant poked his nose out. I barely noticed it over the onslaught of memories trying to suck me under.

      “Next up, Dorothea Feister, Mora Kane and Aspen DeGrasse.”

      Holy shift! My heart leapt up my throat as two other girls leapt from their seats. I must’ve made some sort of noise because the guy stared right at me, impatiently tapping his clipboard.

      “Excuse me, aren’t you Aspen DeGrasse?” His eyes lowered to my chest.

      “This dude’s got some nerve staring at my cleav—oh!” I muttered. Name badge. “Right.” I eyed the exit, then the assistant and back to the door again. Come on, Aspen, man up. Steeling my nerves, I forced my mouth to form words. “Yes, that’s me.” Tugging at the hem of my dress, I followed the guy through the door as dozens of females shot jealous glares in my direction.

      The click-clack of the other girls’ heels echoed down the pristine white hallway, keeping time with my frenzied pulse. I couldn’t believe I’d actually gotten into the audition. Even with Romey’s agent’s help, he’d warned me it wouldn’t be a sure thing. Competition for the show was fierce.

      The assistant stopped in front of frosted glass doors and pointed at the two chairs along the wall. “Dorothea and Mora, wait here. Aspen, you’re with me.”

      I nodded numbly, my tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth.

      He whipped the doors open, and a wave of frigid air sent a surge of goose bumps across my flesh. A man sat at the head of a long table, his slender fingers neatly folded in front of him. A second man stood a few feet behind, mirrored aviators perched atop his purple mohawk. The assistant nudged me forward, and I realized I’d stopped walking at some point. I was frozen in the threshold unable to move as the red blinking light of the camera in the corner pulsated.

      I suddenly knew how Bambi felt.

      

      To continue with Aspen’s story and find out just how she got her revenge, check out Hitched Live on Vella. The entire series is complete and a new season is starting! And join my FB group, GK DeRosa’s Supe Squad to talk about all the bookish things and get special access to advanced copies of my books, exclusive content and fun swag!
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