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ONE

“She came in through the emergency room last night. She was a goner. | honestly
don’t know how they got her back.”

The words from the doctor break my heart. Dr. King is the best of the best, but she
tells it like it is. | continue administering the patient’s morning medications as the
doctor finishes her evaluation, making voice notesin atiny recorder. She nods to me.

“I'll be back to speak to the family after rounds. Please page me immediately if there
are any...changes.” She looks over at the hospital bed with sympathy before stepping
out into the hall of the ICU.

“I’m just going to flush your IV before giving you your medications, Mrs. Miller,” |
explain cheerfully as| rip open a new syringe.

| always talk to my patients as if they’'re listening, even if they’'re aseep or
medi cated.

| believe they can hear me and treating them as such can only have a positive impact.
I’ve always had the urge to take care of others, and the aunt who raised me often
joked that it was in my blood. My mom was a nurse as well, so Aunt Renee might

have had a point.

| finish up the IV meds and gather my trash before tossing it into the can next to the
monitor. | squeeze my patient’s hand for amoment. “I’m going to step outside and sit



at my desk to finish up some charting, but if you need me, I'll beright in.”

She continues sleeping, the monitors beeping normally around her, and | step outside,
my heart aching. Because while | love taking care of people, it's devastating that not
everyone can be saved.

By the end of my twelve-hour shift, my feet are practically numb.

It'sall | can do to make my way to the elevator and down to the lobby.

As | step out into the evening air, the sun halfway setting over the horizon, |
appreciate the beauty of the Appalachian Mountains al around us.

Something about the ridges displayed against the sky always pulls at my heart.

There’ s athumping in my veins. Home. Home. Home .

Before my parents passed away when | was thirteen, we spent every weekend hiking
trails and searching for waterfals. It's just not the same without them, though. And
Aunt Renee' s still acity girl at heart.

“Darian!” a voice calls out, interrupting my reverie, and | open my eyes, turning to
see my favorite coffee cart set up to my left. My spirits are instantly lifted, both by
the sight of the coffee cart and of my aunt.

“1 didn’t know you'd be set up today.” | flash Renee a smile as she whips out her
prepped iced coffee to prepare my favorite drink.

“1 wasn’t supposed to be, but the chief of staff seemed to think everyone could use a
pick-me-up. Worked out for me. I'd rather be doing this than anything else.” She tops
my drink with whipped cream.



Her remark tugs at my heart. The woman uprooted her whole life in New York to
come back to Northeast Tennessee and take care of me, rather than make me move
across the country at thirteen.

And she won't take a dime of money from me.

She’s not poor by any means, but my parents didn’'t leave us with anything, so she's
aways had to work hard to support us.

| knew from the beginning that | had to do well in school and get a scholarship, so |
did. Now | do pretty well on my own, but she won't accept any help from me. Either

way, it’sreally cool to see her living her dream of being a badass business owner.

“Oh my god, this is heaven.” | close my eyes at the first sip of sweet, rich coffee
touching my tongue. “ Absolutely perfect.”

“How was your day?’ She rips off a paper towel to dry her hands with before leaning
on the counter, giving me her full attention.

“It wasn't bad. Just so busy.” The image of my patient, still unconscious, flashes in
my mind, but | push it away. “Y ours?’

“1 did some laundry. That’ s about as exciting as it gets for me and Tiger.”

The mention of her kitten makes me smile. “ So, he' s adjusting okay?’

“Pretty much. Although, now that he’s around, there are more strays everywhere. I'm
not sure what’ s happened.”

“They probably smell him.” | slurp down the last of my drink before tossing the cup
into the trash can. “We always had a few strays that would come and go. Y ou know,



the one | call Old Man has been hanging out on my porch.”
“You were always his favorite.” Her lips turn down in a frown. “Oh, shit. | forgot to
fill up Tiger's food. Would you mind going by there to do that? I'm still not

accustomed to having aroommate again.” She chuckles.

“Yeah, no problem. Even though it's so far away,” | tease. “See you tonight. Love

you.

“Loveyou too. Be careful .”

“1 will.” | wave over my shoulder at her as| head to my car.

It's an ongoing joke that we live so far away from each other because we live in the
same apartment complex.

| moved out halfway through nursing school, but it was more for her than me.

She would never have asked me to leave, but | thought she deserved her space, and
honestly, we had both been in the dating pool awhile.

| didn’t want to see my aunt doing the walk of shame, and I’ m sure she felt the same.

| drive home in a fog, my mind still reeling from the day’s work, second-guessing
every choice | made.

What if | could have done something differently to help my patient?

Thankfully, it's only a fifteen-minute drive, and as | pull into a parking spot, | turn
my mind off.



| imagine there's a little switch and flick it off, ready to give my mind and body a
much-needed rest.

| fumble for my keys at Renee’s door, cursing her for not leaving her porch light on.
When I’'m finally inside, Tiger greets me with afeisty hiss until I switch on the light.

Then he'sablur of orange, racing around my feet.

“Hey, little guy.” | reach down to scratch his ears. “I know. Can you believe she left
you to starve? C'mon, I'll take care of it.”

He follows meto the kitchen as if he understands everything I’ m saying. Who knows,
maybe he does. The clinking of the food as it fills his automatic feeder sends Tiger
into a tizzy, and he gobbles it up like he hasn't eaten in days. “So dramatic, aren’t
you?’

Hiswater is still full, so | leave that aone.

“She’'ll be homein alittle while, okay, buddy?

" | give him one last scratch. | turn on my heel, the moonlight shining into the room
from Renee' s patio door.

“Of course she left her curtain open again,” | mutter.

I’ ve always gotten onto her because she' s oblivious about her safety.

It's something I’ m always cautious about, but she didn’t live through what | did.

| stare out into the night, anxiety building inside me.

The clouds float over to cover the moon and everything is dark, but for some reason |



ache to keep staring into the nothingness.

As the clouds move again, | sigh, reaching up to pull the curtain closed, but then
there’ s aloud thump.

| drop my arm, frozen in fear as a man slides down the door before crumpling onto
the patio.

My instincts to save him kick in, and | throw the door open, the metalic scent of
blood immediately filling my nostrils. After stepping over the man, | drop to my
knees at his side to survey the situation. My hands hover over him, hesitating for only

amoment before diving in.

When my skin touches his wrist, an electric shock jolts my fingertips and snakes
throughout my body.

Must be the adrenaline. But relief floods my system at the reassuring thump.

He has a pulse, thundering under my fingertip like a drum.

Historso is sweaty, his shirt sticking to him, but that’ s not where the blood is.

My hands continue their investigation, and there it is.

Therip in his pantsis right below his hip bones.

The blood coating his jeans has turned them dark.

It's not pouring from the wound, though, which is a good sign.

| curse Renee again for not leaving her porch lights on, because if the motion detector



had kicked in, I’ d be able to see better.

Asitis, I'm afraid to move him...and after feeling his taut muscles and stout body,
I’m not sure | could.

I”’m pretty strong, but this man is enormous.

“Wait right here.” | squeeze his arm. “I’m going to grab supplies and turn on the
light. I'll be right back.”

The man groans in response—a good sign. At least he's awake.

| step over him and run through Renee’ s apartment to my old bathroom.

Thankfully, she's left everything the way we had it, and | grab the first aid kit from
the medicine cabinet and afew of the old cleaning rags from underneath the sink.

After flicking on the patio light, I'm back by his side, my supplies open beside me as
my fingers twitch over the zipper of his pants.

“1’m going to unzip your pants so | can clean your wound, okay?’

He groans again, which | take to mean he understands.

After amoment of struggling, | have the button and zipper open.

| grab each side tightly and wrestle the pants down just enough to uncover the wound.

It's nasty, but it’s no longer bleeding.

Working quickly, | clean the jagged cut.



It had to be aknife, a serrated blade of some sort.

Of course, if this man makes a habit of dropping in on people's patios in the middle
of the night, maybe that’ s how he got stabbed.

Oh my god, what if I’'m saving a creep? Or a criminal? The thought flashes across my
mind, but | push the fear aside because it doesn’t matter. | have to save everyone.

When the wound is clean, | spray it with disinfectant.

As he reacts to the sting, his clothing twists, and to my utter shock, | catch a glimpse
of hisdick, hard and throbbing and protruding from the front of his underwear.

My thighs clench instinctively, heat pooling in my core like I've never felt, and |
make myself look away.

What the fuck?

Gathering my wits, | clear my throat and finish the bandaging, ignoring the way my
skin sizzles asif flames are erupting from beneath the surface.

Once my work is done, | scoot back on all fours, as far from him as | can get without
falling off the edge, and sit crisscross on the wood.

My insides tingle, something crawling through my veins, as if searching for
something and finding it all at once.

| close my eyes, the sensation overwhelming.

My throat burns with araw thirst that has nothing to do with water.



| breathe in and out slowly, calming myself, and as the fire subsides, my eyes open
slowly.

But he's gone.

How did the man go from being unconscious to disappearing in the minute | took to
compose myself?

Leaving nothing behind except my heavy breathing and a wet spot on the porch
where his sweaty head had rested.

A low growl from the door interrupts my thoughts as Tiger steps onto the patio,
sniffing where my patient was.

He grumbles in kitten nonsense as he scouts out the area before climbing into my lap.

“Weirdest night ever, Tiger.” | scratch behind his ears, shaking my head. “I didn’t
even hear him move. | hope he'll be okay.”

Tiger purrs reassuringly, bumping my paused hand for more pets.

| oblige, staring up at the night sky. Normally, 1’d never be outside alone this late.

The memories are too much. The flashes of my mom'’s frightened face; my dad's
swinging arm that did no good to dissuade the intruders.

We weren't rich. We didn’t have anything of value for anyone to take. We were just
unlucky.

But they didn’t hurt me.



“1 gotta head home, buddy. Let’s get you inside.

" He hops off my lap and pads through the doorway, stepping over my supplies.

| collect everything, putting away the spray inside the first aid kit and crumpling the
bandage wrappers in my fist before taking one last ook around the yard.

But there’ s no sign of the mysterious man.

| lock up Renee’'s house and bid Tiger goodnight before heading to my own home.
The porch light is bright and welcoming as aways, and as | walk up the stairs, I'm
greeted by the low meow of the stray that likes to hang around my porch.

“Hey, Old Man.” He pushes up on hisfront legs, shaking his tail.

The way he moves, asif his joints are stiff, and his fuzzy face make me think of an
unruly beard.

He moved to my porch when | moved out of Renee’s.

He won't let me touch him, though. | tried the first few times he appeared, and he
alwaysran away.

Now | respect his request and we just talk.

“Have agood night,” | tell him before locking myself in my house.

It's been an odd night, and the adrenaline from the events at my aunt’s has tapered,
turning into pure exhaustion.

| should shower, but | don’t know how I'll muster the energy.



| don’t have a choice, though, so | trudge through the motions of getting clean, the
hot water soothing my aching muscles.

By thetime | crawl into bed, my eyes are halfway closed.

After squinting at my phone to make sure my alarm is set, | burrow under the covers,
the cool sheets welcoming me with open arms. But as | drift off into dreamland, my
mind is consumed by the image of the injured man sprawled out before me.

Only now, he's awake. His eyes are dark and dangerous, roving down my body, and
that same feeling floods through me as before, as if my veins themselves are on fire.

The sheets twist around my ankles as | toss and turn, the burning within me nearly
unbearable as I’ m trapped somewhere between sleep and waking.

My hand snakes between my legs, searching for relief. Every time | send myself over
the edge, | imagine it's a his hands instead of mine. | pretend his full lips are
devouring mine as | moan into my pillow, but no matter how many times | orgasm,
the ache never ceases.
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TWO

As my coffee drips reassuringly the next morning, the scent wafting around my
kitchen, I’ m thankful to be off for the day.

After my restless night, there’s no way | could provide care for anyone.
Apparently, | can’'t even take care of myself.
My body is blowing my mind, and not in the way | want it to.

When the machine sputters to a stop, | fill my favorite mug before reaching for my
white chocolate macadamia syrup.

Of course the bottle is empty. | toss it into the trash and search through the cabinets,
but with no luck.

It's just not my day. | slam the doors shut before making my way over to the
refrigerator and yanking it open with an exaggerated groan.

To my utter dismay, the door rips off its hinges.
| stand there in shock as all of my condiments in the door slide onto the floor.
The handle dlips from my fingertips and lands on the ground with a bang.

A low feral growl cuts through the silence, and after glancing around the room, it hits



me.

The sound is originating from my own throat.

The shriek tears from me, my mouth opening wide as my frustrated roar echoes
around the room.

When the sound ceases, my throat is raw and sore, but somehow I'm feeling better,
and the heat within my veins has cooled atad.

What in the fuck is going on with me? The door hinges must have been loose or
something. Nevertheless, now my food is going to spoil if this situation isn’t fixed
soon. So much for aleisurely day off.

| pocket my phone and keys before heading out into the morning sun. Old Man isn't
outside, but he normally isn’'t during the day. He tends to visit at night, probably
because he' s accustomed to me coming home from work then.

As | trek across the parking lot to the maintenance office, the lady | cared for in the
|CU yesterday comes to mind. Y ou never know if your patient will be there when you
come back the next day, much less after a day off.

The bell rings as | step into the air-conditioning, a relief from the sweltering heat.
Still, I can't find any relief from the flames roaring within me, and the outside
temperature seems to match my own struggle. I’m too young for menopause, right?

The secretary glances up at me over her glasses, her hair pulled into a no-nonsense
bun on top of her head. She's never rude, but she's not super friendly. She starts

typing as | speak.

“How can | help you today?’



“Yes, I'm Darian. | live in 12C. Umm...” | search for the right way to explain my
situation. “My refrigerator door is broken.”

Her fingers pause over the keyboard, and my eyes flick over the nameplate on her
desk. Janice. Why can | never remember her name?

“Broken?’ She furrows her eyebrows as if she doesn’t understand how this could
have happened, and I'd like to tell her that makes two of us.

“Um, yes, the door has fallen off the hinges.”

Evidently, this was the wrong way to explain my situation. Her eyebrows scrunch
even closer together, and her lips are now pinched so thinly that the top one

disappears.

“I"ll send someone over.”

“Hopefully soon. My food will spoil without the door, you know, and | just bought
the value pack of sandwich meat.” And it’s not cheap, Janice.

She just nods, typing away again. Assuming that’s my dismissal, | head back home.
When | let myself in the front door, a soft rustling from the kitchen greets me, and
I’m immediately on edge. Surely the maintenance man didn’t beat me here, and if he

had, they don’t enter our apartments until we let them in, unless otherwise noted.

| press myself flat against the wall, sliding down the panel to the open doorway and
peeking around to find the source of the noise.

An orange ball of fur comes flying a me, and Tiger climbs up my legs, his claws
sinking in with each step as he makes his way to my chest.



| wrap my arms around him. “What are you doing here?’ He stares at me, eyes wide,
and | shake my head, laughing. “How’d you even get inside?”’

He meows in response, as if he's telling me exactly what | want to know, and |
scratch him behind the ears. “Did you see the mess | made?’ He relaxes against me,
his purr vibrating against my neck. “| better text Renee and tell her you're here.
She'll be worried sick.”

| pull out my phone and type out a quick one-handed message to my aunt, holding
Tiger in my other arm. After pressing send, | tuck my phone back into my pocket and
survey the junk all over the floor. “Thisis a disaster. We better get it picked up before
mai ntenance comes.”

| lean over to set Tiger down, but he refuses to let go of my shirt. “Tiger, what are
you—"

He grumbles low in his throat, the purring now gone, and even with me trying to pull
his claws out of my clothes, he somehow gets the others attached to me before | can
disentangle al of him. With asigh, | give up and stoop over, grabbing things one at a
time to set on the counter.

“You are aneedy little thing, aren’t you?”’

Halfway through collecting bottles and jars—and throwing away a few expired ones
that are embarrassingly out-of-date—there’s a knock on the door, followed by the
low growl of someone calling, “Maintenance.”

“1 suppose you' re coming with me to get that.

" | hoist Tiger up and he settles his butt into the crook of my arm, his front paws
resting on my shoulder.



He' s not super heavy, but after holding him and working, my shoulder is cramped.

As | make my way to the front door, | pull out my phone to glance at my messages,
but there’ s still not a response from Renee.

Knowing her, she left her back door open before she went out to set up the coffee
cart.

| open the door carefully, not willing to risk another accident today, and when my
eyes meet the maintenance man, | stop in my tracks. They look exactly like they did

in my dreams, when | furtively fingered myself and pretended it was him.

The injured man from last night.
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THREE

“H-hi,” | squeak out, gripping Tiger so tightly that he sinks a warning claw into my
shoulder.

“Hey, I'm Aarick. | heard you' re having an issue keeping it cool in here,” he jokes.
God, he has no idea. Because with his reappearance, the unbearable need hits me full
force again, and my fingers ache to trail across his chest, the hair peeking over the top

of his T-shirt begging for me to twirl my fingersinit.

If he recognizes me, he hides it well. | find myself leaning in closer, inhaling the
musky male scent that inexplicably pulls mein.

Asl exhale...isit my imagination or does he shudder?

Suddenly, Tiger nips my shoulder with histeeth. “Y ou little shit.”

Aarick smirks at my reaction, and | pull myself out of whatever is wrong with me.
Clearing my throat, | step aside to let him in. “I’'m Darian. The kitchen is—wéll, |
guess you know. All the apartments are the same.”

He nods, brushing by me to fit himself through the doorway.

It'sasif he's grown since last night. His shoulders seem broader, his arms thicker.

Hewalksin front of me to the kitchen, and my eyes move down his body.



I’m no better than a man, staring him down like a piece of meat, but the jeans form to
his figure like a glove, and all | can think about is what else he’s hiding in those
pants.

“Holy shit.” He halts at the open doorway, dropping his bag of tools as he surveysthe
chaotic state of the room. “What happened?’

“1 have no idea, honestly.” | lean against the wall, scratching Tiger absentmindedly as
| imagine the kitchen through Aarick’s eyes.

And I'm still not sure how | feel about him being here.

It's too much of a coincidence. But for now, my refrigerator needs repairing, so I'm
just keeping an eye on him.

Tiger jumps out of my arms and lands with a soft thud on the tile, then pads into the
other room asif helives here.

Aarick crosses the space in no time, dropping to a squat to peer at the hinges. “The
screws are just stripped. It should be an easy fix.” He glances over his shoulder, his

eyeslocking on mine. “Would you hand me my bag?’

| freeze like a deer in headlights, my heart rate increasing rapidly at the way his gaze
darkens. Then | whimper.

|. Fucking. Whimper. The heat blooms in my belly, reignited by his attention, and he
moves like liquid, turning over on all fours, and he crawlsto me.

The man crawls to me on hands and knees, his eyes boring into my soul.

I’m no stranger to sexua tension, but the charge pouring off his body is on a whole



other levdl.

When he stops before me, settling on his knees, he stares up at me almost defiantly.

Then his hands wrap around my calves, the electric touch of our skin meeting ajolt to
my system.

My brain registers what's going on, but my body does nothing to stop it as Aarick
buries his face between my thighs.

A shudder racks his body as he inhales before releasing alow moan.

It's muffled against the fabric of my shorts but still audible, and it takes every bit of
my self-control to keep myself upright.

“What the hell?’ | manage, clenching my hands into fists at my sides. “I don’t even
know you.”

Aarick teases his nose along my belly, a soft smile playing across his face. “Y ou may
not know me yet, but your body does. It's calling to me. Aching for me.”

His hands move up my legs to grip my hips. He pulls me to the floor effortlessly, and
| let him, the craving within me too powerful to resist the common sense that | don’t
know this man from Adam.

“Darian, I’ve been searching for you for years.” He squeezes my waist, his eyes
flashing over my face asif he's searching for something.

“Why have you been searching for me?’ I’'m turned on by his closeness, but his
words are alittle more than I'm prepared for.



“You're my mate,” he says simply, arching an eyebrow at me as if | should know
this. Asif it's common sense.

“Okay, I'm...I’m not anyone's mate .” | press myself into the wall, clenching my
thighs together to alleviate the need for friction. I'm on fire, horny as hell, and this
man seems to know all the right places to touch me, but I'm suddenly very aware of
the situation.

He studies me quizzically. “Don’t you know? You're...”

“I'm what?’ | lash out, shifting my ass on the floor in an attempt to alleviate the
throbbing between my legs.

“You'remy mate,” he repeats, and | can’'t help but roll my eyes.

“So you've said.” I’'m beginning to get irritated. If he doesn’'t get a move on with
taking me to pound town, | may have to just take care of myself again. Maybe it’ll
work out better thistime.

“You'rein heat, baby. I’'m here to get you through it. To take care of you.”

A bark of laughter dips from my lips before | can stop it. “In heat? What are we,
animals?’ | tease him, my mind still reeling from the term of endearment he used.

Aarick watches me with concern, but | don’t know why; he's the one who's acting
Insane.

“We are animals, Darian.”

I’'m still laughing, my shoulders now shaking. “ Sure we are. Sure.”



He leans back on his haunches, hislips pinched in a displeased smile.

| attempt to gain control of myself, straightening up and stifling my giggles.

After al, | do still want him to touch me, if he’swilling.

Forget all of my being-on-guard, safety bullshit.

It's down the drain now anyway. And if Aarick was going to hurt me, he would have
done so by now.

| open my mouth to invite him to touch me, to do whatever he wants to me, aslong as
this burning stops.

But right before my eyes, Aarick’s body begins shaking, twisting, and turning, until
with alow growl, he shifts into a large black panther, his dark eyes still boring into
mine.

My scream echoes around the kitchen as | scramble to my feet, diding away from the
panther. | keep my eyes on Aarick. Isit realy Aarick? Have | finally lost my mind?
Is this from lack of sleep? Maybe this heat has been a fever and now I'm
hallucinating.

Y ou're not hallucinating. The voice echoesin my mind, like athought, and | freezein
place, keeping my eyes on the large cat.

"What in the fuck?’
See, | told you. You're my mate. He stretches out, crossing one paw over the other

and making himself comfortable. At this rate, I'll be throwing everything in the
refrigerator away.



I’ll buy you a new refrigerator and fill it with groceries. Quit worrying.

Before | can say anything else, the creak of my front door distracts me. Renee
appears in the doorway of the kitchen, her face going pale at the sight of the large
black cat chilling on the floor. He swishes his tale back and forth the way Tiger does
when he’ s displeased.

“Renee, you won't believe what’ s going on.”

She rushes over to me, otherwise unbothered by Aarick, and grabs my arm. “Are you
okay? Areyou hurt?’

“I'm fine.” | squeeze her arm reassuringly. “l promise. Just...he keeps saying these
weird things.”

She searches my face before turning to dart her eyes around the room. “What do you
mean?’

“Hesays|’m his...mate.” The word sends shivers down my body and tastes delicious
on my tongue.

She pulls me closer until our foreheads almost touch, her eyes now dancing with
excitement. “Y ou’' ve goneinto heat.
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FOUR
“What do you mean, I’ve gone into heat, Renee?’ | stare my aunt down, shocked at
her use of the word. When Aarick said it, | chalked it up to him being insane, but now

she's making the same claim.

“Darian, I...1 couldn’t tell you.” Her tone matches her face—pinched lips and sad
eyes. But that doesn’t make this easier for me.

“You couldn’t tell me,” | repeat. “That’s...”

“l know it doesn’'t change the betrayal you feel, but everything we did was to keep
you safe.”

“So you know this...man?’ | motion toward Aarick’s animal form. “Or...”
“Shifter,” she says calmly. “We're shifters.”

“S0 you're one too?’

“I am.”

“Does that mean my parents...?’

“Your parents were, yes. But there’'s so much more to the story. Right now, we have
to focus on you. On getting you through your heat.”



“What in the hell does that mean?’ | yell, balling my fists in frustration as the never-
ending fire roars throughout my veins.

“It means...” Shelooks at Aarick.

He immediately stretches, his limbs and figure contorting until he's a man again,
standing before me. Buck-ass naked.

Renee quickly turns away, but | can’'t. Because my body hums at the sight of him, at
the way his curves and crevices glisten like he’s on a romance novel cover. | move
toward him without thinking, and he welcomes me with open arms.

“It means that | have to take care of my girl,” he whispers hoarsely as he wraps mein
his embrace, my body vibrating happily at his touch. The fire is there but it's cozy
now, and everything alignsin my mind to make sense.

He will put out thefire.

Everything else around us disappears as Aarick lowers his mouth to my neck and |
stretch out to receive the touch.

He pebbles kisses along my skin, over my jawline, each one like a block of ice
soothing my fever.

My body shakes from the contact, and the distant sound of my front door closing
barely registers, but | glance out of the corner of my eye and Reneeis gone.

Knowing we're alone only heightens my anticipation, and as Aarick’s mouth moves
down my body, | despise the layers between his lips and my skin.

As | tear out of my clothes, the zipper on my shortsrips.



They hit the floor with my underwear, but there’ s no time to be shy.

He grabs my shirt, pulling it up, and we both fumble to get it over my head.

His soft laughter as his eyes meet mine touches something inside me that isn't
completely sexual.

We freeze for a moment, our eyes locked on the other, and my heart swells, my chest
hurting at the fullness.

| break the spell between us, averting my eyes, because the emotiona impact of that
connection is too much, and my physical needs are my focus right now.

After reaching to unclasp my bra, it fallsto my feet like awhite flag.

I’m surrendering. In one swift moment, he sweeps me up like a bride into his arms
and carries me through the kitchen.

His eyes never leave my face, yet he doesn’t run into any wells or corners.

He presses his lips to my cheek, my forehead, behind my ear, but never my lips, and |
can’'t help but wonder why.

When he reaches the doorway to my bedroom, he pauses. “Is this okay?’
“Yes.” | nod fervently before burying my face in his chest. The warmth of his skin
and the scent in the soft hairs there soothe me more than anything I've ever felt

before.

He steps over the threshold to my room and something solidifies between us, a trust
that | can’t help but give him.



He inhales deeply, and a rumble vibrates through his chest. “You smell so fucking
good.”

“| don’t see how. |—oh!”

| stare around the room, inhaling as well, and realize the whole room smells of me.
Of my attempts at relief last night.

He lays me carefully on my ruffled covers, and | settle against the pillows, planting
my feet on the mattress and bending my legs at the knee. “1 didn’t even make my bed
thismorning.”

The scent becomes stronger as we stir up the covers.

“We'd just messit up again anyway,” he teases as he climbs onto the bed.

| catch a glimpse of his hard, weeping dick. The moan that follows is feral, wanting,
and his eyes flash with a matching want.

“Darian, I’'m not going to fuck you today.” He sits back on his haunches between my
legs.

If | closed them, | could pretend my knees are squishing his head, which I'd love to
do because his words anger the beast inside me. The comforting hum of home now
dissipates into frustration, and | hiss in disappointment. “What happened to taking
care of your girl?’

He chuckles, tracing his hands over my breasts. “I will take care of you because you
need meto and it's my responsibility as your alpha.”

“So you don’'t really want me?’



“Oh, | want you. I've wanted you for longer than you can imagine. But | won't fuck
you. | won't kiss you. | won’'t make love to you until you want me to rather than just
need meto.”

| have no answer to that, because he's right. | don’t necessarily want him. | don’t
even know him. | just need histouch in away |’ ve never needed anything.

His thumbs flick over my nipples, teasing them until they stand erect, and then he
leans his body over mine to take one peak into his mouth, sucking and twirling his
tongue around it until I’'m wriggling my ass, attempting to press against him, but he
holds his body above mine, unflinching.

His hand traills down my stomach, pausing to press a pam against my lower
abdomen. He releases my nipple with a pop. “Not thistime, but one day | will fill this
belly with my seed. | can’t wait to see you carrying my children.”

His words register in my brain, but 1 don’'t have the mental capacity for that
conversation right now. Hopefully I’'ll remember |ater.

His fingers move lower and now he's the one groaning. “You’'re so fucking wet. Is
thisall for me, baby?’

| whimper in response, unable to form words as he parts me and finds my clit like
he's done it a million times before. His tongue darts out to flick my nipple, and he
finds his rhythm on my clit in strong circular motions. | wince and he lessens the
pressure.

“Perfect,” | whisper.

He grins up at me wickedly, giving my breast a break. “Y ou are absolutely perfect.
These magnificent tits, thisass.” He cups a cheek with his other hand, never wavering



with hisfingers. “Y ou are a fucking goddess, Darian.”
As he's staring up a me, worshipping me, my lips ache for more. | crave the
connection of kissing, of our tongues intertwining. But he says he won’t kiss me or

fuck me until 1 want it.

And | know this is dtill just my need. My heat, as they call it. The beast roars
pleasantly inside me, asif I’ ve accepted her presence.

With that acceptance and the way Aarick works my body, I'm suddenly flushed, my
breathing ragged as the heat builds within me, my whole body once again on fire.

| pray to whatever’s out there, to Aarick, that thiswill satiate my need.

He moves faster and faster, twirling his fingers around my clit like he’s been making
me come for years.

Sex has never been bad, and I’ ve aways had orgasms, but thisis different.

This is like he knows exactly the amount of pressure, how much to move, and when
he ducks his head to lick my breasts again, | explode, the orgasm racking my body.

My arms and legs shake as pleasure rips through me, my hands tangled in Aarick’s
hair, pulling him against me.

It's as if the heat disappeared, my body finally at ease after ailmost twenty-four hours
of torture.

I’'m like jelly, sprawled out on the bed, holding his head against my chest. | twirl my
fingersin hishair, and he' s still not moving, but | can feel him breathing.



“Areyou okay?' Hefinally breaks the silence, glancing up at me.

“Am | okay?’ | giggle. “I’'m more than okay. That was...the best orgasm anyone’s
ever given me.”

He breathes out forcefully. “No, | know that was good.” He flashes me a grin. “I
mean, mentally. When you're in heat... | just want to make sure you're mentally

okay.”

I’m quiet for a moment, unsure of how | am, really. “Thisisalot, | won't lie. | think
now that the heat isover, | can really process what's going on.”

Aarick’s eyesflash to mine, ady grin spreading across his face. “ Oh, baby.”
“What? What does that mean?’ | narrow my eyes at him.
But as he moves, his erection brushes my thigh, and the warmth begins spreading

throughout my body again. He moves down the bed, his face hovering at the apex of
my thighs. “We're just getting started.”
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When | peel my eyelids open four days later, I’'m instantly on guard, waiting for the
infernal heat to rise within me again.

But it doesn’t. My skin is clammy but cool, my breathing and heart rate are normal,
and the spot beside me on my bed...

Is empty. My hand rests on the bare mattress, the fitted sheet ripped off at some point
in my feral need, and | wonder how long it’'s been since Aarick left.

It couldn’t have been long; the placeis still warm to my touch.

| sit up with a groan, every muscle in my body screaming as | plant my feet on the
floor. | need a shower, and | have to call work. Who knowsiif | still have ajob.

| grab my phone from my nightstand while flashes of the past few days play over in
my mind like amovie.

Of Aarick taking me over the edge time and time again—with his fingers, tongue,
lips, my vibrator.

On my stomach, my back, standing. In the shower, with me pressed against the wall
as he knelt before me.

Thankfully, none of the unbearable desire comes back to these memories. My first
heat is over. | have so many questions, and it seems as if the only answer right now is



Aarick. But he's gone. His words from the first day repeat in my mind. | won't fuck
you until you want me to.

But he’ sright. Now, | don’t want him to.

The common sense of everything takes over, the redlity that | allowed a total stranger
inside my home, inside my bed, inside my body.

WEell, kind of inside my body. Does it add to my body count if we didn't have
intercourse?

My head pounds from all of the thinking, the puzzling of what’s what, and | roll my
shoulders to ease the tension before swiping my phone open.

| touch the app for my work schedule. Someone had put in for vacation time for the
two shifts | missed and sent in a doctor’s note.

The invasion of my phone kind of pisses me off.

| was in no mindset to take care of business, and the relief that my job is safe is
overwhelming, but it still leaves me with avulnerability I’ m not happy about.

When, or if, | see Aarick again, we will have a confrontation about the invasion of
my privacy.

After checking the schedule and seeing that | work graveyard tonight, | drag myself
out of bed and into my bathroom.

Oh my god, the whole apartment smells like sex.

Before, | loved it, relished it, but now bile risesin my throat.



This whole place needs to be deep cleaned.

It takes me over an hour, but by the time the steaming spray of the shower hits my
skin, my covers are in the dryer, and the whole place has been dusted, swept, and
mopped.

My refrigerator door was evidently repaired at some point, and the floor swept clean.
The water has long run cold before I' m satisfied with how clean | am, and when | dry
off and step out of the shower, my reflection catches my eye in the mirror over the
sink.

My gasp breaks the otherwise silent room.

My curves are more prominent than ever, my breasts full and perky.

My lips are swollen. | can't imagine why, because | know for a fact Aarick never
kissed me.

It'sasif I’ ve been given a makeover; my body is practically glowing.

| finally drag my eyes away and finish getting ready for work, determined to push all
thoughts of the past four days—and Aarick—out of my mind.

“Are you feeling better, Darian?’ A fellow nurse, Tiffany, greets me as| clock in on
the computer in the staff break room.

“l am, thank you.” | return her smile, tapping the keys alittle harder than necessary as
| clock in. “How are you? How’ s this week been?”’

“Tough, honestly. Y ou know your patient from the other day?’



“Yes, | remember her.”

“Well, she's... It's not looking good for her. She's not waking up.”

“That’s so sad.” My heart aches for the woman, and for her family, if she hasany. “Is
anyone here with her?’

“Yes, her husband and daughter. The husband isn’'t dealing well at all, but he's doing
his best. You're with her tonight.”

| nod solemnly, determined to put my own emotions about the past four days aside.

| haven’'t even thought about the shifter aspect of my life.

Now that I’ ve considered it, why haven't | shifted?

Aarick did it at will. Will | change at the full moon?

| have to worry about that later. This woman and her family need me, and that’s all
that matters for the night.

| scrub my hands thoroughly before slowly pulling the curtain back and entering her
room.

There's a man standing at the head of the bed, pushing the woman’s sweaty curls off
her forehead.

He wasn't here the first day. The daughter was for awhile, but now she’'s gone. They
must take visiting her in turns.

He looks up at me with empty, haunted eyes.



Hisfaceis scruffy, asif he hasn't shaved in days.

He's mostly bald on top but has some hair around his ears.

But there’ s something about him, about the way he turns, that seems familiar to me.

Maybe | did pass him in the hall the other day and didn’t realize.

“Hi, Mr. Miller. I’'m Darian. I'll be taking care of your wife tonight.”

“Darian,” he repeats with anod. He gives me a soft, paternal smile. “You’ re probably
about the same age as my daughter.”

“1 think so. She was here for a bit the other morning.

“She went home tonight to be with her kids, but she'll be here in the morning. We...
They’re doing a scan tomorrow of her brain.” He clears his throat, covering up the
emotion in hisvoice. “I can't believe this has happened.”

“Me neither, sir. I'm so sorry. | promise I’ [l take the best care of her possible.”

He nods again, swiping at his eyes quickly. | grab him atissue and pass it discreetly
before getting started on Mrs. Miller’s medications for the evening.

When | push myself up the steps of my front porch early the next morning, it's al |
can do not to lean over on therail in exhaustion.

Mrs. Miller was heading down for her CT scan when | left, and the daughter had
arrived to keep her dad company.

It was heart-wrenching, their pain, them not understanding why it happened to them.



| always wonder, why do some people go through these things and others come out
just fine, or deal with no pain at all?

Even as an employee in the medical field, where | witness miracles of science every
day, sometimes there’ s nothing you can do for someone. And it’s the absolute worst.

A small meow greets me as | step onto the porch. | know it’s not Old Man, because
his meow is husky and deep. The calico before me rubs around my legs, and | reach
down to scratch her ears. “ So, who are you going to turn into?’

She chirps in response, and who knows what all she's talking about as | unlock the
door and step inside my house.

She attemptsto follow, but | block her.

“1 don’'t think so, ma’am.” | rush inside, quickly shutting and locking the door before
peeking out of the peephole.

| may have let my guard down with Aarick, but that won't be the case with anyone
else, especially animals.

And | was right. Before my eyes, the calico transforms into a stunning blonde beauty
with a dangerous smirk, her eyes glinting at me. “I know you’ re watching me, runty
bitch.”

The air leaves my lungs, my chest aching as | struggle for breath while she moves
closer to the door. She bangs on it with her fist. “You better stay the fuck away from
him. A deal was made long ago, and he has to abide by it.”

She transforms again into the calico and hikes her leg, spraying urine all over my
patio chair before bounding off into the night.



Good god. | never asked for any of this. She can have Aarick if she wants. | don’t
want to stand in the way.

But even as | think it, | know that’s alie. My blood drums in my veins at the thought
of his name.

Mine. Mine. Mate.

The drumming gets faster and faster, my body filled to the brim with anger,
possessiveness, and something else | can’'t quite put a name to.

My hand stretches out, opening the door, and the hissing of the calico as she turns
around, crouched close to the ground, is as clear asif she were right next to me.

My body suddenly releases the tension it was holding in al of my muscles as| move
down the first step, and as my hand hits the rail, my limbs feel like mush.

My vision clouds, everything around me blurring, and my body contorts, the stretch
of my muscles rearranging me onto all fours the strangest sensation.

Quickly, I acquaint myself with my new form.

| can swish my tail, twitch my ears. It's freeing to be able to stretch, to arch my back
and release alow growl at the calico.

But she’'s no longer as brave, apparently, because she's backing away from me, eyes
wid. Her head twists back and forth as she looks around, as if searching for someone
to rescue her.

Not sure how this will work, | open my mouth, trying the way | would normally clear
my throat, but it just releases a small growl.



Inhale deeply, with your whole chest. Aarick’s voice is in my mind again, and it's
like another invasion, but | ook past it and obey his orders, then release a ferocious
roar. The calico jumps a foot into the air and takes off at a sprint, her bushy tail the

last thing to disappear over the hill.

Well done, Mate.
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The sensation of the grass under my paws, wet with the morning dew, is a shock to
my system as | prowl around the front yard.

The sun has barely risen, so I’'m determined to appreciate this moment of freedom
before scattering back inside.

If my neighbors came out and saw me in the yard, I’'m sure there would be some
panicking.

Y ou are stunning.

Shut up, | tell him.

Areyou angry with me?

Yes. You used my phone.

Ah, no, that was your aunt. He tilts his head at me, ears alert.

My eyes go wide. She was there whilewe...?

No, you were asleep. It was in between the floor and the shower, actually.

Oh my god. If | had hands, I’d cover my face. Circling a spot that seems perfect, |
plop down on my haunches and give him the evil eye.



He throws his head back asif he'slaughing, which perturbs me even more.

Thisisn't funny, Aarick. My whole lifeis alie. And why did | just now change? If
I’m a shifter, shouldn’t | have done it before? And who's that bitch that showed up at
my door, calling me arunt?

We should discuss this, for sure, but not like this. He shifts instantly, bare before me,
but while he's attractive as hell, there’ s no drive for me to pounce him like before.

Right now, I’'m worried about shifting back. What if | mess up, or get stuck like this?
| close my eyes.

“Just focus on your muscles, your joints. Think about them changing back to how you
feel when you' re human.”

| do as he says, imagining a light illuminating beneath my skin at the places he
instructed. It happens slowly at first, my skin pulling and muscles stretching, but then
I’m standing before him, human, and naked as well. “Do our clothes just disappear?”’

“No, see.” He nods toward my porch, where my clothes are torn to pieces. “If you can
undress before shifting, it’sideal, and cheaper for your wardrobe.”

“Shit. So what if you’ re shifting and going somewhere else?’

“You can get a pack to wear around your waist or something like that. It will usually
hold up. Or tie something to your leg. But that's not normally a worry. We don’t
travel out of pack territory.”

The sun is completely visible now, the birds chirping loudly. “We better get inside. If
anyone sees us standing out here like this, we'll both be in the back of a cop car.” |
rush inside and he follows behind me, shutting the door and locking it.



“Scared of the calico?’ | tease him, but there’ s some truth to my words.

“No, | think you took care of Addison.” He chuckles. “She wasn't expecting you to
shift.” He sobers then, reminding me of my question earlier.

“Why did | just now shift?’ | cross my arms, watching him expectantly.

“Well, that’s along story, really.”

“I have all day. | don't work until seven tonight.”

“How about we make some coffee?’ he suggests, refusing to meet my eye.

“l don’'t have any syrup or creamer, but you're welcome to coffee. I'm getting
dressed first, though.” | head to my bedroom without waiting for an answer, but his
footsteps thunder behind me.

“You haven't looked in your cabinets, have you?’

“My cabinets? No, | woke up yesterday and got ready for work.” The top drawer of
my dresser squeaks as it slides open, and | pick out my most comfortable pair of

pajamas.

| slide them on without looking up. | don't feel his gaze on me while | dress, but |
don’t want to see him without clothes again.

That’salie, though. Because I’ll go in heat again at some point.

“Here.” | grab my robe from the back of the door and hand it to him.

We finally look at each other, and he has ateasing smile. “Oh, can't resist looking at



me?”’

“In your dreams.” | scoff. “Now what’ s this about my cabinets?’

“Renee did some shopping for you. She picked up al your favorites.”

“Renee doesn’'t shop.”

“No, but | asked her to.”

Doubting his claims, | open the top cabinet carefully, and sure enough, there’'s my
macadamia nut syrup. My stomach swoops at the sight, at the thoughtfulness. My
aunt despises grocery shopping, but she went anyway, and he thought to ask her to.

“Okay. Let’'s get this coffee going, then you have some answers to give me.”

“Yes, ma am. Sit down. I’ [l make the coffee.” He motions to the small table | got on
sale when | moved into this apartment.

“You know, | normally despise listening to men, yet that's al | seem to do around
you.” The seat is cold against my skin, and | wonder if I'll always run hot now. He
moves around the kitchen as if he lives here, and a nagging thought surfaces. “Do you
live in these apartments?’

“l do.” He grabs a gallon of filtered water and adds it to the machine, then measures
out coffee grounds.

“So what, is this just like, the center for shifters or something?’ | joke. But the ook
he gives me stifles my laughter. “Oh, god. Everyone here?’

“No, but most. Or friends. All of the employees.”



“Even Janice?’

He chuckles. “Yes, even Janice.”

We sit in companionable silence as the coffee brews and he doctors mine up. I'm glad
it's not awkward. Of course, my mind is running a hundred miles a minute at the
revelation that I’ m surrounded by shifters. “Are all these strays shifters?’

“Usually.” He sets my cup down in front of me before taking the other seat, blowing
lightly on his own drink. “So, what do you want to know?’ He takes a slow sip,
watching me over the rim of his cup.

“1 want to know everything.”

My coffee is cold and untouched by the time I’ ve learned everything there is to know
about his shifter pack.

He' stherising alpha, as hisdad is retiring.

Addison isfrom arival pack that wanted to form an alliance.

There was a treaty of some sort, but when someone has a mate, the treaty becomes
obsolete, so her people are pissed.

The apartment complex is a safety net for their pack.

Her crossing the line was a breach of territorial agreements.

“There’s so much more to this than | realized.” | shake my head, finally sipping my
drink. It still tastes good, even cold.



“It'sjust alot at once. If we'd known you'd go into heat, | could have met you before
now. Asit was, | didn’t have the chance.”

“Addison called me arunt. Isthat why | went into heat later? Or why | didn’t shift?’

“No, the reason is because there was a protection ritual on you.”

“Like aspell?’ | wrinkle my nose, not sure how much | buy into that. Then again, |
just turned into an animal, so...

“Yes, aspell. My father is the apha, and he and his wife performed this ritual to cast
a shield of sorts over you. You wouldn’t smell of a shifter or change or go into heat
until it was time for me to take over as apha.”

“But you didn’t know it was time?’

“We didn't. My father’ s mate...she was injured, and that changed everything.”

“Your mom?’

“No, my mother wasn't his mate. She couldn’t have children. But she's always been
very good to me.”

“So what about the night | saved you. She was injured then?’
“Yes, we were attacked by Addison’s pack. They’ve been making attempts for ages
to weed you out, to get you ‘out of the way’” He raises his hands to make quotes in

theair.

“Oh my god. I’'m so sorry, Aarick.”



“It'sokay. It'll... We're hoping she gets better soon.”

We stare at each other across the table, the air thick between us as | process the
information I’ ve been given.

“So what do we do now?’ | break the silence after a moment.

“We take over our pack. If you' [l accept me as your mate.”

He clasps his hands together and rests them on the table, watching my face. But |
don’'t know what to say, what answer to give.

“Aarick, we haven’t even been on a date.”
“Fine, Darian.” He mimics my tone when he says my name. He takes my hand and
presses his lips to my skin. “Would you do me the honor of spending the day with

me?’

Whatever | thought would happen, thiswasn’t it. But he's so handsome and kind, and
| know he can make me come. It can’t hurt to try one date, right?

“Yes. | would lovethat.”

“Alright.” He glances down at his attire. “Let me run home and get dressed. I'll be
here to pick you up in thirty minutes.”

“But what do | wear?’

“Whatever you want will be perfect.”

“That doesn’'t help if | don't know what your plans are.” | poke him in the chest



playfully, and for the first time since my heat ended, a flash of desire runs through
me.

But I'm not in heat. So thisisjust normal wanting.

His eyes flash at me as if he knows, his nostrils flaring, and then | realize he can
smell me when I’m aroused. And he knows the smell well.

“That’s not on the agenda today.” | shake my finger at him warningly. “Sorry about
that.”

“Never apologize for being aroused. It's my new favorite scent.” He leans over and
kisses my cheek softly. “I'll be back soon.”

And he's up and out the door before | realize that he never did verify what | should
wear.

| finally settle on a black skirt and a loose flowery top. It’s cute but not super fancy. |
dlip my feet into black flats and check myself out in the mirror. It’s still amazing how
full my figure is now. How shiny my skinis. A knock on the door startles me, and |

straighten my hair one last time.

“This will be fine,” | reassure myself out loud. “You're just going on your first date
with your fated mate. No big deal.”

The clicking of thelock as| turnit is like the sound of a brand-new start, a promise of
what’ s to come.

Aarick stands on the porch with a bouquet of flowersin one hand.

He' s not overly dressed up either, which isarelief.



He's in jeans and a nice polo. He hands me the flowers and | take them, inhaling

deeply.
“These are beautiful. Thank you. Let me get them into some water.”

He follows me into the kitchen, his gaze burning into my skin as | search under the
sink for the vase that was here when | moved in. “I’ve never had anyone bring me

flowers before a date.”

Aarick starts at this, his head jerking toward me. “Really? That’s...ridiculous.”
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“Well, the dating pool isn’t the greatest out there.” | grab the glass dish and hold it
under the faucet. Once it's ready, | arrange the bouquet carefully and set it in the
center of my table.

“Ready?’ He offers me his hand, and | hesitate at first. This seems like more than just
taking hishand. Thisisgiving usarea chance. But it feels like the right thing to do.

“Ready.”

When Aaric pulls up to the brightly colored building, I’ m suspicious that he' s joking.
“Areyou surethisisthe right place?’

“Positive.” He jumps out of the car without another word and rushes around the front
to my side before opening the door. | step out, still curious, but | let him take my
hand and lead meinside.

“Welcome to Lunar Arcade,” acheerful voice greets us as we step inside.

“Thank you.” | nod in greeting, but I’'m soon distracted by the flashing lights and
sounds. Spinning in a slow circle, | take in everything around me. Tons of arcade
games. Skee-Ball, Pac-Man—the classics. But there’s also a bunch of new ones I've
never heard of.

“Thisisso cool,” | murmur, squeezing Aarick’s hand in excitement.

“They have laser tag too, so | made reservations for us to play around after we check
out all of this.” He motions to the games around us. “What should we do first?’



After rounds of air hockey, basketball, Skee-Ball, and every other game we come
across, we suit up for laser tag. He hooks my vest for me, his finger brushing the
exposed skin between my shirt and leggings, and my quick intake of breath catches
my attention.

“Looks like you two are the only ones in this round.” The pimply faced attendant
eyes us suspicioudly, as if two people playing is abnormal. “You'll have to be on
opposite teams, then.”

“Not aproblem.” | flash agrin at Aarick. “l can handle alittle competition.”

He hooks on his own vest, releases the gun from its holster, and narrows his eyes at
me. “But can you handle being chased?’

He' s so close to me that | could count his eyelashes.
My quick intake of breath and the flood of arousal to my belly must be obvious to
him, because he closes his eyes asif he’sin pain, and while he's an alpha, it's a mark

that | truly hold the power here.

That makes me even wetter. The door buzzes, shocking us apart, and we step inside
the arena.

The attendant says, “ Go to your home bases. The buzzer will sound, then you'll have
fifteen minutes.”

| rush over to my side—the blue on the tower matching my blue vest—without
looking back to see which way Aarick goes.

| need a breather after that heated moment.



The buzzer sounds and the hard rock music thunders throughout the room, making it
impossible to hear anything else—for a normal person.

But if | focus redly hard, | can make out the slight sound of footsteps across the
room, through the other towers and barrels blocking the way.

As | dink around the obstacles, it’s obvious that I’ m stealthier now.

| move more quietly, and my limbs seem easier to control.

The idea that Aarick could sneak up on me because he's a bit stronger than | am is
exhilarating and nerve-racking at the same time.

| duck down below awooden bar, then slowly peer over it to catch a glimpse of him.

He's closer now, so close his scent is invading my senses, and | know he can smell
me.

A wicked thought crosses my mind. | toe off my shoes as quietly as possible, then
pull my underwear down, leaving my skirt on.

| hurry back into my clothes and slip my shoes on before hanging my panties from
the edge of the wooden plank.

Then | sneak back to my hiding place behind the tower and wait.

| don’'t know Aarick that well yet, but | would bet money that he's not searching for
me by sound.

A few minutes later, I’ m proven correct.



He darts around the corner, his laser gun aimed and ready, but he lowers it and his
jaw when he sees my panties hanging there.

| peek out from my spot, take aim, and push the trigger, my laser deactivating his vest
immediately.

He dowly turns toward me, his eyes dark and dangerous, and the thrill that runs
through my body has nothing to do with fear.

He stalks toward me, unhooking his vest and dropping it to the ground as he speeds
into arun.

| don’t have time to lose mine and just take off, squealing with delight as he chases
me around the room. | dodge barrels and dunk under planks.

“l can smell how wet you are for me, love,” he growls. It's aimost a whisper but
somehow so loud that he could be right behind me. “I thought you weren’t afraid of a
little competition.”

| spot a cubby under another stack of wooden planks and squeeze myself into it.

His voice carries over. “When | find you, do you know what I’ m going to do to you?”’
My body shakes so hard from excitement that | fear I'll jar the planks and knock
something over. Between my thighs is soaked, and now there’s no hiding from him.
Just waiting for him to find me.

Suddenly a hand wraps around my ankle, pulling me out of my safe haven, and I'm

face-to-face with my predator. His eyes trail hungrily down my body, and he unhooks
the vest, pulling it over my head asif it personally offended him.



He yanks me to my feet and bends me over the planks behind us. “Open your legs for
me. Now.”

| don’'t even consider disobeying, and when he drops to his knees behind me, a
shudder runs through me all the way to my feet.

“You were such adirty girl, teasing me with your panties.” He trails his nose over my
ass, his hands kneading my legs. “Did you think you’ d be able to escape me?”’

“No.” | gasp as he spreads my cheeks open.

“So you wanted me to catch you? To see this pussy you got wet just for me?”’

| don’t say anything, and he smacks my ass softly. “| asked you a question, love.”

“Y-yes.” | didn't realize it until now, but | wanted him to catch me more than I’'ve
ever wanted anything in the world.

Then he buries his face in me, licking and sucking my swollen pussy until |
practically weep. When my orgasm finally takes over, | sink to the floor, unable to
stand any longer.

And | don't know what I’ m going to do with Aarick, or without him.

When we get back to my house, | put on another pot of coffee. I’'m going to need it
because I’ ve got to work in six hours, and | don’t see sleep in my near future.

Aarick seems to be preparing to leave when my front door bursts open. | can’t believe
| forgot to lock it. | turn to see a man at the entrance to my kitchen.

| gasp at the sight of him. “What are you doing here?’



Mr. Miller drops to his knees, tears streaming down his face, and Aarick pushes his
chair back and rushes to his side. “Dad, what happened?’ He pulls his father into his
arms, helping him over to the chair.

“She’s...she's not going to make it, son.” He buries his head in his hands, elbows
resting on my table.

| stare at him, this new development sending me reeling. I’ve been taking care of
Aarick’s family. Did he know this? Obvioudly, or else his father wouldn’t be in my

house.

“I'm so sorry, Mr. Miller.” | reach my hand over to grasp his arm, hoping | can
convey my sympathy through a simple squeeze.

He emerges from behind his hands, his eyes bloodshot and puffy.

“I"'m Sam. Call me Sam, please.” He turns his head toward me, blinking slowly, and
I’m struck with that familiarity again that | had the first time | saw him.

“And thank you for taking such good care of my wife. You realy went above and
beyond.”

“It was my pleasure, realy.”

“So what’s the plan, Dad?’ Aarick leans on the kitchen counter. “There' s nothing
else we can do?’

Sam sighs, shaking his head wearily. “They said her...brain lost oxygen for too long,
and she has too much damage. She'll never wake up. She always said she wouldn’t
want to live like that.”



“We literally have magic, Dad.” Aarick’s voice breaks and his eyes burn into my
skin. “There has to be something we can do.”

Sam shakes his head, his exhaustion taking over. His whole body seems to slump, no
energy left. “I had to come by, for the ritual. But since you're here, | wanted to take
you back with me, if that’s alright. Your sister isthere.”

“Wait. What ritual?’ | interject, glancing between them.

Aarick and Sam turn toward me simultaneously, and Sam smiles wistfully before
standing.

“1 hate for you to find out like this. | just...there hasn’t been enough time for any of
this.”

And then he shifts, limbs contorting, until my little Old Man is staring up a me from
the kitchen floor.
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SEVEN

It's been thirty minutes since Aarick and his father went to the hospital, and I’ ve done
nothing.

| sit in silence. No noise, no phone, just me at the kitchen table with the past few days
aroller coaster in my mind.

Aarick’s injury, the unbearable heat, our four-day-long sexfest, being attacked by his
jealous stalker.

| mean, it's been one thing after another.
| know | have to make a choice—to stand by his side or to reject our bond.
That’ s the term he used. What happensiif | rgect the bond, though?

| never feel whole? He'll take a mate of some sort—he’'d have to as apha—but it
wouldn’t be destiny.

She wouldn’t fill al of his crevicesthe way | supposedly will.
What kind of bullshit is that? That one person can complete you?
| know in my bonesthat it’strue, and my life with him would be perfect.

But | also despise the secrecy, the hiding and spying.



Realizing I’ ve been being watched my whole life, whether for my own safety or not,
iIsalot.

My phone buzzes and | grab it from its facedown position, then swipe open the
notification. Renee wants me to come over.

With asigh, | reply that I'll be right there, then slip on my sandals and head out.

Should | be afraid of someone from Addision’s pack coming after me?

Probably but | don’t even give afuck anymore.

| traipse across the apartment complex rather than driving, deciding the fresh air will
be good for me.

And | don’'t see anyone messing with me right now; it's midday and plenty of people
are out walking their dogs or letting their kids run around.

Why did I never make friends with any of these people?

That would have been the right thing to do, rather than always being shy and hiding
away.

Then | might have caught on about the shifter thing sooner, before my heat started.

Renee’s door is wide open, of course. What will | ever do with that woman? | step
inside, glancing around carefully. My skin prickles uneasily as | step through the
house, but then a pain shoots through the bottom of my sandal.

“Oh shit.” | wince, reaching down to grab the glass from my foot. But then something
hard lands a blow on the back of my head, and everything goes woozy, my vision



blurring before me as | try to make out shapes and shadows.

Then a soft familiar voice in my ear hisses, “Nighty night, runty bitch.”

When | come to, my eyes are still bleary, and my head feels like arock thrown into a
pond.

| can’t hold it up, but | keep trying to.

| move to rub my eyes but can’t. My wrists are chained together behind me, and no
matter how much | struggle, they won't come free.

Finally, my vision clears and the room comes into view.

The musty scent of the room makes me think of the earth.

My chains are attached to a giant metal hook in the floor, and my gaze follows the
metal to a second set of chains.

Reneeis still unconscious, lying on her side on the dank floor.

My head is pounding. | know they’ve drugged me with something. Renee too, no
doubt. They must have trapped me by texting me from her phone.

That’s not important right now, though. Right now, | have to get out of here. | don’t
even know where hereis, or how long | was asleep.

“Renee,” | hiss, trying to wake her without alerting our captors. Her head stirs but she
doesn’t open her eyes.

Struggling with the chains, | pull and yank but to no avail. I’'m locked in.



“God, why are my wrists not smaller?’ | drop my head onto my hands, the cold of the
floor soaking through my shorts.

And then it hitsme. If | shift, I’d slide right out of these chains.

But is that too easy? Are they wanting me to shift?

After a moment’s hesitation, my decision is made and | close my eyes, focusing on
my muscles like Aarick taught me.

The stretching of muscles, the light under my skin hitting each joint, and that feeling
of turning to jelly hits,

The clanking of the metal as the chains fall off my paws echoes around the room, and
| open my eyes, freshly shifted.

My paws move soundlessly across the floor to Renee, passing a cracked mirror
propped against the wall.

| stop, staring at my reflection. My glorious panther, black as coal and almost as large
as Aarick. A perfect match for him.

Renee's breathing is even. If | can wake her, she can shift too. Then we can get the
hell out of here and they’ll never know.

Nuzzling my face against hers does no good; she just turns away from me. | press my
paws into her shoulder, barely extending my claws, and hiss in her ear. She finally
stirs, her eyes opening slowly, then widening in understanding as she takes in her
situation.

| growl alow warning to be quiet. She shifts immediately into a cute striped tabby,



slipping out of her own chains, and we both begin searching for a way out of the
room.

The place is sealed tight and full of random junk, as if someone routinely chucks
things they don’t need down here.

The scent around the door is familiar, and my hair stands on end when | hear the
voice of awoman.

“They’re not going to come for them, Dad. | told you, it's over.” Addison’stired tone
surprises me. She seemed so feisty when we met before.

“We're not giving up on a decades-old deal, Addy,” the gruff male voice answers.
“Our two packs will become one, and you'll be the first omega of the unified group.
Our linewill live on asroyalty forever.”

“He doesn't want me, and | don’'t want him.” A crashing sound follows—glass
shattering on tile—and a small feminine whimper.

“Get out of my sight,” he growls, and the footsteps come pounding toward the door.

| rush out of the way as it creaks open and Addison dipsinside. Tears are streaming
down her cheeks, and she wrings her hands together, her shoulders shaking. When
she turns to survey the room, she stops suddenly at the sight of our empty chains.

Oh no. Oh no. No, no...” she whispers hoarsely. Her nose wrinkles as she inhales
deeply, and | do the same. So that was the familiar scent. She darts around the room
on light feet, asif hoping to find usin a corner.

Then Renee shifts into her human form out of nowhere, grabbing Addison from
behind and covering her mouth. She's holding a jagged piece of wood to the girl’s



throat. “Y ou better not scream,” Renee hisses. “| won't hesitate.”
| pad over to the two women, dreading transforming in front of them and being
naked. I'm definitely going to start tying something to my leg even if | have no plans

to shift.

There's awooden door propped against the wall nearby, so | squeeze behind it before
shifting, then peek my head out at Renee and Addison.

“Quit fighting,” | growl, and they both freeze. “Let us go. We won't hurt you.”

Addison’s muffled sob tears at my heartstrings.

“Uncover her mouth, Renee.”

“No, Darian! She'd dlit your throat without hesitation.”

Addison shakes her head.

“Just do it, Renee.”

She shoots me a dirty look before warning her captive, “If you make one wrong
move, | won’'t hesitate. Understood?’

The scared woman nods in agreement, and Renee slowly drops her hand.

“l can’'t. My dad will... He'll hurt me.”

| want to reassure her that surely he wouldn’t, but his actions a moment ago lead me
to believe her.



“1 didn’'t even know he going to kidnap you guys, | swear. | came home and he and
his cronies did it. I'm...I"ve given up on Aarick. | don’t want someone who doesn’t
want me. | realized after | saw you the other night, it's over. There was never
anything to be over.”

Something in her tone makes me believe her, even though | know it seems stupid. |
nod at Renee.

She shakes her head at me. “Y ou and your strays.”

“Come back with us,” | tell Addison. “We can sneak out while he's distracted, and
I’ll protect you.”

“How can you protect me?”

“Well, from what your dad said, I'll be the omega of Aarick’s pack, correct?’

She snorts. “If you accept the bond, yes. What if you don’'t? Where does that leave
me?’

“It has to be better than here.”

She glances over to the door, where the sounds of the loud TV and cans being
crushed float from.

“Okay. Let'sdoit. Let’s get out of here,” she decides. “We have to shift first.”
In one swift movement, we're each on all fours, and although Renee practically rolls

her eyes at me, we follow Addison to a small hole we would have probably found
soon had we kept looking.



We bound out into the night, and | realize I’ m late for work.

Shit. Of all the things to think of right now, it seems silly, but | also worry about
Aarick and hisdad. | wonder if Sam’s wife has passed yet.

My mind still trails off to away to heal her.

They have literal magic. Shouldn’t there be a way?

As we run through the night, following Addison and hoping she knows the way
home, | retrace every step and the medication that Mrs. Miller took under my care.

Her brain activity... That would have to be amagical fix, right?
When the apartment complex comes into view, |'ve never been happier to be home.

I’ ve got to hurry to the hospital and try to save my job. | wish | could save my patient
aswell.
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EIGHT
After aquick shower, | throw on my clothes and race to my car.

I’'m leaving Addison and Renee in an awkward position, but | don’'t have time to
second-guessiit.

The timing of my drive from home to the hospital sets a new record, and I’ m thankful
| didn’t get pulled over on the way.

| rush through the double doors to the elevator and repeatedly press the button for the
fifth floor.

When | swipe my badge and burst into the ICU, | blow past the charge nurse,
ignoring the calls of “Darian, where have you been?’ and rush around the corner to
Mrs. Miller’s room.

Jane. Her first name is Jane. It flashes across my vision from reading her chart.

Everyone looks up at my sudden arrival. Sam’'s hand is on Jane's head. Aarick is
sitting by his sister, her head buried in his shoulder.

“The monitors are unhooked. The machines are al gone. The only thing Jane has now
Is regular oxygen, to keep her comfortable,” Aarick explains, clearing his throat to

hide the emotion.

| make my way around the bed, wanting to comfort Sam—OId Man. He' s spent years



watching over me. Time spent away from his mate, from his family, al to keep me
safe for his son.

His eyes crinkle at me fondly. “Thank you for coming, Darian. It realy means the
world to me.”

“I can't believe...dll thistime...”

“You should know that it wasn’t just me watching over you.

The whole pack did, of course. But Jane...

" He nods toward his wife, his voice cracking.

“We take the same form. And she loved you so much. She loved your protective
heart, how you watched out for your aunt. | just thought you should know before
she... Before she passes.”

“Thank you, Sam.” | squeeze his hand before moving over to look down at Jane, her
curls framing her face. I've cared for her for a few days this week, and it turns out
she’'s been guarding me for who knows how long. The world really is completely
different than | thought.

“I’ll leave you guys aone. | just wanted to stop in and pay my respects.” | bend
closer to Jane. “Thank you for taking care of me,” | whisper before leaning over to
press my lips to her forehead.

When | step out of the room, | take a deep breath and then exhale, controlling my
emotions. For the first time, | fear | might shift accidentally, and my workplace
would not be the best location to do so.



Aarick steps out of the room behind me, and we reach for the other’'s hand
immediately. “lI don't know how long I'll be here, but I'll come by to see
you...after.”

“I"d love that, redly,” | say. “We don't even know each other.”

“Wedon't. But if it's any comfort, my dad knows both of us and says we have a good
chance.”

“Well, what does Jane say?’ | tilt my head toward the room, and he laughs softly.

“She always said you' re too good for me.”

| can’'t help but chuckle at that as well, but then stop. It seems wrong to laugh when
someone is dying because of me. “I’ll see you when | see you, Aarick.”

“See you when | seeyou,” he repeats.

| turn away and head back down to my car. I’'m in no mood to talk to anyone about
my job tonight. Does it even matter if | still have one?

Instead, | get into my car and drive home. There’' s no sign of Renee or Addison in my
apartment. All | can do is hope they haven't killed each other. | crawl into bed, too

exhausted to even change into pajamas, and drift off to sleep.

Sometime in the night, a warm body dlides into my bed, wrapping its large limbs
around me.

Aarick’s scent envelops me, and it’s sad.

He smellslike salty tears, and his heart is pounding against my back.



| turn in his embrace, cupping his face in my hands.

He brushes his nose against mine, and in reply, | scoot closer, pressing my lipsto his.

He moves quickly, devouring my mouth as if he’s a man dying of starvation and I'm
his food source.

Our kiss is a delicious mess of tongues and teeth, and when we part for air, we're
both gasping for breath.

“Areyou sure?’ He searches my face for confirmation, and | nod.

“1"ve never been more sure of anything. | don’t need to kiss you. | want to.”

He lowers his head to take my mouth with his again, and my heart soars as our kiss
deepens.

Because he's professed that I'm his destiny, he can make me come with barely a
stroke of his finger, but thiskiss, thisis a promise.

It's a sign of respect, because | didn’t just need it. | wanted it. And | want him
forever.
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OneYear Later

It's been one year since Jane passed away, but her sacrifice, her love for her pack, is
still fresh in everyone’ s minds.

And on today’ s anniversary, I’ m visiting her grave to give her some news.

They say Jane loved babies more than anything, and it broke her heart that she could
never have one.

So, as | it crisscross by her grave, like | have so many times before, it's a sweet
relief to say the words.

“Aarick and | are going to have a baby,” | whisper, as | brush some wayward grass
off her headstone. It's a double headstone. Sam will be buried beside her when his
time comes. “I just thought you should know because they al say you would have
been the best grandmother.”

| pull out the ultrasound photo from my back pocket. “We're having a girl. | told
Aarick we should name her after you, so we've decided on Janie. |...l hope you'll be
okay with that.”

A breeze swirls around me suddenly, sending the grass clippings flying, and | smile
up at the sky. “They said you aready had your name picked out for when you became

a grandmother. So when we talk about you, we'll useit. | promise, GramGram.”

“Areyou ready?’ Aarick calls from behind me, and | turn to see him making his way



up the hill, already shirtless.

“Ugh, do we haveto today?’

He offers me ahand, and | hold my growing abdomen as | stand.

“You know exercise is good for you. And little Jay.”

“Fine.” | roll my eyes. “Did you bring clothes for me?’

“Yes, maam,” he reassures me, showing me the pack tied to hisleg. “Now let’s go.”

| obey—not because | have to, but because | want to—and we shift instantly, taking
off at arun.

| still glance around me. | still lock the doors and stuff like that.

But I’'m not as paranoid as | once was, because even if she's no longer on this earth, |
still feel asif | have a secret guardian somewhere, watching over me.

The End



