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            EFFING FAMILY REUNION

          

        

      

    

    
      The whipping winds of the portal slowed, and a brilliant light appeared at the end of the infinite vortex. My lids snapped shut, the brightness too much after the extended period of black. A second later, I landed on the quiet cobblestone street, my ears still buzzing. Cobblestone? Ornate iron lanterns lined the quaint sidewalks along the row of shops and boutiques. Scanning the old Tudor-style buildings with thatched roofs and dark oak trim, my heart let out a whimper. I was so sure I would’ve landed in Moon Valley next. I’d already been in shifter territory after all. What the hell was I doing in Maginaria?

      It took a minute for the relief to set in. As much as I wanted to see Knox, the idea of facing Kole had my stomach twisted in monster-sized knots. And after that tumultuous goodbye with Deacon, another drama-filled situation would’ve ravaged my broken heart. No, this would be good. I’d take the break and enjoy it.

      Now… where was Fallon, and why were we in the land of magic?

      I hadn’t had much time to think about the bastard Fae prince, but now that it was his turn for a family visit, I wondered what he’d been doing this whole time. I’d briefly asked Deacon about it, and he claimed to have no idea. Which I wasn’t sure I fully believed. Deacon… another sliver of my heart splintered.

      Fallon—wait a second. Deacon couldn’t just leave the show even if he wanted to. He’d been hired to protect the Fae royal. His duty came above all else and abandoning Fallon wasn’t in his blood. Maybe my tiger’s return to the villa wasn’t only about me.

      The whoosh of rushing wind jerked my attention down the quiet street. Another portal appeared down the block, and a familiar body tumbled out of the spiraling vortex. Fallon barely stuck the landing, strands of his typically perfect hair whipping in the mystical wind. His arms shot out, and he teetered for a second before turning to face me.

      “Well, hello there, stranger.” He strode toward me, his silver locks glistening beneath the moonlight.

      “Long time no see.” I shot him a smirk. There’d been something intriguing about Fallon from the beginning. Maybe it was the whole lying about who he was that I’d immediately gravitated toward. I was a sucker for guys that were trouble.

      He stepped closer and pulled me into his broad chest. Every time I was in Fallon’s arms, I wondered what the hell kind of faery he was. I’d never seen a Fae stacked like this guy. “I missed you,” he whispered, his icy breath skating over the top of my head.

      “Me too.”

      “I hope you got a nice break from all the murder and mayhem.”

      My thoughts flitted back to the past week, to my stay in the third realm of the Underworld and camping out in High Claw Cliffs. “Not exactly,” I muttered. “Actually, it was anything but relaxing.”

      Fallon’s silvery brows shot up. “Really? What happened?”

      “I’ll fill you in when we get home—” I paused and chomped down on my bottom lip. “Where are we going by the way?”

      He shrugged. “I have no idea. I thought you’d know.”

      “Me?”

      “I don’t know. I thought maybe the producers had filled you in on their master plan.”

      Damn, I’d totally forgotten about that. Weeks ago, Shep had mentioned they had something in mind since we couldn’t exactly spend time at Winter Court with his secret dad the king.

      “Why do you think we’re in Maginaria?”

      Fallon’s shoulders lifted for an instant before his brows slammed together. “No… it can’t be.”

      “What?” I squealed as he paced a tight circle, his breaths suddenly ragged.

      He eyed the dark sky above us, then his gaze dipped back to mine. “You remember what I told you about my mother? The one I’ve never met?” he whispered.

      My mind flickered back to the conversation when he finally came clean about everything. I checked the darkness for a roving drone, which I imagined was what he’d been doing a moment ago, and it was all clear. “You said she was a witch,” I whisper-hissed.

      He nodded slowly, paling.

      “You think Shep found your mom somehow?”

      “Maybe…” He raked his hands over his pallid face and loosed a breath. “Why else would we be here?”

      “Then what are the producers waiting for? Where is everyone?” My head whipped back and forth, scanning the dim streets. Was this all a set up? Were they watching us on hidden cameras like the time we’d been attacked at the bath house? The hair on the back of my neck rose, and a faint growl ricocheted across my chest. I moved closer to Fallon.

      His head swiveled from side to side, but a long minute later the tense set of his shoulders relaxed. Nothing. “Come on, let’s walk into the center of town. The crew will come find us when we’re needed.”

      He offered me his hand, and I weaved my fingers through his. We strolled down the cobbled sidewalk, like a normal couple out on a quiet date night.

      “This is weird, right?” I finally asked.

      “Very.”

      “Unless something happened that’s keeping Shep and the crew away.”

      “Like what?” Fallon arched a silver brow.

      “Maybe there was another attack on the island.”

      “But no one’s there.”

      That reminded me… “Where have you been this whole time?”

      “Hiding out.”

      “Where?”

      He dipped his gaze to the floor. “It’s probably safer if you don’t know.”

      For a second, I’d forgotten how annoying all of Fallon’s secrets were. “Look, whether you like it or not, I’m involved now. I have been since the moment you set foot on the island. So don’t be shady with me. I’m in it up to my eyeballs.”

      A rueful chuckle slid out as he slanted me a sidelong glance. “Okay, I’m sorry. I get it. I was in the human world, nowhere special. Kind of embarrassing actually. Just spent the week in a rundown motel off I-95 somewhere in Georgia and ordered lots of delivery.”

      I cocked a skeptical brow at the big Fae. “I would never in a million years see you in a place like that.”

      “Exactly the point.” He ticked his head at a small café at the end of the street, a light flickering on the neon sign that read Fay’s Fixings. “Speaking of delivery, are you hungry?”

      “I can always eat.” And it was almost dinner time.

      “Let’s go check it out.”

      Fallon held the door of the café open, the tingle of the bell over the doorway sharp against the odd stillness surrounding us. As soon as we stepped inside, the charred, smoky scent of magic assaulted my sensitive nostrils. Even though I couldn’t shift, I’d inherited my MIA wolf’s enhanced senses. Which was not always a good thing.

      A tall blonde walked toward us, her hair in a messy bun with a pen sticking out the top. A red-and-white checkered apron was cinched tightly at her waist, revealing a surprising hourglass figure. She was probably in her mid to late forties, but if she’d been in a dress instead of a diner, she could’ve easily passed for a model or movie-star. I eyed the woman, something weirdly familiar about her. “Table for two?” she asked.

      Fallon just stared at her, the crease between his brows growing deeper by the second. When another long minute passed without him answering, I nodded. “That’ll be great.”

      The café, like the streets we’d just walked through, was empty. The waitress led us to a booth in the back and dropped two menus on the checkered table, an exact match to her apron. “I’m Fay, just let me know when you’re ready to order.”

      Fallon’s eyes trailed the woman as she sauntered back behind the counter. Okay, so she was attractive, but he didn’t have to stare like that. I dug my elbow into his side, and he whirled at me, jaw slightly unhinged.

      “What’s the matter with you?” I hissed.

      “I think that’s my mother.”

      “What?” I shrieked, and Fay’s head spun in our direction.

      Fallon shot me a glare, and I gave our waitress a sheepish smile. “Sorry about that.” She returned to whatever she was doing behind the counter, and I whispered, “Why would you say that?”

      “I don’t know.” His eyes were glued to the back of her head. “I just had this weird feeling when I saw her. Like every cell in my body started to tingle.”

      “Are you sure you’re not just hard up…”

      “No!” he hissed. “Gods, Aspen, that’s disgusting. I really think that woman is my mother.”

      I snuck a peek at the waitress over my shoulder again. Was that why she’d seemed familiar to me? Blonde hair, blue eyes, tall. They really didn’t share any physical characteristics besides both being abnormally good looking.

      She looked up from her phone and her eyes met mine, the brilliant blue so damned familiar. Like I’d seen it hundreds of times… “She does remind me of someone. I just can’t place it.” I grabbed Fallon’s face, squeezing his lips together as I turned his head from side to side. High cheek bones – check, pert, straight nose – check. “I don’t know, Fallon. I guess she could be…” If this had been reality instead of reality TV, I would’ve said no way, but given our sneaky producer and his thirst for drama, I wouldn’t put anything past him.

      “So what do I do?” A tremor laced his tone, and I actually felt bad for the guy. His whole life he’d been lied to and now, here we were possibly facing his biological mom.

      “You said your father compelled her, right? So she’d have no idea you even existed.”

      He nodded slowly.

      “Let’s ask her some questions. Maybe we can piece together a timeline.” And if that failed, I was sure the big dramatic reveal would be coming up sometime soon anyway.

      “Okay,” he breathed, his eyes intent on the woman.

      I reached for the menu and picked a random cheeseburger. There was no way I was going to be able to eat now. At least I could pick on the fries. Once I’d made my decision, I glanced up at Fallon. “You ready?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Turning around, I waggled my fingers at Fay. “We’re all set to order now.”

      She gave me a smile, tucked her phone into her apron and sauntered over. Pulling out a small notepad, she pressed a pen to the paper. “What can I get you two?”

      “I’ll have the Mystic Burger--” I paused. I needed to get this woman talking somehow. “Unless there’s something else you’d recommend. We’re not from Maginaria.”

      “I could tell.” She smirked then turned her inquisitive gaze to Fallon. “I’ve always had an affinity at guessing supernatural races.”

      Bingo. “Ooh, let’s hear it! What do you think we are?”

      She crinkled her nose as she regarded me. “You’re too easy, honey. All you shifters smell the same. But your wolf’s scent is fainter than most.”

      I was surprised she could sense her at all. I almost told her my sad story, but then I remembered this night was not about me. “One out of two, so far.” I jerked my thumb at my silent friend, who still stared straight ahead, barely breathing. “How about this guy?”

      She drummed her fingers on the table, her blue eyes intent on his. The icy lilac pulsated under her scrutiny. “You’re a tough one, big guy. I can sense some magic, but it’s buried deep.” Fallon stiffened beside me, his thigh like a rock against my leg. “But there’s something else too. Something I can’t quite put my finger on.” She leaned across the table, so her nose almost touched his. Now with a close-up view of their profiles, I was starting to see more of a resemblance. Or maybe it was just in my head. She huffed out a breath, straightened, and slapped her hands on her hips. “Well, you’ve got me. I just can’t tell what you are.”

      A tight smile crept across Fallon’s lips, but still not a word came out.

      “So are you going to keep me in the dark?” Her light brows knitted.

      “You were right,” I answered when my bachelor remained mute. “He’s a magical mutt. Nothing too exciting. What about you? I’d guess witch since we’re in the land of magic, but I definitely do not have any great powers of deduction.”

      “That’s right, honey, I’m a witch. Non-practicing though.” Darkness settled over her features, and she pressed the notepad to her chest.

      Normally, I would’ve taken the hint from her expression and not pried, but tonight, I was on a mission. “Why not? I always wished I’d been born with magic. Being a shifter is so boring. Whoop dee do, I can turn into a furry beast.” Or I was supposed to at least.

      “Not all magic is good, honey.”

      Ohhh. I pressed my lips together, itching to ask more.

      “What’ll you have, son?” She turned to Fallon and his face turned fifty shades of green. Poor woman had no idea what she’d just said.

      “I, um—” He turned to me, eyes wide.

      “He’ll have a coffee,” I blurted.

      She pointed her thumb at Fallon and leaned in closer. “Is your boyfriend all right?”

      “He’s not my boyfriend—” I let my words fall away as Fallon’s dark gaze seared into the side of my head. Dammit. “We’re dating,” I stammered. “On a reality TV show. Maybe you’ve seen it? It’s called Hitched.”

      A huge smile split her pink lips as her eyes darted back and forth between us. “I thought you two looked familiar. My neighbor loves that show. She has it on all the time when I go for tea. She’ll be so thrilled when I tell her I met you.” She clapped her hands to her chest, grinning. “You know, when I was younger, everyone used to tell me I looked just like the girl from the first season, Kimmie Jayne.”

      An odd choking sound spurted from Fallon’s clenched lips. I spun at him, and he’d gone completely pale.

      “I don’t think your friend’s all right.” Fay’s light brows slammed together as she regarded him.

      “Water,” he choked out.

      “I’ll be right back!” She took off, and I smacked Fallon’s back trying to force out whatever was blocking his airway.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” he grumbled. “You can stop hitting me now.”

      “Then what’s wrong?”

      “That’s my mother. I know it,” he whispered.

      “How?”

      “My father was obsessed with Kimmie Jayne from the first season. Haven’t you watched the show? I don’t know how I missed it when we first walked in; they could be sisters.”

      I nodded slowly as my mind whirred back to the old reruns.

      “It wasn’t an act, Aspen. He really was in love with her. He once told me that letting her go to assume the Winter Court throne was the hardest thing he’d ever done.”

      Fay rushed toward us with a glass of water and Fallon stopped talking, pretending to still choke. She handed it to Fallon, and he took a long pull.

      He swallowed hard, then finally lifted his eyes to hers. “Thank you,” he murmured.

      “Anytime, son. I can’t have you keeling over in my diner.” She gave him a sweet smile. “I’ll get working on your order and be out to check on you in a few.”

      As soon as she was gone, I leaned in closer to Fallon. “Okay, so what does all that Kimmie Jayne stuff have to do with Fay?”

      “Don’t you see? The timeline fits. I was born about a year after the show aired. My father must have met this woman somehow. She reminded him of Kimmie Jayne, the only woman he’d ever loved and could never have. They slept together and bam…”

      Shit. That was some crazy ass story. “Okay, assuming that’s true, we have to prove it somehow.”
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            A FIGHT AND FOREPLAY

          

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the meal had been a bust. We hadn’t been able to pry any info out of Fay to prove she was Fallon’s long-lost mother. I’d even offered to snag a few strands of her hair for a DNA test, but he didn’t want to freak her out. Plus, we figured it was only a matter of time before the producers showed up to explain themselves.

      Fay sashayed back to the table and handed Fallon his credit card then eyed the name on the silver card. “Wait a second, you’re Fallon Frost?”

      I eyed the Fae because in all this time I’d never asked his last name. I almost laughed out loud. Not obvious at all.

      “Yes, why?” A streak of hope flashed across Fallon’s lilac irises, and I immediately felt like a huge a-hole.

      “You’re staying at my inn tonight. It’s just upstairs.” She pointed at the wooden beams stretching over our heads, and my gaze instinctively followed her finger. “The entrance is around back. I can bring you two up when you’re ready. A bunch of suitcases arrived like an hour before you came in.”

      Oh yeah, this was so planned. The producers had arranged this entire night.

      “Okay, great,” Fallon muttered.

      “I’ll grab the keys and be right back.”

      The moment she headed toward the kitchen, he spun at me. “What the hell is Shepherd thinking?” he rasped out.

      “Relax. Just because he’s outing your bio mom on live TV doesn’t mean he’ll out your dad too.”

      He dragged his hands through his silver hair, setting it up in jagged spikes. “Elrian’s going to murder me,” he whisper-hissed.

      “He’ll have to get in line.”

      Fallon shot me a narrowed glare.

      “What, too soon?” I threw him a playful wink. “I’m sorry. Sometimes I make inappropriate jokes when I’m nervous. But seriously, I don’t think Shep would do anything to purposely hurt you. He has to know how serious the attempts on your life have been.”

      He cast a glance in the direction from which Fay had disappeared. “Maybe.”

      As if she’d felt him searching for her, a second later, she pushed her way through the swinging kitchen door with a keychain dangling on her finger. His gaze remained glued to hers until she finally reached our table.

      “You two lovebirds ready?” Her bright blue eyes twinkled, reflecting the sweet smile splitting her lips.

      Fallon jumped up and practically shoved me out of the booth. Geez. She was way too nice to be his mom.

      As we followed her through the kitchen and out the back entrance of the diner, my bachelor’s gaze never deviated from Fay’s. She had to have noticed because she kept clearing her throat and babbling nervously. The poor woman probably thought my boyfriend was hitting on her right in front of me.

      I clapped my hand over my mouth to keep from laughing. Gods, what was wrong with me sometimes?

      “So how long have you owned this place, Fay?” Fallon asked.

      “Oh goddess, it seems like forever. Sometimes I don’t even remember my life before having the diner and the inn.”

      Fallon slanted a look in my direction. Maybe she couldn’t remember anything because she’d been compelled!

      “Well, the food was great,” I offered.

      “Thanks, honey. I’ll let my chef know. Bruno’s been with me since we opened.”

      “Is he your husband?” Fallon asked.

      Oh gods, now he definitely sounded like he was fishing.

      “No, sir. Never been married, never wanted to be.” She unlocked the back door and ushered us up a narrow staircase.

      “There was never anyone special in your life? A Fae maybe?” I blurted.

      Fallon slid me a scathing glare, but it was too late. I was glad I asked. We weren’t getting anywhere with this beating around the bush crap.

      “Fae?” She laughed. “You can tell you’re definitely not from these parts. Us magical folk and the Fae don’t exactly get along.”

      Hmm… interesting. Kind of like wolves and vampires.

      “No, there’s never been anyone special.” Her lips twisted into a pout, and something unreadable flashed across those sparkling irises. We reached the top floor, and she stopped in front of a worn wooden door painted a flashy bright green. “Well, here we are. I hope you kids like it.”

      The old hinges creaked as it swung open, revealing a quaint space covered in dark woods and colorful floral patterns. The scent of magic lingered in the air, along with a healthy dose of patchouli and sage. “The bedroom is right down the hall, and there’s a bathroom attached. There are fresh linens, and you can come down to the diner for breakfast in the morning.” She began to turn to the door then doubled back. “Just holler if there’s anything else you need. I live in the apartment just below here.”

      How convenient.

      “See you two tomorrow.” She waggled her fingers and sauntered out.

      Fallon was so entranced by her retreating figure I had to snap my fingers an inch from his nose to get his attention long after she’d left. “It’s her, I just know it,” he muttered.

      “We’re pretty certain of the same.” A familiar voice ricocheted across the room, and I nearly leapt out of my skin.

      A puff of lavender smoke blotted out the colorful floral couch, and two figures coalesced from the fog.

      “What the hell, guys?” I screeched. “Are you trying to give us a heart attack, Shep? Did you forget someone’s trying to murder Fallon?”

      Dax lowered his head and mumbled an apology as Shep sank into the couch. “Which is exactly why we must be so secretive,” responded the producer.

      “So you’re not certain Fay is my mother?” Fallon asked.

      “Not exactly.” Shep frowned and crossed his legs, salt-and-pepper brows furrowing. “Our source is a reliable one—and before you ask, no, I will not tell you who it is. However, the blood tests were inconclusive, which isn’t surprising. Elrian has gone to great lengths to keep you both hidden.”

      Damn… who was this secret source?

      “Well, you can’t just out us on live television.” Fallon pressed his thick arms across his chest.

      “I have no intention of doing so. I’m not stupid. I have no desire to incur the Winter Court king’s wrath. Everything we film during this family visit will be approved before it airs. No one needs to know it’s not live.”

      “Approved by whom?” Fallon asked.

      “Your father of course.”

      “No,” he growled. “He’ll never approve any of it. He’ll force me to come home.”

      “I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, Fallon, but there isn’t much left of the show. Only two eliminations remain.”

      A knot the size of the Manta Sea wedged in my throat. Shit. I was going to have to eliminate more bachelors when I got back to the villa next week. Would it be one or two?

      “I wish to bring Elrian here and determine the truth in person.”

      “You think my father will admit anything to you?”

      “He won’t have to. I’m fairly certain the look on his face will tell us everything we need to know.”

      “Why are you doing this?” I blurted.

      He tossed me a smug smile. “Ratings, of course.”

      “But Elrian will never let the truth air.”

      “No, he won’t, but the drama incited will be all I need. Plus, it never hurts to have an influential member of the assembly owing you a favor.”

      “You’re going to blackmail him for keeping quiet?” This was beyond low. I didn’t think the sleezy producer had it in him.

      “Such an ugly word. Think of it as a mutually beneficial deal.”

      Fallon clucked his teeth. “It’s your funeral.”

      An icy chill scampered up my spine. There was something in the Fae’s voice that had the hair at the back of my neck rising. I’d always heard the Winter Court king was ruthless. There had even been rumors about him murdering his own father for the throne all those years ago.

      Dax rose and ticked his head at the door. “I think it’s time for us to leave.” The director turned to Fallon. “Just so that we’re clear, this was all Shep’s idea. I didn’t want anything to do with it.”

      Sometimes, I felt bad for Dax. He seemed like a decent enough guy compared to the shady producer, but somehow, he always got dragged into his schemes.

      Shep rose and followed Dax to the door before turning back to us. “We’ll be in touch tomorrow.”

      “Can’t wait,” Fallon grumbled as he trudged to the couch and slumped down. The cute antique sofa whined under his weight.

      I carefully folded down beside him and squeezed his tense shoulder. “At least you might finally get a chance to get to know your mom.”

      “But at what cost?” He chomped down on his lower lip, gritting his teeth. “You know what? I don’t want to think about it anymore.” His big hands fastened around my hips, and he dragged me into his lap.

      I squealed at the unexpected jerk. Before I could get a word in, his mouth crashed into mine, his lips brutal and punishing. I shoved him back, a low growl vibrating in my throat. “What are you doing?”

      Those icy lilac irises locked on mine. “I missed you, Aspen, and I just want to forget about this whole day.”

      His fingers ground into my hips, pressing me against his erection. Well, damn, that was fast. His hand slid beneath my shirt and traveled to the button on my jean shorts.

      “Hey, hey, can we slow down a sec?”

      Icy shards met mine, their hardness like cut glass. “I thought you missed this too?”

      “I did, but it’s been kind of a crazy day and I just left Deacon… I need a minute.”

      “Deacon.” He snorted and jumped up, tossing me from his lap. “You know he threatened to abandon me for you? Is that why you don’t want me? Because of him?”

      “Fallon, what the hell is wrong with you?” I managed to land on my feet and reined in my temper because I knew the big asshole was having a rough day, but I’d only let him get away with so much.

      “I just need this, Aspen. I need an escape from my world crashing down on me.”

      “So go jack off in the bathroom. I’m not some toy you can just fuck at your pleasure.”

      He shook his head, fiery crimson burning his cheeks. “Forget it. I’m out of here.” He stomped toward the door, and I shot him the middle finger. He never turned around to see it.
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        * * *

      

      Fallon

      

      My fingers curled into tight fists, anger seething to the surface as I stomped down the steps. I had no idea where I was going, but I needed to get the hell out of there or I’d lose control. Fiery magic brewed in my core, threatening to explode from my fingertips. One wrong move, and I’d take the entire damned place out.

      I was being a complete asshole; I had the stereotypical Fae royal brat routine down pat, but I couldn’t help myself. The past week holed up in that crappy motel in the human world had been torture. The only thing I’d been looking forward to was seeing Aspen.

      Then this happened. Not only had I been rejected by my mother all those years ago, but now Aspen too. I rubbed at my temples, forcing my lungs to inhale and exhale. I knew I was being irrational. My mother, whoever she was, had no idea I existed, and still the damage had been done.

      I trudged back and forth in the dim alley behind the building, wearing a path into the dirt. Logically, I knew I had no right to be angry at Aspen, and still, I was furious. Just thinking about her with Deacon and Slade… I squeezed my eyes shut, forcing the images back as nausea crawled up my throat. It was the second time she’d denied me. A paralyzing thought shot ice through my veins—what if she was planning on eliminating me?

      At first, I’d only entered the game as a childish way of rebelling against my father, but in the past few weeks, I’d actually grown to care for Aspen. She was like no one I’d ever met. She didn’t give a shit about anything or anyone. She’d kept me on the show despite knowing she’d be at risk—that they’d all be at risk. I had to mean something to her, right?

      Gods, I was so fucked up. I dragged my hands through my hair, messing up the perfectly gelled strands. I was so tired of pretending, of hiding. Maybe Shep had the right idea. Maybe I should just out myself to all of Azar. At least, this way I wouldn’t have to hide anymore.

      “Everything all right, son?” That soft melodic voice sent my heart catapulting against my ribcage. Fay peeked her head out from the back door of the diner, wisps of blonde hair pulling free from the bun atop her head.

      “Um, yes, everything’s fine. Aspen was tired, so I decided to come out here to let her sleep.”

      She nodded slowly, a knowing look in her eye. “I can’t imagine it must be easy vying against a dozen other males for a girl’s attention.”

      “It’s not,” I barked, then instantly regretted my outburst.

      Fay took a step outside and shut the door behind her, then folded down onto the sidewalk. She reached into her apron and pulled out a lila clove. She snapped her fingers, and the end of the loosely rolled-up paper lit up. The sweet, pungent scent of the lila flower perfumed the air. “Would you like one?”

      “Sure.” I couldn’t remember the last time I’d smoked, but maybe it was exactly what I needed to ease the tension.

      She handed me another stick, and I sat down beside her. Again, she snapped her fingers, and a flicker of flame lit up the end.

      “I thought you said you weren’t practicing magic.”

      A half-smile parted her lips. “Some magic is perfectly harmless. Other kinds, not so much.”

      “Did something happen?”

      Her head dipped slowly, eyes casting down to her clasped hands. “Yeah, something happened.  A long time ago.”

      “Sometimes talking to a stranger can help.”

      “Nice try, son, but I’m taking that story with me to the grave.” She inhaled deeply and tilted her head back.

      “That bad, huh?”

      She blew out a puff of lavender smoke and sighed. “Worse.” She paused for a long moment, her eyes intent on the darkening sky. “They say family is supposed to love you unconditionally, but what if it’s not love at all? What if they only want to use you?”

      Her words rang true, invading the deepest parts of me. That was exactly how I felt about Elrian.

      Her lips slid into a tight line, and she shook her head. “Sorry. I don’t know where that came from.” She rubbed out the lila clove against the pavement and jumped to her feet. “I have to close up the diner but do yourself a favor and try to make things right with your girl. I may have sworn off love for myself, but that doesn’t make me blind to what others have.”

      I nodded slowly and clenched the lila stick between my teeth.

      “See you tomorrow, son.”

      The word left a bitter taste in my mouth. It reverberated across the stillness long after Fay had left. I’d only known the woman for a matter of hours, and already I could feel the crushing disappointment lingering on the horizon if it turned out she wasn’t my mother. But how would I know for sure?

      Even if Elrian did show up, my father was a master of deception. Shepherd was delusional if he thought the great king of the Fae would simply crumble at the sight of his former lover. No… there had to be another way to get the truth out of him.

      I walked around the old inn for hours before forcing myself up those stairs. I’d been a complete ass, and now I had to apologize. The lila clove had helped clear my mind and numb the anger. None of this was Aspen’s fault. I only hoped she’d forgive me.

      I gingerly turned the knob, and the old door squeaked open. The apartment was dark, except for a faint light in the kitchen. I tiptoed across the small living room to the bedroom where Aspen stretched across the bed. Pale moonlight snuck in through the window bathing her in a milky white glow. She looked like an angel, her lips parted, blonde hair splayed across the pillow.

      I unzipped my pants and tugged my shirt over my head, tossing them to the floor. Our suitcases poked out of the closet, but I had no desire to search for my clothing. No, it was time to beg for forgiveness. In the only way I knew how.

      I crept to the edge of the bed and whispered, “I’m sorry.”

      Aspen’s lids fluttered, and she mumbled something, but her eyes never opened. I crawled over her and dropped a kiss onto her forehead, then moved to the bottom of the mattress. Her legs were parted, her silky nightie riding up her thighs.

      Here goes nothing…

      I slowly swept my finger up her thigh until I reached her panty line. Then I did it again on her opposite leg. A soft sigh escaped her lips, but still her eyes didn’t open. Emboldened, I gently lifted the end of her nightie, exposing her lacy panties. Dipping my head, I closed my mouth over the soft lace and breathed her in.

      Another sigh.

      Gently, I snuck my fingers beneath the fine silk and tugged her panties down. I hazarded a glance up. Her eyes remained closed, but her breaths quickened. I lowered my head between her legs, my heartrate accelerating. “I’m sorry,” I whispered against her slit before dipping my tongue inside.

      She was soft and sweet—and already wet. My cock pressed against my boxers. Not tonight, my friend. Tonight, it was all about Aspen.

      I slowly dragged my tongue across her center, and she let out a moan. “Is this okay?” I breathed.

      Her fingers dug into my hair. “Yes, very yes,” she answered roughly, eyes still closed.

      I ran my tongue over the tight bundle of nerves at her core, and her hips bucked against my mouth. I licked and nibbled, I devoured her. Gently, I added a finger, then two, until I filled her up. In and out, in and out. She squirmed beneath my touch, each flick of my tongue eliciting a sexy groan.

      I wanted her to look at me. To see me between her legs, my tongue lavishing her sweetness. I wanted her to know it was the bastard Fae prince who drew the orgasm out of her, but I wouldn’t be selfish. Tonight, it didn’t matter who she was thinking of as I coaxed the pleasure from her, but tomorrow, I vowed she’d be moaning my name as I drove her over the edge.
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      The sound of rushing water eased me from a deep sleep. I’d had the most amazing dream…one that ended with a mind-blowing orgasm. My lady parts still vibrated from the toe-curling memories. Okay, okay, so I knew it wasn’t a dream, but it was easier to pretend it was. I hazarded a peek through slitted lids, not quite ready to face the cocky Fae prince just yet.

      After he’d finished last night, his silver hair had popped up between my legs, and those lilac irises fixed on me and shimmered with pride. I’d given him a lazy smile, and he’d crawled into bed beside me without another word.

      I wasn’t going to lie, it was the best apology I’d ever gotten. Fallon and I had no problem in the sex department; it was all the other stuff that got in the way. He was kind of an ass which was probably why I liked him as much as I hated him.

      The bathroom door creaked open, and I buried my head beneath the comforter. I did not need to be seeing Fallon all wet and naked. It would likely lead to more sexy times, and I wasn’t quite there yet. Deacon had been on my mind all night, possibly even when another man’s mouth was between my legs. I was a horrible person.

      Not to mention every day that passed brought me closer to the final family visit… with Knox. I hadn’t let myself think about him, but now that I knew he was next, I couldn’t get him out of my mind—or Kole.

      “I know you’re awake.” Fallon’s voice drew me from my tangled musings. Busted.

      I peeked out from under the blanket and let out a big yawn. “Well, now I am.” Throwing him a scowl, I rubbed my eyes, hoping he’d buy the act.

      He let out a chuckle, the warm sound vibrating his bare chest as he stepped into a pair of boxers. My gaze shot to his arm and the tattoo crawling down his shoulder. I rubbed my eyes for real this time as I scanned the intricate design, a dagger buried beneath whirls and snowflakes. How had I never noticed it before?

      Fallon must have read my mind, or I must’ve been wearing my confused face because he stepped toward the bed and sank down beside me. “It was cloaked before, along with all the other bachelors since we arrived on the island. Guess since we’re no longer at the villa, the magic wore off.” He shrugged.

      I couldn’t help my fingers from drifting over the silvery snowflakes that sparkled at my touch. “That’s kind of a giveaway.” I grinned.

      “There are tons of Winter Fae, Aspen. Or maybe I just like snow.”

      “Right…” I tried to pull my finger away, but he caught it and trapped my hand against his chest.

      “In case you didn’t get it last night, I’m sorry for how I acted yesterday.”

      “Oh, I got it.” I threw him a smirk, and a satisfied smile curled his lips.

      “Twice, if I’m not mistaken?”

      Heat ignited below my belly button and traveled all the way up to my cheeks. “Yeah, yeah. I guess you really do know your way around down there.”

      “I’d be happy to show you again if it would help my cause.”

      Another rush of heat coated my skin, sending a shot of desire to the apex of my thighs. “No,” I snapped. I’d had time to do some thinking and despite the Fae’s oral talents, I just wasn’t sure how I felt about him. Clearing my throat, I amended my tone. “I get it, and I appreciate it. Obviously. Just don’t be an asshole, and we’ll be fine.”

      His fingers crept toward my hand and threaded through my own. “Good. Because I’m not sure I’ll survive this whole thing without you.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’d find a way somehow, Fallon. You’re a survivor, like me.” He nodded slowly, a wave of darkness curtaining his luminescent irises. I threw the comforter back and slid to the edge of the mattress. “I’m going to jump in the shower.”

      “Good, I want to get down to the diner so we can talk to Fay again.”

      That hope was back in his eyes, and despite wanting to, I couldn’t stay mad at him. When he talked about Fay, his entire expression lit up. I squeezed his shoulder and turned toward the bathroom.

      The front door whipped open and smashed against the wall. I spun around as a frigid wind blew into the small apartment. Wrapping my arms around my skimpy nightie, I eyed the man in the doorway and the sheet of glistening ice covering the oak door and every inch of the entryway.

      “Elrian, what are you doing here?” Fallon barked.

      The king of the Winter Fae glared at his son, those icy lilac irises the mirror images of Fallon’s. His long platinum blonde hair was tied at the base of his neck, highlighting pointed ears and sharp cheekbones. A crown of ice sat atop his head, the spikes jutting up to piercing points. Unlike Fallon, the king was tall and lithe, but even the thick white fur pelt hung over his shoulders couldn’t hide the lean muscles beneath. The male oozed power, his presence thickening the air until I could barely drag a breath in. I wrapped my arms tighter around myself to keep the goosebumps at bay.

      “I am here because my idiotic son has forced it upon me,” he snarled.

      “Sheppard contacted you?”

      Elrian scowled, and his lips thinned into a hard line. “That man truly has no sense of self-preservation.” He clucked his teeth and leveled his frosty gaze on me. “You must be Aspen, the reason Fallon is in this mess.” His lip curled in time with the disgusted arch of his brow.

      Guess I’m no Kimmie-Jayne.

      “This is not Aspen’s fault. I chose to be here. If you’re going to take it out on anyone, it’s me.”

      “Oh, trust me, we will have plenty to speak of once we depart.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.” Fallon pinned his arms to his chest, his biceps bulging against his bare skin. “I’m not a child. You can’t tell me what to do.”

      Lilac flames flickered across the king’s luminescent irises, and ice crystallized across his fingertips. “Do you have any idea what you’re risking by being here?”

      “I’m tired of hiding, Father. Don’t you get that?”

      His eyes widened, tiny shimmery strands of lavender shot from his fingertips, and a thin layer of frost blanketed the entire room. He curled his fingers into tight fists and glared at Fallon.

      “She already knows. I told her the truth weeks ago.”

      “Does everyone know?” he shouted. “I’ve kept you safe and hidden for a quarter of a century and now you’re going to tell the entire world of Azar on live television? Are you insane?”

      “No! Of course not.”

      “Then what are you doing here?” His eyes blazed, then scanned the room before a mask of calm slid over the king’s face.

      “Here, where my mother lives?”

      Elrian shook his head, slowly. “No. Here, exposed in the open. You think I don’t know what’s been happening on the show?”

      Fallon’s face paled, a sickly green pallor tingeing his cheeks.

      “You thought you could hide the attempts on your life?” He clucked his teeth. “I know everything, Fallon. Never forget that.” Elrian huffed out a frustrated breath and dragged his hand through his hair, a mannerism both father and son shared. “It’s clear that someone on the show has leaked your true identity, and now you want all my enemies to come after you?”

      “It’s not his fault,” I blurted. “He had no idea we were coming to Maginaria or that Shep wanted to out his biological mom.”

      “Whoever this woman is you’ve come to visit, is not Fallon’s mother.”

      I searched the king’s eye for a sign that he was lying, but his face was an unreadable mask. Fallon’s gaze was seared to his father’s, likely trying to determine the same.

      “So where is my mother then? Why can’t I meet her?”

      “Because it’s not safe for either of you.” He marched in front of the small sofa, icicles still clinging to his fingertips. “You may think of me what you will, Fallon, but everything I’ve done, all the secrets and lies, has been for your protection. And hers. You’re out of my sight for a few weeks and look what’s happened.”

      The king had a point there.

      Two quick knocks sent all our gazes spinning to the door.

      “Oh, for gods’ sakes,” Elrian muttered.

      “Hey, lovebirds, it’s me, Fay. I brought you a little breakfast.” Her voice seeped through the door, and Fallon’s eyes darted to his father’s.

      A tendon fluttered the royal’s jaw, but it was so faint I could’ve imagined it.

      “Well, let the woman in.” He waved a nonchalant bejeweled hand. “You can’t just leave her out there.”

      I scampered across the room and opened the door to find Fay with a huge tray. The savory scent of eggs, bacon, waffles and maple syrup drifted into the room, and my stomach growled.

      “You hungry, honey?” She gave me a big smile. “I bet you two worked up an appetite.” She shot me a knowing smile, which I ignored because waffles!

      “So hungry,” I crooned. Taking a step back, I let Fay into the den of wolves—or Fae but whatever.

      She was already in her cute, checkered apron as she strutted in and headed for the small dinette by the kitchen. I watched Elrian as she came into view, but still no reaction from the king.

      “Oh!” Her vivid blue eyes widened as they landed on the icy statue, and the tray slid from her hands. The sharp clatter resonated through the small space as the plates and glasses crashed to the floor. “I’m so sorry,” she mumbled as she bent down to pick up the mess of eggs and bacon. “I’m such a clumsy fool.”

      My stomach growled again. Damn, what a waste.

      As she stood, her eyes latched onto Elrian’s, and a thick silence blanketed the room. I could almost feel Fallon’s heavy gaze on the pair. Finally, Fay cleared her throat and straightened, lifting the tray of splattered food. “You sure did give me a fright.”

      “My apologies.” Elrian’s head dipped, gaze sweeping the floor.

      “Don’t mind our unwanted visitor,” Fallon muttered under his breath.

      “I’ll just run back downstairs and bring you another tray.” She turned to the king and offered a smile, her cheeks rosy. “Will you be eating as well?”

      “No, unfortunately not. I will be departing shortly.”

      “You sure, honey? My breakfast is renowned across all of Maginaria.”

      A wistful smile split his lips, the warmth actually reaching his cold eyes, and something unreadable flashed across his expression. “I’m sure it is,” he finally said. “But I must get home.”

      “Suit yourself.” She lifted a dainty shoulder and sauntered to the door.

      When she walked out, Fallon’s gaze wasn’t the only one that trailed her movements this time. Or maybe I imagined the king watching her because I wanted it to be true. As soon as the door closed, Fallon whirled at his father.

      “So that’s not my mother? The woman who is the mirror image of the only female you’ve ever loved?”

      “Of course not. I’ve never met that woman in my life. And I disagree, she doesn’t look at all like Kimmie.”

      Fallon grunted.

      “Now, tell me where I can find that idiot, Sheppard Hawke. I will not be approving any of this footage, obviously.”

      “I have no idea where he’s staying,” said Fallon. “He was supposed to contact us today.”

      “I’ll find him and put an end to this debacle.” The king stepped closer to Fallon, and a hint of warmth tinged his stony eyes. “Don’t look for trouble, son. It’ll find you soon enough.” He slapped the younger Fae on the cheek, a little too roughly if you asked me, then turned to the door. He barely spared me a passing glance.

      The moment it slammed shut, Fallon let out a breath, his broad shoulders sagging.

      “Is your dad always that intense?”

      “That was nothing,” he muttered.

      Despite the fact I still hadn’t quite forgiven my Fae bachelor, I wrapped my arms around his waist and gave him a tight squeeze. I had a feeling he needed it. Neither of us said anything for a long minute, but I could feel the tension seep away as his strained muscles loosened beneath me with each passing moment. So I held onto him because no one should have a dad that was a total asshole.

      Eventually, Fallon rested his chin on the top of my head, and his icy breath skimmed through my hair. “It’s her, I know it is. I just don’t know what to do with that.”

      “How are you so sure?”

      “Elrian wouldn’t have come all this way if it wasn’t.” He loosed another breath, the icy exhale sending goosebumps over my bare arms. “There isn’t much that forces the Winter king from his throne.”

      “Okay, so we talk to Fay and tell her the truth.”

      His whole body tensed, and it suddenly felt like I was holding onto the slick side of a glacier. “I don’t know,” he finally muttered.

      “Maybe there’s some way to remove the compulsion, but we’ll never find out if Fay’s not onboard.” I released Fallon and fixed my eyes to his. “We’ve come all this way, don’t you want the truth?”

      “Of course, I do,” he gritted out. “But what if by finding out, we put her life at risk like Elrian said?”

      I shook my head. “We won’t let that happen. You’ve survived so far, right?” I shot him a cheeky grin.

      “Barely.” He towed me closer to his body and rested his forehead against mine. “And I hate dragging you into the middle of all this.”

      “I told you when we got here, it’s too late. I’m in.”

      His lips brushed mine, tentatively. When I didn’t pull away, I fully expected him to deepen the kiss, but instead, he kept it soft and gentle, releasing me a moment later. “Thank you,” he murmured against my mouth.

      “You can thank me with some breakfast. Let’s go down to the diner so we can chat Fay up.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”
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        * * *

      

      I rubbed my swollen belly as Fallon and I strolled along the cobblestone streets of Maginaria. “Man, that breakfast was fantastic. Fay was not lying about her bacon and eggs.”

      “No, she wasn’t, but someone’s definitely been lying to her.”

      We’d peppered Fay with dozens of questions, but she seemed totally clueless. I’d even brought up Elrian a few times and her expression had blanked. The weirdest thing was that she hadn’t even recognized the Fae king. Elrian was a notorious figure in Azar, most would have, which only further confirmed our compulsion theory.

      “So… are we going to tell her the truth or what?”

      Fallon’s face paled, and it looked like he was a second away from revisiting that delicious breakfast. “Maybe tonight, after the diner closes.”

      “We don’t have much more time, Fal. What if Elrian decides we got too close, and he whisks her away to some secret location? You don’t want to miss this chance.”

      He nodded slowly. “You’re right. I’ll talk to her tonight.”

      A rush of voices drew our attention to the center square of Midtowne. A huge crowd had gathered around the garish statue in the middle of the green. An enormous sculpture of the high warlock Garrix, leader of the realm, had been erected in gold. From far, I could make out something hanging from his outstretched arms.

      “What is that?” I mumbled.

      Fallon’s hand clasped mine as he quickened his pace. Sharp gasps and murmured cries intensified the closer we got. I stood on my tiptoes to see over the crowd, and a pit of dread unfurled in my gut. A figure was splayed across the statue’s open arms, the man’s face so badly bruised, he was hard to recognize. But that three-piece suit with the matching pocket square… I sucked in a breath.

      Fallon muttered a curse and pushed his way through the crowd. “Out of the way, move!”

      I trailed behind him, my feet like lead weights as the gawkers parted. When we reached the sculpture of the warlock, I lifted my gaze to the dangling body, and icy fear clamped around my lungs. “Is that…?”

      Fallon leapt up atop the pedestal and swung one arm around Garrix’s golden bicep. He hauled himself up, and my eyes trailed his as they scanned the battered body. “Sheppard,” he hissed.
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      Holy shit. “Is Sheppard dead?”

      Fallon tipped his head to the producer’s chest. “No, thank the gods.”

      I drew in a deep breath and sent a prayer to the universe. The man was a sleezy scumbag, but I sure as hell didn’t want him dead. We didn’t need to add to the death toll of the infamous Hitched.

      Fallon gently lifted Shep’s broken body off the warlock statue’s outstretched arms and cradled it against his own. He lifted his eyes to the sky, scanning the blue for the familiar drones, but as usual there was never one in sight when you needed it. Where the hell was the camera crew anyway?

      The Fae bachelor climbed off the statue as dozens of curious eyes watched. Would they recognize the producer? Or us? As soon as Fallon landed on the ground, I rushed over.

      “Is he going to be okay?”

      “I think so.” His frosty lilac eyes were on the gashes across his face. Then they moved to the darker splotches spraying his jacket. He ran his finger over the marks, and his lips twisted.

      “What?”

      “Melted ice.” His gaze lifted to Shep’s face again and the thin bloodied slashes. “Father’s ice daggers are his preferred weapon.”

      “You think Elrian did this?”

      “I’m sure of it.” He shook his head mumbling another curse. “Shep was an idiot to even consider blackmailing my father. Honestly, I’m surprised he let the producer live.”

      I gulped. Note to self: never get on the Fae king’s bad side.

      Fallon marched through the muttering crowd and away from the central square toward Fay’s diner. The moment the streets grew quiet, the crew appeared.

      “Finally,” I hissed when I recognized the all-black clad team. “What took you so long?”

      One of the males with an earpiece dangling from his left ear muttered into a hidden mic before turning to me. “We were under strict orders not to intervene.”

      “Who’s orders?” Fallon barked as he handed Shep over to the healer.

      The guy ticked his head at the producer who was stretched out across a makeshift cot. “Sheppard Hawke’s.”

      “That idiot knew my father would come for him.”

      “Then why would he do something so stupid?” I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the mottled bruises and open wounds crisscrossing the producer’s face. The moment the words were out I knew the answer.

      Fallon spoke the word as I thought it. “Ratings.”

      “He can’t seriously go through with airing the footage now, right?”

      The Fae shrugged. “Who knows. I’m sure he could find a way to twist it so that it fit into the storyline somehow without directly implicating the Winter king.”

      I released a frustrated breath and ran my hand through my hair. It was only my second day in Maginaria, and I’d already had enough of all the drama, but I couldn’t get Fallon’s sad puppy dog face out of my mind. After all this, he deserved to know the truth about his biological mom.

      As the crew towed Shep away, I grabbed Fallon’s hand and tugged him down a quiet alleyway.

      “What are you doing?” he muttered, dragging his feet.

      “We’re going to see a witch or a warlock or someone magical. We’re in the land of powerful magic, Fallon. Don’t you think we can find someone who can undo vampire compulsion? Both you and Fay deserve to know what happened. At least if there’s one thing you’ll get out of this show, it’ll be the truth.”

      “So, I take it I’ve ruined my chance with you?”

      I slowly shook my head, a pang of guilt seeping into my heart. I’d done a lot of thinking after my fight with the Fae prince, and with the next elimination looming closer, I’d taken a long, hard look at my feelings for the remaining bachelors. Fallon had been intriguing from the start. He was a puzzle I needed to solve, but beyond the obvious sexual attraction, I couldn’t really picture myself with him. “You didn’t ruin anything, Fallon. I’m just not sure we’re right for each other.”

      His lips pressed into a thin line, and the brilliant luster of his lilac irises dimmed.

      “You have enough shit to handle right now without adding my drama.” I rose to my tiptoes and brushed my lips against his cheek. “But that doesn’t mean I won’t help you find your mom.”

      “And then I’m out?”

      “Nothing’s certain, I guess. Knox could always royally fuck up my visit and then I’d have to toss his ass out.” I shot him a teasing wink and was surprised when he grinned in return.

      He wrapped his arm around my shoulders and crushed me into his side. “He’d never be that stupid. I’ve seen the way that wolf looks at you, and that hunger is real.”

      A swirl of excitement bounced around my insides at his words. Which was ridiculous. Knox and I were miles away from a happy ending. But I couldn’t deny I missed the jerk. Shoving back the thoughts, I refocused on my current mission. “So, where would we find a compulsion-removing expert?”

      Fallon scanned the quaint Midtowne square with magic shops, bookstores, and cafes on every corner. “Take your pick.”

      “How about Poisons and Potions?” I pointed at a cute boutique on the corner across the street.

      “Sounds good to me.”

      As we crossed the cobblestone walkway, a random thought streaked across my mind. “Don’t you have magic? Couldn’t you do something?”

      “In case you forgot that part of the sad story, I only recently discovered my magical prowess. My abilities are erratic and hard to control, on a good day. I’d be of no better use than a first year from Arcane Academy.”

      “But what about that impressive light show when those gargoyles attacked at the spa?”

      “Luck. My powers are tied to my emotions, and I just acted on impulse. It would take me awhile to harness them. It’s something I would like to work on eventually, especially because my father is so against it. I’ve heard that my Uncle Drake, the King of Spring is quite adept at magic.”

      “I wish I had magic—any kind really. Even shifting would be awesome.”

      “It’s not that great… Trust me.” Fallon opened the door to the boutique, jingling the bell overhead.

      The redhead at the counter straightened, her green eyes scrutinizing. A thick leatherbound tome was stretched across the worn wood. Even at this distance, I could tell it was a spellbook. “I’m just watching the shop for a friend so if it’s anything complicated, you’ll have to come back later.”

      I stepped forward when Fallon’s jaw remained clamped shut. “We’re looking for a potion that could erase a vampire’s compulsion.”

      She snorted on a laugh. “You must not be from here, right?”

      “Nope.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “So, you can’t do it?”

      “Oh, I can do it, but it’s no simple potion.” She strutted out from behind the counter, her long legs accentuated by her short skirt and high heels. Fallon’s appreciative gaze did not go unnoticed. “Is this for you, cutey?” She ran her finger across my bachelor’s cheek.

      He cleared his throat, crimson coating his skin. Oh, come on. Sure, she was pretty, but she had to have been at least ten years older than us. “No,” he finally mumbled. “It’s for a friend.”

      “Well, you’ll need to bring your friend here, and it’ll cost her.”

      “I’ll pay for it. Whatever you want.”

      “Fallon!” I dug my elbow into his side.

      The female grinned, her ruby lips slipping into a wicked smile. “I’m Raine by the way, and you were very fortunate to come when you did. There aren’t many witches in Maginaria as skilled as I am.”

      “Lucky us,” I muttered.

      “Come back this evening, and I’ll have all the supplies needed to perform the spell.”

      “And what’s the price?” Fallon asked.

      Raine pressed her finger to her chin, perfectly shaped brows knitting. “I’ll tell you when you come back.”

      I tugged on the big Fae’s arm and hissed, “That does not sound like a good idea.”

      “I have to do it, Aspen. You were right, what if Elrian decides to whisk Fay away as soon as we leave? This could be my only chance.”

      I grunted and heaved out a breath. “Can’t you give us an idea of the price so we have the gelders for you?”

      “Who said it was money I wanted?” She arched a mischievous brow, and heat rushed the prince’s cheeks again. She waggled her fingers and ushered us toward the door. “See you tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      “How exactly are we going to convince Fay to come with us to the magic shop?” Fallon paced the length of the small apartment, his fingers clenching and unclenching at his sides.

      “Ask nicely?”

      He shot me a dramatic eyeroll. “I’m serious, Aspen. I’m kind of freaking out here.”

      “I told you before, you should just tell her the truth.”

      Fallon raked his hands through his silver hair, setting it off in crazy spikes. “I don’t think I can.”

      I pushed myself off the couch and took his hand. “Of course you can.” Lacing my fingers through his, I gave his palm a squeeze. “And I’ll be right there next to you, if you want.”

      His free hand cupped my cheek, lilac irises drilling into mine. “I never could’ve done this without you.”

      I leaned into his touch despite myself. I didn’t want to lead the Fae prince on, but I couldn’t deny there were still feelings there. Stepping back, I put some distance between us. “Let’s do this before you chicken out.”

      A chuckle burst from his strained jaw. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      I circled the big Fae and placing my palms on his lower back, I shoved him toward the door. It was time to tell mommy the truth.
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        * * *

      

      Fallon

      

      I watched Fay as she punched the buttons on the register, tallying the evening’s earnings. Waiting for her to finish was pure torture. My insides were knotted, and despite Aspen’s reassurance, a nervous energy had permanently taken root in my gut.

      Father had assaulted Shep, beating him within an inch of his life. What would he do to me when he discovered I told Fay the truth? Gritting my teeth, I stilled the nervous flutter. Aspen was right. It was now or never.

      I took another sip of the coffee I’d been nursing for the past hour and turned to Aspen. She was on her second cup. We’d sat at the counter and eaten dinner while chatting with Fay, hoping to draw out some suppressed memory, but there was nothing there. Getting her to Raine seemed the only viable option at this point.

      A long receipt began to unfurl from the old register, the clicking sound resonating across the empty diner. Aspen nudged me in the side and threw me a pointed stare. Steeling my nerves, I cleared my throat and forced the words out.

      “Fay, do you have a moment?”

      She turned to me, a bright smile on her face and wisps of hair framing her heart-shaped face. She blew them aside and stepped closer. “Sure, son, what do you need?”

      That word. It was worse than one of my father’s glacial stares. All the words froze at the back of my throat. My jaw worked, but not a syllable came out.

      “Fallon wanted to tell you something,” Aspen blurted. Her hand moved to my thigh, and she dug her nails into my jeans.

      Fay crept closer until she stood right in front of me across the counter. “What’s that?”

      “This is going to sound crazy…” I mumbled.

      Her light brows knitted, and she leaned in closer.

      Just spit it out, Fallon! “I think you’re my mother.”

      Fay’s head snapped back, bright blue eyes widening. “Excuse me?” Her gaze raked over me, as if searching for confirmation. A shared smile, matching eye color, similar cheekbones, anything.

      “We think you were compelled to forget,” Aspen supplied.

      A nervous chuckle slid through her pressed lips. “That’s absurd. Why would anyone do that?”

      I finally lifted my eyes to hers and attempted a reassuring smile. “Because of whom my father is.”

      Her lips puckered, and still she seemed completely lost.

      “The man that was here earlier?” I nudged.

      “Oh.”

      “Do you know who that was?” Aspen asked.

      She slowly shook her head.

      “What I’m about to tell you must remain between us, Fay. It’s for your safety and mine.” I reached for her hand, but she took a step back, eyes wide. A pang of hurt lanced through my heart. I shoved it away, reminding myself this woman had no idea what was going on. How would I have reacted if a stranger had appeared saying the same to me? I would’ve thought him insane.

      “Fallon’s just trying to find out the truth,” said Aspen.

      She clapped her arms over her chest and nodded. “Say your piece then.”

      “My father is the King of Winter Court, the man you met upstairs earlier today.”

      That blank look was still in her eye, only confirming my suspicions of compulsion. Everyone knew King Elrian; how could she not?

      “I believe that he had a vampire friend compel you from remembering him or me.”

      She sucked in a sharp breath and ran her hand through her hair, taming the wayward strands. “Why would he do that?”

      “Because I’m his only heir, and a bastard.” I paused, giving her a moment to take it in. “I imagine you must have had an affair that led to me, an unplanned occurrence. Once I was born, he took me away. I was raised in the human world, not by my father, and believed I was half-human. Until one day a little over a year ago, my magic rose to the surface. As it turns out, I’m half-Fae and half-witch.”

      “I’m a witch,” she murmured.

      “Right. And as you know, Aspen and I are on a TV show. The producers brought us here because they thought you could be my mother, but they haven’t been able to confirm it. Likely, Elrian found some way to hide our blood tie.”

      She nodded again.

      “We found a witch who claims she can undo vampire compulsion,” said Aspen.

      “And you want me to see her?” Fay interrupted.

      “I’ve been lied to my whole life, Fay. I need to know the truth.”

      Her eyes chased to mine, and a surge of emotions flashed across the glossy surface. “How could I not know? How could I not remember my own son if it were true?”

      I shrugged, the weight of her words heavy on my soul.

      “Please come with us to see this witch.” Aspen reached for Fay’s hand, and I was surprised she let her take it. “This way we’ll finally know for sure.”

      “I told you, I don’t practice anymore. A spell like that will involve dark magic—something I want no part of. My father--” Her head whipped back and forth.

      “But it’s the only way to find out,” I snapped.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t.” She jerked her hand free of Aspen’s and raced toward the rear exit.

      “Please!” I called out as she barreled through the door. She never looked back.
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            FREAKIN’ FAERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      I couldn’t even look at Fallon without a wave of pity crashing over me. He sat huddled on the couch with his head buried in his hands. Every so often he’d let out a depressing sigh. Once, I was fairly certain I’d even heard a whimper. He’d been inconsolable all day, ever since Fay ran out on him last night after he bared his soul to his possible bio mom.

      I couldn’t stand seeing him like this anymore. I strutted over to the couch and slid beside him, practically shoving my boobs in his face. The low-cut sundress Barney had picked out was the perfect thing to pull this Fae prince out of his misery. Leaning into him, I tugged on his chin and forced his eyes to mine. “It’s our last day here, and I, for one, do not want to spend it cooped up inside this tiny apartment. Unless--” I waggled my brows at him. “Unless you can find something more entertaining to do inside.”

      His lilac irises lit up for a fraction of a second before his shoulders rounded, and he let out a huff. “I don’t know, Aspen, I’m not really in the mood.”

      Of all the bachelors, I never thought I’d have to convince Fallon to get freaky. I was getting desperate here. If I couldn’t fix this with sexual favors, I didn’t know how else I could help him. I climbed into his lap, straddling his broad hips and framed his face with my hands. “You have to give Fay a second to catch up, Fallon. You’ve known for your entire life that you had a mom somewhere, but she had no idea about you. Try to put yourself in her shoes for a second.”

      “I can’t… I just don’t understand why she wouldn’t even try.”

      “Fay told you she had magic issues. Maybe it’s like an addict where you have to quit cold turkey.” I shrugged.

      “No, I saw her use magic. She lit a lila clove for me just the other night.”

      “Wait, was that the night you went d--apologized?”

      A mischievous grin curled his lips. “It was.”

      My core clenched at the heated memories, and I wriggled in his lap. Now it all made so much more sense.

      He shook his head, drawing my hands between us. “I know you’re trying to help, but I can’t help feeling cheated somehow. To come this close and not discover the truth?”

      “It’s not over, Fallon. You found her once, I know you’ll find her again. And maybe even get the happily ever after this time.”

      His eyes sparkled, the corners of his lips pulling into a grin. He pressed his forehead to mine, then his mouth. His tongue slid between my lips, and my jaw relaxed, granting him access. His kisses were soft, sweet, very different from the usual demanding ones.

      Fallon’s arms laced around my waist, drawing me into his chest. His lips continued lavishing mine, but he never attempted anything more. I tried not to think too much into it and enjoy the make out session, but my brain was buzzing with questions. I’d been the one keeping him at arm’s length since I arrived, but why was he suddenly taking it slow?

      Two faint knocks on the door sent my head spinning to the entrance. Fallon froze against me, his arms like ice. His eyes widened, but he didn’t make a move toward the door.

      “Who is it?” I called out.

      “It’s me, honey, it’s Fay. I was hoping I could talk to Fallon.”

      The swirl of hope that flashed across the Fae’s eyes was gut-wrenching. Gods, he wanted this so bad.

      “Well, are you going to let her in or what?” I scooted off his lap and took his hand, yanking him off the couch.

      The icy haze that had melted over his face thawed, and his jaw began to work. “Um, yeah.” He dashed to the door and yanked it open, the old hinges screaming in protest. His eyes landed on Fay, and his lip quivered.

      She wrung her hands in her checkered apron, gaze cast down to the floor. “I’m sorry for running out on you earlier. It was a terribly cowardly thing to do.” She released a breath and finally looked up. “I don’t like talking about it much, but my father is a powerful man, and I inherited those dark abilities. They’re too much for me to control, so years ago, I decided I’d never use them or have anything to do with powerful magic again. But none of that matters anymore.” She gave Fallon a reassuring smile and reached for his hand. “You caught me by surprise. I—I just can’t believe it could be true. How could I forget my own son? You deserve to know the truth, hades, we both do. So, if you’re still willing, I can go with you to see that witch this evening. I’ll even close up early.”

      I could almost see the tension from Fallon’s shoulders sloughing off. A beaming smile spread his lips, and he pulled Fay into a hug. “Thank you. Thanks for doing this for me.” His big body dwarfed the slender woman, but even from a distance, I caught the faint smile curling the corners of her lips.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The not-so-friendly neighborhood witch, Raine, glared at the hissing and spitting concoction within the dark cauldron and muttered a curse. It was the third time she’d tried removing Fay’s compulsion and still the blank expression on Fallon’s possible bio mom remained.

      “I just don’t understand,” the redhead growled.

      Fallon hovered over the witch, the tendon in his jaw spasming. “Maybe you’re not strong enough.”

      Raine’s eyes widened, and two pools of brilliant emerald blazed. “Listen here, Fae boy, I’m one of the most formidable witches in Maginaria. Do you have any idea who I am? I’m a darkblood, much like this woman I’d wager.” She ticked her head at Fay who sat silently, her mouth pressed into a hard line.

      A shudder shot up Fay’s spine, her slender shoulders trembling.

      “What the fuck is a darkblood?” I blurted.

      Raine eyed Fay, and she shrank into the chair. “Care to explain, or should I?”

      Fay’s gaze cast down to the floor, and she clasped her hands together. “It’s what I mentioned earlier; it’s the reason I no longer practice magic.”

      The redhead grunted and poured another vial of crimson liquid into the cauldron. “Our magic is rooted in darkness, and therefore we’re more powerful. I didn’t attend Darkblood Academy for nothing.”

      “Then why can’t you unblock her memories?” Fallon hissed.

      “Because it wasn’t just a vampire that compelled her. There’s magic behind the compulsion. The kind that may even be beyond my capabilities to unlock, which is very rare by the way.”

      “So you can’t help us?” My gaze flickered between the witch’s, Fay’s and Fallon’s. I wasn’t sure which one looked more dejected.

      She threw her hands up and muttered another curse. “I’ll keep working on it, but it’s doubtful at this point. I’ve freed her from the vampire compulsion, so it’s possible some memories may start to trickle back, but the magical component is what’s troubling. That’s what I can’t get around.”

      “Great,” Fallon grumbled.

      At least we didn’t have to pay her now. Who knew what she would’ve asked for since he stupidly gave her carte blanche.

      Fay’s eyes chased to Fallon’s, and the corners of her lips fell. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. At least we tried.”

      “Doesn’t the fact that she was compelled and that someone performed some magical witchy woo on her give us enough proof?” I asked, glancing from Fay to Fallon. “There’s obviously some big secret here that no one wants either of you to know about. I think we have all the confirmation we need."

      Fallon shrugged, his broad shoulders deflating.

      “The girl’s right,” said Raine. “I don’t know what you guys are trying to figure out, but someone went to great lengths to wipe it out of her mind.” She ticked her head at Fay. “I sensed some warlock in your blood, who’s your father?”

      Fay shook her head, lips thinning. “I’d rather not say. He’s no longer in my life, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

      Raine rolled her eyes and pressed her arms across her chest. “Well, if you ever do decide to get back into magic, look me up. From what I can tell, you come from a powerful bloodline.”

      I eyed Fallon. That would explain the Fae prince’s magical abilities coming unbound.

      Fay rose, her legs swaying but Fallon reached for her hand. She glanced up at him with a shy smile. “Thank you,” she whispered before turning back to Raine. “I appreciate the offer, but I’m not interested. Power isn’t something I desire anymore.”

      “Suit yourself.” Raine shrugged and led us to the door of the magic shop. “I hope you figure out what you were looking for.”

      With a wave, the three of us stepped into the quiet streets of Midtowne, the faint moonbeams trickling through the dark sky. As we traversed the center of town, the old clock tower began to clang. Midnight. Damn, we’d been at the magic shop for hours and still, we didn’t have the answers we needed.

      Fay slowed and turned to Fallon, her eyes bright beneath the warm light of a hanging lantern. “Aspen’s right. What more proof do we need? There’s obviously something that someone wants to keep from me. If you believe that I truly am your mother, then it must be true.”

      Fallon’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears, and my heart swelled. I averted my gaze to give them a moment of privacy and turned toward a very interesting flowering bush with vivid magenta buds. This trip hadn’t been a waste. Fallon had finally found his mother.

      From the corner of my eye, I caught the pair in an embrace, and my mouth stretched into a smile. My work here was done. Tomorrow, I was off to Moon Valley. My stomach took a sudden nosedive, and the happiness filling my insides siphoned out like a leaky tire.

      No. Things would be different this time. I wasn’t with Kole. I was with Knox now, and I wasn’t the same scared little girl that had been run out of wolf territory.

      The whoosh of mystical winds churning sent my eyes shooting across the street. A faint blue light emanated from the alleyway before the darkness blanketed the narrow passageway once again. Fallon and Fay were so wrapped in their conversation neither moved until the slap of footsteps jerked their attention toward an approaching male.

      Fay’s eyes widened into pools as deep as the Manta Sea. “Father?”

      A blonde male approached, a streak of silver bisecting his hair. The charred scent of magic clung to him, the smell so powerful, even at a distance I could barely drag in a breath of untainted air. Father? He didn’t look more than a decade older than her. “Fay, it’s nice to see you again.” His voice was smooth, but an undercurrent of danger laced his tone.

      She reached for Fallon and forced him behind her. “What are you doing here?”

      Goosebumps prickled my flesh and I moved closer to the pair, a growl reverberating deep in my gut. What was that about?

      “I’ve come to save you from yourselves.” His vivid blue eyes were the exact same shade as Fay’s. They lanced over his daughter, then moved to Fallon. “You must stop. Nothing good will come from unearthing the past.”

      “Is it true? I just want to know if Fay is my mother. Then I’ll leave it alone, I swear.”

      “Fallon…” he growled.

      The Fae’s eyes narrowed, brows slamming together. “How do you know me?”

      “How do you think, you stupid boy?”

      I sucked in a sharp breath, the same hiss spewing from Fallon’s clenched jaw.

      Fay paled, her legs wobbling again. “The king of Winter and I…”

      The man’s lips twisted, a nauseated expression crossing over his perfectly preserved features. “It was a moment of weakness—his. You had no idea and once things got complicated, I was forced to step in.”

      “How could you, Father?” Fay cried. “You took my own son away from me? How could I completely forget he existed?”

      He shook his head, and for an instant I thought I saw a hint of regret in his eyes. He turned to Fallon, and the cold mask had returned. “There’s a reason we’ve kept you hidden all this time. The queen of Summer is ruthless, and she’ll stop at nothing to get your father’s throne. With you gone, there would be no one to stand in her way. Now, I must get you both out of here before she discovers the truth.”

      Fucking faeries. The Summer queen?

      “She was the one behind the attempts on my life?” Fallon stammered.

      “Queen Daenaris has been vying against your father since the day he became king. She thought a betrothal with her daughter would work, but Elrian has postponed and delayed and talked circles around the matrimony for decades. He’ll never marry, and the queen knows it. That leaves you. Poking around Fay’s life only puts you both in danger. If Dax hadn’t contacted me…” He shook his head, muttering curses.

      “Dax?” I blurted.

      “The director and I are longtime friends.”

      “He knew who I was all along?” Fallon asked.

      The warlock nodded slowly. “Dax informed me as soon as you were cast on the show. He’s been keeping me apprised of the situation on set.” His dark gaze turned to me, and another swell of goose bumps rippled over my flesh. “You never should’ve told her the truth. Now, I’ll be forced to rob her of that knowledge.”

      Oh, hell no.

      “No,” Fallon growled, lilac sparks lighting up his irises.

      “Do you have any idea who I am, boy?” A tidal wave of power thickened the air between us.

      “Garrix is the high warlock of Maginaria, Fallon,” Fay whispered. “He’s the most powerful man in the entire territory.”

      The gilded statue from the center square?!

      “Arguably all of Azar.” The warlock smirked.

      “I won’t tell anyone, I swear,” I spluttered.

      “Are you willing to risk her safety, Fallon?” Garrix leveled his grandson with a fiery gaze that had my insides quivering.

      “Of course not.” He dragged his hand through his hair and huffed out a breath. “But I don’t want her to forget about me. And I don’t want to run. I’ve spent my entire life hiding.”

      “It’s all been for a reason, Fallon.” Garrix gritted out his name like a curse. “I swear it won’t be forever. There will come a day when you will take your rightful place—on the Winter Court throne. But that will never happen if you and Fay don’t come with me now.”

      “But Elrian—”

      The warlock lifted his hand cutting him off. “Your father will be informed when the time is right. The less he knows the better. Fay is my daughter, and you are my grandson, my responsibility.”

      Mind. Blown. Not only was Fallon the heir to the Winter throne, but he was also the grandson of some hella powerful warlock leader of Maginaria? Damn, I sure knew how to pick them. It took me a second for his words to sink in. Garrix wanted to take Fay and Fallon away. I assumed that meant now and not at the end of the show.

      The same thought must’ve occurred to Fallon because he released his mother and turned to me, the corners of his lips twisted. “I—I don’t want to leave you, Aspen.”

      A sad smile snuck across my lips, but I hid it away, replacing it with a reassuring one. “I don’t want you to go either, but maybe it’s time. I fought so hard for so long to keep you on the island, despite everyone’s safety, above all yours. Your grandfather’s right, you have a purpose to fulfill that’s much more important than Hitched.”

      His hands captured mine and tugged them to his chest. “Before I make my decision, tell me one thing. Would you have picked me? Would I have been the one?”

      The flash of insecurity was a rare sight for the arrogant Fae, a look that had my heart torn up. But I had to tell him the truth. “You’ve been so much fun, Fallon. So much cooler than I ever thought possible for a snooty Fae—” I snagged my lower lip between my teeth and gnawed on the soft flesh. “But I think we’re headed in different directions.”

      A rueful smile parted his lips. “A different version of it’s not you, it’s me, huh?”

      I shook my head. “No, it’s not I swear.”

      “You’re in love with someone else, aren’t you?”

      I shrugged because the truth was that I was falling in love with a few someone elses, and this next elimination would kill me.

      Fallon drew me into his big arms and pressed me to his chest. “Thank you for this. If you hadn’t kept me until now, I never would’ve found my mom.” He glanced at Fay over my shoulder. “That was the greatest gift you could’ve given me.”

      “And that apology the other morning was the greatest one you could’ve given me.” I shot him a wink and a chuckle burst from his lips, rumbling his barrel chest.

      “It was my pleasure, believe me.”

      “Tick-tock,” Garrix muttered. “It’s time to go.”

      Fallon released me, and a chill raced through my body at his absence. He might not have been the one but letting him go was still hard. His mysterious backstory had been a central part of my life for the past few weeks, and now the mystery had been solved. I was happy for him, but sad for me.

      Fay stepped in between us and pulled me into a quick hug. “Thank you for helping my boy find his way to me. I’ll be forever thankful to you, Aspen.”

      Heat burned my cheeks, and I had the strongest urge to turn away from her warm eyes. “You don’t owe me anything. I’m just glad you found each other.”

      Garrix began to mumble foreign words, and that cloying scent of magic filled the air again. A portal churned to life right in front of us, the brilliant azure winds tossing my hair across my face.

      Fallon turned to me, and a half-smile curled his lips. “I guess this is it.”

      Rising to my tiptoes, I pressed my mouth to his. “Good luck, Fallon. I can’t wait for the day I hear about the new king of Winter.”

      Garrix ushered mother and son to the mystical doorway, and a knot of emotion tightened my throat. I watched as they disappeared into the whirling winds, my chest heavy, shoulders weighing me down. As their forms blinked out of existence and the vortex disappeared, I forced a smile. Fallon was safe and had found his mom. What else could I have asked for?
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            DOUBLE WOLFY TROUBLE

          

        

      

    

    
      As I flung my last pair of cute underwear into my luggage, the pit of dread in my gut only intensified. Fallon’s absence had exacerbated the gaping hole when I’d woken up this morning. All of his stuff was gone, and an eerie silence permeated the apartment that hadn’t been there when we’d arrived. Besides the impending doom weighing on me over the trip to Moon Valley, there was something else. A niggling feeling in my gut I couldn’t quite shake.

      I pressed my fingers to my temples attempting to soothe the throbbing pain. I’d had a monster headache since I’d woken up. It felt like something had gone inside my head and ripped out pieces of my brain.

      Zipping up my suitcase, I tossed the grisly thoughts aside, convincing myself it was just nerves over seeing Knox and the Winterclaw crew. Knox. Knox. I repeated his name over and over again, reminding my battered heart why I was putting myself through this hell. He wasn’t Kole. He was nothing like my ex, the one who rejected me so brutally he left me wrecked and broken.

      Nausea inched its way up my throat. I drew in a deep breath and willed it down. Everything would be fine. I hauled my luggage off the bed Fallon and I had shared only a day ago, where he’d given me one of the most amazing orgasms of my life. Damn, this show was so fucked up. Or maybe it was just me. Ugh.

      It was time to move on. Fallon had made his choice to leave the show because of the attacks. He’d done the right thing. Putting the others in danger wasn’t right, and I should’ve eliminated him a long time ago.

      The timing of it all was kind of strange though. Why would he have finally decided to go now when we were so close to the end? And how could he have left without finding out who was really after him and why? I didn’t think I could live with that.

      Fallon and I really were much too different to ever work out in the long run. The thought sent a wave of panic crashing over me. When had I even started thinking about any of these guys for anything but a fling? My mind flickered back to Slade then Deacon. The disturbing truth was that I could see a future with them, both of them. And Knox…

      Fuck me. Why did I ever let Romey convince me to do this stupid show? Falling for these guys was so not the plan.

      A knock at the door sent my heart catapulting up my throat. It was time. I forced my feet to move to the entrance. When I reached the dark timber, I paused and inhaled a deep breath before turning the knob.

      One of the male members of the crew stood in the doorway. He was the same guy that had been there when they’d wheeled the producer away the other night. I hadn’t heard anything about Shep since then. To be honest, I hadn’t thought about him once. A twinge of guilt pricked at my heart. As he escorted me down the steps, I whirled around. “How’s Sheppard?”

      “Recovering nicely. The healer said he should be back to his old self within a few days.”

      “Oh, good.” I wasn’t sure if I should be relieved or annoyed. Shep needed to stop meddling in our lives. He never should’ve pushed Fallon to find his biological parents. I didn’t blame him for going off on the producer. I would’ve beaten the shit out of him too.

      A cute diner caught my eye as we walked along the cobblestone street. Fay’s Fixings. Why hadn’t we gone to eat there if it was right below the apartment? Again, that niggling sensation in my gut roared to life. What was going on?

      “This way, Ms. Aspen.” The guy’s voice drew me away from my thoughts and toward the whirling portal in the middle of the street. Beside it stood Dax, his aviators propped atop his mohawk.

      His eyes met mine, and something unreadable flashed across his dark irises. “Good morning, Aspen. How are you feeling today?”

      “Like I got hit in the head with a sledgehammer. Why’d you ask?”

      He shrugged. “I’m good at reading people, and you didn’t seem your normal cheery self.”

      “That and I’m about to see the man who ruined my life so…”

      The director’s lip twitched. “I am sorry about that.”

      “Are you? Did you plan on bringing Knox on the show all along? Is that why you and Shep picked me?”

      “There were many reasons, many factors we considered when choosing the cast, Aspen. You know as well as I that drama sells. That’s one thing we’ve learned over the years of Hitched. I’m sorry if it’s caused you to relive a dark part of your past, but I also hope that it’s opened a door to a new future.”

      I mulled over his words and finally nodded. As crazy as my time on the show had been, he was right. I’d come a long way. I wasn’t the same broken girl that started five weeks ago. Because of these men, I realized I could move on, hell, I could find love again. Being rejected by your fated mate wasn’t the end of the world. I had survived.

      “Ready?” Dax motioned at the whirling vortex, the brilliant blue lights reflecting off his sunglasses.

      “I am.”
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        * * *

      

      I stepped through the portal, and the familiar scents of the forest assaulted my sensitive nostrils. Moon Valley. I’d never forget it. I knew this for certain because I’d tried for months to erase the memories of my time here. I stood at the edge of the forest, the deep greens and dark browns blurring across my peripheral vision. Ahead, I could just make out Lupine Hills and the squat buildings of Moon Valley University. I’d spent three years cooped up in those hillside dens never quite fitting in.

      A figure appeared at the edge of the forest, and my heart stamped out an erratic rhythm. As he stepped out of the shadows, my MIA inner wolf bristled. The hair on my arms rose and panic’s claws raked across my lungs, robbing me of every last sliver of air.

      The male moved closer.

      I squinted, forcing myself to confirm what I already knew with every cell in my body. I searched for that scar—the scar across Kole and not Knox’s left brow. As my eyes focused on the pink, puckered flesh, goosebumps cascaded down my arms.

      Why the hell was Kole here?

      I pressed my arms across my chest and narrowed my eyes, shoving down the rising panic. He can’t hurt me. He can’t hurt me. “What are you doing here?” I bit out as he stalked closer.

      “Aw, come on, Aspy, is that any way to say hello?” He flashed me a smile, that grin that had all the she-wolves dropping their panties at the sight of their alpha heir.

      Bile clawed its way up my throat, and it took everything I had not to puke. Or maybe I should’ve thrown up all over his fancy boots. I considered it for another minute before clenching my jaw. “What do you want?”

      “Are you serious? When I heard you were coming to Moon Valley, how could I not come? It’s been too long, Aspy. I’ve missed you.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me right now, Kole?” A growl reverberated low in my core.

      His eyes widened, tracing the origin of the sound. “Did your wolf emerge?”

      “No,” I spat. “Your presence just pissed her off so bad she decided to make a cameo. Guess she hates you as much as I do.”

      He tossed his head back and forth, and a shock of dark hair tumbled over his forehead. Gods, he looked so much like Knox. If it weren’t for that scar, there would be no telling them apart.

      “I don’t think that’s true. She still recognizes her fated mate.”

      My mind flashed back to that day. To the day he’d fucked that she-wolf right in front of me to break our bond. “Why are you doing this to me? What do you want?”

      He held out his arms, that slimy smile still splitting his lips. “I’m trying to apologize, can’t you see that? These past few weeks, seeing you with those other guys…” A growl escaped his clenched teeth. “It was a mistake letting you go. I never should’ve listened to my father.”

      This was some alpha-hole bullshit. Of course, he’d blame his dad. He wasn’t man enough to take responsibility for anything.

      He searched my eyes, the cold citrine drilling into me. “You can’t tell me that you haven’t thought about me.”

      “I’ve thought about how much I hate you and how you ruined my life. Does that count?”

      The corner of his lip lifted. “Always so feisty, Aspy. That’s what I love about you.”

      “You don’t know the first thing about love, you asshole,” I cried out. He inched closer, and I threw my hand up. “Stay away from me.”

      “Please, I’ve changed, I swear. I made a terrible mistake. I’m so sorry I hurt you. At least tell me you’ll think about it.”

      What in all the realms was happening right now? Was Shep fucking with me?

      “Where’s Knox?” I hissed.

      “He asked me to come get you. Something urgent came up.”

      “No way. He’d never do that.”

      Kole’s eyes narrowed, and the smarmy grin disappeared. “You think you know my brother? You don’t know shit about him. Did he ever tell you why he agreed to do the show?”

      My brows slammed together, and a swirl of uncertainty ravaged my insides. “What are you talking about?”

      A wicked smile curled his upper lip. “Ask him, Aspy. Ask Knox why he’s really on the show.”

      The crackle of approaching footsteps spun my head to the forest. A huge gray wolf emerged from the shadows and galloped toward us. Every nerve in my body relaxed at the sight of Knox. I hadn’t really believed he would’ve sent his twin for me, but for a moment, a hint of doubt had snuck in.

      The wolf was at my side a second later. He eyed his brother, and a deep growl rumbled the big beast’s barrel chest.

      “Oh, come on, Knox. Don’t be so dramatic.” Kole rolled his eyes.

      They must’ve been communicating through the pack link, and damn, I wished I could’ve listened in.

      A golden mist lifted from the ground, blanketing the gray wolf as he began to shift. I couldn’t help a twinge of jealousy from sneaking in. I’d dreamed of shifting my entire life and now being back in wolf territory only heightened the desire. I’d resigned myself to the fact that it would never happen, but it still hurt like hell.

      A second later, a very naked Knox stood beside me. It took every ounce of self-control I had not to check him out. Instead, I focused on the huge wolf’s head tattoo across Knox’s left pec. My fingers itched to run over it. Gods, I was incredibly inappropriate.

      “What the hell are you doing here, Kole?” he gritted out. “Is this why Father suddenly needed to talk to me about something so important? You two planned this so you could ambush Aspen?”

      Kole shrugged and pulled his hands back, folding them behind him. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I figured coming to greet Aspen was the least I could do since you were otherwise occupied.”

      He snarled at his brother then turned, his golden eyes lancing into me. “Are you okay? What did he say to you?”

      “Go ahead, ask him, Aspy,” said Kole.

      “Ask me what?” Knox’s dark brows furrowed. He placed his hands on my shoulders and squeezed.

      “Nothing. Kole’s just trying to get into my head, and I won’t let him. I don’t want him to ruin what we have.”

      A beaming smile split Knox’s lips and my heart flipflopped, which was just ridiculous. “I’d never let him do that.”

      “Then you tell her, Knox. Tell her why you agreed to do the show.”

      Knox leveled his brother with a glare that had a shiver rolling up my spine.  “Shut your mouth, Kole.”

      The sliver of doubt intensified to monstrous proportions, and I shrugged out of Knox’s hold. “What’s he talking about?”

      “Nothing that matters, I swear.”

      That panic returned a hundredfold, and the hair at my nape prickled. “Why’d you do the show, Knox?”

      “I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you everything, just not here. Not with him.” He ticked his head at his grinning twin.

      Oh gods, this was bad. This was going to ruin everything. I tossed my head from side to side. “No, I need to know now. Tell me now, Knox.”

      He huffed out a breath and glared at his brother before whirling to face me. “The reason I originally agreed to do the show was money. The producers offered me an obscene amount of cash, and I couldn’t say no. I mean, I did at first, but then I finally agreed.”

      All the air squeezed from my lungs, and I sucked in a sharp breath. Holy shit.

      “But everything changed once I got to know you. I already told you I’d always felt something for you and then when things progressed between us…” He snagged his lower lip between his teeth and glanced at his twin.

      Now it all made sense. I’d always wondered why he’d agreed. A stupid part of me thought maybe it was because he really had liked me all along. Gods, I was such an idiot.

      He reached for me, but I staggered back.

      “Please, Aspen, can’t you see what Kole’s doing? He’s just trying to tear us apart. I swear I was going to tell you the truth on this trip. I should’ve told you from the start, I was just so scared to ruin things. Kole was right, it was only about the money at first, but it hasn’t been about that for a long time.”

      “Tell her about the rest of it, brother.”

      “Shut the fuck up, Kole,” he roared.

      “The longer he stays on the show the more money he gets.”

      My heart plummeted. Knox was using me. I couldn’t breathe. The corners of my vision darkened, and I was back at Kole’s apartment watching him fuck that girl right in front of me, only this time it was Knox standing over the she-wolf. He’d betrayed me. I blinked quickly, chasing away the devastating images. It was all about the money for him. “How could you?” I hissed and spun toward the woods.

      Knox caught my wrist before I could get away. His golden eyes seared into me, blazing. “Please, Aspen, don’t do this. I swear everything I’ve said, everything I’ve felt has been real. It’s been the most real thing I’ve ever experienced in my life.”

      “I don’t believe you.” Tears burned my eyes, and I jerked my wrist free of his hold and darted into the forest.
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      Knox

      

      Shit. Shit. Fuck. “Aspen, please!” My shouts grew more desperate as she disappeared into the forest. How could I have been so stupid? Why didn’t I tell her the truth weeks ago? I whirled on my brother, fury scorching my veins. This was Kole’s fault. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I growled.

      He wore a shit-eating grin, his gaze focused on the edge of the dark woods into which Aspen had disappeared. “Oh, please, Knox. You’re the one who always told me she deserved the truth. You were the one that convinced me to break the mate bond after all. Did you forget to tell her that too?”

      “That was different, and you know it. I did that to spare her from you—and father.”

      He grunted and pressed his arms across his chest. “I wonder if she’d see it that way.”

      “Whatever,” I mumbled and spun toward the forest. I could deal with my asshole brother later. Right now, I had to find Aspen and fix this.

      “I want her back.” Kole’s words sent ice trickling through my veins.

      I froze, my heart refusing to stamp out another beat. With my back still toward my twin, I croaked, “What?”

      “You heard me, Knox. I want Aspen back. Breaking the mate bond was a mistake. My damned wolf hasn’t been the same since. My alpha powers are all fucked up and—”

      I whirled around, the ice surging through my veins defrosting and a smile tugging at the corners of my lips. “You weakened your wolf when you rejected her.” For a second, I thought he actually cared about her. I’d always heard that mated pairs were stronger, and in fact, most alphas found mates before becoming leaders of their packs for that reason alone. Gods, this was the sweetest revenge. I couldn’t wait to tell Aspen. Now, I just had to figure out a way to convince her to speak to me again.

      “Guess so,” he finally said, drawing me from my thoughts. That arrogant smile was gone, replaced by a sheepish look foreign to my twin. “The healer said it’s rare, but sometimes it can happen.” His expression hardened and the vulnerability vanished, replaced by his typical cocky grin. “I’ve seen you with her on the show, so I figured it was only fair I’d give you the heads up. It’s a pretty good act, Knox. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you’d fallen for her.”

      I grunted. “You don’t know anything, Kole. And if you think Aspen would ever give you another chance, you’re more deluded than I ever thought.” He opened his mouth to likely spout out some snappy comeback, but I couldn’t make out a word as I willed the shift on. Everything blurred into the background as my bones lengthened and shifted into lupine form. She’d be easier to track on all fours, and I had to find her before my twin could sink his claws into his ex-mate.
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        * * *

      

      Aspen

      Great, now I’m fucking lost. I circled the sprawling oak for what I was sure was the third time. “Damn you Knox!” I shouted into the endless blur of deep greens and browns. “Damn you Kole! Damn all the Winterclaws to the darkest corner of the Underworld!” And now I’d lost my mind. I was talking to myself and walking in circles.

      Why did I do this show again? Oh right, the money. Ironic, huh? From now on, that would be my focus. I was so stupid to think even for a second that I could find love on this damned show. Of course, it had all been a setup from the start. What other reason would Knox have had to join the cast of Hitched? And now Kole wanted me back—what the hades was going on? Had everyone lost their mind along with me? Or had the producers offered my ex some huge payout to heighten the drama…

      Goddess, I was so pissed! I raked my hands through my hair and pulled it up into a ponytail. A swirl of anger lit up my core, awakening the dormant beast within. A deep growl tore through my lips. I startled at the unfamiliar presence butting against my ribcage. What the hell, wolfy? I’d never felt her so clearly. An odd buzz swept over my body, like I’d just stepped on a live wire in a storm and then been struck by lightning. Sweat trickled down my spine.

      My heartrate skyrocketed, and I pressed my hands to my chest. Oh shit, I was having a heart attack. This fucking show was going to kill me.

      A rustle in the distance caught my attention, dragging me from my spiraling panic. I focused on the spot, narrowing my gaze, until a big gray wolf emerged. Relief swept over me, and the foreign presence in my gut settled. Gradually, my frantic pulse slowed, and I could pull in a breath without feeling like I was drowning.

      What in all the realms was going on? I was supposed to be mad at Knox. He lied to me. He’d kissed me, he’d pretended to care about me when it was really just an act. It was for the money. I hated him. If anything, the sight of him should’ve elevated my blood pressure.

      I narrowed my eyes as he approached, reminding myself that the asshole lied to me for weeks. He crept closer, amber eyes cast down and tail between his legs. Literally. I couldn’t deny the swirl of satisfaction that bubbled up at the sight.

      Just before the huge wolf reached me, a golden mist rose up around his paws, climbed his long legs and covered his thick gray fur. By the time I blinked, a very naked Knox stood only a foot in front of me.

      I barely suppressed the gasp at my body’s reaction to his surprising proximity. Instead of facing the eyes boring down on me, I kept my gaze fixed on the wolf tattoo across his chest. The massive wolf head and bloody crescent moon was oddly beautiful on him. Plus, it was either that or look further down and nothing good would’ve come of that.

      “Aspen…” he muttered.

      “Don’t.”

      “Please, let me explain.” The rough edge to his tone already had my resolve crumbling. What the hell was wrong with me?

      “There’s nothing to explain, Knox. It’s pretty clear. You entered the competition for the money, and you pretended to have feelings for me to stay on.”

      “Yes, I did enter the competition for the money, but that was in the beginning. Something changed along the way. Feelings I’d long buried came back. Big time. I swear, Aspen, none of it was an act.”

      My head swung back and forth. “How can I believe that?” The weird thing was that the moment I said the words I realized I did believe him. And this was why I had exceptionally terrible taste in men.

      “Because of this.” He erased the distance between us, his lips crashing into mine with the ferocity of a battering ram. It was nothing like our other kisses, not even the time we were under the power of the pixie dust. It was raw and desperate, his need vibrating from deep within. I could feel it. Feel it against my skin as he wrapped his hand behind my neck and deepened the kiss.

      He pressed his body flush against mine, and his desire knocked against my belly button. A smile parted my lips as he kissed me harder, his tongue tangling with mine.

      “What’s so funny?” he breathed against my lips.

      “Nothing.” I stepped back, putting some space between our heated bodies, but the smile still curved my lips. “Knox, I’ve been known to have really bad judgement when it comes to guys so trusting my own instincts doesn’t really do me any good.”

      His smile fell, and he palmed the back of his neck. “I’m so sorry, Aspen. I know I should’ve told you as soon as things changed between us, but I was just so scared to lose you.”

      I released a frustrated breath, his words only heightening my confusion. “I want to trust you, but I also trusted Kole and look where that got me.”

      “About that…” His gaze cast down to the forest floor. “Before Kole blurts it out next time we see him, you need to know that I was the one that pushed him to break your bond.”

      My brows slammed together, and I took another step back. The corners of my vision blurred, and I was back in Kole’s den, tears burning my eyes as he fucked that girl. “What? Why?”

      “I did it for you, Aspen. When my father found out your wolf hadn’t emerged, he told Kole to break it off. He couldn’t have the alpha of the Blood Moon pack with the possibility of heirs that couldn’t shift. Shockingly, my brother hesitated. I guess his wolf isn’t as much of an asshole as he is. So, my father suggested he complete the mate bond with you but have other females on the side. This way he’d still produce his heirs and your union would strengthen him as alpha.” He paused and sucked in his lower lip. “I’m sorry. I know how much breaking the bond hurt you, but I thought a lifetime of pain would’ve been worse. And I never thought he’d choose that particular method of severing your connection. There are other less brutal ways…”

      I stood there frozen, unable to form a word let alone the string of curses that sat poised at the back of my throat. Knox knew all along. I wasn’t sure if I should be pissed at him or thankful for keeping me from a lifetime of misery with his twin. I opened my mouth to force something out, but Knox’s finger pressed my lips together.

      “I know this is a lot to take in. I just wanted you to know everything before you made your decision. I should’ve been straight up with you from the beginning, Aspen, but once I started feeling things for you again, I was terrified. I was a coward, and I know that. Regardless of what happens now, I’m going to tell Shep I don’t want the money.”

      My eyes widened. I had no idea what sort of sum we were talking about, but if it was anywhere near what I was getting paid, it was major moola. Okay, maybe I was being slightly hypocritical.

      Knox reached out his hand, and for some inexplicable reason, I didn’t jerk away. Stupid traitorous body. He cupped my cheek, those blazing golden irises searing into me. “I’m so sorry, Aspen. I wish I could take it all back, but just know that it’s always been about you. Sure, the money was a huge incentive, but as much as I hate to admit it, a small part of me couldn’t give up on the opportunity of spending this time with you. I never thought I had a chance, and I’ll never forgive myself for fucking it up.”

      I nodded slowly, teeth clenched, scared of what might come out of my mouth.

      “Oh, and one more thing, Kole is serious about getting you back. Since the mate bond was severed, apparently his alpha power has waned. An unfortunate side effect.” He grinned wider, and a matching smile split my lips. Served the alpha ass right. His hand fell away, and I felt the loss of his touch much too acutely. “I had one of the guys from the pack get you a room at Moon Valley Inn. You can stay there for the rest of the time if you want. Or… if you can forgive me, I’ll join you.”

      “At the hotel?”

      He nodded. “You think I was going to make you stay under the same roof as my brother and father and the rest of the Blood Moon pack?”

      Hot tears pricked my eyes. “But Shep and the show?”

      “I told them all to fuck off. One family dinner and that was it. This is about us, not them. Those were my conditions, or I walked.”

      My chest tightened, my ribcage suddenly too small to hold in my pounding heart. “So you would have given up the money anyway?”

      He pressed his lips into a tight line and nodded.

      My traitorous heart danced out a little jig, and I flung my arms around his neck. “Thank you,” I whispered against the shell of his ear before running my lips across his cheek and landing on his mouth.

      I kissed him hard, pressing myself against his firm body. That ghostly presence stirred inside once again, and I shuddered as Knox’s tongue entwined with mine. When I finally pulled away, I breathed against his lips, “Come back to the hotel with me.”
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      Knox whipped the door closed behind us, his lips still locked on mine. I barely had a chance to check out the cozy hotel room as he walked me back toward the bed. From the corner of my eye, I caught hints of maple wood furniture and warm beige walls. My calves hit the mattress, and I sank onto the soft sheets. Knox stood over me, amber irises ablaze, broad chest rising and falling in tempo with my manic heartbeats.

      The air grew thick between us as he regarded me, and heat flushed my cheeks. His stare grew heavier, and I could barely hold his intense gaze. Unable to keep from squirming, I reached for the waistband of his jeans.

      Knox caught my wrist and muttered, “Wait…”

      I swallowed hard, that one word like a cold shower to my fiery lady parts. “Wait for what?” I didn’t want to be the one to break it to him, but he was the only bachelor I hadn’t slept with yet. Gods, I was out of control.

      “After everything that’s happened with Kole—” He chomped down on his lower lip. “Are you sure you want to get into this with me?” A deep growl vibrated his chest. “Because I have a feeling that once I have you, my wolf is never going to want to let you go.”

      A ridiculous grin split my lips, and I drew in a breath as I sat up. Hearing those words were like a soothing balm to my broken wolf. Whether she’d emerged or not, I knew she was there. I could feel her. And hearing that another wolf wanted her, mate or not, did something to her—to me.

      My fingers flew to the hem of his shirt, and I slowly drew it up over his perfectly sculpted abs and over his muscled chest. My fingertips grazed his tattoo, and my wolf stirred. My MIA wolf buzzed with excitement. I brushed my lips over the dark scrawling, trailing my tongue over his nipple. “I’m sure I want this, Knox. This has been a long time coming.”

      He shuddered beneath my touch, and a sigh slipped through his lips. His arms wrapped around my waist, and he dipped his forehead to mine. “Even if it means putting up with Kole and my family?”

      I fixed my eyes on his and nodded. “I won’t be a coward like Kole. I’ll fight for what I want and right now, what I want is you.”

      The corners of his lips curled, and he claimed my mouth. Pushing me back against the bed, he moved over me, his erection pressing against my upper thigh through his jeans. The feel of him heavy against me lit a fire in my core.

      I got to work on his pants as his lips moved from my mouth, across my jaw and down my neck to the sensitive skin at my collarbone. I coaxed his jeans down his narrow hips, and they sloughed to the floor with a satisfying thump. I eyed the thin layer of tented cotton between his flesh and mine.

      I was so ready for this. Forget the foreplay, I wanted him now.

      As his hand skated down my sundress, I guided his fingers between my legs. His eyes widened, jumping to mine. I nodded slowly and pressed his hand against me. He cupped my lacy panties and let out a groan. His index finger brushed my clit, and my hips bucked against his palm.

      Nostrils flared, he inhaled deeply. “Oh gods, Aspen, you smell so sweet.”

      I was already soaked, and he’d barely touched me. Was it him or the three days of no sex with Fallon? I chased the random thought away, cursing myself and my new insatiable appetite. I was worse than a guy.

      I slipped my hand inside his boxer briefs and reached for his cock. He let out a hiss as I stroked the silky shaft. My wolf let out a whine, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. Knox’s eyes lifted to mine. “Was that--?”

      “I don’t know,” I panted out, cutting him off.

      And right now, it was the last thing I wanted to focus on, not when his fingers were dancing along my panty line. Releasing him long enough to tug his boxers down, I returned my attention to his dick. I bent down to lick the smooth head, and he let out a rewarding moan.

      He shimmied my panties down as I took him in my mouth. He tasted like Knox, woodsy and musky but sweet.

      Knox’s hand trailed up my thigh and landed on my shoulder. He slowly tugged me back and lifted my chin with his finger. “Another second of that and you’ll have me, and I’m not ready to come yet. Not until I’ve been inside you.”

      A gorgeous smile split his lips, sharpening his rugged good looks.

      My legs parted and I guided him over me, lining up his cock with my throbbing center. His thick head nudged against me, and my core clenched in anticipation. He stopped, blazing amber eyes meeting mine. “This is going to sound stupid, but I’ve thought about this since the first day I met you in Moon Valley.” His eyes squeezed shut, and he tossed his head to the side. “When I found out you were mated to Kole, I tore apart my room, got wasted at a bar and got in a fight with three of the guys from the Twisted Claw pack. I ended up having to stand before the supreme alpha the next day for my actions. When he asked me why I’d attacked those guys, the answer flew out of my mouth before I could stop it.” He paused, and my heart smacked against my ribs.

      “What did you say?” I blurted when the silence continued.

      “I told him I’d just lost the girl I was destined to be with.”

      My breath caught, all the air trickling from my lungs.

      “The supreme alpha gave me a smile and dropped the charges.” He shrugged, the hint of a smile teasing his lips. “Guess he knew what that felt like.”

      A knot of emotion tightened my throat, and it took all I had to keep the tears at bay. How could I have not known how he felt about me for so long? How could I have been so blind? “I wish it had been you,” I whispered. “Instead of Kole.”

      A rueful smile parted his lips. “You don’t know how many times I wished the same.”

      I chewed on the inside of my cheek, indecision tightening my chest. Here I was struggling over three guys and somehow, he’d known all along. “But if we’re not mates, how did you know we were destined to be together?”

      “I don’t know.” His gaze grew distant, as if he’d gone somewhere else for a second. “As wolves, we’re so obsessed with the mate bond that we forget there are other things that can tie us together. Like genuine feelings and attraction that have nothing to do with a mystical connection determined by some ancient divine goddess.”

      His words only intensified the guilt building in my chest. How could he be so certain about us while I was still flailing? Did I feel something for Knox? Absolutely. Was I sure he was the one? No... Gods, what was wrong with me?

      I must have made a face because his expression grew serious, dark brows drawing together. “Did I say something wrong?”

      I shook my head, biting my tongue to keep from crying.

      “Then what’s the matter?”

      “You didn’t say anything wrong,” I finally managed. “You said all the right things, and it only makes me feel shittier. What kind of a person am I if I can’t even figure out my own heart? You’re so sure that I’m the one for you, but I’m still playing this game and there’s this whole competition--”

      His finger pressed against my lips, cutting me off. “Aspen, I know I’m still up against three other guys. I just wanted you to know the truth. I haven’t been exceptionally honest with you since we met, and I wanted to put an end to that.”

      The tight knot in my chest loosened just a little, and I sucked in a sharp breath. “Two other guys,” I blurted.

      “Huh?”

      “There are only two more guys besides you. Fallon decided to leave at the end of our family trip.”

      “Why? I mean, I can’t say I’m upset by it, but why now when he was so close to the end?”

      I shrugged. I couldn’t really wrap my head around it either. “He didn’t want to put us in danger anymore.”

      His brows knitted before his expression relaxed. “Guess the arrogant prick finally did the right thing.”

      “Knox!” I punched him in the shoulder, and the tension between us dissipated. I wrapped my arms around the back of his neck and drew him closer. His cock was still wedged between us, still surprisingly hard after the lengthy conversation.

      “Forget I said any of that,” he said as he lowered his forehead to mine. “Just pretend I’m one of the other random bachelors and I just want to fuck you senseless.”

      A smile split my lips, and I had to suppress the laugh from tumbling out. The words sounded all wrong coming from his mouth. “Just kiss me, and we’ll go from there. How about that?”

      He grinned and smothered the smile on my lips with his mouth. As his tongue entangled with mine, I forgot about everything else. When his cock grazed the apex of my thighs again, I parted my legs. He slid inside me, the feel of him so right it was like two pieces of a puzzle locking into place. Fire rushed my veins as he thrusted his hips against mine. I picked up the rhythm as if we’d done this hundreds of times.

      Was it a twin thing or was I losing my mind?

      Sex with Slade had been mind-blowing, with Deacon, he’d been sweet and caring but with Knox, it was just right.

      Alarm bells went off in my head, and I froze up.

      “What’s wrong?” Knox glanced down at me, lids half-mast.

      My chest tightened, lungs seizing. I tried to drag in a breath, but my body refused to cooperate. “I—I can’t breathe,” I panted out.

      Knox leapt off me, and I curled into a ball of naked wretchedness.

      “Do you need a healer? Should I call someone?” He ran around the small hotel room, eyes wide.

      I tried to slow my racing heart and focus on my breathing, but I was having a full-on panic attack. The corners of my vision darkened, and the room swam around me. I squeezed my eyes shut, and an invasive presence tore at my insides.

      Oh gods, I was going to puke.

      “Aspen? Aspen, are you all right?” I could barely make out Knox beside me, his arms encircling my trembling form.

      What the hell was happening to me?

      My insides twisted and raged, a tornado barreling through my ribcage. Tears rushed down my cheeks and my chest heaved, shoulders trembling. A wave of heat surged through my veins, and I let out a scream. My entire body was ablaze. I glanced down at my arms, certain I’d see flames dancing across my flesh.

      “Oh gods, it hurts!”

      “I’m going to get help,” Knox shouted over his shoulder as he turned toward the door.

      “No,” I gasped. “Don’t leave me.” The idea of being alone with this—whatever it was—was ten times worse. I was going to die. I was sure of it. I didn’t want to die alone.

      “Aspen, please, I can’t fix this. I have to find someone who can.” He searched the beige walls of the hotel room, sweat beading on his brow. “Dax? Shep? Anyone? Help her!”

      A long minute passed, and my lids began to droop. My head lolled back, and I hit the headboard. I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer. They were so heavy and shit, everything hurt so bad. The darkness crept in, and I didn’t want to fight it anymore. I sank into its sweet release.
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      Knox

      “How is that even possible?” I hissed. I glanced at the old woman hunched over Aspen’s still form.

      Dax stood by the door, arms crossed tight over his chest watching the healer. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like it, but the witch has confirmed it. Aspen’s wolf has been trapped inside her by a powerful spell. Something, perhaps returning to Moon Valley, has somehow triggered her lupine half to emerge and the fight is killing her.”

      My heart catapulted against my ribs, and suddenly I was finding it hard to breathe. Why would anyone bind her wolf? And what would have triggered her wolf to surface? None of this made any sense. “How do we help her?”

      The director shook his head, lips pressed in a tight line. “There’s no way to force a wolf out, and without knowing the specifics of the spell, it will be very difficult to break. I tried, but even I can’t shatter the binds. I’ll keep trying but…”

      “So you’re saying there’s nothing we can do?” I bit out.

      “We just have to hope that Aspen’s wolf is strong enough to break free.”

      “This is bullshit,” I growled.

      Dax reached for my shoulder, but I twisted free of his touch. I didn’t need his fucking pity. I needed him to save her. I spun in a circle, jabbing my fingers through my hair. I could figure this out. I had to. Who would benefit from binding her wolf? If I could just find out, I could discover who cast the spell. Then I’d hunt the bastard down and rip them apart until they removed the cursed incantation.

      “Knox, if there were anything I could do, I would, believe me.” Dax’s words blurred in the background as my mind spun.

      Father.

      It had to be him. Who else liked to fuck with our lives? He’d disliked Aspen from the start. He never thought she was good enough for his golden boy or the Blood Moon pack. Fury rushed my veins, and I shot toward the door.

      “Dax, stay here with her and let me know if the situation worsens. I’ll be back.”

      The director nodded as I raced by.

      Hold on, Aspen. I’m going to save you.
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      Knox

      

      I raced through the woods, anger scorching my veins. Every footfall came faster, my pace trying to keep up with the frantic beats of my heart. Something was killing Aspen, and it was my fault. I couldn’t explain it, but I was certain. When I was inside her, I felt something. My wolf called to hers, forced her out of a mystical prison my father had invented. It had to be him. I prayed to all the gods that it was, because if he wasn’t the one to orchestrate binding Aspen’s wolf, I had no idea where else to start.

      When I reached Winterclaw hill, I barreled by my father’s guards, my wolf easily breaking through their line of defenses. I may not have been the alpha heir, but I was still a Winterclaw and second in line to the throne. The guards had no choice but bend to my will when my father and brother weren’t around.

      Warning howls echoed behind me as I ascended the dark corridors to the alpha’s chamber. They’d bend yes, but they certainly weren’t happy about it. A faint smile curled the corners of my lupine lips.

      I turned the corner, and the door to Father’s study stood unguarded. The sentinels below must've already warned their alpha of my arrival. Would I find Kole in there plotting alongside our father? Did my twin have something to do with binding Aspen’s wolf?

      It didn’t seem likely as her rejection was now causing him such adverse effects. Idiot. I hurtled through the door and found Father at his desk with one of his faithful guards at his side. My sire didn’t even flinch as the thick timber rattled on its hinges.

      The guard bristled at my approach, and a growl vibrated his dark barrel chest. Father lifted his hand and called off his lapdog. “I’ll handle this, Roy. You may wait outside.”

      The wolf lowered his head and trotted by me, citrine eyes fixed to mine. When the door slammed shut behind him, I stalked closer, my claws clicking against the stone floor.

      “If you have something to say to me, Knox, at least have the decency to speak in human form.” Xavier Winterclaw’s voice was cutting, sharp and merciless. My father. The man who’d raised me. Barely.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and focused on the magic deep within my core. Willing my wolf back, the change began. Warmth trickled over my fur, and my bones began to crack, elongate, tendons shifting and repositioning. It didn’t hurt anymore. Only the first few shifts did. My thoughts flew to Aspen and how much pain she was enduring.

      As soon as my lupine lips had been replaced with human ones, I roared, “Aspen’s dying.”

      My sire’s bushy silver brows drew together. “And you’re telling me this because?”

      “Because I’m certain it’s your fault.”

      A wicked smile curled his lips, and he clucked his teeth. “Don’t tell me you actually love the girl, Knox?” He stood and leveled me with a condescending glare. “I thought it was all for the money, son. A way to get far away from Moon Valley?”

      “I don’t have to explain myself to you,” I growled.

      “No, you’re right you don’t.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “If Aspen is dying of what I think, the spell has confirmed it for us.”

      A mixture of relief and anger flooded my chest. It was him. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “When I had the girl’s wolf bound years ago when she arrived in Moon Valley, it wasn’t meant to be forever. It was only supposed to be long enough to get her far away from Kole.”

      “So what does that have to do with me?”

      Another smile. “Nothing directly. Don’t delude yourself, son. You and the girl are nothing special to each other. I merely made sure the warlock who bound her wolf made it temporary. Once someone else loved her and she loved them in return, her wolf would re-emerge. This way, it guaranteed she’d be out of Kole’s life until the matter was no longer an issue.”

      My mind reeled, and a wave of nausea crashed through my gut. Aspen and I weren’t mates. As stupid as it was, I’d hoped we were truly destined to be together. Then I refocused on his words, and all the air punched from my lungs. And she loved them in return… But Aspen’s wolf hadn’t emerged. She was stuck somehow. “Well, your warlock fucked something up because her wolf isn’t surfacing. She’s fighting it, and it’s killing her.”

      The bastard let out a chuckle. “You misunderstand me. It wasn’t my warlock that made a mistake. It’s your girl. She must be conflicted somehow. If she truly loved you, she would’ve shifted by now.”

      A punch in the gut would’ve hurt less. The maddening flutters of my heart slowed, my ribcage suddenly too tight to hold the pain in. I wrapped my arms over my chest, a lame attempt at holding myself together. I hadn’t been wrong; this was my fault. I was right. Aspen would never truly be able to love me because of our past, because of everything Kole and my father had put her through.

      A curtain of red eclipsed my vision, and my wolf exploded to the surface. This was his fault. My father who ruined lives on a whim. I lunged at him, fangs bared. But dammit, he was fast. He shifted into wolf form and met me midair. His claws sank into me as my jaw clamped around the back of his neck.

      Do it, Knox. I dare you. My father’s taunting voice shot across the pack link as my teeth burrowed into his fur. You don’t have the balls to kill me. You never did. And that’s why your brother will be alpha. Not you. You’ll always be nothing.

      I don’t need to kill you to be something, Father. I just need to get the hell away from you. I unlocked my jaw and spat dark fur onto the floor. My father’s black wolf staggered back, blood dripping from his thick hair. Get the warlock to break the spell binding Aspen’s wolf, and we’ll be out of your life for good.

      The dark wolf tossed his head from side to side. Never. Your brother has it in his thick head to claim the girl to bolster his waning alpha powers. If I release her now, all my work will be for nothing.

      Why do you hate her so much? I thought it was because she couldn’t shift, but it was all bullshit. It was all you. So what did she do to deserve your wrath?

      She was fated to my son, and she isn’t good enough for him. A growl slid through his clenched teeth.

      Of course. Your golden boy. How could I have forgotten?

      My father crept closer, dark eyes searing into me. It could’ve been you, Knox, but you were too weak. You’re just like your mother. You’re not fit to lead the Blood Moon pack and you never will. Aspen will die, and you’ll skulk off again to mend your poor little broken heart.

      Another surge of rage vibrated my skin. The thought of never seeing Aspen’s smile or bright blue eyes had me strangled with fear. I couldn’t let that happen. I wouldn’t. Break the spell or I’ll break you, Father. I clawed at the ground, my wolf itching for a fight. I’d waited my entire life to take my father down.

      His laughter bubbled through my mind, and it shattered the final threads of restraint. I pushed back on my haunches and lunged. The huge black wolf was ready for me. He tumbled to the side, avoiding my fangs this time. As I spun around to attack again, he clamped down on my leg and his fangs tore into my flesh. I let out a yowl as bones snapped.

      I jerked my leg back and tore free from his hold, blood dripping down my grey fur. Son of a bitch! I gritted my teeth through the pain and limped around my father. His damned lips were curled into an arrogant smile.

      You should’ve killed me when you had the chance. His voice echoed through my mind.

      I don’t want to kill you, father. I just want to save Aspen.

      His big head shook back and forth. Weak, so weak.

      With my front leg broken, I hobbled toward him. He circled me, a string of saliva dribbling from his jaw tinged with my blood.

      I should finish you off, Knox. Put an end to your miserable existence. His words cut deep, breaking something deep inside. I knew my father was an asshole but to kill me? I had no idea his hatred was that profound.

      What did I ever do, Father? Emotion laced my words, even inside my head. What did I do to earn your loathing?

      His eyes narrowed, thinning to endless black pits. You were born weak, Knox. You’re a twin, and there can only be one alpha heir. In our world, that’s all it takes. He leapt at me, and everything moved in slow motion. Anticipating my fragile leg, he came at me from the left. His jaw widened as he jumped, showcasing a line of jagged teeth. Instead of ducking, I charged, biting back a scream as I put all my weight on my bad leg. I met his teeth head on, and the crack of fangs echoed across the chamber.

      I stood on my back legs and curled my claws around my father’s hackles, forcing him down to the floor. He’d underestimated me as usual. I swept my good leg under his, and he toppled onto his back. Dropping to the floor, I pinned him down. My jaw was at his throat before he could let out a warning growl.

      Do it! His voice ricocheted across my mind. He wriggled beneath my teeth, tossing his head from side to side until blood trickled into my mouth. Do it, you weak son of a bitch.

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I bit down.
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        * * *

      

      Aspen

      

      Fire. I was on fire. I had to be. There was no other explanation. Mother fucker, this hurt! Thank the gods for the darkness. When the pain was too much, I’d drift away. In and out. In and out. An endless spiral of pain. I had no idea how long I’d been fighting, but it seemed like forever. I couldn’t do it anymore.

      It felt like my insides were being torn apart, like I’d swallowed the jaws of life and it was prying me open from within. My bones cracked, and I could’ve sworn my organs were shifting. My heart had taken permanent residence up my throat.

      I gritted my teeth through the pain. My tongue flicked out and slid over something sharp. Ow! No more. I couldn’t handle it anymore. My lids slid shut, the metallic taste of blood still in my mouth.

      Darkness. Never-ending darkness.

      A familiar voice skirted on the edge of my consciousness. Knox? I willed my mouth to form his name, but I had no control over my body. I tried to force my lids open, but they were so heavy. Too heavy.

      Big, warm fingers clasped around my hand, and a tremor raced down my spine.

      “Aspen, fight. I know you can do this. I need you to come back to me.” Knox. I wasn’t hallucinating. I’d recognize what that voice did to my body even if I were dead. Which I probably was pretty close to.

      I willed my fingers to squeeze around his, but they refused to obey.

      “Come on, Aspen, fight.” The rough edge to his tone brought a prickle of heat to my eyes.

      Fight what, exactly? What the hell was happening? Help me, Knox!

      “Did you find who’s responsible for this?” Another familiar voice. It took my pain addled mind a second to place him. Dax.

      “Working on it.”

      “We need the warlock.”

      “I know,” Knox growled. “I’ve got a couple wolves on it.”

      “They have to hurry, Knox. She doesn’t have much time.”

      My raging heart slowed as if confirming Dax’s words. Shit. I didn’t want to die. There was still so much more I needed to accomplish. Hell, if I lived to accomplish just one thing I’d be thrilled.

      “Get out,” Knox barked. “Everyone out!”

      The faint shuffle of footsteps swam around my mind. Who else had been in here? I vaguely recalled a woman, a healer maybe. Please, bring her back. I needed something for this pain. Please, make it stop. Darkness crept in, and I looked forward to the release.

      Knox’s fingers tightened around my palm, keeping me from the edge of oblivion. He brought our joined hands to my chest, and his warm breath skated across my cheek. “Please, Aspen, I know you can beat this. Let your wolf free, release her. Love me. Because I’m so fucking in love with you, I’ll die if anything happens to you.”

      My wilting heart perked up, and a jolt of energy surged through my chest. Love me? Knox loves me? I tried to hold onto the thought as another rush of scorching heat split my ribcage.

      Soft lips brushed my forehead, distracting me from the burning pain. “I love you, Aspen. Choose me, and this will all be over.”

      Knox’s words floated through my mind as the darkness claimed me again.
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            FURRY REVELATIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      Knox

      

      Aspen’s hand looked so small, so fragile smothered between mine. Even her fingers were pale. Her lids were closed, faint breaths parting her lips. I couldn’t do this anymore. Couldn’t just sit here, watch her die and let Thanatos claim her soul.

      She was supposed to be mine.

      “Knox, I’m sorry, there’s nothing more I can do.” The healer’s words blurred in the background. She’d been saying the same damn thing for hours.

      How had everything gotten so fucked up in just a day? Yesterday, I couldn’t wait for Aspen to arrive, to see her after nearly two long weeks. The time apart had solidified what I was too much of a coward to admit. I loved her. In some way I knew I always had, even when she was mated to my brother.

      Maybe that’s why I’d pushed for him to break the bond. Gods, I was an asshole.

      “Dax!” I shouted into the camera perched in the corner of the small room. I’d asked him to cut the live feed, but he’d said Shep had insisted on filming to review the scenes later. Nothing like drama for ratings. I snorted, shaking my head. “Dax, I need to talk to you now.”

      A puff of dark smoke coalesced in the corner, and the director appeared. His face was drawn, purple smudges marring the soft skin beneath his catlike eyes. “What is it?” he snapped.

      “You have to do something,” I growled back.

      “I’m trying, Knox.” He huffed out a breath and dragged his fingers through his hair. “I’ve been up all night trying to counteract the spell, but I simply can’t figure it out.”

      “Well, this healer is shit. Don’t you have some connections in Celestia? What about the archangel?”

      “Angel healing doesn’t work on magic. You know that.”

      “There has to be something we can do!”

      “I’m sorry, Knox. We both are. Shep even spoke to Cillian to confirm.” The archangel was on the first season of Hitched and was second to the head of the realm. At least something.

      “Where is Shep anyway?”

      He shook his head. “I’m not sure. He hasn’t been back at the villa since the incident in Maginaria. He’s working from home, I believe.”

      “The human world?”

      Dax shrugged. “I haven’t been invited.”

      My eyes flitted to the bed, to Aspen’s still form. “This can’t end like this.”

      “I know. I won’t give up, Knox. I’ll keep trying until the very end.” Dark smoke enveloped his lithe form, and he vanished.

      Somehow the director’s words brought little comfort. I could only focus on his final words. Until the very end.

      Why had I been so stupid? I shouldn’t have waited to tell Aspen how I felt. Maybe if I had, things would’ve been different. If she survived somehow, I vowed I’d tell her how much I loved her.

      Hushed voices at the door caught my attention, and I spun to the entrance of the small hotel room. Baxter. One of the few Blood Moon wolves I trusted. I’d sent him for my twin hours ago. He ticked his head through the open door, and a twinge of hope lit up. Squeezing Aspen’s hand, I whispered, “Hold on. This is almost over, I swear.”

      I darted past the big wolf, took the steps two at a time, and marched into the parking lot. Kole glared at me, arms crossed. “What have you done?” he growled.

      I fixed my eyes to his, and that new surge of power filled my core. My twin lowered his gaze to the floor. “Something I should’ve done a long time ago.”

      “Where’s his body?”

      “Somewhere no one will find it until the time is right.”

      “Knox, are you out of your fucking mind? The whole pack knows Father is gone. We all felt it the moment the pack link was severed.”

      “Aspen is dying. Do you think I give a flying fuck about the pack? I’ll deal with everything else once I save her.” I stepped closer, and my twin took a step back. If I wasn’t so terrified, I would’ve smiled at the irony. “I need to know the warlock’s name.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “The warlock that bound Aspen’s wolf. I need to find him before this damned spell kills her.”

      My brother’s dark brows furrowed. “I seriously have no clue what you’re talking about. Why would a warlock have bound her wolf?”

      “Because of Father! Are you really that blind? You had no idea that he orchestrated all of this?”

      “No, I didn’t,” he spat. “I told you my alpha powers have been on the fritz. If I’d known it was because of some spell, I would’ve had it broken myself.”

      For some reason I believed him. Not that I didn’t think my brother would lie to me, but because I knew how badly he wanted to be alpha.

      And now, he never would.

      “Why is she dying?” Kole’s question jerked me back to the present.

      “Her wolf’s trying to escape, and she’s stuck somehow.” No way in hell I’d tell him the embarrassing truth. That the spell would only be broken if she loved me back, and obviously she didn’t.

      “Huh.”

      I could almost see the wheels churning in my brother’s devious mind. He was wondering, as I had been, what would happen to him if she died. Would his strength return? Would he challenge me?

      Until my title as alpha was confirmed, he could challenge me to a fight to the death. Any member of the pack could. Which was why I’d hoped to save Aspen and get the hell out of Moon Valley until I figured it all out.

      I’d never wanted to be alpha. But now, my wolf had a taste of the power. I wasn’t sure he’d want to give it up.

      “I need the warlock’s name, Kole,” I gritted out, throwing my alpha power into the demand.

      “I already told you, I didn’t know about the spell.”

      “Maybe not, but you know Father better than anyone. You had to have noticed a warlock hanging around the Blood Moon pack.”

      His lips twisted.

      “Kole, tell me.”

      “I may have an idea. What’s it worth to you, brother?”

      Gods, my twin was a conniving bastard. “You want my title as alpha.”

      “No, I want my title as alpha, you traitor,” he roared. “It’s my birthright.”

      A laugh erupted from my lips. “That right belonged to both of us, only I never wanted it.”

      “I’m curious. How did you do kill Father? Was it an accident? No way you had it in you to kill him. No matter how much you hated him.”

      “You’re right, Kole. I didn’t want to kill him. He attacked me, okay? Is that what you want to hear? You were his golden boy until the very end.”

      His eyes hardened. “I didn’t think you had it in you.”

      “Guess you never know what you’re really capable of until you’re put in a desperate position.” My wolf growled, shaking my shoulders. “How desperate are you right now? Because I just want to save Aspen. So give me the name, or I’ll rip it out of your head.”

      The corner of his lip turned up. “Some warlock named Drakin used to come around. He’s from the Circle of Endless Night.”

      A chill scurried up my spine. The circle of warlocks worshipped Thanatos, the god of death and were said to deal in some pretty dark shit. “Bring him here.”

      Kole scoffed. “I’m not your errand boy.”

      “Bring. Him. Here.” I laced every word with my alpha power, the rush of energy flowing through my veins and waking my wolf.

      My brother’s head lowered, and he muttered a curse.

      “Hurry,” I barked.

      Kole dropped to all fours, his bushy tail between his legs as he galloped away. A swirl of satisfaction momentary eclipsed the fear. I never wanted to be alpha, but damn, it felt good.

      I trudged back up the steps and found Baxter at the door. He dipped his head. “Anything else you need?”

      “Just hang out until Kole returns and remember, to keep this between us.”

      My old friend nodded. “Kole’s right though, Knox. You won’t be able to keep this a secret for long. Everyone’s been talking.” He pointed to his temple.

      Damned pack link. The wolves acted like teenage girls when it came to new gossip.

      “I know,” I muttered. “I’ll make an announcement soon.”

      He squeezed my shoulder and genuine concern leeched through the link. At least I had one friend I could count on when things got ugly. I plodded back inside the hotel room, dread weighing down each step.

      The healer huddled over the bed, candles encircling Aspen’s still form. The scent of incense and patchouli was thick in the air. She’d said something about the fragrance drawing her wolf out. The pungent odor was making mine cringe.

      I dragged my fingers through my hair as I paced the claustrophobic space. Power pulsated through my veins. All this new power and for what? I couldn’t save Aspen. I couldn’t do anything!

      I marched to the bed and leveled the healer with a glare. “Get out!” I roared. “All your potions and candles haven’t done anything to help her. You’re useless!”

      “My apologies.” The old woman bowed her head and scampered out.

      I sank into the mattress and loosed a frustrated breath. Gods, I was already starting to sound like an asshole. This damned alpha thing really was a curse.

      Turning my attention to Aspen, I threaded my fingers through her chilly ones. “Hold on, Aspen, just a little bit longer.” I lifted her hand and brushed my lips over her knuckles. “Kole’s getting help.” Three words I never thought I’d say.

      A faint groan escaped her lips, and my heart flipped.

      “Aspen?”

      “Knox,” she murmured, my name so low I wasn’t sure I’d heard it.

      “I’m right here, baby. I’m not going anywhere. You have to fight, fight your way back to me. I love you.”

      Her lids fluttered, and my heart staggered on a beat. Choose me. Love me.

      Another sigh slipped out, and her head lolled to the side. Panic’s claws wrapped around my lungs. “Aspen!” I pressed my ear to her chest, and the faint beats of her heart sent relief flooding my system. I kissed her forehead and stretched out beside her, holding her tight against me. I might not have been her mate, but I’d still never leave her side.

      “No, wait!” Baxter’s voice snapped me from an uneasy sleep. I jolted up on the bed with Aspen’s motionless form still beside me. Damn, when had I fallen asleep? “You can’t go in, Kole.”

      I leapt off the mattress and raced for the door. Baxter blocked the entranceway, my brother seething as he tried to shove his way through. Behind him stood a hooded young man with dark skin.

      “That’s Drakin?” I asked my twin.

      “Yup.” Kole folded his arms across his chest and scowled. “He keeps muttering something about Thanatos coming. I think the dude’s crazy.”

      “I am no such thing, wolf,” the warlock hissed. “Now, where is Xavier Winterclaw?”

      “I’m the alpha now.” I eyed the male, shooting my newfound abilities in his direction. “And I need you to remove the spell you placed on that girl.” I held the door open and ushered him in.

      Kole crossed the threshold, but I threw my palm up. “Not you.”

      “What? Why not?”

      “Because she hates you. I don’t think your presence will help. Now leave.”

      He uttered a curse and spun on his heel.

      Yeah, I was really starting to enjoy this alpha thing.

      I led the warlock to the bed, every nerve on high alert. If this was my father’s man, I didn’t trust him one bit. The warlock eyed Aspen, dark brows knitted. “Can you do it or not?” I finally gritted out.

      “Ah yes, now I remember this one. A bound wolf.” He reached for Aspen’s cheek, but I caught his wrist before he made contact.

      “Well?”

      “Of course I can. For a price.”

      “Fine, do it, whatever the cost.” I just hoped as alpha I had access to my father’s resources. Either way, I’d figure it out.

      He waved his hand, shooing me out of the way. I took only one step back. There was no way I was leaving her alone with this guy.
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        * * *

      

      Aspen

      Darkness.

      I flitted through the endless black, my mind and body numb. At least it was better than the pain. Every once in a while Knox’s voice would call me back, and a hint of light would seep through. But it hurt, gods it hurt when I let him in.

      The black was cold and vast, but it was painless.

      Chilled hands wrapped around my fingers. Not Knox’s. His were warm and strong. These felt icy and hollow. A chill raced up my spine, and I was certain if I’d been conscious, I would’ve shivered.

      A voice boomed through the darkness, stirring something deep inside me. A rush of energy filled my numb form, and the pain returned. I gritted my teeth as a chant echoed through my mind, growing in speed and tempo with each repetition. The black receded, and pain tore through my ribcage.

      No. Not again.

      A howl vibrated my throat, that familiar presence unfurling. My wolf? It couldn’t be.

      Fire raged through my veins, and my body began to convulse. I wanted to scream, but my lips couldn’t make a sound. Bones snapped, the disgusting crack resonated across my eardrums. Oh gods, I wanted to die. It hurt so bad.

      A searing ache streaked across my ribcage, claws tearing me open from the inside out. My lids flew open, and a pair of amber eyes flashed by. Knox? Knox, help me! More pain, more bones breaking.

      Oh fuck, make it stop!

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      “It’s working.” Knox’s voice blurred by the chaos.

      Blood roared through my insides, my pounding heart drowning everything else out. My lungs raged, and I could barely draw in a full breath. What was happening to me?

      “Open your eyes, Aspen. It’s okay. You’re going to be okay.” That soothing voice drew me from the pain.

      Slowly, I hazarded a peek through slitted lids. A long, furry white snout jutted across my vision. What the hell? I dipped my head lower to find a fuzzy white chest… and paws! I tipped my head back and let out a howl.

      Knox stood in front of me, tears streaming down his cheeks. Another male I didn’t recognize stood beside him, a dark robe cloaking his features.

      “You did it, you’re free.” Knox’s arms came around my head, and I tried to speak but only a high-pitched whine tumbled out.

      Holy shift, I was a fucking wolf.
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            THE TRUTH SUCKS

          

        

      

    

    
      “Easy, Aspen.” Knox’s voice calmed the chaos ravaging my insides. He crouched in front of me with hands held up, inching forward. “Easy…”

      How the hell was I wolf? I tried to scream, to form words, but nothing came out but a pathetic whimper.

      “There’s a lot we have to talk about, but it’s going to be tough when you’re in wolf form. You think you can shift back?”

      Sure, easy fucking peasy. Not. I bared my teeth at him, and he took a step back. I couldn’t deny the hint of satisfaction that swirled through my wolfy core. I was kind of a badass wolf.

      The stranger in the cloak nudged Knox in the side and muttered something about collecting payment later. I had no idea what he was talking about, but it was the least of my worries right now.

      I let out a howl, refocusing Knox’s attention to me. You better start spilling, buddy. I narrowed my eyes at him and hoped he’d get the hint.

      “I know you must have a lot of questions, and I want to explain everything. But I’d really rather do it when you can’t rip my head off. Literally.”

      Well, that didn’t sound good. Even if I wanted to turn back to human form, I had no idea how. I was a twenty-one-year-old shifting virgin. Pawing at the floor, I stretched out my lupine limbs and then trotted around in a circle. After almost dying, I felt amazing.

      “I get that you want to take your wolf for a test drive, but you to have to try to shift back, Aspen. I’ll talk you through it.”

      I let out a grunt and sat back on my haunches. As much as I wanted to run and chase little fuzzy creatures in the forest, I also really did want to know what the hell was going on. I dipped my big head to my chest, and Knox drew closer.

      “Okay, you have to focus on the magic deep inside. Think about your human form, your long legs, slender fingers, soft skin…” His words trailed off, voice getting huskier.

      Shit. I’d almost forgotten we’d had sex right before everything went to hell. There was something else too. In my pain addled mind, I vaguely recalled something important I was supposed to remember. Something Knox had said.

      “Aspen, are you focusing?”

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I listened to the sound of his voice and searched my core. I’d felt my wolf before, especially recently, so I had a general idea where she resided. That must have been the spot.

      As I performed the mystical scan, a tiny flare of energy caught my attention. I could practically see it, all purple and swirly. Gotcha. Focusing on that spark, I envisioned my human form. After spending so long trapped in my human body, I couldn’t believe how quickly I was trying to get out of this one. My missing wolf was the reason Kole had put me through hell. And now she was here… I still couldn’t wrap my mind around it.

      Chasing the thoughts aside, I fixed my gaze on Knox’s anxious eyes. Besides the concern, something else radiated from his tall form. This overwhelming sense of maleness crashed over me, and my lungs tightened. I drew in a breath, shaking off the odd sensation.

      “Come on, Aspen. Come back.”

      I’m trying! I wanted to shout, but a growl came out instead. Okay, Aspen, you can do this. Focus, dammit. With my eyes locked on Knox, I let the heated memories from the night before flood in. That was something we couldn’t do in wolf form. Well, maybe…

      A spark of energy began to unfurl in my core, and I latched onto it. My muscles began to burn, and dread swept over me. I wasn’t sure I could stand the pain again.

      “Come on, Aspen. Shift.” The power in Knox’s words hit me like a runaway freight train. Bones cracked, tendons lengthened, muscles jerked and spasmed. Gritting my teeth through the pain, my eyes never deviated from his.

      Just when I didn’t think I could survive another second of torture, Knox was beside me, his arms slipping around my waist. Skin on skin! I was back. And fully naked. I snuggled deeper into his chest, hoping to hide from the camera. I’d forgotten to search the room for the obtrusive lens when I was in my wolf.

      “Thank the gods you’re okay.” Knox’s warm breath tickled my ear, and I sank further into his embrace.

      “What the hell happened?” I murmured into his t-shirt. “I thought I was going to die.”

      He cradled me into his chest and lifted me off the floor. With a few long strides, we reached the bed. He gently lay me across the sheets, propping my head on two pillows. I couldn’t help the smile from parting my lips.

      “You don’t know how happy I am to see that smile.” He brushed his mouth against mine, a soft chaste kiss as he folded down on the edge of the mattress. “Gods, Aspen, I thought I would lose you forever. I’d already been through that once, and I didn’t think I could survive it again.”

      My brows furrowed as I tried to sift through my hazy thoughts. “Because of Kole?”

      He nodded. “When I found out you were mated to him…”

      Right. I was starting to remember all the craziness that had gone down since my arrival in wolf territory. “So, not to change the subject, but can you tell me how the hell I shifted?”

      A wry grin curled the corners of his lips before his expression darkened. “It’s not pretty, Aspen.” He huffed out a breath. “And to be honest, I’m scared you’re going to run away screaming and never want to return to Moon Valley when I tell you the truth.”

      Well, shit. I reached for his hand and gave it a squeeze. “I promise not to run. At least not right away.”

      He smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      “Just tell me,” I whined.

      Knox ticked his head toward the door. “That warlock that just left—my father hired him to bind your wolf when you first arrived in Moon Valley. That was why you were never able to shift. There was nothing ever wrong with you, Aspen. It was all a spell.”

      My heart expanded, beating away at my ribs. I’m okay. I was always okay. I’m not some wolf shifter reject! I leapt for Knox, winding my arms around the back of his neck. “Thank you. Oh, my gods, thank you.”

      “What?” He craned his neck back and eyed me. “I thought you’d be pissed.”

      “Well, yeah, sure I’m pissed about your asshole father binding my wolf, but do you know how long I thought there was something wrong with me? That I wasn’t wolf enough? When Kole rejected me, I thought it was my fault. I was so angry at him, but more at me. Knowing this, knowing that I’m perfectly fine and normal, is everything.” I hadn’t even realized how true it was until I spoke the words. All this time I’d been punishing myself, and now I was free. My heart soared. “I mean I won’t be going to family dinner at Winterclaw hill and hanging out with your dad or anything, but I’m so relieved.”

      Knox’s lips twisted, and he dragged his hand over his face, exhaling sharply.

      “What?”

      “There’s something else I need to tell you.” He lowered his voice and drew in closer.

      The hair on my arms stood on end. There was something about his tone that had a pit of dread blossoming in my giddy core. The longer he waited the larger it grew. “Just spit it out, Knox. It’s been kind of a rough day.”

      “I killed my father.”

      “What?” I screeched.

      He sat back, putting some space between us on the bed. “He attacked me, and then he kept provoking me. It was like he wanted me to do it.”

      “Oh, my gods, Knox. What the fuck?”

      “I went over there to confront him about you. I wanted him to break the spell, but he refused. He thought you’d go back to Kole.” His gaze dipped to his clenched hands.

      “I’d never go back to your brother,” I hissed.

      “I know, but he wasn’t convinced. Not unless you loved someone else, and they loved you in return. It was the failsafe. The spell would eventually have been broken if those terms were met.”

      My brows slammed together as I processed his words. That’s insane. Love broke the spell. It was like a fucking fairy tale. My mind whirled back to the blinding pain, to the darkness. A familiar deep voice echoed across my mind. I love you, Aspen. Choose me and this will all be over. My eyes widened, taking in the man before me. Concern flooded the warm amber as he regarded me. Had I imagined it or had Knox really said he loved me?

      “So how was the spell finally broken?” I murmured.

      His gaze dipped for a long moment before finally meeting mine. “When I killed my father, I became the alpha. I forced Kole to tell me who the warlock was, and then I made him break it.”

      Alpha. Shit! Knox was the new alpha of the Blood Moon pack. How had I not put that together sooner? Maybe I had dreamt those three little words. Because if he loved me then he would’ve been able to break the spell, right?

      I pressed my fingers to my temples as I tried to disentangle the flurry of emotions. It had to go both ways. Did I love Knox? I lifted my gaze to his, and blazing amber orbs met mine. I could practically feel the storm of emotions surging below the surface.

      I needed to know the truth.

      “Why did I almost die? If my wolf had been safely bound all this time, why did she try to emerge and why did it almost kill me?”

      He slowly shook his head. “I’m not exactly sure why she tried to emerge. Maybe being in Moon Valley, maybe seeing Kole, maybe what we did…” He snagged his lower lip with his teeth, and a smirk tugged at the corners of his mouth.

      My thoughts flickered back to the heated memories. “I did feel something...” I paused and sucked in a breath. “Wait, does that mean we’re mates?”

      “No,” he snapped. Jaw clenched, he muttered, “I’m sorry that came out badly. No, we’re not mates.”

      Bitter disappointment tinged his tone. Knox wanted this, he really wanted me. That rustle of happiness flared once again. It had to have been real. I didn’t imagine him saying he loved me. Which meant I was the missing link. If I loved him, my wolf would’ve emerged, and I would’ve broken the spell myself. Shit.

      Knox shifted nervously, and the mattress let out a creak. “You should get some rest. I’ll just go for a walk or something. Now that you’re okay, I have to figure out this alpha stuff.” He palmed the back of his neck, gaze dipping to the floor. It was as if he knew I’d figured it out. Could he read my mind as alpha? No. Thank the goddess I wasn’t in his pack.

      I reached for his hand before he got away. “Wait.” His eyes lit up, and guilt crushed my insides. Dammit. Did I love him or not? Why were my feelings such a mess? I hadn’t seen Slade or Deacon in days and still both held a place in my heart. “Thank you,” I mumbled lamely. “For saving me.”

      His head dipped, and he turned toward the door. The moment it slammed shut, I sagged against the pillows. Dammit. What was I going to do now? I cared about Knox a lot, and I was totally falling in love with him. But he was going to be the alpha of the Blood Moon pack, a pack that I despised, that had tortured me when I’d become their precious alpha heir’s mate. Could I live with that again? I let out a sigh and buried my head in the pillow.
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        * * *

      

      Knox

      Damn it, Knox, you’re a coward. I stomped out of the hotel room, barreled by Baxter, and was down on all fours before I hit the end of the pavement. I should’ve told her I loved her, not just whispered it while she was unconscious like a big chickenshit.

      So she didn’t love me yet? It didn’t mean she never would, right? It was this damned show. Once it was over, she’d realize we were meant to be despite what the goddess decreed. We might not have been fated, but we were right.

      The crunch of leaves underfoot and the musty scent of the forest soon calmed my frantic heartbeats. I ran and ran until my haggard pants and burning muscles drowned everything else out. Well, almost. Though the alpha confirmation ceremony hadn’t happened yet, I was already starting to hear the rest of the pack. I tried my best to block them, but voices still seeped through.

      Even if Aspen could love me, would she ever accept my being alpha? It would mean forcing her to face Kole every day, to be tied to the pack that abused her and drove her away from Moon Valley.

      Gods, why was fate so cruel?

      I threw my paws out in front of me, digging my claws into the dirt and came to a halt. I needed to go back and face Aspen. But first, I needed to wash the stink off me. I trotted over to the small pond in the clearing and leapt in. The cool water extinguished the remaining fire, and I shifted back to my human form. It was amazing how quickly a run could clear my head.

      Before I returned to face Aspen, I had to make a decision, a decision I was dreading since I heard the snap of my father’s neck. Did I want to be alpha? Or should I hand the title over to Kole as it was always meant to be?

      The truth was that I’d give it up for Aspen in a heartbeat. If she chose me, I’d choose her a hundred times over. But if she wasn’t sure, should I give up this opportunity? Cupping the cool water, I splashed it across my face and loosed an exasperated breath. Things would’ve been so much easier if I just knew how she felt.

      Just ask her, dumbass. My wolf’s deep growl echoed in my mind. I wasn’t sure I liked this new bossy alpha side of him.

      The sound of approaching footsteps turned my head to the path. To the magnificent white wolf creeping toward me.

      “Aspen?” A golden shimmer blanketed the snow-white creature, and a few seconds later, Aspen emerged from the haze. I’d already seen her bare form, and still my body reacted. “Looks like you got the hang of the shifting thing pretty quickly.”

      “Yeah, who knew once you lifted a pesky curse, things would come so easily.” She smirked and crept closer. Wiping her forehead, she eyed the clear water of the lagoon. “Can I join you?”

      Heat rushed my lower half, and my head bounced up and down. I kept my gaze fixed to hers as she approached, but damn, it was hard. Much like my dick.

      She dipped a toe in and squealed. “It’s cold!”

      “It feels great once you’re in.”

      Slowly, she waded into the crystalline waters until it reached her waist. Her hair tumbled over her breasts, not quite concealing her peaked nipples. My wolf let out a husky growl.

      “I’m sorry,” we blurted in unison.

      Shaking my head, I waded toward her. “You don’t have to apologize for anything. You almost died.”

      “No, I do. I think I know why I wasn’t able to break the spell.”

      Heat seeped up to my cheeks. Here it comes. “Don’t,” I mumbled. I erased the distance between us and pressed my lips to hers. “I need to say something first,” I whispered against her mouth. “I should’ve said it a long time ago, but I was too much of a coward. Because I know the likelihood of you saying it back is miniscule, but I’m okay with that now. After almost losing you, I just need you to hear it while you’re conscious.” I tightened my hold around her waist, pressing her closer. “I love you, Aspen. I think I have from the moment I bought you that coffee all those years ago. But you were Kole’s. I should’ve fought for you, but I was afraid. I’m not anymore. So whatever happens, I want you to know how I feel.”

      Her mouth parted, but nothing came out. She stared at me for an endlessly long moment. Every second that passed was pure torture.

      She finally released her lower lip, and the words bubbled out. “I’m falling for you hard, Knox. And if you’re a coward, then so am I. I was so fucked up after Kole and the idea of letting myself love again scares the shit out of me.”

      All the air whooshed from my lungs. She’s falling for me?

      “And then there’s the other guys…” Ugh. Like I needed the reminder. “This is our last day in Moon Valley, and then we’re back on the island. You know what comes next.”

      “The elimination.”

      She nodded, nibbling on her lower lip again. “I care about all of you.”

      A punch in the gut would’ve hurt less. I clenched my teeth to keep the curses from slipping out.

      “And now, you’re going to be the alpha, and I don’t know where that leaves me.”

      “I want you at my side, always.” My arms tightened around her slender form, and my wolf let out a contented whine. “We might not be mates, but I don’t think my wolf gets that.”

      She let out a rueful laugh. “I wish it were simpler, ya know?”

      I nodded.

      “If I choose you, I’m going to have to spend the rest of my life running with the Blood Moon pack, with Kole, with your mother. I know she’s not a fan of me either.”

      “I don’t care about any of them, Aspen. Just say the word and I’ll give it up, all of it. I don’t need to be the alpha.”

      “You don’t, but you deserve it. You’d be a hundred times better than Kole. You could make sure that no one ever went through what I did.”

      Emotion tightened my throat and I swallowed hard, forcing it down. “So what are you saying?”

      Her eyes pierced mine, the electric blue ablaze. “I don’t know yet.” A tear rolled down her cheek. “I can see myself loving you, being with you, but it’s when everything else is in the picture that things get blurred.”

      I willed myself to keep it together. I wouldn’t lose it in front of her. I’d wait until later to let out the pain, the anger. It wasn’t her fault. Things were just so complicated. I swept the tear from her cheek and kissed her forehead. “We still have time to figure it out, right?”

      Her head dipped slowly.

      “Just promise me that you’ll give us a chance.”

      Her eyes lifted to mine, and she brushed her lips against my mouth. She tasted like strawberries and warm cocoa, and mine. She was supposed to be mine. “I promise,” she whispered.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    

OceanofPDF.com







            THREE REUNIONS AND A DEADLINE

          

        

      

    

    
      I shoved my suitcase into the back of the closet and let out a breath. Made it. I’d survived a whirlwind tour of the bachelors’ families mostly unscathed. Sure, I’d been attacked by demons, vampires, and lost one of the bachelors, but at least I’d found my wolf. Yay me! I pressed my palm to the middle of my chest, the vacant spot now full. My entire life I’d felt empty, then when I discovered what I was supposed to be, I’d waited for her. And waited… Then fucking Xavier Winterclaw stole her from me.

      Now, he was dead.

      And Knox was alpha. Not Kole, but Knox, the guy I was totally falling for. But did I want that life? I’d be sucked back to Moon Valley, to pack life, to live among the Blood Moon pack who hated me?

      I raked my hands through my hair and sucked in a breath. Shit, why had this gotten so complicated?

      Besides the Knox drama, I couldn’t deny the part of me that was buzzing with excitement to see Deacon and Slade. It felt like forever since I’d seen my tiger and demon bachelors. I even missed Fallon if I was being honest. Sure, I was pissed he left, but he did it for our safety. I couldn’t really begrudge the arrogant Fae. I smirked, imagining that cocky twist of his lips. Wherever he was, I just hoped he was safe and had figured out why someone was trying to kill him.

      Two sharp knocks at the door sent me scrambling for my robe. “Coming!” I called out. Dammit, Barney was early; I hadn’t even had my coffee yet. I whipped the door open, and a pair of smoldering dark eyes chased to mine. “Slade!” His name burst from my lips as I leapt up and wound my arms around the back of his neck.

      “Now that is the kind of welcome home I was dreaming of,” he whispered against the shell of my ear. His hands settled around my hips, and my skin was all tingling nerve-endings. “Gods, it’s been too long, kitten.” He licked his lips, and a wave of sultry heat kindled in my core.

      Damn, only a week and I’d forgotten what Slade could do to me.

      “Can I kiss you?”

      My head snapped back. “Since when do you have to ask?”

      He shrugged, and a sheepish smile curled the corners of his lips. “It’s been over a week since Lucifer arranged your early departure from the Underworld, and after your trip with the other guys, I just didn’t want to presume.”

      I released a breath. “A lot has happened…” I interlaced my fingers through his and led him to the sitting area in the corner of my huge room. I had missed it if I was being honest. “I’ll give you a quick rundown, but the highlight was my wolf emerging.”

      Slade’s eyes widened, two endless pools of obsidian. “Wow, that’s big.”

      “And unexpected. A lot of shit went down in Moon Valley. It’s a long story, but I’m good now.”

      “Good.” He smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      “What’s going on with the whole dark lord gig?”

      He let out a grunt, then loosed an exasperated breath. “I’ve convinced my grandfather to hold off until the end of the show, but I fear my time is running out.”

      I nodded slowly. I willed reassuring words to come out of my mouth, but my brain refused to work. So instead, I let my lips do the talking. Slade and I did one thing well—really well. The attraction I felt for him might have started with his sex god powers, but after getting to know him, they went so much further. I pressed my lips to his and he let out a groan, his mouth opening to mine. His hand came around to the back of my neck, fingers digging into my hair.

      “Gods, I missed you, Aspen,” he mumbled against my mouth.

      “Me too,” I murmured back and cupped his cheek. My thumb ran over the soft stubble, and I let out a contented sigh. I wasn’t sure at what point this had become more, but it had. The sexy incubus meant a lot to me, and the thought of saying goodbye to him had my throat tightening so badly I had to pull away.

      Drawing in a breath, I willed my battering heartbeats to slow.

      “Are you okay?” Dark brows furrowed, he regarded me anxiously.

      “Yeah, I just… I guess I just really missed you.”

      “You already said that.”

      “Now I really mean it.”

      He laughed, the smooth, honeyed sound setting my heart aflutter. I never expected that. “So, are you going to tell me about your adventures? I can’t imagine they were worse than your visit to the Underworld.”

      “Well… they weren’t a hell of a lot better.”
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        * * *

      

      Barney spun me around in the chair, and I rewarded him with a slow clap as I took in my soft, blonde hair, pink pouty lips, and smoky eyes. “Well done, my friend.”

      “What can I say? I felt like you needed it after what you went through.”

      I’d brought my stylist up to date on all the drama, and he’d loved every second of it. I’d even filled him in on some of the Kole stuff without all the dirty details. I glanced at my watch and groaned. I’d been summoned by Sam to appear in the great room in twenty minutes. We all knew it was coming, but the longer I could pretend it wasn’t, the happier I’d be.

      Another knock at the door sent my heart leaping up my throat.

      Barney twirled a lock of hair around the round brush and shot me a satisfied smile through the mirror. “Done! You want me to get that?”

      “Sure, thanks.” I stood and stared at my reflection one more time before turning toward the entrance.

      The door creaked open, and Deacon filled the entryway. Heat burned my eyes as I took in the gorgeous bachelor. The tiger alpha had been my rock from day one.

      “I’ll leave you two to chat.” Barney waggled his fingers over his shoulder as he darted out.

      My gaze flitted to the striking tiger shifter, and my breath caught. “Hey,” I finally managed. I hated how we’d left things. I loved Deacon. He was my best friend on this gods’ forsaken show, and I knew he could be much more, but a tiny part of me wondered if I was the best choice for him.

      “Hey, tiger.” He strode in, his long legs eating up the space between us. He pulled me into his chest, strong arms cradling me against his warm body. “It feels so good to hold you again.”

      I breathed him in, letting his scent calm the brewing chaos within. “I was going to say the same thing.”

      “How’d everything go with Fallon? I was worried about you.”

      “Fallon’s gone.”

      His light brows knitted as he regarded me. “What? Why?”

      “He said he didn’t want to put us at risk anymore. You didn’t hear from the SIA about the assignment being over?”

      Deacon shook his head. “No, nothing.”

      “Huh.” That weird niggling feeling lit up once again. Like there was something I was missing. I tried to hold onto the odd sensation, but it vanished before I could fully grasp it.

      “I’ll follow up with the director and see what’s going on.”

      “Let me know, will ya? I hope Fallon’s okay.”

      “Yeah, of course.” He leaned against the wall, arms crossed over his broad chest.

      “And what’s going on in tiger territory? Have things settled down with the vamps?”

      “Not as much as I’d like them to, but Hunter, the supreme alpha, is working on something with the vampire queen and her team of hunters. They keep promising things are going to get better.”

      “Seems like you have a lot on your plate.”

      He nodded slowly. With his eyes cast down to the floor, he mumbled, “How was Moon Valley?”

      “Enlightening.” I caught his chin with my fingers and forced his eyes to mine. “My wolf came out.”

      Deacon’s emerald eyes sparkled, brighter than the fanciest jewelry I’d been given on this show. “That’s incredible. I’m so happy for you, Aspen.” His smile fell, and the light dimmed. “So Knox is the lucky guy?”

      “Huh?” My brows slammed together.

      “He’s not?”

      “Not what?” I squeaked.

      “Your fated mate?”

      “No…” My chest tightened.

      “Sorry, it’s just that with shifters sometimes our inner beasts emerge when they’ve found their mates.”

      “Nope.” I popped the P for emphasis. “Apparently, my she-wolf had been bound by a spell.”

      “Seriously?”

      I ticked my head toward the bed. “Sit. We have a lot of catching up to do.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I turned the corner into the great room, and Knox’s dark gaze latched onto mine. Then moved down to my hand wrapped around Deacon’s. Quickly wriggling out of his hold, I tossed my wolfy bachelor a smile.

      He gave me a tight one in return. Ugh.

      Spinning to Deacon, I avoided the look of annoyance I was sure I’d find and hastily whispered, “Be right back.”

      I darted over to Knox who leaned against the far wall, lips screwed into a pout. “What? I don’t even get a hello?”

      “Sorry,” he grumbled. “It wasn’t the first word that came to mind when I saw you walking in with him.” He shot Deacon a glare that had my wolf’s hackles rising.

      For an instant, my mind flitted to a dark place. To the part that conveniently hid the knowledge that Knox had killed his own father. Had the bastard deserved it? Abso-fuckin-lutely. And still…

      “Stop.” I elbowed him in the gut to divert his attention. The last thing I needed was a wolf-tiger fight. “It’s not just you and me anymore.”

      “You’ve made that very clear.”

      “Knox!”

      He wrapped his arms across his chest, his muscles taut against his t-shirt. “Maybe I shouldn’t have come back to the show. Maybe I should’ve stayed in Moon Valley to take care of pack business.”

      I bristled. “Is that how you really feel?”

      His jaw clenched, a tendon fluttering across his stubbly cheek. “No,” he gritted out. “Because I’m too stupid to let you go despite knowing the chances of this working out are slim.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      He huffed out a breath and shook his head, lowering his gaze. “I’m sorry, my wolf’s in a piss poor mood today. I knew it would happen after…”

      The sex. My wolf had been acting funky too. I’d been hoping to go out for a run on the island to expend some energy. “Maybe if you stopped acting like an ass, we could give it a go again.”

      His eyes widened, a smile ghosting over his lips.

      “I meant the shifting. What were you talking about?” I shot him a wink.

      “Well played.” A full smile emerged, and the tightness in my chest receded. It was insane how his moods affected me. I shouldn’t have cared after all the hell he and his family had put me through, but dammit, I did.

      A sharp squeal turned my attention to the center of the room. Slade stood, revealing himself from behind a highbacked chair, and my eyes flitted back and forth between the males. Knox’s gaze bored into the side of my face, sending heat seeping up my neck. After the separate family trips, having all three of them in one place was suddenly super awkward.

      I’d now slept with all of them and for some crazy ass reason my stupid brain couldn’t focus on anything else. All three of their naked bodies zipped across my vision, their moans of pleasure echoing through my mind. Stop it!

      Heat surged across my cheeks, and I was certain I was fifty shades of ruby red.

      “So nice to see everyone back under the same roof!” Methyss’s shrill tone focused my attention to our flamboyant emcee. He popped out from around the corner, fully dressed in his signature white tuxedo and top hat.

      “Great to be here,” Knox muttered.

      “Come, come, come.” He waved everyone into the center of the room. With his back against the floor-to-ceiling windows, the sunlight illuminated our crazy host in a golden glow. The rest of us moved into a semi-circle around him with Deacon on my left and Slade at my right. Knox, as usual, remained on the outskirts. Methyss pressed his hands together, and a manic smile turned up the corners of his lips. “You all probably have guessed why I’ve called you in today.”

      A wave of groans filled the sweeping space.

      “I hope you enjoyed your family visits because it is time for the next elimination. As one bachelor has already withdrawn, you’ll only have one contestant to send home this time.”

      My stomach bottomed out, and a wave of nausea crawled up my throat. I tried to keep my eyes on Methyss as he blathered on about each trip, but my gaze darted from Deacon to Slade to Knox and back again. How was I going to choose between these three men? I’d never planned on falling in love. I was supposed to hook up with hot guys, piss off Kole, cash in and call it a day. And now I’d fallen for three bachelors.

      I didn’t want to hurt any of them.

      “How long do I have?” The words spewed out before I could stop them, cutting off Methyss’ inane ramblings.

      “The semi-final elimination will be tomorrow.”

      Fuck. Me.
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            THE SEMI-FINAL

          

        

      

    

    
      The glittering chandelier twinkled overhead as I marched into the ballroom trying to avoid tripping over the stupid strewn rose petals. They were a deep ruby, like the blood gouging out of my heart. I so did not want to do this.

      I eyed the ginormous tank sitting atop a table in center stage and muttered a curse as Flipper gleefully bounded through the water. It was like the damned mini flying dolphin was looking forward to the elimination. Meanwhile, sweat was dripping down my back, surely leaving a trail down the uber expensive designer ballgown Barney had picked.

      Beside the aquarium sat the dreaded pins. Black, silver and gold. Only one bachelor would go home today and making the decision had nearly killed me.

      The spotlight clicked on, and the searing light bored into the side of my face. I kept my eyes down, not because of the blinding light, but because of the three bachelors standing across from me on the platform. Though Shep was still mysteriously MIA, he’d sent a note with Dax insisting I choose the bachelor to be eliminated last. Nothing like drawing out the drama and wringing out the misery…

      FML.

      I just wanted this day to be over already. I fidgeted with the plunging neckline of my tulle gown fingering the gold embroidery. It didn’t matter how gorgeous it was; I felt like garbage in it.

      A drumroll broke the tense silence, and the spotlight crawled over to our flamboyant emcee. Methyss appeared in center stage with his signature white tuxedo and top hat, orange curls spilling over his forehead. “Welcome, lady and gentlemen!” He clapped maniacally and strode toward the platform. The camera focused in on each of the gorgeous bachelors, and my heart dipped when it stopped on him. The man I’d have to eliminate despite being completely crazy about him.

      If I was being honest with myself, I’d fallen for all three men. I loved them in different ways, but I loved them all the same. My future with any of these bachelors was uncertain at best, but my bleeding heart didn’t seem to get the memo.

      “As we all know, today is the semi-final elimination round,” Methyss crooned. “We’re almost at the end, folks! There should’ve been two of you going home tonight, but as Fallon left for personal reasons, only one bachelor will be departing this evening. Now, shall I go over the rules once again?”

      “No,” we all shouted in unison.

      Methyss adjusted his bow tie and grimaced. “Tough crowd.” He marched over to me and plastered on a diabolical smile. “Well then, let the elimination begin.”

      I trudged over to the tank and whispered at the overgrown flying fish. Flipper splashed around the aquarium for an endless minute before his wings unfolded, and he flitted over to the pins. Grabbing a gold one in his mouth, he zipped across the stage.

      I held my breath as the pin landed in Knox’s palm. His warm amber eyes lifted to mine, a smile parted his lips, and something like relief flooded my insides. Knox and I had such a turbulent relationship I never knew what to expect from the wolf. And now that he was alpha, the uncertainty had only compounded.

      Knox bolted down the steps and stopped in front of me, his chest straining against the sleek dark suit, rising and falling in time with my erratic heartbeats. “Thank you,” he murmured. “After everything I’ve put you through, I wasn’t sure you’d give me another chance. I sure as hell didn’t deserve it.”

      “I can’t help it. Believe me, I’ve tried.” I cracked a smile. “You’ve gotten under my skin, you damned wolf.”

      His lips crashed into mine, completely catching me off guard. Knox was not one for PDA. And now that he was the new alpha, I bet the entire pack must’ve been watching. He pulled away too quickly, leaving me breathless. “Let’s pick this up again later, okay?”

      My head bounced up and down. I’d definitely need a distraction after I sent him home.

      Knox marched to the right side of the ballroom and leaned against the wall, his eyes intent on the two remaining bachelors. Deacon and Slade.

      It wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t damned fair.

      Flipper jumped out of the tank, a sharp chittering sound escaping through his tiny pointy teeth.

      “Stop rushing me,” I hissed. Drawing in a steadying breath, I walked back to the table. This was it. There was no going back now. Bending over the tank, I whispered the bachelor’s name and stepped back.

      With a happy chirp, Flipper’s rainbow-hued wings stretched out as he sailed across the room. He fluttered over Deacon and Slade for an endless minute.

      Just do it already, you damned fish.

      The gold pin dropped, and all the air whooshed from my lungs as it landed in Slade’s hand.

      Deacon’s eyes darted to mine, and the surge of emotions streaking through his gorgeous emerald irises was like a serrated knife in the chest.

      “I’m so sorry,” I mouthed.

      Slade leapt off the platform and raced across the stage. He barreled into me, arms enveloping me in a cocoon of musky, sexy demon. I could barely enjoy it though, not when Deacon’s dark gaze followed every movement.

      “I’m shocked, kitten.” Slade’s pitch eyes chased to mine. “I never thought you’d choose me, especially after what happened in the Underworld.”

      I tore my gaze away from Deacon and focused on the bachelor I picked, the bachelor I truly was falling for. I didn’t regret picking Slade. He was the right choice; he was just the right amount of crazy for me. But it didn’t lessen the guilt. “That wasn’t your fault, Slade. And what you did for me—that was pretty fucking intense.”

      It just occurred to me that both men I’d picked had killed for me. What the hell did that say about my choices? Burying the thought to the deepest corners of my effed-up psyche, I pressed my lips to Slade’s. I could use a hit of his lusty powers right about now.

      I waited for the overwhelming heat to crash over me, but only a swirl kindled below my bellybutton as his tongue danced with mine. Dammit. The one time I wanted him to use his sex god powers he held back.

      Slade dug his fingers into the hair at my nape before finally releasing me. “I promise I won’t let you regret this decision, kitten. I’m in, I’m all in.”

      I nodded quickly, emotion tightening my throat. My gaze lifted over his shoulder and found Deacon. My stomach dipped, the brief moment of happiness erased.

      Slade must’ve noticed me tense up because he nuzzled my ear and whispered, “I’ll let you get this over with.”

      “Thank you,” I murmured as he released me. My gaze trailed the perfect cut of his suit across those broad shoulders as he walked to the wall and stood beside Knox. Then I forced my gaze to Deacon. “I’m so sorry,” I repeated, out loud this time.

      “Ms. Aspen, please, you must follow the rules.” Methyss ticked his head at the aquarium.

      “Seriously? What’s the fucking point?” I hissed.

      “Just do it, Aspen,” Deacon growled.

      I huffed out a breath and whispered in Flipper’s ear. Hot tears filled my eyes as the creature soared across the room and dropped the black pin in Deacon’s open palm.

      “There, much better,” Methyss singsonged.

      As my best friend on the island trudged toward me, Methyss darted between us. “Not so fast, tiger.” A devious smile curled his lip. “I’m offering you the option to fight for your place on the show. You can choose to battle either one of the chosen bachelors, and the winner will remain on the island.”

      Deacon let out a rueful laugh, his broad chest vibrating. “Why would I want to stay if Aspen doesn’t want me?”

      “That’s not it—” I snagged my lower lip between my teeth as tears trailed down my cheeks. “Please, Deacon, let me explain.” I reached for him, but he recoiled back.

      “Nah, you’ve made it clear.” He turned toward the door, and a sliver of my heart, the one divided in three, broke right off.

      “Please, Deacon.” I trailed after him, dragging my ballgown as I ran. Before he made it to the door, I wrapped my fingers around his upper arm. “Please, just hear me out.”

      He spun loose of my hold, anger burning through those emerald irises. “What’s there to say, Aspen? I’m in love with you, and you chose someone else.”

      “I love you, Deacon,” I sobbed.

      “Then why did you eliminate me?”

      “You’re my best friend, my rock. I never would’ve survived any of this without you. But you can do better. You need someone better.”

      He shook his head, the fire in his eyes dimming. “That’s what you believe, not me. You were it for me, Aspen. I gave up everything to be here with you.” He raked his hand through his hair and loosed a frustrated breath.

      “I’m so sorry,” I mumbled again.

      Deacon clucked his teeth and darted out the door. The slam echoed through the quiet space, reverberating across the gaping hole in my heart.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I lifted my head from the tear-soaked pillow as the first rays of sunlight crept into my room. Muttering a curse, I pulled the comforter over my head and buried my face in my own tears. I’d cried all night, like a freaking baby. Not even Slade or Knox’s visits had helped pull me out of the misery. The misery I’d brought on myself.

      I thought I was doing the right thing for the tiger alpha. He was a good guy, a great guy, and I didn’t deserve him. Knox and Slade, they were more my speed. Slightly gray, not quite such moral do-gooders. Gods, I was fucked up. I let Deacon go because he was too good, too perfect. I was trying to be selfless, and I ended up hurting him and myself.

      Two sharp knocks at the door had me burrowing deeper under the covers.

      “You can’t hide in there forever.” Slade.

      “You’re going to have to eat eventually.” Knox.

      Together? That was surprising. Last night they’d come separately, trying to coax me out of my funk. I felt bad, I did. It wasn’t their fault I felt so miserable, and it was pretty shitty of me treating them like Deacon was the only one I cared about.

      “Fine, come in,” I mumbled.

      The door creaked open, but I didn’t emerge from beneath the mountain of blankets. The savory scent of bacon and eggs filled the room, and my stomach growled. I’d skipped dinner last night in my spiral of misery, and I guess I was hungry.

      “You want me to shove the food underneath the comforter?” Knox asked.

      “Very funny, asshole.”

      “Sounds like she’s feeling better already,” said Slade.

      Dragging my fingers through my tangled hair and sweeping away the mascara tracks down my cheeks, I poked my head out.

      “Ah, there she is.” Slade shot me a smirk. “There’s our beautiful bachelorette.”

      “Bite me, Slade.”

      “That can be arranged.” He shot me a toothy grin and snapped his teeth.

      “Okay, I definitely don’t need to hear about that shit,” Knox muttered. He marched over to the coffee table and dropped the tray of food in the sitting area. “Are you going to get out of bed and eat something or what?”

      “I guess,” I whined.

      “You know what you need?” Slade sauntered toward the bed, dragged the comforter off and scooped me into his arms before I could protest. “A shower.”

      Knox darted in front of us and opened the bathroom door as my legs dangled from the demon’s arms. “Or better yet, a nice warm bubble bath.” He bent down at the tub and turned the faucets, so the warm steam filled the room. Then he lit a few candles and the scent of lavender and vanilla drifted to my nose.

      I breathed in the soothing vapors and already felt a slight smidge better. Damn, who knew the moody wolf could be so intuitive.

      Slade lowered me onto the floor and drew my robe down over one shoulder, then the other. His smoldering gaze pebbled my skin.

      I stood in the center of the bathroom in only my skimpy nightie and the last two remaining bachelors hovering over me. Tension prickled the air. Slade inched closer and ran his finger down my shoulder, inciting a wave of goosebumps. His lips brushed mine, teasing. Knox moved behind me, and his natural, wolfy heat burned my bare back. He dropped a kiss on my shoulder blade, and heat unfurled at the apex of my thighs. A cloud of heady steam muddled the air, and my breath caught.

      Holy shit, were we doing this?
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            YUP, WE WERE DOING THIS

          

        

      

    

    
      Slade’s fingers danced along the thin strap of my nightie, coaxing it over my shoulder. Then he moved to the other side. A shiver raced up my spine as my nightie slid down and pooled at my feet. His dark gaze razed over me, and a wicked grin curled the corners of his lips. Only my lacey panties stood between all three of us now.

      Holy shit, we were doing this.

      A growl broke through the tense moment, diverting my attention from Slade to the wolf behind me. Knox nuzzled the back of my neck, and a wave of goose bumps spilled across my flesh. “I don’t share,” he snarled, his voice more beast than man. His hands gripped my hips possessively, and he spun me to face him. “I want you all to myself.” His lips crashed into mine, and I was swallowed up by his towering form.

      As we kissed, Slade’s heated gaze prickled my skin. I could feel him watching. More than that, I could feel tiny sparks of his power urging me on. He stepped closer, and his arousal brushed against my ass.

      Another growl tore through the air and Knox tugged me closer, enveloping me in his strong arms.

      “Come on, wolf,” Slade purred, “don’t make me hit you with my powers. I swear even you wouldn’t be able to resist.”

      Knox’s lips released mine, and he glared at the demon over my shoulder. “Don’t you fucking dare, Slade.”

      I pressed my palm to Knox’s chest, and his heart hammered against my palm. “Please don’t fight.”

      His dark brow arched as he regarded me. “Do you really want this? Both of us?”

      Oh gods, I did. I’d never had a threesome before, but damn, if ever it felt right this was it. I loved both of these men, and the idea of being with both of them at the same time had me squirming with need.

      “Aspen?” Slade’s murmur skated down my back. “Do you want to do this?”

      I cocked my head over my shoulder and nodded slowly. Knox hissed out a curse.

      “I don’t think I can,” Knox mumbled, and I whirled to meet his anxious gaze.

      I stood on my tiptoes and cupped his cheek. “Pretend it’s just you and me.”

      His head dipped, and he loosed a breath. He bent his head to mine and leaned in. “This is how much I love you, Aspen. I’ll try this just for you. And only once.”

      “Relax, wolf boy, you’ll love it.” I could hear Slade’s smile as he slipped his fingers below the lacey waistband of my panties and slid them off.

      Knox still hadn’t released me, his fingers digging in my hip. Every touch sent heat surging through my body.

      “You want to put her in the tub, or should I?” Slade shot Knox a teasing smirk.

      “I’d rather you touch her as little as possible.”

      “That’s not exactly how these things work.”

      Dark hair rippled over Knox’s arm as his wolf surged to the surface. Maybe this was a bad idea. I was about to say so when Knox lifted me up and dropped me into the warm bath. I let out a sigh as the heated water soothed my amped-up nerves.

      “Don’t even think about touching me,” Knox hissed at Slade before he tugged his shirt over his head.

      “You say that now, but I won’t hold you to it.” The sexy demon dragged his shorts and boxers down in one swift tug. His cock leapt out, hard and ready.

      All the moisture in my mouth evaporated, probably because it was rushing to my lady parts, and I swallowed hard. I forced my hungry gaze away and eyed Knox as he sloughed off his boxers. Having the two of them side by side, naked, I couldn’t help but compare. It was silly and childish, but damn it was fun.

      Both men were gorgeous. That was definitely my type. Knox was a bit bulkier all around with broader shoulders and a thicker chest. But Slade’s cock… gods’ damn it was out of control. The fact that he was slightly leaner than Knox only made it seem bigger.

      Knox stepped into the gigantic tub behind me, putting an end to my ogling. He wrapped his long legs around mine and now that we were touching, his dick hardened, pressing against my back. Memories of our first time flitted across my mind. It had been good, really good, before everything had gone to hell. I reached behind my back and closed my fingers around him. He let out a groan and rocked against my palm.

      Okay, I could do this. I focused on the silky feel of him and the warmth pooling between my legs.

      Slade settled into the bathtub in front of me, his feet brushing up against mine. From the corner of my eye, I caught his hand closing around himself as my hand slid up and down Knox’s hard length.

      I hadn’t stopped to consider Slade’s incubus in all of this. Would he be able to control his hunger? It was like inviting a gambling addict to Las Vegas.

      “Slade are you going to be okay?” I whispered.

      “Of course, kitten, I’ll be just fine.”

      Knox’s hands closed around my hips, dragging my attention away from the incubus. Then they moved up my wet body and closed around my breasts. I leaned into him as his fingers teased my nipples to hard peaks.

      Slade watched from across the sprawling bathtub, dark eyes fixed to mine. A wave of heat lashed at my insides, and he shot me a wicked grin. That little bastard was using his powers on me! I groaned as another shot of heat streaked down my center. I wriggled against Knox, unable to control my body.

      As one hand continue to torment my nipple, Knox slid the other down my stomach and between my thighs. His finger brushed over me, and my hips bucked. His finger dipped inside, palm pressing against the bundle of nerves at my apex.

      “Yes,” I murmured. “Yes…”

      Another wave of desire crashed over me, and I hazarded a glance up at Slade. He leisurely stroked himself, eyes two pools of endless black. He was enjoying this, which only made it hotter.

      Knox’s mouth closed over the crook of my neck, and he dropped wet kisses along my collarbone and shoulder as his fingers sank inside me. In and out. In and out. I needed more. I whirled around and Knox smiled, his golden irises aflame. He lifted my hips, and I sank onto his cock. Another groan parted my lips as he filled me completely.

      “Oh gods, Aspen,” he muttered against my mouth. “It has been way too long.”

      My wolf let out a contented sigh, her furry head nudging at my ribcage. She wanted this. She wanted Knox and his wolf.

      Knox’s hands closed around my ass, driving me down against him. I rocked my hips against his hardness, each thrust stroking my clit and pushing me closer to the edge. Again and again. My toes curled, and pleasure rolled through me as he urged me on.

      My wolf stirred, a nervous energy coiling and uncoiling, only amplifying the heated sensations.

      Knox thrusted long and deep, and I fell. Pleasure exploded in my core, and my head lolled back, a moan parting my lips. Knox’s warmth spilled inside me a moment later as he howled my name.

      I slumped on top of him, legs aching and body spent. He kissed my forehead and drew me tight against his damp chest.

      “I love you,” he whispered against the shell of my ear.

      I wanted to say it back. I willed the words out, but they all got stuck at the back of my throat. What the fuck was wrong with me?

      Knox stared at me expectantly, and the hope in his eyes nearly broke me. I was broken. I thought I’d moved past all the Kole shit, but obviously I hadn’t. I was still fucked up.

      He pulled out and I turned around, too much of a coward to face him and the disappointment I knew I’d see. Instead, with my back to him, I leaned into his chest and let the heated water soothe the ache in my heart.

      My eyes drifted closed for a second, and my ragged breaths began to normalize.

      “Uh, uh, kitten, no sleeping.” Slade’s rough voice snapped my lids open. “We’re not finished yet.” He reached for my hand, and I hesitated for only a moment before letting him take it. I wanted this, I did, but I also didn’t want Knox to murder Slade.

      I sat up and Slade tugged me closer, drawing my legs over his. Knox’s glare bored into my back, leaving a scorching trail. My wolf wiggled, squirming uncomfortably. She wanted out.

      Slade’s lips brushed mine, and a deep growl vibrated the air. I felt it all the way down to my core. Ignoring the warning, he deepened the kiss, his hand digging into the hair at the back of my neck. He pulled me closer until I felt his hardness between my legs.

      My center still hummed from the orgasm, all the nerve-endings buzzing. I didn’t think I was ready to go again, but if anyone could coax another mind-blowing release out of me, it was Slade.

      The water sloshed behind me, and Knox’s thighs closed around my hips. His arms encircled my waist, and he tugged my mouth free from Slade’s. Fur rippled across Knox’s arms and claws dug into my skin. “Ouch!” I squealed as another threatening growl forced my she-wolf to the surface.

      “Hey, hey, wolf boy, you’re not playing fair,” Slade complained.

      “She’s mine,” Knox snarled, his beast surging.

      “Let go.” I tried to pry his fingers free, but his claws only sank deeper into my flesh. “Knox, you’re hurting me!”

      His nails retreated beneath the surface, but the black fur thickened around the arms holding my back flush against him.

      Slade slowly raised his hands. “Knox, let go. You don’t want to hurt her.”

      From the corner of my eye, a black snout crossed my peripheral vision. Fangs protruded from Knox’s partially shifted form, and a hint of fear smothered the remaining burning embers in my core.

      “Knox, you need to relax.” I willed my voice not to tremble, but I was naked in a bathtub with a crazed wolf.

      “And you thought my demon would be the one to cause problems,” Slade muttered.

      “Oh, shut up, Slade,” I growled. Tempering my tone, I huffed out a frustrated breath. “I’m sorry, but maybe you should go.”

      “I’m not going to leave you alone with him like that.” He motioned at the half-shifted beast trapping me against a now furry chest.

      “I think he’ll be okay once you go. It’s his wolf. He’s a little possessive.”

      “You think?” A mischievous smile curled Slade’s lip. He slowly rose, his huge cock still erect. I tried not to focus on that, but it was impossible when it was like two inches from my face. “You owe me one, kitten. You got me all hot and bothered, and now what am I supposed to do with this?” He stroked himself, and a tiny swirl of desire reignited in my depths.

      Only he could do that to me.

      “I promise I’ll make it up to you.” I threw him my best smile. Right now, I was trying not to get impaled by jagged claws.

      “Fine. I’ll hold you to it.” He stepped out of the tub and wrapped a towel around his hips. “If you need anything just yell. I can wait in the bedroom.”

      “Thank you,” I mumbled, “But I think I’ll be fine.”

      “Mine,” Knox growled.

      Slade dipped his head, collected his clothes, and strode out of the bathroom. As soon as the door slammed shut, Knox’s crushing hold loosened.

      I shot him a glare over my shoulder. “Let go of me you hairy, overgrown chihuahua,” I hissed.

      He let out a whimper, and his arms fell away. I spun around and smacked my palms into his chest. “Why did you agree to this if you knew you couldn’t handle it?”

      His big lupine head dipped, and his human arms and legs disappeared, fully giving way to the wolf. His furry tail wagged, splashing water all over the bathroom.

      “Oh no, you can’t give me that cutesy act after almost ripping into my belly with those claws.”

      Wolf-Knox whined, his golden irises shimmering.

      I stepped out of the tub, muttering curses. “You know, if this is part of the whole alpha thing, I’m not sure I like it, Knox.”

      The big wolf leapt out of the tub and shook out his fur. I wrapped a towel over me just in time before water sprayed across the bathroom.

      “You stink.” I scrunched my nose at the odor of wet dog. Marching into the bedroom, I searched the closet for some clothes. The click-click of nails on tile followed me into the monster-sized wardrobe.

      I grabbed a bra and panties and wiggled into them as the wolf’s hungry gaze raked over me. “What?” I barked. Turning around, I gave the nosey thing my back as I rifled through the array of sundresses.

      Warm breath spilled down my back as I reached for a cute floral print. “I’m sorry.” Knox’s whisper caught me by surprise. How had he shifted so quickly?

      I spun around and faced the man, the fully naked man. Remorse was carved into his expression, and the anger from a second ago waned.

      “I’m sorry I almost hurt you. Not about the threesome. I’m not at all sorry about fucking that up.” He smirked. “You’re right, I never should’ve agreed to it. It’s not natural for a wolf to share.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest, and I exhaled slowly. “It’s not your fault. I should’ve known better. I just got caught up in the moment.”

      He stepped closer, his breath mingling with mine. “You know I would never hurt you, right?”

      I nodded slowly. I wanted to believe him and most of me did, but there was still that tiny part that saw a glimpse of Kole when I looked at him. Would that ever go away?

      “I love you, Aspen. That’s all that was today. My wolf is nuts about you and the idea of someone else’s hands on you pushed me over the edge.”

      “I know.”

      His head tipped forward, and his lips brushed mine. The kiss was soft and tentative. He pulled back a second later and exhaled a rough breath. “I get it if you want to go see Slade,” he muttered. “Just give me a second so I can get out of the house. I’ll go for a run or something.”

      I shook my head and laced my arms around his neck. Rising to my tiptoes, I whispered, “No, not yet. I’m not done with you, Mr. Alphahole.”

      A smile parted his full lips, and a surge of unexpected happiness filled my chest. I brought his mouth to mine and kissed him hard. “I appreciate that you tried something you weren’t comfortable with just for me,” I said against his lips. “And now, I want you all to myself.” I walked him back to the bedroom and pushed him down on the bed.

      I shimmied out of my panties and climbed on top of him as his mouth devoured mine. I was wrong earlier. I was already wet and aching for him again. Before I sank onto him, he rolled me over and pinned me against the mattress.

      “This is much better,” Knox rasped out before he plunged inside me.
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            SEX ON THE BEACH

          

        

      

    

    
      Three days trapped in the villa with the two final bachelors, and I was starting to feel like a doggie chew toy. I’d had one private date with each of them, but the rest of the day was torture. Knox’s wolf was becoming more possessive by the day and as much as I wanted to stretch out my wolfy legs and run with him, I was scared he might jump me and claim me as his mate.

      A tiny part of me—probably my she-wolf, was thrilled at the idea, but the other part, the human half wasn’t ready to commit. Because of Slade. Which was why I was hiding out in my room today. The guys had already gotten into too many tussles on my behalf, and I was sick of it. I huffed out a breath and stared out into the rolling waves of the Manta Sea. I cradled my coffee mug between my hands and prayed to all the gods to turn my heart from a two-timing bastard into a one-man kind of girl.

      My date with Slade yesterday had been freaking perfect. Everything was so easy with my demon bachelor. We’d gone on a trek into the jungle and stumbled on another waterfall. Not the one that had nearly killed us all those weeks ago. I couldn’t help but think about Fallon and Deacon as we lounged beneath the falls. My heart was still torn up about the tiger alpha. When this was all over, I promised myself I’d go see him to explain. Was that selfish? Probably. But I had to see him one last time.

      And Fallon… I just couldn’t get him off my mind. Something wasn’t right about his abrupt departure, but I couldn’t quite wrap my head around it.

      “Psst…”

      I glanced over the veranda to the lush gardens below. A dark head of wild hair bobbed amid the greenery.

      Slade tipped his head up and dark, mischievous eyes fixed to mine. “Are you hiding from us today, kitten?”

      I took a sip of my coffee and nodded. “I am. I figured you and Knox needed a day to kiss and make up.”

      Slade smirked and rubbed at the splotch of deep purple beneath his eye. Knox looked no better. The two had gone at it when Slade and I had returned from our date, and the jealous wolf caught us making out on the front porch.

      “Come down here, I want to show you something. It’s the least you can do after ditching me again last night.” He stuck out his lower lip in an irresistible pout.

      I did feel guilty about that.

      After the incident with Knox, I’d gone back to his room. Nothing had happened, but it was the only way to calm the jealous beast. I also hadn’t done much of anything besides kiss Slade since our return to appease the insanely envious wolf. The tiniest hint of demon scent on me sent him into a craze.

      “Nothing happened with Knox,” I called out. And I wasn’t even sure why I was explaining myself to him.

      “Honestly, I’d rather not know anything about what the two of you do or don’t do in your private time.”

      Ugh, why couldn’t Knox be this understanding?

      Slade flashed me a smile, and I couldn’t say no. “Give me a sec to get dressed, and I’ll be right down.”

      “Don’t keep me waiting too long, kitten.”

      I chugged down the rest of my coffee and slipped inside my room. As I hurried to the closet, I cursed myself for not asking him where he was taking me. Did I need a bathing suit? Hiking boots? A sundress? I grabbed a cute bikini and tugged a tank top over my head before stepping into jean shorts. Couldn’t go wrong with the basics, right?

      Once I was dressed, I crept down the hallway to the spiral staircase. I even got on my tiptoes as I passed the bachelors’ side of the villa. The last thing I needed was to run into Knox. Gods, he was so infuriating. Just when I thought we were making progress, he’d do something stupid.

      I kept reminding myself that it wasn’t his fault, and it was just the situation, but I couldn’t help but wonder if I could put up with his alphahole bullshit if I chose him. And damn, I really wanted to choose him. Most of the time.

      Once I reached the entrance foyer, I gently turned the knob, my heart ratcheting up at every creak of the hinges and darted outside. Slade stood in front of the marble fountain, a smirk on his perfect lips.

      “Not bad, kitten. I thought you’d make me wait longer.” His appreciative gaze raked over me, and a swirl of heat ignited in its wake.

      “Did you bring me out here just to seduce me?” I cocked a brow as the demon bachelor stepped closer.

      “That wasn’t my original intent, but now that you mention it, it does sound lovely.” His arms encircled my waist, and his lips gently brushed mine. I sank into his touch, all the familiar sparks lighting up between us.

      Slade pulled away too soon and laced his fingers through mine. “Come on, if we start this, I’ll never want to stop and then you might miss what I found.” He tugged on my hand and led me through the thick vegetation.

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.” He weaved through the sprawling compound until the trees gave way and the crash of the waves on the beach reached my sensitive ears. He lifted his finger to his lips and slowed. “Almost there,” he whispered. I trailed after him, my sandals sinking into the warm sand.

      Along the edge of the beach, a mound of sand caught my eye. Slade bent into a crouch, and I followed his lead. Faint squeaks filled the air the closer we moved. I eyed my escort, and his lips tipped into a smile. He pointed just beyond the tiny gravel hill, to a large hole in the sand.

      As I peered over the edge, the squeaks grew louder and more insistent. I rose to my tiptoes to see over Slade’s shoulder and met a dozen baby shellings. The little pink creatures squirmed and squeaked as they tried to climb out of the hole.

      “They’re so cute,” I cooed. They reminded me of a mix between a turtle and a sea lion with big round eyes, long whiskers and fur covering a hard shell. Growing up in California, I’d seen plenty of sea turtle nests along the beach. Guess this was the Azarian version.

      “Newly hatched, see?” Slade pointed at the scattered remains of the dark blue eggshells.

      I glanced up and down the beach, searching for the mama shelling. “Where’s their mom?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe something got her. Otherwise, she’d be here helping her little ones to the sea.”

      “We need to help them then.”

      “That’s why I called you.”

      I smiled up at the handsome bachelor, and my heart melted a little as he reached into the hole and scooped out a handful of squealing shellings. When I’d first met Slade and his sex god powers, I never would’ve imagined we’d find ourselves saving baby animals weeks later.

      “Well, come on, get to work, kitten.” He ticked his head at the remaining shellings before turning toward the shore.

      I couldn’t help my eyes from trailing his broad shoulders as he cradled the little creatures in his hands. My heart let out a ragged beat. Stupid, traitorous thing.

      Shaking my head out, I reached into the hole and scooped up a big handful of shellings. Bringing them up to eyelevel, my lips split into a smile as their big eyes focused on me. “Time to get you home, little guys.”
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      Slade and I remained stretched out along the shoreline for a long time after the last shelling had made its way into the sea. The peaceful ebb and flow of the waves was mesmerizing. I didn’t want to move and break the unusual moment of calm.

      A contented sigh slid past my lips and Slade rolled onto his side, dark eyes scrutinizing. “Penny for your thoughts?”

      I snorted on a laugh. “You do not want to know what goes on in my mind.”

      His hand moved to mine, fingers weaving between my own. “I do. I want to know everything about you, kitten.” He propped his head up on his free hand, still watching me.

      “I’m angry at myself,” I huffed out. “For being so torn between you and Knox.” The confession spilled out, and the heat of embarrassment blossomed across my cheeks. But for the first time in forever, the heavy weight on my chest dissipated. A little at least. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”

      He shook his head slowly. “No, I asked, and I’m glad you were honest.”

      I was surprised how honest I’d been. I never could’ve admitted that to Knox. He would’ve ripped my head off. At least metaphorically, if not actually. I squeezed his hand and sat up. “I probably sound like the biggest bitch saying that. Here I am whining about how I can’t decide between two amazing men, and you’re being so understanding. I can’t imagine how hard this must be for you. How do you put up with me?”

      “I understand the parameters of the game, kitten. You and Knox have history, and I understand that too. I’ve never been placed in a situation like this so it’s hard to compare but given my lifestyle, I’m a bit more accustomed to sharing pleasure.” He paused, biting down on his lower lip. “But love is something different…”

      I swallowed hard, all the moisture evaporating from my mouth as he sat up and took both of my hands in his.

      “I told you before that given my nature, taking and giving pleasure was more of a necessity than a luxury. With you, it’s completely different. I’ve never felt this way for anyone. I’m falling in love with you, Aspen. I don’t know if that makes things easier or harder for you, but I wanted you to know.”

      My heart smacked against my chest, and I drew in a sharp breath.

      He pressed his finger to my lips as I searched for words. “You don’t have to say anything. I know you’re conflicted, and I’m not trying to put any pressure on you. We only have a week left, and it needed to be said. That’s all.”

      I crushed my mouth to his and climbed into his lap. I couldn’t say the words back, but I wanted him to know how much he meant to me in a language he’d understand. Straddling him, I wrapped my arms around the back of his neck. His tongue entwined with mine as heat blossomed in my core. “I want you,” I whispered against his lips.

      “Here?”

      My head bounced up and down. It had been too long since I’d been with Slade, and I needed it. I needed him. In all the turmoil of this show, he’d been steady throughout. He’d kept me distracted, entertained and horny as all hell. Bringing him back had been the smartest decision I’d made in a long time.

      “Your wish is my command, kitten.” Slade’s lips parted into a smile beneath the frenzied kisses. He reached for the button on my jean shorts as I tugged his shirt over his head.

      Before long, he was inside me, and my head was falling back as I moaned his name. Every nerve ending in my body buzzed as pleasure rippled through me.

      Slade held me for a long time after. We lay across the sand, listening to the steady crashing of rolling waves. It had been the perfect day, and it hadn’t even been planned. I lifted my head from his chest and pressed my lips to his mouth. “Thank you,” I murmured.

      “No, thank you.” A wicked grin stretched across his scruffy jaw. “I missed this. My brain has been working overtime trying to process my future.”

      Gods, I was the most selfish person ever. “I’m sorry I haven’t even asked about the dark lord stuff.”

      “You’ve had enough to worry about without focusing on my family drama.”

      “Have you decided what you’re going to do?”

      He shook his head. “I’m kind of waiting on an answer from someone else.” His dark eyes sparkled with mischief.

      Right. Everything depended on me. Ugh.

      A throat clearing sent my attention spinning down the beach. Sam, Dax’s assistant, marched toward us with an envelope in hand. Slade and I sat up, and I adjusted my bikini top to make sure the girls weren’t spilling out. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” she grumbled.

      “Been right here, Sam.” I rolled my eyes as she handed me the note.

      “It’s from Shep,” she said before whirling back toward the villa.

      The producer had been MIA since—my mind blanked for a second. When had I seen him last?

      “So what’s it say?” Slade’s question drew me back to the present.

      I ran my finger beneath the flap and scanned the squiggly penmanship.

      

      Aspen,

      Please excuse my absence. I’ve been dealing with family matters in the human world. I will meet you in Los Angeles tomorrow morning and explain everything. You and Slade will be spending the next three days with your mother. I hope you’ll enjoy the time spent at home.

      Best regards,

      Sheppard Hawke

      

      Slade’s brows arched as he read over my shoulder. “Guess it’s time to meet mommy dearest.”

      I barely suppressed the groan. Shit, how could I have forgotten about this part of the show?
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      Fallon – Three days earlier

      

      The gentle rise and fall of the waves cresting over the shoreline mirrored my measured breaths. It wasn’t meditation, but it was the best I could do to quiet my mind. There was so much unknown, so many possible scenarios. I propped my feet up on the veranda overlooking the ocean and drew in another deep breath of salty air. I still couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that the Queen of Summer Court was the one behind the attacks. Or that Fay was my mother and Garrix my grandfather.

      When I met my father, he’d warned me how ruthless the Fae could be, but I supposed I’d never fully grasped the severity. Since Garrix brought us to the human world, to this quaint bungalow in a small seaside town on the west coast of Florida, things had been quiet.

      Too quiet.

      I shouldn’t complain. I was safe, and I was finally getting to know my real mother. I should’ve been content to be alive, but after the excitement and drama of Hitched, everything felt so anticlimactic.

      I was angry too. Queen Daenaris had no right to my throne; she was just a greedy royal who longed for more power. I’d never been given anything in my life, but this, I wanted this. More than that, I was willing to fight for it.

      After Garrix dropped us off, we hadn’t received a single visitor. My grandfather had promised to return to check up on us soon, but no one knew exactly what that meant. Fay told me about him, about how powerful he was. As his descendant, didn’t that make me formidable too?

      I wanted to hone that magic, but without him I was lost. My mother refused to use her magical abilities, though she still wouldn’t tell me exactly what had happened to force her to abandon magic forever. I hoped she would eventually.

      A seagull flew by, its squawks marring the tranquility. As much as I enjoyed the seaside cottage, the island reminded me of Mystic Cove which naturally sent my thoughts to Aspen. I’d watched one episode since leaving that night. Once I discovered that her memories of me had been erased, I couldn’t bear to watch anymore.

      I wished more than anything that she knew the truth. I didn’t abandon her. I didn’t really have a choice in the matter. I vowed to find her one day and tell her everything. Maybe when I became king…

      “Hey, honey, whatcha doing out here?” Fay’s voice spun my head toward the glass sliders. She poked her head through the opening and gave me a smile.

      “Just thinking.”

      She stepped out and pulled the chair up beside my lounger. “About your father?”

      “Am I that obvious?”

      “I told you I’ve always had a nose for this sort of thing.” She paused and sucked in her lower lip. “There’s something I have to tell you.”

      My brows furrowed as I regarded her. I hadn’t known Fay long, but somehow, I knew her. “That sounds ominous…”

      “I’ve been trying to figure out the best way to tell you, but I can’t seem to find it. So I’ve decided to just go ahead and say it.”

      “Always the best bet.” I gave her a reassuring smile. “Whatever it is, it can’t be anything worse than what I’ve discovered in the past few weeks.”

      Her lips pressed into a tight line. “Before Garrix left, I convinced him to remove the spell that had erased all memories of Elrian and you.”

      My ribcage tightened, squeezing all the air from my lungs. “You remember?” I rasped out.

      She nodded, and a tear glistened down her cheek. “I can’t believe I could’ve ever forgotten.” Her lip trembled, and she choked down a sob. “I’m so ashamed. I don’t know how I could have ever been made to forget the most beautiful baby boy.”

      “It wasn’t your fault, Fay.” I squeezed her hands as a knot of emotion tightened my throat. “You of all people know how powerful magic can be.”

      Her head bounced up and down. “You were perfect, Fallon, just perfect. And though I only knew you for a few weeks, I loved you so much.” She drew in a breath and swept the tears away. “I remember confessing the truth about Elrian to Garrix, and he told me not to worry, that he’d take care of everything. He disappeared for a few days and when he returned—” She choked back another sob. “He took you from me. Only I never even knew you were gone. He erased everything.”

      Anger coursed through my veins. Why had I been torn away from my mother’s arms? I couldn’t help but wonder how different my life would’ve been if I’d been raised by her instead of a stranger.

      “And Elrian, I never saw him after I’d told him about you.”

      “You told him?”

      She nodded quickly. “The night we were together was incredible, Fallon. I may not have known him, but he was so kind and caring. He was nothing like the man I’ve heard tales of today. And when I told him about you, he wasn’t angry. He was scared. He was terrified for your safety and my own. The king was a very different man back then, and I only wish you would’ve known him as I had.”

      “Too late now,” I muttered. I didn’t want to be bitter, but I couldn’t help it. I’d been lied to my whole life, and now that I finally knew the truth I was forced to remain in hiding.

      “I have faith in Elrian, Fallon. He’ll make this right, somehow.”

      “I hope you’re right, Fay.”

      She chewed on her lower lip until it was swollen before lifting her gaze to mine. “Do you think you could call me mom? I mean, whenever you feel comfortable of course.”

      Amidst all the news, my heart swelled, and the hint of a smile curled my lips. “Of course, I’d love that, Mom.” I tested it out and though it felt strange on my tongue, I liked the sound of it.

      “I’m glad to see you two getting along.” A deep voice sent my heart leaping up my throat.

      I whirled around to meet my father’s icy gaze. Speak of the devil. “What are you doing here?”

      “Can’t a father come to see his son?” Those lilac irises sparkled, and it was like staring into a mirror.

      “A son you never cared too much for before.”

      “Perhaps seeing you in danger has changed things.” He shrugged and strolled onto the balcony. I’d never seen the great royal in such casual attire. He’d given up his royal vestiges for a t-shirt and jeans. No crown. No rings. No medals dangling from his fancy suit.

      I scoffed and sat back in my chair. Glancing at my mother from the corner of my eye, I caught the light flush across her cheeks. She was actually still flustered by him. After all the lies…

      “I’m here, aren’t I? In this gods’ forsaken town in the human world. Doesn’t that count for something?”

      “I suppose it depends on what you’ve come for.”

      He huffed out a breath and sank into the chair beside my mother. It was a very unkingly move, one I’d never seen the uptight royal perform. “I’ve simply come to spend some time with you both.”

      I blew out another puff of air.

      “Believe it or not Fallon, it’s the truth.”

      There was something in his tone, in the weary set of his shoulders that made me believe him. Or maybe I was just stupid and wanted to believe his words.

      Fay popped up from the chair, breaking through the stupor that had befallen her since my father’s arrival. Now that she remembered everything, could she actually still care for him? “I’ll make dinner then, if you’re staying?” She cast a shy glance in his direction.

      “Yes, that would be lovely, Fay. I remember what a great chef you are.”

      Her cheeks reddened, and I barely contained a groan. “I’ll get to work then.”

      As soon as she was gone, I spun on my father. “For some unknown reason, Fay actually cares about you so please don’t toy with her.”

      “I wouldn’t.” He stared out into the ocean, his light brows knitted. “I never meant to hurt either of you. I did what I thought was best to protect you. Both of you.”

      “Did you even care about her at all? Or was it all about Kimmie-Jayne, your old love from the first season of Hitched?”

      He exhaled a long breath, then remained silent for an impossibly long moment. I was certain he wouldn’t answer, but his jaw began to work. “At first, it was her looks that drew me to her. As I’m sure you’ve noticed, she’s Kimmie-Jayne’s spitting image. The night you were conceived, there wasn’t much more than physical attraction.” He shrugged. “It wasn’t only on my part, Fallon. I doubt it was love at first sight for her either.”

      Ugh. The last thing I needed was to hear about their one-night stand.

      “After that night, we kept in touch here and there, and I got to know her better. Fay is a lovely person. We saw each other a few times, and when she told me she was pregnant I was equal parts thrilled and terrified. I was worried for your safety at a rather precarious time in my rule. Your grandfather had recently been murdered, and my ascension to the throne was tumultuous. I feared what would happen if the truth of your birth were known. So I did the only thing I thought I could.”

      “And do you regret it now?” The question sprang free before I could stop it. The words of a sad little boy who wanted a real father.

      His eyes locked on mine, and an icy chill skittered up my spine. “Not one bit.”

      My heart sank, and my eyes burned, but I refused to let a single tear spill over.

      “Because you are alive.” Elrian’s hands clamped down on my shoulders, and that frosty gaze lanced into me. “You are alive and when the time is right, I will announce you as my heir.”

      All the air whooshed from my lungs, and an odd, strangled sound erupted from my lips.

      “You are my future, Fallon, and I swear to you, I won’t keep you hidden for much longer. You will be the next ruler of Winter Court, and you’ll be twice the man I ever was. I’m proud of how far you’ve come and what you’ve endured. It is exactly those things that will make you a great king.”

      I stared, mouth agape, at the enigmatic man in front of me. I’d never in a million years expected this.

      “There’s one more thing. Before I continue blathering on, I want to ask you something that I wish my father had asked me. Do you want the throne?”

      My head bobbed up and down before I could stop it. I knew virtually nothing about the Fae, nothing of ruling a kingdom, but deep down in my soul I wanted it. “Yes,” I blurted.

      “Then I will teach you everything you need to know.”
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      I barely managed to land on my feet as the portal spat me out on the corner of Topanga. Somehow Slade was there, his strong arms steadying me. The suffocating heat of suburbia slammed into me, and I let out a groan. Ugh. The Valley. The squat beige houses and endless monotony had me itching to return to Mystic Cove.

      I focused on the house across the street, and my stomach churned. When I’d left the small tawny house a few months ago, I’d sworn I wouldn’t return. Not for a long time anyway.

      Slade’s fingers weaved through mine and squeezed.

      The sweet gesture eased some of the turmoil, and I turned to face him. “Well, this is it.” I pointed at the house I’d spent the worst months of my life in. After Kole had rejected me, and I’d run home from Moon Valley. It wasn’t my childhood home, no, this was about a hundred times better than that shithole. Mom had inherited this place from her last boyfriend. He’d skipped town and left the house to her in a shocking twist of events. It was actually paid off, so Mom was sitting pretty for the first time in her life. I kept waiting for Dirtbag #4 to show up and kick her out, but he never did. Fingers crossed.

      “I can’t wait to meet your mom,” he said, pulling me from my dark thoughts.

      “Don’t get too excited. She’s nothing like yours.”

      He chuckled and drew me into his side. “I’m sure she must have some redeeming qualities. How else would you have turned out so well?”

      I snorted on a laugh. “That’s funny, Slade, very funny.” I eyed the house unable to force my feet to move. Nothing but bad memories lingered inside those walls.

      “Not that I mind a little hot air, but if you plan on staying outside much longer, I’d like to change into something less stifling.” I glanced up at my demon bachelor and smiled. I’d been so preoccupied with my own family shit I didn’t even notice he’d dressed up for the occasion. His gray button-down shirt was perfectly pressed and tucked into dark slacks. Matching black dress shoes and a belt with a silver buckle completed the look. He’d even slicked back his wild mane, revealing those darting onyx irises.

      “You look great, by the way.”

      “Only the best for you, kitten.” He smirked. Then he cupped my cheeks and dropped a chaste kiss on my lips. “Whatever is in that house that’s upsetting you won’t be as bad today because I’ll be by your side the whole time. Okay?”

      Hot tears pricked at the corner of my eyes, and I blinked quickly to keep them from spilling over. “My mom and I don’t have the best relationship. The last time I stayed here was after my breakup and being here just brings back all the memories.”

      “I get it, but just remember you’re not the same woman that left all those months ago.”

      I nodded slowly. Slade was right. I wasn’t the same broken girl that ran from Azar with my tail between my legs. I was stronger now, so much stronger. And I’d shifted. There hadn’t been anything wrong with me. It was Kole’s vengeful father who’d fucked up my life. I tightened my hold on Slade’s hand and tugged him across the street. “I’m ready.”

      Lifting my knuckle to the worn wooden door, I heaved in a breath. I could do this. Before I made contact, the door swung open. Mom filled the doorway, a huge smile plastered across her face. Her blonde hair was teased to twice its normal size, and a thick layer of makeup was caked on her skin. From fake eyelashes to red lipstick, she’d gone all out. “Oh, Aspen, baby, I’m so happy you’re home!” She tugged me into her chest, smushing me up against her fake boobs. I breathed in a lungful of way too much perfume and nearly gagged.

      “Um, good to see you too, Mom.” I squirmed out of her arms and took a giant step back. We were not huggers.

      Her eyes focused on Slade, and her jaw unhinged. For a second, I thought she’d unlock her mandible all the way and devour him like one of those man-eating snakes. “Oh my, you are even more handsome in person. It’s Slade, right?”

      He extended a hand, but she ignored it, pulling him into her obnoxiously perky breasts which were in full view in the low cut, skintight ruby dress. “Nice to meet you,” he mumbled as she squeezed him.

      I reached for his arm and tugged him back to my side, freeing him from her steel grip. “Mom, Slade and Slade, this my mother, Phoebe De Grasse.”

      “It’s a pleasure.”

      “Oh, honey, the pleasure is all mine, trust me.” She weaved her arm through Slade’s and yanked him forward.

      “Mom…” I gritted out. She didn’t even bother to look at me as she dragged him inside.

      “I’m giving him a tour of the house, baby.” She scampered down the hallway, and I groaned. Who knew what my old bedroom had been turned into?

      The scent of fresh flowers made my nose twitch, drawing me from my annoyance to the bouquets strategically positioned around the dingy house. One in the entrance foyer, another on the dining room table and a third in the small living room. The bright arrangements distracted from the peeling wallpaper and musty odor that typically filled the home.

      At least she’d spent as much time dressing up the house as she did herself. I could only imagine what the professional hair and makeup had cost. I turned the corner, stepped down into the living room, and met a pair of familiar slate eyes.

      “Shep?”

      “Hello, Aspen. It’s nice to you.” He stood, dark shadows lining his eyes. He looked slimmer somehow, older even.

      My thoughts swirled back to the last time I’d seen him. It had been in Maginaria with Fallon, but somehow, I couldn’t quite pinpoint the details.

      “Where have you been?” I asked.

      “I had some urgent matters to attend to at home. I apologize for my absence.”

      Apologize? I was sure my jaw was about to hit the floor. I didn’t think I’d ever heard him say sorry for anything.

      “Okay… And why are you here now?”

      “I just wanted to check in. I was in Los Angeles going over the production side of things. The show is doing phenomenally well, by the way.”

      “Great,” I murmured.

      “Your mother is delightful.”

      I bet. I clenched my teeth. She was probably all over him too when he first walked in. “I’m glad you two hit it off.” Wrapping my arms across my middle, I eyed the producer. Something about this whole thing felt wrong. “Have you heard anything from Fallon?”

      His face blanked for a second before recognition seeped in. “I haven’t actually. I don’t keep track of the bachelors once they’ve left the show.”

      I dipped my head, trying to remember the last few days I spent with the Fae. Though I knew he wasn’t the one, I still missed him sometimes and wondered how he was doing. Had he ever figured out who was after him and why? I resolved to reach out once the show was over. Deacon must’ve known how to get in touch.

      Mom’s chatter reached my ears a second before she and Slade appeared around the corner. My demon bachelor wore a pleasant smile as she went on and on. I had to save him. I reached for his hand and tore him away from my mother. “Come on, you must need a drink. I know I do.”

      “Aspen, it’s not even noon yet.”

      “Since when did that matter to you, Mom?”

      Her lips puckered, and she tittered nervously before turning to Shep. “Is there anything I can get you, Sheppard?”

      “Yes, I’ll take a bourbon on the rocks if you have it.”

      “Of course.” She ticked her head at me. “Can you get that, baby?”

      “Sure.” I pressed my lips into a tight smile and pulled Slade with me into the kitchen. Poor guy must’ve felt like a chew toy after all the back and forth. As soon as the swinging door closed behind us, I let out a frustrated breath. “I’m so sorry about her.”

      He shrugged and wrapped his arms around my waist. “She’s fine. Just seems excited about all of this.”

      “Excited? I thought I was going to have to pry her hands off you with the jaws of life. I can’t imagine what she’d be like if you used your powers on her.” Now that was a nauseating thought. “Oh gods, you haven’t, right?”

      “Of course not.” Slade chuckled again and drew me into his chest. “Relax, Aspen. Compared to demon dark lords, your mom is nothing I can’t handle.”

      I leaned my forehead against his and drew in a breath. “Thank you. You were right. Having you here does make it all better.”

      “That’s what I’m here for.” He rewarded me with a heart-stopping smile, and I pressed my mouth to his. I was so tempted to drag him into my old bedroom and escape into a lusty haze, but I couldn’t, not with my mom and Shep right outside.

      “So why do you think the director’s here by the way?” I asked. “It’s kind of weird, right?”

      “It is. I wonder if he’s going to be joining us for dinner.”

      “Dinner?” I cocked a brow.

      “Yeah, your mom said she slaved in the kitchen all day making your favorite meal.”

      I almost choked on my spit. “My mom? Cook? Ha!” She’d never made a meal you couldn’t pop in the microwave my entire life. “I doubt she even knows what my favorite food is.”

      “What is it by the way?”

      I chewed on my lower lip and considered. I wasn’t even sure I had one. My taste in food, like my taste in men was fleeting. One day it was sushi, then pizza, then fried chicken. I was all over the place.

      “Is it weird that I don’t have one?” I finally mumbled.

      “No, not really. Maybe you need to explore more options before committing to one.”

      Yes, that definitely had to be it. I kissed Slade again, digging my hands into his hair and mussing it up so it was back to its wild and sexy ways. “Have I ever told you how happy I am that you’re here? Not just here in my house, but that you decided to come back to the show?”

      His lips slid into an easy smile.

      “Bringing you back was the smartest decision I’ve ever made, especially when it comes to men.”

      He laughed. “I’m just happy it worked out for both of us.”

      “Aspen, are you getting the drinks or what?” Mom’s voice seeped through the flimsy walls.

      “Coming!” I shouted. I bent down and rifled through the liquor cabinet. I might be hitting that bourbon myself.  Grabbing the bottle, I straightened and propped it on the counter. Slade was already searching the cabinets for glasses.

      Gods, he was almost perfect. If it wasn’t for the whole feeding on sexual pleasure thing.

      “Slade?”

      He whirled around with two tumblers in each hand. “Yes?”

      “If we were together, just you and me, how would you feed? Would you still have to consume the sexual pleasure of others or would ours be enough?”

      A wicked smile parted his lips, and he leaned in closer. “Oh, kitten, ours would be more than enough.” He pressed his body flush against mine, and his arousal confirmed his words.

      Relief swirled in my chest, which was highly hypocritical. Here I was unable to choose between two men, but the idea of sharing Slade with anyone else even if it was just for feeding had my hackles raised and my wolf on edge. “Good,” I mumbled against his lips.

      “Aspen!” My mom’s voice pried my mouth from Slade’s.

      “Coming!” I shouted as I reached for the bottle.

      Slade filled the glasses with ice, and I gave myself a healthy pour after topping off the others. It was going to be a long three days.
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      A few drinks later, and I was feeling better already. Also, I was ready to jump Slade. The mixture of the alcohol and how well he was handling my mom had the warm and fuzzies dipping low in my belly.

      I turned to the producer and shot him a smile. “So when are you leaving, Shep?”

      “Aspen, don’t be so rude.” Ignoring my mom who’d never taught me a single thing about being polite, I pressed on.

      “I was just curious because technically this is supposed to be a family visit, right?”

      He nodded and took a big gulp of his drink. “You’re right, Aspen. Perhaps, I have outstayed my welcome.”

      “No, no, no,” my mom cried. “I won’t hear it. You must stay for dinner.”

      “The dinner you slaved over?” I hiccupped, and a giggle slid through my loose lips. Maybe I shouldn’t have had that last glass of straight bourbon.

      Mom shot me a scathing glare. “Yes, Aspen. I made your favorite, pot roast and roasted vegetables.”

      I may not have been sure what my favorite food was, but I was damned certain it wasn’t that. My face must’ve said as much because my mom’s cheeks burned a crimson only a shade lighter than her lipstick.

      “I would go but—” Shep’s words were cut off by the doorbell.

      Mom’s head cocked in my direction. “I thought the other bachelor wasn’t coming for a few more days.”

      “He’s not.” As if today wasn’t hellish enough, the idea of Knox here too would’ve been the ultimate nightmare. The two males under one roof with my mom? A total shit show. I rose and teetered on my strappy wedges. Damned bourbon.

      “Why don’t I get it?” Slade shot up and wrapped his steadying hand around my arm.

      “Why don’t we both get it?” I batted my eyelids at my smoking hot bachelor. I couldn’t wait for us to be alone already. I needed an escape that only the sexy incubus could provide.

      Slade led me to the door, his arm wrapped firmly around my waist. I stood on my tiptoes and peered through the peephole, but layers of grime and dirt obscured my view. With a huff, I twisted the knob and jerked the door open.

      A pair of weary green eyes peered up at me through a mess of shaggy brown hair.

      “Dad?” I blurted.

      F.M.L.

      As if this weekend could possibly get any worse…
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            ANOTHER BRIBE AND A TREEHOUSE

          

        

      

    

    
      I left my dad at the door and raced back to the living room. “This is why you stayed?” I yelled at Shep. “You wanted to make sure you were here for every last bit of drama? So you could ensure my shitty life was broadcasted on live television and everyone in Azar could see why I came out so fucked up?”

      Sheppard’s eyes bugged out, mouth gaping, and a tiny hint of satisfaction slithered through the anger. “I—I…”

      Slade moved beside me and slid his arm around my waist. “Relax, kitten. This is exactly what he wants, to see you riled up.”

      “Well, he’s about to get his fucking wish.”

      My deadbeat dad trudged into the living room, his dark hair greasy and unkempt. Harlan Devereaux of the great Blacksnout pack. His pants were a size too big, he had a coffee stain on his shirt and he reeked of whiskey. No wonder Kole’s father wanted his alpha heir to have nothing to do with me. He dipped his head at my mom, and a smarmy smile flashed across his thin lips. “So nice to see you, Phoebe. You’re looking gorgeous as usual.”

      Mom preened like a mother freakin’ peacock.

      Ugh. I was going to be sick.  “Well, now that this lovely family reunion is over, I think I’m going to find a hotel.”

      “No, baby, you can’t.” Phoebe stuck out her lower lip. “We haven’t even eaten the delicious meal I prepared.”

      Oh right, the pot roast. My stomach revolted at the thought.

      Sheppard rose and regarded me with those cold slate eyes. “The family visits are an important part of the show, Aspen. It’s in your contract.”

      I leapt for the producer, but somehow Slade’s arm clamped around my waist before I dug my nails into his eyes. I was going to kill him. Slade’s warmth seeped into my back, and a wave of lusty sensations crawled over me. I clenched my thighs and gritted my teeth to keep from moaning.

      “Behave, kitten, or I’ll hit you with a stronger blast,” he whispered, his breath tickling the shell of my ear and inciting another wave of fire to streak down my core. “Don’t let him get to you.”

      “I can’t help it,” I gritted out. “And stop it with your powers, or I’m going to jump you in the middle of the living room.”

      “Now that would be something I’d like to see.” A wicked grin curled his lips, and the fury waned. Okay, so he was pretty good at distracting me.

      “Harlan, would you like a drink?” Mom’s voice drew me away from my sexy bachelor to the freak show in my living room.

      “I sure would,” he singsonged.

      “Don’t you think you’ve had enough already?” I hissed. “It’s just past noon.”

      He shrugged and folded onto the couch beside Shep. The producer’s nose twitched, but he didn’t scoot further away as I would have.

      “How about a coke?” I offered.

      “With rum?” His pale green eyes sparkled with amusement.

      “I’ll get it.” Mom stood, and Shep’s eyes trailed her curvy form. She had to have been wearing spanks under there. My mom was in great shape, but there was no way she was that flawless.

      I whirled on the producer, a wave of disgust churning my gut. “Aren’t you married? Keep your eyes to yourself. And if I have to deal with my family that’s one thing, but there was nothing in the contract about you having to be here to watch.” Or at least I didn’t think so. I’d never gotten around to reading that damned thing.

      “What’s wrong with me wanting to spend some time with my newest star?” He shot me a slimy grin.

      “What is going on with you?” I barked. Shep was acting weird even for the conniving producer.

      My father cleared his throat and patted a thick bulge in his jacket pocket. “He just wants to make sure I stick around for the full episode, so he gets his money’s worth.”

      Shep let out a frustrated sigh and sat back on the couch. “We’ll have to cut that from the final footage.”

      “Damn, Shep, it’s all about bribery for you, isn’t it? Did anyone agree to come on this effing show just for fun?” A swirl of nausea raced its way up my throat at thoughts of the money he’d offered Knox to compete in the show. Discovering that fact had almost torn us apart. A hint of doubt tiptoed across my mind. Had Knox really refused the money?

      I glanced over at Slade and pressed my lips together. There was no need to let my demon bachelor in on the big secret. Maybe one day I’d tell him about Knox, but that wasn’t today.

      “Sometimes you’re forced to do things you don’t like, Aspen. You should have learned that by now.”

      “I didn’t think any of this would have the slightest effect on your tiny little conscience.”

      “Aspen…” Harlan muttered.

      “Excuse me?” I cried. “Did you really just try to parent me? After two decades of not giving a shit?”

      Mom walked in with a coke in her hand that smelled suspiciously like rum, and bright red tinged my sight. Jerking Slade’s arm, I tugged him out of the living room and straight for the door.

      “Where are you going, baby?” Mom’s voice echoed behind me, but I slammed the door, cutting it off.

      The moment the dry, hot air filled my nostrils, I could actually breathe. My shoulders sagged, and I marched to the end of the front walkway before slumping down on the scalding sidewalk. Hot tears pricked my eyes, and I thanked the gods Barney had used water-proof mascara before my departure.

      Slade folded down beside me and tucked me into his side. He didn’t say anything for a long moment, just held me.

      “I’m sorry you had to see that,” I finally muttered.

      “Aspen, I told you before, there’s nothing for you to apologize for.”

      “Gods, you must think I’m such a mess.” I ran my hand through my hair, tugging at the ends.

      “I do, but I love you anyway.” He smirked, and my heart just about melted.

      “How could you love me?” How could anyone? The words were out before I could stop them. Between my parents and Kole, I’d obviously been fucked up pretty good.

      Slade’s big hands framed my face, and those dark, bottomless orbs seared into mine. “Because despite everything, you’ve survived, Aspen. You’re beautiful, brave and fearless. You don’t care what others think but you do care. Sure, you’re a little fucked up, but aren’t we all?”

      A weak chuckle tumbled out. “Have I told you how glad I am that you’re here with me?”

      “You have, but it wouldn’t hurt to say it again. Especially since I just told you I loved you, and you’ve skirted the matter altogether.” He winked, a teasing grin on his perfect lips.

      “I’m just torn—”

      He pressed his finger to my mouth. “I said it before, and I meant it. I’m not trying to pressure you. You can’t blame a guy for trying though, right?”

      I shook my head. “Of course not.” A part of me didn’t think you could truly love two men, not the right way anyway. So I vowed I wouldn’t say those three little words until I’d made up my mind and chosen the one.

      I glanced over Slade’s shoulder, and the old treehouse next door caught my eye. A glimmer of excitement tugged at my insides. “Come on, I want to show you something.” I wrapped my hand around Slade’s and pulled him to his feet. He was still wearing the nice button down and slacks. I hoped he wouldn’t mind getting a little dusty.

      I pulled him down the dirt pathway between the hedges until we reached the break in the overgrown bushes. Through the opening, the rickety old treehouse came to view. Before I’d moved to Moon Valley, when I’d lived in this house my sophomore year of high school that little treehouse had been my escape.

      “Are you up for a climb?” I ticked my head at the sprawling branches.

      “I’m up for anything.” Slade shot me a smile, and the yawning pit that had opened up when I’d arrived didn’t feel quite so empty.

      We raced across the yard, my heart hammering against my ribs. Before I’d left for Hitched, Mrs. Henderson still lived next door. Hopefully that hadn’t changed. The last thing I needed was to have the cops show up and arrest us for trespassing.

      I reached the massive oak and found the ladder still leaning up against the old trunk. According to Mrs. Henderson, her husband and kids had built this treehouse years ago. They were all grown now and scattered around the country. She’d always said she loved that at least I still got some use out of it.

      Carefully, I climbed the ladder, placing one foot on each rung and testing it out before putting all my weight.

      “Maybe I should go first,” said Slade.

      “Nah, I got this. Plus if it holds my weight, it might hold yours.” For a second, I was sixteen again. Before Kole, before I knew I was a broken wolf, before the realization of what a shitty family I had had really sunken in.

      “Be careful,” Slade called out. “If it collapses try to fall toward me.”

      I laughed and gingerly placed my foot on the old wooden planks when I reached the top. Somehow, I knew Slade would always catch me. Shockingly, the shabby worn floor held. I peered through the branches down at a weary-eyed Slade. “It’s good!”

      He was crouching beside me a few seconds later, the roof of the old treehouse built for five-year-olds, not full-sized adults. Still, there was something magical about it. A wobbly stool stood in the corner, crafted from the same wood as the tree, and an old bin with a smattering of dirt-covered kids’ toys was stretched along the far side. Dried leaves and twigs crackled underfoot as I explored my old hideout.

      “Well, this place is pretty cool.” Slade crossed his long legs and sat in the center of the small space.

      “I used to come here when I was in high school,” I admitted.

      “I could totally see that.”

      “I lost my virginity right here.” I pointed at the spot where he sat, and heat blossomed over my cheeks. I wasn’t even sure why I’d admitted it. Maybe I was still tipsy.

      “I could see that too.” He tossed me a teasing grin.

      Climbing into his lap, I leaned into his chest and stared up at the hole in the roof. Soft rays of sunlight seeped through the thick canopy of leaves. He held me tight against his chest, and I let out a contented sigh.

      “I like this place,” he said and brushed his lips over my cheek.

      “I like it even better with you here.” I twisted around so that his lips met mine. His kisses were soft and gentle, then began to burn more brightly. Much like the demon himself. Fire began to build in my core, and I flipped around so that I straddled him. “Will you make love to me, Slade?” I snagged my lower lip between my teeth as soon as the words were out. It was stupid… but I was fairly certain I’d only ever been screwed.

      No, I tossed the dismal thought aside as my green-eyed bachelor swam to the surface. Deacon had loved me, had wanted to make love to me from the first time. I was the one that was scared of the intimacy.

      Maybe Slade was right, and I had come a long way.

      “Nothing would make me happier.” Slade’s soft words made my heart soar. His mouth found mine, and he whispered, “I love you, Aspen.” And just like that I was ready.
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        * * *

      

      We walked back to Mom’s house with the moon hung high in the night sky, and unlike when we’d arrived this morning, the boulder-sized dread had dissipated. Slade kissed the top of my head, and a beaming smile parted my lips. Our double session of love-making hadn’t been that much different from the first time in his car. Did that mean Slade loved me even back then? Or was I overanalyzing this whole making love thing?

      The time with Knox had been incredible… And he claimed to love me too. Maybe I was the one screwing everything up.

      Tossing the thoughts aside, I focused on the handsome bachelor beside me. The buttons of his fancy shirt were undone, and a fine layer of dirt coated the back of his pants, but he didn’t seem to mind.

      I pulled him to a stop when we reached the front door. “I’m not going to thank you again, because I think I’ve made that part clear. But, I want you to know that what I feel for you is something big, like really huge. It’s more than I ever expected to feel with a man. You put me at ease, make me feel safe, and obviously make my toes curl with your sex god powers.”

      He chuckled, his dark eyes alive beneath the moonlight.

      “But I can’t say those three little words until I can say them to only one of you. Does that make sense?”

      Slade nodded. “I know this must be difficult for you, so yes, I understand. And you’re right, I don’t think you can truly be in love with two people at the same time, but then again, I’m certainly no expert on love.”

      “Just sex.”

      He smirked. “Exactly.”

      I pulled the door open and tiptoed into the foyer, hoping everyone had magically disappeared. Instead, I found Harlan passed out on the couch with an empty bottle of rum on the coffee table. His snores filled the shabby room.

      “Guess we missed dinner.” Damn.

      Slade’s nostrils flared, and he took a step away from me toward the hallway that led back to the bedrooms. I followed his movements, and a faint sound reached my ears.

      “What is that?” I whispered. I stepped down the dim corridor with Slade on my heels.

      “Um, Aspen, I don’t think you should—”

      A moan echoed across the dark passageway, and I quickened my steps. My mom’s bedroom door was ajar, and more groans spilled through the crack. My lungs seized as my hand closed over the knob.

      “Aspen, don’t…” Slade’s words came too late.

      I whipped the door open, and my jaw nearly unhinged.

      Shep’s back was to me, his pants around his ankles, white ass clenched, and Phoebe was on her knees.
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            IMAGES YOU’D LIKE TO ERASE FROM YOUR MIND

          

        

      

    

    
      “What the fuck?” I shrieked. Shep spun around, flashing me his junk and I barely got my hand up in time to shield my eyes. “Gods dammit, Shep! Pull your pants up. This is so disgusting.” My eyes darted to my mom and nausea clawed up my throat. “How could you?” I hissed.

      “Aspen, baby, I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened…” She rose, dusting off her knees.

      At least the producer had the decency to keep his eyes cast down to the floor as he yanked his pants up.

      “Aren’t you married?” I growled.

      Slade stood beside me, his quiet presence the only thing keeping me from completely losing my shit.

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but we’re currently separated. That’s why I’ve been here in the human world for the past few days. We were sorting out…” His words trailed off. “It doesn’t matter. Anyway, I’m sorry you had to see that, but we are two consenting adults, and we didn’t do anything that you haven’t done with multiple bachelors—”

      The crunch of bone resonated across the room before I could process what happened. One second Slade was standing quietly beside me and the next his fist slammed into the producer’s face.

      Sheppard let out a curse and cupped his nose as blood gushed between his fingers. “Are you out of your mind, demon?” he spat.

      “You can’t talk to her like that.” Fury blazed across Slade’s onyx irises, a glare so deadly I was damned sure I’d be shaking if it had been aimed in my direction. “Get out of here. I’m fairly certain it’s safe to say you’ve outstayed your welcome.”

      “Do you have any idea how quickly I could have you expelled from the show?” the producer snarled.

      Slade grunted. “I dare you to try. I hear I’m the fan favorite. Not to mention I doubt you’d like to incur my grandsire, Lucifer’s wrath, not after what happened last time.”

      Sheppard didn’t speak for a long minute, his thin lips twisted. “This isn’t your house, anyway, Slade. You have no say in the matter.” Dark splotches were already starting to form beneath his eyes. He was going to have a pair of shiners, and I couldn’t keep from smiling.

      “No, it isn’t, but it is mine.” I turned to my mom then hitched a thumb at the smarmy producer. “Your choice, Mom, either he goes or I do.”

      “Why does it have to be like this, baby? We were all having such a nice time, and Sheppard said he’s working on a new project he thinks I’d be perfect for.”

      And just like that the pieces of the puzzle all fit together.

      “You’re trash, Sheppard Hawke,” I hissed. “Is that what you do? Get women to sleep with you in hopes of catching their big break? No wonder you’re on your second failed marriage.”

      He shrugged, his slate eyes vacant. “You have no idea what I’ve been through Aspen. You think it’s easy to be who I am? To put on season after season of this show? It takes a toll, trust me. You have no right to judge. Not when you took this job for the payout just like your father, and just like Knox.”

      Slade’s head whipped toward me, his curious gaze burning a hole into the side of my face. Bastard. Of course, Sheppard had to have the last word just to fuck things up with the one good thing in my life.

      “Just so we’re clear all of this will be cut from the show, correct?” I barked.

      He snorted. “Of course.” The producer plodded toward the door, his shoulders slumping.

      Good riddance. If I never had to see the man again, I’d be the happiest person alive. A thick silence pervaded the room long after the front door slammed shut.

      Finally, Mom made a move toward me. I threw my hand out, stopping her. “Don’t.”

      “Aspen, I just want to explain.”

      “What’s there to explain? You gave the effing producer of my show a blow job. He’s practically my boss! How could you do something like that? And in front of a guy that I really care about?”

      Her eyes darted to Slade’s then back to mine. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. Seeing your father was harder than I thought—”

      “I don’t care,” I cut her off. Then I ticked my head at Slade and motioned toward the door. “We’ll be at the motel around the corner for the rest of our stay unless I can figure out a way to conjure up a portal out of here myself.”

      Grabbing Slade’s hand, I hauled him down the corridor with my mom racing behind us.

      “Please don’t go, baby.”

      I turned the corner and ran into a bleary-eyed Harlan. He rubbed his eyes, and a yawn escaped, flooding the air between us in a thick layer of rum.

      “Out of the way,” I barked.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Out of here.” I barreled by him.

      “But we never got a chance to catch up.”

      I shot him a glare over my shoulder. “Talk to Mom, she’ll tell you everything you need to know.”
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        * * *

      

      I slumped down onto the dingy floral bedspread, already regretting the decision to stay at this ratty motel. Moisture tinged the air, the damp, earthy smell making my nose twitch. We didn’t exactly have a car, so my choices had been limited. And at that moment, all I cared about was getting the hell away from everyone. If I was being honest, I even had the urge to leave Slade behind. Not that he’d done anything to deserve it, but I couldn’t stand the look of pity in his eyes.

      More than that, I was anxious for the question that would come next. About Knox. I could practically feel it on the tip of his tongue as he watched me from across the small dark room. I hadn’t said a word to him since the mad dash from home.

      I hadn’t even thanked him for clocking Shep. And damn, I’d enjoyed that. I huffed out a breath and lifted my gaze to find his. Maybe it was time to tell Slade the whole ugly truth.

      “You okay?” he asked when our eyes met.

      “I don’t think I’ll ever get the visual of Shep and my mom out of my mind. I just want to gouge my eyes out.”

      A faint chuckle shook his shoulders.

      “Thanks for defending my honor by the way.” The corner of my lip quirked. “I actually haven’t done that with many of the guys—” I snapped my mouth shut before I said something stupid.

      He raised his hands, lips puckering. “Like I said before, I do not need to know.”

      “No, but there is something I should probably tell you. It’s only fair for you to know the truth.”

      Slade slid to the edge of the chair and braced his hands on his knees. “Let’s hear it.”

      “You know how Shep mentioned Knox and the payout thing?”

      He nodded.

      “Knox and I knew each other, from before. Remember I told you how I was rejected by my mate?”

      Another slow nod.

      “He’s Knox’s twin.”

      Slade’s jaw dropped, his eyes going cartoon character wide. “You’re fucking kidding me.”

      “Nope. So when the showrunners found him, they paid him to be on Hitched. He refused at first, but I guess the money was too good to pass up. You know the producers have to have their drama.”

      He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “So why is Knox still on the show?”

      “I didn’t understand why he was here at first. He lied about it obviously. Gave me some bullshit excuse about making sure I behaved so I wouldn’t embarrass his brother, the alpha heir.” I blew out a breath as all my irritation with Knox flooded to the surface. “I only just found out the truth about the bribe when I went to Moon Valley.”

      “You still didn’t answer why you kept Knox on the show for so long.”

      I dug my fingers into the sheets and loosed another breath. It was confession time. “I had this grand plan to seduce him and fuck with his head and Kole’s, my ex.” I shrugged. “I guess I wasn’t much better than they were in the end.”

      He slowly shook his head. “That’s not true. I’m sure they deserved it for whatever they did to you.”

      The corners of my vision darkened as images of Kole fucking that girl bubbled to the forefront of my mind. I’d never get that picture out of my mind either.

      “You must think I’m crazy for letting Knox win me over after everything he and his brother put me through. I’m not even sure how it happened, but in the end, Knox wasn’t the villain in the story.” I shook my head. Sometimes I was certain I was certifiable.

      He slowly rose and folded down beside me. “I may not understand it, but that doesn’t mean I think you’re crazy for it. Love makes us do unbelievable things.” He wrapped his arm around my shoulders and pulled me into his side. I fit perfectly in the little warm nook. “Like kill dark lords of the Underworld,” he whispered into my ear.

      A chill skirted up my spine. Slade had murdered that monster for hurting me. I lifted my gaze to meet a smoldering pair of dark orbs. “Thank you, not just for killing that demon douche but for standing up for me today, and for being there for me from the beginning.”

      “I live to serve, my queen.” His lips curled into a smirk.

      My heart thundered out a manic beat, and I had to keep those three little words from tumbling out. Because in that moment, I was sure I loved Slade. But I promised I wouldn’t say it until I was certain, and I couldn’t deny that despite everything Knox had put me through he still held half of my heart.

      So instead, I crawled into his lap and did what we did best. “It’s time for you to be worshipped." I pushed him back on the mattress and slid down between his legs. His dark eyes burned as I unbuttoned his jeans and slid them down his hips.

      “Aspen, you don’t have to…”

      I shook my head as my hand came around his hard length. “I want to. I want to show you how much you mean to me the only way I can right now.” I took him in my mouth, and he groaned, the sexy sound unraveling heat in my core.
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      I must have nodded off after the mind-blowing sex because a faint knock at the door sent me jolting out of bed. Slade lay beside me, sprawled out in all his glory. He more than reciprocated my earlier attempt at worshipping him. I didn’t think he could wring out another orgasm, but he did, over and over again.

      Another knock drew my attention to the door. The hair on the back of my neck rose, and a familiar pungent scent reached my nostrils.

      Slade let out a grumble, his eyelids fluttering. “You want me to see who it is?”

      I had a sinking feeling I already knew. “Nah, I’ll get it. You earned your rest.” He grinned, the smile remaining on his handsome face after his lids slid closed. “I’m coming,” I called out. Then I grabbed my clothes from the floor and hastily threw them on.

      The closer I got to the door, the more my senses prickled. Now that my wolf had emerged, my lupine senses were growing more acute. I whipped the door open, and the rusty hinges squealed in protest.

      My father stood beneath the overhang, a broken streetlamp highlighting his drawn face. I clamped my arms across my chest and shot him a glare. “What are you doing here?”

      “Phoebe told me what happened, so I came to check on you.”

      I scanned the quiet streets behind Harlan, searching for the telltale light of the hovering drone and camera. “Did Shep offer you more money for this concerned fatherly act?”

      “No,” he muttered.

      “Then why are you really here?”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t turn out to be the father you deserved, but in my defense, I never got a chance. Your mom whirled you off to the human world, and she shut me out completely. Alcohol was an easy fix, so yeah, I fucked up. So there you have it.”

      Hot tears burned my eyes, a mixture of anger and frustration. I didn’t want this man in my life; I didn’t need him. “Okay, you’ve said your piece, now you can scamper back to the director and claim your cash.”

      “Look, Aspen, of course I took the money Sheppard offered me, I’m not an idiot. But there’s more I have to say, I came to warn you.”

      My brows slammed together. “About what?”

      “There’s trouble brewing in Moon Valley. The Blood Moon pack is in chaos. With the alpha’s death and no one there to take charge, turf wars are springing up left and right. They want Kole to step up. I think you care about that Knox fellow, so I wanted you to know. He better watch his back because his brother has his sights set on the alpha throne.”
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            DARK LADY ASPEN?

          

        

      

    

    
      I rolled over and snuggled into Slade’s side. The gentle rise and fall of his bare chest settled my troubled thoughts. The night spent in the crappy motel with Slade was unexpectedly nice. Even after Harlan’s surprise visit. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe my dad’s warning, it was that I didn’t know what I could do about it. I wasn’t exactly on good terms with the production team. Would they let me get a message out to Knox? And even if I could, did I want to? It was selfish, but I didn’t want him running off to Moon Valley. Until Knox arrived tomorrow, I’d just have to wait and hope the Blood Moon pack didn’t implode before the new alpha was confirmed.

      “Are you watching me sleep?” Slade’s rough voice returned my thoughts to the present.

      “Of course not.” I tilted my head up to meet his warm gaze. My fingers danced across his abdomen, and I hadn’t even noticed it. “I like laying on your chest, the steady up and down is soothing.”

      “I know another up and down that could be even more interesting.” A wicked smirk curled his lips, and a wave of lust shot through my lower half.

      “Hey, no using your powers so early in the morning. It’s not fair before my first cup of coffee.”

      A deep chuckle vibrated his chest, the warm rumble filling my heart. “So what are we doing today? Aren’t you supposed to show me around your hometown?”

      “Ugh, don’t remind me.” I rolled my eyes. I knew I’d have to go back and face my mom soon, but I’d rather prolong it as long as possible. Who the hell did she think she was? The next hottest Hollywood actress? My frazzled thoughts stirred up an old memory, and I paused. “Actually, I know exactly where we can go.”

      “Where?”

      “It’s a surprise.”

      A huge smile stretched across his face, making him even more impossibly handsome. He wrapped his arms around my middle and rolled me on top of him. “Have I told you that I love waking up beside you?”

      “Even in this shitty motel?”

      His eyes fixed to mine. “Anywhere would be fine, Aspen.”

      “Who are you and what have you done to my bad boy demon bachelor? I’m not sure I can handle this sweet, doting boyfriend.”

      Slade cupped my cheek, softly stroking my skin. “You deserve the good, Aspen, not just the bad. I’m sorry for whatever happened in your life to make you think otherwise. I may not be perfect, but I’ll spend my life trying to prove that you are worth it.” His mouth captured mine, and I melted into his touch.

      How could I have been so wrong about this guy in the beginning? I’d been so sure he was just some sex-crazed demon, and I couldn’t have been more wrong. Showed what a great judge of character I was.

      A flicker of light across my peripheral vision slowed my lips, and Slade froze against me. He mumbled a curse as his eyes locked on the tiny flame floating in the air.

      “What the hell is that?” I blurted.

      “Just my annoying grandfather.”

      “You mean Lucifer?”

      He scowled.

      The flame extinguished, and a slip of paper hovered midair for a second before slowly gliding down to the floor. I eyed the mystical note for a long moment before turning to my bachelor. “Are you going to get that or what?”

      “Nope.” He clenched his jaw.

      “What if it’s important.”

      “I already know what it says. It’s the same note he’s been sending me for days.”

      My brows slammed together. “How did I miss these magical messages?”

      “He usually sends them at night. He’s getting impatient it seems.”

      Dread unfurled in my core. “Is this about the dark lord thing?”

      “Yup. Apparently, the wolves aren’t the only ones who are restless without a new leader.”

      “Ohhh.”

      “Yeah, something about the wards not being sealed without a dark lord presiding the throne. Demons causing chaos, mayhem, etc..."

      I rolled off his stomach and sat up. “Well, shit, Slade why didn’t you tell me?”

      “You have enough to worry about with your family drama without having to deal with mine.”

      Suddenly, my crap didn’t seem so important anymore. Sure, my mom was a hussy and my dad was a drunk, but I didn’t have an entire demon realm to deal with. “I’m sorry, Slade. Gods, I’m so selfish. I’ve barely asked about what’s been going in with you since we arrived.”

      “It’s okay. I had my turn, and this is yours. Besides, nothing’s going to change in a week. I already told Lucifer I’d give him my decision once the show ended.”

      Damn, I was a horrible person. Both of these bachelors were putting their entire lives on hold because of me. It was like Deacon all over again, only these two weren’t quite as committed to the cause.

      “Do you want to be dark lord, Slade?”

      He sat up straight and raked his hands over his face. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot since we left the Underworld. You were right, I could do a lot of good down there, but in order to accomplish that, I’d have to do a lot of bad too. My demon may seem like all sex and good times, but I have a dark side as well, which you’ve seen. In order to be a strong leader, I’d have to give into that darkness. To be honest, I’m not sure if I can handle it.”

      I leaned in and framed his handsome face with my hands. “Slade, you are a good person, an incredible one. You’ve helped me through so much, and I know you’d be the best leader. I have no doubt you could control the darkness inside. You’ve been a perfect gentleman with me.”

      He let out a rueful chuckle, then he paused, an uneasy expression softening his features. “Would you want to be my dark lady?”

      There was something about the jagged edge to his tone that sent a heated caress across my lady parts. Did I? Did I actually want to be the woman on the arm of an Underworld war lord? A tiny, dark voice in the back of my mind shouted the answer. “If I chose you, I’d be whatever you wanted me to be.”

      A tentative smile crossed his lips. “I think that with you by my side I could do it.”

      “I have no doubt you would succeed with or without me.”

      He kissed me hard, then muttered against my mouth, “But it would be so much more fun with you.” He pulled me into his lap, spreading my legs over his hips. His hardness, barely contained in his tight boxers, rubbed against my center.

      “Who knew all this dark lord talk would turn you on?” I laughed.

      “Any time I’m with you I’m turned on.” His hands moved to the edge of my nightie, and he tugged the silky thing over my head. His mouth found my nipple, and I let out a groan.

      “Samesies,” I mumbled as his hands began to roam my bare skin.

      Gods, I was fairly certain I could do this every day for the rest of my life and never tire of Slade.
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        * * *

      

      We walked back to the motel, hand in hand like a normal couple wearing matching grins. The impromptu picnic at the Hollywood sign had been a hit. We’d sat atop the hill for hours just talking, then he’d taken me under the O and given me another big O. The demon was insatiable, and so was I. It was so easy when it was just the two of us. I even managed to forget all about my family drama, and even Knox…

      His warm amber eyes appeared across my vision, and a stab of guilt lanced through my heart. How the fuck could I feel so strongly for two men?

      “Um, Aspen. Looks like you have a visitor.” Slade’s voice turned my attention to our room on the second floor and the leggy blonde in a tight dress leaning against the door.

      Ugh.

      Mom sauntered to the railing and peered down. “Where have you two been? I’ve been waiting all day.”

      “Sightseeing,” I answered.

      Her lips twisted into a pout. “I could’ve gone with you.”

      “Maybe if you hadn’t gone down on my producer, I would’ve invited you.”

      Slade nudged his elbow into my side. “Be nice,” he mouthed.

      “I already apologized, Aspen,” she huffed. “I don’t know what else you want me to say.”

      “I don’t know either, Mom. I guess I’ll get over it eventually.” I trudged up the steps behind Slade.

      He slid the key across the reader and motioned for my mom to enter. I wanted to strangle him. I wasn’t ready for this big mother-daughter makeup session just yet.

      She entered the room, took in the shabby surroundings and crinkled her nose. “Oh, Aspen, why can’t you just come home? This is nowhere to keep a man as handsome as this.” She turned to Slade and pinched his cheek.

      “Don’t touch him,” I growled. Like really growled. My wolf swam to the surface, and the deep sound vibrated my chest.

      Mom’s eyes darted to mine, impossibly wide. “Your wolf emerged?”

      “Yeah, she finally made her appearance just a few days ago.” Gods, it felt like forever. I hadn’t let her out for a run since my return from Moon Valley. A part of me was scared she’d go back into hiding. And I wouldn’t blame her after everything.

      “That’s great, right?” A smile lifted the corners of her lips. “That other guy, Knox, he’s a wolf too, huh?”

      I threw my mom a narrowed glare. I so did not need her bringing up Knox right now, not in front of Slade. Gods, I swear she had no filter. He shifted beside me, the tense set of his shoulders and a faint tick in his jaw the only sign of the change in his mood.

      “He’s Kole’s twin,” I bit back. She’d never actually been to Moon Valley, so she’d never met my fated.

      Her eyes bugged out, jaw dropping. “Seriously?”

      “Yup.” I slumped down on the bed and let out a sigh. “There’s a lot that’s happened in the past few weeks, Mom.”

      “Why don’t you two come back to the house and tell me about it.” She offered a weak smile. “I tossed the pot roast, and I can order some Pollo Loco.”

      A grin split my lips despite my best efforts. I loved Pollo Loco.

      “Harlan’s still hanging around, but I can tell him to leave if you want.”

      “He stayed at the house all these days?”

      Phoebe nodded slowly. “In your old bedroom.” She paused and nibbled on her lower lip, a nervous habit I obviously inherited. “It’s been good, actually. We’ve had some time to talk, and maybe he was right. I was so young when I had you, and I suppose I did overreact when he didn’t get down on one knee and propose when I broke the news of my pregnancy.” She shrugged. “He’s worried about you with all this pack stuff.”

      I grunted, my eyes darting to Slade’s. I didn’t really want to get into all the wolf crap with him here, but if Dad stuck around until tomorrow maybe he’d give Knox some intel. “Are you okay with it?”

      Slade’s lips pressed into a tight line, but he nodded all the same. “I think it’ll be good for you to spend some time with your parents.”

      I reached for his hand and weaved my fingers through his. “Okay, I guess we can go.”

      The walk back to Mom’s was spent in casual conversation. Luckily, Slade was a charmer, and Mom was eating it up. I couldn’t help but watch him with a smile on my face as they chatted about the Underworld. I shouldn’t have cared if my mom approved of my demon bachelor or not, but I couldn’t deny the tiny surge of happiness at how well they got along.

      It was probably just because he was gorgeous.

      Harlan was at the door when we arrived and for the first time in as long as I remembered, the thick scent of stale alcohol didn’t blanket the man when I walked past. “I’m glad Phoebe was able to convince you to come back,” he murmured.

      “It may not be permanent; I haven’t decided yet.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Mom dragged Slade into the kitchen, and I folded down onto the couch. Fresh flowers still littered the living room, livening up the dingy space. Harlan slunk closer until he sat beside me. After an interminable minute of silence, he cleared his throat. “When is Knox arriving?”

      “Tomorrow morning. Why? Have you heard anything?”

      “Just a lot of chaos through the pack link.” He paused, eyeing me. “Rumors are that Knox killed his father, but then he disappeared. Is it true? And does he even want to be alpha?”

      “His father attacked him,” I hissed. “And I don’t know what he wants. I don’t think he does either.”

      “Well, he better figure it out because Kole’s about to assert his birthright.”

      “Knox is waiting for me to make a decision.” My gaze lifted to the doorway leading to the kitchen, to the sound of Slade’s voice.

      “And?”

      “I don’t know yet,” I whisper-hissed.

      “You must choose soon, Aspen. Your time is running out.”
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      Tears welled in my eyes, and my ribcage felt too tight. I blinked quickly to lessen the sting, then sucked in a breath, forcing my lungs to work. I did not cry. I would not. Gods, this was ridiculous. I’d see Slade in just a few days back at the villa and everything would be fine.

      Except it wouldn’t be.

      Because the next time I’d see him, I’d have to choose.

      Slade shot me a wink over his shoulder, his tall form illuminated by the brilliant blue of the portal. “I love you,” he mouthed, and a strangled cry erupted from my pinched lips. Luckily, the roar of the whirling winds drowned it out.

      We’d said our goodbyes last night and then again this morning. It had been brutal.

      He stepped into the portal, and I trailed his familiar form until it was swallowed up by the mystical vortex. The whipping winds settled, and the light vanished into a tiny pinprick. My shoulders sagged forward, and I released the breath I’d been holding.

      He was gone.

      “You okay, Aspen?”

      I spun around to the back of the house, to my father who stood on the patio. He’d stayed. Last night’s family dinner with Slade had been almost normal. I trudged back toward the house and muttered, “Yeah.” No.

      “I’m sure it’s hard but, I know you’ll make the right choice.”

      I nodded, lips pressed in a tight line.

      “That Knox fellow should be arriving soon, right?”

      I knew he was trying to help, but the more he talked the more pissed off I got. It was totally irrational, but I had to take it out on someone. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to see Knox, I was scared. The closer we got to the end the less time I had to make a decision. How could I choose between two guys I was crazy about?

      “Aspen?”

      I lifted my gaze to my dad’s. It was clear unlike most of the time when the haze of alcohol curtained his irises. “I don’t know what to do,” I hissed and slumped down on the rickety porch swing. It teetered and squealed but somehow held.

      Harlan ran his palm over the back of his neck, mouth screwing into a pucker. “I, um, I wish I had advice to give you but—”

      I threw my hand up, cutting him off. “It’s fine. I’ll figure it out somehow.” The last person I needed romantic advice from was my MIA father.

      “Okay, well then, I’ll just leave you to it.” He turned heel like a big coward and darted inside.

      I glanced out into the yard, and Mrs. Henderson’s treehouse caught my eye. A hint of happiness rattled around in my empty chest. I’d been so nervous about bringing Slade up there, but as usual he’d surprised me with his response. Things were always so easy with him. Would they continue like that if he became the dark lord of the fourth realm?

      My mind whirled with thoughts of the demon bachelor then pivoted to Knox. I cringed at the thought of returning to pack life. Sure, things would be different as the alpha’s mate, but it would still mean facing the wolves that shunned me every day.

      “She must still be in the backyard…” Mom’s voice seeped through the old door, and I cringed. I didn’t want to deal with her either.

      The screen door whipped open, and my jaw nearly hit the floor. “Romey!” I squealed and leapt up.

      “Aspen DeGrasse, I cannot believe you’ve been home for days, and you haven’t even texted your bestie!” He threw his arms around me and squeezed, despite the annoyed twist of his lips.

      Damn, I’d been meaning to call.

      “Things have been kind of crazy.” I eyed Mom over my best friend’s shoulder.

      “I get it, I get it,” she muttered, hands raised in surrender. “I’ll give you two some time to catch up.”

      The minute the door closed, Romey whirled on me. “Oh my lordy, babe, you have been ah-mazing on the show. And those guys are H.O.T.T. hot! I admire your restraint because I would’ve given it up to all of them within the first week.”

      I laughed so hard I almost choked on my spit.

      “Tell me everything…” He walked me to the porch swing, but I shook my head. No way that old thing would hold us both up.

      I led him over to the two mismatched Adirondacks. At least these shouldn’t crumple beneath our weight.

      “Girl, I have watched every single episode with my heart in my throat. I cannot believe all the drama. And when Knox showed up on the first day. Oh, my gods!”

      “Yeah, tell me about it.”

      “I still can’t believe that hotty wormed his way into your heart. I mean I can, but you know…”

      “So who would you pick?” The words spewed out before I could stop them.

      Romey slapped his hand to his chest, his warm chocolate gaze widening. “I cannot make that decision for you, babe.”

      “I know, I know. But if it was you, who would you pick?”

      “Easy. I’d choose both.” He shot me a wicked smirk.

      “Romey!”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know that whole threesome thing didn’t exactly work out. I was so disappointed by the way.”

      Heat bloomed across my cheeks. It was so easy to get lost in the moment and forget about the cameras, but damn, talk about a reality check. The producers had promised to keep all the footage PG-13, but now I was slightly terrified to see the final product.

      “So, who would you pick?”

      He lifted both his hands, palms up and scrunched his nose. “Sexy demon or broody wolf?” He rolled his eyes. “Come on, Aspen, who do you think I’d choose?”

      “Sexy demon,” we blurted in unison. Another laugh seized my gut, and I doubled over with a fit of the giggles.

      “I’m so glad you came.” I grabbed my friend’s hand and squeezed.

      “Like I’d miss out on the chance to be on TV.” He smirked and scanned the backyard for the cameras. “Or see my bestie.”

      “Thank you. Seeing you has been the best part of my trip so far.”

      He cocked a mischievous brow. “Oh really? I thought it would’ve been when that sexy incubus went down on you on the Hollywood sign.”

      “Romey!” I screeched as another wave of heat surged across my cheeks. Was nothing sacred?

      “Okay, okay, I’ll stop. You’re just so cute when you blush.”

      I shook my head, a ridiculous grin still curling my lips.

      “You know, you never did thank me for making you audition for the show. You can’t tell me this wasn’t my greatest idea yet.”

      My smile widened. As insane as the past weeks had been, I couldn’t disagree. It had been the adventure of a lifetime. More than that, I’d found myself again and been able to open my heart to another chance at love. It sounded super cheesy, but it was true.

      “You’re right,” I finally said. “I owe you big time. If I hadn’t gone on Hitched, I’d still be that sad little girl on your pull-out couch.”

      “I’m so proud of you.” Romey pulled me into a hug, and I leaned into his warm embrace.

      “Now, tell me all the dirty little details they couldn’t air on prime-time TV.”
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        * * *

      

      Romey’s surprise visit had been exactly what I needed to clear my head. For a few amazing hours, I didn’t think about any of the drama, of who I had to choose or the demons or the wolves. But like with everything, my time was up.

      My stomach churned in time with the spiraling winds of the portal that had just opened up in my backyard. My nerves were raw, along with the cuticle on my thumb which I’d been gnawing on. I didn’t know why I was so nervous to see Knox. We hadn’t left things that badly, had we?

      His wolf was just so damned possessive. He’d sulked the entire day before I left with Slade and had barely offered me a goodbye.

      The winds picked up, and a dark form coalesced in the center of the dazzling vortex. I drew in a breath as Knox stepped forward. My she-wolf let out a whine, and my heart slammed out a rapid beat. Yeah, my wolfy was fully in love with this guy.

      Knox’s lips curved into a tentative smile as he stepped closer. “Hey,” he murmured.

      “Hey, yourself.” I fiddled with my fingers picking at my cuticle again. Dammit, Aspen, get it together.

      He closed the distance between us, a wary smile still parting his lips. When he reached me, his fingers interlaced with mine. “I missed you,” he mumbled, eyes cast down to the patch of dead grass between us.

      A rueful chuckle slipped out. “I did too.” Gods, Knox drove me insane with his mood swings, that temper, and that crazy jealous streak but I still wanted him.

      His free hand weaved behind my neck, and he tugged my mouth to his. He froze when our lips were only a heartbeat away. His nostrils flared, and a scowl carved into his face.

      “Ugh, fuck Aspen, you still smell like him.”

      Heat burned my cheeks, and I wished the damned earth would swallow me up already. I’d showered twice this morning and doused myself in perfume but with that freakin’ lupine sense of smell it was impossible to get anything by him.

      Dark fur rippled over his forearms, and a wave of anger tinged the air. Even I could sense it with my newbie wolf senses. Before another fight could ensue, I wrapped my arms around Knox’s neck and jerked him closer. “Then make me smell like you.” I pressed my lips to his before he could say another word.

      I smothered his objections with my tongue, and it only took a moment for him to yield. I smiled against his lips when he leaned into me, wrapping his arms around my waist. I’d won.

      As his mouth claimed mine, I walked him back to the edge of the yard behind an old oak tree. It was the perfect match to the one in Mrs. Henderson’s house only without the treehouse. When I was younger, I’d wished I’d had a dad to build one for me. But it was too late for that now.

      Knox pressed me against the rough bark as his hands roamed over my body. We needed this, a moment to reconnect. Did I feel guilty about Slade? Hell, yes. It had only been half a day since he’d made love to me. But I forced the guilt away and focused on the moment. I only had three days left with Knox, and I had to make each second count. It was the only way to be fair.

      His hands drifted to the hem of my sundress, tugging it up and exposing my panties. His fingers closed around my thigh, and he hitched my leg up on his hip. The thick bulge in his jeans nudged against my center as he rocked against me.

      His fingers tangled in my hair and he tugged my head back, exposing my neck. His tongue swept across the sensitive skin, leaving a trail of goose bumps. Fangs scraped across my flesh, and I let out a yip.

      “You’re supposed to be mine and only mine,” he growled into the base of my neck.

      In that moment I felt it too. My wolf surged to the surface, her claws tearing at my insides. She wanted out. We may not have been fated mates, but my she-wolf didn’t seem to care.

      My fingers made quick work of Knox’s zipper. Drawing his jeans down his hips, he sprang free through his boxers. He didn’t even bother removing them. He rubbed against the tight bundle of nerves at my core, and a groan parted my lips. His big warm hands pulled my panties down to my ankles and anticipation unfurled low in my belly.

      Knox curled both my legs around his waist and spun me around, so that my back leaned against the bark and my butt was suspended in his palms. He plunged into me, and I let out a moan. My legs tightened around his waist as he thrust again and again.

      My head fell back as waves of pleasure shot through my core. My she-wolf whined and howled with each heated caress.

      “Mine,” Knox growled against the shell of my ear, the sound more beast than man.

      A part of me was terrified he’d bite me and trigger a mate bond. The other part reveled in the idea of being claimed by this powerful wolf. Damn, I was fucked. I was hopelessly in love with two men.
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      Deacon

      

      It was over. I slumped down onto the cot at the back of the tent and loosed a breath. The scent of death still lingered in my nostrils. I reached for the bottle of bourbon by my feet and took a long pull. The tightness in my chest finally dissipated after a few gulps. Blood and ash covered my clothes, but I couldn’t find the strength to move or care. It had been a brutal fight. We’d joined with the supreme alpha and the wolves and a few other shifter packs from Marlwoods to take down the god of death and his vampires. For good. Hopefully.

      A new king and queen were in place in Nocturnis, and the High Claw Cliff tigers were finally safe.

      Then why did I still feel like shit?

      A pair of light blue eyes filled my mind, that golden blonde hair, those pouty pink lips. Aspen.

      She’d let me go just in time to join the war and defend my pack, my lands. It had been a blessing in the end, but that didn’t make it hurt any less. Logically, I understood why she’d let me go. She was trying to do the right thing for me, but at that moment I didn’t care. I just wanted her to choose me.

      And instead, she’d chosen Knox and Slade.

      My lips twisted into a frown, and a growl rumbled my chest. My tiger was not happy.

      “Can I come in, Deac?” A familiar deep voice seeped through the flap of the tent, pulling me from my musings.

      “Yeah, come in, Hardy.” My beta strode in, looking as crappy as I did. He’d fought well, as had all my men. I was proud of them, lucky to lead such a strong pack. “What’s up?”

      “Your Pops is giving the guys trouble. He’s insisting on returning to his home. He says he’s not scared of any old fangers.”

      A rueful smile curled my lips. “Of course he is.” I stood and paced a tight circle in the small tent. “I don’t want anyone to leave camp until morning. There could still be some stragglers out there, and I refuse to lose anyone else.”

      He nodded. “You want to tell your grandfather that?”

      I chuckled. I didn’t think Hardy was scared of anyone, except my grandsire. He’d even given Aspen a run for her money. A streak of pain raced across my chest. When this was all over, I’d have to see her. Just one more time. But could I handle seeing her with another man, her true love?

      A bout of nausea crawled its way up my gut. Maybe not.

      “Once you get cleaned up, maybe you can say a few words to the guys?” Hardy’s question chased away the pointless thoughts. It was over with Aspen. I had to move on.

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “You okay, Deacon?” Hardy eyed me through a tumble of wild hair.

      I strode forward and squeezed my friend’s shoulder. “I’ll be fine.”

      My stoic beta rewarded me with a rare smile. “We’re glad you’re back, Deac. We never would’ve been able to pull this off without you. You’re the only one that could’ve united the tigers of Marlwoods.”

      “Please, I’m sure Pops could’ve handled it.”

      Hardy laughed, his big chest rumbling. “You got a point there. He would’ve terrified everyone into submission.” He fixed his amber eyes to mine. “But I’d much rather have you at my side than that crotchety old man.”

      “Thanks, old friend.”

      “Now go shower, you stink.” Hardy turned toward the exit with a smirk.

      “You don’t smell any better.”

      “True, but I don’t have a female waiting to see me.” He ticked his head beyond the flap to the familiar form lingering by the bonfire.

      Dark hair cascaded around a familiar face. Alma.

      “Always a pleasure, Alma.” Hardy bent at the waist and ushered her in before bolting. “Later, Deac.”

      As she stepped into the tent, the flames of the flickering torch lit up the shadows concealing her face. Tears tracked down her cheeks, her eyes red and puffy.

      I darted toward her, fear filling the empty void in my chest. “What’s wrong? Is it the kids?”

      She shook her head. “I was so scared for you…” Her arms came around the back of my neck, and a sob wrenched free. She clung onto me so tightly she squeezed the air from my lungs.

      “It’s okay,” I murmured into the top of her head as I held her. “I’m fine. Everyone’s okay, and it’s over now.”

      She cried into my soiled shirt for a few moments longer before releasing me. Dark shadows lined her eyes as if she hadn’t slept for days. A stab of guilt assaulted my insides. I should’ve checked on her. She’d been through hell at the hands of the vampires.

      “I kept thinking about Zeke,” she murmured. “And then I thought about you fighting out there and what I’d do if anything happened to you.”

      “I’m fine, Alma. I’m right here with you, and I’m not going anywhere.” I swept a tear from her cheek.

      She leaned into my touch, and my heart staggered on a beat. She was so comfortable, so familiar. For a second, it was though time had stopped, and we were teenagers again. She pressed her lips to mine in a soft kiss. It felt so natural I didn’t resist.

      Her hands splayed across my chest then moved up to tangle behind my neck. I kissed her harder as she drew closer.

      Gods, after the battle, after everything, I needed this.

      I pawed at her clothes, then slipped my hands beneath her blouse. She still felt the same, smelled the same. She pressed her body to mine, and a flare of heat ignited below my belt buckle. My tiger purred, rumbling my chest.

      Alma’s hazel eyes met mine, hints of gold flickering brightly. “Can I stay with you tonight?"

      I swallowed hard. It would be so easy to say yes. I'd been so in love with Alma for as long as I could remember. A part of me loved her still.

      "Please, Deacon." Those eyes scorched into mine, and I couldn’t say no.

      “Just sleep?” I asked, my voice huskier than it should’ve been.

      A hint of crimson flushed her cheeks. “If that’s what you want.”

      Gods, I didn’t know what I wanted anymore. The sex would be great, just what I needed to blow off some steam, but I wouldn’t do that to her. Or myself.

      My tiger was such a jealous beast. The last thing I needed was him getting attached. I needed to sort out my life before I jumped into anything else.

      I released her and put some much-needed space between us. “Make yourself comfortable. I’ll go shower and be back in a second.”

      She nodded slowly, lower lip snagged between her teeth.

      As I walked out of the tent, her voice stopped me. “I never stopped loving you, Deacon. I just wanted you to know that.”

      Tight bands latched around my heart, squeezing. I’d waited years to hear those words after she’d left me. But right now, I couldn’t deal with those old feelings. With a quick nod, I kept walking.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Alma was gone in the morning. I’d held her all night and we never even kissed again. It had been nice, familiar. And still a pang of guilt swirled in my chest because my heart still belonged to Aspen. Which was ridiculous.

      I huffed out a breath and pushed myself off the cot. Today, I’d take Pops home and maybe spend a few nights there myself. It was better than these damned cots. Then I’d have to figure out what my next step was.

      “You decent, Deac?” Hardy’s voice zipped into the tent.

      “Yes,” I growled.

      My beta strolled in, a grin plastered on his face.

      “What’s so funny?” I barked.

      “I saw Alma scoot out of here before dawn.” He waggled his brows. “You two back together?”

      “Gods, no. Zeke just died a few weeks ago and I—”

      “You’re still in love with the TV star.”

      I shot him a good eyeroll. “What do you want anyway?”

      “You have a visitor at the edge of camp. Some guy named Sheppard Hawke looking for you.”

      My stomach bottomed out. Had something happened? “What did he say?”

      Hardy shrugged. “Just that he wanted to talk to you.”

      “Send him in.” I grabbed a shirt and jeans from the pile on the floor and drew in a breath to still my rapid pulse.

      The producer appeared in the doorway a moment later wearing his signature three-piece suit. He looked so out of place in the middle of tiger territory.

      “Is everything okay?” I blurted as soon as he stepped inside.

      “Nice to see you too, Deacon.” Shep smiled. “Yes, everything is fine. I just came to talk to you about your future plans.”

      Funny. “What about them?”

      “I’d like you to be the next bachelor on Hitched.”
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      Harlan’s nostrils flared as Knox and I walked in holding hands. His lips curled into a scowl, and red-hot embarrassment seeped up my neck and settled across my cheeks. Dammit, could he smell the sex on us?

      I ran my hand through my wild hair, and my fingers closed around a dry leaf and a tiny twig embedded in my locks. Ugh. Kill me now. Tugging at my dress, I squared my shoulders against my father. I had nothing to be embarrassed about after all the shitty things he did.

      “Harlan, you know Knox, right?”

      His head dipped but that frown only dug deeper. “Yeah, the great Xavier Winterclaw’s son.”

      Knox offered his hand, but my dad crossed his arms, tucking his hands under his armpits. Seriously? I shot him a glare. “Nice to finally meet you, Harlan.”

      Dad grunted, his tall frame blocking the doorway.

      “Uh, you can move now. I need to introduce Knox to Mom.”

      Harlan narrowed his eyes, focusing a surprisingly clear gaze at my wolfy bachelor. “I just want to get something out before this goes any further.”

      Knox stiffened, and I could practically feel the tension rolling off the shoulder pressed against mine. “Go ahead.”

      “What your brother did to my daughter was low down and dirty. She didn’t deserve that sort of disrespect, despite what I am.” He leaned in, and his canines extended to sharp points. “If you ever hurt her, I mean even look at her the wrong way, boy, I’ll gut you.”

      I let out a sharp gasp. “Harlan!” I hissed.

      He turned to me, eyes blazing. “I mean it, Aspen. I may not deserve to be your father, and the gods know I wasn’t there for you in the past, but all that’s going to change now.”

      “Why?” The question came out before I could stop it. Why was Harlan suddenly gunning for the father of the year award?

      His lips twisted. “Let’s just say it was a long time coming.”

      “I’d never hurt her like that.” Knox’s rough voice surprised me. He’d gone so quiet I’d forgotten all the threats had been directed at him. “I love Aspen, Harlan, and she knows it. I would make her my mate right now if she allowed me to. As alpha, I’ll be able to protect her from Kole, my family, against the whole pack. Hell, the entire world. I’d do anything for her. And I’d even give it all up for her if that’s what she wanted.”

      He’d proven that and more by killing his own father. A chill slithered up my spine.

      “Good,” said Harlan, “Because you’ve got tough times ahead, boy.” He turned on his heel and trudged into the foyer then disappeared down the hallway to the bedrooms.

      What the hell had gotten into my father?

      “Sorry about that,” I mumbled.

      Knox’s hand tightened around mine. “No, don’t be. That was good, Aspen. He’s finally stepping up to be the father you deserve. I would’ve said the exact same thing to any guy sniffing around my daughter.”

      “Daughter, huh?” My lips curled into a smile, unbidden.

      His cheeks rosied, only amplifying his rugged good looks. “I always pictured us having a girl.”

      Heat rushed my core then traveled north, blossoming over my face. “Us?”

      He nodded and framed my face with his strong hands. “It’s always been you, Aspen. I just hope you’ll feel it too one day.”

      I wanted to shout that I did. That when we were together, everything felt so right. That I’d love to have a little girl with him one day. But then visions of Slade would burst that perfect bubble. Because when I was with my demon bachelor, I felt the same.

      I pressed a quick kiss to his soft lips and twined my fingers through the hair at the back of his nape. “I need to tell you something that I told Slade.”

      He grunted, the corners of his lips twisting.

      “Just listen. I can’t say I love you until there’s only one of you left. It just wouldn’t feel right any other way. Does that make sense?”

      He nodded slowly. “I may not like it, but I get it.”

      “Good.” I jerked him closer and kissed him harder this time. “Now come on, you haven’t even met my mom yet, and she might change your mind about all the baby stuff.”

      Right on cue, the click-clack of heels echoed down the hall followed by a high-pitched squeal. “Oh, Aspen, the TV camera does not do this man justice.” She wrapped her arms around Knox and practically smothered him with her boobs.

      “Mom!” I hissed and yanked her off. “Geez, you’re suffocating him.”

      Knox squirmed uncomfortably until she released him then darted to my side. “Nice to meet you, Mrs. DeGrasse.” He palmed the back of his neck, crimson coating his cheeks.

      “Oh, please call me Phoebe.”

      “Right.” He cleared his throat. I didn’t think I’d ever seen Knox blush like that. It was oddly cute.

      “Aspen, please tell me you got rid of your room at that terrible motel.”

      Knox’s heavy gaze lanced into me, and I wanted to kill my mom for opening her mouth. The last thing I needed was Knox imagining me and Slade getting it on at a skeevy motel.

      “I did,” I snapped. “But if you don’t behave, I’ll find another one.”

      She put her hands up, lips screwing into a pout. “I swear I’ll be on my best behavior, baby.”

      “Then we’ll stay. For now.”

      She clapped her hands and bounced on her heels, reminding me of one of those crazy wind-up toys. “I made up your old bedroom and moved Harlan into my room.”

      “Seriously?”

      She shrugged. “It’s been nice having him here. We’ve reconnected.”

      Oh, vomit. I did not need to picture my mom and dad at it in the bedroom right next to ours. Could that be why Harlan had a sudden change of heart about the dad thing?

      I tossed the random thought away for now. “Well, I’m just glad you guys are happy, I guess.” I tugged on Knox’s hand and led him down the hall. “I’ll get Knox settled in.”

      “Okay, baby. Then maybe we can all go out for dinner.”

      Like one big happy family. It was so surreal I wasn’t sure I’d survive. “Okay,” I called out over my shoulder.

      Knox leaned in close and nudged me with his elbow. “I can’t wait to see what Aspen’s childhood bedroom looks like.”

      “More like my teen years. We didn’t live here when I was little.”

      “Either way, I’ll take it.” He nuzzled my ear, and a swarm of goose bumps dominoed across my arms.

      Knox was surprisingly chill now that we were away from the villa and all the drama. Or maybe it was because it was only the two of us that had his wolf settled.

      That reminded me. “Do you want to go for a run tonight?”

      His eyes lit up, flecks of gold igniting in the glowing amber. “Are you kidding me? I’ve been waiting for you to ask.”

      “Then why didn’t you say something?”

      He paused in the middle of the corridor, and his expression darkened. “After what my father did to you and your wolf, I wasn’t sure if it would only bring back bad memories. I didn’t want to push…”

      A smile stretched across my face. He hadn’t been wrong. I’d been wary about it for the past week. The guy actually knew me pretty well which was equal parts reassuring and terrifying. “I’m ready now.”

      A matching smile lit up his face, and I led him into my old bedroom. I was shocked Mom hadn’t turned it into a yoga studio or something stupid. My boy band posters still lined the wall, and my favorite bean bag chair sat collecting dust in the corner. The black and white flower comforter still covered the queen size waterbed. I’d begged my mom to buy it for me for years.

      “A waterbed?” Knox chuckled.

      “Hey, don’t laugh, it’s very relaxing.”

      He flopped down, and a wave rippled across the mattress. “Oh, this is kind of fun.” He quirked a mischievous brow. “I wonder if it’s good for—”

      I pressed my finger to his lips, cutting him off. “That’s what we’re about to find out.” I turned back to the door and locked it, then crawled onto the bed sending small waves undulating beneath the comforter. Straddling him, I tugged his t-shirt off and a wry grin curled the corners of his mouth.

      “Wait a second, so you’ve never had sex on your bed before?”

      I shook my head.

      “So I’m your first?”

      A ridiculous smile brightened his handsome face. It was so at odds with his typical broody pout, and I loved the sight of it. “Yes, Knox, you are my first.”

      He spun us around so he pinned me to the mattress setting off another tidal wave. We rocked through the swells until they passed, gazes locked. Then his lips found mine. “This is going to be fun,” he muttered against my lips.
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      Family dinner at the local Chili’s had gone shockingly well. A slight undercurrent of distrust flowed between Harlan and Knox, but my father had behaved and hadn’t even joined in on the free-flowing margaritas. It was all I could ask for. There was something about his sudden protectiveness that filled a hole in my chest I hadn’t realized needed filling.

      “You ready?” Knox’s question pulled me back to the present.

      We stood at the edge of a hiking trail in the middle of West Hills. It was nearly midnight, and even the dedicated workout-obsessed southern Californians wouldn’t be out here at this hour of the night. It would be the perfect place to run.

      I nodded.

      “Take off your clothes.” The jagged edge to Knox’s tone sent a burst of heat below my bellybutton. We’d already had sex multiple times since he arrived but for some reason, I couldn’t get enough. The waterbed incident had definitely been interesting. We’d set off more than one tidal wave in that hour. Knox and I had such a tumultuous relationship, I felt we needed the physical bonding to weather the storm. “So you don’t tear them and have nothing to wear for our walk back,” he added, refocusing my attention.

      “Right.” I slid the straps of my sundress off my shoulders, all the while watching Knox as he shed his clothes.

      The full moon highlighted the hard planes of his body, the old scars, and the beautiful wolf tattoo inked to his chest. Mine. My wolf let out her howl of approval. Once he was completely nude, he crept closer, and that fire burned between my legs. Now, both naked under the cover of darkness, a different need bloomed.

      Good gods, I was insatiable. Another growl rumbled my chest. No… it was my wolf. Her hunger for a wolf mate rippled through me. She was the one driving my relentless urges.

      “What’s so funny?” Knox asked as he neared.

      I must’ve smiled without even noticing. “My wolf is totally butt crazy in love with you.”

      A beaming smile stretched across his lips. “I’m glad I’ve won at least one of you over.”

      “Trust me, you’re not doing so bad with me either.” I pressed my mouth to his, and his hardness brushed my belly. If we kept this up, we’d never shift. With a sigh, I pulled away. “Let’s finish this later.”

      He groaned his annoyance but released me all the same. “Fine, but only because my wolf is dying to see you in fur.”

      Anxiety unfurled in my gut. What if I couldn’t shift? I hadn’t tried since leaving Moon Valley. My poor girl had been locked up for so long, she probably had stage fright. “What if I can’t do it?”

      Knox fixed his gaze to mine, the warm amber filled with reassurance. “You will. And if you have any trouble, I’ll help you.”

      I nodded quickly and searched my core for my wolf’s furry presence. She lingered at the surface, eager to break free.

      A smoky haze crawled up Knox’s naked form and a few seconds later, the big gray wolf appeared. Knox’s eyes peered up at me through his lupine body. Heat unfurled, rushing my veins. I could feel him urging me on, but my girl didn’t need too much convincing.

      My bones began to twist and break, and I dropped down on all fours. The pain and the fiery heat only lasted for a few seconds this time. Before I knew it, a long white snout protruded from my face and all the lively sounds of the woods came to life.

      Knox’s wolf let out a howl, and I took up the call beside him. My wolfy heart felt so full I was certain it would explode as I followed him through the thick copse of trees. It had been too long since I’d let her free, and damn was she happy.

      We ran and ran, across the well-worn paths then deviated deeper into the woods. My legs burned, muscles straining, but I didn’t want to stop. I nipped at Knox’s tail, then at his heels and he whirled around. He let out a whine then lunged and pinned me to the ground.

      I yipped back at him, my lupine lips curling into a smile. I wished I could speak with him through the mind link, but unless we were mated or from the same pack, we wouldn’t have that luxury. We tussled on the moist earth for a while, leaves crunching beneath our furry forms. I drew my wet tongue over Knox’s gray snout, and he let out a happy chuff.

      A sharp howl echoed through the quiet night, interrupting the lighthearted moment. Knox stiffened over me. He leapt off and scanned the dark woods. I slowly rose and moved beside him. Coyotes? More howls ricocheted between the trees, and my pulse quickened. Nope, definitely not coyotes.

      Knox nudged me behind him as three massive wolves appeared from the shadows.
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      Knox’s hackles rose, and a deep growl vibrated across the quiet woods.

      Shit. Shift. Shit. I eyed the three wolves, my heart smacking against my ribcage with each breath. Get it together, Aspen. Now is not the time to lose your shit. You are a badass she-wolf, and you can do this. I willed my thundering pulse to slow and mirrored Knox’s aggressive stance. The hair on the back of my neck rose, and my lupine lips curled into a snarl.

      The three wolves moved closer, and Knox let out another warning growl. The only thing that sucked about being in wolf form was that we couldn’t talk. And I had about a thousand questions for my bachelor. Like were these his new pack members? If so, they sure as hell didn’t seem like an alpha welcoming committee.

      Knox nudged my shoulder with his snout, pushing me behind him. I shook my big wolfy head. No way was I letting him fight alone. I pawed the ground and let out a whine. I was all in. With an irritated chuff, he moved in front of me, but at least he didn’t shove me back this time.

      The largest wolf took a step forward and in the space of a wolfy breath, Knox darted for them. He leapt on top of the big guy, fangs glistening. Before the smokey gray wolf could react, Knox chomped down on the back of his neck.

      The creature let out a howl, and the other two attacked. One jumped on Knox’s back and the other nipped at his legs. A streak of panic lurched through my system, and before I could think better of it, I lunged into the battle.

      I rammed my big wolfy head into the hairy beast on Knox’s back and sent him catapulting into the air. Yes! Point for the newbie. He hit a massive tree and crumpled to the ground.

      Now free of one attacker, Knox’s jaw closed tighter around the first wolf’s neck. The animal struggled and bucked to get free, but my bachelor was relentless. A swirl of heat licked up my core at the sight of him, and my wolf let out a happy sigh. Damn, she was a goner.

      I circled the mass of battling fur and snapped at the second wolf’s tail. He spun around and growled, flashing sharp incisors. I bit down harder, and the metallic taste of blood filled my mouth. Bleh. I swallowed down the nausea and ground my teeth until he let out a whimper.

      I got a little too cocky and my lips curled into a smile, releasing the pressure. The auburn wolf whirled around and snapped at my snout. His teeth grazed my nose, and I let out a sharp yelp. Staggering back, I could just make out the blood dripping from my white muzzle.

      Son of a bitch!

      The auburn wolf stalked forward, bright citrine eyes glistening and saliva trickling from his jaw.

      I took another step back and hit the rough bark of a tree. Dammit. I had no idea how to fight in wolf form. Hell, I could barely fight in human form. I contemplated shifting for a second. If all else failed, I could try a kick to the balls, but a gut feeling told me this guy would be massive on two legs.

      He leapt for me, fangs extended, and I barely darted out of the way in time. This guy might’ve been huge, but I was fast. I circled the trees, weaving in and out of the shadows. Pounding footfalls trailed my every move. I might’ve been quick, but he was relentless. Who the hell was this guy anyway? Had Kole sent some goons to scare off Knox or was this a wolfy hit squad?

      “Aspen!” Knox’s voice crashed through my runaway thoughts. “Where are you?”

      I crept out from behind a tree and scanned the dark woods, ears perked. From the corner of my eye, a dark blur zipped by. I barely got a cry out before claws dug into my back and I hit the ground. All the air rushed from my lungs, and I sucked in a breath. The auburn wolf stood on top of me, his claws piercing the flesh beneath my thick fur coat.

      I squirmed and struggled, but the giant beast was suffocating me. His hot breath prickled the hair on the back of my neck. He panted, each huff getting rougher. Something hard pressed against my tail, and ice spilled through my veins.

      This fucking wolf was getting off on this.

      I bucked and fought against my captor, but his weight only bored down harder. I let out a howl and prayed to all the gods Knox would find me. Whipping my head around, I snapped at the beast, but my teeth never quite made contact with fur. His hardness pressed against my back, and I fought back the urge to vomit.

      This was not happening.

      I searched my core for the wolfy magic that resided in the dark depths, and I pulled it back. The shift was almost instantaneous. My fur receded, and my much smaller human form reappeared, right between the wolf bastard’s legs. Before he knew what was happening, I squirmed out from beneath him and took off.

      Pumping my arms, I raced between the trees butt-ass naked. I whirled around a massive oak, and an arm clamped around my neck and covered my mouth. Terror raced through my veins, and I chomped down on a few fingers.

      “Aspen, shh! It’s me. I got you, you’re okay.” Knox’s familiar voice rushed over the shell of my ear, and I slumped into his arms, relief flooding my system.

      I released a breath before lifting my gaze to his. “What the fuck is going on?” I hissed.

      “No idea. At first, I thought they were Kole’s crew, but I don’t know these wolves. They’re not Blood Moon pack.”

      “So who the hell are they?”

      He shook his head, fury lighting up his fiery golden irises. “I don’t know.”

      “Where’s the other wolf?”

      “Dead.” His expression hardened, and I wrapped my arms tighter around his middle.

      I tipped my head up, eyes locking on his. “What do you think they want?”

      “We’re about to find out.” He pressed his finger to his lips, then released me, and motioned deeper into the woods.

      The auburn wolf crept through the trees, his nose to the ground. Knox raised his hand, signaling for me to stay put. I didn’t have it in me to argue this time. I nodded slowly, and he crept around the opposite side.

      I held my breath as I waited, curling my arms around my naked middle. Damn, I wish I knew where my dress was. An eternity later, a sharp cry sent a shudder up my spine. With my heart up my throat, I crept out from behind the tree praying to all the gods the sound hadn’t come from Knox.

      The auburn wolf was splayed out on the earthen floor with a tree branch poking out its side. Knox loomed over him, anger carving his features. “Who sent you?” he shouted.

      The shifter let out a whine and dropped his head to the ground.

      “Tell me!” Knox roared.

      I tiptoed out from behind the shadows and stood next to Knox, placing a hand on his forearm. A tremor raced through his body, anger surging across every inch. “Hey, I’m okay. We’re both going to be okay.”

      His jaw was clenched so tight I was scared his teeth would shatter. “Tell me, and I’ll spare you,” he gritted out. “Or hold your tongue and die.”

      A shimmery mist covered the wolf and a moment later, only a naked, bloodied man remained. I glanced at Knox, but he didn’t seem to recognize the guy either. I’d been right earlier, the asshole was huge. A wave of nausea crept up my throat at what he’d tried to do to me.

      I reached for the branch protruding from his abdomen and gave it a twist. He let out another sharp cry. “That’s for trying to rape my wolf, you sick fucker.”

      Knox’s eyes darted to mine, and angry flames lit up his irises. “He did what?” he growled. His hands wrapped around the guy’s neck, and a strangled sound erupted from his clenched lips. “No one touches what’s mine and lives.”

      I grabbed Knox’s arm and met a pair of blazing golden orbs. “Hold up, I got this.” I pulled my leg back and released, landing a solid kick to his balls, and he let out a satisfying grunt. “And one more time for good measure.” He curled into the fetal position, tears rolling down his cheek. “You’ll be lucky if you ever use your dick again.”

      Knox crouched down beside him, murder in his eyes. “I’m going to ask you one more time. Who sent you?”

      Weary eyes glanced up at me, then at Knox. “It was Harlan Devereaux.”
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      I whipped the front door open, my chest so tight I was sure my heart would explode. “Harlan get the fuck out of my house!” I shouted down the hallway.

      Knox stood behind me, his rage thickening the air. I almost forced him to stay outside because I was worried he’d strangle my dad before I could.

      Footsteps shuffled up the hall, and Knox stiffened beside me. Next came the click clack of familiar heels.

      “I’m going to kill him, Aspen,” Knox whisper-hissed.

      “No. I need answers first.” I shoved him beside me, and it was like trying to move a granite wall.

      “What is going on?” Mom screeched. Her eyes landed on me, then Knox. We both must’ve looked like shit because her mouth snapped shut.

      Harlan stood behind her, a coward like always. Gods, why had I trusted him? How could I have been so stupid to think he’d changed?

      “I’m sorry, Aspen,” he mumbled as he stepped into the light of the foyer. Dark smudges lined his eyes, and alcohol tinged the air between us.

      Mom spun at him. “What did you do?”

      “You’re sorry you sent some rogue wolves to rape and kill your daughter?” Knox roared. He lunged at Harlan and pinned him against the wall. With his hands curled around the collar of his pajamas, he snarled, “Why?”

      “I—I never thought they’d go so far.” Harlan’s eyes lifted over Knox’s shoulder to find mine. “It had been set up weeks ago for a lot of money, before everything changed. I tried to stop it, but Kole—”

      Knox let out a curse and slammed Harlan against the wall. “Kole what?”

      “Kole wants you dead. They weren’t supposed to hurt Aspen. He swore to me they wouldn’t touch her.”

      “And you believed him?” he hissed.

      “Why would Kole hurt her?”

      I snorted on a laugh. “Seriously, Harlan? That asshole doesn’t give a shit about me. He probably told those guys to rough me up.”

      Mom inched between Knox and Harlan, and a slap ricocheted across the tense atmosphere. “Get out of my house, Harlan, or I’ll murder you myself.”

      “I didn’t want to, Phoebe, I swear. I tried to call it off, but it was too late.”

      “Way too late,” I snarled.

      Knox turned to me, his hands still fisted in my father’s collar. “What do you want me to do with him?”

      Hate glistened in Knox’s amber eyes, and I understood his unspoken words. He’d kill him for me. Snap his neck, just like he’d done with the auburn wolf after he’d admitted the truth. Did a part of me want Harlan to pay for his sins? A hundred times yes. But I wouldn’t be the one to condemn him. “Let him wallow in alcohol and self-loathing for the rest of his miserable life.”

      Knox shoved him against the wall one more time and inched closer. He whispered something I couldn’t make out even with my enhanced hearing before bashing the back of his head against the stucco.  He finally released him, and the panic etched into Harlan’s face said all I needed to know.

      “Get your shit and get out,” Mom shouted, racing after him. “If you ever show your face around here again—” The rest of her words faded away as the adrenaline subsided, and numbness rushed my veins.

      I reached for the coat by the door and wrapped it around my chilled form. “I need to get out,” I mumbled over my shoulder.

      “Let me go with you.”

      I shook my head. “I just need to be alone for a minute. I need to be away from him.” I ticked my chin down the hallway.

      “Aspen…”

      I pressed a quick kiss to Knox’s cheek and spun toward the door. I’d never been so hurt and embarrassed in my entire life. And Kole fucked a girl in front of me. This… my father’s betrayal cut a hundred times deeper.

      I slipped out the door and raced down the crumbling pathway, tears burning my eyes. I reached the end of the front yard and kept going. Unwanted emotion tightened my throat until I couldn’t swallow. A sob built in my chest, stronger and stronger until it burst from my lips.

      Gods, how could I have been so stupid? I trusted that bastard, my own flesh and blood. How could he sell me out like that?

      I turned the corner and rammed into a hard body. Arms wrapped around me, pinning me against a nauseating scent. Every nerve ending prickled in warning.

      “Ah, there you are, Aspy. You’re just the girl I wanted to see.” Kole leered at me, the familiar face spiking my gag reflex. If it wasn’t for the scar across his brow, he and Knox would be impossible to tell apart.

      Invisible bands of fear clamped around my ribcage, but I shoved the panic back. “What the fuck do you want, Kole? Your friends are dead by the way. Knox killed all of them, and he’ll do the same to you if you touch me.”

      “That’s what I was hoping you’d say.”
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      “I knew your dumbass dad would fuck this up.” Kole’s hot breath skated across the shell of my ear as he dragged me backwards down the street. “He’s worthless, you know that, Aspen? Just like you.”

      His arm tightened around my throat, and I gasped. “Fuck you!” I gritted out.

      “Well, at least that. You were a solid fuck, Aspy. I’ll give you that much.”

      “Guess it wasn’t enough though, huh? You were still a coward. You broke the mate bond for nothing, you idiot. If you hadn’t listened to your asshole of a father, my wolf would’ve eventually emerged and you would be alpha right now instead of Knox.” I laughed, a big belly laugh until Kole’s forearm bit into my throat. I choked on a breath, gagging as he squeezed harder. “Knox deserves to be alpha,” I forced out. “Not you.”

      “Well, thanks to you it’ll never happen.”

      We rounded the corner, and my nostrils flared. Wolves. I kicked and squirmed, but damned Kole for being so strong. He dragged me up a walkway to a dilapidated old house. I recognized the peeling beige paint and cracked rooftiles. We were still only a few blocks from Mom’s.

      “Great hideout,” I blurt. “Knox will never find us here.”

      He shoved me up the crumbling stairs, and the front door whipped open. Micah, Kole’s best friend loomed in the doorway. Even when Kole and I were together, the guy was an asshole. Behind him, more Blood Moon wolves filled the tattered couches in the shabby living room.

      Shit.

      “Ooh, Aspen. I like this new look.” Micah sauntered over, nostrils flaring. “Something’s different about you.” He reached for a pair of handcuffs from his back pocket.

      I bucked and kicked but Kole forced me to the grimy floor, and Micah snapped the cuffs around my wrists. My ex jerked me up, and a growl vibrated in my throat as my she-wolf surged to the surface.

      “Oh shit.” Micah turned to Kole. “Did her wolf actually emerge?”

      “Yes.” Kole barely contained an eyeroll.

      “So you broke up with her for nothing?” His best friend laughed, his big chest rumbling.

      “Shut the fuck up, Micah. My father screwed me over. He probably did it on purpose. He was jealous I’d be a stronger alpha than him if I mated with her.”

      I snorted on a laugh.

      A sharp sting seared across my cheek, and my head whipped back. Son of a bitch! That bastard slapped me.

      The entire room chuckled as I cupped my burning cheek. Kole grinned beside me, an arrogant smile stretching his lips. Gods, I hated how much he and Knox looked alike. Why did they have to be twins? Would I ever be able to look at Knox and not see Kole?

      “That’ll teach you some respect,” Micah hissed. “Never laugh at the alpha.” He shoved me so hard I fell backward and landed on my ass in the middle of the room. Another round of laughter pealed out.

      “He’s not the alpha, you ass. Knox is,” I growled up at the bastard.

      “Where is that brother of mine?” Kole’s eyes glazed over, and I assumed he was searching the pack link. His amber irises cleared a moment later and fixed on me. “I thought you said he’d come for you. I don’t feel anything from my little bro. Maybe you were wrong, and he doesn’t love you either.”

      A chill skittered up my spine. This was a trap. They were going to use me to get to Knox. I was pretty damned proud of myself for not questioning Knox’s love. The old Aspen would’ve gone straight there. I was not the same weak girl Kole rejected all those months ago. With my wrists still fastened behind my back, I tried to struggle against the cuffs, but the metal only bit deeper into my skin.

      I could shift. My slender paws would slip right out of the manacles. But would I be able to get away from this room full of wolves? I took a quick count, six plus Kole. How the hell was Knox going to take on seven wolves by himself?

      Micah crouched down beside me, his thin lips curled into a sneer. “You sure are pretty, Aspen. You know, after Kole rejected you, I asked him if I could have you. You know what he said?”

      “Fuck off,” I hissed.

      “Not even close.” He clucked his teeth. “He said I could do whatever the hell I wanted to you. He didn’t give a shit.”

      “Not surprised,” I muttered. “I’m also not surprised you’d want his sloppy seconds. Do you lick his ass too when you guys go running together?”

      Anger flared across Micah’s dark eyes, and his hand clamped around my neck. His fingers dug into my throat, and I sucked in a breath, struggling for air. “You little bitch…”

      Darkness seeped into the corner of my vision as his hold tightened. I let out a strangled cry, and Kole appeared. Big hands closed around my attacker’s shoulders, and the iron grip loosened. I gulped down a lungful of air as Kole hauled Micah off me.

      “You can’t kill her yet, you moron. I need Knox to come for her.”

      “You didn’t hear what she said to me!”

      What a whiny little bitch.

      “I don’t give a fuck,” Kole roared. “You can rough her up if you want, but no permanent damage, got it?”

      I drew in a steadying breath, forcing oxygen to my burning lungs, but my relief was short-lived.

      Kole whispered something to Micah then stalked out the front door. His best friend and the other five male wolves surrounded me. Oh, hell no.

      Micah leered down at me, a wicked grin curling his lips. “You heard what he said, right? It’s okay to rough you up a little.”

      “Touch me, and I’ll kill you myself,” I growled.

      The crowd of alphaholes laughed, tightening the noose.

      “I get first dibs.” Micah’s hand closed around my upper arm, and he yanked me off the floor. The males parted, revealing a dark hallway and a door in the far corner. No. No. No. I planted my feet, reaching for anything behind my back to stop my forward motion. My fingers found nothing but air.

      My wolf rushed to the surface, and I jerked free of Micah’s hold. My heart rammed against my chest and whirled toward the exit. Before I’d made it halfway there, two wolves blocked me. I let out a growl, but the two assholes only laughed. Come on wolfy, where are you?

      Fingers dug into my hair, and my head snapped back. A cry tore from my lips as Micah dragged me back by my tangled locks.

      “Uh, uh, uh, Aspen.” He waggled his thick finger. “Until Knox gets here, you’re mine.”

      Nausea clawed up my throat as he hauled me down the hall. He whipped the door open, and a dingy old mattress lay in the center of the rundown bedroom. My heart leapt up my throat, and panic surged through my veins. I whirled around, but he shoved me onto the stained mattress before I could get away.

      “No!” I shouted.

      An unmovable weight bored down on me, and a hand shoved my face into the nasty material. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move as terror lanced through me. Micah pawed at my clothes, tugging down my jeans. I kicked and struggled, but the damned beast was huge.

      “Now I’m going to show you what it’s like to be fucked by a real wolf.”

      Cool air sent chills up my spine as my bare ass was exposed. His erection pressed against my thigh, and another wave of terror sent adrenaline coursing through every inch of me.

      “Get off!” I screamed, my cries muffled by the mattress. I drew my leg into my belly then kicked out with everything I had left. The heel of my sneaker hit soft flesh, and Micah let out a strangled cry, then a curse.

      He let up for only a second, but it was all I needed. I scrambled onto all fours with my panties and jeans at my ankles and crawled across the mattress. Micah cupped his junk and spewed more curses over my shoulder.

      No way in hell I was going to let this fucker rape me.

      A window at the far wall caught my attention, the cracked glass looking ominous but totally worth it. I’d rather get a little torn up then spend another second with this a-hole. I darted toward it, but Micah must’ve figured out my plan.

      Releasing his family jewels, he raced after me. With my hands still cuffed behind my back, I kicked out with my leg just before reaching the window. The remaining glass shattered, spraying shards into the room. Squeezing my eyes shut, I leapt through the opening. Glass bit into my shoulders, and I let out a squeal.

      A fist tangled in my hair.

      I screamed again, but my head was yanked back.

      Micah dragged me inside, scraping up my arms against the broken glass window. “You little bitch. I’m going to teach you a lesson you’ll never forget.” His arms latched around my waist, and he tossed me onto the mattress.

      The hair on the back of my neck prickled, and a familiar presence filled my senses. “Knox!” I shouted.

      A chorus of howls and yelps seeped through the closed door from the other side of the house.

      I shot Micah a smile. “You and your friends are fucked, alphahole.”

      “You’re the only one that’s getting fucked, Aspen.” He climbed on top of me and spread my legs.

      Anger surged through my veins, my wolf struggling for control. I closed my eyes and gave into her. My bones began to shift, my muscles lengthened and spasmed. Micah hissed a curse as he struggled to hold onto my changing form.

      A howl tore free of my lupine lips, and the manacles clanked to the ground. I spun around and was face to face with Micah’s dick. I curled my lips back, flashed my fangs and terror gleamed across his dark irises.

      I leapt at him and chomped down. Hard.

      A scream vibrated the air, but I didn’t release him. I only bit down harder, grinding my teeth. The door whipped open, and Knox filled the doorway, panic in his blazing irises.

      “Aspen!”

      I thrashed my head from side to side as Micah’s screams filled the room. Warm blood spurted in my mouth, and I almost gagged as I bit through soft flesh. Bleh. I spat out the tip of his dick, and Micah crumbled to his knees.

      “Holy shit, Aspen.” Knox eyed me, and I let out a whine.

      I’d been taken advantage of by enough alphaholes. I raced to Knox and nudged him with my big wolfy head.

      “Thank the gods you’re okay.” He crouched down and pulled me into his arms, rubbing at the back of my ears.

      I allowed the magic to flow through me, and my wolf retreated, leaving me in naked human form.

      Knox hugged me tight against his chest. Tears burned my eyes, but I refused to let them fall. I wouldn’t let any of these fuckers see me cry. I’d ball later in the privacy of my own home.

      “I’m sorry I took so long,” he whispered against my ear.

      “Yeah, you did,” I grumbled.

      He framed my face with his strong hands, and I leaned into his touch. “Did he try…” His words fell away as anger consumed his pupils.

      I nodded slowly.

      “I’m going to squeeze the life out of him for touching you.” His arms fell away as he stood, his entire body vibrating with fury.

      “No.” I tugged him back down and burrowed into his chest. “Just hold me for a minute.”

      “I’m so sorry, Aspen.”  From over my shoulder, he glared at Micah who was curled into a ball on the floor.

      I stroked his cheek, calming him and soothing my own shattered nerves.

      “I’m going to kill him,” he snarled.

      “Nah, I think I’d rather him live a long dickless life.”

      A rueful smile crossed Knox’s lips. “You did seem like your wolf had things under control when I got here.”

      “She was a little late to the party but once she showed up, she showed up.”

      He held me tighter, our bare flesh pressed so close I couldn’t tell where I ended, and he began. I wished we could have stayed like that forever, but… “Where’s Kole?” I blurted.

      “He’s in the living room with your dad.”

      My expression must’ve turned murderous because Knox’s arms tightened around me, locking me to his chest.

      “Trust me, Harlan was the last person I wanted help from, but I have to admit, he’s a pretty tough old bastard. I never could’ve taken them all down without him.”

      “They’re all dead?”

      He nodded. “This alpha thing is no joke. I’m pretty damned strong now.”

      A weak laugh tumbled out.

      “I left Kole for you,” he murmured.

      Gods, it was the best gift he could’ve ever given me. And now I was horny as hell for him. How messed up was that?

      “What do you want to do with him?” he asked.

      “Can we torture him for a little?”

      “We can do whatever you want with him, Aspen. He’s yours, just like I am. Forever.” He pressed his lips to mine and beneath the sweat and blood, he smelled and tasted just like my Knox. He took on his entire family for me.

      My heart staggered on a beat as his eyes lanced into mine. “Thank you,” I whispered before capturing his lips.
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            SWEET REVENGE

          

        

      

    

    
      With the rush of adrenaline passing, my knees started to wobble. I wasn’t sure if it was from Knox’s scorching kiss or the fact that I was kidnapped, tortured and almost raped. I held onto Knox for a few seconds longer after our lips parted.

      “Are you okay?” His warm amber eyes bored into mine.

      I forced myself to look at him, to really look at him after what Kole had done to me. They would always be identical twins. I would always have to stare at his face and see the monster that broke me.

      But what if Knox fixed me?

      I reached for his cheek and stroked his scruffy jaw with my thumb. Besides the scar that Kole had earned in a fight, the two were mirror-images of each other. Even their eyes were the same deep amber, only where Kole’s were cold and lifeless, Knox’s exuded fiery warmth.

      “Aspen?” Knox’s lips tightened into a thin line. “Micah didn’t hurt you, did he? I got here in time?” He cast a furious glare at his brother’s psychotic henchman who lay unconscious in the corner.

      I nodded slowly. “This whole thing just brought up a lot of bad memories.”

      His jaw clenched, the tendon going mad beneath my palm. “I’ll kill Kole if you want me to, Aspen. I’ll do whatever it takes to make you feel whole again.”

      My heart soared. After such a shitty start, how had I managed to get so lucky with Knox and Slade? To have two incredible men willing to do anything for me? That was way too much responsibility.

      “I could never ask you to kill your own brother.” I smirked. “As tempting as it sounds.”

      He squeezed my hands and fixed his burning gaze to mine. “Then I’ll banish him. He’ll never be allowed in Moon Valley again. He’ll never hurt you again.”

      My head dipped. I just wanted Kole out of my life forever. With their father gone and Kole out of the picture, I could make a life in wolf territory work, right?

      He pressed a kiss to my forehead and entwined his fingers through mine. “Come on, let’s get this over with.” He ushered me to the door, and I stiffened my spine with each step closer. Not only did I have to face Kole, but also my backstabbing father.

      I stepped into the decrepit living room and the stench of sweat, blood and unwashed bodies made my nose twitch. A bloodied Kole sat on a rickety chair, his arms and legs bound. One eye was already starting to swell and the other had a deep gash across his brow. Guess the bastard would have two scars now. I scanned his bruises, each mottled mark and bloody cut bringing a smile to my face. When I reached his legs, I winced. A sharp shard of bone protruded from his skin and holy hell did it look disgusting.

      “You broke his leg?” I whirled on Knox.

      “No, that was your father.”

      My gaze chased to Harlan in the corner of the room. His shirt was in tatters and his face in almost as bad shape as Kole’s. He held his elbow to his chest with one hand as if it were the only thing keeping it up. He stood beside a mound of broken bodies. I waited for the pang of loss or guilt, but it never came. All those assholes deserved to die. I shuddered at the thought of what might’ve happened if Knox hadn’t arrived when he did.

      I searched for words to say to my father, but none came. Was I glad he helped? Sure. But he was the one that sold me out in the first place. I wouldn’t waste my breath on him, not now anyway.

      Kole groaned, turning my attention to my bastard ex. His head lolled to the side, revealing his left cheek swollen and bruised. I trudged closer, wanting, no needing, to enjoy his suffering.

      Knox’s arm slid across my middle, tugging me behind his back. He marched up to his brother, eyes vibrating with rage. “As alpha of the Blood Moon pack, I banish you, Kole Winterclaw from wolf territory. You may never set foot inside Moon Valley again.” His irises pulsed, his alpha power surging to the surface. The air in the room thickened, and the hair on the back of my neck stood on end. My she-wolf butted her furry head against my ribs, awakened by his big alpha energy. “If you disobey my decree, your life will be forfeit. Do you understand?”

      Kole struggled against the ropes for only an instant before he sighed, his head dipping against his alpha’s pressure.

      “Get him out of here.” Knox ticked his head at Harlan, and my father pushed off the wall unsteadily.

      “Wait.” I pulled free of Knox’s hold and marched toward Kole.

      “Aspen…”

      “I need to get something off my chest,” I muttered over my shoulder. I wanted to be free of this alphahole, and to accomplish that I needed this closure.

      Kole’s good eye widened as I neared, the other now sealed shut from the swelling. He looked like hell and gods did it feel good.

      “I never want to see you again, Kole.” I spoke slowly, calmly. “You ruined my life, and I’ll never forget it. But I will get past it. Hell, I think I already have.” I inched closer and bent down so we were eye to eye. “At first, I thought you’d ended things with me because I didn’t deserve you. That I was defective and unworthy.” A rueful laugh sputtered out. “Now I know it wasn’t me at all. Of all things, this freakin’ show taught me that I am worth it, worthy of love despite everything. I met good, honest males who loved me for me. So now that I look back on it, you and your dad did me a favor by breaking our mate bond because I would’ve been miserable trapped in a life I hated with you.”

      “Fuck you, Aspy. You’re nothing but a whore, and you proved it by sleeping around with all those guys on live television.” He spat, and I barely ducked in time to miss the wad of nasty saliva.

      As I blinked, I felt something dart between us. A crack resonated across the room, bone smashing against bone and my eyelids jolted open. Kole’s head snapped back and then drooped to his chest. Knox stood between his brother and me, rage emanating from his broad shoulders.

      “Never talk to her like that again,” Knox shouted, his voice booming across the odd silence.

      Kole remained motionless.

      I lifted to my tiptoes to see over Knox’s shoulder, and a hint of fear raced up my spine.

      “You’ve got nothing to say now, brother?” he roared.

      “Knox, stop.” I squeezed his shoulder. “Wait.” Moving around him, I stepped closer.

      “Don’t,” he muttered, grabbing my hand.

      I fixed my gaze to Kole’s chest, to the odd angle of his neck, and all the air lodged in my throat. “Oh shit, I think he’s dead, Knox.”

      “You broke his neck,” Harlan muttered from across the room. “And good riddance.”

      “No…” Knox shook his head, and a tremor raced through his body, vibrating my palm.

      Harlan crossed the room and pressed his fingers to Kole’s neck. His eyes lifted to mine, and he slowly nodded.

      A strangled cry erupted from Knox’s clenched jaw. He dropped to the floor, kneeling on the dirty floorboards. “I killed him…” he murmured. “I didn’t mean to…”

      I sank to the ground beside him and wrapped my arms around his neck. “I know you didn’t. You were just trying to protect me.”

      “Gods, Aspen, I thought I could kill him for you, I’d imagined it a dozen times. But shit, I didn’t mean to—” He buried his head in the crook of my neck, and warm tears trickled down my shoulder. “I’m so sorry,” he murmured against my skin. “I don’t know why I’m crying. He did unforgiveable things to you…”

      “He was still your brother, Knox.”

      “He was an asshole.”

      “But I’m sure you still loved him.” I ran my hand through the hair at his nape and gently rocked. “And that’s what makes you the better man.”

      “He wouldn’t have thought twice about killing you, son,” Harlan hissed.

      I shot my father a narrowed glare. Now was not the time.

      “None of this is your fault, Knox. Kole was the one who kidnapped me, who tried to lure you into this trap to steal your throne. You did what any alpha would do, you protected your own.”

      He nodded against my chest and drew in a deep breath. “I don’t know if I can do this. The alpha title was Kole’s birthright, not mine. I don’t know if I can handle the power.” He sat up, a tornado of emotions brewing in the deep golden depths.

      “I think you’d make a great alpha, but only you can decide what’s right for you. I’d stand by you either way.”

      He framed my face with his warm hands, hands that just killed for me. “You’re what’s right for me, Aspen.”

      I pressed my lips to his because it was easier to get lost in his fiery kisses than admit the truth. Time was running out, and I was still torn.
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        * * *

      

      I rolled over and buried my nose in the crook of Knox’s neck. Despite the horrors of the day before, waking up beside him brought a smile to my face. Somehow, his familiar musky scent had kept the nightmares at bay. Now in the broad daylight, we’d be forced to face them again.

      And I wasn’t ready.

      I rolled on top of him and pressed my mouth to his. His lips curled into a sleepy smile.

      “I like waking up to you on top,” he whispered.

      “Me too.” I silenced his words as my tongue slid between his lips. I needed this before he left today, to lose myself in his body before returning to the villa tomorrow. I hadn’t seen Shep since the incident with my mom, and I had zero desire to face the sleezeball. But I knew what was coming. The final elimination.

      It could be in a day or two or five, but with the family visits over, my time was up.

      The feel of Knox hard beneath me jerked my attention to the present. A part of me was terrified he’d blame me for what happened with Kole, but after his breakdown yesterday he’d held me all night long. I needed this as confirmation that we were still good.

      I reached between my legs, drew his boxers down and stroked his hard length. Knox let out a groan and pumped his hips against my palm. Dipping low, I trailed my tongue over his glistening tip, and a growl vibrated Knox’s chest.

      “This better not be my send off,” he rasped out.

      A nervous giggle tumbled out. An actual stupid giggle. “No,” I finally managed.

      “I just need you right now… is that okay?” I fixed my eyes to his.

      “It’s more than okay.” His lips parted into a smile, and he gripped my hips, pressing me against his erection. His cock grazed the tight bundle of nerves at my core, and a faint moan slipped out.

      His hands moved up my sides, thumbs skimming my breasts and he tugged the lacey nightie over my head. I ground my hips into his as heat surged my core.

      “I guess if this could be the last time, I better make it memorable.”

      My lungs constricted at the thought, my breath stolen in one swoop. He rolled me over, pinning me against the mattress and a gasp burst from my lips. Micah’s hate-filled eyes consumed my vision, and I froze.

      “Is this okay?” Fear streaked across his irises, and he leapt off me. “Damn it, I’m sorry, Aspen. With everything that happened, I shouldn’t have tried—”

      I pressed my finger to his lips. “You didn’t try, I did. I want this. I just didn’t expect the memories to rush back…” I shook my head. “Please, make love to me so I can erase the image of Micah’s hands on me. I only want to remember you.”

      “Are you sure?” He glanced down at me with such concern, my wounded heart felt full again.

      “I’m sure.” I straddled his hips and kissed him again. “Just let me be on top.”

      “Your wish is my command.” He deepened the kiss, his tongue tangling with mine. I squeezed my eyes closed, and Micah vanished. When I opened them again, all I saw was Knox and the heat radiating from his blazing amber irises. “I love you,” he whispered. “I swear I’ll never let anyone hurt you again.”

      I lifted my hips and guided him inside me, my toes curling at the onrush of emotions. Gods, I loved him too. We’d been through hell and back together and somehow, we still survived. I rolled my hips, focusing on the fire building between my legs. Each thrust sent me closer to the edge.

      His hands roamed over my body, the feel of him so right. My she-wolf surged to the surface and let out a contented whine. Knox must’ve heard her because his lips curled into a smile.

      We moved together, our bodies in perfect rhythm exploring, tasting until I was panting with need. The minutes passed, each second bringing me closer to the peak of pleasure. He thrust harder, again and again. His thumb moved to my clit and rubbed tight circles across the sensitive spot.

      “Knox, don’t stop,” I rasped out.

      He sat up, taking my nipple in his mouth while his thumb stroked my core and his cock pounded into me. A fiery inferno smoldered, growing more frenzied with each thrust.

      “Come for me, Aspen, and only me,” Knox growled.

      My head tipped back, and a wave of pleasure rippled through me. Knox followed a moment later with my name on his lips. I collapsed on top of him, my nerve endings raw with pleasure and my pulse skyrocketing.

      With my cheek pressed against his chest, I released a sigh. His arms tightened around my middle, and he kissed the top of my head.

      “Well, if it was the last time, at least it was a damned good one.”

      “Don’t say that,” I murmured against his skin.

      He released a frustrated breath. “Do you know who you’re going to choose?”

      And just like that, the moment was ruined, and a pit of dread sank to the bottom of my gut.
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            IMPOSSIBLE DECISIONS AND A SURPRISE VISIT

          

        

      

    

    
      I traced Knox’s footsteps across the backyard as he trudged toward the portal. Each step fractured my heart a little deeper. Saying our goodbyes sucked. It was ridiculous because I knew I’d see him tomorrow, but somehow, everything would be different once we landed in Mystic Cove. Slade would be there, and I’d be torn in two again.

      The brilliant lights blanketed Knox’s broad form, and I held my breath as he stepped inside the mystical vortex. Before he disappeared into the whirling winds, he cocked his head over his shoulder and threw me a smile. “I love you,” he mouthed, and the crack across my heart ripped right through.

      “I’ll miss you,” I whispered back because it was the best I could come up with. So lame.

      I blinked, and he was swallowed up by the shimmering lights. The winds slowed, and the portal shrank into a tiny pinprick of light before disappearing all together. My shoulders sagged forward, and I released a shallow breath.

      He’s gone.

      The thought echoed in my mind, bouncing around like a ping pong ball. What if I really never saw Knox again? What if I chose Slade?

      My wolf let out a strangled cry. Yeah, yeah, I know girl. You’re #TeamKnox all the way.

      The squeal of the backdoor sent my head whirling over my shoulder to the porch. Mom appeared in the doorway, poking her nose through the crack. “You okay, baby?”

      “No,” I grumbled. “Is Harlan gone?”

      “Hopefully for good.” She held out her arms, and my stupid traitorous feet went running. She hugged me tight against her chest, and a tear spilled over. Then another and another.

      Dammit. I did not cry about this crap. And I definitely didn’t need my mom to hold me.

      “Let it out, baby.” She patted my back, rubbing slow circles like she used to when I was a kid.

      Okay maybe I did need this, just a little.

      I sobbed into her shoulder, letting it all out. Not just about the fear of having to choose between Slade and Knox, but for the kidnapping, the torture, for Kole wrecking me, for my dad’s betrayal and everything else that had weighed on me for the past year.

      And gods, it felt good.

      At some point, my mom must have steered us toward the porch swing because I was vaguely aware of the gentle rocking and annoying screech of the hinges.

      “You’ll figure it out, baby. From what I’ve seen both of those men love you the way you deserve to be loved. Either of them would make a fine choice.”

      I peered up and scowled. “No offense, Mom, but you’re not exactly someone who I’d take love advice from.”

      She laughed and hugged my tighter. “Fair enough, Aspen. All I’m saying is that you have a better head on your shoulders than I did at your age, and I’m sure you’ll make the right decision.”

      “At my age? I think my judgement is better than yours right now. Did you forget about the whole Shep thing—”

      She pressed her finger to my lips and shushed me. “Stop ruining the moment, baby. I’m trying to be a good mom here.”

      “Right, sorry.”

      She swept the last tear from my cheek and smiled. “I love you, Aspen. And I’m sorry if anything I did ever made you doubt that. You deserve the best kind of love, the kind I still haven’t found. But I’m pretty sure you have in those two men. Now it’s time for you to decide what you want. Who do you see yourself waking up to every morning?”

      When Romey had forced me to audition for Hitched, all I wanted was a distraction, to date a bunch of hot guys to get over Kole. I never imagined falling in love or envisioning a life with any of these bachelors, and now I could see a future with two of them.

      “I don’t know,” I murmured.

      “Then you’ve got a lot of thinking to do.” She ran her hand through my hair and gently rocked the swing. Silence settled between us, and I forced myself to really consider. Who did I want to wake up next to every morning?

      Knox drove me crazy. We’d probably fight more than anything else, but when it was good between us, damn it was so good. It felt so right. With Slade, everything was easy and fun. And hello, sex god…

      Ugh. This was a completely impossible choice.
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        * * *

      

      With one last hug, I spun out of my mom’s arms and toward the portal.

      “I love you, baby! You’ve got this.” Her words echoed behind me as I stepped through the vortex.

      The dazzling lights subsided, and the dark, gelatinous substance swallowed me whole. For a few endless seconds, I swam through the never-ending black. I’d spent all night thinking about Knox and Slade, making lists, pros and cons, the whole nine yards and still I hadn’t decided. Nothing like floating across a pit of nothingness to clear your mind.

      I needed to stop all this craziness. When you know you just know, right?

      The winds began to pick up, and a tiny pinpoint of light appeared in the distance. I readied myself for arrival, swearing not to fall on my ass this time. I squeezed my eyes shut as the light intensified and a second later, the portal spat me out.

      My knees buckled, and I tumbled forward, straight into a firm chest. A woodsy, citrus scent filled my nostrils, and I peered up at a pair of deep emerald eyes. “Well, it’s nice to see you too, tiger.”

      “Deacon!” I wrapped my arms around the back of his neck and buried my face into his shirt. I squeezed him so hard he let out a grunt.

      “Easy there. We don’t need another dead bachelor around here.” He smirked, and a completely inappropriate laugh tumbled out.

      He held me out to arm’s length, and those glowing feline orbs raked over me. “You look like shit.”

      “Geez, thanks, Deac.” I eyed the bachelor who I was fairly certain I still loved but eliminated because I was trying to do the right thing for once. “What are you doing here?”

      “Well, Shep thought it would be a fun twist to give me another chance. Now you have to pick between the three of us again.”

      My heart dropped, stomach bottomed out and nausea bubbled up my throat. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      A warm chuckle vibrated his entire chest. “I’m just messing with you, Aspen, relax. But damn, now I know how you really feel.”

      I swung at him, but the damned tiger was fast. Instead of landing a punch to the gut, I barely grazed his arm. “That was really dirty, Deacon.”

      “So you still haven’t decided?”

      “No!” I squealed. “And I’m tired of obsessing over it. I’m going to enjoy my last few hours or days on this island—who knows how much time I have—and when the time comes, I’m just going to wing it.”

      “How very mature of you.”

      “Shut up.” This time I nailed him in the upper arm on purpose.

      He winced, but it was clearly all an act. My knuckles would be way more sore from the hit than his muscled arm. “Come on, let’s go sit by the pool and chat.” He led me around the house, and the sultry breeze coming off the Manta Sea invaded my nostrils. I breathed it in, and the turmoil inside subsided. At least a little.

      As we settled down on the steps leading into the pool, I couldn’t help my thoughts from running to the past. To my poolside date with Deacon and his tiger. A smile lifted the corners of my lips.

      “So why are you here, really?” I glanced up at my friend because despite everything else, I hoped one day we could really be friends.

      “Shep invited me to talk about my future on Hitched.”

      “Really?”

      He nodded. “They want me to be the next bachelor.”

      “Oh shit. Are you going to do it?”

      “I’m not sure yet.” He leaned in close and whispered, “I can’t believe how much money they’re offering me. It’s kind of hard to pass up.”

      “I know!”

      “And I thought you were only in it for the man candy.” A wicked grin tugged at the corners of his lips.

      I laughed again, all my worries disappearing as I swung my legs through the tepid pool water. “I’ll warn you, it’s not all fun and meaningless sex.”

      Another rumble of laughter vibrated his chest. “That’s because you weren’t doing it right.”

      “Please! You’re the biggest softie here. You were the one that didn’t just want to fuck me, don’t you remember?”

      He frowned, his lips twisting. “Nope, I don’t remember anything like that.”

      “Whatever, softie.”

      Strong arms wrapped around my middle and for a second I was weightless, a cry tearing from my lips. Then warm water surrounded me, dragging me under. I coughed and spluttered and kicked my way back to the surface. “Deacon!” I screeched once I broke through.

      The bastard sat on the ledge laughing. “That was for eliminating me for my own good.”

      “I knew you were still pissed about that.”

      “Of course, I was.”

      “Were?” I waded back and propped my elbows on the top step.

      “I guess you weren’t as wrong as I thought you were at first. My place was at home in Marlwoods defending my tigers and our lands.”

      “And now?”

      He eyed me, his thoughtful gaze raking over every inch. “I still love you, Aspen, if that’s what you’re asking, but maybe you were right, and we weren’t meant to be.”

      Emotion tightened my throat, and I barely forced down a swallow. “I love you too, Deac. And I really hope that you’ll find someone worthy of your love. Even if it is that tiger chick ex-fiancée of yours.”

      He loosed a frustrated breath. “Things between Alma and me are too complicated. Maybe I do just need a little fun.”

      “Trust me, there’s no such thing as just a little fun on Hitched.”

      Deacon offered me his hand, and I wrapped my fingers around his palm and jerked him forward. He slid off the edge and pummeled into me, sending me backward, arms and legs flailing through the water. Not my best thought out idea.

      His arms wrapped around my middle and hauled me to the surface. “Not cool, tiger.” He shook out his hair, and droplets of water cascaded all around us.

      “Just a little payback.” I shot him a teasing grin. “I’m really glad you came. Whatever the reason.” I leapt into his arms and shoved him back underwater. He grumbled and swore, his curses muffled by the water bringing another smile to my face.

      When we resurfaced, my arms around Deacon’s neck, two pairs of blazing eyes bored into us.

      Knox and Slade stood side by side at the edge of the pool.

      Deacon released me and dragged his hand through his wet hair. “Hey guys, nice to see you.”

      “Yay, you’re back,” I muttered lamely.

      “Why are you here?” Knox hissed.

      Deacon held his hands up. “Relax, wolf boy. I was summoned by Shep. I’m not making a move on your girl.”

      “That’s not what it looks like,” the wolf snarled.

      “Knox, chill.” I swam over to the ledge and hauled myself out of the pool.

      Slade hadn’t said a word, he just stood there, lips curled into their typical smirk. I approached him, my sundress dripping wet. “Hey, I missed you.” I wrapped my arms around his neck and gave him a big, wet hug.

      He chuckled and surprisingly didn’t push me away. “I missed you like crazy, kitten,” he whispered against the shell of my ear.

      Knox bristled beside us, and I could practically feel his wolf surging to the surface. Someone needed to cool off. I released Slade and charged Knox. His brows lifted as realization hit, but it was too late. I barreled into him and sent him sprawling into the pool.

      Then I turned back for Slade. “You going in willingly, or am I going to have to force you?”

      He smirked. “You know I’m always willing, kitten.” His arms snaked around me, lifting me off the ground. We were weightless for a long second before we hit the water, and the warmth enveloped me again.

      When I broke the surface, Knox and Deacon were chatting it up like old friends. His wolf had simmered, and for a few wonderful moments all was right in the world.

      Slade dropped a kiss on the top of my head as he steered me toward the shallow end. “Maybe we can get some drinks and make it a real party. What do you think?”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      The slap of approaching footfalls sent all eyes whirling toward the wall of glass at the back of the house. A familiar maniacal smile appeared beneath a tumble of bright orange locks. Methyss strode toward us in his full white tux.

      “So nice to see you all again.” He dipped into a mock bow. “I come bearing news.”

      I couldn’t help the groan from slipping out.

      “Our time together is coming to an end, my friends. The final elimination will begin tomorrow at sunset.”

      I swallowed hard, an ominous chill skirting up my spine. Shit. It’s too soon.
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            EENIE, MEENIE, MINEY, MO

          

        

      

    

    
      “Girl, you’re shaking.” Barney leaned over my hand holding the ruby red nail polish. I hadn’t seen my stylist in forever. From what I’d heard on other seasons the entire style team used to travel for family visits, but since Shep was a cheap bastard, he’d cut that part out this time around. Where was he anyway? I hadn’t seen the cheating scumbag forever. Not that it was a bad thing, but it worried me he was up to no good.

      “If you don’t keep still, I’ll never finish your nails.”

      “I can’t help it. I can’t believe this is it.” I gnawed on my lower lip which I was pretty sure had permanent teeth marks imprinted by now.

      “Don’t tell me you still haven’t chosen,” he shrieked, his neon green hair standing at attention as if his do was as shocked as he was.

      “I decided to wing it.” Maybe eenie, meenie, miney, mo would do it.

      “Are you crazy?” He spun my chair around, only making the tremors worse.

      “No!” Maybe. Yes.

      “How can you be in love with both of them?” He pinched his lips, and his eyes got all starry eyed. “Okay, well, I get it, they’re both gorgeous, and they’re both totally obsessed with you. What a problem to have.”

      “Shut up. I guess it’s some drastic form of denial. If I wait until the last minute, I can just pretend this isn’t happening.” I chewed on my lower lip until it was swollen. Yesterday by the pool, I’d had multiple glasses of champagne, daiquiris, mojitos and everything else I could get my hands on so I wouldn’t have to think. It had worked. I’d had a perfect afternoon with the guys, and I’d managed to forget about everything. I didn’t even remember making it to my bed last night. Although, I was pretty sure I was carried.

      I closed my eyes and tried to think back to the strong arms that cradled me against a firm chest. My nostrils flared, and a familiar scent assaulted my senses. Knox. My wolf let out a contented whine. She had no problem choosing. Maybe I should just leave it up to her…

      Barney glanced at the clock over the door and tightened his hold on my hand. “It’s now or never, Aspen.”

      I nodded and squeezed my eyes shut. Anxiety bloomed in my gut, and a bout of nausea crawled up my throat. Oh gods, I couldn’t puke. Not all over the uber expensive designer gown Barney had picked for tonight. It hugged each and every one of my curves, the sleek black silk fitting like a glove. “Hurry up,” I gritted out.

      “Why?” He glanced up at me, eyes wide.

      I gagged and tore my hand away from his. Racing to the bathroom in my stilettos, I just made it to the toilet in time. I kneeled on the cold tile and emptied the contents of my stomach. My head spun as my fingers clenched around the toilet seat. So disgusting. Once there was nothing left, I pushed myself off the floor and staggered on my heels.

      “You okay in there?” My stylist’s voice seeped through the doorway.

      “No,” I muttered as I stumbled to the sink and splashed water on my face. Guess Barney would have to redo my makeup after all. Glancing at my dress, I heaved a sigh of relief. No puke. Thank the gods.

      I opened the door, and he peered down at me, light brows scrunched together. “You’re not pregnant, are you?”

      “No!” I hissed. If I were, the Hitched healer who gave me the contraceptive potion would be in deep shit. I groaned at the thought. I’d have no idea who the father would be… how effed up is that? Who would I want it to be? The question only made my head hurt.

      Barney placed his hands on my shoulders and gave them a quick rub down. “Come sit, we don’t have much time to get you prettied up again.”

      “Thanks a lot.”

      “Well, we can’t have you smelling like vomit when you pick the one, now can we?” He shot me a teasing grin, but I just didn’t have it in me to smile back.

      This was going to be the worst day ever.
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        * * *

      

      A sharp knock at the door had my heart catapulting up my throat. Barney had just left, leaving me only a few minutes alone to untangle my jumbled feelings. I wasn’t ready. Dammit, what was wrong with me? I trudged to the door and opened it a crack.

      Dax stood in the entryway, his aviators propped atop his faux hawk. He gave me a kind smile, and my nerves relaxed a smidge. Better the director than Shep. “Are you ready?”

      “No.”

      He smirked. “That’s what they all say.” He offered me his arm, and I took it hesitantly.

      “Did the other contestants know?” I asked as he led me into the hallway.

      “Know what?”

      “Who to choose by this point?”

      He squeezed his eyes closed, and a grin curled the corners of his lips. “Yes, I’m pretty sure they did. Drake knew from the start, but with Kimmie Jayne, it was harder. She was in love with both men too, but I remember seeing her the day of the final elimination and her heart felt free. I’m not sure at what precise moment she decided, but she was certain in her selection. And if it makes you feel any better, both of those couples are still married and madly in love today. It doesn’t matter when, Aspen, but rather your conviction in your choice.”

      What conviction? “Ugh.” And marriage? I hadn’t even considered that part yet.

      Dax stopped at the staircase and pressed his palm to my chest. I let out a little gasp at the unexpected touch. “I think your heart knows the answer, you’re simply afraid to admit it.” He regarded me with a knowing smile, and I had to resist the urge to throat punch him. How does he know what my heart feels when I can’t even figure it out?

      I wasn’t afraid… was I?

      His hand fell away, and his eyes fixed to mine. “After all you’ve been through, don’t you think it’s possible you’re resisting making the choice because you’re scared of being hurt again?”

      I wrapped my arms across my chest, a flesh and blood barrier from the truth.

      “Until you’ve decided on the one, you’re not committing to anything, you’re not truly putting your heart on the line, you’re just playing the game.”

      “Well, dammit, Dax, when did you become the love guru? Are you even in a relationship?”

      He chuckled. “I’m not actually. I prefer it that way.”

      “Not making me feel any better, buddy.”

      Dax turned me to the staircase, and I forced my foot to take the first step. “Follow your heart, Aspen, and don’t be afraid. Neither of those men are Kole, despite the obvious similarities." He flashed me a mischievous grin.

      My racing heart settled as he guided me down the spiral staircase, through the grand foyer and across the winding hallways. I chewed over his words, my thoughts spiraling as we walked in silence.

      We reached the entrance of the ballroom, and Dax flicked his wrist. The double doors swung open, and a wave of frosty air smacked into me. Goose bumps puckered my flesh as I stepped across the threshold.

      Deep crimson rose petals covered the marble floor, each of my steps making a crinkling sound as my sky-high stilettos smashed the fragrant petals. Much like the heart I was about to break. Oh gods, I couldn’t do this. Sweat beaded on my brow, down my back, across my palms. I rolled my hands into tight fists as I crossed the never-ending ballroom. Floating candles illuminated the massive chamber, only increasing my hot flashes. My lungs constricted, and I could barely draw in a breath.

      Dax must have sensed my impending meltdown or maybe I’d gone pale from all the oxygen deprivation. He stopped and turned to me. “Are you okay, Aspen?”

      My head whipped from side to side only worsening the spinning. Across the room, I could just make out my two bachelors atop the platform. Knox’s brows were furrowed as he watched me stumble while Slade’s signature sexy smile curled his lips.

      Gods, they were perfect. Both of them.

      “I—I think I need some water,” I rasped out.

      Dax snapped his fingers, and a flute appeared in his hand. I drank it down as darkness crept across the corners of my vision. Do not pass out, dammit. The candlelight began to blur, and I blinked quickly. Then I took another sip of water, trying to calm my racing heart, and forced my lungs to keep functioning.

      Inhale. Exhale. Come on, Aspen.

      “Oh lovely, the star of the show has arrived.” Methyss’s shrill voice diverted my attention from the impending panic. He moved in front of the stage, his white tuxedo gleaming beneath the golden lights. Behind him, the long table came to view along with the shimmery blue of the aquarium. Flipper bounced around in his watery cage, ready to destroy the life of one of these good men.

      I gulped down the remaining water and handed the glass to Dax, but my fingers trembled, and it slid free from my hold. The flute hit the floor with a crash, shards of glass spraying across the marble. Dax released me to pick up the mess, and inky darkness consumed my vision. My head whirled.

      My knees gave way, and my body tensed for the smack against the cold floor.

      Only it never came. A dark blur whizzed by me, and strong arms wrapped around my waist and pulled me into a muscled chest. I went limp against him, my subconscious somehow recognizing the safety of his familiar embrace. And the black enveloped me in its icy hold.
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        * * *

      

      A sharp scent filled my nostrils, and I coughed and spluttered, my eyes snapping open. A pair of warm amber orbs filled my vision. “Are you okay, baby?”

      Baby? I wasn’t sure how I felt about that nickname but as my gaze focused on those eyes, those pouty lips and Knox’s familiar scent that chased away the noxious odor invading my nostrils, my heart stuttered on a beat.

      And I knew.
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            THE ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time I got back on my feet, Slade had appeared beside me. Knox’s hold was still firm around my waist, and now my demon bachelor weaved his arm through my free one. I felt like a hot bachelor sandwich.

      Damn, I wish I could have both.

      My she-wolf growled her disapproval. Yeah, yeah, I know.

      I glanced at Slade, and my heart staggered. He’d been such a surprise. Of all the males I’d met on this island, he was the one that dragged me out of my self-pity party. After Kole’s rejection, I never thought I’d feel sexy again, but the way he wanted me awoke those long-dead emotions. With him, I finally felt attractive and desired again.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Knox mumbled, jerking me back to the present.

      The boys led me to the stage and with their firm hold on either side, I didn’t wobble, didn’t falter. These two men had made me stronger, had mended my broken heart and shattered ego. I’d be forever grateful to both of them. And I would always love each of them in different ways.

      Slade stopped in front of the shimmery aquarium, and I released a slow breath. “Are you ready, kitten?”

      I shook my head, hot tears pricking at the edges of my vision.

      He leaned in close and whispered, “Make the right decision for you, Aspen. That’s all that matters.” He brushed his lips against my cheek, and my throat tightened. Oh gods, I was never going to get through this without crying. “See you on the other side.” He shot me a wink and spun toward the platform.

      Knox still hovered beside me, a scowl carved into his jaw.

      “What?” I blurted.

      He huffed out a breath and dragged his hand through his hair, driving it up in messy spikes. “I want to be the better man and say I just want you to be happy.” His lips thinned. “But I’d be lying. I don’t want you to be happy with anyone but me. And maybe I’m an asshole for saying that, but it’s the truth.”

      The hint of a smile crept across my lips, but I held it back refusing to give him the satisfaction. Let him suffer for a little bit. “I see…” I finally answered.

      He whirled around and stomped toward the dais to join Slade. The two bachelors stood side by side, Slade in a sleek black tux perfectly fitted to his cut form and Knox in a black suit and pristine white shirt, his broad shoulders straining through the fine fabric. They were both gorgeous, and they’d chosen me. After all the hell I’d gone through, they still wanted me.

      Methyss waved his hand an inch from my face, drawing me from my thoughts. His eyes sparkled with mirth, those lips pulled into a manic smile. “Are you ready, Ms. Aspen?”

      “I guess I have to be, right?” I tangled my fingers together, a rush of anxiety rising to the surface. This was it. After eight long weeks, it was time to choose the one.

      Maybe Dax had been right, and I was scared. A part of me knew all along who it would be, but I’d buried that voice because the reality was much too frightening. No one was perfect, least of all me, but listening to my heart meant opening a dam of old pain. And I was terrified to let it all back in.

      “Now, before we hear from our star,” said Methyss with a dramatic tip of his white top hat, “I’d like to take a moment to allow the bachelors to express their feelings.”

      A muffled groan echoed across the sprawling ballroom as he skipped toward the platform. He held up an invisible mic in front of Slade, and my demon bachelor rolled his eyes.

      “What exactly would you like us to say?” he asked.

      “Your last words.” Methyss smirked. “Whatever you think would sway Aspen in your favor, your final plea for her love.”

      Slade’s eyes locked on mine, and the part of my heart that belonged to him ached. “I’m fairly certain Aspen has already made up her mind, Methyss. I don’t believe there is anything else either one of us could say to sway her at this point. Besides, I’ve already said all I had to say in private. I don’t find it necessary to re-hash.”

      “Amen, brother,” Knox muttered.

      “Well, you two are no fun at all.” Our flamboyant emcee pouted before turning to Knox. “Nothing from you either, wolf boy?”

      “No,” he growled. “Aspen knows how I feel.”

      “Well, this is just so anti-climactic.” He threw his hands up and sighed. “Can I interest either of you in a fight to the death, perhaps?”

      “No!” we all shouted in unison.

      Fear clawed across my heart at the idea. The producers wouldn’t make them do something like that, would they?

      “Fine, no death, what about a friendly sword match?” Methyss’ eyes sparkled in amusement.

      I pivoted toward the darkness behind the cameras, focusing on the murky figures. Dax and Shep had to be back there. “Can we please just get this over with?”

      Our host’s eyes glazed over, his expression blanking for a long moment. Finally, he turned to me, scowling. “All right, Ms. Aspen, spoil sport. You know what to do.” He motioned to the long table with the two remaining pins. The silver skull and cross bones and the gold infinity symbol. “Since it is the finale, I ask that you choose the winning bachelor first. You’ll then have time to say your goodbyes to the runner-up.”

      With one final glance at my bachelors, I sucked in a breath as I trudged to the tank. Flipper swam about, his fins flapping like mad. He was way too excited. I leaned over the edge and whispered a name. The name that would change everything.

      I had no idea what our future would bring, but we’d be together and for now, that was enough.

      Flipper leapt out of the tank, his rainbow feathered appendages unfurling. His wings flapped in slow motion as he leisurely sailed across the room. I sucked in my lower lip, each second an eternity. He paused in front of both bachelors and let out a cheeky squeak.

      Oh, come on you damned fish, just do it!

      He finally opened his mouth, standing halfway between both bachelors. What the hell was he doing? The gilded pin dropped, the sound of my roaring heartbeat drowning everything else out. My eyes chased to Knox’s from across the room as the pin lingered mid-air. Get it!

      His eyes widened as if he’d heard my thoughts somehow, and his hand shot out at the last second. The golden pin landed in his palm, and a heart-stopping smile stretched across his lips. He stared at his hand for a long moment before his fingers finally closed around the trinket, and he leapt off the platform.

      As he raced toward me, I couldn’t help my gaze from drifting over his shoulder to Slade. He tossed me an encouraging smile, but somehow it didn’t quite reach his eyes. A tiny sliver of my heart, the part that was his, broke free.

      Knox pummeled into me, momentarily overpowering the sadness. He wrapped his big arms around me and lifted me into the air. “Oh gods, Aspen, I love you so much.” He buried his face in the crook of my neck, and warm tears slid down my collarbone. A flurry of emotions tightened my ribcage as he crushed me to his chest. “Thank you, thank you for choosing me despite everything. For me, it’s always been you.”

      I framed his face with my trembling hands and kissed him hard. “I didn’t really have a choice. My wolf was kind of in love with you from the start.”

      He chuckled, tears glistening in his eyes. “I’m so fucking happy, and I swear to you I’ll do everything in my power for you to feel the same. Whatever you want, it’s yours. If you don’t want to live in Moon Valley, I’ll give up my title as alpha. I don’t care about anyone or anything as long as I have you.”

      My heart felt so full I was certain it would sprout wings and fly right out of my chest. “I love you, Knox,” I whispered against his lips. “I think it was always supposed to be you. The goddess Luna fucked up somehow when she was distributing wolfy fated mates. I think the twin thing threw her off.”

      With a rueful laugh, he pressed his mouth to mine, salty tears streaming down between us. Shit, when did I start crying?

      “As lovely as this moment is,” Methyss interrupted, “there is still a bachelor waiting.”

      My heart sank, all the joy draining right out of me. Slade. Gods, I hated hurting him.

      “Knox, please step aside. There will be plenty of time for that later.” He winked.

      With one last, scorching kiss, he released me and took his place by the wall.

      “Go ahead, Ms. Aspen.” Methyss ticked his head at Flipper and the pins.

      Fuck that. I raced across the stage, breathless by the time I reached Slade. He glanced down at me, darkness shadowing his handsome features.

      I took his hands, squeezing. “I’m so sorry, Slade. This was the hardest choice I’ve ever had to make.”

      “Don’t be. I told you to make the decision that was right for you.” He rewarded me with a smile, the type of smile that used to send scorching heat up my core. He must have been reining in his powers because all I felt right now was sadness.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck and stood on my tiptoes. “Thank you,” I whispered against the shell of his ear. “Thank you for reminding me that I was worth it. I’ll never forget you, dark lord Slade.” I held him out to arm’s length and his midnight irises lanced into me.

      “Thank you for reminding me of the same.”

      With one last hug, he marched off the platform and toward the door. I couldn’t help my gaze from trailing after him. Slade would always hold a special place in my heart, and I prayed to all the gods he’d get all the happiness he deserved. When the door slammed closed, I raced to Knox. I needed him right now. I knew I’d made the right decision, but ending things with Slade still hurt like hell.

      He tugged me into his arms and held me tight against him. “I’ve got you, baby, and I’m never letting go.”

      A laugh tumbled out. “We’re going to have to talk about this new nickname. I’m not sure I love it.”

      Knox chuckled and trapped my chin between his thumb and forefinger. “I don’t care what I call you as long as I call you mine.”

      “I’m yours,” I whispered against his mouth. “Forever.”

      “Bravo, bravo!” Methyss’s high-pitched voice and wild applause tore me from Knox’s embrace.

      A second later, the crew spilled out from behind the cameras. A wave of cheers filled the space as each member of the team stepped forward to congratulate us. Some I recognized from the weeks of filming and others were complete strangers, but still it brought a smile to my lips knowing so many of them had been rooting for us.

      Finally, Dax and Shep appeared from the shadows. Dax stepped forward first and wrapped me in a hug. “I knew you’d make the right choice,” he whispered.

      “Thanks for the reality check earlier. I guess you were right.”

      He shrugged. “I have learned a little something about love over the years of this show.” A smirk pulled at the corners of his lips.

      I bet.

      As Dax moved onto Knox, Shep approached, his eyes cast down to the shimmery marble floor. He cleared his throat and finally lifted his gaze to mine. “Congratulations, Aspen.”

      “Thanks.” I shifted awkwardly from one foot to the other, rocking on my stilettos.

      “I hope you’ve realized that the show isn’t a total scam now.” He shot me a rueful smile.

      “No, just the smarmy producer.”

      “Touché.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and released a breath. “I guess I owe you a thanks. If it wasn’t for this stupid show, I would’ve never given Knox a chance. Or maybe even any other guy. So thanks for the opportunity and the big bucks.”

      He chuckled, a big belly laugh that shook his shoulders. “Trust me, it was worth it. This season was a huge success. One of our best ever.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. So have you decided on the next bachelor? Did Deacon agree?”

      “We’re still talking it out.”

      I nodded. “If it is Deacon, you better pick some freakin’ fantastic women because he deserves only the best.”

      “I know, I know.”

      “If you want, I could even consult free of charge. I’d be happy to sit in on the auditions.”

      He laughed again. “We’ll see about that.”

      A sharp squeal sent my gaze over Shep’s shoulder. Barney bounded toward me with his arms spread wide. Sheppard barely got out of the way before he pounced and spun me in a circle. “Yay! I’m so happy for you!”

      Once we stopped spinning and laughing, I squeezed my stylist tight before releasing him. “I thought you were firmly #TeamSlade,” I whispered.

      “I’m one hundred percent #TeamAspen, girl. And if that slobbery wolf makes you happy, then I’m all for it.”

      I was pretty damned sure my lips would crack from all the smiling. “Thank you.” I gave him one more squeeze before Knox’s arm wound around my waist, pulling me into his chest.

      “Can I have my girl back, please?”

      “Of course.” Barney nodded and scampered off. A three-tiered cake and a champagne waterfall had magically appeared in the middle of the ballroom. He went straight for it. The rest of the crew surrounded the table, talking and laughing excitedly. It had been so easy to forget they existed after the first few days, and now here they all were.

      Knox pinned me in his gaze, the gorgeous smile on his face making my stomach flip flop. “I can’t believe you’re finally mine.”

      My wolf let out a contented whine. Gods, she loved this macho alpha crap.

      “Just don’t throw me over your shoulder caveman style, and we should be fine.”

      He laughed, his golden eyes ablaze. “Are you sure? I think you might like it if I—” His words trailed off in a heated whisper, sending sparks unfurling in my core. He wrapped his hand around mine and tugged me toward the door. “Come on. I don’t think anyone will notice if we sneak out of here.”

      I darted after him, a ridiculous swell of happiness blossoming in my chest. “Fine, but I want to come back for cake after.”

      “Whatever you want, baby.”

      Okay, I guess I could get used to the sound of that.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
            30

          

          
            



        

      

    

    

OceanofPDF.com







EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Three Months Later - Knox

      

      The soft music of the harp filled the room, and my gaze lifted to the back of the sprawling hall. Vibrant flowers and glimmering candles lit up the grand chamber, but they all paled in comparison to the woman standing at the end of the aisle.

      Aspen, my mate.

      Her eyes latched onto mine, and a buzz of nerves trickled through our newly consummated bond. I claimed her as mine forever only last week, and the rush of emotions through the mate link were still so new, so much. I wanted to make it official as soon as possible and with the help of my beta, Baxter, and his mate, they made the mating ceremony happen in a week.

      The grand hall was filled to the brim with wolves from the Blood Moon and Blacksnout packs. It was an epic day in lupine history. The Blacksnouts were always bottom of the barrel and now one of their own would be the alpha’s mate, my alpha queen as I liked to call her. Aspen would be the perfect partner. She could run these alpha wannabes better than I could. They were terrified of her, and rightfully so after all the shit they put her through all those years ago.

      She stood tall, shoulders pulled back, hair in a regal updo as she waited for her cue. No one would ever know the tangle of nerves swirling beneath her cool demeanor. Only me.

      Relax, baby. It’s just a mating ceremony, not an execution. I shot her a smirk as I sent the thoughts through our new link.

      Very funny. I could practically hear the growl in her mental response. She fidgeted with the plunging neckline of her white gown. My thoughts immediately flew back in time, to the countless elimination ceremonies I’d been forced to endure. I’d been so sure she’d eliminate me right from the start. She’d later admitted it had all been a ploy to seduce me, and I was just thankful it had worked.

      You look beautiful. You’re the most gorgeous creature I’ve ever seen.

      Her eyes blazed, a glossy sheen illuminating the brilliant blue. You’re just saying that because we’re mated. It’s part of the weird mystical wolfy brainwashing.

      “Aspen,” I growled aloud by accident. You know that’s not true.

      It had taken me awhile to convince her to go through with consummating our mate bond. I couldn’t blame her after everything she’d gone through with Kole, but gods, I wanted it. I wanted to be tied to her in every way possible.

      And she’d finally agreed.

      I was damned sure I was going to explode with happiness when she finally let me bite her while I was buried deep inside her warmth. I’d never felt anything sweeter. I felt so complete, so utterly in love.

      Are you getting misty eyed, Knox? Her mocking tone echoed through our bond, but beyond the sarcasm I could sense the emotion she sought so hard to hide. I hoped in time she would realize she didn’t have to protect her heart from me anymore. Her heart was mine, and mine to protect.

      I am. I shot back. I’m the luckiest damned wolf that ever lived.

      And to think, the goddess Luna almost screwed this up for us. She grinned at me from across the way, her nerves finally starting to settle.

      Never. We were fated to be, Aspen, mate bond or not. You and me, forever.

      She brushed her finger beneath her eye, sweeping away the errant tear. My feet propelled me forward, unable to keep from comforting her somehow. I wanted to touch her, hold her, and to reassure her this was it; this was real and forever.

      A sharp throat clearing kept me grounded to the spot. The supreme alpha of all shifters stood beside me. Hunter Silverstalker presided over all mating ceremonies, and the great alpha was likely getting annoyed with the delay.

      Where the hell was Harlan?

      As if my curses had summoned him, the front doors whipped open, and Aspen’s father and mother raced in. Mumbling apologies as they passed, they snuck into the first row sliding in beside Aspen’s human friend, Romey.

      My eyes locked on my mate’s once again. Ready?

      She nodded and the harpist picked up the tempo, the melodic tune blanketing the room.
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        * * *

      

      Aspen

      

      Please don’t fall. Please don’t fall. I murmured the plea over and over again as I marched down the aisle in the sky-high stilettos Barney had chosen. My old stylist had come all the way from Maginaria for the event. As I teetered on the heels, I totally regretted not allowing Harlan to escort me. Though our relationship had improved a little since my return to Moon Valley, I still didn’t think he deserved to stand beside me today. He never had before, so why now?

      “Looking gorgeous as always, kitten.” The familiar deep timbre sent butterflies flapping like mad as I passed a few crowded rows and glanced down the aisle to a smiling Slade. Beside him sat Deacon and… Jack! Holy shit. In a suit and clean-shaven, he looked okay, more than okay. My heart lifted at the sight.

      There was one other bachelor I’d hoped would show up. I scanned the crowd, but the arrogant Fae was nowhere in sight. Fallon. We never would’ve worked out, but I sure as hell hoped he’d found out why someone was trying to kill him. A weird niggling thought lingered at the back of my mind, but I couldn’t quite grasp it.

      Stop flirting with the other bachelors and get up here. My wolf is about two seconds from ripping out of my skin. Knox’s voice ricocheted through my mind, drawing my thoughts back to the present.

      Barely suppressing an eyeroll, I quickened my pace. I’d have to catch up with my friends later. The fact that they’d come today meant the world to me. Besides Romey, I didn’t have many of them.

      Knox assured me it would just take time for the other wolves to trust me, but I wasn’t holding my breath. At least Baxter and his mate, Lina, were decent enough. Besides, all I really needed was Knox.

      He looked impossibly handsome in a black tux, fitted to his broad shoulders and muscled chest. I fixed my eyes to his, shoving all other thoughts aside. Today was about us. About finding the one, after all the other shit. Those blazing golden orbs met mine, and everything else fell away. I’d often wondered if I’d ever be able to not see Kole when I looked at Knox, and now my mate was all I could see. Kole was a distant memory, a terrible blip in my life that I was forced to endure to make it to where I was today.

      I was the freaking alpha queen of a pack who once despised and ridiculed me. I was a badass wolf, and I was beyond happy with the man I loved.

      Knox held out his hand, and my fingers entwined perfectly through his. Like two pieces of a puzzle, we just fit. “I love you,” he whispered, his lips grazing my cheek.

      “I know.” I threw him a smirk.

      He squeezed my hand hard before turning to face the supreme alpha. You’re going to regret that later, mate. I won’t make love to you tonight until you say the words over and over again.

      “I love you!” I whisper-hissed.

      The supreme alpha’s lips broke into a smile. “We’re not at that part yet.”

      “Oh, right, sorry.” Heat swarmed my cheeks, and Knox chuckled beside me.

      Alphahole.

      He only grinned wider. But I’m your alphahole, right?

      The stupid corners of my lips curved into a cheek-splitting grin. I was so happy, and I loved him so much I couldn’t even pretend to be annoyed. Yes, you’re mine and I’m yours.

      Like it always should have been.

      The supreme alpha began to speak but I couldn’t focus on his words, not with the strum of excitement and raging emotions ravaging our bond. At some point, the supreme alpha cleared his throat, jerking my attention to his words.

      “Oh, um, yes, I do.”

      Laughter broke out across the crowd.

      “Wrong ceremony,” Knox whispered with a ridiculous grin. “But if you want, I’ll marry you too.”

      “What a great proposal,” I deadpanned.

      He pressed his mouth to mine still smiling. “I’ll bind myself to you in every way possible, Aspen De Grasse. You may not have been my fated mate, but I chose you, which I think means a hell of a lot more. And I will keep choosing you over and over again for the rest of our lives.”

      My throat tightened, emotion restricting my airways. My heart felt so full I was certain it would explode right out of my chest.

      “Now take each other’s hands,” the supreme alpha instructed. His lips began to flutter, and a golden glow enveloped our entwined fingers. I stared in amazement as a ring of crescents appeared around my finger, and a matching set around Knox’s.

      “Incredible,” I murmured.

      Knox watched me from the corner of his eye. “Sure is.”
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        * * *

      

      It was over, and I’d survived! I clinked my glass of sparkling Fae wine against my mate’s and gulped down a big mouthful. After the ceremony, we’d been forced into a meet and greet with what seemed like every freaking wolf in all of Moon Valley. Now I just wanted to get my buzz on, dance with my mate, and then sneak out for a quickie.

      Same here, baby. Knox’s rough voice pierced through my naughty thoughts.

      “One more dance.” I put the fancy crystal flute down and dragged him onto the dancefloor.

      “Fine,” he grumbled as he pulled me into his arms. “An extra dance will cost you though.” His warm breath tickled the shell of my ear, sending goose bumps spilling down my arms.

      “I’m ready and willing to pay up.” I pressed my lips to his, and his mouth captured mine with the intensity I’d come to love from my mate.

      “Enough of that, you don’t want to drive all your guests away.” A familiar voice spun me out of Knox’s arms.

      “Or maybe we do,” my mate growled at Deacon.

      I released Knox, ignoring the annoyed grumble, and flung my arms around my tiger bachelor’s neck. “Thanks for coming.”

      “Of course, wouldn’t miss it.”

      “Did you bring Alma?” I glanced over his broad shoulders.

      “Nah, we’re still trying to take things slow.”

      “Not too slow, I hope,” Knox chimed in.

      I dug my elbow into his side. “Oh, stop it,” I hissed. The new season of Hitched was set to start filming in a month and no one knew who the next bachelor would be. My friends had been super tight-lipped about it, and it was driving me nuts.

      “I’d be happy to take care of him if he gets out of hand.” Slade appeared beside me, his presence setting the hair on my nape prickling, as always.

      “Don’t you have a demon realm to lord over?” Knox growled.

      “Lucifer gave me the day off so I could be here with you both to celebrate.” He sent my mate a cheeky grin.

      “How unnecessarily kind of him.”

      I shot Knox another glare. Behave. I sent the warning through the bond. “Where’s Jack?” I searched the guests for the poor human guy who’d been roped into a whole heap of supernatural trouble.

      Deacon pointed at the bar. “Grabbing each of us a celebratory shot.”

      “That’s what I like to hear.” I leaned in closer and whispered, “Have you heard anything from Fallon by the way?” He and Deacon had always been close, and I’d hoped he had some news.

      “Nope. Nothing since he left the show. I guess he really is trying to keep a low profile.”

      “I hope he’s okay.”

      “I’m sure he is, tiger. We would have heard something otherwise.”

      Knox weaved his arm around my waist, pulling me into his side. “Sorry, gentlemen, but my new mate and I have an urgent matter to attend to.”

      “But the shots…” I mumbled.

      “Deacon, save my girl here a shot, will you?”

      He nodded, a rueful smile parting his lips. “You better take good care of our girl, wolf.”

      “Or you’ll pay with your life,” Slade added, a wicked grin on his lips and steel lacing his tone.

      “You don’t have to worry about that.” Knox’s hold tightened around me. “Unlike you fools, I’ve been waiting for her for years. I’d never be stupid enough to let her go again.”

      My mouth parted into a ridiculous grin, my cheeks starting to hurt from all the smiling. I love you, I sent through our link before turning to Deacon and Slade. “And thank you. I’ll never forget what you guys did for me, and I love you both. Also, save me more than just one shot.” I gave them both one last hug before turning back to Knox.

      He tugged me through the crowd, my heart soaring, and I never looked back.
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        * * *

      

      Keep reading for some epic bonus material!
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      ***WARNING - Do not read if you were completely satisfied with Aspen choosing Knox. Since this series was written live on Kindle Vella, I had many requests for an alternate ending where Aspen chose Slade… this is exactly that. It doesn’t change anything, just provides a fun little look at what could have been. ***

      

      Slade

      

      The golden pin flipped end over end, falling, falling. The oversized fish fluttered just above Knox and me, nearly right in between us. Who was that gilded infinity symbol meant for? For an instant, I tore my gaze away from the pin and found Aspen’s across the room. She nodded ever so slightly, and my pulse skyrocketed.

      Tentatively, I held my hand out.

      The shimmery trinket landed in my palm, and I released the breath I’d been holding. My fingers closed around the tiny object that signified so much. A future I couldn’t wait to start with a woman I loved more than I thought physically possible. I glanced up again, and Aspen’s heated gaze razed over me. For once in my life, I felt like I wasn’t the one with the fiery powers. That one look had my heart racing and my dick impossibly hard.

      Knox muttered a curse beside me, and I actually felt bad for the guy. I knew how much he loved her. I knew how torn up he’d be at her loss because for a terrible moment I was certain she’d choose him, and the pain had been suffocating.

      “Well, come on up here, you lucky son of a demon.” Methyss’s high-pitched voice tore me from my musings. “Your bachelorette awaits.” Tipping his top hat, he motioned toward Aspen, and my feet propelled me forward.

      I practically floated across the space, my heart so full I was certain it had sprouted wings. When I reached Aspen, her eyes were alight, and she wore the same silly grin I imagined was plastered on my face. “I love you,” I whispered before my lips crashed onto hers.

      I dug my fingers into the soft hair at the back of her neck and pressed my body flush to hers. She let out a whimper as I deepened the kiss. I was so overwhelmed with emotion I forgot to keep my powers in check. A moan slid past her lips, but I swallowed it up before it escaped.

      “Oh, gods, Slade, I love you,” she groaned, squirming against me. “But please rein your powers in or I’m going to have an orgasm in the middle of this ballroom.”

      A wicked grin tilted my lips, despite my best efforts. Hades, I’d love to see that.

      “Please, Slade,” she whimpered as her hips ground mercilessly against my growing arousal.

      It took everything I had to get a grip on my powers and pry my body from hers. She was right after all. We’d have plenty of time for that from now on. Once the raging heat simmered, I took her hand and coaxed her eyes to mine. “You’ve made me the happiest dark lord of all the realms. I truly never believed you’d pick me, Aspen. And I swear to you, I’ll spend the rest of my life proving to you that you made the right choice tonight. You will be my dark lady.”

      I dropped to one knee before I could think too much on it. I’d never felt this way about anyone, and I’d been with dozens of females, given my insatiable appetite. “I love you, Aspen DeGrasse. You are fierce, brave and loyal to a fault. There is no one I could ever imagine beside me but you. You are my everything, the light in the darkness, the happiness in the murky parts of my soul. Will you do me the honor of becoming my queen, my wife?”

      Her breath hitched, eyes wide as she regarded me.

      For an impossibly long moment, she didn’t speak, didn’t breathe. Curses. I’d been too hasty. I should’ve given her more time.

      She dropped down to the floor beside me and framed my face with her soft hands. “I will.” Her lips met mine, and my heart slammed against my ribcage in a desperate attempt to break free, to get closer to her.

      “Gods, I love you, kitten,” I whispered against her mouth.

      When she finally pulled back, her gaze lifted over my shoulder and the smile melted away.

      Damned Knox had to ruin our moment.

      “I’m sorry, Slade, I need to talk to him.”

      I dipped my head and pressed a chaste kiss to the top of her hand. “Fine but make it quick. Now that you’re mine, I’m going to explode if I can’t touch you.”

      A rueful smile tugged at the corners of her lips. “I love you too,” she mouthed.

      It took every last ounce of willpower I possessed to force my feet to move. I needed to be beside her, to bask in her beauty, her scent, her taste. She’d said yes. She’d fucking chosen me. I still couldn’t believe it.

      As I marched to the other side of the ballroom to give her a moment with Knox, I forced myself not to watch their goodbye. They deserved the privacy. Though my brain understood it, my heart rioted, nonetheless. Curling my fingers into tight fists, I kept my eyes pinned to the enormous aquarium and the floundering fish instead of my love and her other love.

      The goodbye lasted an eternity, but finally, Knox trudged through the gilded doors of the ballroom. The moment the door slammed shut, Aspen raced toward me. I caught her around the waist, lifted her off the marble floor and kissed her hard.

      Warm tears streaked down her cheeks, and I kissed each and every one away.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      “Don’t be. I know how hard this was for you. You can mourn for Knox all you want, I’m just happy you chose me.”

      “Me too.” She pressed her lips to mine, and everything else fell away.
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        * * *

      

      Three Months Later

      

      “Why are you so nervous?” Aspen glanced at me from the corner of her eye.

      I fidgeted on the unyielding stone throne. “Because I hate any additional time I’m forced to spend with the denizens of this gods’ forsaken realm.”

      Aspen stretched her arm across the minute space between our matching gaudy thrones and squeezed my hand. “They’re not that bad.”

      I scoffed and weaved my fingers through hers. “That’s because you have them wrapped around your pretty little finger.”

      She laughed as our guests began to fill the chamber. I wasn’t just trying to suck up to my new wife and dark lady either. She was a master at keeping the unruly demons of the fourth realm in check. And not just them, but also the ruthless, conniving dark lords.

      In fact, she spent more time ruling over the realm than I did. She was fantastic at it. And I was beyond thrilled. I was a lover not a fighter. I preferred to keep my battles in the bedroom with an assortment of more fun toys.

      “Oh, look who’s here!” Aspen scooted to the edge of the throne, her eyes alight with happiness.

      I followed her line of sight to the two males who strode in. I barely repressed a grumble. This was the first time she’d seen the bachelors she’d eliminated all those months ago. I knew she kept in touch with Deacon, and for some reason I was okay with that, but Knox… What they had was something she and I never would. That damned lupine bond.

      “Sladey, are you all right?”

      I scowled at the pet name I’d warned her was only to be used in private. “Yes,” I muttered.

      “Then why do you look like you’re about to strangle the arm rests?”

      There was one thing I’d always wondered. One question I’d never had the courage to ask. I drew in a steadying breath and forced it out. “Why did you choose me over him?”

      Aspen’s light brows slammed together as she regarded me then spun toward the wolfish bachelor marching toward us. She inhaled a deep breath, her slim shoulders lifting. “Because I loved you more. Because I couldn’t imagine my future without you in it.” Her fingers tangled around mine.

      “And?”

      She shook her head, eyes gone glossy. “And because I could never look at Knox without seeing Kole.”

      I nodded slowly. It was just as I’d imagined.

      She slid off her seat and perched on my leg. Her hand cupped my cheek, and I leaned into her soft touch. “I’ve never regretted choosing you, Slade. Not once. I made the right decision that day. You are the man for me.” She pressed her lips to mine, and gods, I longed to get lost in her sweet taste.

      “Get a room for demons’ sake,” a familiar voice growled.

      Aspen released me and popped up to her feet. She launched herself at Deacon, wrapping her arms around the big tiger. “Eek! I’m so glad you could come,” she squealed as he spun her around.

      My nails dug into the arm rest despite the deep breathing exercises I’d been practicing to keep my cool. I’d never been the jealous type, not until Aspen and I were bound in the traditional demon ceremony. Now, the idea of another male’s hands on hers made me see red.

      I rose and extended a hand between her and the former bachelor creating some much-needed space. “So glad you could make it, Deacon.” I whirled toward the wolf next. “And you too, Knox.”

      He offered me a tight smile. I couldn’t blame the guy. I’d hate me too if I’d lost the girl of my dreams.

      Aspen turned to her former love, and my gaze remained intent on her expression. Did she still love him? But her face was a blank mask.

      After a quick exchange, she returned to my side, and my arm instinctively wrapped around her bare shoulders. My wife looked exquisite tonight in the strapless black sequined and feathered gown. Her old stylist Barnabus had sent it from Maginaria just for the occasion. It was truly magnificent, much like my love.

      I opened my mouth to say something, anything, to end the awkward silence but Aspen cut me off. “Excuse me, gentlemen, but I want to dance with the dark lord before he gets surrounded by all his faithful followers.” She ticked her head at the bar in the far corner. “Help yourselves to drinks and you can grab one for me too. And, each of you better save me a dance.” She shot them a wink and again that jealousy stirred from deep within.

      Her hand wrapped around mine, quelling the unease as she dragged me onto the dancefloor. With her firmly settled in my arms, the pesky envy began to drift away. “Thank you,” I murmured against the shell of her ear.

      “For what?” She tossed me a knowing smile. “I just wanted to dance with my husband. I should be thanking you.”

      My lips skimmed her cheek. “I love you so much, dark lady Aspen. And I’ll be the one thanking you once everyone leaves tonight. Over and over again.”

      She chuckled, wrapping her arms tighter around my neck so her body was flush against mine. “Maybe we can sneak away before everyone leaves.”

      A laugh rumbled in my own chest. “I would like that very much.”  I fluttered kisses across her cheek until I reached her full, pink lips. “Thank you for making me the happiest man in all the realms.”
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        * * *

      

      Read on for a special sneak peek of the second season of Hitched Live, currently on Kindle Vella. The new season kicks off with Episode 86 and you can check it out here.
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      Chapter 1

      Deacon

       

       

      “Please, don’t cry.” I swept my thumb across Alma’s cheek, my heart breaking. Gods, I was such an asshole. I didn’t even really want to do this stupid show. But how could I pass up all that money? It would allow me to do so much for the High Claw Cliff tigers. I had no intention of finding love. I’d already tried that and failed, twice. No way in hell I was putting my heart out there again.

      Which was exactly why I was walking away from Alma. Our history was too complicated. I’d loved her, was certain she was the one and then she’d met her fated mate. I understood how that stuff went; it was beyond a shifter’s control once the mate bond clicked into place, but it still hurt like hell.

      Now, Alma’s fated was dead. I’d been there to comfort her and we’d reconnected, briefly. But there was too much baggage there. Not to mention a part of me still loved Aspen. Truth be told, I’d fallen for her the first day I met her in the bathroom at the auditions all those months ago.

      I shook my head dispelling thoughts of the past. None of that mattered anymore. She’d found her love, and it wasn’t me.

      “I just don’t want you to leave,” Alma whimpered. 

      “It’s only eight weeks. I’ll be back before you know it.”

      “With a wife.” Her lower lip jutted out, and a part of me wanted nothing more than to capture it. Falling into a relationship with Alma would be easy, comfortable, but I wouldn’t do that to her. She had two kids now, and a heap of responsibilities. As alpha of the High Claw Cliff tigers, so did I, but after the past few months, I needed a distraction.

      “Not a wife,” I finally answered. “I already told you, I’m not doing this to find love. It’s just about the payout.”

      “And the scantily clad women throwing themselves at you.” She narrowed her glassy eyes.

      A deep, dark part of me enjoyed the jealousy. She’d hurt the hell out of me, and it was satisfying to see just a little bit of that come back to her. Petty, I know.

      “It’s all part of the deal.” I shot her a mischievous smirk, then inched closer cupping her cheeks. “You’ll always be my first love, Alma. And I’ll always be here for you, but this is something I need to do for me, and for our pack.”

      She nodded, her eyes sliding closed. “I know how much I hurt you, Deacon. If I could go back in time and erase all that, I would.”

      “Don’t do that. It wasn’t your fault. I get it.”

      “Regardless, I’ll be here waiting for you when you get back. If you’ve fallen in love with someone new, that’s fine, but I’ll be waiting nonetheless.”

      I scoffed. “That’s not going to happen. And I’d never ask you to do that.”

      Her hand cupped mine, slender fingers skimming my calloused skin. “You’re not asking. I’m telling you.” Her lips brushed against mine, the kiss sweet and tentative. Nothing like the handful of times we’d slept together since my return. Those had just been hot and fiery, an outlet for the pent-up frustration. 

      I didn’t want to have feelings for anyone. I was done with all that bullshit. This show was for one thing only: getting laid. Zero attachment, zero strings, zero heartache.

      “Okay, Alma, if you insist.”

      Releasing her, I glanced around my half-empty tent. I’d been camping out with the tigers for the past few weeks, traveling and hunting. It had been a nice change. Now I’d have to go visit Pops to say my goodbyes before filming started.

      My grandfather was the only family I had left, besides some random cousins and of course Phoenix and Kenna, my adoptive little sisters, but they had their own troubles to contend with. Pops wasn’t doing great. I only hoped he’d behave while I was gone. The memory loss and paranoia had been setting in pretty hardcore lately which was why I’d insisted Alma and her kids move in with him. This way they could keep each other company.

      I worried it gave Pops false hope of my future with her, but it was the best situation I could come up with at the moment. My Pops’ den was large and most of all safe. After what she and the kids had been through, they needed that.

      Alma strode toward the open flap, her lips pinched. “I only want what’s best for you, you know that, right?”

      I nodded slowly.

      “Have fun, Deac, and try not to break too many hearts.”

      A rueful chuckle slipped through my clenched teeth as she walked out. Once she was gone, I slumped down on my cot. I had a week until filming started, then I’d be swept back to a new island in Mystic Cove. 

      A buzz of electricity raced up my spine. Twelve women. All mine. I couldn’t freakin’ wait.

      ***

      Dax ticked his head at me from across the clearing, his signature aviator sunglasses resting atop the spikes of navy-blue hair. Like my own wild mane, it had grown longer since I saw him last. It had been nearly three months to the day from Aspen’s mating ceremony. The day I had to let her go forever. 

      Shaking the thoughts loose from my mind where they’d been permanently embedded, I marched toward the director of Hitched with my duffel bag slung over my shoulder. He held out his hand and gave it a firm shake. “Nice to see you, Deacon. We’re very pleased to have you aboard for the new season.”

      I lifted a wary brow. “That sounded more like a Shep speech than a Dax one.”

      He chuckled. “You’re right. Sheppard couldn’t make it, so he wanted to send his regards. He’ll be joining us at the villa this evening.”

      “Great,” I grumbled. “I hope you guys lined up a decent dozen females.”

      “Of course, we did.” He shot me a wink. “We even had a special VIP consultant to assist on the task.”

      “Seriously, who?”  

      “Why none other than Ms. Aspen De Grasse.” His navy irises sparkled in amusement. “She was adamant about being involved.”

      Damn, and I hadn’t even told her I’d decided to do it. She must have heard from the producers.

      “And she has excellent taste in women.”

      “I’ll have to see about that…”

      He grinned again and flicked his sunglasses down over his nose. “This promises to be a very interesting season, Deacon. One unlike any other we’ve done before. I hope you’re up for the challenge.”

      “Please, me with a dozen supernatural females? What are we waiting for?”

      

       

      Chapter 2 – Totally Bangable

      Deacon

       

      A wave of sultry air wafted over me as I stepped out of the portal and landed on the moist earth of Mystic Cove. Home sweet home. I hauled my duffle bag further up on my shoulder and took it all in. It had been six months since I left the cluster of islands tucked away in the Ocean Realm. It seemed like a lifetime and yet only a second ago.

      Dax landed beside me, tugging at his shirt collar as he steadied himself. Landing a solid entrance via portal was always a challenge, but the warlock was as graceful as a prima ballerina. He pointed toward the thick copse of trees. “Your new home awaits just through there.”

      He flicked his wrist and a pathway appeared, bending the towering palms out of my way. I always wondered how a powerful warlock like Dax ended up as a director of reality television. I refocused my attention on the clearing and could just make out the sprawling white structure and deep blues of the Manta Sea beyond.

      “Go ahead. The camera crew will start filming as you enter so I will not accompany you any further.”

      I nodded as my pulse began to quicken. Shit. I couldn’t believe I was really doing this.

      Stepping through the jungle, a faint buzz pulled my attention skyward. Two silver drones hovered just overhead, the red-blinking light of the camera catching my eye.

      And we’re live…

      Sucking in a deep breath, I forced my feet forward. Would I meet the females right away? Or would I get a second to acquaint myself to my new home for the next six weeks? As I recalled, Aspen got at least a couple hours.

      I marched on for a few long minutes, my thoughts swirling, until the deep greens gave way to a cement driveway. My gaze trailed up the path to a wrought iron fence and the three-story uber modern mansion clinging to the cliffside.

      Wow.

      It was completely different than the colonial-style villa from last season. It was nearly all glass… certainly not by accident. It would give the drones a perfect view of everything inside without the camera crew’s intrusive presence.

      The gate opened at my approach, the groan of the towering wrought iron barrier shattering the peaceful silence. A large man sat in the petite white guardhouse and offered me a wave and a stern smile as I passed. 

      I marched up the winding driveway, passing tennis courts, sand volleyball, basketball, pickleball and every other possible court invented. To the right of the house sat the spa, a one-story building very similar to the one from last season, only with glass walls instead of the conservative concrete. Guess everything goes this season.

      At the far end of the sprawling lot, a squat white building with fully functioning walls completed the compound. Likely the staff’s quarters.

      I hurried my pace as I approached the entrance. Two-story glass doors slid open as I climbed up the tile steps. A familiar face appeared, calming my nerves.

      “Welcome back, Master Deacon.” The woman reached for my bag, but I dropped it on the floor instead. No way she could carry that thing with her small frame.

      “Madame Aurelia.” I smiled at the villa’s caretaker. “And Master just sounds way too formal. Deacon is fine.” The woman had always been a quiet presence in the household last season and yet everything had always been immaculate.

      “It’s wonderful to see you again. If there is anything you need during your stay, please do not hesitate to ask. I’ll manage the house and all the staff as always.”

      “And you always did it so well.”

      She beamed as she led me inside the house. A grand foyer with towering ceilings spread before me, the floor to ceiling glass windows extending all around the house. The Manta Sea stretched out before us, nothing but the deep azure of the water and pale blue of the sky for miles around.

      “Damn, that’s some view.” After the past few months of tiger camp life, I wasn’t sure I’d get used to the extravagance. I crept across the living room, terrified to scuff up the fluffy white carpet and pristine cream leather couches. A balcony hung over the precipice highlighting the incredible view of the coastline.

      Aurelia moved beside me, silent as always. She pointed down toward the edge of the property. “There is a staircase that leads down to the beach. Only about two hundred steps.”

      “Damn.”

      The hint of a smile curled her lips. “There’s also an elevator which will take you straight down. There is a pool down below as well as one in the spa.”

      “Sounds fantastic.” 

      Quick footsteps echoed across the marble floor, drawing my attention back toward the entrance foyer. 

      “Prrow… The producers definitely outdid themselves when they found you.” A pink-haired pixie appeared around the corner, fluttering a few feet off the floor. Her translucent wings matched the hue of her neon hair. Lively silver eyes sparkled in amusement as she regarded me.

      “Dawn, control yourself.” Aurelia sent the pixie a scowl. “Master Deacon, this is Dawn, your stylist.”

      Her wings flapped in a mad tempo as she bounded closer. “O.M.G. I am so excited! I am going to make you gorgeous.” She paused and nibbled on her lower lip. “I mean, you’re already gorgeous, but you know what I mean.”

      “Bite your tongue, dear and go show the man to his room. You don’t have much time before the contestants arrive.”

      My stomach took a nosedive. Shit, this was really happening.

      Dawn wrapped her slender arm around mine and tugged me toward the staircase. I glanced up to see it rose three floors, the skylight letting in the glowing midday sun. “Follow me, hun. You’re on the third floor, just above the ladies.”

      “I’ll have your bag sent up, Master Deacon,” Aurelia called out.

      “Just Deacon, please,” I shouted back. “And thanks!”

      Dawn skipped up the steps, her wings alive as if powered by her nervous energy. “I am so excited for this gig. I promise I’ll do everything possible to make you look as bangable as possible.”

      I choked on a laugh.

      “Not that you’re not totally hot already.” She stared at me, pretty pink lips puckered. “I mean I’d totally—”

      “Dawn!” Aurelia’s shout carried all the way up to the third floor. “You know the rules.”

      Right. No fraternizing with the crew. It was one of the only hard and fast policies of the game.

      “Oops, sorry.” She clapped her hand over her mouth. “Sometimes when I get nervous, I talk too much. That’s what my sister Mira says. She’s the oldest of the twelve of us and—” Her mouth snapped shut. “Sorry, there I go again. I’m just so excited for this opportunity. And I’m a huge fan. I watched last season, and Aspen was an idiot not to choose you. I am a hundred percent #TeamDeacon, just remember that.”

      A smile formed unbidden.

      “I mean I get the whole wolfy fated mates thing, but still. Knox was just so grumpy and a total alpha-hole if you asked me.”

      A full out chuckle erupted from my mouth as we reached the third-floor landing. “I appreciate the confidence boost, Dawn. I think I’m going to need it to survive the next few weeks.”

      “Oh please, you have nothing to worry about. Those twelve girls are going to be all over you.”

      My dick twitched at the thought. Alma and I had been hooking up for a while, but when I decided to do the show, I’d put an end to it because things were complicated enough between us. I didn’t want to drag it out and hurting her was the last thing I wanted. Now I was hard up. Which was odd because before Aspen, I hadn’t been serious with anyone in a long time. Meaningless sex was just what I needed, and I was sure I’d come to the right place for that.

      “So this whole floor is yours.” Dawn motioned toward both sides of the hallway. “Down that way is the entertainment area. You have a movie theater, game room, bar, and small kitchen for late night snacks. And this way is your bedroom…”

      “What’s through that door?” Just off the entertainment wing, another set of double doors caught my eye. Given my background of freelancing with the Supernatural Intelligence Agency, I liked to think I had a high attention to detail.

      Dawn’s cheeks rosied as she gave a nonchalant wave. “Oh nothing. Just a linen closet or something.” She weaved her arm through mine and pulled me down the corridor. “Come on, just wait till you see your room.”

      She practically sprinted toward the doors at the opposite end of the floor, allowing me only quick glances at the views through the glass hallway.

      “It’s like living in a fishbowl,” I murmured.

      “I hope you’re not too tied to your privacy.” She smirked.

      “I guess I’ll have to get over it quickly.”

      She chewed on her lip as she paused in front of the door to my chambers. “Is it weird having sex in front of the cameras?”

      Heat rushed up my neck at the thought that my stylist had seen me with Aspen. The network didn’t broadcast everything obviously, but someone still had to have gone through the raw footage. And what did end up on TV was definitely more than PG-13. “You kind of forget they’re there after a while,” I finally mumbled. Because it was the truth. At first, the cameras are all you see, but before long you get so sucked into the reality of it, they begin to disappear.

      “Hmm, I don’t think I could ever forget.” Her wings fluttered nervously.

      “Then you better not be having sex around here.” I laughed, and crimson flooded her cheeks.

      “I would never!” A soft giggle escaped her mouth, drawing my attention to her pretty pink lips. I usually never went for the Fae. Most were too snooty and arrogant like my old friend Fallon, but maybe that was because I hadn’t spent much time with the lesser Fae. Dawn was cute and sweet, and her nervousness had managed to put me at ease. She ran her fingers through her pink bangs and swept an errant tumble behind her pointy ear. “Ready to see your room?”

      I was so ready.

      She threw the doors open and a sprawling bedroom stretched before me, but I couldn’t focus on the room itself not with the three-hundred-and-eighty-degree views through the glass walls. It was like my room was perched atop a mountain.

      “Wow, it’s incredible,” I murmured.

      “I know.” Her pale silver eyes sparkled.

      I finally tore my gaze away from the never-ending blue from the gentle waves of the sea to the white puffy clouds in the sky and focused on the bedroom. An oversized king platform bed sat in the center. I was tall, and I was fairly certain I’d need to jump to climb on. A tall headboard made of the light wood from the kapok tree native to the island coupled with the black silk sheets gave it a modern but warm vibe. It was like the interior designer knew me personally.

      “The closet is over there and the bathroom there.” She pointed at two doors on opposite sides of the room. “You have a full size, ten-person jacuzzi off the balcony, of course.”

      “Of course.” I grinned. “What about the other three girls?”

      She shrugged, her lips screwing into a pout. “I guess you’ll just have to wait to use it until you eliminate some of the contestants.”

      Ugh. I was not looking forward to that part. As hard as it was waiting to get chosen, I couldn’t imagine the stress Aspen was under for each elimination. I didn’t want to hurt anyone.

      “And now, for the best part.” A mischievous grin curled Dawn’s lips as she sauntered toward a wall of bookshelves. She tugged on a book, and I immediately recognized the cover. Fifty Shades of Fae. Classic. A sharp groan shook the bookcase, and a hidden door slid open. “Come, check it out.”

      My brows furrowed as I followed the pixie into the dark chamber. She flicked on a light, and a faint crimson glow filled the room. My eyes darted from corner to corner unable to remain in one spot for too long – sex swings, a funny looking stool with straps, a medieval torture rack fitted with fuzzy handcuffs, a chest of toys, whips, masks, everything and anything to fill your darkest desire.

      “Damn…” I hissed out.

      “Yeah, like I said, I think you’re going to have a lot of fun in the next few weeks.”
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        * * *

      

      Continue Deacon’s story on Kindle Vella with Episode 88! You can vote LIVE as I write and determine who your favorite bachelor ends up with. Plus there’s a BIG twist for the #TeamSlade fans! As always, once the series is complete in Vella, it will be published in Kindle Unlimited but the date is yet to be determined. Join GK DeRosa’s Supe Squad on FB for all the latest news and for a chance to win advanced reader copies!
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      Of Gods and Wolves (World of Azar)

      Death’s Captive

      Death’s Fate

      

      Vampish (World of Azar)

      Vampish: The Hunt

      Vampish: Kiss of Death

      Vampish: Blood Bonds

      Vampish: Blood Mate

      

      Wolfish  (World of Azar)

      Wolfish: Moonborne

      Wolfish: Curseborne

      Wolfish: Mateborne

      Wolfish: Fateborne

      

      Darkblood Prison (World of Azar)

      Darkblood Prison: Demon On A Dime
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      The Hitched Series (World of Azar)

      Hitched: The Bachelorette

      Hitched: The Top Ten

      Hitched: The Final Five

      Hitched: The One

      

      The Vampire and Angel Wars (Stand Alone Series)

      Wings & Destruction

      Blood & Rebellion
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      The Vampire Prophecy  (Stand Alone Series)

      Dark Fates

      Dark Divide
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      Magic Bound
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      Wilder: The Guardian Series The Complete Collection
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